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          BOOK TWO OF THE COWBOY AUCTION OF DARLING CREEK

        

      

    

    
      Whitney

      I’ve always loved my simple, quiet life in this small mountain town, but that also means the dating pool isn’t huge. A recent break up has awakened me to that stark reality. And now that my last unmarried friend is tying the knot, I’m going to be dateless at her wedding.

      When I attend the town’s annual charity dating auction, however, I snag myself the perfect date to ward off intrusive questions about my love life. Local cowboy Huck Tillman is so attentive and accommodating, he almost has me fooled that this is more than a date of convenience.

      

      Huck

      One look at Whitney Snow, and it’s love at first sight for me. I don’t know her, and I don’t know why she bid on me. Heck, I barely understand how I got lassoed into this charity auction in the first place. But something like destiny must be at play because I’m ready to find a preacher the second I lay eyes on her. Be her date to her friend’s wedding? That’s child’s play. I’m never leaving her side again, as long as I can help it.

      The only thing standing in my way is having to convince Whitney that I’m all in, and serious about making her mine, forever.

      

      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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      Huck

      

      “I need you to move out.”

      The ranch owner’s wife, Maisy, looks pained, wringing her hands as she tells me this. Seeing the boss lady in the dusty barn when I’m shoveling shit is always jarring. She’s always dressed to the nines, especially now that her wedding venue business has taken off. At least she got smart enough to start wearing flat-heeled boots instead of her usual spiky designer heels whenever she needs a wedding-related favor from us cowhands while interrupting our chores. 

      I’m not sure what’s happening here today, but I might be getting fired from Hall Ranch.

      I pause what I’m doing and lean on my shovel. “I thought I’d been doing a good job,” I say flatly, disguising the panic roiling in my stomach.

      Maisy looks confusedly at me, then a wide smile breaks across her face. “Oh! No, I’m not firing you. God, no. Lincoln would spit nails…no, you’re not going anywhere, but I need your cabin.”

      I stare at her. I’m not fired, but she’s kicking me out?

      I’ve lived in one of the ranch cabins for about the past eight years. I’ve watched the ranch grow from a sprawling cattle operation into a so-called “event center” with the help of Maisy. I’ve been given raise after raise for going the extra mile to help with these weddings.

      “I…don’t know what to say…I like living here. If I’ve done something wrong….”

      “Just for the next couple of days!” Maisy explains, her eyes wide. “The bride would like to use one of the cabins as her bridal suite, and yours is the tidiest. She wants somewhere private to put on her dress, makeup….”

      Maisy looks put together as always, in her professional pink suit, but also tired. She can’t hide that this particular bride has her running on empty.

      I hate to push back, but having someone else in my cabin, touching my stuff, rankles me.

      “Isn’t there a dress-putting-on room up at the main event building?”

      Maisy exhales and nods exhaustedly. “Yes. But she’s got ten bridesmaids and wants to be separate from that chaos. The bride’s got it in her head that she wants an authentic ‘rustic’ experience that she’s paying for. Her words, not mine.”

      Sounds like a handful. Especially with the way that Maisy uses air quotes around the word “rustic.”

      The cabins are indeed that. Between the rough-hewn walls, a homemade log bed, a small, ugly sofa, and an ancient iron wood stove for heat, I can’t help but smirk. It’s not much, but it’s perfectly me. “Fine. But she’s gonna get splinters in her wedding gown.”

      Maisy blows out a breath. “Let’s hope I can pretty up the cabin enough that she doesn’t notice. Thanks so much; you have no idea how helpful that is to me.”

      This still doesn’t answer where I’m supposed to stay while this bride takes over my cabin with makeup and things. “You want me to double up with Frank? I think his cabin still has a bunkbed leftover from back in the day.”

      Maisy looks horrified on my behalf. “Oh no. No, we’re giving you the weekend off. You’ve earned it.”

      I’ve earned extra days off? That can’t be right. “You don’t need me to work the wedding? Help tie bows and direct traffic and stuff?”

      “Absolutely not. When was the last time you took a vacation?” Maisy asks.

      “Never.”

      The boss lady crosses her arms over that big binder of hers and looks at me like a mother scolding her child. “And when were you planning on taking your vacation days, young man?”

      “Never,” I repeat.

      “Exactly. So, for your troubles, we’re giving you a hotel voucher. Anywhere you want to go.”

      She opens her binder, fishes a card from the pocket, and hands it to me. I take it but don’t look at it. I lift one shoulder and tell her that I don’t particularly want to go anywhere. 

      “Don’t you want to go and see Yellowstone? Las Vegas? Anywhere? Take a few days and relax.”

      I don’t much want to talk about how I have no one to visit places with, so I thank her while silently deciding to stay at the motel in Darling Creek until the wedding business is over. Maybe watching Netflix alone and eating takeout from the Corner Café won’t be all that bad.

      Maisy is overflowing with thanks, then hurriedly leaves me to my task of shoveling shit and replenishing the straw in the barn.

      For all the disruptions these weddings can cause, we ranch hands have also seen plenty of bonuses to make up for the extra work, so it’s all the same to me. Stringing lights and setting up tents is a nice break from fixing fencing and roping stubborn heifers.

      I’ve got plenty of money saved for a real vacation someday. If I save enough, I can use it for a honeymoon. At 29, I’m hoping this happens sooner rather than later. I’ve been ready to settle down since I moved here with my younger brothers after everything that went down in Colorado. The sooner I get married and start a family, the more stable I’ll feel.

      Maybe I went about things the wrong way. I should have taken my brothers to the big city, found a lovely wife there, and then settled down in a small town. As it is, I don’t have much of a dating pool in Darling Creek. Not that I’ve tried.

      I should take a page out of Lincoln’s book and find myself a mail-order bride. 

      Nah, I think wryly. That only works if you’ve got something to offer a wife. I’m a simple ranch hand with a beat-up truck and calloused hands. Nothing all that special about me.

      But a night or two in town might be a welcome change of scenery. And one never knows who one might meet.
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      Whitney

      

      I stare out the window of my office that faces Main Street and smile at the woman with the impractical shoes headed this way.

      I don’t often get visitors at Clark Electric and Gas. Usually, just phone calls. Calls from people upset over the timing of their heating oil delivery. Calls from lost technicians or delivery drivers. Calls from people who can’t pay their bills on time. And sometimes, calls from people who just need someone to talk to.

      Violetta Reed has just stepped out of the new bakery with arms loaded with paperwork and boxes, the wind blasting her flouncy skirt. She is undeterred in her five-inch heels, nodding and smiling at locals coming and going from Trudy’s Grocery and the Corner Café. The woman exudes enough enthusiasm for three people in her five-foot-two frame. 

      Violetta grins at me through the plate glass window, and I head to the door, holding it open for her.

      The door chimes, and in scurries the breathless Main Street director.

      “Good morning, Violetta.”

      She answers my greeting with a chipper, “And hello to you, Whitney Snow.”

      The woman plunks down a small pink box on the counter. 

      “Ooh, what’s this?” I ask, the aroma of warm sugary goodness filling the room.

      Violetta smiles brightly. “Donuts and coffee.”

      “For me?” I smile and clap my hands together, never one to turn down the offer of treats. But more importantly, it’s always nice to see a friend. 

      By choice, I’ve been avoiding people over the last few days because I don’t want to talk about Brock. But it’s time to face facts: he is the police chief and my very recent ex, and everyone knows him. So, I may as well begin socializing again.

      I smile wryly, wondering why I haven’t been to check out the new bakery yet. Isn’t that what heartbroken women do? Eat all the sugar and ice cream while they wallow in self-pity with chick flicks and trash TV?

      But I haven’t been doing that.

      I’ve just been…living my life like a shadow.

      “For you,” Violetta says, “Yes. And this is a blatant attempt to see if Mr. Clark could squeeze in a meeting with me.”

      I chew on my bottom lip while Violetta presents her sales pitch about needing sponsors to help pay for refreshments, decorations, and boutonnieres for the annual Darling Creek Cowboy Charity Auction, which raises fund for emergency heating for local residents who are down on their luck.

      “…and I wouldn’t ask, but Jeanie, the florist, is swamped right now with the Warner wedding. Otherwise she simply donates all the flowers. I even asked Serena Wilkins, but the Warner wedding also cleaned out almost all of her wildflowers, if you can believe it.” Violetta pauses to take a breath, looking hopeful.

      Oh, I can believe it, I think to myself ruefully. I know all about the Warner wedding.

      I frown sympathetically. Lord have mercy on all florists, caterers, and cake makers this weekend.

      “If it were up to me, I would give you the shirt off my back, Violetta.” I really would. I field panicked phone calls from people who can’t afford to heat their homes daily, so I have the emergency aid agency phone number laminated and taped to my desk. If I had the money, I would make sure nobody—absolutely nobody—would have to worry about such a thing, especially not in these frigid Montana winters. Then again, if I ran the world, nobody would have to pay for utilities, period. But as Mr. Clark says, nobody wants to hear my “radical” ideas.

      “I know you would,” she says, and I can already tell this woman is bracing for the bad news.

      “But unfortunately,” I continue, “Mr. Clark is out of town until Saturday.”

      How convenient, too, that my boss always schedules his vacation to Aspen to coincide with a charity event that, in his words, “is aimed at making Clark Electric and Gas out to be the villain who keeps everyone poor.”

      I sometimes gently—very gently—explain to him that charity is simply the neighborly thing to do. And he has more money than Scrooge McDuck, so why not give something?

      Violetta’s face falls. “Oh, dear. Well, I suppose we could skip the boutonniere tradition this year. The nearest available florist is two towns away and it is fairly inconvenient. And, it doesn’t really mean anything….”

      This has me reeling.

      I may have zero interest in bidding on a cowboy for a date, but I love the boutonniere ceremony. I go to this auction every year just to watch it, and it’s my favorite part. 

      So, I’ll be damned if one of its tiniest, silliest traditions goes by the wayside over something as stupid as a little bit of money. 

      Every year, the winner pins a pretty flower on the shirt of her prize cowboy, and he wears that flower until the two of them go on their date. It’s ridiculous, and I love it.

      One year, I tried to convince Brock to dress up as a cowboy and enter himself in the auction, so I could bid on him. “It’ll give everyone a laugh,” I’d said. “Seeing the local police chief dressed as a cowboy? Come on, do it. You already wear a cowboy hat as part of your uniform for no reason!”

      Brock had just bristled and made a disgusted face. He was never the playful type. And he hated it when I’d tease him about his hat. How could I not? I was raised on a ranch, and Brock had never so much as learned to ride a horse. After that exchange, I didn’t have the guts to suggest that dressing up as a cowboy might lead to some sexy role-play later. Sigh. 

      What’s wrong with the men in my life, anyway? Apart from my cattleman granddad, at least. Between my ex and my boss, you’d think this town was full of boorish bores. 

      Suddenly, an emotion I haven’t felt in a long time comes over me. I’m going to do something to help Violetta help our town. I’m tired of selfishness and greed, and I’m going to do something about it.

      I’ve been feeling…not so much sad about Brock, but dead inside since he left. The only sadness I feel is regretting how he wasted my time. And that I’m going to a wedding in three days with no date.

      Well, screw boring Brock and screw the stingy Mr. Clark. Without thinking further about the crime I’m about to commit, I slap my palm to my forehead and exclaim, “You know what? I completely forgot. I’m such a ninny!”

      Violetta’s eyes widen. “What is it, honey?”

      I laugh and try not to sound too maniacal. “Mr. Clark left discretionary funds for charity donations.”

      “He did?” Violetta clutches her chest in shock.

      I nod excitedly. Oh boy, I am all too eager for this. “Right before he went on vacation. He left about…how much did you say the boutonnieres cost?”

      Violetta blinks at me in disbelief. “With what the florist charges two town over, about seventy-five dollars.”

      I’m already taking out the company checkbook. Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission. And Mr. Clark did not specifically say anything the auction this year either way. If the subject comes up later—if the old tightwad even notices missing money—I can tell the truth. The town needed money, and I gave it, and he can thank me when tax season rolls around because it can all be declared charitable giving on his taxes. A win-win for everyone.

      “This is wonderful news!” Violetta looks as if she might leap out of her fancy shoes.

      I relish the sound of tearing out the check from the perforation in this dusty old book. Why have checks if you’re not going to use them, right?

      She takes the check, then scoots around the counter to hug my neck. I am thrilled to make this woman, who works so hard for our little town, happy. 

      There was a lot of grumbling at the senior center after the town council voted to hire a Main Street director. I volunteer there on weekends by calling bingo on Saturdays, and the ancient Ida Simpson spent hours talking my ears off about how she thought money could be better spent on constructing more parking lots. I did not dare remind Ida that she hadn’t driven a car in four years, but I pointed out that a downtown advocate could make the town more walkable for people like Ida.

      And that’s turned out to be true. Since Violetta arrived, she’s not only upheld long-standing traditions of Darling Creek—like the auction, the winter carnival, and the Easter Bunny parade—but also obtained outside funding to redo the sidewalks and to install pretty planters, benches, and vintage-looking light posts. She singlehandedly saved the library’s crumbling limestone facade with federal grant money. Violetta is pushy but ultimately good. Beyond good. And, yes, I’m willing to risk getting fired for mishandling money for our Main Street director’s efforts.

      Before she leaves, she hands me an envelope. “What’s this?” I ask.

      She winks. “A VIP ticket to the auction for Mr. Clark. But if he’s still out of town tomorrow, I’m sure he’d want someone to use it.”

      After she leaves, I examine the ticket because I’ve never been given a VIP pass for anything in my life. Even in little Darling Creek, I feel like I’ve made it, having been handed something like this. “Good for unlimited barbecue and beverages,” it reads.

      Good lord. Do they want all the big donors to get sloshed? Oh, right. I’m so naïve I have to laugh at myself. Of course, they do. Fewer inhibitions means higher bidding, probably. Clever.

      This has turned into a good day, which may result in a great weekend after all.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/winning_the_cowboy_final.jpg
The Cowboy Auction of Darling Creek

WINNING






OEBPS/images/abby-logomail-copy.jpg





