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CHAPTER ONE

Colleen Sanders took a bracing breath before mashing the last few digits of the number she never expected to dial again. Slinking off her seat edge, she took sanctuary beneath her abused cherry desk, gripping the edge of her phone base as she went.

Her father had stripped the carpet from the big office two years past and had never gotten around to replacing it. The staff lingering in the hall could probably hear every blink—every whisper—even through her closed door.

She curled into the corner, drawing her knees up to her chin as her target picked up his extension.

“Greg Quinton.”

“Greg. Hi.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and lowered her voice to a whisper. “How are you?”

“Great. That you, Colleen? Sounds like your rasp.”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Was just thinking about you—talking about you, actually—at the retreat last week. Miss you around here.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, and mentally berated herself for her lachrymose tendencies as of late. Ball-busting Colleen had never been a crier. She hadn’t even cried during that one lacrosse match freshman year when a freak collision resulted in her dislocated shoulder and broken nose, although she had introduced the Emerald Springs residents in attendance to the less refined components of her vocabulary. The official had tossed her a yellow card for that outburst. She’d framed it.

“Miss all of you, too,” she confessed.

“Hey, can you speak up? I can hardly hear you.”

“No. Listen, do you … ” She closed her eyes and willed her churning gut to calm. This was just Greg. Out of all the calls she’d had to make in recent weeks, this should have been an easy one. Another deep breath. “Listen, do you have any work for me?”

“Work?”

There was surprise in Greg’s voice, and Colleen couldn’t tell if it was pleasant or otherwise.

“Yes. Got any design work for me?”

A pause. Greg rustled some papers on his end of the call in Seattle, and there was a thump, followed by a loud, squealing whine.

Colleen yanked the phone back from her ear and held it away until the infernal racket ceased.

Greg came back on the line. “Sorry! Sorry.”

Colleen put the phone back against her ear and whispered, “What happened?”

“Got so excited I dropped the phone. We’re short some boot designs and have been in a frenzy trying to develop new motifs. I’m pretty sure the timing of your phone call is in direct response to the bargains I made with at least three pagan gods last night.”

Her shoulders fell with her relief, and she blew out a breath. “Can you pay me up-front?”

Another pause. “How are things at the farm? Any better?”

“No.” Why bother explaining? Greg already knew the dirt.

“Damn. Hey, I’ll walk the invoice up to accounting right now. We’ll try to get the check cut before FedEx gets here. I’ll send you specs as soon as I’m back at my desk.”

“Greg, thank you. Really. Thank you. You’re getting me out of some serious hot water.”

He laughed, and Colleen heard the sound of his heels clacking against the concrete floors at the Markson Outfitters corporate headquarters. Already on the move, Greg was. Colleen had learned a lot about efficiency working under that guy for all those years.

“Pays to have friends in high places, huh?” he asked. “Don’t worry about it. You’re doing me a massive favor. When you see the deadline, you’ll understand.”

Colleen laughed, too, and couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard that sound coming out of her mouth. Things in her life hadn’t been conducive to laughter in the past few months. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll look for your email.”

“Bye, love.”

She put the phone in its base and crawled out from her hidey-hole. No sooner had she’d pulled up to her feet than the phone rang again, the display flashing an interoffice extension. She sighed and set the phone on the desktop before stabbing the speaker button. “Yes, Kate?”

“Colleen, you have some visitors here to see you,” her secretary said.

Damn it. Kate had her on speakerphone on her end, too. That meant her dependable assistant had probably already told whoever it was that Colleen was unavailable, but they had insisted on having an audience. She couldn’t bluff her way out of this visit as easily as she had with Sam Whitman earlier in the morning. Sam—marketing director at the neighboring Emerald Tea Farm—wasn’t there to pay her any money, and she sure as shit didn’t owe them any, so in her book, a meeting was unnecessary. Mercenary, true, but she couldn’t turn Split Acres Farm around if she was on her ass engaging in idle chitchat all day. As it was, she was already digging the farm out of a grave that was filling in faster than she could shovel clear.

“And who are the visitors?” she asked, rubbing the bridge of her nose again.

“The septic tank contractor has finished his work and wants to talk to you … and Alan’s here.”

“Who’s Alan?”

Kate had said “Alan” in manner indicating Colleen should already know that. She didn’t.

“I … think you should talk to him.”

That didn’t sound good. Did she owe someone a paycheck and had forgotten?

No, that couldn’t be it. She’d been staring over the foreman’s shoulder for four weeks, approving every timecard to make sure he didn’t let any overtime slip in. She’d issued pay for every single one of those hours.

“Fine. Let me just … ” she opened and shut her desk drawer twice. “ … finish up the filing I’m doing, and I’ll be right out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Kate clicked off.

“Damn it.” The matronly assistant never called Colleen “ma’am” unless the situation required a certain performance. It was their unofficial code word.

Colleen shoved her socked feet into the powder blue floral-print rain boots awaiting her near the door and used the small mirror hung over the file cabinets to smooth the lumps from her hair. If someone suggested she had dressed in the dark that morning, the statement wouldn’t have been so far from the truth. Being in a perpetual state of exhaustion, she rarely had her eyes open before arriving at Split Acres Farm’s operations office, and Kate had poured that first pot of coffee down her gullet. Further, her lights were on the fritz at the old house. Sometimes they worked, sometimes they didn’t, and sometimes she got a shock. Literally.

She looked haggard in that reflection. Until recently, she’d looked her age, maybe a little under it. She got good genes from her mother’s side, but from her father’s side, she got a major headache in the form of four hundred acres of unprofitable farmland. She was thirty-two but feeling pretty damn close to retirement age. No wonder her mother had always been so tired when Colleen and her brother, Jacob, were growing up. There was just so much to do, and she was doing it with far less staff than her parents ever had.

Oh well. She wasn’t trying to win a sash and tiara. She just needed to deal with two visitors as efficiently and painlessly as possible.

She straightened her spine, smoothed her expression into the unreadable blank she always met the public with, and pulled open the door.

Showtime.

She was already talking before she’d cleared the end of the long corridor of mostly empty offices, and had her hand extended for the contractor to shake. “Thanks for coming out so fast, Bart.” She caught a glimpse of a tall, dark-haired man lingering near the entryway, but she let him remain in her periphery for the time being. One thing at a time.

Bart switched his clipboard to his left hand and wrapped his big, rough, right hand around hers. “You should have called weeks ago when the plumbing started backing up. Would have been less of a problem.”

She was perfectly aware of that. Less of a problem, but no less expensive to fix.

“Everything is in working order, then? Tanks are empty?”

He nodded and handed the clipboard over to her. He crooked his thumb toward the door. “Your custodian here looked it over and said it was fine. Signed off on the work. I just need a check.”

All the words made sense. They were English, after all, but they didn’t seem to apply to her particular situation. She squared her shoulders and cocked up her favored eyebrow. “I’m sorry?”

Bart took the clipboard back and pointed to something printed in the terms. “Payable upon completion. I guess you don’t have a line of credit?”

Her teeth clenched, and she sucked a sobering breath through her nose. Damn you, Daddy. She’d waited as long as she did to call them in the first place because she expected to have money to pay the bill in the thirty days it took it to come due. Now she’d have to go rob Peter to pay Paul again.

She took the clipboard back and raised her chin, hoping to garner some sense of authority in the situation, but on the inside she was crumbling. Mess after mess, it never let up. How much more could she take?

“And my custodian signed off on it, you said?” She brought the paper up to her eyes and squinted at the scrawled signature. Alan … something-or-other.

Finally, she gave the man more than just her peripheral vision. She stared at him dead-on, expecting him to flinch and blanch like all the others did, but he lifted a hand in greeting and grinned.

Her jaw fell open, and she was stunned momentarily by the blue of his eyes, his chiseled jaw, his dark hair—deliciously unkempt and tickling the top of his collar—and the strong forearms her eyes skimmed down to as he twirled a ratchet wrench between long, tanned fingers.

A stranger, and if she had to guess, her father was to blame for him being there. Why did he agree to let her come home and do the job if he wasn’t going to get out of the way to let her do it?

She closed her mouth and swallowed, turning her attention back to Bart. “Have a seat. I’ll go cut you a check.”

Bart shrugged, shuffled across the worn carpet, and plopped into one of the vinyl chairs near the door.

“Alan,” she said, spinning on her boot heel and striding toward the hall. “Why don’t you join me in my office and tell me about the work while I run this check through QuickBooks?”

“Yes, certainly, Colleen.”

She stumbled a bit over her own feet, glad that no one, beyond the corporate sheltie lounging brazenly in the middle of the hall, could see it. She stepped over the dog and concentrated on her breathing as she approached her office.

Dear lord, he had an accent.

Get a grip, woman.

By the time she plopped her butt in her desk chair and punched her computer monitor button, her supposed custodian joined her in the office, and the blush inching up her neck had receded.

“Close the door, please.”

He gave her a speculative look but put his hand on the doorknob and pushed.

She ducked her head behind her computer monitor, clicking her mouse blindly at nothing in particular. She couldn’t see straight for some reason, and she didn’t think it was low blood sugar.

Gorgeous man. Too bad she’d have to fire him.


CHAPTER TWO

So, this was the woman who had the Split Acres staff mentioning her only in hushed tones as if she were omnipresent? The one her own father had warned him would probably have him off the job before he’d even gotten started? The one Adam Whitman had suggested he query for employment, but who’d also cringed as the name passed his lips?

Cold Colleen, they’d called her.

Ha.

Her fingers, draped over her computer mouse, quavered with each click—each swipe across the pad. Her pink lips, pressed into a tight line, occasionally twitched at the corners. Her eyes—a deep, dark brown that reminded him of fecund soil and roasted coffee beans—were a bit too round for a woman who was all business and no heart. Maybe no one else could see it because they weren’t looking. They saw Colleen as a woman in authority; a woman from whom they needed things. A woman who could say no, and with that tiny little word, devastate their plans. Of course they’d see her as some kind of statue.

The Colleen he saw—this tired slip of a woman—may have been in control, but she was definitely losing herself to it. He saw it because he didn’t need anything from her, not really.

She didn’t scare him one whit.

She cleared her throat and the laser printer at the far corner whined to life, warming up as she rolled across the room and pulled out the paper tray. She slipped a blank check into the feeder and closed the flap before turning her attention to him.

“You’ve taken me a bit by surprise,” she said, staring across the desk at him beneath heavy eyelids. “Last I knew, we didn’t have a custodian.”

“Your father hired me.”

She performed a slow nod—a nod that was easy enough to translate into the implied duh she was likely thinking.

The check whirred through the machine and Colleen wheeled her rolling chair back to the printer to fetch it. “I’m going to be candid so you understand I’m just not a woman on a power trip.”

“Please do.” He liked a woman to shoot straight from the hip. Saved time that way.

“I imagine you were hired around Monday of last week?”

“Yes.”

“Figures. The one day I actually decided to be sick in my own bed instead of sick at work, Daddy makes a hire behind my back.” She clucked her tongue, shook her head, and uncapped a black pen on her desk. With a flourish, she signed the check and stood. “Be right back. Gotta pay a guy.”

“Yes, of course.” Alan moved sideways out of the path of the door after pulling it open for his agitated employer.

She stomped past him, check in hand, leaving the smell of coffee and gardenias in her wake.

He grinned. Coffee. In the short time he’d been in the area, he’d found the residents had a distinct preference for tea, given one of the largest organic growers in the country was situated in their community. He’d come to Emerald Springs hoping to find a job at the tea farm, but they were fully staffed in any of the positions he would take. He was a bit overqualified to be a picker. He figured he’d bide his time at the neighboring Split Acres until he could transition, but the longer he stayed, the more he wondered if perhaps there was something about this rundown operation its spit-shined competitor didn’t have. From great tragedy comes great triumph, the saying went, and this place definitely fit the loose definition of tragic. He’d seen prisons with more verve.

He rubbed his hand over his day’s growth of stubble and pondered it. Yeah. Maybe he needed to think bigger.

Colleen returned nearly as quickly as she’d left and shut the door without regarding him. She sank into her chair and waved him forward.

He pulled back one of the metal folding chairs in front of her desk and eyed it.

“They’re sound, I promise,” she said with a sigh.

He sat but didn’t exhale until he was certain his ass wouldn’t meet the floor.

“Daddy had started redecorating in here a couple of years ago. Sold everything but this desk, and then changed his mind because he got busy.”

“Busy is usually a good thing.”

She blew air though her flattened lips, sputtering them like a motorboat engine. “Yes, usually, but in this case he got busy with other interests. Ran for a seat in the state legislature and won it. He and Mom live in Olympia when the Senate is in session. Comes home about once a week to raise hell and throw monkey wrenches into my operation, as you can see.”

Ouch. “Your operation?”

She narrowed her eyes and huffed. “Oh yeah. Little-known secret. I own about forty percent of this Eden. That’s part of the reason why I’m here and not in Seattle where I had a life and friends other than the ones who live in the Internet.”

So, the ballsy boss actually had some power? Interesting. He shifted the wrench he’d been toying with to the floor and crossed his arms over his chest. “Why is your stake a little-known secret?”

“That’s complicated.”

“And above my pay grade, probably.”

Finally, she cracked a grin. What a stunner she was. He wondered if anyone had ever told her. Probably. Men tended to not have very good filters when it came to beautiful women. They just vented their spleens, sometimes into the realm of harassment. He didn’t think Colleen would be particularly flattered by a whistle of appreciation. She was probably the kind of woman who’d make sure a man who tried it would never whistle again. Time to tread carefully. Business first, pleasure later… assuming he could manage either.

“Now, as I was saying earlier. I’m a candid woman. I believe in word conservation, so I’m not going to drag this out.”

He put his hands up, palms-out. “You’re firing me. I think that may be a record.” He couldn’t say he was surprised. He had been warned, after all.

Her jaw sagged a brief moment, then she closed her mouth and straightened her spine. She tamped a pile of papers on her desk into a tidy stack and met his gaze with her dark one, but now some of the hardness of it had worn off. She was obviously tired.

“I’m sure you’re quite competent, but when we had to fire our last custodian, I was actually relieved, even if it put me in a pickle at the time.”

“Relieved?”

Her head bobbed once.

The shrill bleating of her phone interrupted whatever was about to pass through those pursed lips, and she sighed as she picked up the handset. “Yes?”

She was quiet for a moment, and Alan catalogued the changes in her expression, trying to guess what the hapless fool on the other end must have been feeding her. Her face went from curiously interested to concerned, to annoyed, to flat-out angry in the end with her cheeks blazing red and eyes narrowed to slits. She said nothing, but her jaw clenched at the hinges.

Holding her tongue, but why?

If he were any other man who’d just been more or less fired, he would have excused himself to allow her some privacy with her call, but he wasn’t any other man. Whatever was happening on that other end might be information critical to his developing plans. Maybe if he were lucky, she’d tell him what was happening, seeing as how he was out the door, anyway.

Finally, she spoke. “We haven’t planted potatoes in that field in about five years, so where did they come from? I know we destroyed all of last year’s tiny potatoes that we couldn’t sell, so none of those went in this year’s seed.”

Her eyelids closed and shoulders sagged as she processed the rest of it.

“Are we going to grow any of salable size for this season?”

The response made her pound her fist on the desktop.

“Dammit. What next? No, don’t answer that. I was being rhetorical. We’ll have to keep that field cordoned off and … wait, do we have any buffer space between those and the tomatoes, or are those screwed, too?”

Alan rubbed the scruff of his chin. Must have been a pest of some sort that got into the crops.

“Yeah, I’ll come out there and take a look this afternoon. I’ve got something to take care of first.”

She hung up without further pleasantries.

“Some sort of blight?” he asked before she could part her lips to pick up her previous line of discussion.

She tamped that stack of paper into order once more and shook her head. “Nematode infestation. More potatoes affected than not, it seems. At least half of the crop has dead roots, and a quarter more haven’t flowered yet.” She laughed, and it was a dry, crazed sound. It sounded almost like she expected this particular disaster, but it couldn’t be that. “We’ve already got one field lying fallow because of last year’s rot infestation. First time in ages we didn’t have our own potato seeds. My Irish ancestors are rolling in their graves right now and probably mocking me from the great beyond.”

“So, the new seeds were infected, too? Are you sure you got rid of the last ones?”

She quirked one dark eyebrow upward and crossed her arms over her chest. “Did I personally oversee the destruction of the last crop and treatment of the soil? Yes. There were no seeds left over. We’re dealing with a different problem.”

“Awful luck then.”

“Yeah, especially considering we planted twice the potatoes we usually do this year so we could build our seed stores back up. We used to have these beautiful heirloom potatoes, and then—” She made an explosion sound and rolled her eyes. “Anyhow, I’ll cut to the quick here, Alan. Split Acres is falling apart faster than I can salvage it. I’m constantly bailing water out of this boat, but eventually at the current rate, it’s going to sink, and being the dutiful captain that I am, I’ll likely go down with it.”

“Why don’t you sell it?”

Anger flashed in her eyes, but when she spoke, her voice was even. Modulated. She’d probably had a lot of practice at that. “You probably wouldn’t understand.”

Oh, she had no idea.

“Try me.” He smoothed on what he hoped was an open expression and clasped his hands atop his lap.

She studied his face a moment, and somehow he managed not to grin at her. God, it was hard, not grinning at her like a besotted schoolboy, even given the dire situation she was in.

“For one thing, Alan, I’ve never been a quitter. There’s potential here to unlock, and I seem to be the only person who can see it. I’ve got to clean up the mess my father made first. He was never really the brains of the business. That was Richard.”

“Ah.” Oh yes. He’d heard that story. Split Acres and Emerald Tea Farm had once been one big farm—WhitSand—owned by Richard Whitman and Colleen’s father—Joe Sanders. Sam Whitman came along later to help on the marketing end.

Joe and Richard had a falling out about twenty years ago, and they separated WhitSand Farm’s assets into the two neighboring ventures. Richard went organic and made the Whitmans’ unique tea blends the core of their business. Joe clung to his traditional farming roots—the typical cash crops of the area grown with the commercial farming methods he’d grown up with on his family farm. Both farms prospered at first, but then the Whitmans’ business boomed, while things on the other side of the fence sagged. One disaster after another befell the Sanderses, and Alan had already pieced together that in recent years they were barely eking by. So, no, Colleen didn’t really have to explain.

“Second, I would never forgive myself if this farm goes under. There were a lot of people who invested in Daddy’s scheme, and I don’t want to pay them back with failure.”

“Why would his failure be yours?” If things were really that bad, she could have walked away. Turned her back on the shame she perceived.

She rolled her ink pen between her palms and stared at him.

Okay. He got it. Sometimes the legacy of failure clung to a family’s name longer than those of success. He’d always been on the winning team.

“You have ideas to turn this place around?” He suspected she was running dangerously low on words for the day, but he had to ask.

She set down the pen and spun it on the desktop. “Some. I suspect not too many people are going to like them, but I’ll do what I must to pinch off the bleeding arteries around here.”

“As in unnecessary staff.”

“Seems the most obvious place to start.”

“I understand your reluctance in this matter. I do, but might I make a proposition?”

Her lips quirked up at one corner in a devilish smirk as she leaned back in her inadequate chair.

A woman like her should have been on a throne.

She swiveled left, then right, studying him. “Where are you from, Alan?”

Should have known that was coming.

He swallowed and rethreaded his fingers so his right thumb overlaid the left. “Originally? South Africa.”

“Wow. No wonder I couldn’t place the accent. You’re a long way from home. How’d you end up in the Skagit Valley, of all places?”

“Long story and circuitous journey.”

That was putting it mildly.

She breathed a sigh through parted lips and swiveled in her chair some more.

The way she watched him, studied him, wasn’t the habit of a woman who got a thrill from being cruel. This was a woman who knew her actions had consequences that directly affected the people around her. She had a heart in that chest, and if Alan’s guess was right, someone had taken advantage of its warmth before. He swore right then and there he wouldn’t do the same. He needed to tread carefully—get what he needed without leaving her cold.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t afford you. As it is, I’m running on about fifty percent capacity with field hands. They’ve stuck it out for as long as they have only because of loyalty. They could have gone to the tea farm and earned a few more dollars per day than what I can give them, but I guess they stayed on for auld lang syne.”

Probably not the only reason. Yeah, the staff feared Colleen, but it seemed to be a healthy fear. The kind of fear most people reserved for bosses with the opposite genitalia of her own. The fact she didn’t have it was probably what made her so fearsome.

“I understand you’re having some cash flow problems,” he said, draping his forearms over his knees and leaning forward. “I’ve been around farms long enough to know some years are lean, and some are better.”

“Oh yeah? Do much farming in South Africa?”

He cringed, but she didn’t see it because she’d turned and was looking out the window behind her desk at the fields in the distance.

“Your farm equipment is in disrepair. Your outbuildings need attention. Pretty sure the electrical system in this building isn’t up to code.”

Now she spun, brow wrinkled, with a warning in her eyes.

He wasn’t going to let her get it out. “I’m qualified. I’m licensed in this state as an electrician and I can fix anything with a motor without too much trouble. Have you heard the way your pick-up purrs lately?”

She had the decency to blush. “You tuned up my truck?”

He bobbed his shoulders casually. “Sounded horrible. I didn’t do it to suck up to the boss.” Lie. “That thing scared small children every time it blew past.”

“It’s just sensitive,” she mumbled.

“It’s a menace, and you know it. What I did is just a short-term fix. You’re going to have to replace that thing soon.”

She opened her mouth, but he cut her off once more. He hoped she didn’t think it was a habit. “I know—the money. You should be okay for a couple of months, but beyond that … you should start making plans.”

“Well, that’s two months longer than I thought I had. Figured it’d dump me on the roadside any day now.”

“Just give me a chance, Colleen. What choice do you have? Hire out for a mechanic for each thing around here that needs work as you have the funds? Let me take care of it. You won’t regret it. Hold my pay for a month if it’ll make you more comfortable.”

Both eyebrows shot up. “You’re either crazy or desperate.”

Neither. Just hopeful.

“I think you’ll find that I’ll actually save you money in the long run.”

And in a month, he could sell her on his value, which came with a lot more than a tool belt and electrician certification.

“You make a compelling case, Alan, and I’m tempted to say yes, but you’ve got to explain to me how you’re going to subsist with no income. If you tell me savings, I’ll probably cry. Only one of us should be that miserable, and it might as well be me.”

So, she wasn’t even paying herself. Now that was a damn shame. What must her quality of life be like with nothing in her budget for pleasure? He had a sudden compulsion to buy her dinner. Take her out dancing. Spoil her. But he had to start small so as not to arouse her suspicion. She’d be suspicious enough in due time.

He drummed his fingertips atop his thighs and turned his gaze toward the ceiling as if to consider her words. “I live pretty simply. I’m in a small apartment in town, and, yes, I have some savings from my last jobs.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire, his younger sister Kimi might say.

He cleared his throat. “One month will not break me.”

“Why are you so eager to work here for free? Shouldn’t be that hard for a qualified electrician to land a job … or even hang out a shingle on his own.”

Well, there was the citizenship issue he’d been carefully skirting for a year, but she didn’t need to know that.

“I love farm culture,” he hedged. “It’s a great thing to be a part of when it’s working well.”

A little huff escaped her lips and she pressed her hands to the desk edge and pushed her chair back. “Fine. A month. It’s an unbeatable offer, and we’ve already established that I’m hard up.” She stood. “Don’t share that.”

“Of course not.” His cheeks twitched from the triumphant grin he was suppressing, but Colleen didn’t seem to notice.

“Great. I’ve got to go deal with those potatoes, but um … ” She was halfway to the door before she turned back around and snapped her fingers. “Trial employment or not, I need your I-9 form on my desk in the morning.”

Damn it.

“Certainly, Colleen,” he said through clenched teeth.

She nodded and disappeared into the hall.

That went south faster than he expected. Short of acquiring a fake passport, his gig was up. But maybe if he kept her busy, she’d forget she asked. Once she learned his last name, she’d likely ship his ass out on the fastest thing running.


CHAPTER THREE

Colleen took another sip of her iced coffee and shuffled through the thick stack of records once more. Things just weren’t adding up. Normally, farm disasters didn’t sit with her for so long. They were par for the course around Split Acres, and since taking the operations helm, she’d developed a coping strategy of handling them and moving on. She couldn’t put out other fires if she were still staring at the ash of the last one she extinguished, so she’d learned to compartmentalize.

But this potato issue just didn’t smell right, figuratively speaking. There were no potatoes left after the last failed crop—no seeds to carry over. She’d overseen everything from the re-tilling of the fields to the application of the pesticides to contain the blight to that section of the farm. At the rate they were going, they would never be able to seek organic certification. There was always some new problem that required big guns to address it. The only thing they could claim as organic at that point were their apples, but even those were contentious because the border between the orchards and the fields was a bit narrow.

“You keep on thinking so hard, Colleen, and you’re going to pop that blood vessel in your forehead.” Pixie White slid a steaming hot blue plate special in front of her and laid a fork and knife at the side.

She managed a grin and set down her highlighter marker. Pixie had taught Colleen in grade school but quit not long after because the pay was better in waitressing.
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