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      Organic farmer Riley Fenniman is happily single at forty-seven and refuses to acknowledge an attraction to her younger accountant, let alone surrender to it. Unfortunately, a legal catch in her farm’s ownership and a health scare give her no choice in the matter. The women of The Homegrown Café Book Club have the perfect plan to ensure Riley’s cousin can’t get his greedy paws on her legacy, but it includes a husband and two pubescent girls.

      

      CPA Deacon Jeffries has carried a torch for his favorite client for over a year, but she would probably sooner light him with it than return his affection. She makes an offer he can’t refuse to save her farm, one that makes his wish come true and gives his daughters the mother they need—except for lessons in dropping f-bombs. When the secret she’s keeping reveals itself, he’ll have to choose between self-preservation and love.
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      “Go take a flying leap into a manure pile, Rudy, and quit wasting my time, Mr. Kresge. I’m not selling or leasing—not any part of the property at any time—while I’m still breathing.” Riley Fenniman rose from the painfully uncomfortable Queen Anne chair, taking extra care to scrape its wooden feet across the polished oak floor.

      Her cousin and his lawyer cringed through the satisfying screech, but Riley draped her blazer over her forearm and strolled toward the reception area and the exit rather than hanging around for more of their bullshit. Halfway across the room, the heat of a thousand suns set fire to her back, neck, and chest. The sudden hot flash propelled her out of the office, nixing her plan to flip them the finger before slamming the pocket doors.

      Late October air kissed her bare face, arms, and calves as she exited the building, cooling her body temperature if not her irritation. “Fucking menopause.”

      “Who pissed you off this time, Malibu Barbie?” Amusement colored the question, the only not-some-shade-of-beige part of the man’s entire presence, right down to his tan sport coat and brown hair. Why did he try to blend in when his sense of humor and realness made him stand out? His cute butt didn’t hurt, either.

      Of course, if the mouthy inquiry had come from any male besides her accountant, she would’ve decked the smartass. “Same dickhead as usual. And don’t call me that, Clark Can’t.”

      “Good one.” Deacon Jeffries stopped next to her at the crosswalk and held out his insulated travel mug, even though he knew damn well she’d given up full-strength coffee in March at her body’s insistence and doctor’s advisement. “What’s your cousin up to this time?”

      Her phone buzzed against her lower belly, the closest thing to an orgasm she’d experienced in over a week. Digging her cell from the purse crisscrossing her body, she raised a just-a-minute finger at Deke—although he deserved the middle one for the Barbie wisecrack. “Hello. Fenniman Organics.”

      “May I speak to Riley Fenniman please?”

      “This is Riley.” The light changed and she stepped into the pedestrian crossing, her accountant still taking up space at her side.

      “Ms. Fenniman, I’m calling from the mammography center. The radiologist saw something that didn’t look quite right and wants to schedule a follow-up diagnostic mammogram as soon as possible. It looks like we had a cancellation this week. I have tomorrow, Thursday, at four thirty open. Will that work for you?”

      She tried and failed to lock her rubbery knees as a bout of lightheadedness stole her ability to navigate. Then a horn blared and someone grasped her around the waist, leading her away from a blurry red blob.

      “Riley? Riley, are you okay?”

      “Okay?” Images of her dying mother invaded her mind, the memories as vivid as when they’d been created twenty-six years ago.

      “Callbacks are fairly common, so try not to worry. Remember, no deodorant and no lotion from the waist up. And please let us know right away if you need to reschedule for some reason. We’ll see you tomorrow at four thirty.”

      “Tomorrow. Thursday. Four thirty.”

      Deke guided her down onto a bench and crouched in front of her, his fingers warming her suddenly ice-cold hands. “What’s wrong? Can I help?”

      She shook her head, still fighting wooziness. This can’t be happening. “Damn hot flash is making me dizzy. I need something cold to drink.”

      “The Homegrown Café is half a block away. Do you want to go there?”

      “Yes.” Her stomach knotted and heaved. I need to talk to Tate.

      “Are you feeling well enough to walk?” His deeply furrowed eyebrows came into focus, revealing a few stray grays above his serious brown eyes. “You can lean on me if you need to. Or I can carry you.”

      “Good God, no. I’m fine.” She tugged her hands free of his and stood, her heels much less stable than before the call but not so bad she couldn’t balance. Leaning was for the weak.

      “Are you sure?”

      Determined to make the short trek on her own two feet, she aimed a glare at her companion. “I said I’m fine. Don’t you have numbers to crunch or something?”

      He frowned back at her and extended his hand again. “I have an appointment with Big Jim at Tate’s place in ten minutes. I’ll go with you.”

      Finally regaining her equilibrium enough to walk, she sidestepped him and started toward the café. “Why are you being so stubborn?”

      “Why are you?” His loafers squeaked in an offbeat rhythm with the click of her heels on the sidewalk as he kept pace with her.

      The diversion bombed as a distraction, but she seized the opportunity to redirect the conversation. “You need new shoes. It sounds like the shank is broken.”

      “I know. I haven’t had time. Are you going to yell at me if I hold the door open for you?”

      “Probably.” She dodged a yippy puppy taking its owner for a walk, giving Deke a slight edge in reaching their destination first, but he slowed as they approached the potted mums that flanked the entrance.

      “Then you can hold the door for me.” A cheeky grin accompanied his wink.

      “I’ll open it, but you’re perfectly capable of holding it while you go in. Or did you pull a muscle while you were using your calculator?” She reached for the handle, glad for another chance to steady herself.

      “Rudy really put you in a mood today, didn’t he?” He shadowed her through the door. “Or was it the phone call?”

      “You know it was you, right?” Casting another not-quite-serious glare in his direction, she headed for the order counter, where Tate Madison and her soon-to-be husband, Big Jim Cochon, mooned over each other during a post-breakfast, pre-lunch lull.

      “Not a chance.” Deke’s carefree grin said he didn’t believe for a second he could possibly be the cause of her rotten disposition. “Hey, Jim. How’s business, Tate?”

      Riley’s best friend shooed her fiancé to the customer side of the counter and smoothed the apron over her still-flat belly, not that it would be for long. “Good. Thanks, Deacon. Word of mouth has kept me under budget for advertising so far. Need a coffee refill? I just made a fresh pot.”

      “Sounds great. Do you have any scones left? No time for breakfast this morning.” Deke set the travel mug on the counter and extracted his wallet from the back pocket of his tan chinos.

      “Blueberry and apple cinnamon.”

      “One of each for me. Riley, do you want a scone? My treat.” He raised an eyebrow at her, as if he hadn’t enjoyed trying to annoy the hell out of her en route to the cozy restaurant.

      “No thanks. Tate, I need to talk to you as soon as you have a minute. In private.” Without a wave or a glance at half-the-town’s accountant, Riley stepped past him to hide out in the office off the kitchen.

      Muffled voices faded beneath the whoosh, whoosh, whoosh of the dishwasher and disappeared altogether when she sat in her friend’s desk chair. Instead of stripping off her bra to conduct a self-exam that refuted the radiologist’s claim, she added tomorrow’s appointment to the calendar on her phone and deleted a voicemail from Rudy’s jackass lawyer without listening to it.

      Tate popped through the doorway and closed out the noises from the kitchen. “What’s up? Deacon seems worried about you. He said you had a dizzy spell while you were walking with him. Something about hot flashes and menopause, but I don’t think he believed it.”

      “He should be worried about himself. That man gets too much enjoyment out of antagonizing me and it’s going to backfire one of these days.” Too antsy to sit, Riley rose, slipped her cell into the outside pocket of her purse, and fought for a calming breath. “I got a call from the mammography center. They saw something. I have to go back tomorrow afternoon for a diagnostic.”

      “Damn. Are you okay?” Tate wrapped her arms around Riley and gave her a gentle squeeze. “I know it’s scary, but most of the time there’s nothing there. That happened to me last year. And even if they find a lump, the chances of it being malignant are pretty low.”

      “Unless you have a family history of breast cancer. It killed my mom when I was in college. She was my age. Aunt Stacy was fifty-one and Great Aunt Trudy was sixty-eight.” The verbal confession stole the air from her lungs, making the room swim.

      “God, Riley, I’m so sorry. You must be terrified.” Tate guided her into the chair and handed her a tall glass. “Here, drink this. And take some deep breaths. You’re paler than I am, and that’s saying a lot.”

      A swallow of cold mint-flavored liquid chased away the hot flash, but the wooziness remained. “Do you have any vodka I can add to the tea? And I don’t give a damn if it’s only nine thirty in the morning.”

      “Sorry, I can’t help you there. No Ohio liquor license, and I’d rather not get shut down for violating the faulty BYO interpretation.” Tate rubbed her palm up and down Riley’s spine, calming the wavy floor and walls but not the dread. “Do you want me to call an emergency meeting of THC Book Club this evening? And I can go with you to your appointment tomorrow if you want me to, as long as it’s after I close at two.”

      Shaking her head, Riley forced another swallow of tea past the massive knot in her throat. “I don’t want anybody else knowing about it. Not yet. Can I call you about going with me in the morning? I can’t decide anything right now.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll do extra prep during the Garden Club meeting this afternoon just in case. My lips are sealed. I’m here for whatever you need. Day or night.”

      Riley blinked away the stinging sensation in her eyes and drew in a slow, deep breath. “Do you mind if I sneak out the rear entrance and borrow your car? I’ll give you the keys to the T-bird and we can switch back later.”

      “Of course I don’t mind.” Tate removed her purse from the desk and held out the keys to her car. “It has a full tank of gas.”

      “You’re the best friend a girl could have. I owe you.” After a final gulp of tea, Riley dug for her keys and stood. “The Bird’s parked across the street in the usual spot.”

      A hand on her shoulder stopped her before she could reach for the doorknob. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive? I can ask Jim to take you home.”

      “I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      The light touch became a sideways hug. “I want you to be better than fine. I was fine in a toxic marriage for twelve years. Fine sucks.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? Great big hairy donkey balls.” On the verge of her first crying jag in twenty-six years, Riley wiggled free and hurried to the service entrance outside the office. As she opened the door, male laughter stopped her in her tracks.

      Tate’s fiancé and Deke stood at Jim’s pickup with their backs toward her, the beige accountant and her ride home dwarfed by the massive truck and its linebacker-sized owner.

      Fuck. Fuck. And double fuck. She backed away, slowly closing the door to avoid drawing their attention.

      “Did you forget something?”

      Riley nearly jumped out of her skin at her friend’s voice behind her. “Jesus, woman, don’t sneak up on me like that. And I can’t duck out the back way if the nosy Nelly I’m trying to get away from is out there. He’s worse than an infestation of tomato hornworms.”

      “Aw, give the poor guy a break. He’s a nurturer. He sees right through your snark to the smart and generous person you are.” Tate grabbed Riley by the hand and pulled her toward the prep area. “Plus he likes you. A lot.”

      Shooting a frown at her friend, Riley lengthened her stride to keep up. “Yeah, well, I don’t want or need a man in my life unless he keeps his feelings to himself.”

      “I didn’t think I did, either, and we both know how that worked out.” Tate peeked around the entrance to the order counter before continuing toward the dining room. “Come on. You can go out the front and wait at the southwest corner while I lure them into the kitchen.”

      “This better work.”

      “It will.” After another peek at the main entrance, Tate shooed Riley out the door. “Now go. And call me later.”

      “Yes, Mother dearest.” Riley walked to the corner and counted to thirty—plenty of time for her bestie to distract her almost-husband and everybody’s damn accountant. “It’d serve him right if I found him a girlfriend to worry about instead of me.”

      Silence greeted her as she edged her way into the alley, a sure sign Jim and Deke had taken their conversation inside. Tate’s hatchback awaited her on the other side, with barely enough room to squeeze past the pickup. Finally, something had gone right today.

      She pressed the Unlock button on the key fob and dashed across the alley, dodging cracks and crumbling spots in the pavement. As she reached for the handle, maniacal laughter echoed off the buildings.

      Fuck.

      “Going somewhere without saying goodbye, Riley?”
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      Deacon Jeffries stepped out of his hiding place next to the dumpster, pleased with his foresight into the reason Tate had asked for help reaching something in the kitchen. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you really dislike me.”

      Leveling one of her last-nerve stares at him, Riley opened the door of Tate’s car. “Only when my accountant sticks his nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      He closed most of the distance between them and planted himself at the rear bumper, fairly certain she wouldn’t actually back over him. “So you don’t consider me a friend? Somebody who worries about you when you try to pass out in the middle of the road?”

      “It was a hot flash and I got dizzy. I didn’t come close to passing out.”

      “You didn’t answer the question, Riley.” Her silence as good as answered it, but he wasn’t about to let her off the hook that easily. Even if she wasn’t interested in him romantically, she would’ve fired his ass months ago if she didn’t like him as a human being. “Why are you taking Tate’s car? Are you having trouble with yours?”

      “None of your business. God, you’re worse than an overbearing husband.” Her smile was as fake as her tenacity was real.

      “What do you know about husbands? Or marriage? In fact, as much as you hate men, I’m surprised you haven’t traded me in for a female accountant.” He softened the teasing accusation with a wink.

      She favored him with an eye-roll in return. “Not wanting to get married doesn’t mean I hate men. It means I like being single. You know, taking care of myself. Paying my own bills. Nobody else’s life interfering with what I want to do. And don’t even get me started on children.”

      “Sometimes it’s nice to do stuff for and with other people. Didn’t you learn about sharing when you were little?”

      “Being selfish is keeping other people from having what I have. I’ve never done that and I’ve never forced my choices on anyone else. I can’t help it if you gave up your freedom. You should’ve considered the consequences of marriage before you took those vows. It ends one of two ways. Death or divorce.” She slid behind the wheel and slammed the door, but her final jab skewered him where it hurt.

      How the hell was I supposed to know I’d end up divorced with sole custody of my girls? I didn’t exactly throw my wife out of the house and tell her to chase her dream around the world.

      He kicked a chunk of loose blacktop as he moved away from the bumper. The engine revved before he reached the other side of the truck, but at least she couldn’t hit him without going through the bed. Although Riley seemed a bit
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