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      When old man Brady brushed up against her, using the contact as an opportunity to slide his hand around her thigh to cup her butt, Meredith Hanover was positive one of two things would happen.

      She was either going to vomit the petit fours and hors d'oeuvres of tonight's charity event all over his tux or knee him in the groin.

      Maybe both.

      Oh, how she wished she could do something. Meredith swallowed hard, forcing back the bile that had risen, and stepped away, scanning the room for her father. If she made a scene, if she insulted the man Father hoped would soon merge his bank with Father's brokerage company, there would be hell to pay.

      Why couldn't he have left her alone?  She'd selected a quiet corner by a plant as her cover and was attempting to enjoy the profiteroles, her dessert plate thankfully hiding a brochure that someone—she couldn't recall who—had thrust at her at the dessert table. Inside the folded paper contained the outline of the next charity and likely her next obligation. Tonight's charity event not even over and already someone was planning another. It wasn't about doing good; it was about looking good. Looking important and being seen. She could hear their requests in her head. She really must be on the board they'd said. They couldn't do it without her. Yet, they'd done just as well before she got involved.

      The brochure had been the instigator for the initial flashes of a headache.

      Then Brady had infiltrated her hidey-hole spot and pinched her rear.

      Behind her right eye, a sharp stabbing pain began to pulse.

      She should have stayed in the open. He'd have never been so bold had she not been behind the potted plant.

      She thrust her dish at Beady-eyed Brady. "I'm not feeling well."

      He took the dish and leered. "I can take you to my home. Your father would approve."

      Meredith covered her mouth and spun on her heels. Her goal was to reach the nearest ladies room as quickly as she could without breaking into a run.

      Were there other people in the world that hated their lives as much as she did?

      For what had to be the millionth time, she wished her life were different.  She craved a miracle that would change everything.

      If given the chance at one wish, Meredith was certain most people would ask for three more wishes. Not Meredith, she would be content with the one. That was all she needed to change her life. One simple wish. The trick came in how she would word said request.

      There would be no asking for freedom. It wasn’t specific enough. Asking for freedom from her father was likely too vague as well.

      No, she would have to be right on point. She'd have to ask for a new life in a certain town with a great job. Maybe running a bookstore or being a teacher. She did have her degree in education, after all. Though, if that didn’t work, she’d clean houses or work with animals, having always loved horses. Anything had to be better than what she did. Eavesdropping for her father was not an occupation or a purposeful life.

      While managing to avoid all eye contact, Meredith wove through the crowd, circumventing her father, her focus on the ladies’ room. Her teeth clenched together with hopes of holding back both the headache and nausea, she pushed the door open then slipped through the narrow opening, anxious for the door to close behind her. Blissfully, she noted the room was empty. Afraid she might still be sick, Meredith locked herself in a stall and waited, hoping the quiet would help her headache recede.

      One wish.  That's all she needed.

      Meredith knew there'd be some nuance she’d forget to consider with that one wish. A distinction small enough it would easily be overlooked but significant enough she would end up with her “freedom,” but living a life just as unfulfilling, uneventful, and sadly as heartbreaking as her current one.

      Therefore, she concluded, even if she found a genie in a bottle, her life would not improve, and wishing things would change was never going to be enough. Action would be required on her part. It was up to her to take back her freedom.

      How did the saying go? Freedom doesn’t come free. Apparently not in any situation. Was she willing to pay the price? Looking from the outside, her life appeared cushy. After all, she was a resident of Victors Club, one of the richest suburbs outside Dallas-Fort Worth. Nothing said “winner” more than a postal code that deemed it so. Oh, and the three-quarter-of-a-million dollar starter homes. Her father's home, a brick two-story McMansion with a chauffeur, a cook, and a housekeeper was a dream for most people. Who wouldn't want that?

      All these people around her, but no one to really talk with. All the money to make life enjoyable, but the marble and steel decor of her father's home made her feel cold and breakable. All those advantages, but none for her. She was only permitted to go and do as much as her father's leash would allow. Sure, he thought she had everything. Pretty dresses and fancy shoes to wear to charity events. What more could she want?

      What more indeed. Simply contemplating her life made the pain behind her eyes flare.

      She braced her hand against the stall wall, not caring if her forced yoga breathing sounded odd or out of place. Giving into the oncoming headache would be far worse. These events did this to her every time. Bad Breath Brady made them come on quicker.

      It was hard to make conversation and “keep her ears open” like her father demanded when she was doing everything in her power to not lie on the floor, cover her eyes with her arm, and fade to black. That was the best way to deal with a painful onslaught poorly named a benign migraine. It should be called “sledgehammer headache” or “slow death.”

      Her hand shook when she raised her arm to cover her eyes. The paper she’d forgotten she was holding drew her attention when it flapped and crinkled.

      She peeked at it from under her arm.

      Youth Village of Dallas. A local orphanage and treatment center for kids. It was an admirable charity in all aspects. Who didn’t want to help parentless children? Who didn’t want to give them clothes and toys they would not normally receive?

      Meredith Hanover, that was who.

      Oh, sure, she wanted to help, just as much as the rest of them. She was not even remotely that black-hearted. She rather liked the idea of being present when the kids got their gifts. That would be far lovelier than these sterile, extravagant money-wasting banquets. She’d done her share last year, her first year with the charity. She’d done so well she’d exceeded the established goal by an additional eighty thousand dollars. Her colleagues, a term she used loosely since they were her mother’s friends, had closed the event with a stunning gala and awarded Meredith Woman of the Year. Something her mother had also achieved during her short life before her unexpected death. Meredith had come away from the event with additional pressure from her father, her first migraine, and never seeing the face of one kid who would benefit.

      Crumbling the paper, Meredith dropped it in the toilet and flushed.

      “I’m an awful person,” she mumbled, rubbing her temples, and squinting as she watched the crumbled ball swirl around the bowl before disappearing.

      “I highly doubt that,” said the person in the stall next to her.

      Meredith hadn’t heard anyone come into the ladies’ room. She knew she should apologize but said instead, “It’s true.”

      Ducking her head to rest against the cold metal of the stall, she closed her eyes once more and gave a fruitless effort to mentally bat away the pain. The headache was in full bloom.

      “I’ve known you a long time, Meredith Hanover, and being a horrible person is never a phrase that’s associated with your name. Ever. Quite the opposite, actually.”

      Meredith tried to place the voice, but as the throbbing increased, her awareness decreased. “That’s because I have you all fooled. The thought of helping orphaned children has sent me to the restroom hiding.” Never mind Brady's wandering hands.

      “Funny, it did the same to me as well. Perhaps it’s because we, in our own way, are orphans ourselves.”

      Curiosity getting the best of her, Meredith slid along the wall of the stall until she came to the door and turned the latch, releasing it. Stepping back, she let it slowly swing open while she lifted her arm to shade her eyes. She searched the room for the woman who was speaking.

      “Migraine?”

      The lights dimmed, she assumed by the other woman in the room, and Meredith took in her first steady breath of relief. “Yes.”

      “Come sit.”

      She felt a hand gently take her elbow and guide her to a plush bench in the waiting room of the ladies’ restroom. Because, even here, at the Museum of Fine Art, women needed a place to gossip privately. Many deals were made while lipstick was being reapplied and hair resprayed.

      “Thank you.” She leaned back against the bench and slowly moved her arm to her side. The lack of direct light was a relief of the highest degree. The only thing that would be better would be to fall into bed and sleep it off.

      Through squinty eyes, she stared up at her benefactress. “Sabrina Holloway?” She knew of the woman more than she knew the actual person, though her mom had spoken kindly of her since they’d served on many boards together.

      Sabrina eased down next to her. “It’s been a while since our paths crossed. These days I think the only event we chair together is the fundraiser for the Veteran’s home.”

      “That had been my mom’s favorite.” Meredith forced herself to think of something other than her mother or else she’d likely break down in tears. With pain akin to that of the migraine, each trip down memory lane was powerfully heavy with remorse and laced with what-ifs. But was the grass ever greener? Entertaining those fantasies was an awful endeavor that left her feeling more alone and hopeless than usual. She’d rather push back the sun than journey down the what-if path.

      “Of all the vets, those old, cranky world-war vets are my favorite as well. I could give every last charity up but that one.” Sabrina sighed. "It's harder seeing the young guys come in. And with no families."

      "Heartbreaking even." She leaned her head against the wall, her eyes closed. “Do you ever get tired of it all Sabrina?”

      “All the time. But I take a vacation or try something new—a hobby if you will—and reset. There are worse activities one can be engaged in.”

      Meredith lifted one lid a smidge. “I’m not sure there is. At least for me there isn't. Making constant pleasantries is wearing.”

      “You need to get away.” Sabrina sat next to her and held out her hand, palm up, presenting two small capsules. “Take these.” She held a cup of water in her other hand.

      “Will they put me out of my misery?” Meredith mumbled before scooping up the pills.

      “Temporarily, I hope. You really should think of taking some time away.”

      Meredith’s nod was subtle, as motion tended to make her stomach roll. “The last time I got away was…eight years ago.” Man, she sounded pathetic. But it was hard to sound anything else when admitting the last time your family went on vacation was the trip when your mother died.

      “Ah.” Sabrina didn’t need to offer anything further. She knew. Everyone knew really. Her mother was greatly missed. Meredith was a shallow replacement for a woman so beloved. It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried, but had her father not demanded she participate in every single charity situation imaginable that he felt would benefit him, had he not forced her into her mother’s social shoes, she might have found happiness in the work. But when every aspect of a person's life was controlled by another, Meredith was certain pleasure couldn't be found. At least she'd never come across it.
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      Sabrina Holloway knew how to read people. After all, she learned from an expert. Her daddy was a man whose easy manner and laid-back approach belied his scrutiny of others. It made him an envied poker player, not one to lose often, and when he did, they wondered if it was intentional. His honed skills gave him the foresight of impending trouble and the ability to see when she was about to tailspin into a personal crisis as she often did back then, as teens were prone to do.

      Thankfully, he passed that trait onto her.

      And what she was reading from the tall yet slight woman was not that she had a headache—any moron could ascertain that by Meredith’s actions alone—but something far more heartbreaking. Meredith was what? Six...no, eight years younger than Sabrina and looked nothing like a wealthy twenty-four-year-old single woman in a modern world.  Instead she had the presence of a matron, a spinster, to use the antiquated word. Meredith's mother, Rebecca, a woman Sabrina had often looked to for fashion and diplomacy guidance, had dressed tastefully but still showcased her wealth and beauty. Meredith's midnight blue evening gown, cut to accentuate the assets of any woman was worn plain. Almost matronly. Her neckline, the only skin showing other than her arms, was bare. Not one jewel glistened drawing the eye to her. A rarity among the Texas uber-rich where cleavage, big hair, and large gems were the norm and a measuring tool for status. Sabrina herself was sporting ten-carat teardrop earrings and had called them “these old things” more than once tonight.

      No, the slump of Meredith's shoulders and the defeated curve to her spine as she sat forward spoke volumes, hinted to a story that was about more than headaches. Sabrina searched for possible reasons to explain the Meredith that sat before her. Was it more than the loss of her mother? “You’re like her, you know. Your mother.”

      Meredith’s eyes glistened. “It seems as if she’s been gone forever.”

      “I feel the same way about my father. He passed a few years before your mother.”

      “I’m sorry,” Meredith whispered.

      Sabrina nodded. “Life without him still feels wrong. I suppose I’m still adjusting to my new normal.”

      Following a derisive snort, Meredith said, “If this is the new normal, no thanks. I can’t bear to live like this much longer.” But her own words broke her, and the unshed tears released and coursed down her face.

      Turning toward Meredith, Sabrina wrapped her arm around her and held her close. She certainly was in need of some kindness and love. “Oh, honey. What could be so awful that can’t be fixed? I can’t imagine your momma would be happy to hear you talk like that.”

      Eyes large, Meredith said, “My life is awful. What small number of friends I do have is starting to dwindle. They’re all getting married and having babies, and I’m here being a tool for my father’s business gains. A means for him to gather information.”

      “I don’t mean to sound callous, but have you told him no?” Sabrina was certain she knew what the answer would be, but she needed to hear it from Meredith. There were two kinds of people. Those that let life happen to them, and those that made a life. Her instincts told her which one Meredith was, but she needed to be sure.

      “Honestly, I’ve stopped. The more I refuse, the tighter he tries to control me. He’s taken away any source of money other than one credit card. I tried to get a job a few years back, right after graduating college, but he called the superintendent of the school district. I’m a teacher—well, I would be if my father allowed me to work. Anyway, he called his poker buddy, and I’ve been essentially blackballed from this district and some of the outliers.” Meredith’s breathing was ragged.

      Sabrina rubbed her back. “What does he want from you?”

      “I stopped asking that question as well. He used to say it was to keep me safe, but now he either glares at me or ignores me. After momma died, I thought it meant he was scared to lose me, too, but if that’s the case, then his fear has gone so far off the rails, I have no idea the direction in which normal resides.”

      “So you have no money or a way out.” This was the telling moment for Sabrina. Now she would know if her services would be needed or not.

      Meredith pulled away slightly, her gaze darting around the room before returning her focus on something over Sabrina's shoulder.

      Sabrina knew to wait, her only action to hand Meredith a tissue. Answers to questions were revealed if there was an opportunity, and talking or pushing Meredith into the moment was not how it was done.

      “I have a plan,” she said a few moments later.

      “Plans are marvelous. When they come together.”

      “I won’t live like this much longer,” Meredith said with determination, then clutched her head. The force of her words likely had increased the pounding in her head.

      Meredith was made of sterner stuff, probably from carving out something of a life while under the authoritarian thumb of her father.

      “If I can help in any manner, please let me know.” Sabrina handed Meredith a plain white business card made from textured cardstock. The word HOPE was embossed in silver on the card, the light making it sparkle. Meredith ran her thumb over it. Below, in navy blue lettering were the only other words on the card: Sabrina’s name and phone number.

      Meredith flipped it over a few times before looking back at Sabrina. “Hope?”

      Sabrina pulled her arm from around the girl’s shoulder so she could face her. “Yes, I give people the prospect of an alternative. Hopefully one that brings them happiness and love.”

      Meredith folded the tissue over her fingers. “How so?”

      This is where things got tricky for Sabrina. “I’m a matchmaker.” Yes, that much was true. But the rest would be told in due course.

      “And you think setting me up on blind dates will solve my problem? I can barely get away from the house to shop at a bookstore. How am I to go on a date? Meet him at something like this? No. I want a different life for sure, but I don’t see how dating is going to make that happen. Truthfully, I don’t see men in my future anytime soon. I want freedom. When I start over—” She clasped a hand over her mouth, the white card still in her hand.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t say anything. You plan to start over how? Where can you run where your father won’t find you? You’ll need a new identity.”

      Meredith shredded the tissue. “I know,” she whispered.

      “Has it come to that?”

      Meredith nodded. “I believe so. Getting away is something I think about all the time.”

      “How are you saving the money? A new identity isn’t cheap.”

      “I know.” Meredith raised her Jimmy Choo-clad foot and lifted the skirt of her dress.

      “Clever,” Sabrina said. Meredith was selling her clothes and shoes. “Consignment shops?”

      “Yes, my father thinks I’ve been donating to the Junior League charity auctions and such. I use those engagements to my advantage.”

      “Brilliant. Like your mother. I hope it’s working.”

      “It’s slow, but with the wedding season coming up, I hope by fall I will have enough funds.” Though she said it as if it was exciting news, her face spoke of the fear she was feeling and likely, Sabrina surmised, afraid to acknowledge.

      “Can you make it to fall? I’m guessing those migraines will only get worse with time if something doesn’t change soon.”

      “I have to make it until autumn. What other choice do I have?”

      Sabrina tapped her nail to the card Meredith was holding. “I’m not saying I’m the right choice. I’m saying I can give you an alternative. You see, I’m not setting people up on dates. I’m essentially, for lack of a better, more contemporary term, a mail-order bride service.” She held up her hand at Meredith’s gasp, hoping to stop any disagreement. “Every date a person goes on is an attempt to find their life partner. I help speed that process up. I can offer you a new life, Meredith. A new life as yourself and not some identity you bought online. How do you propose to work? Are you buying a new education as well? What will you do if your father catches you?"

      Meredith let her head fall back against the cushion. "How does trading a controlling father for a potentially controlling husband give me freedom?" She massaged her temples. "It doesn't."

      "Running, hiding, changing your name? That gives you freedom?" Sabrina was not challenging Meredith's plan, only hoping to help her reason through it, so she kept any skepticism from her tone.

      A single tear slid down Meredith's face.

      "If you've thought this through entirely, this running, I'm here to help you any way I can. I may even know someone who can help get you the new identity. But I can offer you an alternative. A real life. A husband that will protect you. Give you safety and security. Someone you can be yourself with. Create a life together that you want. All this can be done without your father knowing anything. You could escape him.” Each time Sabrina gambled on someone, she was aware of what was at stake. If Meredith told the wrong person, say her father, he could make life difficult for Sabrina. Possibly affect her standing within the community she'd grown up in, and that was something Sabrina would rather avoid. Being a matchmaker required anonymity since many of her clients were running from something. Her company wasn’t illegal by any means, and she had a success rate of ninety-five percent. That was better than any of those online services. But all it took was one naysayer—a heretic to bring down her business.

      “Escape him yet take on an entirely new problem.” Meredith snorted her derision.

      “This would be on your terms. It’s an option. You have my card. Should you change your mind, please call.” With that, Sabrina stood. She clasped her hands before her and stared down at Meredith’s pretty, tear-stained face. Sabrina owed it to Rebecca, Meredith’s mother. Rebecca had always been nice to her and had been one of the few people to go above the standard condolences when Sabrina’s father had died. She’d come by often and called to check on Sabrina.

      “Picture what you want from life, Meredith. Who you want to be. Ask yourself if you are ready to give up Meredith Hanover.” Sabrina wiped a lone tear from Meredith’s cheek. “Good luck, honey.” Then she walked away.
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      The sun-kissed and snow-capped mountains reaching into the bright blue Wyoming sky was a vision Jace Shepard never tired of. Sitting on the top of the fence, he wrapped his ankles through the wooden slats, brought his hands to rest on his upper thighs, and paused to take it all in.

      The view left him breathless. Every time.

      The six years he’d spent away at college and interning with the beef industry had been the longest of his life. This ranch, this landscape, and its lifestyle were in his blood. It made up the very fibers of his core. He would never leave if he didn’t have to. Heck, he planned on being buried here like all his ancestors who were the original homesteaders and had claimed the land by parking their wagons.

      Now the deluded ideas of a crazy old man were threatening to take it all away.

      It was true that Jace lived and breathed the ranch. No point arguing that. That was why part of him understood where his father was coming from when he told Jace to square away his personal life. A man liked to leave an imprint somewhere along the journey of his life, and Jace was no different. Like his father and his grandfather, he’d always imagined his mark would be in passing down the family business to his son or daughter. A tradition and lifestyle he was proud of.

      But––from the words of his single-minded father––time was getting away, and he was right. Hell, his thirties had snuck up on him, and the prospect of settling down was starting to look slim. The odds of finding the old grizzly he suspected was hunting his herd and convincing him to hunt elsewhere look more probable.

      Jace snorted as he thought about that conversation at the dinner table.

      Keep the gun close by, dear. There’s a grizzly hunting these parts lately.

      Not much of an enticement to be sure.

      Jace was no fool. He knew living in remote Wyoming would require certain compromises on anyone’s behalf. Winters could be rough, days without power. It was an isolated existence. Sometimes he went long stretches without seeing others. All reasons why finding a wife was darn near impossible, and the few times he had managed to match up with someone, the remoteness killed whatever interest they had in him. Even the local girls couldn’t bear the isolation, or those that could, had already been snatched up. It took a special person to be a rancher’s wife. It wasn’t all big cars and large diamonds as TV liked to portray.

      Settle down with a wife, or Pop's would give Jace's controlling share of the ranch to some nitwit cousin––who, last time Jace checked, was obsessed with Pokemon Go. All because Pops wanted Jace and his sister, Willow, to have lives beyond Three Peaks Ranch, and his father was stubborn enough to stick to his threats. Lucky for Willow, she had plenty of time.

      “Hey, man.” Tucker Williams came up beside Jace and leaned over the fence, one foot resting on the lower bar.  “If it’s all right with you, I’m gonna split and see Mandy before she heads out to her book club.”

      Jace glanced at his childhood friend. They’d found more trouble than was healthy for kids, but together had managed to survive, and the process cemented a lifelong friendship. “Yeah, sure man. Have a good night.” Jace bumped Tuck's fist. “Tell Mandy to have fun with her book friends.”

      Tuck rolled his eyes. “Did I tell you she wants me to read the books too, so we can discuss them? Like she doesn’t get enough chatting in at her club.”

      Jace snorted. Tuck discussing a book was as far-fetched as picturing bear negotiations.

      “She also said that Cassidy Martin is still single if you want her to set you two up.” Tuck ducked his head, likely hiding a smile.

      Jace shook his head. “She scares me. Always has, ever since she clocked your brother on the playground in third grade. I haven’t seen a right hook with that accuracy since. Tell Mandy thanks but no thanks.”

      “Listen, I know it ain’t my business, but I heard what your Pops said the last time he was here. About getting a wife. And uh… Heck, man, this is awkward.” Tuck kicked the fence. “You want any help with finding one, I might be able to assist. I got a couple girl cousins in Bozeman that aren’t hard to look at.” Tuck wiped at his face and looked away at the mountain before them.

      Jace didn’t know what to say. He knew his friend preferred not to get involved with affairs of the heart, so to make such an offer was a true test to the depth of his friendship.

      “What makes you think I’m gonna give in to the demands of a crazy old man?” Jace tried to joke, but they both knew he’d do just about anything his Pops asked him to do, even if he hadn't threatened his share of the ranch. Knowing that his father's days were limited, his body deteriorating from ALS, only made Jace that much more eager to please. If Pops needed Jace settled before he died, then so be it.

      “Your Pops has been good to me. After mine passed, yours stepped in. If he had told me he wanted to see me get settled and happy before he passed, I’d have run out and taken as many wives and adopted as many kids as it took to make him happy. Regardless of the law.”

      Jace laughed. Yeah, he felt the same way. In fact, it’s all he’d been thinking about in the four weeks since his dad made the request.

      I need to know you’re happy before I go. Nothing has filled my life as completely as your mom, you, and your sister. I want that for you. You understand what I’m saying, son? Why I'm doing this?

      But how does one concoct a wife from thin air? If he went into town and down the list of single girls, more than half would be too young, a third too old, and the rest like Cassidy Martin were not the sort of girl he pictured himself with for the entirety of his life.

      Or even for the bit of time his father had left. Getting a temporary bride would require a special someone who would be willing to let go when the time was right.

      Though “borrowing” a wife temporarily was likely the best plan, Jace worried it might be borrowing too many problems. “I’m taking care of it, Tuck. But thanks for being so willing to sacrifice your cousins.” Jace leaned forward and rested his chin on his palm.

      “That’s all right. Let me know if I can help.”

      Jace grunted. “You better get home to your pretty wife.”

      “Yeah, she gets upset when we don’t get some time together. I guess she knows the schedule’s about to get hectic so she’s trying to get in what she can.” Tuck shrugged. “You know how they are.”

      “Then you better get along.” Truth was Jace didn’t know how “they” were. His last serious girlfriend was during his internship. She’d taken one look at the ranch, calculated the distance to the nearest Target, more than 100 miles away, and bailed after the first day. Since then, he’d kept a few “friends with benefits” on speed dial when in town for auctions or such. There were no misunderstandings in those situations. They were clear he wouldn't change, and he understood they had no interest in a life with him in the wilds of Wyoming. None of them were impressed that Yellowstone lie directly to the West, that his land shared peaks with the national park.

      “See ya tomorrow.” Tuck cuffed him on the back before turning to leave.

      When the horn on Tuck’s beat-up pickup blasted three short honks, Jace didn’t look back but gave an over-the-head wave. After the slapping of the tires on the wet earth faded, Jace reached into the front pocket of his weathered jeans and pulled free the folded slip of paper.

      It was a silly note from his sister that had planted the idea of borrowing a wife and made him call Sabrina. Jace scanned the sheet, reading his slanted scroll quickly, his gaze only stopping on his sister’s bubbly script.

      1. Fix west fence near stream

      2. Weed out unhealthy herd

      3. Parse out stock for the exchange

      4. Prep for summer births from Heifers

      5. Ranch vehicles need service

      6. Find a wife and be happy

      
      It was the word find, like he could do an Internet search and be provided a solution. Which in his case, all he had to do was dial up his college friend. It bothered him that Willow had written be happy. He was under the impression that he was happy. Yeah, it could get lonely out here, especially in the winter, but it all came back to compromises. Once spring hit full-on, he’d be going non-stop without a second thought about if he had someone to sit next to him on the fence or a helpmate who’d heat up his dinner on those cold rainy days that he’d be forced to stay out in the deluge. He wasn't so lonely he took for granted he had a place to come home to and a hot meal, even if it was canned soup. He’d seen people with less, and he wasn't about to sit here feeling sorry for himself because he required a wife and his sister thought he was unhappy. These were obstacles he needed to find a way around.

      Jace was a simple man. He never asked for much and was grateful for what he had. He needed to remember that. Swiping his hand over his face, he followed it with a heavy sigh. Lately, he’d asked for a whole heck of a lot. He’d asked for a cure for his father. He’d asked for more time. It was plain greedy to ask for a wife, too, even if he did it under the guise of making a dying man happy.

      The phone in the breast pocket of his thick Carhartt jacket vibrated. Jace smiled wryly. For all the remoteness of the location, he had cell service out in the field but spotty service in his house. How was that for technology?

      A glance at the screen told him Sabrina was calling.

      “Rina,” he said, using the old nickname he’d given her in college. “I was just thinking about you. How’s tricks?”

      “You know I hate when you say that.”

      Her irritation was a pretense. Experience and a lengthy, true friendship taught him that. “Your call brings a smile to my face.” They never spent time bickering about the insignificant.

      “That’s how you should start a conversation, Jace. That makes a woman all warm and soft.”

      Jace laughed and wished, not the for first time, he could have made something spark between himself and Sabrina. But nothing comes from nothing, and even sparks require an accelerant of some making.

      “How’s Pops?” She never failed to inquire.

      “Holding his own. Hates not being out here doing the day-to-day stuff, but he knows that getting through this therapy will help maintain a quality to his life he wants.”

      “I’m sorry the trial drug didn’t work. Did Willow go back to school?”

      Jace wiped one eye with the corner of his palm. They all were sorry. Real sorry and heartbroken.

      Willow, was finishing up her master’s degree at the University of Washington. “Yeah, she keeps talking about transferring back here, but they don’t have her program, and Mom won’t hear of it. She only has six months left.”

      Which felt like nothing when you didn’t have a ticking clock to face every day. If he should get 180 more days with his father, he’d drop to his knees and give thanks. He no longer had faith in what the doctors said. The disease seemed to have a mind of its own, accelerating faster than they’d expected.

      “I hope I get some time in with your Mom and Pops while I’m there.”

      “You’re coming? To what do I owe this honor?” Last time she came to the ranch was to hide out and nurse her broken heart. Jace couldn’t think of that clown, Lawton, without wanting to punch him in the face. Dammit if the man hadn't caught them off guard. Spending four years being Lawton's roommate hadn't prepared Jace for witnessing Lawton's lilied-liver, chicken-butt cowardice first hand. That was Lawton Jones. Coward of the first order. Standing in his tux, throwing his belongings into his car, and begging Jace to tell Sabrina he was sorry. He just couldn't go through with it.

      “This time it’s for business. I found you a wife.” There was no misunderstanding her matter-of-fact tone. The call had gone from friendship to business owner and client.

      Jace’s thoughts became a jumbled mess. A wife? Would she bail after the first week? How would Pops react?

      “Did you hear me?” Sabrina’s probe was gentle.

      He grunted.

      “But here’s the caveat. I know when you called me it was more out of desperation to make Pops happy, but it’s time you made yourself happy, too, Jace. You haven’t been the same since What’s-Her-Dummy left you.”

      “She has a name.” Truth was he didn’t like to say it either.

      “Yes, and drives a minivan with those family stickers on the back. She has two kids and a dog. She’s very happy reigning over the Junior League and Daughters of the American Revolution.”

      “So you’ve seen her?” It wasn’t that he ached to know more about his old girlfriend. He no more missed her than he would that grizzly should it leave. But he missed the idea of her. Of the dreams he had when they were together.

      “Unfortunately, I have. Do you think you’re open to a little happiness?”

      He’d have to be a nut to say no. “Sure.”

      “But it won’t be instant. I can’t just drop Meredith off, see you two get hitched, wave my magic love wand, and the two of you will live happily ever after. You’re going to have to work for it.”

      He shrugged.  “Sure,” he repeated. He wasn’t by nature a mean or poorly tempered man, and adding another female to the fold should be easy enough. If she knew what she was getting into, then what could go wrong?

      That was a
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