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War hero Jesse Carsen has sworn off marriage after a history of heartbreak. His life is the ranch now, but he knows he has to fulfill the condition of his late adoptive father’s will for him to get married in order to take part ownership of the ranch with his brothers. Will his new fake fiancée heal his heart?

Bella Lovely has been labelled a struggling has-been actress by the tabloids since her absence from the screen to take care of her dying father. Her now ex-fiancé, an A-list movie star, left her for a Hollywood starlet and now they’re engaged. 

She lost her fiancé, her father, and a place in Hollywood all in the space of a month. Now, she can barely afford to keep her home. But she must make a comeback appearance at a film festival where her ex-fiancé and his new bride will be. She just needs a fake fiancé quick to save face and keep the gossipers from ruining her reputation as undesirable. Who could she turn to? 

After his adoptive aunt introduces Jesse to Bella, sparks fly between them. He wonders if his fake fiancée could be his real bride one day. Can love really heal all wounds?
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Jesse couldn’t believe his aunt Sue Mae.

“So you really want me to go through with this too, Sue Mae?” he asked after he finished one of his cattle drives. 

His aunt was a charmingly determined lady when it came to getting her way. She also never liked to be called auntie. His adopted brothers and he always called her by her name.

At the Sweet Rivers Church, she was known as Sue Mae to everyone, not Sister Sue Mae like her other church sisters, just Sue Mae.

“Yes, I want you to go through with it too, Jesse. You’re not getting any younger. You’re in your mid-thirties. And you’re still single.” 

He didn’t need any reminders.

“Your other brothers, Luke and Beau are happily married now, and it’s your turn,” Sue Mae continued.

“And I’m really happy for them Sue Mae. Trust me, but like I said before, it’s not going to work for me.”

“And why not, Jesse?”

“I’m not marriage material.”

“Oh, now Jesse, you know that’s not true. Don’t let that horrible ex of yours make you think differently.”

“It’s not about her.”

“Well, of course it is.”

His aunt was right. Well, partially right.

The trouble was Jesse had issues. He had issues no one could possibly understand, except maybe his brothers that lived on the Carsen Family’s Sweet Rivers Ranch, the largest ranch in Sweet Rivers, Texas. Jesse, Luke, Beau, Chase, Jake, and Zack, all came back to the ranch to help out their elderly adoptive father, Chet Carsen, when he became ill and could no longer work on the ranch. Chet was a decorated war vet who sustained injuries during the war and could not have kids of his own. So his wife and he, while in their older years, adopted many children from the foster care system to give them a good home and a second chance. A chance for a stable, balanced life living on the ranch.

Jesse, along with many of his brothers, followed in his adoptive father’s footsteps and also served their country. Jesse served two tours of duties in Afghanistan. He later moved to New York and did some community work with youth before moving back to Texas.

He loved the ranch. It was his home and it was good for his lungs. His asthma got better when he first came to live there. Unlike the city air, the air on the ranch was pure and clean. Being close to nature and listening to the sounds of roosters in the morning did a lot to relax him compared to the noisy sound of traffic in the city. 

And he adored those breathtaking sunsets on the ranch. Those stunning red and orange sunsets over the ranch made his heart sing with joy. Tranquility surrounded him out there in the wide-open spaces. There was nothing like it in the world. Sweet Rivers had the best views to nature’s finest. It stole his breath away each and every time. His adoptive father taught him to slow down and appreciate the beauty in the world and appreciate all of God’s creatures big and small, take in the sunsets and the sunrises and the way everything worked in harmony on the ranch.

The view he’d wake up to each morning was outstanding with the miles of green grass and trees, farm fences, and small streams that glistened under the sunlight. 

Jesse found being close to nature invigorating for his soul.

Yes, life was beautiful on the ranch. And he wanted to stay there forever. There was no way he could leave this ranch. No way on this earth. It was his heart and soul. Yet he knew there was more to life than working on the ranch and enjoying the pretty sunsets and sunrises.

He knew his late father had a stipulation in the will that in order to take co-ownership of the ranch, he and his brothers had to be married. It was his father’s way of making sure they honored the family tradition and settled down to build a family that would carry on the ranch for generations to come, sharing the love, setting a good example for others.

But the trouble was, Jesse, like some of his brothers, had what a lot of kids who were adopted had. Attachment disorder. It was hard for him to get attached to anyone, after feeling abandoned by his biological family. 

And the one woman whom he thought he could have a life together with, left him and went to Europe. She was now married to someone else. He’d moved back to Texas from New York after that. He’d always blamed himself. He had issues with closeness and that was something you needed in a marriage.

“You know I think I might have someone that’s perfect for you,” Sue Mae continued.

“Oh, no, Sue Mae. I really appreciate what you’re trying to do...”

“But you know there’s another reason, right?”

“I know. Chet really wants us to get married before we take ownership of the Sweet Rivers Ranch.”

“That’s right, Jesse. It’s part of his last wishes. You know his will was very specific. Before ownership of the ranch is transferred over to you boys, you all have to be married and settled down. He knows you all want to, but you all got discouraged along the way. I guess it’s his way of just making sure you don’t give up on love. Besides, it’s a family ranch. It’s in our motto: From our family to yours. You can’t all be swinging singles here for the rest of your life.”

“But we are a family.”

“Nice try, Jesse. You all have to be married, not just some of you. Besides, you don’t want to let your brothers down now, do you?”

“No. You know that’s the last thing I’d want, Sue Mae.” He thought about it for a moment. His father really knew what he was doing, didn’t he? He knew they’d all probably put it off and never settle down if it were up to them.

Family first.

Family was everything.

That was all Dad ever preached about. How God made family for a reason. And the family that prayed together stayed together. He’d gotten out of the church when he moved to New York years ago, but since moving back to Texas things had changed. He’d begun to change his perspective and look at things from a different angle.

He adjusted his cowboy hat. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear this wasn’t even legit.”

“You know it’s legit, Jesse. A man can put anything in his will.”

“Within reason.”

“Yes, within reason, but he did make it clear. If you want to stay on the ranch, you need to find a good woman and settle down. You’d make a fine father one day, Jesse. I know it’s what you always talked about in the past. You’re so caring. And I see the way you are with the kids that come here from the hospital for a trail ride.”

His heart sank when he thought of the ill children that would come here for a therapeutic visit with their caregivers. He would love to spend more time with them. He even brought the family’s border collie, Cocoa, over for a therapy visit with hospital approval after one of the children in the long-term care facility requested it.

Closeness.

It terrified him to get close to a woman though. That was a whole different matter. He loved the animals on the ranch, the guests, and his family, the ones on the ranch and the church family, but could he commit to a woman for life? 

The trouble was, he was fearful it wouldn’t work out. His own parents were in an abusive relationship and split up and he ended up in foster care because neither could take care of him. Thankfully he spent time with Chet Carsen and the other foster kids and ended up being adopted like his foster brothers while they were in their early teens. They were proud to take on the Carsen name and the Carsen legend. Everything it stood for.

Love. Honor. Courage. Faith.

Could he have faith that things would work out? Two of his brothers had been determined to never fall in love and vowed to only do a marriage of convenience with a divorce later. Of course, they ended up falling in love with their pretty wives. If only it could work out that way for him. 

Failure.

He was terrified of failure, of failing in his relationship. He was terrified of not having what his brothers had. He wasn’t exactly lucky in the love department. 

Speaking of lucky, he was happy for his brother Beau who found love with his convenient wife, Lucky, an animal rescue shelter worker who ended up needing rescuing herself. And then there was Luke who made a beautiful marriage with Jemma, the woman who started Jemma’s Grant-A-Wish app to help ill children with their wishes.

Could marriage work for him?

Should he go for it? But then again, what choice did he have? 

He couldn’t let his family down or the ranch. It was a generational gift.

What was he going to do now? 

Sue Mae knew everyone at the church—well, she knew everyone’s business. She loved to chat with everyone and knew who was alone, who was single or who was newly divorced. She boasted about playing matchmaker to many of the couples there at the Sweet Rivers Church. But could she really play matchmaker for Jesse too?

Would he be the first one to let his late adoptive father down?
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Bella Lovely, former star of the TV show, Look at You and the motion picture Love, looked aghast at her agent.

“What did you just say?” she asked, incredulously.

“Sorry, Bella. You’re old news.” Moss Gordon never minced his words. 

He didn’t exactly have what one would call charisma, but he got work done. It was his agency and he could do whatever he wanted, she supposed. He was an older man in his early seventies who did things his way.

“Old news? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Look, you know how it is these days. Producers want to bet on winners. You know I’m blunt, Bella. I don’t sugar coat anything.” 

Moss barely met her eyes. He fidgeted with some papers on his desk, probably hoping she’d get up and leave. What had she been thinking going there to see him this morning? He hadn’t been returning any of her calls.

Sure, she hadn’t made the agency any money or commission recently, but that was because she’d taken time away to care for her ailing father as he’d been ill for some time. Her dad had been born with a weak heart and needed special treatment. 

In fact, she’d burned through her entire savings paying for his medical bills. 

Her dear father had just recently passed away and she’d fallen into a downward spiral, questioning everything. 

“Is this about John?” Bella asked candidly. It was her turn
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