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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.”

      Realization dawns in his eyes. “Oh…right.” He stretches out the words to buy himself time to think. I can smell the fear. He doesn’t want to ask Stacy to cough up the money.

      I am so repulsed by this guy now. Five years ago, I was attracted to his boyishness and enthusiasm, and how he seemed helpless about everything outside of real estate. I should have taken it as a warning when we met.

      “Well, actually, Stacy and I pay half since we’re a couple,” he informs me.

      Is this man for real?

      Slowly, I close my laptop, giving myself time to breathe so I don’t say something I’ll regret.

      “No, that’s not how it works,” I say. “We’re three roommates. We pay three ways.”

      Am I seeing things, or is there flop sweat on his upper lip? “Actually…”

      I swear to god, I never want to hear anyone say that word again.

      “…since Stacy and I only live in one room, it’s gonna be halfsies on rent, too.”

      This is a bombshell I wasn’t prepared for.

      I swallow down my rage. “Are you expecting me to pay half and you and Stacy to each pay a quarter because you fucking cheated, and now I’m getting screwed out of an apartment?”

      “Well, a⁠—“

      “Don’t. Say it.”

      Kent lowers his voice; I know it’s because he doesn’t want Stacy to hear this part. “She’s out of a job, so I figured we’d cut her a break. If you could help me, I’d appreciate it.”

      I glare at him. I know for a fact that after Stacy got her real estate license, she decided the whole industry was “gross,” so her daddy got her a job at his accounting firm, and she didn’t bother to show up after the first day.

      Ugh. I need to vacate this apartment immediately. There’s no way I’m paying half the rent and half of all the other bills when the woman he cheated on me with is living here.

      I open my laptop again and continue reading more details on this particular cowboy. I see the words: “Ranch…Montana…need help organizing and scheduling household. Cooking and cleaning are a plus. Must love kids, or don’t bother applying. No time for chit-chat on phones or email. Office manager will be in contact. Come to Montana and see if you like it.”

      He’s not trying to be sexy or charming or impress me with his important job. Straight to the point. Something about this seems…good enough.

      “Rena? Are you going to say something?”

      I click “accept” and close my laptop.

      I finally look over at the squirming Kent and sigh, smiling sweetly. “I’m sure you would appreciate it if I were your doormat, Kent. You’ll have what I owe you by the end of the month. Maybe sooner. Because I’m moving out.”

      I don’t stay still long enough to see his reaction.

      “Wait, what?” Kent splutters as I go to my room and begin packing.

      “’Come to Montana and see if you like it,’” I murmur out loud to myself, locking my bedroom door behind me.

      I smirk as I haul out my suitcase and toss in some sweaters and socks. Thinking more about what “see if you like it” might mean, I throw in the scant number of sexy undies I keep on hand for special occasions. And I never have special occasions. Never had many of those when Kent and I were together.

      If the cowboy and I are not compatible, we can get a quickie divorce. But it would take a lot. This cowboy’d have to be a severe psycho to compel me to move out. And an unpretentious bio like that sounds like what I need right now. Not psycho. Simple. Uncomplicated. Practical. That’s all I can handle at the moment.

      The one thing I need to do besides pack is call my friend Eleanor to warn her I’m leaving town soon.

      She knows about the mail-order bride website and that I was considering it. To say she disapproves is an understatement. By the sound of her voice on the other end of the phone, I don’t think she believed I would ever go through with it.

      That’s the message I get as she yells at me while I roll and tuck my most comfortable jeans, making the most of my packing efficiency skills.

      “You can’t click a button and then disappear to Montana. What if he’s a serial killer?” Eleanor shouts.

      I smile into the phone. “He’s not. Probably. The agency fully vets everyone. Pretty sure.”

      “Pretty sure, huh? Well, have you ever been to Montana? Did you say he has a ranch? That’s a lonely life. You can’t hop on the El and go to dinner and the theater. No museums. You have to keep your car battery warmed overnight in places like that.”

      I scoff. “Eleanor, it’s cold in Chicago too in the winter, in case you haven’t noticed. And when was the last time I went to the theater? I couldn’t afford it if I wanted to. And you know I can’t rent a new apartment with my credit rating, not with all this medical debt.”

      I wince as I say this. I hate talking about it, but it’s worse not to speak about the $45,000 in bills that I haven’t paid in months.

      “Come live with us.”

      “That’s kind of you, but I’m not leaving one third-wheel situation just to join another,” I say of her and her boyfriend. “Anyway, the listing says he needs help organizing and scheduling and…I don’t know; it scratched something inside me.”

      Eleanor harrumphs. “Yeah. That kind of shit is your catnip. I’m worried you’re being rash.”

      I nod my head and obsessively check through every drawer I’ve already emptied. “I am being rash. I love you for worrying about me, but I’m tired of playing it safe. I need to shake things up.”

      I set my phone on the bed, place it on speaker, and pack my two pairs of simple flats and dressy going-out boots. I can wear my sneakers to the airport.

      “What if he’s fugly?”

      “Eleanor.”

      “Serena. I know you always say looks are unimportant, but you need to feel that thing.”

      I scoff and stop packing for now, or else I won’t have anything to wear in the time between accepting and making travel arrangements. I cross the room to stare out my window that overlooks the alleyway. It might be nice to have a view of the mountains, as much as I’ll miss these tall buildings. “I’ll feel that thing when the time comes. What do you think I’m going to do, walk up and lift the ding-dong out of the cowboy’s dungarees?”

      Snorting laughter erupts from the phone. “Oh my god! Not his dick! I’m talking about feeling attraction. Chemistry.”

      “Hmm.” Attraction is not likely to matter after everything I’ve been through. Turning back to the bed to look over my mismatched luggage, thinking about how my vibrator has been getting a workout lately. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

      There’s a pause on the line. “What if he has terrible breath? Or can’t get that cow poop smell off of him no matter much he showers? What then?”

      “Porn exists for a reason.”

      My friend makes a loud, exasperated noise into the phone and continues to pepper me with warnings.

      Eleanor and I will have to agree to disagree. She’s a good friend, and I’ll miss her. But I’ve been hanging out with her and her boyfriend for years, and she’s on the verge of getting engaged.

      As selfish as it is, that’s another reason to leave. I’ll be happy for Eleanor, but knowing it’s not happening for me hurts too much.

      So, it’s time for a change.

      I think this will work. Something tells me this change is perfect for me.

      Even if I’ve totally cracked.
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      Zeke

      

      My entire being sweats as I stand in arrivals at the airport, holding up a scrap of paper that reads, “Serena Rogers.” I’m such a mess, my dripping hands smudge the Sharpie ink.

      I’d be less nervous if I had had a real conversation with Serena before today. Not that I know how to talk to women.

      I shouldn’t have let Angela handle all those emails from the agency. I wonder if that makes me seem standoffish.

      But I’m so exhausted from late-night feedings that bleed into early morning chores that I don’t know which end is up; I had to delegate.

      Thank goodness for Hattie. I owe her and her husband Ennis big time for taking turns driving to the ranch twice a week to babysit while I do chores. Lots to do with calving season fast approaching. I slip gas cards into Hattie’s purse whenever she’s not looking because that drive from Darling Creek is a good thirty miles.

      I know nothing about this woman. What if it doesn’t work out? What if I have to fire Serena, and she sues me for wrongful termination and takes the ranch from us?

      I laugh ruefully. Sure. Take all one-thousand acres. Maybe then I can sleep.

      Nah, I love the ranch. That’s the sleeplessness talking.

      I watch the escalator as I hold up the sign, feeling a strange emptiness at being here without Amelia. Is Hattie staying on top of her feedings? Her diaper rash? Is the baby’s screaming making her nuts?

      No. I need to calm down. Hattie’s got this. She once said her youngest, Colin, was a colicky baby. She can handle a little fussiness.

      I shift my weight from one foot to the other and gaze up at the escalator. No one looks like a Serena. Maybe I should have asked Angela to request a photo, but I didn’t want her to feel like she was being judged for employment based on her looks. Maybe I should have sent her mine. Ha. Then she’d for sure withdraw her application. My brothers and sister have told me a time or two that I look like an overgrown grizzly bear but with a worse attitude.

      While watching for the nanny, another random woman on the escalator is nervously tugging out a fluffy elastic thing from her hair, causing her mass of brown curls to fall around her shoulders. In one hand, she grips a suitcase large enough to fit her whole body. The other hand fluffs her hair, making it look thicker and bigger.

      She looks, in a word, sophisticated. That can’t be Serena. I requested someone who could handle life on a ranch. This woman doesn’t look like she could stomach ranch dressing. Probably prefers something vegan.

      That’s definitely not Serena.
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      Serena

      

      As I descend to baggage claim on the downward escalator, strange thoughts run through my head.

      What if he wants to kiss me, and I taste like the coffee I drank on the plane? Don’t be silly; he’s a rancher. Surely he drinks coffee. Don’t they wake up at the ass-crack of dawn?

      I grip the railing and roll up on my tiptoes to see if I can catch a glimpse of my cowboy.

      “My cowboy.” Those words send a thrill through me, my shoulders shuddering in anticipation. Silly of me. He’s probably nothing like you see in the movies.

      What if he doesn’t like the way I look? Well, we don’t have to fall madly in love. I don’t believe in that stuff anymore. I want an everyday, quiet life, thank you very much.

      However, he could look at me and decide I’m not built for farm work. Or ranch work. Whatever that means.

      I glance down at my medium build. It’s just average. Suddenly I wish I would have spent more time at the gym, building muscle. What if I have to lift something heavy? Like an animal? Or maybe I should have learned a skill. Like gardening, or birthing baby horses or something?

      Sure, I can cook. I can also clean like the dickens. And, I can fold laundry so perfectly that this unsuspecting cowboy would be shocked at how much unused space he has in his sock drawer. Those are valuable skills on a ranch, right?

      As the crowd in front of me on the escalator moves and adjusts, I see someone down there in baggage claim, holding a paper sign. The only one. I can’t read the name, but I definitely see an S and a R. The man is tall and broad, with a thick beard and a cowboy hat. He wears boots and a fleece jacket layered over a plaid flannel shirt. That’s a cowboy, and holy smokes, if there ever was a cowboy named Zeke Wilkins, this is him.

      His dark hair peeks out from under his hat, and his beard frames a set of full lips that form a flat line. He seems barrel-chested under those layers. His legs fill out those jeans in a way that makes me sweat. Of course, he has strong legs, silly. He’d have to, to mount a horse every day.

      Pretty sure he’s staring at me. I smile and wave at him, because I can now see my name on that paper. What’s more, I can see he has kind, soulful eyes under the brim of that hat.

      This is it. This is my new life. This is my husband.

      The idea is hitting me, and I’m not panicking about it.

      Not that I was worried about the way he would look. Still, at the sight of this powerful man, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Giddy-up.
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      Zeke

      

      Her searching eyes suddenly focus on the paper I’m holding, and I see her perfect eyebrows rise, and her eyes widen.

      Serena?

      I stupidly glance over my shoulder, in case she’s smiling and waving at someone else. But there’s no one. I’m the only dummy standing here holding a sign.

      That beauty is smiling and waving at me.

      My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. She’s now reached the bottom of the escalator, and she’s coming this way. My hands are too sweaty to offer a handshake, so I swipe my damp palms over my jeans.

      I clear my throat and tip my hat up. Then, I kick myself mentally because what I should be doing is taking her suitcase from her instead of standing here like a dope waiting for her to come to me.

      What am I getting all worked up over a nanny for?

      “That’s me!” the woman chirps brightly, pointing to my handwritten sign. Now that I’ve gotten my ass in gear, I’ve forgotten my other manners. Instead of slowing down, politely introducing myself, and asking how her flight was, I’m so flustered I behave like a complete jackass. Automatically, I take the suitcase but forget to introduce myself. She doesn’t let go of the suitcase at first, and my hand squeezes her fingers over the handle. There’s an excruciating moment where I tug the extended handle, and she’s gripping it tighter, probably because she thinks I’m trying to steal from her. The gigantic suitcase keels over and plops to the floor with a loud clack.

      “Oh, uh…” That would be the sound of a lovely lady who doesn’t know what to make of a clumsy idiot who might be trying to steal her suitcase.

      “Sorry,” I grunt.

      Both she and I bend over simultaneously to reach for the handle, our foreheads knocking together, smashing my hat.

      “Oh!”

      “Crap,” I blurt, removing my hat. “Is your head okay?”

      Leaving the suitcase on the floor, all my attention goes to this poor woman and her forehead. She holds one hand over her face and says with a laugh. “I think so. Let’s try that again. I’m Serena?” She says it like a question, her face expectant.

      Up close, I can see the hand that covers half her face is small and delicate, with perfectly manicured nails painted soft, rosy pink. Looks like those gel nails that one lady at my sister’s salon does. She’s a city girl, for sure. Those hands are not the hands of a woman ready for childcare, let alone life on a ranch.

      But they sure do look soft. And they look like they’d feel real nice if they were to touch me.

      That reminds me: Shake her hand, dummy.

      I thrust out my hand, “Zeke Wilkins. Nice to meet you, Serena.”

      When she uncovers her head, I study the spot where our skulls knocked together. It’s pink, and I’ll have to keep an eye on it if she develops a goose egg later.

      At the same time I go for the handshake, she spreads her arms wide.

      “Uh,” is the non-word I choose when confounded by her arms coming at me.

      A deep blush floods her cheeks, and she says, “Oh. Right. Hugs come later. It’s fine. Don’t want to squish your hat.

      Hugs come later?

      I look down and realize I’m holding my hat over my chest. I’m mystified by this woman and by my own behavior around her. She smiles shyly, gives an embarrassed chuckle, and accepts my handshake. “Sorry,” she says. “Let’s start over.”

      “No need to be sorry,” I say. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      This might be the most tortured introduction ever in the history of humankind.

      Her hand is soft and ghostly cold; I fear my rough hands could leave a mark. Giving her a quick once-over, I realize that, of course, she’s freezing. That sweater is hardly fit for Montana in early spring. Heck, I wouldn’t call that getup fit for indoors in spring. I hope she brought something warmer than that.

      Somewhere in my brain, a tiny, pervy gremlin pokes at me with the thought: “I’ve got ideas on how to warm her up.”

      Unfortunately for me, that was not the kind of ad Serena had answered.
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      Serena

      

      Zeke seems hell-bent on handling my luggage for me, so I let him take my suitcase, my backpack, and my carry-on.

      I can’t decide if that’s a neighborly or romantic gesture. In fact, I can’t determine anything about this man’s personality. He’s kind, shy, and pretty awkward. Definitely a stoic, not a hint of pleasure or displeasure with me.

      “This all you have? Nothing waiting for you at baggage claim?”

      I shake my head no. “I don’t check my bags until I get to the end of the jetway. The flight attendants tag them there and hand them off directly to the baggage guys, and I don’t get charged.”

      Inwardly, I scold myself. Why am I sharing all of that information? He doesn’t care. This probably makes me sound like an entitled jerk.

      Zeke’s lips part, and I think I see a whisper of a smile there. The scruff around his mouth could use a trim, but it can’t hide the dangerously full lips. That mouth is so sexy a girl could get distracted in the middle of a conversation.

      “I don’t know why I shared all of that,” I say. “I’m not a person who doesn’t think the rules apply to her. It’s more of a….”

      And there I go, losing my common sense as those lips oh-so-gradually curve upward in a smile.

      Slowly, deeply, he nods. “I get it; you’re thrifty.” Lord almighty, he has a deep voice. And such a deliberate way of speaking that it instills trust immediately.

      I blurt, “It’s more of a fuck-you to the airlines, if I’m honest.”

      The dark scruff that has encroached over his top lip twitches again.

      If I don’t calm down and keep quiet, this marriage will be doomed before it starts. I might as well turn around and buy a ticket to Chicago, or better yet, some city where they don’t know me.

      “Sorry. This mouth,” I say, wincing.

      He blinks slowly like he’s assessing what I’ve said. “Don’t apologize. It’s a heckin’ rip-off what they charge these days for bags.”

      “Yes,” I answer, nodding in agreement, feeling pretty good at the affirmation. Zeke has a specific energy that makes a person desperately want him on their side. In the zombie apocalypse, Zeke is a first-round draft pick. I like him.

      My stomach flutters, and I smile back at him, wider than before.

      Zeke jerks his head toward the bank of sliding doors. “Shall we go?”

      I inhale and peek down at my feet. This is it, Serena. Are you going to go with this man? Leave this airport alone, with a man much bigger than you?

      Eleanor is a speed dial away. I’ve left his social security number with her in case anything happens.

      Lifting my gaze back up to meet Zeke’s, I notice the upward curve of his eyebrows and those kind, curious eyes. His expression is concerned because I seem to be hesitating. But there’s a hint of hopefulness in those intense blue eyes.

      On an exhale, I nod. “Let’s get hitched,” I breathe.

      For the first time, Zeke laughs.

      I wonder what I said that made him laugh as we’re ambling over the crosswalk toward the parking garage. Maybe it’s an old-fashioned term that cowboys don’t use anymore.

      Maybe I surprised him by being excited about the wedding.

      I peek at him as we make our way toward the first concrete divider and wait for traffic. A subtle smile plays on his lips. I would dare call it serene.

      Maybe his mirth has nothing to do with my words. Perhaps it has everything to do with how underdressed I am for the cold. A stylish sweater dress that complements my assets, paired with thick leggings, was warm enough for spring in Chicago but doesn’t seem practical now that I see people walking around in coats and sporty outdoor wear. I certainly didn’t think to pack gloves for easy access. I didn’t know it would be much colder here, but I suppose I didn’t factor in the elevation.

      I’m blowing into my hands and rubbing them together as we walk, praying he doesn’t comment on me being unprepared. A tiny part of me does wish, though, that he would take my hand in his. To feel those big, working hands around mine would be amazing.

      I’m not expecting it. Just fantasizing.

      Speaking of fantasies, Zeke is intensely good-looking. If he suddenly decides he wants a traditional wedding night, I’m not going to pump the brakes.

      The only sound as we walk is the chattering of my teeth and the bumping and rolling of my suitcase. I feel like a schoolgirl, and I wish I knew what he was thinking.

      He catches me stealing a glance, and I instantly look away. Oh, look, they have pigeons in Montana, too. And then, the sound of rolling wheels stops, and I feel something heavy around my shoulders. I silently gasp in surprise through my nose and turn my head to see one of two big cowboy hands wrapping my body in Zeke’s heavy fleece jacket. “Oh. You don’t have to….”

      “I do,” is all he says, then quickly gestures with his chin, indicating that traffic has cleared and it’s time to cross. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, city girl has forgotten all the rules of the road and all street smarts. It appears I don’t even know how to pay attention to crosswalks in the presence of a pair of kind eyes and a voice that could sell me an extended warranty.

      “Thanks,” I say sheepishly. The jacket smells incredible, like warm spices. Slipping my arms into the armholes, I know this scent will end up on my sweater, and I don’t mind one bit. Lord, what is that? Certainly not cow poop. He must have showered before he came to pick me up. Or maybe his job is more of an office job and not so much to do with driving cattle or mucking out stalls. He is the owner, after all.

      By the looks of his profile and the gentle wrinkles around his eyes, I’d say he was in his 40s. Given that he spends a great deal of time outdoors, there might be some premature aging in his face, so I’ll guess early 40s. No wonder he wants someone who loves kids. Translation: he wants to start a family soon. The thought of that hits me like a brick. But a nice brick. Just a few select words from him, his politeness, kindness, and overall look of him have already awakened my body. I’ll be ready whenever he is, all things being equal, and no problems in the fertility department.

      I wonder when that might be.

      Patience, Serena. Patience. When we reach Zeke’s truck, a silver extended-cab situation mercifully outfitted with running boards, he opens the passenger door for me and holds me steady as I climb in. His steadying hand on my waist sends a pleasing warmth into my torso through the layers of the jacket and my clothing. He has strong hands. No surprise there. Wonder what else he could do with them. Wonder how many ways he could hold on to me or toss me around with those hands. Or drag me on top of him, hold onto my hips while he pumps into me. Good god, I could fall pregnant just by looking at him.

      I swallow back the saliva in my mouth. Am I drooling? Nobody’s ever provoked this strong of a response in me. And I barely know the man. But he opened the door for me and held me so gently as he helped me in.

      And he waited for me to buckle in and give him a quick nod of readiness before he pulled out of the parking space. What a conscientious fellow.

      He’s also a quiet fellow, so I try to fill the long drive with conversation so we can get to know each other better.

      “I suppose your ranch is pretty isolated for you to decide to reach out for someone like me,” I ask once we’re settled into his truck and on the road to Wilkins Ranch.

      “Yup.”

      Okay.

      “My grandparents had a farm in downstate Illinois. My siblings and I used to spend summers there. We loved it. They let us take care of the chickens and a pot-bellied pig. We would swim in the pond. I used to beg them to buy horses, but they never did; they said they were too expensive to maintain.

      “The nearest neighbor was half a mile down the road, and the town was about 15 miles away. How far do you live from the nearest town?”

      “About 30 miles.”

      Excellent, I think sarcastically. I’m sharing; he’s sharing. What a beautiful connection we’re having.

      “So, why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself,” I ask, trying again. Maybe we got off on the wrong foot somehow. Maybe he wanted me to return his jacket when we got to the truck.

      “Uh, alright. I run Wilkins Ranch with my brothers, Jake and Ryland. Jake manages the ranch hands. Ryland manages not to break things, mostly. We keep him around because he’s good at training the dogs and breaking horses. Angela manages the office. She’s the one who handled all our emails back and forth after I posted the ad. Sorry, I’m not great with digital communication.”

      I gathered that much already.

      “And she’s who you’ll go to see for your paycheck on the first and the fifteenth of the month,” Zeke adds.

      Paycheck? Hm. Well, maybe as a ranch wife, I will receive a check because I’m entitled to part of the family business profits? Not that I assume I should be entitled to it, but is that what he means?

      I nod slowly, not asking for clarification because, hell, I’m not going to turn away money. I could start paying off my bills right away.

      “Anyone else I need to know about?”

      He nods. “I’ll introduce you to Amelia when we get to the house.”

      Amelia? Who is Amelia? For a second, I panic at an irrational thought that perhaps Zeke is from some weird off-shoot of the LDS. Did I just agree to be somebody’s sister-wife? Absolutely not. I’m not sharing this man with anyone. Do they have cults in Montana? Oh god, what have I gotten myself into?

      Don’t worry, Serena. There’s a simple explanation.

      “Amelia,” I repeat back to Zeke. “Does she work at the ranch too? Like Angela?”

      When he doesn’t answer that right away, my stomach drops. I slide my gaze over to him and notice the smile on his lips. The beard hides much of his expression, and I wish I could see more.

      He blurts out a soft chuckle. This is followed by another one, then a chortle, then it sort of seems like Zeke is a bit punch drunk, if I didn’t know any better. Zeke’s low laughter is so sexy it’s making it difficult for me to remember that I’m anxious about who Amelia is. “What’s so funny?” I ask.

      Zeke takes a breath and then gives me a non-answer. “In a manner of speaking, she works there. She does boss me around a whole heck of a lot.” And then I’ve lost him to more laughter.

      I study him until he finally calms down. There’s something off about this laughter. It’s not outright glee. This is a laugh full of knowing, with an edge of exhaustion.

      “She’s…your boss?”

      He sighs loudly as his right hand goes up to dab moisture by his eye with the back of his thick fingers. “She’s got me coming and going, that’s for sure. I’m sorry, I can’t remember when I’ve had a decent night’s sleep. But they make it worth it, don’t they?”

      This is getting me nowhere. “I’m sorry. Can you please explain?”

      He must hear the annoyance in my voice because he finally calms down. “I thought Angela told you. Amelia’s my daughter.”
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      Zeke

      
      Serena’s demeanor changes, as if I’ve grown horns and a tail. She stares at me with shock and confusion in those huge green eyes, and the sight of it pricks at my heart. The road ahead is growing more treacherous the deeper we head into the mountains, with patches of snowpack, then areas of slush, then ice, depending on where the sun hits. I have to keep my eyes on the road, but I’d rather pull over to assess what’s wrong with Serena.

      “Your…daughter?”

      Briefly, I turn to meet her gaze again. “Yes. I thought you knew.”

      Did she not thoroughly read the emails Angela supposedly sent? Does Serena have a fundamental misunderstanding about why she’s here? I checked the box marked “children” and the box marked “in search of childcare.” Sure, the job I listed entailed plenty of other duties, but the word “nanny” was the main subject. I thought.

      “Your office manager didn’t mention her in any follow-up emails.”

      My eyes are back on the road. “Angela reached out to me with your questions, and I thought I’d answered. Sorry. Amelia’s been keeping me so busy I can barely see straight, let alone run a ranch simultaneously. Things have been hectic.”

      There. I hope that settles it. Maybe what I’ve said will shake something loose. Perhaps Serena had a lot of potential employers through different agencies, and they all got mixed up in her head. Not a great start for a new ranch hire. Too bad she’s cute as all get out; that’s gonna distract me from holding her accountable in her duties. As messed up and sexist as that is, I am flat-out attracted to her. No way I’m giving up on her because she’s a bit of an airhead.

      Serena is quiet for a minute. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her pivot toward me, one knee coming to rest on the cushion. She’s still hugging my jacket around her. I like seeing her in it. “Tell me about her. Amelia. How old is she? I’m guessing if she’s a terror, then four? Five? A rebellious teen?”

      “Six weeks,” I tell her.

      “A baby!? A tiny baby?” Once again, I hear that shock in her voice.

      I nod. “Six weeks and four days, to be precise. I’ve had Amelia about two weeks now.”

      She’s quiet for a few minutes as the truck slowly descends down the mountain toward the valley. We’ll be at the ranch in about another twenty minutes, which doesn’t seem like enough time to mentally prepare her for Amelia.

      Serena murmurs. “I’m sure I would have noticed the mention of a newborn baby. This is a lot.”

      “Do you not have experience with babies?”

      She doesn’t answer that at first.

      Instead, she asks, “And how does Amelia’s mom factor into this relationship?”

      Practical question. But odd phrasing for a job.

      “Sadly, my cousin Hannah died about a month ago.”

      Her spine goes stock straight. “Cousin?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      There’s a pause, and then, “Pull the car over, please.”

      “Ma’am?” I glance over at her, and she’s covering her mouth with her hand.

      “Please!?”

      I need to get home before the next feeding, or Hattie will have my hide. When I’d left her this morning, she’d been clear that she had an important appointment today with one of her regular hair clients.

      But I’m also worried about Serena, so I pull the truck over to the side of the highway and hop out of the driver’s seat. My passenger is scrabbling at the door handle before she notices I’m already there, opening the door for her.

      “Oh!” Serena misses the running board in her haste and nearly goes flying face first into the slush.

      “Got you.” I catch her and carefully set her on her feet.

      A peculiar feeling burrows into me while we stand there, with me still holding her waist and her looking up at me with those big eyes. Her already pink cheeks flush a deeper red, and her eyes travel over my face. She blinks, and there’s an almost undetectable flick of her gaze to my mouth. Almost.

      But then it seems like she recovers the part of herself that was upset, angry, panicked, or about to be sick. Hell, I have no idea what got into her. And then her green eyes go wide again, and she tries to bolt away from me.

      “Serena. What’s wrong? Are you sick?” I tighten my grip on her.

      “I’m gonna be!”

      I let go of her, which turns out to be a mistake.

      Serena runs. Aw, heck.

      She won’t go far in these hills with those expensive sneakers. The rubber will freeze her feet in no time. Still, I don’t want her to be cold. She’s clearly losing her mind over something.

      I go over the moment in the conversation when she started acting like she wanted to get away from me. Wait. Does she think…?

      Oh, no.

      Holy crap.

      It’s my fault for not being clearer. I can’t be bothered to grunt more than six words at one time.

      “Serena!” I call out because she’s now about thirty yards up the mountain. Respect to her speedy legs. I knew I sensed a muscular build when I caught her falling from the truck. Strong legs are useful around a ranch. For obvious reasons…and…for other things. Other things like looking cute in those leggings and making my insides feel hot. Or for warming up my hands. For hooking around my hips while I lift her up for a kiss. For squeezing my head while I’m making her happy. These are all thoughts that a pervy man like me should keep to himself, especially a man who
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