
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Whiskey Sour

      It’s All in the Whiskey

    

    




      
        Jen Talty

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Jen Talty

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Book Description

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jen Talty

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Jen Talty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Deadly Secrets is the best of romance and suspense in one hot read!" NYT Bestselling Author Jennifer Probst

        

        "A charming setting and a steamy couple heat up the pages in a suspenseful story I couldn't put down!" NY Times and USA today Bestselling Author Donna Grant

        

        "Jen Talty's books will grab your attention and pull you into a world of relatable characters, strong personalities, humor, and believable storylines. You'll laugh, you'll cry, and you'll rush to get the next book she releases!" Natalie Ann USA Today Bestselling Author

        

        "I positively loved In Two Weeks, and highly recommend it. The writing is wonderful, the story is fantastic, and the characters will keep you coming back for more. I can't wait to get my hands on future installments of the NYS Troopers series." Long and Short Reviews

        

        "In Two Weeks hooks the reader from page one. This is a fast paced story where the development of the romance grabs you emotionally and the suspense keeps you sitting on the edge of your chair. Great characters, great writing, and a believable plot that can be a warning to all of us." Desiree Holt, USA Today Bestseller

        

        "Dark Water delivers an engaging portrait of wounded hearts as the memorable characters take you on a healing journey of love.  A mysterious death brings danger and intrigue into the drama, while sultry passions brew into a believable plot that melts the reader's heart.  Jen Talty pens an entertaining romance that grips the heart as the colorful and dangerous story unfolds into a chilling ending." Night Owl Reviews

        

        "This is not the typical love story, nor is it the typical mystery. The characters are well rounded and interesting." You Gotta Read Reviews

        

        "Murder in Paradise Bay is a fast-paced romantic thriller with plenty of twists and turns to keep you guessing until the end. You won't want to miss this one..." USA Today bestselling author Janice Maynard

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      After the death of her mother, Paget Sour did what she could to help her father, but she had no idea how bad things had gotten, both financially, or medically. As things begin to unravel, and her father’s health takes a turn for the worse, Paget faces some of the tough decisions she’s ever had to make. All she wants is to is make her father’s last few months on this earth as comfortable as possible in the safety of his home.

      

      But she can’t do it alone. Not if she wants to pay the bills, keep the house, and protect her father.

      

      However, the last thing she needs is the pesky bartender who happens to make the best Whiskey Sour showing up offering his help, among other things.

      

      Boone Wilder wants one thing, and one thing only. He wants to make Paget Sour his, and his alone. She comes into his bar regularly, orders a Whiskey Sour has a good chat, and then leaves, always refusing a date. So, when he hears about her sick father, it’s Boone to the rescue. 

      

      Only, Paget isn’t easily that won over, and Boone soon realizes, if he’s going to get the woman he loves, he’s going to have to make a few changes of his own.

      

      And he’s going to have to come clean about one very big lie.
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      Paget Sour parked her Jeep in front of Boone’s Bar and Grill. She rested her head on the steering wheel and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She’d figure it out. She had to. That house was all her father had left of his marriage to her mother. It meant everything to him, and it made him happy.

      All Paget wanted for her old man was for him to live out his last days with a little dignity and in the one place that hugged him like a warm, fuzzy blanket.

      She snagged her purse and slipped from the driver’s seat. Her mother was looking down at her, waggling her index finger and saying, your father shouldn’t eat fried foods or too much red meat. And you, child, don’t need a drink before dinner.

      “Yeah, I do,” she whispered as she pushed open the door to her favorite local watering hole. Besides having the best burgers and fries, Boone’s had the sexiest bartender, who was also the owner, and he made the best whiskey sour that she’d ever tasted.

      And Lord knew she needed one right about now.

      For a Thursday night at six, Boone’s was pretty hopping, which wasn’t a shocker. Of all the local places to get some bar food and kick back after work this was the place.

      She smiled as Boone waved, pointing to the permanently reserved seat at the end of the bar. He’d been really good to her, and she almost hated taking advantage of his hospitality and kindness.

      The key word there was almost.

      He’d been a good friend, and she wished she could do what her father suggested and just go for it, but that would never happen. No matter how much her father might have approved of the mysterious bartender, Boone didn’t see her as anything other than a sweet girl to share a lemonade with.

      “Why don’t you tell me all about it,” he said with a smile and a wink.

      “I’d rather talk about sunshine and rainbows,” she said. Boone had no idea the extent of her problems, and she’d never tell him, but he knew her father, and her dad had a special place in his heart for the sweet bartender, especially since they shared a common bond.

      History.

      Both men had an obsession about all things related to the past, specifically related to war and military, and she would be forever grateful for the late morning talks that Boone engaged in with the old man. The best part is she hadn’t even ever asked Boone. It had happened organically, simply because they were neighbors.

      “Hey, good lookin’,” Boone said as he wiped the counter in front of her. “Can I get you the usual?”

      “Yes, please. And I need two orders to go of my dad’s favorites.”

      “I guess you’re not following your mom’s plan tonight.” Boone chuckled. “I had a nice turkey sandwich with your dad this afternoon, and then we went for a stroll. Just an FYI, his hip is acting up.”

      “I know. I’m taking him to the doctor on Monday. I’m afraid he might need a replacement, but I know him and he won’t go for it.”

      “He’s not even seventy yet. Why not? That kind of surgery at that age isn’t horrible, from what I understand.” Boone went about making a whiskey sour, her favorite drink and much needed after her day.

      Besides being exhausted from work as a horse trainer at Whiskey Ranch, dealing with all the things her mother used to handle before she died, and realizing the only thing her mother had done well was hide all the problems from her and her dad, had taken its toll. At the ripe old age of thirty-one, Paget felt like she was older than her father with one foot in the grave.

      “My pops is as stubborn as a mule and when he gets something in his head, you can’t change his mind, and he decided after a buddy of his had a bad time with one, he wasn’t ever going to have a replacement of any kind. He said old people have aches and pains. It’s a rite of passage.” She took the drink Boone offered and brought it to her lips, trying to avoid his smoldering gaze. His eyes were the color of milk chocolate melting in the warm sun.

      “Your dad has some interesting philosophies about life, that’s for sure.” Boone was a bit of a mystery to the folks in Buhl. He’d moved there a couple of years ago, quietly purchasing the old bar that hadn’t been in use in over a year. Boone spent a good few months fixing up the place before his grand opening, which wasn’t really all that grand.

      He simply opened his doors for business. However, it quickly became the hotspot in town.

      It wasn’t a family place, nor was it a pickup joint either. It was just a nice bar and grill where the residents of this quaint town, along with all the ranchers, would come for a relaxing meal, a couple of beers, and occasionally, on the weekends, he’d provide a local singer.

      And sometimes Boone would even pull out his guitar and play a few tunes.

      “Damn. I can never get my whiskey sours to taste this good.” She smacked her lips.

      “A good bartender never gives his secrets away.”

      She laughed, staring at him as he pulled his hair back into one of those man buns. Never did she think she’d find that sexy. She always preferred a buzz cut, or at the very least a neat, short style, close to the neck, but his long locks, dangling close to his shoulders with a thick wave, made her go weak in the knees. She wished she could hang out here for the rest of the night and use his sexy body as a distraction to her problems.

      Boone scowled. “Here comes your favorite police officer.”

      Like flipping clockwork.

      Paget sat up a little taller. “I swear that man has a tracker on my Jeep.”

      “He does end up in this place a lot when you are.” Boone wiped down a couple glasses and nodded his head. “Officer Gunther. What brings you in here today?”

      “I placed an order to go,” he said with his fingers looped in his belt. “I called it in about five minutes ago. I think your hostess took it, and I’m about twenty minutes early.”

      “Let me go check,” Boone said as he disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Thanks.” Steven widened his stance and smiled. “You look pretty this evening.”

      Right. She smelled like horse shit, and her hair probably still had straw in it, but whatever. “Thank you.” She managed a grin that she hoped wasn’t too sarcastic. “I seem to see you in here more and more.”

      “Best steak sandwich in a fifty-mile radius,” Steven said.

      “I won’t argue that point.” She sipped her drink, trying not to be too rude.

      Steven was a nice enough man. He was a good cop and highly respected in the community.

      However, when it came to dating, he came on way too strong.

      “How have you been?” Steven set his hand on the back of her bar stool and puffed out his chest. He wore his uniform proudly. He didn’t have a huge sense of arrogance, but he did enjoy the power of being a cop and the way people treated him because of it.

      “Doing well, thanks.”

      “I had a nice chat with your dad the other day,” Steven said.

      She bit down on her tongue. What Steven thought was a decent conversation was totally frustrating for her father simply because her dad had told Steven more than once that Paget wasn’t interested, and buttering him up wouldn’t help to change her mind. Her father didn’t like Steven when they dated, and he liked him even less now.

      “I offered to give him a hand when it came time to decorate for the Scarecrow Festival.” Steven rested his hand on her shoulder. “He told me you and he had it covered. I wish you would let me help more. I miss hanging out with you.”

      She glanced at his fingers and then up at him.

      He raised his hand. “Sorry for being friendly.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before, and I appreciate your generosity when it comes to my dad, but you and I are over and have been for a long time.”

      “I don’t believe that and if you—”

      “Here you go,” Boone said as he stepped from the kitchen and placed a large take-out bag on the counter. “I’d like to personally thank you for your service, so this one is on the house.”

      Steven nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      “Stay safe out there,” Boone said.

      She took her glass and swirled it, letting the ice cubes clink. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder in fear Steven would take the glance as an encouraging sign.

      “I heard through the grapevine you and him were an item for like a year,” Boone said with a smirk.

      She cocked her head and pursed her lips. “We all make mistakes. I’m sure you have a Steven in your past.”

      Boone laughed. “Mine is worse.”

      “Do tell.”

      “I’d have to be three sheets to the wind to tell anyone that story,” he said. “And your father has tried to get me drunk more than once, but my lips are sealed.”

      “What if I not only got you drunk, but I flashed the girls.”

      He arched a brow. “That might make me a little loose-lipped, but it would also make me tongue-tied.”

      “You’re funny,” she said.

      Someone at the other end of the bar waved.

      “Let me take care of my other customer, put your order in, and I’ll be back in a flash.” Boone had a soft spot for her dad, and she’d be forever grateful to him for that, but he barely noticed her as a woman. Sure, he all but put her name on this bar stool every night, and on the nights she came in for her one drink, he gave her as much attention as he could, but she had it on good authority that he gave all his regular customers this kind of special treatment. So really, she wasn’t anything to write home about. Just another girl who padded his cash register while she depleted her own.

      If she didn’t need to release a little smoke before spending the evening with her dad, she wouldn’t spend the money.

      Not that it was all that much, but the pennies were adding up, and if she was going to get her father out from under this mess, she was going to need every cent, starting with moving back home.

      That conversation wasn’t going to go over well with the old man. He liked his independence, his space, but more importantly, he liked that his little girl was making it on her own. She was somehow going to come up with some excuse for needing to sell her cabin.

      “You look deep in thought,” Boone said as he magically reappeared. He leaned across the counter, tossing a towel over his shoulder. “You must be thinking of me.” He winked.

      “Yeah. That’s it.” She raised her drink and took a long draw. Her lids lowered as the liquid tickled her taste buds. “I sure needed this.”

      “Tough day on the ranch?”

      The closest person she had to a good friend would be Annette, or maybe Cheyenne, but she couldn’t confide in either one about her problems. Besides Annette being her direct supervisor, both women were married to one of the Whiskey siblings, and they signed Paget’s paycheck. She didn’t want them to know her business, but she also knew how generous her bosses were, and she didn’t want a handout. That would piss off her father even more.

      If he ever found out.

      And she’d need to make sure he never did.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary, but with Annette and Georgia Moon pregnant, I end up having to do a lot of the heavy lifting. I don’t mind. It gives me the opportunity to show them what I’m made of, but still, I’m sure I’ll sleep well tonight.”

      “What you need is a good rubdown. Too bad I’m not available until after two in the morning. But we can work something out over the weekend.”

      “Are we adding massage therapist to your resume of bartender and restaurant owner?” she asked, batting her eyes. Their flirting had become increasing playful and flipped her stomach upside down and twisted it like a wet rag.

      But she bet he did this with all the ladies.

      It was just smart business.

      “Only for you, babe.” He held up his finger as he went about refreshing everyone else at the bar and chatted with one of his other bartenders who must have just clocked in. It gave her a few moments to enjoy his backside.

      He wore a pair of black jeans that hung low on his hips. Tucked into his pants was his signature Boone’s Bar and Grill black T-shirt with the restaurant’s logo printed on the back. He had long, lean muscles, which she much preferred over bulky and pumped. Too many cowboys went for the beefcake look.

      Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen. Another news update. She lifted it to her face for recognition, and checked the headlines. She shook her head, scanning the article regarding the latest ruthless business dealings of Rylee White. All that woman cared about was money, and she didn’t care who she hurt, or who died, using her products.

      The worst part was there was nothing anyone could do to stop Rylee or her company. She had money and lawyers and people in high places in her back pocket. Besides, the attorney that had tried to take Rylee and her company to task couldn’t prove her supplement had caused Paget’s mother’s heart attack and death. Paget wanted to scream from the rooftop that Rylee and her company had killed her mother, but it upset her father to discuss it.

      No evidence had been found, and every person who died had an underlying heart condition.

      Including her mother.

      “What’s wrong?” Boone asked.

      “Just annoying Facebook posts from idiots.” She set her cell screen down and finished her drink just as a busboy came out from the kitchen carrying a to-go bag.

      The young man handed it to Boone.

      “Looks like our time together tonight is over,” Boone said, pursing his lips like a little kid who was just told he couldn’t have dessert. “Why don’t you come back after your dad goes to bed? I’m stuck here till close.”

      Tempting, if only to stare at him for hours, but she didn’t need to sit in a bar and drink. She needed to comb through all her father’s financial records, while he was sound asleep, and see if she could find anything that might save them both.

      “Maybe another night,” she said, handing him her credit card.

      He waved his hand. “This one is on me.”

      “I can’t let you do that, Boone.” It seemed he was buying her and her dad dinners more and more. She found it sweet the first time. Kind the second. But now it was just getting annoying.

      “Your father made me take that damn lawn mower without paying him, so please. Let me do this for you.”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “Well, I’m glad he stopped trying to mow the lawn.”

      Boone waved his finger. “No. I caught him halfway through. I finished it and then had to cancel the lawn service. I forgot to tell you that.”

      Shit. She had to pay for them regardless, and that was the second time her father had done that. Well, at least the lawn mower was gone. “Now I really owe you.”

      “If you really want to make it even, teach me how to ride a horse.”

      She snagged the plastic bag, delectable scents of sizzling meat and fried potatoes floating up to her nose. “Call the ranch. Just tell them you have a three-lesson package and request me. I’ll make sure it’s honored.” She waved as she strolled out of the bar. She doubted he’d call, much less ask for her to be his instructor. But on the off chance he did, she’d make sure to take good care of him.

      Now to go have a nice meal with her father.

      She tossed the bag in the passenger seat and slid behind the steering wheel of her Jeep, firing up the engine. She pulled out onto the main drag and took the first right-hand turn. Going through two stop signs, she made a left and then a quick right and pulled into her childhood home. She frowned. Her father would normally be sitting on the front porch waiting for her with his once-a-week treat. He lived for Friday burgers. Normally, people did a fish fry, but not her dad, and that was just fine with her since she didn’t really like fish anyway.

      Making her way toward the front door, she glanced around the yard. Boone had done a nice job mowing the lawn. He’d also done the weeding and some trimming of the bushes. Well, he was her father’s next-door neighbor, so he was just being neighborly.

      Or maybe he was tired of the eyesore that was becoming her dad’s home. She cringed as she pulled open the screen door as it squeaked. The outside of the house needed a good painting along with a new roof. All these things she’d planned on doing, only she had no idea her parents were broke, and she was slowly heading in the same direction paying for two homes, along with her father’s medical bills.

      “Dad?” She stepped into the living room where he would often be found reading a book in his rocking chair, but not tonight. Perhaps he was in the kitchen pouring a couple of glasses of red wine. He liked to have his one glass every night, though it was a little early for him. “Dad,” she called again.

      No response.

      She set the food on the kitchen counter and made her way through the family room. Standing in front of the sliding glass doors, she stared out into the backyard, and he was still nowhere to be found. Her pulse kicked up a notch as she raced up the stairs. “Dad!” She found him sprawled out on the floor in front of the bathroom, unconscious. Dropping to her knees, she took his wrist and checked his pulse while she turned her head and lowered herself, checking for breath.

      His heart was still beating, though weak, and his breath was shallow. “Dad,” she said as she tapped his pale cheek.

      Nothing.

      She pulled out her cell and called 9-1-1.

      “Come on, Dad, wake up.” She put the phone on speaker and set it on the floor. “Dad,” she said more sternly, flicking her finger against his cheek. “Can you hear me?” She held his cold and clammy hand.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      She couldn’t lose her father. Not now.

      She wasn’t ready.

      He wasn’t ready.
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        * * *

      

      Boone raced through the automatic doors of the emergency room and skidded to a stop at the desk. He smiled at the nurse sitting behind the reception desk.

      He didn’t smile back. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes. I’m looking for Henry Sour. He was brought in about five or six hours ago.” Boone kept his tone even, though he was totally out of breath. He blinked a few times, doing his best to keep from snapping. His frustration wasn’t at the gentleman tapping his fingers on a keyboard.

      No. It was directed at Paget for not calling him when she found her father unconscious. Boone had to find out by overhearing two patrons talk about it at the bar.

      She should have called him. He would have been there for her in a heartbeat.

      “He’s been admitted,” the man said, offering no other information.

      Boone waited a good minute. “For what?”

      “He had a stroke,” the man said. “A mild one, but it’s still pretty serious.”

      “Can you tell me where he is? I’d like to see him.”

      “Visiting hours are over.”

      “I’m well aware,” Boone said with a long breath. “But his daughter is with him, and I’m a close friend. I’m concerned about her as well.”

      “I doubt they let her stay with him very long. You should check for her at home,” he said with a fair amount of sarcasm.

      “I did. She’s not there. Please. Just tell me where he is and where she might be curled up waiting for morning so she can be the first one in his room. Knowing her, she could be camped out in a bathroom if they won’t let her stay with him.”

      “Yeah. Seemed like the kind of daughter that would be like that,” the nurse said. “Not many young adults would go to such lengths for their parents like that one.”

      “So, please, will you tell me where I can find them?”

      The nurse nodded. “Fifth floor. Room five-twenty-four. There is a visitor waiting room just outside the entrance to the patient rooms. Depending on who’s on and how full the unit is, the nurses might have made up the sofa for her.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem,” the man said. “And here. Take this.” The man handed him a visitor pass. “Otherwise, you’ll get kicked out on your ass.”

      Boone nodded, then made a beeline for the nearest elevator. He pushed the button five times before the doors finally slid open.

      It had to be the longest elevator ride he’d ever experienced.

      He pulled out his cell and texted Ariana.

      Boone: Did you contact the hospital and the doctor?

      Ariana: Done and done.

      Boone: Was it administered?

      Ariana: The doctor had already been using it on previous patients, so yes. Now it’s late and I want to sleep. So does my husband. Goodnight, Boone.

      Boone stuffed his phone in his pocket and raked a hand through his unruly hair.

      A fucking goddamned stroke. That was going to piss Henry right off. He hated that he couldn’t do things for himself anymore and resented that his daughter had to help take care of him half the time. He did his best to put on a smile and pretend, for Paget’s sake, but it ate at his pride.

      Paget knew and it was obvious to Boone she did her best to not insult her father, but it wasn’t easy.

      Boone had tried to help out as often as he could, without stepping on anyone’s toes. He worried Henry would fall and break a hip, but a stroke? That hadn’t even crossed his mind.

      He stepped from the elevator and the signs toward the wing that matched the room number. Just outside the nurses’ station he saw a small dark room with a flashing light from a television. He peeked inside the glass window.

      Paget sat on the sofa with her knees pulled to her chest while she twirled her long, light-brown, almost blond hair. A white blanket lay over her body and pillows were propped up behind her back. Flashes of lights illuminated her beautiful face. She had soft features, but she carried the weight of the world in her light-blue eyes that reminded him of the color of the Caribbean Sea on a clear, calm day with the sun’s rays stretching through the water right to the sandy bottom.

      He could stare at her all day and never get bored. It’s why, in part, he reserved the stool at the end of the bar each day around dinnertime just for her. One of his waiters harassed him, once, but no one dared do it again. And no one would ever speak of it out loud. He made sure of it by telling himself he was just doing a neighbor a solid and everyone in town loved old man Henry.

      And his daughter.

      As to not startle her, Boone tapped on the wood frame.

      She jumped anyway. “You scared me.” She smoothed down her long hair and adjusted the blanket. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard about your dad and tried to call, but you didn’t answer. I drove by your dad’s place and then found your address and drove out to your cabin, but no one was home. So I took a chance.”

      “You didn’t have to come all the way out here.”

      He took a few steps into the dark room. “Yeah, I did.” Hoping not to stumble and trip on anything, he found the sofa and sat on the edge, lifting her feet and resting them on his lap, giving them a good rubdown. “How’s your dad? They said he had a stroke.”

      She swiped at her face. “It was a mild one, and he was awake and sort of talking when they brought him up here. His speech is slurred, and he’s struggling to move his left arm and leg, but he’s coherent and giving everyone shit, so they think he’ll recover, though it’s possible he’ll have some limitations from it. They just don’t really know much yet.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Boone inched closer, keeping her legs on his lap. “But if he’s already talking and being a pain in the ass, that’s a good sign.”

      “I know. It’s just going to be tough for a while, and he’s not going to like me moving back home or having to go to physical therapy or anything that the doctors are going to want him to do.”

      Boone let out a short laugh. “He is a stubborn, old mule.”

      “When my mom was alive, she could manage that side of him so much better. He worshiped the ground that woman walked on, and if she told him he wasn’t to do something, well, he might bitch for five seconds, but he’d turn around and tell you that his bride said, nope, no can do, and that he always listened to his wife. She knew best. I used to say to him all the time that mom wouldn’t want him to do whatever, and that worked for like six months after she died. Now it just reminds him she’s not here, and it only upsets him.”

      A single shiny tear rolled down her cheek. He resisted the urge to reach out and wipe it away. He refrained from doing so much when it came to Paget. She kept her emotions close to the vest, and he’d seen too many men hit on her at the bar.

      They crashed and burned.

      It had been painful to watch, and at the time, Boone was still licking his wounds from his ex-wife.

      But now that he’d been in living in Buhl for a couple of years and he’d gotten to know Paget, he sure as hell wanted to take her out, but the few times he broached the subject, she shot him down before he even got out of the gate. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if she comprehended that he was asking her on a romantic date. And every one of the men in the bar had mentioned that she turned down everyone and most gentlemen had given up trying, wondering if she batted for the other team.

      But he knew her life was wrapped up in her work and her father.

      And of course, the memory of her mother’s untimely death.

      “He talks to me about her sometimes, but he always gets a little teary-eyed and then changes the subject,” Boone said.

      Paget rarely talked about her mother or her death. But he didn’t need her to in order to understand the pain behind her soft, blue eyes. That was one of the many reasons why he was so drawn to Paget and her father.

      That, and he felt partially responsible. It didn’t matter that he’d been gone from the company for a year when Molly, Paget’s mother, had died. Nor that he had nothing to do with the fast track of bringing that supplement to the market.

      Actually, it was that particular chemical compound that made him realize his ex-wife no longer cared about his vision and had turned his ideas into a mockery. He sold her his half of the company and took off for somewhere unknown. The world still believed he was perhaps in the Cayman Islands, being a hermit, or some such bullshit. Well, not entirely untrue. He was hiding. And he wanted everyone to believe he was a recluse, bruised by the corporate greed and disillusioned by love.

      One article that had recently come out about him indicated someone spotted him in Bermuda on a fishing charter with a twelve-inch beard. They even printed a fuzzy picture with the caption: William Boone’s gone mad!

      Let the world think what they wanted. It was his ex-wife, Rylee, that had lost her marbles.

      But there wasn’t a damn fucking thing he could do about it.

      “I know he misses her so much. I do too, but we’re both still vertical, and she’d want us both to live our lives and enjoy them, not sulk.”

      “It’s not easy getting old alone.” Boone’s heart lurched to the back of his throat. He warned Rylee that he didn’t think the supplements were safe and needed further testing. He also hadn’t wanted to go down that road to begin with. Not only did the marketing target older folks worried about their health, but he absolutely knew what she was claiming was false. When he let her talk him into forming the company, over a not-for-profit foundation, he was under the impression it would be to continue his work to find treatments and cures for illness such as Muscular Dystrophy, Alzheimer’s, and other diseases that plagued the earth. But instead she went into what would make the most money.

      Supplements that didn’t do what they claimed and only gave false hope.

      Paget glanced at her wrist. “Shit. My Apple Watch is dead.”

      “Your phone must be too, because I tried calling and texting a dozen times.”

      “How’d you find out?” She leaned back, resting her head on the armrest of the sofa. Dark, puffy circles lined her eyes.

      “A couple of neighbors talking about it at the bar who saw the ambulance. I don’t know them by name. I think they live a few streets over.”

      She let out a long breath. “I appreciate you coming, but there is no need for you to stay. You should go home and get some sleep.”

      “So should you. You’re not going to do your father any good if you get run-down and sick.”

      “I can’t leave him here tonight. He’s scared and still doesn’t really understand what happened. The nurses said they’d come get me if he wakes up in the middle of the night.”

      He eyed the size of the sofa. For a hospital couch, it was fairly wide and comfy. He had to wonder how many people crashed here overnight. “Well, if you’re staying, then I am too.” He lifted the blanket and scooted in behind her, wrapping his arm around her body, keeping her back tight to his chest, tucking his knees against hers. They fit together like the last piece of a puzzle.

      “Hey. What the hell are you doing?” She wiggled, glancing over her shoulder.

      He bit back a groan. “This sofa is big enough for the both of us.”

      “Like hell it is.” She elbowed him in the gut. “You are not sleeping here with me.”

      “I’m not leaving, and this is the only place to sleep. I’d say I’d keep my hands to myself, but that’s impossible.”

      “You’re not funny.” She tucked her hands under her cheek.

      He took the opportunity to slip his other arm under the pillow. What he really wanted to do was press his lips against her temple, but he wasn’t going to press his luck.

      Not tonight anyway.

      “Thanks for coming,” she whispered. “I owe you.”

      “Nah. That’s what friends are for.”

      “Is that what we are? Friends?”

      “I’d like to think so,” he said. “I mean, I don’t save a bar stool for anyone else.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and my dad.”

      “Don’t think twice about it. Now close your eyes and get some sleep. You need it.” He ignored the voice in the back of his head that told him that kissing her would be a mistake. It was just a little peck on her cheek. It meant nothing and at the same time it meant everything. “Good night,” he whispered as he closed his eyes.

      This wasn’t the time to go making a pass at Paget. But he would be there for her, and when the time was right, he’d make his feelings known.
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      Paget stepped from her father’s room and let out a long sigh. She bent over, gripping her knees. A wave of nausea hit her like a tidal wave. It came out of nowhere and without warning.

      “Are you okay?” a familiar deep voice asked.

      She cringed as she stiffened her spine. “I’m fine.” She locked gazes with Steven, who sported his uniform.

      He rested one hand on the butt of his weapon all cop-like. “I’m so sorry about your dad.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What can I do?”

      She shook her head. “There isn’t anything anyone can do,” she said. “But thanks for asking.”

      Steven reached out and squeezed her forearm. “You’re not alone in this. Let me take care of you.”

      Bile smacked the back of her throat. The last thing she needed was Steven all up in her junk trying to make things easier for her when all he ever did was make her want to climb out of her skin. “Stop,” she said firmly. “Just stop it right now. I’m not your girlfriend.”

      “Okay.” He held up his hands as if someone were waving a gun at him. “But you were once, and I still care about you and your dad.”

      “If I need something, I’ll call you, okay? Otherwise, please, give me some space.” She turned on her heel and quickly turned the corner, walking right into a sturdy body. “Shit,” she mumbled. “Sorry.”

      “No worries.” Boone took her by the biceps. “I’ve got two cups of what a vending machine calls coffee and a couple of pastries in the waiting room.” He looped his arm around her waist. “I overheard you and your boyfriend talking.”

      She let out a puff of air. “Stop calling him that. It makes me nuts.”

      “You have made it clear to him, so he should get the hint.”

      “But he never does.” Paget took the cup of coffee Boone offered and blew into the dark liquid. It smelled like tar and tasted like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Words couldn’t describe the slop, but it had caffeine and Lord knows she needed it. She leaned against the table in the center of the waiting room, trying not to stare at the sofa they shared last night.

      Waking in his arms had been a dream come true, even if the circumstances had been dismal. When the nurse nudged her at five in the morning, he’d been the one to gently slip from the couch, helping her to her feet and guiding her to her father’s room. Boone had been exactly what she’d needed and everything she’d been avoiding her entire life.

      “How’s your dad feeling this morning?” Boone asked as he raked a hand through his way-too-sexy morning hair. His wavy locks fell just above his shoulders, bouncing like a shampoo commercial, which was totally unfair because he had better hair than she did.

      “He’s struggling to express himself, and that just makes him angry, and then there’s the fact he can’t really move his left side, but the nurses are really great at calming him down. They do better than me, and I’ll need to learn from them.”

      “How long is he going to have to stay here?”

      “A few more days.” This was going to cost a small fortune. One she couldn’t afford. Her father’s insurance would only cover so much. And it wasn’t just the hospital stay, but the required therapy and home health care that could potentially break the bank. If she had any doubt about selling her cabin, it was gone. She’d have to list it as soon as possible and hopefully she could sell it quickly.

      And quietly.

      The last thing she needed was for her bosses to hear what was going on. All the Whiskey siblings were generous with their time and money, and she didn’t want their charity. She couldn’t cope with that. Not now. Not ever. No matter how well-meaning they were, she needed to stand on her own two feet, and she knew what it would do to her father’s pride if outsiders had their fingers in any aspect of his business.

      He struggled enough with accepting help from his own daughter.

      All she had to do was take care of things, like selling her place, while her dad was in the hospital, before he had a chance to catch wind of it, or he’d find a way to put a stop to it.

      She’d just have to price it where someone thought it was the deal of the century and maybe list it with the furniture included.

      “That should give you enough time to prep the house for his return. At least the master is on the first floor. That will help.”

      She set the Styrofoam mug on the table and rubbed her temples. “I’m going to have to take some time off work to do this, and I’m not sure I can afford to do that right now. We have some new horses coming in, and finances are tight.” Fuck, she didn’t mean to say that out loud. The last thing she needed was for him to know the full extent of her issues.

      “I can help out around your dad’s house. I don’t do much during the day, and I have a really good staff at the bar. I can sneak in and out. So put me to work.”

      “I can’t ask you to do that.” She shook her head adamantly. Boone had managed to worm his way into her life in an accepted manner. She wasn’t sure when he’d become an integral part of her life, but she couldn’t remember the last time a day had gone by when she hadn’t seen his face.

      “That’s what friends are for, remember?”

      She should tell him to go. To leave her and her dad alone. Her father had raised her to be independent and to rely on no one but herself. She’d come a long way from a ranch hand mucking stalls at the age of sixteen, working minimum wage. Working hard had paid off, and she didn’t need anyone. She could figure this out on her own.

      “You’ve been really great. And last night, well, that was really sweet, and I’ll never be able to repay you for that. But I can’t ask you to give up your days to help me or my dad through this. It’s going to be a long road, and it’s going to require more than chatting about history and the occasional mowing of the lawn.”

      He closed the gap between them, taking her hands. He pressed his warm lips against her palm. His dark, mesmerizing gaze held her captive.

      She couldn’t turn away if she tried.

      Not that she wanted to. She felt safe staring into the depth of his soul. He was both mysteriously dangerous and genuinely kind. Her father would constantly tell her that Boone was the kind of man she should become involved with because he respected people for who they were, not who he thought they should be. And while she would agree that Boone had the right blend of raw sexuality, that didn’t mean she was the right man.

      “I know. My mom had MS really bad, and in her last months it was a struggle for her to just get out of bed and make herself a cup of coffee. She hated relying on me and my ex-wife.”

      “You were married?” Paget jerked her head back, sucking in a deep breath. It dawned on her how little she really knew about Boone. His revelation shouldn’t matter. Other than his friendship, he meant nothing to her, and he certainly didn’t owe her anything, much less an explanation of his past love life, but it still came as a shock.

      “Long story. Short marriage. But the point is, the worse my mother got, the less she liked having to be dependent on anyone. So, I understand why you would push me away because I can see the more your father has to rely on you, the more ornery he gets. But I get that and I can be sensitive to it, and since I lived something similar with my mother, I can do it in such a way that your dad might feel like he’s really in charge of his own destiny.” He laced his fingers through hers and rubbed his thumb over the top of her hand. “Henry likes me. We have a great rapport. I can help with whoever comes to do his physical and occupational therapy while you’re at work. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      She took in a slow, deep breath, filling her lungs, holding it for a good five seconds before letting it out with a big swish. “I can’t afford to pay you or anything.”

      “Don’t insult me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to. But you’re offering up a lot of your free time, and I want you to know that if you need to do something else, or just can’t, I will understand.”

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      “Also, my father has to think you’re just hanging around because you want to talk to him; otherwise, it won’t work.”

      “I’m always asking him history questions, and he’s always yelling at me to get a haircut. We’ll be fine.”

      She laughed, reaching out and fingering his long, soft locks. He had movie-star hair. It reminded her of classic gangster-style cinema, but he would be the good guy pretending to be bad. “Whatever you do, don’t listen to him about the haircut. I like your hippie—no, it’s more like a dark, mysterious, brooding look. It works for you.”

      “I’m glad you like.” He leaned in, licking his plump lips. He pressed them over her mouth. It wasn’t an overtly romantic kiss, but it ignited a fire in her belly. Sparks flew across her skin, prickling her body from her head to her toes.

      Boone threw her off-kilter, and at the same time, he grounded her in ways that made her believe she’d get through this with her father.

      “Excuse me,” a female voice cut through the thick, cold hospital air. “Paget Sour. I’m the insurance specialist, and I need to have a word with you.”

      Paget jumped, smacking her forehead into Boone’s nose.

      He groaned, taking a step back, cupping his face. “That hurt.”

      “Sorry,” the woman said. “I hated to interrupt, but I really need to speak with Paget.”

      “No worries,” Boone said. “I’ll head in to see your dad.” He squeezed her shoulder. “See you shortly.”

      Paget nodded as she lifted her fingers to her lips, still feeling the heat from his hot mouth and scorching tongue.

      Damn, that man could kiss.

      She sipped her nasty coffee that tasted more like tar as she watched him disappear into the hallway.

      “Your boyfriend is quite handsome,” Leslie, the insurance lady, said as she fanned herself.

      Paget opened her mouth to correct the woman, but she decided it was better to let her believe that lie than try to explain something Paget didn’t even understand. At some point in the very near future, she was going to have to get some answers from Boone about what the hell was going on, but for now, she’d just have to go with it.

      “Yeah. He’s pretty spectacular to look at,” Paget admitted.

      Leslie held up a folder. “Can we sit for moment?”

      “Of course.” Paget pulled out a chair at the table in the center of the room. “I take it you have all the answers I don’t really want to know.”

      “And then some,” Leslie said. “In a nutshell, your father’s insurance will cover much of his hospital visit.” She opened the folder and tapped a number on the bottom of one of the pages. “This is an estimate, but based on daily charges of medications, room rate, and what the insurance allowance is, this is what your out-of-pocket fee will be.”

      Fifty-four hundred. Wasn’t the worst bill she’d ever seen. “What about the doctors’ bills? All the tests they ran?”

      “I don’t have all the numbers on that yet, but my best guess would be this number.” She flipped the page. “Remember, this is both Medicare and your father’s Plan B. It’s a decent plan, but there are always out-of-pocket expenses.”

      “Of course there are.” The new calculations brought it up to close to seven grand.

      “Now. I’ve found out through the supplemental insurance agent that they believe this can be cut in half, so you need to resubmit all this to them.”

      “That’s helpful. However, why do I feel like there is a but coming?”

      Leslie nodded. “The problem isn’t going to be the hospital bill; that’s going to be peanuts compared to what you’re going to need once you leave here, and you really only have two choices, and neither one is inexpensive.”

      “Lay them out for me,” Paget said, letting out a long breath.

      “You could put him in a short-term care facility. Insurance would pay one thousand a month. Most are going to cost three thousand. That’s just the cost for him to be there. That doesn’t include physical and occupational therapy. There will be a co-pay for that. And, we’re looking at least a three-month regimen, if not longer.”

      Paget did the math quickly and quietly in her head. “Okay. And what’s plan number two?”

      “You do everything at home. His plan will allow for up to fifteen hundred in home healthcare. But that will only cover you for about twenty-five hours a week, and he can’t be alone, so you’re going to need more like twice that, which brings you to about the same cost. The therapy would stay at the same rate, so that won’t change.”

      “So, what it really comes down to is if I want to put him in a home where he’ll be pissed off at me and the staff, or hire people to come to the house where I know he’ll be more apt to do what he’s told.”

      “Knowing your dad, I think you should do a combination of the two options,” Leslie said. “The hospital is going to release him in a few days, but you won’t be ready to bring him home. I’d take a couple of weeks, maybe a month, and put him in short-term care while you set things up at home. That way, they can get him walking and talking, and it will make things easier on you.”

      “That makes sense. But where do you recommend? I don’t want to send him to some shithole that’s going to leave him drooling in the corner.”

      “I’ve jotted down three places that I think would be a good fit, but the best one is Morning Side right in town. It’s the most expensive, but worth it, and I called and checked. They have a bed, and I went ahead and put Henry’s name on it.”

      The facility was also the most convenient when it came to location, and she’d just have to make it work. “Thanks. I have some vacation time saved up, and I can use those when he is released from Morning Side.” She waved her finger. “But I don’t want anyone telling him about this plan. It has to come from me.”

      “I totally understand and will make sure the staff knows understands,” Leslie said. “I wish I had better news, but that’s the best I could come up with, and trust me, I went digging, looking for money for your dad. And again, anything that is denied, before paying it, resubmit on your own. You never know what might have been overlooked.”

      “Thanks, Leslie. I really appreciate it.” Paget stared at the numbers. If her parents hadn’t taken out a high interest loan to take care of her mother’s illness and death, Paget would be able to handle these bills no problem. But her father was broke, and Paget was well on her way to breaking her own bank to make sure her father didn’t have to sell his house and could live out his days without having to worry.

      She’d manage to build up her savings again.

      Someday.

      She was young enough that it would be okay. She had no family to be concerned about or to have to take care of.

      Just her and her father.

      “Can I keep these?” Paget held up the papers.

      “Yes. I made copies of everything for you. And if you have any questions at all, don’t hesitate to call me. I will help you navigate your way through this process as best I can.” Leslie stretched out her hand before standing. She paused at the doorway, glancing over her shoulder. “That cute boyfriend of yours? He’s going to come in handy. Use him for support. And any other close friends you have. This might have been a mild stroke, but your father can’t walk right now and is struggling to talk. It’s going to take a good three months to get him back to being an independent man.”

      Paget swallowed. The last thing she wanted was to use Boone in any capacity. He wasn’t her boyfriend, and while he had kissed her, it had to be out of pity. That was the only explanation that made sense.

      Or maybe he was delirious from lack of sleep.

      But maybe they could barter some services. She could work some hours at the bar and grill while her father was in short-term care in exchange for his time helping out with her dad so she could keep her costs down with the home health aides.

      It seemed like a win-win in her book.

      Hopefully, Boone would feel the same way.
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      Paget closed the stall and headed toward the office where Annette sat in her chair behind her desk, and her husband, JD, leaned against the far wall. His brother, JB, stood in front of a small folding table while he made himself a cup of coffee.

      At this point, Paget was surprised the rest of the family hadn’t shown up for what she thought would be a private conversation between her and her immediate supervisor.

      “How’s your dad today?” JB asked as he turned, bringing the paper cup to his lips. He leaned against the doorjamb and sipped. “You know, you didn’t have to come in to work.”

      “I know,” Paget said with a nod. “And thanks to Annette being so gracious, I’m not working full days so I can see my dad in the morning or scoot out early and see him in the evening.”

      “Or both,” Annette said. “And don’t forget, you have a lot of time off accumulated. You don’t have to be here.”

      Paget set her Stetson on the chair on the opposite end of the desk. She fiddled with her braid. The sound of spurs clicking against boots caught her attention. She glanced out into the barn.

      Cheyenne.

      If Paget had to pick anyone on the ranch that she could call friends, it would be Annette and Cheyenne. Not that she didn’t get along with Kitty or Georgia Moon, because she did. But she didn’t see Kitty often since Kitty ran the educational aspect of the ranch and Georgia Moon spent her time with the bull riding school and other aspects of that part of the business.

      “Hey, babe,” Cheyenne said as she stepped into the office and kissed her fiancé. “All the horses from the lessons are cooled down and in their stalls.”

      JB looped his arm around Cheyenne. “We were just talking about Paget’s dad.”

      “Oh. Did you tell her that I could cover some of her responsibilities if she needed to take some time off?” Cheyenne tilted her cowboy hat. “I don’t mind. Other than a long weekend over to Salt Lake City for our honeymoon, I can cover for you.”

      No way in hell would Paget get into the nitty—gritty of her issues, but she did need to set some boundaries, which meant she had to be somewhat truthful. “Listen. I really appreciate everything that you all are doing for me. The whole family and everyone on the ranch. It means the world to me. But as you all know, my mother’s sudden death took a toll on my dad and not just mentally.”

      “What exactly do you mean?” JD asked as he moved across the office and rested his butt against the desk, taking his wife’s hand. “Do you need a loan?”

      Of course they’d go right for the money aspect, and she shouldn’t be insulted. They were only trying to help. The Whiskey family were good people and they meant well. “I don’t want to borrow money. I want to earn it.”

      “Paget,” JB said. “That’s exactly what you are doing. And if you need a little help along the way, all you have to do is ask.”

      “I don’t want charity.” She held up her hand. “Whiskey Ranch giving me money feels exactly like that, so I can’t just accept your money. I’m sorry. I need to earn my keep. That said, I’m selling my cabin, so if you know anyone who—”

      “You want to sell your home?” JB asked.

      “I do,” Paget said. “I’m hoping my father is going to be around for a good twenty years. But that means I’m going to need to keep a close eye on him and that means moving in with him. I can’t keep two places. It’s too much.”

      “We might know a couple of people interested,” JB said.

      “What else can we do for you?” Annette asked.

      “I appreciate the flexibility in hours. I need that to continue, but I will make sure I work the necessary—”

      “Stop right there,” JD said. “There is no necessary on our ranch. Not with someone who has worked here as long as you. It’s been what? Fifteen years?”

      “Fourteen,” she said, feeling the need to be totally honest in this situation. “I will not take advantage of your generosity.”

      “We know that,” JD said, holding up his hand. “We get you want to work and we won’t stop you, but we take care of our own.”

      “And you’re family,” JB said. “So, please, don’t feel bad about doing what you need to for your dad. We’ll figure it out as we go. We know you’ll never put us in a difficult position. So, just do what you need to, but keep us in the loop.”

      “I can do that,” Paget said.

      “Good.” JD kissed his wife’s hand. “Are you ready to go home?”

      “I sure am,” Annette said as she followed JD out of the office and through the barn.

      JB tipped his hat. “We should go get Jimmy. He’s feeding the ponies.”

      “You go ahead. I’ll catch up. I want a minute to talk with Paget,” Cheyenne said.

      “Sure thing.” JB kissed his fiancée and strolled through the barn with the same Whiskey swagger his brothers had.

      “I really need to go,” Paget said.

      “You can give me five minutes.” Cheyenne leaned against the desk. “You’ve known this family longer than I have. Do you really think they are going to let this go that easily?”

      “No,” Paget admitted. “That’s where I hope you and maybe Kitty and Annette can intervene. It’s not just about me being proud. But my father would be upset if I let them give me money or any kind of help without me earning it.”

      “We can all understand that and respect it. We all love your dad, and we don’t want to insult him, or you. But sometimes pride gets in the way of doing what is best for our family. Look at me and JB. You were there. I nearly tossed it all away, and he was going to let me walk.”

      “But that’s not what happened, and I really don’t see how that has anything to do with me and my dad.”

      “JB looks at you like a kid sister. So does JD. JW and Georgia Moon see someone who isn’t blood but has a bond to this land that only a handful of their employees have. Truth be told, while many are loyal, most have a price and given the right circumstances, many of those employed here would give their notice for the right opportunity. It’s why the Whiskey family has tried to make it impossible for anyone to sweeten the deal. But it happens. If you were to leave, for any reason, it would hurt all of us as if a member of our family moved away.”

      “That is very kind of you to say, but—”

      Cheyenne held up her hand. “This family is overwhelming at times, trust me I know. I’ve been a loner most of my life, and the second you agree to marry one of them, you’ve essentially gone to bed with the whole lot. My point being they’ve all decided that they will do whatever it takes to make sure your job is secure and your father has what he needs, and they aren’t going to take no for an answer. So, while I know you don’t want a handout, and they wouldn’t insult you with one, let them—let us—help, but you have to be honest and you are allowed to set boundaries.”

      Paget blew out a puff of air. “I don’t mean to be rude. But I don’t want your money.”

      “You’ve made it perfectly clear you want to earn your keep, and unless you’re going to end up homeless and on the streets, we won’t be extending any free rides. All we want is to be kept in the loop and given the opportunity to support you. That’s all we’re asking and offering.”

      Paget nodded. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      Cheyenne nodded. “Give your old man my best and tell him when he feels up to it, Jimmy and I would love to stop by and visit.”

      “I’m sure once we get him settled at Morning Side, he’ll be begging for people to stop by.” Paget did her best to keep the tears at bay. Her father told her that crying never made a person weak, but there was a time and place for it, and she suspected he wouldn’t think this would be an appropriate atmosphere to let the salty liquid roll down her cheeks. “I best be going. While the staff is great and they always let me stay later than they are supposed to, my dad tires quickly.”

      “Now, it’s Friday. I don’t expect to see you on this ranch until Monday. You got that?”

      “Loud and clear.” Paget tipped her hat. Cheyenne wasn’t her immediate supervisor, but she was sure Annette would have said the exact same thing. “Have a great rest of your weekend.” Paget strolled through the barn, shoving her shades up her nose. The evening sun glared, forcing her to squint. She glanced at her watch.

      Maybe tomorrow she’d stop in at Boone’s place. Tonight, she’d just sit with her father and contemplate her next move.
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      Boone wished he could have spent the last two days with Paget and her father, but he still had a business to run and weekends were a bitch. He also needed to set up a new schedule with his managers and employees so he could spend more time with Paget.

      Starting tonight.

      Sunday would be a little more subdued and he could bug out really early.

      He promised her he’d bring over her favorite along with all the mixings for his mean whiskey sour. He glanced at his watch. It was close to seven and she would be back at her father’s place by eight. She had told him it couldn’t be a late night since she had to go to the ranch in the morning, but it would give him the chance to set the groundwork. For over a year he’d been doing nothing but daydreaming about the woman of his affections, worried she’d loathe him the second she found out the truth.

      Only, she never had to know about his past. No one did.

      This was his chance to start fresh and put his money to good use.

      The front door of his restaurant pushed open and in walked JD and JB Whiskey. It had been a while since those two had shown up in this establishment, especially without their wives. Well, JB wasn’t married yet. Those nuptials were taking place in two weeks in a very small ceremony on the ranch.

      Paget had eagerly filled Boone in on all the details.

      “What brings the two of you into town?” Boone wiped up the bar and set two coasters down on the counter in front of the Whiskey brothers.

      “We actually came by to see you,” JD said. “We’ll both have a couple of beers. Whatever you have on tap is good.”

      Boone pulled down two glass mugs and filled them to the top with his best brew, flicking his wrist to make sure there was very little foam. “Me or my famous burgers.”

      “You,” JB said. “We’ve heard how close you’ve become to old man Sour.”

      “He’s my next-door neighbor, and I like the man. It sucks what happened to him, and it’s going to be hard on Paget.”

      “That’s in part why we are here.” JB raised his glass. “She’s like family to us.”

      “She’s worked on the ranch since she was sixteen, and we’d do anything for her,” JD added. “But she also suffers from way too much pride and won’t let us do much.”

      “Welcome to my world, fellas,” Boone said. “She wants to take care of everything by herself.”

      “That’s for sure,” JB said. “Is there a place we can go talk in private?”

      “Sure.” Boone stepped from behind the bar. “We can go to my office.” He waved to the other bartender before leading the two Whiskey brothers to the back of the restaurant and through a long corridor. He passed two storage spaces before coming to a short staircase. “Sorry about the hike.”

      “No problem,” JD said. “We appreciate you taking the time.”

      Boone unlocked his office and pushed back the door. When he bought the place, he’d had it completely gutted and remodeled, including making a nice plush office for himself. He’d kept the decorations modest, avoiding designer furniture and using local stores only. He’d found a great whitewashed desk with matching bookshelf, minibar, and hutch. On the far wall, he had a sofa, just in case he ever needed to rest his eyes.

      In front of his massive wood desk were two chairs. He waved toward them as he took his seat on the other side, pushing two coasters in front of the men for their beers.

      “What can I do for you?” Boone asked.

      “Paget informed us that her father will be going into a short-term care facility for a while and during that time she wanted to take on some extra riding lessons and other responsibilities around the ranch so that she could take some time off when her father came home,” JB said.

      “We wanted to just give her whatever she needed,” JD said. “But that would have insulted her, and she wouldn’t have taken it anyway.”

      “Sounds like Paget.” Boone leaned back in his chair. It had been a real struggle for him to agree to let her work an occasional shift without paying her, all for the sake of trading off hours to take care of her father.

      Something he would have done just because he liked the old man.

      And he liked Paget.

      A lot.

      “She’s going to be working a few shifts here,” Boone admitted. He liked the Whiskey family. They were the kind of people his parents would have been like if they were still alive and the kind of humans that Boone aspired to be like. “I wanted to fight her on it, but it’s a battle I won’t win so if giving her a couple of hours a few days a week makes her feel better about me doing odd jobs around the house and sitting with her dad, then so be it.”

      “You’re a smart man,” JB said. “Which is why we want you to do us, and Paget, a big favor.” JB pulled piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “This is Paget’s cabin. She’s listing it quietly tomorrow. If we buy it, she’ll blow a gasket and we can’t have that. We were hoping maybe, if we gave you the money, you could buy it, and then we could all just sell it back to her when she’s ready. We’d set you up with a corporate name so that—”

      “Hold it right there.” Boone opened his drawer and pulled out a small bottle of scotch. He poured himself three fingers and took a good swig. He rubbed his aching temple. “You want to set up a shell company and buy her place only to give it back.” Boone shook his head and let out a slight chuckle. “Have you talked to the agent she’s listing the property with today?”

      “She tried calling us a half hour ago. We figured we’d call her after this meeting,” JB said.

      Boone opened the folder on his desk. “I put in an offer about a half hour before you waltzed into my bar.” He tapped the papers. “I did so under Maverick Medical, LLC, and I put in an escalation clause. There is no way to find out it’s me.”

      “And the real estate agent has no idea?” JD picked up the pieces of paper and scanned the contract.

      “No. I had the people I employ at Maverick Medical handle the offer.” Boone swallowed the lump in his throat. “And since you’d come here asking for me to do something and to turn around and lie about it to Paget, I can assume this confession is safe with you boys?”

      “Who the hell are you, really?” JD set the paperwork back on the desk and folded his arms. “That’s twenty grand more than the asking price.”

      “We all know she undervalued that land.” Boone took another swig of his scotch.

      “How is it that you have a company where your name, I assume, isn’t anywhere on the documentation?”

      Boone didn’t have to tell him the entire truth to be honest enough to curb their curiosity. “I inherited a shit ton of money from my old man who was about the biggest capitalist you could ever meet. He didn’t have a kind bone in his body. He exploited weak companies and then bought them, destroying the very people he proclaimed to try to help. I watched him crush perfect strangers while he slowly destroyed my mother’s heart.” Boone finished off his drink. “My mom died of multiple sclerosis, an incurable, highly untreatable disease, even with medication.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss,” JB said. “We know what it’s like to lose parents at a young age.”

      Boone nodded. “My dad died six years ago. My mom four. But when my dad was alive, he didn’t use a dime of his money to help his wife. Not a single donation went to any charities that she could have benefited from.” Boone would leave out his first company with his ex-wife. No one in Buhl, Idaho, needed to ever find out about his connection with the woman everyone blamed for the loss of at least one hundred lives.

      And Boone would have to agree, but try as he might, he couldn’t prove it. Though, he hadn’t totally given up on that front.

      “When I got the old man’s money, I decided to create my own foundation, but I didn’t want anyone to know. I didn’t want it to be tainted or constantly be under the flashes of the paparazzi wanting an interview from the trust fund kid.” That part wasn’t that much of a lie, especially considering when he’d first started his medical research company with his ex-wife, the media had tried to eat him alive.

      This time he did it quietly and with the right backers and the right scientist. The kind of people who really wanted to make a difference in the world.

      Not a name for themselves.

      “Holy fuck. You’re William Bone,” JB muttered as he bolted to a standing position. “I knew there was something familiar about you.”

      Boone flattened his hands on the desk. The air in his lungs escaped in a painful swish. He tried to take in a deep breath, but he couldn’t expand his chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Give yourself a good buzz cut, shave that growth on your face, and put on an expensive Italian suit, and you’re this guy.” JB tapped on his phone and held it up to his brother’s face. “When he first came to town, I thought he looked familiar but I couldn’t place it.”

      “Does Paget know?” JD took the cell and glanced between it and Boone.

      “You have me mistaken for someone else,” Boone said behind a tight jaw. He did his best to keep his face expressionless, but he struggled with his tone, which had turned dark.

      “I don’t think so.” JB took off his Stetson and raked a hand through his hair before picking up the paperwork. “This is a completely different medical research group than the one you used to own. I read somewhere that you sold it to your wife?”

      “I have nothing to do with it, or that bitch.” Boone slammed a fist down on the desk. He opened the drawer, pulled out his ashtray and cigar, then refilled his drink before making his way toward the window. He flicked the lock and pushed up the pane. “I hope you don’t mind the nasty habit.”

      “Not at all,” JD said as he leaned back in the chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “I wish I could partake, but my wife would kill me.”

      “I tried to light up outside the other night, and Cheyenne snapped it in half and grumbled about what a bad influence it would be for Jimmy to see daddy smoking a cigar.”

      “She’s right,” JD said.

      Boone was grateful for the light banter, but he knew the focus would soon turn back on him, so he might as well take the conversation there himself. “I need your word that what I’m about to tell you stays between us.” Boone lit his cigar and puffed, blowing the smoke out the window. He let out a long breath. “Paget can’t know.”

      “If she did, she’d not only make your life miserable, she’d kick your ass.” JB leaned against the desk. “I take it you know how her mother died.”

      Boone nodded.

      “So, you know she was first in line to talk to the lawyer who wanted to file a class action suit,” JD said.

      “I spoke to him too.” Boone would like nothing more than to prove his ex-wife was a criminal. He couldn’t care less if that meant it put him in a questionable situation. What she did killed people. “I gave him all my old research, but it wasn’t enough to prove there was a correlation between the ingredients in the supplement and the deaths of those elderly who took them.”

      “Didn’t you create that supplement?” JD asked.

      Boone took a long drag of his cigar, savoring the thick smoke before letting it bellow out between his lips. He stared out into the back alley at a cat who slinked behind the dumpster, looking for a treat. “That was Rylee’s baby. I had nothing to do with that market.” Boone sipped his drink. The scotch burned his stomach. “When I created that company, I let her do her thing, believing she’d go about it the right way while I focused on finding treatments and cures for illnesses like what my mom had. But I soon realized what a bitch my ex-wife was, and I did the only thing I could. I left. And because she hired her own team and changed a lot of the chemical compounds, the information I had was dated. Either way, the supplement business is tricky and unregulated. She had all the proper labels and warnings,” Boone said. “But we’re digressing from the topic.” He swirled the light-brown drink before taking a huge swig. “Paget can’t know who I am, and she can’t know I bought her land. Not now and maybe never.”

      “If she ever finds out, she’ll never forgive you for lying to her,” JB said.

      “We’re barely friends, so it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      JD dropped his hands to his lap and leaned forward. “Barely? We were under the impression the two of you were tight. Maybe even involved.”

      “She’s a sweet girl and her father’s an amazing man. I care about them, but we’re just neighbors and friends. But because of what happened, and the fact I have the financial means to take care of this for her, I want to do it. But I need to know she won’t find out from either of you, or anyone else in your family.”

      JB inched closer, holding out his hand. “You have our word,” he said. “For the record, I think you’re making a mistake not telling Paget the truth. The only person she blames for her mother’s death is your ex-wife and the people she had working for her. Paget knew William Bone left.”

      “I’m well aware,” Boone said. “I’m also painfully aware of the fact that Paget believes I’m a coward, along with a few other superlatives she’s used when discussing my past life.” He took one last puff from his cigar before putting it out and closing the window. “But I didn’t change my name or create a canopy of shell companies to protect my identity because I wanted to hide. I did it because I wanted to do something good with my father’s money, and I wanted to do it without being under a microscope. If you two out me with Paget, you also out me with all the not-for-profit companies and charities I work with along with the treatments my medical foundation is working on. I’m not hiding because I’m ashamed. I’m doing it because I actually want to make a difference, and it’s easy to do so when I don’t have the world questioning my every move.” Boone didn’t owe them, or anyone else, an explanation. However, JB and JD were good people, and they had Paget’s best interests at heart.

      “You don’t have to explain to us,” JD said. “Just don’t fuck over Paget and we’ll be good.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that.” Boone shook JD and then JB’s hand. “I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure her and her father don’t have anything to concern themselves with in the future.”

      “Good to know,” JB said, tipping his cowboy hat. “Let’s make sure we all keep in touch.”

      “We’ll see ourselves out.” JD stepped out of the office and took the turn into the hallway and down the stairs.

      Boone took a few moments to collect himself while he sent a message down to his kitchen, asking for a take-out order. He’d taken a big risk by letting both JB and JD in on his little secret.

      But what scared him more was how quickly JB had put it all together. If he’d been able to do that, then others might be able to as well, and that would be bad. He would have to make sure he kept his head down and out of the public eye. That should be easy enough to do. He’d spent a small fortune to make sure no one could connect his name to the medical foundation. Nor could anyone be able to find a paper trail from William Bone to Boone Wilder.

      He pulled up Paget’s contact information on his cell.

      Boone: I’ll be over at about 8:15. Is that okay?

      Paget: I’m just getting into my car now. I should get to my dad’s house at about that time. Thanks.

      Boone: See you then.

      He stuffed his phone into his back pocket. He could never bring her mother back. He couldn’t change the past.

      But he could make the best of the future, and that’s what he planned on doing, even if that meant he’d lose Paget forever.
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        * * *

      

      Paget rolled her rusty old Jeep to a stop in the driveway. She tried to keep from smiling as she waved to Boone sitting on one of the rockers on the front porch. She didn’t want to feel so at ease in his presence. She resented how much she looked forward to seeing him, and she certainly didn’t like how her body heated up like a damn oven ready to bake some fresh gooey cookies that would no doubt melt in her mouth.

      “Traffic was a nightmare,” she said as she made her way up the five steps.

      “No worries. I literally just got here five minutes ago.” He lifted a metal cup and tossed a few ice cubes in it before putting the top on it and giving it a good shake. He poured it into a glass. “You might as well dig into that burger and fries.” He handed her a pink drink. “And I have the mixings for three more whiskey sours.”

      “Oh, my God.” She swallowed a large gulp of the drink. “No one makes this cocktail like you do.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” He ripped open the take-out trays. “How’s your dad today?” Boone handed her one of the baskets. He set the other one on his lap while he took out a beer from the small cooler he’d brought over from the bar.

      “He’s doing well enough. He’s using the chalkboard to communicate, but he still gets frustrated and angry and lashes out.” She dunked a fry into some ketchup and plopped it into her mouth. Letting out a long sigh, she blinked. “He tossed the television remote at a nurse today because he was trying to tell her the batteries had died, but he couldn’t get the words out.”

      “Where was his writing material?”

      “On the bed, right next to him,” she said. “He just wanted to say the words, but he’s still really struggling outside of therapy.”

      “It’s going to take time.”

      “Try telling him that.” She nodded, chewing on her burger. “He thinks because he’s been there for the whole weekend he should be better by now.” She wiped her lips with her napkin. “I heard from my real estate agent, and I got an offer on my cabin.”

      “That’s an abrupt change of subject,” he said. “Are you sure you want to sell it?”

      She took a long sip of her alcoholic beverage. “I want to spend whatever time my dad has left with him. Besides, I can’t keep up with what it takes to manage the land, deal with this place, my job, and my father. It’s just too much for me. I bit off more than I can chew when I bought that place anyway.”

      “Was it a good offer?”

      That was an understatement. Almost too good to be true, but it was a seller’s market. “Better than good and with an escalation clause, with no contingency, but it’s being bought by an LLC and that makes me nervous.”

      “Why?”

      She studied Boone as he dunked one of his fries into a blob of ketchup and plopped it into his mouth. He looked like a sophisticated hippie, if there was such a thing. At first glance, with his long hair, ripped jeans, and rock band T-shirt, he looked like he belonged on stage belting out a country song. But there was something more refined about him.

      Educated.

      Like the Whiskey brothers.

      They might be cowboys. But they were highly intellectual individuals who had more class in the palm of their hands than most people.

      Paget got the impression that there was more to Boone than he let on, and she so wanted to peel back that onion, but she didn’t have time right now to get involved with anyone.

      Especially a mysterious bartender.

      “I don’t trust people who hide behind things.”

      “But does it really matter who buys it?”

      “Actually, it does,” she said, setting her Styrofoam plate on the table. “I wouldn’t want anyone who had plans on changing the landscape of my community or who wants to buy up property and turn it into condos. That isn’t what Buhl is all about.”

      “Well, I’m sure you can ask the agent what your buyer’s intentions are and hopefully get an answer, but at the end of the day, if you want to sell, and it’s a good offer, I’d suggest you take it.”

      He was right and she had every intention of selling. She swallowed the lump in her throat. If whoever bought her cabin didn’t have good intentions for the property, she’d feel like a shit, but she couldn’t concern herself with that right now.

      She needed to be selfish and take care of her father.

      And herself.

      “I plan on it.”

      “So, did the doctors say when they will be transferring your father?”

      “The plan is to move him on Wednesday,” she said. “If that happens, I’ll take the rest of the week off, help him get settled, and hopefully make sure he doesn’t kill any of the staff.”

      “Henry can certainly be ornery when he wants to be.” Boone let out a slight chuckle. “I’d like to go see him tomorrow. Actually, I can go every day for a few hours this week, and before you start in on how I don’t have to do that and you don’t want me to feel obligated, you need to understand I want to. Is it so hard to believe that I really enjoy spending time with your dad?”

      “No. It’s not and I really appreciate it. I do.” She stuffed the garbage into the plastic bag and leaned back in her chair, sipping the best damn whiskey sour she’d ever had. Closing her eyes, she tilted her head toward the setting sun. Growing up she had big dreams about working on Whiskey Ranch. She used to fantasize about marrying JB. That thought nearly made her laugh out loud. While he was hot and sweet, by the time she’d turned eighteen, she realized he wasn’t the man for her.

      From there, she focused her attention on her career. She never wanted to compete in the rodeo circuit, but she wanted to master all aspects so she could teach those who came to Whiskey Ranch.

      But her real passion was training horses and working under Annette and JD had been a dream come true. She’d learned more in the last year since Annette had taken over than she had in her entire life. Being promoted to Annette’s assistant not only had been a shock, it had been all that Paget had been working for, and she didn’t want to do anything that would destroy the opportunity.

      She would have to suck it up and let Boone help.

      “Wow. I’m shocked you’re not arguing with me about this.”

      She blinked and turned her gaze. “I don’t have any fight left in me and while, according to my father, I’m as stubborn as a mule and more prideful than him, I’ve come to the conclusion that I can’t do this all by myself.” She held her hand up. “This is me waving the white flag.”

      “Letting someone in doesn’t have to be seen as a sign of weakness.”

      “I know.” It wasn’t that she didn’t believe she was a strong, independent woman, but she did feel a fair amount of shame for not knowing how bad things had gotten before her mother died, especially considering her mother’s fierce need to be in control. Her mom had been a poster child for feminism. Molly Sour didn’t need a man to do a single thing for her, and at the end of the day, her mom was in charge of her own destiny.

      But she’d got taken for a ride and been too damn ashamed to tell anyone what had happened. Worse, had Paget been in tune with her parents, things wouldn’t have gone to shit, and that was on Paget’s shoulders, not her dead mother or her sick father. “But do you like relying on others?” Her mother always told her a strong woman didn’t need anyone.

      But she would allow people in when it served a bigger purpose.

      So, why hadn’t her mother let anyone in right before she died? Why had her mother broken her own golden rule? Those were questions that Paget might never find the answers to.

      “Not particularly, but when my mom was at her worst, I had to let some neighbors and friends do things for me and her in order to make life a little easier all around.” Boone stood, snagging the garbage with one hand and holding out his other. “Grab your drink and come with me.”

      “Why? And to where?”

      “My place. I want to show you something.”

      She curled her fingers around the frosty glass and followed him down the sidewalk and to his rented house. She’d always admired the cute Cape Cod next to her folks’ home. For years, it was owned by a cute older couple, until they moved into an assisted living facility, and now their children rented out the place.

      Boone had been the first tenant, and he took care of everything, according to Leah and Ray Noonan, daughter and son-in-law of the current owners.

      Everyone in town had nothing but great things to say about Boone, yet no one really knew anything about him or his past.

      “As long as you’re going to make me a second one of these, then I’ll follow you to the moon and back.”

      Boone tossed his bag over his shoulder. “Oh, I’ve got enough of that mix to get you good and drunk.”

      “I could kiss you right now.”

      He paused on his front porch and turned. Reaching out, he brushed her long hair over her shoulder. “I won’t pass up a good lip-lock with you.” He leaned in, keeping his intense, smoldering gaze fixated on her eyes as he licked his lips. Before she could protest, he’d wrapped his arms around her waist and heaved her to his chest, crashing his mouth over hers, commanding she participate.

      Or daring to push him away.

      Her drink sloshed between their shirts, dampening her skin, but she didn’t care, and he didn’t seem to be bothered as he deepened the kiss. His hands roaming up and down her back, slipping under her shirt, his warm fingers tingled her skin, sparking a flame in all the places she’d been neglecting.

      “I’m making a mess,” she whispered. “We’re both soaking wet.”

      He took her glass in his hand and ripped off his shirt. He kicked open the front door, pulling her into the family room. “Shall I help you with yours?”

      Without thinking about what she was doing, she pressed her hand on his firm chest, spreading her fingers across his hard pecs. She let out an audible sigh as her gaze dropped to his tight abs. She tried to swallow, but her throat muscles wouldn’t work. She opened her mouth to suggest anything physical would be a mistake. She tried to lift her foot off the floor, but it appeared to be glued to the planks.

      He lowered his chin and raised a brow. “Cat got your tongue?”

      She cleared her throat. It was more like she had a furball stuck in her esophagus, and there was no way she would be able to cough it up any time soon. “No. You just had it.”

      Boone chuckled as he tucked a piece of her long hair behind her ear. “You’re smart, beautiful, and a dangerous woman, Paget Sour.”

      She cocked her head. “Why dangerous?”

      He traced a path across her upper lip. “My marriage left me with a bad taste in my mouth for relationships. Hell, it made me want to turn my back on women in general. But you have me questioning that train of thought.”

      “You could have fooled me.” She inhaled sharply, taking a slight step back and regaining her composure.

      He was just a man. Nothing more. Nothing less. He didn’t possess superpowers, and he wasn’t the greatest thing since sliced bread.

      “What do you mean by that?” He squinted.

      “Nothing,” she said. “I don’t know. Your drink went right to my head and I’m tired. I have no idea what I’m saying. You said you wanted to show me something.”

      He bent over and picked up his shirt, dabbing it on her chest and arm. “Let me get you a dry top first.” He raced up the stairs, not giving her a chance to argue, but it would give her a chance to catch her breath and lower her pulse.

      “This should work.” He held a black shirt in his one hand. Standing in front of her, he curled his fingers over the hem of the wet fabric and tugged it up to her chest, pulling it over her head.

      And she let him.

      She stood there in just her jeans and black-lacy bra, resisting the urge to cover her tiny breasts with her palms. She held her breath while his gaze seemed to scan her body.

      He licked his lips as he tossed the damp garment to the stairs. “I’ll wash that for you,” he said with a husky voice. He rested his hands on her hips, his thumbs tracing soft feather-like circles on her skin. “I can’t think straight around you.”

      “Obviously, I’m struggling to think at all, or I’d be embarrassed.”

      He held her chin. “About what?”

      She lowered her gaze, staring at the girls pressing against her bra, and she heaved in a deep breath. “Seriously?” While she should be totally mortified by her current situation, she actually found it liberating.

      Exhilarating.

      “Everything about you is gorgeous,” he said.

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      “I don’t find too many women to be as lovely on the inside as they are beautiful on the outside.”

      “Aren’t you full of great pick-up lines.”

      His index finger dipped down her neck and landed on the swell of her breast just above her nipple. “I didn’t mean it that way,” he whispered. “Though you are the prettiest cowgirl I’ve ever met, I’m more attracted to what you think.” He tapped her temple. “And what you feel.” He bent over and kissed her cleavage.

      “You really are a charmer who can make a mean whiskey sour and kisses like he’s stolen a little piece of heaven and mixed it with the devil himself.”

      Boone growled. “I think that’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.” He tucked his index finger inside her bra, pulling it down gently, exposing her nipple to the cool fall air filtering in through the windows as a slight breeze kicked up, bringing with it the fresh scent of pine and whiskey. His tongue darted out of his mouth, lapping at her hard nub before sucking it into his mouth. His hands cupped her ass, lifting her off the ground.

      She gripped his shoulders, clasping her ankles together at the base of his back. A little voice in the back of her mind kept telling her that this might be the worst idea she’d ever had.

      But her throbbing nipple being sucked on so tenderly was sending a different, much stronger message to the rest of her body.

      She cupped his face. “Boone.”

      He glanced up at her but didn’t release her breast.

      She fisted his thick, luscious hair and yanked a little. “If we do this, we’re going to muddy the friendship waters, and I need you as a confidant. Not a lover because the latter won’t last, and sex is just going to ruin everything.”

      Gently, he pulled her bra back over her exposed skin. “Are you telling me you don’t want me?”

      “No. Not even close to what I’m saying.”

      He managed to make his way across the room and started up the stairs with a wicked-ass smoldering grin on his face.

      She should kick, wiggle, and scream to get from his embrace. Anything to stop him from making it to the top of the stairs. But instead, she ran her fingers through his silky hair. “I’m not interested in having a boyfriend. I don’t have time for that kind of relationship.”

      “I’m a shitty boyfriend anyway.”

      “Why do you say that? Do you inherently cheat on your girlfriends?”

      He set her on the edge of his massive bed with a whitewashed bookcase headboard and bench at the end. He had matching nightstands and a tall dresser at the far side of the room with a small television resting on the top. He had hockey jerseys from various professional teams framed and hanging on the walls. The comforter was a light gray, and the sheets were a crisp white. For a bachelor bartender, Boone certainly lived like a well-refined man.

      “I’ve never cheated on any woman,” he said, kicking out of his pants, leaving only his boxer briefs behind.

      She chomped down on her lower lip, swallowing a guttural moan, trying hard not to stare, but his bulging package was right in front of her eyes and wasn’t leaving much to the imagination.

      “But since my divorce, I’m not real good at long-term commitment.”

      “So what would this be?” She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her lips against his stomach.

      It quivered and he hissed. “Do we have to define it other than while we’re together, we’re not with other people?”

      “For someone who is relationship-phobic, that’s exactly what you just described.” She looped her fingers into the elastic. “I’m good with not having sex with other people while having some benefits to our friendship, but I will also require that no can know about us and that this isn’t going to be an ongoing thing. This could honestly be the only time it happens. Or maybe it goes on for a week or two. But when it’s over, it’s over. I know it sounds crude, and I’m not a slut, but I am more of a short-term, no frills, let’s not make a big deal out of this kind of girl.”

      He gripped her wrist. “That’s the only way I live my life, and since we’re putting it all out there. I don’t sleep with just anyone. I have to care about the ladies I get involved with, and to be totally honest, I haven’t been involved with anyone in a year.”

      She blinked. “Wait. Are you saying you haven’t had sex in twelve months?”

      “Give or take.”

      “Damn. We need to do something about that. I haven’t even gone that long.”
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        * * *

      

      Boone sucked in a deep breath and held it for a good ten seconds before slowly letting it out as he watched Paget do things with her tongue that should be illegal. While he hoped tonight might end in a make-out session, he never expected his cock would be in her mouth, making him wonder if he’d be able to act like a man who was approaching his forties, or if he’d be reliving his teenage years and things would be ending way too early.

      He fisted her hair and pooled it on top of her head and watched her as she did things to him that no one would ever call ladylike.

      Gritting his teeth, he concentrated on all the things he enjoyed about Paget. Her sweet smile. Her kind, soft eyes. Her sensitive soul. Anything but the way her hot tongue felt on his tip or how her hand squeezed his shaft.

      She nipped at him with her teeth.

      “You really are the devil.” He yanked at her hair, probably a little too hard, as he pulled her to her feet, wasting no time removing the rest of her clothes. He wasn’t going to go slow or bring her to the edge gently.

      No. He was going to toss her off the cliff, making her call out his name as she climaxed against his lips. He would demand her pleasure, taking it for his own.

      Shoving her back on the bed, he spread her legs slightly and groaned, staring at her perfectly shaven womanhood.

      She raised up on her elbows and smiled at him, making him dizzy.

      He plopped a finger into his mouth before gliding it across her hot folds, enjoying her long moan.

      She raised her hips, rolling them slightly, giving him better access, and he took it, shamelessly.

      Gliding his fingers in and out, he lowered his head and buried himself in her tangy nectar. She tasted like forbidden fruit. She was so powerfully sweet, and he knew he’d be drunk on her for days. No one would ever be this good. She ruined him for anyone that might come after and he just didn’t care.

      If he never experienced anyone again, it would be okay. He knew he’d never want anyone else.

      Ever.

      Paget would be it for him, only he had no idea how to go about making sure he’d be it for her, and that thought scared the crap out of him.

      He’d spent the weekend grappling with what he really wanted.

      And he wanted Paget like he never wanted anything in his life before. He hadn’t realized how desperate he’d been to be with her until she walked up the porch steps of her father’s house. In those few seconds, he’d lost all control, and he’d lost his heart.

      She dug her fingernails into his scalp. “Boone,” she murmured. “Oh, yes…yes.”

      He reached up with one hand and plucked and twisted her nipple while his other hand remained between her legs, stroking her insides. He sucked on her hard nub, swirling his tongue, taking his cue from the way her body jerked and the groans vibrating from her mouth. He knew she was close, and he wasn’t about to give her any reprieve.

      “Oh, God.” Her thighs slammed against his face. She jerked to a half-sitting position. “Boone,” she cried out as she released her orgasm into his mouth. Her stomach convulsed like a million aftershocks during an earthquake. “I want you inside me right now.”

      “Condom,” he managed as he kissed his way up her belly.

      “Not necessary. I have an IUD.” She cupped his cheeks and rammed her tongue deep in his mouth, finding every crevice.

      She grinded her hips against him. “Please. I need you now.”

      There was no way he could deny her anything she asked, even if it meant this would be over too quickly.

      He just hoped there would be other opportunities to redeem his sexual abilities. Of course, her body continued to shudder under his touch, so he had to be doing something right.

      Rolling on top of her, he pressed his hand on the mattress. His toes curled and he gritted his teeth. He’d make this last as long as he could, hoping she’d have another quick release.

      God, he hoped she’d be able to have one more orgasm.

      Just one tiny one. A little quiver of her stomach. A slight sigh. A throaty moan with a jolt and shock of her system. One that would sucker punch his body.

      She arched her back as he thrust into her with a powerful push. He hadn’t meant to be so aggressive, but he couldn’t control himself. He wanted and needed to fill her and not just with his physical being, but with his mind and soul. He wanted her to know that while she was in his life, he wouldn’t allow any other women into his heart.

      Hell. She’d stolen his soul, and no other woman would ever have a chance.

      “You’re amazing,” he whispered, kissing her nose. He stared into her blue eyes, getting lost in her gaze. He pumped, trying desperately to keep his motions rhythmic and controlled. He didn’t want her to think he was some wild animal who cared only for his own pleasure.

      He inhaled a long breath, letting it out slowly. Kissing her neck, he brought his hand between their bodies, caressing the important parts, making her pant and beg for more.

      And no way would he disappoint. He’d give her whatever she desired, grateful that she wanted a taste of what he could offer.

      With her lips parting, she tipped her head back. Her lashes blinked over her glossy eyes. “Oh, God, yes. Now. Please, Boone. I’m begging you.”

      He sucked on her earlobe. Seconds later, his release exploded inside of her like a bomb. Never in his life had he experienced quite the violent climax. It was both terrifying and liberating. He knew he’d never be the same, and he relished in that thought. She’d changed him in ways he couldn’t even comprehend. “Paget,” he said softly. “Beautiful, sweet, Paget.” He collapsed on top of her, closing his eyes and letting out a long sigh. “You’ve utterly destroyed me.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He chuckled. “I’ve never met anyone quite like you, much less made love to someone as passionate as you. I don’t think I’ll ever want to be with anyone else.”

      She scratched her nails up and down his back. “That thought will change over time.”

      But he didn’t think so. He knew better than to argue with a woman at this juncture. He pressed his lips under the soft spot near her earlobe. “You’re a special woman.”

      “You’re just saying that.” She kissed his temple, letting out a big sigh. “You wanted to show me something when we came over here.”

      “It can wait a few hours. Or till morning.”

      “Good,” she whispered. “So you won’t hold it against me if I close my eyes and fall asleep?”

      “I’d take it as a compliment if you did so.”

      “Then consider yourself majorly complimented.”

      He chuckled. However, his insides stilled with the knowledge he affected her on a deep level.

      That was something he could work with moving forward.

      One step at a time, he would make her his, and only his.
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      Paget jerked awake. Startled, she clutched the sheet to her chest as she bolted to an upright position. She blinked a few times, gathering up memories from the night before while soaking in her surroundings.

      Shit.

      Boone’s bedroom.

      The morning after something that shouldn’t have happened always sucked.

      Slowly, she turned and slouched her shoulders. Boone wasn’t blissfully asleep next to her, which should be a good thing. Only now she wondered if he tiptoed out of his own room because he’d realized what a huge mistake he’d made and he couldn’t stand waking up next to her.

      The sound of water running filled her ears.

      Or he just got up to go to the bathroom.

      She quickly checked her phone. Nothing from the hospital. That was good. She fluffed the pillows and leaned against the headboard, tilting her head so she could see the morning sunrays struggle to take over the night sky. It wasn’t even five thirty in the morning yet. While the staff skirted the rules a little bit for her, they generally only bent the visiting hours by thirty minutes or so these days. But she could get to the ranch early. They had a whole stable full of new horses that needed training, and Annette would be at the barn by eight.

      The bathroom door swung open, followed by thick steam carrying a fresh scent of pine mixed with a pinch of tropical melon and coconut. His long, wet hair dangled over his bare shoulders. Water droplets landed on his skin, rolling over his body, begging to be licked off.

      She swallowed as her gaze lowered to his unbuttoned jeans.

      “Good morning,” he said with a beaming smile.

      “Bartenders are not supposed to be morning people,” she grumbled.

      “When they wake up with a beautiful woman in their arms, it tends to brighten their days, giving them an extra spring to their step.” He sat on the edge of the bed, leaning close and kissing her hard, reminding her of every orgasm he gave her the night before.

      And there’d been more than one.

      She shuddered.

      “Why are you showered and half dressed?” she asked.

      “I thought I’d head into town while you got ready for work and pick up a breakfast to go for us, and then I wanted to head in and see your dad before running a bunch of errands.”

      She twisted her hair. If Boone went in this morning, she could bug out of work early and spend dinner and have ice cream with her father. That would work out perfectly. Things were wrapping up nice and neat, and when that happened, she didn’t trust that it was going to be smooth sailing. She’d been critical before her mother’s illness and death, but that experience had turned her into a cynic.

      Boone tapped her temple. “Earth to Paget.”

      “Sorry,” she said with a long sigh. “Just thinking about all the things I have to do today.”

      “Well, how can I help?”

      “You’re doing it by visiting my father this morning and getting me breakfast. That will make it easy for me to get everything done that I need to at the ranch and make it to the hospital before Dad’s favorite talk show starts.”

      “What about the cabin? Don’t you have to give the buyer an answer?”

      Shit. She’d forgotten about that. “Hopefully all that will require today is a phone call.”

      “There will be paperwork to sign, and you’ll have to eventually go into the bank,” he said, running his finger over her collarbone. “I’m in my office after lunch, so if you need me to run out and get something, I’m happy to do it.”

      Pulling the sheet around her body, she slipped from the bed. She tried to inhale deeply, but her lungs wouldn’t completely fill with oxygen. Panic set in as her thoughts spiraled out of control, reminding her of how suffocating her last relationship had been.

      She paced at the end of the bed.

      “What’s wrong?” Boone asked.

      Pinching the bridge of her nose, she breathed slow and controlled. She inhaled, counting to ten, only to release it in a big swoosh. “I need you to dial it back a notch.”

      “Huh? I’m not following.”

      “You’re coming in hot, and it’s making me want to claw my eyes out.” She hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but now that she had, she might as well get it all out in the open. “I don’t mean to offend you, but I don’t handle having my personal space invaded.”

      “I’m currently five feet away from you.”

      Her lungs burned as she struggled to maintain some resemblance of stability. She fanned her face.

      “Paget?” Boone inched closer. He kept his hands wide. “Look at me, please.”

      She stopped pacing and tilted her chin. “You’re stifling me.”

      “Okay.” He backed up. “Why don’t I go get breakfast, and you can do whatever it is you need to in order to calm down.” He made his way toward the stairs. “I’m sorry I made you feel uncomfortable with how much I’m available to help. I’ll work on my presentation.” He gripped the door handle. “I’ll be downstairs waiting.”

      She waited until the wood clicked closed before she let out a long breath and fell back onto the bed, covering her forehead with the crook of her elbow.

      That didn’t go over well.

      It had been a long time since she’d felt trapped, like Steven used to make her feel. She knew Steven had only meant to protect her, but it came off like he was a dictator and she was his follower.

      Or maybe a parent-child relationship and that always wigged her out.

      But with Boone, it felt different. It wasn’t that he made her feel as though she’d been backed into a corner and not given any choices.

      No. It reminded her of when her mother had been alive and how caring her mom had been.

      Paget clutched her chest. Her mother had been the sweetest person she’d ever known. She’d give her last dollar to a rich man so he could have his expensive coffee. All her mother wanted was for the world to get along. If she could erase hate from the globe, she would.

      But the best part about her mother was the way she cared for her family.

      Unconditionally.

      Without reservation.

      And she never told Paget what to do, how to do it, or waggled her finger under Paget’s nose when she’d fucked up.

      Her mother had too much class to stoop to those levels. Molly had raised Paget to be an independent thinker and to always take responsibility for her own actions and to never rely too much on one person.

      Unless that person was her one and only. Like her father was to her mother.

      Well, Steven sure as shit wasn’t Paget’s soulmate. He was barely a good time. Actually, all Steven had been was an illusion of having a life.

      And a piss-poor one at that.

      So, when he started to talk about long term, wanting to move in together and get married during the time her mother had gotten sick, it had become overwhelming and she’d begun to panic.

      She could lay there and ponder her anxiety over Boone all day long, but it wouldn’t change the one simple fact: the moment relationships got a little too real, she got out.

      And fast.

      But this wasn’t even a relationship.

      It was a one- or two-night stand.

      Friends with benefits.

      It was supposed to mean nothing.

      She jumped to her feet and padded toward the bathroom. It had been a stressful weekend, and last night she’d had one to many very strong whiskey sours and sex three times in one night was at least once too many.

      Okay. Making love to Boone all night long couldn’t be seen as overkill, but she did have to accept the fact it affected her psyche both positively and negatively. It was the disconcerting aspects that she needed to put in check.

      And that would start right now.
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      The closest thing Boone had to a friend since he’d moved to Buhl, Idaho, had been Henry. Boone enjoyed front porch sitting with a good glass of scotch while listening to that old man tell one story after the other.

      Boone didn’t give a rat’s ass about the subject. Henry was a master storyteller and Boone a captivated audience.

      After signing all the paperwork, he placed the paper in the tray and tapped the keyboard in front of his computer, bringing up the scanner option. No matter what he did to fast-track this closing, it would still take a minimum of thirty days. He was fine with that, but the longer it took, the more likely that Paget could find out he was behind the purchase of her cabin, and he couldn’t have that.

      Not yet, anyway.

      Maybe six months down the road when her father was more capable of doing things on his own and she was spending more time in Boone’s bed without having a panic attack the next morning.

      Boone attached documents to an email addressed to the woman who ran all his business dealings, Ariana Hauf, the only person from his past who knew his true identity. Well, her and her husband Phil. They were the only two people Boone completely trusted. He’d known Ariana since they’d been in elementary school and they grew up watching someone they love suffer. Ariana had warned Boone about Rylee, but Boone was thinking with the wrong part of his body back then, and he picked the wrong person to go into business with. Because Phil was glued together at the hip to Boone, he followed Boone into the lab, but soon saw how insane Rylee was, but it was too late. Rylee had already destroyed Boone’s hard work.

      Thankfully, Ariana and Phil had forgiven his poor choice in partners, both in and out of bed, and together they created Maverick Medical. Ariana and Phil did most of the heavy lifting, for now. But that would change.

      Someday.

      Maybe.

      If Boone ever decided it was time to come out of hiding.

      Which he doubted would ever happen.

      A tap at his door caught his attention.

      “Sorry to bother you, but our local pesky cop is downstairs. He’d like a word with you,” Becky, his day manager, said.

      “Steven?”

      Becky nodded.

      “Did he say what he wanted to discuss?”

      “Just that it was personal, important, and he’d prefer to do it in private.”

      Well, Boone would be damned if he’d let Steven in his sanctuary. His office, much like his home, gave Boone a sense of security. It was where he felt as though he could relax and breathe, forgetting all about his past and everything he’d been running and hiding from. “Take him to the back patio, and while you’re at it, bring me a diet soda and some fries if there are any ready.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Boone shut and locked the door right after Becky before unlocking the back entrance. He jogged down the stairs and stepped out into the afternoon crisp fall air. He’d fallen in love with Buhl, Idaho, in ways that were completely unexpected. He’d come here having no idea if he’d like owning a bar and grill. He told himself he’d give it two years and if he sucked, he’d leave and find something else.

      About five days into dusting off the counters, Paget walked into his establishment and gave him quite the attitude adjustment. He hadn’t been ready to let a woman of her caliber into his life, but he certainly enjoyed flirting with disaster. However, now that he’d had a taste, he would never be able to let her go.

      He sat on the picnic table and lowered his shades.

      Becky opened the screen door carrying a small tray. She set it down next to Boone. “If I can get you gentleman anything else, just let me know.” She turned on her heels and disappeared back inside.

      Steven took the typical cop stance with his hands looped in his belt and his legs shoulder-width apart with his chest puffed out. Actually, all alpha males stood like that, showing off their brawn.

      Boone understood the need to exert power, especially a police officer. But not in the form of intimidation, and that’s the impression Steven was giving off right now, and it wasn’t settling right with Boone. “What can I help you with?” Boone took a crispy fry and dunked it in some ketchup before plopping it in his mouth. He was shocked he hadn’t gained a hundred pounds owning his own burger joint because he could live on French fries and chicken tenders with an over easy fried egg with the yolk drizzling out on top. His ex-wife would be flipping out right about now with all the shit he’d been putting into his body.

      And he relished in every vice.

      “I know you’ve been helping out Paget and her dad a lot.” Steven nodded like a big bobblehead. He was a broad guy, not fat, but his muscles had a thick layer of useless waste under them that age, a bad diet, and a sedimentary lifestyle caused.

      Or seriously bad genes because Boone ate like shit and the closest he came to working out was mowing the lawn.

      “I’m just being neighborly.”

      “Well, it’s appreciated. However, I’ll be coming around a lot more, especially since I’ve been promoted.”

      “Congratulations. To what position?” Boone asked. He didn’t honestly care, but it seemed like a big deal to the man, so why burst his bubble.

      “To captain of the day shift, mostly. So I’ll be able to give Paget the kind of attention she deserves.”

      Boone sipped on his soda, gulping down a chuckle. He found Steven’s borderline possessiveness to be endearing. He was staking his claim, only Paget wasn’t a piece of meat and Boone didn’t play this game. Not well anyway.

      “Are you asking me, man to man, to back off and not ask out Paget?”

      “I’m not asking. I’m telling you that Paget and I have a history, and you’re becoming a distraction.”

      Oh, man, Boone hoped he’d was a whole hell of a lot more than that, but no need to rub in Steven’s face what happened last night. Besides, Boone didn’t kiss and tell, and what might be brewing between him and Paget was no one’s business but theirs.

      “You have a history, but you’re not an item,” Boone said, waving a fry in the air. “Correct?”

      “We have been in the past,” Steve said. “But that’s not the point.” He shifted left and right. “I’ve known Paget and her dad my entire life. I know what they need, and I know best how to help them. You’re a novelty and in the end, can she really rely on you?”

      “Actually, she can, and I don’t think she’d take too kindly to us having this conversation. As far as me hanging around Paget, she’s a good friend, and unless she tells me to take a hike, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Have it your way.” Steven shrugged. “But don’t say I didn’t give you fair warning for when she tells you she doesn’t want you coming around anymore because she’s realized I’m the only man for her. And she’s going to figure that out; she just needs a little time.”

      He could stand outside all day and play chest pound with Steven, but all it would do is antagonize the man more, and that wouldn’t do anyone any good.

      Especially Paget.

      However, being as honest as possible would be the best course of action.

      “I won’t lie. I like Paget and we’ve shared a meal or two.” Boone rolled the tin foil into a ball and tossed it in the paper bag. “And unless Paget tells me she doesn’t want to see me, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Then I hope you will respect her, and me, and keep your distance.”

      “Respect isn’t an issue.” He chugged the last of his soda. “But I won’t be keeping any kind of space between me and Paget, or her father. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you take it up with Paget, not me.”

      Steven held his palms up toward the sky. “Look, man, I’m just trying to be a stand-up guy and tell you how things are before you go and get your heart broken or make an ass of yourself. Paget is a sweet girl, and she tends not to draw lines very well.”

      Boone nearly choked on his own breath. This cop didn’t know Paget at all if that’s what he really thought about her because the Paget he knew had the ability to let anyone know when they’ve overstepped their bounds. “I appreciate you looking out for me, but I’m a big boy. I’ll take care of myself, and you can do the same for yourself.”

      “Just stay out of my way when it comes to Paget.”

      Boone stood, letting out a long breath. “She’s not a thing or a possession for you and me to go to battle over and then the winner gets to take her home, and I’m not going to play that game with you. Or anyone for that matter. We’re not in middle school, and right now Paget doesn’t need two men trying to outdo each other. She just needs friends.”

      Steven waggled his finger. “You sound like a master player, but I’m wise to you, and I’m going to make sure Paget is too.”

      “You’re a smart man, and I don’t think you need me pointing out that it’s up to Paget who she chooses to be with, and right now, it’s not either one of us.” This conversation was getting old and going nowhere fast. “There is only one thing you need to know and that’s whatever Paget wants or needs from me, that’s what she’ll get. And that includes her father, who is a close personal friend of mine. However, if she tells me she’s in a relationship with you, I’ll stop flirting and asking her out, but only if she’s the one who puts the brakes on. Not you.”

      “I guess it comes down to may the best man win,” Steven said.

      Boone shook his head. There was no point continuing to try to show Steven the errors of his thinking that Paget was some kind of a prize or trophy to be won and displayed when he felt like showing her off.

      The conversation did give him some insight into her dating psyche simply because Steven had been the last relationship she’d had, and he must have been an overbearing control freak with a jealous streak.

      He’d seen firsthand what happened when you came on too strong too quick with Paget. She was like an animal backed into a corner, waiting to attack. She needed to control her own destiny, something he could understand, and he wouldn’t be making that mistake a second time.
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      Paget stood in the middle of her living room with her hands on her hips. She let out a long breath.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Annette plopped herself down on the sofa next to a stack of boxes.

      Paget couldn’t decide if she was pleased at how few things she had accumulated in the short amount of time she’d lived in the cabin, or depressed at how easily someone else was willing to buy all her furnishings.

      “It’s all surreal.” Paget sat in her favorite lounge chair and put her feet up one last time. She still had a little over two weeks before she had to be out, but since her father had been moved to the short-term facility and they told her he’d be coming home in at least three weeks, if not sooner, she figured the quicker she took care of this, the better off she’d be. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine.” Annette patted her belly. “I don’t feel sick and haven’t gained a pound yet.”

      “It will catch up to you if you keep boasting like that.” Cheyenne came down the stairs from the loft carrying two boxes.

      “I don’t know about that,” Annette said. “With Tony, I never had morning sickness and I didn’t start showing until I was close to six months.”

      “You’re lucky.” Cheyenne set the boxes next to the rest of them. “I was as big as a house and looked like I was ready to pop at six months. And you should see my stomach. It looks like a map to all the local streams.”

      Paget covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. But that’s really funny.”

      Cheyenne took her braid and fiddled with the end. “You laugh now, but someday, you might end up with a bun in the oven.”

      “I’d have to have, at the very least, a prospect for a husband,” Paget said.

      “Oh, and Steven isn’t your knight in shining armor?” Annette’s question was said tongue in cheek.

      “He’s not the only man sniffing around the lady.” Cheyenne leaned against the railing. “Boone’s been showing some serious interest.”

      Paget’s face heated. While they hadn’t had sex but that one night, there had been some heavy petting sessions, and he had taken tonight off, other than checking in on the place as he did overnight. Otherwise, he made it clear, he was all hers for the entire night, and he hinted he planned on having a repeat of their last encounter.

      It had been all he could talk about for the last twenty-four hours, and it made her body tingle.

      “Boone is just a friend. A good one at that,” Paget said.

      “Come on. You have the hots for him and don’t lie.” Cheyenne twirled the stray ends from her long braid. “He’s at your dad’s house every night or visiting your dad. Everyone in town is talking about how they think the two of you are dating. Are you going to tell us you haven’t even kissed him?”

      “I’ve got five bucks that says they’ve done more than kiss,” Annette said.

      “You two are horrible.” Paget inhaled sharply, hoping the heat shooting through her body didn’t show up in red blotchy patches on her skin. But she knew it was the slight smirk tugging at her lips that gave it all away.

      “You slept with him, didn’t you?” Cheyenne waved her hand. “Well, I’ll be damned. You dirty little devil. You go, girl.”

      “It’s not what you think. Hell, I don’t even know what the hell it was or wasn’t, but it’s not going anywhere.”

      “You don’t know that,” Annette said.

      “Actually, I do.” Paget didn’t want to get into the nitty-gritty of it all, but she did want to get them off her back. “Neither one of us is built for a long-term relationship.”

      “Maybe you’re not, but you don’t know until you take him out for a test drive. And let me tell you that Boone is one seriously handsome man with the long wavy hair, sexy swagger, and smoldering dark eyes,” Annette said, smacking her lips to her fingers. “Even JD has a crush on him.”

      “JB said he wouldn’t kick the man out of bed,” Cheyenne said with a slight giggle. “I asked him if I should invite Boone for a threesome, and he got all pissy and jealous so I told him to take his pick in women and we can invite a sexy filly into our bed. That didn’t go over too well either.”

      “The Whiskey men are a complicated breed.” Annette rolled her hand over her stomach. “I know it’s too early to feel anything, but I swear this little bugger is an active one.”

      “How’s Georgia Moon feeling?” Paget asked, taking the opportunity to change the subject from her sex life to something else. “Isn’t she due in a couple of months?”

      “She’s doing great. She seems to be having a relatively easy pregnancy.” Cheyenne raised her water bottle to her lips. “JB keeps teasing me that there is something in the water at the ranch, and I swear he’s trying to get me pregnant.”

      Annette jumped to a sitting position. “Do you want to have another child?”

      Cheyenne smiled. “Yeah. I do.”

      “Kitty told me she and JW want to have another one as soon as they can,” Annette said.

      Paget breathed slowly through her nose. She’d never had siblings, and when she was little, it never bothered her because her parents always made her feel like the most important person in their world.

      But as she got older, and she found it increasingly harder to connect with women and trust they wouldn’t break her confidence, or have a real intimate relationship with a man that didn’t end with her feeling trapped, controlled, or pushed into becoming something she’s not, she found herself more and more alone.

      What scared her was that she didn’t mind it at all, until she met Boone.

      And he changed everything.

      So did Annette, Cheyenne, Kitty, and Georgia Moon. They’d all been kind and sweet to Paget, but in the last year, their friendships had blossomed into something more, and Paget wasn’t sure how that happened.

      Or how to deal with it in a way that didn’t scare her new girlfriends away.

      “You’re being awfully quiet,” Cheyenne said. “Is the topic of conversation freaking you out?”

      “Only when you’re talking about my love life, or lack thereof.” She held up her hand. “And for the record, I would never, in a million years, start back up with Steven.”

      “Well, that’s good.” The sound of a familiar male echoed between her ears as Boone pushed open the screen door. “Although, you might want to tell him that. He might think otherwise.”

      “And why would you say that?” Paget’s heart dropped to her stomach before it beat wildly back up into her throat. In the last week, Steven had sent her flowers and asked her to dinner twice.

      She’d said no on both occasions.

      But Steven wasn’t taking her subtle hints and he continued to come on strong, and Boone seemed to enjoy Steven’s efforts in a weird way.

      “I shouldn’t say anything because it’s none of my business, but the other day he showed up at my restaurant and wanted me to know he’s got a claim on you.” Boone leaned against the doorjamb and pushed his shades up on top of his head. He wore a dark V-neck shirt with a pair of dark jeans and cowboy boots. For a man who obviously looked like a city slicker, he wore the rebel-ranch style well.

      “And you’ve decided to tell me this now, in front of my friends, while we’re moving me out of my cabin.” Paget rubbed her temples, trying to hide her smile, but Boone leaned in, catching her gaze, and winked. “You don’t need to enjoy this so much.”

      “Maybe if you told him you were no longer interested in him, he’d leave you alone,” Boone said.

      “She broke up with him. That should be hint enough.” Annette took the hand Boone offered and stood. She placed her hands on her back and stretched.

      This time, Paget could see Annette’s stomach pressing firmly against her shirt. It wasn’t huge, but her baby bump was certainly growing.

      “And that was like a year ago,” Cheyenne said. “It’s not like she’s given him any reason to think she wants to spend any time with him.”

      “Other than she doesn’t really tell him to take a hike.” Boone stacked the boxes by the front door. “He takes a smile as encouragement.”

      “That’s not my fault,” Paget said.

      “No. But you need to be aware that just by telling him to stop by when your father gets home is telling him you might be interested in him romantically.” Boone continued moving about the small space, making sure everything that needed to be packed up was pushed toward the front door.

      “Sounds like you’re jealous,” Cheyenne said.

      Boone’s glasses fell from his head to the floor when he bent over. “Shit,” he mumbled, snagging them and tucking them into his shirt pocket. “I’m just tired of the snide comments and the man pounding his chest every time I have to be around him. It gets old having to constantly say, we’re just friends, to a man who treats women like a piece of property.”

      “He’s not that bad.” The second the words left Paget’s mouth, she realized she’d made a huge mistake. Both her girlfriends and Boone stopped what they were doing and glared. “Seriously. His heart is in the right place, and it’s not like he’s going to go all stalker on me. He’s a cop for crying out loud. And we all know he’s a good one.”

      “No one is saying he’s going to hurt you or do anything to put the community in danger.” Boone ran a hand through his hair. “All we’re trying to say is you’re leading him on, and I for one am tired of… of…” He planted his hands on his hips and let out a puff of air. “Am I allowed to speak freely?”

      “No.” Paget lowered her chin.

      “Oh, please, speak on,” Cheyenne said. “Put all the rumors to rest.”

      Boone sat next to Paget on the stairs and took her hand. “Rumors? Are they good?”

      “That depends,” Annette said with a laugh as she leaned against the railing. “There are some that question if you’re really that good in bed. Or if you’re just eye candy.”

      “Don’t be so crude.” Paget resisted the urge to run away and hide under a rock. “We hate it when men ogle us.”

      “Not to sound like a poster child for women’s rights,” Boone said, “but when it’s men who hold the power, when you flip it like that, it doesn’t have the same effect.”

      “Oh, my God. You are a novelty.” Cheyenne fanned herself. “My man is a true gentleman and knows how to treat a lady, but he’s still a bit of a chauvinist if there ever was one.”

      “My ex-wife would tell you that I needed to grow a pair and that I’m not much of a man, so there is that,” he said. “But let’s not tell Steven. I don’t think it would help in making him leave Paget alone.” He glanced toward her, lifting her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “Do you want Steven to go away?”

      “I do want him to stop hitting on me, but as a cop, no.” Paget shook her head. “I don’t want him to totally disappear. If I need a policeman, he’s a good one to have close by.”

      “Oh, my God,” Cheyenne said. “That’s totally letting Steven think he’s got a chance with you sexually. How do you not see that?”

      “I’m not having this conversation with any of you.” Paget jumped to her feet. “Steven and I have been friends for a long time. Most of my life and he’s just trying to be helpful.” She glanced out the screen door. “Looks like JB and JD just pulled in.” She waved frantically. “I really appreciate the help and also letting me have the rest of the week off. I’ll be back full force on Monday.” She pointed toward the great outdoors with a smug grin.

      “Oh, don’t get too comfy.” Annette waved her finger under Paget’s nose. “You’re not really off the hook.” She leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Take care of yourself and say hello to your old man.”

      “Will do,” Paget said.

      “I’m so glad you’re coming to my wedding as Paget’s date,” Cheyenne said. “It’s going to be a fun party.”

      “He’s running your bar.” Paget shook her head. “Since when did he become my date?”

      “I was wondering the same thing, though I wouldn’t mind escorting you,” he said. “If I didn’t have to work.”

      Cheyenne glanced at Annette and then at Paget with a wicked smile. “I’m sure if you have enough staff, we won’t have a problem with you hanging out with our best worker.”

      “I appreciate it.” Boone waved his hand. “Excuse me while I go use the little boys’ room.”

      Paget pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. Nothing worse than her friends playing matchmaker and Boone going along for the ride. If she had a mean bone in her body, she’d tell Cheyenne she wasn’t coming to the wedding, which was actually a possibility, depending on what was happening with her father and what kind of help she had for him at home.

      But she wouldn’t bring that up right now.

      “Oh, relax,” Annette said. “We’re just trying to get you to laugh and smile and he’s so chill. He takes everything tongue in cheek.”

      “I don’t think he’d appreciate it if he knew I said anything to either of you,” she said softly as she gave Annette a hug. “Seriously. Please stop. It was just a one-time thing, and I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Seriously, he’s perfect for you.” Annette kissed her cheek. “And he’s helping you move.”

      “Not to mention he’s almost always at your side, doing things for you and your father,” Cheyenne added.

      “So is Steven,” Paget said.

      The sound of running water caught her attention. Boone stepped from the powder room and inched his way closer.

      “You’re keeping Steven close to keep Boone at a safe distance,” Cheyenne whispered as she hugged Paget. “Let Boone all the way in and you won’t need to protect your heart with anything or anyone.”

      Paget let the words settle in her heart and float around in her mind. She didn’t want to believe them, but she knew, deep down, Cheyenne was right. But letting Boone in was too much of a risk. He wasn’t the kind of man who stuck around. He might own the restaurant, but she got the impression that he didn’t stay anywhere for more than five years.

      And because of that, she couldn’t get any more involved.

      Besides. He was exactly the kind of man her mother warned her about.

      Steven wasn’t for her because he thought taking care of a significant other meant controlling them. He didn’t see it that way, because he thought he was protecting them, only he was stifling and surprising them to the point they had no voice.

      She’d learned that the hard way.

      However, she hadn’t figured out Boone, and that scared her because he wasn’t an open book. Every time she thought she understood what made him tick, something changed.

      And while he’d backed off, giving her all the room she needed to breathe, make decisions, and he certainly didn’t coerce her in anyway, that added a different kind of pressure, and she wasn’t sure how to handle that either.

      Standing in the doorway, she watched as her girlfriends got in the back seat of the pickup. The truck backed up and pulled out of the driveway. She let out a sigh as Boone wrapped his arm around her waist.

      “Sorry if I was too forward around your friends. It’s just that guy is starting to get under my skin.”

      “There’s no reason for him to bother you.” She leaned against the doorjamb and stared out across the long front yard. The closest neighbor was about a half a mile away. She’d hoped to one day build a small barn and have her own horse and maybe a pig or two.

      She’d definitely have a couple of dogs and a few chickens. It wouldn’t have been a workable ranch or even a small farm, but it would have been something she could have been proud of.

      And now she had to let it go.

      “But I really don’t want my bosses knowing about my personal life, and you all but told them I slept with you.” Big fucking fat lie.

      “I did no such thing, but it’s obvious I like you, and they are just playing off that.”

      “A little too obvious and I need you to tone that down a notch around people.”

      “Why?” He tilted her chin with his index finger. “Am I such a bad catch? Are you embarrassed to be seen out in public with me?”

      “No. It’s not that.”

      “Then why don’t you want anyone to know we’re a thing?”

      She curled her fingers around his wrist. “Because we’re not a thing. Didn’t we discuss that? Didn’t we both say that this was just a little fun until we got bored with each other and decided to move on?”

      “We did.”

      “And didn’t you also agree to keep it a secret?”

      He nodded with narrowed eyes. “Are you worried what people will think?”

      She let out a long breath. “Just my father.” This was not the conversation she wanted to have. Her eyes stung with tears. Ever since she’d woken up in Boone’s arms, she’d been avoiding him and everything about him. If she could find a way to ravage his body without having to have a conversation with him, she’d do it.

      What did that say about her?

      Not much.

      “I see,” Boone said.

      “I don’t think you do, and I don’t want to get into it with you.”

      He took her by the hand and led her to the front porch.

      She didn’t protest, though she thought she should. She sat on the front stoop and stared at the concrete path.

      “Your dad talks a lot about you when you’re not around. He’s constantly telling me how proud he is of you.”

      “And right after that he probably tells you that he’s worried about me spending the rest of my life alone.”

      “Yes and no.” Boone held her hand, tracing a gentle path across her palm. “He always starts off with how much you’re like your mom. How passionate you are about your hopes and dreams and how you’ve always had amazing talent to calm animals. He likes to tell this one story about a deer that got stuck in your backyard when you only ten years old and how you freed it.”

      Paget dabbed her eyes. “When I was in high school, he used to ask every young man I went on a date with what their opinions were on hunting and all things relative to animals. He was always trying to find me the right person to share my life with.”

      “He just wants you to be happy, and he’s not looking to play matchmaker or anything.”

      “Right. Like he’s never tried to pay you to take me out on a proper date.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “And don’t lie to me.”

      “Well, he’s only tried to make sure Steven is out of the running. He really doesn’t like him. Why is that?”

      “For starters, he hunts deer.” She laughed. “But mostly he’s too old-fashioned and is of the mindset that it would be his manly duty to take care of his little woman, and that’s something that really pisses off my dad. But in the same breath, my father has always believed that we are meant to share our life and love with one person. A soulmate. He had my mom, and he made her a promise on her deathbed that he’d help me find me someone who would appreciate me exactly the way I am and wouldn’t try to change me.”

      “Well, that makes a lot more sense now,” Boone leaned back on his elbows. “Once your dad found out I was divorced, he started asking me a lot of questions about why and if I thought I was to blame and if I stifled my ex-wife at all. But in all the time I’ve known him, he’s never pushed very hard for me to take you out, so he must have found a lot of flaws in me.”

      “Oh, I doubt that since before his stroke, he’d been talking you up quite a bit,” she said, leaning into Boone’s strong frame, soaking in his strength. “He’s always texted me right before I leave work to stop and get a whiskey sour to bring home, which is dad speak for go spend some time with Boone so I can press you on getting to know him better when you get home.”

      “That’s kind of sweet,” Boone said. “And your father is brilliant.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he’s been playing us for months but without being pushy. Not that I needed to have my arm twisted to kiss you.” He pressed his lips over hers, heating her body as their mouths created the kind of friction that could only lead to a dance performed under the sheets. She didn’t need him to tell her how her father operated. She knew damn well what dear old dad had been up to and she went along with it, but only because Boone appeared distant and uninterested.

      Until he took her to bed, and since then, she’d been a bitch to him and that needed to stop. He didn’t deserve it.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been so weird this week.”

      “It’s understandable. You’ve got a lot going on and I’m being selfish with your time. It’s just that when your dad comes home, you’re not going to be very available.” He looped his arm around her shoulders. “Is it so hard to accept that I like spending time with you? Or is it that we laid it on the line that we’re not long-haul people that’s bothering you?”

      “None of that bothers me. But hurting my father does. And so does letting this place go. I worked so hard to get here. I don’t resent letting it go to help my dad.” That was the truth. She’d do anything for her old man and not think twice. Changing her world because of her father’s stroke, or even due to his financial situation, didn’t matter. All she cared about was giving him all the comfort he desired in his last few years and sharing them with her in ways that made them both happy.

      Now that she had some time to reflect, she realized her father had been doing things to push her and Boone together. Of course, he had no idea he would have a stroke, but even that played into landing her right in Boone’s arms, giving her father a sense of accomplishment.

      “But I do resent what all this will do to my dad.”

      “So do whatever it takes to make sure nothing can hurt him,” Boone said as if it were as simple as that.

      “And how do you propose I go about doing that? Because you and I won’t last, so that will break his heart.”

      “Perhaps, in the long run, but for right now, it might be exactly what he needs to get motivated to do what he needs to get stronger and healthier. We should be thinking about what we can do to keep his spirits high, and if that means allowing him, and others, to see us together, then who cares? Besides, I might not ever plan on marrying again, but I don’t want to just have a couple of weeks with you and toss you out like a used paper towel. I’d like to savor you for a little while. Keep you around like a nice warm blanket on a cold winter night. Either way, for now, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Are you suggesting we pretend to be in a relationship to help my father get his shit together so he’ll stop being so ornery and do the exercises the doctors want him to?”

      “Something like that.” Boone winked. “I realize that’s leading him on a bit, but I don’t like the idea of not being able to step around the bar in my own restaurant and kiss you like there is no tomorrow because you don’t want people to know we’re an item, even if us being together is ultimately going to come to an end.”

      “You act like this is just simple semantics.”

      “Isn’t it?” he asked. “We’re obviously into each other so why hide it, even from your father. And don’t give me all the bullshit about all the stuff we’ve already hammered out. We’re both adults. We both know what we want and what we don’t want. Relationships come and go. This one is current. Let’s go with it.”

      “Why do you have to be sexy and logical? Those are two things I can’t argue with on an empty stomach when I’m also horny.”

      He groaned. “Well, we have two choices. We can find an empty bed here, or we can jump in my car and race back to my place. It’s your choice.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want to have a memory of you in this place, so let’s race back to your house. Work for you?”

      He jumped to his feet. “Oh, hell yes. Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      Paget had no idea why she insisted on going into her father’s house. Nor did she have any clue why she led Boone up into her childhood bedroom, but she found herself sitting on the edge of her queen bed in just her bra and thong while he stood at the end of the bed as he pulled his shirt over his head, tossing it to the rocking chair in the corner.

      “You’re going to be the death of me,” he murmured. “I can’t think straight when I’m with you.”

      “And you can when you’re with others?”

      “I don’t ever want to be with anyone other than you.” He ran his fingers through her long hair. “And I don’t want to discuss other women when I’m with the most interesting and beautiful lady I’ve ever met.”

      She opened her mouth to argue but thought better of it. She’d only be insulting him and why would she want to do that in the middle of a romantic moment. Tomorrow, her father would be coming home, and she and Boone might not get too many opportunities to ravish each other.

      Which might be for the best.

      Hooking her fingers into the zipper of his jeans, she slowly lowered the mechanism until she managed to remove the rest of his clothing.

      He stood proudly while she admired him with gentle touches and tender kisses. His groans encouraged her to remain methodical and torturous in her strokes, keeping her motions controlled and contained. There was no reason to behave as if she were having her last supper. Or as if she were desperate to please him like a wild animal needing to be tamed.

      “You’re a wicked woman,” he whispered as he glided a finger over a strand of her hair, tucking it behind her ear. He traced a path across her cheek and down her chin.

      She squeezed his shaft, licking from the base to the tip.

      He tossed his head back and let out a deep groan.

      A sense of pride filled her gut like bread rising in a warm oven. She repeated the motion, adding a few twists and flicks, enjoying the fisting of her hair and the deep curses echoing in the room. Sexuality gave her a profound sense of power and she used it, perhaps to the point it became a manipulation and a way to keep men from getting to know her intellectually.

      Keep them wanting her mouth kissing, sucking, and licking, and they wouldn’t want it for tantalizing conversation. She absolutely used sex as a weapon. No, as a shield. It was how she guarded her heart because she didn’t want to be her father in fifty years. She didn’t want to watch the love of her life get sick and die from a disease that showed no mercy.

      Hell, she didn’t want to grow old only to have that ripped away in some cruel twist of fate that didn’t allow her or her soulmate to remember each other. Whoever came up with the idea that all the world needed was love forgot how painful it was to have a broken heart.

      Love was for everyone else.

      All she needed was the land and her animals.

      And a good whiskey sour.

      Boone yanked on her head. “That’s enough.” He pulled her to her feet and kissed her hard, shoving his tongue deep in her mouth, swirling it around, igniting a fire in her gut.

      She gripped his shoulders for support as his hands swiftly removed her bra and panties.

      Aggressively, he bent her over the vanity, holding her in place by her hips and catching her gaze in the mirror. His smoldering eyes were half covered by his thick lashes. His long hair fell over the sides of his face. He twisted her nipple with his thumb and forefinger. Tugging and turning it while he pressed his hardness up against her thigh.

      She inhaled sharply, keeping her eyes locked on him, not wanting to break the trance he’d created. The heat passing between them would soon turn into an inferno. No way would anyone be able to put that fire out. It would have to run its course, and in the process, it would burn out of control.

      He nudged his knee between her legs.

      Gripping the vanity, she braced herself. It became impossible to completely fill her lungs with oxygen. When she tried, they burned. Her vision blurred and the room swayed as if she were riding the wildest of seas.

      He nibbled on her shoulder and toyed with her clit as he slid inside her slowly. One single inch at a time.

      She pushed back, rolling her hips.

      “No,” he whispered, holding her steady. He eased himself all the way out before repeating the motion.

      Her eyes fluttered closed. She dropped her head back against his chest. “You’re killing me,” she managed between breaths.

      A slow smile appeared across his face. He ran his hand across the top of his head. His wavy hair fanned his face while his dark gaze promised he’d bring her over the edge, but not until he was good and ready.

      And he wasn’t ready yet.

      She swallowed, wiggling her tush, but he just took a step back. “You’re not playing fair.”

      He thrust forward, and she bit down on her lower lip and arched her back, accepting his full length.

      “Yes,” she said with a throaty moan.

      Brushing her hair to the side, he kissed her neck.

      Their bodies rocked against each other in one fluid motion. It was as if one were the ocean and the other the beach. The wave crashed into the sand, stretching for as long as the water could reach, pulling back out into the sea small specks of the shore, only to slam all the pieces back together in the next swell. With each break of the surf came an intense rush.

      Passion and need collided like wind tearing through the branches of a tree, snapping them right off the trunk.

      He pressed his palm against her stomach. His finger gently rubbing a circle over her clit while he stroked her insides.

      She could barely breathe much less hold herself upright. Her knees buckled and she had to adjust her grip.

      “You’re amazing.” He sucked on her earlobe, sending a hot shiver across her body. Her belly quivered, preparing her for what was about to come, only there was no way her system could be even a little bit ready. The build-up curled her toes and cramped her muscles.

      “Please.” She reached between her legs, shoving his hand to the side, but he wouldn’t allow it as he grabbed both her hands and pressed them on the wood countertop.

      He pumped faster and harder, but still took his time bringing her to where she needed to go.

      “I’m begging,” she said, raising her hips, grinding against him. Her body demanded its just reward.

      “Patience is a virtue.”

      “I’m not virtuous,” she said.

      He growled, thrusting hard. He grunted, slamming into her with such force, he knocked over the small lamp. It crashed to the floor, but thankfully didn’t break.

      Not that she currently cared.

      Raising up on tiptoe, she angled her body and dropped her forehead to the top of the dresser, smacking it with her fist. “Yes, yes, yes, Boone. Now.” Her gut twisted and flames erupted, spreading like wildfire over her skin. She could barely hold herself upright as another climax hammered her muscles, making them so tense she thought every single one cramped.

      He swelled inside her, releasing his own orgasm with a loud groan. Fisting her hair, he tugged gently.

      She lifted her head, catching his smoldering gaze in the mirror. A small shiver started at her temples, growing in intensity as it passed over her midriff and tickled her toes as goosebumps dotted her skin. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She did that ten times and still didn’t feel as though she’d caught her breath. And then her stomach growled.

      He kissed her cheek. “I’m starving too.”

      She laughed. “We did work up an appetite.”

      “I’ll call the restaurant. What do you want?” Gently, he ran his fingers through her hair, kissing her neck and shoulders as he guided her to the bed, and lying down next to her, he covered their bodies with the throw blanket.

      “A whiskey sour.”

      “I already stocked this place with everything we need to make that for you, along with some good scotch for me.” He snagged the pillow and pounded it before stuffing it under his head. “So, this was your room when you were a little girl.”

      “It hasn’t changed much.”

      He cocked his head. “Really? It’s not very girly.”

      “Have you met me?”

      He laughed. “You might appear to be a tomboy, but you are all woman underneath; trust me on that point.”

      “Well, I was never one for frills and I’m still not. I don’t do lace, and I own maybe three dresses.”

      “But you do have a lot of cute little jean skirts. I’ve seen those. And I love how they ride just in the middle of your thigh, but I hate how other men look at your adorable ass.” He gave her a good, but gentle smack on the tush. “I’m really not a chauvinist pig. Really, I’m not. It’s just you really are the sexiest woman in any room.”

      “I think I can forgive you the transgression this time as long as you make me a whiskey sour before you leave to get me a steak, medium, with sour cream and chives mashed potatoes with mixed veggies.”

      “I can make all that happen.” He jumped to his feet, hiking up his jeans, his wild hair completely out of control. He tried to tame it with his fingers, but it didn’t help. He shook it like a dog, which only helped mildly.

      Propping herself up on her elbows, she giggled.

      “I’m glad you find this amusing, but if I go into the bar with sex hair and order to-go meals, I’m going to get harassed, and everyone’s going to want to know where and who I’m having dinner with.”

      “There is a brush in the top drawer.” She patted the bed. “Get it and then sit down and I’ll fix it.” She adjusted herself, although, she let her breasts fall out of the blanket.

      He turned and groaned. “Seriously? I might not go get dinner.”

      “Yes. You will. Or you won’t get to touch these later tonight.” She took the brush he handed her and pointed to the bed. “Sit.” She raised her hand and fiddled with his thick, wavy hair.

      It wasn’t fair that he had better hair than she did. It felt like silk and the waves were gentle and not overstated. He had natural highlights that fanned his face, and the thickness couldn’t be more perfect. The bristles snagged the strands, untangling them and allowing them to fall in the appropriate way.

      “I don’t think anyone will know that you just had the best sex of your life,” she said. “Now go make me that drink and order my food while I take a shower.”

      “You’re killing me.”

      “And how am I doing that?”

      He pulled his shirt over his head and gripped the doorknob. “Because now I’m going to be thinking about your naked body covered in soapy water and I won’t be there to lather it everywhere.”

      “If you’re a good boy, I’ll let you do it in the morning before I go get my dad.”

      “Deal.” And without another word or a glance over his shoulder, Boone was gone.

      She let out a long breath and fell back on the bed, stretching her arms wide.

      Why? Why did she have to let him in so deeply? It didn’t matter that he had no idea how intertwined he was with her heart and soul. She knew it, and that was messing with her head, and she couldn’t think straight, much less make the best decisions.

      Like telling him to spend the night at his own place.

      This was supposed to be the last time. She had planned on telling him that she needed things to end because she needed to focus first on her father, and second on her career.

      Of course, the reality was she needed to figure out where she was going to find about a half a million dollars to get her father out of debt and then another half a million just to make sure they could live comfortably for the rest of their days. She had no doubt she’d do it, especially now that she’d sold the cabin. That would give her a good two hundred thousand after all was said and done, but that wasn’t enough.

      However, she’d figure it out. She knew she would.

      She had to.

      After taking a quick shower, she braided her hair and made her way down the stairs and into the kitchen where she found a single rose and a tall glass. Next to it was a handwritten note.

      Paget,

      Inside the fridge is a mixed drink. Shake it and pour over a couple of ice cubes and you’ve got yourself a whiskey sour. I’ll be back by 7 at the latest with dinner.

      Kisses.

      Boone.

      “Kisses? Isn’t that cute.” She pulled open the fridge, found her drink, and did exactly as instructed. After taking the first sip, she moaned as if she’d just experienced a mini orgasm.

      But the sensation was cut short by the doorbell.

      Did he lock himself out?

      No. He knew where she kept the spare key.

      She raised up on tiptoe and peeked through the peephole.

      Steven.

      With flowers.

      Shit.

      She pulled open the door and stepped outside, sipping her drink. “Hey Steven. What brings you by?”

      He held out the flowers. “I tried calling a little while ago, but you didn’t answer.”

      “Sorry. I’ve been busy getting ready for my dad’s return home.” She took the flowers and gave them a good sniff before gently setting them on the coffee table. No way would she be inviting Steven in for a drink or anything else.

      Not tonight.

      Not ever.

      “Is there anything I can help you with? I know his room is on the first floor, but do you need any furniture moved?”

      “No. I’m good, but thanks.” She leaned against the railing by the steps. “I appreciate you stopping by, but if there isn’t anything else, I’ve got a lot of stuff to do.”

      Steven folded his arms and widened his stance. It totally wasn’t as impressive when he wasn’t in uniform. “Paget, you’re not in this alone. Why are you pushing me away?”

      “I’m not, but I didn’t ask for you to come over tonight,” she said, letting out a big puff of air. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude, but I really am busy, and I don’t have time to socialize.”

      “Then put me to…” He let his words trail off as he glanced over his shoulder.

      Boone strolled down the sidewalk carrying a take-out bag from his bar and grill. He smiled and waved.

      “What’s he doing here?” Steven asked, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Do you have time for him?”

      Wonderful. A pissing contest.

      “Good evening,” Boone said with a little too much pep. He set the bag down on the rocker. “Oh, flowers. Did you bring those?” He pointed to the arrangement and then to Steven. “Henry is going to love them.” Boone looped his arm around her waist.

      She should elbow him. Or at the very least, step away. He was being a jerk and by the smug look on his face, he knew exactly what he was doing, and he was enjoying every second of it. Being mean to Steven shouldn’t be fun. And it shouldn’t be how anyone got their point across.

      It wasn’t any better than her avoiding being honest.

      “Thanks for coming over,” she said. “I really do appreciate it. I’ll let my dad know you were here. I know he’ll want to say thank you personally as well.”

      “Call me if you need me.” Steven turned and headed down the steps and across the street to his sports car. He waved once before slipping behind the driver’s seat and pulling out and disappearing around the corner.

      “Did you have to be such an asshole?” She poked Boone in the chest.

      “Actually, yes, I did.” He narrowed his eyes. “For the record, he’s the one who drew the battle lines. I’m just playing along.”

      “Seriously?” She snagged one of the to-go boxes. “Because that had jealous, insecure idiot written all over it.” She raised her glass. “I’ll need one more of these, please.” With that, she went back into the house to eat her steak and get a little tipsy.

      Lord knew she deserved it.
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      Boone stared at the chess board. No matter how hard he’d tried, he’d never mastered the game. His ex-father-in-law used to bust his balls all the time at how badly he sucked at board games in general, but mostly, how shitty he was at chess.

      And Boone had to agree.

      He just didn’t understand the game.

      “You’re sscrewed no matter what,” Henry managed with only a slight slur. In the week he’d been home, his speech had gotten so much better, but he still struggled to walk across the room, and using the bathroom alone was an impossible feat, leaving Henry feeling deflated and angry most days.

      But the doctors and physical therapists were all hopeful that he would continue to gain strength in his lower extremities, making everyone hopeful that Henry would be more himself soon enough.

      “So, shall I just toss in the white towel?” Boone asked.

      “That’s what I’d do.” Henry leaned back in his wheelchair and let out a long breath. He got tired quickly, but that was to be expected considering all that he’d been through and the occupational therapist had worked him hard earlier that afternoon.

      But it would take weeks for Henry to get back to normal.

      If at all.

      Henry could be reliant on a walker for the rest of his life.

      Something that Paget needed to consider.

      “Sounds good to me.” Boone stood. “Do you want some water?”

      Henry nodded as he pushed himself to a standing position. “Let’s s-si-si-sit outside.”

      “I like that better than another game.”

      “You don’t have to hold my hand all the way to the front of the house.” Henry lifted his head, which seemed to have slumped to the left slightly since the stroke. “I think I can manage.”

      “And God forbid a gremlin came from under the woodwork and you fell on my watch? Imagine what Paget would do to me. Nope. No way. I’m not taking the chance. She scares me.”

      That caught a hardy laugh. Henry lifted the metal walker over the small hump going from the living room into the foyer. The right side of his body handled the step well enough, but his left foot didn’t want to leave the ground. He shuffled forward, trying to fling his foot over the two-inch rise, but try as he might, Henry just couldn’t do it. “Goddamnit,” he mumbled, pushing the walker out in front of him, causing himself to stumble back a few steps.

      “I got you.” Boone looped his arm round Henry’s waist, holding him steady. “Why don’t you try rocking back on your heel and then scooting your foot forward and over the hump.”

      “Easy for you to say, you’re not a cripple.”

      “No. I’m not. But my mother had multiple sclerosis and getting around became quite the challenge.”

      Henry glanced in Boone’s direction. His blue eyes softened. “Is this one of her more effective tricks?”

      “That and what we called the hip checker.” Boone flicked his right hip out and then his left, trying to mimic how his mom would move her hips in order to get her legs to move. She would always make a grimace face with a half-smile and eventually break out in a belly laugh. She always told him if you couldn’t laugh at the hardest, most horrible things in life, then your heart was too hard.

      “Did your mother do that with her face?” Henry waved his fingers over his cheeks.

      Boone nodded. “She resented that I had to see her struggle for most of her life, so she always tried to make light of it.”

      “That look would have scared the crap out of me.”

      Boone stood beside Henry as he made his way through the foyer and out onto the porch. “Well, she was a lot better-looking than I am, so I don’t think she could have made an ugly face if she tried.”

      Henry waggled his finger. “Now that’s a good son.”

      “I’ll be right back with some cold beverages and a snack.”

      Boone left Henry on the porch and circled back to the kitchen where he found some fresh iced tea and homemade banana bread with chocolate chips. He warmed a few slices in the microwave and stared at a family portrait displayed on the counter. He reached out and lifted the wood frame.

      Paget looked so much like her mother with their matching vibrant smiles and their eyes so full of life.

      He pulled the image closer so he could read the date marked on the corner.

      Shit.

      It was taken three months before her mother died.

      He pulled out his cell and found Ariana’s contact information.

      “It’s rare I actually get a phone call from you. Is something wrong?”

      He shouldn’t be surprised Ariana would ask that right away. He normally communicated with her in email, using only the Maverick email, needing to keep himself as far removed from the company as possible.

      “It’s FeelGood50 and specifically Molly Sour.”

      Ariana sighed. “The second I heard there was a death from that supplement living in that town, I knew I should have worked harder to get you to leave that godawful place.”

      “It’s the most amazing little town in the world,” he said. “But I think she’s the death that gets that case reopened and puts my ex-wife out of business.”

      “You know that will force you out of hiding.”

      “We both knew that was probably going to happen at some point, but I can’t live with myself knowing that fucking pill killed people and my ex-wife used a chemical compound I created and proved in certain amounts with other drugs, it was unsafe to do it.” Boone squeezed his eyes shut. The first roar of a pounding headache bellowed between his ears.

      “Stop blaming yourself, Boone. She reduced the compounds to levels that didn’t require—”

      “Don’t patronize me,” he said. He’d heard all the excuses. All the reasons why this wasn’t his fault. Why it wasn’t anyone’s fault. The judge ruled it a horrible mistake and that all the evidence supported that the supplement was safe. That the benefits outweighed the risks.

      So, why did they take it off the market if it was still considered safe?

      According to his ex-wife, it was because they found a better combination. Time to find out exactly what was in that new drug.

      “Don’t get snippy with me.” Ariana never took his shit, one of the reasons he’d hired her and kept her around.

      That, and she was damn fucking good at her job.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I need you to find out whatever you can about Molly Sour and others that we pinpointed—”

      “Already on it and before you keep asking me to do shit I’m already doing, you should know I contacted the attorney who tried to take on Rylee before. He’s willing to work with me, and keep it quiet, until we have something. At that point, there will be no muzzling him.”

      “Hopefully, once we can prove my ex-wife willingly and knowingly used a chemical compound that could bring on a heart attack in some people with certain conditions, I won’t care about keeping my identity under wraps anymore.”

      “Are you sure about that? I think you like being the mysterious, sophisticated hippie with a taste for expensive scotch and Cuban cigars that owns a bar and grill in the middle of Nowhere, Idaho.”

      “Well, when you say it like that, it makes me sound all sexy.” He pulled the banana bread from the microwave and placed them on a couple of paper plates on top of a carrying tray. “Just find me my smoking gun.”

      “I’m working on it. But you also have to remember that Molly suffered from a rare, inoperable, untreatable cancer, and other medications that she was taking could have caused a strain on her heart.”

      “Perhaps. But she’s a starting point. A person we have potentially more access to and I seriously can’t live like this anymore. I can’t.”

      “I hear you, but we need to get a sample of that supplement, and I haven’t been able to find one from the original batch anywhere,” Ariana said.

      “I know. It’s like they destroyed it all and put out a supplement without the compound, only to take that off the market. A perfect cover-up,” he said.

      “I agree. Oh. Before I forget. The patent came in for the Gripguard. Production starts next week, and the first order should be out the door right on time.”

      “That’s my girl.” Not only had she gotten everything done on schedule, but she managed to calm him down and bring him back from the edge before he even knew he was there.

      “I’ll talk to you later. But if you’re going to keep calling, you might want to give my husband a shout too; otherwise, he might start to get jealous. He’s already bitching about being lonely in the lab without you.”

      “Tell Phil I really appreciate what he did, making sure my friend had all those medicines at cost and getting all the home care equipment.”

      “That was easy. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Will do. Love you.”

      “Right back at ya.”

      The sound of the screen door slamming startled him. He jerked his head as he stuffed his cell in his back pocket. “Hey, you. When did you get here?” He smiled as Paget stepped into the house. “You’re back early.”

      “Not by much.” She set her backpack by the door and kicked off her cowboy boots. “I just need to go splash some cold water on my face, and then you can go.”

      “I’m in no rush.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Take all the time you need. I’ll bring this out to your dad and make you a whiskey sour before I head off to the bar. Oh, and there’s spaghetti pie in the oven. Your father pulled out your mom’s recipe book. I’m not the greatest cook, but I tried.”

      “Neither was my mother.” Paget patted his forearm. “Thanks for staying today. I’m hoping the agency figures this home health care stuff out soon. My dad needs consistency.”

      “Listen. Don’t sweat it. It’s not a big deal.” And it really wasn’t. Boone would rather spend his day with Henry, that way he could do research. He owed it to every person who died at the hands of that supplement.

      And anyone his ex-wife might hurt in the future.

      She snagged one of the pieces of bread.

      “Hey. That was for me.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll be down in fifteen.” She kicked up her back leg and raced up the stairs.

      God, he hoped she was going to let him sneak over tonight. Since her father had come home, she’d kept him at an arm’s length when it came to sex. They’d actually only made love twice in the last few weeks. Of course, it was kind of hard to find the time with their opposing schedules and taking care of her dad, but still, she didn’t really try to create the time, and he was starting to take it personally.

      He raced back into the kitchen and quickly whipped up her favorite cocktail. He poured himself a scotch and made Henry a small drink. It wouldn’t kill the man, and he wasn’t taking any medications that would cause an interaction at this point. Boone used his hip to push open the door and set the tray down on the table in front of Henry. “Nice surprise to have her home early.”

      “Does that mean you’re running off to the bar?”

      “Not right away.” Boone made himself comfortable, stretching his feet out and crossing them at the ankles. He raised his glass. “I really don’t need to get to work until after the dinner rush, unless someone calls me.”

      “Maybe I should go take a nap so you and my daughter can have some alone time.”

      Boone choked on his scotch. “That’s not necessary.”

      “I see the way you two have been looking at each other.” Henry waved his finger. “And I saw you tiptoeing down the steps the other morning with no shirt on, so don’t tell me nothing is going on like my daughter tried to tell me this morning.”

      Boone took an ice cube in his mouth and chewed while he contemplated his response. He didn’t want to insult the man, but he also wanted to show respect for Paget and her feelings. This conversation had to be handled with kid gloves or he’d end up in the doghouse with his girlfriend.

      And her father would probably kick him to the curb.

      “You’re being awfully quiet.” Henry tapped his good hand on the table.

      “I’m searching for the right words that won’t get me in trouble.”

      Henry chuckled. “I like that you’re honest, but I’ve seen a change in you and my little girl since my ssssstroke. I want to know what’s going on.”

      “I’m not exactly sure we know,” Boone said. “I’m a wounded soul who doesn’t trust women, and your daughter is fiercely independent and can’t stand it when she has to rely on another person. That puts us both in a conundrum.”

      “She doesn’t understand that there is a difference between sharing your life and being dependent.” Henry waved his hand. “She thinks that merging a bank account would make her less than a whole person, and when you add my financial problems and the fact that we’ve never discussed them, well, I’ve created a monster.” Henry turned. The left side of his face continued to droop. “I know you bought her cabin, and I’m painfully aware that she knows about all the bills I’ve accumulated before and after her mother’s death.”

      Boone took a large gulp of the golden-brown liquid. He was sure he didn’t know half of it, but he wasn’t surprised that Henry knew most of it. “How did you find out about my purchase? It wasn’t bought under my name.”

      Henry took his handkerchief and wiped the sweat off his brow. His hand shook, so it took a little longer than normal. “Please tell me if she’s heading down the stairs. My hearing isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Sure thing.” Boone was pleased with how much better Henry’s speech had become. Now it was a matter of getting his body back on the right track, but with his age, a full recovery was iffy at best.

      “I tried to keep the financial issues from her, but I knew that would be impossible. I tried to buy myself some time when I took out the loan. I don’t know if she told you about her mother’s illness.”

      “She mentioned it, but she didn’t get into the details.”

      “My wife had a rare cancer, and we tried all sorts of experimental treatments, which cost a lot of money, and the final one was working. Some salesperson talked us into this miracle supplement, telling us it would boost her immune system, but instead it gave her a heart attack.”

      Boone took another gulp of his scotch, only this swallow wasn’t smooth. It was bitter and it burned. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      Henry nodded, waving a shaky hand. “Molly was feeling really good, and things were looking up until they weren’t. I went into a bit of a depression after she died. I blamed myself. And then Paget went off, blaming this company and the woman who owns it. I was working on a plan to get myself out of this financial mess, but I up and had myself a stroke. When I found out Paget sold her cabin, I thought maybe one of the Whiskey siblings bought it, but I quickly found out that wasn’t true.”

      Boone set his glass down a little too harshly.

      “No one in the Whiskey family told me it was you. I figured that out for myself, and JB just confirmed it for me, but he didn’t tell me.” Henry sipped his drink. “That JB is a good man. I tried to fix him up with Paget, but she wasn’t interested.”

      “I would have to agree that JB is a stand-up guy. I’m glad Paget didn’t want to date him,” Boone said. “But please, don’t tell her I bought the cabin. Not yet. I have every intention of selling it back.”

      “Oh. I knew you were a smart one because you can’t give it to her. That would just piss her off.”

      “And we don’t want to do that.” Boone chuckled, but quickly turned serious. “I don’t want to be disrespectful, but I think you should know she’s been doing some interesting things to help with the—”

      Henry raised his hand. “I know. I spoke to JB at length yesterday, basically putting him between a rock and a hard place, and I’m about to do that to you.”

      “Really, how so?”

      Henry leaned forward. The left side of his face drooped even more as he moved his mouth. “I know who you are,” Henry said, catching his gaze. “As in I know you’re Rylee White’s ex-husband and that you originally created the supplement that ultimately may have contributed to my Molly’s heart attack.”

      Boone dropped his head back and closed his eyes. He knew the day would come when someone would out him; he just hadn’t expected it to be so quickly. “Did JB or JD tell you?”

      “So they know you’re William Bone?”

      Boone peeked open one eye and turned his head. “They really didn’t tell you?”

      “I’ve known for months who you are.”

      Boone coughed. “You’ve got to be kidding me. And you haven’t shot me yet?”

      “I wanted to at first, but I had already gotten to know you, so I took the time to research you, and I found out just how much you despised what your ex-wife did with your company. What I don’t understand is why you gave up so easily. I have to admit, I’m disappointed in you for that.”

      Boone set his feet flat on the floor and stiffened his spine as if he were a small boy being scolded by his father. “Gave up what?”

      “Your company. Your life’s work.” Henry struggled to hold up his cell. It slipped from his hand twice. “Damn it.”

      “What do you need on your phone?”

      “I was going to show you the article I found about you. Actually, a rare interview you gave two years ago.”

      “Ah.” Boone nodded his head. “I know the one.”

      Ariana had begged him to talked to the press about his divorce and departure from the company, and he’d been as honest as he could be considering the gag order his ex-wife had managed to obtain.

      “I didn’t give up,” Boone said. “But I had to wash my hands of Rylee and people like her.”

      “I read that you and your research team had done a lot of good in finding vaccines and treatments for many illnesses. We need people like you. The new drug they gave me to help reverse the effects of the stroke was created by a company similar to your old one. Without that drug, I might not be sitting here talking to you like this.”

      Boone inhaled sharply. “Paget told me all about it. She was concerned about how the new drug would interact with you and everything you were taking and wasn’t sure you should be prescribed it considering it was so new.” Boone didn’t like where this conversation was going, and he knew if push came to shove, he wouldn’t be able to lie to the old man.

      “All medicines come with an inherent risk. For me, the benefit of taking it far outweighed the risk, but you can understand our fears. When I woke up in that hospital, I was worried that if Paget hadn’t figured out who you were, she was going to soon, and now to know that the Whiskey family knows, well, it’s only a matter of time.”

      Boone nodded. “JB figured it out pretty quickly, and that makes me nervous. I really don’t want people knowing, for obvious reasons, and I’m so sorry about what happened to your wife. I had left the company long before—”

      Henry raised his hand. “I know. I spent a lot of time and energy being mad at your old company, your ex-wife, and you. However, at the end of the day, when you look at the facts, you tried to have the product removed, even after you left. Your wife just changed the ingredients and their ratios. She then got a bunch of experts to sign off on it. My wife, who was feeling old and concerned about her health, as was I, bought it hook, line, and sinker. Unfortunately, Molly paid the ultimate price and in the process we went broke. Now, my daughter is desperately trying to get us out of the deep end, and I can’t have her worrying about that and me anymore and this is where I need your help.”

      “Name it.” Boone turned. He’d do anything to ensure Paget and her dad got back on their feet.

      “The one thing Paget keeps forgetting was that her mother was going to die anyway. And soon. Her cancer was slowly destroying her body from the inside out. You couldn’t tell from looking at her, but the doctors had given her maybe six weeks to live before she had the heart attack.”

      “That doesn’t make what Rylee did okay,” Boone said. “And Molly wasn’t the only one to die or suffer because of what was in that pill.”

      “That’s true.” Henry raised a shaky fist and coughed. “Which brings me to something I’ve been keeping from my daughter since right before I had the stroke.” He lifted his chin. His eyes glossed over. “I have pancreatic cancer. Stage four. There is nothing anyone can do but keep me comfortable.”

      A gasp escaped Boone’s throat. He reached out and took Henry’s hand. “I take it you’ve had a second opinion?”

      “I’ve had three.” He swiped at his cheeks. “I don’t want to leave my daughter in debt and that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “No.” Boone shook his head. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “I won’t take your charity, and neither will my daughter.” He narrowed his eyes. “I have a small life insurance policy that will help her some, but it won’t be enough. In order for her to get out from under the mess I created, we need to sell some things.”

      “What things?”

      “Her mother’s jewelry. It’s worth about twenty-five thousand. It’s still not enough, but it’s a start so I don’t leave her in such a mess she won’t be able to get out.”

      “You want to do what?” Paget stood in the middle of the doorway with her hands on her hips. “Why the hell would you want to do that, Daddy? And why the fuck are you talking to him about it?”
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      Paget stuck her index finger in her ear and wiggled it. Tears burned the corners of her eyes. She’d overheard way too much and some of the words she knew were taken out of context. She tried not to jump to too many conclusions, but it was impossible. “Why are you talking to Boone about selling Mom’s jewelry?” She stepped outside, covering her eyes from the sun, and glared at her father, turning her back to Boone.

      She had a whole different set of questions for him and she’d deal with that later.

      Or not.

      Right now, she really couldn’t cope with the idea he wasn’t Boone.

      And that he was William.

      Or whatever the fuck his name was.

      “And you have cancer and you didn’t think I should know? When the hell where you diagnosed? Why didn’t anyone at the hospital tell me?” She stood in front of her father with her hands on her hips. Fire flew from every muscle. She’d never experienced such rage, not even when she found out what had ultimately caused her mother’s life. “And don’t even get me going on all the financial issues and the fact that you kept them from me.”

      Her father gripped his walker and stood. “Do not raise your voice at me, young lady. I’m still your father and I won’t let you disrespect me. When you’re ready to discuss this calmly and rationally, then let me know.”

      She rubbed her temples. “I’m sorry, Dad. But you can imagine my surprise when I come down the steps and I hear for the first time that my father is dying of cancer.” She choked on a sob.

      “I’m going to excuse myself. I’ll stop by in the morning,” Boone said as he stood. “Call me if you need me.”

      “No. You’re not going anywhere. Not yet.” She spun on her heel and poked him in the chest. “Rylee White is your ex-wife and you didn’t think I should know that juicy little piece of information.” Her head throbbed, and her gut tightened and twisted. This was worse than having Steven make decisions for her when they were dating.

      Boone dropped his gaze to his feet. “I try to forget that part of my life, and for the record, I had every intention on telling you; I just couldn’t find the right time.”

      “Well, that part of your life killed my mother, and the right time would have been before you climbed into my bed.”

      Her father made an odd sound.

      “Sorry, Dad,” she mumbled.

      “No need to be. At least you’ve got better taste in men these days,” her father said.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. That man all but killed Mom. How can you be even remotely okay with me being in any kind of relationship with him?”

      “Paget,” her father said in that voice that used to make the hair on the back of her neck stand at attention.

      It still did.

      “First, that is not true,” her father continued. “Second, Boone isn’t a bad person. He just made a really bad decision in his choice of women, to which he’s rectified.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but Paget has a point,” Boone said, leaning against the railing as he sipped his scotch. “I am partially responsible for the product. I was CEO of Bone and White Research, and I was the one who created the original chemical compound. It was never meant to be used in a supplement. It’s actually used in medications for migraines and epilepsy. Now that’s an interesting story how we found out it worked for that.”

      “I don’t give a shit,” Paget said.

      “Don’t be rude.” Her father sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. He’d gotten stronger every day, but the doctors had warned her that he’d probably never be able to walk the stairs again, and they did tell her his days were numbered.

      But they never hinted at cancer.

      Damn HIPAA laws. She should have been told.

      By her father when he’d been diagnosed.

      Just like he should have told her about the loans they’d taken out to pay for her mother’s medical bills.

      “She has every right to be mad,” Boone said.

      Well, la-di-da. As if she cared what he thought.

      “Before the compound was bought to the test market,” Boone said. “We found some disturbing problems, so I was about to kill it when we found if we changed the dosage and changed the foundation, it eased the effects of migraines and seizures. I thought that was the end of it. Of course, this was at the time that I was at odds with Rylee and where she wanted the company to go. And because the old chemical compound had some euphoric properties that made people feel calm and peaceful, she wanted to use it. I didn’t realize what she was doing and that is on me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Paget shook her head. “Actually, I’m not. And I don’t want to hear this.”

      “I do,” her father said. “And I think you should take a seat and listen to what he has to say because holding on to this anger isn’t good for you. Please, Boone. Continue.”

      Boone nodded.

      This was the last thing she wanted to listen to right now; however, she did want to know the truth. And better to find out from the source.

      But that didn’t mean she’d forgive him.

      “Rylee wanted to make money, and I wanted to make a difference in the world. We had fundamental differences in what we wanted for the company that we started. I lost the battle. Actually, your father is right. I gave up and gave it to her. But a friend of mine talked me into starting Maverick Medical. The same company that made the treatment your father took for his stroke to help ease the aftereffects.”

      “That was your company?” her father asked. “That makes me happy. I’m really glad you’re still in the game.”

      “Thanks,” Boone said.

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Paget couldn’t believe what she was hearing, especially from her own father. “I honestly don’t understand how you can be so flippant about this.” Of all the things she’d learned in the last hour, finding out Boone Wilder was really William Bone had been the biggest blow.

      He’d lied to her about the most important thing to her in the world.

      And he played her for a fool.

      She couldn’t tolerate that.

      “Because Boone here is brilliant and your mother knew that. She did her research, only we didn’t know until it was too late that Boone and Rylee had split and Boone had left the company. We were too busy trying to ride the wave of what we thought was a major breakthrough with your mother’s cancer.”

      “And that experimental drug your wife was on has been doing some amazing things,” Boone said. “But only in making patients comfortable in their last few weeks. It didn’t turn out to be the wonder cure everyone wanted it to be.”

      “But we’re not talking about that treatment. We’re talking about the supplements you and your company sold to patients. The one that gave my mother a heart attack,” Paget said.

      “That’s not as easy to prove without my notes and those my ex-wife destroyed.”

      “What?” Paget blinked.

      “One of the reasons I changed my name and just left,” Boone said. “I had been working on a synthetic compound to help combat some of the negative side effects of the experimental drug your mother was taking. It had some promising initial results in the lab, but we hadn’t done any human clinical trials yet. In the very first one, we found in some cases, it caused heart failure. Within two weeks of the study, I concluded the risks outweighed the benefits, and I canned the project.” His voice wasn’t defiant or defensive. It was strong and confident. “Nothing I ever created was meant to take as a vitamin. I’m a researcher in the medical field. I want to create medicine that helps save lives, or at the very least takes the edge off illnesses that have no cures or treatments. Like what my mother suffered from.”

      But his tone also had a sad and slightly bitter edge.

      “Or cancer patients like your mom. That’s always been my life’s work. So, when I found out your mom died—”

      “Wait. You knew my mom?” Paget asked.

      “Just her case because my company made the experimental drug she was on.” Boone shook his head. “And I didn’t know until after she died and I put it all together. But the point is I saw a pattern in some people who were taking the supplement that I wanted nothing to do with and that Rylee ended up using a watered-down version of my chemical compound.”

      “You’ve totally lost me,” her father said. “And you’re making my head spin.”

      “In a nutshell,” Boone said. “Rylee took a substance that could only be given by a doctor via prescription and altered it. But I can’t prove it, and she took the supplement off the market so I can’t reverse engineer it. If I can do that, I might be able to prove Rylee was at the very least negligent.”

      “That won’t bring my mom back.” Paget glared at him, her heart breaking into a million little pieces.

      Hearing the tail end of his conversation with Ariana had nearly killed her. She’d raced upstairs and purged some tears in a quick shower. She thought she was going to have to put on some real acting skills when she’d come back down the stairs, but instead, her father’s confessions and finding out more about Boone’s past tossed her into a maze of confusion.

      Her heart squeezed. Pain filled her extremities as she glanced between the father she admired and the man she loved.

      Life sure had taken some unexpected twists. How could she love Boone? Besides the fact he’d lied to her, he wasn’t her type at all. He was just supposed to be a distraction. Something to get her through this rough time in her life.

      And now it turns out he had been responsible for all her problems.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. She snagged the drink Boone had made for her and chugged half of it. A million questions raced through her mind, but she couldn’t pluck one to ask.

      “Dad. How long have you known Boone was really William Bone?” She categorized all the information she needed and focused her attention on simple facts. She’d move her way toward the more complex as she filled in the blanks.

      “A couple of months,” her father said. “That’s a random and weird question to ask after what he just told us.”

      “Just go with it,” she mumbled. “And how long have you known you’ve had cancer?”

      “About the same time.”

      She turned to Boone. “Did you know he had cancer?”

      He shook his head. “Not until just now.”

      “Anyone else know who you really are?” she asked.

      Boone blinked.

      “Who?” she asked.

      “Just JB and JD,” Boone said.

      “That means the rest of the Whiskey family knows,” she said, letting out a long breath. “Not that I care.” Only she did because it made her and her father look like a pair of idiots, but she’d get over that shame. It could be worse. More people could know about her and Boone.

      And that thought brought her right back to the woman he said he loved on the phone earlier.

      God, she didn’t want to deal with that and all of this.

      But she had to.

      “Are you prepared to be totally honest with us?”

      “I see no point in lying anymore.” Boone polished off his drink. He pushed himself from the railing and set his glass on the table.

      “How can I trust that what you’re saying is the truth now?” Paget crossed her arms.

      “I suppose you don’t.” He ran a hand through his thick, wavy hair. “Except I have no reason now to keep anything from you.” He cocked his head as if to dare her to call him out on anything. “And I do need to tell you something important.”

      She swallowed her breath. “I’m on the edge of my seat.”

      Boone chuckled, but it wasn’t a haha funny laugh. No. It drew more of a sarcastic tone than anything else.

      “When Rylee and I divorced and I sold her my half of Bone and White, I wanted to just wash my hands of her and everything she represented.”

      Paget opened her mouth, but Boone covered it with his index finger. She slapped it away. “Don’t you dare shush me.”

      “Then let me finish.”

      “Fine.” She sat down in the chair next to her father.

      He reached out and took her hand.

      She resisted the urge to yank it away. She was just as pissed at her father as she was at Boone, but she couldn’t afford to stay mad at him for very long because her father would soon be taken from her too early.

      Just like her mother.

      And while she couldn’t blame Boone for that fact, she could forever remain angry and resentful for his lies and for making her the other woman.

      Something she couldn’t tolerate and something her father would break out the gun over.

      She laced her fingers around her father’s. Confronting Boone with her father at her side might be fun.

      “But before you express yourself, I have a question.” She lifted her chin, letting the sun smack her face.

      “What’s that?” Boone asked.

      “Does Ariana know about me?”

      “Of course she does,” Boone said with narrowed eyes. “But how do you know about her?”

      Paget coughed. That wasn’t close to the response she expected. “Excuse me? Your girlfriend or whoever doesn’t have a problem with you being with me?”

      “Girlfriend?” Boone tossed his head back and laughed. “I can’t wait to tell Ariana’s husband you said that.”

      “Husband?”

      “Yes. She’s married to one of my best friends,” Boone said. “How on earth did you uncover her name?”

      “I overheard you talking to her when I came home.” She raised her hand and bit down on her thumbnail.

      Her father pushed her finger out of her mouth. “Don’t do that. Your mother hated it about as much as she hated us keeping secrets, and it seems the three of us have been keeping a lot of important details from one another that if we’d just been honest, could have saved us all a little bit of angst.”

      “Speak for yourself, Dad,” she mumbled. “Now, go ahead and get off your chest whatever it is you need to, Boone. And then leave us alone. For good. We don’t need or want your help.”

      “Hey. Like you said, I should speak for myself, and I for one want him around. I’d rather Boone was here doing stuff around the house than a perfect stranger. If I have to be indebted to anyone, I want it to be someone I know, value, and respect.”

      “I don’t know how the hell you can respect a man—”

      “I’ll let you tear me down all you want after I tell you what I’ve done.” Boone blocked the sun with his body. “I used to think if could just build another company and go about finding ways to help people the way I always wanted, but anonymously and just forget about Rylee, that the past would right itself. But life doesn’t work that way, and I know that now. And I can’t sit on the sidelines anymore. I won’t let Rylee get away with making a profit on selling people bullshit.”

      “She killed people,” Paget said. “And you’re wasting our time. Please get to the fucking point.”

      Boone nodded. “I need to find a batch of supplements made before your mom’s death and compare it to the last batch Rylee made before she took the product off the market. Or, I need to see if I can get a judge to exhume a couple of bodies and let an independent lab run some tests.”

      “My mom was cremated so—”

      Her father grabbed her arm. “I kept the supplements.”

      “You did what?” Boone dropped to his knees in front of Henry. “How many?”

      “I have an entire five hundred count jar,” Henry said.

      “Daddy, why would you keep them?”

      “I don’t know. I just couldn’t seem to throw them away,” her father said.

      Boone smiled and cupped Henry’s face. “Where are they, old man?”

      “I put them in a shoebox with some of my memorabilia stuff in my chest in my bedroom.”

      “May I go get them?”

      Paget bolted from her seat. “You are not welcome here anymore.”

      “Paget. Stop being ridiculous,” her father scolded.

      “How do we know he won’t sabotage them or something,” she said with a long breath, letting the words trail off. She could hear how absurd it sounded. William Bone had taken a beating by the press and everyone in his field. His reputation had been brutalized, and he’d done nothing to defend himself.

      Though he did run off as if he were guilty, but now that she thought about it more closely, it was his ex-wife who went around talking smack about Boone to the media, and it was Rylee who made it sound as if Boone was behaving like a guilty man.

      “I’ll go with you.” She might as well take the time to set some new boundaries and get the answer to one final question. Without glancing over her shoulder, she made her way down the hallway and into the master bedroom. Quickly, she found the shoebox. “So, tell me. Are you Maverick T. Jett LLC?”

      “You know I am.” He leaned his shoulder against the wall and folded his arms. The fan over the king-size bed whopped overhead.

      “What does that stand for?”

      “Jett was Ariana’s little brother’s name. He died of muscular dystrophy when she was fifteen. Maverick was Phil’s father’s name. He died of dementia a few years ago. The T stands for Tina. My mother’s name.”

      “That makes it hard to hate you.”

      “I’m sorry that I’ve hurt you. That was never my intention. I care about you, Paget. More than I ever thought I could. I’ve wanted to tell you and I planned on it. I’ve just been searching for the right time.”

      “The second we kissed you should have told me the truth.” She pulled out the pill bottle and handed it to him. “I can forgive you for lying to me about your identity. I can actually understand why you’d do that. But I will never forgive you for buying my cabin the way you did, knowing how I would feel about that.”

      “I take it you’re not going to let me just give it back to you?”

      Tears burned the corners of her eyes. She’d worked hard for the small piece of land, and it had been home. It killed her to let it go, but it would forever be tainted now.

      “No. I’m not. And I’m not even going to try to buy it back.” She held his gaze for a long tense moment. She loved him without a doubt and that would make this so much harder. “If what you say is true, and you can prove that Rylee willingly and knowingly put a harmful compound in those pills, we will be grateful. And my father will thank you. I will thank you, and I will ask you to leave because I never want to see you again.”

      He inched forward. “You don’t mean that. We can work this out.”

      She held up her hand. “There is nothing to work out. You destroyed my trust, and I can’t and won’t have anything to do with you ever again. So, either you leave town, or I leave. It’s your call.”

      He held up his hands. “I’ll leave tomorrow.”

      She arched a brow. “That’s quick.”

      He shrugged. “I need to go work on finding out exactly what is in these pills, and for every person that was taking them and died, I need to research what else they were taking and what underlying conditions they had. I’ll have to come back to tie up loose ends, but if you want me gone, I can give that to you.”

      She snapped her fingers. “Wow. I don’t know; I expected you to at least fight for us a little.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t play that game, Paget, and you know it. I care about you. A lot. Hell, I’m falling in love with you, but if you don’t feel the same way and you’re not going to be able to get past this, then I’m not going to sit around here and beg, especially when I can finally do the right thing.” He waved the pill bottle. “I’m sorry. I know I fucked up.” He stuffed his hand in his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “I’ll sell the bar and grill, but I’m not selling the cabin. Not to anyone but you. I’ll hire someone to take care of it, or you can take care of it. I’ll leave those details in your hands. I’ll be in touch with what I find out and just so you know, Ariana has spoken to the lawyer who tried to take your mom’s case to the courts. If what I suspect is true, you might be able to sue for wrongful death against my old company and my ex-wife. I will do whatever it takes if it comes down to that in order to make sure you get your justice.” He turned and marched down the hallway.

      Actually, he more or less ran.

      She plopped herself down on her father’s bed and covered her eyes with her hands. The tears came hot and fast. She wouldn’t chase him. It didn’t matter if he did love her.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Not when he could lie so easily and manipulate with money as if the green bills could solve all their problems.

      When in reality, it only created more, especially when it came to her and Boone.
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      Paget adjusted her hat, blocking the glaring rays from the setting sun. It had been four weeks since Boone had gotten on a plane to fly to LA. Four weeks since she’d had a decent whiskey sour and four weeks since she’d heard his sexy voice.

      He called her father almost every day, but not once had he reached out to her.

      Not once.

      That spoke volumes.

      She swirled her peach-colored drink and stared at the empty house next door.

      The sound of the back door crashing closed caught her attention. She glanced over her shoulder. “Do you need help?”

      “No. I’ve got it,” her father said as he pushed his walker across the grass and headed in her direction. “I’ve got some really great news.”

      “The doctors have a cure for your cancer?”

      He laughed, though it wasn’t funny. Not at all. The more she learned about her dad’s illness, the more she understood how little time she had left with him, and she was going to spend every second she could with him. She had even swallowed her pride and decided she’d keep her cabin and the money Boone had offered from the sale.

      But she’d done so reluctantly and only because her father had begged her to take Boone’s offer to let him pay off all their debt, giving her the chance to start fresh.

      To start over.

      And it would allow her father to live out his days without worrying about her future.

      Only he still had one big concern, and it was making her batshit crazy.

      “It’s not that good, but it’s the next best thing.” He squeezed her shoulder before sitting on one of the big wooden patio chairs. “I just got off the phone with Boone.”

      She sat up a little taller. “And?” The last major talk they’d had with Boone, he’d been able to recreate everything in the original pill, and he’d all but proved his chemical compound, which could cause a heart attack in certain people, had been used in his ex-wife’s supplement. Two days ago, he’d been in the process of getting the necessary information to the authorities so they could do whatever they needed to do to take down Rylee White.

      “I’m taping the evening news, but in a nutshell, the grand jury has indicted Rylee.” Her father took her hand and kissed the palm. Tears rolled down his cheeks. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but everything happens for a reason.”

      “Don’t go there, Dad. Boone and I are not meant for each other.”

      “Yes. You are. And you need to stop avoiding him.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Come on, Paget. He feels terrible about everything, and he just wants a chance to explain and apologize.”

      “Really? Because the texts and messages he leaves me say otherwise.”

      “You’re not making this easy for him, and he’s trying to be respectful.”

      “Oh, please, Dad. If that were the case, he never would have bought my cabin the way he did. The only thing I can give him a hall pass for is lying about his identity, in the beginning. That, I totally understand.” She held up her hand. “And you’re right. I can’t blame him for Mom’s death, so I won’t. I’m a reasonable woman and I can let go of a lot of things, but I can’t forgive him for perpetuating all the lies after your stroke. I just can’t.”

      “Actually, you can. You’re choosing not to because you’re afraid.” He reached out and took her hand, giving it a good squeeze. “When you love someone, you always run the risk of having a broken heart. Whether it be from losing them to death, or something else, no one can avoid a wounded soul.” He tugged at her long hair. “Remember when you were a little girl and you’d sit out here and talk to the bunnies?”

      Paget laughed. “Mom used to get so mad because I’d feed them and that one year they really did reproduce like wildfire.”

      “They destroyed all the tomatoes,” her father said. “But we’d stand in front of the kitchen sink and listen to you, and I swear those bunnies would come out of the bushes and wiggle their noses and their ears would perk up. It was as if they understood you. When it comes to our furry friends, you have an uncanny ability to relate to them on levels most of us can’t comprehend. However, when it comes to humans, and yourself, you’re clueless.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” She cocked her head.

      “Boone has a wounded soul. The very core of who he is was nearly destroyed by someone he thought he could trust. He tried to hide himself away from the world and avoid his true calling, but he couldn’t do that anymore than you could walk away from Whiskey Ranch.” He waved his hand in front of him. “You’ve struggled your entire life with letting people love you. It’s true that everyone is going to die some day and we can’t predict when that will happen. It’s also true that love sometimes hurts, as you know because you’re feeling it right now. But without love, we can’t have fulfilling lives. And that’s why you’re sitting out here, staring at his house, wondering if he’s ever going to come back, even if to collect some of his things. And if you don’t at least talk to him and try to air out your differences, you’re going to regret this for the rest of your life.”

      She didn’t want to admit that her father was right.

      On all accounts.

      For days she’d been working on what she’d say to Boone when she got the chance, because communicating via text or even on the phone seemed cold and inappropriate. However, the words never formed, and the anger and resentment she’d built up over the last year regarding things that didn’t really have anything to do with Boone and everything to do with the fact she was terrified of how love changed people.

      How it might change her.

      Only not being with Boone was slowly killing her spirit. With every day that passed, a small piece of her soul faded into the darkness. If she didn’t tell Boone how she really felt, she’d not only lose him forever.

      She’d lose herself.

      “How long ago did you talk to him?” she asked.

      “I hung up right before I came out here.”

      Taking in a deep breath, she closed her eyes and counted to ten. She pictured Boone and his easy smile while he walked behind the lawn mower, with no shirt, showing off his lean muscles. She blinked. “I’ll call him now and set something up so we can have a conversation face-to-face.”

      “Good.” Slowly, her father stood. His arms shook as he gripped his walker. He’d recovered as much as he was going to from the stroke, and now the cancer was aggressively attacking his body. He had a month, at best.

      She shifted her gaze, catching her father’s intense stare. “I want you to know I’m not calling him for you.”

      He nodded. “Even if you were, I’d take it. I only want what’s best for you and I think that’s Boone.”
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      Boone puckered his lips as he swallowed and then exhaled. He blinked and shook his head like a dog. “Damn. How the hell does she drink that every day?” He pushed the whiskey sour aside and lit the cigar, blowing the smoke out the window.

      He’d only been back in Buhl for three hours, but he couldn’t bring himself to take a stroll down the street and to his rented house.

      Or better yet, to Henry and Paget’s place.

      Even if she still blew him off, it would be nice to get a glimpse of her. It could be the last chance he had to be in her presence.

      He took another puff from his cigar, but it soured his belly. He butted it out and leaned against the window, staring down at the outdoor patio. A couple patrons sat outside, enjoying a cocktail and some nachos and wings while playing a game of darts. Boone had turned Buhl, Idaho, into home and he didn’t want to leave. He sure as hell didn’t want to sell the bar. Sure, he’d enjoyed being back in the lab, working with Phil and Ariana, but he much preferred bankrolling the projects these days and picking and choosing which ones he got his hands dirty with.

      And of course, there was Paget.

      He didn’t just enjoy her company. No. He’d fallen madly and unequivocally in love with her, and he needed to find a way to show her he wasn’t a bad guy and to give him a second chance.

      His cell buzzed.

      Paget.

      His heart raced as he reached for the phone, tripping over the garbage can. He skidded across the wood floor with his arms flailing wildly. The cell slipped through his fingers and crashed to the floor.

      Fuck.

      He dropped to his knees and groaned. He grabbed the device and tapped the screen. “Hello,” he said with a raspy breath. “Paget?”

      “Hi, Boone.” Her sweet voice filled his ears, melting his heart.

      He rolled to his butt and leaned against the desk. “Is everything okay? Are you okay? Your dad?”

      “Yes. We’re all fine,” she said. “He told me Rylee is being brought up on charges. Is that true?”

      “It appears that way,” he said, dropping his head back and closing his eyes. He gripped his chest, tapping his finger in beat with his heart. “It could be a long drawn-out process, and I’m sure she’ll fight and lash out.”

      “At you,” Paget said with a tremble in her voice. “I watched a little bit of the news before calling. She’s already blaming you.”

      “I’m not surprised, but I didn’t do anything wrong and I can prove it. She, on the other hand, is going to have a hard time proving she didn’t know about the problems with the compound.”

      “She’s going to do everything in her power to make you look bad. My father said she’s already said some nasty things about you in an interview.”

      “I’ve heard them.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “This could get really ugly, Paget. I’m sorry. I never wanted to drag you through the mud and make you deal with all this and bring all the pain of your mother’s death up again.”

      “I’m getting closure when it comes to how my mom died. I owe you for that.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “Perhaps I don’t, but you owe me a whiskey sour. Any chance you’ll be coming to town soon?”

      His breath hitched. “You want to see me?”

      “I think we need to talk.”

      All the air in his lungs left in one swoop like a jet racing off the runway and punching up into the sky. He gripped the side of the desk and pushed to a standing position. “I’m actually at the bar. Are you at your dad’s?”

      “I am.”

      “Why don’t you meet me at my place in ten minutes. I’ll bring you a whiskey sour.”

      “Wow,” she whispered. “I hadn’t expected to be having this conversation so quickly.”

      “I’m just glad you’re willing to see me.” He shoved his cell in his back pocket and raced down the steps, taking them two at a time. As fast as he could, he made a pitcher of whiskey sours and snagged a plate of appetizers from the kitchen all while his staff bombard him with questions about the news story that broke about him and his ex-wife.

      He’d deal with all that shit later.

      Right now, he had a woman he needed to tell that he loved and that he would do whatever it took to make sure she knew she would be the center of his world.

      And that he’d never lie to her again.

      With a spring in his step, he made his way down the street. The stars dotted the night sky as the white moon rose high. An owl hooted in the distance. A woman with her dog jogged down the other side of the street. She waved.

      Boone nodded. He liked living in town, but he much preferred the cabin with its wide-open spaces. Life in the country provided the kind of solitude his mind and soul craved. He could understand and appreciate why Paget loved it out there so much, and he hoped, after her father passed, she’d want to move back out there.

      He knew he did.

      He let out a puff of air and slowed his pace. He was getting ahead of himself, and the likelihood that she wanted to jump into a hot and heavy relationship with him was slim to none.

      Turning up the walkway to his rental, he paused midstep. “Hey, you,” he said, staring at the most beautiful woman ever created.

      Paget had made herself comfortable on one of his rockers on the side porch. She’d put her feet up on the ottoman and crossed her hands over her stomach. “When did you get back into town?”

      “A few hours ago.” He set the box of food on the table and went about pouring the whiskey sours. “Here you go.”

      “I’ve missed these.”

      “I’m glad I’m good for something,” he mused, taking a chip and dipping it in some guacamole. “How’s your dad?”

      “Not well, honestly. He puts on a good front, but the cancer is turning aggressive.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She raised the glass to her lips and moaned. “Oh, my God. It’s still like having a mini orgasm in my mouth.”

      “I like giving you orgasms.” He groaned. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      She tipped her glass. “I set myself up for that one.”

      “Yeah. You kind of did.” He scooted closer, leaning in, pressing his lips on her sweet cheek. “You look good.”

      “You don’t look so bad yourself.” She tucked her feet under her butt and faced him, catching his gaze. “I’m sorry I’ve been so hard on you. I was angry and hurt.”

      “I don’t blame you. I would be too.”

      “Is there anything else you’ve lied to me about?”

      He shook his head. “May I explain something?”

      “Sure.”

      “I lied to the world about who I was, and for good reason.”

      She held up her hand. “I don’t deny you that.”

      “I perpetuated that lie for many reasons, but I know I should have told you the truth before we slept together. I can’t go back and change my mistake, but I can own it. That said. I will not apologize for doing things to help out the people I love.” He reached out, taking her chin in his thumb and forefinger. He searched her eyes for the answers he desperately wanted to hear. “I know you don’t like to rely on other people. That you somehow see it as weak or something. But I have a ridiculous amount of money, and I try to do good with it. My company is a not-for-profit. With the bar and grill, outside of the profits I need to run the place and make improvements, I donate to local businesses and charities.”

      “I know you do.” She curled her fingers around his wrist.

      “I love you, Paget. And there’s nothing wrong with me using my money to pay off some of the debt you and your dad accumulated. If we ever get married. Or hell, we don’t have to get married for the money to become ours. We just have to be in a committed relationship, and there isn’t anyone on this planet I want to make a whiskey sour for ever again.”

      She coughed. “You what me?”

      “I love you.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      Boone cupped her face. “I tried to keep my distance. When I first met you, and put it all together, I really avoided you. But then I got to know you and you stole my heart. This last month has been a living hell. The only thing that has kept me together is knowing that Rylee is going to lose everything and will go to jail, where she belongs.” His heart beat so fast it hurt. Quickly, he brushed his lips over her mouth for a sweet, but short kiss. He needed to feel her warmth for a brief moment. “I want you in my life. I want us to help take care of your dad while he’s still with us. We can do that right here. And then I want to live out our days at the cabin. Together. The two of us. You with your animals, and me with, well, you.”

      “That’s quite the speech, especially when I’m the one who said we needed to talk.” She arched a brow and lowered her head.

      “Sorry. I’ve just been waiting forever to tell you that.”

      She smiled, holding up her drink. “I’ve missed this.”

      “Just the drink? You haven’t missed me?” He traced his thumb over her lower lip. “Do you love me, Paget? Do you want me to stay in Buhl?”

      “I do love you, Boone, and yes, I want to be with you. I want to take a risk and see where this takes us, if you’ll have me.”

      He took her mouth in a hot, wet, passionate kiss with the promise of more to come. This was where he belonged. This was home.
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      Paget stared at the white stick in her hands and gasped.

      No.

      This couldn’t be.

      “Are you okay in there?” Boone tapped on the door before peeking his head in.

      Quickly, she shoved the stick under the hand towel. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “You haven’t felt right since the funeral,” Boone said.

      She wanted to remind him that it had only been two weeks since her father died and that it would be a long while before she returned to her normal self. Besides, they had a lot of life changes with selling her family home and moving into the cabin together.

      Not to mention they’d gotten married right before her father’s passing. He’d wanted to see his little girl finally tie the knot, and she was honored to be able to give that to her old man.

      Boone had done everything in his power to give her the kind of wedding she wanted, which was simple, classic, and at the cabin. It had been the single most special day in her entire life. She couldn’t imagine anything topping that day, and even though it was bittersweet with her father’s death, being Boone’s wife had been a dream come true.

      Having a baby with Boone was something out of a fantasy. They hadn’t talked that much about children, other than that they would consider having one, or two, but not for a few years.

      They weren’t in a hurry, only Mother Nature had different plans.

      Boone stepped into the bathroom and leaned against the sink. He tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear. “I thought I’d start on the corral for you this weekend.”

      “That would be great, but we need to buy a horse or two to go in it. And we need a real barn.”

      “We’ll get there.”

      She rested her hand on the towel and found the stick under the fabric. “We might have some other projects we need to do around the house first.”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh, well, for starters, we’re going to need to put on that addition sooner rather than later.”

      Boone arched a brow. “You’re the one who said we didn’t need more than two bedrooms for now.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to be expecting so soon.” She pulled out the pregnancy test and held it up. “I’m guessing the night my father died might have been the night we made a baby.”

      “What the hell?” He snagged the test from her hand. “Is this what I think it is? Are you pregnant?”

      Tears burned her cheeks. She nodded. “I suppose that test could be wrong. But I’m two weeks late. I’ve been feeling sick each morning for about the same amount of time, and we have been playing a little Russian roulette since I had to have my IUD removed.”

      He set the test on the counter and pulled her tight to his chest. “You don’t sound happy about this baby.”

      She reached up and cupped his face. “I’m overwhelmed. We got married and buried my father in a matter of weeks, and this isn’t something we’ve really discussed. I have no idea how you really feel.”

      He smiled. “I love you, Paget, and I told you the day I married you that I wanted to have a family with you.” He kissed her nose. “Are you worried I don’t want this?”

      She let out a puff of air. “I don’t know what I am except a pile of hormones.”

      “Guess I better get used to that.” He brushed his mouth over hers, slipping his tongue between her lips.

      She shivered. “I love you,” she whispered. “Do you think you can manage a virgin whiskey sour?”
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