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      After six broken engagements, butcher Petra Lochsley (43) wants nothing to do with men and romance. Her hobbies include throwing axes, discussing books and having raunchy conversations with her middle-aged friends, and eating the occasional Boston cream doughnut—when the flirtatious baker doesn’t insist she prostitute herself for the decadent pleasure. One game of tongue hockey is enough with the guy she used to babysit. So what if he’s hot and is a good kisser?

      
        
        Baker Auggie Hofmeier (37) didn’t mean fall in love with or accidentally marry the butcher, but his heart seems to know what it’s doing. Besides, his new wife invited him home for a wedding night and more, that is, until the conniving interference by The Candlestick Maker, the old man who owns the shop he and Pet both want to buy, threatens their happily-ever-after. What’s a knave to do?
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      “One kiss for a Boston cream doughnut. Right.” Petra Lochsley slapped a twenty—twice what she’d offered three and a half weeks ago—on the counter and gave the baker her best stink-eye. “Keep the change, because I’m not falling for that bullshit again. My tonsils still haven’t recovered from the last time.”

      “I seem to recall my tonsils getting a workout too.” Shoving the cash back at her, Auggie Hofmeier grinned, the net over his shaggy brown hair doing absolutely nothing to detract from his masculinity. “What’s the matter, Pet? Afraid you won’t be able to stop at just a kiss this time?”

      “You wish, Casanova.” She grabbed her money and spun on her wet wellies toward the exit, punctuating her parting jab with a squeak louder than any pair of sneakers could achieve. Her long braid whipped around too, smacking her in the chin. “Fine, I’ll take my business elsewhere from now on. I hear Betty Crocker doesn’t proposition her customers for kicks. And don’t call me Pet, Auger, you boring boor.” No more steaks for you.

      His maniacal laughter followed her outside, past his arriving part-timer, and chased her along the sidewalk through the cold early-November rain to The Butcher. Although the drizzle chilled her temper somewhat, most of the exasperation finally faded when she stood at her worktable two doors down, with a meat cleaver in her right hand and a mountain of hacked-in-half racks of baby back ribs to her left.

      “Keep it up, Hofmeier, and that pile of bones is gonna be you one of these days.” She added the ready-to-sell cuts to the display case before she clomped to the front entrance to turn around the Open sign.

      A pair of Wellington Garden Club ladies stood under the awning, waiting for nine o’clock like they did every Monday morning. Their cheerful chatter as they entered the butcher shop brought Petra’s mood back to its usual even keel for the most part, although a giant chocolate-frosted cream-filled pastry would’ve helped considerably more. “Good morning, ladies. Any good gossip from the beauty shop this morning?”

      Her former third-grade teacher stepped up to the service counter and removed the plastic rain bonnet from her freshly styled white hair. “Good morning, Petra. Just the usual. Things have been pretty quiet since last month’s unexpected weddings. Did you have a good weekend?

      “I did, thank you, Mrs. Crenshaw. Riley and I went axe-throwing on Saturday, and we had THC Book Club and cocktails Sunday night at Tate’s house.”

      “Axe-throwing?” Wide eyes accompanied the woman’s horrified tone. “That sounds dangerous.”

      “Less dangerous than not having an outlet for my frustrations. What can I get for you?” Petra snapped on a fresh pair of gloves, slid open the glass door to the ground beef, and dug a scoop into the closest pan. The woman’s order was almost as predictable as the baker’s obnoxious come-ons. “Two pounds of ground sirloin? It’s a dollar off per pound this week.”

      “Oh, wonderful! Better make it four. Two packages of two pounds each. I’m making sloppy joes for my great grandson’s birthday party tonight. I can’t believe he’s a year old already. Where does the time go? Do you have any ham shanks? This cold spell calls for a pot of navy bean soup.”

      “Sure do. I smoked a big batch over the weekend.” With the first two-pound tray of hamburger wrapped in freezer paper and labeled, Petra weighed the mound for the second package. “How many would you like?”

      “Three please, dear. I like to keep some extras on hand.” Mrs. Crenshaw pointed to the bin of ribs through the glass. “And two of those. Do you have any of your special dry-rub seasoning?”

      “No, but if you don’t mind waiting, I can mix up a bag for you in a jiffy.”

      “Perfect. And while you’re finishing up my order and helping Doris, I’ll pick up the birthday cake I ordered from the bakery.” Donning her rain bonnet again, the older woman hurried toward the door. “I’ll only be a few minutes. Oh, and I’d like to order two twenty-five-pound turkeys for Thanksgiving.”

      After stripping off her gloves, Petra added the order to the spreadsheet tacked on the wall. “Got it. I’ll have everything ready when you get back. Be right with you, Mrs. Wills.” I bet Hofmeier doesn’t have the balls to tell Mrs. Crenshaw she has to pay with tongue hockey.

      The retired pharmacist looked up from the notepad she held and grimaced. “No hurry. I’m still finishing this week’s menu. You don’t happen to have any suggestions, do you?”

      Moving one spice jar after another from the upper shelf to the wide counter opposite the meat case, Petra smiled at the same question her customer posed every Monday. Predictability was underrated. “How about a pork tenderloin with veggies in the slow cooker? A batch of your homemade biscuits would go great with that. Let’s see. White chili and cornbread muffins. Um, roast chicken. Whole roasters are on sale this week. And you can’t go wrong with breakfast for supper. Omelets or French toast with bacon or sausage. Fried apples and hash browns on the side. I’m getting hungry just thinking about it.”

      “You always have such good ideas. All set.” Doris Wills put away her pen and laid her shopping list next to the scale as Petra rang up the sealed bag of dry rub and finished bagging Mrs. Crenshaw’s order.

      “Glad to contribute.” Thankfully, she’d learned early on in her butcher-shop-owner days to keep a running list of serving suggestions right outside her tiny office. It had been a lifesaver on more than one occasion.

      Mrs. Wills sorted through the packages of premade sausage patties in the smaller freestanding case and set two near the register as Petra wrapped the loin. After another search, the eighty-eight-year-old added a roll of braunschweiger to her growing pile.

      “Good stuff, isn’t it?” Movement near the entrance caught Petra’s attention when she placed the last item in the former druggist’s bag, spurring Petra around the end of the case. “Uh-oh. Looks like Mrs. C needs a hand.”

      The baker appeared behind the white-haired former teacher a moment later, steadying the cake box in her arms a moment before it would’ve flopped onto the sidewalk. In a single smooth motion, he opened the door and set a bakery bag on top of the cake as he relieved her of the load. “After you, Mrs. Crenshaw. Good morning, Mrs. Wills. Miss Lochsley.”

      Miss Lochsley? You two-faced, good-for-nothing-but-pastries jerk. Pasting on a smile, Petra pulled a double-tier shopping cart free from the nested line near the window and gestured at the top basket. “You can put those in here, Mr. Hofmeier.”

      Mrs. Crenshaw grasped the white sack and handed it to Petra. “This is for you, dear. I’ve heard it’s your favorite.”

      A peek inside revealed a Boston cream doughnut, its chocolaty-creamy aroma creating an immediate sugar high. She set it out of harm’s way next to the scale and bit her tongue to keep from sticking it out at her nemesis since he’d probably view it as an invitation. “Thank you, Mrs. C, from the bottom of my stomach.”

      “You’re welcome, dear.” Pulling her checkbook from her purse, the older woman offered the same smile that had welcomed a slightly disruptive eight-year-old girl into her classroom thirty-five years ago. “Did you put the receipt by the bags? I just need to fill in the amount on the check.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Petra rolled a second cart toward Auger the Boor, barely resisting the urge to ram it into his ankles. “You don’t mind loading Mrs. Wills’ purchases while I take care of Mrs. Crenshaw’s, do you?”

      “’Course not. I’ll push the cart to her car and you can get Mrs. C’s.” His flirtatious wink fanned her flaming temper.

      She rested a hand on each side of the empty top basket and leaned toward him. A slight press of her biceps against her outer boobs drew his gaze lower, obviously to the cleavage peeking out of the V-neck tee under her apron. After a slow bat of her eyelashes, she employed what her friend Riley called her sex-kitten drawl. “My assistant asked for the morning off, so I can’t leave the shop. It wouldn’t be too much trouble for you to help both ladies with their groceries, would it?”

      He didn’t even have the decency to look guilty when he raised his eyes to hers again. “No trouble at all.”

      So predictable.

      Moving out of touching range, she turned her attention to Mrs. Crenshaw’s bags at the register. “Would you look at that? The rain’s coming down harder. Ladies, would you like to borrow my umbrella? No reason to risk messing up your trip to the beauty parlor. Mr. Hofmeier can return it with the carts when he’s done helping you to your cars.”

      The retired teacher gave her a one-armed hug. “Thank you, Petra. That’s very thoughtful.”

      “You’re welcome. Anytime.” Without a backward glance, she finished loading the basket under the cake box and then hurried to her office, grabbing her orgasmic treat on the way. The temptation to sneak a bite proved too strong, and she tore the pastry in half, careful not to let any filling drip onto her desk. “I’m not playing patty-cake with you, baker-man.”

      “Patty-cake is definitely not what I have in mind, Pet.” Auggie’s husky voice interrupted her with breakfast almost to her lips. “Covering you in cream filling and chocolate buttercream and licking it off is more like it.”

      A tremor raced through her lower belly, stealing her ability to breathe for several seconds. She stuffed two-thirds of the piece of doughnut in her mouth, not trusting herself to keep from accepting his proposition. I don’t want him. Damn it, I don’t! The only way I’m ever having sex again is if I get married, and hell’s freezing over before I agree to another engagement.

      “What’s the matter? Did I finally suggest something you’re interested in?” His slow grin made a perfect target for her annoyance.

      She smashed the remaining bite of the pastry half into his face, taking extra care to stuff plenty of icing up his nostrils. Talking past her mouthful, she cupped his ass and wiped her gooey hand up the rear seam of his snowy-white baker’s pants. “Uck oo.”

      His tongue snaked out and licked his lips, triggering another spasm, this one between her thighs. Then he grinned, creating a pair of dimples above the dark stubble covering his jaw. “Name the time, Pet. I’m all yours whenever you want.”

      So you can throw me away too?

      “Geh out.” Bits of cream filling mixed with frosting and doughnut crumbs sprayed toward him. She grabbed the umbrella from beside her laptop and jammed the blunt end into his gut.

      Why does he have to keep teasing me?

      “Oof.” He winced and doubled over, sparking a split second of remorse, but it quickly passed. “Some day, love.”

      The pain he’d experienced couldn’t begin to compare to the stab in her heart his word caused. How many men had said they loved her and lied?

      All of them.

      She dropped the umbrella and spun away, choking on the wad of doughnut and emotion lodged in her throat. “Geh da fuck ou now.”

      Several seconds passed before retreating footsteps announced his departure, but she stood frozen and shaking. That direct hit to the one weakness she’d never been able to move past hurt like a son of a bitch, more so than it should after four years since her last broken engagement—last being the key adjective. Broken didn’t bother her. It had hardly been the first time.

      Six. Six. Six. The number of the beast. Who would’ve thought a person could amass half a dozen broken engagements and no weddings in eighteen years?

      And the one man I thought was my friend wants to use me like all the rest.

      The doorbell rigged to announce customers when she was in her office buzzed, signaling either Auggie’s departure with one of the ladies or the arrival of another of her Monday morning regulars. She wrapped the remainder of her doughnut in its waxy paper and stowed it in the bag. As much as she would’ve preferred smashing the rest in his face, the bite she’d already sacrificed would have to do.

      She eased around the corner, careful to stay out of view in case her nemesis hadn’t left. The curved glass in the meat case distorted the new arrival, but the blood-red trench coat gave away her identity.

      Mrs. Crenshaw greeted Petra’s lawyer friend with a bright smile. “Georgina, how lovely to see you.”

      “Good to see you too, Mrs. Crenshaw.” Georgie extended her hand, but the older woman enveloped her in a hug. Unsurprisingly, the attorney stiffened, barely tolerating the touchy-feely action.

      “I can’t thank you enough for helping my granddaughter and her husband save their marriage. They’re happier now than when they were newlyweds.”

      Backing away, Georgie met Petra’s gaze over the case. None of her unmistakable discomfort showed in her bland expression. “Sometimes divorce isn’t the answer. Petra, do you have a few minutes to discuss a business matter?”

      Petra nodded from her ineffective hiding spot. “Sure. Come on back. We can talk while I grind some more sirloin.”

      The least squeamish of her friends rounded the end of the counter, her no-doubt-designer heels clicking on the linoleum. Her voice was low as she joined Petra by the grinder. “The owner of the empty space next door finally returned my call. He’s willing to sell for the right terms.”

      “What’re the right terms?” Petra fed a hunk of beef to the machine.

      Georgie recited a price that matched the most recent tax assessment she’d quoted last month. “And he wants a guarantee you won’t turn the storefront into one of those discount stores or a flea-market junk store. He wants a family-owned business that fits the small-town atmosphere. Non-chain and non-franchise restaurant, hair salon, or other service-based company. He really likes the idea of expanding the butcher shop into the space.”

      “How soon can we sign a purchase contract?” A faint buzz carried from her office, announcing someone at the entrance. Unfortunately, the prickling along Petra’s spine told her Auggie the Boor had returned to assist Mrs. C to her car. “See you next Monday, Mrs. Crenshaw. Have a good week.”

      “Thanks, Petra dear. You too.” Although the woman’s exit wasn’t audible with the grinder hum, she never lingered over goodbyes.

      Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. “How soon?” Petra cast a glance at Georgie, who stared in the direction of the door.

      “As soon as your nosy neighbor quits trying to eavesdrop on our conversation. Yes, you, Mr. Hofmeier.” Georgina’s narrowed eyes flashed like they could set fire to the object of her irritation. “I believe Mrs. Crenshaw is waiting for you to follow her to her car.”
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