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        “Every book in the Montana Brides Series is filled with laughter, joy, and tears. The romance and loving relationships are the best!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Robyn Carr and Pamela Kelley will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      When Gracie arrives on a Montana cattle ranch, she has more on her mind than mending fences and feeding chickens. She’s secretly searching for her father and answers to questions that could destroy a family.

      

      Just one look at the fiery five-foot-one redhead and Trent knows Gracie’s going to be trouble. Ever since the failure of his first marriage he promised never to listen to his heart again. Especially when his heart is saying he’s falling in love.

      

      Forever Dreams is the first book in the Montana Brides series. All of my series are linked, so if you meet a character you like, you could find them in another book. For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      “I’m the man you’re looking for.”

      Gracie dropped her map of Bozeman Airport and stared into a pair of smoky gray eyes. If she hadn’t been so tired, she might have smiled. But after twenty-three hours of nonstop traveling over two continents and countless time zones, her sense of humor and most of her worldly possessions had disappeared.

      With broad shoulders and a battered cowboy hat pulled low on his head, the man in front of her wasn’t who she was looking for. “I’m sorry,” she told the man. “You’ve got the wrong person.”

      Bending down, he picked up her map and handed it to her. “Your name’s Gracie Donnelly, and you’re a teacher from New Zealand. Gerald asked me to meet you. His mother had an accident and he’s staying in California with her.”

      At least that explained why Gracie hadn’t found Gerald. After spending too much time waiting for her missing suitcases, she thought he’d left without her.

      Gracie moved her carry-on onto her other arm, glad to relieve the weight digging into her shoulder.

      The man frowned. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Taking a deep breath, she wondered what else could go wrong. “I’ve been looking everywhere for Gerald. I was worried that he thought I’d missed my flight. Is his mom all right?”

      The man shook his head. “She fell down some stairs and broke her leg. The school wants to wait until he gets back before you start teaching. Check your cell phone. He said he’d leave you a message.”

      Hunting through her carry-on, Gracie pulled out her phone. Two missed calls were waiting to be cleared. As she listened to Gerald’s messages, her heart sank. Before she’d left New Zealand, everything had seemed so easy. For two weeks, she’d work with Gerald, teaching at Bozeman Elementary School and living with his family. The next six weeks would be spent on a Montana cattle ranch. When she wasn’t feeding the chickens and looking after the cows, she’d try to find her father.

      Gracie was excited, her students were excited, and Gerald’s class was excited. So she’d packed her suitcases, all four of them, and traveled thousands of miles to be met by a handsome cowboy, no luggage, and no Gerald.

      She wasn’t so excited now.

      A slow grin tugged at the corner of her rescuer’s mouth. “I’m Trent McKenzie, Ms. Donnelly.”

      At any other time, Gracie would have taken a few minutes to appreciate the man behind the sweet grin. But not today, and not while she was in Montana.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Trent. Thanks for telling me Gerald won’t be picking me up. I can make other arrangements until he gets home.”

      “It’s my ranch you were coming to in a couple of weeks. You might as well start your visit now and we’ll sort something out once Gerald gets home.”

      Gracie’s eyes widened. “Your ranch?”

      Trent nodded. “Mine and the banks.”

      “But I thought you’d be a lot older…not that you have to be old to own a cattle ranch. I spoke with your wife and I imagined you’d be…” Gracie closed her mouth before it landed her on a plane heading back home.

      “I don’t have a wife,” Trent told her.

      She stared at him, trying to figure out why nothing was making sense.

      He stared right on back, hands on hips and looking almost as tired as she felt.

      “But I spoke to Mrs. McKenzie. She told me about the ranch and what clothes to pack. She even invited me to her craft group.”

      At the mention of the craft group, some of the tension left Trent’s face. “You must have been speaking to my mom. Where are your suitcases?”

      “They’re in Budapest.”

      His eyebrows arched so high they disappeared under the brim of his hat.

      Gracie sighed. “It’s sad but true. The lady I spoke to didn’t know how long it would take to send them back to Bozeman. I’ve filled out the forms and they’ll call me when they arrive.”

      “Do you have any other clothes with you?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing apart from what I’m wearing.”

      Trent’s eyes wandered down her red sweater and jeans. The corner of his mouth lifted when he saw her purple shoes with orange flowers stitched across the top.

      Looking at her feet, she thought longingly of all the other clothes she’d packed. With careful planning and more than one email to Mrs. McKenzie, she’d finally settled on the perfect wardrobe. Only now her suitcases were somewhere in Eastern Europe and her only accessory was an old baseball cap. It was enough to bring a tear or two to a woman’s eyes. Or make her stomach growl like a wounded bear.

      She slapped her hand across her tummy. “Sorry. I didn’t eat much on the flight.”

      Trent rubbed the back of his neck. “There’s a café not far from here that serves great food. We could go there before heading to Walmart to find you some clothes. If you decide to stay at the ranch, I’ll take you there afterward. Otherwise, I can take you to a hotel in town.”

      Gracie bit her bottom lip. The arrivals area was almost empty. She was tired, homeless, and hungry. She would have gone to the ranch anyway, so deciding what to do next wasn’t difficult. She was just grateful the six-foot cowboy standing in front of her wanted to be her knight in faded denim.

      “Food and clothes sound great, Trent. And, if you’re sure it’s not too much trouble, I’ll come to the ranch.”

      “It’s no trouble,” he said. “Everything’s ready for you and there’s always plenty of work to do.”

      Gracie’s tense muscles relaxed. “Thank you. Consider me your newest employee.”

      “This way then, Ms. Donnelly.” Trent’s hand nudged her elbow as he steered her across the room. “Don’t worry about anything. You’ll feel better before you know it.”

      Gracie sighed. “Trent?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Could you please stop calling me ma’am or Ms. Donnelly? My name’s Gracie.”

      His eyes gleamed. “I’m happy to call you whatever makes you happy. Welcome to Montana, Gracie.”
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      Trent looked up as the doorbell jingled inside Angel Wings Café. Tess Williams had transformed the rundown diner into an old-fashioned eatery. Tucked between a florist and a craft store, it had been Bozeman’s best-kept secret until a food critic from New York had stumbled through the door. Now, every tourist made a beeline for the café to sample the food and enjoy a slice of Montana hospitality.

      He carefully watched Gracie as she drank a cup of hot chocolate. Gerald had told him to look for a woman in her late twenties with red hair and pink suitcases. Not that the color of her luggage had made it any easier to find her.

      When he’d first seen Gracie, his gaze had skimmed straight past her. With her hair pushed under a baseball cap, she’d looked like a teenager. It wasn’t until most of the passengers had left, and her cap came off, that he knew how wrong he’d been.

      “Why did you come to Montana, Gracie?”

      A frown slipped across her face. “I thought it would be fun to work in another country. My students were studying the Wild West and Montana seemed like a great place to visit. I emailed the principal at a local school and Gerald said I could help him. Since then, our students have kept in touch, learning about each other’s lives. Both classes are as excited as I am about being here.”

      Gracie’s purple nail polish gleamed under the pendant light hanging above their table. Her hands looked tiny and soft. Fancy hands for a woman who didn’t belong on a ranch.

      He nodded toward her nails. “That manicure won’t last long when you’re mucking out the barn. Are you sure you want to work on the ranch?”

      Gracie glanced at her hands, then dropped them onto her lap. “When I told my class I was coming to Montana, they wanted me to send them pictures of cowboys. Before I knew it, Gerald had contacted your mom and she recommended a working vacation on your ranch.” She lifted her chin, almost as if she was waiting for him to argue with the twisted tale that had brought her to Bozeman. “I’m a hard worker. You won’t regret letting me stay with you.”

      Trent wasn’t so sure about that.

      He smelled a rat. Not the common barn type variety, but the cuddly mother variety who could tie a man in knots and get up to all kinds of mischief at their son’s expense.

      Until a year ago, his mom had been content to play matchmaker from a distance. When that hadn’t worked she’d changed tactics, inviting every single woman she could find to their family dinners. After months of driving him insane, she’d stopped playing cupid. Or so he’d thought.

      A family started singing “Happy Birthday,” and his gaze swung to the table beside theirs. Two tiers of cake almost hid the little girl who was laughing behind them. Her giggles turned to delight as five princess candles were quickly blown out.

      Gracie’s gaze settled on the grinning birthday girl. A look that wasn’t quite happiness filled her eyes.

      He had a feeling there was more to this visit than she’d told him. “What else brought you to Montana?”

      She fiddled with the handle of her mug. “Nothing. That’s it.”

      “Really?”

      Her eyes skittered toward his. “I have a couple of issues to sort out. I thought working on your ranch might help put my life into perspective.”

      “You’ve come a long way to sort out a few issues.”

      Gracie glanced at the family beside them. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      He knew all about choices and how they could tear a man in two. “A wise man once told me everything looks small under a big sky. And Gracie…you couldn’t have chosen a bigger sky in the world. I hope you find the answers you’re looking for.”

      “So do I,” she said softly.

      He kept his gaze on her as he picked up his hat. She looked lost and sad, and more than a little embarrassed. An odd protectiveness crept along his skin, prickling his conscience into thinking that maybe she’d come to the right place after all.

      Gracie might not be willing to share what was gnawing away at her, but at least he could help in other ways. “Are you ready to find some clothes?”

      A slow smile lit her face. “My credit card’s warmed up and ready for action. Let’s go.”
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      Gracie stood in the entrance of Walmart and tried not to stare. She’d never seen a store so large. It looked as though they sold everything from can openers to tents. And clothes. Rows and rows of clothes made for people with long legs and long arms.

      Trent tipped back his hat, frowning across the aisles. “Tell me again why we’re looking for the children’s section?”

      “Teens, Trent. Not children. Look at me.” Gracie’s cheeks warmed as his gaze did a quick but thorough inspection of her five-foot-one frame. “Most stores don’t sell clothes that fit me.”

      “Maybe you’ve been shopping in the wrong places. There’s nothing wrong with being directionally challenged.”

      Gracie sighed. “That’s easy to say when you can see over the top of the shelves.” She ignored the sea of trousers in front of her and turned right. Trent didn’t understand what it was like to be short. Whenever she met someone, the first thing they noticed was her height. Anyone would think being petite was a huge issue. So what if she couldn’t reach high cupboards and had to buy children’s shoes? She had more important qualities than small feet.

      “You’re going the wrong way.”

      She jumped at the voice drifting across her shoulder. “Would you stop doing that?”

      “What?”

      “Sneaking up on me. You need to put a squeak in your boots. Otherwise, I’ll end up having a heart attack.”

      “That would definitely ruin your vacation.” Trent nudged her to the left. “The girls’ clothes are that way.”

      Before she had a chance to look at where they were going, a shopping cart flew around the corner, almost crashing into some shelves. Tipping sideways, it headed straight for them.

      Trent pulled Gracie out of the way, squishing her between his armpit and a stack of men’s shirts. “Careful, Caitlin. You’ll be fired for running over your customers.”

      The teenage girl pushing the cart screeched to a halt. She glared at Trent as if it was his fault they’d nearly collided. “I can’t believe I let my sister talk me into working here. Just look at the uniform. Who wears khaki pants nowadays? My granddad, that’s who. I’m not even allowed to text anyone while I’m here. How archaic is that?”

      “It must be devastating,” Trent murmured.

      “And a supervisor watches me the whole time,” Caitlin whispered. “It’s like they don’t trust me or something.”

      Gracie felt a sigh work its way around Trent’s chest.

      “It could have something to do with your work ethic,” he said.

      Caitlin frowned. “I’m sixteen. I don’t need a work ethic.”

      The superior stare the teenage commando shot Trent almost brought a smile to Gracie’s face. The half that wasn’t squished under his armpit.

      “I hate to interrupt,” Gracie muttered. “But as much as I like the smell of your underarm deodorant, you can let me go now, Trent.”

      His arm dropped from her shoulders.

      Gracie stepped sideways, almost knocking a pile of shirts off their hangers. Her face felt hot. Her body felt bothered. And it had everything to do with the man beside her.

      “You okay, Gracie?”

      “Fine.” The squeak in her voice annoyed her. She pulled her shoulders back and fussed with the shirts beside her, pushing them out of harm’s way.

      Caitlin glanced down, smiling around a mouth of high-tech braces. “You sound kind of strange.”

      “I’m from New Zealand.” Irritated with herself for going mushy over a man she’d just met, Gracie gave the shirts another nudge.

      The teenager stared at her with a blank look on her face.

      Geography didn’t seem to be one of her strong points. “New Zealand’s in the southern hemisphere,” Gracie explained. Still no light bulb moment. “Have you heard of the All Blacks rugby team?”

      Trent’s smile got a whole lot wider as he looked at Caitlin. “Check the Internet when you get home.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever.”

      “Gracie’s staying in Bozeman for a few weeks. She’s teaching at one of the elementary schools.”

      A shiver passed through Caitlin’s skinny body. Teaching must rank about as high in the teenage girl’s career aspirations as working in Walmart.

      Caitlin frowned at Trent. “I overheard Stella asking about you the other day. She said she hadn’t seen you around town in a while. Could be she misses your company.”

      “I’ve been busy. Don’t you have work to do?”

      A cheeky grin lit Caitlin’s face. “I am working. I’m pushing a shopping cart, aren’t I? So, how long have you and Gracie been dating?”

      Trent sighed. “We’re not dating. Gracie’s staying with me⁠—”

      “Oh, no,” Caitlin hissed, “the dragon lady’s seen me.” With a voice three times louder than it needed to be, she said, “I’m glad I could be of help. Have a nice day.” And she scooted off. On all four wheels.

      Trent stared down the aisle. “That was the worst person we could have seen. Caitlin uses social media like a megaphone.”

      Gracie frowned. “Hopefully, she won’t remember she saw us. Who’s Stella?”

      Trent jammed his hands in his jacket pockets. “Let’s find some clothes.”

      “I take it Stella isn’t one of your most favorite people?” Gracie asked, jogging to keep up with his long-legged stride.

      “No.”

      “Oh.” She scanned the aisle in case Caitlin made another unexpected appearance.

      “Stella’s the least of our problems,” Trent muttered. “By the end of the day, half the town will think we’re living together.”

      Gracie stopped in the middle of the aisle. The last thing she wanted to do was complicate his life with an early house guest and lots of gossip.

      Trent glanced over his shoulder, stopping when he realized she wasn’t behind him. “What’s wrong?”

      Gracie kept her eyes glued on his shirt buttons. “I’ll stay in town until Gerald gets back. I have some research to do, so it won’t be a problem.”

      Trent took off his hat and raked his hands through his hair. “Ignore me. I’m overreacting. It makes more sense to have you stay on the ranch.”

      The frown on his face worried her. Gracie knew all about gossip and how it could ruin a person’s life. She’d sleep on the street if it meant stopping the rumors before they made it around Bozeman. “I don’t mind staying in town. It’s a pretty place. You’ve already helped me and I don’t want to make your life difficult.”

      “You won’t make my life difficult. If I didn’t want you working on the ranch, I wouldn’t have said yes in the first place.”

      Trent crossed his arms in front of his chest. He didn’t look as though he would let her do the sensible thing. And staying in Bozeman was the most sensible thing she could do, especially if he thought they were about to make the evening news. “Why would Caitlin think anything was going on between us?”

      “Caitlin’s parents are friends of mine. She’s always been curious. As soon as I told her you’re living with me, her eyes lit up.”

      “But we won’t be living together like a couple.”

      A faint tinge of red appeared on Trent’s face. “She doesn’t know that. And what she doesn’t know, she’ll make up.”

      “Maybe it’s not as bad as you think. She’s a teenager. No one will believe everything she says.”

      Trent shook his head. “Forget about Caitlin. At least you’ll have some new clothes when everyone comes visiting.” He headed into the center of the store and pointed to a huge neon pink sign. “Do you think you’ll be able to find something in here?”

      Gracie stared at the racks of clothes designed for teenagers. She was in serious trouble if she couldn’t find anything to wear. “I’ll give it my best shot. I’ll be in the changing rooms if you lose sight of me.”

      She glanced quickly at Trent, then searched through a pile of T-shirts. It was time for some intense retail therapy. And if there was one thing she was good at, it was shopping in double-quick time.
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      Gracie smiled at the shiny blue bags stacked on the back seat of the pickup. She’d only found a handful of clothes in Walmart. But in one short hour, Sandra Lee’s Fashion Boutique became her favorite store.

      They’d come across the store by accident. Gracie called it fate. From the moment she’d seen the color-coded racks of clothes designed for women under five-foot-two, she’d known they wouldn’t be leaving the store anytime soon.

      Gracie sighed. “I think I’ve fallen in love.”

      Trent choked back a laugh as he drove onto the highway. “It’s just as well Caitlin didn’t hear you say that.”

      “I could kiss the person who put my suitcases on a plane going to Budapest. If they hadn’t messed up, and you hadn’t suggested Walmart, I might never have discovered Sandra Lee’s.”

      “I take it you’re planning a return trip into town?”

      “At least one.” Gracie reached for the catalog she’d left beside her carry-on. “I can even shop online.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to max out your credit card?”

      Gracie smiled at the worried look on Trent’s face. “You don’t know how hard it is to find clothes that fit me. Nothing needed to be shortened, tweaked, or tailored. Raylene even said she’d call me when their next shipment arrives.”

      “Raylene?” Trent asked.

      “The sales assistant. She moved to Bozeman to be closer to her boyfriend. When they broke up, she stayed.”

      “You talked about her boyfriend while you were trying on clothes?”

      “Ex-boyfriend, and it’s called multitasking. It’s something women are good at.” Gracie didn’t need to see his raised eyebrows to know he didn’t believe her. “It’s true. Wait until you see me on the ranch.”

      That earned her a moment of silence. “Have you ever worked on a ranch before?”

      She glanced at Trent, not sure how much his mom had told him about her. The only thing she knew about a ranch was to close the gates and to watch where she put her feet. Most people probably wouldn’t be impressed with her limited work experience, but Trent wasn’t most people. At least she hoped he wasn’t.

      “I’ve fed baby lambs from a bottle and watched sheep being sheared. Does that count?”

      Trent frowned. “It would if we raised sheep. We have two and a half thousand heifers and not one sheep in sight. Do you know what you’ve signed up for, Gracie?”

      He sounded worried, and maybe disappointed, so she tried to make him smile. “Early mornings, late nights, and lots of hay?”

      Trent shook his head. “I hope you’re ready for a steep learning curve.”

      Gracie didn’t think anything could be as bad as what she’d been through in the last year. “Ready and willing, boss.”

      Trent sighed and looked straight ahead .

      Gracie closed her eyes. After the constant drone of the airplane and a whirlwind shopping spree, her energy levels had dipped to zero.

      Right about now, Trent was probably cursing his mom and Gerald. She didn’t mind what chores she did as long as she had a good sleep tonight. Tomorrow would be soon enough to rethink the plans she’d made for Bozeman. Plans that involved more than teaching and a ranch vacation.

      She turned her head and looked through the window. Except for the blue-green mountains in the distance, they were traveling through a valley so flat it looked like a giant had squashed his footprint into the land. She was used to hills and roads that twisted and turned, but she’d never seen mountains as high as the ones surrounding them or a sky so blue it took her breath away.

      “You live in a beautiful part of the world,” she said softly.

      “I wouldn’t live anywhere else.”

      Gracie heard the smile in Trent’s voice and sensed his deep pride for the place he called home. Hopefully, if she found the answers she was looking for, she could call Montana home, too.
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      Gracie could have sworn they’d passed the boundary of the Triple L Ranch over ten minutes ago, but she still couldn’t see the homestead.

      Trent pointed to what would have been a large lake, but the water level was so low it looked more like a crater on the moon.

      “The runoff from the mountains feeds a couple of large, spring-fed creeks. And the water from the creeks irrigates the entire ranch. At the moment we’re in the middle of a drought, so the lakes are only a third full at best.”

      “When did it last rain?” Gracie asked.

      “A couple of months ago,” Trent told her. “Every summer it gets worse. We’re not as bad as other ranches, but it has the same impact. Feed prices skyrocket and we end up on water restrictions.” He gazed through the window, looking across the fields toward the mountains. “Even with a drought, the land’s still amazing. If you want to go hiking, I’ll give you a map of some of the trails around the ranch.”

      Gracie frowned. “What about Yogi Bear? Does he ever come visiting?”

      “It’s not the grizzlies you have to worry about, it’s the wolves. Especially high in the mountains.”

      Gracie swallowed. Apart from her mom’s dog, Tornado, she’d never been fond of four-legged canines. Most big dogs looked her in the eyes, and even though she was fast, four legs could outrun two human feet any day. Skipping the long walks and concentrating on something a bit closer to the house, like fishing, suddenly took on more appeal.

      “Do you have other people working on the ranch like I am?” Gracie asked.

      Trent’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “You mean like a dude ranch?”

      “Exactly. Campfires, cattle roundups, and horse trails. I bet there are lots of people who’d enjoy seeing Montana in all its glory.”

      “You’re an exception. Group visits aren’t happening here. This is a working ranch, not an amusement park.”

      Gracie knew she’d said something wrong as soon as she looked at Trent’s clenched jaw. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “You didn’t.” His death grip on the steering wheel relaxed as he settled back into the seat. “My brother wants to set up a dude ranch, but I’m not buying into all the cowboy hype. We earn our living off the land, not people.”

      She couldn’t understand Trent’s reluctance to open his home to strangers, but then she didn’t understand much about his life. From what she’d seen so far, she was just glad he was letting her stay on the ranch.

      The driveway turned toward a clump of tall pine trees. Peeking out from above green branches she saw the top of a stone chimney. As the house came into view, Gracie swallowed the lump in her throat.

      Special didn’t even come close to describing the incredible home. Spread over two levels, the log house sat under a high-pitched shingle roof. An enormous stone chimney rose from the center of the building. It teased her imagination into dreaming of roaring fires in the depth of a snow-covered winter.

      The side gable was made entirely of glass, supported by wooden beams shaped like spokes on a wagon wheel. A veranda wrapped around the front of the house, creating lots of comfortable nooks to take in the glorious view of mountains and pasture.

      Her jaw dropped when Trent stopped the truck by the entrance. “This is your house?”

      Trent nodded.

      “You live here by yourself?”

      “Almost. Mrs. Davies, our housekeeper, has her own living quarters attached to the far side of the house. Jordan moved into the bunkhouse a couple of months ago, but most days he comes across to raid the pantry. Apart from that, I’m on my own.”

      Sliding out of the truck, Gracie stared at his beautiful home.

      Trent reached into the back seat, grabbing a few of the bags. “I’ll show you where you’re sleeping. We can get the rest of your shopping later.”

      Gracie took two more bags off the back seat and followed him. The inside of his home was every bit as wonderful as the outside. The ceiling in the entryway soared high above her head. Golden timber logs bathed the house in a warm and welcoming glow, seeping into her tired body.

      As she followed Trent up the staircase, she ran her hands along the wooden rail, absorbing the essence of what made this home special.

      She thought about her mom’s house in New Zealand. The one-hundred-year-old villa had been her sanctuary. It had given her a sense of peace when her life was a tumble of emotions, and stability when her world had crumbled.

      Trent’s house gave her the same feeling of protection. She felt like she’d flown over eight thousand miles from home and found a haven for lost souls.

      “Is everything all right, Gracie?”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she replied softly. “Your home is amazing.”

      Trent grinned. “It’s nice to know something can leave you speechless, little one.”

      “I’m not that little,” she grumbled. The sound of a door closing made her look farther along the landing.

      Trent smiled at a woman coming out of a room. “Mrs. Davies, come and meet Gracie.”

      Mrs. Davies had a kind face that looked as though it laughed easily, and a shiny cap of silver hair that had been cut by someone with a good eye for fashion. But, best of all, she was only an inch or two taller than Gracie.

      “Welcome to the Triple L, Gracie. Please call me Adele. Trent and Jordan have called me Mrs. Davies their entire lives, and they refuse to call me anything else.”

      “Hi, Adele. It’s nice to finally be here.”

      A warm smile lit the housekeeper’s face. “Your bedroom’s ready for you. There are fresh towels in the bathroom and if you get cold during the night, there are extra quilts in your closet. If you need me for anything, just head downstairs and follow the hallway as far as it goes.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She turned toward Trent. “Dinner’s cooked and waiting in the kitchen.”

      Trent nodded. “Thanks, Mrs. Davies. I appreciate you helping at short notice.”

      “It’s no bother. You’d better show Gracie her bedroom before you drop all those shopping bags on the floor. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      After she’d said goodbye to Mrs. Davies, Gracie followed Trent into a room. A huge bed with a brass headboard sat against one wall, piled high with blue and pink cushions. A vase of bright yellow daisies sat on a white chest of drawers, and a rocking chair took pride of place in another corner. But it was the view of the mountains that drew her across the room.

      Trent left her clothes on the bed and stood beside her, nodding into the distance. “That’s Beartooth Mountain. If you look hard, you can just make out Granite Peak. It’s the highest point in Montana. All the ranges in front of us are part of Yellowstone National Park.”

      He stood in silence while she took stock of her surroundings.

      Gracie sighed. “I take back any misgivings I might have had about coming here. This is the most incredible place I’ve ever seen.”

      “Don’t talk too soon.” Trent crossed his arms and scowled at the land. “Some folks get mighty sick of looking at the same view. Being isolated on a ranch can drive people crazy. It’s not an easy life if you aren’t used to it.”

      How anyone could get tired of looking at such amazing scenery was beyond Gracie. As she turned from the window, an enormous yawn locked her jaw in place.

      “You’re exhausted. Why don’t I leave you to get settled? When you’re ready, you can meet me in the kitchen for dinner.”

      The thought of a shower and clean clothes made her smile. “You have a deal. How do I find the kitchen?”

      Trent smiled. “Follow your nose down the stairs and turn left. Mrs. Davies put a chicken casserole in the oven earlier. You won’t want to miss it for anything.”
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      Trent took a quick look in the oven, then turned toward his office. He figured he’d have a good hour to check his messages and get some work done before Gracie made an appearance.

      Half an hour and six messages later, Gracie stood in the doorway, scanning his office with a grin that put his blood pressure on full alert.

      “I should have known you’d be organized. Not one file is out of place.”

      Sitting back in his chair, Trent surveyed his houseguest. The overhead lights made her red hair glow like a soft red halo around her face. She’d opted for a bright red T-shirt proclaiming her Montana born and bred, and tight black leggings. Thick green socks completed an outfit made for comfort rather than style.

      Gracie handed him a bag. “This is for you.”

      He squeezed the Walmart bag carefully. “When did you buy this?”

      “I found it while I was looking for clothes. It won’t bite.”

      Trent raised an eyebrow.

      “Just open it.” Gracie laughed. “It might come in handy on the ranch.”

      He opened the bag and pulled out a black T-shirt.

      “Read the front.” Gracie was grinning from ear to ear.

      His eyes narrowed as he read the large white lettering. I’m not bossy. I just know what you should do. He looked at Gracie. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      “Trent McKenzie, I do believe there’s a faint blush on your cheeks.” Leaning forward, she patted his shoulder. “It’s okay. Your secret’s safe with me. I doubt anyone else has noticed your assertive streak.”

      “My brother would probably disagree with you.”

      A mischievous smile tugged at Gracie’s lips. “Brothers can be like that. Do you want me to take the casserole out of the oven?”

      Trent nodded. “Sounds good. I won’t be long.” After Gracie left the office, he took off his shirt and pulled on the new T-shirt. With a smile, he walked into the kitchen. “What do you think?”

      Gracie’s eyes lit with laughter. “You look like a picture-perfect cowboy. I’ll have to take a photo of you for my class.”

      He wasn’t sure he wanted his picture taken, but he might have to get used to it. With the casserole sitting on the counter, he took two plates out of the cupboard. “Thanks for the T-shirt.”

      “You’re welcome. Isn’t Mrs. Davies joining us?”

      Trent shook his head. “She doesn’t usually have dinner with me. She works from six in the morning until one in the afternoon, Monday to Thursday.” He added chicken and mashed potatoes to their plates, then frowned. Gracie looked worried about something. “What’s wrong?”

      She cleared her throat. “I thought it might be good to get something clear.” Gracie looked him straight in the eyes. “I want you to know I didn’t come here for anything other than learning about ranch life. I’m not, you know…” On a rush of air that left her breathless, she said, “after anything else.”

      Trent was glad he wasn’t holding his plate. Otherwise, his dinner would have ended up on the floor. At least his mom hadn’t been waving her broken wand in his direction. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Gracie, but I’m not after anything else either.”

      Gracie’s shoulders sagged in relief, then she frowned. “Can I ask why you don’t have a wife or a girlfriend living with you?”

      “I’ve been married,” Trent told her. “But it didn’t last long.”

      “What happened?”

      “Montana was too quiet for my ex-wife.”

      Gracie’s eyes widened. “A lot of people would love living here.”

      He added green beans to their plates. “Unfortunately, Susan wasn’t one of them. We got married when I was twenty-five. She was a city girl and didn’t like country life. Montana was too far from her family and friends, and too much of everything she didn’t want.”

      “How long were you married?” Gracie asked.

      “Eighteen months.” He wouldn’t tell her they were some of the worst times of his life. “At first, Susan enjoyed being here. But, after a few months, the novelty wore off. Halfway through her second winter she packed her bags and went back to New York City.”

      “That must have been devastating.”

      “It was. I thought we’d be married for the rest of our lives. Can I ask why you’re still single?”

      For a second, Gracie didn’t look as though she’d answer him. “I haven’t found the right person. And, even if I did, I’m not sure I want to get married.”

      “It’s not all doom and gloom,” he told her. “Some couples are happy and stay together their entire lives.”

      Gracie shrugged. “Most of the people I know are separated from their husbands, and I’m only twenty-seven.”

      Trent handed her a plate. “If you were my girlfriend, I wouldn’t let you out of my sight
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