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CHAPTER 1
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PRESENT DAY WISCONSIN

Annie March sensed something was wrong even before she opened the door to the apartment she shared with her fiancé, David Heller. A one-bedroom in an old, converted brick warehouse, it overlooked Lake Mendota and was a convenient stone’s throw from the University of Wisconsin where he was a math department adjunct professor. She’d been away celebrating Mother’s Day with her mother and an older married sister, finalizing her wedding plans, and picking up her dress. Coming home a day early, she decided to surprise David with their favorite Chinese take-out and a bottle of champagne.

She hung her dress in the hall closet, dropped her keys in the dish they kept on the entrance table, and stopped to listen. Voices came from the bedroom. He probably fell asleep in front of the television again. Leaving the bag of food on the kitchen counter and the champagne in the refrigerator to chill, she headed back to wake him. “David?”

Bed springs squeaked and feet hit the floor. If she hurried, maybe she could catch him before he got dressed. She could go for a little pre-dinner appetizer.

The only thing she caught when she opened the bedroom door was David standing slack-jawed by the bed. His boxers, the ones with the little hearts on them she’d given him last Valentine’s Day, were pulled halfway up his thighs. In the bed, their bed, sat Joy, the chatty waitress from their favorite restaurant, clutching the sheet over her obviously bare breasts.

“I can explain.” David yanked his boxers the rest of the way up. Reaching for her, he stumbled over one of Joy’s excessively high heeled shoes.

Annie jumped back. “You can explain?” Her voice barely a whisper. Her heart pounding against her ribs. It was like one of those bad late-night movies aimed at chronic insomniacs. The only thing missing was the gun the wronged party always seemed to have near at hand.

He slipped into a discarded pair of running shorts and t-shirt before trying, again, to get hold of her. Absent a gun, Annie grabbed the nearest object. A hideously ugly, but suitably heavy, vase from the bureau. It had been a birthday gift from her future mother-in-law. She would have thrown it away ages ago if she weren’t afraid it would hurt David’s feelings.

At that moment, she hoped it would hurt something else. She drew back her arm and hurled it at him. It would have hit the mark, too, if he hadn’t ducked at the last minute, sending it crashing against the bedroom wall over the headboard.

Joy threw her arms over her head and screamed, dropping the bedsheet and exposing her perfectly perky, enhanced breasts.

Annie scooped up Joy’s other shoe and threw it at her. This throw hit its mark. A crimson drop bubbled up from the small cut above her eye. Her chin trembled. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

“No! You don’t get to cry, and you don’t get to say you’re sorry and think everything will be all right,” Annie shouted, her own tears betraying her. She looked for something else to throw. “You don’t get to cry because you win. You can have him. I’m giving him to you as a parting gift, a consolation prize, with my best wishes.”

She charged at the whore . . . that’s how she’d be known forever going forward . . . both arms raised, hands fisted, ready to strike. Joy dove beneath the covers. David caught her around the waist, lifted her off the ground, and carried her out of the room.

Legs kicking and arms flailing, Annie raged unsuccessfully against him until all the fight left her. He dumped her on the couch.

“Are you done?” He stood over her, hands on hips, scolding her like an angry parent. Why hadn’t she noticed before what a jerk he could be?

She narrowed her eyes. How dare he act as if she were the one who’d done something wrong? She lunged for the glass ash tray on the end table. Another thing she owned solely for the benefit of his mother. His hand closed around her wrist and twisted. She jerked free and rubbed it. He was close enough that, given the opportunity to prove herself, she wouldn’t have missed this time.

“Give me a chance to explain. You owe me that much.”

Did she hear him right? “I owe you?” She laughed until she could barely catch her breath. “Oh, no. I owe you nothing!”

He sat on the coffee table and leaned forward, his face in his hands. She waited. Tears? Really? A manipulative jerk. But she wasn’t falling for his act ever again.

When he said he had to visit a sick friend on her birthday, she believed him.

When he said she couldn’t go with on his business trip to Miami in the middle of an extra cold Wisconsin winter because no one was bringing a spouse or girlfriend with, she believed him. Now when she thought about it, Joy was sporting a wonderful tan and seemed extra flirty with David on their next night out. What a fool she was.

“You owe me!” she screamed, going full bitch mode on the liar and cheat. It felt good. “You owe me the last five years of my life back. You owe my mother all the money she and dad saved over the years so I could have the wedding of my dreams.” She paused. When he didn’t respond, she repeated with a sob and a hiccup, “You . . . owe . . . me.”

Joy appeared from the bedroom, dressed and carrying her shoes. Her eyes were red, her face stained with tears. The cut on her forehead was wet, but no longer bleeding.

Seeing her in such a sorry state, Annie’s shoulders drooped. Not with forgiveness, but grief over all the good times she and David had shared over the years but would never know again. For what? A fling with a waitress? Such a cliché. She wiped the back of her hand across one cheek and then the other.

Joy sniffed a nauseatingly, unladylike sniff. Annie cringed. Didn’t her mother teach her manners? Joy blushed and dug a tissue from her purse. “Sorry.” She blew her nose then looked around as if wondering what to do with the used tissue before stuffing it back into her purse. “I don’t know if it matters, but it was only this one time.”

Liar.

“It doesn’t. And I don’t believe you. Get out.” She pushed David aside and rushed to open the door for them. “Both of you. Get out.”

David looked back over his shoulder to the bedroom. “My things.” He gestured.

“Send me a check for my mother and a forwarding address. Then, and only then, will I send you your things.”

“Annie . . .”

“And give me your key.” She held out her hand.

He pointed. “In the dish.”

She snatched them up while pushing him out into the hallway with Joy.

“Can I at least get my shoes and wallet? Car keys?”

“I’ll get them for you.” She closed the door and locked it. When she returned, she found him still standing there fuming . . . waiting.

“Be reasonable, Annie,” he shouted.

“Goodbye, David.”

“What about the wedding?”

Her mouth hanging open, she shook her head. “Are you serious?” She laughed. “There isn’t going to be a wedding.” Closing the door on them, she leaned against it, slid to the floor, and cried.

* * *
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THE APARTMENT WAS DARK when Annie woke, momentarily confused. Why was she sitting on the floor? Her head throbbed and her eyes burned. Then she remembered.

David had been having an affair with Joy. In their bed.

Her hair had pulled loose from her ponytail during the scuffle with David. She freed the tangled rubber band, finger combed her hair back, and wrapped it behind her neck.

Flipping on the kitchen overhead lights, she was momentarily blinded. The bag of Chinese take-out remained on the counter where she’d left it how many hours before. In the refrigerator, the champagne called her name. She’d planned on grabbing a water but popped the bubbly instead.

She held the bottle up to the light, examining the label. She took a deep swallow. Not the best on the shelf, but not the cheap stuff, either. “Who needs a man? Not me.” She raised the bottle in a toast. “Here’s to all the single ladies.”

She took a fork from the drawer and carried the take-out and champagne to the living room. A pile of over-stuffed pillows for sitting on the floor, a half dozen cardboard boxes open in front of her, a bottle uncorked and ready, and the TV remote in hand. She was ready for a one-woman pity party.

She chewed on an egg roll while scrolling through the channel guide, settling on a Snapped marathon.

When she was giddily in love, she couldn’t understand why any woman would want to murder her husband. She was beginning to see the attraction.

Choosing the orange chicken as a starter, Annie leaned back against the couch to see what method of torture and death the first wife would be using.

The woman’s name was Kathy . . . a false name, no doubt . . . and her husband, Alex, had beaten the crap out of her again. Yet, there she was, making him a sandwich and pouring him a beer . . . in a chilled mug, no less . . . while he watched football and screamed at her to hurry.

“Whatever she has in store for you, you deserve it,” Annie mumbled through a mouthful of fried rice washed down with more champagne straight from the bottle.

Kathy’s watching him as she reaches for a jug hidden behind the dish detergent under the sink.

“Poison. Common choice for women.” Annie switched the orange chicken for beef and broccoli.

Meanwhile, Kathy is pouring a healthy . . . or not so healthy . . . dose of what the narrator explains is antifreeze into Alex’s beer.

“Not very creative.” Annie picked a piece of broccoli from the container and popped it in her mouth. “No wonder you got caught.”

Two hours later, two more women disappointed in love deciding to do away with another worthless piece of humanity, and Annie had had enough. She pressed the champagne bottle to her lips and tipped her head all the way back. Nothing. She shook it. Empty. For a brief moment she toyed with the idea of opening a bottle of wine. But then decided going to bed was the better choice.

She fumbled with the remote. There was no need to see the end of the current episode. They all turned out the same. The husband died and the wife went to prison. Hardly seemed fair.

Stumbling, half crawling to the bedroom, she stopped in the door. The sheets were rumpled from David and Joy. The musky smell of their sex hung in the air, even hours later. Or perhaps she only imagined it. Either way, she wasn’t sleeping in that bed. Maybe not ever again.

She returned to the couch, stretched out, and fell asleep almost before her head hit the cushion.
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CHAPTER 2
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ANNIE’S NEW LIFE STARTED with a call to the school principal telling her she wouldn’t be in. Her class would need a substitute. She used her hangover as the excuse. Of course, she called it a migraine, not a hangover.

Next, she called her mother to tell her what happened.

“Are you certain, honey?” There was a definite note of disappointment in her voice.

“Am I certain he cheated? Am I certain my finding another woman naked in my bed, David with his boxers halfway down . . . or up, depending on how you look at it . . . meant they were having sex?” She hesitated. Her voice cracked, threatened to fail her entirely, when she continued. “If that wasn’t enough, they admitted it. She tried to tell me it was a one-time deal, as if it mattered.”

“Well, then you can find it in your heart to forgive him, can’t you? Men can’t help themselves. Your father was a weak man, but a good man. He loved us. Always came home to us until the day he died.”

“He always came home smelling of another woman’s perfume, their sex. You took him back every time, but he broke your heart. I heard you crying in your room at night. I swore I would never let a man do that to me. Once a cheater, always a cheater.” Her father, her mother’s always forgiven husband, died of a heart attack in another woman’s bed. And that woman had the audacity to show up for his funeral.

They sat for what felt like an eternity saying nothing. Annie held her head in her hands and listened to her mother’s quiet sobs reminiscent of all those late nights over the years.

“What do you need me to do, sweetheart?”

They split the list of telephone calls informing the church, vendors, guests, there would be no wedding in June. Agreed all gifts already received would be returned.

“What about your dress?

There was the million-dollar question. She hadn’t been able to open the hall closet since she hung it there the day before. It was perfect. Mermaid style with enough lace and seed pearls to make it feminine, but not so many she resembled an over-dressed Barbie doll. “I know of a little charity shop. They give away second-hand prom and wedding dresses to girls and women who can’t afford to buy new. I’ll donate it to them.”

“You don’t want to put it away for another day? You’ll find someone else.”

“If that day comes, I’ll buy new. I don’t want to ever see this dress again.”

“Of course.”

“And listen, Mom, I’ll make David pay you back every cent you paid in deposits. Send me your receipts.”

“That’s not necessary,” her mother argued, but Annie could tell by her voice she didn’t mean it, only felt it was the appropriate thing to say.

“No, Mom. Every cent, even if it means taking him to court to do it.” Even if it meant paying it back out of her own savings and telling her mother it was from David.

More silence.

“Annie? You still there?”

“I’m here.”

“You’ll get through this. There will be someone worthy of you. I promise.”

“Thanks.” Annie choked back her tears. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.”

Annie clicked the disconnect, set her cell phone on the table, laid her head in her arms, and cried. “Damn you, David Heller. Damn you to hell.”

* * *
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SHE COULDN’T AVOID the teacher’s lounge forever, so she stopped first thing in the morning with two Crispy Cream brew boxes and enough donuts to keep the faculty hopped up on sugar and caffeine for a week. In fact, she had to get a cart from the front office to get it all inside.

“Whoa, March!” Henderson from Biology mumbled through a mouthful of a chocolate glazed donut with sprinkles. “Is it your birthday, or something?” He grabbed a second. “The rest of you better hurry if you want any.”

She took a deep breath and looked around the room. Just get it over with.

“Listen, everyone. The wedding is off. It was my decision. I’m good with it. And that’s all I’m going to say on the matter. Thank you.”

A moment of stunned silence, then an explosion of questions erupted behind her as she left for her first hour class, senior level English Literature. It was an honors class and the month before, as a reward for all their hard work, she banned all further discussion of the classics. No more Hemingway, Vonnegut, or Shakespeare. Their final project was to read a favorite modern author and prepare a report. Each student was assigned to teach a class. She expected the obvious. Stephen King, Diana Gabaldon, George R.R. Martin, Neil Gaiman. But she hoped to also have a few indie authors, the often-overlooked, self-published gems. She had her eyes on a couple of her students showing an exciting, promising skill with words who were already writing longer works of their own.

Despite her repeated requests to not discuss the break-up, a few of the women, her closest friends, couldn’t help but throw their arms around her when they met in the halls. Suggestions were made for man-bashing wine parties, or enough ice cream to put them all into a diabetic coma. She continued to assure them that, while she appreciated their intentions, she was going to be all right.

Keeping busy with her students’ reports, each one better than the last, and making out final grades helped the semester fly by. Summer break arrived seemingly overnight. It also meant the dreaded, red-heart circled date on the calendar had snuck-up on her. She should have bought a new calendar and thrown away the offending one. Instead, she had chosen to ignore it, hoping it would simply go away.

David had moved in with Joy. There was a rumor going around they were engaged. Perhaps she should be happy for them, or at the very least, happy they had willingly sent her mother a check covering all of her lost expenses. Which meant Annie now had a lot more closet space for herself. But her resentment still smoldered below the surface, very hot, and very real. Looking back, she knew it hadn’t been a one-time thing. A momentary weakness. She’d been such a fool ignoring all the obvious signs.

Annie stared at the calendar on her kitchen wall. Today was supposed to be her wedding day. The plan had been for her and her bridesmaids to spend a last girls’ night together before she became a married lady. Instead, she had treated her mother to dinner and a movie as a thank you for all she’d put her through. Both planning and unplanning a wedding.

The telephone rang, tearing her from her thoughts. She answered without looking to see who it was, and instantly regretted it.

“I’ve been thinking of you.” It was David. Her stomach tightened.

“What do you want?” She snapped a coffee pod into her Keurig and listened as the dark, steaming liquid filled the cup with a steady hiss and promise of much needed caffeine.

“We can still get married, you know,” he continued.

“I heard you and Joy were engaged.”

He hesitated. “Joy was one last fling.”

“But you’re engaged to be married now. Last I heard, you’re living with her.”

“I’ll call it off. I’ll move out. I only agreed to shut her up. It was never my idea. All you have to do is say the word.”

“The word is no, David.”

Wow! Even Joy didn’t deserve this piece of shit. She’d have to thank her for saving her from making a horrible mistake.

“Not today, obviously, but next week . . . the week after. I still have the license.”

“Oh, well. Too late. I already cancelled everything,” she said, sipping her coffee. She stirred a little Baileys into her mug. “No, David.”

The line was quiet. She wondered if he might have hung up, but then he said the one thing all men say after being caught with another woman. “It meant nothing. We’re through. I told Joy you’re the only one I could . . . will . . . ever love.”

“Goodbye, David.” Being the one to hang up on him was more gratifying than she expected. Thanks to the invention of cell phones, she didn’t have the privilege of slamming it down, but it felt good, nonetheless.

She returned to the calendar, intent on throwing it away, when she was reminded of another important date. This one marked with a crudely drawn cowboy hat. It was David who first suggested they honeymoon in Deadwood, South Dakota. He knew she was a history buff; how much she loved those western romance novels she was always reading. Didn’t understand it, joked about it endlessly, but in the end, said it was endearing to him how a woman who taught all the old great authors to high school students could openly and shamelessly enjoy genre fiction.

Mind candy, he called it. What a snob.

He’d come across an advertisement for Wild Bill Days, an annual celebration of Deadwood’s history. He didn’t read romances, cowboys weren’t his thing, but located in the beautiful Black Hills there would be plenty of hiking, and maybe some fishing. So, he had her book them a week at The Lodge starting the following Friday. It was the one detail she hadn’t thought to cancel. Rummaging through her desk, she found the confirmation information under a pile of articles cut from bridal magazines. Cakes, flowers, color schemes. Indoor vs outdoor venues. All the little details to make for the perfect wedding day. She dropped them into the waste basket, slipped her reservation confirmation into her purse, and packed.
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CHAPTER 3
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SOUTH DAKOTA

Annie drove west on Interstate 90 through Wisconsin, Minnesota, and finally to South Dakota. She took her time and stopped for the night whenever one of the many roadside attractions caught her attention. Who knew there was a Spam Museum in Austin, Minnesota? She’d heard it mentioned before, but always thought it was a joke. Apparently not. Then there was the Corn Palace in Mitchell, South Dakota. Another place she would have never believed was real.

She spent an entire day at Wall Drug, walking out with a big bag of books, a fancy new cowboy hat on her head, and a box of fresh donuts. She rented a hotel room for the night to experience both the sunset and sunrise over the Badlands. It was truly amazing how someplace so stark, so void of trees and flowers, could have so much color. It took her breath away, making her almost forget to take pictures.

“It feels like we’re witnessing the hand of God,” a middle-aged woman standing next to her said.

Annie didn’t consider herself a believer, but who was she to deny this woman her faith? “Mmmm,” she agreed with a nod.

The woman linked her elbow with the man standing next to her. “My name’s Hetty, and this is my husband, Henry. We’re on our way back to Iowa from Wyoming and had to stop again to see this one more time.”

“Annie,” she said with a forced smile. She hadn’t come here to chat, wasn’t very good in general when it came to small talk.

The woman looked around. “Your husband here with you?”

The word husband hit her like a punch to the gut, reminding her what should have been. What was supposed to be. “I’m not married,” she managed with a weak smile.

Henry shook his head. “A pretty little thing like you? Why, I would have expected some young man to have snatched you up by now.”

Hetty lightly slapped his arm. “You can’t say things like that anymore. Women are independent these days. Don’t need a man. Getting married later, sometimes not at all.”

Annie stepped back. “Well, it was nice meeting you, but I want to get back before it gets dark.” She turned and walked quickly to her car. She didn’t want to start an argument between the two, but she also didn’t want to end up crying, spilling all the sordid details to a couple of strangers.

* * *
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IT WAS ALMOST NOON on Friday when Annie reached Deadwood. Hopefully, the king spa suite would be ready so she could check in early. She wound uphill and around the corner into The Lodge parking lot. The hotel and convention center, a beautiful wood and stone building, stood against a backdrop of Blue Spruce and Ponderosa Pine. Down the hill, Deadwood beckoned.

She stepped out of her car and stretched, gazing up at the almost cloudless sky, and smiled. There was something in the air, a whisper through the trees, telling her everything was going to be all right. Words she’d tried to tell herself many times over the past month, but only now began to believe. She retrieved her bags from the trunk and made her way inside the lobby.

The desk clerk smiled and handed her two keys. “Your room is ready for you, Mrs. Heller. I hope you and your husband have a nice stay, and congratulations on your marriage.”

Annie glanced down at the counter, then up again, handing back one of the keys. “It’s Ms. March.” her voice caught. “And there is no husband but thank you. I plan to have a wonderful time here in Deadwood.”

“Um . . . I see . . .” the clerk stammered. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m not.” Annie was anxious to change the topic. “Where’s the best place to park downtown?”

The girl seemed happy to talk about something else. “I wouldn’t suggest driving into town.” She shook her head. “Main Street has been closed off to traffic. That’s where the big concerts will be held. With so many tourists coming in for Wild Bill Days, parking will be severely limited. I’d recommend our trolley.” She pointed to a sign at the end of the desk. “It stops out front every half hour. Bright red. You can’t miss it. It costs two dollars cash, or one token, each way. Tokens are a dollar a piece, so half the cost.”

Perfect! No concern about parking, drinking, or trying to find her way around. “Where can I buy these tokens?”

“Information Center, town offices, or a few of the businesses along Main.”

“Thank you.” She’d leave her things in her room, then head back down to catch the trolley to take her to where all the fun was happening. A little shopping, drinking, something to eat, and dancing under the stars to Bishop Riley. Now there was a man who looked good in tight jeans, a cowboy hat, and boots. And he sang well, too.

* * *
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HER POCKET FULL OF trolley tokens, Annie strolled in and out of the shops. Two bracelets, one silver and the other silver with turquoise, jangled on her wrist. Silver and turquoise earrings to match dangled and brushed against her neck. They weren’t the new jewelry she expected to be wearing this weekend. They were better. And they went perfectly with the new cowboy hat from Wall Drug.

She felt her bare left finger. A slight indentation remained from her ring, which was safely locked away at home. She wasn’t returning it, but obviously she would never wear it again. She planned on using the stones to make herself a necklace. All she had to do was decide on a style. A momentary wave of sadness washed over her as tears pricked at the back of her eyes.

Her thoughts were interrupted when a man with wavy red hair, startling eyes a shade of green she couldn’t adequately name, and a chin full of stubble barreled into her from a doorway, almost knocking her off her feet. Muscles strained his t-shirt and a tattoo of wild horses circled his left bicep. He stood a good head taller than her. His hands sent searing shock waves through her when he caught her by the arms.

“You all right, ma’am? I didn’t see you.” She detected a light Scottish brogue.

He smiled and her knees went weak. “Yes, I’m fine, thank you.” Could he hear the little quiver in her voice?

He held out his hand. “Name’s Rod MacCray.”

“Annie.” Her mouth went dry. “Annie March.”

“Nice to meet you, Annie March.” He tipped his hat. “I have to run, but maybe we’ll run into each other later.”

“That would be nice.” She watched him disappear into the crowd. A sign for brothel tour tickets caught her attention. It sounded like the perfect way to end her afternoon and before getting something to drink and a burger. A group tour had gathered for the next time slot, but with one unsold ticket, they were happy to have her join them.

The lanyard around their necks indicated they were authors taking part in something called Wild Deadwood Reads. She recalled a group of women in the hotel lobby wearing the same lanyards.

“What do you like to read?” one of them asked. Her name tag said Tina.

Annie’s cheeks blazed. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I didn’t mean to stare.”

“That’s all right,” another said . . . Jane. “Whatever you like to read, I can promise you one of us writes it. Anything from sweet to sizzling sexy.”

“I have to admit, historical romance, westerns and cowboys are my favorite. But I’m not above the occasional pirate or highlander.” She laughed. “My friends always make fun of me . . . a high school English teacher who reads trashy romance.”

A redhead named Ginger nodded. “I love your hat! Did you get it here?”

“Thanks. A little shop in Wall Drug.” She liked these women. “So, what’s this Wild Deadwood Reads event?” She pointed to their lanyards.

Tina explained. “We’ll be at The Lodge convention center tomorrow. Entrance is free. Close to one hundred authors, and several of our handsome cover models, will be there. You should stop by. Are you staying at The Lodge?”

“I am. I’ll be there.”

“Great!”

“And, by the way, romance is not trash,” a fourth author, Teresa, added with a smile. “It’s one of the most popular genres on the market.”

“Are you guys planning on staying for the concert tonight?” Annie asked. “Would you want to get something to eat and drink after the tour? You can tell me more about your books.”

“Well.” Ginger looked at the others. “Unfortunately, we can’t stay for the concert, we have to set up for tomorrow. But I, for one, am starving.”

The others nodded.

“Sounds like a plan, then,” Annie said. “Beers and burgers, it is.”
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CHAPTER 4
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ROD MACCRAY COULDN’T stop thinking about the pretty woman in the cowboy hat he’d bumped into earlier. Annie March. They’d spoken for only a moment, but he knew he wanted to know everything about her. He’d never felt this way before . . . and he’d known his fair share of women over the years. He wove his way through the concert crowd to where his older brother, Seamus, stood with his wife Veronica. Ronie for short.

Seamus held up his cup and winked. “Where’s your beer? We’re already two ahead of you.”

“He’s two ahead. I’m on my first.” Ronie indicated her almost full plastic cup.

“Smart,” Rod said with a chuckle and a nod toward his sister-in-law. “Thought I’d wait at least until the music starts. One of us has to be able to drive home.” In truth, he wanted to have his faculties about him should he run into Annie. Nothing kills a man’s chances with a woman faster than being three sheets to the wind.

Bishop Riley opened the concert with his current number one hit, My Girl Drives a Truck. The women in the crowd swayed to the beat and cheered when it was over. He was wearing his signature tight black jeans, t-shirt, and black hat. Rod had no doubt every one of them was fantasizing about Riley, wondering what he looked like in only his hat. Giving Ronie a side-eye, it was obvious she was imagining the same thing. When she saw him, he raised an eyebrow.

What? she mouthed, then smiled and dismissed him with a wave of a hand.

That’s when he saw her. Riley was starting another great song, Country Boy Blues, and Annie was making her way to the beer tent.

He pushed off the storefront wall. “See you guys later,” he said, walking away before they could question him.

He arrived at the same time she did. “Can I buy you a beer? I owe you one after almost running you over earlier.”

“Absolutely.” She held up her empty cup and smiled. “The first one went down way too easy.”

He held up two fingers to the man on the other side of the counter, paid, handed one to Annie, and led her away by the elbow.

“Can I ask you a rather personal question?” She looked down at her cup, hesitated, blushed, then looked back up at him.

How could one woman be so enchanting? “Sure. As long as I have the right to do the same, should I want.”

She shrugged. “Sounds fair.”

He steered her into a store entry and out of the crush of revelers. “Shoot.”

“Are all men in Deadwood as good-looking as you?”

He laughed and took a sip of his beer. “I don’t know. I never paid much attention. But I do feel confident in saying you are by far the prettiest girl in Deadwood.” Had he really said those words? If she slapped him right then and walked away, he wouldn’t blame her.

“Why, thank you.”

An awkward silence followed. The song finished. Annie clapped and whooped along with the crowd.

“Would it be fair to say you’re enjoying the concert?”

“Very much. Bishop Riley’s a favorite of mine. You?”

“He’s all right. But I find these country guys are all much alike. I love my girl. I love my truck. I love my dog. And not always in that order.”

She laughed, making his heart skip a beat. “You’re not wrong. So, why are you here if you’re not a fan?”

He shrugged. He couldn’t exactly say it was only because he hoped to run into her again. He’d embarrassed himself once already when he told her she was the prettiest girl in town. “You know. Good music, beer and food, pretty girls. What’s a guy to do? There’s something for everyone.”

Bishop Riley launched immediately into a fast-step number. Some of the people around them paired up to dance wherever they could find the room. Before he could ask Annie, Ronie grabbed him by the arm.

“Dance with me, Rod. You promised at least one, and I’m holding you to it.”

He pushed off the wall. “That I did, darlin’. Ronie, this is Annie March. Annie, my sister-in-law, Veronica. And the guy watching us from over there is my big brother, Seamus.”

“Hi, nice to meet you.”

Was that relief on her face when he introduced Ronie as family, and not a girlfriend?

Ronie eyed Rod with a tilt of her head. “Why haven’t we met your friend before?”

Annie cut in before he could answer. “I’m only in town for the big event. Rod literally ran into me this afternoon, so was apologizing with a beer.” She held up her cup and took a sip.

Ronie smiled. “Always the gentleman. Now, let’s dance.”

He turned back as she pulled him away. “Don’t go anywhere. Next one’s yours.”

Long before the end of the night, Rod knew he wanted to spend a lot more time with Annie. They’d danced until his feet ached. “What are your plans for the rest of the weekend?” he asked as the concert came to an end and the crowd slowly picked up and moved on.
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