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          BOOK THREE IN THE MAIL-ORDER BRIDES OF DARLING CREEK

        

      

    

    
      The more time Jonas Whitlock spends alone on his small Montana ranch, the closer he is to losing it. It sure would be nice to have someone to talk to other than a bunch of cattle. With no spare time to date, and miles from the nearest neighbor, his options for companionship are limited. Maybe his uncle’s decision to go the mail-order-bride route isn’t as crazy as Jonas first thought.

      Some guys don’t get the hint after going on a bad first date. Charity Montgomery had one of those dates, and now she has a stalker. After she changes her number, the jerk starts to make trouble for her at work. Desperate to get out of town and start a new life, Charity takes a blind leap of faith and agrees to marry a lonely cowboy in the wilds of Montana. With trouble out of the way, she falls hard and fast for the man who will do anything to keep her safe.
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      Raising cattle should be enough to make one man bone tired, but I can’t sleep.

      I haven’t slept well since I left Hall Ranch to make a go of it on my own a few years ago.

      The great thing about Whitlock Organics is it’s all of my own making. I’m in charge and run things exactly how I want to run them. The downside is I alone am responsible for every cow, bull, horse, bale of hay, building, and blade of grass, which is more stress than I bargained for.

      It’s not that I wasn’t aware of the responsibilities of ranching. I worked for my uncles for twelve years.

      With the money I saved on room and board by living in one of the small cabins at the sprawling Hall Ranch, I saved enough for this hundred-acre plot by the time I was 28.

      When I bought it, it wasn’t fit for my dog. The soil was overworked, and the small farmhouse was in ruins. But I’d gotten it for a song, and I’m fixing it up all on my own, little by little. It’s not fancy, but it’s functional.

      The property and the animals keep me hopping and not focused on the things I don’t have. Even a tiny ranch always has something that needs fixing.

      I know exactly why I can’t sleep, though. It has nothing to do with worrying about the animals or the weather. It’s all about not knowing what my profit is going to be.

      Tomorrow, I find out if my first round of grass-fed mature cattle is marketable or not. I have a meeting with a global wholesaler of organic meat and produce, and those folks are sticklers, more so than folks at auctions and conventional packing plants, because they pay more. My stomach is in knots.

      Maybe if I wasn’t so alone, I would spend less time in my head, and I could sleep at night. If I had someone to talk to at the end of the day, someone to strategize with, it might help wind me down.

      After tossing and turning for a couple of hours, I give up and go to the kitchen for a snack. The insomniac remedy? A couple of grilled cheese sandwiches and something silly on TV. A full belly and the brainless chatter of one of those reality TV shows will help lull me to sleep.

      I’m not sure why I still have a subscription to these streaming services. I hardly ever have time to keep up with all the latest shows I hear people talk about whenever I go into town. Trudy at the grocery store seems to like those true crime documentaries and recommends a new one every time I buy my weekly groceries. I don’t think those shows will help me sleep, though.

      George, the pharmacist in Darling Creek, recommends reading a book before bed to help improve sleep. Maybe he’s right in theory. I keep meaning to go to the library, but I barely have time. The old books and magazines that came with the solid oak bookshelves I bought at an estate sale — thinking it would make the empty space feel homier — aren’t going to cut it. I don’t want to exercise my brain; I want to fill the space with other people’s voices.

      After a few minutes of scrolling with the remote, one of those dating and marriage shows catches my eye. I’m amazed that people would agree to marry someone sight unseen.

      But the more I watch, the more it starts to make sense.

      Maybe it’s exhaustion scrambling my brain.

      Soon enough, I polish off my sandwiches and stretch out on the sofa. Before too long, I decide to rest my eyes for a minute. Then I’ll head off to bed, I promise myself. My black lab, Luther, pads over to lick my nose. I pat my leg, signaling to him that he’s allowed to join me on the sofa. Luther’s a great couch buddy, settling his weight on my feet. Too bad he’s not much of a talker.

      In my dream, I have a wife. The two of us are on horseback, riding up to the ridge overlooking the valley. I feel happy and content. We talk about our kids and whether or not they’re ready to have their own horses to ride. The dream fills me with contentment that I haven’t had before. Dreams are funny; you feel things that don’t make sense. I know everything will be okay in this one, and this particular woman is a significant part of that.

      It makes no sense on paper. Why would having extra mouths to feed make me feel better instead of more anxious?

      An odd feeling of urgency overtakes me when I wake up an hour later, telling me to act instead of worry.

      I stretch and sit up on the sofa, clicking off the TV. My thoughts turn to my Uncle Lincoln. He needed a bride fast, and that entire process was shockingly quick. Plus, he’s ten years older than I am and somehow landed a bubbly beauty from Texas. Those two are about as opposite as land and sea, but seeing Uncle Lincoln and Maisy together makes sense.

      If it worked for that forty-year-old guy, I can’t think of a reason for me not to give it a try.

      The next thing I know, I’m shuffling down the hall to my office and firing up my computer.

      What website did Uncle Lincoln say that was? Oh yeah. Western Brides or something.

      After a few clicks on Google, I find the site. I can’t believe this is real. Here goes nothing. I fill out the form, submit all my information, including my social security number, so they can run a background check, and then I go to bed.

      I sleep soundly for the first time in weeks.

      How about that?
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      Charity

      
      Shawn, my manager, gestures for me to follow him to his office.

      I fall in line, staring at the back of his tee shirt that reads “Global Imports.”

      It’s the same sort of shirt that I’ve been putting on every morning for the last two years at the store that sells overpriced papasan chairs and buddha statues to primarily women in the outskirts of Fresno, and never once in those two years have I been called to Shawn’s office.

      I brace for the shouting. I’m used to it, even though I hate it. I’ve been shouted at by so many customers over the years you’d think I’d have developed a thicker skin by now. But I haven’t. Shouting is terrible, and it makes me want to run and hide.

      Today, however, Shawn doesn’t yell at me. Today, he’s weirdly calm.

      “I found this in your locker,” Shawn says abruptly when he closes his shabby office door.

      He holds up a bottle of French wine that I know costs three hundred dollars. I know this because wine is my department, and we keep that bottle in a locked glass cabinet.

      “Shawn. Come on,” I laugh.

      “Do you have a receipt for this?”

      “No, I…Shawn, that’s not mine. I don’t know how it got into my locker. And what were you doing in my locker, anyway?”

      He looks at me like he’s never been so disappointed in someone in his life. “A customer said he saw you removing it from the cabinet and putting it in a backpack.”

      This is such complete bullshit.

      “Check the security footage, Shawn.”

      He sighs. “You know the camera has been broken since you took over the wine department.”

      Wait, what?

      “No. I didn’t know that.”

      He looks at me as if that’s no coincidence.

      I try not to stamp my foot like a baby, so I shift my weight, my emotions on the brink of exploding. “Run the SKU, Shawn,” I advise him, using the abbreviation for Stock Keeping Unit. Every item in the store has a unique number sequence that’s more specific than a bar code. That is if the store manager remembers to add SKUs to every item. Which Shawn sometimes doesn’t.

      He just stares at me.

      This is not the first time I’ve been in trouble at work for something I didn’t do. But it’s the first time I’ve ever been accused of theft.

      I assume this is Dirk’s doing, but I can’t know for certain. Dirk used to phone the store during my shifts, getting me written up for too many personal phone calls. When that stopped working for him, he would show up and ask to see me, which got me written up for entertaining friends at work. Dirk’s shenanigans stopped about a month ago — evidently long enough for Shawn to forget his face. Clearly, Shawn did not make a connection between the guy who used to bother me at work and today’s accusing customer.

      “What did the customer look like, Shawn?”

      “Brown hair, about my height. I don’t know what else to tell you; I didn’t gaze deep into his eyes or anything.”

      “Shawn, it’s most likely the guy who harasses me. You know that, right?”

      No, he doesn’t know that, judging by Shawn’s expression.

      All I know for sure is that my time at Global Imports is finished. As if all this hasn’t been humiliating enough, Shawn asks my fellow employee Houa to escort me out of the building.

      Fuck my life.

      As I wipe away tears, Houa rests a hand on my shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry, hon. This shit isn’t fair. I’m going back there and quitting as soon as you leave.”

      This only makes me cry harder. “Please don’t. You have kids.”

      “Pssh. I can make more in tips at my brother’s restaurant. Fuck Shawn. Fuck Global Imports.”

      When we reach my car, I remind her, “Yeah, but that 25 percent employee discount is worth even the Shawniest of Shawns. I’m gonna miss that.”

      Houa looks at me and twists her lip in thought, then shrugs. “Yeah, I’d miss the discount more than you.”

      I snort, and she assures me I’ll be back on my feet in no time. She offers to get me a job at
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