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        Dear Ms. Moore,

        After careful consideration of your requested requirements as well as your needs, the Diamond Bridal Agency is pleased to inform you that a groom has been located who matches your special situation. As previously discussed, all communications have been kept private, as is our policy. Communications from the agency will cease after this missive and we request, for the security of yourself as well as our other clients, that you destroy this message after reading.

        I apologize for the delay in locating someone who fits your particular needs, yours was a unique request that we had not previously considered. The shortcoming in our agency had been rectified and, though it will likely come as little comfort to you, we will be prepared for such requests in the future.

        Please return the enclosed forms, signed and notarized, by return messenger and we will take care of all the legal details of your marriage no later than December 18th.

        Your satisfaction is guaranteed. To comply with your request for haste and privacy, your groom will arrive on the Saturday before Christmas, via private car service to your home. Please do not hesitate to contact me should there be any issue with your groom. His name is Dylan Ferguson and he understands the stipulations of the contract as you set forth.

        Sincerely,

        Mrs. Alveda Creed, Diamond Bridal Agency.

        

      

      Lynda read the letter a second time and bit back a string of frustrated curses. She had to be married by the first of the year. If she couldn’t present a husband at the New Year’s Eve party, then there was no way she’d make partner in the next year. And there was no way she wasn’t going to make partner.

      If she’d known even a year ago that the senior partners simply didn’t choose single people, man or woman, for senior partner, she would have had more options, but it had only dawned on her recently. When a friend had told her about Diamond Bridal Agency she’d thought this was the answer that had been four months ago.

      Now, two weeks from the end of the year, with her plans for the rest of her life depending on this one thing, she’d been considering hiring an actor, maybe even an escort, to pretend to be her husband. The idea was tempting but given the number of investigators and defense attorneys at McShane, Lanier and Raines, LLP, she knew better. The last thing she wanted was to introduce someone as her husband then have him call for defense some time and let the senior partners discover she’d lied. That would not win her the position she was after.

      Lynda dropped the letter on her desk and picked up the rest of the pages from the packet. They were standard proxy marriage certificates, as well as a final copy of the pre-nuptial agreement she’d asked the agency to draw up when she’d contacted them. She read through it, making sure everything was there and the way she’d requested, then packed everything back into the envelope and tucked it into her briefcase.

      She’d have to make a stop on her way into the office to get it notarized, then another to have it delivered. It would have been easier to do both from the office, they had more than one notary, but she’d rather make the extra stop to make sure no one she worked with knew.

      Yes, they were supposed to keep information confidential, but all it took was one gossip and with over four hundred employees, she was afraid it would be too tempting. No, an extra stop would be better. She turned out the light and headed to bed, she’d have to get out of the house early tomorrow if she was going to make those stops and not be late.
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      Nearly a week later, Lynda sat at the desk in her home office trying to review a contract for a client but found it difficult to concentrate. She read one sentence, maybe two then ten minutes later she’d find herself staring off into space.

      After two hours, she gave up. She didn’t know what, but something was playing hell with her focus today. Restless, she went in the kitchen and stared into the refrigerator, wondering if Mrs. Maynard had left her anything to eat. There were several containers sitting on the shelves, but nothing that sounded good. Next she considered having something delivered but after a moment, realized she wasn’t hungry anyway. Deciding what she really needed was some exercise, Lynda changed into her running gear and went to the bedroom she’d converted into a home gym and turned on the TV. She climbed up onto the treadmill and after putting in her earbuds and tuning into the news, she turned the treadmill on and started out at a gentle jog to warm up before speeding up and losing herself in the smooth glide of her muscles moving as she listened to the latest happenings around the world.

      Lynda had been running for nearly an hour. Her legs ached with the use, but it felt good. After a while she’d been able to clear her mind and let the sound of the newscaster’s voice fade into the background as she focused on her breathing and taking the next step.

      The treadmill slowed to a walk so she could cool down her muscles, part of the training program she’d started when she’d gotten on. The ring of the doorbell in her ears startled her, making her stumble and nearly fall. A glance at the screen showed her the image from her video doorbell, a man about her age stood at the door as a driver unloaded a suitcase from the trunk of a black sedan.

      Her new husband had arrived. All at once, she realized why she’d been unable to focus this morning. She’d known he would arrive today but hadn’t put the two together until this moment. She shut off the treadmill, grabbed her half empty water bottle and a towel and went to greet him.

      For a moment, she wondered what he’d think of her, disheveled and sweaty as she was, then realized he might as well see her at her worst, he was going to be living here, he’d see it eventually anyway.
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      Dylan stood on the front porch of the huge house waiting for someone to come to the door. His stomach churned as he looked at the house again. House was an understatement. If there had been a porch he would have called it a southern plantation.

      He was definitely in over his head here, and if it weren’t too late, and the cash payment he’d gotten for agreeing to marry a stranger already spent, he’d walk away. But no. Ma needed that money, so he was going to do this and do it right.

      Besides, he reminded himself, women have been mail order brides for centuries, why couldn’t he be a mail order groom?

      “Your bag, sir,” the driver hired by the bridal agency set the suitcase the agency had given him beside him on the step. “Do you need anything else?”

      “Can you hang on a minute to make sure she’s here?”

      “No problem, sir. I’ll wait until you release me to leave.”

      As the driver stepped away, the front door opened. Dylan turned back to find a woman about his age, blonde hair piled into a messy knot on top of her head, wearing a towel around her neck not hiding much more of the sports bra and tight shorts she had on.

      “Are you Mr. Ferguson?” There was a soft lilt to her no nonsense voice that made him want to get to know her a little better.

      “I am.”

      “Good. I’m Lynda Moore, please come in.” She stepped back and held the door open.

      Dylan turned to the driver.

      “We’re good.”

      “Very well, sir.” The driver got in and pulled the car out of the circular driveway as Dylan picked up his suitcase and carried it inside.

      “Sorry, you caught me at the tail end of my workout. Shoes off please. I prefer not to track outside dirt through the house. If you’d like you can have outside shoes and a pair to wear inside or even slippers if you find the house too cold. The tile floors can be pretty chilly in the winter, especially at night.”

      “No problem. My socks will do for inside.” He slipped his running shoes off and left them next to the pair of black pumps on a rug next to the door.

      “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      Dylan glanced around the two story entryway, taking in the paintings on the wall as he followed her up the sweeping stairway along one wall. “I’ll show you where you can unpack, then if you don’t mind, I’m going to grab a quick shower. I’m afraid I let time get away from me.”

      “Do whatever you need to do.” He followed her along a wide hallway with doors off to either side.

      “I’ve got six bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. I’ve turned one into a home gym,” she paused in one doorway and motioned inside, “you’re welcome to use it. I have a housekeeper who comes in three days a week, she does pretty much anything, dishes, laundry, the works. If you have a special food you’d like, shampoo, hygiene, whatever, let Mrs. Maynard know and she’ll take care of it. Our bedroom is here.”

      Dylan stopped as he stepped through the doorway into a bedroom bigger than his last apartment. Hell, it was almost bigger than the house he’d grown up in. Almost. He’d never seen a room big enough that the king-size bed on one wall was only a small element. There was a tv mounted on the wall opposite the bed that looked like a framed painting, a sofa on another wall and a window seat on the opposite side.

      “The closet is in here. There should be plenty of room for your things.” His new wife stepped into a room the size of his last bedroom lined with hanging racks, shelves, and drawers then turned her attention on him for the first time since he’d stepped into the house. “Is that all you have or are they sending more over?”

      “This is all of it. I didn’t have much Ms. Creed deemed appropriate. She did make sure I was fitted for a tuxedo, though. She said it would be delivered after Christmas.” Dylan shrugged. He didn’t know why he’d need a tux, but Ms. Creed had insisted he have one.

      “Good. That’s one thing we won’t need to worry about. Do you recall if there were any color elements to it?”

      “Solid black, white shirt, even a little bow tie I have no clue how to tie.”

      “Wonderful and we’ll get the tie taken care of.” She turned and pulled something out of a couple drawers. “I’ll be about ten minutes. Make yourself at home and I’ll give a better tour once I’m more appropriately dressed.”

      “Take your time.” Dylan watched as she disappeared through a door at the far end of the closet into what he could only assume was the bathroom. With a sigh he took his suitcase back out to the bedroom, put it on the bed and opened it.

      Unpacking didn’t take long, and Dylan found plenty of room for everything, even setting the luggage under one of the empty racks in the closet before going back to the bedroom and looking out the picture window with the window seat.

      The yard was huge, large enough for a tennis court or maybe a miniature golf course. Dylan couldn’t imagine what a lot this size would have cost. It seemed like a nice, upscale neighborhood, if it could be called a neighborhood with these huge lots and houses. Since he wasn’t familiar with Dallas, he didn’t have a clue where to start. Not that it mattered. He’d gotten his payment, and it hadn’t been a small one. The contract he’d signed said he had to be a good, dutiful husband for at least two years, then they could discuss dissolving the marriage. Two years was doable. Then he could move on with his life.

      “Much better.”

      His new wife’s voice made him turn, she stepped out of the bathroom wearing a long dress that hung half way down her shins. The way it clung to her curves made his mouth water and his hands ache to touch her.

      “How do I look?” She spun in a quick circle.

      Dylan blinked, not sure what she wanted to hear. He didn’t want to say the wrong thing and get the next two years started off on the wrong foot.

      Why would someone who looked like her need to use a mail order groom service? He pushed the thought out of his head.

      “You look great.” He could only hope that was what she was looking for. How would he know after less than ten minutes? But he wasn’t lying, she looked amazing. Her hair was still damp, but hung in tousled curls framing her face, making her green eyes surrounded by thick dark lashes more obvious.

      “Good. I feel much better too. Shall I finish showing you around?”

      “I didn’t say you didn’t look great before.”

      Lynda smiled. “No you didn’t and that was gracious. I know after a good run I resemble a drowned rat.”

      “Not at all.”

      She shot him a look that he didn’t have to know her to read. Clearly she thought he was just being nice.

      “I’m ready whenever you are.” He motioned toward the door to the hall and she started out, then he followed, falling into step beside her once they were through the door.
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      An hour later he’d seen the entire house. He couldn’t believe one person lived here. He could fit his entire family in here, including siblings, nieces and nephews and grandparents, well if he had any that is. He’d always been jealous of people with big families since for years it had just been him and Mom.

      Other than the building where the agency had put him up for a few days while they got all the details worked out, this was the biggest house he’d ever been in. Since that was basically a small apartment building, it probably still was.

      Now they sat in her living room, a sofa, a couple recliners and one of the biggest TVs he’d ever seen, all perfectly color coordinated. From the paintings that hung behind them to the lamps and even the rug on the floor. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been in a house where everything matched so well.

      Lynda had asked what he liked and had ordered dinner to be delivered then they’d settled into the living room to wait.

      “We’ve got a lot to learn about each other and not a lot of time. I realize this isn’t the most conventional way to go about this, but I’m up for partner and I’ve found that they won’t give me partner, no matter how qualified I am, without being ‘settled’ which is their way of saying I have to be married.”

      “Partner? I take it you’re an attorney?”

      “I am. At McShane, Lanier and Raines. I’m a senior associate and I’m determined to make partner this year.”

      “Is the married rule just for you or for everyone?”

      “Everyone. You can bet your ass if it was just me or just the women, I’d have their ass for discrimination.” She shrugged. “It’s an old standard, but at least it’s one they enforce across the board. So I found a way to comply, and since I’m tying myself to one person, at least temporarily, I’m going to do it right. We can get to know each other, spend a few days learning as much as we can about each other before the party on New Year’s Eve, where I’ll introduce my new husband.”

      “Won’t they think it’s suspicious you went from not seeing anyone to married in a couple weeks’ time?”

      “I don’t talk about my private life at work, they have no idea how long we may have known each other or how long we might have dated. All they’ll know is that I’ve gone to personnel and added an emergency contact, beneficiary and spouse to my benefits.”

      “What kind of attorney are you?”

      “Tax law. It’s a lot of tedious details and sometimes pointless arguments, but it pays really well.”

      Dylan laughed. “If you have to be married to be partner, how will it work if we split after the two years you required?”

      “It’s not a written rule but basically you have to be married, or have been married. Divorced still counts. It’s one of the stupider of the antiquated rules they use but there’s no getting around it, at least not without a marriage certificate.”

      She shook her head and her now dry curls bounced. They looked soft and he had to fight the urge to reach up and see if they were as soft as they looked, to just tuck one behind her ear and see if her skin was as smooth as it looked.

      “That’s good, I guess.”

      “It will do.” The doorbell rang, saving him from having to figure out what to say next. “Come on, let’s eat in the kitchen,” she said after accepting the delivery.
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      Lynda carried their dinner into the kitchen, trying to figure out how to steer conversation to him rather than her. She’d have to tell him about herself sometime, and soon, she knew, but she was tired of talking about herself and wanted to know more about him.

      “What do you do? Where are you from?” She set the delivery bag on the kitchen island on her way to the counter for a pair of plates.

      “I do pretty much anything I can. And I spent most of my life in Tucson.”

      “As in Arizona?”

      “That’s the only Tucson I know of.”

      “How’d you find the agency?”

      “I didn’t. They found me.”

      Lynda frowned. What did he mean they found him? From what Ms. Creed had told her when she’d had a sit down meeting to explain what she was looking for, their brides answered carefully worded want ads. She wondered if her request had made them change their recruiting process.

      “Found you, what do you mean?”

      “I was working three jobs, answering every ad for better paying positions I could find, when I got a call for an interview.” He shook his head and took the plate she set in front of him. “I don’t know how she got her hands on my resume or how she knew so much about me, but at the end of an hour the small prim woman who did the interview knew more about me than my doctor
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