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            A Baby for the Bride

          

          BOOK ONE IN THE MAIL-ORDER BRIDES OF DARLING CREEK

        

      

    

    
      Zeke Wilkins needs help. Calving season on his Montana ranch is fast approaching, his party animal brothers are going on vacation, and to top it all off, he’s just inherited a baby. He needs a nanny, and he needs one fast. Desperation and sleeplessness conspire to cause this crusty cowboy to post his ad to the wrong site, and before you can say “giddy up,” this man finds himself saddled with yet another set of problems. Specifically, a curvy, sexy, delicious, confounding and confusing problem.

      Serena Rogers needs to get the heck out of Dodge—or, Chicago, where she’s stuck in an untenable situation with her smarmy, cheating ex and a pile of medical bills. A new life as a mail-order bride out West? Sure! She’ll be the first to admit this might be a crackpot idea, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Fresh mountain air, big skies, and an instant groom in the form of a rugged, hard-working cowboy is precisely what this city girl craves.

      P.S. The Mail-Order Brides series is a contemporary cowboy romance full of high heat, happily ever afters, protective heroes, lovable heroines and small-town charm. Each book is a stand alone romance. No cliffhangers, no cheating, but lots of insta-love goodness!
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      Zeke

      

      I’m doing the right thing, inviting a stranger into our lives here at the ranch.

      Right?

      A thoroughly vetted, background-checked stranger who loves children. What could go wrong?

      As a single father to a four-week-old baby, the feeling that I’m missing something is constant. And I’m not used to that.

      I know exactly what to do with injured mares, lost cattle, and collapsed fences. I’ve rescued half a dozen calves born with umbilical cords wrapped around their necks. My brothers and I have welcomed abandoned dogs and stray cats to Wilkins Ranch, turning them into ace cattle herders and mousers, respectively.

      But ever since this baby showed up, I’ve had a constant sensation in my gut that I’ve forgotten something vital.

      I need sleep, or so my sister Hattie has informed me. She’s right. Amelia is not what you’d call a calm baby. She barely naps and sometimes screams for unknown reasons. On top of that, my work on the ranch has suffered, even with Hattie watching Amelia on her days off. The main house has gone to shit. The office is backed up with emails and ranch hand applications.

      I don’t need a sitter; I need a permanent live-in nanny and housekeeper.

      Finding help isn’t just the right thing to do; it’s necessary. So, why do I feel I’m headed in the wrong direction?

      But I’m forging ahead, hunting-and-pecking away at a computer in the office instead of helping clear brush in the pasture today. I’ve got to finish this “help wanted” ad. I’m not great with technology, so my younger brother Ryland set up the document for me.

      “What’s it for? Your Tinder profile?” Ryland asks as he stands behind my office chair, watching.

      “No,” I say, a bit too defensively. “It’s for a nanny for Amelia. Now shut up and tell me how to do the copy/paste thing.”

      Ryland is a consummate smartass, but he’s better with tech than I am.

      “Fine. But you’re not going to want to post to just one agency. You’ll want options,” he insists, clicking open a bunch of windows in the browser. “Here’s how you open several tabs to help you do research faster.”

      I sure wish my brother was this enthusiastic about the physical chores around the Wilkins Ranch. Or picking up his socks.

      I gruffly shoo him away. “There’s a heifer in the barn that’s refusing to eat. Go check her out; might have to call Doc Bennett.”

      “You’re welcome,” Ryland throws back at me before heading out of the ranch office.

      At least he’s got a way with the animals. I shouldn’t be too hard on him; all three of us brothers have been stressed lately.

      Angela, the office manager, sits at the other desk, busily tapping away at her computer. Maybe I’ll use one of these open tabs to see if what our sister Hattie says is true about mail-order brides. Just for fun.

      When I’d inherited Amelia after receiving the sad news of our distant cousin Hannah’s death in Missoula, Hattie joked that I should try for a wife instead of a nanny. I thought that mail-order brides had gone the way of the horse and buggy. But now, curiosity has got the best of me.

      And wouldn’t you know it, they do exist.

      Western Brides? Sounds like the name of a wedding planning magazine you see in the supermarket, except with cowboy boots or something.

      Shaking my head in amusement at learning this exists, I go back to typing out my ad for a nanny in the document. I tinker with it for too long because I’m not a great typist. Just as I select the text and figure out where the “copy” feature is that Ryland showed me, the baby monitor on my desk starts to cry. More specifically, the tiny black and white screen shows little Amelia kicking her legs, arching her back. The beginnings of another howling fit crackle through the monitor.

      Shit.

      I’m not upset at the kid; I just wish I could type faster. I’d planned to post this ad before she woke up, before my day got insane again.

      I speedily click back to the tab I want, fill in the prompts, and hit send without giving it another thought. That’s done.

      That’s one small weight off my shoulders. Good job, Zeke. Being a parent of an infant has taught me to celebrate accomplishing the smallest of tasks.

      I snatch up the baby monitor and nod goodbye to Angela, then make my way across the field that separates the big house from the main office. I kick off my boots in the mud room and head straight down the hall toward the makeshift nursery that’s more of a supply closet. In fact, it used to be our supply closet until Pops died, his live-in housekeeper resigned, and my brothers and I were left with the ranch. Things were already starting to go all to hell before Amelia showed up. Poor kid.

      I nearly trip over my two brothers’ piles of clutter in the hallway, cursing, then pick up my squirming, unhappy daughter.

      In my arms, Amelia’s tiny body tenses up. Here we go. Her little legs bend tight to her torso as she strains. And there goes the poop. I feel the rumble against my hand. And the social worker had been right to tell me to buy plenty of what he called “butt paste.” The poor kid has diaper rash something awful, though it’s starting to clear up.

      “Time for a change. Again.” I swear this kid goes through fifteen or more of these a day. I think.

      I can count hundreds of zig-zagging cattle from the back of a horse, but somehow I can’t keep track of one baby’s eating and pooping schedule.

      Crouching down, I lay the baby on the floor, on top of a fold-out pad with the diaper bag the social worker gave me.

      It would be nice to have a wife right now. Not only for sharing baby duties, but to have someone to talk to about everything. Someone besides my brothers.

      Maybe one day, I’ll go back to the matchmaking site and try that out. Once I get my life together. Once this ranch house is presentable. I wouldn’t want to bring a wife or a girlfriend around this place right now.

      At least a tiny human who still craps herself can’t judge a man on the state of his house.
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      Serena

      
      I squint at the screen, my eyes exhausted from scrolling through this cowboy’s bio for the hundredth time on this mail-order bride website.

      Yep. I’ve cracked.

      Call it a breakdown or a breakthrough, but this city girl is headed west to Montana.

      Maybe the moment my boyfriend of five years cheated on me pushed me over the edge.

      Last year, my health scare made me more willing to branch out, live life, and take risks. Life is short and all that.

      Yeah, a week’s stay in the hospital with near-kidney failure will do that to a girl.

      Or, maybe I’m tired of city boys in suits, and something about the idea of a change of scenery—not to mention the thought of a big boy in flannel and shit kickers—is working for me.

      The virtual matchmaker on the Western Brides website matched me with “Zeke” over a week ago, and I’d applied immediately. Today I received the official invitation. Technically, the invite came from his office manager, Angela, but still. I’m engaged! Wait? Am I?

      The entire process seemed too easy to be true. More manageable than selling most of the possessions I’ve accumulated over five years. And those things sold so fast, I’m almost caught up on the rent that I owe the scum-sucking ex-boyfriend, Kent.

      Now that Kent and I are not together as a couple, I’m itching to settle up and get gone. Because I earn so much less as a housekeeper than he does selling luxury condos, he’s graciously allowed me to stay until I have the means to get out. And if this isn’t awkward enough, his new girlfriend also lives here. Gross? You betcha.

      I’ll bet this handsome cowboy would never stand for someone to feel like a third wheel. There’s no photo, but his words tell me everything I need to know.

      “Must love kids, or don’t bother applying.” Just a guy putting it all out there. Imagine that.

      When I started dating Kent five years ago, he was purposely vague. I’m at the age now where I want to get married, I want kids, and if I have to wait any longer, I’ll need to start freezing my eggs. And I’m not even close to the “freezing eggs” tax bracket. Sigh.

      Someone rudely interrupts my hundred-and-first examination of this cowboy’s bio. It’s Kent, of course.

      “Rena, I’m really sorry, but I didn’t get your half of the internet bill last month.”

      I really dislike it when Kent calls me “Rena.”

      And he’s wrong about the bill.

      I look up from the screen. “To be fair, I owe a third instead of half.”

      Kent genuinely doesn’t register what I’m saying. “A third?”

      Is he going to make me say her name? He is. Ugh. “Yes. A third,” I say, Kent’s eyes still confused. “Because of Stacy.”
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