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			“I dare you to marry me!
I bet you won’t do it.”

			Hardheaded cowboy Knox Crawford has his mind made up—he’s got to get married...and fast. Knox’s faux fiancée? Genevieve Lawrence, a gorgeous, sassy horsewoman who is not afraid of anything...except commitment. As they fake marry to trick Knox’s matchmaking dad, the two stubborn singles discover the only thing harder than pretending to be a couple is realizing they might be falling in love for real!

		
	
		
			“Genevieve Lawrence—will you do me the honor of being my fake bride?”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			“Don’t ruin this special moment for me.” He moved the hay ring back and forth for her to see. “It’s not every day I get engaged.”

			“Fine,” she said with an annoyed sigh as she held out her left ring finger. “I will be your fake bride, Knox. But only if you win the wager and show up tomorrow.”

			The cowboy stood up and slipped the makeshift ring made of hay onto her finger. Did she imagine it, or did a small shock pass between them when he took her hand in his? She looked at that ring encircling her ring finger; she had never thought to see any type of ring on that finger for years, if ever. Even a hay ring made her feel boxed in like a trapped wild animal. Genevieve swayed backward and put her hand on the door to steady her body. She was well-known for her nerves of steel when she was off-road racing or vaulting on the back of her horse—why were those nerves failing her now?

			* * *

			MONTANA MAVERICKS:
Six Brides for Six Brothers!

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for choosing The Maverick’s Wedding Wager, the third book in the Montana Mavericks: Six Brides for Six Brothers series. This is my first Montana Mavericks book and I am so excited to be included in this wonderful series.

			The Maverick’s Wedding Wager tells the story of Knox Crawford, a Texas cowboy newly transplanted to Rust Creek Falls, Montana, and Genevieve Lawrence, a blonde spitfire horse farrier who is as daring as she is pretty. When patriarch Maximillian Crawford offers a million dollars to a local matchmaker to marry off his six eligible sons, Knox is determined to take matters into his own hands. 

			As I sit here writing this letter today, I am reminded of my own experience bringing our horse Chief Crooked Ear to our farm. One of the most important things on my to-do list was finding a farrier. I searched all of the local websites and one farrier stood out among the rest—her name was Katie and she just happened to be a petite, pretty blonde ex–race car driver! I want to take a moment to thank Katie for the interview she participated in for this book and for allowing me to use her as a living reference for the character of Genevieve. 

				I sincerely hope you enjoy The Maverick’s Wedding Wager because I had an absolute ball writing it. As always, I invite you to visit my website, www.joannasimsromance.com, and while you’re there, be sure to sign up for Rendezvous Magazine for Brand-family extras, news and swag.

			Happy reading!

			Joanna
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			Joanna Sims is proud to pen contemporary romance for Harlequin Special Edition. Joanna’s series, The Brands of Montana, features hardworking characters with hometown values. You are cordially invited to join the Brands of Montana as they wrangle their own happily-ever-afters. And, as always, Joanna welcomes you to visit her at her website, joannasimsromance.com.
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			Dedicated to Sandie Weiss

			I wanted you to know how much I love you, so I dedicated this book to you!

			I love you, Aunt Sandie, and I always will.
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			Chapter One

			“You are late.”

			“I know,” horse farrier Genevieve Lawrence said to her phone as she stepped on the gas. She hated to be late and yet, here she was, running behind again on the way to her next client. Spotting one of her favorite off-road shortcuts ahead, Genevieve downshifted her four-wheel-drive Chevy Colorado, jerked the steering wheel to take a hard right and then floored it once the hind end of her truck stopped fishtailing. Laughing as she sped over a large bump in the road that sent her truck airborne for a split second, Genevieve knew she was taking a risk using this dirt road. It had been a rainy late August in Montana and there would be mud hole mine traps everywhere. But she’d been off-road racing since she was a teenager and knew this road like the back of her hand. If she didn’t get stuck, she’d shave a good fifteen minutes off her time.

			“What’s life without a little risk?” Genevieve gave a rebel yell, fighting the steering wheel to keep it straight when the back tires hit a slick pocket of mud that sent her sliding sideways.

			“Now you are really late,” her phone gave her another verbal reminder.

			“Nobody likes a know-it-all, Google!” Genevieve snapped as she went careening through a large puddle of standing water, splashing brown water onto her windshield and temporarily blinding her view.

			Putting her wipers on high so she could see, she saw the end of the dirt road up ahead and, instead of slowing down, she floored it again. In Genevieve’s mind, this was the best part. This was the most dangerous, and therefore, the most exhilarating, part of this shortcut. If she got up enough speed and momentum, she would really catch some air off a large mound of dirt right before she had to make a sharp left onto the main road.

			“Woo-hoo!” she shouted, loving that wonderful sinking feeling in her stomach that she always got when all four wheels left the road.

			A loud honk of a horn brought her smashing back into reality and made her tighten her grip on the steering wheel. She had successfully navigated the sharp left turn onto the highway, but miscalculated how close the next vehicle was to her entry point and she ended up cutting them off—just a little.

			“Sorry!” She waved her hand out of the window with another laugh. She had cut that one a bit too close for comfort. But in her mind, no harm, no foul. This was what living was all about! Taking risks for big payoffs.

			By the time she pulled into the driveway to the Crawford’s cattle spread, the Ambling A, her heart was still pounding and her body was still crackling with adrenaline. She parked in front of the twenty-stall stable. When Maximilian Crawford, the patriarch of the Crawford family, purchased the ranch, the barn had been just a plain metal structure. Maximilian refurbished the barn, matching the exterior to the main house’s log cabin design, and now the once plain barn was an impressive showpiece by anyone’s standards. Everything about the updated stable wreaked of money—from the custom Ambling A windmill perched atop the cupola to the red brick rubber pavers in the long, wide aisle that provided a cushion for the horses’ legs and joints. The Crawford cowboys had already begun to fill that fine stable with some of the highest pedigreed Montana-bred quarter horses money could buy.

			Working with those horses was an honor Genevieve never thought to have. In fact, she had been completely shocked when Knox Crawford, one of Maximilian’s six sons, had called to hire her as part of the Ambling A’s horse care team. From her experience, most ranchers still had a mindset that being a horse farrier was a job for menfolk. And that mindset went double for her father.

			As she was shutting off her engine, Genevieve spotted Knox up in the hayloft above the barn. The two large doors to the hayloft were open and Knox was restacking bales of hay, presumably getting ready for another shipment. The moment she spotted Maximilian’s fifth-born son, she felt that same wonderful shot of adrenaline that she normally only experienced when she was bungee jumping from a bridge, off-road racing or winning a wager with some cowboy who thought that he couldn’t ever lose to a chick.

			Knox Crawford was tall and lean with intense brown-black eyes; his body appeared to be carved out of granite from years in the saddle. When Genevieve saw Knox as he was now, shirt unbuttoned with the glistening sweat from his muscular chest making an eye-catching trail down to the waistband of his snug-fitting, faded jeans, it made her almost change her mind about leaving Rust Creek Falls for more open-minded pastures in California.

			Almost.

			 

			Knox heard the crunching sound of tires on the gravel drive and that got his heart pumping just a little bit faster. He’d been checking his watch, anticipating pretty Genevieve Lawrence’s arrival. In fact, he’d found himself looking forward to seeing her all week. Knox hoisted one last bale of hay onto a tall stack nearby before he walked over to the wide opening of the hayloft to greet the horse farrier. Genevieve’s truck, white with a colorful horse mural painted on the side, was covered in brown mud. The petite blonde got out of the driver’s side door, looked up at him with an easy smile and waved.

			“Sorry I’m late!” she called up to him and the sweetness in her voice rang some sort of bell in the deep recesses of his mind.

			Ever since his father had tasked him with the job of finding a veterinarian and farrier for their horses, and Knox had stumbled upon Genevieve’s Healing Hooves website, something in his soul seemed to hone in on this woman like a heat-seeking missile aimed at its target. Surprisingly for him, it wasn’t the fact that she had long wavy, wheat-colored hair that framed her oval face in the most attractive way—even though he had always had a weakness for blondes. And it wasn’t those wide cornflower blue eyes and full lips that seemed to always be turned up into a smile when she looked at him. It was more than just her looks. She fascinated him; she made him laugh. In his mind, that was a mighty potent combination.

			“Not a problem.” Knox took his cowboy hat off so he could wipe the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. “Did you get stuck in a mudhole?”

			Genevieve had walked around to the back of her truck so she could get her tools as she always did. With a laugh and a cocky smile, she said, “I took a shortcut.”

			“Must’ve been one heck of a shortcut.”

			“It sure was,” she said with another laugh.

			While the farrier buckled on her scarred-up leather chaps that covered the front part of her thighs and knees, Knox tugged his gloves off his hands with his teeth so he could button his shirt. He never took his eyes off Genevieve. She was the sexiest darn tomboy he had ever met. Whenever he saw her, it made him sorely regret that he was dedicated to sticking to his self-imposed dating moratorium. His father was paying big bucks to a matchmaker to marry off his sons and Knox had no intention of going along with the plan quietly. If he had to give up dating for a good, long while, then that’s what he was going to do—but he’d do it his way.

			As she finished her task of putting on her chaps, she looked up to find him staring at her. There was no use trying to play it off—she had caught him dead to rights.

			“How many do we have today?” Genevieve asked, all business. She was the one woman in his new hometown of Rust Creek Falls that he’d like to flirt a little with him, and yet she seemed to be the only one who didn’t. When she came out to the Ambling A, she was friendly but always professional and on task.

			“Four,” he told her.

			“You know,” she said, “we could get all of these horses on the same trimming schedule. It’d be easier on you.”

			“Naw. Then I’d only get to see you once a month.” He said with a smile. “I’ll meet you down there.”

			Genevieve had a routine and he knew it well. She had a policy that the owner, or an owner’s representative, had to be on site when she trimmed hooves, and from her very first visit back in June, Knox had been the one to greet her. There was something special about the time he spent with Genevieve while she worked; he could talk to her in a way he’d never been able to talk to another woman. In fact, he could talk to her like she was one of his brothers. She liked to do guy stuff and she wasn’t overly concerned with her nails and her hair and she was as pretty as they came without makeup. Perhaps the confident, no-nonsense way Genevieve comported herself was why he felt, for the first time in his life, like he had begun a genuine friendship with a woman. The fact that she was easy on the eyes was just a bonus.

			Knox slipped the halter on his big dappled gray gelding, Big Blue, and led him down the wide aisle of the barn to the cross ties where Genevieve had set up her hoof stand.

			“How’s Blue today?” The farrier ran her hand down the horse’s neck as she always did, checking out the horse’s body and stance before she moved to the hooves.

			“No complaints.” He hooked the cross tie onto Blue’s halter to keep the horse standing in one place while Genevieve worked.

			“He’s got a good weight on him.”

			“He’s fit, that’s for sure.”

			Genevieve finished her inspection, circling back to the horse’s left front hoof. Unlike any other farrier he had ever seen, she knelt down beside Blue’s front left leg, lifted it and let it rest on her thigh while she took one of her tools from a pocket of her chaps. On the first day she’d come out to the ranch he’d asked her about her unusual trimming posture—kneeling instead of standing, which was the standard because it was safer for the farrier. Genevieve’s answer had stuck with him—she had said that it was all about the comfort of the horse for her. Yes, it was more dangerous, but she trusted the horses and they trusted her. If she had to get out of the way, she knew how to do it. That night he had gone to his father, who was convinced that hiring a woman farrier was bad business, and told him that he had just met one of the most talented farriers he’d ever known. And to this day, he hadn’t changed his mind about Genevieve.

			“How’s he looking?” Knox moved closer to Genevieve, liking the way she would flip her long, thick braid over her shoulder.

			“He looks great.” She glanced up from her work to nod at him. “The walls of the hoof are strong, the frog has got good give, and it’s been so rainy and wet these last few weeks, I’ve been seeing a lot of thrush out there, but Blue’s don’t have any signs of that.”

			“All good news then.”

			“All good news.”

			After that brief exchange, Knox leaned back against a nearby wall and watched Genevieve work. She was fast and efficient, another trait he appreciated about her. She didn’t smoke or spit tobacco, or take extended breaks in between horses to shoot the breeze about hunting or to recount worn-out rodeo stories like the past farriers he had hired. Genevieve kept her focus on the horse, even during the times when they had a conversation going.

			“He’s ready to go back to his stall.” She unhooked Big Blue from the cross ties.

			Knox had been so lost in thought that he hadn’t even noticed that she had finished. Those moments when he had been brooding about the conflict he was having with the father had raced by without him noticing.

			“He’s already done?” He pushed away from the wall. “That was quick.”

			“Quick and competent.” She handed him the lead rope with a smile. “Bring me my next victim, please.”

			Knox led Big Blue back to his stall before he grabbed a dun mare with a black mane and tail and a tan body his father had just purchased for breeding.

			“Who’s this beauty?” Genevieve’s face lit up at the sight of the new addition to the stable.

			“Honey.”

			Genevieve rubbed the mare between the eyes, and the mare, who had been head shy and skittish around most of the ranch hands at the Ambling A, lowered her head and nuzzled the farrier’s hand.

			“And, you’re sweet like honey, aren’t you?”

			After her standard body and leg check of the mare, Genevieve went to work. The first order of business was pulling the mare’s shoes; Genevieve had a reputation of being one of the best “barefoot” farriers and could often get a horse sound without shoes. Some horses required shoes, but it was best for the horse if they could have their hooves natural like God made them.

			“Walk her forward for me so I can see her walk,” Genevieve instructed once she pulled the last shoe off the mare. “Let’s see how she does.”

			After a couple of cautious steps where the mare was trying to get used to the odd sensation of walking without metal attached to her hooves, she began to walk naturally without any signs of lameness.

			With a pleased smile, Genevieve waved her hand. “Bring her on back. She’s going to do just fine without shoes.”

			It didn’t seem like any time at all that Genevieve handed the new mare off to him as she prepared for the third horse of the day. She was halfway done and he had wasted their time together lost in his own thoughts.

			“I’m sorry I haven’t been much company today.” He didn’t know why he felt like he owed her some sort of explanation. Most visits they had a lot to say to each other. But today he couldn’t seem to get out of his own head.

			Genevieve, in keeping with her easygoing manner, said, “Don’t worry about it. There’re plenty of days I don’t feel like talking, trust me.”

			That was just the thing—he wanted to talk to somebody about his situation with his father. In fact, he felt like he needed to talk to somebody about it. It was eating him inside out keeping it all bottled up. Lately, he swung like an erratic pendulum from furious to just plain fed up and he was always thinking about a way to show his father, once and for all, that he couldn’t meddle in his life. He was a full-grown man and he was dog tired of his father thinking that he could control him like a puppet on a string.

			Knox had chafed under his father’s rule for most of his life. Even as a kid he had wanted to set his own course, to make his own decisions. Max ruled the family with a proverbial iron fist—he was the boss and his word was first, last and final. There had been plenty of times when Knox thought to take a different path in life and leave the family business behind but one of his brothers would always reel him back in to the fold. In fact, his decision to move to Montana in the first place was touch and go. This move would have been the perfect excuse to start a new chapter in his life without having to always bend to his father’s will. Yet, here he was, in Montana, once again, doing it Maximilian’s way.

			And, perhaps that would have been okay for him. The Ambling A had plenty of elbow room and he had his own cabin. The town of Rust Creek Falls was nice enough and the women sure were pretty. But, then his father dishonored him, and his brothers, by offering to pay a local matchmaker, Vivian Shuster, a million bucks to find brides for his sons. Knox felt humiliated and the wound was deeper because the source of that humiliation was his own father. More than any time in his life, Knox wanted to send his father a message: stop meddling in my life!

			In no time at all, Genevieve was finished with the third horse and ready for the last one. Perhaps it was the fact that their visit was about to be over—or perhaps it was because he had grown so comfortable with this woman. Either way, when Knox placed the last horse in the cross ties for Genevieve, he broached a subject with her that he had sworn he’d never broach with anyone other than family.

			“I suppose you’ve heard all about the million-dollar deal my dad made with Viv Shuster.” Knox had his arms crossed in front of his body and he watched Genevieve’s face carefully.

			She was about to kneel down and begin working, but his words must have caught her off guard. Genevieve looked up at him with what could only be read as embarrassment—not for her, but for him. Of course the pretty farrier had heard all about the million-dollar deal Max had made to marry off his six sons. Of course she had.

			 

			Genevieve had hoped that the subject of the Viv Shuster deal would never come up between Knox and her. Everyone in Rust Creek Falls had heard about Maximilian’s quest to marry off his six eligible bachelor sons. It was the talk of the town! Most of the townsfolk were rooting for Viv so she could keep her sagging wedding business afloat. And there was a good chance Viv could pull it off. There were a lot of single women in town who wanted in on the Crawford action. Because Knox had become a friend of sorts, Genevieve never wanted to bring up what might be a sore subject for him. After all, she knew too well what it was like to have an overbearing father determined to control the lives of his adult children.

			“I heard,” she said simply, not wanting to sugarcoat it. Knox didn’t seem like the type to want things sugarcoated for him. She took a moment to look directly into his intense, deep brown eyes so he would know that she was sincere when she said, “And I’m sorry.”

			His heavy brown brows lifted slightly at her words. “Thank you.”

			She nodded her head. Perhaps she was the first to say that to him. Instead of starting right away on the last horse, Genevieve opened up to Knox in a way she hadn’t before. “You know, I do understand how you feel. My dad’s been trying to marry me off for years. He thinks that my profession is unladylike.” She made quotation marks with her fingers when she said unladylike. “He thinks my expiration date for making babies is looming like an end-of-the-world scenario. As if that’s the only thing I’m good for.” She frowned at the thought. “I’ve gone out with every darn made-in-Montana cowboy within a fifty-mile radius—”

			“You haven’t gone out with me,” the rancher interjected.

			The way those words slipped past Knox’s lips, like a lover’s whisper full of promise of good things to come, made Genevieve’s stomach tighten in the most annoying way. She did not need to get involved with anyone in Rust Creek Falls. That was not the plan.

			Wanting to laugh off the suggestion in his words, she smiled. “Well, that’s because you are a made-in-Texas cowboy. That doesn’t count.”

			Knox took a step closer, his eyes pinned on her face in a way that had never happened before. This new line of conversation had seemed to open something up between them, and Genevieve wasn’t all too sure that she shouldn’t slam the lid shut real quick on what might turn out to be a giant Pandora’s box.

			“Well,” the rancher said, his voice lowered in a way that sent a tingle right down her spine. “You know what people say about things from Texas—”

			“I know, I know.” She cut him off playfully. “Everything is bigger in Texas.”

			“Now, that’s a dirty mind at work.” Knox smiled at her, showing his straight white teeth. “I was going to say better but if you want to say bigger, then I’m not going to object.”

			The banter seemed to break the odd tension between them and they both laughed. And that’s when she noticed that when Knox took a step toward her, she had mindlessly taken a step toward him. With a steadying hand on the neck of the horse patiently waiting in the cross ties, Genevieve said, still laughing, “Do you know that I even agreed to go out with your brother on a date, just to get my father off my back?”

			In the rancher’s eyes, there was a fleeting emotion that Genevieve could identify only as jealousy. It was brief, but she saw it.

			“Not that anything happened between us,” she was quick to add before she got to work on the final horse of the day. If she got lost in conversation with Knox, she would lose the time she had made up and then she would be late for her next client. “I knew that Logan had it bad for Sarah. As a matter of fact, I told him to quit being such a chicken on our date. It was just a one and done for me. I told Viv to take my name officially off the list and I told my dad I tried.”

			“So... Logan wasn’t your type?”

			Genevieve glanced up to see that same intense, focused, almost examining expression in Knox’s eyes.

			“No,” she said with an easy laugh. “And obviously I wasn’t his! He’s married to Sarah and everyone in town knows how much he loves being a father to baby Sophia.”

			Genevieve gently moved the horse’s hoof onto her stand so she could smooth out the rough edges left behind by her nippers. “My dad says I’m too picky, but is there really such a thing as being too picky when you’re looking for your soul mate? I mean, unless I meet that exact right guy, I’m not even all that sure that I want to get married and have kids. I have my business and my career to build. I’m happy. Why fix what ain’t broken, right? That’s why I’m living in the apartment above my parents’ garage—I’m saving money so I can move to California. There’s a lot of really exciting stuff happening with holistic approaches to horse care there and I want to be a part of it.”

			“So, you’re not even planning on hanging around Rust Creek Falls?”

			“Nope.”

			“That might just be perfect, then.”

			The cryptic tone Knox used to say those words made an alarm bell go off in her head, but she didn’t ask him about it. Some things, in her experience, were better left alone.

			Genevieve finished her work and unhooked the last horse from the cross ties, hooked the lead rope to its halter and handed the horse off to Knox.

			“You can tell your father that all the horses got a clean bill of health today. I can see these four again in four to six weeks.”

			Knox nodded rather absentmindedly. He led the horse back to its stall, and then he headed back to her, covering the distance quickly with his long-legged stride. There was a new determination in the way he walked, and there was a glint of mischief in his dark brown eyes that caught her attention and made her feel a little queasy in her stomach, like she had just gotten a mild case of food poisoning.

			Instead of handing her a check as was typical, Knox stood in front of her, his hat tilted back a bit so she could see his eyes, and asked her, “How would you like to get your dad off your back while you’re earning your way out of here?”

			“How would I like that?” She shook her head with a laugh. “Are you kidding me? I’d love to get Lionel Lawrence off my back.”

			“Then you and I are in the same boat. Because I would love to get Max off my back and out of my business.”

			Genevieve heard, and understood, the frustration in Knox’s voice. Having an overbearing, meddling parent as an adult could strain even the most solid of parent-child relationships.

			She shrugged. “I hear you, Knox, but so far, nothing I’ve tried has worked. If I could find a guy who would just be a no-strings-attached boyfriend for a while, that would placate dad for a while I think. But, all the guys around here want a commitment. Something weird in the water around these parts, I think.”

			“I wasn’t really thinking about a boyfriend,” Knox said.

			“Oh, no?” Her brow wrinkled curiously. “What were you thinking?”

			Knox pinned her in place with those deep, dark eyes of his and his lips—very nice, firm, masculine lips—curled up into a little smirk. “I was thinking more along the lines of a husband.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The idea that she would leap from single to married struck Genevieve as laughable.

			“Giant fat chance of that!” She laughed as she swept up the leftover fragments of hoof that were scattered across the red rubber pavers. “Marriage? To a local guy? How would that get me closer to my goal of getting to California?”

			When she finished cleaning up her area and dumping the hoof fragments into a nearby trash can, Knox still hadn’t moved from his spot. Usually, as was their established routine, he would have gone to the office, written her a check, and by the time she was finished packing up her small cache of tools, the check would be in her hand. Genevieve slid her phone out of her back pocket and glanced down at the screen; she had gained a couple of minutes of time and if she left the Ambling A shortly, she would actually be back on schedule for her next client.

			“Well...?” she prompted, hoping the fact that she had her hoof stand in one hand would be a silent signal to Knox that, as enjoyable as his company was, it was time for her to move along.

			As if it just dawned on him that he was holding her up, Knox gave a quick nod of his head. “Let’s go to the office and I’ll write you a check.”

			Fine. We’ll do it this way.

			Genevieve set her hoof stand down on the rubber pavers and followed Knox the short distance to an office space that had been incorporated into one of the tack rooms. Knox opened the door for her and let her walk in first. The room, which had rows of Western saddles and bridles lining the far wall, smelled of leather and soap, along with the sweet smell of hay from the small stack of bales just inside the door. Genevieve walked over to a black saddle with ornate designs carved into the leather and fancy-edged silver conches as accent pieces. From the smoothness of the leather on the seat, along with the craftsmanship, she knew that this was a classic saddle from the 1950s.

			“That’s my dad’s saddle,” Knox said as he closed the door. “Seen a lot of work over the years.”

			At the sound of the door closing, Genevieve’s Cat Woman senses started setting off alarm bells in her brain and she spun around to face the rancher. Knox had a strange look on his classically handsome face. She didn’t like the fact that he was blocking the door and she especially didn’t like it when he reached behind his body and locked them in the tack room.

			“Listen here, Knox Crawford.” Genevieve scowled at him, moving her body into a defensive stance. “I’ve had six weeks of self-defense training when I was in college and if you make so much as one wrong move, cowboy, I will hurt you!”

			Knox lifted his hands as if he were surrendering, a slightly lopsided grin on his face that she hadn’t seen him use before. “I promise you, I only want to talk business.”

			She pointed at the door. “We don’t need a locked door to talk business, Knox. I trim the horses’ hooves and you write me a check. Simple.”

			“The delivery of hay is here,” Knox noted distractedly. Earlier she had heard the piercing sound of squeaking brakes on a large delivery truck backing up to the opening in the hayloft and the sound of deliverymen yelling to one another. But she didn’t understand what the heck that had to do with the fact that Knox wanted her alone in the office.

			“I have a proposal for you and I don’t want us to be overheard or disturbed.”

			Her arms crossed in front of her body, Genevieve’s interest was piqued in spite of herself. Even though he had locked the door, Knox wasn’t giving off any creepy stalker vibes, so her defenses lowered ever so slightly. Knox had always been gentlemanly, kind, consistent and had never come on to her in all the months she had been working with him. It wasn’t beyond reasonable to give him the benefit of the doubt.

			“What proposal is that?”

			Knox took his hat off and tossed it on the nearby desk, his dark brown eyes so serious.

			“Marriage.” He said it so plainly and simply she almost thought she had misunderstood.

			Genevieve’s arms tightened around her body, and her heart, without her permission, began to beat rapidly in her chest. This wasn’t her first marriage proposal, but it certainly was the strangest.

			“Gen.” Hands in his pockets he took a small step toward her. “I want to propose marriage. Let’s get married.”

			Today was the first day he had ever called her by a nickname, and she had to admit it sounded kind of nice when he said it in his raspy baritone voice.

			Genevieve stared up at Knox and he stared right back at her. The only sound was the ambient noise of the scraping and stomping of men’s feet as they moved bales of hay into the hayloft above them.

			After a second or two, her arms fell away from her body as she laughed. “Very funny, Knox. Ha, ha. Yeah—let’s get married. That makes total sense.”

			But Knox wasn’t laughing.

			“You’re right. It does make perfect sense.”

			“You’re serious?” She stopped laughing. “You want us to get married?”

			“Yes.”

			Now she was frowning at him. They had started a friendship over the last several months and she liked him. But what in the world had possessed him to propose marriage out of the blue? He had never even so much as flirted with her!

			“Are you going through some sort of mental crisis, Knox?” she asked seriously. “Because you can get help for that.”

			“I’m perfectly sane.” He wasn’t smiling but there was now a conspiratorial gleam in his eye. “Just hear me out.”

			“No.” She scooted around him, unlocked the door and swung it open. In the open doorway, she held out her hand. “I’ll take my check, please, and then I’ll be on my way.”

			He didn’t move to the desk to write her a check. “What if I told you I had a way for us to help each other get exactly what we want?”

			Now that the door was open and any passing ranch hand could overhear their conversation, Knox had lowered his voice. She had to lean in slightly to hear his next words.

			“You want to move to California.” It was a statement of fact.

			She nodded.

			“How much does a move like that cost?”

			His words touched a raw nerve in her body. From her calculations, to move her and her horse to California and get her business established it was going to take much deeper pockets than she currently had. In truth, as much as she hated admitting it, she was most likely years away from moving out of her parents’ garage apartment.

			“A king’s ransom,” she admitted gloomily.

			“I just happened to know a king.”

			Everyone in town knew that the Texas Crawford cowboys were wealthy; if Knox wanted anything in his life, he just had to go out and buy it. It seemed to her, in this moment, that he was trying to buy himself a bride.

			She wasn’t for sale.

			“Hear me out, Gen. If you don’t like what I have to say—no harm, no foul.” When he used one of her favorite expressions, her eyes moved back to his face. “We’ll never speak of this again.”

			In spite of herself, she just couldn’t say no to at least listening to a plan that could possibly shave off years of saving for her move to California. She would be crazy not to at least listen, wouldn’t she?

			Genevieve stepped back inside the tack room and closed the door behind her. “You’ve got five minutes.”

			“We elope,” he told her in a no-nonsense manner. “Now that Logan is married to Sarah and Xander is happily married to Lily, my father will think he’s three sons down with only three more to marry off. And when my other brothers get engaged, we’ll get the marriage annulled.”

			“You really want to get back at your dad that much?”

			She saw a shift in Knox’s eyes, a flash of anger that disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, like a quick flash of light in the darkness.

			“Nobody controls me. He needs to learn that lesson, yes.” The rancher continued, “After the annulment, I’ll make sure you get to California. All expenses paid. In the meantime, as a bonus, you’ll be free to live your life without any hassle from your dad.”

			“As your wife.” She scrunched up her face at the thought. She had never equated marriage with freedom.

			“As my fake wife,” he said. “A marriage in name only. You do your thing and I’ll do mine.”

			“You know what, Knox? This is absolutely the most extreme way a man has tried to lure me into his bed. And there have been some doozies, let me tell you.”

			“I don’t want to sleep with you, Gen. I want to marry you.” He said it seriously, and then added as almost an unimportant aside, “Not that I don’t think you’re attractive.”

			“Gee thanks, Crawford.” She rolled her eyes at the way he delivered the compliment. “You really know how to make a woman feel all girly inside. Am I blushing?”

			As if the sarcasm didn’t register, he asked, “So, what do you think?”

			“What do I think?”

			He nodded.

			“I think,” Genevieve said in a slow, thoughtful tone, “thank you, but no thank you.” She gripped the doorknob. “Do me a favor, would you? Please put that check in the mail. My next client awaits.”

			Before she could open the door and walk out into the hall, she noted that Knox’s expression was cloudy. He had his head tilted downward and he was tapping his finger on the top of the desk, as if that action would help him find a way to change her mind. Logan had told her that Knox didn’t like to be wrong, he didn’t like to lose and he didn’t like to be told no. She and Knox had those three things in common.

			He looked up and pinned her with eyes that looked more black than brown in the moment.

			“I suppose all of those things I heard about you must’ve been a pretty big exaggeration then.” Knox’s words were laced with a challenge that made the small hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“I heard that Genevieve Lawrence never backs down from a challenge.”

			Knox caught her off guard by skillfully tapping into one of her weaknesses.

			“I don’t.”

			“I also heard that Genevieve Lawrence has never lost a wager in the town.” This was said with a small challenging smile, as if he knew that he had just sunk the hook.

			“You heard right.” She found herself still standing there, gripping the doorknob. “I haven’t.”

			She had always been a tomboy who felt more comfortable hanging out with the boys than the girls. And, for the most part, the boys had accepted her as one of their own. But they thought, wrongly, that because she was a girl she would be easy to beat. She wasn’t. The boys in town had always made bets with her and they had always lost. When the boys grew into men, they still lost. What she lacked in strength, she more than made up for it with an innate desire to win. She had been competitive since she was a kid and that had never changed. Everyone knew Genevieve was the reigning champion for winning wagers in Rust Creek Falls; it was a title she wore with pride. And she planned on leaving this town undefeated.

			There was a cockiness lurking behind Knox’s dark eyes that made her jaw clench. This was the exact look cowboys gave her right before she beat them at tractor chicken. No matter how big or tough, the braggadocios all blinked and ended up driving their tractor into a ditch while she kept right on driving her tractor on the road. She never blinked.

			“Then,” Knox said as he took a step toward her, his tone steady and serious, “I dare you to marry me.”

			She’d always had a bit of a temper and it had gotten her in trouble more times than she could remember. She took a step toward Knox.

			“You dare me?”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“You dare me?” she repeated, surprised that he had thrown down a gauntlet that he had to know she wouldn’t be able to resist picking up.

			“You’ll be married by morning, Crawford, so you’d better watch who you’re daring to do something.” She jabbed her finger in his direction, her cheeks flushed.

			“Naw, I doubt it. I bet you won’t marry me.” She hated the fact that there was smugness in his tone now. “You’ll chicken out.”

			Chicken out? Did he actually know that those words were like waving the proverbial red flag in front of the meanest bull in Rust Creek Falls? “I never chicken out, Knox.”

			“Neither do I.”

			Genevieve slipped her phone out of her back pocket, typed in a search, and then scrolled through the information on the website she chose. She held out the phone for Knox to see. “We can drive to Kalispell tomorrow, get a license and get married the same day. No waiting.”

			“That doesn’t scare me.” He smiled at her. “Does it scare you?”

			“Nothing scares me.” She kept searching for information about getting married in nearby Kalispell. “There’s a problem.”

			“What’s that?”

			“We need someone to officiate the wedding and it says here we need to book months in advance.”

			“That’s not a problem. I know a guy I can call.”

			“You know a guy?”

			“Yeah. I know a guy. I’m sure he’ll be able to squeeze us into his schedule.”

			“How romantic.” Genevieve slipped her phone back into her pocket. “Meet me tomorrow morning, eight o’clock outside of the Gold Rush Diner.” Genevieve pushed open the door, bristling mad. “If you show up, we’ll go get ourselves hitched.”

			“I like the sound of that.” Knox held out his hand. “Shall we shake on it?”

			Her hand slipped easily into his. “We enter into a platonic marriage and then when we get an annulment you pay all of my expenses to move to California—including moving my horse, Spartacus.”

			“My word is my bond as a man.”

			“My word is my bond as a woman,” she countered as she tugged her fingers free.

			She had meant to call his bluff, but it had backfired. Instead of backing down, he’d stepped up.

			He picked up a long piece of greenish alfalfa hay off the floor, quickly tied it into a small circle and, with his straight white teeth showing in a genuine smile, he knelt down before her on one knee and extended the makeshift ring.

			“Genevieve Lawrence, will you do me the honor of being my fake bride?”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			“Don’t ruin this special moment for me.” He moved the hay ring back and forth for her to see. “It’s not every day I get engaged.”

			“Fine,” she said with an annoyed sigh as she held out her left hand. “I will be your fake bride, Knox. But only if you show up tomorrow.”

			The cowboy stood up and slipped the crude ring onto her finger. Did she imagine it, or did a small shock pass between them when he took her hand in his? She looked at the ring encircling her finger; she had never thought to see any type of ring on that finger for years, if ever. Even a hay ring made her feel boxed in like a trapped wild animal.

			Genevieve swayed backward and put her hand on the door to steady her body. She pushed the door open quickly so she could get some air into her lungs. When she stepped out into the wide aisle of the barn, she took in a deep breath, wanting to fill her lungs with as much air as possible to fend off the dizziness that had sprung up out of nowhere. She forced her brain to will her body to get it together and calm down. She was well-known for her nerves of steel when she was off-road racing or vaulting on the back of her horse—why were those nerves failing her now? Perhaps because this was the most serious bet she had ever made in her life—and if she was wrong, and Knox actually showed up, Genevieve knew that she wouldn’t be the one to back down. If she was wrong and he showed up, she would be married by sundown tomorrow.

			Genevieve closed her eyes for the briefest of seconds; when she opened them, she had her game face firmly back in place. To Knox, she said in a clipped, no-nonsense tone, “Don’t forget to put that check in the mail, Crawford. I’ve got bills to pay.”

			“No need, darlin’,” Knox called out after her with a pleased laugh in his voice that made her shoulders stiffen as she walked away. “I’ll just bring it to you tomorrow.”

			 

			The next morning, thirty minutes before their planned meet time, Knox parked his truck in the crowded lot of the Gold Rush Diner. He spotted Genevieve’s truck, still caked in mud from her off-road shortcut, parked nearby. He hadn’t been able to sleep the night before, thinking about the moment he would arrive at the diner, not knowing if Genevieve would really show up. It surprised him that the sight of her truck didn’t make him feel nervous in the least. In fact, his stomach had been churning all morning at the thought of her not showing up. Now that he knew she was here, all he felt was relieved. And hungry.

			Knox pushed open the door to the diner and nodded his head in greeting to the folks he knew. Rust Creek was a small town; it was typical to run into folks he knew everywhere.

			“Find a seat where you can,” the waitress pouring coffee behind the counter called out to him.

			Knox had already spotted his target. Genevieve was sitting in a booth in the back of the diner, her long, wavy blond hair freshly washed and cascading over her shoulders. She wasn’t dressed for an elopement, but then again, neither was he. Just like him, Genevieve had on her work clothes—jeans, boots and a T-shirt. No doubt she assumed he was going to back out of the wager, just as he assumed she would. He couldn’t explain it fully, but the moment he spotted her sitting alone in that booth, his spirits lifted and all of the nerves and anxiety he had been feeling slipped away.

			“Mornin’.” Knox sat down in the booth bench opposite his fiancée. He took off his hat and placed it on the table. From the pocket of his T-shirt he took out a folded check, unfolded it and slid it across the table.

			Genevieve, who seemed to be stiff as a statue, her hands seemingly glued to the sides of her steaming coffee mug, stared at the check for a second before she snatched it off the table and put it in her jeans pocket.

			“You’re early.” She stated the obvious in a harsh whisper.

			“So are you.”

			“Do you really think that it’s a good idea for us to be seen together like this?”

			He caught her drift. There were some town gossips in the diner who stared curiously in their direction.

			Feeling happy, Knox smiled at her. “May as well start giving them something to talk about.”

			“I can feel them staring at us,” his bride-to-be said under her breath.

			“They sure are.”

			The waitress swung by their table with her order pad and a pen. “What can I get you folks?”

			“Are you hungry?” he asked Genevieve.

			“No.”

			He took the menu out from behind the salt and pepper shakers. “Really? Suddenly I’m famished.” He winked at the pretty, frowning blonde sitting across from him. With a teasing, private smile, he asked, “What do you suggest for a man who’s about to eat his last meal?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			They had decided to take his black decked-out GMC truck for the thirty-minute trip to Kalispell. Was Knox bluffing or was he truly pleased that they were on their way to get married? She had watched the man put away scrambled eggs, bacon, three biscuits with butter and honey, grits and two large glasses of orange juice. She had no idea how he could eat at a time like this! Her stomach felt like a washing machine on a spin cycle; the coffee she had drunk at the diner was just adding to the acid backing up in her throat. She felt miserable while he hummed contentedly behind the wheel.

			“You played me pretty good, Knox. I have to admit it.”

			For two people who normally had a lot to say to each other, the first half of the ride to Kalispell had been a quiet one.

			“How do you figure?”

			“You knew I wouldn’t be able to turn down a wager. You knew my weakness and you exploited it.”

			“That’s true. I did.”

			“That’s a move right out of my own playbook. I don’t like it but I have to respect it,” she admitted grudgingly.

			After a moment of silence she added, “I’ve never lost a wager before.” She had her arms crossed in front of her body as she stared out at the pastureland dotted with grazing cows on either side of the highway. “It galls me to lose to a Texan of all things.”

			“You didn’t lose,” Knox said with an easy smile turned her way. “I’d call this one a draw.”

			“Draws are for losers.”

			“That’s not how I see it. We’re both winners, as far as I can tell.”

			“The only way I win is if you back out. I can still win. There’s still time.”

			He laughed. “I’m not backing out of this wedding wager, Gen. If someone’s gonna back out of this deal, it’s gonna have to be you.”

			Genevieve glanced over at Knox’s profile; she took in the strong jawline and the straight nose. Had she finally met her match? Was this cowboy crazy enough to really elope today? Was she so pigheaded that her ego wouldn’t let her back down for a bet? She suspected the answer to her first two questions, but she absolutely knew the answer to the last. Her ego wouldn’t ever let her back down—not when she was racing, not when she was bungee jumping and not even when she was about to elope with one of the Crawford cowboys on a dare.

			“Then,” she said with a pensive frown, “I guess we’re really going to get married today.”

			“Darlin’, that’s music to my ears.”

			“Quit being so darn cheerful,” she snapped at him. “And quit calling me darlin’.”

			 

			Genevieve had hoped for a long line to apply for their marriage license. There was a line, but it seemed to be the swiftest moving line she had ever seen. How did it even make sense that two people could just walk up to a counter and get a license to get married? But that’s what they did. They went to the third floor of the Flathead County Justice Center, showed their driver’s licenses, paid fifty-three dollars and left with a state sanctioned “permission slip” to become husband and wife.

			“This is why there’s so much divorce in this country,” Genevieve complained as they stepped out into the sunshine with their marriage license in hand. “They make it too darn easy for just anyone to say I do.”

			“Lucky for us.” Knox carefully folded up their marriage license and tucked it into his wallet.

			Genevieve had stopped waiting for the cowboy to back out—she could see that he was full-steam ahead on this deal while her mind was whirling with a thousand consequences. What were her parents going to say? What was his family going to say? Of course, she could hear her mother now. Genevieve, when will you ever learn to look before you leap?

			“We aren’t exactly dressed for a wedding, are we?” Knox asked as they walked to the sidewalk outside of the Kalispell courthouse.

			“I didn’t expect you to show up,” she admitted. In fact, she had only stuffed some things into a backpack at the last minute before she headed to the Gold Rush on the off chance he did show. In her backpack she had a toothbrush, a hairbrush, her laptop and a Swiss Army pocketknife. Not exactly the most practical of wedding trousseaus.

			“Well, I did.” He kept on smiling at her like the cat that ate the canary. “So, why don’t we find some wedding duds? There’s got to be a place where a man can get a suit and a bride-to-be can find a dress.”

			She wasn’t quite sure why Knox wanted to make such an event of a civil ceremony for their marriage-in-name-only, but the thought crossed her mind that her family, particularly her two sisters and her mom, would want to see pictures. Her family would totally buy her eloping in her barn clothes—they almost expected that kind of behavior from her—but what about Knox’s kin? Would they believe their elopement was the real deal if they didn’t look like a head-over-heels couple sneaking off to make their secret romance official?

			“I suppose,” she said, looking up the main street of Kalispell to a row of shops. “If we’re going to convince your father that we eloped because we’re crazy in love, we had better look the part.”

			After a quick search on her phone, they headed toward the Kalispell Center Mall on North Main Street. They found their way to Herberger’s department store for one-stop shopping. First, they purchased simple white gold wedding rings, just plain bands without any embellishment. After all, those rings were just costume props and would be discarded once Viv Shuster managed to get the last three Crawford cowboys engaged.

			Knox hadn’t wanted to scare Genevieve off, but it could take a while for Viv to make matches for the final three brothers. His brother Finn, older by only one year, might be the easiest to pin down with a bride. Finn didn’t seem to mind their father’s plan all that much and he was always falling in and out of love anyway. But, his one younger brother Wilder was going to prove extra challenging for Viv—he was a busy bee that loved to pollinate all the lovely flowers of Rust Creek Falls and it was going to be a neat trick to get Wilder to dedicate himself to one special rose. And, Hunter, well, he was a single father who wasn’t focused on finding love in the least. Hunter’s heart, mind, and soul were all wrapped up in six-year-old Wren.

			Knox pocketed the wedding rings as they parted ways—he headed to the men’s clothing section, while she headed for women’s dresses. They agreed to meet back at the jewelry counter in one hour. Genevieve wasn’t much of a shopper but she was quick to make decisions, so one hour suited her just fine.

			“Hi! Welcome to Herberger’s.” A petite salesclerk with a blond bob and bangs popped out from behind a tall rack of dresses. “How may I help you?”

			“I need a dress.”

			“Special occasion?”

			“My wedding,” Genevieve said. “I suppose.”

			“You suppose?” The salesclerk’s name tag read Kimber. “That’s a first. Don’t you know?”

			She didn’t have any intention of sharing the details of her wedding wager to Knox Crawford with a stranger in Herberger’s department store, so she ignored Kimber’s question and focused on the dress.

			“Do you have something you could show me? I’m in a bit of a time crunch.”

			“Of course, I do.” Kimber beamed with pleasure. “I love dressing brides. White, off-white?”

			“White.” That was for her mom—it was a small token but it was the least she could do.

			“Indoors or outdoors?”

			Not wanting to say “I don’t know,” she just took a guess. “Outdoors.”

			Kimber marched her over to a section of white dresses that could be worn as a casual-ceremony wedding dress.

			“You are short-waisted and petite like me,” the salesclerk said as they sifted through the rack. “If we aren’t careful, we’ll have you looking like you’re a little girl playing dress-up in your mama’s clothes. What size do you wear?”

			“In a dress? I have no idea.” She hadn’t put a dress on her body since high school graduation. “A four maybe?”

			“Ooooh, look at this!” Kimber pulled a gauzy white dress off the rack. It was a high-low dress with spaghetti straps and a sash at the waist. “What do you think?”

			Genevieve felt the material—it was light and airy and it wasn’t too fussy or girly. “I think, yes.”

			The moment she saw herself in the mirror with this flowing hippy-girl dress skimming over her body, she knew. This was her wedding dress. Kimber’s beaming face was further confirmation that the first dress she had tried was the only dress she needed to try. They found a pair of cowgirl boots in white in the shoe department, which worked perfectly with the gauzy dress. Kimber insisted that Genevieve go over to see her friend at the makeup counter just for a touch of mascara, blush and a light lip gloss. By the time she left the makeup counter in her new dress, her hair wavy and loose, Genevieve saw a bride in the full-length mirror.

			“Thank you.” She hugged Kimber. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

			“You look absolutely, positively gorgeous, Genevieve!” the salesclerk gushed. “Congratulations.”

			 

			Knox was early to the jewelry counter, feeling slightly awkward in his new dark gray suit, crisp white shirt and a bolo tie. The suit wasn’t a perfect fit—it was a little tight in the shoulders and the pants and the jacket sleeves were almost too short—but it was the best the store could do. He checked his watch before he tugged on his shirtsleeves and adjusted his bolo tie for the sixth time. He couldn’t remember ever feeling this nervous to see a woman before, yet Genevieve wasn’t just any woman. She was about to be his wife. At the moment, it didn’t matter that it wasn’t a genuine marriage—in the eyes of the State of Montana, their families and God above, they were about to be husband and wife.

			One minute to the hour, Knox looked up from checking his watch and saw Genevieve round the corner in a filmy white dress with thin straps that showed off her tanned arms, toned from years of working with horses. Genevieve always presented herself as a confident, assured woman. Today, there was hesitancy in her cornflower blue eyes—a fleeting vulnerability that touched him. She wanted his approval; he could see it in her eyes. He didn’t have to fake what he was feeling in the moment—he had never seen a more beautiful bride.

			“Gen,” Knox said, his eyes drinking her in. “You’re a vision.”

			A pink blush stained her cheeks, so lovely and sweet that it made him want to reach out and touch her, but he resisted that urge.

			“Thank you,” she said. He had never seen this almost shy side to this woman and he had to admit that he liked it.

			“I like that tie.”

			Knox looked down at the bolo tie. He hadn’t been too sure about that fashion choice, but the salesman swore it was the item of choice for many Kalispell grooms.

			“When in Kalispell...” he said, making yet another attempt to adjust the tie to make it less tight around his neck. Giving up, he held out his arm to his bride-to-be. “Shall we?”

			Genevieve looked at his extended arm and he could almost see her thoughts as she stood there considering. A shift occurred on her pretty oval face. He witnessed the exact moment she decided, once and for all, to be his wife.

			“Okay,” she finally said. “Yes.”

			When Genevieve tucked her arm through his, a calm flooded his body. He had never felt so comfortable with a woman on his arm before. It was as if having this petite, strong-willed woman beside him made him feel more at home with himself. He didn’t understand it exactly, but he knew that it meant something more than he could figure in this moment. All he knew was that Genevieve was special and she was going to be his bride.

			“Where are we going to do the deed?” she asked him as they left the mall.

			“It’s a surprise.”

			“I have to tell you, I’m not a huge fan of surprises.”

			“This one you’ll like.”

			 

			“Lawrence Park.” Genevieve read the sign at the public park entrance. She had been to Kalispell many times in her life, but she had never known that there was a park that shared her last name.

			“There’s a walking trail that leads to Stillwater River. I know you like the outdoors, so I thought that would be a good place to get married.”

			Knox’s thoughtfulness caught her off guard. She had always gotten the impression that he was a hardworking man—a good man—but he had never really come across as an overly romantic or thoughtful man. This gesture showed her a different side of Knox Crawford—a side that she had to admit that she liked very much.

			“There’s Sonny.” Knox nodded through the windshield at a heavyset man with a long white beard standing in faded overalls by an antique Ford truck. Beside Sonny was a woman in a long flowered dress and tennis shoes, her salt-and-pepper hair in a single thick braid down her back. In the woman’s hands was a simple bouquet of Montana wildflowers.

			“Is he officiating the wedding?”

			Knox nodded. He came to her side of the truck and helped her out. “He goes way back with my dad. I knew he would be willing to help us out on short notice.”

			“Hello, young man!” Sonny raised his hand in greeting. “You picked a mighty fine day to get married.”

			Knox clasped hands with Sonny, then hugged his wife, Cora, before he introduced them to Genevieve.

			“Knox wanted me to bring these for you.” Cora handed her the flowers. “He’s always been such a thoughtful boy.”

			Genevieve took the flowers, with a quick glance up at Knox who was watching her closely. She smiled down at the bouquet. Wildflowers were the perfect flowers for her.

			“Young love is always in such a hurry.” Cora smiled at her. “We were so surprised to get Knox’s call.”

			“You’re father’s not gonna be too pleased with me, what with all of this secrecy,” Sonny said as he thoughtfully tugged on his beard.

			“I appreciate you doing this for us.” Knox put his arm around her shoulder and she had to force herself to stand still and plaster a smile on her face. From this moment forward, she was Knox Crawford’s blushing and loving bride and she had to act like it.

			“Yes,” she said. “Thank you. This all happened so fast for us.” She met her fiancé’s eyes. “We just want our first moments as husband and wife to be ours.”

			“My Cora and I eloped, so I can’t really say I don’t understand your thinkin’,” Sonny said, still tugging on his beard. It seemed to Genevieve that there was a possibility that Sonny wouldn’t agree to marry them after all. But, in the end, Cora gently persuaded her husband to go forward with the ceremony.

			The four of them walked along the narrow path to the edge of the Stillwater River. They picked a spot where a small group of tall trees lined the bank of the river, shading them from the afternoon sun. With the sound of the water rushing over the rocks, Genevieve held her wildflowers tightly in her hands and stood before Knox, facing him, as Sonny began the intimate ceremony. Cora moved around them with her camera, capturing candid moments as her husband opened his bible to read a suitable verse from Corinthians on the patience and kindness of love.

			It was difficult for Genevieve to keep her focus on Knox’s eyes. It did not escape her that she was getting ready to commit herself to him on a dare—on a wager. Her parents had been married for over thirty years and they took their marriage vows seriously. They would be so disappointed in her for taking a vow, saying that she intended to love Knox for life knowing full well that the marriage would end sooner rather than later. That thought of her parent’s disappointment and the sad expression on her mother’s face when she found out that she had missed the moment her daughter took her wedding vows almost made her turn away and bolt down the path back toward the truck.

			Sonny closed his bible and added his own thoughts to the occasion. “The commitment you made here today will be the foundation upon which your marriage will be built. Don’t ever go to bed mad. Forgive each other and move on. Say I love you every day and never get too old to hold each other’s hands.”

			Sonny smiled at his wife for a brief moment before he continued. “You’ve got to give each other room to grow because, in the end, it will be the two of you, standing together, facing the challenges of everyday life. If you always remember this moment and the love you have for each other right now, this sacred union will last you a lifetime and beyond.”

			Cora stepped quietly forward and took the bouquet of flowers from Genevieve as Sonny prepared for the ring exchange. Knox took her hand in his and it flashed in her mind that she liked how strong, large and rough this man’s hand was. It was the hand of a working man.

			“With this ring, I thee wed.” He slid the simple white gold band onto her ring finger. She detected the slightest tremble when he did so, and realized that, beneath the seemingly calm exterior he was presenting, Knox was feeling as uncertain, off balanced and flustered as she was. A split second later, it was her turn. She didn’t look up at him as she slipped his wedding band over his knuckle until it was snugly seated on his ring finger. Then Knox squeezed her hand and when she looked up into his face, he was smiling at her kindly with his eyes.

			“Knox and Genevieve, you have come to this beautiful place to vow to love each other for the rest of your lives. You have exchanged rings as a symbol of this commitment.”

			“Genevieve, do you take this man to be your husband? Do you promise to love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health—and, forsaking all others, be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?”

			It took Genevieve several seconds to make the words “I do” come out of her mouth. The moment the words finally did come out, Cora snapped a close-up photograph of her face and she hoped only that her internal turmoil wasn’t captured for everyone to see.

			“I do.” When she said those words, there was a waver in her voice that she didn’t recognize. It wasn’t her way to be uncertain about anything in her life; she lived her life as she raced off-road vehicles—pedal to the metal and full steam ahead.

			“Knox, do you take this beautiful woman to be your wife? Do you promise to love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health—and, forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?”

			Knox lowered his head so she could see his eyes—eyes that were so steady and intent on her face. “I do.”

			“Well, then,” Sonny said as he rolled back on his heels a bit, “by the power vested in me by the glorious State of Montana, I am tickled pink to pronounce you husband and wife. Knox, my boy, you may kiss your lovely bride.”

			She couldn’t get her heart to stop beating so fast. Her chest was rising and falling in the most annoying way as Knox, still holding on to her hands, with a question in his eyes that only she understood, leaned down and lightly kissed her on the lips.

			It was their first kiss; it was their only kiss.

			It occurred to her in that moment, as she stood there with her eyes closed, focusing her attention on the first feel of her husband’s lips pressed gently upon hers, that she didn’t want that kiss to end.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Well, we did it.”

			She looked over at Knox who was sitting in the driver’s seat of his truck, his hands resting lightly on the steering wheel as he stared out the window.

			They had just said their goodbyes to Sonny and Cora and now they were alone again, this time as husband and wife, when just the day before they had been employer and employee. Two people who were developing a friendship but who didn’t really know each other all that well.

			“Yes, we certainly did,” Genevieve agreed, twisting the odd-feeling gold band around and around on her finger. She didn’t wear jewelry—not even earrings. Now she had this ring on her finger that she was supposed to wear all the time?

			Knox took a deep breath in through his nose and then let it out slowly. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him staring at the new ring on his finger.

			“What now?” she asked him. The postnuptial euphoria, with Sonny and Cora and a small group of strangers walking the path by Stillwater River clapping and cheering for them, had subsided. When she had let her ego dictate her decisions, when she had thought this whole thing was a lark, this moment didn’t feel like a real possibility. And yet, here she sat, in a wedding dress in Lawrence Park as Mrs. Knox Crawford.

			In the quiet of the truck, with only the distant sound of children playing on a playground, her stomach rumbled. The loud sound made her laugh and it made Knox look over at her with a smile. She had felt too sick with nervous tension to eat when she was at the diner that morning, but now that the deed was done and she was officially wed, she was feeling famished. Hungrier perhaps than she had ever felt before in her life.

			“Hungry?” Her husband—wow, that was weird—kept on smiling at her.

			Her hands went to her stomach. “Starving. You?”

			“I can always eat,” he said. “What are you hungry for?”

			“Barbecue.”

			“In that white dress?”

			“Why not?” She made a face at him. “I’ll put on a bib. I don’t care.”

			Knox studied her face in a way that made heat come to her cheeks.

			“I knew you were my kind of woman,” he said as he turned the ignition key. “Any place in particular?”

			“DeSoto Grill is my favorite.”

			“Then DeSoto Grill it shall be.” Knox shifted into Drive. “A woman should have exactly what she wants on her wedding day.”

			 

			Knox found a parking space on 1st Street and turned off the engine. But he didn’t move right away to get out of the truck. Instead, he wanted to put Genevieve at ease. This whole marriage-by-bet, his idea to thwart his father and establish himself in his father’s eyes as a full-grown man had been a whirlwind for both of them. Yesterday he came up with an outrageous plan and today they were married. It was enough to make anyone’s head spin with crazy thoughts.

			“Do you know what I think?” He turned his body toward his bride.

			“Huh?”

			“I think that I like you, Genevieve Lawrence.”

			“That’s Genevieve Crawford to you,” she said with a teasing tone.

			Knox laughed. Gen had always made him laugh, from the first day they had met.

			“My apologies. I think that I like you, Mrs. Crawford.”

			“Well, that’s good, Knox, because you’re stuck with me until Viv manages to hog-tie your last three brothers. And neither one of us knows how long that will be.” Genevieve rolled her eyes and shook her head, and under her breath she added, “Leap before you look.”

			“What I’m trying to say is that I always liked your company when you came out to the Ambling A.”

			She sent him a small smile for his trouble.

			“And you seemed to like mine...?”

			That garnered him a nod.

			“So, why don’t we just have fun with this?” he asked her. “Why not just keep on enjoying each other’s company, keep on being friends?”

			“Okay,” Genevieve replied, her tanned exposed shoulders lifting up into a quick shrug.

			“So you agree with me.” He wasn’t used to the women in his past being so easy to get along with.

			“I just said so, didn’t I?” She frowned. “Now, can I eat?”

			“Yes.” He laughed, wanting to reach out and squeeze her hand affectionately. He had wanted to ask Genevieve out on a date and now, oddly, he didn’t have to ask her because he had married her.

			When he came around to her side of the truck, Genevieve had already hopped down onto the sidewalk and was shaking out the skirt of her gauzy white dress. They walked together, side by side instead of hand in hand, to the door of the DeSoto Grill. At the entrance to the restaurant, it occurred to Knox that this was his wedding day, albeit a fake marriage, and he wanted to celebrate. Without even warning her, because he wanted to catch her off guard and get her laughing, Knox bent down and swung Genevieve into his arms.

			“What the heck are you doing?” His bride’s bright blue eyes, so close to his own now, were wide with surprise.

			“I’m carrying you over the threshold.”

			She didn’t struggle to get out of his arms; instead, she reached out so she could tug on the door handle to open it just enough that he could get his foot inside.

			“This has been a very strange day.” Genevieve tilted back her head and let her long blond hair fall over his arm.

			“Do you mind?” Knox asked as he managed to open the door and then quickly carry her inside.

			“Not at all. I like strange.”

			The barbecue joint was half-full and when Knox walked in carrying his bride in his arms, some of the patrons began to clap and hoot and holler.

			“We just got hitched, y’all!” he called out to his fellow Montanans. “Drinks are on us!”

			He held his bride in his arms a little while longer, liking the way her body felt pressed up close to his. Genevieve was a willing partner in the spectacle—her face was glowing with excitement and she was happily waving to the crowd. He had already begun to notice that Genevieve was at her best when she was performing for a crowd. It was making him feel more confident about how she would play her role as “blushing bride” in front of his family. Watching her now, Knox was pretty convinced that his family didn’t stand a chance when it came to Genevieve Lawrence. Er, Genevieve Crawford.

			The DeSoto Grill had a large selection of Montana beer and everyone in the bar got a free cold one on them. Sitting cross-legged in the chair with a napkin bib tucked into the front of her dress, Genevieve gulped down a second beer before she attacked a second rack of ribs.

			“Oh, my goodness, this is soooo good.” She grinned at him with a little barbecue sauce on the side of her mouth.

			“I’ve never seen anyone other than my brothers eat that many ribs.”

			“Getting married must’ve made me hungry,” Genevieve said between chewing, without a hint of self-consciousness. She didn’t seem to care one way or another if he disapproved of her large appetite—and he just added that to the list of things that he already liked about her.

			“Here’s to us.” Knox held out his glass after the waitress brought him water—because he had to drive them home—and a fresh beer for Genevieve.

			“To us!” She clanked her glass with his. “Just two crazy kids in love.”

			“You know the next stop for us is the Ambling A.”

			“Uh-huh.” She nodded. “I figured. First, your people and then I suppose we can go face the music with my folks tomorrow.”

			“Did you pack what you need to stay at my cabin tonight?”

			They had gone through with this wager so quickly, so recklessly, that they hadn’t even discussed the logistics. The truth was, he hadn’t really expected to have a bride today—he figured she wasn’t going to show.

			His bride took a big napkin and swiped it over her mouth. “Not really. I mean what was I supposed to pack for a wedding night I really didn’t expect to have? Let’s see—what did I put in my backpack this morning? My toothbrush, a hairbrush, my laptop and my favorite Swiss Army knife.”

			“A knife? Why do you have that?”

			“Are you kidding? Only for everything. I can fix a broken radiator hose or open a bottle of beer with one awesome tool. I think you’re question should really be, why wouldn’t every bride have one?” She laughed a big laugh. “Hey! Do you have a dollar? I want to get that jukebox going.”

			Now that Genevieve had cleaned her plate and had a few beers, her spirits were flying high from his perspective. She seemed to have shed the worry and the stress of their elopement and replaced it with good spirits and the desire to have a good time. He pulled a couple of dollar bills out of his wallet and handed them to her.

			He watched Genevieve walk away, liking the way the material of her wedding dress hinted at the curve of her derrière and legs. No doubt, he was attracted to his bride—he always had been since the first time he had seen pictures of her on her website. He had agreed that this marriage was in name only—he had said it more to convince her to go along with his scheme—but would he really be able to keep it platonic between them? He hadn’t ever acted on the physical attraction he had for Genevieve because he was on that self-imposed dating hiatus, but that physical attraction had always been there.

			“Garth Brooks or Kenny Chesney?” His wife had spun around to ask him a question.

			“Brooks!”

			With a nod, Genevieve pushed a button and waited for the music to begin to play before she headed back his way. She gathered up the sides of her long skirt in her hands and began to sway the material back and forth to the rhythm of the music. When she arrived back at the table, Knox stood up.

			“Do you want to have that first dance?” he asked her.

			Her surprised smile reached those pretty eyes of hers. Genevieve craned her head so she could look up into his face. “You know how to dance? Really?”

			“Darlin’, I’ve been doin’ the Texas Two-Step since I could walk.”

			“Well, all right then, cowboy. Let’s do this.” She gave him her hand.

			There wasn’t a real dance floor so he pushed a nearby table out of his way and pulled Genevieve into his arms. If he hadn’t come up with this wager, how long, if ever, would it have taken him to be able to hold this woman as he was right now?

			While the patrons looked on, they danced. They danced until they were both sweaty and out of breath and laughing. He had taken off his too-snug jacket and bolo tie, and he noticed the tendrils around her face had escaped from the sparkly hair clip and framed her face in the loveliest way. Several times while they danced Knox had to stop himself from kissing her. He wanted to kiss her. But they had made a deal and he was determined not to violate that agreement. This was to be a platonic marriage, no matter how hard it was on him.

			“Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss!” the crowd started to chant.

			Her chest rising and falling from the exertion of dancing, her cheeks flushed pink, Genevieve looked around at the chanting crowd.

			He leaned down, put his cheek next to hers, and asked in a voice that only she could hear, “It’s your call.”

			“This won’t be the last time people ask,” she told him pragmatically and he knew she was probably right. The suddenness of their relationship would no doubt make people speculate about their sincerity. There would be times that they were going to have to be affectionate with each other because that was how most genuine newlyweds behaved. They may as well start practicing now.

			Before he could respond, Genevieve threw her arms around his neck and planted a big kiss on his lips to gratified cheers in the background. Not thinking, only acting, Knox picked his bride up into the air and kissed her back, long and hard, before he let her slide down the length of his body until her toes touched the floor. Knox couldn’t have known how he would feel about marrying a woman based on a wager—but he did know now. He felt more grounded today, in this moment, with this woman, than he had ever felt in his life. He’d always played the field and he had the reputation of never being in a hurry to settle down with just one woman. But the way he felt about Genevieve was already so different than he had ever felt for anyone else. He sensed that he could be himself around her—being around Genevieve was like being around a best friend that you really liked to kiss. And, even though Knox knew that this relationship wasn’t meant to last, this petite firebrand of a woman had already changed how he felt as a man. And, maybe—just maybe—she had begun to change how he felt about settling down.

			 

			“Ugh!” Genevieve held her stomach, this time not because it was empty but because it was way too full.

			She had eaten two racks of ribs on her own with a side of potato salad, corn bread and three beers. Their waitress had given them each a slice of cheesecake on the house in honor of their marriage and how could Genevieve say no to that?

			“Am I waddling? I feel like I’m definitely waddling.”

			She was wearing Knox’s jacket over her shoulders because the air conditioner had given her a bit of chill in her bones. She was also feeling a tad tipsy, so she naturally linked her arm with her husband’s arm for support.

			“You’re not waddling,” he reassured her. “You’re weaving a bit, but not waddling.”

			“I knew I shouldn’t have had that last beer.”

			Knox walked her over to the passenger side of the truck. When they had gone into the DeSoto, it had been bright and sunny outside. Now it was late afternoon. They had managed to laugh and dance and eat their way through several hours. Knox unlocked the truck door and opened it for her.

			“You do know I’m perfectly capable of opening my own door, right?”

			Knox, unfazed, held on to her hand while she swayed onto the seat.

			“I was raised to be a gentleman and you’re darn well going to enjoy it, Gen.”

			Genevieve groaned again as she closed her eyes. “Have it your way.”

			“Thank you. I will.”

			Her companion reached across her body, grasped hold of the seat belt and buckled her in. When he climbed behind the wheel, she could sense him looking over at her. She cracked open her eyes.

			“What?”

			“Next stop is the Ambling A.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“You going to be okay to face the rest of the Crawfords?”

			Genevieve pushed herself more upright in the seat. “I’m a pressure player, Knox.”

			“Meaning?” he asked as he backed out of the parking spot.

			“I work better under pressure. In fact, that’s when I’m at my best. I never crumble.”

			“That’s good to hear because I’m giving you fair warning, Gen. They’re gonna interrogate the heck out of us. Bugs under a microscope.”

			She closed her eyes again. “Trust me, hubby. I’ll have your family believing that we are the most in-love couple they’ve ever seen. I’ll have them wondering how we managed to put off the elopement as long as we did! And your dad?” She held up her pointer finger. “I’ll have him wrapped around my little pinky in no time flat.”

			“Well, I’m certainly looking forward to seeing that,” he said in response. “Of course, you do realize that’s not your pinky, correct?”

			“Smart-ass.”

			 

			It was dusk when Knox pulled onto the long drive leading to the main house at his family’s ranch. Throughout the day, they had both been texting periodically with their friends and family so no one would suspect that the day was anything other than ordinary. The sky behind the sprawling log cabin main house was glowing orange and pink and purple while the clouds were shadowy shapes drifting overhead. Knox parked the truck and turned off the lights. Genevieve was breathing deeply beside him; soon after he had buckled her in, she’d fallen asleep. He almost hated to awaken her, especially when he knew that they were about to be bombarded with questions and comments and, no doubt, suspicion from his brothers, his father, as well as Logan and Xander’s new wives.

			Knox reached out and put his hand on Genevieve’s arm and gave it a gentle shake. His wife mumbled something in an irritated tone but she didn’t open her eyes.

			“Gen,” he said quietly with another shake of her arm. “We’re here.”

			That time she opened her eyes. She yawned loudly, stretched and then pushed herself upright, looking around groggily.

			“I slept the whole way back?”

			He nodded.

			“Sorry about that.” She wrapped her arms tightly in front of her body. “Not much company, huh?”

			“I’m glad you slept. Hopefully that battery is recharged because behind that door is a roomful of critics and skeptics.”

			“You sound worried.”

			“I am absolutely worried. If we don’t convince them we’re the real deal, this whole day was a waste of time.”

			Genevieve unbuckled her seat belt, tugged her arms free of his jacket and seemed to perk up quickly. She checked her reflection in the mirror on the back of the sun visor, gave her long blond wavy hair a quick brush through, and then declared, “I’m ready.”

			It was strange—he was about to bring his “bride” home for the first time and he appeared to be the more nervous of the two. Genevieve didn’t seem nervous or anxious at the idea of facing his family. In fact, she seemed perfectly calm.

			They walked up to the front door to the main house and Knox paused to take in a deep breath to calm his nerves. Genevieve reached over and took his hand in hers.

			“Don’t worry, Knox. We’ve got this.”

			He looked down at the top of her golden head. This petite woman seemed to have all the confidence in the world. And her confidence actually made him believe that they could pull this off. She had told him that she was a pressure player and now he was seeing that firsthand. His nerves were on the verge of getting the best of him but Genevieve was completely calm.

			“They’re a tough crowd.” He felt the need to reiterate this point—to prepare her for what was to come.

			Genevieve had a very serious expression on her face when she said, “Maybe they are. But they’re not tougher than trying to shod a stallion with a stable full of mares in heat. If I can handle that, I bet I can handle them.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Here goes nothin’.” Knox let out a long breath before he opened the heavy front door of the main house.

			“Here goes everything,” she countered.

			With her arm firmly linked with Knox’s arm, Genevieve didn’t have to fake a smile. The idea of meeting Knox’s family and pulling off the nearly impossible—convincing them that their whirlwind romance and sudden elopement was on the up-and-up—was a challenge. And she dearly loved a challenge.

			Stepping into the foyer at the main house was like stepping into an architectural magazine for men who wanted rustic chic with a sophisticated flair. Yes, the inside of the log cabin mansion was full of dark wood and Western motif touches, but there was an overarching sophistication, from the paintings on the wall to the light fixtures, that gave a nod to the Crawfords’ Dallas roots. On every other visit to the Ambling A she’d been the hired help. This was the first time that Genevieve had been invited into the main house.

			“Sounds like a party,” she noted as the sound of loud talking and laughter greeted them.

			“We all try to get together at least one night a week for dinner,” Knox explained. “So everyone’s here.”

			She looked up into Knox’s face, noting the tension in his jawline and his unsmiling lips.

			“You don’t look like a man who just married the love of your life, Knox,” she whispered. “Smile.”

			Knox followed her instruction and smiled as he walked with her toward the sound of the voices. Gathered in an informal family room were her new in-laws. Standing by the window, holding an unlit cigar and a glass tumbler, was the man she immediately recognized as the patriarch of the family, Maximilian Crawford. The Crawford cowboys were famously handsome, Knox included, and it was easy to recognize that those six apples hadn’t fallen far from the paternal tree. The Crawford patriarch was tall and solidly built with broad shoulders and a shock of silver hair combed straight back from his tanned, Hollywood-handsome face. Her eyes swept the rest of the room, taking inventory of all of the people in the room, and ending with Logan, the eldest Crawford brother, and his bride Sarah.

			“Knox! Where the heck have you been?” Logan was the first to notice them standing in the entrance of the family room.

			“Hey! Why do you have the hot farrier with you?” A brother with longish brown hair was lounging on a nearby couch, his hands behind his head, his booted feet propped up on the coffee table.

			“What’s with the get-up, Knox?” another brother, tall as Maximilian with mussed dark hair and his arm around a pretty petite redhead, asked. “Did you just come from a funeral or something?”

			“No,” Knox said with a slight waver in his voice that she hoped only she could hear. “A wedding.”

			Genevieve’s eyes were on Knox’s father. As far as she was concerned, he was the most important audience member. He sipped from his tumbler.

			Logan, with his closely cropped dusty-brown hair and blue eyes, seemed to be catching on to the meaning behind Knox’s words more quickly than the rest. The eldest Crawford brother, his eyes narrowed curiously, asked, “And whose wedding was that?”

			Genevieve looked up at her husband and was gratified that he looked right back at her. When he winked at her, she laughed, genuinely laughed, which was perfect for the show they were presenting for the family.

			Before he answered, Knox unhooked her arm from his, wrapped his arm possessively around her shoulders, dropped a quick kiss on the top of her head and then said, “Mine.”

			That one word was all it took. The entire crowd in the family room—one patriarch, five brothers, two women, a baby, and a young girl playing with a chubby puppy in front of an unlit fireplace—who had pretty much ignored them when they’d walked in, now turned to them in silence. The only sound for a couple of heartbeats was the sound of the baby cooing in Sarah’s arms.

			“What did you just say, son?” The look on the patriarch’s face said it all—he wasn’t happy.

			“I said,” Knox, repeated loudly and clearly without the waver in his voice, “I just got married. I would like to introduce you all to my wife, Genevieve.”

			She had never known what it felt like to be a celebrity, but Knox’s announcement, made her feel like she was being mobbed by paparazzi. They were suddenly surrounded by the five brothers, all of them bombarding them with shocked questions interlaced with congratulations. Sarah wove her way through the throng of brothers, holding baby Sophia tightly in her arms, so she could give her a hug.

			“Welcome to the family,” Sarah said warmly. “It’s so nice to have some more estrogen in this place.”

			Genevieve knew Sarah in passing and she had always liked her friendly, sweet personality. And it didn’t seem that the fact that Viv Shuster had set Genevieve up on a date with Sarah’s now-husband, Logan, bothered the young mother in the least.

			“Thank you, Sarah.” She smiled and reached out to touch baby Sophia’s soft little hand.

			Knox kept a protective arm around her shoulders while she said hello to her new brothers-in-law. Xander, the tallest and second oldest, had a skeptical look on his face. He pulled the petite redhead closer to his side.

			“Logan and I just got married and now you turn up married out of the blue? Something smells to high heaven.”

			“So, what’s the story, Knox?” Logan prodded. “None of us even knew the two of you were dating. How’d the two of you end up married?”

			“Yes.” Maximilian finally spoke, his tone rippling with anger. “I’d like an answer to that too.”

			Knox stiffened beside her and she instinctively pressed her body reassuringly into his. “I’d thought you’d be happy, Pop. Isn’t this what you wanted? All of your sons married. Well, three down, three more to go, right?”

			When Maximilian walked toward them, the rest of the family parted like when Moses parted the Red Sea. Perhaps the patriarch was accustomed to intimidating people with his stern, formidable, unsmiling countenance, but Genevieve had been facing tough male competitors ever since she was a teenager. She thrived on this kind of head-to-head matchup.

			“Is this Viv Shuster’s doing?” Maximilian now stood in front of them.

			“No,” Knox said with a satisfied rumble in his voice. “She can’t claim credit for this one.”

			The older man’s scowl deepened.

			“Pop,” Knox said, “I’d like to introduce you to my wife, Genevieve Lawrence Crawford.”

			“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Crawford.” She held out her hand, which he refused.

			“That’s real polite.” Knox frowned at his father.

			“Wait a minute.” Maximilian stared down into her eyes and she stared right back at him. “Do you mean to tell me that you married that lady farrier I told you not to hire?”

			“I wasn’t aware that you had any objection to my services,” Genevieve said before Knox could reply.

			“You’d better know I did,” Max snapped back at her.

			“And you’d better know that you’re talking to my wife.” There was a heat behind Knox’s black-brown eyes that she had never seen before. This power struggle between Knox and his father was real and it appeared to have very deep roots. Suddenly, the reason behind Knox’s desire to break the grip his father had on his life with this fake elopement came into sharp focus for Genevieve. Knox had to win this one if he was ever going to truly be his own man.

			There was a tense silence in the room, before Finn, one of Knox’s older brothers, said, “Come on, guys! We can give Genevieve a better welcome than this, can’t we? Knox is married! We need to drink to that!”

			Finn, who seemed to always be brushing his scruffy bangs out of his eyes, grabbed her free hand and tugged her loose from Knox’s side.

			“We Crawfords can make a lousy first impression, sis,” her new brother-in-law confessed. “But we aren’t all that bad once you get to know us.”

			“I can handle it,” she assured him.

			Finn smiled down at her, his boyish hair in his eyes. “I just bet you can.”

			Hunter, the only brother who had been married before and who was now a single father to his daughter, Wren, had quietly retrieved a couple bottles of champagne from Maximilian’s collection. Genevieve found herself standing beside her husband with a glass of champagne in her hand. All of the brothers and the two wives had glasses in their hands, ready to toast them. Maximilian was the only one who refused to participate in Hunter’s toast.

			“Here’s to Knox and his beautiful wife, Genevieve! We had no idea the two of you were even dating, but who can argue with love? Congratulations!”

			“Congratulations!” the rest of the family shouted.

			“Why didn’t any of us know you were dating?” Xander asked, his eyes still suspicious.

			“I can keep a secret,” Knox said with an easy shrug.

			“As can I.” She put her empty champagne glass on a coaster on the coffee table.

			“Tell us the whole story.” Xander’s wife, Lily, leaned closer to her love.

			Knox looked down and met her eyes. They had discussed their backstory over their postnuptial barbecue but this would be the easiest place for the family to find discrepancies if they didn’t get it right. “Do you want to tell them, or should I?”

			“I think you should tell them.”

			They sat together on a nearby love seat and Genevieve reminded herself to keep her body close to Knox’s as any new bride would. She put her hand on his thigh and looked at her husband frequently while he told their story, making sure that her gaze was always admiring.

			“All of you know that I first saw Genevieve’s picture on her website when I was looking for a farrier.” Their eyes met when he continued. “I liked the look of the website and the message—her mission statement was all about treating the whole horse, not just the hooves, with a holistic approach. And, without knowing her, I liked her. She was interesting...and beautiful.”

			The way his eyes roamed her face let her know that these were his true feelings. He was speaking from the heart in that moment.

			“Did you hire her just so you could date her?” Knox’s other brother Wilder asked in a booming, teasing voice.

			Knox gave his brother a little wink. “I’d be lying if I said that the thought didn’t cross my mind.”

			This was news to her, and with all the fibs they were telling, it was hard to know if Knox was telling the truth about that.

			“The minute I met Genevieve, we hit it off.”

			That was true—they had.

			“We became friends...” Knox put his hand over her hand.

			That was also true.

			“And then one day it hit me like one of those cartoon characters that gets hit over the head with a ton of bricks—I had found the woman I wanted to marry.”

			The way Knox had skillfully worded that last sentence was also the truth. He had all of a sudden decided she was the one he wanted to marry. But he left out the crucial part—the word fake.

			“Why keep it a secret?” Xander pressed him.

			“That was my idea, Xander,” Genevieve piped up. “I knew that eventually we would be the talk of the town. I just wanted some time for us—to be us and to make sure that what we were feeling was real.”

			“It’s so romantic.” Lily’s emerald green eyes were sparkling. “I love the fact that you eloped.”

			“We wanted to start our lives together in our own way, on our own terms,” Knox added. “And we couldn’t be happier with how things have turned out. Isn’t that right, sweetheart?”

			Genevieve scanned the faces of her new in-laws, noting that most appeared to be convinced that the marriage was the real deal. For extra effect, she put her head on Knox’s shoulder. “We couldn’t be any happier if we tried.”

			“What do you love about our brother?” Xander still wasn’t thrown off the scent.

			She lifted her head so she could look into her husband’s face. In his deep brown eyes she saw a curious question about what she might say. The best way to get Xander to back off was to tell the truth.

			“What’s not to love?” This was her honest answer. “He’s handsome and smart and talented. He shares my passion for horses. From the very beginning, he’s made me feel like I belong in my career, that I have a right to be who I am.”

			The slow smile Knox gave her let her know that he liked what he was hearing.

			“And,” she added, “he’s a cowboy and a gentleman.”

			There was sincerity in her words because they were the truth. Had she directly said that she was madly in love with Knox? No. But she had said enough to shift the suspicion in Xander’s eyes. That was a step in the right direction. Now all she had to do was win over Maximilian.

			Genevieve had a feeling that he was going to be a much tougher nut to crack.

			 

			Knox couldn’t believe that they had really pulled it off. Genevieve had played the part of the loving new wife to perfection. By the time the family began to disband, everyone in the room, with the exception of his father, seemed accepting of the surprise relationship and elopement.

			“Why is it that even when you get your way, you’re miserable?” Knox had followed his father to his study.

			Max shut the door to the study behind them and took a seat behind a heavily carved wooden desk.

			“Sit, son.”

			Knox sat down in a chair opposite the desk, always aware of the power dynamic—the one behind the desk had the power, and that, as usual, was Max.

			“I was expecting a bit more of a hero’s welcome from you, Pop.”

			“Is that right?”

			“Sure.” He smiled broadly. “I gave you what you wanted.”

			“This isn’t what I wanted.” Max leaned his arms on top of the desk, his expression serious. “I don’t know what kind of trick you’re trying to pull.”

			“No trick.” Knox took the marriage certificate out of his wallet and slid it across the desk. “I’m married.”

			Max studied the certificate, a muscle working in his jaw. Then he folded the certificate and shoved it back toward Knox.

			“You’ve made a big mistake here, son.”

			“You’re entitled to your opinion.”

			“What do you even really know about this girl?”

			“I know that when you meet the right one you know.”

			Max’s dark eyes were stormy as he said, “Marry in haste, repent in leisure.”

			Knox understood the reference. Max had been quick to marry their mother and his father had never made it a secret that he considered his marriage to be one of the biggest mistakes of his life. Years ago, their mother had run off with her lover, leaving Max a single father to six young boys. They never really talked about it, but Knox believed that Max had never fully recovered from his mother’s betrayal.

			“I’m not you,” he said seriously. “I’m nothing like you.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong, son. You’re exactly like me.” Max stabbed the desk with his pointer finger. “Did you even bother to get a prenup?”

			Knox stood up. “That’s none of your business.”

			His father stood up and slammed his palms on the desk. “Everything about this is my business.”

			They stared each other down for several tense seconds before Knox gave an annoyed shake of his head. “Not this time. You disrespect my marriage, you disrespect my wife, you are disrespecting me. I don’t want to hear one more word about a prenup.”

			 

			While Knox went with his father for a one-on-one meeting, Genevieve made her way over to the rug in front of the fire where Hunter’s six-year-old daughter, Wren, was sitting cross-legged.

			“Hi,” Genevieve said. “Do you mind if I join you?”

			Wren nodded her blond head. She was a slight girl with lopsided pigtails and a pale complexion.

			“Who’s your friend?” Genevieve sat cross-legged as well, reaching out to pet the head of the sleeping puppy.

			“Silver.”

			The chubby puppy opened its eyes sleepily, wagged its tail at Genevieve, before it yawned, rolled over onto its back and fell back asleep.

			“I like your puppy,” she told the quiet little girl.

			“He’s not mine,” Wren said. “He’s Uncle Knox’s. I just get to play with him.”

			The young girl looked at her with the directness only a child could achieve. “How come you don’t know that?”

			Of course, out of everyone in the room, it took a six-year-old child to stump her. She didn’t have a good explanation for that. She should know that her husband had a puppy.

			Knox marched back into the family room with an unsmiling expression on his face. He walked directly over to her and held out his hand. “It’s time for us to go.”

			Genevieve stood up quickly, glad that she didn’t have to answer Wren’s question. “Everything okay?”

			“Everything’s exactly as it should be.”

			“Can Silver stay with me tonight, Uncle Knox?”

			Knox kissed his niece on the top of her head before he scooped the sleepy puppy up into his arms. “Not tonight, sweet pea.”

			Her husband held out his free hand to her and she accepted it. They said their quick goodbye to the family and then Knox made a beeline for the front door.

			Once back in the privacy of the truck, Genevieve held Silver in her arms while Knox cranked the engine.

			“What happened in there?” she asked about the meeting that took place between father and son.

			“What happened?” Knox echoed with a big, pleased smile on his face. “We pulled it off, that’s what happened. Every one of them bought it hook, line and sinker.”

			“Even your father?”

			“Especially my father.” Her husband winked conspiratorially at her. “You set the hook and I pulled him right into the boat.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			It was dark when they left the main house and took a gravel road to Knox’s small log cabin located on the Ambling A ranch. Genevieve held the puppy tightly in her arms, her stomach twisting into an uncomfortable knot. The excitement of putting on a great show for the Crawford family had been an adventure—a challenge—and she had thrived under the spotlight. But now, on this pitch-black road with only the headlights to light their way, it was starting to sink in that she had just, at least for the short term, completely changed her life. She was now Knox Crawford’s wife, and as such, would be living under the same roof with him.

			“Here she is.” Knox pulled up in front of his cabin, which had been built back in the woods with a small stream nearby. It was a mini version of the main house, fashioned out of rustic logs with rocking chairs on the front porch. If this had been a real marriage, Genevieve would have been pleased to call this her first home with her husband.

			“Nice.” The word came out of her mouth and it sounded hollow to her own ears. How could she swing so quickly from feeling triumphant to feeling horrified?

			Genevieve opened the truck door and then repositioned the puppy in her arms. Dried leaves crunched beneath her feet as she slid out of the passenger seat onto the ground. The air was crisp and the familiar sound of field crickets singing all around them worked to settle her nerves. She followed her husband up the porch stairs, the wood creaking beneath their feet. Silver began to wiggle in her arms and whine, licking at her face to get her attention.

			“I think he needs to go to the bathroom.”

			“I’ve got a fenced-in area out back.”

			Knox opened the door, flipped on a switch just inside the doorway and held the door open so she could walk through. In that moment, Genevieve realized that she had just walked into Knox’s world—a world she had never thought to experience. The cabin, like Knox, was masculine and neatly appointed. From her experience, the cowboy was always well put together, even when he was working. In contrast, her garage apartment looked like a bomb had exploded inside. She was always just about to get around to cleaning it up but never quite got there.

			“Make yourself at home,” he said.

			Silver finally wiggled free, ran over to Knox, stood up on his hind legs and began to paw at the rancher’s leg.

			“Hey, buddy. Let’s go out.”

			Knox dropped her backpack on the couch in the small living room before he walked through the tiny kitchen to the back door. Silver bounded out the door, down the back porch steps and into a dimly lighted fenced-in area.

			Genevieve followed them outside and stood on the back porch next to her husband. Her arms crossed in front of her body, she said, “This is just plain weird.”

			Knox looked over at her, his features in shadow. “You’re right. It is.”

			They both laughed when Silver came galloping back toward them, his fat legs churning as he worked his way up the stairs.

			“I didn’t even know you had a dog. Wren caught me on that one.”

			“She’s smart as a whip.”

			Genevieve nodded.

			Back inside, she stood awkwardly in the living room, taking in the sparse decor. Knox, it seemed, was a no-frills kind of guy, which fit the picture she had always had of him. The cowboy shrugged out of his jacket and dropped it on the butcher-block counter top in the kitchen.

			“What now?” she asked him.

			He unbuttoned his white shirt exposing his tanned, corded neck and part of his chest. Knox then unbuttoned his cuffs.

			“Now?” he asked. “I’m going to get some shut-eye. I get up before dawn. How ’bout you?”

			She was exhausted and wired and disoriented.

			“I meant, what’s next?” she clarified. “For us.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What do you mean, what do I mean?” she snapped, the exhaustion beginning to make it difficult to keep her tone friendly. “Are you prepared to face my family tomorrow?”

			“Yes. I’m prepared. We’ve got to tell them before they hear it from someone else. Will they worry if you don’t show up tonight?”

			She shook her head. “No. I come and go as I please. Sometimes I don’t get home until they’ve gone to bed and I can be gone before they awaken.”

			He joined her on the couch, lifting Silver up and putting him on the cushion between them. “Then we’re covered for tonight.”

			She yawned with a nod. “A short reprieve.”

			When she opened her eyes, Knox was staring at her quietly.

			“We actually did it.”

			She took a deep breath in through her nose and let it out. “Yes, we actually did.”

			“We haven’t really discussed sleeping arrangements.”

			“We haven’t discussed much of anything really,” she interjected.

			“I’ll take the couch. You can have my bed.”

			“Thank you. Can I have your puppy too?”

			She liked the way that the sides of Knox’s eyes crinkled when he laughed. “I suppose, technically, he’s your puppy now too.”

			“I may just ask for him in the divorce,” she teased.

			“Along with puppy support?”

			“Absolutely.”

			Knox gave her the top to his pajamas and showed her where the toothpaste was kept in the medicine cabinet above the sink. The bathroom was cramped but clean and there was a claw-foot bathtub that would have been calling her name if she wasn’t so weary. She quickly brushed her teeth and her hair, slipped on Knox’s pajama top, which looked like a minidress on her, and then opened the door slowly.

			“I’m coming out,” she warned him.

			“The coast is clear,” he promised.

			Genevieve quickly crossed the narrow hallway to the bedroom and closed the door partway so she could call Silver. Silver came bounding down the hall, squeezed his roly-poly body through the crack in the door and greeted her with unconditional love. The bed was made, of course, with dark blue–and-green-plaid linens. She got under the sheets and flopped back onto the pillows. The mattress was much softer than the one she slept on in the garage apartment, and surprisingly comfortable.

			With the puppy curled up beside her, Genevieve switched off the lamp next to the bed and stared up at the ceiling. She had never really imagined herself married—but alone in a strange bed with a puppy wouldn’t have made the short list of scenarios for a wedding night if she were to ever have one, that was for sure.

			“Please,” she said into the dark. “Let sleep come quickly.”

			 

			Knox tried to sleep but he couldn’t. Everything was going according to his plan, yet he couldn’t have known what it would actually feel like to have a wife in his cabin. For the last hour, his mind had been fixated on the image of Genevieve wearing the top part of his pajamas. The fact that he hadn’t seen her in the garment hadn’t stopped his mind from imagining it. She was in his bed, in his pajamas, and he had promised not to touch her. He had given his word. What was he thinking? Now he had a beautiful, sexy wife with whom he had to maintain a hands-off policy. Living with Genevieve in such close quarters, it seemed like a monumental challenge he would have to fight to overcome every day.

			“Wake up, lovebirds! It’s time for your shivaree!”

			Knox sat up at the sound of his brothers’ voices. They were banging on what sounded like pots and pans, hooting and hollering at the top of their lungs. Knox threw off the blanket, stood up, switched on the light and stomped over to the front door. He yanked open the door and was greeted by Finn and Wilder.

			“What are you doing?” he yelled at them, holding his hands over his ears.

			“The shivaree, bro! From the movie Oklahoma.” Finn laughed, banging his pot with enthusiasm.

			“We’re welcoming your bride to the family!” Wilder tipped his head back and hollered.

			“Knock. It. Off!” Knox grabbed for the pots and pans but missed.

			Wilder and Finn pushed their way into the cabin and it seemed that they all looked at the blanket on the couch at the same time. Knox turned back to his brothers, who now had a perplexed, wondering expression on their faces. At that moment, Genevieve came out of the bedroom in his pajama top. All three of them stared at her. Her long blond hair was mussed, her blue eyes blinking against the light and her tanned, muscular legs were exposed.

			Instinctively, Knox stepped to her side and put his arm around her body. “My wife and I would like to spend our wedding night alone. Now take your shivaree and get the heck out of here.”

			Wilder lifted his eyebrows, his eyes shifting to the blanket on the couch. “It doesn’t look like we were interrupting anything, bro.”

			If Finn and Wilder walked away thinking that they were having a platonic wedding night, the entire plan would be ruined. Knox couldn’t let that happen. He took Genevieve’s face in his hands and kissed her. He kissed her the way he had always thought about kissing her—slow, sweet and full of promise for good things to come. For a split second, she stiffened in his arms, but then she put her arms around his neck and kissed him back like a woman in love. By the time the kiss ended, his brothers were slamming the door behind them.

			Knox let his arms fall away from Genevieve’s body and took a step backward. “I’m sorry. I had to do something.”

			His wife looked a bit dazed, as dazed as he felt. That kiss—so unexpected and unplanned—had got his juices flowing and made his body stand at attention.

			Genevieve touched her lips as if she were still feeling the kiss before she said, “You had to.”

			Knox tried not to notice the shape of her legs or the outline of her breasts beneath the thin material of his pajama top, but he couldn’t avoid it. His wife was a beauty. How could he not notice?

			“Were you able to sleep?” she asked him.

			He shook his head.

			“Do you think they’ll come back?”

			Knox took a glass out of the cupboard and got some water out of the tap. “Knowing them? It’s possible.”

			“We can’t let anyone see us sleeping apart,” Genevieve said. “We can’t risk it.”

			He brought her a glass of water, which she accepted with a thank you.

			“What do you suggest?”

			“We share the bedroom.”

			Knox’s mind immediately went to the thought of sharing a bed with Genevieve and not being able to act on any desire that was surely to arise. Could he handle it? Would he ever be able to get any sleep with her just an arm’s length away?

			“Are you sure about that?” he asked.

			Genevieve finished the water and put the glass in the sink. “I’m not sure about anything we’ve done, Knox. But we’re here now, so we have to just find a way to make it work.”

			“Do you really think that you can share a bed with me and keep your hands to yourself?”

			His wife laughed—a natural, sweet-sounding laugh that he enjoyed. “I will certainly give it my best shot.”

			“See that you do.”

			 

			“Are you a right or a left?” Genevieve followed Knox back to the bedroom.

			“Middle.”

			“Not tonight, you aren’t,” she said. “Silver is the middle.”

			The puppy’s head popped up and he wagged his tail.

			“Silver is our chaperone?”

			“Yep. We’ll keep the puppy between us like an adorable chastity belt.”

			Genevieve ended up getting the right side of the bed. She hurriedly slipped under the covers and pulled them up to her chin. Right before Finn and Wilder had barged in on their wedding night, Genevieve had just drifted to sleep surrounded by Knox’s scent. The pillows and sheets and blanket all had the faint scent of Knox’s body. Now that he was in bed next to her, the scent of his warm skin made it difficult for her to remember that this was a marriage in name only. The man was built for a woman’s appreciative eyes and the sight of him naked from the waist up, the feel of his hard body and his soft lips on hers, awakened feelings in her that she had worked to push aside.

			“Gen?” Knox said her name in the dark.

			“Hmm?”

			“If I had asked you out—you know—before we got married, would you have said yes?”

			Genevieve hesitated to answer. “No.”

			The bed moved beneath him as he shifted his body toward her. “No?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“Are we really having this conversation now?”

			“Why not?”

			“Because, Knox,” she said. “You’re too young for me.”

			The bed wiggled because he sat upright. “Too young? You’re thirty-two.”

			“Which you just learned today...”

			“And I’m twenty-eight.”

			“Exactly.”

			“I’m only four years younger than you!”

			“Which means that you’re really ten years younger than me because men are about six years behind women as far as maturity. Hence why I don’t date younger men.”

			“You just marry them.”

			Genevieve curled her body around Silver, rubbing his soft warm belly. “Touché, husband. Now go to sleep. Being your fake bride is exhausting.”

			 

			Genevieve awakened to the smell of rich coffee and the feel of a wet puppy tongue licking her face. Giggling, she grabbed Silver and wrapped him up into her arms.

			“How are you this morning, puppy breath?”

			Silver barked and thumped his tail back and forth. Then he shimmied out of her arms, leaped off the bed and went racing out of the room. She pushed herself upright in the bed and checked her phone for the time.

			“Oh, my goodness.” She squinted at the screen, shocked. It was after eight! She never slept in like this.

			“Good morning.” Knox appeared in the door, freshly showered and shaved. He was wearing dark jeans and a button-down shirt tucked in neatly. “Coffee?”

			“God, yes.”

			“If you want to jump in the shower, I put a fresh towel out for you and there’s shampoo.”

			Knox had seen her in his pajama top the night before, but in the light of day, she suddenly felt self-conscious.

			“Can I borrow your deodorant? Didn’t think of that when I packed.”

			“What’s mine is yours,” he said. “Help yourself.”

			Genevieve quickly took a shower and changed into the jeans and T-shirt she had worn the day before. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she had been waiting for Knox at the diner. The simple gold band around her finger felt foreign but she knew that, at least for the time being, she would have to get accustomed to wearing it.

			“You cook?” she asked as she walked barefoot out to the kitchen.

			“Enough to survive.” Knox handed her a cup of coffee. “Cream? Sugar?”

			She shook her head and blew on the piping hot coffee.

			“I can do scrambled or fried. Pick your poison.”

			“Scrambled.”

			Knox cracked an egg. With his back to her, she admired the way his jeans hugged his hips and his legs. He turned his head to look at her and caught her checking him out. He smiled at her with a wink.

			“Enjoying the view?” he teased her.

			“No. I was trying to read the label, that’s all.”

			“If you say so,” Knox said. “But I think this platonic marriage may just prove too difficult for you, Gen.”

			He brought two plates of scrambled eggs to the table and joined her.

			“I can’t believe how late I slept.” She took a forkful of eggs. “How long have you been up?”

			“A couple of hours.”

			“Did you sleep?”

			“Like a rock once my two knucklehead brothers left.”

			“Do you think they bought the kiss?”

			Knox caught her eye and held it. “It felt real to me.”

			Genevieve looked down at her plate and pretended to be preoccupied with moving the eggs from one spot to another. That kiss had felt real to her as well. It wasn’t the kind of kiss that two platonic friends would share; it was a lover’s kiss. Knox had felt it and so had she.

			“How do you think your family’s going to react?” Knox asked, bringing her eyes back to his handsome face.

			Genevieve looked out the window for a moment, thinking. Then she gave a little shake of her head. “My mom will think it’s typical. I’ve been impulsive since I was a kid. But my dad? I think he’s going to freak out.”

			“Good to know. Looking forward to it.” Knox stood up and took both of their plates to the sink. “I suppose we should go and face the freak-out then.”

			She had to agree. Putting off telling her parents was only making her stomach churn. And the thought of them finding out from anyone else was a serious concern. Rust Creek Falls was a small town with a big mouth. They had to get to the folks before the news of their elopement reached them by a gossip or a well-wisher.

			Genevieve looked down at Silver who was on his back on the couch with his fat paws up in the air. “Let’s take Silver. I mean, seriously. Who can stay mad when there’s a puppy in the room?”

			“Only a monster,” Knox said.

			“Exactly!” She nodded. “It’s not the least bit cowardly to hide behind a puppy shield.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Knox hadn’t been in too many serious relationships in his life, so meeting-the-father moments had been far and few between. This was the first time he was meeting his in-laws and it didn’t seem to matter that this was a marriage based on a wager. He was still nervous.

			“You’d better fill me in more about your family,” he said to his bride as he drove his truck to the Lawrences’. From their previous conversations, Knox knew that Genevieve was the oldest of three daughters and the only one who wasn’t married with kids. He was well aware of the fact that Lionel, Genevieve’s father, could be rigid, old-fashioned and didn’t approve of his daughter’s chosen profession.

			“I don’t know...” his wife said. “What can I really tell you in ten minutes?”

			Their decision to elope without a plan had come back to bite them several times and they weren’t even a whole day in to the ruse.

			“Just tell me what you think I should know.”

			“My mom, Jane, stayed at home with the kids. Lionel sold industrial farm equipment until he retired. The man was absolutely horrible at being retired, so we were all thrilled when he started going to farm equipment auctions with his friends, buying old equipment and refurbishing for resale. It keeps the man busy and out of my mom’s kitchen,” Genevieve said with a smile. “I have a sister Margo—married with four kids. I told you about her. And then there’s Ella—she’s my youngest sister—married, of course, with two kids and one on the way. I am the only Lawrence daughter who isn’t married.”

			“Not the case anymore.”

			“Hey! That’s true. I am married.” Genevieve held up her hand to look at the gold band on her left hand. “One less thing for the folks to complain about.”

			The Lawrences owned a small homestead on the outskirts of town. The house was a classic two-story whitewashed farmhouse; there was a wraparound porch with a swing and the front door was decorated with heavy leaded glass. Next to the house was a two-car garage with a flight of stairs leading up to an apartment.

			“This is home,” she said as they pulled up and he detected the slightest catch in her voice. On the outside his new wife appeared calm, but she was, beneath the surface, understandably rattled.

			“We’re in this together.” Knox wanted to reassure her.

			She sent him the slightest of smiles but it disappeared quickly.

			“Oh! Shoot! Let me get Oscar before he spots Silver.” Genevieve hopped out of the truck and jogged over to the front porch where a giant orange tabby cat was sitting as still as a statue. Genevieve scooped up the massive cat, hugged it to her body and then disappeared inside the house.

			Knox looked down at Silver, who looked up at him and then tried to lick him on the chin. “She is going to come back, isn’t she?”

			After a couple of minutes waiting, Genevieve reappeared on the porch and waved her hand for him to join her.

			“All right,” he said to his canine companion. “Here goes nothing.”

			With Silver cradled in his arms for extra protection, Knox walked up the porch stairs to meet his bride.

			“You’re going to meet my mom first. She’s the easy one.”

			Knox stepped into the Lawrence home and it was like stepping into his grandmother’s hug. The house was tidy and decorated with farmhouse decor—chickens and roosters and cows. The old wide-planked wood floors were dinged up from years of use, but an obviously recent coat of polish brought out their color and luster. There was something that smelled mighty good cooking in the kitchen at the back of the house. They walked past a stairwell leading to the second floor on their way to the kitchen and Knox noticed that there were framed pictures of family everywhere—on the walls, on the fireplace mantel, on every surface.

			“Is that you?” He stopped to look at one of the framed pictures on the wall. The young blond girl was executing a perfect handstand on the back of a horse.

			“Yes.”

			“You were a wild child even back then, weren’t you?”

			Genevieve laughed and he was glad to hear the sound. “Always, much to my mom’s dismay.”

			As they approached the kitchen, Genevieve called out, “Mom!”

			Knox had never met Mrs. Lawrence before, so he didn’t really know what to expect. A heavyset woman appeared at the end of the hall wearing an apron covered in yellow flowers. She threw open her arms, a welcoming smile on her face.

			“Ladybug! What are you doing home this time of day?”

			“Ladybug?” Knox asked under his breath, loving the fact that his tough-as-any-cowboy wife had such a sweet nickname.

			“Not one word, cowboy,” Genevieve ordered.

			“Oh!” Jane Lawrence noticed him but first enveloped her daughter in a tight hug. “This is such a wonderful surprise.”

			“Mom.” His bride untangled herself from her mom’s hug and turned to him. “I want you to meet Knox Crawford.”

			Genevieve had inherited her mother’s lovely cornflower blue eyes; Jane’s eyes twinkled with pleasure as she welcomed him into her home. Genevieve had also inherited her mother’s smile. It was a smile he had always appreciated from the first time he’d met the pretty farrier in person. Knox was invited into a crisp white and cheerful yellow kitchen that was filled with refurbished 1950s appliances. Stepping into Jane Lawrence’s kitchen was like stepping back in time.

			Jane clasped her hands together, her eyes darting excitedly between her daughter and him. Knox got the distinct feeling that Genevieve didn’t bring men home very often.

			“I had no idea we were going to have company.” Jane touched her short blond hair self-consciously. “I didn’t even put on lipstick.”

			“It’s fine, Mom.” Genevieve scooped Silver out of his arms.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

			“Oh, it’s such a pleasure to meet you.” Jane smiled. “You know, I saw your father at the post office once. He’s so tall!”

			Knox didn’t think it was possible, but he felt immediately at home in Jane’s kitchen. She offered him a cup of coffee and made a place for him at her small round kitchen table. Then she filled a bowl of water for Silver. He’d never experienced such a warm welcome as he received from Genevieve’s mom; he only hoped it would continue once she found out that he had eloped with her daughter.

			“Where’s Dad?” Genevieve, who had been rummaging in the refrigerator, popped a couple of grapes in her mouth before she joined them at the table.

			“He’s outside tinkering with his toys,” Jane said. “He brought a trailer heaping with rusty gold, as he calls it, from the auction yesterday.”

			Knox met Genevieve’s gaze and he knew what she was thinking: When and how do we break the news? Jane was watching them closely, no doubt curious about this unusual morning visit.

			“What do you think?” Genevieve asked him.

			“No time like the present.”

			Jane clasped her hands on top of the table. “Is there something I should know before we get your father?”

			“Ma’am, there really isn’t any easy way to say this...” Knox stopped to clear his throat.

			“We eloped,” Genevieve said plainly and held up her hand so her mom could see her wedding ring.

			There was silence at the table as Genevieve’s mother took a moment to digest the news she had just received. Jane’s expression changed from welcoming to confused to happy in a span of moments. She jumped out of her chair, embraced her daughter, kissed her once on the cheek and then quickly came around the table to embrace him. Jane clasped her hands together happily in front of her body, and Knox was shocked to see tears of joy glistening in her eyes.

			“Oh, ladybug! You’re married?!”

			Genevieve’s jaw was still set as if she was ready to deflect a bad reaction that wasn’t coming. “I’m married. As of yesterday.”

			Jane rejoined them at the table, her face brightened from the news. She reached for her daughter’s hand. “This means that you’re going to stay in Rust Creek Falls!”

			That was the moment when Knox understood why Jane had reacted so positively to the elopement. She didn’t care that she had missed the ceremony, she only cared that her daughter wouldn’t be moving away from home. When he first made this wedding wager with Genevieve, all he could think about was proving a point to his own controlling father. The impact of the fake marriage on someone as sweet and genuine as Jane Lawrence hadn’t occurred to him in the least. When the marriage ended and Genevieve moved to California, Jane was going to be heartbroken. And, in part, it would be his fault.

			Jane spent the next several minutes asking expected questions. She knew how they met because Genevieve had told her about servicing the horses of the Ambling A, but she wanted all the other details—the romantic bits.

			“I can honestly say,” Knox said to Jane, “that I have never met anyone like your daughter before, Mrs. Lawrence.”

			Jane reached over and took his hand in hers and squeezed it tightly. “I always knew that my ladybug would find a man who truly loves her just as she is.”

			Genevieve was squirming uncomfortably in her chair in a way he’d never seen before. Like him, he had a feeling Genevieve was just starting to fully appreciate the impact that their ruse would have on everyone in their lives.

			“And ‘Mrs. Lawrence’ is too formal for family.” Jane’s eyes started to glisten with happy tears again. “Shouldn’t you call me Mom?”

			“Let’s not rush into anything,” Genevieve interrupted.

			“Do you mean like a marriage?” Jane countered with a sweet, motherly smile.

			Knox had to appreciate how quickly his mother-in-law had turned the table on Genevieve. He had a feeling it didn’t happen very often.

			“I’m actually kind of shocked you aren’t upset that you weren’t at the ceremony.” Genevieve ran her finger along a groove carved into the top of the table. “I thought you would be.”

			“I never expect you to have a typical anything, ladybug. Why would your marriage be any different?”

			“Point taken.”

			“I can throw you a reception!” Jane said, as if the thought just occurred to her. “We can have it here and we can invite all of your friends and family. It will be the first time that the Crawfords and Lawrences come together. What do you say?”

			Genevieve looked a little like a deer caught in the headlights. Knox was surprised too. Like Genevieve, he had never considered the idea that their families would want to celebrate their union. Still...

			“I like the idea,” Knox said, wanting to please Jane for some reason.

			“You do?” Genevieve turned to him, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

			“Sure.” He nodded. “Why not?”

			“Sure,” she repeated slowly to her mom. “Why not?”

			“Oh, that’s so wonderful!” His mother-in-law’s cheeks were flushed a happy shade of pink with excitement. “Now. I think it’s time that we tell your father.”

			Genevieve started to get up but Knox stood up and held out his hand. “This is for me to do, Gen.”

			His wife resettled in her chair. “Hey, it’s your funeral.”

			He winked at her. “Promise to take care of Silver if I don’t make it back?”

			Genevieve crossed her heart. “Girl Scouts honor.”

			Jane stood up and moved to the sink. “Genevieve was asked to leave the Girl Scouts for setting a tent on fire.”

			“A total accident!” his wife exclaimed.

			Knox turned to his mother-in-law. “Mrs. Lawrence—”

			Jane frowned at him for still using the formality.

			He started again, this time correcting himself as he addressed her. “Mom...will you take care of Silver should I not make it back in one piece?”

			“I would be honored to take care of my grandpuppy, yes.” She nodded emphatically and gave him a smile.

			“I find this whole conversation insulting,” Genevieve said as she pointed to the back door. “You’ll find Lionel out that’a way. God speed, young man.”

			 

			Knox walked the short distance from the back porch to the shed in the backyard like a man walking the plank. He’d never met Lionel before and now he had to tell the man that he had eloped with his daughter? Not exactly starting off on the right foot.

			“Hello, sir.”

			Lionel Lawrence was a man of average height, slender, with narrow shoulders and a ramrod straight back. He had deep-set blue eyes and about a day’s worth of silver and brown whiskers on his long face. Lionel wore a faded green John Deere baseball cap and glasses with thick black frames.

			“How do?” Lionel pulled a rag out of the back pocket of his jeans and wiped the sweat from the back of his neck.

			Knox extended his hand. “I’m Knox Crawford.”

			Genevieve’s father reached out his hand. “I’ve heard the name.”

			According to Genevieve, the Lawrences had been longtime friends of one of Rust Creek Falls’s main families, the Traubs; even still, it wasn’t a town secret that there had been a long-standing beef between the Traubs and the Crawfords. Knox was relieved that he didn’t hear any carryover of that feud in Lionel’s tone when he greeted him.

			“What can I do for you, young man?”

			Knox swallowed several times, finding that his tongue seemed to be stuck to the sides of his mouth.

			“Well, sir...”

			“While you’re here, would you mind helping me move this aerator? Darn thing is too awkward for me to move myself.”

			Knox was grateful for the stay of execution. He grabbed one side of the piece of farm equipment while Lionel grabbed the other. Together, they moved the aerator out of the shed and into the yard. Lionel lifted up his hat, scratched the top of his head and then repositioned the ball cap so it shielded the sun from his eyes.

			“That’ll do for now,” his father-in-law said. “I thank you.”

			“I was happy to help.”

			The two of them stood together for a moment, neither of them speaking until Lionel asked, “Your kin took up at the Ambling A, isn’t that right?”

			“Yes, sir.” Knox nodded. “My father and my five brothers. By way of Dallas.”

			“It’s a good piece of land.”

			“Yes, sir, it is.”

			“Good to have family all in one place.”

			Knox nodded his agreement.

			“So...” Lionel rolled back on his heels a bit. “What brings you out to my neck of the woods?”

			“Your daughter, sir.”

			Lionel’s small eyes widened for a moment before they narrowed. “My daughter?”

			“Yes, sir. Genevieve.”

			Genevieve’s father didn’t say anything, but the expression on his face said plenty. He was happy that a man might be coming to court his daughter.

			“I don’t know if you’re aware that Genevieve has been coming out to the Ambling A for a while now. For the horses.”

			“I heard something ’bout it.”

			“Well, we’ve gotten to be pretty close.”

			Lionel’s eyes were pinned on his face.

			“And, well, sir...”

			“Spit it out, son. I’ve only got so many good years left.”

			“...I married your daughter yesterday.”

			His father-in-law didn’t blink for several seconds; he just stared at him, as if he were an old computer trying to process new information. Lionel stuck his finger in his ear and wiggled it around.

			“I’m sorry, son. I don’t think I heard you right. What did you say?”

			“Genevieve and I got married yesterday.”

			For a moment, Knox actually thought that his father-in-law hadn’t heard him because he just kept on staring at him. Then, Lionel put his hand over his heart, closed his eyes and pointed to the sky.

			“Praise the lord,” Lionel said. “My prayers have finally been answered.”

			Of all the responses Knox anticipated from Genevieve’s father, this wasn’t one of them.

			Lionel opened his eyes and squinted up at him, “Do you love her?”

			“I can honestly say that I’ve never met anyone like your daughter.”

			“She’s as unique as they come.” His father-in-law gave a big nod of agreement. “You can support a family should you be blessed with children.”

			It was a statement more than a question. Still, Knox felt compelled to answer.

			“Yes, sir, I can.” What else could he say?

			“Do you want children?” Lionel pinned him with a pointed look.

			They had already told so many lies, Knox couldn’t bring himself to tell another. Instead, he told Lionel the truth. “Yes, sir, I do. When the time is right.”

			“Well, I hope your time is sooner rather than later.” Lionel plopped his ball cap back onto his head. “I bet my Jane is tickled to pieces.”

			“Your wife’s already planning the reception.”

			“That’s my Jane! She never lets an opportunity to have a party pass her by.” Lionel stuck out his hand, “Well, I suppose congratulations are in order. I don’t know how you managed to get my daughter to that altar, but I’m mighty pleased you did. I’ve been worrying about her, I surely have.”

			Stunned, Knox shook his father-in-law’s hand again. Neither of Genevieve’s parents were upset about the elopement. In fact, they both seemed pretty pleased.

			“Now, Knox, we Lawrences do have a strict no-return policy.” Lionel looked at his face and then laughed loudly. “I’m just pulling your leg, son! Why would you want to give her back?”

			Knox followed Lionel into the kitchen where Genevieve and Jane were awaiting their return with slightly anxious expressions on their faces. Lionel went straight over to his daughter and pulled her into a tight hug before he kissed her cheek.

			“I’ve been waiting for years for you to find the right man to marry,” Genevieve’s father told her. “This is truly a blessing.”

			Knox caught Genevieve’s eye and he could almost read her mind. Lucky break.

			“Now, if only you can get her to quit that ridiculous job of hers and start working on some grandbabies, I could go gently into that good night a happy man.”

			“Dad...” Genevieve frowned at Lionel. Knox knew that the subject of her career was a sore spot for both daughter and father.

			“Actually,” Knox said, moving over to stand next to his wife, “Gen’s career is what brought us together. I would never want her to give it up.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Genevieve felt a bit catatonic as they drove away from her parents’ house. The reaction she had expected and prepared for had not been the reaction they received. Jane was planning a reception and Lionel was planning for her uterus to be occupied by a strong Crawford baby. Their reactions had caught her off guard, that was true, but what had also caught her off guard was how terrible she felt by the deception of it all. Perhaps if Lionel and Jane had been upset about the elopement, as Genevieve had anticipated, then the inevitable divorce wouldn’t be such a big deal to them. Based on their reaction to the news of her nuptials, the divorce was going to crush them.

			“Your mom is a total sweetheart.”

			Knox’s comment broke through her reverie. She looked over at him as he pulled his truck into a parking spot at the Gold Rush Diner. She hadn’t seen her own truck since the day before but it seemed like a lifetime ago that she had parked in the lot behind the diner. So much had happened in a little more than a twenty-four-hour period it seemed a bit surreal to see her truck, so grounded in what used to be her old life.

			“She’s always been my biggest fan.” Genevieve unbuckled her seat belt. “She really liked you.”

			“I like her.”

			All her life she had been acting out, getting in trouble, pushing the boundaries. Her motto had always been, Why blend in when we were born to stand out? For all of the trouble and angst she had caused her parents, she had never really felt guilty about it. Honestly, she had always been having too much fun. But this time was different. This time, she felt horribly guilty. She didn’t like the feeling.

			“She was so happy,” she said quietly, pensively, hugging Silver to her body for comfort. “I didn’t expect that. Did you?”

			“No.”

			Genevieve caught Knox’s eye. “This is a whole lot heavier than I thought it would be.”

			He nodded.

			“I just didn’t think...” Her voice trailed off. Then, again, wasn’t that the point her mother tried to make with her again and again? Think before you act? Look before you leap? “We are going to hurt a lot of people, Knox.”

			“I see that now.”

			She had canceled her morning clients but her afternoon was full. She didn’t have time to dwell on the monumental mistake she had made by going through with the bet. Her mom was the sweetest, kindest soul she had ever met. Genevieve would never want to do anything to deliberately hurt her.

			“I am a horrible person,” she said aloud even though the self-recriminating comment was really meant for her own ears.

			Her husband reached over and squeezed her hand, and somehow, the strength and warmth of his fingers on hers, however brief, gave her temporary relief.

			“You’re not a horrible person,” Knox said.

			“Yes, I am,” she said firmly. “And so are you.”

			She could feel Knox examining her profile before he turned to stare out the windshield, seemingly in thought. Finally, he said, hesitantly, “We can call this whole thing off now.”

			She breathed in and let it out. “Trust me, I’ve thought of that already. We go to all of our family and say, hey, it was all a big joke.”

			“And?”

			“I don’t think we can, Knox. Not now. Max knows the marriage is real—he’s seen the certificate. If we tell them it was all just a hoax, we’ll end up looking like the biggest jerks on the planet. Do you want that?” She asked the question but she didn’t wait for him to respond. “Maybe we are the biggest jerks on the planet, but I’d rather not broadcast that to the planet. No. We’ve gotten our families involved and my mom is so excited to plan the reception. I think our only course of action is to plow forward. I think that we just have to keep going.”

			She looked at her husband who didn’t seem to have anything to say in the moment. “People get divorced all the time, after all. We’ll just be another statistic. No one has to know how this started. No one has to know that this was never real.”

			 

			After he dropped Genevieve off at her truck, Knox returned to the Ambling A. Before they’d left the Lawrence homestead, Genevieve had gone up to her garage apartment and packed a few suitcases full of clothes and necessities. Knox carried the suitcases inside his cabin, realizing that this was the first time he’d ever moved a woman in with him. He’d never had any desire to live with the women he’d dated previously. Now, though, he was moving Genevieve into his life and he hardly knew her.

			After he dropped off the suitcases in the living room, he went to work. In his mind, work was the only thing that was going to get his mind off his marriage. But that proved to be a false notion because by the time he got back to the ranch, the news of his elopement had spread like a fire on a windy day. Everywhere he went, ranch hands congratulated him or teased him about having a “ball and chain.” It seemed that no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t escape thoughts of his wife.

			Genevieve returned to the Ambling A, well after dark. “Hey,” she called out as she entered the cabin.

			“Hey,” Knox said from the kitchen. “You hungry?”

			His wife looked weary and dirty from a day of work. Genevieve shut the front door behind her and leaned back against it, closing her eyes for the briefest of moments. “Starving.”

			She opened her eyes and smiled down at Silver, who was jumping up and barking to get her attention. She scooped him up, hugged him tightly and then kissed him on the head before putting him down.

			This was the first time Knox had experienced Genevieve returning home from work and he recognized, in himself, an odd happiness at seeing her walk through the door. He’d never thought that sharing his life full-time with a woman was a particularly appealing idea, which was why he’d always kept his relationships quick, light and uncomplicated. But, so far, in the short term, he liked sharing his life with Genevieve.

			“That smells good.” She leaned her elbows on the counter, her eyes drooping down as if she could fall asleep standing upright.

			“Why don’t you take a bath? Dinner will be done by the time you get out.”

			Genevieve smiled at him wearily. “Where have you been all my life, Knox?”

			“Texas.”

			She left her truck keys on the kitchen counter and walked slowly, with Silver trailing behind her, toward the bedroom. A few minutes later he heard the bathroom door shut and the water in the tub running. All his life he had imagined who his wife would be, what she would look like, how many kids they would have. Perhaps that was why he was so offended when his father had tried to marry him off like he was part of a game show. Knox wanted to find a wife on his own terms, in his own time. It was true that one day, sooner rather than later, this marriage would end. One day, Genevieve would leave Rust Creek Falls for California as they had agreed. But for now, she was his friend and his wife and he may as well enjoy her company while he had it.

			 

			“How’s married life treating you?” Finn asked him on the way to the local feed store.

			“Pretty good, actually,” Knox was surprised to say.

			It hadn’t taken them long to form a pattern in their marriage—a rhythm of sorts—of how to cohabitate. Knox, who had learned to cook over campfires when he was a kid, didn’t mind whipping up what he liked to call “cowboy cuisine” because, as it turned out, Genevieve was barely able to boil water. His meals were stick-to-your-ribs, everything cooked in one pot kind of food, but his wife never complained. And, Genevieve didn’t mind doing the dishes, which suited him just fine.

			After they ate, they would go out onto the porch and sit out in the rocking chairs, drink a beer and watch the sun set. It was the time when they shared the details of their days; it was a time when the early bond they had developed as friends seemed to grow deeper. It was a time in his day that he was really beginning to look forward to—his evenings with Genevieve. It was a bonus that, regardless of the strange circumstances of their current living arrangement, their friendship was the glue that allowed them to navigate the new strange waters in which they found themselves.

			Knox pulled up to the feed store and shut off the engine. “How’s Viv Shuster’s dating service?”

			Everyone in the family knew that Finn was fickle—he fell in and out of love as a hobby, it seemed. Knox had a feeling that the more women Viv sent Finn’s way, the more women he was going to want.

			Finn grinned at him. “There’s a lot of beautiful fish in that sea, brother. A lot.”

			“I believe the point is for you to settle on just one.”

			His brother matched his pace as they entered the store. “This from the man who used to make chasing women an Olympic sport.”

			Knox stepped up to the counter. “That’s not my game anymore.”

			He heard the seriousness in his own voice when he said those words to Finn. The marriage wasn’t real, but his commitment to it was. For now, he was officially off the market. It was strange, but the thought of dating someone else after his divorce didn’t appeal to him. The only woman in his mind—the only woman he wanted to date—was his wife.

			“What can I do for you?” a young man named Jace asked them from behind the counter.

			“We’re gonna need 1000 pounds of alfalfa seed and 500 pounds of fertilizer,” Finn said.

			“Can you put that on our account?” Knox asked. “The name is Crawford.”

			The lanky cowboy behind the counter looked up from his task. “Oh, I know who you are.”

			The way the guy was looking at him with narrowed eyes, and the unfriendly tone of his voice, caught Knox’s attention.

			“Is that right?” Knox asked.

			“That’s right.”

			“What’s your problem?” Finn stepped up so he was shoulder to shoulder with him.

			“I heard you married Genevieve.”

			Genevieve had mentioned to him that her father had set her up on dates with just about every cowboy in a fifty-mile radius. It stood to reason that he was going to run into a couple of them now and again.

			“That’s right,” he said, his tone was steady, his face unsmiling. He didn’t know where this was heading.

			“I’ve known Genevieve since we were kids,” Jace told him.

			“You don’t say.”

			“I do say,” Jace snapped back at him. “There were a lot of guys around these parts who wanted to marry Genevieve.”

			It stood to reason that Jace was one of the “guys” that had wanted a shot at lassoing the elusive Genevieve Lawrence.

			“It don’t make no sense that Gen would go for a foreigner.”

			Finn laughed. “We’re from Texas. You know that, right?”

			“Like I said.” Jace scowled at them. “Foreigners.”

			“Jace,” the owner of the Sawmill Feed and Seed interrupted the conversation. “Go on to the back and help Ben with the shipment.”

			With one last scowl in his direction, Jace tossed his pen on the counter and headed to the back of the shop.

			“Sorry about that,” the owner, a heavyset man wearing tan overalls, said. “The young men around here can get mighty passionate about our womenfolk.”

			“No worries,” Knox said with a quick shake of his head, his expression neutral. “I’d be upset if I lost out on a woman like Genevieve.”

			“Truer words have never been spoken, sir. Our Gen is the cream of the crop.”

			Knox didn’t know why he felt compelled to do it, but he lifted up his left hand so the owner could see his wedding ring. “I suppose she’s my Gen now.”

			“I suppose she is,” the owner agreed. “I’ll put this seed and fertilizer on your tab.”

			“Thank you.” Knox tipped his hat to the man. “You have yourself a nice day.”

			 

			“My friends are still blowing up my phone.” Genevieve was sitting in the rocking chair next to him, Silver sitting in her lap and a half-drunk beer dangling in her fingertips. One leg was draped over the arm of the rocking chair, her cute bare toes within reaching distance of his hand.

			Genevieve had decided the best way to announce their elopement to friends and extended family was en masse on social media. She had posted all of their wedding photos on her Instagram account and let the viral nature of social media do the rest of the work for them.

			“Mine too.” Knox had expected some interest in their elopement, but he couldn’t go into town without someone stopping him to congratulate him or question him about his marriage to Genevieve. In the faces of some of the cowboys who approached him, he noted some downright jealousy that he, a Texas outsider, had managed to lasso the elusive Genevieve Lawrence.

			“There are some pretty ticked-off people out there,” Knox said before he took a swig of his own beer.

			Genevieve sat upright, shifting a chubby, floppy Silver in her lap. “Tell me about it! I’ve gotten some pretty nasty looks out there. And the comments on my business Facebook page from anonymous women? Someone actually called me a gold digger. A gold digger! There are people I’ve known all my life who have actually convinced themselves that I must be pregnant. Pregnant! As if I would automatically race into a marriage just because I was pregnant. I mean what century are we living in?”

			“I know,” Knox agreed. “This whole thing has metastasized in a very strange direction.”

			“That’s the truth. I didn’t see any of this coming.” She gave a little shake of her head. Their elopement had sent a shock wave through Rust Creek Falls. Genevieve nodded toward the wilderness that was their view. “Thank goodness for this.”

			Genevieve had shared with him that the only place she felt completely insulated from some of the negative reactions to their elopement was his cabin. It had become a sanctuary of sorts. There was no judgment—there was no suspicion or jealousy. It was just the three of them, the woods, cowboy chow and a rocking chair. It had made him feel good that she had called the cabin her little slice of heaven on Earth. He had noticed that Genevieve had begun to end her days a little earlier than was her norm just to get home in time to share a dinner with him. When they got divorced, Knox wondered if she would miss these moments with him. He had a feeling that he was going to miss it—perhaps even more than he even knew.

			“I sure as heck hope that Viv can get one of your other brothers tied down soon so the spotlight can get off us,” Genevieve said.

			“Amen, Gen.” Knox lifted up his bottle. “I’ll drink to that.”

			 

			“What are you doing?” Hunter’s daughter, Wren, asked her.

			Genevieve was standing on a step stool in the barn with an electric drill in her hand. “I’m getting these hooks into place so I can hang up my hammock.”

			“Why?”

			She finished drilling the hole and turned slightly toward the little girl. “Do me a favor, will you? Hand me that silver hook right there by your foot.”

			Wren bent down and picked up the hook and held it out to her. “This one?”

			Genevieve nodded. She slipped her drill into the tool belt on her waist and took the hook from Wren. “Thank you.”

			“Why are you putting a hammock up in the barn?” the young girl asked again.

			“Because I can, for one.” She leaned her body forward and twisted the hook into place. “And because I like to hang out with the horses and listen to them chew hay.”

			Once the hook was fully seated in the hole she had drilled, Genevieve climbed down off the step stool and grabbed one end of the hammock lying on the ground. She hooked one side to the hook she’d just drilled into the barn wall and then hooked the other side onto a hook on the opposite wall.

			“This is perfect,” she said, pleased. She now had a hammock that spanned the aisle of the barn. The Ambling A was her temporary home, she knew that even if the rest of the family didn’t, and the only place that felt comfortable was the cabin. Genevieve wanted to change that. The only other place that made her happy on the Ambling A was the barn; when she wasn’t at the cabin with Knox, she could spend some of her free time hanging out in the barn, relaxing in her hammock, listening to sound of the horses chewing their hay. That way, she would have two places on the Ambling A to call her own.

			Wren watched her curiously as she leaned her hands on the hammock, testing to make sure that the hooks would hold.

			“Seems stable enough.” She removed her tool belt and put it off to the side.

			With a happy smile on her face, Genevieve carefully sat down into the hammock, letting it slowly take her weight. When the whole thing didn’t come crashing down, she leaned back, pushed her feet on the ground and then lifted her legs so the hammock would rock her back and forth.

			“Oh, yes.” She sighed. “This is the life right here.”

			“Can I get on?” Wren asked.

			Genevieve sat up and stopped the hammock from rocking. “Sure.”

			Wren climbed onto the hammock and mirrored Genevieve’s position. They both leaned back, legs dangling off the side of the hammock, their hands folded onto their stomachs. The hammock rocked gently back and forth and the only sound, other than the horses chewing their fresh pats of hay, was the creaking sound of the fabric rubbing against the metal hooks.

			Genevieve sighed again, her eyes closed. She had always wanted to put a hammock up in a barn and this was her first real chance to do it.

			“This is everything I ever thought it would be,” she said to Wren. “What do you think?”

			“I like it,” her young companion said. “It’s fun.”

			“It is fun.”

			The two of them swung together in silence, relaxing in the hammock and enjoying the company of the horses. Of course, all good things must come to an end and for Genevieve, that end came when Wren said, “My grandpa is coming.”

			Genevieve’s eyes popped open and her head popped up; she saw Maximilian appear in the aisleway and the sight of him made her frown. She had made it her personal challenge to avoid her father-in-law and she had been pretty successful. As it always did when she saw Max, her stomach tightened like it was cramping and a rush of discomfort traveled through her body. He made her feel nauseated and nobody liked to feel that way.

			“Do you like the hammock, Grandpa?” Wren asked Maximilian.

			“No.” There was that disapproving scowl Genevieve was accustomed to seeing. “I don’t.”

			Her happy moment rudely interrupted by Knox’s father, Genevieve helped Wren out of the hammock and then stood up as well.

			“I’d like a moment of your time, young lady,” Maximilian said to her as she took down the hammock.

			The patriarch used the same tone as every school principal that had ever called her into their office, and every fiber of her being rebelled against that kind of tone.

			“What can I do for you?” She stood with her hands on her hips, her eyes meeting his.

			“Follow me.”

			Genevieve had to work to keep up the long-legged stride of her father-in-law as she followed him down the long aisleway. Max marched out of the barn to a nearby round pen where his newly acquired prized stallion was standing next to his trainer.

			“Move him around a little, John,” Max said to the trainer in a booming voice. “I want Miss Lawrence to see this.”

			No, the marriage wasn’t actually real, but Max didn’t know that. The fact that he insisted on referring to her as Miss Lawrence irked her but she kept her mouth shut about it. Her focus was on the stallion. She had been waiting—anticipating—the moment when Max tried to pin something on her with the horses. She knew that he doubted her ability as a farrier. Was this the moment she had been preparing for all along? Was this the moment he tried to blame her for an injury to one of his horses?

			The trainer asked the stallion to move to the outside track of the round pen. The stallion, a tricolored tan, white-and-black paint with a black-and-white tail and blue eyes, was a magnificent horse—young and full of thick muscle and energy. But even though he had vet-checked sound, when he arrived at the Ambling A, he was lame. At the trot, the stallion was still exhibiting some telltale head bobbing that indicated that he still had some lameness problems.

			“Just look at that,” Maximilian said sternly. “John tells me you’re responsible for this.”

			Genevieve bristled. “He was lame when he came off the trailer.”

			“I’m aware of that,” her father-in-law was quick to retort.

			“I didn’t make him lame.”

			When Maximilian looked at her this time, Genevieve felt that he was seeing her for the first time. “I’m well aware of that, young lady.”

			“Then I’m afraid I’m missing your point.”

			Her father-in-law nodded toward the stallion. “He’s better. He’s not perfect, but he’s better. How did you manage to do that?”

			Genevieve wasn’t often surprised, but this time she was caught completely off guard. She had been expecting, preparing for, an accusation. Not a compliment.

			“His shoes were too tight, so I pulled them. He had an infection in all four hooves and I’ve almost got that cleared up. If we keep on going in this direction, I think we can get him sound and keep him barefoot.”

			“You really think that you can get him sound?” Max asked her pointedly.

			“Yes, sir. I do. It’ll take time, but I’ve gotten a lot worse back to sound with some time, patience and some holistic approaches.”

			“Such as?”

			“Acupuncture, for one.”

			“That’s enough for now, John.” Maximilian waved his hand to the trainer. Then he turned his attention back to her. “I’ve got a lot of money tied up in that horse. Can you get him sound or not?”

			“I can get him back to sound,” she told him.

			“Then do whatever you need to do to get that done,” Max said without an equivocation, and for the first time, she saw respect for her in his eyes. The man said his piece and then walked away without waiting for her response. A few feet away, he stopped and turned back to her.

			“I expect you’ll be at the family dinner tonight?”

			Wren was listening, so Genevieve tempered her response. “I didn’t get an invitation.”

			“Young lady, you don’t need an invitation. You’re family.” Max looked her dead in the eye. “I’ll expect you tonight. Come along, Wren.”

			Wren gave her a little wave before she trotted after her grandfather.

			Genevieve was still rooted in her spot, a bit stunned by the interaction with her father-in-law. She was still standing there mulling over the interaction when Knox cantered up on Big Blue. The cowboy swung out of the saddle, ground tied his gelding and came to her side.

			“What was that all about?” Her husband smelled of horse, and leather and sweat and she liked it.

			“That was bizarre,” she said. “Your father... He’s given me carte blanche to do what I think is best to get the stallion sound.”

			Knox stared after his father, seeming as caught off guard as she felt.

			“And he says he expects to see me at dinner tonight.”

			Knox adjusted his cowboy hat on his head. “Crap.” They had both been happy to spend their dinners alone at the cabin in the woods—away from the spotlight—where they could be themselves and not pretend to be a crazy-in-love newlywed couple.

			“My sentiments exactly,” she agreed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“How do I look?”

			How did she look? Like a petite, blonde goddess.

			“Beautiful.” Knox and Silver had been waiting on the couch for Genevieve to emerge from the bedroom. Max liked to have family dinner served at 6:00 p.m. on the nose, so they both rushed to finish their work in order to get home, get cleaned up and get to the main house for dinner.

			Genevieve looked down at her simple aqua-blue sundress with spaghetti straps. The skirt fell just above the knees, clinging to her shapely thighs which were muscular from years of horseback riding. “Are you sure? I can change.”

			“No.” He loved how the aqua-blue fabric matched the intense blue of her wide-set eyes. “It’s nearly perfect.”

			Her wispy long blond hair floating over her shoulders, his wife put her hands on her narrow hips with a curious frown. “Nearly perfect?”

			Knox smiled. In a short amount of time he had managed to figure out how to push several of Genevieve’s buttons. “It’s a little plain.”

			“Thanks a lot, Knox.” Genevieve spun around and headed back to the bedroom. “Now I do have to change.”

			He jogged forward, grabbed her hand and stopped her. “Hold up, cowgirl!”

			“Don’t try to fix it now, Knox. You tell a woman her dress is plain and you may as well tell her that she’s wearing a rag.”

			He didn’t let go of her hand, coaxing her to face him. The honeysuckle scent of her hair enveloped his senses and he wanted to pull her close, bury his face in her neck and breathe her in. What would she do, how would she react, if he acted on his impulses to hold her, to kiss her, to make love to her? Would she push him away or pull him close?

			“I was just trying to set the mood.”

			“Oh, you set the mood perfectly, Knox. I was in a good mood and now I’m not.”

			“I was trying to set the mood so I could give you this.” He pulled a small box out of his pocket and held it out for her to see.

			Genevieve stared at the box for a moment before she looked up at him. “What’s that?”

			“Something for you.”

			When she didn’t take the box from him, he took her hand and placed it in her palm. “It won’t bite you, Gen.”

			“Why did you get me a present?” she asked, not moving to open the box.

			His eyebrows lifted. Did his wife have to stray from the norm on absolutely everything? Why couldn’t she just be a typical woman for once and be happy with a gift?

			“Are you going to open it?”

			“Fine.” She tugged the ribbon loose from the box. “But I don’t understand why you would get a present for me.”

			Knox smiled at her; he truly liked his wife. He truly did. Gen handed him the ribbon as she carefully unwrapped the giftwrap. He would have expected her to rip the paper off but she was taking her time, slowly peeling off the tape a little at a time.

			“If I had known you were going to take this long, I would have just put it in a gift bag.”

			“Hush up,” she snapped, but there was playfulness in her tone that kept him right on smiling.

			Finally, she handed him the paper and opened the box. Knox watched her face carefully; he wanted to remember the expression on her sweet, pretty face once she realized what was inside the box.

			“Where did you get this?” She looked up at him with such surprise that he knew he had chosen well.

			“I had it made for you.”

			Gen was speechless as she took the custom white gold necklace out of the box. On the chain was a cluster of three farrier tool charms made of gold—a file, nippers and a horseshoe hammer. His wife held the charms in the palm of her hand, the necklace dangling down from her fingers.

			“Do you like it?”

			Gen slowly touched each charm. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“It’s one of a kind,” Knox said, pleased to see how much she liked his gift. He hesitated before he added, “Just like you.”

			He helped her put the necklace on. He stood behind her, enjoying the warmth of her body so close to his, lifted the necklace over her head, and then joined the clasp. Gen went into the bathroom to look at her reflection in the mirror. When she returned, her eyes were shiny with emotion.

			“Thank you, Knox. I love it.” She stood in front of him. “But you didn’t need to do this for me.”

			Knox reached out and turned one of the charms so it was lying flush on her smooth, tanned skin. “I wanted you to always remember how we met.”

			They stared at each other for several long seconds. There was a sincerity, and honesty, in Genevieve’s eyes when she said, “I’ll never forget how we met, Knox. Not ever.”

			There was that urge again—to take her in his arms and kiss her breathless. Instead, he crossed his arms in front of his chest and smiled at her. With a nod toward the necklace, he said, “Well, since you don’t need a reminder, I suppose I could just send that necklace back?”

			His wife laughed, a sound he had become accustomed to quickly, and her hand naturally moved back to the charms. “Just try it, cowboy, and you’ll draw back a nub!”

			 

			“How’s married life?” Sarah asked her after the family had moved from the dining room to the outside patio after dinner.

			Genevieve couldn’t stop playing with the charms on her new necklace. Each tool had a round, brilliant diamond embedded in the gold. It was such a thoughtful gift that it made her wonder if Knox was beginning to have feelings for her that went deeper than friendship. Was her husband beginning to fall for her?

			How would she feel if he did?

			“I’m enjoying it,” she answered honestly. She had enjoyed being married to Knox so far. Yes, it had been a bit strange to move into his cabin, but she had adjusted more quickly than she would have thought. Every night, they both climbed into bed, exhausted from their long day of work, and with Silver curled up between them, Genevieve was lulled to sleep by the comforting sound of Knox’s breathing. She had never slept with any man—Knox was her first. She had never lived with any of her previous boyfriends and she didn’t do overnights. If she had known how wonderful it would be to have a man’s presence, a man’s heat, a man’s scent in bed with her, perhaps she would have signed up for overnights years ago.

			“You look really happy,” Lily said from a nearby chair.

			Genevieve smiled wordlessly. Xander’s wife wasn’t the first to mention that. She looked at her husband who was on the other side of the patio deep in conversation with Hunter and Logan and felt an odd rush of emotion. Knox was so handsome—he stood so straight and tall. She loved the way his shoulders filled out his customary button-down shirts and the way his jeans hugged his thick thighs. In truth, Knox Crawford had always set her heart to fluttering but she had been careful to guard her heart from him. But it was getting harder and harder to keep her defenses up. She knew herself well enough to know that, in spite of her best efforts, her feelings for Knox were beginning to grow and take on a life of their own.

			The adorable baby was a great distraction and Genevieve smiled at Sophia, making the little girl laugh and gurgle. Genevieve reached out so Sophia could wrap a chubby hand around her finger.

			“You’re so good with her.” Sarah shifted the baby on her lap. “Any plans for children in the near future, or do you want to hold off for a while?”

			Genevieve had been watching Wren playing with Silver in the grass just off the patio. She had never really wanted children. She’d just never had that motherly urge that her sisters seemed to have from the time they were little girls. While they were playing with baby dolls, she was racing the boys bareback on her pony. But sometimes, when she watched Knox with Wren, or saw him helping an elderly woman carry her groceries out to the car, Genevieve wondered what it would be like to have a child with Knox’s good looks and her blue eyes. With his good heart and her daring do.

			“We’re not in a hurry,” she told Sarah, preferring to keep her thoughts secret.

			“The two of you are going to make beautiful babies together,” Lily, ever the romantic, said with a dreamy smile.

			As if realizing that she needed to be rescued, Wilder, the youngest Crawford brother, sauntered over to her, his longish brown hair acting as the perfect frame for his mischievous dark eyes, and grabbed her hands. “Dance with me, sis!”

			Wilder was always ready for a party. He had turned on the surround sound system and was piping music onto the patio. Wanting to escape from the baby conversation, Genevieve jumped out of the chair and followed her brother-in-law to the middle of the patio. Just like Knox, Wilder knew how to dance. He led her in a small circle, dipping her, twirling her, and spinning her around so fast that she started to get dizzy. Laughing, she held on to his shoulder to keep from tipping sideways.

			“Go get your own woman, Wilder.” Knox showed up at their side and tapped his brother on the shoulder.

			The younger brother rolled his eyes at her, spun her around a couple more times, and then let her go. Wilder held up his hands and backed away, but the grin on his face let her know that he felt good about getting Knox all riled up with jealousy. And Genevieve could see plainly on her husband’s face—he was jealous.

			“He was just playing around,” she said in Wilder’s defense.

			“I know,” Knox agreed easily. “But I still didn’t like it.

			Knox took her in his arms. His body swayed with hers and he pulled her close so that her breasts were pressed against him. Even though they were already married, it seemed to her that Knox was laying claim to her—letting his bachelor brothers know to keep a hands-off policy where she was concerned. Genevieve wasn’t usually impressed with masculine displays or gestures born out of male irrational jealousy. In fact, it was a total turn-off for her. When Knox acted jealous, it had the opposite effect on her. For Genevieve, it meant that he actually cared for her—something beyond the scope of their bet.

			The night air was balmy and there wasn’t much of a breeze, but it didn’t stop her from pressing her body more closely to her husband. She loved the feel of his arms around her waist and the way his warm, strong hands were splayed possessively on her back. They had danced together the day of their wedding; this moment was different. There was a tension in Knox’s body, in his arms, in his eyes, that made every fiber of her body crackle. His head was dipped down toward her and she had the distinct feeling that Knox was resisting the urge to kiss her with all of his family as witnesses. But, this time, it felt to her as if it wouldn’t just be to give them a show. This time, it felt as if his lips were being drawn to hers.

			Knox lowered his head until his lips were hovering near her ear.

			“You look so beautiful tonight, Gen.”

			The sensual undertone in his voice, the feel of his breath on her skin, made her sway into his body. She titled her head up as he looked down at her face. She wanted her husband to kiss her—right there, right then. She was asking for it, not for the show, but because Genevieve wanted to feel his lips on her lips. And, for a moment, a split second really, she actually thought Knox was going to kiss her, but the song ended and her husband let her go. Even though Logan and Xander had joined them on the makeshift dance floor sometime during the song, Genevieve hadn’t noticed. All of her attention, all of her focus, had been on being cocooned in her husband’s arms. When he let her go, Genevieve wrapped her arms around her body, suddenly feeling cold when the night was so warm.

			“Are you okay?” Knox asked her, his hands in his pockets.

			Genevieve nodded her head silently, afraid that there would be an emotional catch in her voice if she tried to say any words. No, she wasn’t okay and she had no one to blame but herself for that.

			 

			Knox had watched all evening as his beautiful wife charmed his family without much effort at all. Even his father had begun to soften toward Genevieve, which was a miracle in its own right. His brothers—even Xander—seemed convinced that Genevieve was the best thing that had happened to him. All of them had said tonight that they’d never seen him so happy. But when he looked in the mirror, he looked exactly as he had a week ago. She fit in with Lily and Sarah and this had always been important to the brothers; they had always wanted their wives to be friends. So, everything was going according to plan. They were pulling off this fake marriage without much effort at all. He should feel triumphant. And yet, he didn’t. In fact, he felt like he’d made a pretty big mess of things.

			The one woman he had wanted to date in Rust Creek Falls was his wife—and he had promised not to touch her. Now, all he thought about was touching her. Morning, noon, night he thought about kissing Genevieve, he thought about holding Genevieve. He was exhausted from lack of sleep—while she seemed to easily fall asleep. She seemed completely unbothered by his presence in bed next to her, while he ached from wanting her. The scent of her hair, the warmth of her body, and the fact that he had only to reach over to touch her drove him wild with wanting. It seemed he spent every night with a mantra echoing in his head. Forbidden. Forbidden.

			He found himself thinking it too when he’d held her in his arms as they danced tonight. And again when he’d put his hand on the small of her back when he ushered her inside their cabin after the evening was over.

			“That was so much fun!” Genevieve said as she opened the back door to let Silver outside. “I can’t believe I dreaded that for a second.”

			His wife was a bit tipsy, so her body movements were broad and languid as if she were moving through Jell-O.

			“I’m glad you had a good time.” Knox took his hat off and hung it on the rack just inside of the front door.

			Silver came bolting back inside, his tail wagging and his fat paws slapping on the wooden floor. Laughing, Genevieve scooped up the growing puppy, hugged him tightly and kissed him on the head. Silver licked Gen on the face and lips.

			“How is it that my dog gets more action around here than I do?” Those words sounded more bitter than he had intended. He had intended to make a joke but it didn’t exactly come out that way.

			His wife set Silver down, walked directly over to him, took his face in her hands and planted a kiss on his lips. Genevieve pulled away and looked at him with a surprised look as if she were shocked at her own behavior.

			“Don’t be such a grouch, Knox.” She spun away from him and headed to the bedroom.

			Knox followed her into the bedroom and found her lying flat on her back, her legs dangling off the side of the bed.

			“Is the room spinning?” Genevieve pressed her hands over her eyes to block out the light.

			“No.” Knox tugged her cowgirl boots off and then pulled off her socks.

			“Are you sure?” Genevieve giggled and wiggled her toes.

			“Yes,” he said. “I’m sure.” Her dress had slipped up to the tops of her thighs and a hint of her panties could be seen where her thighs met.

			Everything in his body ached to touch this woman who was his bride. Every night he had spent lying next to her, enveloped in the scent of her hair, her beautiful body not even an arm’s length away, had been torture for him. How could he avoid being aroused when Genevieve was in his bed?

			Knox grit his teeth as he pulled down the hem of her dress before he turned to walk away, but Genevieve reached out and grabbed his hand to stop him.

			“Hey. Where are you going?”

			“You need to get undressed so you can go to bed.”

			“You’re such a killjoy.” His wife pouted at him in a more playful way than he had seen from her before. “Really and truly you are.”

			“Get some sleep, Gen.”

			Knox forced himself to walk to the door and leave his wife. She was throwing off some pretty flirty vibes but she was also a few bottles of beer past her limit. As much as he wanted to stay and take her up on this sexy invitation, it wouldn’t be right. Of course, he had thought about making love to Genevieve. She was his wife and she was nearly naked beside him in his bed every night. But, that wasn’t the deal. He had promised to keep his hands off and he’d been a man of his word, a man of honor, on that front. But, it had been damn difficult. Damn difficult.

			“Hey!” she said, catching his attention and getting him to turn around. “Do you think that I have boy hips?”

			Knox turned around to find that his wife had stripped off her sundress and was standing on the bed in pretty white lacy panties and a matching strapless bra. With her strong curvy thighs, flat stomach and pert breasts, she was his youthful fantasy come to life. If he could have designed his perfect woman, he would have created Genevieve.

			“No.” He heard the growl in his own voice. The growl of a man who wanted more than just to look at his wife—the growl of a man whose body was already growing and hardening just at the sight of Genevieve’s nearly naked body. “You don’t have boy hips.”

			She had the hips of a woman—the type of hips a man could hold on to when he was deep inside of her.

			Gen ran her hands over her stomach and hips. “I’ve heard that complaint before, you know.”

			Knox took a step forward and then forced himself to stop in his tracks. He wouldn’t break their agreement. Not like this—not when her mind was fuzzy from alcohol.

			“They were idiots,” he told her. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her nipples pressing against the thin, silky material of her bra. The desire—the need—to take those nipples into his mouth made Knox clench his teeth until it actually hurt.

			She beamed at him and put her hands on her hips. “They were idiots.”

			Genevieve looked down at her own body, lost her balance and fell backwards onto the pillows with a laugh. She was still giggling when Knox came over, tugged on the comforter so she could get under the covers. Once he had his sexy wife tucked safely beneath the covers, he brushed her hair back away from her forehead.

			“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, Gen.” Knox kissed her on the forehead. “Now go to sleep.”

			“Hey!” She reached out for his hand but missed. “Aren’t you going to sleep in here with me tonight?”

			Knox didn’t trust himself to turn around when he shut off the light and closed the door firmly behind him. Without thought, Knox crossed the hall to the bathroom, turned on the cold water. This wasn’t the first cold shower he had taken with Genevieve in the cabin and he knew it wouldn’t be his last. With the icy water pelting his skin like tiny needles, Knox hit the shower wall in frustration.

			Never in his life had he deprived himself of a woman’s company—he’d never had to. If he wanted a woman, she had always wanted him in return. If he wanted a woman, he took her to bed. This hands-off policy with Genevieve was making him feel a little bit nuts. He wanted her—and maybe, just maybe, she wanted him. But, this time, for him at least, it was more than just the physical. He wanted to make love to her. He wanted to show her, with his lips, with his hands, with his body, what he was beginning to feel for her inside of his heart. Knox stepped out of the shower and stared at his reflection in the mirror. What he was starting to feel for Genevieve was different than anything he’d felt before for another woman. There was a deep, growing affection for his wife and he was beginning to wonder...was this what falling in love really felt like?

			 

			Genevieve awakened the next morning with a bad taste in her mouth and a roaring headache. She sat up, rubbed her hands over her face, yawned loudly and then flopped back onto the pillows. It was then that she noticed she was in her bra and panties and Knox’s side of the bed hadn’t been slept in. Even Silver was nowhere to be found.

			“Silver!” she called out, only to realize that the sound of her own voice was making her head pound.

			Silver came tearing around the corner, bounded onto the bed and then jumped into her lap, licking her face happily. Genevieve wrapped her arms around the puppy and kissed him on his head and face.

			“Good morning, you stinky little puppy face.”

			Silver rolled over onto his back so she could pet his belly. She was in the middle of a very important belly rub when Knox appeared in the doorway of the bedroom holding a steaming cup of coffee in his hands.

			“Mornin’.” Knox looked crisp and clean and ready for his day of work. Not to mention handsome.

			“Hi.” Suddenly self-conscious of her lack of attire, she pulled the covers up and tucked them under her arms. She remembered every detail of the night before. Her inhibitions had been lowered and she had flirted shamelessly with her husband. And she had enjoyed it, every second. But for her trouble, it looked as if she had completely scared him away.

			“Headache?” He handed her the coffee.

			She nodded as she blew on the coffee. After taking a sip, she sighed. “Thank you.”

			“I’ve got to get on the road.” Her husband seemed to be avoiding her eyes. She clutched the covers tighter to her body, wishing she had managed to at least put on a T-shirt before passing out. “I’ll see you tonight.”

			“Knox?” She wanted to ask him why he had slept on the couch the night before. She wanted to apologize for shamelessly kissing him and stripping off her dress in front of him.

			He turned back toward her.

			“Never mind,” she said. All the words she wanted to say, all the questions she wanted to ask, got jammed up in her throat. She didn’t want to sound desperate.

			Knox waved his hand without meeting her eyes and headed out the door. She wasn’t imagining it—something had changed between them. Knox usually lingered with her in the morning and shared a meal. Today, it seemed as if he couldn’t get away from her fast enough. Genevieve slumped down onto the mattress, turned onto her side and grabbed Silver for a cuddle. She had come on to her husband and he was sprinting away from her.

			“Great,” she muttered. “Just great.”

			Then she remembered that they had both agreed to a platonic relationship. Knox had been the one to hold up his end of the bargain. What had she been doing going around kissing him and stripping in front of him? And why did it hurt her so much to awaken to an empty bed?

			Before she could ponder those questions, the phone on the nightstand was chiming, signaling that she had several texts coming in. She stretched her arm back, grabbed her phone and looked at the messages. All of them were from her mother and sisters about the plans for the reception. Genevieve groaned and pushed her phone away. The last thing that she wanted to think about right now was the reception. How could she think about a wedding reception when she was in the midst of a very real emotional crisis?

			Genevieve buried her head under her pillow with another mournful groan. “Of all the men in the world, you had to go and fall for your husband.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“Why don’t you come with us to the picnic?” Hunter asked Knox as they walked toward the barn.

			“I’m not much of a picnic kind of guy, brother.”

			“Neither am I,” Hunter agreed. “But just wait until you have your own little girl one day. You’ll find yourself doing all kinds of things you never thought you would do, just to put a smile on her face.”

			“I’ll have to take your word for it,” Knox said noncommittally. Not surprising, his brothers had all begun to ask him about when he was going to start a family with Genevieve. None of them could know that he had agreed to a platonic marriage with his sexy wife. None of them could know how frustrating it was to answer the baby question over and over again when he knew the truth—he hadn’t consummated his marriage!

			“It could happen sooner than you think,” Hunter mused aloud.

			They rounded the corner and spotted Wren with Genevieve. Knox had noticed how frequently he found Wren tagging along after Genevieve in the barn and he didn’t like it. One day soon Genevieve was going to be gone and that little girl was going to get hurt. Wren didn’t deserve that. And, deep down, he knew it would be his fault.

			“I don’t think it’s such a good idea for Wren to be getting so attached to Genevieve.” Knox spoke the words he had been thinking aloud.

			Hunter’s surprised expression made Knox regret having giving voice to his concern.

			“Why not?” his brother asked. “She’s your wife. I would think she’s the perfect person for Wren to attach herself to. Why would you say that?”

			It took Knox a split second to figure out what he could say to backtrack. “This thing with Genevieve and me is still new. Nothing is guaranteed in this life.”

			Hunter, who had always been the brother that seemed to have the best advice, clapped him on the shoulder. “You guys are going to make it, Knox. Everyone in the family can see that she’s in love with you. A woman can’t fake that.”

			A woman couldn’t fake that? His wife had been faking it the whole time! Was Genevieve that good of an actress or was his family just that naive and blind? Genevieve didn’t love him. In fact, hadn’t she been the one who said she wouldn’t have even dated him if he had asked?

			“Are you ready, Wren?” Hunter asked his daughter who was watching Genevieve trim one of the horse’s hooves.

			Wren spun around at the sound of her father’s voice, ran toward him and then leaped up into his arms for a hug.

			“Can Genevieve come with us?”

			Knox’s throat tightened uncomfortably to stop himself from saying no. His attempt to keep Wren and Genevieve apart was failing miserably.

			“If she wants.” Hunter kept his arms around his daughter’s shoulders. “Are you up for a back-to-school picnic, Genevieve?”

			“Genevieve might have more horses to trim, Wren,” Knox interjected quickly.

			“Nope.” His wife shook her head. “This was the last for today. Besides, I haven’t eaten lunch and there’s always really good food at picnics.”

			“I’m trying to convince Knox to go with us.” Hunter looked at him. “Viv Shuster is still hard at work trying to get the last three Crawford bachelors married off. I’m telling you, a woman hurled herself at me at the feed store the other day.”

			“I was there and hurled is a pretty big exaggeration of the facts,” Knox interjected.

			“She hurled herself at me. She had the first button of my shirt undone before I knew what was happening! Thank goodness Wren wasn’t with me.” Hunter assured Genevieve. “I need a bodyguard.”

			Genevieve laughed. “A single father is pretty powerful catnip.”

			“See?” His brother nodded his head toward Genevieve. “She gets it. How can you abandon me in my time of need, Knox? I need someone I can trust to run interference for me.”

			“Come on, Uncle Knox.” Wren turned that sweet smile on him. “It’ll be fun.”

			 

			“Why did you agree to go to this picnic?” Knox asked her as he opened the passenger door to his truck for her. “I thought we were trying to keep a low profile.”

			“It would be weird if we were reclusive all the time, right? If we want to silence our critics—of which there are many—trust me, just look at my social media! Then we’ve got to put on a show every now and again. Besides,” Genevieve added as she swept her hair into a ponytail at the nape of her neck, “I’m hungry.”

			“You didn’t have to rope me into going to this picnic just to get a hot dog on a stick, Gen.”

			Knox’s tone caught her attention. She looked at his profile, his unsmiling lips, and tried to figure out what was going on with her husband. The first week of their marriage had gone more smoothly than either of them could have expected. But the second week had been a bit rocky, starting with Knox’s reaction to his father’s expectation that they would attend the weekly family dinners together at the main house. It seemed that whenever she did her part of convincing their friends and family that they were a real and legitimate couple, the more irritated Knox became. Genevieve would have thought that he would be excited that they were pulling off the impossible. Instead, he was getting grumpier by the day.

			“You know what, Knox?” Genevieve said, her tone sugary sweet and laced heavily with sarcasm. “Maybe this picnic will be just the thing that will help you turn that frown upside down. We’ll get you a balloon and have your face painted. And if you’re a really good boy, we’ll get you some cotton candy!”

			He just harrumphed.

			Realizing that Knox was determined to stay in a bad mood, Genevieve ignored her husband for the rest of the short ride to Rust Creek Falls Park. When they pulled up to the already-crowded picnic, her husband still had that ridiculous scowl on his handsome face.

			“Hey,” she said, a hint of irritation creeping into her tone. “Put your game face on, cowboy. It’s showtime.”

			Knox looked over at her as he unclipped his seat belt and her words must have at least resonated a bit because his features softened. He wasn’t smiling but at least he didn’t look like a man who was itching to pick a fight.

			Genevieve met him in front of the truck and slipped her hand into his. This would be their first official town event that they attended as a couple and she was determined to give the whole town a show they wouldn’t soon forget. By the time they left the picnic, the doubters and the haters would be silenced. But only if Knox cooperated!

			“Lean down and kiss me,” she said with a sunny smile plastered on her face.

			Knox obliged but the kiss was flat and felt more like a platonic peck from a distant relative. She wanted to kick him—really kick him hard—but instead, she tossed her head back and laughed as if he had said something amazingly funny and held on to his arm like a woman who wanted to let every other female within fifty paces know that Knox was hers.

			“Aunt Gen! Uncle Knox!” Wren raced toward them through the throng of people.

			Was it her imagination or had Knox stiffened next to her when his niece had called her aunt?

			“Hi, sweet pea.” Her husband always had warmth in his eyes and a smile on his lips for his slight, fair-haired niece. “What do you want to do first?”

			“I want to get my face painted.” Wren began to count on her fingers. “I want to go on the Ferris wheel, ride on the bumper cars and go in the bouncy house.”

			“And consume copious amounts of sugar,” Hunter added as he joined them. “I can’t thank you guys enough for coming. Walking through that crowd was like navigating my way through a deadly gauntlet.”

			Hunter lowered his voice so Wren wouldn’t hear his next words. “Remember the woman from the feed store I was just telling you about? She’s here selling cotton candy. I’m terrified she’s going to spot me!”

			“We’ll protect you, Hunter.” Genevieve smiled at her brother-in-law. She liked Hunter; he was a nice man and a wonderful, doting father. In fact, she was beginning to warm up to all of Knox’s brothers. She had never thought about what it was going to feel like to walk away from the Crawford family once this sham marriage ended. In her heart, she knew now that it was going to hurt. When she went to California, a piece of her was going to be left behind at the Ambling A.

			Holding on to Knox’s arm, Genevieve could feel so many eyes on them as they wound their way through the picnic crowd toward the face-painting booth. By the time they made it there, they had been inundated with congratulations, kisses and hugs from the townsfolk. There were also some people who greeted them with sour expressions and their congratulations rang hollow; some of them were no doubt the anonymous people on social media who had accused her of being a gold digger or pregnant. Genevieve’s head was spinning from all of the attention and, when she finally had a chance to look up at Knox’s face, she saw that he was scowling again.

			“Smile.” She squeezed his arm. “You look miserable.”

			Knox forced a smile while she waited in line with Wren to get their faces painted. Her husband’s demeanor and attitude at the picnic was really starting to get under her skin. As far as she could tell, she was working overtime trying to convince everyone that their marriage was legit, while he was busy undermining all of her effort.

			“What are you going to get?” Wren asked her excitedly while they waited for their turn.

			“Hmm,” she mused aloud. “I think I’ll get a unicorn.”

			“Me too! I’ll get a unicorn too!”

			When they returned to Hunter and Knox, Genevieve and Wren had matching unicorns on the right cheeks of their faces. Hunter swept his daughter up into his arms and admired her face. “That’s a mighty pretty unicorn for a mighty pretty little girl.”

			Wren giggled happily in her father’s arms while Knox examined Genevieve in a strange way that made her neck suddenly feel hot. But before she could ask him why he was looking at her in such an odd way, schoolteachers Paige Traub and Marina Dalton, and Josselyn Strickland, the school librarian, joined their small group.

			“Genevieve!” Paige hugged her tightly. “We’re so happy to see you here! We’ve been meaning to get in touch with you to say congratulations, haven’t we, Marina?”

			Marina was the next to hug her. “We have! But you know how the beginning of school year is for us. We’ve been so swamped.”

			After congratulating them on their marriage, Marina and Josselyn were quick to make a big fuss over Wren. It could be tough for a child to go to a new school, but Wren seemed to have taken a liking to her teacher and she was beginning to make some friends.

			“Oh, Hunter,” Josselyn said. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. Is it true that your family found an old diary in the floorboards at the Ambling A?”

			“It’s true,” Hunter said. “Found it when we were refurbishing the wood floors.”

			“I just love Rust Creek Falls history and folklore.” Josselyn’s eyes lit up with the news. “I would love to see it.”

			“What’s this about?” Genevieve hadn’t heard anything about a diary.

			“We found this jewel-encrusted diary in the floorboards of the main house,” Knox explained. “It’s got to be at least sixty or seventy years old.”

			“Fantastic.” Josselyn clasped her hands together. “Is there a name?”

			“We’re assuming it was written by one of the Abernathys, the previous owners of the Ambling A. We searched on the internet for information on the family, but that was a dry well. Xander did manage to open the diary with a screwdriver and found some love letters written by someone with the initial W. Other than that, we’ve still got a lot of missing holes in that story.”

			“An unsolved mystery.” Genevieve rubbed the palms of her hands together with a smile. “How can we figure this out, Josselyn?”

			“Well,” the librarian drawled, her brow wrinkled in thought, “if I were the one looking, I would go straight to the Rust Creek Falls Gazette. The town newspaper will have a cache of historical records that can’t be found on the internet.”

			“We’ll have to try that, Josselyn.” Hunter smiled his gratitude. “Thank you for the tip.”

			“Oh, you are so welcome. Please, please, please keep me in the loop. I am just dying to know more about this diary!”

			After the face painting, Genevieve insisted on heading straight for the area where the food vendors were selling their wares. Three corn dogs and a large cola later, she was beginning to feel full. But she left a small amount of room for some homemade pie. What would a picnic be without a piece of pie?

			“Are you sure three corn dogs were enough? Why not go for four?” Knox was sitting across from her with a genuine smile in his eyes. It was the first she had seen during their time at the picnic.

			“I thought you liked a woman with a healthy appetite?” she teased him.

			“I do.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “I never cottoned to women who picked at their food like chickens pecking at seed on the ground.”

			It was moments like these that made Genevieve glad that she had agreed to Knox’s crazy scheme—when her husband, so handsome and rugged, was smiling at her in a way that made her feel like she was truly appreciated for who she was. Instinctively, she reached across the table and squeezed his hand.

			“I like it when you smile at me, Knox.”

			This entire fake marriage had blurred so many lines that it was difficult to know when they were being real with each other and when they were just putting on a show. This time, her words weren’t for anyone other than Knox and she hoped he knew that.

			“Welcome, everyone, to the Back to School Picnic!”

			Genevieve’s attention was drawn away from her husband to Mayor Collin Traub who had just stepped behind the microphone on the main stage.

			“That man dearly loves a microphone.” She laughed. The Traubs and the Lawrences had been friends for years and years. In fact, she kept her horse, Spartacus, out at the Traubs’ Triple T Ranch.

			The mayor made several announcements, including some raffle ticket winners. Then Collin seemed to be scanning the crowd for something, or someone, and when his eyes landed on her, Genevieve realized that she was the someone the mayor had been looking for.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, we have some newlyweds with us today!” Collin said loudly into the microphone. “Come on up here, Knox and Genevieve!”

			“Damn it!” Knox cursed under his breath but loudly enough for people sitting around them at the other picnic tables to overhear. “If I have to hear one more person tell me congratulations!”

			With a smile plastered on her face, Genevieve kicked her husband under the table. She stood up quickly, acutely aware of the stares they were drawing, and grabbed Knox’s hand. She was relieved when he stood up, held on to her hand and led her through the crowd toward the stage. Once on stage, Knox stood stiff as petrified wood next to her with an equally stiff, unconvincing smile on his face. He looked like a hostage and she couldn’t do anything about it. Instead, she kept right on smiling and waving to the crowd. She leaned her head on Knox’s shoulder several times for effect and gazed up at him adoringly.

			“Congratulations to Mr. and Mrs. Knox Crawford!” the mayor announced and led the crowd in loud clapping.

			“Kiss her, man!” someone in the crowd called out and others followed.

			Without a moment’s notice, Knox hooked his arm around her, drew her into his body, bent her back over his arm and kissed her like he’d never kissed her before. The kiss was deep, and long, and as his tongue danced across hers, the sound of catcalls from the crowd faded into the background and the only sound she could hear was the sound of her own beating heart.

			 

			Genevieve wasn’t speaking to him and he couldn’t muster the strength to care. Soon after being forced up on stage in front of the entire town, Knox insisted that they leave the picnic. All the way home, his wife was giving him the silent treatment and it was for the best. Yes, this whole scheme had been his idea, but now he was convinced it was the worst idea he’d ever had in his life. And for that, he had no one else to blame other than himself. This was his fault.

			When they got home, Knox couldn’t help it. His eyes touched on every pile of paper, every shoe left near the door, everything that was out of place, because he had brought Genevieve into his home. “Why do you have to leave your bra on the couch, Gen?”

			“Really?” Genevieve looked at him like she was looking at a misbehaving toddler in a grocery store. “That’s your big problem? Your sensibilities are offended by my bra on your couch?”

			“No.” He took off his cowboy hat and slammed it down on the kitchen counter. “My sensibilities are offended when you walk around here without your bra on!”

			Genevieve stared at him for a second and then laughed. “I live here, Knox. Every now and then you’re going to accidentally see me crossing the hall to the bathroom in, God forbid, my underwear.”

			He leaned back against the counter, his eyes stormy, his arms crossed in front of his body. “You prance around here in your underwear and your tank top and what, I’m not supposed to notice?”

			Genevieve rolled her eyes. “Get over it! I’m not going to wear a muumuu to go to the bathroom. Besides,” she said, waving her hands at his chest, “you walk around here without your shirt on all the time. You don’t see me having a cow about it, do you?”

			“That’s not the same thing,” Knox said, rubbing his neck which was sore from restless nights spent out on the couch.

			“So says you,” she retorted.

			There was a moment of silence between them and then Knox said quietly, seriously, “This isn’t working for me anymore.”

			He hated to see the flash of hurt and confusion that he saw on Genevieve’s pretty face. “If that’s how you feel, then let’s get an annulment.”

			That very thought had crossed his mind but when the words came out of Genevieve’s mouth Knox knew it wasn’t what he really wanted. He didn’t want an annulment; he wanted more of his wife, not less.

			“I don’t want an annulment,” he said, honestly.

			“Then what do you want, Knox? Are you so much like your father that you can’t be happy when you actually get what you want? The whole town thinks we’re really and truly married!” And then she added, “No thanks to you.”

			Knox pushed his hands into his jeans pockets to keep from hauling Genevieve into his arms. What would she say when he told her the truth? What would she do when she found out that he couldn’t go on wanting her, needing her, dreaming of making love to her? He was completely eaten up with desire for his wife—a woman he had promised not to touch. Knox knew, one way or another, something had to change between them.

			“Tell me, Knox.” Genevieve walked over to stand in front of him. “What do you want?”

			Knox’s eyes focused on the softness of Gen’s lips and the honeysuckle scent of her wispy blond hair. He didn’t have any words for her; he could only show her.

			He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Not a kiss for show—this was a kiss that was all about them. His arms tightened around her slender body as he deepened the kiss, encouraged by the fact that his wife had melted in his arms. Knox kissed a trail from his lips to her neck.

			“I want you,” he whispered harshly. “I want this.”

			“I want you too, Knox.”

			Surprise mixed with relief registered on his handsome face. “Are you sure, Gen?”

			She locked gazes with him so he could see how serious she was. “I’m sure.” She slowly unbuttoned one button on his shirt. “Now...in keeping with our tradition, I dare you to take me, Knox.”

			“You dare me?” A playful glint flashed in his dark eyes.

			“I dare you.”

			“Be careful who you’re daring, Gen,” Knox echoed her own words that seemed so far in their past. “You’ll be my wife in every way a woman can be a wife before the sun goes down.”

			Genevieve unbuttoned a second button. “That doesn’t scare me, Knox. Does it scare you?”

			“Nothing scares me, Mrs. Crawford.” Knox swung her up into his arms as he had on their wedding day and carried her across the threshold of his bedroom. “You should know that by now.”

			 

			Knox carried his bride into the bedroom and kicked the door shut behind them. She was light in his arms; the sweet smell of his hair intoxicating to his senses, and the curve of her breast pressed into his body, were tantalizing reminders of all good things to come. Genevieve dropped little, butterfly kisses on his neck as he lowered her down to the mattress. He loved the feel of her lips on his skin and could only imagine what it would feel like to have her kiss him in other, more private parts of his body.

			His wife smiled up at him welcomingly, letting him know that this moment was what they both wanted. Knox shut the blinds, darkening the room, before he quickly unbuttoned and shrugged out of his shirt. Genevieve knelt on the edge of the bed, hooked her finger into his bell loop, and pulled him toward her.

			“I think this moment was inevitable.” She unsnapped his pants.

			He knew that he was looking at her like a hungry lion looks at its prey as her hand lingered at his groin.

			“Don’t you?” she asked, her fingers sliding the zipper down.

			Genevieve slipped her hand inside of his underwear and wrapped her fingers around him. Knox closed his eyes, his head tilted back, and groaned at the feel of his wife’s cool fingers touching his hot skin. This moment, played out so many times in his head, was so much better than his imagination had conjured.

			Knox opened his eyes and looked down at his wife’s lovely face; there was an impish, teasing expression in her cornflower blue eyes. He quickly disrobed. He wanted her to see all of him, to touch all of him.

			The expression on her face told him all he wanted to know—she wasn’t disappointed. His wife ran her hands over his chest, down his stomach and back to his hard shaft.

			“Hmm,” she said with a sexy smile in her voice. “You are handsome, cowboy.”

			Unable to wait a moment longer to see her naked, Knox lifted Genevieve so she was standing on the bed in front of him. He rid her of her shirt and her bra, a routine he had perfected over the years. But, this time it was different. This time it was his lovely Genevieve.

			Those nipples, so taut and rosy, were too tempting to ignore. Knox took one into his mouth, suckled it lightly, while his large hand covered the other breast, massaging it gently. He was rewarded with a sensual gasp as Genevieve raked her fingers through his hair.

			“My beautiful wife,” Knox murmured against her body.

			Her fingers still buried in his hair, Knox quickly unzipped her jeans and pushed them down over her hips. He couldn’t wait to slip his hand inside of her simple white cotton panties to cup her. Genevieve arched her back and pressed herself down into his hand begging him to slide his fingers into her slick, tight warmth.

			“Don’t wait.” Genevieve’s fingernails were digging into his shoulders as she held on to him. “Please, don’t wait.”

			It was clear that she wanted him to be inside of her as much as he did. Knox stripped her jeans and panties from her body and tossed them on the floor. Genevieve was waiting for him, her hair spread out on the pillows, her arms open to welcome him. Knox grabbed a condom from the nightstand, rolled it on, and then rolled into her arms.

			“Yes, my beauty,” Knox said, watching the expression of pure pleasure on her face as he joined their bodies together.

			Knox buried his face into her neck and he buried himself more deeply into her body. Theirs was a rhythm of two like-minded souls—two pieces from the same puzzle—working in natural harmony. They didn’t need to “figure each other out.” They just knew how to move together.

			Genevieve clung to him, her fingers flexing on his biceps, her breathing shallow and quick. He could feel her tightening around him and it made him thrust deeper and harder. He wanted her to come apart in his arms.

			“Oh, Knox.” Gen lifted her hips to meet him.

			“Yes, baby.” He kissed her lips. “Come for me.”

			One hard thrust and he broke the dam; Genevieve cried out as she bucked up against him, demanding more—taking more. She was slicker now and so hot that Knox couldn’t wait another minute. Bracing his arms on either side of her body, Knox drove into her one last time and exploded. Shocked by his own body’s reaction to this woman, Knox lowered himself down and wrapped Genevieve tightly in his arms. He kissed her lips, her cheeks, and her forehead, wanting to savor the aftermath in a way he’d never desired before. Knox had taken countless women to bed, but he was certain that this was the first time he’d ever made love.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Genevieve awakened after dark. She blinked her eyes and yawned, taking a minute to realize that she had become the middle of the sandwich—she was spooning Silver and Knox was spooning her. By the sound of her husband’s breathing, he was still asleep after they had made love for the third time. Not wanting to awaken them, Genevieve tried to readjust her body ever so slightly so the moment wouldn’t end. Usually the first time making love was a bit awkward for her—not with Knox. Making love with Knox had been like coming home; he seemed to know her body in a way that didn’t make sense. The way he held her, the way her touched her, the way he kissed her—it was everything she had always wanted and thought impossible to have. When he made love to her, with such gentle intensity, Knox gave her everything she had ever needed. And then he gave it to her again and again.

			Genevieve closed her eyes and reveled in the feeling of her husband’s warm skin and his hard chest muscles pressed against her back. She reveled in the feel of his arms holding on to her so tightly and the feel of his breath on the back of her neck. There was part of her that wanted to dwell on the negative side—the impending, inevitable divorce—yet the part of her that wanted to bask in the afterglow of their lovemaking won out when Knox tightened his arm around her body and kissed the nape of her neck.

			“Are you awake?” he asked groggily.

			“Yes.”

			Knox’s large hand moved down to her bare stomach and pulled her back into his body. “Any regrets?”

			“No.” There were no regrets. Maybe one day there would be, but for now, she was happy they had consummated their marriage.

			“Good,” her husband murmured behind her.

			Genevieve threaded her fingers with his and kissed his hand. “Well, maybe one regret.”

			She felt Knox lift his head up off the pillow and it made her smile as she continued. “I do regret that we missed dinner.”

			Her husband dropped his head back onto the pillow with a groan. “I’ve never known another woman to be so driven by her stomach.”

			She spun around in his arms so she was lying on her back. Silver sprang upright, barked and then used both of their bodies as a springboard to jump off the bed.

			“Feed us,” Genevieve demanded playfully.

			Knox yawned again and rubbed his hand over his face and eyes. “Fine. I’m getting up.”

			Like two teenagers left alone in their parents’ house, Genevieve and Knox raided the refrigerator. Genevieve pulled on a T-shirt and her underwear while Knox opted to wear only his boxer briefs. They gathered their snacks and headed for the couch. After Silver gobbled up the food in his bowl, he jumped up onto the couch, and sat down on a bag of chips.

			“Silver!” Genevieve scolded him. “You have no manners!”

			Knox pulled the bag of chips out from underneath the puppy.

			“I’m serious, Knox. Your puppy needs some training.”

			“Our puppy,” he corrected, dipping a chip into the salsa. “Don’t try to shirk your responsibility to the family.”

			“Fine. Our puppy needs to be trained. We can’t just keep on carrying him around. He needs to learn to walk on a leash, heel and sit.”

			“He’s sitting now,” Knox said before he popped the chip into his mouth. “Aren’t you, boy?”

			Silver wagged his tail at Knox happily, looking between the both of them, hoping that someone would take mercy on him and pass a treat his way.

			“I’m going to enroll him in a puppy class.” Genevieve took a swig of her beer. She couldn’t imagine a better post-lovemaking snack than chips, salsa and a cold bottle of beer.

			“I will leave the education of our puppy to you.” Her husband raised his bottle up to her.

			“Talk about shirking your duties.” She smiled at him.

			They finished eating their snack and then headed back to the bedroom. It was unspoken, but they both wanted to get back into each other’s arms. It felt as if they were truly newlyweds on their honeymoon—they couldn’t get enough of each other. Genevieve stripped out of her scant clothing and slipped under the covers into Knox’s awaiting arms. She curled her body into his, draping her leg over his thickly muscled thigh. Her hand on his chest, Genevieve sighed happily. Knox rested his chin on the top of her head, his free hand petting her hair.

			“An annulment is off the table now.” She felt his voice as much as she heard it in the dark.

			Genevieve tried not to stiffen her body when his words registered. She felt his words like a cut on her skin. Why would he bring up the end of their relationship at a moment like this? She pushed away from him and turned over.

			“Hey, what’s wrong?” Knox tried to bring her back into his arms.

			She didn’t answer him. If she needed to explain it to him, then he wasn’t as smart as she had originally given him credit for. She heard him sigh.

			“That was a stupid thing to say,” he acknowledged.

			She didn’t respond because she was fighting to keep tears at bay. She so rarely cried that, much like these new feelings for Knox, this well of emotion caught her completely off guard. Genevieve bit her lip hard to keep the tears in her eyes from falling.

			“Gen.” He said her name again. “I’m sorry. I just...” He paused for a second and then restarted. “I broke a promise to you. I told you this was going to be a marriage in name only and I let us both down.

			“Please,” he added. “Don’t turn away from me.”

			When she felt that she could speak again, Genevieve turned back to her husband. “I wanted this to happen.”

			Knox tucked wayward strands of hair behind her ear and then put his hand gently on her face. “I don’t want you to have any regrets, Genevieve.”

			“My regrets are mine. If I have them, I own them.” She reached out to put her hand over his heart. “Besides, this was bound to happen, Knox. You’ve been walking around without your shirt on, bare chested. A red-blooded American woman can only be expected to have so much willpower.”

			That made her husband laugh and it broke the tension between. He took her hand and kissed it.

			“If memory serves, you were the one teasing me.” He tugged her closer to his body.

			“Oh, trust me.” She tucked her head into the crook of his neck so she could listen to his beating heart. “I was.”

			Knox put his finger beneath her chin and brought her lips up to his for a sweet, lingering kiss.

			“Hmm.” She ran her hand over his tensed, bulging biceps. “I love the way you kiss.”

			As if on cue, Silver climbed on top of them like he was climbing a hill, flopped down in between their bodies and began to lick their faces.

			“See?” Genevieve laughed. “No manners!”

			Silver started to scratch an itch on his neck, smacking Genevieve in the face with his foot.

			“Okay, brat.” Knox scooped up Silver. “Out of the bedroom with you.”

			In the sparse light coming in the bedroom window, Genevieve admired the sheer beauty of her husband’s naked body as he walked back toward her. The man was a leaner version of Michelangelo’s David and for the time being at least, he was all hers. Knox returned to her and wordlessly began to love her with his mouth and his hands. Genevieve closed her eyes and clung to her husband, giving him control, knowing that he would take care of her, knowing that he was about to take her on another glorious ride.

			 

			Making love to his wife had become Knox’s new favorite pastime. What he had truly grown to love about Genevieve was her sense of adventure, which, as it turned out, was just as present when it came to the physical side of their marriage. Their desire for each other made them act like two horny teenagers and when they could sneak away to make love, they did. When they weren’t making love, they were finding excuses to touch each other, to hold hands, as if they were afraid that the other one would suddenly disappear. And there was a part of him, like a little warning bell ringing in the back of his mind, that reminded him that, like it or not, Genevieve was going to leave him. That was the deal. Yet, that knowledge didn’t stop him from wanting his wife in every way he could possibly want her. As a companion, as a friend, and now, as his lover.

			He simply couldn’t stop thinking about her.

			As if his thoughts conjured her up, she appeared on the ladder to the hayloft where he was working.

			“What are you doing up here?” Genevieve asked as she climbed up into the hayloft. “Aren’t you supposed to be fixing fences with Logan and Xander?”

			He put his finger to his lips and winked at her as he took her hand in his. He led her through a maze of hay bales stacked to the roof until he reached a small clearing tucked away from prying eyes. On a small bed of loose hay, Knox had put down a soft flannel blanket. Knox studied his wife’s pretty face to see her reaction to his secret hideaway in the hayloft. Without a word, Genevieve nodded her head in agreement. She was game to make love in the hayloft with him. Knox was eager to join his body to hers; it was all he had been thinking about since he’d had the idea to make love to her in the loft. There was going to be something so sexy about being seated between his wife’s thighs, his lips on hers, his world standing still in a moment of ecstasy while the work of the ranch continued all around them.

			 

			When her husband sent her a text asking her to meet him in the hayloft, she had assumed that he wanted to discuss some sort of change in the hay they were feeding some of the higher-end horses. A sexy afternoon rendezvous hadn’t even been on the radar! But, she couldn’t deny that she loved the idea. She had always wanted to make love in a hayloft and this was her chance. What better person than the man who had turned out to be her most incredible lover?

			“You can’t be noisy,” she warned him with a lover’s smile as she shimmied out of her jeans.

			“Me?” he asked in a loud whisper. “You!”

			“Shhhh.” She put her fingers to her lips. “Someone will hear you.”

			Knox had his jeans unzipped and she was immediately drawn to the outline of his erection pressed against his boxer briefs. She tugged his briefs down and wrapped her lips around his hard shaft.

			“Oh, God.” If Knox had tried to speak those words in a lowered tone, it hadn’t worked.

			Laughing quietly, Genevieve lay back on the blanket and opened her arms to him. Instead of taking her invitation, Knox knelt down between her thighs and kissed her on that most sensitive spot. Biting her lip hard to stop herself from crying, Genevieve slipped her fingers into Knox’s hair and arched her back. Turnabout was fair play and he was making it nearly impossible for her to keep their location a secret.

			“Knox.” She whispered his name over and over again while his tongue slipped in and out of her body.

			She was panting and aching when he sat up so he could look at her with a Cheshire cat smile. She reached out her arms to him.

			“Please,” she said under her breath. “Hurry.”

			With his smile in place, Knox searched his pocket and then the look on his face changed.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“The condom.” Her husband checked his other pockets. “It must have fallen out of my pocket.”

			Genevieve covered her face and groaned in frustration. “No.”

			Her body was so revved up that she ached with wanting. She needed to feel Knox inside of her now—she needed him to relieve this gnawing ache he had created in her.

			“I need you.” She grabbed the blanket in her fists and squeezed tightly.

			“I need you,” he said, the expression on his face pained—they were both so ready for each other that it seemed impossible to stop now. She held out her arms to him and he covered her body with his, but he was careful not to enter her.

			Knowing it was a risk, and not caring in the moment, Genevieve reached between them and guided him to her slick opening.

			“Are you sure?” Knox asked through gritted teeth.

			“I mean it, Knox,” she demanded, her body demanding relief.

			He slid his thick shaft inside of her, so deep, so hard, making her forget about everything except for Knox. He moved inside of her, slow and steady, knowing what she liked—giving her exactly what she needed.

			“Yes, my beauty.” Knox nibbled on her ear, cupping her bottom and seating himself so deeply inside of her that it brought her to climax.

			Gasping and shuddering in his arms, Genevieve clung to Knox tightly, her breath mingling with his as buried his face in her neck to stifle the sounds that he just couldn’t contain.

			“God, I love you.” The words seemed to be wrenched out of his throat, unplanned and unexpected.

			Not trusting her own ears, Genevieve held her husband tightly, kissing his chest, and admiring his pure masculine appeal at the moment of his release. The muscles of his biceps bulging and sweat dripping down his chest, Knox threw back his head, his eyes closed with a stifled growl on his lips.

			Both of them spent and satiated, Knox rolled over onto his back, taking her with him. Genevieve draped her leg over thighs and rested her head on his chest, listening to his beating heart. Many times during their lovemaking, Knox had said that he loved to be with her, but this was the first time it had been boiled down to just “I love you.” Had he been too overcome with passion to get the rest of the words out or had this been a true declaration? Nestled in her husband’s arms, the scent of sweet alfalfa hay in the air, Genevieve genuinely wished she knew the answer to that question. It was clear in her mind that she had fallen for her husband, but it was not at all clear to her if Knox had, indeed, fallen for her.

			 

			“What do you think of the menu?” Jane Lawrence was bustling around her cheerful yellow kitchen.

			“If you’re happy, I’m happy,” Genevieve said noncommittally. Her mother and sisters had all been driving her nuts with the plans for the wedding reception shindig. Party planning was not her activity of choice and she wished that her family would just make all the arrangements and leave her out of it.

			“What do you think, Knox?” Jane turned her attention to her son-in-law, who was busy stuffing his face with a bowlful of Jane’s homemade beef stew.

			Seemingly perfectly at home in her parents’ house, Knox took a quick break from the stew. “I think you have a really good variety, Mom. Something for everyone.”

			“Thank you, Knox.” Her mom hugged him and sent her daughter a disapproving glance. “At least one of you is involved in the planning.”

			“Seriously? Mom, he hasn’t even looked at the menu and somehow he’s the good one?”

			“I’ve looked at the menu,” Knox told her. “Margo emailed it to me.”

			“How did Margo get your email?”

			“Ella gave it to her,” her husband said.

			Genevieve lifted up her hands in the air. “Since when are you in contact with Ella? What the heck is going on around here?”

			Before he could reply, her mother said, “Since you wouldn’t respond to any of my emails about the reception, I got in touch with Knox...”

			“And we’ve been texting ever since,” Knox finished as he smiled at Jane fondly.

			Genevieve turned to Knox. “You’re texting with my mom and emailing with my sisters? I feel like there’s a whole lot of stuff going on behind my back.”

			“Going on right in front of your face.” Her husband scooped up the last spoonful of beef stew.

			Genevieve sat back in her chair and watched her mother interact like a giddy schoolgirl with Knox. There was no doubt that the two of them had hit it off. It pained Genevieve to think about how hurt her mom was going to be when the marriage ended. She had asked Knox to not call Jane “Mom” but whenever he tried to call her by her given name, her mom corrected him. What a tangled mess they had created.

			“Did you see the beautiful picture Knox had framed for us?” Jane asked, picking up Knox’s empty bowl.

			“No.”

			“Oh! It’s so lovely.” Her mom disappeared into the formal living room and came back with a framed picture of them in Lawrence Park on their wedding day.

			Knox did look a bit sheepish when he said to her, “I was over here helping your father with the tractor.”

			“Honestly!” Genevieve crossed her arms in front of her body. “Am I literally the last person to know anything that’s going on in my own family?”

			“Ladybug.” Her mom hugged her tightly around the neck and planted rapid-fire kisses on her cheek. “I know it’s difficult to discover that the world doesn’t actually revolve around you.”

			Genevieve just groaned.

			She knew it would get only worse when her sisters arrived for dinner.

			Dinner at the Lawrence house was a less formal affair than at the Ambling A, but it was just as loud and raucous when the entire family was present. And minutes later, they were.

			Ella, the youngest of the three Lawrence daughters, arrived first with her twin boy toddlers, her husband, Jason, and a very pregnant belly. Once Margo arrived with her brood of four children, the noise volume in the house doubled.

			“Outside! Outside! Outside!” Margo shuttled her four children through the kitchen and out into the backyard with their grandfather. Her sister shut the door with a happy sigh. “Thank goodness it’s not raining so they can run off all that energy.”

			The Lawrence sisters all looked very similar, with blond hair and blue eyes. Both of her sisters were taller and leaner, and out of the three of them, Margo had always had the curves.

			Her youngest sister put her hands low on her back and leaned backward with a wince. “Take the boys outside will you, honey? It’ll be good for them to play with their cousins.”

			Once her husband and the twins were on their way outside, Ella joined them at the table. “Phew. I am ready for this girl to come on out.”

			Margo lifted up the paper towel covering the fried chicken their mom had made earlier and snitched a small piece of the skin before she took the last seat at the round kitchen table.

			“I really appreciated your feedback on the decorations, Knox.”

			“Yes,” Ella agreed. “You’ve been so helpful. Unlike some people who shall remain nameless.”

			Genevieve caught Knox’s eye. “I can’t believe you’re so interested in the reception.”

			“Of course I’m interested.” Her husband said it so convincingly that she would have believed it if she didn’t know the truth. “I only intend to get married once.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Three weeks into the marriage and it felt to Knox like Genevieve had always been an integral part of his life. They had developed a rhythm; they had developed a way of moving in each other’s lives that made sense. Not only did he have a lover now, his friendship had deepened. Between their busy work schedules, they had found time to play together. Genevieve, as it turned out, was a skilled fisherwoman and one of their first afternoon getaways was to his newfound favorite fishing spot. That night, they served their freshly caught bounty to the family. When it was his wife’s turn to pick their next outing, she chose rock climbing. Everything Genevieve liked to do for fun involved some sort of risk to life and limb. In spite of the fact that he was not the biggest fan of heights, Knox had allowed her to strap him into the safety gear and he managed to climb his way up the sheer face of a mountain. Once he got to the top, he was rewarded with a kiss from his beautiful wife, but the family jewels were still sore from the safety straps and there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hades that Genevieve was going to convince him to rock climb again.

			They were on their way to another outing this afternoon, albeit a tamer, less risky one.

			“I can’t wait for you to meet Spartacus!” his wife said excitedly from the passenger seat. They had both finished their work early because Genevieve wanted to take him out to the Triple T Ranch, the sprawling Traub family cattle spread.

			Knox found that when it came to Genevieve, he could muster enthusiasm for just about anything. The wedding reception was a perfect example. He wouldn’t typically be interested in menus and decorations, but it was Gen’s family and he wanted to make a good impression on them. He wanted them to like him; he wanted them to accept him.

			“Look!” She pointed out of the window as they turned onto Triple T land. “There he is!”

			“Holy monster horse,” Knox exclaimed. “What the heck is he?”

			“Stop here.” She was already opening the door and he hadn’t stopped the truck. “He’s a Percheron, of course.”

			With a halter and an apple in her hands, Genevieve climbed up to the top of the fence and straddled it. She whistled at Spartacus, who lifted his large black head, snorted and then began to gallop at full speed toward the fence. Gen laughed, her cheeks flushed with happiness, her blue eyes shining in the most enchanting way. Spartacus bucked several times, his muscular black body glistening in the sun and his thick black mane and tail dancing in the wind.

			“You’re gorgeous!” Genevieve called out to her horse.

			Spartacus was so big and so powerful that Knox worried that he might try to jump the fence. Gen stood up on the fence, her boots balanced precariously on the planks, to greet the Percheron. Spartacus slid to a halt in front of her, snorting and tossing his head and pawing at the ground.

			“Yes, my beautiful boy.” Gen offered him the apple before putting the halter on his head. “I’m happy to see you too.”

			“What are you doing?” Knox leaned over so his voice would reach her through the open truck window.

			“I’ll meet you at the barn.” Genevieve climbed on the horse’s back. Spartacus kicked up his hind leg in protest, but Gen just gently chided him. “Knock that off, grump.”

			Without any warning to him, his wife squeezed her legs on the horse’s side and Spartacus took off at a full gallop.

			“Darn it, Gen.” Knox fumbled to get the truck out of Park. He stepped on the gas and tried to keep his eyes on his wife as she galloped bareback on the giant Percheron. With her blond hair loose around her shoulders, Genevieve reminded him of a warrior goddess racing into battle. Had he ever seen anything more incredible than his wife, his lover, riding bareback on this magnificent black horse?

			Knox quickly found a place to park his truck near the barn, grabbed his keys, jumped out and ran to the fence. He had lost sight of Gen as she rode into the woods and he was anxious to see her emerge in one piece.

			“Howdy, Knox.” Collin Traub walked out of the barn and headed toward him.

			Knox gave the town mayor a quick nod but his eyes were laser focused on the spot where Genevieve should appear any moment.

			“She’s riding Spartacus bareback again, I take it?” Collin asked.

			“No bit, no bridle,” Knox said.

			“That’s about right,” the mayor said. “I’d better open that gate for her or she’ll try to jump it.”

			Collin walked quickly over to the gate that led from the field to a riding arena adjacent to the barn. Knox didn’t realize that he was holding his breath until he let it out when Genevieve appeared. Still galloping, his wife headed straight for the open gate.

			“Watch this.” Collin rejoined him at the fence.

			One hand holding on to Spartacus’s thick mane, once she guided the gelding into the arena, Genevieve leaned her weight back and the draft horse halted. Laughing, his wife patted the horse on his neck and then smiled at Knox.

			“Has she always been like this?” Knox heard himself asking the question aloud.

			“Yes, sir.” Collin chuckled. “You’ve got a tiger by the tail, my friend.”

			All Knox wanted Genevieve to do was get off of the horse. Yes, she was an accomplished horsewoman but for some reason this horse seemed riskier than the quarter horses he was used to riding at the ranch. Spartacus was nearly eighteen hands tall; Big Blue was only sixteen hands.

			“Now what’s she doing?” Knox muttered.

			“What she always does,” Collin responded with another chuckle.

			Genevieve pulled off her boots and socks and tossed them toward the fence. Now barefoot, she slowly stood up on Spartacus’s broad back. The horse stood stock still for his mistress while Knox’s heart started to beat faster in his chest. The thought of Genevieve getting hurt made his stomach knot. And yet, she wasn’t the type of woman who would ever be hemmed in. He was just going to have to get used to watching his wife take risks with her life and limb.

			Once she was balanced on Spartacus’s back, she leaned forward, pressed her palms on the horse’s rump and then lifted her legs into the air.

			“Have you ever seen anything like that before?” Collin asked him.

			“No,” he said. “I can honestly say I haven’t.”

			No one in his or her right mind would think to do a handstand on the back of a horse—at least no one he knew in Texas. This was a first.

			Genevieve executed a perfect handstand on Spartacus’s back before she carefully lowered her legs and carefully slid into a seated position. Once seated, his wife clucked her tongue and asked the horse to move over to the fence where Knox and Collin were waiting for her.

			“Hi, Collin.” Genevieve held out her hand to high-five the mayor.

			“Howdy, Genevieve.”

			Knox’s wife smiled and held out her hand to him. “Get on.”

			The last thing Knox wanted to do was get on Spartacus bareback. Honestly, he wasn’t too sure he’d be all that jazzed to ride the draft horse with a saddle and bridle. Collin was staring at him with an amused look on his face, as if he knew that Genevieve had him between a rock and a hard place. Not wanting to look like a coward in front of the mayor or Genevieve, Knox climbed up the fence and onto Spartacus’s back.

			“Wrap your arms around me,” Genevieve said. “You’re about to go on the ride of your life.”

			That was exactly what he was afraid of.

			“Have fun, you two.” Collin gave a wave of his hand.

			“Have you done this before?” Knox asked the mayor.

			“Oh, yes.” Collin grinned at him. “I have. All I can say is hold on tight, my friend. Hold on real tight.”

			As it turned out, that was the best advice anyone had given him in a long time.

			Genevieve turned the Percheron toward the open field and the next thing he knew, he was working overtime to stay on the back of the draft horse. His wife was laughing like she was having the time of her life while his legs were on fire from gripping the horse. Genevieve had only one speed and that was full-steam ahead. She pointed the gelding toward the woods and all Knox could see was a maze of tree limbs just ripe for taking off their heads.

			“This is the best part,” Genevieve said as she leaned forward.

			Knox instinctively tightened his hold on his wife’s waist. If she thought something was the “best part” he had a feeling he wasn’t going to like what was about to happen next. Over the top of Genevieve’s head, he spotted a creek without a bridge.

			“No, Gen!”

			“Yes, Knox!”

			The next thing he knew, his body was lifting off the back of the horse as Spartacus jumped over the creek. When the horse’s hooves touched the ground, Knox landed hard and he felt his private parts get smashed in the process. All the way back to the riding arena, he was gritting his teeth against the pain he was feeling between his legs. He’d never been so happy to get off a horse in his life.

			“Wasn’t that the best time ever?” Gen slid off her horse, gave him a kiss on his nose, took off the halter and let the horse run back through the gate and into the field.

			Knox took a step and winced in pain. He would be walking a bit more bowlegged for a while, thanks to that ride. And not for nothing, there might be a question of his ability to procreate. Once his brothers saw him limping around and riding tender in the saddle, they were never going to let him hear the end of it.

			His wife, oblivious to his distress, linked her arm with his. “I’m so glad I got to share that with you.”

			“Oh, yeah.” He shook his leg to reposition himself. “Me too.”

			 

			After their amazing ride on Spartacus, Knox had insisted that they go straight home. Disappointed, Genevieve couldn’t figure out why they had to cut their afternoon short until Knox made a beeline for the kitchen, stuffed some ice into a Ziploc bag and stripped down to his boxer briefs.

			Sitting on the couch with a bag of ice on his private area, a clearer picture began to form in her mind.

			“I thought you might’ve landed a bit hard on the other side of the creek,” Genevieve said contritely.

			Knox frowned at her. “Why does every activity you pick for us to do end with me needing an ice pack?”

			She sat cross-legged on the couch next to him and called Silver up to sit beside her. “Not everything.”

			“Rock climbing,” he recounted. “I couldn’t sit in the saddle for two days after that little episode.”

			“Sorry.” She giggled. She couldn’t help it. Knox was as masculine a man as they made and it was cute to see him show some vulnerability.

			“Now this.” He held up two fingers. “And what? Next week you want us to go bungee jumping?”

			Her face lit up. “Yes! Let’s do it. You’ll love it.”

			“No.” He shook his head. “I won’t love it. You’ll love it and I’ll end up sitting on the couch with another ice pack. No. Thank. You.”

			She frowned at him playfully. “Spoilsport.”

			“Look, woman.” Knox repositioned his ice pack. “If you want to have children one day, you’re gonna have to pick activities that don’t involve crushing the family jewels.”

			Genevieve stopped smiling. It wasn’t the first time Knox had talked about their marriage as if it didn’t have an expiration date. Now that they had been intimate, all of the lines had been blurred and it was difficult to know what was real and what was fantasy. Sometimes she felt that Knox was in her same boat—that he was falling for her in the same way she couldn’t help but be falling for him. But nothing tangible had been said. And no promises—other than a promise of a divorce—had been made.

			“You know what?” She reached out and patted him affectionately on the arm. “I’m going to make you dinner.”

			“Do you know how to cook?”

			She sprang up off the couch. “I know enough to get by. You’re always making dinner for me, so now it’s my turn to spoil you.”

			A short while later Genevieve had to admit that she had oversold her ability in the kitchen. They ended up eating turkey sandwiches with a side of potato chips on the front porch. But one of the many things that she liked about Knox was his willingness to appreciate her smallest effort. Like the day she’d done their laundry. Knox had acted like she had done something really special for him. Out of every man she’d ever known, Genevieve was beginning to believe that Knox understood her in a way that no one else ever had.

			“It’s so beautiful here, Knox,” she said, looking out at the setting sun. “I’m really going to miss it.”

			Knox turned his head and she could feel him staring at her profile. She found herself giving him opportunities to talk her into staying, but no matter how many times she opened that door, Knox never walked through it. He never said, “I don’t want you to go.”

			“I saw that you got some literature in the mail from some stables in California.”

			She nodded. “It’s not easy to find a place suitable for a horse like Spartacus.”

			“That’s an understatement.”

			“His size can be intimidating and he does have food aggression in the stall, so I have to be careful where I stable him.”

			“Did you find any good prospects?”

			“No. Not yet.”

			For a minute or two, they sat in silence, each in their own thoughts.

			“So, California is still the dream?” Knox asked.

			California had been her dream for so long it was hard to imagine her life without that goal in mind. And yet, the time she had spent with Knox had begun to make her imagine a different kind of life. A life with a family, a husband and a dog—not in California, but right here in Rust Creek Falls.

			When she didn’t respond, Knox filled in his own blanks. “California is the right place for you, Gen. I want you to be happy.”

			Maybe California was right for her. Maybe she would be happy there. But would she be happier than she was right now, sitting on the front porch of Knox’s cabin in the woods?

			No. That was the answer that floated into her mind. No. She wouldn’t be happier. Being Knox Crawford’s wife had brought a new level of happiness into her life. But she couldn’t be so sure that Knox shared her desire to stay married. Yes, he was an eager and passionate lover—the best she’d ever had—but physical chemistry didn’t automatically translate to happily-ever-after. She had never been a chicken before in her life until now. She just couldn’t bring herself to build up the nerve to tell her husband that she had fallen in love with him.

			 

			That night, Knox made love to Genevieve slow and long. He didn’t want the moment to end. Perhaps he was afraid of what it was going to feel like when she was gone from his life. The day he had found information from California in their PO Box, he had actually been contemplating asking Genevieve to give their marriage a chance. There had been moments when he was sure that Gen returned his feelings. It certainly felt that way when they made love. And it was more than just the physical. It was all of the little things she did for him that made him believe she cared—like doing his laundry or picking up his favorite barbecue sandwich on her way home. She noticed every little thing about him and tried to make his life more comfortable. What she didn’t realize was that just her being in his life, being his friend, had made his life so much better.

			Knox curled his body around Genevieve’s body, holding her tightly as they both were drifting off to sleep.

			“Knox?”

			“Hmm?”

			“I had a wonderful time with you today.”

			He smiled, his eyes still closed. He pulled her just a little bit closer. “I’m glad.”

			“Knox?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Do you want to have children?”

			Knox’s eyes opened in the dark. When he had mentioned giving Genevieve children earlier in the day, he had regretted those words the second they came out of his mouth. Sometimes it was difficult for him to remember that this thing between them wasn’t the real deal. It felt like the real deal to him.

			“Yes.” He stared at her flaxen hair that was spread out across the pillow. He had imagined a little girl with Genevieve’s blond hair, blue eyes and tomboy fearlessness. “I do.”

			Several seconds passed before she responded. “I’ve seen you with Wren and my nieces and nephews. I think you are going to be an amazing father one day, Knox. I really mean it.”

			He hadn’t ever voiced it aloud, but he had often imagined Genevieve in the role of mother. Yes, she was tough and fiercely independent, but she had a nurturing side. He had seen it particularly in her kindness to Wren. Genevieve saw that Wren needed extra attention and she gave her exactly that.

			“I think you’ll be a wonderful mother.”

			He felt her hand tighten in his at the compliment. “I never thought that I wanted to be a mother.”

			He heard an unspoken “but” dangling off the end of that sentence.

			“Has that changed?”

			His wife snuggled more deeply into his arms. “Yes. I think it has.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“Happy one month anniversary.”

			After a long day of work, Genevieve had put up her barn hammock and was swinging gently, listening to the horses chewing their early evening hay. At the sound of her husband’s voice, she opened her eyes. Knox was holding out a small bouquet of wildflowers.

			Genevieve took the flowers and held them up to her nose. “Thank you. Happy anniversary.”

			“I can’t believe that Dad has let you get away with this hammock idea.”

			She held up her pinky. “I told you. Totally wrapped. Care to join me?”

			Knox didn’t move to get in the hammock, but she could tell that he was tempted. She scooted over just a bit, not enough to tip the hammock over. “Come on. Live a little, cowboy.”

			“Why do I let you talk me into all kinds of odd things?”

			“I don’t know.” She held on to the edge of the hammock while Knox sat down. “But I’m glad I do.”

			Knox took his hat off, leaned back slowly until his head was next to hers. She leaned forward so he could put his arm under her head. Resting her head on his shoulder, Genevieve curled into his body. She rocked the hammock back and forth a bit to make it swing them gently. Knox placed his cowboy hat on his stomach and at first the muscles in his arms and legs were stiff.

			“Relax,” she whispered.

			“I feel ridiculous.”

			“Relax,” she repeated. “Just listen to the horses and ignore everything else.”

			It took him a minute or two, but she felt Knox’s body begin to relax next to her. She glanced up and he had closed his eyes. She loved to be in this hammock, listening to the horses. It had never occurred to her that she would be able to lure Knox into the hammock with her.

			“Hmm,” she murmured. “This is nice.”

			“Only for you,” Knox said, but this time his voice had a languid quality that let her know that the magic of the hammock was working on him too.

			“You have to admit—this is relaxing.”

			Instead of answering, Genevieve heard Knox’s breathing change. Her husband could fall asleep faster than any other person she knew. Five short minutes in the hammock and Knox had drifted off. With a happy smile, Genevieve wrapped her arm around Knox’s body, nuzzled her head down into his shoulder, and closed her eyes. In her mind, this was heaven on Earth.

			“Why aren’t you moving the herd with Finn and Wilder?”

			Crap. The sound of Maximilian’s stern, distinctive voice made her eyes pop wide open. It was like being caught skipping class by the principal. It was her fault that Knox was sleeping on the job in a hammock.

			Her husband surprised her. Instead of sitting up at the sound of his father’s voice, Knox stayed where he was in the hammock, his arm still tightly around her.

			“They’ve got it handled,” he said. “I wanted to wish my wife a happy anniversary. One month today.”

			Genevieve was very curious about Maximilian’s reaction to the news of their one-month anniversary. Her father-in-law didn’t have any response, which in her opinion was an improvement.

			Maximilian pointed at her. “I’d like a moment of your time, Genevieve.”

			Huh. She had graduated from “young lady” to “Genevieve.” Nice.

			It took some doing, and some laughing, but they both managed to roll out of the hammock while Max looked on. Genevieve had never seen Knox allow himself to be so silly in front of his father, nor had she ever seen her father-in-law so silent in the face of so much silliness.

			“Did you receive your invitation for the reception?” she asked her father-in-law as she worked double time to keep up with his long stride.

			“I’ll be there.”

			It would be strange to have Maximilian in their farmhouse—it didn’t seem natural to encounter him anywhere other than the Ambling A. But Jane was giddy with excitement about the party and because of the guilt she felt over the fact that the whole marriage was based on a wager, Genevieve wouldn’t deny her mother anything. She tried to not dwell on how her mother would react once she knew the truth.

			Knox walked out to the corral with them. He caught her hand as they walked beside Max. Genevieve looked over at him, once again surprised. Her husband was growing into being his own man, unafraid to be who he was in front of his father. That was the whole reason why he wanted to elope in the first place and now she was seeing that unfold right before her eyes. Knox Crawford was his own man, full stop. And it was plain to see that, however grudgingly, Maximilian was beginning to respect his son’s autonomy.

			As they rounded the corner, Genevieve saw her father-in-law’s prized paint stallion in the round pen. Per Maximilian’s instructions, she had contacted a veterinarian trained in advanced acupuncture and laser therapy. It had cost a pretty penny to fly the vet in from out of state, but Maximilian had said he wanted no expense spared to improve the Stallion’s health. The three of them stopped outside of the round pen.

			“Make him move a bit, John,” Max said.

			The trainer asked the stallion to move to the outside track and trot. Genevieve had been working hard to get this stallion sound. She cared about all of her clients, but this stallion in particular was her way of proving herself to her father-in-law. His opinion of her mattered. After all, he was Knox’s father.

			“Look at that,” Max said in a quieter voice than she’d ever heard him use. “Will you look at that?”

			Knox put his arm around her shoulder and kissed her on the top of the head. “You’ve got a gift, Gen. A real gift.”

			“I didn’t do that by myself.”

			“No,” Max agreed. “You didn’t. But you knew what to do.”

			It was moments like this when Genevieve thought that maybe, just maybe, she could make a life as a farrier in Montana. If she could change the mind of a man like Maximilian, there was hope for others to follow.

			Her father-in-law turned to her. “I thought Knox was damn crazy hiring you.”

			Knox kept his hand on her shoulder as if to lend her extra support.

			“I thought he was doing some hippy-dippy millennial equality-of-the-sexes garbage.”

			Genevieve had to bite her lip to stop herself from arguing that equality of the sexes was not garbage, but decided to let these baby steps for Maximilian play out.

			“But I wasn’t exactly right about that.”

			An odd way to admit that he was wrong, Genevieve had to admit.

			Finished with what he had to say, Maximilian simply turned on his heel and left.

			“That’s the closest I’ve ever heard him come to admitting that he was wrong,” Knox said to her and she heard the amazement in his voice.

			Genevieve looked after her towering father-in-law. “Your father is a very odd man.”

			Her husband laughed in that hearty way she had come to love. “I can’t really argue with that.”

			 

			“Happy anniversary.” Genevieve surprised him with a plate of homemade cookies when they arrived back at their cabin.

			“Did you make these?” He took a bite of one of the cookies which was chock-full of white chocolate chips—his favorite.

			“I stopped by mom’s yesterday and baked them. I don’t bake for just anyone.” She smiled. “Okay—let me rephrase that. I’ve never baked for anyone before. I hope you like them.”

			He leaned over and kissed her on the lips. “They’re delicious.”

			“I’m glad.” She smiled at him. “And that’s not your only surprise.”

			Genevieve put her anniversary wildflowers in a small vase by the sink and then hooked a leash onto Silver’s collar. Knox grabbed two more cookies before he followed her out back.

			“Watch this.”

			His wife proceeded to take Silver through some basic training sequences, asking him to heel, sit and stay. The puppy performed on command.

			“Did you see that?” she asked excitedly. “He’s so smart!”

			“When did you have time to do this?”

			“I worked with him a little here and there.” She leaned down and took the leash off and gave Silver a big rub on his head. “Didn’t I, handsome?”

			Silver pranced around her legs, wagging his tail and barking loudly. It never failed to amaze him how talented his wife was. If a man didn’t feel confident in himself, a woman like Genevieve could be too intimidating for him.

			“Thank you.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and kissed her again.

			“You’re welcome.”

			“We should do something for our anniversary. Don’t you think?”

			“What did you have in mind?”

			“I’m up for suggestions.”

			They all went inside and Genevieve curled up next to him on the couch in a way he enjoyed. Silver, who was growing like a weed, sprawled out on the other end of the couch.

			“How about we go to the Ace in the Hole?” she suggested.

			“Heck no.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it’s my anniversary and I don’t want to share my wife with a bunch of sweaty, dirty, drunk cowpokes, that’s why.”

			Genevieve wrinkled her nose at him. “Fine.”

			“Don’t sound so disappointed.”

			“I like the Ace in the Hole.”

			Knox ran his fingers through his wife’s hair, loving how silky it felt in his fingers. “How about we go camping? We could find a romantic spot to pitch a tent in the Flathead National Forest.”

			Genevieve spun around so she was facing him more fully. “I love that idea! We could cook by campfire...”

			“Sleep under the stars...”

			She wiggled her eyebrows at him suggestively. “Make love in a sleeping bag.”

			He put his hand on her face, tipping her head up gently so he could kiss her again. Those lips, so soft and willing, made him want to forget camping and just move into the bedroom. But this was a special night—an anniversary night—and they both seemed to want to celebrate it.

			“Have I told you lately how much I love spending time with you?” he asked.

			It was rare to see her blush and he felt pleased that he had managed to pull that feminine side of Genevieve out into the open.

			“I love spending time with you too, Knox.”

			He gave her another quick kiss before he got up. “I’ll throw the camping gear in the truck if you want to grab some supplies in here.”

			She nodded. “We’ll probably have to stop by the general store on the way out of town.”

			“Good idea,” he agreed before he went out the front door to prep for their impromptu overnight anniversary camping trip.

			Genevieve made quick work of packing some essentials for them. She had camped all of her life, so it was second nature to gather up things that they would need. In the bathroom, she threw some toiletries they could share into a bag. When she was rummaging for a small bottle of mouthwash under the sink, she noticed a box of tampons, unopened, in the back corner. For some reason, that unopened box struck her as odd. Sitting on the side of the tub, Genevieve looked at the calendar on her phone and tried to remember when she had her last period. She had been married to Knox for a month today and she hadn’t had a period. This meant that her last period was before the wedding.

			“Oh.” She stared at the calendar on her phone. “No.”

			She wasn’t irregular. Never had been. And she and Knox had not always been careful during some of their more adventurous, passionate moments. The roll in the hay was just one of many careless moments they had shared.

			Genevieve dropped her head into her hands and sat on the edge of that tub for several minutes. It was a biological fact that she could be pregnant. She lifted up her head and stared at the wall. If she were pregnant, what in the world would she say to Knox? No promises had been made other than the promise of a quickie divorce. Yes, Knox had said he wanted to be a father, but not this way. And this wasn’t how she wanted to become a mother either. She wanted much better for herself and any child she brought into the world.

			“Gen?” Knox knocked on the door. “You okay in there?”

			She cleared her throat. “Yes! I’ll be out in just a minute.”

			Genevieve stood up and looked at her reflection in the mirror. In a whisper, she told herself, “Remain calm and carry on.”

			She put a smile on her face and swung the door open.

			“Ready?” Knox was waiting for her at the front door.

			“Let me just grab something in the bedroom and I’ll be ready to go.” She ran into the bedroom, opened the top drawer of the nightstand, took a handful of condoms out and stuffed them into her overnight bag.

			“Okay. I’ve got a change of clothes for both of us, supplies for Silver and for us. We definitely need to stop by the general store and get some food for dinner and breakfast.”

			They made a quick stop at Crawford’s General Store for food and some other staples before they headed out of town toward Kalispell.

			“The last time we were on this road, we were heading toward our wedding,” Genevieve reminisced.

			“It seems like a lifetime ago.”

			She looked out the window, her hand on her stomach. “It was a lifetime ago.”

			As much as she tried to put the missed period out of her mind, she couldn’t. It seemed unfair not to tell Knox what was going on, but then again, she could get him upset for absolutely no reason. He was so excited about their anniversary, as was she—why ruin it for them both? After the wedding reception tomorrow she would find a way to get her hands on a pregnancy test. Of course, the last thing she was going to do was buy a pregnancy test in Rust Creek Falls. The whole town would know she missed her period before she even had a chance to get the pregnancy test out of the box.

			“Are you okay?” Knox looked over at her.

			“Yes,” she said with a small smile. “I’m just a little tired, I suppose.”

			He reached for her hand. “We’ll go to bed early tonight. Tomorrow is a big day.”

			“I know. My mom has been driving me nuts!”

			Knox found them the perfect place to make camp. Flathead National Forest was right outside of Kalispell and it felt fitting that they should return to the place where they had been wed. For Genevieve, every moment of the marriage had been filled with so many mixed emotions. She was certain now that she was deeply in love with her husband—and there was a part of her that sincerely felt that Knox returned her feelings. But he had said that he loved her only once, when they were making love. Any other time he mentioned the word love, it was framed more in friendship than romance. It had always been push me/pull me with Knox. He would celebrate their one-month anniversary today and then bring up her moving to California tomorrow. Perhaps it was time that she confronted him. Was he just enjoying the ride while it lasted—enjoying their physical chemistry and friendship—while not caring that it would end? Or did he, like her, want something more?

			“Come here.” Knox opened his arms to her. They had just finished cleaning up after their meal and the campfire was dying down.

			Genevieve sat between his legs, careful to keep a hold of Silver’s leash, and let Knox wrap her up in his arms.

			“I’ve never had a friend like you, Gen.”

			She cringed at the word friend. Yes, she wanted to be Knox’s friend—of course she did. But was that all she really was for him? A friend with benefits?

			“I’m tired,” she said with a sigh. “Would you mind if we went to bed?”

			They doused the fire and went inside the tent. Silver curled up in a bed of blankets they created for him while they slipped inside a sleeping bag designed for two. She turned her back to Knox and let him put his arms around her as he liked to do. He started to kiss her neck but she couldn’t concentrate on lovemaking. Her brain was too filled with worries about being pregnant.

			“I’m sorry, Knox,” she said in the dark. “I’m so tired.”

			He was quiet for a moment. This was the first time she had ever begged off lovemaking with him. Knox kissed her again, this time more platonically.

			“You don’t need to apologize,” he told her. “I’m just happy we’re here together, Gen.”

			“Me too.”

			She said the words but she wasn’t so sure she meant them. She had been happy until she got the scare of her life. An unplanned pregnancy would be a disaster for them now. Knox would be tied to her for the rest of his life when all he’d ever really said out loud was that he wanted things to end in divorce when the time was right.

			The whole marriage was a careless decision made by two impulsive people. They’d done something serious based on a frivolous wedding wager. And to make matters worse, they had involved their families, innocent bystanders who would be collateral damage. Genevieve couldn’t stomach the idea of bringing an innocent baby into the bargain and she prayed over and over again for it not to be true until she finally fell into a fitful sleep.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Genevieve drove herself to her parents’ house ahead of the wedding reception. When she arrived at the farmhouse, she slowed down to admire the decorations. Her mom had outdone herself. The large oak trees lining the drive were decorated with lace and ribbon and flowers. The house was also decorated in that same white-and-silver theme, including the porch railing, which was wrapped with garlands of flowers.

			“Oh, Mom.” Genevieve sat in the truck with the engine off, just staring at the house. “I am so sorry.”

			Before she could get to the top of the porch stairs, her mom threw open the door and rushed out to greet her.

			“What do you think?” Jane was aflutter. Her pretty blue eyes were shining and her fleshy cheeks were flushed pink. Her mom always died her hair at home, but for the party, she had gone into Kalispell for a new hairstyle and a professional coloring.

			“Mom.” She felt her eyes well up with tears—tears because she was touched by the work her family had put into this party on her behalf and because this whole party was based on a lie. “It’s more beautiful than I could have ever imagined.”

			Her mom took Genevieve’s face in her hands and kissed her on the cheek. “We love you so much, ladybug. We just want you to be happy.”

			The moment she entered the house the sweet and spicy aroma of barbecue coming from the kitchen made her stomach growl. Her mom, dad and sisters had invited nearly the entire town and there would be food enough for people to take home leftovers. That was the Rust Creek Falls way.

			“I’m going to change my clothes.” Genevieve carried her dress over her arm as she went upstairs to her old bedroom.

			“Take your time, sweetheart. This is your special day with Knox.”

			Knox. He had been texting her for the last hour and she hadn’t responded. He had thought that they would come to the party together, but she had grabbed her dress and makeup and had come alone.

			Genevieve peeked outside of her bedroom window, remembering how many times she had climbed out of that window when she was a kid. Watching her father setting up the long tables for the buffet-style service, Genevieve wondered why she was still causing her family so much heartache. Why hadn’t she learned more from her childhood mistakes?

			Her phone rang and it was Knox. “Hello?”

			“Gen! Where are you?”

			“I’m at Mom and Dad’s.”

			There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I thought we’d go together.”

			“I know. But I wanted to get here early just in case Mom needed help.”

			Another pause.

			“Okay,” Knox said slowly as if he didn’t fully believe her. “Are you sure everything’s all right?”

			It was strange. Knox knew her better than she realized. He had picked up on a change in her behavior even when she had tried to hide the fact that something was wrong. Now that it had occurred to her that she had missed a period, it was all she could think about.

			“I’m good.” It was a lie, but it was a necessity. More than anything, she did not want to ruin this day for their families. They deserved to have this day after what Knox and she had put them through needlessly and thoughtlessly.

			“Okay.” He was still speaking in that slow, unconvinced voice. “Then I’ll see you later.”

			“Of course. It’s our wedding reception.”

			Genevieve took her time getting ready. She left her hair long and loose, just like the day she married Knox. Her wedding dress had been dry-cleaned for this party and when she put it back on, all of the feelings she had when she had married Knox—fear, excitement and exhilaration—came flooding back. Once she was dressed, Genevieve lay down on top of the covers of her bed and hugged her pillows. She stayed there even when she heard guests beginning to arrive. She stayed there even when she knew that she should go down to greet the people who had come to celebrate her union to Knox Crawford.

			A rapid banging on the wall next to the stairs let her know that her time sequestering herself in her bedroom was over. “Ladybug! Your husband is here.”

			With a heavy sigh, she pushed herself upright, swung her legs off the bed and walked slowly to her door. The moment she left this bedroom she was going to have to play a part—the part of the happy, carefree bride. She had done it before and she had played her part well. But her heart wasn’t in it anymore. The fun—the thrill—was gone. And the only thing she had left now was regret and a pain in the pit of her stomach.

			At the top of the stairs, Genevieve paused. At the bottom of the stairs, Knox awaited. Her heart, as it always did when she saw him, gave a little jump. He was dressed in a suit—not the ill-fitting suit in which he was married—but a dapper dark gray suit that fit his broad shoulders and long legs.

			“Gen.” He said her name with awe, with reverence, and it made her breath catch. He did have feelings for her. He must. He couldn’t possibly look at her that way if he didn’t feel something for her.

			As she descended the stairs, their eyes remained locked. Guests milled past Knox, but they faded into the background the closer she came to her husband. Those dark, enigmatic eyes drank her in as she landed on the last step.

			“You’re wearing your wedding dress.” His eyes swept down the full length of her.

			“My mom wanted to see me in it.”

			“You look...” He paused with a shake of his head. “More beautiful now than the day I married you.”

			He held out his hand for her and she took it. How easily her hand slipped into his larger, stronger one. Hand in hand, they greeted their guests. It was a whirlwind of hugs and congratulations and well wishes for a long and happy marriage. Even though her mother specified “no gifts,” there was a growing cache of prettily wrapped presents in the formal living room. They would all have to be returned.

			“I need some fresh air.” Genevieve felt hot all over her body and beads of sweat were rolling down the back of her neck.

			Together, they went outside to the backyard where her father was holding an impromptu revival, preaching the word of God to anyone who would listen.

			“Are you hungry?”

			Oddly, she wasn’t. She had been starving earlier but somewhere along the way, she had lost her appetite.

			“I think I’ll wait.” Genevieve begged off the food. “But you go.”

			“I’m not leaving your side.”

			“It’s okay, Knox. Truly. I just need to sit down and cool off.”

			It took some convincing, but she finally got Knox to head off to the food tables. Genevieve moved into the shadows and watched the townsfolk laughing and talking. Everyone seemed to be having a wonderful time. Even Maximilian who seemed to have difficulty enjoying life in general had cracked a smile or two.

			“Hey, sis!” Finn popped up out of nowhere, making her jump. He sat down next to her and bumped her with his shoulder. She punched him on the arm in retaliation.

			“Don’t sneak up on me like that, Finn!”

			“What are you doing over here moping in the dark? Isn’t this your party?”

			“I’m just taking a breather.”

			“Your mom throws a great party.” Finn stretched out his long legs in front of him. “So many pretty girls.”

			“I’ve heard Viv is keeping you busy.”

			Finn laughed. His laugh was so similar to Knox’s that she couldn’t help but smile. “I’ve been dating a new girl every week. One gets off the carousel and another one gets on. I don’t ever want this ride to stop.”

			“The point is for you to get married, Finn, not date for the rest of your life.”

			Finn stood up, distracted by another pretty girl. “Life’s too short to settle down, sis.”

			Her brother-in-law disappeared into the crowd and then Knox appeared at her side. He handed her a plate. “I brought you some food just in case you changed your mind.”

			The man could be so thoughtful. Not wanting to give him a reason to be suspicious, Genevieve decided just to acquiesce and eat a bit. Once she got started eating the barbecue and potato salad and coleslaw, she couldn’t stop until she was completely stuffed.

			“Now that’s the Genevieve I know.” Knox was watching her clean her plate. “I was beginning to wonder where she went.”

			“She’s still here.”

			Together they milled through the crowd and Knox reached out to grab ahold of her hand.

			“I want to dance with you.” He said it loud enough for her to hear over the din of the crowd. “Like we did the night we were married.”

			If she were honest with herself, she would admit that she wanted to dance with Knox too. “Let me just go check on Mom. When I get back, I promise you we’ll dance.”

			Knox held on to her fingers until the very last second as if he were afraid to let her go. She walked away, but glanced back over her shoulder to find him still watching her. Genevieve found her mom in the kitchen checking on her pies.

			“Mom.”

			“Yes, ladybug?” Jane untied her apron and hung it on a hook on the wall. “Are you having the time of your life?”

			“It’s your best party yet.” It was the truth, so Genevieve didn’t hesitate to say it.

			“Mom?”

			“Yes, sweetheart?”

			“Why is there a goat in the kitchen?”

			In the corner of the kitchen, a baby pygmy goat, the color of ginger and cream, was curled up in one of her mother’s good comforters.

			Jane ran her hand gently over her hair to smooth it down. “Oh! Well, that’s Old Gene and Melba’s goat.”

			“Why do they have a goat?”

			“I can’t say that I know,” her mother said with a quick shrug.

			“You didn’t think to ask why they brought a goat to a wedding reception?”

			“No. I didn’t want to be rude about it. Besides, I figure if they wanted to tell me why they had a goat they would tell me. Otherwise, I don’t think it’s any of my business really.”

			“Except that it’s in your kitchen.”

			“You go tend to your husband and let me tend to the goat.”

			Her mom shooed her out of the kitchen and Genevieve decided to take her mom’s advice. After all, this was her wedding reception. Why not push any thoughts of pregnancy out of her mind and focus on having some fun?

			“Do you want to dance, cowboy?” Genevieve asked as she walked up to Knox and put her hand on his arm.

			“Just don’t tell my wife.” Knox winked at her as he took her hand in his.

			He led her onto the makeshift dance floor and, just like the first night, they danced as a married couple, Genevieve relaxed into his strong, capable arms and let herself get totally lost in the silky, dark depths of his soulful eyes.

			 

			The Lawrence family had organized one heck of a wedding reception. Knox had eaten his way through the buffet table, danced with his wife until they were both too tired for one more dance and he had laughed with friends and family for hours. It was one of the best nights he had had in recent memory. When he had watched Genevieve descend the stairs in her wedding dress, all thoughts had vanished from his mind and it felt as if he had been frozen in his spot. For him, she was the most beautiful woman. He loved her bright blue eyes, the way she threw her head back when she laughed and her sharp intelligence. Perhaps more than any other moment since he had married her on a bet, Knox realized that he loved Genevieve. He loved her as a friend. He loved her as a partner and a lover. He loved her as the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.

			The party was winding down and many of the guests had already left. Knox had been standing alone watching Genevieve talking with her sisters and holding one of her twin nephews in her arms.

			“She’s been good for you.”

			At the sound of his father’s voice, Knox turned toward him. “I love her.”

			It was strange to admit it out loud to his father, the man who had begun this entire chain of events because of his bargain with Viv Shuster. Knox’s plan to marry Genevieve had begun out of a desire to prove something to his father and in the end, it had taken on a life of its own. His feelings for Genevieve—his relationship with his wife—had absolutely nothing to do with his father and everything to do with falling in love. Now all he had to do was convince Genevieve that her life was here with him and not in California. She loved him—he could feel it. But did she love him enough to give their marriage an honest try? Did she love him enough to give up on her lifelong dream of making a life in California?

			It was difficult to admit that he didn’t know the answers to those questions. Every day that he left things unsaid between himself and Genevieve was a day closer to losing the woman he loved. It was time to propose real marriage to his wife. It was past time.

			“Congratulations, son.” Max held out his hand to him.

			It was a moment that Knox never thought to have with his father. Yes, they loved each other. They were family. But the two of them had always butted heads, beginning when he was a teenager. Perhaps it would always be a complicated relationship, but his father’s acceptance of his marriage to Genevieve went a long way to heal some old wounds.

			“Thank you, Dad.” Knox shook his father’s hand. In truth, Max had brought him Genevieve and he needed to be grateful to him for that.

			After his family took their leave, Knox ran into Collin Traub as the mayor was heading out of the front door.

			“Hey, Collin, let me bend your ear for a minute.”

			The mayor paused just outside of the front door of the Lawrence home.

			“I’d like to arrange to move Spartacus to the Ambling A,” he told Collin. “As a surprise.”

			The mayor raised his eyebrows and the look on his face wasn’t encouraging. “Genevieve isn’t all that keen on surprises. I’m sure you know that.”

			“I’m aware.” Knox felt his jaw tense. “But she lives at the Ambling A now and I want her to have access to her horse. It makes sense that Spartacus should be with us.”

			Collin gave a quick nod of his head. “I get that it makes sense, Knox. The question is, will it make sense to Genevieve.”

			Knox didn’t like the fact that the mayor was debating this idea with him. There had been a long-standing family feud between the Crawford and the Traub families going back generations. But because the two families had marriages between them, the feud had been squashed. Despite the fact that most of the new generation couldn’t remember what started the feud, perhaps there was some lingering animosity bubbling up in this conversation.

			“This is a wedding gift from me to my wife,” Knox said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I’ve got to find a trailer big enough to haul him and once I do, I’ll be in touch with the details.”

			Gen joined them then, interrupting the conversation. “Collin, I just wanted to thank you so much for coming.”

			The mayor hugged Genevieve, gave Knox a little salute and then headed down the porch stairs. Genevieve had pulled her hair back into a ponytail and her cheeks were still flushed from all the dancing they had done.

			“Did I interrupt something?” His wife had a keen eye.

			Knox had a bad feeling in his gut that Collin was going to tell Genevieve about his plan to move Spartacus. The Traub and Lawrence families went way back and his loyalty would be to Genevieve.

			“I was talking to Collin about moving Spartacus to the Ambling A,” Knox told her, deciding maybe a total surprise wasn’t the way to go. “As a wedding gift to you.”

			The expression on Genevieve’s face changed. She stood stock still while she stared up at him, then came the unexpected flash of anger in her eyes. His wife spun on her heel, marched down the steps and then waved her hand for him to follow her. They walked along the driveway and away from the house. When they were far enough away from prying eyes and listening ears, Genevieve said, “Why would you do that? Why would you talk to Collin about my horse? My horse?”

			“I wanted to do it for you,” Knox said. “Why are you getting so upset, Gen?”

			“Why am I so upset? Because Spartacus is off-limits, that’s why. He’s the only thing in this world that’s truly mine. I make the decisions about his life. No one but me.”

			They stopped walking and he turned to face his wife. This wasn’t at all how he expected their night to end. He was hoping to continue the celebration at home, take her to bed, make love to her and propose real marriage. A fight hadn’t been in the plan.

			“Okay, I get it. I wasn’t trying to make you upset, Gen. I was just trying to surprise my wife.”

			“I don’t like surprises.” Her words echoed Collin’s and it only served to irritate him.

			“I know,” Knox acknowledged. “But now that we’re talking about it, it makes sense that Spartacus move to the Ambling A. We’re just going to have to find a trailer big enough for a giant, is all.”

			Gen shook her head. “It doesn’t make a bit of sense to move him.”

			Perhaps in his own way he was giving his wife a test. He knew how much she loved Spartacus and if she agreed to move him to the Ambling A, it would be a signal to him that she thought of his family’s ranch as home.

			“It doesn’t make a bit of sense to move him,” she reiterated.

			“Ambling A is your home,” he reminded her.

			“For now,” she snapped. “But for how much longer? Until Viv finds wives for the rest of your brothers? Why would I go through the trouble of moving him, upsetting his routine, only to have to move him again when this whole thing between us falls apart?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Knox was blindsided but maybe he shouldn’t have been. Nothing between them had been solidified and that was his fault. Their relationship had been such a whirlwind, he hadn’t been able to figure out his own feelings fast enough. But the fact that Gen didn’t want to move her horse to the Ambling A spoke volumes. In her mind, the Ambling A wasn’t her home. Now it was his job to convince her otherwise.

			“Why do things between us have to fall apart, Gen?”

			Hurt, pure hurt, entered her eyes. It was an emotion he’d never seen there before and hoped to never see again.

			“That’s a cruel thing to say, Knox.” His wife crossed her arms tightly in front of her body. “Divorce was always in the cards for us. That was the deal, right?”

			“Gen.” He tried to reach for her hand but she turned away from him. “What I’m trying to say to you—clumsily I admit—is that I—”

			His wife interrupted him and pointed back at the house. “Look at what we’ve done, Knox! Just look at what we’ve done! We’ve involved the whole blasted town in this ridiculous lie!”

			“I thought we were having a good time tonight, Gen. Was that part of the lie?”

			“Of course we were having a good time. That’s all you and I do. We do what feels good and damn the consequences! We’re so...irresponsible. And selfish.”

			Suddenly, Knox felt in his gut that Genevieve was saying one thing but talking about something entirely different. There was something deeper going on and he was certain he didn’t know what it was.

			“Tell me what’s going on, Genevieve. What’s wrong?”

			Her arms still crossed tightly in front of her body and her expression grim, Gen said, “I’m done with this game.”

			Knox’s hands tightened reflexively into fists at his side. He wanted to grab her, hold her and stop her from leaving him. And she was leaving him—he could feel it in his gut. And yet, all he could ask was, “What do you mean?”

			“I mean I’m not going home with you tonight.”

			“Gen, please.”

			“No.” She shook her head. “I’m serious, Knox. I’m staying here tonight and I’m telling my mom everything—the whole truth. After all of this—” she nodded her head back toward the house “—she deserves the truth.”

			There was a long silence between them before he asked his next question. “And then what?”

			“Then we get a divorce. Sooner or later, that was always going to happen. Now I want it to happen sooner rather than later.”

			 

			The morning after the wedding reception, Genevieve awakened in her garage apartment with Oscar the cat sleeping half on her pillow and half on her face. For some reason, Knox speaking to Collin about moving Spartacus had been the proverbial straw that had broken the camel’s back. Had she meant to end her marriage behind an oak tree on her parents’ driveway? No. But it had happened and now she needed to go forward. She still had to confess to her mom and then she needed to find a pregnancy test ASAP so she could find out if this fake marriage was going to be with her for the rest of her life in the form of a child.

			“I love you.” She hugged the round fluffy feline tightly and kissed him on the head. Oscar, as he always did, began to purr loudly for her.

			Genevieve slowly extracted herself from beneath the weight of the cat and sat upright on the edge of the bed. Her mom was well aware that she hadn’t gone home with Knox after the party, but she didn’t know why. Now it was time for Genevieve to pay the piper. Knox had been calling and texting regularly; she had ignored all of his attempts to talk. What was there to say? At this point, she wasn’t so sure of her own feelings anymore and she certainly wasn’t convinced of his. Either way, the two of them had made a royal mess of things.

			Genevieve pulled her hair back into a quick ponytail, threw on some old jeans and a T-shirt and walked barefoot down the stairs, across the yard and up to the front door. Inside the house, the remnants of the party lingered—half-inflated balloons hanging from the stairwell railing and the large pile of unsolicited gifts in the formal living room that she was going to have to return. From the kitchen, she could hear her mother humming. As it always did, the thought of her mother in that cheerful yellow kitchen gave her a sense of security, of well-being—even when there wasn’t any reason to feel those things. Her mother had always been her comfort.

			“Good morning.” Genevieve walked into the kitchen and was greeted by the scent of coffee brewing.

			Jane turned toward the sound of her voice and there was such kindness and care in her mother’s eyes that Genevieve had to stop herself from immediately bursting into tears.

			“You don’t look like you had a good night, ladybug.” Jane enveloped her in a hug. “Sit down and I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

			Genevieve rested her head in her hands, dreading the conversation to come. Her poor mother had been put through the ringer while Genevieve was in high school. This table had seen more than its fair share of “what has Genevieve gotten into now” conversations. Now that she was in her early thirties, it was getting through her thick skull that she needed to grow up and start taking her adult responsibilities more seriously. Not everything in life needed to be approached like a death-defying, adrenaline-producing adventure. And she didn’t have to win every time.

			Jane set the cup of coffee down in front of her and then joined her at the table. Her mother’s cool hand felt good on her arm. She lifted up her head out of her hands and looked into her mother’s kind eyes.

			“What’s wrong, ladybug? Why didn’t you go home with your husband last night?”

			“Does Dad know I’m here?”

			“No.” Jane shook her head. “He left before dawn to go to that farm supply auction. He won’t be back until late this evening.”

			That was a lucky break. She knew that everyone in town would soon know that her marriage to Knox was over, but it was going to be particularly difficult to tell her father. The man was beside himself with happiness that she was finally married to someone he considered to be a “good, solid, God-fearing man.” For all she knew, that grandchild he had always wanted from her might very well be on the way. Then she would be a single, divorced mother.

			“I’ve really screwed up, Mom.”

			“Nothing is so bad that it can’t be fixed.”

			Genevieve wrapped her hands around the warm coffee cup, her eyes focused on a scratch on the table.

			“Holding it in only makes it worse,” her mother said in a gentle tone. “Light is the best disinfectant. Speak it and heal it, sweetheart.”

			“I don’t even know where to begin.” She sighed. “I never meant to hurt anybody, especially you.”

			“Genevieve.” Her mother said her name in a way that made her lift her eyes up. “You are my daughter, my firstborn. You have given me a run for my money, that is the God’s honest truth. But I love you more than any person has a right to love another. No matter what, that is never going to change.”

			Genevieve took in a deep, calming breath and then let it out very slowly. “My marriage to Knox isn’t real.”

			Saying those words aloud to her mother—speaking that truth—hurt. For the first time, tears of sadness and anguish formed in her eyes and she didn’t try to stop them. She had wanted to cry over Knox for weeks, but she hadn’t allowed herself to acknowledge—truly acknowledge—that this relationship wasn’t going to work out for her. If he loved her, he would have told her.

			Jane stared at her, stunned. Of all the things her mother might have imagined to be wrong, this obviously wasn’t on her radar. Her mother stood up, grabbed a box of tissues and brought them over to the table. She pulled a couple of tissues free from the box and handed them to her.

			Genevieve wiped the tears from her face before she blew her nose. The tissues crumpled up into a ball on the table as she waited for the questions from her mother that were bound to come.

			“Your marriage isn’t real?” Jane’s words came out very slowly. “What do you mean? You aren’t really married to Knox?”

			“No.” She frowned. “I’m really married.”

			“Then, I don’t understand, Genevieve. You need to spell this out for me.”

			Once she started talking, recounting the whole story, from the initial wager to the elopement to the layers of lies they had told in order to make the whole plan work, she couldn’t seem to stop. She told her mother everything, including that they had consummated the marriage and that she feared she was pregnant. It took her a long while to finish confessing, and when she did, her mom didn’t say a word. She just sat at the table, her round face unsmiling, her finger tapping on the tabletop while she mulled over what her daughter had just told her.

			“Oh, Genevieve,” Jane finally said with deep sadness laced in her voice. “When are you ever going to learn to look before you leap?”

			“Hopefully I’ve learned that lesson now. I’m so sorry, Mom. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry I had you go through all of this planning and expense for the wedding reception.”

			“Don’t you be sorry for a thing. I’m not. I had the time of my life and don’t have a bit of regret.”

			“But the money—”

			“Ladybug, when you were born, your father and I started a college fund and a wedding fund. I spent your wedding fund to throw this party.”

			“Well, at least I don’t have to feel guilty about the money anymore.”

			“No. And there’s no sense feeling guilty about anything. It’s a complete waste of energy.” Her mother reached for her hand and squeezed it. “And do you know what else I think? I think your husband is crazy about you. I think he’s head over heels for you, I really do. Everyone sees it. Everyone. Even your father sees it and that man is blind as a bat when it comes to just about everything. As a matter of fact, even Maximilian Crawford sees it. He told me so himself last night. So maybe this marriage isn’t as fake as you believe.”

			“I don’t see it,” Genevieve muttered. “He’s never said it to me.”

			With the exception of that one time in the loft when they were making love. In her mind, coming as it did in a moment of passion, that didn’t count.

			“Some men are just slow to come to their senses,” Jane said. “Your father loved me for months before it occurred to him to speak the words aloud. I remember he actually thought he told me that he loved me and he hadn’t. He’d thought it in his mind and didn’t bother to get the words out of his mouth. If Knox loves you, he’ll break down the door looking for you and then you’ll know.”

			“Maybe. But that’s not my biggest problem right now. A baby wasn’t part of our bargain, Mom.”

			“Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans, ladybug. I think it’s time we find out if there’s even anything to worry about.”

			“I’m not going to buy a pregnancy test at the general store.”

			“Oh, no,” Jane agreed. “Absolutely not.”

			Her mother got up and walked over to the phone on the wall and dialed a number. “Darling, do you happen to have any pregnancy tests in your medicine cabinet?”

			Of course. As often as her sisters got pregnant, no doubt they had a stockpile of pregnancy tests in their bathrooms.

			“Thank you, love,” Jane said into the phone. “We’ll see you in a minute.”

			Her mother hung up the phone.

			“There. Problem solved. Ella is coming over and we’ll have our answer right quick. Better to know than sit around worrying and wondering.”

			As usual, her mom was right. If she was pregnant, she needed to know. And if she did have a Crawford bun in the oven, then that was going to take the next conversation she had with her husband in a whole different direction. In fact, it was going to take her whole life in a different direction.

			 

			Knox took his hammer and smashed into the hinge, banging it again and again even though it didn’t budge.

			“Are you trying to fix that or break it more, Knox?” Hunter was holding the gate up so he could try to unseat the rusted hinge.

			Knox gave the stuck hinge a few more hard whacks before he cursed and threw his hammer on the ground. Frustrated, he kicked the gate several times. With a concerned look on his face, Hunter let go of the gate and focused his attention on Knox.

			“What’s going on? You’ve been off all day.”

			If it had been any other brother than Hunter asking, Knox would have made an excuse, any excuse, just to end the conversation. But Hunter was different. He had been married, and he had a daughter for whom he was responsible. It made Hunter more grounded and Knox trusted his counsel.

			Knox wiped the sweat off his brow with his sleeve. “Genevieve left me.”

			He hadn’t spoken those words aloud. It felt like a punch in the gut to give them a voice.

			Hunter stared at him for a second or two and then waved his hand with a smile. “If that’s a joke, brother, it ain’t funny.”

			“It’s not a joke. She left me. She didn’t come home with me last night. As far as I know, she’s planning on moving back into that garage apartment at her parents’ house.”

			Now he had Hunter’s full attention.

			“I don’t understand,” Hunter said. “The party...”

			Knox kicked the gate again. “It was a lie. All of it was a damn lie.”

			Perhaps he shouldn’t have begun to tell Hunter the truth, but once he told him one part of the problem with Genevieve, his brother wasn’t satisfied until he knew the whole truth of the matter. When he was done explaining his elopement scheme, the disbelieving, disappointed look on his brother’s face spoke volumes.

			“You and Dad are cut from the same bolt of cloth, Knox,” Hunter said with a shake of his head. “The same darn bolt of cloth.”

			Knox hated to hear that, yet there was a ring of truth in his brother’s words. Both he and his father would go to any lengths to get their way, to be in control—to be right.

			“You need to go and fight for her,” Hunter said plainly. “If you love her, then don’t let her go.”

			“I tried to tell her how I felt last night.”

			“You tried,” his brother scoffed. “Please.”

			“I did,” Knox said. “Now she won’t answer my calls. My texts.”

			“I know you can’t possibly be as dense as you’re sounding right now, Knox. A woman wants her man to fight for her. Genevieve is begging for you to step up and be a man and claim her, to prove to her that this marriage might have started out as a wager but it ended up as the real deal. Instead of going over there and fighting for her, you’re standing here and kicking a fence! That woman is the best darn thing that has ever happened to you. We all see it. And you’re a better man for having married her, no matter the circumstances. If you let her go, then all I can say is that I love you but you’re not the man that I believed you were.”

			 

			Genevieve sat on the side of her garage apartment bed and stared at the pregnancy test. Never in her life had she experienced such mixed emotions. One minute she was happy and the next she was incredibly sad, like a giant grandfather clock pendulum swinging back and forth. With a heavy sigh, she slid the pregnancy test back into the box, walked into the bathroom and put it on the edge of the sink. All she wanted to do with the rest of her day was hide under her covers. The confession to her mother and then her sister had exhausted her. It was going to take a full day of sleeping just to prepare her for the next round—dealing with her father and then with Knox.

			With a heavy heart, Genevieve climbed under the covers and rested her head on the pillow next to Oscar, who had easily slept right through her traumatic morning. Genevieve rubbed Oscar’s fat belly, causing the cat to roll on his back and purr loudly. Why couldn’t her life be a simple as Oscar’s life? She pulled the covers over her head to block out the light and wished for sleep. She had deliberately turned off her phone because she didn’t want to be disturbed. For now, she wanted her life and everyone in it to just go away.

			Sleep had thankfully come and Genevieve had no idea how long she had slept when a loud knock on the door jolted her awake.

			“Go away!” she grumbled, turning over and burying her head back under the covers.

			“Gen!” Knox’s strong, determined voice penetrated the door. “Open up, please. We need to talk.”

			“Go away!” she yelled. She wasn’t ready to speak to him.

			When he didn’t respond, didn’t fight her on it, it only confirmed her suspicions that her feelings for Knox were one-sided. It really had been just a game to that Crawford cowboy.

			A sound like a key in the door made her pop her head out from underneath the covers. The door opened and suddenly Knox, as handsome and put together as always, was standing inside of her sanctuary.

			“Mom gave you a key.”

			Knox shut the door behind him. “She did.”

			“I’m not in the mood to talk to you.” Genevieve pushed her mussed hair out of her eyes.

			Her husband sat on the edge of the bed, his eyes steady, his face more somber than she had ever seen.

			“You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to, Genevieve. I just need you to hear me out. I just need you to listen.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Knox had never truly been in love before. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t been able to pinpoint the exact moment he had fallen in love with Genevieve. But he certainly knew it when she walked away from him. That moment was burned into his brain and his heart. The night of the wedding reception, he had returned home to Silver and an empty bed. Yes, he had known that Genevieve had quickly become an integral part of his life, but it wasn’t until she was no longer filling the cabin with her laughter and her sweet smile that he realized how important she had become to the very fabric of his happiness. He had never been so happy as he was when he opened the door to the garage apartment to find a groggy, grumpy Genevieve scowling at him. Even a disgruntled Gen was better than no Gen at all.

			“This is all my fault,” he said for openers.

			Gen looked up at him with narrowed eyes. “You know, I’ve been thinking about that a lot. And, you’re absolutely right. This is all your fault. If you hadn’t bet me to marry you, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

			“I know.” Knox turned his body so he was able to look her in the eye. “But if I hadn’t convinced you to elope with me, would we have ever fallen in love?”

			His wife’s eyes widened for a moment before they narrowed. “Who says we did?”

			Knox reached for her hand; he was encouraged that she didn’t pull her hand away from him.

			“You know we did, Gen.” He looked at her with an open and steady gaze. He wanted her to see what was inside of his heart. “Do you remember when I told you that I wasn’t afraid of anything?”

			His wife nodded.

			“That wasn’t true. I am afraid of something. I’m afraid of losing the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I’m afraid of losing you.”

			A single tear slipped onto her cheek and the sight of that tear crushed him. He reached out and wiped it away with his thumb. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you this before, Gen. I love you. I love you. With everything that I am, and with everything I have, I love you. I believe I’ve loved you from the first moment I saw your picture on your website.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked with an emotional crack in her voice.

			He couldn’t wait a moment longer—he gathered his wife up in his arms and hugged her so tightly. “I don’t know. I’m a man. I’m an idiot. I’m a slow learner.”

			Through her freshly shed tears, Genevieve laughed. “You are all of those things.”

			He leaned back so he could see her face. “Yes. I am all of those things. But I’m also the man who loves you, Genevieve. I’m the man who wants to spend the rest of his life with you.”

			Knox kissed his wife, tasting the salt from her tears on his lips. He kissed her tears from her cheeks and then took both of her hands in his.

			“Tell me that you love me.”

			“I love you, Knox.”

			Knox noticed the engagement ring made of hay he had given her sitting on the nightstand. He reached for it and held it out for her to see. “I want you to be my wife, Genevieve.”

			With a little laugh she took the ring and held it gently in her hand, as if it were made of precious metal. “I am your wife, Knox.”

			“Then promise to be my wife for the rest of my life, Gen. Promise me.”

			“I promise you.”

			“Thank God.” Knox pulled her back into his arms.

			During the hug, Knox felt Genevieve rub her face on his shoulder. He sat back with a suspicious smile. “Did you just dry your face on my shirt?”

			His wife grinned at him guiltily. “Maybe just a little.”

			Knox stood up and looked around for a box of tissues. Genevieve pointed to the bathroom. “Toilet paper in there.”

			He walked over to the bathroom and when he was bending over to pull some toilet paper off the roll, something caught his attention on the bathroom sink. Squares of toilet paper crumpled in his hand, he reached out to pick up the pregnancy test. He stared at the box and then, with legs that didn’t seem to want to move, he looked in the direction of his wife.

			 

			Genevieve was still reeling from the sudden appearance of Knox in her garage apartment and his profession of love. It took a minute for it to register that he was in the bathroom with the pregnancy test. Careful not to disturb Oscar, who had managed to keep on sleeping, Genevieve got out of bed. She was heading toward the bathroom when Knox emerged holding the box.

			“Are you?” he asked quietly.

			Feeling sadder than she could express in words, she shook her head. Genevieve took the box from his hand and threw it in the trash. When she turned around, she turned into Knox’s waiting arms.

			“Are you okay?”

			She buried her head into his chest and nodded. He kissed the top of her head so sweetly that it almost made her start crying all over again. It was the strangest feeling. She was actually mourning a baby that never was. When she’d seen that the pregnancy test was negative, it had driven home how much she had begun to like the idea of being a mom. No, it wouldn’t have been easy to be a single mother, and no, she wouldn’t have wanted to trap Knox with an unplanned pregnancy. But in the end, she had wanted to be pregnant and now she knew she wasn’t.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” He rested his chin on her head.

			“I didn’t know for sure.” She put her hand over his heart. “I missed my period but I wasn’t sure.”

			He handed her the balled-up toilet paper so she could blow her nose and then they sat down on the end of the bed together.

			“Are you sad that you aren’t pregnant? Is that it?” He held her hands in his.

			“Actually,” she admitted, “I am sad. I don’t even know why.”

			Knox put his arm tightly around her. “Maybe because you’re ready to be a mom now.”

			“Are you ready to be a dad?”

			Her husband looked down at her and met her eyes. “With you? Absolutely.”

			“A woman’s fertility drops off a cliff after thirty-five,” she told him after she blew her nose again. “That’s only a couple of years away.”

			Knox got off the bed, kneeled down on one knee before her, and held her hands in his. “Why don’t we go on a honeymoon, Genevieve? I’ll take you anywhere in the world you want to go.”

			“Anywhere?”

			“Anywhere.”

			The one place in the whole entire world that popped into her mind was the one place she had always wanted to go.

			“Paris,” she told him. “I want to go to Paris.”

			“Paris?”

			She nodded.

			“A cowgirl in Paris? I didn’t expect that.”

			“You said that you would take me anywhere in the world I wanted to go.”

			“I did. And I meant it.” Knox stood up and coaxed her up as well. “If you want to go to Paris for our honeymoon, then that’s where we’ll go.”

			Genevieve had never felt more safe or loved as she did when she was being held in Knox’s arms. Knox kissed her again—a kiss filled with the promise of so much love to come.

			“Maybe we could try for a baby on our honeymoon?”

			“My beautiful wife, I’ll give you as many babies as you want.” Knox pulled her into his body. “And we don’t have to wait until Paris. We can start trying for that baby right now.”

			 

			As good as his word, Knox made all the arrangements for their honeymoon. The first leg of the trip was made by private jet to Paris and they couldn’t resist making love over the Atlantic Ocean. After a quick shower, Genevieve slipped back into bed while Knox went to talk to the stewardess about a late-night snack.

			“How does chocolate and champagne sound?” Knox opened the door carrying a silver tray.

			“Amazing.” She smiled at him warmly. “I would say we worked up an appetite.”

			Knox put the tray on the small table just inside of the bedroom door.

			“Would you grab my robe out of the suitcase?” Genevieve climbed out of bed, her arms wrapped around her body. “I’m cold for some reason.”

			Her husband unzipped the suitcase while she sat at the table and took a bite out of juicy, chocolate-covered strawberry.

			“Hmm. This is delicious.”

			Knox joined her at the table, kissed some strawberry juice from her chin and handed her the robe.

			“Look what Xander put in our suitcase.” Knox put the old Abernathy diary on the table.

			Genevieve slipped her arms into the robe quickly so she could get her hands on the antique diary.

			“Why would he do that?” She sat down, holding on to the diary as if it were precious.

			“Here’s the note he put with it.”

			Gen took the note and read it. According to Xander, the romantic passages in the diary acted as an aphrodisiac.

			With a laugh, she said, “Xander thinks that we help in the lovemaking department.”

			“Do we?” Knox asked teasingly.

			“Not hardly,” she reassured him, even though she knew he was teasing. Genevieve carefully ran her fingers over the yellowed and tattered pages of the diary. Holding this diary was like reaching back into the past and touching someone’s heart. These were someone’s private thoughts—their most heartfelt desires.

			“Find anything interesting?” Knox put a glass of champagne on the table near her.

			“Yes! As a matter of fact.” Genevieve looked up from the pages. “It says here that W’s girlfriend was pregnant! That’s a huge clue if I’ve ever seen one, don’t you think?”

			Knox drained his glass, stood up and took her hand. “I think that I’d rather worry about getting you pregnant.”

			With a happy laugh, Genevieve abandoned the diary and let her husband take her back to bed.

			 

			Knox was a very enthusiastic partner in their attempt to conceive. Genevieve didn’t care if they conceived in a private jet or a hotel in Paris or under the stars in a national park. All she cared about was having a healthy baby with the man she loved.

			“Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” Genevieve was sitting on a window seat in their hotel room.

			Knox had found them the perfect room with a view of the Eiffel Tower. At night, with the Eiffel Tower lit brightly, Genevieve would sit in the window seat and gaze at that amazing iconic structure.

			Her husband sat behind her and pulled her back so she was leaning against his chest. “As a matter of fact, I have seen something that beautiful.”

			She hugged his arms into her body, so happy to be with this man in the most romantic city in the world.

			“I think we should come back here every year,” Genevieve mused aloud. “Every year on our anniversary.”

			“Whatever you want, my love.”

			She had everything she wanted. It was everything she hadn’t even known that she wanted. Genevieve had been so focused on her career that she hadn’t considered how fulfilling finding true love with a man could be. Yes, she would always have her career—that was a given—but now she had so much more. She had this man who adored her—and hopefully, someday very soon, she would have a child—a child created from so much love.

			Genevieve snuggled more deeply into Knox’s arms, her eyes drinking in the lights from the Eiffel Tower. “You’ve made my dream come true.”

			“It’s only fair that I return the favor.”

			Knox moved to stand up and she shifted her weight toward the window, wanting to burn the image of the Paris skyline in her brain. Her husband returned and put a small box on the window seat next to her.

			“What is this?” She looked up at him in surprise.

			“I know you don’t like surprises.” He smiled at her. “But maybe you’ll let me have just this one.”

			“You didn’t have to get me anything, Knox. You’ve already given me so much.”

			Carefully, Genevieve unwrapped the paper from the box. Her heart was pounding in the most ridiculous way when she opened the lid. Inside of the box, nestled in black velvet, was a sparkling diamond ring.

			“Oh, Knox. It’s beautiful.”

			Her husband took the ring out of the box, bent down on one knee with the lights from the Eiffel Tower in the background.

			“Genevieve Lawrence Crawford, would you do me the honor of being my wife?”

			She took his handsome face in her hands and kissed him. “Yes, Knox. It would be my honor to continue to be your wife.”

			Knox slipped the ring onto her finger and they stood up together to embrace. “I wanted you to have a real proposal and a real engagement ring. You deserve that.”

			“I never expected to have a Paris proposal.” She twisted her hand back and forth to make her ring sparkle.

			“Now you have.”

			In their elegant hotel room in the heart of Paris, they danced together. Knox played his country music playlist so they could have a touch of home with them.

			“Do you think they’ve ever had anyone dance the Texas Two-Step in this room?” Knox moved her across the carpet.

			She laughed the laugh of a woman who was happy and in love. “I don’t think so, cowboy.”

			They danced until they were both tired and thirsty for more champagne. Knox poured her a glass and they toasted each other. Once her glass was empty, her husband went back to kissing her. He couldn’t seem to get enough of her lips and she had no complaints. Knox slipped his hands beneath her blouse, his hands so warm on her skin. He kissed her neck, his breath sending chills of anticipation down her spine. She knew where this was leading. Knox wanted her again and she wanted him. It didn’t take him much effort to undress her, and soon she was standing in the middle of their hotel room wearing nothing but her new engagement ring.

			He lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed, kissing her all along the way. She lay back in a mountain of soft overstuffed pillows, feeling languid and decadent while Knox disrobed. It was her pleasure to watch her husband, so lean and muscular, in the sparse light.

			“You are so handsome.” She held out her arms to him.

			The moment his hot skin pressed against hers, she moaned with delight. His biceps tightened as he wrapped her up so snuggly into his arms. With his lips on her neck, his hands on her body, it was easy to lose herself in the feeling of this man. Knox pressed her back into the mattress, the weight of his body such an odd relief. She wanted to be joined with him, no waiting, no fanfare—just two bodies becoming one.

			He captured her face in his hands. “I love you, Genevieve.”

			“Oh, Knox,” she gasped. “I love you.”

			Their bodies joined so tightly, their breath mingled, their hands clasped together, it was as if they were making love for the very first time. Every movement, every touch, every whisper of love took Genevieve to a whole new level of joy. Knox took them on a delicious ride, so slow, so sweet, until they were both crying out each other’s names. Trying to catch her breath, Genevieve curled her body into her husband’s, her head resting atop his rapidly beating heart. They looked at each other and began to laugh at their own incredible luck to have found each other.

			“We are so very good at that.” She kissed his chest affectionately.

			“Yes. We are.” Knox rubbed his hand over her arm, his eyes closed contentedly. “I might have just given you a child, Mrs. Crawford.”

			“Hmmm,” she murmured sleepily. “That would be the most wonderful souvenir.”

			They fell asleep in each other’s arms then, both of them spent from a night of eating and dancing and lovemaking. In the early morning light, Knox awakened her with butterfly kisses on her neck. After they made love, they ordered room service and began to plan their day of sightseeing.

			“When we get back to Rust Creek Falls, we’re going to have to move the rest of my things from the garage apartment to the cabin.”

			Barefoot and shirtless, Knox joined her on the window seat wearing faded jeans. Her husband had to be the sexiest cowboy to ever visit France.

			“And you need to move Spartacus to the Ambling A,” he reminded her as he pulled her pajama top down her arm so he could kiss her shoulder.

			“Yes.” She admired his persistence. For him, if her horse was at the Ambling A, that meant she was officially at the Ambling A to stay. “I will move Spartacus. As soon as we get back.”

			“Good.”

			Sitting wrapped up in Knox Crawford’s arms, Genevieve realized that for the first time she had managed to win big by losing a wager.

			“What do you want to do today?” she asked her husband. “Paris awaits.”

			“First, I’m going to take you back to bed,” Knox whispered lovingly in her ear.

			“And then?”

			“I’m going to keep you there for the rest of the day.”

			With a delighted laugh, Genevieve decided it was time to make another wager with her husband. “I bet you can’t get me pregnant before we leave Paris.”

			Always up for a friendly wager, Knox picked her up in his arms and carried her back to bed. “Oh, my lovely wife, I’ll just bet you I can.”
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			Home to Blue Stallion Ranch

			by Stella Bagwell

			Chapter One

			Who the hell is that?

			Holt Hollister pushed back the brim of his black cowboy hat and squinted at the feminine shape framed by the open barn door. He didn’t have the time or energy to deal with a woman this morning. Especially one who was pouting because he’d forgotten to call or send flowers.

			Damn it!

			Jerking off his gloves, he jammed them into the back pocket of his jeans and strode toward the shapely figure shaded by the overhang. Behind him the loud whinny of a randy stallion drowned out the sounds of nearby voices, rattling feed buckets, the whir of fans, and the muffled music from a radio.

			As soon as the woman spotted his approach, she stepped forward and into a beam of sunlight slanting down from a skylight. The sight very nearly caused Holt to stumble. This wasn’t one of his girlfriends. This woman looked like she’d just stepped off an exotic beach and exchanged a bikini for some cowboy duds.

			Petite, with white-blond hair that hung past her shoulders, she was dressed in a white shirt and tight blue jeans stuffed into a pair of black cowboy boots inlaid with turquoise and red thunderbirds. Everything about her said she didn’t belong in his horse barn.

			Frustration eating at him, he forced himself to march onward until the distance between them narrowed down to a mere arm’s length and she was standing directly in front of him.

			“Hello,” she greeted. “Do you work here?”

			Holt might forget where he’d placed his truck keys or whether he’d eaten in the past ten hours, but he didn’t forget a woman. And he was quite certain he’d never laid eyes on this one before today. Even without a drop of makeup on her face, she was incredibly beautiful, with smooth, flawless skin, soft pink lips, and eyes that reminded him of blue velvet.

			“It’s the only place I’ve ever worked,” he answered. “Are you looking for someone in particular?”

			She flashed him a smile and at any other time or place, Holt would’ve been totally charmed. But not this morning. He’d spent a hellish night in the foaling barn and now another day had started without a chance for him to draw a good breath.

			She said, “I am. I’m here to see Mr. Hollister. I was told by one of the ranch hands that I’d find him in this barn.”

			She was looking straight at him and for a brief second Holt was thrown off-kilter by her gaze. Not only direct, it was as cool as a mountain stream.

			“Three Mr. Hollisters live on this ranch,” he said bluntly. “You have a first name?”

			“Holt. Mr. Holt Hollister.”

			He blew out a heavy breath. He might’ve guessed this greenhorn would be looking for him. Being the manager of the horse division of Three Rivers Ranch, he was often approached by horse-crazy women, who wanted permission to walk through the barn and pet the animals, as if he kept them around for entertainment.

			“You’re talking to him.”

			Those blue, blue eyes suddenly narrowed skeptically, as though she’d already decided he was nothing more than a stable hand. And he supposed he couldn’t blame her. He’d not had time to shave this morning. Hell, he’d not even gone to bed at all last night. Added to that, the legs of his jeans were stained with afterbirth and smears of blood had dried to brown patches on his denim shirt.

			“Oh. I’m Isabelle Townsend. Nice to meet you, Mr. Holt Hollister.”

			She extended her hand out to him and Holt wiped his palm against the hip of his jean before he wrapped it around hers.

			“Is there something I can do for you, Ms. Townsend?” he asked, while wondering how such a soft little thing could have a grip like a vice.

			She eased her hand from his. “I’ve been told you have nice breeding stock for sale. I’m looking to buy.”

			If Holt hadn’t been so tired, he would’ve burst out laughing. She ought to be home painting her fingernails, or whatever it was that women like her did to amuse themselves, he thought. “Are you talking about cattle or horses? Or maybe you’re looking for goats? If you are, I know a guy who has some beauties.”

			“Horses,” she said flatly, while peering past his shoulder at the rows of stalls lining both sides of the barn. “This is a horse barn, isn’t it? Or are you in the goat business now?”

			The sarcasm in her voice was the same tone he’d used on her. And though he deserved it, her response irked him. Usually pretty women smiled at him. This one was sneering.

			“I’m in the business of horses. And at this time, Three Rivers isn’t interested in selling any. You should drive down to Phoenix and try the livestock auction. If you’re careful with your bidding, you can purchase some fairly decent animals there. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m very busy.”

			Not waiting to hear her reply, he walked off and didn’t stop until he was out the opposite end of the barn and out of Isabelle Townsend’s sight.

			 

			Furious and humiliated, Isabelle turned on her heel and stalked out of the barn. So much for all she’d heard about Three Rivers Ranch and its warm hospitality. Apparently, those glowing recommendations didn’t include Holt Hollister.

			Outside in the bright Arizona sunlight, she crossed a piece of hard-packed ground to where her truck was parked next to a tall Joshua tree.

			Jerking open the door, she was about to climb into the cab when a male voice called out to her.

			Wondering if Holt Hollister had decided he’d behaved like an ass and had come to apologize, she turned to see it wasn’t the arrogant horseman who’d followed her. This man was slightly taller and perhaps a bit older than Holt Hollister, but she could see a faint resemblance to the man she’d just crossed words with.

			“Hello,” he said. “I’m Blake Hollister, manager of the ranch.”

			He extended his hand in a friendly manner and Isabelle complied.

			“I’m Isabelle Townsend,” she introduced herself, then added dryly, “It’s nice meeting you. I think.”

			His brows disappeared beneath the brim of his gray hat. “I happened to see you go in the horse barn five minutes ago. If you’re looking for someone in particular, I might be able to help.”

			“I was looking for the man who manages your horse division. Instead I found a first-class jerk!” She practically blasted the words at him, then promptly hated herself for the outburst. This man couldn’t be held responsible for his relative’s boorish behavior. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to sound so cross.”

			“Isabelle Townsend,” he thoughtfully repeated, then snapped his fingers. “You must be our new neighbor who purchased the old Landry Ranch.”

			Since she’d only moved here six weeks ago, she was surprised this man had heard of her. News in a small place must travel fast, she thought.

			“That’s right. I was interested in purchasing a few horses from Three Rivers. But unfortunately, your brother or cousin or whatever he is to you isn’t interested in selling. Or showing a visitor good manners.”

			“I’m sorry about this, Ms. Townsend.”

			The ranch manager cast a rueful glance in the direction of the horse barn and Isabelle got the impression it wasn’t the first time he’d had to apologize for his brother’s behavior.

			“Frankly, Mr. Hollister, I had heard this ranch was the epitome of hospitality. But after this morning, I have my doubts about that.”

			“Trust me. It won’t happen again.” His smile was apologetic. “You caught my brother at a bad time. You see, it’s foaling season and he’s working virtually 24/7 right now. I promise if you’ll come back to the ranch tomorrow, I’ll make sure Holt is on his best behavior.”

			Isabelle didn’t give a damn about the horse manager. As far as she was concerned, the man could ride off into the sunset and never return.

			“Honestly, Mr. Hollister, I have no desire to do business with your brother. Exhaustion isn’t an excuse for bad manners.”

			“No. And I agree that Holt can be insensitive at times. But you’ll find that when it comes to horses, he’s the best.”

			He might be the best, but would dealing with the man be worth it? If it would help make her dream come true, she could surely put up with Mr. Arrogant for a few minutes, she decided.

			Shrugging, she said, “All right, Mr. Hollister. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

			He helped her into the truck, then shut the truck door and stepped back. And as Isabelle drove away, she wondered why she’d agreed to meet the good-looking horseman with a tart tongue for a second time. Solely for the chance to buy a few mares? Or did she simply want the pleasure of giving him a piece of her mind?

			The answer to that was probably a toss-up, she decided.

			 

			“Holt? Are you in there?”

			The sound of Blake’s loud voice booming through the open doorway penetrated Holt’s sleep-addled brain. Groggily, he lifted his head just in time to see his older brother step into the messy room he called his office.

			“I’m right here. What’s the matter? Is Cocoa having trouble?” He leaned back in the desk chair and wiped a hand over his face.

			“As far as I know, nothing is wrong with Cocoa. I saw her five minutes ago. She was standing and the baby was nursing.”

			“Thank God. I had to call Chandler back to the ranch to deal with her afterbirth. I was afraid she might be having complications,” he explained, then squinted a look at Blake’s dour expression. “What’s the matter with you? You look like you’ve been eating green persimmons.”

			“That task would probably be easier than trying to fix your mess-ups,” Blake retorted.

			This wiped the cobwebs from Holt’s brain. “My mess-ups? What are you talking about?”

			Blake shoved a stack of papers to one side and eased a hip onto the corner of the desk. “Don’t feign ignorance. You know damned good and well I’m talking about Isabelle Townsend. The blonde who left the horse barn with smoke pouring out of her ears. What the hell did you say to her anyway?”

			Holt used both hands to scrub his face again. “Not much. I basically made it clear that I didn’t have time for her. Which is hardly a lie. You know that.”

			Blake blew out a heavy breath. “Yes, I know it. But in this case, you should’ve made time. Or, at the very least, been polite to the woman.”

			Holt picked up a coffee cup and peered at the cold black liquid inside. He’d poured the drink about five hours earlier, but never found a chance to drink it. Now particles of dust were floating over the surface. “What is the big deal, Blake? It was very clear to me that the woman had no legitimate business here on the ranch. I seriously doubt she’s ever straddled a horse in her entire life. We’ll probably never see her again.”

			“Wrong. I invited her to return tomorrow. And I made a personal promise to her that you’d be behaving like a human being instead of a jackass.”

			Holt plunked the coffee cup back to the desktop. “Oh, hell, Blake, you have no idea how I behaved with Isabelle what’s-her-name. You weren’t there.”

			“I didn’t have to be. I know how you are whenever you run out of patience. Like I said, a jackass.”

			“Okay, okay. I wasn’t nice. I’ll admit it. But I’m running on empty. And just looking at her rubbed me the wrong way.”

			Blake arched a brow at him. “Really? She was damned pretty. Since when has a pretty woman got your dander up? Unless—” His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Dear Lord, I hope you didn’t make a pass at her. Is that what really happened?”

			“No! Not even close!” Holt rose from the chair and began to move restlessly around the jumbled room.

			His mother often mentioned that he needed a nicer office, one that was fitting for a respected horse trainer, but Holt always balked at the idea. He liked the dust and the jumble. He liked having metal filing cabinets filled with papers instead of flash drives and computers with spreadsheets. If he wanted to throw a dirty saddle across the back of a chair, he did. If he wanted to toss a pile of headstalls and bridles into a corner of the room, he didn’t worry about how it looked or smelled. He was in the business of horses. Not ostentatious surroundings. Or technical gadgets.

			“Yeah, pretty women and I go hand in hand,” he went on with a dose of sarcasm. “Except I don’t like it when they pretend to be something they aren’t.”

			“I don’t get you, Holt. You don’t know Isabelle Townsend. Why you’ve made this snap decision about her, I’ll never understand. But I’m telling you, you’ve got it all wrong. She’s purchased the old Landry Ranch and has intentions of turning it into a horse farm. And from what I hear about the woman, she has enough riding trophies to fill up this room.”

			Holt stopped in his tracks and stared at his brother. “Who says?”

			“Emily-Ann for one. And working at Conchita’s, you know she hears everything.”

			Holt sputtered. “Sure, Blake. Working at a coffee shop means she hears gossip.”

			“This is more than gossip,” Blake countered. “Emily-Ann has become fairly good friends with the woman.”

			Holt looked away from his brother and down at the dusty planked floor. This part of the foaling barn had been built many years before Holt was born and the cypress boards, though durable, were a fire hazard. The floor actually needed to be ripped out and replaced with concrete, but like many parts of the century-and-a-half-old ranch, they remained as pieces of tradition.

			“The old Landry Ranch, you say? That means she’s our neighbor on the north boundary.”

			“Right,” Blake replied. “And we don’t need any kind of friction with a neighbor. So you think you can play nice in the morning?”

			Holt grinned. “Sure. I’ll be so sweet, she’ll think she’s covered in molasses.”

			Blake rolled his eyes. “I don’t think you need to spread it on that thick, brother. Just be yourself. No. On second thought, that could be dangerous. Just be congenial.”

			Holt’s weary chuckle was more like a groan. “Don’t worry, Blake. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

			 

			By the time Isabelle reached the outskirts of Wickenburg, she’d managed to push her simmering frustration aside and set her thoughts on the breakfast she’d missed earlier this morning. Endless chores were waiting for her back at the ranch, and it would make more sense to go home and fix herself a plate of eggs and toast. But she was already close to town, and after that humiliating encounter with Holt Hollister, taking time for coffee and a pastry at Conchita’s would be a treat she desperately needed.

			After driving through the main part of Wickenburg, she turned onto a sleepy side street where the tiny coffee shop was located. Shaded by two old mesquite trees, the building’s slab pine siding was weathered to a drab gray. Worn stepping stones led up to a small porch with a short overhang.

			At the moment, the single wooden door stood open to the warm morning and Isabelle could hear the muted sounds of music. As she stepped inside the dim interior, she was met with the mouthwatering scents of fresh baked pastries and brewing coffee.

			An elderly man with a cane was at the counter. Isabelle stood to one side and waited patiently while Emily-Ann sacked his order.

			“Hi, Isabelle!” the waitress greeted. “I’ll be right back as soon as I help Mr. Perez out with his things.”

			“Sure. Take your time. I’m in no hurry,” Isabelle assured her.

			The gentleman waved a dismissive hand at the young, auburn-haired woman and spoke something to her in rapid Spanish. Emily-Ann replied in the same language and made a shooing gesture toward the door.

			“He insists he can carry his order out to the car on his own,” she explained to Isabelle. “But I’m not going to let that happen.”

			While Emily-Ann assisted the customer, Isabelle stepped up to the glass cases holding a huge array of pastries and baked treats. She was still trying to decide between the brownies and the apple fritters when Emily-Ann returned and gave Isabelle a tight hug.

			Laughing, Isabelle hugged her back. “You must have missed me!”

			“I have!” Emily-Ann exclaimed, a wide smile lighting up her pretty freckled face. “You’ve not been in for a few days.”

			“I’ve been busy. So busy, in fact, that I missed breakfast this morning.” Isabelle pointed to a top shelf. “Give me a brownie and an apple fritter. And a large regular coffee with cream.”

			Emily-Ann, who was the same age as Isabelle, looked at her in disbelief. “A brownie and an apple fritter? And you look like that? Do you know how frustrated that makes me? Just breathing the air in here makes me gain a pound!”

			Isabelle shook her head. “You look lovely. I only wish I had your height. For the first fifteen years of my life, I was called shorty.”

			“That’s better than being called freckles.” Emily-Ann turned to a counter behind her and filled a cup with coffee. “Do you want this to go?”

			“No. I don’t want to gobble it down while I drive. I want to enjoy every bite.”

			“Great,” she said. “The customers have let up for the moment so I’ll join you. That is, if you’d like the company.”

			“C’mon. I’d love your company.”

			The two women walked outside and sat down at one of the small wrought iron tables and chairs sitting in the shade of the mesquites.

			“So what’s been going on with you since I was here?” Isabelle asked as she broke off a piece of the brownie and popped it into her mouth.

			Emily-Ann tilted her head from side to side in a nonchalant expression. “Nothing new. At this time of year, lots of snowbirds come in for coffee. Most of them are friendly and want to chat and ask questions about things to see and do around here. Honestly, Isabelle, when you’ve lived in one little town all your life, you don’t really see things as a tourist. For example, that saguaro over there across the street. The tourists ooh and aah over it. To me, it’s just a saguaro.”

			“That’s because you see it every day.” Isabelle sipped her coffee, hoping the caffeine would revive her from the long morning she started before daylight. “But think of it this way, one of those snowbirds that walk into the coffee shop might be your Mr. Right.”

			Emily-Ann grimaced. “I’m not sure I want to look for a Mr. Right anymore. The men I’ve dated have all turned out to be stinkers.”

			Isabelle shrugged. “At least you weren’t like me and made the mistake of marrying the wrong man.”

			“From what you’ve told me, your ex would’ve been happy to stay married. And you did say that the two of you are still friends. Are you sure you don’t regret getting a divorce?”

			“Trevor was a good guy. A nice guy. But he—” He just hadn’t loved her. Not with the deep, abiding love that Isabelle had craved. “Well, he was a great companion. Just not a husband.”

			Shaking her head, Emily-Ann sighed. “I’m not sure I get that. But as long as you think you’re better off now, then that’s all that really matters, I suppose.”

			Isabelle finished the brownie and unwrapped the square of wax paper from the fritter. “I am better off. I’m following my dreams.”

			Emily-Ann leaned back in her chair. “How is the ranch coming along? Have you found any horses to buy?”

			Instead of blurting the curse word burning the tip of her tongue, Isabelle snorted. “Actually, I drove out to Three Rivers this morning to look at their horses, but I didn’t get to first base.”

			“Oh, what happened? Out of all of the horses they have, surely you could find something that suited you.”

			“Ha! All I got to see was an arrogant cowboy and he promptly sent me on my way.”

			Emily-Ann’s mouth fell open. “You mean Holt? He sent you packing?”

			“He did. Emily-Ann, I thought you told me he was a charming guy and that he’d be easy to do business with. The guy is a first-class jerk!” Isabelle huffed out a breath and reached for her coffee.

			Emily-Ann was perplexed. “I don’t understand how that could’ve happened. But he’s dreamy-looking. Right?”

			Isabelle sipped the hot drink and tried not to think about the way Holt Hollister had looked standing there in front of her with his long legs parted and his arms folded against his broad chest. Dreamy? He’d looked rough around the edges and as tough as rawhide. “I’ll admit he’s sexy, but not the sort I dream about. I like manners and kindness in a man.”

			Emily-Ann batted a hand through the air. “Holt knows all about manners. Him sending you away—that’s just not the man I know, and I’ve been friends with the whole family since I was a very little girl.”

			Isabelle shrugged, while trying not to take the man’s behavior personally. “There must’ve been something about me that Holt didn’t like. Or maybe something I said. Like hello,” she added dryly. “No matter. Blake invited me to come back tomorrow and I’m going to take him up on the invitation.”

			Emily-Ann looked relieved. “Oh, so you met Blake. He’s a real gentleman.”

			“I’ll put it this way, he’s nothing like his brother,” Isabelle replied.

			“So what did you think about Three Rivers? It’s quite a place, isn’t it?”

			Nodding, Isabelle admitted, “Beautiful. But nothing like I was expecting. I thought the main ranch house would be a hacienda-type mansion surrounded by a stone wall with an elaborate gated entrance. Instead, it was a homey three-story house with wood siding and a front porch for sitting.”

			Emily-Ann sighed. “The Hollisters are a homey bunch. Guess that’s why the family is so well liked. They’re just regular folks. Even though they have oodles of money.”

			Isabelle’s ex had also had oodles of money. Perhaps not as much as the Hollisters, but he’d had enough to give her a tidy fortune in the divorce settlement. Money was necessary, and Isabelle would be lying if she said she didn’t appreciate the life it was allowing her to lead. Particularly with her plans to build a horse farm. But money wasn’t everything. In the end, Trevor’s money hadn’t made up for his inability to love her.

			“Well, if I don’t meet a different Holt tomorrow, I’m going to suggest he drive up to the Grand Canyon and take a flying leap off the South Rim.”

			“Ouch. He must have really rubbed you the wrong way.”

			Just the thought of Holt Hollister rubbing her in any way sent a shiver down Isabelle’s spine. Maybe the women around here went for the barbarian type, but she didn’t.

			Purposely focusing her attention on the apple fritter, Isabelle said, “Let’s talk about something else, shall we? I don’t want to ruin the rest of my day.”

			 

			For the first night in the past ten nights, no foals were born and Holt managed to sleep until four thirty in the morning without being disturbed. Even so, the moment he opened his eyes, he jerked to a sitting position and stared around the bedroom, disoriented.

			What was he doing in bed and what the heck had happened while he’d been asleep? Swinging his legs over the side of the mattress, he reached for the phone on the nightstand and punched the button for the direct line to the foaling barn. It rang six times before someone finally picked it up and by then Holt was wide-awake.

			“Yep.”

			“Matt, is that you?” Matthew Waggoner was the ranch foreman and had been for several years. His job was mostly handling the cowhands, the cattle, and everything that entailed. He usually stayed away from the mares and foals.

			“Yep, it’s me. What’s wrong?”

			“Why are you in the foaling barn?” Holt asked. “Has something happened?”

			“No. Everything is quiet. I’m spelling Leo. He’s dead on his feet. Sounds like you are, too.”

			Holt raked a hand through his tumbled hair, then reached for the jeans he’d left lying on the floor by the bed. “When I woke up and realized I’d been in bed all night, it scared me.”

			Matthew chuckled. “That’s a hell of a thing to be scared about. Hang up and go back to sleep. The mares in the paddock are all happy and the hands and I won’t be leaving out of the ranch yard until six anyway.”

			“Thanks, Matt. But my sleep is over. I’ll be down as soon as I grab something from the kitchen.”

			In the bathroom, he sluiced cold water onto his face, then ran a comb through his dark hair. The rusty brown whiskers on his face hadn’t seen a razor in three days, but he wasn’t going to bother shaving this morning. He had more important worries.

			After he’d thrown a denim shirt over his jeans and tugged on a pair of worn cowboy boots, he hurried down to the kitchen, where Reeva was already shoving an iron skillet filled with buttermilk biscuits into the oven. The scents of frying bacon and chorizo filled the warm room.

			“Got any tortillas warm yet, old woman?” Holt asked as he sneaked up behind the cook and pecked a kiss on her cheek.

			Without batting an eye, she pointed to a platter stacked with breakfast tacos wrapped in aluminum foil. “The tacos are already made. What do you think I do around here anyway? Sit reading gossip magazines or lie in bed? Like you?”

			In her early seventies, Reeva was a tall, thin woman with straight, iron gray hair that was usually pulled into a ponytail or braid. She’d been working as the Hollister cook since before Holt had been born and now after all these years, she was a part of the family. Which was all for the best, he thought, since the little family she’d once had were all moved away and out of her life.

			“Ha! I’ve seen you lounging around in the den reading gossip magazines and drinking coffee,” Holt teased as he snatched up three of the tacos.

			Reeva swatted the spatula at his hand. “Get out of here, you worthless saddle tramp.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m going. As soon as I find my insulated cup.”

			“Right behind you. On the cabinet. And don’t go out without your jacket. It’s cold this morning.”

			“It’s a good thing you’re around to tell me what to do, Reeva. Otherwise, I’d be in a hell of a mess.” He grabbed up the stainless steel cup and headed toward the door that led to the backyard.

			“You stay in a mess even with my help,” she said tartly, then added, “I’ll send Jazelle down with some pastries later. And don’t call me old woman.”

			Holt looked over his shoulder and winked at her. “Reeva, you look as fresh as a spring rose.”

			Reeva continued to flip the frying bacon. “You wouldn’t know what a spring rose looked like. But I love you anyway.”

			“Right back at ya, old woman.”

			At the door, he levered on a gray Stetson and, to please Reeva, pulled on a Sherpa-lined jacket. After stuffing the tacos into one of the pockets to keep them warm on the long walk to the foaling barn, he stepped outside and was promptly slammed in the face with a cold north wind.

			Ducking his head, he left the backyard and started toward the massive ranch yard in the distance. Along the way, he passed the bunkhouse where most of the single ranch hands lived. The scents of coffee and frying sausage drifted out from the log building and Holt figured the guys would be sitting down to breakfast any minute now, which was served at five on most mornings. Once in a while, he and Blake would join the group for the early meal, just to share a few casual minutes with the hardworking employees. But the bunkhouse cook was a crusty old fellow, who couldn’t begin to match Reeva’s kitchen skills.

			At the cattle pens, there were already a half dozen cowboys spreading feed and hay. Dust billowed from the stirring hooves, a sign that so far the winter had been extremely dry. Grass on the range was getting as scarce as hen’s teeth and Matthew had already warned Blake that the hay Three Rivers had baled back in the spring would soon be gone. As for the Timothy/alfalfa mix Holt fed the horses, he’d already been forced to get tons of it shipped in from northern Nevada.

			At times like these, Holt figured Blake acquired a few more gray hairs at his temples. As manager of the ranch, his brother carried a load on his shoulders and he worried. But Holt didn’t worry. Not about the solvency of the ranch. After a hundred and seventy-one years, he figured the place would keep on standing strong. No, the only thing he worried about was keeping the horses healthy. And his mother.

			For the most part, Holt could control the well-being of the Three Rivers’ remuda, but his mother was a different matter. Lately she was doing a good job of acting like she was happy. But Holt and his siblings weren’t fooled. She was keeping something from the family.

			Chandler wanted to think she’d fallen in love and was trying to hide it, but Holt didn’t go along with his brother’s idea. A woman in love had a look about her that was impossible to hide and his mother didn’t have it.

			When Holt reached the horse barn, the hands were already feeding the few mares that were stalled with their new foals. T.J., the barn manager, met Holt in the middle of the wide alleyway.

			“Mornin’, Holt,” he greeted. “Everything is quiet. No problem with Ginger. She seems to have taken to her little boy. He’s been standing and nursing and already looks stronger than he did two hours ago.”

			Holt wasn’t surprised to hear T.J. had already been at the barn for two or three hours. He was a dedicated young man with an affinity for horses. He’d come to work for the ranch six years ago and since then had proved his worth over and over.

			“That’s happy news. I was afraid we might have to put him on a nurse mare.” Grinning now, Holt patted his jacket pocket. “I have breakfast tacos. If you’re hungry, I’ll share.”

			“Thanks, Holt, but I promised William I’d eat at the bunkhouse this morning. Now that you’re here, I’ll mosey on over there.”

			“Better do more than mosey or there won’t be anything left.”

			“Right. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” The barn manager turned on his heel and hurried out of the barn.

			On the way to his office, Holt made a short detour to Ginger’s stall. As T.J. had informed him, the colt was looking remarkably stronger since his birth yesterday. The fact that the first-time mare was now bonding with her baby was a huge relief and he smiled as he watched her lick the white star on the colt’s forehead.

			“He’s a good-looking boy. Big boned, bright eyed and straight legs. By the time he’s a weanling, he’ll be strong and sturdy.”

			The unexpected female voice had him whirling around to see Isabelle Townsend had walked up behind him. The sight of her at any time of the day would’ve surprised him, but he doubted it was daylight yet. Blake had told him she’d probably return to the ranch today, but he’d not mentioned she might show up at five in the morning!

			“Ms. Townsend,” he said in the way of greeting. “You’re out early.”

			To his surprise, she must’ve forgiven his nasty behavior yesterday. There wasn’t anything sarcastic in the smile on her face. On the contrary. It was warm enough to chase away the chill in the barn.

			“Yesterday you were too busy to deal with me. This morning I came early in hopes I’d catch you before that happened.”

			He had a thousand and one things to do, including eating the meager breakfast he was carrying in his pocket. He didn’t have time for Isabelle Townsend. Not this morning, or any morning. But he’d promised Blake he’d be a gentleman and one thing Holt never wanted to do was break his word to his big brother.

			“I was headed to my office. If you’d like to join me, we can talk there.” He turned away from Ginger’s stall. “Have you had breakfast?”

			“No. But I’m fine. Sometimes I don’t bother with that meal.”

			From the looks of her, she didn’t bother with eating much at all. Yesterday he’d noticed she was petite. This morning, he could see she was even smaller than he remembered. Even with the heels of her cowboy boots adding to her height, he doubted the top of her head would reach the middle of his chest. The notion struck him that he could pick her up with one arm and never feel the strain.

			But he had no plans to get that close to their pretty neighbor, Holt decided. Not unless she wanted him to.
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