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(Sweet Clean Marriage of Convenience Western Romance Series)

Carsen Brothers of Sweet Rivers Ranch Books 1-3. Three inspirational, sweet, clean, marriage of convenience western romances in one edition. This inspiring collection includes:  Her Christmas Cowboy, Her Cowboy Hero, and Her Fake Fiancé Cowboy.  

The Carsen Brothers of Sweet Rivers Ranch

Her Christmas Cowboy

Her Cowboy Hero

Her Fake Fiancé Cowboy

Her Second-Chance Cowboy

Her Last Chance Cowboy

Her Cowboy Protector.  
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Her Christmas Cowboy
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Luke Carsen needs to honor the stipulation in his late adoptive father’s will for him to be married in order to take co-ownership of the family ranch. But he’s too broken to love again. Recovering from the wounds of war is one thing, but the wound from a previous relationship is another. 

Jemma Smith grants wishes for the ill through her Grant-A-Wish app, but can she grant her dying grandfather’s last wish to see her settle down before Christmas? She’d always dreamed of getting married and knows her grandfather just wants to see her happy, but she’s not getting any younger and it’s too late for her now, isn’t it?
After meeting Luke through his matchmaking aunt, Sue Mae, Jemma wonders if she could make this work. Or will a marriage of convenience be all they can handle to appease their folks?
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Chapter 1
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“You can’t be serious!” Luke Carsen said incredulously. He adjusted his cowboy hat while he stood in the Law Office of Charles & Son in Sweet Rivers, Texas, for the reading of Chet Carsen’s will. 

Chet Carsen was an eccentric philanthropist, a decorated war hero and Luke’s adopted father. In fact, due to Chet’s injuries during the Vietnam war, Chet couldn’t have children of his own, so he and his wife, Alanna, adopted a dozen kids from the foster care system over the years. Six of them, including Luke’s adopted brothers, Beau, Jesse, Chase, Jake, and Zack now grown men in their thirties, were all present now at the law firm, along with Sue Mae, their eighty-one-year-old eccentric aunt, Chet’s twin sister, whose job was to make sure the boys all kept in line. 

The brothers were not related by blood, but by bond, by loyalty, by their adoptive family, the Carsens. Each came from heartbreaking backgrounds that brought them to the foster care system and they were all eventually adopted by the great Chet Carsen when they were from the ages of ten to thirteen, an impressionable time in their lives. But their bond was as strong as blood. They looked out for each other. Family came first. Always.

They were blessed to find a good home and live on the ranch with miles and miles of green pastures, rolling hills, galloping horses, and grazing livestock. They had plenty of fresh air and wide-open spaces growing up on the ranch. But most of all, they had Chet and Alanna’s love.

The fireplace in the office was framed with a beautiful Christmas garland, reminding Luke it was a month before Christmas. It had been a year since his dear old man passed.

“Is this some kind of joke?” his brother Beau added to the conversation.

“No sons, this is no joke,” Joe Charles, the long-time family attorney said. “Your beloved adoptive father made it clear as day in his will. If you’re to stay on the family ranch and take ownership...well, you need to be in a family. Married.”

Joe sat with a serious expression on his face. He was dressed in a pristine suit with a shirt and tie along with his cowboy hat. He always wore his cowboy hat with this suit. He and Chet had been close over the last forty years. He was one of his father’s closest friends.

“It’s an all or nothing deal, boys.” Joe looked each of Chet’s adopted sons in the eyes. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Beau asked.

“It means Chet knew how much you all grew to care for each other. And he wanted you all to share that love with a spouse too. He knew you all had a lot to give. So you all must be married, not just one of you. So you better not let each other down.”

Each of the cowboys exchanged glances with the others in the room.

“If you want the ranch to be transferred to your names to continue Chet’s legacy...” the lawyer continued, “then you’ll need to be hitched.”

“This is not some sort of reality game show. This is our father’s legacy we want to continue—can’t believe we have to jump through hoops. You say we must get married before we can claim ownership in the ranch? We’re not contestants vying for a prize.”

“You’re right about that. You’re cowboys. You’re Chet’s boys. He loved you all and raised you to be good men. And you have so much to offer a wife and family of your own. He wants you to be happy, but you’re all too stubborn to let go of the past. This is his way of giving you a little encouragement.”

“You mean a little ultimatum,” Luke said. 

Luke loved his old man as if he were his biological father, and there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for Chet, but this? This was too much. Being wounded in Afghanistan was one thing. He could heal from that. But he didn’t think he could heal from what his ex-wife did to him when he was away fighting for his country. He didn’t want to go down that marriage road again. 

The boys hadn’t planned to follow in their adoptive father’s footsteps serving in the military, but then the tragedy of 9/11 happened when they were barely adults. At the ages of seventeen through nineteen, they had had a sense of unity and patriotism like many Americans. It was a call to action. A record-breaking number of Americans enlisted in active duty or joined the enlisted reserves during the years following the attacks on 9/11.

The Carsen family was seated in the office after the reading of Chet Carsen’s will, a decorated Vietnam War hero, who recently passed away at 80 years young. Chet Carsen, their beloved adoptive father was owner of the place they all now call home, Chet Carsen’s Sweet Rivers Family Ranch & Retreat. 

Chet worked most of his life on the ranch since he left the war. He even tried to beat the record of the oldest Texas cowboy to work on the ranch, a ninety-one-year-old who passed after climbing off his horse in the fields back in 1989—a rancher named Blasingame.

Chet was eighty when he stopped working in the fields. That was when six of his adopted sons all came back to Texas to help out on the ranch. He already had some help, but since he’d opened up part of the ranch as a retreat for the public, things hadn’t been the same. It was the largest family-owned ranch in the district. 

Many say that Chet died of a broken heart when his wife of fifty years, Alanna passed earlier last year. He’d died six months after her. 

Luke and his adoptive brothers had moved off the ranch when they became adults, to either serve in the military or work in different businesses out of town. Sadly, they’d all experienced tragedy or heartbreak in their love lives by the time Chet started getting weak and needed them. 

Luke, Beau and Jesse shared the same grief of having their significant other betray them, so they understood each other’s pain. Beau was also a widow. His other adoptive brother, Jake, was happily married but then sadly lost his beloved wife and daughter in a tragic accident. Chase and Zack found it hard to connect with a soul mate.

They were only too happy to help in any way they could for the man who’d given them a second chance at a happy normal family upbringing. Maybe it was the Lord’s way of bringing them together at the right time. Everything happens for a reason, Chet would always tell the boys. He also told them to always count their blessings, not their troubles, because there was always something to be thankful for.

Man, Luke missed his old man.

“It’s not that bad, boys,” Sue Mae said. Sue Mae was active in the women’s ministry at the Sweet Rivers Church. She was also known to be a secret matchmaker for a lot of the couples in the church. Was she going to have a hand in making sure the men got married before the deadline?

Sue Mae was called the sewing queen because she always had a pair of needles in her hands, knitting something or sewing buttons for people and mending garments—like right now. She was busy knitting a cardigan. She said it helped calm her. It was relaxing. 

Luke wished he could be relaxed right now.

Sue Mae was someone who joined garments together as well as people. She loved to matchmake on the side as if it were a hobby. She boasted once that she was responsible for half the couples getting together in her large Bible study class. 

“Of course, it’s that bad,” Beau added. He’d vowed too, to never marry again. Beau’s now late wife was killed in an accident—alongside her lover. The double tragedy of that day and the grief over losing her made him vow to never marry again or allow his heart to be crushed like that. 

“Can’t we just contest the will?” Luke paced by the fireplace in the office, his cowboy boots making a clunking sound on the hardwood floor.

“I’m afraid not, Luke,” Joe said. “Now you know as much as I do that your father’s will has the stipulation that if anyone contests the will, they get nothing.”

Luke flinched. “You know as much as I do, it’s not about the money. I don’t care about any of that. I do care about being told how to run my life...” 

And truth be told, the ranch was his life now. 

He and five of his brothers had just moved back there after some time. Messy divorces, broken relationships. They’d each vowed to come back to their beloved family ranch where they grew up and carry on Chet’s legacy and...remain single for the rest of their lives. 

For what they’d all been through, they knew that family was more important—and they were determined not to let anybody else in—ever again. 

After all, it hadn’t worked out the first time around. 

Besides, they weren’t getting any younger. They’d concluded that marriage didn’t work in modern times. 

It wasn’t like Chet’s days. People changed. They weren’t as committed as they were back in the old days. At least that’s what Luke and his brothers told themselves to carry on without too much bruising to their egos. 

Luke hadn’t been to church on a regular basis much since that unfortunate incident with his ex-wife. He knew he should go back, but right now...

“I can’t have Chet telling me how to live my life...from the grave,” Luke added

“From beyond the grave?” his brother Chase added with a grin. 

“It’s not funny, Chase. I’m serious.”

“Man, you’re not the only one who’s been affected. Can’t believe Dad would pull a last joke like that on us.”

Chet Carsen was not only a beloved decorated veteran and community activist who fought to help build up the community and help the disadvantaged, but he had secretly co-written sweet romances with his wife Alanna under the pen name C. C. Dale. No one knew it was them, except their close family members. 

What Chet loved most was the ranch life, the stars at night, and love stories. It was love that helped Chet cope with the horrors of the war. That and the beautiful love letters he’d received from Alanna. His wife had given him some love stories along with some scriptures to read while he was away at war. He kept it close to his heart ever since. Chet believed that love could heal anything. Love made the world go round. And he believed that God made family so that family could show the strength of that love. 

That’s why he’d named the ranch Sweet Rivers Family Ranch and Retreat. The sign leading into the ranch read, “From our family to yours.” Plain and simple. 

He wanted the family to continue there after he was gone. After all, the estate had a dozen or so beautifully-designed cozy log cabins that could each fit a family. 

The main house and the main lodge housed a few guests who wanted a small retreat with their family.

How on earth could single folks run a family ranch? It just wasn’t happening. 

Chet had believed in love and family and he wanted that for his adopted sons. He knew they’d been broken up by disappointments in their love lives, but Chet also lost a love before meeting Alanna and he never gave up. 

Chet always said the Lord had a way of working things out. He and his wife were able to foster kids who didn’t have parents to take care of them. And that had turned out to be a blessing to all of them.

“You can’t believe your old man would pull a joke like that on you?” the lawyer echoed, incredulously. “What makes you think it was a joke?” Joe asked, adjusting his glasses over his nose.

“Because Dad was always one to pull pranks like that,” Zack, the youngest of the siblings at twenty-nine going-on-thirty, couldn’t wait to chime in.

“He wants to be one of those famous authors who writes from the grave, only difference is he’s trying to write our life stories too,” Jake chimed in.

“You mean love stories,” Beau added.

“Boys, you know how much this means to your dad. He’s going to be honored soon with the local library being named after him in in two months. He didn’t just write about romance, he believed in it. He believed in the magic of love and happiness and he knows you’ve all been hurt before. You know Chet was married before he met Alanna, but he doesn’t want you to give up on finding love.” 

Joe then looked disdainfully at Jake’s smart phone while he sent a text message to a client. “That’s the trouble with you boys,” he said. “You have more of a relationship with your gadgets than you do with women.”

“Hey, now you know that’s not fair,” Jake said.

“Isn’t it? You stare at your screen all day, do you even know what a real woman looks like in 3-D?”

Now it was Luke’s turn to grin.

Luke then sighed. “Okay, let’s get back on the discussion at hand now.”

“The fact is, gentlemen, your father would like for you all to settle down and get married. And have children of your own. Have a loving family and life partner.”

“Back in Chet’s days it was a lot easier than it is today.”

“How so?”

He shrugged.

“I’ll tell you how. People didn’t have all these distractions like they do now,” Joe said, firmly.

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” Jake said.

“No?” Joe challenged.

“Anyway, I don’t believe in love,” Jake added.

“And why not?” Joe said, “Because people can barely find enough time to love themselves? They’re too busy staring into their smartphones and their social media app waiting for people they don’t ever see in person to like them.”

Luke playfully rolled his eyes and shook his head. “So what do we need to do? I’ve got to be back at the ranch by noon.”

“Well, I want you to seriously think about what I’ve said. It would make your father smile from above knowing that his sons were settled down by the time they reached thirty-five or forty. You have a year. I’ll need to see each of your marriage certificates before the land ownership transfers to your names.”

“A year?” Zack asked. 

“Oh, really now?” Luke said softly. He loved his father more than anything in the world, but how could his old man make such a request in his will? 

“How will we meet someone and get married in that time?” Zack added.

It wasn’t reasonable. 

Still, he would think about what he said, but he wasn’t about to ruin his track record of keeping his heart safe from heartbreak.

He could remember what his now ex-wife did to him as if it was yesterday. It cut a hole in his heart, a hole too large to fill. It was worse than a bullet wound because this was from someone he’d trusted, someone he’d loved, someone he’d given his heart and soul to.

It started off with a text message.

Missing you, Trav. 

Can’t wait to see you again. 

Can’t believe I’m having your baby. 

I just hope my husband doesn’t find out it’s not his. Hope it looks like me.

A sick feeling rushed into his stomach just thinking about that horrible text. His blood ran cold, his heart stopped pumping that very minute. The minute his world came crashing down over him.

He was stunned. Shocked. Humiliated. Angry. Words could not fully capture his broken heart. He really loved Maxine. He could not believe she did this. And on top of that he got the message. Not this Travis fella.

“Maybe, the good Lord wanted you to get that message,” Sue Mae had said to Luke when he told her that day, “so that you could see what was going on behind your back.”

“You really think so?” Luke had asked her, with disbelief.

“Yes, I do. That’s what happens when you put your trust in the Lord and you do the right thing, and you ask him for guidance and protection. He reveals things to you. Now let me make you some sweet tea and we’ll read a scripture.”

That was another thing about his aunt Sue Mae, who never liked to be called aunt, just Sue Mae. She believed that “sweet tea and a scripture” could solve anything.

He smiled at that memory and that sentiment. He and his brothers were glad to have Sue Mae around, living on the ranch with them at the main house, now that his adoptive parents were no longer with them.

Right now, he didn’t know if he wanted that revelation, though deep down he knew it was for the best. 

Luke had been bitter about the whole idea about love and marriage ever since. Of course, he ended up divorcing Maxine. And now Maxine was with Travis and their child. 

But Luke would never recover from that. Ever. He could never trust a woman again. He knew the Bible always said to forgive, but he was having a hard time forgetting right now. Torn and confused about what happened. While he was serving in the military, his wife was back home serving another man.

How could he ever believe in love again?

Never again.

He could never trust again. Anyone. So what if he buried himself in his work? It was safer that way.

Then when he got news from Texas that his adoptive father wasn’t doing too well, he moved back home to help out at the ranch. 

Trust was something that would take him years to repair. How could he ever trust a woman again? There was no way he could ever marry.
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Chapter 2
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“I’m really sorry, Jemma.” Dr. Samuels held the clipboard to his chest while Jemma Smith sat in his office. “There’s nothing more we can do.” 

A wave of nausea crashed over her. She tried to grab onto something to steady herself. 

“Are you okay, Jemma?” the doctor asked, concerned.

“Yes, I just can’t believe...Are you sure about this, doc?” she asked, in disbelief.

“Yes, Jemma. Your grandfather is not doing too well. There’s no easy way to say this but...he may not make it to Christmas.”

Her heart squeezed in her chest. She could not breathe. Her lungs burned. 

It was a month before Christmas. 

She could lose her beloved grandfather in a month? 

She shook her head in disbelief, unable to process the doctor’s words.

“No.” Her whispered shock was mostly to herself. 

“I’m sorry again, Jemma.”

Doc Samuels glanced at his watch. She knew he had rounds to make at the hospital.

“Thanks, doc.”

“Listen, if there’s anything I can do. Please let me know.”

She swallowed hard. “Just pray for grandpa, doc. The more prayers, the better.” 

Her words were soft, her throat felt as if it was closing in. She was in shock.

Her grandfather was her only family left. He’d raised her after her parents were killed by a drunk driver when she was young. It had been a devastating blow to the family—a horrific tragedy. 

If it hadn’t been for her grandfather, she didn’t know what she’d have done or what her life would have become. He’d taken care of her and given her so much in her life. 

He helped put her through college and was always there as a support, a guide. And now? He needed her.

“By the way,” the doctor said before leaving. “This is for you.” He handed her a card.

“What’s this?” She opened it.

“It’s a thank you note from the staff here. What you did for little Jimmy was...it was very thoughtful and kind, Jemma. You made his day.”

Jemma’s heart sank when she thought of little Jimmy with cerebral palsy. 

“It was nothing, really. He’s going through so much—it’s the least we can do.” 

By we, she meant, her. 

She'd started her wish-making service for deserving patients while she was in college. It was mostly online and through an app.

It was called Jemma’s Grant-A-Wish app that connected critically ill children or adults and their caregivers with organizations that could grant their life-changing wishes. Sort of like a matchmaking app for wishes. It was a non-profit app that had been so close to her heart. 

It was in its early stage, but she hoped it would grow and develop into something bigger and could reach out to many beyond Sweet Rivers and the state of Texas.

She ran it out of her home that she shared with her grandfather. It was more of a heart project. She’d spent most of her time taking care of her grandfather and working online freelancing for clients. But she also worked on her Grant-A-Wish app, pairing ill children, ill adults, and injured war vets with organizations that could make their dreams come true. She would, of course, vet each organization carefully. Her foundation was doing fairly well, and she hoped to bring it wider in the future.

“Jemma’s Grant-A-Wish app is amazing! You’ve made so many wishes come true for the sick and dying.”

The irony of it all was that she was the founder of Jemma’s Grant-A-Wish. 

She could help others make their wishes come true. But who was going to help her make her wish of having more time with her dear grandfather come true? 

That was probably too tall an order to ask for, wasn’t it?

Moments later, Jemma found herself at her grandfather’s bedside. She’d just finished helping him with his meal.

“Jemma, darling, you look sad.”

“Sorry, Grandpa. I’m supposed to be cheering you up.”

“It’s no trouble, darling. I’m not afraid, don’t worry.”

Her heart squeezed in her chest. 

“Grandpa, I...”

“Jemma, I’m so proud of you. I just want you to know that.”

“I know, Grandpa. And I’m so proud of you too.”

“I want you to be happy.”

“I am happy. Well, I would be happier if you were home right now, but...”

“It’s all right, Jems. When I say I want you to be happy, you know what I mean.”

“Oh, no. Not that again,” she said, lovingly with a smile of appreciation, trying to lighten the mood. “We’re not going down that road again.”

“Jemma, you’re a lovely young woman. You work so hard. You always want to make people happy. I know you’ll find a nice man to marry. I know it’s what you’ve always wanted.”

He was right. 

Jemma had dreamed of being a bride her whole life. Dreamt of marrying Mr. Right and starting a family before it was too late. She’d even dress up in white and wear a pretend veil over her head. Her grandfather used to lovingly tease her about it. 

When she was a child, she’d play with her dolls and pretend the male and female dolls were a happily married couple—just like her parents had been. 

It had been her dream to one day get married and start a family of her own. 

But then her ex had crushed that dream. 

She’d cried for a week and wouldn’t come out of her room after his betrayal. She’d almost given up on finding true love. 

Her grandfather had been there to console her. He was always her rock. That’s why she threw herself in her business and kept helping others to fill that void in her life while feeling good about giving back and making others happy.

But her grandfather knew in her heart, she wished things had worked out between her ex and her. 

She wanted to have what her parents had. They were so in love and so happy as a family—before that horrible day. 

Now, she was in her early thirties.

He just didn’t want her to give up on that dream. 

And he didn’t want her to miss out on marital bliss. 

He also desperately wanted to know that she would not be alone when he left this place and that she’d carry on his family line. 

That meant a lot to him. And she knew it.

But her heart was beyond repair now. 

The damage was irreversible as far as she was concerned. She didn’t want to get hurt again. She couldn’t withstand that kind of heartbreak again. She’d vowed not to put her heart on the line again like that. She had to remember that. 

“Grandpa, we’ve already been through this. I don’t think it’s meant to be.”

And she meant it. 

She was engaged once, to Thomas. But he’d broken her heart, crushed it to a million pieces when he left her for her best friend, her college roommate. 

The thought caused her skin to prickle with heat. 

There was no way she would ever trust a man again or go through that again. It just wasn’t worth the pain. She started to doubt herself after that. 

Was she a little too thick in the thighs? Too shy? Not adventurous enough? 

Her roommate had been the fun one. While Jemma was the shy, bookworm who loved to figure out ways to make the world a better place. She always felt a sense of awkwardness in crowds or social settings.

It took her a while to dig herself out of that mental hole. She still could not believe Thomas had gone out with her college roommate behind her back. Her glamorous college roommate. 

Unlike Jemma who’d always been the nice girl. The girl next door. The plain-Jane with big thighs. 

No, Jemma wasn’t built like a model like her roommate, whom she’d admired—up until the time she found out about her rendezvous with Thomas that is— but Jemma was all-heart and that had to count for something.

When it all went down, she’d thought something was wrong with her. She soon realized there was nothing wrong with her, only her choices could have been better.

“I wish I could live to see you settle down and get married. To see you happy, Jemma. You always said you wanted to get married.” 

Her grandfather’s eyes filled up with tears. “That would be the most blessed Christmas gift I could have, to see you have the life you always dreamed of,” Grandpa continued.

The heartache crushed her.

How could this be?

His final wish was to see her get married...before Christmas.

There was no way she could grant him that wish. 

Where on earth would she even find a good man before then?

Jemma’s Grant-A-Wish app granted wishes to the frail or dying. Could she even grant her own grandfather his last wish to see her get married by Christmas?
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Chapter 3
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“Now look, Luke, it’s not as bad as you think?” Sue Mae said later at the main house after they’d gotten back to the ranch from the lawyer’s office. 

Sue Mae had already poured glasses of her famous Southern sweet tea, because what else did a person need in times of trouble. That and a scripture.

The scent of cornbread and pecan pie wafted from the oven. Sue Mae wasted no time in making her favorite dishes in the kitchen when she got back. She loved knitting, baking, making her famous sweet tea and reading a scripture. And she always invited the boys over and made sure her adoptive nephews were taken care of. 

Though they each could cook a mean dish for themselves, they all liked to take turns, especially when in their own cabins.

“You know the Bible says He will give you beauty for your ashes. You need to know that everything will work out fine. This stipulation in the will is a blessing in disguise.”

“What if it ends up being a curse?” Zack asked as he picked up his glass of sweet tea.

“It won’t.” Sue Mae had her hands on her hips and pursed her lips.

Sister Ellie was also there and baking her famous gingerbread cookies in the double oven in the kitchen. There was always more than one dish baking or cooking at the same time in that kitchen—just as it was when Alanna and Chet were around. The scent of ginger wafted in the air. 

They’d already started decorating for Christmas.

It looked as if Sue Mae would be busy trying to convince the boys to settle down fast to fulfil their father’s last wishes so they could also stay on the ranch. 

“Sue Mae, I loved Chet more than anything in this world, God rest his soul,” Luke said, “I’d do anything for him. That’s why I moved back here to Texas to help him run the ranch when he got too tired, but there’s just no way I’m getting married. I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”

“You say married like it’s a bad thing, Luke,” Sister Ellie chimed in.

“Marriage is a great institution,” Sue Mae added. “You need to give it a try, or in many of your cases, give it another try. I don’t understand you boys. You’re such fine young men. Why can’t you just make the effort to try again?”

“She’s right,” Sister Ellie said.

“Chet meant well,” Luke said, “But marriage is not for everyone. Besides, we’re not exactly in relationships right now. Our relationship is with the ranch and making sure our guests at the retreat are taken care of.”

“That’s right,” Jesse said, grabbing a sandwich from the fridge. The man had a hearty appetite. He was always snacking on something. But then he worked it off on the ranch and at the gym facilities near the retreat section.

“Unless you count Jesse who has a relationship with the fridge,” Beau added.

Beau was always the comedian in the group. 

If Luke was being honest with himself, he’d sort of moved back to the ranch to avoid another marriage or thinking about relationships. Helping his father out had been his priority, of course, but he thought he could just focus on the land, taking care of the livestock and the occasional visitor to the retreat part of the ranch. His father had, in his later years, opened up the old lodge to families who wanted to spend a little time on a working ranch, catching the fresh air, closeness to nature, and time with the animals. They had a little horse-riding trail on the west side of the ranch. They often had visitors spend time there.

What he missed about his adoptive father was spending quality time on the ranch together, working with the animals, then spending time in the early evening watching the sunset and the animals grazing. That’s what he missed. He missed the closeness. The quiet. The relaxation. The last thing he’d want was for a woman to come and stir his mind all up again, like his ex-wife had done. 

She really messed him up. 

The horses were loyal friends. His adoptive brothers were loyal. 

He could handle that. Family always came first. But to Luke, that did not include love or falling in love again. 

His heart was off the table. 

Period. 

He would just have to find some other way around that stipulation in his father’s will.

Sue Mae laid out the gingerbread cookies on the tabletop, after Sister Ellie left the kitchen. They always worked together as a team in the kitchen. She then took off her apron and put it aside. The boys knew she was about to say something now. And they’d better listen up. That was their cue.

“Now boys, I know what you’re all thinking. But you know how much this ranch meant to Chet.”

“I know, Sue Mae,” Luke’s voice was soft and gentle. “And trust me, it means a lot to us too. That’s why we all came back. This is our blood, our home, our heart.”

“What you need to do is make room in your heart for a good wife.”

Luke sighed deeply. His aunt was right. Deep down he knew it. But he wasn’t about to give his heart to a woman again. 

Beau held up his hand. “Uh, Sue Mae, just one thing.”

“Yes, Beau.” An amused grin perched on her lips.

“We don’t exactly have anyone in our lives right now.”

“Yeah, and the condition in the will, according to the lawyer is that we all have to be married in a year’s time, tops! And since we’re all in our thirties...” Luke took a sip of his sweet tea and the smooth refreshing taste sated his taste buds.

All this talk about marriage and wills made his throat as dry as the Sahara Desert.

“Yes, darling. I’ve thought of that.” A sly grin curved Sue Mae’s lips.

“You have?”

“Yes.” Sue Mae’s tone was warm and firm. “I’m going to arrange for you all to be married.”

Luke almost choked on his sweet tea. He coughed a bit. “What?”

“What did you say?” Beau added.

The other brothers looked as stunned as Luke felt.

“An arranged marriage, darling. You need to fulfil that condition of the will or we won’t have the family ranch anymore.”

“Oh, no. Wait a minute.” Luke cleared his throat. He could not believe what he was hearing. Sue Mae couldn’t possibly be suggesting what he thought she was suggesting.

“Darling...”

“Are you talking about some sort of marriage of convenience?” Luke asked, incredulously.

“Yes. What’s wrong with that?” 

“Everything, Sue Mae. Is that even legal?”

“Well, of course it is, dear. How do you think your dear father and Alanna ended up together?”

“What? But...but I don’t get it.”

“What’s there to get, sweetie. Some marriages start off as convenient and end up as a marriage of love.”

“Yeah, and some marriages start off with love and end up as a marriage of convenience,” Jesse added.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Luke asked Jesse.

“Oh, come on,” Jesse replied. “Darla and I knew it was over. We only stayed because of, well, her father was the preacher of the church and it wouldn’t look right if we got divorce. But we never even spoke to each other most of the time. She was always out travelling all over the world with her business. It’s like we were just together in name only. Then, of course, later, she ran off with some aristocrat in Europe.” 

Luke’s heart ached for his brother. He knew how much Chase loved Darla. But she didn’t feel the same way and then she ended up leaving him anyway—for another man.

He thought of the irony that he and two of his brothers all had unfaithful spouses. That’s why it would take a whole lot of faith for them to believe in love again. 

How would they find someone who understood where they were coming from?

But Sue Mae’s revelation that his adoptive parents were a marriage of convenience really knocked him sideways.

“So Chet and Alanna were set up?”

“Well, yes. You see, your father had just come back from the war and his first wife had died soon after. It was tragic in so many ways. After his injuries from the war, he couldn’t have kids. He wanted a wife and family so badly though. He ended up going through an arrangement with someone looking for a husband. And well, it worked out. They agreed to make it work and they did. And they later adopted children, all of you, as their family when they were nearing middle-age. Now, you see. Marriages of conveniences can work out.”

Luke thought about that for a moment. He may agree to this marriage of convenience thing for the sake of keeping the ranch. Fine. But he was never going to fall in love again. And that’s that. But he and his brothers still had another obstacle. 

“So how are we to find these mail order brides then?” Luke asked, in disbelief at the whole situation. When he’d gone to the reading of the will this morning, he had no idea his life would be turned upside down with this stipulation.

Beau chuckled. “I don’t think they do mail order brides these days, do they?”

“You’d be surprised,” Sue Mae said at the table. She arched her brow with a sly grin on her lips. 

If Luke didn’t know any better, he’d swear Sue Mae and her cousin Sister Ellie were cooking something up, other than whatever it was in the oven.

“Sue Mae will handle all the matchmaking here,” Sister Ellie said, walking back into the kitchen. “She’ll get you settled with the right brides.”

“What? Sue Mae?” Luke asked, incredulously.

“Yes, of course,” Sue Mae said. “I’m a good judge of character. And...in this town, I know everybody.”

“You mean you know everybody’s business,” Sister Ellie chimed in with a wicked grin.

“Excuse me.” Sue Mae feigned being insulted.

Sister Ellie grinned. “On a more serious note, we need to get going on this thing so that we can give Joe the update at the law firm. He needs to turn over the ranch in the boys’ names but not until they’ve fulfilled Chet’s last wish on the will. That’s the deal.”

Luke rubbed his forehead. He couldn’t believe he was even thinking about going through with this. Having his dear old aunt Sue Mae set him up with a bride.

Could this really happen?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4
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“You are amazing, Jemma,” Mrs. Tendril said. “You arranged for Jimmy to visit a ranch and ride a horse?” Jimmy’s mother looked so pleased. 

They sat in the living room of Jimmy’s home on the east side. It was a modest apartment filled with toys and medical accessories for Jimmy to help him with his condition. They had a small Christmas tree in the corner of the living room with a few lovely decorations on it. 

Seemed like most people began their festivities earlier when they had little children around. Jemma hadn’t had time to put decorations up, especially since she’d been spending more time at the long-term care wing of the hospital with her grandfather. 

Mrs. Tendril, Jimmy’s mom, had a pleasant smile on her face, yet she looked worn out. Like a devoted mother who didn’t get much sleep. 

Jemma was so glad she was able to help her get some respite while a nurse and she took Jimmy to the ranch.

Jemma could feel the excitement bursting through the woman. She was so glad she was able to grant little Jimmy his wish through her Grant-A-Wish app. 

She knew about the Sweet Rivers Family Ranch and Retreat owned by the late Chet Carsen. She’d visited there a few times already but never had the chance to meet the brothers. 

In fact, her grandfather used to be friends with Chet. They’d served together on the same unit during the war.

“Hey, it’s no trouble at all.”

“No really, it’s wonderful. We really appreciate it.”

“It’s the least we could do. So I spoke to someone at the ranch and they said the ranch foreman would be happy to make that happen. The foreman’s name is Luke Carsen, he’s one of the adopted sons of Chet Carsen.”

“You know the Carsens personally?”

The Carsens were huge in Sweet Rivers, Texas. Almost everybody knew them or knew of them. 

They had a solid reputation and a whole lot of heart. She admired the way the family ran the ranch and opened up its doors to the needy and those who were suffering. She’d respected the brothers’ work on the ranch but never got up close to them.

“Well, sort of. My grandfather and Chet Carsen used to be good friends.”

“Oh, nice. And by the way, how is your grandfather doing?”

Jemma swallowed hard. 

Her heart still ached thinking about him, his last wish, and how she could grant anybody their wishes except her own grandfather. Especially now that he only had possibly weeks left.

Oh, the thought tore away at her. That’s why she wanted to spend every waking second with him, but he wouldn’t let her. He told her that she didn’t need to stay at the hospital with him twenty-four seven. He was probably just preparing her for when the time finally came.

She tried to brush that awful thought away from her mind for the moment.

He’d told her so many times, tearfully, how he wished he could have seen her get settled down and married before he went to be with the Lord.

There was no way she’d be able to marry by Christmas to give his soul some peace. If only she could, but it was no use. She wasn’t even dating anybody right now. 

And she’d planned it that way a long time ago after Thomas. There was no way she was setting her heart on the line like that again. No way.

“He’s fine,” Jemma said softly, trying to avert the woman’s gaze. She didn’t want to get into the prognosis. She was there for her clients. Her private life was not something she was going to trouble them with. She wouldn’t want to burden anybody with her personal problems.

“Good,” Mrs. Tendril said. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Well, Jimmy’s going to have a wonderful time at the ranch.” Jemma changed the subject back to the ranch trip to lighten her mood. 

Her heart ached every time she thought about her grandfather. She just wanted to spend as much time with him, knowing now that he didn’t have much time left.

But more than anything, she deeply regretted not being able to make his last wish come true.

“So you asked the ranch foreman about Jimmy going there tomorrow and he said it
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