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        Sometimes the hardest part is the first stitch. When you don’t know what you’re doing, the very thought of starting can be terrifying. Put down my book. Refer to it only if you must. Cast on bravely, now.

        - Eliza Carpenter

      

      

      Abigail gave the metal latch a giant twist, shoving all her body weight behind it. Her hand slipped off at the last moment, and her entire arm slammed through the bars in the gate.

      “Damn it!” She pulled back her arm and rubbed the elbow that would probably be black and blue tomorrow.

      The gate was still closed.

      Abigail would get this thing open if she had to use her teeth to do it. It was the front gate, she was pretty sure, and it looked like the only way up the dirt drive. There weren’t any locks, and she could get the long bolt to turn half-way, but she didn’t know how to jam it over and out of the way. She sweated in the late October sun and felt her hair curling against the nape of her neck.

      She stood straight and took a deep breath. Her hands burned. Her red pickup idled behind her, mocking her attempt to drive it through the gate. She should have turned the engine off, at least.

      A man sat on horseback on the brown ridge above her. She could just see him under a cluster of eucalyptus trees, but he was too far to make out much more than that he was male. Was he watching her?

      No, he couldn’t be. He probably couldn’t see her clearly from up there. If he could, he’d have come down, at least to see what she wanted. Instead, he must be looking over the valley, down to the ocean behind her.

      Now covered in sweat, she panted. This wasn’t quite the way she wanted to meet anyone, but she wished the cowboy would come down and help her with this stubborn gate. If sheep ranches even had cowboys. What did they call them?

      She looked up the hill at the man. He gave every impression of watching her, so she summoned a smile and gave a cheery wave.

      No response.

      She waved again, this time a little more frantically, although she tried to keep the desperation out of her body language.

      She had to drive through this gate.

      Abigail hopped a little and circled her arms in wild motions. He couldn’t miss it.

      Could he?

      The cowboy’s head turned, and the horse started to turn, too, and it looked as if they were headed uphill and away.

      “No! Please!” Abigail yelled, as loudly as she could, all shame now tossed to the ocean wind. “Come back!”

      She didn’t think he’d be able to hear her, but his head swiveled around. Then the horse’s body followed.

      Abigail rubbed her now dirty, scraped hands on her brand-new Wranglers. She hoped a little dirt would take that new-jeans sheen from them. As he got closer and closer, she could tell the cowboy riding at her was the real deal, the kind who might have opinions about jeans that weren’t broken in. She rubbed her palms one last time against her thighs and then waved.

      “Well, howdy!” she called.

      As soon as the words left her mouth, she wanted to take them back. Howdy? The shape of the word in her mouth felt wrong, and she could tell by his pained look that it hadn’t sounded right, either.

      He was striking, in the way that anything carved from nature was. His cheekbones looked chiseled, his complexion tanned. His eyes were as green as the grass on the hill behind him, and the long planes of his body seemed as muscled as the horse he rode.

      Abigail’s mouth opened, but her voice only squeaked. Finally, she managed, “Wow! You’re real!” Huh. There was, in fact, a worse thing to say than howdy. “Umm. I mean, hi. Do you work here? Do you think you could help me open this? Is it locked, and I didn’t see it? Is this the front entrance? Is there another way I should go?” Abigail paused. “Is that too many questions in a row?”

      She smiled and hoped for a similar response.

      Nothing. The cowboy’s eyes widened at her barrage of questions, but he didn’t smile, nor did he attempt to answer a single one.

      Instead, he pulled the horse up to the gate and leaned over. With one hand, he flipped the offending latch. The gate swung free and fast, directly at Abigail.

      “Hey!” She scrambled backwards. “Okay! I’m out of the way now, thanks.” Then she jumped in her idling pickup, drove through the gate, and hopped out to close it.

      The cowboy just sat and watched.

      She swung the gate, heavier than it looked, back into place, and slammed the latch home. The metal took off several layers of skin and now her palm was probably bleeding, but she didn’t look at it.

      She got back into the truck and was about to head up the gravel driveway when he said loudly, “What is that, anyway?”

      She took the truck out of gear and stuck her head out the open window. “What is what?”

      “That thing you’re driving?”

      Abigail didn’t understand the question. “It’s a Nissan?”

      “Is it supposed to be a truck?”

      Great. He was going to be a jerk. Maybe she and the other owner could fire this guy as soon as she got her bearings. “It’s my truck. Got a problem with it?”

      “Kind of a silly-looking little thing. What does it haul?”

      “Well, it’s my silly-looking little thing, and it’s always done the job. I’m sorry it offends you.”

      “No, really. Have you ever put anything in the back? Besides grocery bags or your friend’s couch, I mean?”

      “It suits me just fine, thanks.” The words came quickly, and for that she was grateful, but she felt small and disappointed. She’d driven up here with an enormous balloon of happiness and excitement floating high in her chest, and he’d pushed a pin into it.

      Whatever. She put her beloved red pickup back in gear and shot up the driveway, spraying gravel. She didn’t want to startle the poor horse that had to carry him, but she hoped she scared the guy a little. What an ass.

      But now! Now was the time she’d been waiting for. Now she was going to see her brand-new home, her brand-new start.

      She drove up and over the low hill, past live oaks and more eucalyptus, past flocks of sheep—real live sheep! They dotted the hillside as if they were part of a perfect painting, placed there just for her. She passed a small pond that looked more picturesque than useful, but really, what did she know about living in the country? Nothing, that’s what.

      All that was about to change. Right here, right now. The sun warmed the arm she left hanging out the window, and the scent of clean air and grass floated through the cab.

      Then she saw it, and her breath caught in her lungs.

      A two-story, nineteenth-century wooden ranch house, painted white with dark green trim, it looked loved and well-worn, a place that could truly be called home, something she hadn’t had in forever. It nestled next to three or four huge old oaks, their wide limbs stretched and low to the ground, the branches high and sheltering.

      A place to feel safe.

      Behind and to the right of the house stood a matching cottage, a miniature version of the bigger one. Abigail’s heart swelled with happiness. She wondered if that delightful spot would be where she slept. Or would she sleep in the house and work in the cottage?

      This was really it. This was the place. Home.

      As Abigail’s feet crunched up the gravel driveway, she could hear a soft breeze rustling the drying oak leaves. Apart from the low roar of a distant plane overhead, there was no other sound but the blood rushing in her ears and her heart beating quickly in her chest.

      She willed herself to calm down as she climbed the four shallow steps up onto the white wrap-around porch. But it was no use, really. This was too good to be true.

      Abigail knocked on the door, already slightly ajar.

      No answer.

      Was this the doorbell? She turned the wind-up key in the door, and it set off a jangling ring inside.

      She waited, the breeze on the back of her neck giving her shivers. The good kind.

      She knocked again.

      Still nothing.

      Abigail pushed the door open.

      It felt deliciously like breaking and entering, but it wasn’t, not really. She had Eliza to thank for this.

      She was in a tiny foyer, with large, sunny rooms opening up to either side. Directly in front of her a set of steep stairs climbed upward, the fabric runner deep red and worn with use. To her left was what looked like a small dining room. In it stood a heavy, dark table holding a silver teapot and dark blue napkins dotted with yellow flowers. Paintings of rolling hills hung in wooden frames.

      To her right appeared to be a parlor. A real, old-fashioned parlor. A huge bay window looked over the next-door cottage. With her heart banging inside her ribcage, Abigail stepped into the room. An antique sofa, a somewhat worse-for-wear grand piano, a red-brick fireplace, a flat-screen TV. Old and new, it all went together, giving the room a feeling of home and continuity. Books were everywhere: on built-in shelves, stacked on end tables, piled on the rocking chair in the corner. A huge yellow cat slumbered in an overstuffed wingback chair in a ray of sunlight and barely opened its eyes to look at her.

      Heaven.

      A slam and footsteps from behind her. Abigail stifled a scream and turned.

      The cowboy. Looking furious.

      “What the hell are you doing in my house?”
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        Knitters don’t give away stash easily. If you are offered something, be it wool, angora or alpaca, take it. That knitter knows you’ll need it someday. (This, of course, doesn’t apply to acrylic.)

        - E.C.

      

      

      A jolt of adrenaline, quick and electric, flowed through her. “This is your house?”

      “You mind telling me exactly who you are?”

      “Abigail Durant. The new part-owner. And you are?”

      Abigail hoped against hope he would say he was her new ranch-hand or neighbor or something, anything, but she already knew what he was going to say.

      Then he said it. “I’m Cade MacArthur, the only owner. Seems like we have a few things to settle, and quick.”

      Abigail turned her head at the sound of a car spitting rocks up the driveway. This was either going to be the lawyer who’d told her to meet him here for the reading of the will, or Cade’s backup. She hoped it was the former.

      “For the love of…. Who’s that?” he said, whipping off his hat and slapping it down on a sideboard. Something that sounded like china rattled inside.

      “Didn’t you get the letter? About the reading of the will?”

      “I got it. It’s next week. The sixteenth.”

      Abigail felt a muscle in her jaw jump. “Today is the sixteenth.”

      “Damn.”

      At the knock, Cade opened the door to a small pale man in an even paler suit who smiled at them both.

      “Afternoon, Cade. And you must be Ms. Durant, nice to meet you. John Thompson, at your service. Through here? Won’t take a minute. I’m not fussy about these things.”

      He walked past them and into the next room, which turned out to be the kitchen. A blend, again, of new and old—a stove that had probably been installed back when the new-fangled gas ones first came out sat next to a gleaming black refrigerator. Well-loved looking pots and pans shone from an overhead rack. A silver and red Formica table stood in one corner under a farming calendar advertising some sort of grain.

      The smiling lawyer pulled up a chair at the table and gestured for them to join him. He took out a collection of papers and gave each of them a stack. Abigail sat next to him.

      “We can do this the old-fashioned way, with me reading it to you verbatim, or I can go over it broadly, and we’ll read the fine print later,” he said.

      Cade, standing next to the stove, said, “Yeah, that. Do it fast.”

      “Eliza Carpenter died two weeks ago today. She asked me to—” He stopped when Abigail held up her hand.

      “Hang on a sec, if you don’t mind. The funeral. Where were you?” Abigail asked Cade. He hadn’t been there; she was sure of it. She would have remembered him. Even through that pain, she would have noticed him, would have remembered his eyes, or noticed the ridiculous breadth of his shoulders.

      He glowered at her, his eyebrows drawn and his eyes hard. “I had to run this place.”

      “You couldn’t take a day off to go to your great-aunt’s funeral?”

      “Nope.”

      “Wow. I bet she would have liked it if you’d been there.”

      “She was dead. I don’t think she noticed.”

      “I’m sure other people did.”

      “I don’t care about other people. I care about this place. And I don’t owe a stranger any explanation, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Got it,” said Abigail. Okay, he was going to keep on being awful. She turned her back on Cade. “Mr. Thompson, I’m sorry. Please go on.”

      “Yes, of course.” The lawyer fiddled with something on the table that didn’t exist, his fingers twitching. Under any other circumstances, Abigail would have offered him something, a soda, some coffee. But Cade wasn’t offering, and she could only watch.

      And wait.

      The only thing the lawyer had told her on the phone last week was that she had a place to live. She came here knowing nothing else. Now she wasn’t even sure of that. She ground her nails into her palm.

      “Well, all right. So, going over it in the broadest of terms—” The lawyer flipped some papers, frowned, and found the one he was looking for. “Eliza wanted you to have the cottage, Abigail, and the land it stands on, as well as everything stored inside it. Cade receives the house and the land it stands on with all belongings found inside, as well as all land excluding the land upon which the cottage stands.”

      “Wow,” Abigail breathed.

      Cade’s mouth opened, then closed. It looked like he couldn’t even talk—he turned to face the stove, and the sound of his breath hissing through his teeth made Abigail’s palms sweat.

      Great. Now she had to deal with him.

      “Look, Mr. MacArthur, let’s talk about it.”

      “The cottage,” he said through gritted teeth, back still turned, “is completely uninhabitable.”

      “What?”

      “That ridiculous old broad filled it with crap. And I mean crammed. Ceilings to floors, out to all walls. It was her dumping ground for years.”

      “Well, you see—” started the lawyer, but Cade cut him off again.

      “No one could live there. And aren’t we forgetting the most important thing?” He spun around, the muscles under his denim shirt straining as he pushed against the stove.

      “I live here. On this land.” His eyes sparked at Abigail, and if looks could kill, she’d need paramedics in about sixty seconds.

      He repeated, “I live here. This is my home. I can’t believe she did this. Goddamn her. She always thought she knew what was right for me. Only I don’t get this. I take care of her ranch, I save it, so she can leave and move south where she meets scammers and con artists.” He shot a look at Abigail. “I don’t even buy her out, so she can feel like she still has a home even though she never comes home, and this is what I get?”

      Abigail opened her mouth, but he held up a hand.

      “Don’t. I turned this ranch around. It was going downhill, bleeding money. She would have lost it all. Now it’s one of the most respected in the valley. This is my place, my home. And you’re just⁠—”

      “I don’t want your house, Mr. MacArthur.”

      “Like hell. You want it all. I’ll fight this.”

      “Look, you don’t know me, but I’m not the kind of person who takes pleasure in making someone else miserable. This morning when I woke up, I owned no property. I’ll be more than happy with the cottage.”

      Cade pulled up a chair and sat too close to Abigail. She smelled hay and sunshine and something rougher. He placed his hand, weather-worn and huge, on the table next to hers.

      Through his teeth, he said, “It’s not your cottage.” He turned to the lawyer and stabbed a finger at the papers. “John, how real is this?”

      “It is all in writing, Cade. Legally witnessed, notarized. I don’t think you can fight it. That’s my friendly opinion, but we can go over it in detail anytime.”

      “This is the stupidest crap that old lady ever did.”

      Abigail’s heart stepped up its beat again. “Don’t you dare! She was the closest friend I ever had. Say what you like about me, but don’t ever talk like that about her. I loved her.”

      “And I didn’t? Is that what you’re implying?”

      “This is how you talk about someone you love?”

      Cade turned and looked at her, so close his breath warmed her cheek.

      Her own breath stopped for a second as she froze.

      Then she made herself stand. “This has all been a lot for right now. Hasn’t it?” She filled her lungs to prove to herself she still could. “Mr. Thompson, is there anything more? Anything else we should know?”

      “There are inheritance taxes and some forms I need, but they can wait….”

      “Besides those.”

      “No.”

      If only she could run out to her truck and sit in it for a minute to find some of the excitement and daring that had gotten her here today, but she couldn’t. She’d stick this out. Even if this man made her hands shake. She turned to face the cowboy. “May I get the keys to the cottage? I’ll need to fix myself a place to sleep tonight.” She didn’t feel half as brave as she hoped she sounded.

      “Impossible,” huffed Cade.

      The lawyer offered, “I know there are two bedrooms upstairs. Maybe you could stay in one and start work on the cottage tomorrow?”

      “She could what? This is my house! Would you mind very much staying the hell out of my business, Thompson? In fact, you can leave right now.”

      Thompson’s face fell, and he gathered his paperwork. “Thought I was helping. I guess I’ll get out of your way.”

      Abigail walked the lawyer to the door. As she did, Cade opened a drawer that sounded like it had cutlery in it and slammed it so hard the pans rattled on their hooks. Abigail jumped.

      She kept her voice low. “You’ve been very helpful. I didn’t expect it to be like this, and I’m not quite sure what to do now, but I’ll keep you posted.”

      “You do that,” Thompson said, and he gave her a small pale grin. “If you have any questions, or if you need someone to show you around town, well, you know, I’m usually not busy in the evenings, and there are a couple of good restaurants in town that I’d be happy to show you.”

      “Thanks,” Abigail said, shaking his hand. “I’ll keep that in mind, but I really think I’ll be staying close to home for a while so I can get settled.”

      From behind her in the kitchen, she heard a roar.

      “This is not your home!” Cade yelled, and she heard another door slam farther away.

      Abigail closed the front door behind her and leaned against it. She shuddered, thinking about going back into that kitchen. She took a deep breath. This was safe. The awful cowboy was just mad. Angry. That was natural, right? This was so much more than she had bargained for. But she had needed to escape San Diego, and she needed a home.

      Somehow, this was going to work out, wasn’t it? Didn’t it have to? Eliza had meant her to be here. When Abigail fled San Diego (it felt like so much longer ago than just this morning), she packed only what she could fit in the truck. She took her computer, a hard-copy draft of her latest book scribbled with red marks, her clothes, and her best fiber: the alpaca and cashmere, of course. She’d given away the rest, offloading some of her stash of yarn, most of her books, and all her furniture. A new start. She had a little money in the bank and a truck that apparently wasn’t worth anything to a rancher. It was all she had, really.

      It wasn’t much. And she didn’t know how it would fit here.

      But she deserved a new start.
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        When you cast on, don’t count your stitches more than twice. If the numbers don’t match, hope for the one you want, and knit across. If then you have to add or take away a few stitches, do it then. Don’t fuss so much.

        - E.C.

      

      

      Cade had heard of people being too mad to see straight, but he had always—up till now—thought it was just a saying. It didn’t really happen.

      But walking out the back door, he actually couldn’t see for a moment.

      Blind with rage. It wasn’t just a cliché. He stumbled over his own boot on the way to the barn, not even seeing the dirt clod in his way.

      How could Aunt Eliza have done this to him?

      She cried over her knitting needles, and the woman that he would have sworn didn’t have an ounce of guile in her anywhere, asked him to leave it all in her name. I don’t want to just sell you the house, Cade, she pleaded with him, tears pooling in her huge eyes. Let the house and the cottage and the land stay in my name, so even when I’m five hundred miles south of here, I’ll know my home is still my home. When I die, it’ll all come right.

      Yeah, it was all coming right. Right out the window.

      Give the cottage away? To a stranger? Who did that? Who broke up a piece of land like that?

      Who did that to their family?

      He had work to do. But Tom would be in the barn, and he couldn’t face his ranch manager giving him the third degree right now. Tom had grown up around here, had known Eliza, knew her well enough to perhaps be able to give Cade some words of advice, some piece of knowledge that would make this all fit, make this all right.

      But Cade didn’t want to talk to Tom. No matter what he might say, it wasn’t all right. Some city girl had waltzed in, if you could call driving a stupid girl-truck waltzing, and had scooped up a big piece of his land out from under him.

      It wasn’t his place anymore. Wasn’t only his.

      In truth, it never had been.

      Now it was Abigail’s, too, and he didn’t even remember what she’d said her last name was. Or where she was from, although he assumed she was from San Diego since that’s where Eliza had been for the last ten years. He didn’t know what she did.

      For all he knew, she was a lawyer. She looked like a lawyer. She was pretty, that was true. In that citified, glossy way.

      Okay, she was more than pretty.

      Kind of gorgeous, actually. What a waste.

      That thick, shoulder-length brown hair the color of coffee, those strikingly bright blue eyes, that skin the color of the pearl-pink edge of the sunrise. That perfect mouth. And her body, all breast and hips and curves and long legs, in proportions that guys didn’t usually see in real life.

      In any other situation, he’d be interested, all right. It was the first thing he’d thought, seeing her wrestling with the gate, that she was his type. It took him only seconds to realize that this was the person the lawyer had told him about on the phone, the person who might share his aunt’s estate with him, and one second more for him to loathe her with every fiber of his being.

      He’d made her truly uncomfortable, he knew that. And even though he didn’t get off on acting like a jerk, he couldn’t change his attitude. Even if she didn’t plan on being one, she was a thief.

      He walked past the barn, hoping that Tom wouldn’t glance out the office window. Cade headed for the hills, literally. The land sloped up just past the barn, and a short walk would lead him to his favorite place in the world, an oak-studded knoll that looked down to the ocean. He needed the view and the wind to blow some sense of perspective into him, because otherwise, he was going to⁠—

      He didn’t know what.

      But he’d rather not find out.

      He started up the hill.

      Who did she think she was? He was goddamned sure that if someone had left him some random-ass property, he’d make certain that it was up for grabs before laying claim to it. She had, as of this point, a full cottage. The cottage and land that should be his. She had them free and clear, no mortgage, probably fifteen hundred square feet of California history, part of an old stagecoach stop. A beautiful home.

      Even if it was uninhabitable.

      God, no way could she live there yet. Not for a while.

      But she could figure out what to do next on her own.

      Cade was used to his own space, his own company. It made him good at his job. Better around the sheep. He was used to a calm life. Serene. Pastoral.

      This girl was going to destroy his serenity. Already had.

      Goddamn Eliza. Cade took a deep breath and wiped his brow. He was sweating more than he usually did on this climb, and his breath was tight in his closed throat.

      Betrayal.

      His grandmother’s sister, his great-aunt Eliza had been the one to whom he had run when he ran away as a teenager. Eliza had told him he could stay and work with her sheep, and had talked him into calling his parents, acting like it was her idea that he come and stay a couple of months—things weren’t working with his mom and dad, even before his mom flew the coop. Eliza gave him a place to be, away from the never-ending arguments.

      He had loved that woman. And he had worked his ass off, going to school, getting his degree so that he’d know how to do it right. At twenty-two, he’d moved in with Eliza and, to her delight, took over running the ranch. Since her husband died, Eliza had been running the ranch by herself. It had been her husband’s passion, never hers. Eliza’s sheep wandered off, and she forgot to shear them in the spring, only remembering when she was low on fiber to spin. She wasn’t physically strong enough to do the heavy lifting required, and she preferred to stay inside, knitting with friends, and designing her well-known patterns. She’d welcomed Cade with warm, open arms when he moved in and gave the running of the ranch—what was left of it at that point—completely over to him.

      He’d started his own small herd, mostly Suffolk crosses and a few Corriedales, and he’d developed it the way he wanted, growing it bigger and right, until he knew what he was doing. Then he talked the bank into loaning him the money to buy the ranch from her.

      Money which Aunt Eliza refused, asking him to trust her.

      A misplaced trust.

      Cade was almost there, almost at the top of the rise, and in a few seconds, there it was. He could see the ocean, the long line of it below him, silvery, almost too bright to look at. He sat on his favorite old stump.

      He tried to steady his breath, but his lungs were heavy, and the air was thick and sour. He scuffed his boot in the dirt.

      Cade had to get the woman off his land. And fast.
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        Unless you learned to knit in early childhood, it’s natural to feel out of your element and clumsy. It’s natural to think everyone else makes it look easy.

        - E.C.

      

      

      Abigail easily found the key marked “Cottage” hanging on a hook next to the back door. Gripping it tightly, she went outside.

      Even at a leisurely pace, it was less than a thirty-second walk across the backyard to the cottage. Abigail stepped up onto the narrow wrap-around porch, not sure how run-down the place actually was. Would her foot go through the old boards? It seemed sturdy enough.

      She knocked before trying her new key. Silly, really. But the last time she’d walked into a house without knocking hadn’t gone so well.

      The lock squeaked as the barrel turned reluctantly. She’d need to get this rekeyed, anyway. As soon as possible. She knew people out in the country didn’t lock doors, but she would. Safety first.

      The latch finally slipped, but when she pushed, she was barely able to open the door; it got stuck on something halfway in and refused to budge again.

      Abigail pushed her body through, just clearing the opening. It was dark, and she couldn’t make out exactly what it was she was seeing, but she knew it wasn’t good. To her left, a window with its blind drawn. She reached her hand around to release the catch. The blind flew up and a little light filtered into the room.

      She gasped.

      Presumably, there was furniture in the decent-sized living room somewhere, but if so, it was completely hidden by old cardboard boxes. They sat piled almost to the ceiling, on and in every available space, save for a narrow pathway cut between them.

      Abigail moved forward, picking her way between boxes. It was the only thing she could do.

      Once through the first room, she was in what must have been a kitchen at some point, but was now filled with huge black trash bags. Again, only a narrow path led through the room and branched out at the back.

      One direction led to a bathroom, also full of black trash bags, only the sink and toilet exposed. When she pulled back the dark shower curtain, she found the bathtub itself also filled with trash bags.

      Damn. Did the water work? Abigail twisted the sink faucet. An ominous clanking rose under the cottage and the pipes shook, but nothing happened. She peered into the toilet. There wasn’t any water in the bowl.

      She flipped the light switch to get a better look. Nothing. Great.

      There was a small window over the tub covered with a thick green curtain. When she pulled it back, enough light came through to allow her to lift off the lid of the toilet tank. The mechanism inside was rusty, but completely dry.

      There was no water.

      There was no power.

      Where the hell was she going to sleep tonight?

      A hotel down the road might work, but she’d seen No Vacancy signs on each one she’d passed on the drive. This was a beach community, after all.

      And there was no way she was staying with that guy. Even if he asked her, she couldn’t trust him farther than she could throw him. Who knew what he was capable of, especially when he was this mad about her? She didn’t put up with that kind of person, not anymore.

      Abigail put her hand on the towel rail to steady herself. Keep moving. She would find something good about this place if it killed her. This was the opposite of what Eliza’s spare, spotless San Diego independent-living apartment had been. Abigail fought despair. No. Not till she’d seen the whole cottage.

      Another path just outside the bathroom led to what must be a small bedroom, also full of boxes and bags.

      She battled her way back through the house, trying not to think about the scurrying noise she heard in the kitchen. It was probably just a harmless rodent of some sort, she knew that, but her heart raced, nonetheless. Taking a deep breath, she stepped over a low box, pushing past three bags.

      In the living room, Abigail moved box after box to clear a path the width of her hips. The boxes weren’t heavy, but she noted they were obviously full of something. She was too apprehensive to look.

      A narrow, winding staircase stood in the far corner of the front room. She took the steps carefully, testing each one with half her weight before committing to it. At the top, her head poked up into another small room.

      Oh. This room was different.

      It was all light—windows on eight sides of the room. An old-fashioned octagonal cupola. From up here, Abigail could see a sliver of the ocean over the tops of the trees. The fog was moving out for the day, and the sky was a silvery gray, dotted with scudding white clouds.

      A battered green loveseat sat sentry in the middle of the room. A lamp covered with a multi-colored glass shade rested on an ornate table next to the loveseat. There was little room to move around—almost every bit of floor space was taken up with more of those black plastic garbage bags—but there were also odds and ends of furniture, pretty pieces that Abigail guessed Eliza had loved. What little bit of the wooden floor she could see had been painted the same dark green as the trim outside, years and years old by the look of the scuff marks.

      It was like she’d suddenly climbed one of the oak trees to find herself in a magic treehouse. She knew without having to ask Cade that his great-aunt had sat up here, knitting for hours on end. This room had the feeling, the spirit of Eliza. Abigail longed to go get her needles and her current project: a man’s sweater she was designing in dark red handspun merino, a simple Guernsey with a thin zigzag running the sleeves. Or better yet, she could get her spinning wheel and sit up here, looking out at the grass-covered hills and the sheep that dotted them. But she’d have to haul her things through the frightening first floor, and then fight to find the space up here to put it down.

      Maybe she’d beat a retreat right now and go somewhere to think about all this, about how to start.

      Really, she ought to open a box or a bag. Start clearing out all the crap she had just inherited.

      As she tried to talk herself into getting started, she heard a loud knock from downstairs. She barely stifled the scream that rose in her throat.

      “You okay in there?” Cade yelled into the living room.

      Abigail took a moment to breathe, to still the frantic beat of her heart.

      “I’m upstairs!” she called.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m coming down.”

      Abigail made her way down the staircase and through the boxes, out to the porch where Cade stood.

      “I found the key to the main house. Make a copy.” He held it out, his face impossible to read.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      “If something in here doesn’t work. Did you check the water? I think it’s been off for years.” He looked down at his boot and scowled. “You might have to use my bathroom.”

      Abigail nodded. “Yeah. Water’s not on.”

      “You really going to sleep here?”

      “Sure,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. “Especially if I can use your house for the toilet and a shower until I get things fixed up around here. That would be great.”

      He shook his head in what looked like disgust. “What a wreck. She’d come up a couple of times a year and bring more boxes or bags, loading them in by herself, refusing all help.”

      “You don’t know what’s in them? You never looked?”

      “Nope. I’m sure it’s trash.”

      That couldn’t be right. It just wasn’t like Eliza. “If she brought that stuff here, she had a reason.”

      Cade stepped in the door and opened the nearest cardboard box. “See? Nothing but newspaper. Saving it for Armageddon or something. I told you. She was demented.”

      Abigail’s heart sank at the sight of the yellowed paper that filled the box. “She wasn’t.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Abigail stepped out of the house and into the sun. Cade followed.

      He leaned against the railing, then thumped the porch with the heel of his boot. “They built this place years after the big house. As far as I know, it’s sound, never had any problem with rot, but you should get it all looked at. The chimney’s cracked and needs cleaning. The toilet isn’t seated right, and the tile floor in both the bathroom and the kitchen needs redoing. I think there’s carpeting under all that crap, and I can’t even guess how long that’s been in there. I have no idea about the appliances in the kitchen, but I’d advise caution before opening the fridge.”

      Abigail took a breath and stood up straighter. She made her voice light. “Well, shoot. That’s not too bad, is it? I can have that all fixed by tonight.”

      Cade looked at her. He didn’t smile. Then he leaned forward and gripped the stair-rail. “She loved this old cottage. I asked her every time she drove up if she wanted me to start work in here yet. She’d tell me to keep my grubby paws off it, that she was saving it for special.”

      He stepped off the porch, moving out into the yard, and said, “Really, it’s going to take months, if it’s just you. You should hire professionals to clean it out and fix it up. I know some guys.”

      “I can do a lot of it myself. Eliza would like that.”

      His look of disbelief was clear, one eyebrow raised, his lips pressed firmly together.

      Embarrassed. That was the strange feeling she had. But she said, “I know. She’s probably gone. But I like to hope she might be around a little bit, somehow. So I act like she might see me. Show her that I loved her.”

      Cade turned his head away. “Hippy-dippy crap. You going to smudge the place with sage and hang crystals in the windows?” He had his jerk voice back, and he didn’t meet her eyes.

      She spun around and walked away from him in what she hoped was an appropriately offended manner. She didn’t stop until she was inside the cottage.

      She shut the front door behind her.

      Then she pulled back the dusty old curtain and peeked out the narrow window. He still stood in the same spot, looking down at the ground, as if lost in thought.

      Any other time, any other place, she would want to talk to that cowboy. She’d objectify his rugged good looks. She’d be attracted to his long legs, his strong, wide back. Not here.

      But she gave herself another second to look.

      Then his head came up, fast, and even across the large yard, their eyes locked through the glass. Abigail gasped and stepped back, out of his sightline.

      She took a deep breath. And then another.
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        Always knit sleeves first. They act as gauge swatches, and you get the dreaded things over with first, so you can move on to the fun things.

        - E.C.

      

      

      This was awful. Horrible. Disgusting.

      Abigail rolled to her other side in the sleeping bag, praying she wouldn’t hear anything else move. She was lying on the floor next to the dusty divan, in a small body-sized space she’d cleared between bags in the upstairs cupola room. Even without curtains on the windows, it was too dark outside with no streetlights and no moon to see anything around her except vague outlines of stacked boxes. Unsure what the scratching noise had been a few minutes before, she kept her eyes shut tight.

      If she opened them, if a pair of beady red eyes stared back at her, be the eyes rodent or something else, she would die of a heart attack. She knew it. Hadn’t she already had enough of fear in the recent past?

      Cypress Hollow was a tourist beach town. There hadn’t been a room available in twenty-five miles. Not that she’d really be able to afford a hotel room for very long. It was an expense she didn’t need. But still. It would have been nice to have had one night in a bed before committing to this run-down junk-filled rusted-pipe hovel of a cottage.

      What had Eliza been thinking?

      For that matter, what had Abigail been thinking? On the drive up today, she’d allowed herself to dream, even if only briefly, about a beautiful farmhouse. Or a sweet mother-in-law addition. Shoot, a nicely hung hammock would have been welcome, for God’s sake.

      Not this squalor. What the hell was in all these boxes? These bags? She pushed the thought of rodent enclaves out of her mind. She would not think of spiders. She would just think happy thoughts.

      But a happy thought seemed far away.

      Sheep outside, grazing. That was happy. More. Tussah silk, unspun. A new pair of Addi Turbo knitting needles, ready to click off hundreds of stitches.

      Abigail squinched her eyes shut tighter and rolled onto her back. It wasn’t working.

      She would not open her eyes. Even with that weird scraping sound above her head.

      A loud rumble—not thunder, but her stomach. Somehow, in all the excitement, she’d forgotten to eat anything since this morning on the road.

      Also, she had to pee. Of course, she’d used Cade’s bathroom in the big house before she’d retired for the night. She’d taken her toothbrush out of her bag and scurried through his kitchen to the bathroom, hoping to remain unnoticed. She hadn’t seen him, a fact for which she was grateful.

      But now, with her usual annoying night-time timing, she had to go again.

      No. She would not open her eyes. She would not make her way through this upper cupola room, downstairs through the haphazardly piled boxes and out. Her flashlight, although bright, only made it worse. Scarier.

      She would just hold it all night.

      Abigail suddenly understood the allure of chamber pots.

      She took a deep breath and willed her body to relax. This was better. The floor was still as hard as before, but she tried to allow herself to sink into it. Everything would be okay. It would all look better in the morning.

      A huge whomp jolted her upright. She stifled a scream and reached for the flashlight. The noise was directly over her head, and it was followed by another whomp seconds later.

      Was that…. flapping?

      Damn, damn, damn. Her fingers fumbled to find the small button that would light the flashlight. Her breath seemed to be stuck in her throat—she could barely get air around the fear she couldn’t swallow.

      Abigail directed the beam at the ceiling.

      Something large. With wings.

      The scream she’d been holding back tore from her throat. As she followed it with the beam of light, the bat flapped thwapped violently above her under the peaked ceiling.

      Nope.

      Abigail scrambled out from the sleeping bag, shoved her feet into her slippers and ran down the stairs, pushing through the boxes, and hurling herself outside. In the cold air, it was necessary to concentrate on the very act of breathing in, then breathing out. She bent forward at the waist.

      She couldn’t sleep in there. She just couldn’t.

      So stupid. She dashed the sudden tears away with the back of her fist. She’d already failed. Maybe she’d just buy a truck bed cover and sleep in the back until the cottage was fixed up.

      If it ever got fixed up.

      She straightened and looked across the yard to Cade’s house.

      In the upper right corner, on the second floor, back-lit against a yellow glow in the window, Cade stood watching her.

      Just like he’d watched her this afternoon from the ridge.

      God, could he see she was crying from there? Damn him.

      She gave a tight, fake smile and a wave and went back into the cottage. Her purse. She needed just her purse and the sleeping bag. She got both, running as fast as she could through the mess, hearing things scurry as she ran. In the cupola room, she didn’t look up, didn’t swing the beam to the ceiling.

      She peeked out the window before she exited the cottage. The coast seemed clear—the light was off in the room she’d just seen him in.

      Abigail raced through the chilly night air to her truck. She unlocked it and threw herself inside, cursing herself for letting her mind wander to the scene in Cujo where the people were in the car, hiding from the dog.

      If a rabid dog flung its body at the side of her truck right now, she would just go ahead and die. That was all.

      She shook her head. It was going to be just fine. Sure, it was a pickup, so the bucket seats didn’t recline much, and she’d have to sleep basically sitting up. But she could do that. She wrestled her body into the sleeping bag, not even bothering to remove her slippers. She used the sweater she’d been wearing earlier as a pillow, propping her head against the driver’s side window.

      She sighed and closed her eyes. Not a great start.

      Moments passed, and her body relaxed. So sleepy. It was going to be okay.

      Then something pounded on the glass her head was resting on.

      Rabid dog! Cujo! Her scream rose and kept rising, even when she opened her eyes. It was just Cade, standing next to the window. He leaped backward as Abigail used every ounce of her willpower to stop screaming. This wasn’t fair. She was done being scared.

      She swung the door of the truck open, and twisted her body so that she faced him, still in her mummy-sleeping bag. She was an idiot.

      Cade’s eyes were wide. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know I would scare you like that. You’ve only been out here a few minutes—I didn’t think you’d already be asleep.”

      “I wasn’t. You just startled me.” Abigail stopped and gripped the steering wheel with one hand. “Oh, God.” She gripped the wheel tighter and hated the words she was about to say. “But since we’re both up, can I use your bathroom?”

      Cade opened his mouth and then closed it. He looked as if he was going to say something, and she hoped like hell it wasn’t no. She really had to go now.

      “Please?” she said.

      He shook his head. “Of course. I just…”

      Abigail unzipped the sleeping bag. She’d never regretted her choice of pink pajamas covered with white sheep so much. Why hadn’t she chosen sweats to sleep in? “Thank you.” She almost tripped getting out of the truck. He reached to help, but she flinched away. She was fine.

      His footsteps followed her into the house. Was he laughing at her pajamas behind her? Snickering at her fluffy slippers on the gravel? She wouldn’t blame him.

      When she was done, she found him leaning against the kitchen counter. Watching her.

      “You can sleep upstairs.” His words were slow and deliberate.

      Um, yeah, no. Abigail had no clue who this guy was, or what he was capable of. She had trusted Eliza not to put her in danger.

      But she couldn’t be sure of anything now, could she?

      “You don’t want me here.” Of this, she was sure. No matter how welcoming this homey kitchen was, no matter how much she longed to reach over and fill the kettle and put water on for tea, this wasn’t a place she was welcome.

      “You’re right. I don’t. But making you sleep sitting up in your car isn’t right, no matter what way I try to look at it. You can stay until you get the water on in the cottage.”

      Abigail struggled to consider it rationally. She didn’t want to stay here. With a man that she didn’t know. Men weren’t to be trusted.

      But this was Eliza’s nephew. If she could trust anyone, wouldn’t it be him? Eliza had loved Abigail and wouldn’t place her in a dangerous situation, right?

      She was just so tired. A bed sounded good. No, it sounded wonderful. She could almost taste the feeling of lying down, prone, in a place with no bats. Eliza would want her to do this, to be brave.

      “All right. I accept.”

      He nodded and looked at the floor.

      “There was a bat,” said Abigail.

      “In the cottage?”

      “That’s why I was in the truck.”

      He nodded. “Makes sense.”

      She struggled to appear casual. “I’m starving. Is there a grocery store nearby?”

      “You going out in your pajamas?” He looked as if he were trying not to smirk.

      “I just realized how hungry I am.”

      “It’s after ten.”

      “Okay?”

      He spoke slowly, as if she were a child. “There is a grocery store in Cypress Hollow, five miles away. It isn’t open, because it’s late.”

      “It’s only ten.”

      “The sidewalks roll up around seven, you’ll find. It’s not really a party town. I hope that’ll be all right with you, princess.”

      “Not looking for a party, cowboy.”

      “I have a little food.”

      She waited.

      “You could have some.”

      “I don’t want to put you out any more than I already have.”

      “I won’t be able to finish it, anyway. You might as well have some.”

      She would have laughed at his grudging tone, had it been a light moment in any way at all, but his words fell with thuds in the night air.

      Beggars and choosers, though. “Okay. Yes. Thank you. I had breakfast in Santa Barbara when I passed through this morning, but that was a really long time ago. I didn’t realize how far north this was, or how long it would take on the coast road.”

      He opened the refrigerator and leaned in.

      “Funny, I thought they still had fast food on the way here. All those joints close up?”

      Okay, he was still going to be a smart ass. That was all right. Smart ass she could deal with.

      “I was too excited to pull over, except for gas. And I hopped on the Pacific Coast Highway for the last few hours, from Morro Bay up. The fast-food options really are pretty limited out there. But the view isn’t. It was the most gorgeous drive.” Why was she telling him this? He knew about the view, surely. And he probably didn’t care. She sat in the wicker rocker that was as comfortable as it looked.

      “Well, you’ve certainly had a good day. A great drive, an inheritance that stripped a man of his home and birthright, and now that same man is fixing something for you to eat. Enchiladas, to be exact.”

      She stood. So much for this idea.

      “I didn’t know about all this. Eliza didn’t tell me. And I don’t need dinner.”

      “Well, I’m already reheating it.”

      Abigail waited a beat before saying, “I’ll accept your enchilada because I think I might die without eating. But I swear to you, I did not know what Eliza left me.”

      Cade hit the microwave buttons until it made a low hum and then turned to look at her.

      She returned his gaze.

      Neither said anything for a moment. The air in the kitchen filled with the scent of chilies and something thicker that Abigail didn’t want to name.

      She held his gaze. And her breath.

      “Damn it, I believe you,” Cade finally said as the microwave beeped. He took out the food, turned it, and put it back in.

      “I never even knew exactly where you lived. I’d heard about you, of course, and I knew you had sheep, and I also knew that Eliza went to see you twice a year, but I didn’t know that you lived here, on her land. Honest to God.”

      “I said, I believe you.” He removed the food and handed her a fork.

      “Aren’t you eating?”

      “I ate at six. Like normal people.”

      “I was pretty freaked out.”

      “Yeah? Join the club.”

      She took a bite. Her taste buds danced. “Oh, wow. This is great. Something, there’s something in here⁠—”

      “Chipotle peppers.”

      “That’s it. I’m impressed.” Abigail grinned.

      But he frowned. “Don’t be. And tomorrow, if you go left at the gate, it’s five miles down Highway One to Cypress Hollow. Go right on Main, there’s a grocery store. Stock up. I won’t be feeding you anymore. Your room is up the stairs, first door on the left.”

      And with that, he walked out of the room.

      Abigail sighed and took another bite. She could do this.

      She was brave.

      She was safe here.

      Maybe if she just kept saying it to herself, she’d start to believe it.
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        Join the stitches at the cuff in the round. Make sure you haven’t twisted them; that only ends in tears and someone’s dinner burning.

        - E.C.

      

      

      Cade had already finished the morning chores in the barn with Tom by the time he saw Abigail through the window, moving around the kitchen. Almost nine in the morning. Cade couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept till nine. It might have been five or six years ago, when he was dating that one woman, oh, what had her name been? Bella? Margeen? Whoever she was, she’d bet him fifty bucks that he couldn’t stay in bed past nine in the morning. Like a moron, he’d taken the bet, arranging for Tom to do all the imperative chores. He could do it. He’d prove her wrong.

      Then he’d stayed in bed with her—the girl, whatever her name had been, climbing all over him, doing wild things to him with her hands, her mouth, doing everything within her power to distract him, to bring his mind back into bed, but he hadn’t been able to stay focused.

      He’d stayed in bed until eight and then got up, handed her fifty dollars, and was in the barn before she left. He never saw her again.

      Cade strode toward the house through the thin, warm, fall light. This was the best time of year—the slight scent of wood smoke mixing with the smell of his neighbors’ burning leaves, the air cool but not yet cold. It would be cold soon, though, he’d bet. Just in time for his ewes to start lambing, it would get cold. He preferred to lamb in late November, to make the most of the Easter rush. Children from all over the county got their 4-H lambs from him. His sheep were known for being both attractively built and strong.

      High white clouds skittered, their color matching the sheep that ambled below.

      Outside. This was his.

      Taking a deep breath, Cade rested his open palm on the back kitchen door, which he’d found in a salvage yard in Half Moon Bay. He’d spent two days sanding and varnishing it.

      He’d rather stay outside—hell, he’d rather live outside than have this next conversation, but they had to talk. He turned the handle.

      “Good morning.” Abigail turned toward him from the sink. Her voice sounded careful.

      Good. She needed to be careful.

      “You found the coffee. When you replace it, I like Ethiopian fair-trade blends. There’s a market on Main that sells it by the pound.”

      “Of course.” She nodded and sat at the table. At his table. He’d won that silver and red Formica table in a card game the night Lloyd Seelers drank too much Knob Creek and lost half his kitchen furniture.

      Cade rummaged in a drawer near the sink. “Here.” He tossed a coaster at her, but she missed it and it landed on the floor.

      Served her right.

      She leaned over and picked it up.

      “This is nice.” She turned it over. “Beautifully crafted.”

      “Walnut,” said Cade. “Tree died three years ago.”

      “You made these?”

      He nodded.

      She slid the coaster under her coffee mug.

      He poured himself a cup, hoping she’d made it strong enough.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      “Okay. I want to have a few more sips of this, though. I’m not awake yet. What time do you get up, anyway?”

      “Four-thirty.”

      “In the morning?”

      “So the clock tells me.”

      “By choice?”

      “Things need doing in the morning.”

      “But you have sheep, not cows. I thought cows were the early morning chore.”

      “Know a lot about ranching, huh?”

      “Not much, apparently.”

      He took a swallow of his coffee, expecting flavored water and finding instead a decent cup of strong coffee. Huh.

      Nor had he expected how sexy she would look in the morning. He was grateful that she had dressed, that she hadn’t wandered downstairs in those silly pink sheep pajamas.

      He wondered if she always wore pajamas to bed. Or did she change it up? A camisole? Or a tee-shirt?

      Or nothing?

      He took another sip.

      She was wearing a soft pink sweater over blue jeans, and she looked young and freshly scrubbed. A light flowery soap scent filled the kitchen along with the smell of the fresh brew.

      “Good coffee,” he said. He might as well give her that.

      “I’m glad you like it!” Her voice was eager, and he could see her trying to rein herself back in. “I mean, um, most people say I make it too strong. I’m glad.”

      “We need to talk about how to do this.”

      “I know.” She put her hands to her forehead and then back down in her lap. “Eliza really didn’t tell me about any of this, you know.”
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