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Sometimes the greatest risks bring the greatest rewards . . .


Surrounded by the majestic Green Mountains and the warmth of her close-knit family, Charlotte ‘Charley’ Abbott loves Butler, Vermont. But Charley lives life on her own terms and, after a painful betrayal, she won’t risk her heart again. 


So a leg injury that puts a temporary stop to her independence is a catastrophe. Especially when it means being looked after by Tyler Westcott. Charley’s always claimed not to be interested in Tyler, but he sees past her prickly veneer to the real woman beneath.


With a little help from Tyler, and some well-meaning meddling from her loyal siblings, can Charley be persuaded to take a leap into the unknown – and open herself to love?


For more spellbinding romance in the Green Mountain series, check out the other titles: Your Love Is All I Need, Let Me Hold Your Hand, I Saw You Standing There, And I Love You, You’ll Be Mine, and It’s Love, Only Love.




CHAPTER 1
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This might be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, Charley Abbott thought as she jogged up a steep incline covered with snow and ice. But God forbid she back down from a direct challenge from her sworn nemesis. Said nemesis was trudging along next to her, smoothly navigating the hazardous trail and barely breathing hard when she was about to die from the exertion and the cold. Not to mention her face was numb, and she suspected her numb face was covered in frozen snot. But since backing down was not an option, she kept plugging along, uphill, in the snow, determined to see this through to the finish even if it killed her.


The way he’d looked her in the eye and said, “If it’s too much for you, I’ll go alone. One week off from training won’t derail you.” Feeling like a bull that’d had a red flag waved in front of its face, Charley had picked up that gauntlet and run with it, straight up an icy hill with no end in sight. Surely her lungs would explode or her legs would fall off before they reached the peak. And then there was the matter of getting back down . . . One thing at a time, Charley.


Whose freaking idea had it been to train for a marathon anyway? As she ran through the frigid tundra that had kept every other member of their running club home today—except for

him, of course—she couldn’t remember a single reason why she’d wanted to run a marathon in the first place. A stupid, ridiculous, painful goal. But Charley didn’t do easy, so naturally she’d picked a challenge that required her to run in weather like this.


Next to her, Tyler Westcott made it look easy. That was just another thing to hate about the man who drove her crazy with his insistence that she should go out with him when she had zero interest in him. Sure, he was good looking and fit, and he had a decent job or so it seemed from the top-of-the-line Range Rover he drove, the stylish clothes he wore and the way in which he carried himself. Too bad none of that impressed the woman who’d already dated her way through Butler, Vermont, and found every man she met lacking in some way or another.


Why Tyler thought he would be different was beyond her, as was the top of this hill. With her eyes now officially frozen open, Charley decided enough was enough. Even if it meant having to look less than capable to him, she was calling a stop to this workout from hell.


As she opened her mouth to speak, the ground fell out from under her. She screamed as she fell down a steep embankment, smashing against trees and rocks and other obstacles before landing with her right leg wrenched under her at an awkward and painful angle. Her chest heaved from the effort to draw air into her lungs, and everything hurt.


From far off in the distance, she heard Tyler calling her name, but since she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t reply either.


“Charley, oh my God! Say something or do something to let me know you’re alive.”


Weakly, she raised an arm in acknowledgment.


“Thank God. I’m going for help. I’ll be back as fast as I can. Do you hear me?”


She raised her arm again.


“You’re going to be fine. I promise. Hang in there until I get back.”


Charley waved her hand, hoping he’d get the message to just go already. She shivered so violently that her teeth chattered, but oddly she didn’t feel cold. Trying to remember what her paramedic brothers had taught her about shock and cold-weather survival, her mind wandered to worst-case scenarios. What if Tyler fell or hurt himself on the way back or he couldn’t find the place where she’d fallen? What would happen then? Was it already getting darker, or was something wrong with her eyesight, too?


The uncontrollable shivering and the pain coming from her knee were so intense they required almost all her attention. This was bad. No way around it, she was in big trouble here. And her life depended on a man she’d rejected so often it was a wonder he didn’t have a complex. The irony would be funny were it not for the awful pain coming from her knee.


Her stomach heaved, and she turned her head to vomit, noting a speck of blood in the snow. Did that mean she was bleeding inside?


Charley had no idea how long she lay in the snow, shaking and aching and vomiting repeatedly, aware enough to know she was drifting in and out of consciousness. The everpresent pain dragged her out of blissful unconsciousness.


It could’ve been hours or days for all she knew before she heard activity above her, and the sound of Tyler’s frantic voice as he screamed for her. “Charley! I’ve brought help. We’re coming down to you. Just hang on.”


She couldn’t manage to raise her arm to acknowledge him, which made her feel bad. In the deep recesses of her mind, she knew he had to be panic-stricken, and she was sorry to have put him through such an ordeal. He might not be the man for her, but he was nice to be so concerned.


Then she heard her brothers Landon and Lucas above her, screaming orders and getting closer to her. She shifted her gaze up and saw them dangling on ropes, rappelling down the side of the steep hill. Above them, she could hear Tyler arguing with the person in charge of stopping him from coming down, too.


“Charley, honey,” Lucas said when he reached her. “Talk to me.”


“Hey,” she croaked.


“Where does it hurt?”


“Everywhere.”


“Can you move everything?”


She forced her fingers and toes to move. “Yeah.”


Landon came down on the other side of her. “That’s one hell of a drop, sis. Leave it to you to do it up in style.”


“Mmm, hurts.”


“I know. We’re going to give you something for that. Hang on.”


The next hour was a blur of pain and agony and movement and people. They strapped her to a backboard and then got her into a litter that they used to haul her back up the way she’d come. It had taken far less time to come down the mountain than it did to go back up.


Landon had given her a shot to take the edge off the pain, so she floated between awareness and darkness. Nothing seemed real, except for the anguish on Tyler’s face as he ran alongside her, holding her hand as the paramedics worked to get her down the mountain while the snow continued to fall.


She wanted to shake him off, to tell him she didn’t need him to hold her hand, but she couldn’t seem to make her limb cooperate with the message from her brain. So she endured attention from him that she’d never wanted. Then it occurred to her that he’d saved her life, and she ought to cut him some slack. She’d see to that after she stopped hurting so badly.


They bounced along the trail, every bump sending pain rocketing through her body. The worst of it was in her knee, which was now braced and iced, as if any part of her needed to be colder. Her teeth continued to clatter from the uncontrollable shivering that made her feel like she was connected to something electrical.


Mercifully, she blacked out for a big part of the trip down the mountain, coming to as her brothers and the other firefighters pulled Tyler away from her so they could load her into the ambulance. In the background, she could hear him yelling at someone, begging to be allowed to accompany her to the hospital.


“Let him in,” Landon said, apparently overruling the objections of others because he was her brother and knew best. How could he know that Charley didn’t want to encourage Tyler’s misplaced affection? And with an oxygen mask now covering her face, it wasn’t really the time to clue Landon in on the true nature of her “relationship,” such as it wasn’t, with Tyler.


The man in question sat on the bench across from her. Glancing over at him, she was shocked to see him disheveled and spent from the ordeal. He was always so supremely well put together. It was one of the things she’d found off-putting about him—he usually smelled and dressed better than her or any woman she knew. He was like her brother Hunter in that way. It would be weird to be attracted to a man who reminded her of her older brother.


At the moment, however, Tyler bore no resemblance whatsoever to his usually well-put-together self. He seemed frazzled and frozen and on the verge of an emotional breakdown. Keeping his hand over his mouth, he stared at her while her brothers tended to her on the way to the hospital. She thanked God that her younger brothers hadn’t needed to remove her clothing.


They started an IV that had her whimpering from the pain of the needle stick.


Tyler was right there, brushing the hair back from her face and wiping up her tears with a tissue. “You’re going to be okay, Charley. I know it hurts now, but the doctors will fix you right up, and you’ll be back to your usual ball-busting self in no time.”


“Please allow us to enjoy the break while it lasts,” Lucas said dryly, making her smile. If he was joking, the situation must not be as dire as she’d feared.


“Seriously,” Landon added. “Enough with our older siblings falling off things.”


His comment served as a reminder to Charley about the harrowing accident Hunter had had while rock climbing last fall. He’d broken something. She couldn’t recall what inside the fuzziness of the drugs they’d given her. But the pain had let up somewhat, and the heat blanket they had wrapped her in was the best invention since sex. However, she could live without the burning sensation in her frozen feet and hands as the blood began to flow once again.


When they arrived at the emergency room, things happened fast. Her brothers and Tyler disappeared from view, and she wanted to ask if Tyler was okay after spending hours in the freezing cold. Was someone looking after him, too? But her tongue was too big for her mouth, or at least that was how it felt.


The doctors and nurses worked quickly to free her from her clothes, to assess her injuries, to clean cuts and treat bruises. She floated along on a sea of drug-induced tranquility until someone tried to move her injured knee, and she heard herself screaming, as if she were outside the room watching from somewhere else.


Then blissful darkness sucked her down and under, giving merciful relief.


“I heard her screaming,” Tyler said to the nurse whose sole job, or so it seemed to him, was to keep him away from Charley. “You have to let me back there. She needs familiar faces.”


“Dude.” Lucas took him by the arm. “They won’t even let us back there, and we’re her brothers. Take a chill. They’ll let us know as soon as they have any kind of news.”


“The fact that she’s screaming is actually a good thing,” Landon said. “It means she’s alert.”


“It means she’s in pain,” Tyler said through gritted teeth.


“Did you get in touch with Mom and Dad?” Lucas asked Landon.


He shook his head. “I tried to call the airline, but they couldn’t do anything. They said the plane had already boarded.”


“Where’re they going?” Tyler asked.


“London,” Lucas said. “They’ve had this trip planned for a year. They were due to fly out of Boston this morning sometime.”


“Just as well,” Landon said. “There’s nothing they can do for her that one of us can’t do while they’re gone.”


“Mom will want to turn right around and come back home when she hears about this.”


As he listened to them, Tyler ran scenarios in his mind. He’d call in nurses, he’d order the equipment she’d need to get by at home—and he’d take her to his home, which was all one level and easy to navigate if she was temporarily in a wheelchair or on crutches. He’d tend to her every need himself. After all, it was his fault for taking her up on the mountain when the weather was so shitty. The run uphill had been his idea. In truth, he’d been certain she’d decline the challenge he laid out to her after they were the only two who showed up for the weekly run.


When she’d given him her trademark mulish look and taken off up the trail, he’d had no choice but to go with her into the foothills of Butler Mountain, pushing himself to his limits right along with her. And then she’d disappeared off the side of the hill in the single most terrifying moment of his life. He’d thought for sure that she had to be dead after taking a fall like that. Until she’d lifted her arm to let him know she was alive but injured—badly so, if her brothers’ reactions to seeing her at the bottom of the ravine were any indication.


“Tyler, you need to let the doctors look at you to make sure you don’t have frostbite or exposure injuries,” Landon said. “You were out there a long time.”


The run back to his SUV where he’d left his phone had taken forty minutes that’d felt like forty hours. Thinking of her, alone and broken at the bottom of that sheer drop-off, had fueled him to run faster than he ever had before, risking his own safety on the icy trail as he pushed through the cold and the pain and the fear to get help for her. All he could think about during the interminable wait for rescue to arrive and then the arduous trek back up to where she’d fallen was what if she died without ever knowing he was crazy about her? How would he live the rest of his life without having told her that? Things were going to be different from now on. He’d make sure she knew how he felt, even if she didn’t return the sentiment.


He paced the waiting room, needing to hear she was going to be okay.


Ella Abbott came rushing in with her fiancé, Gavin Guthrie, in tow. “Landon! Where is she? What’re they saying?”


“Hey, El.” Landon hugged her and then Lucas did, too. “We haven’t heard anything yet, but she was awake and alert when we got to her, so that’s a good sign.”


“Mom and Dad . . .”


“We tried to call the airline,” Lucas said, “but they were already gone.”


Gavin put his hands on Ella’s shoulders, offering what comfort he could while Tyler continued to pace.


“Tyler was the hero of the day—he ran back for help and led us right to her,” Landon said.


“Don’t call me a hero,” Tyler said more harshly than he’d intended. “It’s my fault she was up there in the first place.”




CHAPTER 2
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This had to be what it felt like to go crazy. Waiting for news of Charley’s condition had Tyler more anxious than he’d ever been before, and he didn’t officially have the right to be anxious about her—yet. Her siblings hadn’t allowed him to take the blame for her fall, but he still blamed himself. He had to do something to make this right for her, which had him placing a call to his mother, who had tuned in to his affection for Charley a long time ago. His friends and family had later picked up on his “crush,” or whatever you’d call it, and teased him endlessly about how many times she’d shot him down. He’d been called everything from a masochist to a chump, and still he went back for more.


“Hi, honey,” his mom, Vivienne, said. “Can you believe this snow?”


“Mom, I need a huge favor.”


“Of course. Whatever you need.”


He filled her in about running with Charley and how she’d fallen down a steep ravine.


“Oh my goodness! Is she okay?”


“We’re still waiting to hear, but she was awake and talking to the paramedics.”


“That’s a good sign.”


Tyler had wanted to hear her say that. She’d worked as a registered nurse for a home-health service until she retired and took a part-time job at the store owned by Charley’s family to stay busy. She loved that job and the Abbott family, too. “Do you still have friends at the nurses’ office?”


“I sure do.”


“I need you to call in some favors for me.” He gave her a list of what he needed and asked that she have the equipment delivered to his house. “You’ve got my card. Get anything else you think we might need.”


“I’m sure her insurance will cover it.”


“We’ll worry about that later.”


“Tyler . . .” When she said his name in that particular tone, he knew he was about to get mothered—and lectured. “What about her family? Aren’t they going to want to be involved in her care?”


“Her parents are in England on vacation, and her siblings are all working crazy holiday hours at the store and the Christmas tree farm. It’s my fault she was up in those hills on a day like this to begin with. This is the least I can do to make it right.”


“It’s not your fault that she fell.”


“Will you take care of getting the stuff for me?”


“Yes, of course I will,” she said with a sigh. “Just tread lightly, will you? If you alienate her family, you won’t have much of a chance of winning her over. They’re a tight-knit clan.”


“I know that, and I have no desire to alienate anyone. I feel responsible for what happened to her, and I’m just trying to make it right.” The door from the exam rooms swung open, and two doctors appeared, wearing scrubs that had blood on them. Charley’s blood? The thought of that made his eyes swim. “I’ve got to go, Mom. The doctors are here.”


“Keep me posted.”


“I will.”


“Charlotte Abbott’s family?” one of the doctors said.


Ella, Gavin, Lucas and Landon rushed over to the doctors. Tyler followed them, unwilling to wait for secondhand information.


“Your sister is stable and responding well to treatment,” one of them said. “She’s up at X-ray for scans of her knee and head. We’ll have more information after we get the results.”


“Do you think she has a head injury?” Landon asked.


“We don’t think so, but we’re not ruling it out until we see the scan. There’s a good chance the knee injury will require surgery to repair.”


Hearing that, Tyler took a couple of deep breaths as the dots in front of his eyes continued to swirl.


Gavin happened to glance at him and moved quickly to get him into a chair, pushing Tyler’s head between his knees. “Breathe.”


Tyler did as directed, forcing air into lungs that didn’t seem receptive. It took a few minutes, but eventually his head stopped spinning.


“Let’s get him looked at,” the lead doctor said.


“No, I’m fine.”


“You were exposed to the elements for hours,” Lucas said. “Let them check you out, Tyler.”


“You’ll let me know what’s happening with Charley?”


“Yeah, we’ll keep you posted,” Landon said.


Because that was the best he could hope to hear, Tyler allowed the doctor to lead him to an exam room where he was attached to all sorts of monitors and given an IV to replenish his electrolytes. Settled in the hospital bed with nurses in and out of the cubicle, Tyler tried to stay awake but something they put in the IV dragged him under. He’d take a short nap and then get back to making sure Charley had everything she needed—including him.


Charley woke to darkness and pain. Everything hurt. She moaned, which started a flurry of activity around her. She forced her eyes open to find Ella, Gavin and her brother Wade looking down at her, their faces tight with concern. Where was she, and why did everything hurt so badly?


“She’s in pain,” Gavin said. “Push the button.”


Ella did something that led to almost immediate relief. Whatever that was, Charley wanted more of it.


“Charley,” Ella said. “Open your eyes.”


Charley would’ve sworn they were already open. She forced her lids to move when they felt too heavy to lift.


“Do you remember why you’re here?” Ella asked.


“Something about a fall . . .”


“Yeah,” her sister said, breathing a sigh of relief. “The good news is you don’t have a head injury, and the only serious damage is to your knee. You got very lucky.”


“What happened to my knee?”


“Torn ACL and MCL. You really did a number on it. You’ve been in surgery for the last few hours to fix it. That’s why you’re so groggy.”


The whole thing came flooding back to her—marathon training, Tyler Westcott’s annoying challenge, the run in the snow, the ground dropping off beneath her, the long wait for help, the bumpy trip down the hill, the ambulance ride, Tyler fighting to go with her.


“I was down to see Tyler a few minutes ago,” Wade said. “They’ve admitted him.”


“Why?” Charley’s tongue still felt too big for her mouth and didn’t want to cooperate with her need to know everything.


“He’s being treated for exposure. He was in the cold for hours getting help for you and leading them back to where you fell.”


“He’s okay?”


“Except for being pissed off that he has to stay down there rather than up here with you where he wants to be,” Wade said. “You should know . . . He feels responsible for what happened, and he intends to take care of you when you get out of here.”


“No.”


“He’s quite determined, Charl.”


The thought of Tyler taking care of her sent her into a panic that far surpassed any fear she’d experienced after the fall.


“The whole Abbott crew was here earlier, but they wouldn’t let us all be in here with you, so the others went home and said they’d be back tomorrow,” Ella said. “Everyone is worried about you.”


“Tell them I’m fine.” Her eyelids were so heavy. She couldn’t keep them open.


“Do you want us to call Mom and Dad?” Wade asked. “We haven’t yet. We waited to see what you wanted us to do.”


Charley forced herself to focus. “No, don’t call them. They’ve been looking forward to this trip for a year. We’ll tell them when they get back.”


“And we’ll let you take yet another fall with Mom when she flips out that we kept this from her,” Ella said.


“Don’t call them. Tell Gramps and Aunt Hannah not to tell her either.”


“We will,” Wade said. “Get some rest. One of us will be here.”


“Mmm, go home. I’m fine. No need to watch me sleep.” Charley gave in to the pull of sleep and stopped trying to fight it. The next time she awakened, the room was still dark, and she could only see a tall silhouette standing by the window. She couldn’t tell if it was Wade or one of her other brothers, so she cleared her throat to let him know she was awake.


He turned, and Charley bit back a gasp at the sight of Tyler Westcott.


“What’re you doing here?” Her voice sounded rough even to her own ears. “I thought you were admitted.”


“I was. I am.” From behind him, he produced an IV pole that came with him when he sat in the chair next to her bed. “How’re you feeling?”


“Great. Never better. You?”


“Same.”


“Liar.”


“So are you.” He released a shuddering deep breath. “Charley, I’m really sorry—”


“Thanks for what you did up there—”


They spoke on top of each other.


“What’re you sorry about?” she asked.


“I never should’ve laid down that challenge with the weather we were having. It was dangerous and foolish, and I was only trying to push your buttons. I never expected you to go along with it. I should’ve known you’d be too stubborn to back down from a challenge. I’m so sorry you got hurt.”


“It’s not your fault the ground disappeared from under me. You couldn’t have planned that even if you wanted to get rid of me.”


“I don’t want to get rid of you. That’s the last thing I want to do.”


Charley was too drugged up to properly process that information. “What’s this I hear about you making decisions for me after I get out of here?”


“Before you dismiss my plan, hear me out. I have a one-story house with a ton of space. I work from home, so I’m always there. Your entire family is dealing with Christmas season at the store or they work weird hours like Lucas and Landon, they’re out of the country or they have stairs in their homes. You can’t very well recuperate on Colton’s mountain or at Hannah’s house when she’s getting more pregnant by the day. You can have your own room with lots of movies and your own remote control. I’ve got state-of-the-art Wi-Fi and I can cook. Once upon a time, I’d planned on being a chef, so I can really cook.”


Charley couldn’t believe she was actually tempted to take him up on his kind offer, but the thought of living with him when she could barely stand to run with him had her shaking her head. “It’s too much to ask of you. We hardly know each other—”


“Don’t give me that bullshit, Charley. We know each other. We’ve known each other for years. Let me do this for you. It’s

the least I can do after challenging you to run up that trail when neither of us had any business being up there today.”


“I knew that as well as you did. I could’ve said no.”


“You’d never have said no to a challenge from me. I might see it as a sign of weakness or something equally ridiculous.”


It was frightening—and rather unnerving—to realize he understood her so well, when she’d like to think they didn’t know each other at all. It was also intriguing that seeing him like this—undone by her fall, vulnerable and desperate to make it right—made him attractive to her in a way he never had been before. She wanted to see more of this Tyler, the less-than-perfect Tyler. And he could cook. Charley loved to eat and hated to cook.


He was also right about her siblings—and their schedules. They were extra busy with the holiday season underway at the store, and most of them had stairs in their homes that would require her to recuperate on a sofa rather than the comfy bed that Tyler had offered her. Her own apartment was on the third floor of an old Victorian, and it bummed her out that she wouldn’t be seeing her cozy place for a while. Her siblings would raise a fuss about her going with him, especially Ella and Hannah, who’d object to anyone but them caring for her.


“My sisters are going to want to help.”


“They can do whatever they want. I’ll give them keys.”


“What if it doesn’t work out . . . me being there?”


“I’m not going to shackle you to the bed, Charley, as appealing as that sounds.”


What the hell? How was it possible when she was drugged to the hilt that his suggestive comment made all her girl parts stand up for a closer look at him? The words he’d said to her last month, when they’d danced together at the Grange, came rushing back to her. I’m not giving up on you, Charlotte, he’d said then. And P.S., I don’t buy all your abrasive bullshit. Underneath all that bluster, there’s an interesting woman lurking. I’d like to get to know that woman.


At the time, and every other time he’d asked her out in the past, she’d encouraged him to give up, but now . . .


“You’d be my guest, not my prisoner,” he said with a small grin that only added to his new appeal. “You’d be free to come and go as you please.” He surprised the hell out of her when he took hold of her hand and ran his lips over the back of it, setting off another of those reactions that registered in her most important places. “I really want to do this for you, Charley. I hate that you got hurt because of me. Let me help you get back on your feet.”


For the first time since she’d known him and had been aware of his interest in her, Charley wasn’t annoyed by him. No, she was too busy being aroused and intrigued to be annoyed. Blame it on the drugs and the trauma of the day, but she found herself saying, “Okay.”


The smile that lit up his face when she agreed to his plan had her hoping she wouldn’t live to regret being taken in by the man who’d driven her nuts for years. But that was before he saved her life, revealing a whole new—and intriguing—side to his too-perfect-to-be-believed self.




CHAPTER 3
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Charley spent a week in the hospital, mostly because of an infection that set in after her surgery that left her weak and drained from the ordeal of fighting it off. Her brothers, sisters, grandfather, aunt and cousins came by every day after work, between shifts, whenever they could, bringing books, movies, flowers, chocolate and anything they could think of to cheer her up and help pass the time. Hunter loaned his laptop to the cause, and she used it to watch movies.


While her family was in and out, Tyler was there all the time. He’d appointed himself her ambassador of sorts with the doctors who did rounds when she was asleep and the nurses who came and went throughout the day and night. During the worst of the infection, when she’d been gripped with a fever, he added blankets when she shivered with cold and bathed her forehead with cool cloths when she was sweltering.


It took far longer than it should have for Charley to come to the realization that her siblings, particularly her sisters, had to be in collusion with Tyler for him to have such unfettered access to her. She waited until he’d gone to get some food before she pounced on Ella.


“What gives?” she asked.


Ella paused in the midst of folding a blanket. “What do you mean?”


“He is here all the time. Morning and night. The nurses even let him sleep here. How did that happen?”


“He offered to stay with you, and he was so nice and sincere and worried about you that we couldn’t say no to him.”


“Yes, you could have.”


Ella averted her gaze and bit her lip, a classic Ella “tell.”


“You’re lying! What’s really going on? You’d better tell me, or I’ll kick your ass the second I’m out of here.”


Ella rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You won’t be kicking anyone’s ass for months.”


“I’ll remember this, and I’ll kick yours the minute I’m able to.”


Ella draped the blanket across the foot of Charley’s bed and then sat, gingerly, so she wouldn’t jar Charley’s injured leg. “We like him, Charley. He’s a really good guy, and he cares a lot about you. Plus, when you said you agreed to go to his place after you get out of here, we thought you must like him, too, or you never would’ve gone along with that plan.”


She wasn’t sure how to reply to that, because it made far too much sense.


“Do you like him?” Ella asked.


Charley would’ve squirmed under Ella’s intense gaze, but squirming led to pain. “He’s okay.”


“How can you be so nonchalant when the guy has put his whole life on hold to be here for you when you needed him?”


“I never said I needed him. He decided that.” As she said the words, Charley felt guilty for downplaying his help. He had been amazing and selfless and wonderful. She couldn’t deny that.


“I have something I want to say to you, and I want you to listen to me, all right?”


The unusually serious tone of Ella’s voice put Charley on alert. “What?”


“Tyler is a good man who cares about you for some strange reason. He’s incredibly handsome and adorable and devoted. Will you please be nice to him and show some gratitude for what he’s done for you? Vivienne said he’s got a room set up for you, including everything you’ll need to do physical therapy at home rather than having to go somewhere.”


In need of something to do with her hands, Charley played with the blanket, letting it slide through her fingers. “When could he have done that when he’s been here so much?”


“Apparently, he had it done. Called people. Hired them. Whatever. He’s gone to a lot of trouble—and expense—to make things easy for you. All I’m asking is that you be nice to him and give him a chance.”


“He overwhelms me.”


Ella stared at her, agog. “I’ve never once heard you say anything or anyone overwhelms you.”


Charley scowled at her. “Well, he does. He’s so . . . I don’t even know what the word is.”


“Devoted?”


“Yes! And why is he so devoted? Before this happened, I’d never given him any encouragement. I don’t get it.”


Ella began to laugh, her body silently rocking.


“What the hell is so funny?”


“You are. He likes you, Charley. He really likes you.”


“Why? Why does he like me? I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I can be somewhat unlikable at times.”


“I have no idea what you mean,” Ella said with a smirk. “And you’re not unlikable. You’re exacting. There’s a difference.”


“Exacting . . . Is that what it’s called? Men like me are considered badasses. Women like me are bitches.”


“You’re not a bitch. You’ve got a great big heart, and you’d do anything for anyone. You know what you want and what you don’t, and there’s nothing wrong with being true to yourself. All I’m saying is it might be okay to let down your guard a little with Tyler. He genuinely cares. Even when you were shooting him down, he still kept trying. You’ve got to give him props for that.”


“Maybe,” Charley conceded. He had been determined. She’d never deny that. “Let’s talk about you rather than me. How’s it going with Gavin?”


“Fantastic,” Ella said with a happy, dopey smile and a deep sigh. “It just keeps getting better all the time.” She glanced over her shoulder and then lowered her voice. “We’re moving in together after the holidays.”


“Wow, that’s huge news! When were you going to tell me?”


“You’ve been a little busy being injured and feverish.”


“Still . . . You know how I need to know everything.”


Ella laughed. “My apologies for holding out on you. Won’t happen again.”


“See that it doesn’t.”


“Same to you—I want to know everything that’s going on with Tyler.”


“There’s nothing going on except in your imagination.”


“Yet,” Ella said with the knowing smirk that set Charley’s nerves on edge.


“Still talking about you, not me. Which one of you is moving?”


“I am. He owns his place, and it’s way bigger than mine—and far more private. Mrs. Abernathy has big ears,” Ella said of her landlady, who’d been their math teacher in high school.


“You must be giving her plenty to hear.”


“Maybe,” Ella said with a wink.


“I’m happy for you, El. You’ve got it all figured out, and you got the guy you always wanted.”


“It wasn’t easy. You know that better than most people. But it was worth the hell and heartache to get to where we are now.”


“When’s the wedding?”


“I don’t know yet. We’ve talked a little about the summer, but we haven’t made any solid plans. We’re not in a huge rush.”


“I thought you wanted to have a baby like yesterday.”


“I do, and so does he. If the baby comes before the wedding, we’re both fine with that. I’m going to be thirty-two soon, and we want to have a nice wedding that’ll take time to plan. If I get pregnant before then, so be it.”


“Wow, have you told Mom that?”


“Max sort of paved the way for the rest of us by having Caden when he wasn’t married.”


“That’s true,” Charley said. “Have you talked to him at all? He was in to see me the other day, but he couldn’t really talk with Tyler here and nurses in and out.”


“I haven’t seen much of him since the baby was born. Colton said Max is back to work on the mountain when he doesn’t have Caden.”


“And the baby will still be in Burlington with Chloe the rest of the time?”


“I guess. Not sure how that’s going to work.”


“I can’t imagine how hard it must be for them to have broken up right before the baby was born.”


“I know,” Ella said. “Gavin and I were talking about that the other night. Max has a lot on his plate.”


“He knows he’s not alone, not with this family surrounding him.”


“Still . . . He has to be going crazy trying to figure out how he’s going to work here with Colton while taking care of his son who lives two hours away.”


“Maybe he can talk Chloe into moving over here.”


“Doubtful. She doesn’t seem willing to do anything to make his life easier.”


“I hate this for him. It totally sucks.”


“Yes, it does, and you might want to think about how lousy Chloe has been to him while Tyler is waiting on you hand and foot.”


“You need to work on your subtlety.”


“I’m just saying . . .”


“Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first two hundred times. I know he’s a nice guy. That’s not the issue.”


“Then what is?”


Charley was saved from having to respond when the doctor entered the room with the usual entourage of interns and residents who sucked up to him every chance they got. It had been a source of endless amusement to her and Tyler, who’d been great about taking notes every time the doctor came by on rounds.


“How’re you feeling today, Charlotte?” the doctor asked as he perused her chart.


“Much better and ready to get the hell out of here.”


“Your blood work came back great this morning. If you feel up to it, I don’t see any reason why we can’t spring you today. What’s your plan for recuperation?”


“My, um, friend Tyler, who’s been here with me, has set me up at his house. It’s all one level, and he’s brought in everything we’ll need to do PT at home.”


“That’s one heck of a friend you’ve got there.”


Ella shot her an I-told-you-so look that put Charley’s hackles up. Just because she was letting him help her didn’t mean she was going to marry the guy.


The guy in question came into the room and immediately began questioning the doctor about her progress. Since he’d been there with her all week, the doctor had sought her permission to speak to him directly when he asked questions she never would’ve thought of.


Tyler quizzed the doctor on every aspect of her return home, from medication to possible side effects to physical therapy and how soon it could start.


Charley’s head spun with information, but Tyler listened intently, taking notes on his phone as the doctor spoke.


“The nurses will take it from here,” the doctor said. “I’ll see you in the office next week. Keep a close eye on the incisions, and let me know right away if you see any swelling or redness.” He handed Tyler his card. “My cell number is on there. Call me day or night.”


Tyler shook his hand. “Thanks so much for everything.”


The doctor then shook hands with Charley. “It’s been a pleasure. Charlotte, take it easy and get plenty of rest. Do what this nice young man tells you to.”


Really? He had to say that? “Thanks, Doc,” she said through gritted teeth while Ella beamed with amusement.


“I’ll take good care of her,” Tyler said.


Charley was already having buyer’s regret on this plan of his, and they hadn’t left the hospital yet.


Ella stayed to help the nurses get her up and dressed to leave the hospital. By the time she was seated on the bed, clean and dressed in a sweatshirt and a pair of sweats of Tyler’s that he’d brought in hoping they’d fit over the leg brace, Charley was completely wiped out. She’d never felt more depleted in her life. Between the injuries she’d sustained in the fall and the infection she’d battled after the surgery, she was weak as a newborn.


So much for her grand plan to run a marathon in the spring.


By the time they got her to Tyler’s waiting Range Rover, she was seriously doubting she’d ever move again under her own power, let alone run a marathon.


“Don’t do a thing,” Tyler said. “I’ll do it all with the nurses.”


Because she had no choice, she ceded to his wishes even when her first impulse was to tell him to stop being so bossy with her. He was only trying to help her, and there was no place in the midst of all that devotion for her to be bitchy. Besides, bitchiness would take resources she just didn’t have.


After he buckled her into the car, Tyler produced a wad of keys that he handed to Ella. “These are for my place. You all should come and go as you please while Charley is there.”


“This is so nice of you, Tyler. We really appreciate what you’re doing for Charley.”


“It’s no problem. Least I could do.”


Charley wanted to tell him—again—that none of this was his fault. She’d gone on that run knowing it was dangerous and risky, and she’d done it fully aware that he’d challenged her because he wanted her with him and knew she’d never back down. But telling him that would require energy she just didn’t have.


She’d tell him later. When she could keep her eyes open long enough to form a sentence—or two.


Tyler’s nerves were shredded as he drove Charley home to his place up in the Butler Mountain foothills, not far from where she’d fallen. He’d built the house three years ago and had spared no expense or attention to detail since he worked from home and was there more often than not.


He hoped she liked it as much as he did, and he hoped she’d be comfortable there while she recovered.


However, he also worried that she would take one look at the place and jump to conclusions about him that weren’t that far off. He’d made a lot of money in the stock market and had a comfortable lifestyle as a result. That was just one of many things she didn’t know about him.


Charlotte Abbott had repeatedly dismissed him because she thought she had him figured out. She thought he was like every other guy in Butler who pursued her relentlessly because she was gorgeous and sexy and fun and mouthy and challenging. Until Tyler met her, he’d had no idea that those qualities were a huge turn-on for him.


She’d rejected him more than any other woman ever had, and he still wanted her. His friends said he was a masochist to be stuck on a woman like Charley, who led with her mouth and her fists.


Tyler chuckled softly at that image of her, knowing she’d love that he thought of her in such graphic terms. She didn’t need to know that he also pictured her in sexy lingerie with her mouth and fist wrapped around his cock. The second that thought registered, he hardened. Great . . . Because that was just what she needed—him lusting after her when he’d brought her home to recover from a serious injury.


Put some ice on it, Westcott. This arrangement is all about rest and recuperation. Keep your mind out of the gutter. Throwing the car into park in front of his three-car garage, he kept repeating those instructions to himself over and over again until the throbbing in his lap let up.


Then he made the mistake of looking over at her, and his resolve flew out the window. She was so damned gorgeous, especially asleep with her claws sheathed. Her cheeks were flushed from the heater, her lips puckered in repose and her hands folded peacefully in her lap.


He wanted to reach out and run a fingertip over that perfect face, to see if her skin was as soft as it looked, but he didn’t dare. If she caught him, she’d call a halt to everything and he’d lose the chance he’d been given to prove to her that she belonged with him. Tyler couldn’t say exactly when he’d decided that. It had happened over a period of years and many, many rejections. He’d lost count of how many times he’d asked her out and how many times she’d said no. The number had to be in triple digits by now.


He took a lot of abuse about Charley from his friends and family, who’d been urging him lately to accept defeat and move on. But that wasn’t how he rolled. Defeat only made him dig in deeper and try harder. That was how he’d managed to accrue a fortune working from a home office with a couple of laptops and several TVs set to financial news channels.


Giving up wasn’t an option, not when he was convinced they could have something special, if only she’d give him a chance to show her what was possible. When he began to shiver from the cold, he realized he’d been sitting there staring at her for far longer than he should’ve been.


He pressed the button on the garage door opener and then went around to open her door. Though he hated to disturb her, he didn’t want to touch her without her permission or her awareness. The last thing in the world he wanted to do was cause her any further pain or distress.


“Hey, Charley,” he said softly.


She didn’t budge.


“Charley.”


Wow, she was really asleep. Probably because of the painkillers the nurses had given her to make the trip home more comfortable. Shit, what to do. Since leaving her in the cold wasn’t an option, he went in through the garage to open the doors to the house so he could carry her in without obstruction. He went back to the SUV to get her, reaching over her body to unclip her seatbelt. Then he carefully and gently lifted her into his arms, taking care to keep her injured leg supported.


Though her personality packed a big wallop, she was a compact package that fit easily—and comfortably—in his arms. He moved slowly because God forbid he should slip on unseen ice or jostle her. Inside, he went directly to his room, which his mother had set up for her.


Charley didn’t need to know that he’d given her his room, and she wouldn’t see much of the rest of the house for a few days, which bought him some time until she learned things about him he wasn’t quite ready to share. Not that he thought Charley or any of the Abbotts were materialistic. He didn’t think that at all. They were a nice, hardworking, well-grounded family.


He placed her on the bed, propping her leg on a stack of pillows as the nurses had instructed him to do, put an ice pack on her knee, and covered her with a down comforter.


She never stirred, which told him she’d be asleep for a while yet. Ella was coming over shortly with Charley’s prescriptions, so he would leave her to sleep while he did some work to catch up from the week he’d spent at the hospital.


As he walked out of the room, he couldn’t help but smile. Charley Abbott was sleeping in his bed. The scenario that had brought her here wasn’t exactly ideal, but he hoped to make the most of their time together to show her what might be possible for them.


He no sooner had that thought than another more disturbing one intruded to remind him that it was entirely possible—even probable—that she would leave here as soon as she was able with no more desire to be with him than she’d had before.


“I can’t let that happen,” he said out loud, almost as if saying it would make it so. “She has to see that no other guy is ever going to care about her the way I do.”


The sound of his mother’s voice jarred him out of the disturbing thoughts. “Sweetheart? Are you here?”


“Come in, Mom.”


Vivienne bustled around his kitchen, plugging in the Crock-Pot she had brought and depositing a basket of home-baked bread on the counter. “I brought some stew for you and Charley. I hope she eats meat. Do you know if she does?”


The innocent question was a reminder of how much he still had to learn about Charley. But he wanted to know her—really know her. What she liked and didn’t like, her favorite food, her favorite music, color, movie. “I, um, I think she does.” She’d been on a mostly liquid diet in the hospital, so he wasn’t entirely sure.


“Well, if she doesn’t, she can eat the vegetables. How’s she doing?”


“She’s asleep. Whatever they gave her for the trip home really knocked her out.”


“Just remember to stay on top of the pain meds. You don’t want to let them wear off.”


“Her sister is picking up her prescriptions and bringing them here.”


“You look exhausted, sweetheart.”


“It’ll be nice to sleep in a real bed tonight.”


“I hope Charley appreciates all you’re doing for her.”
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