
Chapter 1 

“Ooo front porch envy.” I whispered. 

The wraparound porch, complete with rocking chairs, looked as old - and as comfortable 
- as the log sided house that could’ve easily been featured on a Garden & Gun magazine 
cover for rustic mountain ranch estates.  

I wanted to draw it so badly my fingers twitched for the sketch pad in my bag.  

Instead, I knocked on the screen door, rubbed my hands together to warm them, then 
reached for the door handle when I noticed a sign that read, ‘Welcome y’all. Come in!’  

I glanced up the staircase from the foyer, and then veered suddenly right on hearing a 
voice, halting in the entryway of the dining room.  

The hostess fell silent when she saw me, and the four women, all in their mid to late 20s 
like me, turned in their chairs following her gaze to me.  

Every inch the image of a horse ranch matriarch, the hostess wore boots and jeans with 
a faded denim shirt and her snow-white hair in a bouffant hairstyle. “Sorry… am I late?” 
I asked, knowing there was no way I was late. I was one of those people that if I was on 
time, I was late. It had driven most of my friends and family bonkers my entire life.  

Her pale blue eyes skimmed over me with an odd expression on her face before 
morphing into a friendly smile. “It’s fine. I’m glad you made it. Welcome, I hope you’re 
not too tired from the drive? I know Clark Ranch isn’t the easiest to find,” she said in a 
strong East Tennessee accent. “I’m Verna Lee.” She waved me in, gesturing to a chair, 
speaking as though I didn’t understand. “Take a seat. The chair. Sit.”  

Quickly walking forward, I scanned the room.  

The dining room table took up most of the cozy space and the four ladies surrounded the 
far end while Verna Lee stood facing them. Smaller tables led to large patio glass doors 
that spanned the wall displaying the stunning afternoon view of the Smoky Mountains.  

I sat as Verna Lee clapped her hands joyfully, studying us. “Okay ladies. As I was saying, 
thank you for coming. I’m delighted you’re here. Please take a few minutes to introduce 
yourselves. I’ve prepared some refreshments and will be right back to get you settled.” 
She turned and disappeared through the doorway into what I assumed was the kitchen. 

Blinking at her abruptness, I shrugged and twisted to the person closest to me, a ruby 
red-haired, green-eyed gal. “Hi, I’m Lorena.” 

She shook my hand. “I’m Orla. I like your hair.” she said with a heavy Irish accent.  

“Thanks! Likewise. Is this your first time?” 



She nodded and smiled ruefully. “Not at all certain what I’ve gotten myself into.”  

“Don’t worry.” I said, “I’ve been doing events for a long time and can show you the 
ropes.” She opened her mouth to reply when the gal next to her interjected, “I’m Katya. 
Russian.” We shook her hand. Beside her, Amahle introduced herself from South Africa, 
then Bobbie from Canada.  

“Wow, we’re like the United Nations up in here.” I chuckled “Should I have presented 
myself as Lorena from Texas?”  

They all stared at me, and I paused at their curious response as Verna Lee returned 
rolling a tray of drinks. “Sorry for the delay ladies; I have help on the way. Would 
anyone care for a drink?”  

She waited until everyone was re-seated to continue. “Okay, I’ll get right to it then. I 
know English is a second language for several of you. If you don’t understand something 
I say, just ask me to repeat it.” Smiling, she looked at me pointedly, and then turned 
back to face everyone. “Thank you for taking my call with the agency and your flexibility. 
I’m trying not to get ahead of myself but after chatting with each of you individually over 
the phone, you each are a delight. I would be thrilled for any of you to make a love 
match with my grandson.”  

I blinked, sat up straighter in my chair and glanced around. The gals were regarding 
Verna Lee attentively.  

“I know it was a concern that my grandson is unaware that you are here as part of the 
World of Love Quest Agency’s network, but I’m glad we all agreed this is actually an 
advantage. You all expressed just as much interest in sightseeing as in finding your 
forever love. There’s less expectation this way, especially with it being the first stop on 
the agency’s tour for all of you, yes?”  

The ladies nodded. 

“He assumes you are a collection of solo travelers, which is essentially, what you are. 
We’ve had many groups like yours here at the ranch, so he won’t look into it. You’ll get 
plenty of chances to chat with him, as agreed. And of course, if any of you have an 
interest in making a connection with my Colm, let me know and I will notify him by the 
end of tomorrow. We’ll see where it goes from there.” 

Bobbie raised her hand. “And you’re absolutely sure he won’t be upset?” she said, 
sounding skeptical. 

“Why would he be upset, honey?” Verna Lee said nonchalantly, and my eyes widened 
further at her deflection. “We’ve had hundreds of guests visit before; it’s only different in 
that I’ve invited you here to see if you might make a match with him specifically. There’s 
no pressure on anyone. If you form no connection in these three nights of your stay, I’m 



happy each of you will have been able to experience this area on your journey, and Colm 
will continue on here as he always has.” 

Holy shit… I mouthed, stunned. If my own grandmother hadn’t been just as stealthy, I 
wouldn’t have caught the veiled trickster brilliance behind kind eyes. As it was, I was 
highly trained in sneaky grandmothers and this one was a top-notch Grade A trickster… 

 


