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  Reader's Notice


This book contains the following topics that may be sensitive for some readers. Please take care of your mental health! 
	Language

	Use of birth control 

	PIV sex

	Oral sex 

	Discussions of military-related PTSD










  
  Chapter 1
Janie


“What did I get myself into?” I muttered. 
My GPS signal had been sketchy for the past hour of my drive from the Billings airport. I was a Texas girl—born and raised in San Antonio—where winter was hot and the summer was even hotter. As I made my way deeper into Montana, I was beginning to realize just how far away from home I really was.
Snow drifted and swirled across the road. The thermometer on my dashboard flirted with twenty degrees, then flicked back to eighteen. I shuddered and cranked the heater up another notch.
“It’s an adventure, remember?” I said. “If you want a husband, you have to get out there and find him.”
I glanced at the sprawling landscape around me. There was a reason why people called this place big sky country. There was so much open space, unbroken by any signs of civilization. It was refreshing and lonesome at the same time, especially with the wind howling like that, buffeting against my car. I gripped the steering wheel tighter. God only knew how long it would be before someone noticed me in the ditch if I slid off the road.
Without a signal for GPS to operate properly, I was forced to rely on the old school method, consulting a map to find this little town of Folly Peak. More than once, I’d caught myself reading it upside down and ended up going in the wrong direction for thirty minutes. I already missed the simplicity of city life, and how easy it was to jump on a bus or grab a taxi that would take me anywhere I needed to go.
The road twisted and turned into more mountainous terrain. Through the snow-laced trees, I spotted a sign.
Welcome to Folly Peak. Population: 1,389.
My stomach twisted with anxiety.
“Almost there.”
When I came around the bend, the town spread out below me, glittering with Christmas lights and garlands of greenery. It looked like a living replica of my grandmother’s Christmas village that she set out every year, nestled in clouds of cotton for snow. I loved spending hours studying every inch of that village, looking in the little windows, finding peppermints and taffy that my grandmother hid in the bakery, the cobbler, or the general store.
My phone rang on the seat beside me. I glanced at it, surprised that I had a cell signal. The screen showed my sister’s name, Rachel. The car slipped a bit on the icy road and I wrenched my gaze away from the phone.
“Not now, sis,” I mumbled. “I’ll call you back later. Don’t bite my head off.”
As I descended the slope and made my way down Main Street, I craned my neck, studying signs. I’d booked a room somewhere around here at a cute little place…
There. The Honeybee Inn.
My heart leaped into my throat. This was really happening. I’m actually doing it. After years of shitty dates, getting no traction in my love life, I was finally meeting the man who could potentially be my husband. 
Next year, I was turning thirty. I wanted a family, a husband. I wanted to be a wife and a mother. But every day that passed, I felt my dream slipping through my fingers like water. 
My sister teased me about my almost comically bad luck with men. I'd been on dozens of first dates, but still lacked the experience of my first kiss, sex, or a serious, proper relationship. I rarely made it to a second date, and never to a third.
I parked at the inn, taking a deep breath to steady my trembling nerves. Even though my sister thought I was utterly insane, I signed up with a professional matchmaking service. Cupid’s Kiss Agency had a fantastic reputation with stellar reviews for creating the perfect matches. It cost an entire paycheck to send in my application and get it reviewed, and there would be no refund if this relationship flopped like all the others did.
But I had a good feeling about this one. Maybe it was foolishly optimistic. Maybe my sister was right all along and this would turn out to be nothing more than a wild goose chase. Then I would return home to Texas and sob into her arms while we polished off a tray of brownies together.
At the thought of Rachel, I retrieved my phone and sent a quick text.
Arrived safely. About to meet my man. Will call later.
Three dots appeared, signaling Rachel was composing a response.
Go get ‘em, tiger!
I smiled to myself with a little squeal, tucked my phone in my coat pocket, and grabbed my purse. Shoving my car door open, a gust of wind hit me. I gritted my teeth together, tucking my nose into my collar. 
This guy better be worth it.
Tiptoeing across the slippery ground, I circled around to the trunk of my rental car. After wrestling my two suitcases out, I carefully made my way up the steps of the inn. My knees felt like they would give out at any moment. I couldn’t tell if that was thanks to the snow and ice, or my nervous anticipation. 
Since my match and I didn’t live in the same state, one of us had to travel to make our first meeting happen. The Agency offered to choose at random, but I decided to volunteer instead. Living in the desert, I’d never seen a white Christmas before. 
So, I got the brilliant idea into my head that I would visit Montana in the dead of winter, spending Christmas weekend getting to know my future husband, in a quaint little mountain town. It would be magical, a fairy tale in the making.
As my teeth chattered, I was beginning to rethink this whole venture. The weather forecast on the radio predicted the temperatures would plummet by twenty degrees tonight, with a wind chill of negative fifteen. How could anyone live in a place that was so damn cold?
I stumbled into the welcome warmth of the inn. On my left was the front desk, with a small Christmas tree decorated with golden ribbons and tiny blinking bees, a little silver bell, and a sign in elegant calligraphy that read: Check-in.
I tapped the bell. It emitted a sweet, delicate chime.
“Be with you in a minute!” a woman’s cheerful voice called out.
I stripped off my gloves and fished my compact out of my purse, checking for lipstick on my teeth. I hated wearing makeup—it felt strange on me, like a shoe that didn’t fit quite right—but I couldn’t convince myself to go on a date bare-faced either. Not after years of being bullied in school for the way I looked.
Inhaling a deep breath, I tried to quell the roiling nausea in my belly. If I didn’t get it under control, my stomach would rebel against me and I’d puke everywhere. That was not the first impression I needed right now.
Someone cleared their throat.
I glanced up. To my right, the entryway opened into the dining room. Hovering at the threshold was a man in a button-down shirt that looked like it was about to burst at the seams around his biceps and across his shoulders. A bouquet of pink roses was clutched in his fist as if his life depended on it. A valiant attempt had been made to tame his mop of dark curls with some gel and a comb, but they weren’t cooperating. One curl strayed over his forehead. My fingers itched with the ludicrous desire to brush it aside.
“Are you Janie O’Leary?” he asked, with a delicious rasp in his voice.
I blinked in surprise.
“Yes, I am. Are you….?”
“Scott Tyler,” he replied.
No way. Holy shit. This was my match from Cupid’s Kiss. We weren’t allowed to see a picture of each other before the meeting in order to give us a better chance at forging a connection in person. 
My gaze swept over him from head to toe, drinking in every detail. He was gorgeous, with soft brown eyes as earnest as a puppy, and a naturally weathered, tan look to him that only the rugged, outdoorsy types managed to effortlessly maintain. His Cupid’s Kiss profile said he was an active guy, spending his free time hiking, snowshoeing, kayaking, and rock climbing. His occupation had been listed as forestry services.
“It’s good to meet you.” 
I stepped forward to greet him but I faltered, second guessing myself. On a normal date, I’d settle for a polite hello and a wave. But this time felt…different. Cupid’s Kiss was a professional matchmaking service, touting happily ever after with hundreds of happy couples as proof that they knew their business, inside and out. Unless I was truly cursed to never find my true love, this guy could be The One.
Should I hug him? Give him a kiss on the cheek?
Then I realized Scott hadn’t budged an inch. He wasn’t even meeting me halfway. In fact, he wasn’t moving at all. He just…stood there. Frozen. 
“You’re…tall,” he said.
I stopped dead in my tracks and the breath punched out of me. What little confidence I’d managed to muster up toppled like a house of cards.
When puberty hit, I had a growth spurt, which resulted in climbing up to six feet tall, rivaling my father's height. I also inherited his hooked nose, wide mouth, and broad forehead. With small tits and thick thighs to top it off, I was a walking, talking target for teenage boys to terrorize.
Plain Jane, the kids at school called me. Plain, tall, and gawky, like a giraffe. Never pretty. Never the one that boys were sweet on. 
My height gave me all kinds of trouble when I finally dated in college. Guys didn’t like it when I was taller than them, as if that was something I could change if I willed myself to be shorter. 
Suddenly, Scott seemed to realize the impact of what he’d said and how I withered. 
“I meant, it’s a good thing,” he rushed to amend. “That you’re tall. Because we’re at eye level with each other, which is nice. It’s…it’s good. And it makes kissing easier—”
My eyebrows shot up. Scott flushed beet red to the tips of his ears.
“Not that we’ll be doing any kissing right now. Maybe later. Or not. Depends on how the date goes, right?” He winced and muttered under his breath, “God, I need to shut the fuck up.”
I stifled a sigh. Just once in my life, I wanted to have a first date that went smoothly. Cupid’s Kiss was supposed to be different. They promised a deep and profound intimate bond that would last a lifetime. They promised that spark I’d been missing my whole life. I wanted heat, I wanted passion, I wanted to fucking burn with how much I craved the man I would marry.
Instead, Scott and I were still standing with several feet of space between us, staring at each other with uncertainty. He shoved the bouquet at me.
“The flowers,” Scott said. “They’re for you.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
As I reached out to take them, Scott made sure that his fingers didn’t brush mine accidentally. He pulled back like I was a leper and he didn’t want my contagious germs. The stems of the roses were mangled, squished, and slightly sweaty.
Well, we were not off to a great start.
The echo of footsteps approached. A woman appeared at the top of the staircase leading up to the second floor. She had sparkly appliqué snowflakes on her sweater, and Rudolph earrings with tiny red light-up noses.
“Good evening! So sorry about the wait. I’m Laurel, the innkeeper. Do you have a reservation? Did you find the place okay?”
Relieved to get a break from the excruciating conversation with Scott, I focused my attention on Laurel.
“I got turned around a few times, but I finally made it. My reservation should be under Janie O’Leary.”
Laurel brightened.
“Oh! You’re here for Scott! He’s been talking about you for days. My husband was the one who nudged him into using that matchmaking agency. Scott is just so shy sometimes. It takes a while for him to warm up to people, but once you get to know him, he’s a sweetheart.”
Behind me, Scott coughed politely. 
“Laurel.”
I could tell by the low strain in his voice that he was speaking through gritted teeth, embarrassed at Laurel airing all his dirty laundry while he was standing right there. 
“Oops! Sorry, Janie, I’m talking your poor ears off.” She touched her lips as if she could shove the words back into her mouth. “Just sign the registration book here, and I’ll get your key for you. Scott picked out a table in the dining room already, so you can hop in there for dinner.”
After I signed in, Laurel deposited a heavy, antique brass key into my hand, with a round yellow tag depicting a rose with a fuzzy little bee burrowed into the petals.








