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      “A funny, sexy, small-town romp.  I fell in love with Big Jim the minute he walked through the door.”

      — Bestselling Author Barbara Wallace

      

      "A fun, humorous, and delightful romp with lots of chemistry between the characters. Everything I love in a series."

      — USA Today Bestselling Author Jeana E. Mann

      

      “Laugh-out-loud romance with just the right amount of spice and sweetness. You’re going to want to read the entire series!”
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      Tate Madison blew out the lone candle, stuck a bite of caramel-apple cheesecake in her mouth, and spit the inedible forkful of grossness right back out on the plate. The gritty texture clung to her tongue, and the flavor of coconut and cashews overpowered the “cheese” filling, apples, and fake caramel drizzle.

      “Ew, ew, ew! Tasty alternative to the real stuff, my ass.” Why hadn’t she taken her mom up on her offer to make brownies and have a party?

      Now I have no dessert, and it’s the third anniversary of twelve years wasted on a liar and a cheat with the straightest, whitest teeth on the planet.

      “Happy damn birthday to me. Again.” She pushed away from her desk, grudgingly thankful for the one positive that had come out of her failed marriage to a dentist—the habit of carrying a travel-size tube of toothpaste, a mini spool of floss, and a folding toothbrush in her purse.

      After a quick dental-hygiene visit to the tiny bathroom beside her office, she scraped the rest of the wedge and the other seven-eighths of her experiment from the springform pan into the bucket by the service door. Even compostable vegan cheesecake ranked higher than Haydon Spade, D.D.S., in the grand scheme. He didn’t deserve a single thought, let alone another critical look at what she could’ve done differently a decade and a half ago. His deception had spawned lost opportunities she could never recover, and the choices she made would now determine the course her life followed.

      The delivery buzzer spared her another maudlin hike down the bumpy road of middle age as she washed the base and sides of the pan.

      “What other disappointing surprise will I get on this wonderfully sucky day?” She rinsed and stacked the pieces before drying her hands on the way to unlock both deadbolts and open the delivery door.

      Flannel-clad broad shoulders and a beefy butt in denim overalls filled most of the doorway, dwarfing her five-ten-in-flats frame. When the giant turned toward her, her appreciation continued to his impressive biceps, buff chest, and calloused hands. He had to be at least five inches taller than she was, even without his enormous work boots. A week’s worth or more of scruff covered his jaw, giving him a rough-around-the-edges appeal. A brawny stud was exactly what she wanted.

      “Hi, I’m Jim Cochon from Big Jim’s Itty Bitty Pig Farm out by the highway. Are you the owner of the new restaurant? I collect food waste from a bunch of the restaurants in the county to feed to my hogs. Less waste going into landfills. Healthier animals. I’ll be glad to haul away whatever you have free of charge.” He waved toward a massive pickup truck parked near her hybrid hatchback. The bed held a quartet of blue plastic storage drums. “If you’re interested, we can schedule days and times for pickup.”

      Lulled into silence by his deep baritone voice, she nodded.

      Tall, built, good-looking. No wedding ring or a hint of tan line. He’s perfect.

      Although his spiel seemed influenced more by nerves than redneck Ohio farmer, recent studies claimed intellect came from the maternal side. His awareness of environmental impact counted as a plus, in any case. A little bit of nerdiness was never a bad thing.

      “Hey, you’re Beau Madison’s sister, Tate, aren’t you? He said you were moving back to Wellington a couple months ago.” A slow smile, the kind that usually preceded a proposition, feathered the scant mustache over his upper lip.

      Have I got an offer for you, Big Jim. “Yes, Beau’s my youngest brother. How do you know him?” She leaned against the doorjamb for a more thorough assessment.

      “We’ve been best friends since kindergarten. Played football together from Pop Warner through high school. ’Course, I wouldn’t expect you to recognize me. I was a lot shorter and about a hundred pounds lighter when you went away to college.” His gesture suggested he’d been in the neighborhood of four-and-a-half feet tall the last time she had seen him.

      About thirty-five years old. Better chance of a high sperm count than someone my age. But then, any man would have a higher sperm count than a jerk who had a vasectomy and neglected to tell his wife about it. For eight damn years. While she underwent fertility testing and treatments.

      She sifted through memories of the countless friends who’d hung out with her four younger brothers. On any given day, the Madison household had consisted of enough boys to form its own football team. “Ah, Jimothy Cochon. I remember now.”

      He sighed and a rosy-pink blush invaded his cheeks. “Mom wanted to name me Timothy and Dad liked James. I’m all for compromising, but I wish they would’ve picked one or the other and had another kid.”

      Sorry for embarrassing him, she smiled and reached for the compost bucket. She hardly had grounds to make fun of a name. “It could’ve been worse. Tames. Jamethy. Or a name they’d already chosen because the doctor was wrong about your gender, like me.”

      His grin returned, triggering an unexpected flash of heat between her thighs, despite the late-September chill. “Not sure how anybody could confuse you with a boy. Besides, Tate fits you just fine. Are you free Saturday afternoon? About four thirty? You should come to my hog roast.” His eyebrows dove into a deep vee above his nose. “Oh. You’re a vegetarian, aren’t you?”

      “Gosh, no. Just the café. With all the pizza and burger places around here, something more unique seemed the way to go. I love pulled pork.”

      His smile returned, as did the tickle in her tummy. “Well, then, it’s an open-house sort of event I started a few years ago. Beau, Everett, Levi, and Archer—and their families, of course—will all be there. And your dad said he and your mom are planning to stop by after the hardware store closes at five.”

      She handed him her contribution to the healthy diet of his pigs and pushed away from the doorjamb. Gathering her entire family for a meal had proven impossible since her permanent return nearly two months ago, not that starting up a restaurant had allowed much time to socialize. “Sounds like fun.”

      “Great! This is just food waste, right? No trash?”

      “Yes. Vegetable and fruit scraps. Some grains and legumes. Eggshells. Nuts. No meat or dairy. I was going to take it to Mom and Dad’s to compost, but you’re welcome to it.”

      “Perfect. Hang on a sec while I empty this into the tub.” Four long strides carried him to the passenger side of his truck. He hopped onto the running board, dumped the contents into the closest container, and locked down the lid. “I thought you said no dairy. Isn’t that cheesecake mixed in with those vegetable scraps? That’s practically sacrilege. You didn’t throw it away because you think it’ll make you fat, did you? ’Cause you’re not. And everybody needs to treat themselves to something special once in a while.”

      She jerked her gaze from his amazing ass to his adorable face. “No worries. Vegan cheesecake experiment. It was extremely disappointing. Pretty disgusting actually.”

      “Yeah, I can see why you wouldn’t want to eat it. You can’t make a decent cheesecake without eggs and cream cheese.” He hopped down from his perch and rejoined her, the bucket swinging next to his tree-trunk legs as he walked. “I promise to have real dessert at the cookout. Cakes, pies, cookies. Auggie Hofmeier makes the best chocolate éclair torte. You know the bakery on Main Street? He owns it. I’ll make sure the kitchen crew saves you a piece when they plate it. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays work okay for you? My route goes right past you. Any less often, and the smell can get a little overpowering for somebody who isn’t used to it.”

      “Hm?” She dragged her attention from his remarkable thighs to the unruly hair peeking out from the edges of his John Deere cap. Genetically speaking, she wouldn’t find a better specimen if she spent a year reviewing profiles on the sperm-donor sites she’d found. Although with her luck, he hid a bald patch the size of Antarctica beneath the crown of his hat. “Oh, um, Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. Yes, those days will work. I like your hat.”

      He tugged off the John Deere cap, revealing a thick mat of squished curls covering every square inch of the scalp she could see, and then smacked it on his pant leg. “Keeps the dust out of my hair when I’m working outside and cleaning out the barn. I have a whole stack of brand new ones at home to choose from. They’ll be waiting for you on Saturday. We’ll see what looks best on you. Gotta protect your face from the sun. Some people call it a curse, but red hair and fair skin suit you.”

      And polite. “That’s very sweet of you.” Confident in her decision, she moved the bucket back into its spot inside the doorway. “I should finish my prep work for tomorrow’s menu. It was good to meet you as an adult, Jim, and I look forward to seeing you on Saturday.”

      The cap once again in place, he gave her another wide smile. “Good to meet you again, Tate. See you at four thirty on Saturday. Would you rather I pick you up here in the alley or at your house?”

      “Um.” Had she missed the part where he’d asked her for a date? “You should come to my hog roast.” That’s what he said, didn’t he? She licked her suddenly dry lips. Fifteen years was a hell of a long time between dates, and riding a bike wasn’t a skill she’d retained well. “Here’s fine.”

      “Great!” He pulled his keys from the front pocket of his overalls as he headed toward his truck. Halfway there, he stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Oh, I almost forgot. Beau shared your secret with me.”

      Beyond mortified, she wished for the cracked pavement to open up and swallow her. How did Beau find out I’m planning to have a baby?

      “Happy birthday, Tate! Forty-two looks darn good on you.” Jim slid behind the wheel of his pickup and started the engine.

      The pitter-patter in her chest struck before the realization that artificial insemination rarely included an affair with the sperm donor. “Well, damn.”
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        * * *

      

      Jim hefted the last tub of restaurant scraps from the lowered Tommy Gate onto the scooter board and rolled it into the processing room, hoping the exertion burned off the attack of post-meet regrets.

      Note to self. If you don’t want the woman of your dreams to think you’re a redneck, don’t wear manure-covered work boots, bib overalls, and ragged plaid flannel to introduce yourself. And leave the cruddy John Deere cap in the pickup.

      His mouth had come down with a terrible case of the runs as well, not that he didn’t have a tendency to talk a lot to most people. Living alone did that to a person.

      In his defense, he’d expected a seventy-something, New-Age, tarot-card-reading hippie to be the owner of the vegetarian café on Depot Street, not the smart, classy, and gorgeous Tate Madison. Building working relationships with the food-service businesses in the surrounding counties kept his feed costs down and community connections strong, but he would’ve preferred a planned reunion with his redheaded lifetime crush. Even at five years old, he’d dreamed of marrying his best friend’s older sister. Thirty years was a damn long time to carry a torch and then blow the first impression.

      “Hey, Jim, you in there?”

      Glad for a distraction, he turned toward the familiar voice and raised a hand in greeting. “Come on in, Everett. What brings you to Big Jim’s? Inspection’s scheduled for next month.”

      The other man’s laugh echoed off the concrete floor and cinder block walls as he walked into the room. “You sound like you’re looking forward to it.”

      “I run a clean operation. Why shouldn’t I?”

      “I wish all our inspections had as few violations as yours.” The oldest of Tate’s younger brothers tucked his sunglasses into his shirt pocket and hooked his thumbs in the front belt loops of his jeans. “My girls are wanting to show swine again next year for 4-H. I told ’em I’d check with you about getting their order in early. Competition for the best piglets is fierce.”

      Sifting through the breeding schedule in his head, Jim ticked off the weeks on his fingers. “George and Martha’ll have a litter ready to go in early March. I can spare four from their brood. Nice temperament and good musculature. How’d Worf and Jadzia’s piglets do for the girls this year? They’ve produced really healthy litters together. Almost zero mortality rate. Excellent growth and almost no disease. Plus, he’s on her before she even starts showing signs of being in heat. I haven’t had to inseminate once in the four years they’ve been mated. I’m adding at least two of their next litter to my breeding stock.”

      “High scores and the best prices at auction. The buyers look for your hogs and I trust your recommendation. Let’s say four from the Washingtons and four from DS9 if you can spare them. I’ll have Laura call you about billing and delivery.” Everett donned his sunglasses and turned toward the exit. “Better let you get back to work. Good to see you, Jim.”

      “Later, Rett. Tell the family I said hey. Oh, and see you Saturday.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      The heavy clunk of the outer door announced his visitor’s departure and served as a reminder that he had no one waiting for him up at the house, and the handful of workers who helped him run the farm had gone home for the day. He would eat supper alone, unless he brought a thermos of soup and a sandwich to the barn—something he’d done fairly often since his last girlfriend had dumped him three years ago. At least the sows still liked his company when he accidentally called them by the wrong name, not that he’d ever mistake his pigs for Tate Madison.

      Cooking, cooling, and storing over a hundred gallons of food waste gave him plenty of time to rehash the slip of the tongue he’d made too many times to shrug off. No matter how hard he tried to fall in love, his subconscious never let him forget the first girl he’d lost his heart to. Now that she was available and home, dating someone else hadn’t entered his mind, let alone crossed it. Hopefully, he wouldn’t screw up his chance with her on Saturday.

      Gotta wash my truck and buy her flowers before I pick her up. Maybe a pair of potted mums from the garden center. Yeah. Some orangey-red ones to match her hair. What else can I do to make her see she’s special?

      Definitely too soon to give her an engagement ring.
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      “No, I don’t prepare my split pea soup with a ham hock or ham.” Tate squeezed until the tines of the olive fork she’d taken to carrying in her apron pocket stabbed into her palm. How did people navigate through life without knowing the meaning of vegetarian? Patience is a virtue and kindness is free. “I use a bouquet garni and homemade vegetable stock for flavoring.”

      “Really?” The old woman frowned. “I’ve never heard of pea soup with flowers. What kind do you put in the bouquet? Because some are poisonous, you know. And I don’t want any of that Mary Ju Ana in my food, either.”

      The blonde behind her in line grinned and patted the old woman on the arm. “Bouquet garni, Mrs. Crenshaw. It’s a bundle of herbs. Parsley, thyme, bay leaves, or whatever will complement the dish. No marijuana. You put the bundle in soups and broths for flavoring, like you do with a sachet to freshen your unmentionables drawer. I supply Ms. Madison with all her fresh herbs and her vegetables when they’re in season.”

      Riley Fenniman, you’re a lifesaver.

      The older woman’s grip on her pocketbook loosened, along with her grimace. “Well, in that case, I’ll try the split pea soup. That comes with cornbread muffins, doesn’t it? The sweet kind, not those bland ones they serve when I visit my grandson’s family in the South. They’re like eating buttermilk pancakes without any syrup.”

      Releasing the fork, Tate nodded. “Yes, ma’am. They’re sweetened with local honey. Would you like something to drink?”

      “Hm. I usually drink coffee with my lunch, but I don’t know what fair trade means.” Mrs. Crenshaw’s eyes narrowed. “Do I have to wash my own dishes to pay for it?”

      Riley snorted, making the old woman jump, and then lowered the hand she’d raised to cover her mouth. “Goodness! I have no idea where that sneeze came from. Darn ragweed allergy.”

      Nearly choking on a laugh, Tate pressed her lips together until the giggle trying to get out finally gave up. “Bless you. Fair trade means the people who grow the coffee beans are paid fairly for their crop, their workers are treated properly, and the business follows sustainable practices. It costs a little more, but I want my restaurant to be socially and environmentally conscious.”

      “Oh, okay.” Mrs. Crenshaw opened her pocketbook and removed her wallet. “Coffee then too please. Black.”

      Tate entered the order on her iPad, grateful for another sale. Business had been steady since the grand opening of The Homegrown Café two days ago, meaning she might not have to dip into the money from the divorce settlement. She had no intention of relying on her ex-husband’s reparation fund for this particular endeavor. Only the child he’d passive-aggressively denied her would benefit. As paybacks went, it seemed infinitely appropriate, even though the plan to open her own business had taken longer to fund.

      She counted the change into her customer’s palm and added a coupon for a dollar off her next breakfast or lunch purchase. “Thank you. You can have a seat. Anabelle will be right out with your order.”

      “Anabelle Danforth? Wallis’s daughter? She works for you?” Mrs. Crenshaw leaned forward, like she expected a juicy bit of gossip.

      “Yes.” Don’t you dare say anything that’ll make me have to insist you apologize to that sweet girl.

      “I hadn’t heard. That’s wonderful!” A flowery cloud of what smelled like Chanel No. 5 masked the aromas of the three simmering soups when the woman reached across the narrow glass counter to cover Tate’s hand with hers. “Do you think the Garden Club could meet here the first and third Wednesdays of the month after lunch? Just for two hours. From closing time ’til four? We’ll be happy to order dessert and coffee if you’ll let us use the space for our meetings.”

      Riley smirked and snuck a thumbs-up behind the older woman’s back. She evidently had no qualms about exercising her right to an I-told-you-so. A verbal reiteration was sure to follow as soon as she wouldn’t be overheard.

      “Yes, I think we can arrange that.” Tate offered Mrs. Crenshaw a business card. “Would you send me the details? I want to be sure I have the correct dates and times when I complete the agreement and add your meetings to the calendar. Email or regular mail is fine. Both addresses are on the card.”

      “Thank you, dear.” Looking past Tate, Mrs. Crenshaw waved. “Anabelle! It’s so good to see you.”

      The young woman halted in the doorway between the kitchen and the order counter, the tray she carried wobbling slightly. She steadied it, the effort causing a scrunched forehead and a frown. “Hello, Mrs. Crenshaw. How are you today?”

      “I’m well. Thank you, Anabelle. Miss Madison said you’re working for her. Are you enjoying your new job?”

      After two more steps forward, Anabelle rested the edge of the tray on the edge of the counter and let out a noisy exhale. “I’m still learning, but like it a lot. Miss Madison is a good boss. She used to be a teacher like you.”

      “Really? I didn’t know that.” The older woman cast a thoughtful glance in Tate’s direction. “I think that might be my order, so I should go find a table.”

      “Okay.” Anabelle trailed Mrs. Crenshaw, her usual care showing in her slow pace.

      “Didn’t I tell you?” Riley’s throaty chuckle drew the beady eyes of a trio of thirtyish businessmen who stood next in line. “Book Club on Thursday evenings. Garden Club twice a month on Wednesday afternoons. Pretty soon you’ll have all kinds of private meetings to supplement your income. You should put a sign in the window to advertise birthday parties and bridal and baby showers.”

      “Fine, you were right about having breakfast and lunch hours, but I’m going to have to hire at least one more part-timer if I add any more events to the schedule. Wally and Anabelle agreed to her working ten hours a week until we see how she adjusts.” Tate added the task of contacting the local Down syndrome support organization again to her to-do list and then tapped the New Order button on the tablet. “Cup of butternut squash soup and a side salad with mango ranch dressing?”

      “Make it a bowl, skip the salad, and add a peanut butter cookie. Vanilla rooibos. Hot. To go. I have a Chamber of Commerce meeting in twelve minutes.” Blonde curls tumbled past the wide collar of her form-fitting jacket as Riley cocked her head to the side and let out a huffy sigh. Then she moved backward, the slender heel of her lipstick-red pump landing on the instep of the man directly behind her.

      He jerked away, bumping into the men waiting in line with him. “What the hell!”

      “Oh my! Did I step on your foot?” Pivoting toward him, she raised her fingertips to her matching lips, but her congeniality stopped there. “Totally an accident, as I’m sure your hand on my butt was. You know, your mother would be appalled at your behavior. And, yes, I’m old enough to be your mother, young man. Is that icky enough to be a deterrent, you pervert?”

      The man’s cheeks paled, evidently grossed out by the suggestion that he’d felt up someone his mom’s age. His snickering companions looked away when he aimed a glare in their direction.

      “Sorry.” As apologies went, it sounded far from sincere.

      Tate cleared her throat and employed her annoyed-teacher voice, the childish antics of adult males too much to bear after twelve years of marriage to their ringleader. “If you’re going to behave inappropriately, you can take your business elsewhere. I don’t tolerate that kind of conduct here.”

      Grabbing his buddies by their sleeves, the groper marched through the center aisle between the tables. “Damn, feminazis.”

      A wall of denim and plaid blocked their path at the exit. Jimothy removed his cap, causing his sleeve to tighten on his bicep and revealing his cute mop of curly hair. “Twerps like you make the rest of us look bad. Now apologize for pawing Ms. Fenniman and for disrupting Ms. Madison’s place of business.”

      Riley perched her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Jim, they wouldn’t know an apology if it grabbed them by the nu— Nose. If they know what’s good for them, they’ll behave like polite little gentlemen next time. Right? Oh, and smile pretty for the security cameras, boys.”

      Leaning across the counter, Tate smacked her new friend on the elbow. “Antagonizing them won’t help. Just let them leave, Jim.”

      He frowned and stepped aside. “Okay, but I’ll be watching to make sure they don’t cause any more trouble.”

      The tickle in her tummy morphed into a backflip, but Tate focused on entering Riley’s order. An attraction to the possible DNA contributor of her future child was a distraction she couldn’t afford. “I’ll be with you in a minute, Jim. I need to get this order ready.”

      “No hurry.” His husky just-rolled-out-of-bed voice stirred up another round of acrobatics in her belly.

      Escaping to the kitchen, she willed her hormones to save themselves for insemination. As much as she missed sex, her bucket list didn’t include a sexual or romantic relationship.

      Been there. Done that. Have the divorce to prove it. And no child custody agreement.

      By the time her employee returned with the empty tray, Tate had ladled a bowl-sized helping of soup, bagged the cookie, and filled a to-go cup from the hot-water dispenser. “Anabelle, do you remember how to take orders?”

      The young woman nodded. “Yes. I practiced at home last night.”

      “Terrific.” Tate pulled a single teabag from the box on the supply shelf. “Will you please take Mr. Cochon’s order while I finish here?”

      “Yes, Miss Madison. I like Big Jim. He let me watch the piglets being born once.” Anabelle’s apron fluttered as she whirled toward the front of the shop.

      Their conversation carried to the kitchen—from his cheerful greeting to the young woman’s alternating questions about his lunch choices and his pigs—while Tate spooned vanilla rooibos into the teabag, tugged the drawstring tight, and packed all but the cup of hot water in a reusable tote. Jim’s laidback, friendly interaction could easily convince her heart to become infatuated with the perfect man to father her baby. Too bad she wasn’t in the market for a boyfriend, not that dating Beau’s best friend was a good idea. The age gap posed another sound reason for steering clear of him.

      But you agreed to a date with him.

      The invisible Jiminy Cricket on her shoulder had a valid point.

      She carried the to-go order to the counter and handed it to Riley. “See you at book club this evening. Seven o’clock sharp.”

      “I can’t wait!” The amusement in Riley’s eyes warned Tate the discussion was sure to be interesting. “I’ll be here at ten ’til. I have a secret to share with you.”

      “A secret, huh?”

      “Mm-hm. And it’s a really good one.” With a wink, Riley strutted toward the exit, her stilettos clicking on the tile floor.

      Every male eye in the room followed her across the room and out the door—except Jim’s. He held out his credit card and pursed his kissable lips as he locked a disconcerting stare on Tate. “Are you okay? Do you want me to talk to the police chief about sending a patrol around every so often and checking in on you?”

      “That’s sweet of you, but it isn’t necessary. I’ve taken several self-defense courses and, besides video surveillance, I had an alarm system installed during the renovation. Besides, I really doubt they’ll be back. They seem more like the burger-and-fries type anyway.”

      The worry lines around his mouth softened. “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure.” She reached out, wanting to reassure him, but withdrew her hand before she made contact with his arm. “Um, Anabelle, why don’t you go check on the customers at their tables while I fill Jim’s order since the lunch rush has slowed down.”

      “Okay, Miss Madison. See you at the picnic on Saturday, Big Jim.”

      “See you Saturday, Anabelle.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and licked his lips. “Is it okay if I come in the kitchen with you? Easiest to empty your bucket too since I’m parked out back. I hope it’s okay that I moved you up in my pickup route. With you closing earlier in the day than most everybody else, it makes sense to do you first.”

      First, last, and everywhere in between.

      A vision of Jim doing her against the kitchen counter triggered a uterine tremor that probably registered at least four-point-seven on the Richter scale.

      Holy cow.

      His cheeks flushed almost as red as the retro tables she’d chosen for the dining room and probably matched her own. “Pick up, I mean.”

      “Of course. Yes, you can come with me.” As she pivoted away from the order counter, a strangled masculine choke stalled her midturn. Oh God. What’s wrong with my brain? “In the kitchen. You can come in the kitchen with me. Go. To the kitchen. Yes, let’s go to the kitchen.”

      Biting her tongue to keep any more innuendo vomit from escaping, she hurried to the adjoining space. Steady boot steps announced the presence of her partner in embarrassment as she stopped in front of the order screen above the work counter.

      He continued past her to the service door without slowing. “I’ll grab your waste while you… Food waste. The bucket.”

      “Okay. Careful. I dropped a handful of nuts earlier. I’m not sure I found them all.”

      “Nuts.”

      “Mm-hm. Pecans. Might be slippery.” Stop. Talking.

      He cleared his throat, his mind evidently going the same direction as hers. “Back in a minute.”

      Cool air rushed in as he walked out, chilling her heated face and chest. When did I turn back into a bumbling teenager? It’s not like I’ve never had sex. Most of it mediocre, but still sex. Sex meant to conceive, at least by one of us.

      She plunked a stack of six containers on the counter, determined not to let Haydon’s deception turn her into a bitter divorcée, at least in the typical sense. Having a man in her life—or not—didn’t define her. All of the friends she’d made since her return to Wellington were single women, every one over forty and doing perfectly fine on their own.

      So what if she was attracted to a younger man?

      She didn’t have to do anything about it—except ask him to give her some of his sperm.
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      “Sorry I’m late.” Riley plunked into the empty chair beside Tate and pulled the closest serving platter toward her. “My cousin is such a fucking asshat.”

      Wallis snitched a Brie puff as she slid the last hors d'oeuvres plate in front of Riley. “She’s dropping the f-bomb already. What did he do now?”

      “He wants me to sell him the north end of the property.” Riley’s scowl confirmed Tate’s guess that her friend was more ticked off at her cousin than usual. Riley stuffed a spanakopita bite into her mouth and added a generous assortment of appetizers to her plate while she chewed. “That’s where my water supply comes from. Does that fuckwad really believe I’m stupid enough to sell to him, when he wants to use so many toxic chemicals he’d kill every goddamn plant and insect in the entire county? And probably some humans too.”

      Tate poured a cup of rooibos chai from the nearly empty teapot and placed it out of reach of her friend’s gesturing hands. “That kind of compromises the organic part of your farm. Did you sic your lawyer on him?”

      “Kind of? Georgie’s busy with a big case this week, but she said she’d send a letter to him and his crackpot lawyer.” Riley raised an eyebrow at the fourth attendee of their first book club meeting. “Hey, Petra, will you teach me how to use a meat cleaver? I promise to disinfect it when I’m done.”

      The tall brunette’s slow blink preceded a wide grin. “I’ve been thinking about taking up axe throwing as a hobby. Want to join me? That way you can make his demise look like an accident instead of having to prevent cross-contamination on my meat-prep equipment. I’d get shut down if the health department thought I was making Soylent Green in the back room.”

      Nearly inhaling the grape she’d put in her mouth, Tate coughed until she could spit it into her napkin. “That thought is enough to make me give up meat completely. Axe throwing is a thing?”

      “Oh yeah.” Petra practically purred the words. “There’s a place in Medina that has indoor throwing lanes and private party rooms. No worries about the weather. Only about a half an hour from here. Want me to set up a reservation for next week?”

      Riley licked her lips and then picked up a baked mac-and-cheese ball. “Count me in. We can go axe shopping this weekend.”

      “They supply the axes. We’ll wait until after we get the feel for throwing to buy our own.” With real caramel-cream-cheese dip smothering half an apple slice, the butcher leaned over her plate and took a bite. Her eyes drifted closed as she chewed. “Oh ma gawd. Dis is so good.”

      Wallis added another of each appetizer to her plate and snickered. “I think Petra just had an orgasm.”

      Wiping her fingers on a napkin, Riley leaned back in her chair. “If that’s the case, pass that dip and a spoon my way. I ran out of batteries last week and haven’t had time to stop at the hardware store for more.”

      “You could ask your accountant to help you with your spread...sheets.”

      Raucous laughter rang through the dining room at Wally’s quip, especially given this week’s reading selection—a story about the dating escapades of a middle-aged woman after her husband of thirty years left her for a perky young intern at his accounting firm.

      Tate thanked her lucky stars she’d found a group of friends as genuine as the main character’s. “From what I hear, he’s very good at handling assets.”

      Wallis winked. “And he’s good-looking.”

      “I’ve heard he’s a master with a grill. You’re going to need some fortification for the fornication.” Seemingly over her food orgasm, Petra shoved the apple dip toward their silent companion. “Get laid so we can live vicariously through you.”

      Riley dunked her index finger in the bowl and sucked off the gooey glob. “Mm. That’s damn good stuff, Tate. Deacon Jeffries is an excellent CPA and I don’t want to have to find a new one, not when a decent toy can perform as well as any man.”

      “Didn’t I tell you Tate’s a genius with cheese?” Petra reached across the table to dunk another piece of apple. “You know Deke has the hots for you, don’t you? I watched him watching you leave the butcher shop last month. The poor man’s tongue almost hit the floor when you bent over to pick up Mrs. Crenshaw’s keys for her.”

      “If I want someone drooling over me, I’ll get a dog. Oh, that’s not a bad idea. Then I can train it to chase my cousin the dickhead off my property.” Riley popped another treat in her mouth and tapped the screen on her cell phone. After several more taps and scrolls, she looked up. “I get to choose next week’s book. Another I-must-have-a-man-to-be-happy story, and I may puke. What the hell is wrong with being single and independent over forty?”

      “She has a point.” Getting up to refill the teapot again, Tate stifled a yawn. “I’m happier now than I’ve been in a long time. No lies, no manipulation, no trying to make somebody love me when he doesn’t. I wasted a lot of years pursuing an impossible ideal.”

      Wally joined her at the service counter and gave her a sideways hug. “My marriage wasn’t perfect, but at least I knew I could always count on Bobby. He was a good man. Speaking of stories, we need a name for the book club. Any ideas?”

      Riley frowned into her teacup. “This needs a little kick. Or we could skip the tea and go straight to wine. Then we could call it the Cork-and-Screw Book Club.”

      “That’s depressing. The only screw I want is the good kind.”

      Petra’s snort included a tiny spray of tea out her nose. “Ouch! That stings. Not the good screw. I’m pretty sure that would mean I got a UTI or an STD.”

      “Which is TMI.” Wally added several more snacks to her plate. “Hmm. What do you think of The Homegrown Café Book Club? We can call it THC for short.”

      Hysterical giggling filled the dining room, but a sinking feeling threatened to swallow Tate whole. “Oh my God. That’s why Mrs. Crenshaw thought I put pot in my split pea soup! Why didn’t somebody tell me?”

      With tears running down her cheeks, Petra drew a cannabis leaf—or buckeye, depending on the observer—in the apple dip. “Actually, it’s probably good for marketing with all the legalization of recreational marijuana. And everybody’s touting CBD as a miracle cure for whatever ails you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not sure I want to be known as the weed supplier in town, especially with the baby plans.”

      Riley leaned back in her chair and picked up another spanakopita bite. “Hey, how goes the search for a sperm donor?”

      A smile snuck up on Tate as she filled the tea ball. “I may have found one.”

      “Woo-hoo! Can we see his profile? How old is he? Does he have all his hair?”

      “Well…” She set the timer on her phone for three minutes and dropped the ball into the pot. “He isn’t in the database.” And I have a date with him.

      Petra frowned. “You mean he’s some random guy off the street?”

      “Not exactly. I’ve met him.” Tate willed her brain to filter what came out of her mouth. “He’s in his thirties. Um, tall. Athletic. Has a full head of hair and seems kind and thoughtful. I can get character references before I make a decision.”

      “Sounds like he might be worth dating.” The waggle of Petra’s eyebrows implied a date wasn’t exactly what she had in mind.

      Only once. “Uh-uh. Too young.”

      “How young? Thirty? Thirty-one? You know that’s legal, right? Who cares if he’s younger? More stamina. Less chance of erectile dysfunction. And if he doesn’t care how old you are, why should you care how young he is?”

      Heat crept up Tate’s neck. “Mid-thirties. I have no plans to sleep with him.”

      “Who said anything about sleeping?” Riley stretched her arms above her head and arched her back, with a pop punctuating the motion. “Ah. You know what they say about best laid plans.”

      Leaning her hip against the counter, Wally giggled. “Yep. The best plans usually include getting laid.”

      Another round of boisterous laughter filled the room, and Tate’s thoughts wandered off into the land of sex—and possibly more—with Big Jim Cochon again. At least her friends hadn’t played Guess the Sperm Donor.

      Riley’s penetrating gaze threatened to burn a hole in Tate’s filter, but Petra spoke before Tate could incriminate herself. “A lot of guys come into the butcher shop. What’s his name?”

      No, no, no. Do. Not. Tell. Them. “You do know the process is usually confidential, don’t you? That’s the whole point of going through an IVF clinic with a donation center. The donor doesn’t know who the mother is, the mother doesn’t have actual identifying information about the father—let alone meeting him—and he has no legal claim to the child. No strings to get hung up on. No complications. I’ve had enough of those to last a lifetime.”

      Riley drew a tadpole in the dip with a slice of pear. “Then how are you going to get this guy to give you his swimmers? Ask the center to call him? Sneak into his house and clean up with a turkey baster after he jacks off?”

      Wally sucked in her cheeks, barely able to pucker up past her grin. “I can recommend a baster with really good suction and ejection.”

      Wild laughter almost drowned at the chime of the timer, but Tate turned toward the teapot instead of letting her friends see another hot blush bloom across her face and neck. Steam rising from the tea ball as she removed it probably added to her redhead’s curse. “I don’t know yet. I’ll think of something. Or find someone else.”

      Petra stabbed half a mac-n-cheese ball and paired it with half a spanakopita bite. “But you said he’s perfect. Why would you⁠—?”

      “I didn’t say he was perfect. I said I might have found someone. That means I have options.”

      “Yes, the option to tell him the truth and see what first-choice donor says. I’m sure you can have Georgie draw up a contract if he agrees. If not, there are plenty of other fishies in the sea.”

      Tea splashed out of the spout at Tate’s attempt to pour. “Tell him? How in the world do you ask someone you barely know to give you some of his sperm?”

      Riley reached around her to aim the pot. “With words. How about…I’ll pay you a thousand dollars, or whatever the going rate is, for one hand job’s worth of your sperm?”

      “Hmm…” Petra held out her cup for a refill. “That sounds an awful lot like solicitation to me. Buying and selling semen on the street is most likely illegal.”

      “Then have Georgie approach him.” Riley’s eyes widened a millisecond later. “Oh, yeah. That would definitely work. You remain anonymous because your lawyer is your representative. What do you think? Brilliant idea, isn’t it?”

      With a shaky hand, Tate set the teapot on the table and made a hasty retreat. “Wally, would you mind taking care of refilling everybody’s cups? I need a trip to the restroom.”

      The steady click-click-click of high heels behind her sent Tate’s heart to her stomach. Only Riley in her trademark stilettos made that sound. “Me too.”

      Should I try to distract her?

      Riley’s tight-jawed frown as Tate held the door open for her nixed the idea. Dealing with her cousin’s scheming was likely distraction enough. Besides, Riley would see through any attempt at deflection.

      Tate willed her bladder to keep her from being a liar, but silence—other than the crinkle of paper from the stall next door—suggested her friend might have had an ulterior motive for tagging along.

      “Fucking perimenopause. If there’s a God, he’s definitely a man, thinking every woman wants a damn uterus. I’m sick to death of bleeding for no reason.”

      “Do you need a tampon? I have some in the bathroom by my office.” Oh, come on, bladder. Cooperate.

      “Thanks, but I have one. Gotta be prepared when your body is revolting against you. At least the cooler weather is canceling out the hot flashes. Mostly.”

      A telltale sound came from the stall next to Tate’s and then the whoosh of the toilet flushing offered cover for her little white lie. She seized the opportunity, waiting until the last gurgle to pull up her leggings and press the handle.

      At the double-sink vanity, Riley applied a fresh coat of stiletto-red lipstick and fluffed her blonde curls while Tate washed and dried her hands.

      Almost there.

      As Tate turned toward the door, her friend hurried around her and blocked her way. “It’s Big Jim, isn’t it? If it isn’t, it should be.”

      The curse struck again, probably far worse than any hot flash Riley had experienced. “What makes you think that?”

      “Red, I can’t be the only one who saw the way he looked at you earlier. All smitten-eyed and besotted. He wanted to carry you off to his itty-bitty pig farm in the sky and protect you from the world. Oh, and make cute little Jimmys and Taters with you.”

      “Do not call me Tater.” A frown and a glare yielded a snicker from Riley. “And no man has ever looked at me ‘all smitten-eyed and besotted.’”

      “Uh-huh. The bigger they are, the harder they fall. He wouldn’t refuse you anything, especially not the chance to make your wish—and his—come true.”

      “But…”

      “Yes, he has a very nice butt. All you have to do is tell him what you want. Ask and you shall receive. I can practically guarantee it.” Riley finally opened the door, leaving Tate to overthink her options as she returned to their book club gathering, especially when she had a date with him in less than forty-eight hours.
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      “Hey, Jimbo, you in there?”

      Jim grunted through the last repetition on the bench press and then swiped at the sweat running into his eyes as he sat up. “Yeah.”

      The patter of tiny booted feet announced the presence of Beau’s three-year-old before she sprinted across the makeshift gym that occupied the south side of the pole barn closest to the house, leaving Beau in her wake. “Unca Jimbo!”

      “Hey there, Curlicue. Give me a sec to de-slime.” Jim grabbed the hand towel on the end of the bench and rubbed it along the neckline of his muscle shirt and down his arms. “What brings you out to the farm so early? The picnic doesn’t start until five o’clock.”

      “I wike swime. Mommy says it means baf-time. I wike bafs too.” As soon as Jim set aside the towel, the girl climbed onto his lap, her full head of rosy-blonde ringlets still bouncing. “She wanted-ed pieces and quiet, so me and Daddy had to go eat wunch at Aunt Tater’s res-ront.”

      Beau grinned. “Molly kicked us out of the house until three because she has a client report to finish before the party. Corey, remember what I said about calling Aunt Tate the right name?”

      “But, Daddy, you caw her Tater, and so does Unca Rett, Unca Arsh, and Unca Wevi. ’Sides, taters are my fave-rit, just wike Aunt Tater.” The stubborn jut of the girl’s jaw signaled her willingness to argue the point until the end of time, given the opportunity.

      She’s my favorite too, kiddo. Lifting his curly-haired armful as he stood, Jim shared an amused smirk with his best friend. “Want to go visit the piglets while I check on them?”

      Corey wiggled against him, her head bobbing and her legs trying to carry her to the pig barn. “I wuv the piggies!”

      “I know you do. Do you remember the rules? You have to hold your dad’s hand. The mommy and daddy piggies are a lot bigger than you, and they might hurt you by accident if you get too close.”

      “I ’member.”

      “Promise you’ll listen and follow my directions?”

      She flung her miniature arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “I promise, Unca Jimbo.”

      “Okay.” He handed her off to Beau, not even bothering to fight the fantasy of having a little girl of his own with her gorgeous mama’s red hair. At least that dream had a shot at reality now. “I need to put on my work clothes first. Back in a minute.”

      “Hurry!” Her clapping echoed off the partially finished walls.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Hiding a laugh behind a cough, Jim crossed to the changing room for his shirt, overalls, and boots.

      Even with a quick-change, his visitors had disappeared from the gym by the time he returned. Following a joyous squeal outside, he found them at the playground he’d built the summer before his first cookout. Back then, he’d had high hopes his own kids would appreciate the clubhouse, swing set, climbing wall, and sandbox by now. His last best chance of marriage and family awaited him at this year’s event.

      “Unca Jimbo, can I see the piggies now?” Corey zipped into the tunnel slide and landed on her bottom in the grass a few seconds later. Then she jumped up and raced toward him, with Beau jogging along behind her. “Is it piggy time?”

      “You bet.” Jim set off at a measured pace, although the girl had no trouble keeping up with him. “What did you have for lunch?”

      “Tater soup and crackers and cheese. And a banana cupcake wif peanut-budder frossing. Daddy cawed it a muffin, but Aunt Tater says itsa cupcake ’cause of the frossing.”

      “Sounds like a cupcake to me.” He shot a grin at her daddy. “You should know better than to call it a muffin if it has frosting, dude. I remember you having that argument with Tate when we were kids. Carrot cupcake with cream cheese frosting, I think it was.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Muffin. Cupcake. Doesn’t matter what you call it as long as it tastes good.” Beau grasped his daughter’s extended hand as they neared the entrance to the farrowing barn. “Hey, speaking of Tate, she told Corey she’s coming to the hog roast.”

      “I invited her when I stopped by the restaurant the other day to see if I could have her food scraps.” Dropping to one knee in front of his honorary niece, Jim put on his serious face and crossed his fingers Beau let the subject drop into a bottomless pit. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes, Unca Jimbo!” She bounced in place as she spoke, but then she stilled and raised her finger to her lips. “We haf to be quiet, in case the piggies are taking a nap. And I haf to hold Daddy’s hand the hoe time we’re in the barn.”

      “Good girl. When we’re done visiting, I’ll give you a piggyback ride to the car.”

      She flung her free arm around his neck before he could stand. “I wuv you as much as the piggies.”

      “I love you more than my truck.”

      Her infectious giggle triggered a chain reaction, spreading from her to him to Beau. “You’re siwwy, Unca Jimbo.”

      “So are you, Curlicue. Let’s go.” He led them through the outer office and into the prep area. “What do we do before we visit the farrowing stalls?”

      She scooted the step stool from beside the sink and held the rails as she climbed to the top. “Haf to wash our hands so the piggies don’t get sick.”

      “You’re going to be an excellent pig farmer when you get a little bigger.”

      Beau’s eyebrows rose as he turned on the water. “You plan on putting her on the payroll?”

      Grabbing a towel from the shelf, Jim grinned. “Maybe.”

      “What’s pay-row, Daddy?”

      “A paying job. Nothing you need to be worried about for quite a while.” Beau snagged the towel and helped his daughter dry her hands while he dried his own. “Come on. We need to be home by naptime.”

      “I don’t wike naps.” She hopped down the stepstool, barely sticking the landing, and then pushed it back to its spot beside the sink. “I haf too much to do.”

      “You mean like being grumpy all afternoon while I grade papers? Besides, we need to recharge for the picnic later. You want to be able to play with your cousins, don’t you?”

      Her lips scrunched into a thoughtful pout, but she reached for his hand instead of arguing. “A widdle nap.”

      Jim smothered a laugh and shoulder-bumped his friend. “Precocious little bargainer, isn’t she?”

      “You have no idea.” Beau fell into step behind him, Corey at his side.

      The animated girl gave way to a reserved child who stayed with her dad outside the pens to ooh and ahh over this week’s new piglets, even as Jim checked on the sows and their young. The toddler’s wide eyes and bright smile revealed a subtle resemblance to her favorite aunt, setting off a case of wild butterflies in his stomach.

      When he and his guests finally circled back to the hand-washing room, yawns and sleepy eyelids thankfully distracted his best friend from the usual ability to notice something was bothering Jim. “Think you can hold on while Uncle Jimbo gives you a piggyback ride to the car?”

      Corey nodded, but Jim had his doubts.

      He scooped her off the stepstool, leaving her facing frontward with a forearm supporting her legs and the other across her belly. “How about a kangaroo ride instead?”

      “I wike roos.” She rested her head against his chest, but it almost immediately lolled to the side.

      “Good idea.” Beau led the way out of the building and across the barnyard.  As he opened the rear car door, he grinned over his shoulder. “Zonked out. Let me buckle her in and then we need to have a talk.”

      The butterflies morphed into a flock of buzzards. “A talk?”

      “Yep.”

      “About what?”

      “Hold on a sec.” He eased the seatbelt over his daughter’s head and clicked the metal latch into place. After an adjustment to the sliding clip at her chest, he climbed out of the car and closed the door. The relaxed way he leaned his hip against the rear fender suggested a lengthy—and possibly unpleasant—conversation. Beau crossed his arms in front of him. “You and Tate, huh?”

      “Tate and I what?” Cold sweat crept along Jim’s neck, but a swipe of the bandana from his pocket didn’t relieve the sensation.

      “You asked her to Big Jim’s Annual Hog Roast.”

      “Well, sure. I told her your whole family would be here. I didn’t know if anybody mentioned it to her since nobody bothered to tell me she was the owner of the new café.”

      “And let you miss out on an opportunity to find out for yourself? She said you’re picking her up.” Beau’s unwavering stare drilled an extra hole in Jim’s head. “Like for a date?”

      Shit. “Is that a problem? Because our friendship is more⁠—”

      “Of course it isn’t a problem. You’re one of the few guys I know who’s actually good enough for her.” A smirk replaced the unreadable mask on his friend’s face. “Besides, you’ve been in love with her since we were five.”

      “Have not.”

      “Have too, Jimbo. Cut the bullshit. I’ve watched you watch her from a distance forever.”

      “So I had a crush on her when I was a kid. That’s not the same as being in love with her.”

      “Don’t give me that denial crap. You haven’t had a date in…what? Three years?” Beau tossed his keys in the air and caught them without breaking his penetrating stare. “Since about the time I told you she was divorcing the weasel. I’m guessing it’s more than just a coincidence.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      A hoot of laughter sent a flock of starlings into flight from the nearby maple. “Buddy, you’re making excuses. Just tell her how you feel about her.”

      The buzzards in Jim’s gut circled over his dying bravery. “I can’t tell her I love her! It’s our first date.”

      “See? I know you better than you know yourself. This is why we decided not to tell you about the restaurant. You would’ve overthought talking to her and chickened out the first time you saw her.” Stepping closer, Beau landed a halfhearted punch on Jim’s bicep. “At least hold her hand and kiss her good night.”

      The buzzards completed another circle, adding to the nervousness Jim already had to contend with. “Next thing, you’ll be telling me to sleep with her. Aren’t brothers supposed to be protective of their sisters?”

      “Protect her from what? You’d marry her in a heartbeat if you thought she’d agree to it. Give her a reason to say yes.” Beau chuckled as he turned toward the sedan. “And if she wants to sleep with you, make her glad she did, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m not talking to you about having sex with your sister. That’s weird.”

      “Weird or not, you both deserve to be happy, and I think you’d be good for each other.” Beau climbed into the driver’s seat. “My brothers may not be as hands-off as I’m trying to be, so you better make your move pretty soon if you don’t want them butting in. Because they will tell her after they see you together at the picnic.”
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      Jim cupped his hand in front of his mouth, exhaled, and then quickly inhaled. The minty scent of toothpaste still lingered from the quick brushing before he’d left the house.

      Fingers crossed I get to kiss her.

      As he climbed out of the pickup, he stowed his keys in his pocket and willed his racing pulse to slow. He hadn’t been this nervous since waiting to hear back about the acceptance or rejection of his environmental engineering program application seventeen years ago. At least his attire—ironed khakis, mostly clean hiking boots, and a freshly washed Big Jim’s Itty Bitty Pig Farm long-sleeved t-shirt—might make up for the redneck impression he’d surely conveyed earlier in the week.

      Clean truck, flowers delivered, and on time.

      The service door swung open as he approached the rear entrance of The Homegrown Café, revealing the only woman who’d ever sent his heart into a tailspin.

      Tate’s smile lit up her whole face and sent his pulse hop-skip-jumping again. “Hi, Jim. Thank you for the lovely planters. Did you see them out front? I’ve gotten compliments all day.”

      “You’re welcome. Glad you like them. I figured they’d last a lot longer than a bunch of cut flowers in a vase.” He stopped an arm’s length from her, wishing he could greet her with a kiss. Maybe next time? God, I hope there’s a next time.

      Her ponytail swayed above her jeans-clad butt when she turned to lock the door. “They will, won’t they? Anyway, they’re beautiful and it was very thoughtful of you.”

      Will she think I’m crazy if I ask her to marry me right this minute?

      Probably.

      Definitely.

      He offered his hand as she put her keys in the tote hanging from her fingers. “Want me to carry that for you?”

      “Thanks, but it’s not heavy. Just my purse and a fleece jacket, in case I get cold later. The temperature drops pretty fast this time of year once the sun sets.”

      “Sure does. There’s plenty of room on the seat or the floor for your bag.” He led her to the passenger side of the truck and held the door open, grateful for a chance to make a good second impression.

      “Thanks.” Leaning in to scoot her tote to the base of the center console, she gave him another look at her astounding backside.

      His dick stirred behind his zipper, but lust wasn’t its only motive.

      She lifted her foot to the running board, pulling the denim tighter across her hips. “That’s a big step.”

      “Here, let me help.” As he reached to give her leverage at the elbow, she grabbed for the panic handle and his hand closed over her breast.

      And there’s her nipple.

      He jerked away, hoping she didn’t think he’d groped her on purpose. Her gasp became a squeak a second before she tumbled backward off the running board straight at him.

      “I gotcha!” He braced for the impact, but momentum carried them both to the ground. Pain stabbed through his partial erection and his head clunked against the pavement. “Ouch.”

      Rolling sideways, she pressed her breasts into his bicep and tugged her trapped arm free. “Oh my gosh! Are you hurt?”

      No headache or blurred vision. Dick hurts like hell. Gotta check for bleeding, if I can sit up without being sick. “Maybe?”

      However, no amount of blood, sloshed brain, or broken penis would ever erase the spectacular imprint of her body on his.
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      Tate eased sideways, trying her damnedest not to dig her hip into the sizable lump directly beneath her. She’d probably already done enough damage to permanently knock Jim out of the running as the father of her child. Sperm donor, not lover, boyfriend, or husband. “Crap. I’m so sorry. I should’ve been more careful.”

      “Not your fault.” He whimpered as she managed to extricate her legs from his and roll off of him.

      Grateful she hadn’t rendered him unconscious, she pushed to her knees to survey the damage, gasping at the shooting pain in her kneecap from the pressure. “Are you okay?”

      Although his breathing was a bit erratic and he’d curled into a ball, his color seemed almost normal and he was alert. “I just need… Fudge on a stick. Maybe a minute. Or two.”

      Please let him be okay. “Is anything broken? Can I get you some ice? Or a towel? Are you bleeding?”

      He lifted a hand to his hair, wincing when he touched the back of his head. “I don’t think so. Little bit of a goose egg, but I’ve gotten worse playing flag football.”

      “What about…” She gestured toward his waist. “I’m no lightweight, and I landed on you pretty hard. I, um… You’re not…broken, are you?”

      “I don’t know. It got bent funny and a little squished. Not that you weigh a lot. Bad angle. And landing between you and the ground.” After another shaky exhale, he grimaced. “You’re not hurt, are you? Did I break your fall?”

      “I’m fine, thanks to you.” The bruise on her knee would heal, as would the minor twisted ankle, and telling him wouldn’t make it happen any sooner. Thankfully, the weave mostly hid the scuffmark on her jeans. She eased her fingers through his thick curls, finding the lump but no broken skin or oozing blood. “You’re right. There’s no bleeding, but you could still have a concussion. How’s your vision? Do you feel dizzy or nauseous?”

      “Just the normal hit-in-the-groin kind of sick feeling. No spots or stars.” His eyes drifted closed and his respiration steadied. A low hum accompanied his sigh. “That feels nice.”

      Yeah, it does. “Can you sit up?” She eased her arm under his shoulders, hoping to gain some leverage for him.

      He rose several inches from the pavement before shaking his head and letting gravity pull him back down. “Still too much pressure. I’ll be okay in a few minutes.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want some ice? Or I have ibuprofen in my purse, if you think that’ll help.” Guilt guided her fingers away from the lump hiding in his thick hair, but she didn’t dare go exploring below his belt to see how badly she’d injured him. Why couldn’t I have fallen on Haydon like that? It’s not like he needed his dick for anything but cheating.

      “Yeah, ibuprofen. I’m not good at swallowing pills. Need a drink.”

      “Okay. Don’t move. I’ll run inside for some water.” She brushed her lips against Jim’s head injury before she stood, not noticing the carryover from her teaching days until she reached into the truck for her tote. His mashed penis deserved a make-it-all-better kiss too—and more.

      A mini earthquake rippled through her lower belly with that thought, and she grabbed the seat to steady herself. How could she think about giving the poor man a blow job when he couldn’t even move without intense pain?

      Gotta ask Riley for vibrator recommendations. Seriously.

      Or ask Jim to accidentally feel me up again.

      She clutched the pill bottle and hurried to the service door, trying her damnedest not to limp. The last thing she needed was to make him feel worse about something that was entirely her fault. Three years without sex had turned her into a jumpy prude with no sense of balance. Her first date in forever and a considerable attraction to him didn’t help.

      When she returned with a mug of water no more than two minutes later, his position hadn’t changed. She gritted her teeth as she knelt beside him, careful not to put any weight on her sore knee. Eyes on his face. “I have your water and ibuprofen. Do you want me to help you sit up?”

      He shifted onto his back and a euphoric smile spread across his face. “The sun’s giving you a halo around all that pretty red hair. You must be an angel.”

      “I hate to tell you, Jim, but you’re delirious. My hair’s probably a mess from our scuffle, and I would’ve thought you’d know more about concussions after playing football for so long.” She set the mug and bottle aside and grasped both of his hands. “Come on. We need to get you upright to swallow the pills.”

      Without so much as a tug on her fingers, he sat up. “No concussion. Just a bump.”

      “And your…other injury? Will you be able to walk? Drive? Go to the cookout without feeling miserable?”

      “I think I’ll be okay, although things need some adjusting down there. That is, if you don’t mind me running inside to the restroom before we go.”

      “Of course not.” She dumped two tablets into her open palm. “Here you go.”

      “I usually have to take three. Sometimes four. I’m kind of a big guy.” Matching patches of pink bloomed on his cheeks. “I didn’t mean… Well, I am, but that’s not…”

      Big Jim all over, huh? Her nipples tightened against her bra and she barely stifled a groan. Maybe Riley had the right idea after all. Having sex with him might kill two birds with one stone, and spending more time with him had somehow claimed the top spot on her priority list since their collision.

      “Tate?”

      She shook her head to clear the wayward thoughts. Acquiring a boyfriend wasn’t on her to-do list, no matter how much she liked him. “Hm?”

      “Were you going to get more ibuprofen? Or do you want me to?” The first two pills had vanished, along with half of the water.

      “Oh, um, I can get them.” She popped the lid from the bottle and shook out two more. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” A grimace and a shudder followed his gulp of water. “I’d rather have a shot than take pills. They always try to stick in my throat, even when they’re coated.”

      “I bet a piece of chocolate éclair cake will help.”

      “Dessert fixes almost everything.”

      “That it does.” She offered him a hand as she stood and then tucked it behind her back. “On second thought, you should get up by yourself. I’ll probably fall on top of you again.”

      “Better than a two-hundred-thirty-pound lineman. I’d still be laying in a fetal position.” He pushed to his feet and brushed the dirt from his pants like she hadn’t caused him the ultimate man-pain less than ten minutes ago. “Auggie’s bringing an extra cake for me, but I’ll share it with you if you promise not to tell your brothers what happened.”

      “Deal.” She led him through the service entrance, unable to keep from imagining Beau’s or her other siblings’ comments about their mishap. They would have a field day teasing Jim and her if they knew she’d fallen out of his truck and onto him. Much to her consternation, they’d never had any qualms about picking on her where boys or men were concerned. So what if they’d been right about her asshole of an ex-husband? “Employee restroom is to the left, next to my office. I’ll put the mug in the sink while you take care of that…adjustment.”

      “Back in a minute.”

      “I’ll be right here.” As hard as she tried, she couldn’t prevent a backward glance to watch him lumber into the employee restroom. Curiosity wasn’t usually one of her weaknesses, but the feel of his body against hers had reignited an interest that had all but gone into hibernation when she’d discovered her ex-husband’s betrayal.

      A splash of cool water on her cheeks after she placed the mug in the sink returned her to the here and now. Maybe Riley was right.

      “Ask and you shall receive.” Am I brave enough? What if I want more?

      Heavy footsteps approached her from behind. “Whew! Much better.”

      Although he didn’t sound like a man with a sperm-threatening injury, she’d learned the hard way not to make assumptions. “Nothing, um, broken? Or damaged?”

      “Nope.” He leaned against the counter next to her, not crowding her by any means, but his presence warmed her from the inside out once again. “Ready?”

      “If you are.” She tossed the damp towel over the edge of the hamper and pulled her keys from her pocket. “I’ll be more careful climbing in the truck this time. I swear I’m not usually such a klutz.”

      “It was my fault. You were doing fine, and I messed up by trying to help.” With color creeping across his face, he looked toward the ground as she locked the service door. “You’re not mad at me for grabbing your you-know-what, are you? It really was an accident.”

      A giggle escaped before she could stop it. Another tumbled out after it, and then another. She gulped in a lungful of air and swiped at her teary eyes, but his sad-puppy expression only made it worse. Aiming the best she could, she wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. “I’m…sorry. I’m not…laughing at…you. The whole thing is just so…funny. I’m not mad or upset or offended. You’re the sweetest man I’ve ever met.”

      His heart thumped in her ear, beating a little faster than hers, but not by much. Then his palm closed over her lower back, pushing it up another notch.

      Hoo, boy! Is he feeling the chemistry too? And those muscles…

      He cleared his throat and the low rumble vibrated through her. “That’s me, the nice guy. Um, we should get going. The cooking and serving crews are there and everybody knows to grab something to drink and get comfortable, but I probably shouldn’t be late to my own party.”

      “Okay.” She raised her head to look up at him, unprepared for the frown that greeted her. “Hey, why the sad face? Being the nice guy is a good thing. I wish there were more men like you in the world.”

      A sudden smile reached his eyes, possibly because the noticeable bulge pressing into her lower belly meant she hadn’t rendered him impotent.

      Impotent? Ha! Sweet smile, sweeter man, and amazing muscles. That’s one potent combination. It sparked an achy feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      She rose on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek and, unable to resist, took a detour toward his mouth at the last second. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest decision, but she wanted to prolong the desire building inside her, to enjoy the freedom of expressing herself without caring what anyone else thought.

      The first brush of her lips on his sent her back for more. They were warm and soft and sensual. He stiffened for a fraction of a second and then sighed as he tightened his hold on her. His mouth softened against hers, but his uninjured parts didn’t.

      Holy moly, this is nice.

      She parted her lips, eager to take the kiss a step further. A taste of him would make the best belated-birthday gift—better than brownies or the cake he’d promised to share.

      Better late than never.

      A tentative lick along the seam of his lips sparked a moan and then his tongue glided across hers, triggering a rush of heat through her body. His hand slid from her lower back to her bottom, adding to the sensations pulsing through her long-neglected female parts. Her heart hammered in her chest as he slow-danced his way into her mouth. Each gentle stroke swept her farther from the fact that he was her little brother’s best friend and had finished fifth grade when she graduated from high school.

      Who cares? The man is a grownup and he knows how to kiss.

      He groaned and took a giant backward step, breaking their connection far too soon. Had she misread his interest? “Sorry. I don’t usually do stuff like that on the first date. Touching there, I mean. It’s just… I guess I’ve known you so long, it doesn’t feel like a first date.”

      A shaky breath did little to restore her equilibrium. “You already copped a feel of my breast anyway, so no worries.”

      Regret struck the instant his cheeks reddened again. “I swear it was an acc⁠—”

      “Aw, I was joking, Jim. It’s okay. Really.” She grasped his hand and headed for the truck, suddenly aware of how his big calloused palm and fingers engulfed hers—a testament to what she’d felt against her hip and belly. Really okay. “Come on. I don’t want you to be late.”

      “No worries. The crew has everything under control. I’m just the host of Big Jim’s Annual Hog Roast.”

      You’re not “just” anything, and I’m in big trouble.
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      I touched her butt.

      And her breast.

      Jim willed his dick to calm down, not that his heart was cooperating any better. He wasn’t a second-base-on-the-first-date kind of guy, but that kiss had knocked him for a loop—still, after the painfully quiet fifteen-minute drive. It hadn’t fallen short of his expectations in the least, even though he’d spent most of his life dreaming of that exact moment.

      Thirty years. Definitely worth the wait.

      Tate reached for the tote at her feet as he flipped on his signal for the turn into the lane leading to the house. “How’s your head?”

      Fairly certain she meant what she’d said about everything being okay, he shrugged. “It’s hard.”

      Her choked snort broke a long moment of silence at the same time a cold sweat broke out on his neck and chest.

      Hard? Smooth move, dude. Would he ever stop putting his foot in his mouth?

      Relying on muscle memory, he made the turn. “I mean… It’s fine. I’ll just shut up now.”

      “It was my mischievous mind at work.” She pulled her phone from the bag and tapped on the screen several times. “I like talking to you, and I’m glad you invited me to the hog roast. I haven’t socialized much since I moved back, other than seeing my family sometimes and people at the café and the book club Riley and I started, so this is nice. Better than nice, actually.”

      “I like books. They’re better company than people sometimes.” Although he and Tate arrived five minutes before five, more than a dozen vehicles already lined the first row of parking in the field. He followed the unobstructed drive to the garage and parked inside. As the door closed behind them, he shut off the engine and pulled the keys from the ignition, all while reciting the first twenty elements from the periodic table to occupy his brain. “Ready?”

      Her frown suggested she wasn’t. “Maybe. I just got a text from Levi. He saw us driving in and wants to know if I’m your date.”

      Jim’s stomach rumbled, whether from nerves or hunger he wasn’t sure. “What did you tell him?”

      “I’m thinking of pretending I didn’t see the message. My brothers can be so annoying. I bet they’re all here and ready to stick their noses into our business.”

      “I can’t disagree with that. Beau came by with Corey earlier and wanted to know if I was picking you up because it was a date.” Telling her the rest of what her brother had said didn’t seem like a good idea.

      “I hope you told him it is, because…it is.”

      Elation coursed through him, but he bit his lip to keep from letting out a whoop. “Wait here. I’ll come around and help you down.”

      She dropped her phone into the tote and unbuckled her seat belt, wearing the same happy-go-lucky expression her niece shared with her. “I promise not to fall on you this time.”

      “That’s too bad. I’m prepared for it now.”

      Her easy laugh cured the heartache he’d tried to ignore when Beau had announced the news of her engagement and marriage a decade and a half ago, even more than finding out she’d divorced the idiot and planned to return home. His chance had finally arrived, and he would do everything in his power not to screw it up.

      He exhaled to calm his nerves as he rounded the back end of the truck, but spotting Beau, Archer, Levi, and Everett through the garage-door window wound them back up again. “Your brothers are all here and headed to the house.”

      When he reached the open passenger door, she placed her hands on his shoulders, reminding him of cowboys helping women down from wagons and stagecoaches in the old Westerns he’d watched growing up.

      Mischief laced her smile. “If they want to butt into our business, we’ll give them something really good to gossip about.”

      Grasping her waist, he lifted her out of the pickup and held on far longer than necessary after she stood facing him. The ability to touch her sent his pulse hop-skip-and-jumping again, but he preferred that to nervousness. “Like what?”

      “Just follow my lead.” She tunneled her fingers into his hair, distracting his dick from its impending nap. “Pull my shirt from my waistband a little in the back and loosen my ponytail some more.”

      “You want them to think we’ve been fooling around in here?” As much as he wouldn’t have minded the real thing, he didn’t like the idea of her brothers teasing her for the next three hours.

      “We are fooling around. Now untuck my shirt and make this look real. They’re going to be here any second.” She stepped closer and pressed her lower belly to his waking erection.

      A groan escaped as he tugged her blouse free from her jeans and then rocked his hips forward. “You want real? I can do real.”

      “Mm, then kiss me. I like kissing you.”

      She met him halfway, her tongue diving into his mouth the moment he melded his lips to hers. The world stood still while he let himself drown in the sensation of having her in his arms and savored the way she tasted him, like she wanted him as much as he wanted her. He’d waited his whole damn life to express his feelings, with the hope that she might feel the same.

      His dream had come true.

      A herd of footsteps carried from beyond the door leading into the kitchen.

      Your timing sucks, guys.

      Tate broke the kiss, but she nibbled a path to his ear instead of pulling away. Each deliberate caress added fuel to the bonfire already raging in his veins. Her whisper tickled his neck. “Ignore them. Put your hand up my shirt.”

      Feel her up in front of her brothers?

      “Touch me like you mean it. Focus on me, Jim.”

      His name spoken so softly, so desperately by the woman of his heart against his ear sparked a shiver that raced through his entire body. Who in their right mind could refuse her?

      He slipped his hand past the thin fabric, praying his palm wasn’t sweaty. The silken plane of her skin drew his fingers upward until he reached a wide strip of lace traversing her back.

      Flat. No overlapping ends. Hooks in front, thank God.

      Temptation might’ve proven too much if he’d had access to the fasteners. Even so, her tongue on his earlobe tested his willpower.

      “Ahem.”

      She sighed and tilted her head away from his, but she maintained the nonexistent space between them. “What are you guys doing in here? Can’t you see we’d like some privacy?”

      “Auggie wants to know what to do with the extra order for Jimbo.” While the voice sounded most like Archer, any of her brothers could’ve spoken. “We offered to find him.”

      “He’s busy at the moment.” She twirled her fingers through his hair again and rubbed her cheek against his beard stubble. “Aren’t you, Jim?”

      With every cell and nerve ending humming, he barely managed a grunt.

      “Hey, Tater, you know this is a family event, don’t you? Lots of kids.”

      She pressed her kissable lips to his and then rested her forehead against his chest. “God, can’t you boys take a hint? And don’t call me Tater.”

      Archer stepped into Jim’s peripheral vision. “Get a room if you’re going to do PG-13 stuff. Or worse. Not that you should be doing that already. Isn’t this your first date?”

      “Out. What Jim and I do, and when and where we do it, are none of your business, especially when we’re trying to do it without an audience.” She wiggled against his erection and peered up at him with a wicked smile that added to the snugness of his khakis. “Right, big guy?”

      Unable to speak through the flood of lust short-circuiting his brain, he nodded. Never before in his life had a woman made him consider picking her up and carrying her off to his bedroom like a caveman instead of taking care of his responsibilities.

      “Did you find him?” The gruff tone meant Auggie had joined their audience. “Dude. You didn’t tell me you had a new girlfriend. When did that happen?”

      Jim fought a growl, but it got loose anyway. Reluctantly, he withdrew his hand from Tate’s blouse, skimming it along the curve of her bottom as he put several inches between them. “Not now since we can’t seem to get a few minutes alone. Put the extra package in the pantry and make sure you close the door. Everybody else needs to go outside while I show Tate where to put her overnight bag.”

      Everett crossed his arms in front of his chest and planted his feet shoulder width apart. “Overnight?”

      From the way his voice rose an octave at the end, the oldest of the brothers clearly hadn’t expected their big sister to have a sleepover on a first date.

      “Yep.” She grabbed her tote from the truck and closed the door. Then she linked her fingers with his. “Lead the way, Big Jim.”

      Hoping his confidence looked stronger to her brothers than it felt, he led her through the gawking men gathered at the doorway. Not slowing, he continued through the kitchen, across the living room, and up the stairs to his bedroom. His pulse drummed in his head by the time he stopped next to the bed. Not in his wildest dreams had he imagined Tate Madison in his bedroom.

      Maybe in my wildest dreams. But not today.

      She tossed her bag on the covers and grinned. “You were brilliant. That’ll teach them to mind their own business.”

      Juggling the ball of fear in his gut, he sucked in a fortifying breath and slowly exhaled. “So…will you? Stay the night, I mean.”
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        * * *

      

      Tate adjusted her green cap so the bill blocked the early evening sun and concentrated on not tripping over her own feet instead of the comfortable way Jim’s hand molded around hers as they mingled with his guests. The last thing she needed was to fall on top of him in front of his friends, neighbors, and business associates plus her entire family, many of her customers, and all but one of the members of her new book club. She was already in danger of falling for him.

      He gestured toward the coolers and giant thermos jugs lined up along one side of the shaded picnic tables with his free hand. “Want to get something to drink?”

      “Sure, but I need to go find the bathroom first.” After all the curious looks and knowing grins from her parents and brothers, a few minutes of alone time would hit the spot. Luckily, her bladder kept her from fibbing, unlike her attempt to escape speculation during Thursday’s THC Book Club meeting.

      “You can use the one upstairs instead of a porta potty if you want. Iced tea? I’ll get it for you while you’re in the house.”

      “Yes, thanks.” She held her breath as she slipped her fingers from his and turned toward the deck. The absence of his touch brought a momentary pang each time he let go, adding serious concern to her nervousness. “Back in a few minutes.”

      “I’ll be right here waiting for you.”

      The pang morphed into a near swoon. Her ex-husband had never treated her with such reverence and thoughtfulness, not even while they were dating. Why was a sweet guy like Jim still single?

      She jogged up the steps, hoping to outrun the silly desire to experience romance and falling in love with a man who treated her like a treasure. That kind of head-over-heels and swept-off-her-feet fantasy didn’t happen to a forty-something woman with a jaded view of marriage and happily-ever-after. Did it?

      Telling him she’d think about staying the night seemed foolish now, even though she genuinely liked him—far more than she’d expected. The what-ifs had hounded her from the minute they’d greeted the first round of guests and developed into a fantasy of co-hosting the event as his wife and the mother of their child with every rapt look he aimed her direction. Equal parts of exhilaration and fear accompanied her across the deck.

      “Hey, wait up, Tate.”

      A groan rumbled in her throat at Riley’s demand from behind, but she swallowed it and paused at the sliding door. The harder she tried to avoid a private discussion, the more insistent and persistent her friend would become. “We’ve barely had a chance to talk. Are you having a good time? The food is amazing. Don’t you think?”

      “Yes and yes.” Riley waltzed past Tate, her wedge sandals every bit as high as the spike-heeled shoes she normally wore. “Have you asked him yet?”

      Straight to the point. Tate hurried past the crew loading dessert trays at the kitchen table, hoping to keep the gossip to a minimum. The remainder of the path to the stairs seemed uninhabited, but Tate waited until they reached Jim’s bedroom to speak. “Not yet. How do you approach someone about fathering your baby?”

      “It shouldn’t be too difficult since he already invited you into his boudoir.” Riley checked her reflection in the dresser mirror, turning this way and that. “Seriously, you should just sleep with him and let nature take its course. No doctor’s office. No turkey basters. And the bonus? You might actually enjoy the sex.”

      Heat flared on Tate’s neck and cheeks on her way to the bathroom. “But…”

      A giggle-snort carried through the gap as Tate closed the door. “Yeah, getting to feel his butt is another bonus. Aren’t you even a little curious to know if he’s big all over? I’m sure it’s nothing to be worried about.”

      Not as scary as falling in love with the wrong man again.
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