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      Mariam

      Nothing like getting stood up for a date to make a newcomer feel welcome to a small town. Sarcasm aside, getting rejected stings. I’ve gotten good at picking myself up and dusting myself off, at least. The town’s annual charity dating auction gives me the chance to get back on the horse, and put that dud of a would-be date out of my mind. And the only cowboy up for auction that appeals to me in the slightest? Uh…that would be Jesse, the dad of the dud. I know I shouldn’t bid on a much older man like Jesse, let alone a much older man whose son stood me up. I really shouldn’t … should I? That’s just the problem with shoulds: they’re subjective. So, I’m going to ignore what I should and shouldn’t do…and do what I want.

      

      Jesse

      On Friday morning, I’m staring like a creep at Mariam while trying to apologize for what my idiot son did to her. By Friday night, the pretty Mariam is bidding on me at a charity dating auction. Now we’ve got a problem: she’s half my age. My son almost dated her. Conventional wisdom would tell me to keep things platonic with the beautiful baker, and walk away from thoughts of romance. But I say, screw convention. Mariam should absolutely win a date with me, because the reality is, she’s the real prize. And anyone who thinks we’re not right for each other knows what to do with themselves … and the horse they rode in on.

      

      P.S. The Cowboy Auction series is a trio of contemporary cowboy romance stand alone set in the same lovable small town as the Mail-Order Brides of Darling Creek. As always, these adorable pairings bring you all the charm, high heat, and happily ever afters you expect. No cliffhangers, no cheating, but lots of insta-love goodness!
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      Jesse

      

      I love my son Nate, but he’s a damn fool.

      He had a chance to go out with a nice girl, and he blew it.

      Let me rephrase that. Mariam Webb is more than a “nice girl.”

      She’s a grown woman with a good head on her shoulders. While a newcomer to Darling Creek, Mariam started a successful new bakery in our tiny Montana ranching town before the age of 30. I only know all this because of the article in the Darling Creek Daily a while back.  That alone makes her out of Nate’s league.

      And so, to make up for my son wasting her time last night, I’m on my way to the bakery today to buy up every last bit of Mariam’s inventory.

      On my way in, I stop to grab today’s paper from the metal box outside, then take a moment to read the front page. “Annual Cowboy Auction Tonight,” reads the top headline, making me smirk. I can’t believe that pushy downtown booster Violetta Reed talked me into participating in that damn auction. She knows I’ll do anything she needs for charity, even if it means humiliating myself on a stage at the local bar.

      Why is this story the biggest news of the day? Better question: why does a town with a population of 2,000 residents have a daily paper?

      I like it, though. I prefer keeping up on local happenings on paper rather than on Facebook. The less I know about other people’s opinions, the better. I hear the new speed bump on the way into town got ten thousand online comments. People have too much time on their hands.

      The door chime to the bakery plays a loud Chewbacca noise when I walk in, which confuses me. I scan the room and set the paper on an empty table, leaving it there for someone else to read. Stepping up to the empty counter, a baby Yoda bobblehead stares at me. Okay. On the wall behind the register is a photograph of a dimpled young woman smiling ecstatically while receiving a hug from an actor who stars in one of the newer Star Wars movies. I think. I don’t know anything about the franchise beyond teenage memories of Carrie Fisher in a space-slave bikini.

      Did I walk into a bakery or a gaming store?

      “Good morning! Welcome to Sweetie Pies; what can I get you?”

      A swinging kitchen door has swung open, and the same dimpled woman from the photo on the wall appears in front of me. She moves behind the display case, beaming at me expectantly.

      I remove my Stetson and nod at the young, perky woman with the round, pink cheeks behind the counter.

      “You Mariam?”

      She blinks, and the deep dimples in her cheeks soften as her smile turns slightly cautious. “Yes?”

      Of course, she’s cautious around a random cowboy walking in and asking for her by name. She’s all alone in here. I’m not sure I like that for her.

      Be less creepy, Jesse.

      My throat closes up for some reason as I make eye contact. Mariam’s hair is tucked under a pink ball cap with the bakery name on it, and under the bill is a pair of curious, coppery eyes. I can tell immediately that Mariam is a smart cookie.

      Cookie. Hardy-har-har. I’ll keep that to myself and laugh about it later.

      Nate should have latched on to this Mariam and never let go. Even if the relationship didn’t last, maybe some of her common sense could have rubbed off on him. And okay, it’s selfish of me, but I was hoping to get some free sweets out of the deal.

      Instead, Nate’s never satisfied. Rather than choose a career, he jumps from one get-rich-quick scheme to the next. In dating, Nate eschews anything serious with the women he meets on dating apps.

      Now that I see Mariam and the wide-open soul behind those eyes, it seems odd that Nate matched on that dating site with her in the first place.

      “My son is an idiot,” I blurt out with no explanation.

      Oh yeah. Totally less creepy now. What’s wrong with me?

      “I’m sorry?”

      Dang, it’s been too long since I’ve talked to someone outside of Jesse J Ranch. Better take care of this awkward shit before tonight’s bachelor auction. 

      “Don’t be sorry. Nate should be sorry,” I say.

      Mariam’s eyes widen in understanding. “Oh. Nate’s your son? Nate Jones?”

      “I shoulda started with that. Yes. Hi, Mariam. I’m Jesse Jones, and I’m sorry I raised a fool.”

      After taking a moment to absorb all of this, she shakes her head. “How did you know your son stood me up on our date last night?”

      I swallow. “The housekeeper at the ranch answered the phone when you called last night to see if he’d forgotten, then she told me. Nate gave you the house number and not his cell phone. Punk move.”

      “He lives with you? He told me he lives in a condo in Bozeman,” she asks, surprised.

      I explain, “He used to. I had to…it’s complicated. He currently lives in an apartment on my property while working for me…or at least he’s supposed to be working for me. The staff is afraid to rat him out for doing next to nothing.” I give her a wry smile with that last part, yet I wonder if I’m babbling. I do that around pretty women. Even women who are too young to date me, apparently.

      I’ve said too much, and I feel bad for outing my son, though I shouldn’t.

      She squints. “This doesn’t match up with anything Nate told me.”

      I simply nod while my stomach clenches. It’s a harmless exaggeration, but I don’t like that he did it to Mariam in particular. Any other gal in Darling Creek would know all about Nate and how he puffs himself up. But she’s new here. I don’t like that. 

      My jaw and my stomach unclench, then, when her face brightens. “You don’t look old enough to have a son. I mean, a son who’s thirty-something,” she says, cocking her head to the side.

      I scoff. “Darlin’, he’s 24.”

      The bit of brow visible under her cap furrows. She glances around the bakery, confirming that it’s just us two in here. “No, the dating app said he was thirty-two. I wouldn’t have matched with someone that young,” she says. “I requested my age. Um, 26 to 36.”

      Shaking my head, I apologize on behalf of my son. Nate is now not just a moron and a heel who ghosts women but also a liar.

      “He must have told the dating app the wrong age,” I say. “Or lied. Let’s call it what it is.”

      My words hang in the air between us like a bad smell. Mariam goes quiet and simply nods her head.

      Crap. I meant to clean up Nate’s mess, but all I’ve done is add to this poor woman’s embarrassment. I look down and rub at a sudden, strange ache in my sternum with the meat of my palm.

      “Wow,” Mariam breathes. She stares at the floor and blows out a breath.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      Mariam takes a few seconds, then she rolls her shoulders back and faces me again. Her face is resolute with a brave smile. “No harm done. I’m glad you told me. What can I get you?”

      “All the pies and muffins you have left. Please.”

      Her dimples fade. “I’m sorry. Did you say you wanted all the pies and all the muffins?”

      “Yes. Oh, and donuts.”

      Mariam watches me for a moment. Probably wondering if I’m messing with her.

      But she decides I’m legit and nods solemnly. “On it.”

      Five minutes later, I’m paying for a stack of ten pink cardboard boxes loaded with great-smelling treats that have my mouth watering.

      She rings me up and recounts the contents to ensure I know what I’m paying for. It’s nice of her to do that, but I’d buy it all even if her donuts were filled with sawdust. I want her to have a good day today.

      “That’s twelve glazed blueberry-lemon muffins, five morning glory muffins, six cranberry-orange with orange glaze, three cherry pies, two apple pies with crumb topping, four rhubarb crumbles, a dozen Boston creme donuts, six apple crumble donuts, two dozen plain, a dozen raspberry jelly, and a dozen sour cream. Anything else?”

      I examine the display case and ask, “What’s your favorite thing that nobody buys?”

      Mariam looks up from the register to assess me again.

      “The tipsy carrot cake.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      Her cheeks turn pink, but it’s her mouth that fascinates me now. Apart from her glossy pink lips, her teeth are hypnotizingly white. And she’s got one front tooth that’s slightly crooked that I find charming.

      I meet her eyes, now excited to show me the tipsy carrot cake.

      She glides over to the end of the display case and shoves the glass door aside. She begins to cut a huge slice of carrot cake. “The raisins and carrots are soaked for three months in rum. So I can only sell this to people over 21. And most of my customers are here before seven a.m. to get their morning coffee or to grab donuts for the office, so hardly anyone tries the boozy cake. But boozy cakes are my favorite to make.”

      “Box the whole thing up.”

      Without a word, she does just that. Doesn’t tell me the price, doesn’t question my sanity, just boxes it up and adds it to the total. “I love a woman who doesn’t try to talk me out of what I want.”

      I need a filter for when I leave the house because I don’t notice how suggestive that sounds until it’s out of my mouth.

      “What’s that now?”

      “Nothing. Just hungry,” I mutter, still inwardly cursing my son as I peel off twenties from my money clip.

      After she takes my money, she says, “Heads up. Nate told me his favorite donut is apple crumble. Don’t eat those; I spit on ’em.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Her cheeks glow a deeper pink, and she squeezes her eyes closed, shaking her head in regret. “Gosh, that was a terrible joke. I would never do that. I shouldn’t have even joked about it. Please don’t call the health department?”

      Her pleading expression is too much for me to take. I can’t stand to see Mariam beg; instead, her sweet face makes me want to give her everything she asks.

      I laugh to make sure she knows I would never do anything as cruel as call the health department over a spitting joke. On every level, I want her to succeed so hard that Nate kicks himself for ghosting her.

      Look at her. She has a smile that makes a person want to linger and forget all responsibilities. But I have to go. I plan to drop off all these pastries at the meeting hall, where my kitchen staff is catering a business meeting.

      “Mariam, thank you for everything.”

      “Wait. When’s your birthday?” She picks up a phone and opens it to her calendar app.

      I tell her the answer, curious.

      “Favorite flavor birthday cake?”

      “I’m not picky. Why?”

      A sly smile pulls at the corner of her lip. “Everyone who spends more than a hundred dollars in one visit gets a free birthday cake.”

      I laugh. “Did you make up that rule on the spot?”

      “Absolutely I did.”

      I give her a wink. “Surprise me.”

      And then I leave before I fully commit to flirting with this girl. Woman, I mean.

      I drive back to the Jesse J Ranch with my head swimming. When I arrive home, my stomach is full of apple crumble donuts because I ate every damn one.
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      Mariam

      

      “Nate’s dad did what now?”

      Serena sips on a margarita, listening wide-eyed to the whole story of how the man who stood me up has a dad who is ten times the quality of Nate.

      Although Willie’s Bar & Grill is packed to the gills with single women from all over the area tonight, my married friends Serena, Maisy, and Charity are here for moral support. Tonight’s the annual Cowboy Dating Auction, and plenty of people who don’t bid love to attend for the romance and the drama.

      We’re halfway through the bidding, and that reclusive cowgirl Casey has already bid on and won a date with that rodeo star Tanner, whom everyone is supposed to hate. Whitney, that quiet girl who works at the gas company, came out of nowhere and bid a considerable amount on some guy in flannel and shitkickers who nobody knows except Maisy. Maisy approves the match, though, to be honest, she’s three glasses of red wine in. She’s got the Warner wedding at her place tomorrow, and she evidently needs to blow off steam.

      Charity is here to bid on her husband, Jonas, who entered simply to spice up their relationship. They’re so cute I can’t stand it.

      And to think I wasn’t even going to come to this thing tonight after having my confidence destroyed by Nate standing me up last night. But this is turning into a fun night. And besides, it’s fun to spend time with girlfriends. I love hearing about their growing families and about them having snatched up what seems to be the last decent men in existence. Tonight, though, the three of them are full of questions about me and Nate’s dad. Even though there’s nothing to tell. It was a business transaction.

      “And then he bought the entire tipsy carrot cake,” I say.

      “He likes you,” Charity says, her eyes sparkling.

      “Or maybe he wanted to feed a bunch of hungry cowboys,” I tell her.

      Serena shakes her head no. “No, he sold off his cattle a couple years ago to us, as a matter of fact. He turned his land into a hospitality ranch. There’s a lodge, cute little cabins, zip lines, canoeing, and fishing. They even have free concerts out there in the summertime.”

      I shrug. “That’s it then. He has a huge staff to feed. And he wanted to make up for what Nate did.”

      Serena nods. “His intentions were pure, showing up to the bakery. But now that he’s talked to you, he’s into you.”

      I scoff too loudly, and the three women with me all exchange a look.

      I wish my immediate reaction to talking about Nate’s dad wasn’t to blush and protest in such an obvious way. Besides, it’s wrong, isn’t it? Jesse is so much older. And he’s the father of the guy who stood me up. How weird will that look to everyone?

      The truth is, the fit of Jesse’s ropers featured heavily in my dream last night. Those jeans were the same rich color as his eyes. His crinkly, gorgeous eyes. Not fair. I may be blessed with a baby face at 26, but I can already tell where the lines on my face are planning to come in, and it’s not going to be a glamorous Helen Mirren look. Jesse’s wrinkles are indisputably hot, and therefore he sucks.

      He sucks doubly so for having eyes the same rich blue color as his perfect jeans.

      Then there was the rugged canvas jacket and the sagebrush-colored Stetson hat. The overall look was a lot more put together and clean-shaven than the average legit Montana cowboy, but I can’t fault someone for putting thought into his appearance. And, sure, he might resemble Timothy Olyphant in the proper lighting, but that’s an actor. It’s safe to drool over celebrities. Someone’s much older dad who lives in my town is not a safe person to fantasize about, no matter how fluttery and stupid I get around Jesse. Jesse. Even the name is too Western and too sexy for me.

      Dammit, stop it, brain. You can’t lust over Nate’s dad. It’s weird.

      Also, I don’t have to date anyone to be happy, despite my childhood hard wiring that I can’t seem to escape, even hundreds of miles away from home.

      Since opening my bakery here in Darling Creek, everyone has been interested in my love life. That’s life in a small town, I suppose. 

      Serena pouts sympathetically and squeezes my shoulder. “Well, don’t turn around because Nate’s here.”

      Ugh. But why should I be surprised? This event is the biggest spectacle I’ve experienced since moving here.

      “And he’s with someone,” Maisy hisses.
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