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      A steamy no-strings affair isn’t all it’s cracked up to be for a sassy egg seller and the sexy businessman trying to take her farm.

      

      Haunted by her traumatic childhood, forty-year-old Lindie Brewster finds a measure of peace living alone in rural Ohio with her chickens and gardens to keep her company. Living life on her own terms has gone off without a hitch, until her sexy new neighbor threatens to ruin everything.

      

      Divorcee and reconfirmed bachelor Blaine Stockwell has always had a life plan, and regaining possession of his grandparents’ farm is at the top of his priority list, in addition to being a good father to his nephews. When his lawyer’s generous offers don’t convince the current owner to sell, a little reconnaissance is in order.

      

      Finding Lindie naked in the backyard tempts Blaine to enjoy another kind of arrangement while searching for a solution to their standoff. A no-strings affair improves both their dispositions until a more-than-business proposal and the past threaten to scramble their newly hatched feelings for each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, thanks.” Lindie Brewster shoved the sheaf of papers at her uninvited visitor and picked up the bucket of chicken feed.

      Shuffling the stack, the suit trailed her to the last of her five hen yards. “It’s a very generous offer.”

      Lindie tossed a handful of garden scraps in a wide arc, a tangle of spinach, asparagus, and snap pea trimmings not quite missing his expensive dress shoes. Her feathered companions hesitated instead of racing for their treat like usual. “Close the gate.” With you on the other side, you pushy jackass. “And stop rattling that stupid contract. You’re scaring my chickens.”

      The metal latch clanked behind her. “They don’t bite, do they?”

      “They’re chickens. They don’t have teeth, unlike me.” She scattered another handful for the latecomers on her way to the coop. “I have work to do. Show yourself out—without letting my flock escape.”

      “I’m authorized to offer more.” His raised voice suggested he’d opted to wait outside the fence.

      “I don’t care if it’s a million dollars. Tell your client I’m not interested in selling.” She climbed the ramp into the henhouse before he could spout off another ridiculous number. The nest inside the doorway held her most consistent layer. “Hey, Goldie. Antisocial again, I see. Smart girl. What do you have for me today?”

      With a calm cluck, the hen stood, allowing Lindie to remove the contents.

      “Thank you, sweetie.” She set the brown egg in her basket and fluffed the wood shavings in the nesting box. “It’s beautiful.”

      After placing a helping of vegetable scraps in front of the hen and smoothing a hand over her soft earth-toned feathers, Lindie continued down the row, pleased with the haul from the largest of her coops. The full basket of rich brown eggs meant her customers would be satisfied and she’d have an early start on the weekend orders.

      Goldie followed her out of the hen house, evidently still more content with human contact than interacting with her coop mates. The hen veered toward the gate and the unwanted visitor. Unfortunately, Lindie’s best layer was more puppy than watchdog.

      The lone rooster in the flock cut her off at the pass and herded her back into the center of the yard. His pointed stare toward the suit looked like a warning.

      “It’s okay, Red.” Lindie aimed an equally unfriendly glare at the intruder. “He’s leaving. Aren’t you, Mr. Fielding?”

      The man outside the gate pursed his lips and gave a curt nod. “For now. I’m sure we’ll be speaking again soon.”

      “Not if I can help it.” She scattered the remains of the bucket at her feet and marched toward the exit.

      Her unwelcome visitor pivoted on his polished oxfords, clearly not up to arguing with her anymore today. “I’ll be contacting the appropriate state and county offices to be sure you have all the proper licensing filed and up-to-date.”

      “Is that supposed to be a threat?” Her patience at an end, she heaved the empty bucket over the fence. It clanged against the ground no more than six inches from his feet and bounced to the right.

      A chorus of squawks arose from the yard.

      Fielding jumped and whirled around, his eyes wide and his mouth agape.

      Satisfaction almost made her smile. “Go suck an egg, city boy. My flock is well under the five-hundred-bird max for a small-egg processor. I have the required health department approval for my farmers’ market sales in Ashland, Wayne, and Medina counties, and Dan came out last month for my annual inspection. Oh, that’s Dan Putnam, an Ohio Department of Agriculture inspector, to you.”

      His she-knows-her-shit realization came in the form of a deep frown. “You tried to hit me with a bucket.”

      “Horseshoe champion, four years running. If I’d have been trying, you’d be out cold.” She waved her hands at him in the shooing motion she used for her chickens. “It’s definitely time for you to skedaddle.”

      His hasty retreat assured her he’d think twice before bothering her in person again. He could call her until he was blue in the face, but nothing would change. No amount of money would convince her to give up the tiny corner of the world where she’d created a peaceful life. Years of moving from place to place had brought her to this haven, and no way in hell was she giving it up for a chunk of change.

      Basket in hand, she double-checked the gate as she left the fenced yard and walked as fast as her cargo allowed to the house. Her to-do list waited, and she was a good fifteen minutes behind schedule, all because some moron with too much money and an ego to match thought he could entice her into exchanging her home and her livelihood for a bigger bank account.

      As she entered the mudroom, the flashing red light on the answering machine beckoned to her. “That better be a customer, Fielding, or I’m auto-dialing you every hour on the hour from midnight to six in the morning for the next month.”

      She turned on the faucet and waited for steam to rise in the sink while the message played.

      “Hello, Brewster’s Roosters? This is Blaine Stockwell, your new neighbor from down the road. I was wondering if I could stop by for four eggs today. Or do I need to place an order ahead of time? You do have eggs, right? Because roosters don’t lay eggs.” After a few seconds of silence, he recited his number and hung up.

      A disgusted sigh was all she could manage—not a snort at his obvious assumption that roosters meant male chickens or a forced laugh at his even more obvious pre-school sex education lesson.

      “Roost-er, damn it, as in chickens roosting in the henhouse.” Why did city folk think country living was the cure for their boredom? “And who buys a third of a dozen eggs?”

      As she rinsed the day’s collection, she tallied her standing orders and accounted for the extras two of her regular customers had requested for Friday. With her current supply, she could spare four eggs.

      “Well, you lucked out, Stockwell.” Instead of replaying the message, she tapped in the phone number from memory and wiped a dribble of sweat from her forehead.

      After eight rings, the call went to voicemail. A generic voice recited the number and the standard request to leave a message at the tone.

      “This is Lindie from Brewster’s Roosters returning your call. I have four eggs available for pickup today. You’ll need to stop by between three and five. Let me know if you’d like to place a standing order since I can’t always guarantee I’ll have extra eggs for sale. Have a nice day.” The pleasantry stuck in her craw, but humoring idiots was part of running a successful business.

      She sorted through the stack of damaged cartons, finally finding one with four good cells next to each other. A few cuts through the recycled fibers created a square package the perfect size for the small order. By the time the eggs were dry, she’d completed date labels and prepped enough cartons and trays for the rest of the week.

      With her orders stowed in the eggs-only fridge and an hour until pick-up time, she switched to mucking boots, grabbed a pair of gloves, and hefted her cleaning tools. The flock she’d moved to the center pen greeted her with excited clucks and flapping wings as she dragged the hose toward their henhouse. Funny how they were smart enough to know Monday was housecleaning day at Coop #1. Too bad humans weren’t as easy to get along with.
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      “She said no again.”

      Blaine nodded, but he didn’t look up from his laptop at his best friend’s not-unexpected news. His research had warned him months ago that his new neighbor would be the last holdout. “Didn’t I tell you, Erik?”

      “And she threw a bucket at me. A metal one. It damn near hit me.” Fielding dropped into the armchair across from him. “I deserve hazard pay for this gig.”

      A snort escaped. “A bucket, huh? I figured she’d be more of a warning-shot kind of woman.”

      Erik narrowed his eyes and jabbed an indignant finger in Blaine’s direction. “You sent me in there thinking she’d shoot at me? God, I need new friends. You’re as cracked as Lindie Brewster.”

      Finally glancing up from his latest financial report, Blaine rolled his eyes. “Quit being such a drama queen. Warning shot, not actually shoot you. I’m going over to pick up some eggs this afternoon. I want to get a better feel for her. Maybe the extra acreage from last month’s deal will convince her to do a land swap.”

      Laughter echoed through the makeshift office Blaine had set up in his living room, but Erik’s expression held no humor. “You’d give her a hundred-fifty acres of prime real estate in exchange for twenty-six acres and a hundred-sixty-five-year-old farmhouse? You are nuts.”

      “Plus the Cape Cod and its thirty-acre lot. It’s called an incentive. I want that house and I’m willing to make the trade worth her while. I’ll throw in moving her chickens if I have to.” The ache in his gut flaring, Blaine closed his laptop and set it on the end table as he stood. “Family’s always been important, but losing Bree put it in perspective. And my mom and dad aren’t getting any younger. I need to get this done. The house is part of our heritage. I want my nephews to grow up in a place that’s filled with family and history and good memories. Bree and I practically lived there during the summers, at least until Gram got sick. As soon as I take possession of the property, we can put my sister’s house on the market.”

      “I get it. I really do, but you’re going to be completely on your own out here.” Erik leaned forward and propped his elbows on his knees. “Unless you have a girlfriend I don’t know about. You planning on getting married again?”

      A growl escaped before Blaine could swallow it. “One divorce was plenty, and what makes you think I can’t handle being a single father? Bree and Kip trusted me enough to name me guardian of their kids if something happened. They both knew I had no intention of walking down the aisle ever again.”

      “I’m just trying to cover all the bases. You can hire housekeepers and babysitters, but mothers are⁠—”

      “No.” The thought of sharing anything other than a meal and a night of sex with a woman made his skin crawl and his hair stand on end. “End of discussion.”

      Erik raised his hands as he stood. “No need to bite my head off. So what’s the plan?”

      “I’ll let you know after I visit the egg lady. Everybody has their price, and I doubt she’s an exception. It’s not like she has any ties to the area. She’s lived all over the state since she got her MBA.”

      “MBA, huh? I guess that explains why she was so pissed when I told her I planned to check her licensing.”

      “Bad move, dude. Maybe you should’ve looked over her profile like I told you to.” Blaine tugged his tie loose and unbuttoned the neck of his dress shirt as he crossed to the arched doorway of his temporary office. “Help yourself to the good stuff. God knows buckets are some scary shit. I need to change into something less conspicuous than a suit.”

      “I’m a lawyer. I’m supposed to be conspicuous.” Erik’s voice carried down the hall to the master bedroom. The clink of glass against glass came with it. He wouldn’t pass up a sample of eighty-year-old Scotch, bucket trauma or not. “She could’ve given me a concussion, you know.”

      Pulling a pair of shorts from the dresser, Blaine shook his head. “You’d have one if she wanted you to. All she needs to know about me is I’m a neighbor who wants to buy some eggs.”

      “She said the same thing. Something about horseshoes.”

      “Horseshoe champion, four years running. I’ll say it again. You should’ve looked over her profile.”

      “Fuck you. Nothing could’ve prepared me for a woman like her. She’s downright dangerous. Your phone’s ringing.”

      “Is it my mom? I asked her to call if the boys had trouble adjusting to staying with her and Dad.” He tugged his tie free and tossed it on the bed with his suit coat, the possibility of an unplanned run to his sister’s house pushing him to move a little faster.

      “No. Local number. Not in your contacts.”

      “Ignore it. If it’s important, they’ll leave a voicemail.” The cool wood floor did little to distract him from the nagging instinct to check on his nephews. He exchanged his business attire for shorts and a casual shirt and made a mental note to call his mom.

      With boat shoes hooked on his fingers, he returned to the living room.

      Erik held out his phone. “Voicemail and a text from your mom.”

      Panic worse than the first time a deal had gone sour skittered along his spine. Blaine dropped his shoes on the rug, tore the phone from his friend’s grasp, and brought up the message.

      “Leo and Cameron are fine. Wanted to let you know. Love you!”

      His heart rate gradually slowed again, but the sudden need to see his nephews came out of nowhere. “Thanks, Mom. I’m taking the rest of the day off. Tell them I’ll be there about 3:30. Mind if I stay for supper?”

      A faint ding signaled her response. “Wonderful! They’ll be thrilled. You know you’re always welcome.”

      An involuntary smile tickled his lips. “I know. Love you too.”

      “This parenting thing agrees with you.” Erik drained the last swallow of Scotch from his glass.

      Blaine raised his eyebrows and pocketed his phone. “What makes you say that?”

      “That worried look. Then the smile.” With a smug grin, Erik shouldered his computer bag. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you’re taking the afternoon off to go see the kids. You make a good father.”

      Blaine waited for the usual proviso about being a good husband too. Thankfully, it didn’t come. “They deserve my best and I like spending time with them. I’ll let you know how things go with Brewster.”

      His friend’s nod was accompanied by more of that knowing smirk. “Don’t call me if she knocks you on your ass with a bucket.”

      “Not a chance. You’re the bad guy. I’m just buying eggs from her.”

      “We’ll see.” Erik gave a half-hearted wave and headed toward the foyer. “Later.”

      The click of the front door eased some of the workday tension from Blaine’s neck and shoulders, but impatience moved in. According to the Brewster’s Roosters sign at the end of the lane, he had another thirty-five minutes before the designated pick-up hours. A listen to his voicemail confirmed it.

      He carried Erik’s glass to the kitchen, moved the dinette set closer to the window overlooking the backyard, and made a grocery list to kill some time. After six months of caring for a pair of young boys, his brain wanted to add peanut butter, grape jelly, and Goldfish crackers to the items he needed to stock his empty cupboards. Two weeks of vacation while he focused on the final deal had sounded like heaven, but damned if he didn’t miss them already.

      One night of not tucking them into bed down, thirteen to go.

      It was motivation enough to step up his persuasive efforts.

      He checked his watch and dug his keys from his pocket. If he drove around the block and got stuck behind a tractor, he might be only ten minutes early—and early was better than late when conducting business.

      Alternating fields of ripening winter wheat and alfalfa lined both sides of the road, but a single lap yielded no harvesting equipment and brought him to the mailbox of the Brewster chicken farm at two forty-five.

      A dust cloud followed him along the dirt-and-gravel lane to the familiar farmhouse from his childhood. The white clapboard structure was now pale gray with white shutters and the porch running the length of the house still invited him to sit in the shade with a cold glass of Gram’s lemonade.

      Home. With luck, it soon would be.

      He climbed the porch stairs and knocked on the screen door. A full minute passed without a response, so he raised his fist to knock again.

      Faint groaning carried from somewhere beyond the front of the house. He jogged down the steps and turned toward the corner closest to him, half expecting to find somebody sprawled out on the ground and needing a doctor.

      The sound grew louder as he rounded the second corner that led to the backyard.

      A naked woman stood a few feet from him with a garden hose aimed between her spread legs and her thumb plucking at the rosy tip of her left breast. The deflected spray of water landed on his feet, but her glistening skin and rapturous expression froze him in place.

      She tipped her dripping-wet face toward the sky and arched her back, her taut nipples pointing right at him and a waterfall of dark hair cascading over her tanned shoulders. Another moan became a gasp. Then she cried out and rocked her hips forward, obviously in the throes of a full-blown orgasm.

      A wave of lightheadedness rushed through him, every drop of blood in his veins flowing straight to his dick. Lust was a vast understatement for the feeling coursing through his body.

      “Damn, that was a good one.” Her gaze met his as she lowered the hose. The sunlit spray trickled down to dribbles at the nozzle and her sigh spoke of utter satisfaction.

      He almost choked on his tongue at the lingering pleasure in her coffee-brown eyes. “You always shower outside?”
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      “When I scrub chicken shit out of the coops in warm weather, I do. Do you always go wandering around people’s private property unannounced?” Lindie perched a hand on her hip and pushed her shoulders back, flaunting her nudity in an attempt to hide her unwarranted embarrassment and make her second uninvited male guest of the day uncomfortable. The chill from the cold spray dissipated in an instant from the heat generated by his brazen leering.

      The left side of his mouth curved upward, giving him a crooked but far too attractive smile. “I knocked. No one answered. I figured you were around here somewhere since your truck’s parked out front.” The hint of an erection behind his fly twitched and every inch of her skin tingled as he blatantly assessed her from head to toe. “You know, a lady would cover herself.”

      “I never claimed to be a lady. A gentleman would close his eyes or turn around.”

      A water droplet gleamed on his lower lip and his tongue snuck out to lick it away. “I never said I was a gentleman. What guy wouldn’t watch when he catches a beautiful woman giving her clit a power wash? Do you need help getting your G-spot clean?”

      Her uterus responded with an involuntary earthquake. “I’m more than capable of taking care of my G-spot. Besides, I don’t sleep with men who’re prettier than me.”

      “We wouldn’t be sleeping, at least not until we were both exhausted from fucking each other senseless.” His gaze left hers again, traveling downward to the parts he probably most wanted to explore. “And no man in his right mind would ever call you pretty. Gorgeous maybe, or breathtaking, but definitely not plain old pretty.”

      Tiring of his banter, she strutted away from him to the mudroom doorway, wiggling her bare ass more than necessary. The towel she’d left on the counter unfurled as she grabbed it. “Easy to say when you’re staring at my tits and thinking about shoving your hard-on in my pussy. How about we get to the point? What do you want?”

      He laughed, a low, sexy sound that bordered on an invitation to rip his clothes off him then and there. “You, but I’ll settle for some eggs. Blaine Stockwell. I called.”

      “Mr. Stockwell, the egg-laying rooster man. Lindie Brewster. Chickens roost, including hens.” A quick swipe of the bath towel soaked up most of the water on her skin. The shivers along her skin were probably from his dark eyes evaluating her ass as she bent to dry her legs. She twisted the damp cloth around her hair to form a turban. “You always come early?”

      “For appointments, sometimes, but never when it counts.” His amused voice seemed closer, but she didn’t dare turn around to check. “Have dinner with me tomorrow and I’ll prove it.”

      She stepped into her underwear and then snagged her bra from the pile of clean clothes, more self-conscious of the plain white cotton than her nudity. “If you want to get together for sex, fine, but I don’t date.”

      “A no-strings hookup? I prefer that myself, even if I’m gentleman enough to feed you.” His fingers nudged hers as she struggled to fasten the closure. “Allow me.”

      She pinched the inside of her wrist, determined not to react to the gentle brush of his fingertips against her spine. “Are you done yet? I’m expecting customers any minute, and I’m guessing Mrs. Doyle doesn’t want her sixteen-year-old son seeing me get fondled by a horny voyeur.”

      “All trussed up.” His breath tickled her neck as he smoothed the elastic band along the middle of her back. “You still haven’t said if you’re free for supper tomorrow.”

      Stepping out of his reach, she retrieved her shorts. “Tell you what. If you show up tomorrow at six thirty with a signed doctor’s report telling me you don’t have any sexually transmitted diseases, we’ll discuss the possibility of you getting laid. I’m not interested in watching you eat.”

      “What if I want to eat you?”

      “Smart ass.” She removed the towel from her hair and then yanked her tank top over her head, hoping he couldn’t read her body’s interest in his proposition. “Wait here while I get your eggs.”

      The need for some physical distance getting the best of her, she stalked to the refrigerator in her bare feet instead of slipping on her flip-flops.

      “What’s the patch on your back for? Are you trying to quit smoking?”

      Glancing over her shoulder, she rolled her eyes at the laidback way he leaned against the doorway. “I told you to wait outside. Not that it’s any of your business, it’s a birth control patch.”

      “Ah, good to know. One less question for me to ask tomorrow.” His penetrating stare assured her he’d already formed a lengthy list of arguments to convince her they should screw each other until they couldn’t walk.

      “And it doesn’t excuse you or anybody else from using a condom.”

      “Agreed. Good to know we’re on the same page.” Several strands of stylishly mussed hair had fallen across his forehead and he finger-combed them into place.

      The temptation to heave the carton of eggs at him pushed to the surface, but she carried them to him instead. Her hens worked too hard to waste their labors. “Get out of here before I change my mind.”

      “I wouldn’t want that.” Amusement shone in his handsome face as he pulled a five from his wallet. “This ought to cover a standing order for four eggs once a week for a few weeks. Mondays okay?”

      She nodded and took the money.

      “See you tomorrow at six thirty.” Without another word or ogle, Blaine Stockwell walked out of her mudroom like he didn’t have a care in the world. His ego trailed after him.

      Even if he was above average in the sack, her attention span would expire long before his. Wouldn’t he be surprised when she kicked him out of her bed in a week or two?
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      The eggs stowed in his fridge and his hormones still reeling from the real-life porn scene he’d witnessed, Blaine slid into the driver’s seat of his sedan. “Blunt, practical, and committed to staying unattached.”

      He rubbed the two-day-old beard stubble on his jaw. God, the woman was a female version of him, right down to taking the edge off her sexual appetite in the shower when necessary. It didn’t bode well for his plans to buy her out, but giving up wasn’t an option. He was a shrewd and resourceful businessman, and he’d find a way to make it work for both of them. If he managed a few weeks of getting to know her magnificent curves intimately, so much the better. When he got bored, he’d walk away and she would be okay with it.

      The ding-ding-ding of a boxing bell rang through his stereo system, signaling a call from his assistant on his cell. He tapped the Answer button on the steering wheel and turned onto the county road that led to the highway. “Yes, Mrs. Resnick?”

      “You sound perturbed, Mr. Stockwell. Did the young woman refuse your offer? Or did she chase Mr. Fielding away when he showed up unannounced again?” Her snicker betrayed a fifteen-year-old sense of humor in the body of a seventy-two-year-old woman.

      “Not perturbed, just thinking about options and possibilities. Erik ran to my place with his tail between his legs after she threw a bucket at him. And I wouldn’t call forty young, even if she doesn’t look it.”

      “Good for her! She’s feisty like me, and I’d be careful mentioning your thoughts on forty since you’re almost there yourself. Should I set up an appointment with her here at the office? She might be more receptive if you tell her why you want the property.”

      He adjusted the direction of the air blowing from the vent to cool the head he should’ve used for thinking when he stopped at Brewster’s Roosters. “She won’t show—if she returns your call at all.”

      “You don’t know that unless… Oh, dear. Did you go talk to her yourself? You did, didn’t you? And I bet you didn’t tell her who you are.” A tsk made her feelings on the matter clear. “If you’re going to start doing business that way, you better tell me now so I can look for a new job. I don’t like underhanded dealing.”

      “I told her my name.”

      “That’s not the same and you know it, young man.”

      “Fine, I’ll tell her who I am.” And probably ruin any chance of getting laid. “I just went to buy some eggs and get a feel, um, to see if I might be able to reason with her, so no quitting.”

      “That’s how it is, is it?” Her girlish giggle warned him she saw through his motives. “I bet she’s even prettier in person than the picture I put in her profile for you.”

      Pretty doesn’t begin to describe her. “And she’s a hell of a lot more stubborn. That’s for sure. Did you need something important?”

      “Oh, that. Not really. Are you available for a consultation with Janda Ahlsmeyer over dinner and drinks at six o’clock today or tomorrow? I saw you blocked out three to nine today and two to nine tomorrow on your calendar. I told her you have conflicts both days, but she insisted I check with you.”

      Her? Hell, no. What was with his female clients thinking they could get professional and personal services from him lately? Single women had been coming out of the woodwork since he’d become an instant father. “I can meet any time between ten and one tomorrow in the office. Wait. No lunch appointment, either. Actually, tell her I’m not taking on any new projects. I already have a full load and I want to spend more time with the boys once I have the house.”

      “I’ll convey your regrets and offer your usual referrals.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Resnick. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’d have to turn down all those propositions yourself. See you in the morning, Mr. Stockwell.” Her laughter was cut short when she ended the call.

      He headed east on the interstate, more determined to limit his office hours than he had been a month ago. Working from home wasn’t a problem, but reducing his client list was, not only because of his workaholic tendencies. Word had gotten around about his ability to create business plans that attracted customers and convinced wary bankers to approve loans. A lot of his success combined luck with choosing the right projects, but it still meant following through with those plans. Not many of his clients wanted to do it on their own.

      Phased retirement was becoming an attractive alternative, at least until he figured out a new career to try on for size. He’d done it when he transformed himself from accountant to corporate CFO to business consultant. Another change would do him good, jumpstarting the interest and energy that tended to run dry every five or six years.

      Thankfully, his interest in women didn’t last that long. As intriguing as Lindie Brewster was, he wouldn’t put money on more than six weeks before he was ready to return to monk-hood. Being a surrogate dad would help turn six weeks into twelve days.

      I wonder if she’d be willing to have sex three or four times a day. That might earn him a year’s reprieve from explaining why he wasn’t interested in meeting a woman’s family, going with her to her friend’s wedding, or shacking up.

      He’d finally met someone who didn’t have diamond rings and marriage vows in her eyes. The objection to dinner bugged him a little, but he could live with nothing more than a booty call. Wasn’t that every man’s dream?

      He flipped on his turn signal and took the exit toward Lodi. The familiar scenery sparked a feeling he’d had trouble labeling the first few times it had happened. It was similar to the anticipation of starting a new project and the satisfaction of watching his efforts unfold into accomplishments, but it was much more than that too. His heart had grown tenfold the night he’d consoled his nephews, holding them close through the endless dark hours after he’d had to tell them their parents weren’t coming home—ever. He hadn’t expected to have to make good on the promise he’d made to Bree when Leo was born, and again with Cameron. Nothing could’ve prepared him for losing her or the bond he now shared with her boys.

      Half a year had dulled the pain, but seeing his mom instead of his sister sitting on the front porch with the boys brought it back to life for longer than he liked.

      As soon as he shut off the engine and opened the door, Cameron wiggled free of his grandmother’s lap. “Uncle Blaine!”

      “Hey, Cam.” Blaine scooped the boy into his arms and hugged him as tight as the squirming worm would let him. “I missed you. Are you behaving yourself for Grandma and Grandpa?”

      “Yep.” The four-year-old gave a vigorous nod. “We played in the sprinkler ’cause it’s hot today.”

      “Sounds like fun.” Sneaking a sideways look at his other nephew, Blaine closed his car door and walked toward the house. “Hi, Leo. Do I get a hug?”

      The older boy shrugged.

      Blaine stood Cameron on the top step of the porch. “Head inside with Grandma. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      His mom’s worried expression softened as she stood. “Come on, Cameron. Let’s tell Grandpa Uncle Blaine’s here.”

      “Okay!” He tugged on the storm door handle, finally pulling it open far enough to slip through.

      “Thanks, Mom.” Blaine kissed her cheek as she turned to go. Then he sat next to Leo, his forearms braced on his knees. “Are you feeling sad today?”

      The boy nodded, but he didn’t look up from his lap. “The day after tomorrow is Mommy’s birthday.”

      “Yeah, I remember. It’s okay to be sad that she isn’t here to celebrate. Should we do something special? Like get some flowers for her? We can put them in the vase by her headstone.”

      “And a cake with a candle so we can make a wish for her?”

      “Sure. You know we can’t wish her alive, don’t you? No matter how much we miss her, she can’t come back.”

      Leo leaned his head against Blaine’s bicep. “I know.”

      “But we can sing ‘Happy Birthday’ and blow out the candle for her. Do you know what she’d wish for?”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “For you and your brother to remember how much she loved you, and she’d want you to try to be happy, even though it’s hard sometimes.” Pushing to his feet, Blaine grasped Leo’s hand. “I think we need to hunt for a picture of you and your mom to add to the collage she started last Christmas. And I bet she’d want us to pick out one from your last day of kindergarten too.”

      “Okay.” The boy rubbed the back of his hand across his cheek. “Can you stay here tonight?”

      A stab of remorse nicked Blaine’s heart. “I can’t. I have an early meeting in Wooster in the morning. Besides, Grandma’ll fuss at me for hijacking too much of her time with you. How about lunch tomorrow, just you and me?”

      “Really? Just us?” Leo gazed up at him, hope shining on his tear-stained face.

      Squatting in front of the boy, Blaine swallowed past the lump in his throat and hugged him close. “Yep.”

      “I love you, Uncle Blaine.”

      “I love you too, Leo.”
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      “Die, you son of a bitch.” Giving the bucket a final swirl, Lindie dumped the contents on the three-leafed monster creeping its way up the corner fence post. “I don’t care how you got here, but you’re going straight back to hell where you belong.”

      She slung the bucket handle over her forearm and picked up her gardening tools to store in the shed until tomorrow’s hoeing, hilling, and weeding session. Her next stop was the shower to scrub off the barrier cream and the top layer of her skin—after dumping her contaminated clothes in the washing machine.

      “Damn poison ivy.” She squeezed a generous glob of post-exposure wash onto the washcloth and rubbed until her arms and legs turned pink. A rinse, a full-body wash with dish soap, and another rinse later, she shut off the water and grabbed her towel as she stepped onto the bathmat.

      Steam covered the mirror, but she dried, swiped on deodorant, and slicked a comb through her wet hair without clearing a spot to see herself. If Blaine Stockwell wanted a made-up princess, he could damn well find some other woman to get his rocks off with.

      She tossed the damp towel over the shower rod and went in search of shorts and a tank top. Mostly empty dresser drawers reminded her of the laundry she had yet to put away. With a glance at her alarm clock, she hurried out of her bedroom with ten minutes to spare. Putting her household chores at the bottom of the to-do list had its disadvantages.

      She bounded down the stairs, hopeful that her potential fuck buddy was as good in the sack as he seemed to think he was. Giving up celibacy for bad sex was like biting into homemade cinnamon bread and having it taste like store-bought white. As she rounded the newel post at the bottom of the steps, movement on the porch caught her attention.

      “Is it just me, or do you greet all your visitors naked?” Her new neighbor stood framed by the screen door, his sunglasses hiding his eyes but not his grin. He slid the aviators upward into his windblown hair. Jeans clung to strong but not overly muscular thighs and his short-sleeved button-down shirt seemed to hint that he’d filed their tryst under dating etiquette.

      Not bothering to try to cover what he’d already seen, she tapped her bare foot on the hardwood floor. “You’re early again.”

      “I told you I like to be early for appointments. Besides, I’m horny, remember?”

      She let her gaze travel to the growing lump behind his zipper and waved him inside. “Obviously. We need to go over the ground rules first. Follow me to the kitchen.”

      The clunk of the screen door preceded his footsteps behind her through the living room and into the kitchen. “Maybe you should get dressed before we discuss our agreement.”

      She leaned against the counter near the sink, empowered by her ability to unsettle him with a lack of clothes. “Why should I bother now? I’m comfortable. Plus, it’ll save time when we’re done talking.”

      Mirroring her pose, he leaned against the island work center across from her, seemingly amused by her audacity. “You’re a cruel woman.”

      “Efficient. Here’s the contract.” She picked up the papers to her right and handed him the top one.

      His eyebrows rose, but he looked toward the typewritten text instead of objecting to having to sign a legal document. “Item one. Contraception will be used every time by both parties. No excuses, no exceptions. Each partner is responsible for providing his or her own protection without financial reimbursement. Lack of contraception will call an immediate end to potential intercourse.” He nodded as he glanced up at her. “Agreed.”

      “Good. Initial it.” She tossed him a pen and waited while he did as she instructed.

      “Item two. Medical proof of current sexual health must be provided prior to initiation of the contract and updated at any time by either partner’s request. The acquisition of additional sexual partners by either party during the length of the contract mandates an updated professional evaluation.” He fished his wallet from his jeans pocket and withdrew an envelope. His neck flushed pink against the light-blue collar of his shirt. “Here you go. It’s from eight months ago, but I haven’t been with anyone for over a year. Unless you have an objection, I think we should stick to a no-other-partners policy.”

      His admission made handing over her own report slightly less embarrassing. “Mine’s from a year ago December. It’s been over two years since the last time. Exclusivity is fine with me.”

      “Okay. I guess I wasn’t overestimating how many condoms we’d need when I brought three for tonight.” The foil packet he pulled from his front pocket unfolded into half a strip of Trojans. He laid them on the counter and put the pen to the paper again. “Item three. Intercourse and all related sexual activity will be referred to as sex or other appropriately worded description, not making love or any variation thereof. Works for me. Fucking, eating pussy, sucking tits, and giving a blow job are all acceptable?”

      Heat spread from her lower belly to her clit. “Yes, along with ball sucking and sixty-nining.”

      “Good. I like dirty talk during sex.”

      “I got that impression yesterday. Me too.”

      “Item four. Absolutely no emotional entanglements are permitted. The words ‘date,’ ‘love,’ ‘relationship,’ ‘marriage,’ etc. are grounds for immediate dissolution of the contract by either party. Check. Item five. Gifts are not allowed, unless directly related to specific sexual acts or sex play. Hmm…check. Item six. No sleepovers without prior mutual consent and no clothing or personal care necessities shall be purposely left or stored at the other party’s home. Check. Item seven. This contract is a private agreement and may not be discussed or shared publicly or privately with anyone not party to the contract. And check.” His rapid-fire review of the last four items made her pulse beat faster.

      “Anything you want to add?”

      “Yeah.” He leaned over the contract, writing far more than his signature on the dotted line. “All sex and related acts shall be consensual and respectful of both participants’ wishes. No means no. Stop means stop. No exceptions.”

      “Afraid I’m going to tie you up and do kinky things to you?” An image of him blindfolded and bound to her bed popped into her head, adding to the itchy impatience to wrap up their pre-coital discussion.

      “No, but you might not want me to do it to you. This means we talk and agree to terms before we do anything unconventional. We barely know each other and sex demands a certain amount of trust.” He held out the pen and the paper, his eyes locking on hers. They hid something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Initial the additions and changes, and sign on the dotted line. Then I’ll take a picture of the contract and email it to myself. You can keep the original.”

      She read the neat block lettering he’d added to the items she’d printed from her computer. The words matched the ones he’d spoken, so she approved it and scrawled her signature at the bottom. “Done.”

      “Okay.” He set his cell phone next to the strip of condoms and, still facing her, rested his hands on the counter at his waist. “In the interest of full disclosure, I need to tell you about an issue you might have with me.”

      “What? You have two cocks?” She crossed her arms under her breasts, guessing from his serious expression that the revelation would have far more troubling consequences. “Because that totally isn’t a problem for me.”

      “No, just the one.” His lips twitched, but they didn’t break into a smile. “However, you might think I’m a dick for not telling you the truth yesterday. I’m the guy who wants to buy this place.”

      “Oh, that. I knew who you were.” Handing the contract back to him, she shook her head. “I’d have to be pretty damn oblivious not to notice all the real estate changing hands lately. When a new neighbor moved into the only other house within a half mile and called me about eggs, I had a name for the invisible land baron.”

      “And you still want to have sex with me?”

      “Hell, yes. What does one have to do with the other?” She picked up his phone and tucked it into his hand. “Take the picture. I’ve been looking forward to getting laid since yesterday.”

      Several taps on the screen yielded a pair of clicks. After a few more taps, he returned his cell to the counter and unfastened the top button of his jeans. “How much foreplay do you want?”

      “I’ll take care of it this time.” Shoving his hands out of the way, she made quick work of the remaining buttons. A smattering of dark curls peeked out from the narrow opening, nestled around the partially visible outer curve of his cock. She slipped her fingers inside his jeans, closing around silky skin, and eased him free. A slow glide down and up transformed his semi-erect dick to a rigid boner. “Nice equipment. Let’s see if you know how to use it.”

      His groan sent another spasm coursing through her lower belly. “Give me a condom.”

      “What if I want to put it on?” She snagged a foil packet.

      As she tore it open, he grabbed the contents. “Maybe next time.”

      The wrapper dropped to the floor and he rolled the latex circle between his fingers. When it didn’t unroll, he flipped it over and tried again before finally donning the protection. His biceps flexed as he lifted her onto the counter. Then he guided her knees farther apart and stepped close enough to place the head of his cock at her opening. His gaze met hers, the moment of hesitation implying an opportunity to change her mind.

      “Fuck me.” She braced for a wham-bam that would likely satisfy him far more than her.

      He pushed inside no more than an inch, barely giving her a taste of heaven, and withdrew.

      His attempt to take control of their encounter sparked her temper. “No game⁠—”

      A wicked smile carried to his eyes as he glided his dick through her folds to her clit. The brief contact triggered a breath-stealing sensation a moment before he slammed into her. Fireworks exploded behind her eyelids and a rush of euphoria shot outward from her center as he filled her. A hoarse cry clawed at her throat, giving voice to an unexpected release.

      Several more forceful thrusts set off a second tremor on the heels of the first, and tingles flooded her limbs, the combination of weightlessness and the sense of sinking into quicksand too intoxicating to do more than surrender to it. “God, yes, fuck me.”

      A loud growl punctuated another hammering against her G-spot, flinging her higher and drawing out another surge of pleasure. Their cries echoed through the kitchen as he stiffened and the flood washed over her.

      He leaned forward, resting his forehead on her shoulder and bathing her breasts in hot, panting exhales. The sound of their breathing was noisy compared to the faint chorus of birds and crickets carrying through the open windows.

      Aftershocks rippled through her muscles for several minutes. They reminded her how long she’d gone without real sex and that she’d have to invest in some new and more creative toys when playtime with Blaine ended. Finding some that triggered the same reverberating shudders inside her was a top priority.

      He lifted his head, but he made no move to step away or even pull out. “Keep squeezing me like that, and I’ll be ready to go again in about five minutes.”

      Her stomach rumbled, distracting her from his intimation. “I need to eat something first. I didn’t have time for supper. Too much to do.”

      “If you recall, I offered to feed you.” His lazy grin softened his words and he stepped back, holding the condom in place as he eased out of her. “Do you have anything in mind? I’m a decent cook.”

      “Something with eggs, bacon, definitely cheese. Maybe spinach or asparagus since I picked some of each today. Loaded scrambled eggs?” She scooted to the edge of the counter, hoping her legs would hold her when she put her weight on them.

      He grasped her by the waist and helped her to the floor. His hands lingered for the count of five before he let go. Looking like he knew where he was headed, he rounded the butcher-block island and sauntered toward the downstairs bathroom. “I’ll make a frittata after I clean up.”

      She couldn’t help but watch him walk away, with his jeans slung low on his hips and a gait that said he wasn’t as steady on his feet as he wanted to be. At least she wasn’t alone in the effects of their sexual chemistry.

      Testing her rubbery legs, she made her way to the laundry room for a shirt. The bathroom door clicked closed ahead of her, a sure sign he’d known the exact location. Time for a serious conversation with Mr. Blaine Stockwell.

      She stalked past the drying rack full of underwear and tugged a clean work shirt from its hanger. On the return trip to the kitchen, she rolled up the threadbare sleeves and shoved three buttons through their ragged holes. As she reached into the fridge to gather ingredients for supper, light footsteps sounded behind her.

      Without casting a glance at him, she retrieved a carton of eggs and a stick of butter. “I’m curious. Why are you willing to pay over twice the fair-market value for this place?”

      He was quiet while she added the rest of the supplies to her pile, but his stealthy acquisition of the properties surrounding hers suggested he wasn’t keen on sharing the real reason.

      With his back to her, he lifted the cutting board from its hook on the wall and slid a knife from the block of wood on the counter. “It’s important to me.”

      The somber tone of his voice spoke louder than his no-nonsense statement, and she moved to the sink to rinse a handful of asparagus under cool water. “It’s important to me too.”

      His shoulders tensed as he chopped four slices of cooked bacon. Then he lined up the asparagus spears next to the bacon and cut them into one-inch lengths, with only the rhythmic tap, tap, tap of the knife against the cutting board breaking the silence. Fresh parsley from her flowerbed herb garden went under the knife and came out as a bright green pile of chopped leaves. “You live on part of the original homestead my great-great-great-great grandfather owned. He and his brothers and sons built this house.”

      Family. It figures. “Who’s the suit? A cousin?”

      “Erik Fielding is a friend of mine. He’s my representative in legal matters and sometimes business dealings. For the past few months, he’s been handling my land purchases in this area, including all the acreage that belonged to my grandparents. My grandfather had to sell it off in chunks to pay my grandma’s medical bills.”

      A twinge of sympathy pinched her conscience, but she shook it off and unwrapped the half moon of Colby cheese a customer had given her in trade for a dozen eggs and a few spring vegetables.

      “It belongs back with the family.” He opened the upper cupboard door in front of him and pulled out a bowl like he lived here. He’d clearly spent as much time in this house as he had his own while he was growing up.

      She raked the chunk of cheese down the coarse side of the grater. “You do realize no amount of sex is going to talk me into selling, right? I’m willing to give you first right of refusal if I ever decide to sell or if I die before you, but I don’t plan on giving it up any time soon. I’ve worked
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