
		
			[image: Cover of Fowl Play by Amy Gregg]
		

	
		

		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			  

		

		

		
			Copyright © 2025 by Amy Gregg

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Fox Pointe Publishing,

			LLP. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or

			mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without

			permission in writing from the publisher.

			This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either a product

			of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events,

			places, organizations, or persons, whether living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			https://www.foxpointepublishing.com/author-amy-gregg-1

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Gregg, Amy, author.

			Hall, Kiersten, editor.

			Town, Scotty, designer.

			Johnsen, Krista, cover artist.

			Fowl Play / Amy Gregg.

			A city socialite turned small-town entrepreneur continues to uncover mysteries, including solving local murders.

			ISBN 978-1-955743-79-2 (hardcover) / 978-1-955743-82-2 (softcover)

			[1. Cozy Mystery – Fiction. 2. Small Town & Rural – Fiction.

			3. Farming – Fiction. 4. Amateur Sleuth – Fiction.]

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2 0 2 5 9 4 1 2 7 1

		

	
		
			  

		

	
		

		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			  

		

		

		
			[image: ]

			Lilly decided long ago that preparing for battle was more of a game of wits than brute strength. She stood on the back porch, the morning light barely lifted from the horizon, and donned her armor. The rooster crowed across the farmyard, signaling the arrival of her foe. 

			She struggled to pull the hockey pads over her legs and cursed her thick shins. Next, she straightened the shoulder guards, yet again, as those tended to slip off to one side. After dashing into the kitchen mudroom for a wardrobe change, Lilly emerged once more, this time wearing a heavy Carhartt hooded sweatshirt under the shoulder guard. The unwieldy apparatus now stayed in place. Finally, she pulled on heavy welder’s gloves and flipped the visor down on the matching welder’s helmet, obscuring not only her face from view but also her view of much else. 

			As the rooster crowed again, Lilly tied a deep-pocketed apron around her waist and picked up a battered metal bucket. The chunky fingers of the welder’s gloves, a slim wire handle, and a dense payload made for less-than-ideal management of the bucket.

			“I’m coming for you, Colonel,” she muttered beneath the metal mask as she descended the porch steps. 

			Lilly clumped and thumped her way across the yard, rubber boots catching on the uneven ground and tufts of grass. The narrow view through the visor also hindered her progress. More than once, she had to reassess her course and adjust direction.

			I should have put the visor down when I got closer, Lilly thought as she huffed along, the mask suddenly stifling in the early morning cool. Although I now look like Darth Vader, that will scare him. 

			Already sweating under her mask and battle garb, Lilly refused to take any piece off. It was the principle of the matter. If she removed it now, she’d lose the battle—and ultimately the war—before it began. 

			She stood in front of the chain-link fence and its clapboard structure. All was quiet now, the calm before the storm. 

			Steadying herself with a deep breath, Lilly flipped the metal latch and walked into the enclosure, bucket held firmly at her side. If she lost control of the bucket, all would be for naught. She quickly slammed the door behind her. The chain link rattled, vibrating like a twisted dinner bell. 

			No turning back now. 

			A flutter of activity sounded from within the dark structure. Shadows played with Lilly’s restricted vision as the sun crept higher in the sky. A tiny, tufted head slipped from the dark, one beady black eye darting aimlessly until locking onto Lilly. The hen unruffled her feathers in a sleepy daze as she ambled down the gangplank. 

			“Really, Colonel? Sending Marta out first?” Lilly scoffed. “That’s low even for you.”

			After Marta came a flurry of feathers and clucks; the small flock of Sussex hens was always the first to go to breakfast. Two of the hens, each a lovely mottled brown speckle, Suzy and Mrs. Patmore, shoved their way past Marta, the smallest of all the chickens. Her feathers were crisp white with a cloak of gray along her head and at the tip of her tail. 

			Following the Sussex hens came the two Booted Bantam hens. Whenever she saw the Bantams, she couldn’t help but think of over-toasted marshmallows that had sprouted legs. Their tawny brown feathers bore black burnt tips, suggesting scuttling s’mores. Their clawed feet were hidden by dainty tufts of feathers, lending the “booted” to their breed’s name. Francesca and Fancy Pants hurried after their lighter flock mates and began pecking at the ground, even if Lilly had yet to scatter the seed. 

			“C’mon, Satan’s feather duster, show yourself,” Lilly steeled herself, preparing for the final member of her little flock. She threw seeds from the bucket halfheartedly. Her hens clucked merrily to themselves as they attacked the ground, unaware of the coming battle. 

			The rooster crowed his battle cry, a strange reverberating sound coming from the bowels of the chicken coop.

			He emerged as an iridescent blue-black shadow, with highlights of purple. The Colonel stood at the top of the gang plank and extended his wings, puffing up his impressive plumage to nearly double his size. Silky russet feathers cascaded down from his towering blood red comb. His majestic, jeweled leg feathers concealed razor-sharp talons under midnight booted tufts. The Bantam rooster strutted down the plank and scanned the small fenced-in yard.

			His eyes then locked onto Lilly. She adjusted her grip on the feed bucket and met his gaze. “Let’s dance, Colonel.” 

			The jeweled rooster flew at her with surprising speed. Lilly continued to toss seed down to the hens, her eyes locked on the Colonel. She swung the bucket in a wide arch before her, seed spilling out with each turn. The hens scattered and erupted into a discordant cacophony of clucks and cackles as the food showered down. 

			The Colonel, undeterred by the distraction of flying food and feathers, kept his course locked onto Lilly. His hidden talons sank into the hockey pads. When he didn’t find his desired target, the rooster dug in deeper and began climbing up Lilly’s leg guards until he gained purchase on the long arm of the welding glove. 

			Lilly tossed the near-empty feed bucket toward the farthest corner of the enclosure. The hens followed, predictably, with wild abandon. The Colonel didn’t fall for it. He knew all of Lilly’s moves.

			

			The rooster’s claws gripped the welding glove tightly, tugging Lilly’s arm along with his motion and substantial weight. He succeeded in throwing her off balance. He landed gracefully on the ground, ignoring the plentiful seeds under his feet as she struggled to regain her footing in the oversized boots. Lilly abandoned trying to distract with food and made her way toward the coop. In her haste, she accidentally booted poor Marta as she passed. 

			“Sorry, Marta!” She scrambled toward the back of the coop shed, hoping to get inside before the Colonel rallied for another attack. 

			He watched her as she moved, teasing her with his calm demeanor. 

			She didn’t have to wait long for the rooster to make his next move. The rooster crowed and flew into action as she got within three feet of the door. He launched himself at her back, his claws finding a sweet spot just under her shoulder guards. Lilly’s pained cry failed to escape the confines of the welder’s mask. She felt the sharp points graze her skin even through the thick Carhartt hoodie. Her gloved hand fumbled with the door as she fought off the deranged poultry with the other. Her sight, already altered by the visor, became further skewed through a barrage of wings hitting her head. 

			The Colonel released his grip on her back and flapped around to her front, intent on going for her face and neck. These areas have historically been prime targets for attack. Now he found an unexpected fortress in the welder’s mask. His claws briefly raked the visor before pushing off to redirect his attack. 

			Lilly saw this small opening and seized it. Her gloved fist shot out and closed around the rooster’s feet. He clucked angrily at her, though she heard what she’d classify as Godzilla screams through the welder’s helmet. The frenzied flapping of wings blocked her vision and threatened to throw her to the ground once more. 

			She had caught the winged devil. Now what?

			Lilly opened the coop with her free hand and backed inside, keeping the enraged rooster at arm’s length. She had to time her exit strategy perfectly, lest she end up dealing with a doubly mad rooster in a small space. She ducked further into the coop and closed the door until her hand and the rooster hung outside. Lilly counted to ten, then released the Colonel, slamming the door as soon as her fingers cleared the frame.

			Only after the door latched did she raise the visor on her helmet. She blinked in the dim light of the coop. The Colonel’s frenzied clucking and scratching were muffled by the door that bore his displeasure from many mornings past. She wiped at her sweaty brow with her glove, smearing dust and feathers across her face. She didn’t care. She had made it into the coop. 

			Soon, the devil rooster will wear himself out, finally eat his breakfast, and reconnoiter with his harem of feathered ladies. Lilly turned to the rows of roosts behind her, housed in a bank of reclaimed doorless lockers her grandmother had taken off the local high school’s hands when they remodeled thirty years ago. The straw and feathered nests sat eerily still in the dust-heavy air.

			Lilly regarded the empty shelves, worried that none of the hens remained on her roost. It was rare for the hens to leave their roost after laying eggs, although breakfast was a tempting diversion from incubating. She slipped off a glove and moved toward the first nest. “You ladies better have come through this morning,” Lilly warned as she plunged her hand under the straw and feathers. “Otherwise, we’re having some Kentucky Fried goodness tonight.”
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			Lilly kicked her boots off while still on the porch, grimacing at the feathers sticking to suspicious white smears, and began to tear off her battle armor. Hockey pads and shoulder guards clattered onto the whitewashed wood with a few choice words sprinkled in. She tumbled through the back kitchen door, tangled in the arms of the hoodie, and banged around the cabinets until she came to a stop at the middle island. Even with growing frustration over the early hour, the difficulty of getting her chicken coop clothes off, and knowing that the Colonel merely existed, Lilly still managed to gently put her apron on the island, a scowl on her face. 

			Only four eggs that morning. Either she needed to figure out how to get her hens to lay more, or get more hens to lay. Could she afford to get more hens? Would the coop and her sanity be able to handle a larger flock?

			“That… was impressive.”

			Lilly rolled her eyes and dropped her shoulders. Given the early hour and the battle she had just endured, one would expect her to be more alarmed by a second voice in her kitchen. Over the last six months, Lilly had become, begrudgingly, accustomed to her hired hand coming and going as he pleased.

			“Not now,” she growled, side-stepping him.

			Ryan had appeared behind her. He chuckled as he leaned on the island. He glanced down at the apron and poked one of the oblong bumps. “Wanna make me an omelet? I like lots of peppers.”

			“What are you doing here?” She rubbed the bridge of her nose, frowning when she drew her hand back and saw feathers. “Isn’t it a little early for you to be an annoyance?”

			“I had to see that for myself,” he grinned, gesturing toward the back door. “When Faith told me you borrowed her kid’s hockey pads, I didn’t believe it when she told me why.”

			Faith Fischer was the owner and proprietor of Grandma’s Attic and one of Lilly’s closest friends after she returned to Lone Tree and her grandparents’ farm all those months ago. Thankfully, Faith welcomed the prodigal daughter back to Lone Tree without so much as a sideways glance, unlike most of the town. She also happened to be her hired hand’s older sister, which led to some interesting deviations of conversation. 

			“I’m surprised you willingly got up this early,” Lilly moved toward the coffee pot, thanking herself for prepping it to brew as she was out collecting eggs. The small panel on the machine read six-thirty. Ryan usually arrived at the farm after seven to start his cow chores in the barn.

			Once upon a time, she had made it a goal in her life only to see one ‘six-thirty’ in the day. And that was typically accompanied by TV dinners and Wheel of Fortune, or, as she got older, a cocktail and salmon dinner. Over the last few months, Lilly surprised everyone, including herself, by regularly seeing both sixes on the same day. She poured herself a mug of coffee and, after a few moments’ thought, poured one for Ryan as well. 

			“Totally worth it,” Ryan dug through the apron and pulled out the eggs. 

			“Hey, leave those alone,” Lilly slapped his knuckles. She slid the second mug of coffee across the island, just out of reach from where he stood. “Those are for the market.”

			“Four eggs?” Ryan lowered his eyes at her as he stretched over the countertop for his coffee. “You can’t even do a half dozen sale.”

			“The Davenports’ are bringing their eggs today, we’ll have enough. And I still have some eggs from yesterday.” Lilly sat heavily on a stool and drank from her mug. The black happy-go-go-juice seared her throat, and she sighed. “Don’t worry about it.”

			Ryan shook his head and backed away from the eggs. “Who said I was worried?”

			Lilly smiled over the rim of her mug. “You wouldn’t have commented if you weren’t worried about the number of eggs.”

			He pushed away from the island and took his mug. “Whatever, I gotta start chores.”

			“She’s going to be mad you’re waking her up so early,” Lilly warned, watching as he moved around her scattered articles of makeshift armor on the kitchen floor.

			“No, she’s not.” He tripped over the shoulder pads and slammed a shoulder into the back door. Ryan swore under his breath. “She loves me.”

			“Uh-huh.” 

			With a slam of the screen door, the kitchen fell silent. Lilly let out a tired breath and drank more coffee. Her eyes drifted down to the meager offering from the chickens, and she frowned despite her confident words to Ryan moments before. Lilly didn’t know if her grand experiment could last much longer. 

			In the six months since she arrived back in Lone Tree, Lilly pulled off a truly miraculous transformation. Legions of contractors and masons came in steady waves to the farmstead to bring her grandparents’ farm back from the brink. Years of wear and tear from weather, use, and age were stripped away. The broken and missing shingles on the farmhouse were replaced, along with some spots on the barn and machine shed. The chicken coop, the long building meant to house her murderous flock, received new windows and a fresh coat of white paint. Within the next week, Lilly planned on moving the fowl back into their proper home from the little shed they lived in now.

			The farm from her memories was reborn with a few notable improvements.

			The upper level of the barn that once housed the hayloft, and an assortment of dangerous scythes and knives, now held her classroom space. After all the unpleasantness of last April, Lilly decided to jump in with both feet with her “agri-tourism” idea. Her farm officially became ‘The Accidental Farmer Experience’, a retreat for anyone who wanted to try their hand at farming, whether that involved milking cows, gathering eggs, tending chickens, working in the fields, or even making artisan crafts and foods from scratch. Families, singles, or groups could rent the farm for a week at a time and take over the everyday chores, with herself and Ryan available as mentors and security in case of complications.

			As spring steadily turned to summer, only a few brave souls dared to sign up for her classes. But Lilly still held out hope.

			Alongside the agri-tourism, Lilly opened Bev’s Farmers’ Market 2.0, and the residents of Lone Tree responded better than she had hoped. At first, the participants filled the farmyard with booths and tables three days a week, luring locals and travelers alike just off the beaten path to one of the largest farmers’ markets in the area. Bev’s Market also had a cross-over effect on Lilly’s experiment, as shoppers picked out zucchinis and heirloom tomatoes, they also booked their Accidental Farmer experiences. 

			Soon, much to Lilly’s surprise and Ryan’s vexation, the farmyard grew crowded with vendor tents and customer cars. To the point that Ryan had demanded the market be shut down or relocated, the extra cars and people on the farm made it difficult for him to complete his regular chores. 

			And the cars were chewing up the grass.

			She rolled her eyes at the memory of Ryan’s grumbling over cars parking too close to the barn and pasture, how he nearly got kicked by Peony while he was hanging the milker on her. How many times had he reminded her that if she wanted milk for her soaps and other hipster trinkets, the yard had better be kept in pristine condition, so keep the cars away from the barn. Fortunately, Lilly’s friend and Ryan’s older sister, Faith, found a vacant lot in Lone Tree that was large enough to accommodate the farmers’ market. The location change proved a success with easier access for vendors and customers, and ample parking along the city streets. 

			Now, as September crept onto the calendar and the weather started to cool, families settled into their post-summer vacation schedules of school and work, and fewer booths were set up on market days. Lilly didn’t want to admit that her inaugural summer success was swiftly coming to an end. She wasn’t sure how she’d be able to keep the income coming in once the leaves and snow started to fly. The comfortable nest egg her grandparents had left for her had been steadily depleted over the last few months due to all the renovations. 

			She may have gone a little overboard on some design elements…

			Lilly shook the depressing money concerns from her head and took a cleansing drag of coffee. She replaced cash flow woes with images of Ryan trying to handle Dandelion at such an early hour. The temperamental matriarch of the small Holstein herd stuck to a strict schedule, and hell hath no fury like that cow awakened too soon. Lilly smiled a bit sadistically as she ran through the various scenarios of how Dandelion would let Ryan know that this early wakeup call would not be suffered lightly. 

			Lilly wondered if the bovine read her mind when a muffled, yet angry, bellow drifted across the farmyard and into the kitchen. 

			 As much as she would have liked to witness the aftermath of Ryan’s poor choices, Lilly knew she had to get moving. It was market day, and she needed to start setting up. Parking signs and booth identifiers needed to be placed around the town lot. By now, the regular vendors were familiar with their pre-assigned booth locations. However, as fewer vendors started to show up, the layout continued to be condensed and shuffled. 

			And she had to hurry into town to put up her booth. 

			She was very proud of her little stand, which sold eggs and homemade merchandise from her animals, as well as a selection of artisan crafts offered as part of the Accidental Farmer Experience. Candles, milk soaps and lotions, regular paraffin soaps, and homemade bread spoke of the wholesome fun to be had with the purchase of a group package. Fun for the whole family or a Girls’ Weekend!

			It was close to seven-thirty when she emerged from the farmhouse, freshly showered and ready to tackle the day in what she deemed perfect country “every day” clothes. Dark wash True Religion jeans with strategic, intentional tears at the knees, along with a favorite Ralph Lauren plaid shirt in pink and blue pastels that Ryan insisted looked like an Easter egg dye kit exploded over it. And every time she wore this pair of jeans, he never missed a chance to remind her that the only way jeans should get tears is from earning them the hard way.

			Just because she lived on a farm in rural Minnesota didn’t mean she had to give up her sense of style. 

			At times, Lilly couldn’t believe it had already been six months since her move to Lone Tree, Minnesota, after inheriting the family farm from her deceased grandparents. The former country girl turned Minneapolis socialite, who reluctantly returned home and became a country girl once more—the true makings of a Hallmark Channel Christmas movie. 

			Perhaps she was only trying to hide from the aftermath of her failed marriage; her ex-husband and his mistress ended up with everything once the divorce was final. True, Lilly had given in to all their demands just to expedite the process. Any extra time spent with those two was the straw to her already defeated back. Given the hell she had gone through discovering her husband had been cheating on her and then served her papers in less than a month, her escaping to the familial homestead for a few months wasn’t entirely irrational, was it?

			She often thought that her desire to run the farm and her plans to turn it into a thriving cottage industry would fade as the weather got warm. Between near-daily harassment from a farmer demanding his dues, her grandparents’ hired hand winding up being her old high school boyfriend who she unceremoniously ghosted when her family bailed for the Twin Cities, and a murder mystery that eventually led to Lilly fighting for her own life against someone she thought was a friend, Lilly honestly wondered how she hadn’t run screaming for the relative safety of Uptown Minneapolis.

			Spring matured into summer, and now summer was giving way to autumn, and Lilly was no closer to leaving behind her family farm. She smiled to herself as she rearranged the cardboard boxes of merchandise for the farmers’ market to ensure that the glass bottles of lotion didn’t topple over. The last thing she needed was to lose any of her stock. The one thing that stuck with her the most in her quest to become a maven of the farm-to-table industry was that it took way too much time to make that little product. 

			Lilly finally settled into the driver’s seat of her loaded-up Kia and headed toward town. The market lot sat on the eastern side of Lone Tree along the main road through town, County Road 45/Main Street. It was no more than a weedy gravel parking lot of a long-shuttered feed supply business, yet it served its new purpose superbly. The new location caught citizens heading to and from work, tourists from nearby Fort Ridgely State Park, and those traveling through the area in search of historical and cultural markers. She pulled into the lot and, after maneuvering around the other early bird vendors already setting up, she parked close to the back of the old feed store. 

			Once she had removed boxes of new stock, Lilly lifted the heavy sandwich board out of her car and dragged it to where the entrance of the parking lot met the county road, ensuring the arrow pointed to the preferred spot for vendors. The ideal place for guest parking was along the county road or in neighboring parking lots, which offered prime spots for vendor tents and parking near their spaces. 

			With the market sign in place, she walked back to the front of her tent and started setting up. The first vendors of the morning were nearly complete with their staging. The once-bustling lot, crammed with over a dozen booths, now boasted a meager six, including Lilly’s. During the last couple of weekends of September, Lilly knew that number would dwindle again. She made a mental note to ask the other vendors if the first weekend of October should be the last of the season. 

			A wetter-than-normal summer had left the gravel parking lot riddled with pock marks and washboard ridges from tire treads and tent poles. Lilly added calling the excavating service in Sleepy Eye to grade the lot to some resemblance of ‘smooth’ before winter came, and again in the spring with the thaw. If gravel parking lots were anything like the country dirt roads, the frozen ruts and frost heaves would do a number on any car that traversed them. Her own little Kia nearly rattled itself to pieces over the summer while traveling some less-maintained roads in the area.

			The day’s farmers’ market started without a hitch. Lilly was pleased at the level of traffic that stopped by to snatch some of the season’s last vegetables and fruits. Mid-September signaled the subtle end of the growing season and the shift into autumn. And autumn meant more canning and preparations for the upcoming colder season. Lilly remembered her grandmother spending most of September and October canning goods for the winter. If she waited too long, the produce would start to spoil before she could can it, thus rendering the crop useless.

			Lilly wondered if she should add a canning course to her offerings for the Accidental Farmer Experience. How many people her age knew how to can, either missing out due to personal choice or not having the opportunity to learn? She flipped to the back of her always-on-standby notebook and scribbled a note to investigate canning DIY videos later that night. 

			DIY canning could prove more fruitful than DIY soap. Lilly didn’t believe her kitchen island would ever recover from all the botched batches of soap she attempted. Pinterest and TikTok made it look so simple. And Ryan still hadn’t forgiven her for clogging the mud room sink with a half-melted soap base.

			And Ryan still hadn’t forgiven her for clogging the mud room sink with a half-melted soap base, although hearing the colorful language Ryan used. 

			Again, the farm’s looming money troubles crept into her mind. Lilly lowered her gaze from the other market vendors lest they see her darkening mood. The other booths were swarmed with customers. The sight of money exchanging hands soured Lilly’s mood even more. Interest in the Accidental Farmer Experience was not as piqued as Lilly hoped. She understood that any new business didn’t break even in the first year. Or even the second. It took time for word of mouth and marketing to take effect. Marketing online and in newspapers was an area in which she excelled. She posted flyers in the library and even visited the Chamber of Commerce to request publicity in their programs and on posters for the upcoming town festival, Apple Dapple Days.

			It was the word-of-mouth and personal testimonies portion that Lilly struggled to master. One needed customers to use their services before they could tell their friends to join in the festivities. 

			She smiled as a trio of women walked past her booth. Their arms were laden with hand-spun wool from Elvira Johnson’s stall. One of the women, the self-appointed Alpha of the group, was telling her companions about the new knitting project she had explicitly selected for the just-purchased skeins of yarn. 

			“Would you ladies be interested in learning how to spin your own yarn?” Lilly broke into their conversation before she realized she was speaking. “Or perhaps bake artisan breads?”

			The trio stopped mid-stride and mid-sentence and turned toward Lilly as one. 

			“We’re offering a special discount on classes as a new attendee,” Lilly continued, encouraged by the fact that the women hadn’t walked away when she spoke. She had precious seconds to get to the heart of this pitch before their attention waned. “At the Accidental Farmer Experience, there are many fall and winter workshops planned, including yarn work with a spinner’s wheel. I think that might be coming up in the first week or so of October.”

			The Alpha scanned the pamphlets and samples of products and wares Lilly had carefully arranged on her table. Lilly put on her perfected fundraising plasticine smile. If it worked on separating Minneapolis’ elite with five to six-figure checks, it surely can work on these women to sign up for a three-hour workshop or two. Maybe even a Girls’ Weekend.

			“Spin our own wool?” Alpha echoed. Her tone of feigned interest just barely covered the annoyance on her face. 

			“Susan, that sounds fun!” One of her friends piped up. She tucked an unruly strand of brown hair behind her ear as she reached around the Alpha now known as Susan and took a pamphlet off the table. “Oh! Candle making!”

			“Hmm.” Susan’s response was less than dignified or promising for a sale. “Why would we come out here to do that?”

			Before Lilly could reply, the third woman, wearing obscenely large-lensed sunglasses, elbowed Susan gently. “We trekked out to Harmony for your Amish quilts. And we went all the way to New Ulm for the Glockenspiel—”

			“And you’re welcome,” the brunette woman cut in.

			“—So why can’t we come down here for candle and yarn making?”

			“And soaps,” Lilly added, hoping to lighten the thinly veiled challenge to Alpha Susan.

			“Oh, yeah! I saw a video online about soap making,” the Glockenspiel-loving brunette’s face lit up like a kid at Christmas. She turned abruptly to Lilly. “Do you think we could make mermaid soap? It’s blue and pink and aqua with little starfish pieces and—”

			“Enough with the mermaid soap!” Sunglasses groaned.

			“I’m certain I can come up with an easy version of mermaid soap,” Lilly gave her best smile, already mentally adding another Google search to her To-Do List.

			“Maybe next time,” Alpha Susan said, taking the pamphlet from Brunette’s hands and placing it back on the table. “We need to get going. It’s a long drive to the Cities.”

			With an unspoken command, the trio turned and left, Brunette and Sunglasses following Alpha Susan, looking somewhat deflated. Lilly watched the women head toward a sleek silver SUV and felt an eerie sense of déjà vu wash over her. She remembered those types of friend groups from her time in Minneapolis’ higher society. Her ex-husband, Alec, came from old money, and as his then-wife, she had been expected to move within the same circles as well. How many times had she kowtowed behind a similar alpha like Susan, all to jostle for a better social standing and better table assignment at the season’s gala or fundraiser? 

			Lilly shuddered at the influx of memories. It had been a mere eight months since Alec presented her with not only divorce papers but also the reason behind them—Olivia. The woman he’d been cheating with behind her back for who knew how long. Lilly declined to ask for that detail. Then weeks later came news of her grandparents’ deaths, along with a hefty inheritance—the family farm in rural Brown County—two hours and a million light years away from her former upper echelon life.

			Two short months after receiving those two bombs, Lilly moved back to the farm with hopes of somehow piecing her life back together. Since that fateful April day, she had set her heart on reclaiming her lost youth once spent on the farm, but Lilly still wasn’t too sure of her master plan. 

			As Alpha Susan and her band climbed into the SUV and rolled out of the farmers’ market, Lilly felt another piece of her resolve slip away. 

			What was she doing wrong?

			“Can you please get out of my way?”

			Lilly’s attention snapped back to the farmers’ market and the gravel lot around her. After a quick scan of the lot, Lilly found the source of the shrill outburst.

			

			Cecilia Baxter.

			Oh crap, now what? Lilly groaned inwardly as she took a tentative step out from under her canopy. 

			Cecilia Baxter would have been more at home in the upper rungs of the New York social scene than in the rural hamlet of Lone Tree. At least, she tried to convey that aesthetic and lifestyle. Cecilia sold fresh vegetables and herbs at her booth, touting her produce as non-GMO and 100% organic. Complete with informational sheets praising the non-GMO/organic diet while revealing the “truths” of any other product that wasn’t hers.

			Lilly knew Cecilia meant well, trying to help others live a clean and healthier lifestyle, even if she went about it in all the wrong ways. 

			“I’m sorry, Cecilia, but you walked into me.” A second, equally familiar voice retorted to Cecilia’s brash demand. 

			Angela Stilner, according to Cecilia, is a proud seller of non-organic, possibly genetically modified (GMO) produce, both canned and fresh, as well as eggs from ‘caged’ chickens. Since the beginning of the market, the two women had been after each other and their offered merchandise. Though Lilly felt Cecilia instigated more than not. 

			Within a few strides, Lilly stood before the two women. Cecilia had platinum blond hair twisted into a perfect updo to match her ‘farmer chic’ outfit. Lilly recognized the J. Crew buffalo skirt and black turtleneck over black tights from last winter’s line. Impractical high-heeled boots complete the look. She suppressed a smirk, remembering when she still attempted to wear designer clothes around the farm. 

			Once her dry-cleaning bill started to match the cows’ feed bill, Lilly put a stop to that right quick. 

			Angela stood before Cecilia as her opposite in every way. Dark hair in a messy braid, paired with stained and well-worn jeans and an Allis-Chalmers sweatshirt, allowed her to blend in with the other Lone Tree locals more easily.

			“Excuse me?” Cecilia snapped.

			“You heard me,” Angela shifted the mason jars in her arms. 

			“Ladies, ladies, please,” Lilly slowly positioned herself between the two, arms outstretched. “What seems to be the problem?”

			“Wide load here knocked into my cart and one of my jars fell,” Cecilia motioned to her bright blue canvas and metal wagon, strikingly similar to the type parents use to schlep their kids around at fairgrounds instead of strollers. A shattered mason jar of preserved tomatoes threatened to be crushed under the metal wheels as they rolled over the gravel. 

			“Wide load?” Angela’s cheeks burned, her whole body bristling from the insult. 

			Lilly bit her lip, brain churning to stay ahead of the quarreling women. Angela wasn’t a large woman by any means, but she was curvy with a solid build, thanks to years of working on her farm. Most people grew a bit stockier as their time doing chores and manual labor increased. Lilly had noticed her clothes fitting differently after only six months of working in the barn and her garden.

			“I’m certain it was an accident, Cecilia,” Lilly flashed each woman her best measured, retail smile. “Even if it wasn’t,” she added quickly, as Cecilia opened her mouth, “now is not the time or place for such a scene. We still have customers in the market.”

			Both women flicked their gazes across the lot, taking inventory of how many pairs of eyes and ears had slowly shifted attention to them. In the case of Elvira Johnson, who was less than ten feet away, the elder woman looked ready to grab a tub of popcorn and settle in for a long cat fight. 

			Cecilia took a sharp breath through her nose. She leveled her gaze at Lilly. “You’re right, Lillian. I do expect to be compensated for my lost product.”

			“Now wait one minute—” Angela pointed a finger in protest.

			“Of course,” Lilly cut in, placing herself directly in front of Angela. 

			“I must get back to my booth,” Cecilia bent daintily to retrieve the fallen handle of her wagon. “I would sincerely reconsider having this homewrecker/pariah/blight as a vendor next season, Lillian. We don’t need her kind sullying our good town’s image.”

			With her last verbal barb, she stomped off to her booth, wagon, and mason jars rattling dangerously behind her. Cecilia’s exit wasn’t as dynamic as she’d hoped, Lilly suspected, as her high-heeled boots caught on the uneven ground and larger rocks, causing her ankles to twist and bend with each sashaying stomp. The woman looked more like a newborn calf attempting to walk minutes after birth than the self-righteous champion of the farmers’ market. 

			“You’re not taking her side, are you?” Angela’s voice brought Lilly back from her wandering thoughts. “And you can’t make me pay for her fermented store-bought tomatoes!”

			“No, I’m not. I just don’t need another scene between you two,” Lilly sighed. Flashbacks of the screaming match from two weeks ago made her stomach sour. 

			Betrayal flashed across Angela’s face as her eyes widened. “You are taking her side. If you think I’m going to give her any money—”

			“Angela, no!” Lilly rested a hand on Angela’s arm, fearing she’d forgotten about her armload of jars. “I’ll pay for it. I won’t make you pay for her ego.”

			Angela took a measured breath and glanced down at her feet. “Are you going to ban me from selling next year?”

			“Ban you? No,” Lilly shook her head. “I don’t know what history you and Cecilia have, but I haven’t seen anything that would keep you from being a vendor next year. Though if these outbursts between you two continue, I may have to rethink both of you.”

			“I knew it,” Angela muttered. 

			Lilly held her gaze. “You both have started some scenes this summer, it’s not just you or her. If you two can’t play nicely together, then I’m not going to punish the other sellers by having your antics ruin their sales.”

			Angela let out a heavy sigh. “I guess so.”

			“That being said, I’m not going to ban you outright just because Cecilia said I should. You both need to prove to me that you’re able to act like adults,” Lilly tried to give her best reassuring smile. She never realized running a farmers’ market involved reminding grown adults how to act.

			“Thanks, Lilly,” Angela gave a small smile of her own. Lilly could sense the woman’s feeling of dread rolling off in waves. “But sooner or later, everyone hears about me and shuns me, deciding the best way to deal with me is to make things so hard that I just give up and get out of the way. It has been nice being a part of this market for as long as I have.”

			“Angela, what are you—”

			The woman turned and went back to her booth without another word.  Lilly stared after her, suddenly aware of how exposed she was in the middle of the lot, outside the protective confines of her pop-up canopy. Eyes still lingered on her as she made her way awkwardly back to her booth. 

			Angela’s words haunted Lilly as she settled in behind her table. What did she mean by once people hear things about her? Lilly hadn’t heard Angela’s name pop up in any of the rumor mills over the last few months. And considering how fast news traveled around a small town like Lone Tree, she had no idea what she was talking about. 

			But if there was anyone in town to get a skinny on old news, that person could be found at Grandma’s Attic Café. 

			As Lilly pondered the meaning behind Angela’s words, a rogue gust of wind surged from behind her. The weatherman had predicted stronger-than-normal wind gusts later that day, though closer to early evening, not before noon. 

			The gust caught her booth’s canopy and lifted it. Her red canopy rose from the ground by a foot, escaping the suddenly inept pole weights, then dropped to its side with a clatter and spray of gravel. Her display table was the next to follow. The tablecloth and pamphlets sailed through the air and littered the parking lot and the adjacent street. 

			She gaped at the freak act of destruction, too stunned to leap into action. Off to her right came a sharp bark of laughter. Slowly, Lilly turned and saw Elvira Johnson sitting in her camp chair and popping sunflower seeds into her mouth. She held a wicked grin while chewing the seeds, then spat out a clump of black hulls before continuing her harsh laugh. 

			“I told ya’ earlier, ya’ needed more weight on those things, didn’t I?” Elvira cackled. 

			Lilly hung her head. 

			Why me? Why must everything I try turn into an utter disaster?
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			Lilly left the broken-down tent, folded table, and boxes of market merchandise in the back of her Kia, unwilling to drag the items across the farmyard and up the porch steps. The farmers’ market took more out of her than expected, especially with chasing her booth contents all over the gravel lot, down the street, and across a neighboring field. Even with assistance from Elvira, she was unable to save all her fliers or soaps. And the emotional toll of playing referee between Angela and Cecilia was the final straw. 

			Today was a definite loss in the business ledger. 

			She told herself she’d unpack later. It was almost one o’clock, and her stomach constantly reminded her of a lunch missed. And she needed a shower after working up a sweat chasing paper in chaotic winds, which had also kicked up enough dust and grit to negate any earlier grooming. 

			Lilly slammed the car door as she glanced around the farmyard and stared for a moment when her eyes reached the front of the barn. There was one more truck than usual in the yard. Ryan’s half-rust, half-green behemoth sat in its usual spot at the rise in the yard before sloping down to the lower entry and pasture. Next to it sat a newer extended-cab truck with painfully rust-free white panels. Along the driver’s side was the detailed announcement that the truck was part of the Wilhelm Veterinary Clinic fleet of vehicles. 

			She forgot Nathan Wilhelm, head large animal vet, was scheduled for a herd check that day. Ryan mentioned it to her once three weeks ago, blatantly ignoring her requests to write it on the main farm calendar hanging in the kitchen. Seeing the vet’s truck jarred that memory loose. Lilly made her way down to the barn, hoping to catch Nathan to discuss herd health matters. Hopefully he wouldn’t be elbow-deep in a cow’s butt when she found him. 

			Along with money concerns, the farm now faced health scares within the herd. With autumn just around the corner, Ryan and Lilly worked to prepare the cows for winter, as the colder weather also brought along illnesses. The cows had escaped most herd-wide diseases until two weeks prior, when a batch of recent calves showed signs of lethargy, difficulty breathing, and fever. Lilly wished she had been introduced to the vet under different circumstances than battling month-old calves into standing still to check their temperature. Lone Tree’s newest eligible bachelor made learning about bovine respiratory syncytial viruses and “pasture pneumonias” far more interesting. 

			Lilly slipped through the barn doors into the lower level where the cows were kept. She noticed that the distinct aroma palette of the animals didn’t cause such an olfactory affront as it had in recent months. Lilly inherited the family farm and all that came with it. On more than one occasion, she was close to losing her lunch while spending time in the barn. The mixture of dirt, straw, and hay, along with copious amounts of animal waste, blended into a uniquely pungent smell. Being away from the family farm for fifteen years, Lilly’s tolerance for those once commonplace smells had waned. 

			Slowly but surely, she was getting it back. 

			However, the more graphic aspects of bovine anatomy and husbandry, Lilly knew she’d never be able to stomach. 

			Ryan’s distinct, monosyllabic responses and grunts came from further in the barn, close to the maternity pens. Nathan’s smooth baritone, using a more structured version of communication, spurred Lilly’s feet faster through the straw. As she passed behind a row of tethered cows, Dandelion swung her head back and bellowed at her. The self-appointed matriarch of the herd needed to voice some slight to Lilly, in hopes that she would rectify the situation. 

			“Put your concern in the complaint box, Dandelion,” Lilly patted the large bovine on the rump as she passed. “I have matters to discuss with Ryan and the vet.” 

			The cow let out another long bellow to Lilly’s back as she continued to the maternity pen. 

			She stood at the heavy metal fencing that made the pen and watched as Ryan and Nathan tended to a small heifer. Lilly studied the animal and tried to figure out which cow was in the pen. She knew that Peony’s and Rose’s due dates were fast approaching. Peony was older, around three to four years, and certainly wasn’t this small. This soon-to-be-mom had to be Rose with her first calf. 

			Ryan and Nathan strolled around the cow. Ryan stayed up by Rose’s head, maintaining a hold on her halter to keep the cow from swinging her head back toward the vet. Nathan leaned against Rose’s rotund side, moving a stethoscope along her black and white hide. 

			Nathan Wilhelm, the youngest of the Wilhelms to join the family business, began working at the local veterinary clinic in mid-summer as the newest large-animal veterinarian. Tall, lean, with the tell-tale Wilhelm blond hair, Lilly firmly believed he was also the most handsome of the clan as well. 

			The fact that Nathan’s elder siblings were at least five years older than he, married, and with a brood of children each hadn’t factored into Lilly’s assessment, whatsoever. 

			The dating pool in small towns was notoriously limited. Even more so since Officer Joshua Heimdall left town in early June. Lilly thought there had been the beginning of a connection between the two, though it wasn’t enough for him to turn down a promotion to the Mankato Police Department. And perhaps being her ex-boyfriend’s cousin might have helped chase him away. 

			Lilly focused on Ryan Swenson, hired help, and aforementioned ex-boyfriend. She had unknowingly ‘inherited’ him as the farm hand when she took over the family farm after her grandparents’ death. His reception of her had been downright arctic thanks to the grudge he held from high school. She and Ryan had dated for a year in high school before family drama between her father and grandfather caused her family to leave town quickly. Ryan had been sore over their unexpected and one-sided breakup. 

			Now, fifteen years and six months later, the arctic void between them was beginning to thaw.

			“What are you staring at?” Ryan’s hard gaze and voice jolted Lilly back to the barn and maternity pen. 

			“Your fat face,” Lilly shot back. It was a slow thaw. 

			Nathan choked back a laugh. 

			“How’s Rose doing, Nathan?” Lilly asked, turning away from Ryan as he began to open his mouth in response. 

			Nathan looped his stethoscope around his neck and rolled his shoulders. “She’s stable, lungs sound clear, and her appetite is improving. Baby is doing all right, as far as I can tell.”

			“Thank you for coming out to look at our herd,” Lilly gave the vet a pleased smile. She caught Ryan rolling his eyes in her periphery, and she amped up the smile. 

			“That’s my job,” Nathan shrugged as he stepped away from Rose. “Ryan also said your milk production is down as well. Have you had the nutritionist out to check your feed, or should I check the rest of the herd?”
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