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Dedicated to Mike and Laura, my beautiful and curious children who were willing to ride along on those day trips into the Hill Country.
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Chapter One
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Kali Cavanaugh dodged the bite of the last dairy goat being moved off the ramp. Queenie always acted insulted at having her utters squeezed, but the shake of the animal crackers box moved her along. Kali had no shame in using bribery to keep her goats happy. To her way of thinking, it was just pampering the talent. Dumping the box of crumbs into the stall, she wiped her hands clean, turned down the volume of Queenie’s favorite radio station, and breathed in a fortifying scent of rosemary that had drifted in from a window. The fragrance was good for masking barn aromas and a reminder that there were herbs that needed to be bundled into bouquets and hung upside down to dry. Chores that came with being the sole owner, CEO, and head cheese maker for a gourmet foods empire. 

A cat rubbed against her leg, nosing around for any spilled milk, and Kali realized her empire required a hefty dose of imagination and an ability to overlook the obvious. 

Chuckling at the thought, she made sure all the goats were secure within the pen and double-checked the head count of her growing herd, tickling the head of two babies. She should have recruited the farm crew to help with milking responsibilities weeks ago, but more employee hours meant more overhead. 

More overhead meant more payroll, which meant she had to sell a whole lot more cheese to chefs, specialty stores, and grocers.

Thinking about the bottom line made her nauseous.

Squinting against the sunlight, she wiped a towel across the back of her neck and admitted she smelled like one of the herd. Looking at the pieces of hay stuck on her knees, she realized she could very well be wearing the same cutoffs she had on yesterday. The goats might get testy if she was running late, but they never judged her appearance. Her staff would not be so kind. But everyone was running just short of overtime with the responsibility of the first big shipment of brie and tomme cheeses due to a distribution center by the end of the month, so maybe they’d cut her some slack. 

Closing the catch on the stall, she collected the milk canisters and walked away from the barn she’d converted to fit her goats and one old—and totally useless—donkey. Actually, everything on the farm was old and had been repurposed thanks to her friend who was also an accomplished architect—Colette Sheridan. The original ranch house had been retrofitted into an office and production and storage facility for Provencal Farm, and the hunting cabin that dangled almost over the property line was now her home. Colette had tagged the hand-me-down furnishings, “shabby chic.” Kali just knew that the familiarity made her feel secure in a world that was growing busier every day.

She pushed open the back door of the kitchen and saw her sister stirring milk in a double boiler—the early stages of what would become their signature tomme. 

“Front of the house staff is working the stove?” Kali called out.

Lacy turned, her long hair slipping within the hair net. “You scared me! Rosy called and couldn’t make it this morning; her son is sick. So, I while I was waiting for you to show up for work, I decided to get things started back here.”

“Sorry for being late.” Kali set the canister of milk into the cooling room. “I had to chase down Queenie this morning. She wasn’t going to cooperate unless I turned on the right station—you know how she likes her dance tunes.”

Lacy checked the thermometer in the double boiler and set the ladle in the sink. “When I die, I hope I come back as one of your goats. No one is more spoiled than those animals.”

This was a familiar refrain. Kali knew she had to create a reputation as a distinctive gourmet cheese company among many, and whatever it took to produce the purest products and tastiest cheeses, she was willing to do. Even piping in Maroon 5 and supplying animal crackers for her goats.

“You were looking for me,” Kali said. Lacy managed the administration and social media marketing for the company while waiting for Nashville to discover her talent. No one at the farm doubted that she was a much better singer than accountant. “It’s not even payday.”

Lacy nodded to the wooden door painted with the Provencal Farm’s logo signature color. The bright yellow softened the industrial quality of the equipment they’d bought at auction.

“You have a visitor,” Lacy said with a wink. “He looks like a million bucks too. Try not to run this one off.”

Kali smothered the groan. Salesmen were the bane of her business. “You know how I hate dealing with the marketers.”

Lacy took off the apron and hung it on a hook near the swing door. “He doesn’t have any catalogs or product guides. Just the best-looking face I’ve seen in a while—and boots that, I swear, were hand made.”

“Definitely more your type than mine.” Kali had given up a social life the minute she invested her inheritance in the ten acres outside the Hill Country town of Comfort. Breaking into the Texas food market was enough of a challenge, she didn’t need, or want, to add romance into what her relatives were predicting was a doomed enterprise. “Besides, I stink to high heaven. I’m going to run home and shower before I get on with the rest of the day.”

“This guy has been waiting for you for 25 minutes.” Lacy put an arm out to stop Kali’s escape. “Men with that kind of patience are worth investigating.”

Kali glanced down at the dirt streaks on her white T-shirt. “But, I—”

Lacy shoved Kali toward the door. “Go. If your stink turns him off he wasn’t worth the effort anyway. And take off your bandanna. Your hair is one of your best features.”

Reaching for the pink and white fabric, Kali stilled. “Why do I need to impress this person?”

“Because, he’s been waiting for you.”

“People wait on CEOs all the time.”

Lacy tittered. “Not when the CEO is also the janitor, and the third-best goat herder on the team.”

“Who’s the best goat-herder?”

“P.J. He whistles and the girls run to him.”

Kali stopped at the handwashing sink and freshened up. She glanced into the mirror seeing the sunburn fading from across the bridge of her nose. Maybe she wasn’t quite at the top of her game yet, but she was the boss of her own company, even if she was barely making ends meet. 

Lacy tapped the top of her shoe against the floor. 

“I’m coming,” Kali grumbled tucking her shirt into the waist band of her shorts. “I’ve got to look professional.”

With disdain, Lacy raked her gaze over Kali’s legs that were tanned between the cutoffs and the scuffed boots she wore when working in the barn. 

The yellow door swung open and Kali and Lacy both turned to see the man who’d entered the kitchen. He seemed to swallow the space with his broad shoulders, height, and an inherent swagger that screamed he was a true CEO. He probably had the corner office to prove it.

“Just so you know, this door isn’t sound-proof,” he said with a disarming smile. “And you haven’t changed a bit.”

Eight years of Kali’s life flashed before her like a slide show run amok. She blinked against the onslaught of images flying behind her eyes.
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