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            The Cowgirl’s Bid

          

          BOOK ONE OF THE COWBOY AUCTION OF DARLING CREEK

        

      

    

    
      Casey

      I chose my life as a single cowgirl because of the fresh air, wide open spaces, and the lack of interference from the outside world. But it looks like the outside world is far too fascinated with me. When a local busybody cajoles me into attending the annual charity auction, and bidding on Tanner Murphy, I tell myself it’s all for a good cause. But when that pretty-boy rodeo star with a bad reputation shows up for our date ready to work for my attention, I start to question everything I’ve been told about him.

      

      Tanner

      Riding a bull and roping cattle for cheers and boos? Not a problem.  Standing on a stage being gawked at like a stud bull in a town where everyone hates me? Different story. Then like an angel sent from heaven, Casey Hicks rescues me from my humiliation, determined to cast the winning bid for a date with me. She’s strong, sassy, and stoic, and has me running more circles for her affections than a barrel race. She claims that she’s far more woman than I can handle, but what she doesn’t know is, I’m not only built for the challenge, but I’ve been waiting for this ride my entire life.

      

      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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      Casey

      

      Running a ranch as a single woman in a small Montana town gets me more attention than I’d like sometimes.

      I chose this life because of the fresh air, wide open spaces, and the lack of interference from the outside world.

      Today, I will not be lucky enough to enjoy that last thing. From the pasture where I’m out in my John Deere, moving hay bales around to feed the herd, I can see the dust trail coming up my long drive.

      Visitors.

      Pausing the tractor, I peer through the window at the gray sedan. As it approaches, it becomes clear who it is.

      A Lexus carrying one Mrs. Violetta Reed. Town busybody.

      “Shit.”

      I shift gears and keep working. Cows don’t particularly understand when their meals are postponed to accommodate the unexpected. Violetta can cool her heels up at the ranch house ’til I’m done.

      Joy, the housekeeper, is there today, so she’ll know to stall Violetta with some coffee and cookies.

      That will only work for so long, though. If that woman is driving out here in the middle of her work day from Darling Creek, then I know there’s only so much stalling that my full-time housekeeper and cook can sustain.

      I mull over what Violetta could want with me while I drop the hay bales into the field. I usually only run into the woman when I’m in town, as much as I try to avoid her. The last time I got snared into a conversation with her, I ended up volunteering as the Easter Bunny.

      “But you’re routinely awake at the crack of dawn!” Violetta had exclaimed when I’d expressed hesitation at the idea of donning a fuzzy bunny suit and delivering eggs to all the homes with children in Darling Creek. “It’s the perfect fit!”

      At the time, I couldn’t say no. I’d been new here in Darling Creek and looking for ways to meet people. Everyone on the festival planning committee had been welcoming to me. However, once word got around that I was the new owner of a parcel that used to belong to the massive and legendary Turner Ranch and that I was a single woman running the place alone, the nosy Nellies began bombarding me with questions about my relationship status and shoving photos of their unmarried offspring in my face. Forced introductions to awkward singles next to the green bananas at Trudy’s supermarket weren’t my idea of a good time.

      Since Easter, I’ve been dodging Violetta and most of the town’s festivities. Which there seems to be a lot of.

      I don’t fault anyone for wanting to see me happily entangled with a local fella. I know my own mom back home in Seattle is happily ensconced with grandchildren already, thanks to my brother. And I wouldn’t object to providing her with another one. If that happens, fine. If not, that’s fine, too. I’m 30 now, and not set in my ways about anything. I’ll be content either way.

      Most men I’ve dated tend to bail out when they realize how busy I am. I don’t have time for typical dating. And that’s the way I like it. After my last serious relationship back in Seattle, I’m not in any rush.

      If I ever do settle down, it would have to be with a cowboy. Or anyone who can cope with this schedule. I wake up at four a.m. and work outside, rain or shine, all day. Joy cooks me a quick dinner at six p.m. before I burrow myself in my office for a couple of hours to do administrative shit I don’t like to do until I can’t see straight, and I hit the bed about nine p.m. to start the cycle all over again. Forget weekends and holidays. Sometimes I can lighten the load during busier times by hiring extra ranch hands, but I’m not profitable enough to employ full-time workers. All I can manage is Joy, who stays here three nights a week to tidy the house and load my freezer with meals. Sure, I could eat peanut butter and jelly for three meals daily and let the laundry pile up, but hiring Joy was an investment in my sanity.

      Besides, I don’t have cabins for them to live in, and I certainly don’t feel comfortable having strangers stay in the house.

      Not that I wouldn’t let one prove trustworthy if the opportunity came along at the right price.

      When I’m about finished counting my herd, I hear the notification for a text message on my phone. It’s Joy.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry to bother you, but Violetta Reed is here to see you. I plied her with coffee and cookies, but she won’t pass on a message. Says she needs to speak to you directly.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      It ain’t Easter for another six months. Wonder what she wants. If she needs someone to play Mrs. Claus for the Christmas Fair, she’s barking up the wrong tree.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for trying. Be right there.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      When I arrive at the ranch house, Violetta is in the kitchen with Joy.

      I call out from the mudroom. “Hello, ladies! Be right with you, Violetta.”

      The women in the kitchen answer in greeting, then Violetta continues chatting with Joy. I eavesdrop to prepare myself for this conversation while I strip out of my dirty coveralls and boots. It’s about time for me to grab some lunch anyway.

      “What about you, Joy? We do have some single men signed up who are…well, I don’t know how to put this delicately…more mature. That cute ol’ cowpoke Harley Pipps has put his hat in the ring. What is he now? Sixty-seven? I mean, if you don’t mind a widower.”

      What in the heck are they talking about?

      More importantly, it’s clear that Violetta doesn’t know about Joy. Shit, I thought everyone knew.

      “Thank you, but I’m seeing someone,” Joy says, bustling around the kitchen.

      I step inside, wash my hands in the sink, and then open the fridge to grab the pitcher of lemonade that Joy keeps full for me.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful! But I haven’t seen you around town with anyone, do I know him? Who’s the lucky fella?”

      I stand there, frozen, with the fridge door open, and catch Joy’s eye as she reaches past me. She sets down a bowl of marinating chicken in the fridge, and I see her smirk at me.

      Joy turns and goes to the sink to wash her hands, then dries them on a towel hanging from the oven. “Anita.”

      I press my lips together, so I don’t make a noise in the ensuing silence.

      “Oh. Oh, I see. Well, I am so sorry; I had no idea. Do I know her?”

      “’S’fine,” Joy says. “You probably don’t know her. She’s a pottery instructor up in Missoula.”

      “Hmm. Now that you say that, I wonder if you might be able to help us,” Violetta says. “I’d love to make the cowboy auction more inclusive, but I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

      Oh god, time to intervene. The last thing Joy needs is more work to do.

      “What can I do for you, Violetta?” I ask.

      The woman in the smart pinstripe skirt and blazer fiddles with the lanyard that hangs around her neck. Her official town employee badge dangles from it, with the words “Main Street Director” in block letters under her photo. Violetta looks suspiciously excited to see me. Uh oh.

      She notices the wary look on my face and lifts a hand into the air. “Now, before you say no, just hear me out.”

      I gulp down my lemonade and smile at her. “Don’t I always let you talk before I say no?”

      Joy snickers, now loading the dishwasher.

      Violetta is undeterred by my comment and excitedly goes on with her pitch. “Since you haven’t been here quite a year, you may not be aware that Darling Creek’s annual charity auction is coming up. Every autumn, the downtown businesses sponsor the event, which raises money for energy assistance. Some folks, as you know, need help keeping the heat on or paying rent over the winter months. The auction is the biggest source of revenue for that program. It’s a lot of fun, and we’d love it if you’d participate.”

      I shove the lemonade pitcher back in the fridge, pull a foil-wrapped sandwich from the cheese drawer, and eat it over the sink. “What’s so fun about a cattle auction?” I ask with my mouth full of baloney and cheese.

      Joy scoffs at my manners. “Will you sit down at the table and eat? Good lord, Casey.”

      I shake my head no. “Too dirty and sweaty. Sink’s fine.”

      Violetta, meanwhile, has cracked up, doubling over where she sits with a sugar cookie halfway to her mouth. “You are a hoot, Casey Hicks. Cattle auction.”

      “Ma’am?” I ask, shoving another bite of sandwich in my mouth.

      “I’m sorry. It’s my fault for not explaining it better. It’s not a cattle auction, dear. It’s a dating auction.”

      I choke on my sandwich. Quickly fetching more lemonade, Joy pours me another glass. I take it gratefully and wash down the bits lodged in my throat while gasping in horror.

      “A dating auction,” I rasp.

      Violetta nods. “We have a roster of handsome local cowboys willing to put themselves out there to be bid on, and all starting bids are a hundred dollars.”

      This doesn’t seem legal. “You want me to be the token cowgirl so people can donate money in exchange for sex?”

      Violetta splutters. Joy howls and has to leave the room.

      I guess that’s not what this is about.

      The Main Street Director gazes at me like I have lost my marbles. “Sweetheart. You have cut yourself off from society for too long in the boonies. No. Listen to what I am saying. It’s a dating auction. And I don’t need you to volunteer to be on the auction block. I just need you to come and bid on a cowboy. For a date. Whatever happens after that is entirely between you and your god. And your date, of course.”

      Oh. That makes a lot more sense.

      “So, I don’t have to get up on a stage or nothing?”

      Violetta shakes her head, smiling at me with imploring eyes.

      “What if I don’t want to go on a date with any of ’em?”

      Seriously, though. I haven’t met a ton of cowboys in Darling Creek. The ones I have met are all married or engaged. The single ones who’ve chatted me up on occasion at Willie’s Bar & Grill didn’t seem all that serious, and I’m not interested in one-night stands.

      “That’s the other thing I wanted to ask of you, Casey. You’re new here, and well, you don’t have the prejudices that some folks have about other people here.”

      Oh my god, where is this going? I feel my stomach do a somersault.

      “And?”

      “And we have one particular cowboy bachelor on the roster that nobody, and I mean nobody, is going to bid on. Nobody who knows him, anyway. But I thought he might do well for you,” Violetta says with a hopeful peek at me.

      “’Cause I’m not picky?”

      “It’s not that. He’s very good-looking. Very, very good-looking,” she says. The woman fans herself.

      “But,” I say, urging her to finish, eyeballing her while shoving the last bit of my sandwich in my mouth.

      “But he’s responsible for the town curse.”

      She says that as if it instantly explains everything.

      “Curse?”

      Violetta nods. “Tanner Murphy is a world champion bull rider who’s been on the rodeo circuit nonstop for years. He’s stopping here on his way to Calgary and agreed to be a part of the auction. His agent thinks it will help with his lothario image, and Tanner himself has expressed a desire to give something back. And we sure do need the money. The problem is, back when he was the star quarterback at Darling Creek High School, he totally blew it in the championship game against our rivals at West Bozeman.”

      I’m intrigued. I’m not going to do it, but I’m intrigued by this yarn she’s spinning. I don’t think I’m classy enough to go out with someone who has an agent—sounds too Hollywood for my blood. And besides, I don’t have time for lotharios and womanizers. They can all go kick rocks.

      “How did he curse the town?”

      She blinks several times. “Well, Darling Creek hasn’t won a championship since he cheated on Hattie Wilkins, the poor dear. The curse can’t be lifted until he comes home and apologizes.”

      This gets nuttier by the second.

      “But he’s not here to apologize. He’s here to give back. Seems to me giving to charity might be more important than a stupid make-believe curse,” I say.

      Violetta’s face darkens, and she leans forward to whisper conspiratorially. “It’s not made up. Trust me. Listen, if the curse isn’t lifted, it’s no skin off my nose either way. We just need the money for charity.”

      I roll my right shoulder, working out the stiffness in my joint from roping one of the juvenile bulls who decided to be stubborn today. “Professional bull rider, huh? Sounds like a pretty boy.”

      Again, Violetta fans herself. “Oh, he is indeed pretty.”

      Hmm. “And you want me to bid on him out of pity.”

      “Only if nobody else bids on him.”

      This sounds like a terrible idea. What use would I have with a pretty boy with a reputation for putting a curse on the town? And one who’s known to sleep around, at that?

      Then again, I presume he knows how to ride a horse and lasso a calf.

      “What kinda date does it have to be? Like dinner and a movie? I ain’t got the time to go to Bozeman for anything like that. Plus, I don’t own any nice dresses.”

      Violetta gives me a reassuring smile. “If you cast the winning bid, the nature of the date is entirely up to you. With his consent, of course. Don’t let me catch wind of you roping him up without a safe word.”

      Geez Louise. What kind of romantic comedies has this lady been watching? Because I’d like a recommendation.

      “Nothing to worry about there.” I turn my back to the woman and head to the mudroom to don my boots.

      “So I’ll take that as a no?”

      I’m still ruminating when she peeks into the mudroom. “Shoot, I was hoping this year we could make a real impact on the emergency aid fund, set up some reserves, maybe hire a second grant writer….”

      Ah heck. She’s wringing her hands over this event and acting like I’m her last hope to vote on this guy. This cowpoke must be a real character if she’s that desperate.

      I tug the brim of my hat down and pause halfway out the door. “Anything for a worthy cause. I’ll be there.”

      Violetta squeals, clapping her hands, and I bolt toward the barn while she gushes. She makes it awkward with her gratitude. “Oh, thank you so much, Casey. You saved my hide!”

      I’ll do whatever needs to be done. Don’t need a thank you, either.
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