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Chapter 1


You want me to do what?” Ainsley Fairfax asked, nearly choking on her tea. She had known her parents’ invitation to visit was not for a pleasant chat, but she had no idea they would stoop to this.
         

“It’s simple, Ainsley,” her mother said, tapping her Montblanc pen against her leather planner. “Time alone with Edward will help you realize that the two of you are perfect for each other. On the cruise you won’t have distractions to take your attention away from him. There’ll be dancing, romantic dinners, beautiful scenery. You’ll love it.”

Sophia tossed Ainsley a small white envelope addressed with a swirling script. Ainsley narrowed her eyes at her mother’s pointed stare, catching the envelope before she thumbed it open. She removed tickets and colorful brochures and held back a groan. Pictures of burning sunsets reflecting on water and happy people in bathing suits mocked her predicament.

She fought the familiar paired emotions of fury and resignation as she clutched the pamphlets. “How can you send me on a honeymoon cruise when you know I have no intention of ever marrying him?”
         

Sophia ignored her and flipped forward a couple of pages in her planner. “You have a meeting scheduled with the wedding coordinator the day after you come home.”

“Because if it’s written in your calendar, it must be true,” Ainsley muttered. Light reflected the delicate patterns of her cup and she entertained the idea of hurling it at the wall. Meetings like this occurred at least every three months. Marry Edward or some other rich, eligible bachelor of good breeding. Promote your social standing by attending this event or that. Keep the Fairfax name in affluent society and stop working like a common laborer. Blah blah blah blah blah. She tightened her grip on the arm of the maroon Victorian chair, her knuckles turning white while she tried to control the adrenaline that threatened to take over. “I’m not dating Edward. I’m not engaged to Edward, and I’m certainly not in love with Edward. Let me live my own life and stop using me to make up for the mistakes you made with Cece.” Ainsley knew her spirited older sister was a source of embarrassment to their appearances-are-everything mother.

Her mother’s cheeks reddened slightly, the only emotion she’d show when discussing her other daughter.

“This isn’t about Cecelia,” Sophia said. “Your sister is going to ruin her life when she goes to Wyoming to flirt with cowboys.”

That couldn’t be true. Cecelia had finals this week. And surely she’d mention to Ainsley that she was planning a vacation. But even flirting with cowboys sounded better than being trapped in whatever luxury accommodations Sophia had set up this time.

“Daddy…” Ainsley’s gaze swept to her father, hoping for his support but knowing it was futile. He shifted uncomfortably in the high-backed chair.

“I’m with your mother on this one.” He avoided his daughter’s glare by fixing the cuff on his white pants. Ainsley bet he was going to be late for his tee time because of this meeting.

She started planning her escape—a quick dash out the sitting room and down the stairs, zigzag through the dining room and bolt outside. She could do it. The sitting room door was only a few feet away.

“What is that on your arm?” Sophia asked, her tone sharper than it had been even two seconds ago.

Damn. Some dirt from her earlier shipment must have gotten on her. She scanned her skin and found a smudge peeking out from beneath the sleeve of her green Blooms polo shirt. Too late now to rub it away.

“You can’t even keep yourself clean.”

“So I got a little dirty, Mother. It’s not like I was playing in mud puddles.”

“And you care so little about family that you didn’t even bother to groom yourself before coming over.”

A sudden pain flared behind Ainsley’s eye and she took a deep, calming breath. Of course Sophie would turn the reasoning against her.

“Ainsley, you need someone to take care of you. Give Edward another chance,” Sophia insisted.

“Edward thinks my flower shop is a hobby to keep me busy until we get married. He calls it my ‘little store’ and smiles at me like I’m a pet doing tricks. I’m sure he’s great husband material, Mother. Just not for me.”

“You liked him when you were growing up.”

Until he came back from college and turned into a carbon copy of everyone in their parents’ social circles, losing his dry wit and quirky and irreverent sense of humor. She blew out a quick breath and told the quivering in her stomach to calm down. Usually she went along with her mother’s ideas and decrees and unreasonable assumptions. Ainsley had been the peacekeeper of the family for so long, acting as the go-between with her mother and sister, that she often let her own feelings and desires be overlooked or taken for granted. Now she allowed her mother to talk Ainsley into anything she wanted her daughter to do.

But not when it came to Charleston Blooms. She’d fight any attempt to take away the one thing that made her feel alive. Flowers were exciting and individual and full of hidden secrets. Bougainvillea were beautiful, but held thorns for those who would be careless with their beauty. Oregano could spice a dish, and the blossoms could play a dual role in adding a splash of purple to a bouquet. Even common carnations could evolve into vibrant colors and sparkles, and that could be done by anyone with a cup and food coloring. Each one had its own story to tell and she could spend her days unraveling their secrets. They were probably much more exciting than hers. If she had any.

“Plus, he has the family heritage, connections, and the social status necessary to keep our name in the best circles,” her mother continued. “Our money won’t last forever. Your father is going to retire soon. And remember my family had nothing until Father invested in the right stocks.”

“Then perhaps you should get a job. I’m not having this conversation with you again.” Edward was a smart man, but relied on his family connections instead of hard work, and thought her world should revolve around him. His idea of romance was giving her roses—never mind that every day, she had to watch men come into her shop and order bouquets as manipulations instead of expressions of love. Her dream man would know that her happiness would more likely be found in a hardware store. At least Edward bought the flowers from her shop. The shop she bought by getting a bank loan instead of touching the small inheritance left to her by her grandparents. “I’m only twenty-five, and if I marry, I will find my own husband in my own way, in my own time, and without any sort of medieval arranged marriage.” Her mouth tightened in a straight line and she rose from her chair. “Thank you for the lovely tea, but I have to get back to Blooms.”

The orchids, daisies, and alstroemeria lilies were always happy to welcome her back to her sanctuary. It had taken months to find the perfect location for her shop, and even then, she had renovated and fixed things herself with only the flowers looking on, offering her their encouragement and approval. Each one was like a child, nurtured and cared for until ready to brighten another home or office or smile. Flowers were the only things that let her be a part of their lives without qualifications or judgment.

“We’re not quite finished, Ainsley. Please sit down.”

Ainsley remained standing. “What more could you possibly have to say to me?”

A long silence followed as she regarded her parents. Her mother’s prim gray sweater and white slacks had nary a wrinkle and her hair was pulled back into her customary tight blond bun, which hid the fact that it dared curl as much as her daughter’s. Ainsley tucked a wave behind her ear and sat down with a sigh.

“Your shop’s building has a new owner.” Sophia smoothed the sleeve of her sweater.

Ainsley’s mind worked to find the relevance of her mother’s sudden change of subject and her muscles tensed in response. “Yes.”

“You will go on this cruise and spend time with Edward. If you don’t, your landlady will sue you for breach of contract and will not renew your lease.”

Ainsley fought to control the ominous tingly feeling that started in her hands and crept through the rest of her body. She picked up her teacup and took a sip to camouflage her trembling and to moisten her dry mouth. “And why would my new landlady do that?”

Her mother placed a thick stack of papers on the table next to her. “Because of this. The deed for your building.”

This time Ainsley did choke, then tried to catch the tea as it dribbled out of her mouth and onto her shirt. Still coughing, she examined the papers. “You can’t do this.”

“I can. I will,” Sophia said icily.

Frozen panic swirled up Ainsley’s body. “Y-you’re not… I’m not… No.” It had never gone this far before. Words she wanted to say to her mother raced through her mind. Stop interfering with my life. Love me for who I am, not what you want me to be. She took a steadying breath to calm herself and form a coherent sentence. “It’s my shop!”
         

“But it’s not your building. Do this, Ainsley, and I will put the deed away and you can continue your rebellious hobby unhindered. I’m convinced that this is what you need.”

It wasn’t. She could find another location for Charleston Blooms, but it wouldn’t be the sweet spot and cozy atmosphere she had now. Ainsley did some quick time calculations. Her store manager Tess could handle the wedding orders for the next two weeks and then she’d be home free. It wasn’t ideal, but it would work. It had to work, if Sophia had the deed to her building.

But Ainsley had seen cabins on ships. There wasn’t a lot of privacy there. “What are you hoping is going to happen in this one-room cabin, Mother?”

“Don’t be crude, Ainsley. You’ll be in a suite. And Edward is a gentleman.” Sophia rose to indicate the end of tea.

Ainsley cast a look of desperation at her father. One more shot. “Daddy, please.”

He shook his head. “This will be good for you.”

She blew out a breath and closed her eyes, angry at herself for considering succumbing to her mother’s manipulations. Again. “I have to get back to work.”

*  *  *


Ainsley sped to Charleston Blooms like an insect escaping a Venus flytrap and barely managed to keep herself from slamming the door to her shop when she finally made it inside. Tess Mitchell stood behind the Formica counter and jerked her head up at the noise. Ainsley took a deep breath, but even the normally comforting floral scents did nothing to calm her.

“Tea went as expected, then?” Tess asked wryly. Ainsley glared at the store manager, watching her short, brown hair catching rays of sunshine and turning it auburn. It had grown back steadily since her chemotherapy ended, and Ainsley was glad her friend was on her way to becoming healthy again.

“My mother. She is the most…” Ainsley tightened her fists as she strode past the glass display cases to the work station. She handed Tess the envelope with the invitation to Hell. “Here.”

“And here for you. The refrigeration pump came today.” Tess nudged a cardboard delivery box with her elbow while she opened the envelope. The brochures spilled onto the counter and she picked one up. “Cruise information?”

“Oh, not just a cruise. A romantic getaway, perfect for you and that special someone to discover the wonderfulness that blossoms while you spend your days and nights in ostentatious splendor,” Ainsley muttered, delving into a drawer for a shipping knife to open the box.

Tess snorted her amusement. “Yeah, right. Who’re you bringing? Your sister?”

“You’re a funny, funny woman.”

“‘Trust your romantic dreams with us, the honeymoon specialists’?” Tess’s voice rose with incredulity. “Luxury cabins, jacuzzi tubs and everything you ever wanted for the romance of a lifetime.” She put the brochure down. “What did she threaten you with this time?”

The bell hanging above the door to Charleston Blooms chimed before Ainsley could answer and she closed her eyes and inhaled a quick breath before pasting a smile on her face to greet her customer. She relaxed as soon as she saw who it was. Ainsley’s sister bounced into the store, carrying her textbooks in one arm and balancing a cardboard tray of cappuccinos in the other. “Caffeine!” Cecelia announced.

Trust her sister to always know what Ainsley needed. Even her ever-present exuberance gave Ainsley a sense of calm. And jealousy over her sister’s carefree life. She should take lessons. Cecelia learned early on how not to listen to their parents, and they’d all but given up on getting her to behave with proper decorum. Which, of course, made them focus all their attention on Daughter #2. “When are you going to tell Mother and Daddy you’re back in school?”

Cecelia laughed and straightened her short black skirt. “When are you going to stop letting them push you around? You are a passive participant in your own life, Ainsley. Be a rebel instead of putting up with the shit they put you through.”

“She has a point there.” Tess picked up one of the drinks and grinned at her boss.

Cecelia picked up one of the brochures and scanned it, then slammed it on the counter. “Ainsley, you have to stop letting her do this to you.”

Ainsley tightened her grip on the blade’s handle and used it to stab a brochure. Hard. “You know I can’t. Confrontations make me so… I don’t know. I never learned how to deal with it and agreeing with them is always so much easier.”

“Maybe you should put the knife down,” Tess joked.

“Is it something with Edward again?” her sister asked.

“Of course.” Ainsley shifted her shoulders in a half-hearted shrug. “Our mother is sending me on a vacation with the man of her dreams and no way of escape.”

Cecelia shook her head, her blond wisps swaying with the movement. “So say no.”

Ainsley plunged the tool into the taped box to avoid eye contact. “I can’t. She bought my building.”

“She did what?” Cecelia put her hand on Ainsley’s wrist to stop her movement. “You can’t let her do this. Ainsley, you can’t.”

“It’s already done.” She wrenched her arm away and moved to another counter, tears burning behind her eyes. Cecelia was so strong, she didn’t know what it was like. “I’m going.”

Her sister leaned against the counter and chewed a lock of her long hair, her eyebrows drawing down. “Maybe I could go instead. You know. I wouldn’t mind. Even with Edward. It is a cruise, after all,” she said.

Ainsley bit her lip while she fished around in the drawer for her screwdrivers. Why was Cecelia blushing? That could only mean one thing. Ainsley dropped the tool and whirled around to face her sister. “You’re kidding me.”

“What?” Her sister directed her gaze back to Ainsley, but she held the eye contact with too much intensity for it to be normal.

“You don’t…” She covered her mouth. “You do. You have a crush on straightlaced, uptight Edward?”

Cecelia’s cheeks stained crimson and she played with the corner of a book, keeping her green eyes down. “That’s not fair. He only acts that way when he’s trying to impress someone. I enjoy spending time with him when he’s just being himself.”

What did that mean? Was Cecelia saying Edward wasn’t the pretentious and perfectly polished accountant Ainsley knew and didn’t love? She tapped the screwdriver against her palm. If Edward had remained the way he was when they were young, she might have entertained thoughts of dating him, but there had never been any chemistry between them. And at least that explained why Cecelia went on many dates but never had a long-term boyfriend. “You’re serious about this.”

“Do you know what it’s like to see the man you’ve loved since you were ten chatting up other women?” She smoothed the cover of her book with wide, sweeping gestures. “Everyone thinks I’m so self-confident and fearless but I’ve been scared to tell him how I feel.”

“Why didn’t you tell me how you feel? I thought you told me everything.”

“Well, because he’s yours.” Cecelia’s arms fluttered as she tried to explain. “I couldn’t tell if you were giving him a hard time because of Sophia or if you truly didn’t like him. I didn’t want to put you in that position.”

“Honey, take him. I don’t want him. Never have. Never will.” Ainsley gathered her screwdrivers and the pump and made her way to the refrigerated case, her sudden giddiness over Cecelia’s confession putting some spirit into her step. “I know Mother has some weird misguided notion that we’re the perfect couple, but we all have to go with our gut. My gut says to call Sophia’s travel agent and get you on this romantic getaway. Surely Pam helped book the cruise, so she can get you on board instead of me. You can spend a week with Edward in breathtaking luxury while sailing under a golden sunset.”
         

Cecelia followed her to the case. “You won’t get jealous if Edward falls in love with me? Because I’ll be doing my best to make that happen.”

“I’ll be the first one throwing bird seed at your wedding.” Ainsley pulled her honey-ish colored hair through a ponytail holder and lay on the black tile floor next to the refrigeration unit, getting a noseful of moldy air in the process.

Cecelia squatted next to her, wobbling in her three-inch wedges. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” She blindly fiddled around underneath until she found the clamp that held the hose to the pump. “But aren’t you supposed to be in Wyoming to flirt with cowboys or something?”

“Yeah, I’m supposed to leave after my finals. It sounded like such a fun trip and a great way to relax when I signed up for it a couple of months ago. One week on a dude ranch as a little vacation.”

Ainsley yanked the hose away from the condenser and settled in to unscrew the connectors for the electrical wires. “I didn’t think Mother was serious when she said you were running off to Wyoming,” she laughed.

“Ooh!” Cecelia clapped her hands. “You should go instead! I’ll take your place on the cruise and you take my place on the ranch.”

“Right. Because spending a week rustling cattle has always been my idea of a fun time.”

“No, seriously. And they raise sheep, anyway. But it will get you out of town while I’m sailing under the stars with my sweetheart.”

Ainsley sat up. The idea did have some merit. “Tell me more.”

“It’s a girls-only adventure.”

“That’s perfect. I won’t have to worry about flirting cowboy wannabes.” Ainsley unscrewed the rest of the pump from its housing.

“Because the rancher’s sisters are working on turning their ranch into a place for singles to meet and they needed to test out the environment with their brother.”

The pump clanked to the floor as Ainsley sat up again. “You’re kidding me. You’re going to marry a cowboy?”

“No, I’m going on a cruise. You’re going to marry the cowboy.” Cecelia returned to the work table and retrieved a manila envelope from her pile of books. She handed it to Tess and picked up the cruise information. “I have to get to my final. Have fun pitching hay!”

Ainsley watched her sister leave before facing her friend. “I’m not sure what happened here.”

Tess opened the envelope and began reading. “Congratulations. You have been selected as one of eight women to meet our brother, Riley, and help us turn the Crescent Ridge Ranch into a place of romance and adventure. This is not a reality show. No television crews will follow you around and your private time will remain private. We only ask that you come to the ranch with a willingness to work and an openness in your heart.”

“Oh, geez,” Ainsley groaned. “I think I just jumped overboard and into a pile of manure.” She slid under the refrigeration unit again. “He’s probably short and covered with body hair, and has such a mean temper that even spring flowers wilt when he looks at them.”

Tess removed more items from the envelope and gave a low whistle. “Hello, Mr. Sexy.”

“I don’t care.” Okay, it couldn’t hurt to look. “Let me see.” She wiggled out from under the case.

Tess handed her a five-by-seven picture of cowboy Riley Pommer standing next to a reddish-brown horse. A smile relaxed his mouth and made at least one dimple visible. Dark, wavy hair framed a face with a strong, angled jawline. His eyes were light, but Ainsley couldn’t tell what color. So he was a good-looking cowboy. Big deal. It said nothing about his temperament.

“I think it sounds like fun,” Tess said. She held up the picture. “And the scenery is certainly nice.”

“I’m starting to think you want to go.” Ainsley slid down so her arm could reach under the unit. She put the pump in place and reconnected the hoses and wires while Tess kept reading.
         

“In addition to the horses and sheep, the ranch has a famed greenhouse, boasting flowers from all over the world, as well as Wyoming wildflowers and other native plants.”

Now that sounded like something she could spend a week doing. “Let me see that.” Ainsley sat up and wiped her hands on her jeans as she crossed the shop. Tess tossed her the envelope and she read the brochure with interest. “And an herb garden, too. Look at these gorgeous flowers! So artfully positioned, too. I bet I could learn a lot from whoever created this layout. Okay, so it won’t be that bad,” she said. “I can spend all my time in the greenhouse or with the herbs. And you can hold down the fort for two weeks, can’t you? It won’t be too much for you?” She offered Tess a hopeful smile.

“It’ll be fine. Besides, this will give me practice if I ever want to open my own shop.” Tess becoming the competition was a running joke, though Ainsley wasn’t sure how long it would remain that way.

“I’ll bring my laptop, so I should be able to stay in touch. And I’ll need to call Habitat for Humanity and tell them I won’t be able to help this week. Oh, and the Bowman wedding is coming up, but you’ve been handling most of that anyway.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll bring in Ross if I need some extra hands.”

Tess’s muscle-bound boyfriend working in a flower shop. Great picture.

Ugh. It was definitely a better picture than her running into the arms of a possibly smelly cowboy. She cleared her tools out of the way as her manager plugged in the unit. A faint but constant hum filled the store and Ainsley should have been basking in the self-satisfied feeling of a job well done. Instead, her stomach twisted around the tea she had consumed at her parents’.

“Oh, no. You’re getting that ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this’ look.” Tess put her hands on Ainsley’s shoulders. “Even if you don’t want to for yourself, do it for your sister. Plus if she and Edward become a thing, your mom can’t keep setting you guys up.”

“Good point.” Ainsley rubbed the back of her neck. Cecelia was always telling her to go out and try new things, to stop worrying about everyone else so much. Okay. She was going to do it. “I wonder what I should pack.”




    

  
    
      
Chapter 2


You want me to do what?” Riley asked his brother and sisters, nearly choking on a mouthful of eggs. “Whose ridiculous idea was this? Seth? Molly?” His lips tightened into a scowl as the family sat around the wooden table for breakfast. The spicy scent of the sausages had made Riley’s stomach growl when he entered the large kitchen, but now he had no appetite.
         

“Well, you kept shooting down the idea because you couldn’t see how romantic the ranch could be. So we reckoned we’d have to show you,” Jeanne said, her long, brown ponytail swishing as she bounced with the exuberance only a fourteen year old could show. She took a small jar of strawberry jam out of the refrigerator and placed it on the table before she sat down on one of the wooden benches, reminding Riley as always of a long-legged colt in blue jeans.

“We started the market research for turning the ranch into a singles retreat before Dad died,” Molly said. “It was put on hold, but now we’re ready to make it happen.”

He shook his head. “You’re turning the Crescent Ridge into a meat market. Our home.” After being away for five years, the daily ranch routine was starting finally to get comfortable again, and now his family dropped this on him. He didn’t need a bunch of preening women hopping around his ranch like spadefoot toads. He didn’t need a bunch of women, period.

The homey kitchen had always been a place of gathering for the Pommers, their guests, and the people who worked their ranch, but aside from their housekeeper and the dogs, only his family was there today. The long wooden benches around the table were abnormally empty. No ranch hands, no foreman.

He had been set up for an ambush.

His siblings studied him through near-identical hazel eyes. “Riley, look,” Seth said. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but the ranch is losing money. It has been for a couple of years. We reinvented ourselves in order to survive once when we went from doing cattle drives to raising sheep, and it’s time to do it again.”

“Besides,” Jeanne added, “it’s only for a week or so. And having women guests is much more fun, and how awesome would it be if you fell in love with one of them?”

“It’s not that simple, Jeannie.” Bringing women here isn’t going to give you back a mother. He touched his youngest sister gently on her head. “I’m not getting married.” And why would he? The one woman who should have loved him without condition had abandoned them all once the ranch became hard work instead of an affluent lifestyle. Jeanne probably didn’t even have any memories of her.
         

It seemed she could read his mind, for she squirmed away from the contact. “I just said it would be fun. This isn’t about poor little orphan Jeannie. Mom’s been gone a long time, Ry. I’m not trying to replace her. Like you living at home again didn’t replace Dad.”

Riley stayed silent but hid his clenched fists under the table, his chest tightening with the building frustration of trying to help his family after their father was killed by a bear on their land four months ago. Jeanne twitched in her chair, her eyes wide with hope. Seth’s mouth wore a permanently etched frown Riley remembered from when he was seventeen, and Molly tried to butter him up by passing him a basket of fresh-made biscuits. “Why didn’t anyone tell me the ranch needed help? I could have done something.”

“Dad wouldn’t let us. You had your own life, and you’d already put in so much work here he wanted you to do something for yourself,” Seth said.

Molly put a hand on his arm. “You being here wouldn’t have changed anything, Riley. And he was so proud of what you’d become—a strong, dependable man. He wanted you to live your life without catering to your family. You did that when Mom left. And when I got married.”

A pain burned in the back of his throat. Strong and dependable—while his family suffered. He rubbed the back of his neck, avoiding eye contact for fear of seeing unspoken accusations that he was as selfish as their mother for pursuing his own interests.

“But you can do something now,” Jeanne added in an echo of his thoughts. “Be our guinea pig in a cowboy hat.”

Agreeing to the farce didn’t mean he’d have to make it easy. He glared at his siblings. “One of you has watched too many of those reality TV shows.”

Seth grunted and shoveled a huge chunk of biscuit into his mouth. “It could be worse. We could’ve hired a camera crew for publicity. Just think, Riley. Eight women. All for you.”

He’d rather deal with eight coyotes. At least then he’d know their endgame.

“Cookie and Steve said they’d teach the women who don’t ride, and Linda said she’d help set everything up in the house,” Molly said. Their housekeeper nodded and placed the sausages on the table. Molly neatly speared one with her fork. “The other hands will have the same jobs as they do when the ranch has regular patrons.”

“There’s too much to do around here.” Moving back home and away from his life as a forestry ranger was an easy decision, even knowing the hard work involved with running a ranch. He wasn’t going to abandon his family.

“It’s not like the women will be lounging around and going on picnics. They’ll be working the ranch just like any of our normal guests,” Molly said. “And we can ask them their opinions on how to make the ranch more couples-friendly.”

“Because you know nothing screams love like electric shears.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest to keep his annoyance in check. “So let me make sure I have this all straight. You’ve invited eight women to the ranch but no men.”

“Right.”

“To show me that the ranch is a great place to find romance or love.”

“Yes.”

“What about you, Mol? If you’re so in love with love, why aren’t you putting yourself out there instead? Maybe it will help you move on.”

He’d meant the suggestion to be helpful, but regret hit him as soon as tears welled in her eyes and color drained from her face. Okay. One subject to stay far away from. He cleared his throat and ignored the heaviness taking over his chest. He was really stepping in it this morning. “So all I have to do is pick one to prove the market research on creating a singles ranch in the middle of Wyoming is correct.”

“Not even that!” Molly interjected, wiping a quick hand across her face. “We’ll take care of the research. All you have to do is show up. But if you do fall in love, that would be great.”

Like that would happen. After watching his dad trying to hold it together after their mom left, he wasn’t about to expose himself to a situation where he could have his heart crushed. “You can’t use me to determine the future of the ranch. Fences need mending, we have a mare about to foal, and some of the cabins need fixing. I can’t spend my time with women looking to hook up who won’t have enough horse sense to stay out of my way!”

“Molly’ll handle the mare,” Seth said. “I can handle the fences and Jeannie can organize the cabins after school.”

He fixed them with a hard stare. “How the hell did you put this together? And without me knowing?”

“We didn’t want to give you a chance to back out. You’ve sacrificed so much to help us, Riley. You rarely leave the ranch, and I know it’s been lonely for you,” Molly said.

Riley shoved a forkful of food in his mouth so he didn’t have to answer, especially not in front of his younger siblings. He’d lacked female companionship the past four months, sure. But his bed was the only thing that was lonely.

Okay, so maybe that small ache in his chest meant he longed for someone who could make him feel the rush of love, someone who wanted to make him happy. Someone that made him feel that as long as they were together, he was home.

It wasn’t ever going to happen.

“Jeanne helped me create a web page about you and the ranch and the interest started flowing in,” Molly continued. “From those who inquired, we whittled it down, exchanged some emails and selected the eight we thought would best suit you.”

“You said you were researching new additions for the ranch,” Riley said.

“We were,” she countered. “We had to find the right women.”

Riley rolled his shoulders to loosen the building tension before he stood, knocking the chair back a couple of inches. “I don’t even know why I’m listening to this. You’ve already decided my life for me. I’m going to check those fence posts.” Passing through the mud room off the kitchen, he grabbed his hat hanging from a hook near the back door and ignored the female protests as he headed down the dirt path to the stables. The dogs left with him, racing ahead to the stables in a canine game of tag.

Sweet hay and earthy manure permeated the air, and Riley welcomed the familiarity while he saddled Westley and left the building. In the distance, the craggy peaks of the Teton Range stood out against the vibrant blue sky, a constant visible reminder of the life he’d been yanked away from.

The quick canter on his horse in the crisp spring air relaxed some of the muscles that had tightened while he listened to his family daydream about his love life. Before his father died, he would’ve spent the morning in fire prevention training or running through the trails for exercise. He would’ve spent the day assisting hikers, checking campsites for code violations and if the mood struck, finding a woman who was there for the natural beauty of the Tetons and to flirt with a ranger. And he would’ve spent the night in her tent. Being a ranger had fulfilled a dream he’d had since childhood when he saw those mountains every day. But even lifelong dreams can get cut short.

Now he wanted to spend the day galloping over the green countryside, but duty called. One of the few remaining cows had used a fence post to scratch and revealed rotting wood underneath. The bridle jingled as he guided Westley to the work site and he let out a slow breath and forced himself to relax. There would be time for rediscovery later.

Steve and Dallas had already braced most of the fence line and replaced some of the rotting posts when Riley rode up to join them, but working the ranch was not the sanctuary he’d expected. He knew he was in trouble when he dismounted and Steve greeted him by taking some wilted carnations pinned together out of the pickup and trying to stick them onto his shirt. Riley swatted the flowers away. “So you know, then.”

“Jeanne was so excited about this she told us all yesterday,” Steve said. He rubbed his hands together and a big smile spread over his face. “Can’t wait for some fresh meat to come around here.”

“Need some advice, Riley? On what to do with a woman?” Dallas asked. “We’ll be glad to help you out. Or even write out an instruction manual. With pictures. Detailed pictures.”

“I’ve got it covered.” He thrust on his leather work gloves and grabbed one of the old cedar posts. At least the men were acting normal, not like his gone-off-the-deep-end sisters.

“You sure? You been in the mountains for so long maybe you forgot. Women are different than the animals you find up there. They’re not completely covered in fur, for example.”

“I bet they all have real great personalities.” Steve smirked and gave Riley a thumbs-up.

“Just like yours,” he responded, loading the post into the back of the truck.

The other man nudged Riley on the arm with his work gloves. “Can I have your leftovers?”

“If you can get them. I think they’ll all take one look at you and run screaming for home.”

“He’s got you there, Steve.” Dallas braced the wood around a rotting post. “Oh, Riley!” he squeaked in a high-pitched voice “This big, mean horse is about to eat me! I’d rather you did it instead.”

“Don’t be crude. You treat these women like ladies.” The ranch’s foreman stepped up beside Riley and folded his arms, glaring at the hands. Riley hadn’t heard Cookie approach. Years of working outdoors made him resemble a hard-living rancher in an old movie, and the man could be stealthy even on horseback. Steve and Dallas made kissing noises, but focused their attention back on the fence. “I’m surprised you’re going along with this, Riley.” Sun glinted off the large nails he handed to Dallas. “I reckoned I’d have to chase you out of hiding when the women got here tomorrow.”

Riley threw the post into the truck with enough force to have it bounce out and whipped his head around to his foreman. Dismay cascaded over him as he realized he had no time to set up his own defenses. “What? Tomorrow?”

“Tell you what,” Steve called over as he picked up the rotted wood. “I’ll stand in for you. I love working here enough to make this supreme sacrifice and spend time with eight beautiful women who are trying to impress me.”

“Great. I’ll go hide in one of the cabins until this nightmare is over,” Riley muttered. He didn’t know how he had expected to continue his solitary lifestyle when he moved back home. He used to spend hours alone on the mountain or with one of the other rangers, not talking, not giggling about their love lives. He loved his family, but why couldn’t he have had all brothers?

*  *  *


Work kept Riley’s mind off his family’s insanity, but it came back when lunch beckoned. Usually he returned to the house during the meal to discuss the ranch schedule and other things with Molly. Today he ignored his rumbling stomach and took over when Dallas started out in the truck to one of the guest cabins. By avoiding Molly, he wouldn’t have to hurt her any more by saying no. Replacing a door lever was such a trivial thing, but a guest’s bedroom was the one place where privacy was ensured on the ranch.

He arrived at the cabin and went inside, testing each door several times until he found the one that wouldn’t stay closed, but his mind wasn’t on the task at hand. Seeing his sisters so impassioned with an idea that let them focus on something other than Dad was a good thing. He could humor them for a week. But he was still settling in, his favorite mare was about to foal, and if they wanted a touch of romance so badly, they should find it for their own damn selves and leave him out of it.

Molly, not Jeanne. There’d be no romance for her until she was eighteen. At least. Twenty would be even better. Maybe even twenty-five.

He fished around the truck’s toolbox for a screwdriver and went back inside. Molly would say he was hiding, avoiding any situation that would open his heart. She’d be right. “No way in hell am I putting myself through that,” he said out loud while he unscrewed the handle. The old knob fell to the floor with a clatter that suited his mood. His father—their whole family—had broken when their mother left. Jeanne had only been four. Watching Dad try to recover from a broken heart had been brutal.

He attached the new handle and tested it, satisfied it worked before he cleaned up the old mechanism. The job hadn’t taken a lot of time, so he headed back to the stable to straighten up the tack room. Some organization had been lacking in the past four months and it was time to get things in order.

He peeked out the slats of the stable in the direction of the greenhouse, the building a speck on the landscape. That’s really where he should be spending his time, but it was one place that he couldn’t bring himself to visit. It had been his father’s sanctuary, and the pain and memories of his passing were still too raw, too fresh. Instead, he took down the clipboard and made notes on their supplies. Maybe he’d use the computer to get caught up on the latest research for materials or feed.

A knock on the door interrupted him a few hours later and he turned to find Seth slouched in the doorway, paper plate in hand. The aroma of mashed potato and ground beef had him on his feet even before his brother said a word.

“Molly made shepherd’s pie. I’m sure it’s a complete coincidence that it’s your favorite meal,” Seth said.

“You’re a lifesaver.” Riley took the plate and sat on a hay bale.

His brother picked up a pitchfork and started cleaning Mystic’s stall in the waning light that filtered in through the openings in the walls. “Honestly, I tried to talk them out of it.” His voice broke the steady rhythm of the tool hitching straw.

“You didn’t do a very good job,” Riley said. Seth said nothing, shifting his eyes away from Riley as he poked through the dirt. His brother wasn’t telling him something. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

The heavy air in the stable weighed over Riley, but he stayed silent. Westley poked his nose over the wall and he rubbed the brown fur, keeping an ear on Seth while he worked it out.

“It’s all my fault, Riley. If I’d been faster on my horse or with my gun, you wouldn’t’ve had to move home and Molly could’ve kept herself focused on the finances and reservations and Jeannie…” Seth’s voice trailed off and he turned away, using the pitchfork as support.

Riley’s heart played hockey against his ribs while he sorted through the right comforting thing to say. He shoved his hands in his back pockets and examined the tips of his boots, pretending not to notice his brother wipe his eyes with the back of his hand. This was the first time he’d opened up on his own about what happened. “It wasn’t your fault, Seth.”

Seth wrapped his arms around his stomach and his voice came out choked and thick. “You don’t know. You weren’t there. Everyone’s life is a mess because of me.”

“It was bad luck. Bears always leave tracks. Dad either missed the signs or they hadn’t been on our land for long.” He reached over to hug his brother.

Seth sat on an overturned bucket, holding his head in his hands and trembling. Riley bent down beside him instead.

“You gave him a chance to say good-bye.” He wrapped his arms around Seth’s shaking frame and this time his brother let him complete the embrace. Riley knew Seth was reliving the moment of hearing the gunshots and finding their father barely clinging to life. If he could, he’d have traded places with him, no question. Not that Riley thought he’d be faster or could have saved their father. But then at least Seth wouldn’t be the one going through this. “You were with him when he needed you most, Seth,” he said quietly. “There is nothing you could’ve done differently. None of this is your fault.”

“Looks, brains, and compassion.” Seth gave a choked laugh and took a deep breath while squaring his shoulders. Riley took the hint and backed off. If that was all Seth could get out, it would do. For now. “Those women don’t stand a chance.”




    

  
    
      
Chapter 3


Wow, look at the mountains!” Ainsley twittered at her reflection in the bathroom mirror of the Jackson Hole airport. “We don’t grow them like that in South Carolina!” She shook her hair away from her face and stuck out her lower lip and dipped her chin in a sultry pout. “Why, aren’t you just a handsome hunk of cowboy. I’d like to ride you hard and put you up wet!” She frowned. What had Cecelia been thinking when she came up with this marry-a-cowboy idea?
         

She took out some liner and applied it under her green eyes. What attitude would ensure the desperate, ill-tempered and possibly smelly cowboy took no notice of her or, if he did, to completely turn him off? Southern bumpkin? A wide-eyed innocent, or maybe a woman of low morals? Ice queen? “You don’t expect me to actually be in the same building as small, stinky, grunting animals, do you?” she asked, eyebrows raised with a hint of haughtiness—a perfect imitation of her mother. “I’m not going into any barn. I’ll get my Manolo Blahniks dirty.” She studied her ankle, imagining the highly priced shoes on her feet and nodded in satisfaction. “Well,” she told her reflection. “Now I have to find some Manolos. Somewhere. Here. In the least populated state in the country.”

She claimed her luggage at one of the baggage carousels and made her way to a man in jeans and a cowboy hat standing nearby and holding a sign for Crescent Ridge. She started to join the other women gathered before she remembered she was going for Ice Queen. Besides, the contemptuous looks one of them threw her way rivaled any attitude she could have adopted.

She slumped onto a bench before immediately straightening her posture, then set her features in neutral and worked to keep her foot from tapping.

A flip, flip, flip sound got closer to her and she glanced over at the noise. A woman wearing flip-flops and with a mass of curly brown ringlets approached, rolling a suitcase behind her. She studied the three women, playing with her long hemp necklace, before making her way to Ainsley. “You don’t look like you want to kill me in my sleep. Want to share a cabin?”
         

“Me?” So much for passing as an Ice Queen. It wouldn’t have worked anyway.

“These other women…I don’t like their auras.” The woman studied her and Ainsley stayed still, though she avoided the intent blue-eyed gaze from a face covered in freckles. “You’ll do. Yours is good. But you look kind of uncomfortable.”

“No, I’m… fine.” Good aura?

The woman sat on the bench next to Ainsley. She stretched out her legs from under her long, patterned skirt and wiggled her toes. “Boy, does that feel good. I’m Meagan Donnelly, from Savannah. Georgia.”

Rooming with Meagan might not be a bad idea. She seemed open and honest and could read auras—a skill that might come in handy. Definitely not the cut-throat competitive attitude of the other women. “Ainsley Fairfax, South Carolina.”

“Well, we’re already neighbors.” She gave a warm chuckle.

“Sharing a cabin sounds like a great idea.” Okay. She’d become her mother later.

“I’ve never been to Wyoming before,” Meagan said as they followed the cowboy to a large black SUV sporting the Crescent Ridge moon and mountain logo. They slid into the back row of seats while the other women got into the SUV. The cowboy driver pulled out of the airport and began the drive to the Crescent Ridge. Meagan kept talking. “I’ve been to Texas and Utah, and the ranches there, but this is something different. I used to work mucking out stalls over the summer. In exchange, they let me ride the horses for free. Do you ride?”

Keeping up with this woman was like trying to catch a whirlwind. Ainsley expected it to be exhausting, but instead was revived by Meagan’s exuberant energy. “Yeah, but it’s been a while. We owned some horses and had a groom take care of them, so I didn’t have the mucking pleasure,” Ainsley said. Mentioning her family’s wealth felt weird so she kept it quiet. Besides, this weekend wasn’t about money. It was about her freedom.

 “I can’t wait,” Meagan said. “I’m almost as excited about riding as I am about meeting Riley Pommer.” At the sound of his name, all conversation in the SUV ceased, and the women shifted in their seats to stare at her with expectant expressions, like she was going to divulge some deep secret. The cowboy driver gave a muffled laugh. Meagan blinked at the sudden attention, but she didn’t duck her head as Ainsley half-suspected she would. “Well, aren’t all of you?”

“Horses are smelly, nasty creatures,” said the woman in front of them, running a hand through her frosted hair. “You can have them. I’ll find something else to ride.”

The woman next to her studied them all with assessing eyes, then shifted and looked out the window without saying anything. Meagan gave Ainsley a sidelong glance and shook her head, a huge grin overtaking her mouth. Ainsley clamped her lips together and they both struggled not to laugh.

“Ladies, look out the right side of the car for your first view of the Crescent Ridge.” Hearing the pride tinged in the driver’s voice made Ainsley feel better about coming out here. Rocks and dirt crunched under the tires as the SUV pulled to a stop.

The massive size of the main house wasn’t what Ainsley had expected. The sprawling two-story house exuded warmth and family, inviting her to come in and be welcomed. Nothing at all like her parents’ sterile and carefully planned landscaping.

An older, grizzled man with a frown lining his face stood with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans, his dour expression a complete contrast to the flowers blooming in haphazard rows on the front lawn. The driver unloaded the luggage, leaving it in a pile before getting back into the vehicle and driving off.

Ainsley breathed in the crisp, clear air while she and Meagan got their bags, but the woman who had remained silent the entire trip eyed the other man, her arms folded across her chest. “Mine are the purple ones.”

The man didn’t move. Didn’t even acknowledge her statement.

She stared at him a moment longer as if her glare could bend him to her will. “Oh, fine.” She slung the strap of one bag over her shoulder, then grabbed the handle of another one.

“I’m Cookie, the ranch foreman. If you ladies will follow me.” His voice dripped politeness.

Meagan gave a little snort of laughter and the man shifted his gaze to her. Instead of the hardened stare, though, his craggy face gave of a glint of humor while the silent woman narrowed her eyes and frowned.

“The cabins are sparsely furnished, but you’ll have a small fridge and microwave in the kitchen, plus a coffee pot. Meals are taken in the main house or on the land. If you have any questions about the ranch, you can ask me. Any questions about the schedule, ask Molly.” He stopped beside a quaint wood structure and opened the door. Ainsley followed Meagan inside and the foreman led the other women away.

The simple room filled Ainsley with a sense of hominess that she had never found at her own apartment or her parents’ house. The pleasant fragrance of hay and dirt surrounded them and the sofa and two overstuffed chairs invited her to relax and put her feet up. A large blue quilt covered the back of the couch and pictures of horses covered the walls.

Meagan had already claimed a bedroom and squealed from the room. “Look!” She emerged wearing a rust brown cowboy hat with a black leatherette hatband accented with silver studs. “How cute is this? I bet you have one, too. Go see.”

“Okay.”

She followed Ainsley into her room. A cream-colored hat with a brown hatband and a gold buckle sat on her bed. She put it on and the two women grinned into the mirror at their new cowgirl images.

“I’m going to wear mine when we go to dinner to meet Riley’s sisters and the other women. This is so much fun!” Meagan grabbed Ainsley’s hands and vibrated with excitement. “We’ll all hang out and have dinner. I bet even the purple bag lady will relax. Or maybe not. She seemed really uptight. The foreman seems nice, though.”

“I want to see our view.” Ainsley crossed the room and opened the curtains drawn across the large window. The roof of the greenhouse reflected in the sun and her heart started beating double-time. She stood on her tiptoes to see more of it, grinning at the familiar sense of floral discovery mixed with purely professional interest.

“Is your family happy about you being here?” Meagan asked, sliding her finger over the rim of her hat.

Despite her desire to tear off down the hill, Ainsley forced herself away from the window. The flowers weren’t going anywhere, even if she’d rather see them than the cowboy. She tried to contain her excitement but ended up bouncing on her toes. “They don’t exactly know.”

“My parents tried to tell me that this wasn’t the way to meet a guy, but I was too excited about the opportunity to be on a ranch to listen. Did you have to keep it a secret?”

“My sister was supposed to be here, but her plans changed, so I came instead.” Her phone chirped and she blew out a quick breath when she saw the display. “It’s my mother. She thinks I’m on a cruise.” Meagan waved to her as she went into her room and took a calming breath, knowing she had to play this off or lose her shop. “Hello, Mother.”

“I’ve been waiting for you to call. You arrived safely? Have you been to your cabin?” Sophia asked.

Ainsley eyed the four wooden walls, the single bed with the Indian print throw and the tree stump nightstand, and the large base of the mountains visible through her window. Technically she was in her cabin. “Yes,” she said, heart pounding in her ears at the half-truth. Lying to her mother had never been Ainsley’s strength, though Cecelia could give her lessons to last a lifetime.
         

“Have you seen Edward yet?”

“No.” At least that was the complete truth, even if her stomach twitched at the words. Ainsley could picture her mother tapping her pen on her desk in the Fairfax home.

“Hmmm.” Sophia paused. This was where Ainsley would usually blurt the truth, but she kept her mouth pressed tightly closed. “Keep me updated.”

“I will, Mother.” She closed her cell phone and let out a huge breath, falling backward onto the comfortable bed. Score one for her, making it through an interrogation with Sophia Fairfax.

 What to do now? Her gaze floated mindlessly over the patterns in the low wooden ceiling. The top of that greenhouse replayed in her mind. Dinner tonight was fine—she’d be missed if she skipped out on that. But tomorrow, for the brunch. She inhaled deeply, as if breathing in the floral-scented air. She’d rather spend her time researching and studying the blooms than fighting for the attention of a man she’d never met.

*  *  *


Edward breathed in the tang of the brisk sea air while sounds from Charleston’s historic district filtered onto the cruise ship, competing with the squawking seagulls that circled overhead. He scanned the embarking passengers, hoping to catch a glimpse of Ainsley’s honey brown hair. Families with small children came on board, plus a couple in wedding attire and groups of single men and women. The breeze blew his hair awry and he smoothed it back, smiling in anticipation of the time they’d spend together.

His feelings for her may not be an all-consuming passion, but love was never the best way to choose a wife. It made you do stupid things, like lie to your family or put aside your work to make someone else happy. He could say the words, since that’s what was expected, but he needed someone smart, someone who wouldn’t fall in love and knew how to behave in society. Any woman who had the social ideals with which he and Ainsley had been raised would be the perfect one for him. She knew love didn’t need to play a part in a successful marriage. She grew up with that model, saw it every day.

Crowds of passengers joined him on deck, waving to their loved ones as the ship left port. He tugged his dark blue jacket into place and paused to fix his windblown hair. Hopefully she made it onto the ship. Maybe she waited in the suite, eager to see him, too. Or at least pretending to be eager, like he was.

He wound his way off the deck and strode down the three flights of stairs to their two -bedroom suite, complete with a balcony. Sophia had reserved the suite for newlywed couples with children, and it came complete with two bedrooms, a common area, and a balcony. Edward was happy to keep their nocturnal activities separate. He entered the spacious common room, his eyes taking in the lavender sofa and two comfortable chairs. Ainsley’s closed cabin door didn’t stop the rise of satisfaction in knowing she was here. He knocked.

“What?”

Her muffled voice came through and he ignored the abruptness of the greeting. “Just wanted to make sure you made it on board, darling.”

“I’m not a baby, Edward.”

He let that statement go, knowing she’d be prickly about leaving her shop on short notice. Why she insisted on toiling away in that shop of hers when she could spend her days in leisure was beyond his understanding. But she was here. That must mean she had some feelings for him, even if it wasn’t love, and even if she didn’t want to admit them to herself. The balcony offered a view of the receding shoreline, and he stepped out, giving her time to adjust.

Her fresh, clean scent preceded her arrival on the balcony a few minutes later and she gripped the railing, her long fingernails painted a shiny purple that reflected the sun. Edward frowned at her hands. Something was off. Because of the physical work she did, Ainsley avoided long nails like an accountant avoided an IRS audit. That must have been one fast manicure. Her pointer finger tapped against the metal bar, a hollow echo surrounding them while his gaze made the short journey up her orange top, past the long hair, to her face.

Cecelia.

Edward took a step back and told his blood to stay in his head and stop traveling down his body. Her shirt left her smooth stomach bare and she wore a brightly patterned sarong tied at her hip. One long, slim leg poked out of the fabric and his hands itched to undo the knot to see what she wore underneath.

No. He stilled his twitching fingers. Control, Edward. This is not what he’d signed up for. “What are you doing here?” Ainsley was what he needed. She was obedient and reserved, a complete contrast to her sister’s spontaneity and embrace-life attitude. Cecelia was sexy and carefree and caused his pulse to beat heavily in his veins every time he saw her.
         

She shot him a look of innocence, her green eyes wide. “Taking a cruise.”

Edward risked a glance inside the cabin with a fervent hope that Ainsley was there, too, and they’d decided to share their room. Both the room and the common area were empty and he swallowed, bracing himself, before facing Cecelia again. “Where’s your sister?”

She sidled beside him and ran her elegant purple nails up the sleeve of his jacket. He fumbled backward and pressed himself against the balcony wall, away from the heat of her touch. “She couldn’t make it, so I came instead.”

“Your mother promised me she’d be here.”

“My mom doesn’t speak for her. Ainsley’s told you that many times herself.”

But Ainsley was a safe emotional investment. That’s why he needed her here. He took out his cell phone. “Sophia needs to know this happened.”

“No, she doesn’t.” Cecelia plucked it out of his hand. He grabbed for it but wasn’t fast enough to stop her from throwing it into Charleston Harbor.

“Cecelia!” He reached over the balcony railing, but the phone had already fallen into the water below, its splash hidden in the small whitecaps caused by the moving ship. Cold sweat beaded his skin and his stomach tightened into knots while he fought the urge to dive after it. He spun around, trying to stop the anger that threatened. “That was my phone! My four-hundred-dollar phone!”

She shrugged, the movement exposing more skin of her stomach. “Sophia will buy you a new one.”

“My God, what were you thinking?” He stared into the water even though he knew the phone wasn’t able to float.

She thrust out a hip and shook her head, her hair swishing about her shoulders. A slow smile curved her red lips. “I was thinking you synched it up to your computer this morning so you didn’t lose any information.” She took a small step toward him. “I was thinking that you could be here with my sister, who would rather be eating live grasshoppers.” Another step, and she leaned to his ear. Her voice dropped, low and husky. “And I was thinking instead, you could be here with someone who wants to be with you.”

Her soft, smooth lips pressed a small kiss on his cheek, burning him like a brand. Holy cow, she was beautiful. Her firm breasts pressed against his chest and he itched to cup them, feel their weight. He wanted to wrap his arms around her trim waist, pull her to him, and lose himself in her. But his mind insisted he think this through, however clouded his judgment might be. Everything she said made sense, but he had to know if being with Cecelia would be beneficial to his future. Sophia wouldn’t think so. Using his normal methods of decision making would help, so he reached into his pocket.

“What are you doing?” she asked, her tone echoing curiosity and losing the sexy husk.

He paused while removing a small notepad. “Pro and con list.”

She blinked at him, then laughed, a bright tinkling sound that played havoc with his ideas. “Well, okay, then. When you’re done, I’ll be by the pool having a drink. I’d love for you to come join me.” She turned and sashayed into the cabin. His gaze followed her swaying hips until she disappeared into the hallway, his list forgotten.

*  *  *


Time to meet the other husband hunters at the house. Caterpillars danced in Ainsley’s stomach as she slid on her brown shoe. Meagan knocked on her door. “You ready?”

“Just a minute.” She stood in front of the mirror and ran a comb through her hair, fluffing it up on the sides. Squaring her shoulders, she exited her room.

Meagan had changed as well, but the bohemian theme remained in a yellow peasant blouse that matched the swirls of yellow and green on her skirt. Ainsley immediately felt like an old-fashioned school marm in her button-down white shirt and brown A-line skirt, but resisted the urge to change. Let Meagan be the exotic flower. She’d be the foliage that no one noticed.

They left the cabin under a pink-ribboned sky and the shadow of the sun setting high over the mountains and made their way to the main house. The inside entry led to a large open room with wooden floors and couches and recliners set around the room. It looked the perfect place to hang out after a long day working. And comfortable enough that no one would freak out if someone missed a smudge of dirt on her arm when she washed up. A door led to the kitchen, where some wifely hopefuls were already gathered on the large wooden benches, eating dinner rolls and chatting around a table that could easily seat twenty people. Her parents’ kitchen was just as large, but designed for impressing rather than comfort.

The conversation dimmed for a moment when Ainsley and Meagan entered, but picked up again as they took their seats. The women from the car were there—the frosted blonde gave a small nod of acknowledgment while the silent woman didn’t even glance their way.

Three spaces remained on the wooden benches by the time their two hostesses came into the kitchen and paused by the door. Ainsley could see the family resemblance from the photo of the cowboy and knew these must be Riley’s sisters. The older one’s brown hair was pulled back in a long braid, and the younger one wore hers loose over her green shirt. They both had on jeans and boots.

“Good evening, ladies,” the older woman said. “I’m Molly, and this is Jeanne.” The girl waved her arm in a self-conscious gesture of hello. “Welcome to our home. I want you all to think of this ranch as your home, too. Tonight let’s eat some good Wyoming food, relax a little, and have some fun getting to know each other,” Molly said. “We’ll explain what will happen this week and the information we need for our research. And we want to know how excited you are to meet Riley tomorrow! Because we’re excited, too. We want to know why you want to marry a cowboy.”

Ainsley stiffened, hoping Molly didn’t call on her first. She didn’t think her reason for being here would sit well with her hostesses.

“Sorry I’m late,” a sultry low voice said, and everyone shifted to study and judge the new arrival. “I was so taken with all the beautiful scenery around me that I completely lost track of time. The woman knew how to make an entrance. Every brunette hair was in place, and her bright smile showed perfectly aligned, white teeth. She beamed at everyone at the table with a warm, friendly, and practiced smile as she slid into an empty seat, moving with the grace of a figure skater gliding on ice.

“Hello, Jewel,” Molly greeted her. “You’re just in time for the introductions. Why don’t we start with you?”

“Me?” Jewel tossed off a nervous laugh. Something about her made Ainsley’s skin prickle like a cactus. “Well, I’m from Michigan, I’m studying to be a nurse, and I’m very excited to be here and meet all of you.”

“Meeting all of you is nice, but I’m excited about meeting Riley. He’s so hot he can melt my ice cream anytime,” giggled the blonde from the car. “I’m Daisy, I’m a dance instructor, and I just love cowboys! Seeing them ride around on horses all day, and all those muscles from working the ranch.” She nudged the woman next to her. “And they sure know how to treat women, if you know what I mean.”

Molly cleared her throat and gave Jeanne a quick glance. “What about you?” she asked, shifting her gaze to the next woman.

Her curly orange-red hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She wore no makeup and she talked to her plate more than to the other women. “I’m Jessica, and coming here gave me a chance to see another part of the country. I’ve lived all my life in a city, so this will be a new thing for me. Plus my life is so busy that I thought this might be an interesting way to meet a guy.”

Ainsley took a deep breath when it was her turn. She planned to say something about the mountains and horses. “I took my sister’s place in order to get away from my matchmaking mother,” she blurted instead. There was a stunned silence, and then more laughter from the others as her face heated up.

“Right. You’re the replacement sister,” Molly said. “Your sister’s email said she was going on a cruise with the love of her life. No way are we going to stand in the way of that. And besides, we don’t want someone here whose heart is somewhere else.”

Imagine, Cecelia getting more support from a family she’d never met than she did from her own mother. An older woman in a crisp gray apron served dinner after the introductions, and Ainsley’s stomach growled as a thick steak sizzled in front of her. Meagan frowned at her plate and stabbed some broccoli with a fork, then remained silent throughout most of the meal.

Conversation around the table ranged from mountain climbing to ranches, with Molly and Jeanne explaining more and answering questions about the dating game. “After a few days, some women will be asked to leave. It won’t be personal. Riley might think that you’d have a better chance of finding your happily ever after with another man,” Molly said.

“Then how do we get to know him on a more personal level?” Jessica asked.

Molly smiled. “We can’t give away the secrets to his heart. That you have to discover for yourselves.”

Ainsley could see the affection they had for their brother and her curiosity piqued when she thought about finally meeting the man. Her thoughts drifted back to the glimpse of the greenhouse she saw before dinner and she leaned toward Molly. “It seems so odd to have a greenhouse in the middle of such dry country. How did that happen?”

“The Pommer family history is really fascinating. They raised flowers and immigrated to the U.S. in the mid-eighteen hundreds. They kept their plants alive through sheer determination during the transatlantic crossing.” Molly’s eyes grew brighter and pride filled her voice. “They landed on Ellis Island and eventually ended up here in the early nineteen hundreds.”

“What an amazing journey.” Her stomach fluttered like petals swirling around in the wind. “I can’t wait to see the greenhouse. I’m a florist,” she said to the questioning looks of the other women.

“Each generation tended the greenhouse with love and expanded it to include hundreds of flowers. My dad…” she paused for a moment and cleared her throat. “I’ll have to make sure you see the greenhouse tomorrow.”

“That would be great. Thanks.” She could wait until tomorrow. She hoped.

Jewel wiped her napkin across her mouth. “Molly, that was absolutely delicious.” Other women nodded.

“My family’s vineyard has the perfect red to go with steak,” said Leigh, the woman from the car. She tossed her straight brown hair over her shoulder. “I should call my father and have him send over a case.”

“Thank you. That sounds lovely. And I’m glad we had this chance to meet and get to know each other.” She glanced around the table, taking in the eight women gathered. “Brunch starts at nine tomorrow, ladies. I can’t wait for all of you to meet my brother. Tonight, please explore the ranch as if it was your own. We have a library and a TV in here if you want to hang around and relax.”

Hanging out didn’t really appeal to Ainsley, so she slipped out the door, breathing in the sharp spruce scent filling the air. Meagan followed, kicking a pebble off the path. It bounced a few times before landing. “I don’t even know why I’m here,” she said. “These women are so much more refined and sophisticated.”

“Is that why you kept silent at dinner?”

Meagan shrugged, keeping her eyes on the ground. “I don’t know if I fit into this lifestyle.”

“You’ve been here less than a day. Give it time. And do you think ranchers would rather be with sophisticated women or one who was glowing when she was talking about mucking out stalls?” Ainsley gave Meagan a small nudge. “Besides, most of them were pretending. Trying not to seem overeager.”

“Some of us don’t have to pretend,” said a voice behind them. Both women turned to see Jewel and Leigh striding behind them. Jewel ran a scathing glance over Ainsley and Meagan and gave a tinkling laugh. “I’m not surprised you spend your time in dirt. If Riley wanted a pair of bumpkins, he would have advertised in Yokel Monthly.”

Ainsley raised an eyebrow and tilted her head, giving the other woman a hard stare. This was where she could channel her mother, no problem. “Seriously? Is that the best you can do?”

“We haven’t even met the guy yet,” Meagan added.

The other woman only laughed again and turned with her friend when the path forked, heading to their cabins.

“Wow. I didn’t expect anyone to be so completely bitchy,” Meagan said, sounding a bit more animated than only a moment ago. “Observing the social interactions of this situation is going to be fun.”

“You have a strange definition of ‘fun,’” Ainsley said. The experience was too much like her mother parading her in front of eligible men.

“I mean, just seeing how everyone interacts, and their facial expressions, body language, stuff like that. For example, Jessica tapped her foot the entire time we were at dinner. Why did she do that? Her face was always composed and serene, but there was something tonight that made her nervous.”

They walked in silence, taking in the open spaces around them, the miles and miles of nothing but land dotted with trees, with dips and rises breaking up the landscape until it reached the mountains. Meagan sighed. “I knew I should have brought my paints. This scenery is amazing. I would love to take something back with me when I go home.”

“I could take pictures for you,” Ainsley said.

Meagan shook her head, her brown curls flying about her with the movement. “Oh, no thanks. I could create from that, but having the live example, being able to see each strand of grass or the thickness of the clouds, makes the difference between the interpretation and exquisite recreation.”
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