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        …the best romantic comedy I have read so far this year!

      

      

      
        
        …a fantastic romance that hạd me laughing and swooning the entire time.

      

      

      
        
        This is my first read by this author and I'm now wondering why I waited so long.

      

      

      
        
        …an excellent read that will make you laugh out loud.

      

      

      
        
        A great opposites attract story that you will love!

      

      

      
        
        …simply hysterical
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        He’s a Texas chicken farmer.

        She’s a California animal rescuer.

        Opposites attract but in this case they might just combust!
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      Yes. I really was pumping gas at eight in the morning on a Saturday.

      Why?

      Because apparently I had no life. That’s why.

      With a sigh, I slammed the door of my hybrid and squinted through the early morning glare at the pump, my credit card in my hand.

      Somehow in my caffeine-deprived state I found the credit card slot. I’d only had one quick small cup at home. Not my usual three or more daily. Yes, that was probably too much coffee. Don’t judge me.

      I shoved my credit card in and glanced toward the building. What were the chances they had decent coffee inside?

      As I debated the risks versus the rewards of gas station coffee, I glanced back at the pump.

      The glare on the display made it nearly impossible to read the words on the tiny screen. I shaded it with my hand and finally made out the dark text against the greenish screen . . . and let out a huff after reading the message.

      Please Pay Inside.

      Lovely. Like it or not, it looked like I was going in. But on the bright side, I could scope out the coffee situation while I was in there and decide if I wanted to risk it or try to find a Starbucks on my way.

      I grabbed my purse from the passenger seat and tugged my keys out of the ignition.

      After barely a second’s hesitation, I clicked the key fob and locked the car’s doors. I had my suitcase inside and my laptop. And darn, I’d forgotten my cell phone was still in the vent holder plugged into the car charger with the GPS app running. Too much to risk getting stolen if I left the car unlocked.

      Annoyed I had to go in at all, I headed for the building. Next car I bought was going to be totally electric, because pumping gas for my current hybrid, though infrequent, was still too much of a pain to deal with.

      I flung open the door in my annoyance and stomped inside.

      “A hundred bucks on pump number eight, please.” The deep sultry voice with what sounded like a Texas twang in it stopped my internal rant just inside the entrance.

      I swung my head toward the counter and saw something I imagined people didn’t see very often here in Los Angeles County. A pair of Levi’s and at the end of those oh so long legs were—be still my western-romance-novel-loving heart—honest to goodness cowboy boots.

      When I could get my gaze up from his intriguing denim-clad butt, I took the time to appreciate what was under the fitted shirt tucked in at the waist made narrower by the thick brown leather belt he wore.

      Those broad shoulders . . . They made me want to run my hands up his arms and down his back to feel if his muscles were as hard as I imagined they would be.

      Hard. I bet lots of parts of him could be real hard—and jeez. What was I thinking?

      I should have packed my vibrator. That’s what I was thinking.

      I barely registered the tinkling of the bell behind me. It wasn’t until I heard, “Excuse me,” that I turned around and realized I was blocking the doorway.

      The woman behind me looked annoyed. Too bad. I was having a moment here with my cowboy fantasy. Times like this came too few and far between in my life.

      I apologized anyway. “Sorry.”

      That’s when he turned. He saw me and smiled. A smile that reached all the way up to his hazel eyes.

      My pulse racing, I smiled back and moved toward the counter because I wasn’t letting the snotty woman who’d just walked in get in line in front of me. Not when I could be right up behind Tex. Up close and personal.

      “Here you go. Sign please.”

      He turned back toward the counter so the clerk could hand him back his card. Though not before I appreciated his handsome tanned face and the light brown stubble on his chin that matched his sun-bleached brown hair. He signed the screen and of course I noticed his big strong work-roughened hands. Because of course a man like that wouldn’t have smooth soft hands. No way.

      But the end of the transaction meant the end of our encounter. He turned and after a small nod in my direction that nearly made my knees weak, he was gone.

      I shoved my card at the clerk. “I need gas, please.”

      “How much?”

      How did I know how much? “I don’t know. I want to fill it.”

      “Well how much does it usually take?” he asked.

      “Twenty dollars worth, I guess?” I shrugged.

      “Which pump?”

      Darn it. I was supposed to know that too, wasn’t I? These were too many questions for this early in the morning.

      I glanced out the glass doors. “The one by the white car.”

      With a sigh, the clerk moved toward the window and glanced outside. “Pump seven.”

      If he said so. “Okay.”

      The guy ran my card but not without a judgmental glare. Forgive me if I didn’t know exactly how much gas my car took or notice the pump number.

      It was starting to be a cruddy morning, but as I made my way back out of the building and to my car the sight that greeted me wasn’t so bad. Tex was standing, holding the gas nozzle and facing a big black truck. Like really big.

      I’d probably need to use those built-in stairs beneath the doors just to get in it.

      I pressed my lips tightly together. He might be cute and hot, but I was still judging him and his truck for his enormous carbon footprint. Judging him or whomever he worked for, since closer inspection made me think this was a company vehicle. On the door was painted the name Strickland.

      Beneath the name was a logo featuring a rooster. That was fitting. The man driving the truck was certainly cocky.

      He turned and noticed me looking. I yanked my gaze away and concentrated overly hard on filling my car.

      When I dared glance back, I saw his lips twitch with a smile before he let out a chuckle.

      “Something funny?” I asked.

      He lifted one shoulder. “Just that if I had to guess what kind of car you drove, I would have guessed that one. Or something like it.”

      I had the distinct feeling I’d just been insulted. And by a man who’d ordered a hundred dollars worth of gas when I’d be lucky if all twenty dollars worth fit in my car.

      He certainly had no business criticizing me or my choice of vehicles.

      I lifted a brow. “And I suppose I should have guessed you’d be driving something like that. Although in this day and age, why anyone would want or need a giant gas guzzler like that is beyond me.”

      He matched me by raising his own brow. “Someone would want and need a truck like this because someone often has to haul trailers, and stock, and hay, and feed.”

      “Pfft. Not around here,” I countered.

      “I’m not from around here.”

      I let out a snort. “That’s obvious.”

      “Very,” he agreed. “Thank God.”

      He’d mumbled the last part under his breath but I heard him.

      The pump clicked off and I realized I’d reached my twenty dollar’s worth. And not a minute too soon.

      He’d been nice to look at—when he wasn’t talking—but our conversation left a lot to be desired. I was more than ready for it to be over. I had someplace to be. And coffee to find.

      I put the nozzle back and moved to the driver’s door. I shot him one last glance and, dammit, he caught me.

      “Leaving so soon?” he asked, his cockiness clear in his tone.

      “Yes. My car doesn’t take a hundred dollars worth of gas.”

      “My truck doesn’t either. It’s got dual gas tanks and takes over a hundred dollars to fill but that’s all I’m getting today.” He actually laughed as my eyes widened at that information.

      Shaking my head I opened the door.

      “Have a good day,” I said, choosing to take the high road. There was no winning this fight. I could see that.

      “Oh, I will. Don’t you worry about that. Y’all do the same.”

      “Yeah.” I slammed the door and clicked on my seat belt, mumbling as I did, “Butthead.”

      In my rear view mirror I saw him still smiling in my direction, like I was ridiculous and he was in the right.

      Guys like him were the reason I currently didn’t have a boyfriend. Well, one of the reasons. My bastard ex was the real reason, but that was another story.

      Too bad the handsome ones were always the worst.
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      “Mr. Strickland?”

      “Yup.” I stood and swept off my hat as a petite woman with chestnut-colored hair took a step toward me.

      Her coloring reminded me a little of another attractive woman. One with the sun glinting reddish highlights off her strawberry blonde hair as she stood there and insulted my truck and me, then drove away in her little toy car.

      I smothered the laugh the memory brought on.

      Sparring with that one had been fun. The madder she got, the more I wanted to lay her across my lap and give her a whooping for having a smart mouth.

      Damn, I loved a little attitude on a woman. I’d also loved taming her, just a bit.

      “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “I think I can see my way to forgiving you . . . if you call me David. Please. Mr. Strickland is my papa and he’s still alive and kicking, thank the good lord.”

      She smiled, the expression genuine as her whole face lit with it. “That’s very good to hear. And please, call me Anna.”

      “Anna it is.” I nodded.

      Habit had me checking the ring finger of her left hand. I’d done the same with gas chick. There’d been no ring on her left hand.

      But I felt like kicking myself in the ass with my size thirteen boots when I caught myself looking now. I wasn’t here for a date—and a good thing too since Anna was very obviously sporting a wedding ring.

      I was here to conduct business. Nothing but.

      Strickland Feed Corporation’s reputation needed a makeover. A big one and fast. I was hoping Ms. Anna Barker could provide it. Her and her little animal shelters.

      Word was she made a habit of helping out shelters across the country. Fundraising. Advocacy. Legal advice.

      I did my research. Hell, it was easy today with the internet up in everybody’s business. She’d raised half a million dollars for a shelter in Temecula two years ago. And she sat on the board of the shelter here. Had even planted her own law firm next door to it.

      That’s why I’d come to her office today. She was good at her job. And I was doing my absolute best to be good at mine as the new CEO of Strickland Feed.

      Now that Pops had taken a step back after the stroke I was determined to get Strickland back on top of the pet food distribution chain where it belonged.

      “So, let’s sit.” She swept a hand toward the chairs in front of her desk.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” I sat in one and, surprisingly, she didn’t sit behind the desk as I’d expected. Instead, she took the other chair facing mine.

      Interesting move.

      She wanted the donation I was here to offer. It made sense not to put any kind of barrier between her and the donor. She was a smart one, all right.

      I’d remember to never underestimate her.

      Many a man had underestimated my father, and me after him. Those companies were now part of Strickland. And those men learned a valuable lesson.

      But what good was land, corporations, or capital, if our reputation was in the shitter? And after what had happened, ours most certainly was.

      “Let me cut right to the chase,” I began.

      “Please do. That’s how I like it.” Anna smiled.

      This woman gave as good as she got. No bull shit. I liked that in a person.

      I liked it even better when it was wrapped in a soft pretty package, but that was proving hard for me to find. Especially back in Texas with the name Strickland painted on my truck. There was always the suspicion that women liked what came with the name more than they liked me.

      “I’m hoping we can help each other out,” I began. “You see I’ve got money my accountants say I need to give away. And you’ve got some shelters I’m thinking can use some money.”

      “I do indeed know of plenty of worthy organizations, both locally and country wide, that are in desperate need of funds for operating costs and improvements. And I’m sure you’ll agree that having your generous donation spread out will also spread the good will around.” She smiled.

      Damn. This woman was sharp. She’d seen right to the heart of my plan. Not that I’d really been trying to hide it all that hard.

      I let my chin drop to my chest. I brought my gaze up to meet hers. “You caught me. My motivation is more complex than simple generosity and an extreme love of animals—which, actually, I really do have. In fact, most days I like critters more than people.”

      She laughed. “I believe you. But honestly, I wouldn’t care if your only motivation were cleaning up your corporate image after it was dragged through the mud. That money will provide food and shelter to thousands of animals in need. And that’s good enough for me.”

      “Thank you. I do appreciate that.”

      Dragged through the mud indeed. Here I was, hat in hand, thanking the woman for accepting my million-dollar donation.

      My having to kiss ass to save the company would end. Eventually. Until then . . . pucker up, butter cup.

      I stood. So did she and we shook hands on the deal.

      “I’ll have the accounting department cut a check for the million. Make it out to you?” I asked.

      “The Greater Hermosa Beach Area Animal Shelter Charitable Foundation, actually. But I administer the fund and I’ll make sure the donations get distributed where you want them to go.”

      “The Greater Hermosa Beach. . .” I lifted a brow and felt in my pocket for a scrap of paper as I glanced around in search of a pen. “That’s a mouthful.”

      “I’ll email you the name and address. And our routing and account numbers.” She grinned. “You know, in case someone in the accounting department was born in this century and would like to wire the total amount rather than mail a paper check.”

      I let out a laugh. “You calling me old school?”

      “Maybe.” Her lips twitched.

      I nodded my acceptance. I really couldn’t argue the point. Even though I was only thirty-two, I’d rather be on a horse than in a plane any day. And if I could live life without a fucking cell phone, I would. Happily.

      I paused before heading out the door. “I’d be happy to donate a truck load of dog and cat food too. If you think that would help. I understand if you don’t⁠—”

      “Thank you. I accept. That would help enormously.”

      I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath, waiting for her to politely decline my offer. I let it out now and said, “Then you got it.”

      Her acceptance meant more to me than I realized it would. And it made me respect her even more than before.

      That Anna could overlook the bad press—half of which was over exaggerated and the other half utter lies—gave me hope I could dig Strickland out of the hole we’d sunk into.

      She cocked her head to one side and cringed. “How big of a truck is this going to be? Because we don’t have a warehouse. Just a shed out back behind the shelter.”

      I smiled. “Gotcha. A shed load full of food it is then.”

      “Thank you, David.”

      “No. Thank you, Anna.” And this time, I really meant it.

      I was about to leave when she said, “Would you like a tour of the shelter?”

      My knee-jerk reaction was to say no and get back on the road. But a second thought had me thinking differently and saying, “Yeah, I would.”

      It wouldn’t hurt to get to know the place where my money and my product would be going. Or to get to know the people around here a little better.

      If they were all like that feisty little hell cat at the gas station, California might be someplace I’d want to stick around for a bit.
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      I wasn’t one of those people to have my head turned by material things.

      At least I hadn’t thought I was. Possessions had always been just that to me. Things.

      But as I stood on the deck of the ocean view condo and stared out at the Pacific, with a cup of the best freaking coffee I’d ever drank thanks to the combo grinder/brewer in the kitchen, I had to reevaluate my shallowness.

      And to think, that day last week when the voicemail had come from my boss on my line at work, I’d actually been annoyed.

      Heather.

      One of the execs needs a house sitter. I volunteered you. Check your email for the details.

      You’re welcome! (Smiley face emoji)

      June

      That last line really pissed me off.

      You’re welcome!

      It made me want to punch her smiley face emoji in its happy little yellow face.

      Just because I was unmarried and had no kids and no pets did not mean I was the automatic house sitter for anybody who needed one, but apparently my boss thought I was.

      I’d ranted for a full hour to my co-worker Lucy over lunch. When I finally got back to my desk, after taking an extra long break as an act of protest, I’d checked my email.

      That’s when I noticed the address of this housesitting job.

      Hermosa Beach.

      And not just the town but actually at the beach, as in almost on the sand.

      The Pacific Ocean was only one block away and definitely in sight of where I’d be living for the next month.

      The location had impressed me enough after I’d searched the map view on my cell. But then I walked into the condo . . . and into paradise.

      Holy cow! I’d actually squealed when I saw it. One, it was the most beautiful place I’d ever stepped foot in, and two, the home owner had left me eight hundred dollars—cash—on the kitchen counter for my troubles.

      You’re welcome, indeed. I actually was grateful to my boss for hooking me up with this sweet gig.

      Not grateful enough to share the gift basket they’d left for me next to the cash though.

      It was full of rich people stuff. Heck yeah, I could learn to like caviar. I already liked champagne and chocolate. I’d be moving on to that champagne next, after another cup or two of the mind-blowing coffee.

      I swear I might have had a small coffeegasm right there next to the teak patio set on the deck.

      Having wealth sure was nice.

      Heck, I’d be happy just having a job that paid decent money because my job in the marketing and public relations department at New Millennia Media certainly did not. Although by the looks of this place, the execs at Millennia were making bank.

      I was about to go back inside and take further advantage of my fleeting brush up against executive level luxury while I could, when a flash of color in my peripheral vision caught my attention.

      Putting my empty cup down on the table, I leaned on the railing, squinting into the bright morning.

      Was that—a chicken?

      I might not have dogs, cats, birds or even fish, but I knew a chicken when I saw one.

      Or actually, more like a rooster if that showy plume of a tail was anything to go on as he skirted around some fencing and hightailed it toward the beach.

      I didn’t know much about chickens but I was pretty sure the shore wasn’t their usual habitat.

      What was that crazy bird doing? What was it going to do for food and for hydration down there? There was nothing but sand and salt water where it was headed. Maybe some snacks to forage on too, dropped by sloppy beachgoers, but that was it.

      I turned and strode in through the open sliding glass doors since the morning was a perfect seventy-two degrees and I didn’t need or want to turn on the air conditioning.

      I also hadn’t wanted to put on real clothes today. Since it was my day off and my first day in the condo I figured I’d hang out on the gorgeous deck and read the book I’d been wanting to start.

      But to go rooster chasing I’d make the sacrifice and change out of the leggings and tank top and actually put on a bra, shirt and shorts to go out in public.

      Worse case scenario, all I’d get out of this was a nice walk on the beach. Best case, I’d catch a shot of the rooster for my Instapost account. Super best case, I’d be a hero and save the bird from whatever fate might befall it out there alone.

      Not that I knew how to catch a chicken, or what I was going to do with a rooster should I actually manage to catch it, but I’d worry about that later.

      Throwing on loose cotton shorts with a pocket for my cell, and a racer back bra, tank top and sunglasses, I felt very much like a Hermosa Beach native.

      After twisting my hair into a strawberry blonde knob on top of my head so it didn’t get in the way of any possible rooster wrestling, I was off.

      I didn’t even need a key. The modern condo had a keyless entry.

      Oh, yeah, I’d be totally living the life this month. It was going to suck going back to my tiny apartment after this.

      “Good morning,” I said to the woman walking a dog who had nodded hello to me as I rounded the building and followed the path of the rooster.

      Look, I was a native already.

      I returned the smile and the wave from the gardener working on the flowerbed at one of the buildings on my route.

      “You didn’t happen to see a rooster run by here, did you?” I paused and asked.

      He lifted his bushy eyebrows and shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      Yeah, okay. Maybe I should keep that question to myself. It sounded pretty nuts now that I’d said it aloud.

      I might be the only one who’d seen the rooster strut through. And though I’ve doubted my own sanity on occasion—like when I bought that pair of thousand dollar shoes because one of the other women at work had them—this time I was certain I wasn’t crazy.

      There was a chicken on the loose and I was going after him. I’d count it as my exercise for the day.

      I might even work up an appetite for breakfast by the time I was done. Too bad old Rowdy Rooster didn’t lay eggs. I could have made an omelet on that six burner professional cooktop in the condo.

      No, I wasn’t a great cook. But maybe that was because I never had a great kitchen. I felt like in my current habitat, anything was possible.

      Maybe I should have said yes when Mike had suggested we have a drink after work sometime. He was about ten rungs higher up the ladder in the company than my current position.

      I’d said no mainly because I wasn’t attracted to him. But there was also the fact that dating someone in a position of power at my job seemed like asking for trouble. If I got a promotion, everyone would think I slept my way to the top.

      After spending even a few hours in the lap of luxury, I had to think maybe I wasn’t so smart. A smart woman might have said yes to that invitation. Or at least a person who could admit she really did like nice things would have.

      But no. I’d earn my own way. Buy my own nice things now that I realized the truth—that being surrounded by objects of superior quality was kind of like being given superpowers.

      I felt that power now as I convinced myself I was going to catch that bird.

      Look at me. Who’d have thought that me, a mid-west girl transplanted in a low level job in LA County, would be about to track and capture a rogue rooster and bring it back to my million-dollar condo? Well, not exactly my condo, but mine for the month at least.

      If the people back in Iowa could see me now.

      Actually, they could. I paused in my pursuit and turned so the ocean view was to my back, raised my phone high and smiled for the selfie for my Instapost account.

      Maybe I’d make that my new profile picture when I got back inside and could see the darn cell screen without the sun glare.

      A squawk caught my attention, followed by
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