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      I have been so blessed to meet amazing authors in my journey, and I am excited to be joining with a few of them to bring you The Blushing Brides Christian Romance Series.

      This book is dedicated to the amazing cast of Mary Poppins that I worked with this year. A majority of this book was written backstage while I was waiting to perform. Dallas, Cassidy, Heidi, and Kanina were all great friends who allowed me to use them in my novel. I’d also like to thank my high school friends: Maryanne, Jennifer, Tracey, Meredith, and Steven. It wouldn’t have been the same without you.

      I hope you love this story of Tyler and Laney. If you do, please leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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      Sign up for Lorana Hoopes’s newsletter and get her book, The Billionaire’s Impromptu Bet, as a welcome gift. Get Started Now!

      I’m giving away free listens. For every 100 subscribers I get on my Youtube channel, I add another audiobook for free. Plus subscribers get a chance to win. Subscribe today!
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      Laney Swann clutched the strap of her black Tory Burch bag tighter as she weaved in and out of the crowded sidewalk. Why did the crowd have to be so thick today, on the one day she overslept? Normally, she was out the door by six am giving her plenty of time to travel uptown, stop at the bustling coffee shop, and walk into work by eight. However, sleep had eluded her last night, and she’d slept through her alarm waking instead to the soft rays of the sun peeking in her window. Now, she was paying the price.

      She flipped her delicate silver watch around to read the face and quickened her pace. She was going to be so late, and Victoria Bonavich detested tardiness. It was a fireable offense in her book if you stepped in the office even a minute late, and Laney couldn’t afford to lose this job. The call offering her this job and a move to New York had been a dream come true. She’d moved away from home with big dreams but a small savings after college. If she lost this job, there would be no paying her rent, and she’d have to go home. A nervous spring coiled in her stomach. She couldn’t lose this job.

      “Watch it!” The man’s gruff tone only spurred her on as she squeezed between him and another man with a cell phone glued to his ear. Both wore immaculate suits and tight expressions under their furrowed brows.

      “Sorry,” she called back over her shoulder as she lengthened her stride. It was rude not to turn fully around when she offered her apology, and Laney’s mother would have her head if she ever knew but turning around would cost precious seconds and she had none to spare. Her heart thudded a constant drum of the precious seconds slipping away. How many did she have left?

      A tendril of blond hair appeared in her vision and she blew it off her forehead with an exasperated breath. Great. Now, not only was she late, but her hair was eking out of its sprayed mold, another issue she would have to remedy before seeing Madame Bonavich or The Man-eater as they called her in the office. Unkempt hair was only slightly better than tardiness in Madame Bonavich’s eyes.

      The woman was fearsome. With short grey hair, hawkish eyes, and thin lips that rarely smiled, she exuded a no-nonsense air wherever she went and reminded Laney of a fierce predator in constant search of prey. But Laney enjoyed working for her. Mostly. She had learned much in the six months she had been at the agency even though she was still just an unknown assistant to Madame Bonavich.

      Actually, she had learned everything from Myra, the makeup artist she assisted before photo shoots, but Laney still hoped to become Madame Bonavich’s assistant one day. Then she would have a chance at becoming a well-known makeup artist herself. At least she had received the promotion to coffee gopher the last month. It gave her a chance to interact with The Man-eater if only for a minute.

      However, today, it could be her downfall. Only fifteen minutes remained to obtain the coffee and return to the office, and it wasn’t looking good. Time was slipping away faster than her feet were carrying her. Laney stepped up her pace a little more. Not too fast though. The last thing she wanted to do was trip, and sadly, she was a bit of a klutz.

      “Excuse me,” she said as she pushed through another clump of pedestrians. Why did it seem as if people walked slower and in impenetrable groups whenever she was in a hurry? The busy city was always like this, she knew that, but her need to move at a faster pace exaggerated the normal bustling bog and edged her anxiety up another notch. An eye twitch joined the nervous stomach.

      At last the coffee shop came into view. Sweet relief flowed over her even though her feet ached already from the rigorous pace she had set the moment she stepped out of her door. The four-inch heels were a requirement in the agency - something that had taken Laney months to get used to - and though she agreed they added style to her outfit, her feet were not fans. They screamed for a nightly soak, and she had purchased so much Epsom Salt in the last few months she should buy stock in the company.

      A sigh billowed out of her lips as she pulled open the door, and the spring coiled tighter. At least four other people stood in line. Laney bit her lip and checked her watch again. Thirteen minutes remained. Her foot began a rhythmic cadence on the floor, the impatient tapping garnering a few irritated stares, but Laney didn’t care. She didn’t have time to care.

      The man in front of her turned around. “You appear to be in an awful hurry. Would you like to take my spot?”

      “Could I? That would be amazing.” Laney stepped in front of the man but remained facing him. He had the most amazing eyes. Blue with tiny green flecks. She was a sucker for eyes. Window to the soul and all that. “My boss is a bit of a time manager, if you know what I mean. If I don’t get her coffee and get back to her in just over ten minutes,” she blew out a puff of air as she shook her head side to side, “I don’t even know what will happen, but it won’t be good.”

      The man said nothing, just raised an eyebrow at her, but Laney couldn’t shut her mouth. Perhaps it was his beautiful blue eyes - blue eyes were her kryptonite.

      “Normally, it’s not an issue, but last night sleep evaded me. I just tossed and turned - my sheets look like a tornado touched down on them.” She made a swirling motion with her finger. “So, when my alarm clock rang, I guess I didn’t hear it. Though I must have turned it off because it wasn’t still beeping when I did finally wake up. I woke up to the sun if you can believe that. I never get to wake up to the sun, but of course it made me late. And now I’m in danger of incurring her wrath.” Laney paused her verbal spew as the man’s lips pulled into a smirk. “What?”

      He pointed a finger toward the register behind her. “I believe it’s your turn to order.”

      “Oh, right, thank you.” A heated flush crawled up her face as she turned to face the woman behind the counter. She had made a fool of herself with the handsome man behind her. Why did her mouth always seem to run unchecked whenever she was nervous?

      “Can I help you?” The woman’s voice was flat, but perhaps that was simply her personality because her facial features held no emotion either. Not even a hint of a smile pulled at the lips under her bored brown eyes.

      “Yes, I uh...” Laney cleared her throat and forced her mind to focus. She could berate herself later.  “I need a tall caramel macchiato and-” she shook her head. Even after a month, she didn’t have Madame Bonavich’s order memorized, but who could blame her? It had to be the longest order she had ever seen. “Sorry, just a second.” Her fingers rifled in her purse until they touched a folded piece of paper. She pulled it out and unfolded it. “A double ristretto venti half soy nonfat organic chocolate brownie iced vanilla double shot gingerbread Frappuccino extra hot with foam upside down double blended, one Sweet N Low and one NutraSweet.”

      The cashier blinked, and a momentary shell-shocked expression covered her impassive face. Then composure set in, and she rang up the order and picked up two cups. Laney felt sorry for the woman. Her job required her to read off an order, but this woman had to put that nonsense on a cup in a way that the barista making the coffee would understand. Not for the first time, Laney wondered if Madame Bonavich ordered this drink because she enjoyed it or because she relished putting others through the ringer.

      With the bill paid, Laney continued down the line to stand at the other end where the barista placed completed drinks. She kept her gaze low to avoid her eyes seeking the nice man again. He didn’t need any more verbal diarrhea from her.

      Nine more minutes. She was cutting it so close. The office sat just around the corner, but her high heels kept her from running, so she’d have to opt for long strides and hope for the best.

      “Caramel Macchiato and gingerbread frap,” the barista called as she placed the two drinks down.

      “Thank you.” Laney flashed the woman an apologetic smile as she grabbed the drinks.

      As she pushed open the door, she realized she should have asked for a tray. A cup in each hand made it nearly impossible to adjust her purse strap which kept threatening to slip off her shoulder with every step. Unable to stop, Laney adjusted her body by throwing her right shoulder as high into the air as possible in hopes gravity would keep the purse strap there.

      She must look a sight, hunched over to one side like a modern-day Quasimodo. Madame Bonavich would blow her lid if she saw Laney, but it was this or arrive late with the woman’s coffee, and Laney honestly didn’t know which would be worse.

      A sigh of relief spilled from her mouth as the office came into view. She would not chance looking at her watch, but she figured she had a few minutes to spare. However, she also had a conundrum. How was she going to open the door? She hated taking the chance but stacking one cup on top of the other appeared to be the quickest option.

      Before her mind changed, she set the venti on top of her Grande and secured it with her chin. Then she reached for the door handle, but as her fingertips brushed the cold metal, the door swung open.

      The force knocked her backwards. Her chin lifted from the lid of the cup, and without something to secure it, it teetered. Laney observed in slow-motion horror as the cup tipped off its perch and onto her chest. The lid popped off and flew through the air as the contents of the drink spilled down Laney’s front.

      Her body unfroze when the searing hot liquid broached her skin. Laney jumped farther back sending the venti cup crashing to the pavement - the liquid spilling out like caramel colored blood.

      “I’m so sorry. Can I help?”

      Anger flared in her stomach, and Laney flicked her eyes up to take in the perpetrator before she let loose her vitriol on him. However, the flame fizzled at the sight of the young man with glasses who stood gaping at her. His wide eyes held an apology and his baby face placed his age in his early twenties - probably a college intern. She swallowed the harsh words she wanted to bark at him. If she’d had Madame Bonavich’s coffee order written anywhere else, she would give him the paper and tell him to go replace the coffee. It would be late, but perhaps late was better than never, but she didn’t.

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll take care of it.” She didn’t know how exactly. The only option she had was giving Madame Bonavich her drink which probably wouldn’t sit well with the woman. She could only hope her boss was in a good mood and that was like hoping for it to be Christmas every day.

      “Again, I’m so sorry.” The man ducked his head and scurried away looking very much like a scolded puppy with its tail between its legs.

      Laney spared one glance at her formerly white shirt now stained brown and sighed. She was late; she didn’t have the woman’s coffee; and she looked like a slob. These were not the makings of a good day.
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      Tyler Hall stared at the woman across the table from him as if she were a stranger and not the woman he’d been dating for the last six months. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      She let out an exasperated sigh and flicked her chestnut hair over her shoulder. “I’m leaving, Tyler. I thought I could handle this, that it might be fun, but there is nothing to do in this town, and I’m bored. You work all day and you don’t even drink-”

      Heat erupted in Tyler and he interrupted her, “I told you why I don’t drink.”

      Sierra rolled her eyes. “I know, you don’t drink because you’re a recovering alcoholic, but I’m not. Tyler, I’m twenty-six years old, and I want to have a little fun.”

      “I’m fun.” Tyler couldn’t believe this was happening again. It was becoming an alarming precedent. “I have fun.”

      “Hanging out with your friend Aaron and his wife is not my idea of fun. I mean it’s fine for them to stay home and play scrabble - they’re married - but I want to do more. I want to go out and not worry if I have a drink.” She lifted her glass of wine as if in punctuation and took a sip.

      Or a few drinks, Tyler thought to himself. He should have known when he met Sierra at the town social. She’d been tipsy that night but had assured him it was only because it was her friend’s birthday. They’d avoided drinks after that, but lately Sierra had insisted they go out to eat instead of eating at his ranch, and she’d ordered a drink every time. “I’ve never stopped you from drinking.”

      “No, you haven’t, but it hasn’t made me feel any less guilty, and I don’t want to feel guilty.” She reached across the table and took ahold of his hand. “We’re just not right for each other, Tyler. Surely you know that.”

      His gaze fell to their hands. Yes, he knew that. He’d noticed her distancing herself in the last month, and it wasn’t like this was new to him. His last three relationships had ended similarly. Still, past experiences never seemed to prepare him when the words left their mouths. He eased his hand out of her grip and leaned back. “You’re right, Sierra. We aren’t right for each other.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. A twenty should be enough to cover his meal. She could pay for her own. He dropped the twenty on the table and pushed back his chair. “I wish you the best.”

      Her eyes widened, and her demeanor shifted. “You don’t have to leave right now, Tyler. At least eat.” She glanced around the crowded restaurant but kept her voice low.

      “I’m no longer hungry, Sierra, but that should cover my order.”

      “Tyler.” Her voice held an angry hiss, but she still didn’t raise her volume. Probably she hoped he would come back and not make a scene. He wondered briefly if she even had money to pay for her order but found he didn’t care. He was tired of doing what everyone else wanted.

      The cool air matched his mood as he stepped out of the restaurant and walked toward his truck. Lights from a nearby bar called to him, but he looked away. Aaron. He needed to see Aaron. That would calm him down and keep him from drinking. He’d been sober long before Sierra, and he was determined to remain that way after her.

      “So, what happened?” Aaron asked as he flipped over the ribs he’d been cooking when Tyler arrived.

      Tyler pulled his coat tighter and leaned closer to the warmth emanating from the grill. “Sierra and I broke up. Or she broke up with me, rather.”

      “Man, I’m sorry. You’ve had rough luck with women lately.” Aaron closed the grill lid to give the meat a little more heat.

      Tyler scoffed. “Yeah, rough doesn’t really begin to describe it.” His last three girlfriends had all said similar things. They loved him, but they needed excitement or someone with more drive. Tyler had drive, but his drive was focused on his ranch - keeping it afloat and obtaining more cattle. They just didn’t understand his drive, and part of that was because two of the last three had been city girls thinking they wanted a change but realizing later the country was not the change they sought. Dierdre had been a country girl, but it turned out she wanted to try the other side as well. She’d left him for a lawyer in a big city. At least he hoped that’s what it had been because otherwise it was him, and he didn’t know how to fix that.

      “Maybe you should go on that reality show that Nancy watches. Marry a Cowboy or something like that.”

      A deep chuckle issued from Tyler’s throat. “Yeah, that’s what I need - the whole world knowing I can’t keep a girl around. That doesn’t sound like something that would draw in the type of woman I’m looking for.”

      “No, I’m serious. Don’t tell anyone, but Nancy made me watch an episode with her. I think it was the first one. They brought in like thirty beautiful women for this guy to choose from.”

      “A beautiful outside isn’t everything.” Tyler hated it when people only focused on outer appearances. Yes, it was necessary to feel attracted to the other person, but beauty faded. Personality was more important to Tyler as it would be around long after the looks went away.

      “But it never hurts. Anyway, they pay for the dates and you get to know the women. Maybe it’s worth a try. Widen the pool as it were.”

      “Can you imagine me on television?” The thought sent Tyler laughing and Aaron quickly joined in.

      The sliding glass door opened, and Nancy stepped out. A simple woman, she usually opted for flannel shirts and jeans. Today, a blanket shawl sat on her shoulders as well. “What’s so funny?” She looked from one man to the other.

      “Aaron thinks I should try to be a contestant on some reality dating show,” Tyler said as his laugh faded.

      Nancy’s eyes widened to the size of half dollars. “Who Wants to Marry a Cowboy?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” Aaron said as his own laughter fizzled. “Sierra broke up with him.”

      Nancy’s smile faded, and her forehead wrinkled in a sympathetic expression. Her hand landed on Tyler’s shoulder. “Oh, Tyler, I’m so sorry to hear that, but I think you would be great on the show. From what I understand you fill out a survey and they find women that match what you like. It might be a great opportunity to meet women you wouldn’t normally.”

      Tyler chuffed as he looked from Aaron to Nancy. He’d known Aaron since high school and Nancy since just after graduation. There was a time they were clearly separate people but after being married for a decade, it was harder to tell where Nancy ended, and Aaron began. “You two sound so alike.” Tyler shook his head. Would he ever find a love like Nancy and Aaron had?

      “I’m serious. In fact, I’m going to go look up the requirements right now. I’m sure it’s easy.” Before either man could say a word, Nancy spun and disappeared into the house, her brown ponytail flying out behind her.

      “Why do I have the feeling that I’m going to be auditioning whether I like it or not?” Tyler asked as he leaned back against the porch railing.

      “Because you know my wife.” Aaron grinned and opened the grill to check the meat.

      That Tyler did. Nancy was a determined woman and she almost always accomplished whatever she set out to do.
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      Laney paused outside the ornate office door gathering her courage. With no idea how the next few minutes would go, she could only hope for the best. She took a final deep breath, squared her shoulders, and pushed open the door. Victoria Bonavich stood in front of the large glass window as Laney entered the room.

      “You’re late.” Her cold voice sent a chill down Laney’s spine.

      “I know, ma’am, and I’m so sorry. There was a snafu-”

      “I have no time for your snafus.” The woman cut her off with a flick of her wrist. “Do you have my coffee?”

      Laney grimaced as she held out the drink. “Well, that’s what I was trying-”

      “We don’t try here. We do, or we get fired.” She swiped the cup from Laney’s outstretched hand and before Laney said another word, she tilted it back, but her face changed as the coffee hit her tongue and instead of swallowing it, she spat it out across the floor. “What is this disgusting concoction? This is not my drink.”

      Laney’s eyes dropped to the floor and her hands folded together. “No, it isn’t, but that’s what I was trying to tell you. An intern bumped into me at the front door and your coffee spilled. I didn’t have time to go and get another one, so I gave you mine. If you’d like, I can go now-”

      The woman’s icy eyes regarded Laney sending a chill all the way down to her toes. “What I’d like is for you to go and pack your things.”

      No, this couldn’t be happening. Dread flooded Laney, and though she knew she shouldn’t, she opened her mouth, “But Madame Bonavich, it was my first mistake-”

      “I don’t have time for mistakes or incompetence. You have proven you are prone to both.”

      “But, I need this job.”

      “And I need competent people. We’re done now.” As if to punctuate her statement, Victoria Bonavich walked over to the trash can, held the cup over it with her manicured claws, glanced back at Laney for dramatic effect, and dropped the full cup of coffee into it.

      Anger burned through Laney, and she bit her lip to keep from saying anything more. Madame Bonavich not only ruled her company but half of New York. Laney might have lost her job here, but if she pushed the issue, she would never get hired at any other modeling agency in New York.

      “Yes ma’am.” Laney nodded and backed out of the room. Tears burned at the back of her eyes, and she blinked them back. She was not going to let them fall. At least not until she was out of this cursed office.

      When she reached her desk, she pulled out the small cardboard box that lived under the right bottom drawer. Every desk came with one as employees didn’t last long with Madame Bonavich. Either they quit, or she fired them within a few months’ time. Laney had lasted longer than most.

      “Oh no.” Sofie, the other errand girl, regarded her with sympathetic eyes. “What happened?”

      Laney shrugged and swallowed the lump building in her throat. “I was late and didn’t have her coffee. Course it wasn’t my fault, but that didn’t matter to her. Hope you don’t end up with the job now.”

      Laney took the few items off her desk and placed them in the box. There weren’t many. The agency only allowed five personal items. Laney had fewer. A photograph of her parents, one of her and her best friends in high school, and one of Dallas Nixon. He had been her crush in high school though he hadn’t known she was alive. Laney kept it as a reminder to never be invisible again. That was part of why she had taken this job in the first place.

      She packed them in the nondescript box wondering with each one what she would do now. Her rent was atrocious, and her paycheck barely covered it each month. She had none in savings, and who knew how long it would take her to find another job.

      “Please tell Myra thank you for all her tips when you see her and best of luck to you,” Laney said to Sofie as she tucked the box under her arm and headed for the door. Sofie’s response was a wide-eyed look full of fear.

      Though the crowd had thinned a little, Laney no longer felt the rush as she began the long walk home. People pushed by her, but she hardly noticed as her mind ran through all her possible options. There weren’t many. She knew almost no one in the city even though she had been here for six months. Unlike the city in Texas she grew up in, the people here were less than friendly and kept to themselves more often than not.

      “Lord, I could use some guidance here,” she whispered as she entered her apartment. The words felt foreign in her mouth. Laney hadn’t prayed in a while, and a part of her wondered if losing her job had been God’s way of reaching out to her. She’d been too busy to attend church and Sundays seemed to be Madame Bonavich’s favorite day to require errands.

      As she shut the door behind her, she noticed the blinking light of the answering machine. Almost no one used them anymore preferring cell phones and voicemail instead, but her mother was inept with technology and had insisted on sending her with the answering machine when she moved. Laney had to look twice because the machine rarely blinked. Few people outside of her work called her and they all had her cell phone number.

      She pressed the play button and her mother’s voice filled the room. “Is it time to speak now? I hope I’m talking at the right time. Laney, it’s your mother. I got a call from an old friend of yours from high school. Maryanne Nguyen. I guess she didn’t have your new number, but she wants to connect with you. I wasn’t sure if I should give out your number, but she left hers. It’s… now where did I put that paper? Oh, here it is. It’s 555-923-7555. Wow, that is a lot of fives. Okay, well I hope this gets to you. I think I just have to hang up, right?”

      Laney chuckled at her mother’s message and shook her head. Even in real life, her mother was often as scatterbrained as she sounded on the machine. Lane reached for the delete button, but curiosity stopped her. What had Maryanne wanted? Laney hadn’t been popular in high school, but she’d had a group of friends, brainy misfits like herself who didn’t fit in anywhere else and who were united by one teacher and a competitive drama league. Nearly every weekend for four years, they had traveled to tournaments where they competed in acting, debating, and speech competitions. Somewhere Laney still had a ton of trophies she had won. At one time, she had even considered pursuing teaching if she could coach kids like herself, but then she’d felt the need to be something more. To be noticed.

      The group had promised to keep in touch after high school, but as they had all gone to separate colleges, staying in touch proved challenging and sometime in her sophomore year, Laney had lost contact with them.

      She played the message one more time to make sure she had the number right. Then she pulled out her cell phone and punched it in. It rang only once before a breathless voice answered. “Hello?”

      “Hi, is this Maryanne?” Laney didn’t recognize the voice on the other end, but it had been nearly a decade since she’d spoken with her friend.

      “Yes, who is this?” She’d taken a deep breath and her voice was all business now.

      “It’s Laney. Laney Swann. My mother said you called looking for me.”

      “Laney? Is it really you? Oh, thank goodness, I was so afraid you wouldn’t get my message.” Even though it had been years, this voice Laney recognized. Maryanne had been the quiet Korean girl, but when you got her excited, she was like an adrenaline filled wind up doll. Her voice ramped up, and she could speak ninety to nothing. “Are you still a makeup artist? I thought that’s what you were studying after high school and I didn’t make it back for the ten-year reunion - not sure if you did - but I asked around. Well, with the people I’m still in touch with. Mainly through social media. I’m not sure I have anyone’s phone number anymore. I certainly don’t have any memorized anymore, so unless they’re in my phone, they cease to exist.”

      Laney chuckled trying to replay the conversation to see if there had been a question in there.

      “So, are you?” Maryanne repeated.

      “Am I what?”

      “Still a makeup artist.”

      “Oh, um.” How did she answer this? She’d studied makeup and design in college. She’d worked a few jobs after college. Laney considered herself a makeup artist, but she’d done nothing but hold supplies for a makeup artist for the last six months. “Well, I’m kind of between jobs right now, but-”

      Maryanne squealed on the other end. “Oh my gosh. This is perfect timing. I need you. Well, not me, but the company I work for. See, I work for NGN studios and we do a reality TV show, and our normal makeup artist decided to take maternity leave early. We’re about to film a new season, and we need a makeup artist. I told them I knew someone and that I’d call you and see if you could do it. So, can you?”

      “Can I what?” Laney’s head was spinning. She’d forgotten just how fast Maryanne could speak.

      “Can you come to California and be our makeup artist? It will be super easy, and we’ll cover the costs to fly you out here and set you up.”

      “Set me up?”

      “Yeah, lodging. The show takes four to six weeks to film usually. Oh my gosh, this will be so much fun. Like our own mini reunion.”

      Four to six weeks? Laney couldn’t be gone four to six weeks. How would she pay her rent? She couldn’t possibly leave her life in New York, but as she looked around her tiny apartment, she wondered if that were true. Her kitchen was smaller than her bathroom had been growing up. The living room doubled as her bedroom with a fold out bed, and none of the walls were decorated. Laney wasn’t sure if that was from lack of effort or lack of time, but what she did know was that her apartment was depressing.

      So, what if she moved? She could pack up her things and put them in storage near her mother which would be cheaper than renting an apartment. Her lease was up for renewal at the end of the month anyway. She could just not renew, take this job, and start over. Laney wasn’t exactly sure how or what she would do when she started over, but this plan would buy her a little time to figure it out anyway.

      “Okay, I’ll do it. Do I have time to stop and see my mom first? I haven’t been home in ages and I need to ask a favor of her.”

      “Sure, I’ll purchase your ticket and send you the details. Oh my gosh, this is going to be so much fun.”
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      Tyler leaned back in his chair stuffed from the dinner. If he ate anymore, he would have to undo the button on his jeans, but he typically only ate this well when he was with Tyler and Nancy, so he always let himself splurge a little. “Those ribs were amazing, Aaron.”

      “And how about my coleslaw?” Nancy’s lips turned out in a pout as if hurt by his words, but Tyler knew she was pulling his leg.

      “Also amazing. My apologies. I didn’t mean to offend the chef.”

      A coy smile spread across her lips and a twinkle sparked in her eyes. “Well, there’s a way you can make it up to me.”

      Tyler’s stomach filled with lead. The reality show. He could tell from the gleam in her eye she wanted him to audition for the reality show. “Nancy, I-”

      “Hear me out,” she blurted as she leaned forward. “It’s an easy application. We have to send in a short video of you and then you have to fill out the profile. If you’re worried, you probably won’t even get chosen. They must have thousands of applicants.”

      “So why are we even trying?” Tyler was no fan of doing things without a purpose and especially this. He still wasn’t sure he wanted to enter and the idea of doing a video for no reason seemed silly.

      “Because there’s a chance you could get picked.” Nancy pleaded at him with her eyes. “And because it would be so amazing if you got chosen. I could say I know a celebrity. I’ve always wanted to do that. Please, do it for me.” She tilted her head and batted her eyes at him.

      Tyler chuckled. It appeared to mean more to Nancy than it did to him. Besides, as Nancy had stated, the chances of him being chosen were slim to none, so why not record the video to make her happy? “Okay, fine,” he said holding up his hands in surrender, “what do I need to do?”

      Her eyes lit up and she clasped her hands together like a kid on Christmas morning. “Yay, thank you. It’s super easy. We need you to tell a little about yourself and what kind of woman you are looking for. I’ll go get my phone and we can record it on that.”

      As Nancy dashed out of the room, Aaron turned to Tyler. “Thanks for this, man. I know it isn’t really your cup of tea, but I think you might have made her year.”

      “My cup of tea?” Tyler couldn’t resist teasing his friend, and he picked up his cup deliberately holding out his pinkie. “You need a guy’s night out. Nancy’s really rubbing off on you.”

      Aaron rolled his eyes. “It’s just a phrase, but a guy’s night out sounds good. Let’s do it soon.”

      “Yeah, after I take care of this video. You owe me, by the way. Or maybe Nancy does.”

      Nancy returned then, her cell phone in hand. Her eyes scanned the room squinting as if searching for the perfect spot. She smiled and pointed to the wall adorned with pictures. “Let’s do it there. Give you some contrast.”

      Tyler stood and walked over to where she was pointing. “Here?”

      Her nose wrinkled as she looked at him, and she shook her head. “No, too busy. Can you take two steps to your left?” She motioned with her right hand. “Perfect. Okay, I’ll count down and point to you when it’s recording. You just state your name, a little about you, and what you are looking for.”

      He waited until he saw her finger point at him, and then he began speaking. “Uh, hi, my name is Tyler Hall. I own a farm and cattle ranch here in Texas. I’m a Christ follower and looking for a woman who is the same. In addition, I need a woman okay with living in a small town, maybe one looking for a simpler life than the city can provide. I like movies and dancing and riding horses, and I guess that’s it.” He paused for a second waiting for her to lower the phone. “Is that good?”

      “It’s perfect,” she said with a smile. “Now you need to do the survey.”

      He followed her over to their small office where she had already loaded the survey questions on her computer. At least this might be interesting. Stretching out in the comfy black leather chair, he leaned back and perused the first question. ‘Do you prefer blonds, brunettes, or redheads?’ Tyler had no preference, but he was typically more attracted to blonds. A click next to that option moved the screen forward. ‘Blue, green, brown, or hazel eyes?’ Tyler cared even less about this, and he wondered if all the questions would be about appearance. Question three: ‘Are you open to dating a woman outside of your race?’ Well, he had never thought about it, but he wasn’t opposed.

      After a few more questions regarding a contestant’s outer appearance, he finally reached the questions with more meat. ‘Would your ideal woman enjoy the beach or the mountains more?’ He enjoyed both, but he guessed he liked the mountains a little more. ‘Would your ideal woman be religious?’ That was a tricky question. There was a big difference between being a believer and being religious, but he answered yes anyway. He certainly wanted no one opposed to religion.

      He took nearly an hour, but finally he finished the last question. Then Nancy took over uploading the video and sending it out into cyberspace. “There. All done.” She turned off the computer and smiled at him. “Now we have to wait.”

      He was no stranger to waiting though he doubted they’d be waiting for anything but a rejection letter.
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      Laney took a deep breath before knocking on the door. It was nice to be home. There was a warmth and a feeling of security that resided here, and she could use that right now. She’d run away after high school and avoided coming home as often as she could, but it wasn’t because of her family. In fact, she’d missed her mother. A lot.

      The door swung open and her mother’s shocked expression morphed into a giant grin before she pulled Laney in for a hug. “Laney? You’re here.”

      “I am,” Laney said with a shrug as she stepped fully into the living room and shut the door behind her.

      “I can’t believe it. You haven’t been home in ages. Your work must keep you so busy.” Though said lightly, the words carried a slight disproving tone which Laney chose to ignore.

      “It does or did. Madame Bonavich fired me this week.” Laney hated saying the words, hating admitting failure, but her mother would have gotten them out of her eventually. It was one of her mother’s specialties. She pulled secrets out of people like they were hanging threads. Visible and just waiting to be unraveled.

      “Fired? What on earth for?”

      “I was late with her coffee and then spilled it when an intern ran into me. She doesn’t tolerate mistakes.”

      Laney’s mother’s eyes softened. “That sounds like a terrible place to work. Maybe it’s a good thing you got fired.”

      “Uh yeah.” Laney didn’t really see getting fired as a good thing in any scenario, but she couldn’t deny that she’d slept better the last few nights knowing she no longer had to deal with Madame Bonavich. No more Sunday errands or four-inch-high heels. “Is my room still available?”

      Her mother’s bottom lip folded under the top one and her eyes shifted to the side. “Well, it’s not quite the same. You haven’t been home in a while, remember?”

      Laney didn’t think her mother meant the words as a criticism, but they felt that way nonetheless. She had probably earned them though. She had moved away right out of high school and rarely come home during college. Laney then worked for a modeling agency in Houston for a few years until Myra offered her the job with Madame Bonavich. Once she’d moved to New York, she hadn’t been home since. Until now. “Is there at least a bed still?”

      Her mother flashed a crooked smile. “Sort of.” She continued down the hall to the bedrooms and opened the door that used to be Laney’s room. It had been transformed it into a sewing room. Rows of shelves stocked full of colorful fabric and other accoutrements lined the walls where posters of her heartthrobs used to hang. A sewing machine sat where her bed had been, and a futon was the only semblance of a place to lie down.

      “Well, I guess it will have to do.” Laney tried to keep her voice light but a trickle of hurt coursed through her veins. She shouldn’t care about her old room. After all, she was nearing thirty, she had moved away, and she rarely came home. It would be ridiculous to expect them to keep her room for her, and her mother had always wanted a dedicated sewing room.

      “The futon is comfortable,” her mother said as a way of apology. “I’ve fallen asleep there quite a few times when I tire of sewing. I always mean to just close my eyes for a bit, but when I wake up, it’s a few hours later.”

      Laney dropped her bag on the futon. “It’s fine, Mother. I’ll probably only be here for a week or so anyway.” With nothing more to do in this room and no real place to sit, Laney headed back toward the kitchen.

      “Are you still going back to New York even with no job?” her mother asked following her.

      “Not to New York. My friend, Maryanne, whom you left the message about, offered me a makeup job in California for a few weeks, so I’m heading there first. After that,” Laney shrugged and pulled out a barstool. “I’m not sure yet. I don’t know what the future holds right now.” She plucked an apple from the bowl in the center of the island bar and turned it over in her hands.

      “Tea?” Her mother asked, and Laney nodded. “What about marriage?” Her mother said as she plugged in the electric kettle. The words were said carefully and away from Laney, but the scheming inflection in them was undeniable.

      The hair on the back of Laney’s neck stood at attention. “What about marriage what?” Laney’s words were cautious. Who knew what the intent behind her mother’s question was.

      Her mother turned, an expression that said she had something up her sleeve on her face. “You do want to get married right?”

      “Yes, one day, but why do I have the feeling you aren’t talking about one day?”

      “Okay, don’t be mad, but I kind of did something.”

      Now tiny goosebumps prickled down her back in addition to the raised hairs. “What did you do, Mother?”

      “My friend Nadine has this son- “

      Laney groaned and dropped her head into her hands. “Oh no, tell me you didn’t.”

      “Well, I want grandchildren, and you always seemed too busy to date. I thought a set up date might help. Of course I didn’t know when you might get here, so it’s sort of a future set up date, but I could call her and let her know you’re in town.”

      “Mom, I’m about to go to California for six weeks. I don’t want to get involved with anyone before I go.”

      “Okay, but at least consider it when you get back.” Her mother crossed to the cabinets and pulled out two ceramic mugs.

      “I’ll consider it, but I don’t even know where I’ll be when this show wraps up.”

      “What show is it?” The pantry opened, and two tea bags appeared in her mother’s hand.

      “Some reality show, Marry me a Cowboy or something.”

      Her mother’s eyes lit up. “Do you mean Who Wants to Marry a Cowboy?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” Her mother’s reaction was surprising. She had never been much of a television watcher when Laney lived at home.

      “Nadine and I love that show.” She dropped the bags in the mugs. “The cowboy always seems like the nicest guy, and he’s so handsome. You’ll be doing his makeup?” That glint was back in her eye.

      “Yes, I’ll be doing his makeup.”

      “Maybe he’ll fall in love with you. Wouldn’t that be a surprise?” The tea kettle whistled, and her mother turned it off and poured water into the mugs/

      “Mom, I don’t even like cowboys. I’m a city girl, remember?”

      She placed a mug in front of Laney. “You’ve never dated a cowboy, so how would you know?”

      “I’ve never dated a convict either, but I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t enjoy that.” Her mother shot her a withering look as she pulled out the opposite barstool and sat down.

      “Are you happy with where your life is now?”

      Laney opened her mouth to answer, but the thought forced her to pause. Was she happy? She’d attended a college far away to start over. She’d studied makeup design hoping to spice up her image so men might notice her more. Then she’d moved to the Big Apple and dated men in suits who had drivers. None of that made her happy, and now she was single, jobless, and back home.

      “No, I guess not, but the man is there to meet beautiful women not fall in love with his makeup artist. Besides, even if I liked this cowboy, he probably wouldn’t like me. Most men don’t. As much as I’ve tried to get past it, I’m still just Brainy Laney.” Brainy Laney. She hated that nickname, but it’s how she thought of herself.

      She had earned the nickname in middle school when she’d received a valedictorian award.

      At first, Laney had been so proud of it as she’d always worked hard for her grades, but then one of the popular boys, Tyson Becker, had begun calling her Brainy Laney. Her mother had insisted that it was because he liked her, but Laney doubted that. Tyson got the nickname to stick and it had followed her into and through high school. That, combined with her girl next door image, had been enough to keep her out of the dating pool in high school. No one had even asked her to prom. Either year. She was everyone’s friend, but no one’s love interest. She’d hoped learning the art of make-up would change that, but it hadn’t seemed to yet.

      Her mother’s eyes crinkled in sympathy. “Oh honey, you aren’t just anything. Certainly not just Brainy Laney. Look at what you’ve accomplished.”

      Laney snorted and looked down into her mug. “Yeah, I got fired. Big accomplishment.”

      “No, I mean look at everything else. You were working for one of the biggest names in New York. You are an amazing makeup artist, and now you will get to show off your work.”

      “I don’t even know if they’ll put my name in the credits,” Laney said, “and even if they do, it might not mean much. Madame Bonavich didn’t let her assistants do makeup until they had worked with her a year. Few ever made it that long.”

      “I say you forget about Madame Bonavich. You got fired for a reason and this show obviously has something to do with that, so go enjoy yourself and see what doors open afterwards.”

      Laney watched the light glint off the liquid in her mug. It rippled as if stirred by magic. And maybe it was. Being around her mother always felt a little magical. Laney had often thought her mother a little like Glenda the good witch from The Wizard of Oz when she’d been younger. She looked up with a smile. “You’re right, Mom. I’m going to have fun seeing my old friend and take whatever God sends my direction.”
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      Tyler flipped through the envelopes hoping not to find a bill. He hadn’t made as much with this last trade as he’d been hoping to, and he had no more in the bank. Ad, ad, junk, junk. Wait, what was this?

      A plain white envelope with his name hand addressed on it caught his eye. He slid his finger under the back flap and tore the envelope open. Inside was a single sheet of paper. His eyes glanced over it as he unfolded it, and then they bulged. They had chosen him as the bachelor on Who Wants to Marry a Cowboy? But that wasn’t possible. He had entered as a joke. Well, not exactly a joke. Maybe on a whim was a better qualifier. On a whim for Nancy. Still, he’d never actually expected them to pick him. Yet, they had, and being the cowboy paid. The amount listed in this letter would be enough to get him out of debt. At least for the rest of this year. All that remained was meeting the producers and signing the contract, at least according to this letter.

      He wasn’t currently seeing anyone, not since Sierra, so he wouldn’t have to worry about that. And it wasn’t like he wasn’t trying, but he lived in a small town. He was a cowboy who worked a farm and herded cattle. And he didn’t have a six-figure bank account. His last few girlfriends had made it abundantly clear they needed more excitement and more financial security in their life.

      But a contract? He wondered what it might entail. Silence probably. Though not extremely knowledgeable on the reality show aspect, he assumed one couldn’t share the result until after the show ended. That didn’t really matter to him - he had no social media presence and rarely shared his business with anyone other than Aaron - but he wondered if he would have to marry a woman. He knew that was the point of the show, but what if he felt nothing for any of the women they picked? Or what if he proposed and then found out the woman was nothing like she’d portrayed herself? Would they force him to continue with the marriage for ratings?

      Maybe Aaron would know and if not Aaron, then Nancy. She was the one who had gotten him into this after all. Tyler glanced up at the clock on the wall. Dinner time, but Nancy had told him he was always welcome for dinner. Perhaps he could take her up on that offer and get the information he sought. Before he could change his mind, he tucked the letter in his pocket, grabbed his hat and keys, and headed out the door.

      Ten minutes later, he turned off the ignition and stepped out of the truck. Aaron and Nancy lived on a ranch twice as large as his. A sprawling split-level home with a wraparound porch sat at the edge of their large property. Tyler envied the porch just a little. His mother had always been fond of them growing up, and one day he hoped to add one to his own modest house. He raised his hand and knocked on their cheery green door.

      “Tyler? Well, to what do we owe this pleasure?” Nancy asked as she opened the door. Her brown hair was pulled back in its usual ponytail and she wore a flannel shirt and jeans, her favorite outfit from what he could tell because other than when he saw her in church, he never saw her in anything else.

      “Do I need a reason, Nancy?” Tyler flashed his most charming smile.

      “Of course not.” She stepped back allowing him entrance into the spacious living room. “Come on in. Aaron is grilling burgers out back.”

      He stepped over the threshold and removed his hat. His hands gripped the fur-based felt brim, curling it slightly. The beat of his heart thudded in his head, and he shook the sound away. He was acting like he was about to ask out a school crush instead of voicing an embarrassing question to his best friend’s wife. “Thanks, but uh I have something I wanted to ask you.”

      “Oh?” She cocked an eyebrow at him before turning and leading the way into the kitchen.

      “Yeah, um, you watch those dating reality shows a lot, right?” Why was this so hard to ask? His throat felt as dry as the Sahara Desert. Man, this felt even more embarrassing than it had when he had played the scene in his head. The brim of his hat curled even tighter in his nervous grip.

      “I do.” A coy smile flashed across her face as she leaned against the counter. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, you know that video we did a few weeks ago?”

      “Uh huh.” She wasn’t going to let him off the hook easy.

      He cleared his throat and forced the remaining words out. “Yeah, well I uh wondered if you knew about the process. What’s involved I mean.”

      “Why? Did you get picked?” Her eyes twinkled, and the pitch of her voice rose at the end of her question. It was clear she already knew they had chosen him.

      “Yeah, I did.” His gaze dropped to the floor. If he couldn’t handle the way she was looking at him now, how was he going to handle the viewing nation looking at him?

      A shrill squeal escaped her mouth as she clasped her hands together and did a little jig. “I knew it. I knew you would get picked. You guys didn’t believe me, but I knew.”

      Tyler cleared his throat again. “Right, well, there’s a contract involved, and I wondered if you knew what it entailed.”

      Nancy’s smile faltered as her eyes grew serious. “I don’t, but I’m sure it won’t be anything crazy. You are going to do it, aren’t you?”

      Tyler paused. He hadn’t decided yet, but staring at her hopeful face, he felt like he should, and he could use the money. And really what could it hurt? As long as he didn’t have to marry a woman if the chemistry wasn’t right, then he might as well throw his hat in the ring. Maybe he would even get lucky and find the perfect woman.

      “I suppose I will.” She opened her mouth, more than likely to squeal again, but Tyler held up his hand to stop her. “As long as the contract is decent.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so excited. I’m going to call Helen.”

      Tyler shook his head as Nancy ran off and he continued to the back deck. He wasn’t sure he would ever understand women. It was a reality show. Not like they’d cast him in a blockbuster movie or anything.

      As Tyler slid open the sliding glass door, Aaron looked up and smiled. “Hey, man, what are you doing over here? You smell the burgers from your house?” Aaron stood by a large circular barbecue grill. Though gas grills were all the rage these days, Aaron claimed he preferred charcoal and therefore he still had a behemoth of a grill. Tyler had to agree that the charcoal made the meat taste better. At least in his head. Who knew if it was just psychosomatic.

      “Had to come show you this.” He pulled the letter out of his pocket and handed it to his friend.

      Aaron took it, a quizzical expression on his face. His eyes widened though as he scanned the paper. “For real? They chose you?”

      “Hey now.” Tyler feigned a hurt look.

      “I just mean that video wasn’t anything special. It must be your charm and magnetism. So, you gonna do it?”

      “I don’t know. Does it make me seem desperate? I mean that’s what I think when I hear about these shows.” Tyler took the letter back and folded it back into his pocket.

      Aaron shrugged. “A little, I guess, but look at it this way, they will find a bunch of women you would never meet and bring them to you. They’ll pay for a ton of dates, and they pay you. A lot. Worst case, you have some fun and people recognize you on the streets for a time. Best case, you find the love of your life and finally start that family you’ve been wanting.”

      That was true. Tyler supposed it was weird he talked about having a family, but ever since his parents had split and his brother had disowned the family, it had been all he could think about. Unfortunately, his track record with women was atrocious. About the time he started falling for a woman to the point where he could think about proposing, she left him for a more successful man or a more exciting atmosphere. A lawyer, a doctor, one had even left him for an insurance salesman claiming she needed the security his money could offer. Perhaps it was time for him to try something different.

      “I guess you’re right. Won’t find out until you try, right?”

      “Indeed. Hungry?” And just like that Aaron dropped the topic, but it didn’t fade from Tyler’s mind. The meeting with the producers was in a week. He would have to decide by then, and he would have to spend some real time in prayer to make sure this was God’s will.
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      Laney pressed her face to the window as the car pulled into the compound. A massive house loomed in front of them. “Is that where we’re staying?”

      Maryanne laughed as she drove past the house. “No, that is for the women, but it’s not as big as it looks. I mean it is, but the women have to share bedrooms and bathrooms. Our accommodations are a little smaller, but we have our own rooms and bathrooms, and the studio pays for the food.”

      “I’m sure they will be fine. My apartment in New York was tiny. It could have fit in your old living room.”

      Maryanne glanced her direction. “How did you live in such a small place?”

      Laney chuckled. Maryanne had always been a little naïve and evidently, she had not outgrown it. “It was New York, Maryanne. Everything is small and expensive unless you’re a billionaire. Then it’s just large and expensive.”

      “Well, then this might feel like a vacation house after all.” She pulled up in front of a row of bungalow type houses surrounding a larger house in the middle. “Our houses are the smaller bungalows. The middle house is for the cowboy, but we also have a meeting room and viewing room in the main house as well as access to the kitchen and our own dining room.”

      “Wow, this is an impressive set up. Does the studio own all this?”

      “Yeah, they film here nine months out of the year, so it made sense to just buy it. Our show isn’t the only show that uses it.” She parked the car in front of the main house. “Come on inside. I’ll show you your room and then introduce you to everyone.”

      Laney grabbed her suitcases from the trunk of the car. Maryanne had insisted she didn’t need much as they had a laundry on site and Laney would have time to drive into town to get whatever else she might need, but Laney didn’t feel comfortable going somewhere for more than a month without enough clothes. Not knowing what exactly she was getting into, she’d packed for every occasion and barely gotten her suitcase closed. Her second suitcase contained only her makeup supplies.

      “Let’s drop your suitcases off first.” Maryanne led the way to the right of the main building stopping at the second bungalow. “I’m in number one and our cook, Reynaldo, is in number three. You have lucky number two.”

      Two had never been Laney’s lucky number, but she said nothing as Maryanne pulled a ring of keys from her pocket and unlocked the door before handing the key to Laney. The door opened to a small but spacious living room which held a couch, a chair, and a small table.

      “No television?” Laney asked as she looked around the room.

      “No, we’re not supposed to watch anything except what plays in the group space but believe me that is entertaining as it’s a live feed of the women. There are cameras all over the place in this compound, so be careful what you do. Oh, that reminds me, I’ll have to take your phone too.”

      Laney’s mouth dropped open. “My phone? But it has all my books on it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Maryanne said with a smile. “You can use it in the common space, just not in your bungalow. It’s part of the contract you’ll have to sign. They don’t want any leaking of the show.”

      Laney’s eyes narrowed at her friend. “I guess there are a few things you forgot to mention when you told me about this gig.” Honestly, Laney didn’t mind though. Her phone had always been glued to her side when she worked for Madame Bonavich. The woman could and often had called at all times of the day and night. Laney was rather looking forward to a detox from her phone.

      Maryanne’s bottom lip folded under her teeth in a contrite expression. She looked like a kid who’d gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “I know and I’m sorry, but I needed you to take the job. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You bet you will.” Laney laughed to let her friend know she was teasing. She continued toward the back of the room where it opened to a small hallway with two doors. One held a bathroom and the other a bedroom. Simple - just a bed, nightstand, dresser, and closet, but it would do, and even though it wasn’t large, it was bigger than her apartment had been.

      After hoisting her suitcase on the bed to unpack later, she followed Maryanne out of the bungalow and toward the main house.

      “We always enter from back here where the kitchen is. There’s a separate dining room for us back here and one for the cowboy up front. Our goal is to stay out of his sight as much as possible. Of course, you’ll have to be around him more than the rest of us, but that’s unavoidable. Still, as you’ll find out in a minute, it’s get in, do his makeup, and get out. As little interaction as possible.”

      “Got it. Is there a reason?”

      Maryanne opened the back door and motioned Laney inside. A spacious kitchen lay before them, but Laney hardly had time to take it all in before Maryanne was moving again. “He’s supposed to be focusing on the women to find a wife.” She glanced around and then leaned closer to Laney. “They hardly ever last, but the producers like to think they will if the contestants focus enough. So, we give them as much space as we can.”

      The kitchen led out to a dining room that held a table for eight, but Maryanne kept walking. “How many shows have there been?” Laney should have done more homework. She was all kinds of curious now.

      “This is our tenth season.”

      Laney blinked. “Wow, ten seasons. I had no idea. How many matches have lasted?”

      “Only one, but that’s hardly surprising since they only get to know each other a few weeks before the end of the show. They almost always end in a proposal but there’s only been one wedding.”

      Laney’s eyes widened. “That’s a terrible record. Why do people keep coming on the show?”

      Maryanne shrugged as she stopped in front of a closed door. “A myriad of reasons but mostly to get their fifteen minutes of fame. Okay, this is the conference room. Peter, the director, and Justin, the host, are probably inside already. They’ll give you the contract to sign. I’ll answer any questions you have later, but don’t bring up the success rate to them.” Her mouth twitched, and she glanced around covertly. “They’re kind of touchy about it.”

      “Got it.” Laney wondered just what she had gotten herself into. She’d thought it was simply a reality television show, but already it felt like a different world.

      Two men looked up at them as the door opened. One was older, probably in his late fifties or early sixties if the gray in his hair was any indication. The other looked younger, maybe mid-thirties, but it was hard to tell. He had to be the host though
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