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      …because love isn’t for chickens

      

      Haunted by her traumatic childhood, forty-year-old Lindie Brewster finds a measure of peace living alone in rural Ohio with her chickens and gardens to keep her company. Living life on her own terms has gone off without a hitch, until her sexy new neighbor threatens to ruin everything.

      

      Divorcee and reconfirmed bachelor Blaine Stockwell has always had a life plan, and regaining possession of his grandparents’ farm is at the top of his priority list, in addition to being a good father to his nephews. When his lawyer’s generous offers don’t convince the current owner to sell, a little reconnaissance is in order.

      

      Finding Lindie naked in the backyard tempts Blaine to enjoy another kind of arrangement while searching for a solution to their standoff. A no-strings affair improves both their dispositions until a more-than-business proposal and the past threaten to scramble their newly hatched feelings for each other.
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      “No thanks.” Lindie Brewster shoved the sheaf of papers at her uninvited visitor and picked up the bucket of chicken feed.

      Shuffling the stack, the suit trailed her to the last of her five hen yards. “It’s a very generous offer.”

      Lindie tossed a handful of garden scraps in a wide arc, a tangle of spinach, asparagus, and snap pea trimmings not quite missing his expensive dress shoes. Her feathered companions hesitated instead of racing for their treat like usual. “Close the gate.” With you on the other side, you pushy jackass. “And stop rattling that stupid contract. You’re scaring my chickens.”

      The metal latch clanked behind her. “They don’t bite, do they?”

      “They’re chickens. They don’t have teeth, unlike me.” She scattered another handful for the latecomers on her way to the coop. “I have work to do. Show yourself out—without letting my flock escape.”

      “I’m authorized to offer more.” His raised voice suggested he’d opted to wait outside the fence.

      “I don’t care if it’s a million dollars. Tell your client I’m not interested in selling.” She climbed the ramp into the henhouse before he could spout off another ridiculous number. The nest inside the doorway held her most consistent layer. “Hey, Goldie. Antisocial again, I see. Smart girl. What do you have for me today?”

      With a calm cluck, the hen stood, allowing Lindie to remove the contents.

      “Thank you, sweetie.” She set the brown egg in her basket and fluffed the wood shavings in the nesting box. “It’s beautiful.”

      After placing a helping of vegetable scraps in front of the hen and smoothing a hand over her soft earth-toned feathers, Lindie continued down the row, pleased with the haul from the largest of her coops. The full basket of rich brown eggs meant her customers would be satisfied and she’d have an early start on the weekend orders.

      Goldie followed her out of the hen house, evidently still more content with human contact than interacting with her coop mates. The hen veered toward the gate and the unwanted visitor. Unfortunately, Lindie’s best layer was more puppy than watchdog.

      The lone rooster in the flock cut her off at the pass and herded her back into the center of the yard. His pointed stare toward the suit looked like a warning.

      “It’s okay, Red.” Lindie aimed an equally unfriendly glare at the intruder. “He’s leaving. Aren’t you, Mr. Fielding?”

      The man outside the gate pursed his lips and gave a curt nod. “For now. I’m sure we’ll be speaking again soon.”

      “Not if I can help it.” She scattered the remains of the bucket at her feet and marched toward the exit.

      Her unwelcome visitor pivoted on his polished oxfords, clearly not up to arguing with her anymore today. “I’ll be contacting the appropriate state and county offices to be sure you have all the proper licensing filed and up-to-date.”

      “Is that supposed to be a threat?” Her patience at an end, she heaved the empty bucket over the fence. It clanged against the ground no more than six inches from his feet and bounced to the right.

      A chorus of squawks arose from the yard.

      Fielding jumped and whirled around, his eyes wide and his mouth agape.

      Satisfaction almost made her smile. “Go suck an egg, city boy. My flock is well under the five-hundred-bird max for a small-egg processor. I have the required health department approval for my farmers’ market sales in Ashland, Wayne, and Medina counties, and Dan came out last month for my annual inspection. Oh, that’s Dan Putnam, an Ohio Department of Agriculture inspector, to you.”

      His she-knows-her-shit realization came in the form of a deep frown. “You tried to hit me with a bucket.”

      “Horseshoe champion, four years running. If I’d have been trying, you’d be out cold.” She waved her hands at him in the shooing motion she used for her chickens. “It’s definitely time for you to skedaddle.”

      His hasty retreat assured her he’d think twice before bothering her in person again. He could call her until he was blue in the face, but nothing would change. No amount of money would convince her to give up the tiny corner of the world where she’d created a peaceful life. Years of moving from place to place had brought her to this haven, and no way in hell was she giving it up for a chunk of change.

      Basket in hand, she double-checked the gate as she left the fenced yard and walked as fast as her cargo allowed to the house. Her to-do list waited, and she was a good fifteen minutes behind schedule, all because some moron with too much money and an ego to match thought he could entice her into exchanging her home and her livelihood for a bigger bank account.

      As she entered the mudroom, the flashing red light on the answering machine beckoned to her. “That better be a customer, Fielding, or I’m auto-dialing you every hour on the hour from midnight to six in the morning for the next month.”

      She turned on the faucet and waited for steam to rise in the sink while the message played.

      “Hello, Brewster’s Roosters? This is Blaine Stockwell, your new neighbor from down the road. I was wondering if I could stop by for four eggs today. Or do I need to place an order ahead of time? You do have eggs, right? Because roosters don’t lay eggs.” After a few seconds of silence, he recited his number and hung up.

      A disgusted sigh was all she could manage—not a snort at his obvious assumption that roosters meant male chickens or a forced laugh at his even more obvious pre-school sex education lesson.

      “Roost-er, damn it, as in chickens roosting in the henhouse.” Why did city folk think country living was the cure for their boredom? “And who buys a third of a dozen eggs?”

      As she rinsed the day’s collection, she tallied her standing orders and accounted for the extras two of her regular customers had requested for Friday. With her current supply, she could spare four eggs.

      “Well, you lucked out, Stockwell.” Instead of replaying the message, she tapped in the phone number from memory and wiped a dribble of sweat from her forehead.

      After eight rings, the call went to voicemail. A generic voice recited the number and the standard request to leave a message at the tone.

      “This is Lindie from Brewster’s Roosters returning your call. I have four eggs available for pickup today. You’ll need to stop by between three and five. Let me know if you’d like to place a standing order since I can’t always guarantee I’ll have extra eggs for sale. Have a nice day.” The pleasantry stuck in her craw, but humoring idiots was part of running a successful business.

      She sorted through the stack of damaged cartons, finally finding one with four good cells next to each other. A few cuts through the recycled fibers created a square package the perfect size for the small order. By the time the eggs were dry, she’d completed date labels and prepped enough cartons and trays for the rest of the week.

      With her orders stowed in the eggs-only fridge and an hour until pick-up time, she switched to mucking boots, grabbed a pair of gloves, and hefted her cleaning tools. The flock she’d moved to the center pen greeted her with excited clucks and flapping wings as she dragged the hose toward their henhouse. Funny how they were smart enough to know Monday was housecleaning day at Coop #1. Too bad humans weren’t as easy to get along with.
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      “She said no again.”

      Blaine nodded, but he didn’t look up from his laptop at his best friend’s not-unexpected news. His research had warned him months ago that his new neighbor would be the last holdout. “Didn’t I tell you, Erik?”

      “And she threw a bucket at me. A metal one. It damn near hit me.” Fielding dropped into the armchair across from him. “I deserve hazard pay for this gig.”

      A snort escaped. “A bucket, huh? I figured she’d be more of a warning-shot kind of woman.”

      Erik narrowed his eyes and jabbed an indignant finger in Blaine’s direction. “You sent me in there thinking she’d shoot at me? God, I need new friends. You’re as cracked as Lindie Brewster.”

      Finally glancing up from his latest financial report, Blaine rolled his eyes. “Quit being such a drama queen. Warning shot, not actually shoot you. I’m going over to pick up some eggs this afternoon. I want to get a better feel for her. Maybe the extra acreage from last month’s deal will convince her to do a land swap.”

      Laughter echoed through the makeshift office Blaine had set up in his living room, but Erik’s expression held no humor. “You’d give her a hundred-fifty acres of prime real estate in exchange for twenty-six acres and a hundred-sixty-five-year-old farmhouse? You are nuts.”

      “Plus the Cape Cod and its thirty-acre lot. It’s called an incentive. I want that house and I’m willing to make the trade worth her while. I’ll throw in moving her chickens if I have to.” The ache in his gut flaring, Blaine closed his laptop and set it on the end table as he stood. “Family’s always been important, but losing Bree put it in perspective. And my mom and dad aren’t getting any younger. I need to get this done. The house is part of our heritage. I want my nephews to grow up in a place that’s filled with family and history and good memories. Bree and I practically lived there during the summers, at least until Gram got sick. As soon as I take possession of the property, we can put my sister’s house on the market.”

      “I get it. I really do, but you’re going to be completely on your own out here.” Erik leaned forward and propped his elbows on his knees. “Unless you have a girlfriend I don’t know about. You planning on getting married again?”

      A growl escaped before Blaine could swallow it. “One divorce was plenty, and what makes you think I can’t handle being a single father? Bree and Kip trusted me enough to name me guardian of their kids if something happened. They both knew I had no intention of walking down the aisle ever again.”

      “I’m just trying to cover all the bases. You can hire housekeepers and babysitters, but mothers are⁠—”

      “No.” The thought of sharing anything other than a meal and a night of sex with a woman made his skin crawl and his hair stand on end. “End of discussion.”

      Erik raised his hands as he stood. “No need to bite my head off. So what’s the plan?”

      “I’ll let you know after I visit the egg lady. Everybody has their price, and I doubt she’s an exception. It’s not like she has any ties to the area. She’s lived all over the state since she got her MBA.”

      “MBA, huh? I guess that explains why she was so pissed when I told her I planned to check her licensing.”

      “Bad move, dude. Maybe you should’ve looked over her profile like I told you to.” Blaine tugged his tie loose and unbuttoned the neck of his dress shirt as he crossed to the arched doorway of his temporary office. “Help yourself to the good stuff. God knows buckets are some scary shit. I need to change into something less conspicuous than a suit.”

      “I’m a lawyer. I’m supposed to be conspicuous.” Erik’s voice carried down the hall to the master bedroom. The clink of glass against glass came with it. He wouldn’t pass up a sample of eighty-year-old Scotch, bucket trauma or not. “She could’ve given me a concussion, you know.”

      Pulling a pair of shorts from the dresser, Blaine shook his head. “You’d have one if she wanted you to. All she needs to know about me is I’m a neighbor who wants to buy some eggs.”

      “She said the same thing. Something about horseshoes.”

      “Horseshoe champion, four years running. I’ll say it again. You should’ve looked over her profile.”

      “Fuck you. Nothing could’ve prepared me for a woman like her. She’s downright dangerous. Your phone’s ringing.”

      “Is it my mom? I asked her to call if the boys had trouble adjusting to her and Dad staying with them.” He tugged his tie free and tossed it on the bed with his suit coat, the possibility of an unplanned run to his sister’s house pushing him to move a little faster.

      “No. Local number. Not in your contacts.”

      “Ignore it. If it’s important, they’ll leave a voicemail.” The cool wood floor did little to distract him from the nagging instinct to check on his nephews. He exchanged his business attire for shorts and a casual shirt and made a mental note to call his mom.

      With boat shoes hooked on his fingers, he returned to the living room.

      Erik held out his phone. “Voicemail and a text from your mom.”

      Panic worse than the first time a deal had gone sour skittered along his spine. Blaine dropped his shoes on the rug, tore the phone from his friend’s grasp, and brought up the message.

      “Leo and Cameron are fine. Wanted to let you know. Love you!”

      His heart rate gradually slowed again, but the sudden need to see his nephews came out of nowhere. “Thanks, Mom. I’m taking the rest of the day off. Tell them I’ll be there about 3:30. Mind if I stay for supper?”

      A faint ding signaled her response. “Wonderful! They’ll be thrilled. You know you’re always welcome.”

      An involuntary smile tickled his lips. “I know. Love you too.”

      “This parenting thing agrees with you.” Erik drained the last swallow of Scotch from his glass.

      Blaine raised his eyebrows and pocketed his phone. “What makes you say that?”

      “That worried look. Then the smile.” With a smug grin, Erik shouldered his computer bag. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you’re taking the afternoon off to go see the kids. You make a good father.”

      Blaine waited for the usual proviso about being a good husband too. Thankfully, it didn’t come. “They deserve my best and I like spending time with them. I’ll let you know how things go with Brewster.”

      His friend’s nod was accompanied by more of that knowing smirk. “Don’t call me if she knocks you on your ass with a bucket.”

      “Not a chance. You’re the bad guy. I’m just buying eggs from her.”

      “We’ll see.” Erik gave a half-hearted wave and headed toward the foyer. “Later.”

      The click of the front door eased some of the workday tension from Blaine’s neck and shoulders, but impatience moved in. According to the Brewster’s Roosters sign at the end of the lane, he had another thirty-five minutes before the designated pick-up hours. A listen to his voicemail confirmed it.

      He carried Erik’s glass to the kitchen, moved the dinette set closer to the window overlooking the backyard, and made a grocery list to kill some time. After six months of caring for a pair of young boys, his brain wanted to add peanut butter, grape jelly, and Goldfish crackers to the items he needed to stock his empty cupboards. Two weeks of vacation while he focused on the final deal had sounded like heaven, but damned if he didn’t miss them already.

      One night of not tucking them into bed down, thirteen to go.

      It was motivation enough to step up his persuasive efforts.

      He checked his watch and dug his keys from his pocket. If he drove around the block and got stuck behind a tractor, he might be only ten minutes early—and early was better than late when conducting business.

      Alternating fields of ripening winter wheat and alfalfa lined both sides of the road, but a single lap yielded no harvesting equipment and brought him to the mailbox of the Brewster chicken farm at two forty-five.

      A dust cloud followed him along the dirt-and-gravel lane to the familiar farmhouse from his childhood. The white clapboard structure was now pale gray with white shutters and the porch running the length of the house still invited him to sit in the shade with a cold glass of Gram’s lemonade.

      Home. With luck, it soon would be.

      He climbed the porch stairs and knocked on the screen door. A full minute passed without a response, so he raised his fist to knock again.

      Faint groaning carried from somewhere beyond the front of the house. He jogged down the steps and turned toward the corner closest to him, half expecting to find somebody sprawled out on the ground and needing a doctor.

      The sound grew louder as he rounded the second corner that led to the backyard.

      A naked woman stood a few feet from him with a garden hose aimed between her spread legs and her thumb plucking at the rosy tip of her left breast. The deflected spray of water landed on his feet, but her glistening skin and rapturous expression froze him in place.

      She tipped her dripping-wet face toward the sky and arched her back, her taut nipples pointing right at him and a waterfall of dark hair cascading over her tanned shoulders. Another moan became a gasp. Then she cried out and rocked her hips forward, obviously in the throes of a full-blown orgasm.

      A wave of lightheadedness rushed through him, every drop of blood in his veins flowing straight to his dick. Lust was a vast understatement for the feeling coursing through his body.

      “Damn, that was a good one.” Her gaze met his as she lowered the hose. The sunlit spray trickled down to dribbles at the nozzle and her sigh spoke of utter satisfaction.

      He almost choked on his tongue at the lingering pleasure in her coffee-brown eyes. “You always shower outside?”
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