



[image: Cover Image]








[image: image]


[image: image]







And I Love You copyright © 2015 HTJB, Inc


It’s Love, Only Love copyright © 2015 HTJB, Inc


Ain’t She Sweet copyright © 2016 HTJB, Inc


Background image © Click Bestsellers/Shutterstock. And I Love You cover photos © cultura Photography/Veer (couple), © Simon Bratt (background), Nicolesa (window) Shutterstock. It’s Love, Only Love cover photos © Asia Images/Getty Images (couple), Rostislav Glinsky/Shuttertock (background). Ain’t She Sweet cover images © PeopleImages/Getty Images (couple) and nexus 7, Dmitry Sedakov, briddy/Shutterstock (background composite) Cover design www.isitdesign.co.uk


Author photo © Pamela Sardinha


The right of Marie Force to be identified as the Author of the Works has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with Berkley,


A member of Penguin Group (USA) LLC,


A Penguin Random House Company.


First published as this Ebook omnibus in 2017


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


And I Love You is published in the USA as And I Love Her It’s Love, Only Love is published in the USA as It’s Only Love


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 5501 3


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk












About the Author


[image: author]


With more than 4 million books sold, Marie Force is the New York Times bestselling and award-winning author of more than forty contemporary romances, including the Green Mountain series, the McCarthys of Gansett Island series, the Fatal series, the Treading Water series and numerous standalone books. While her husband was in the U.S. Navy, Marie lived in Spain, Maryland and Florida, and she is now settled in her home state of Rhode Island. She is the mother of two teenagers and two feisty dogs, Brandy and Louie.


Join Marie at www.marieforce.com to get news on her latest books, or follow her on Twitter: @marieforce and Facebook: www.facebook.com/MarieForceAuthor.




Fall in love with Marie Force’s Green Mountain series


‘The Green Mountain series are romance stories written to perfection! Marie Force just has that something special in her writing that you cannot get enough of. With each book this series gets better. You just fall more in love with this family chapter by chapter, book by book. If you have not read Marie Force you truly are missing out on something special’ Guilty Pleasures


‘Marie Force has done it again, with a wonderful romance, a couple with some issues, and a super family that we want to continue to spend time with . . . If you enjoy romance, a great family, small town and wonderful couples, not to mention sweet fun sexy stories, then you need to read this series’ The Reading Cafe


‘How does Marie Force keep making me fall in love with this family over and over again? It’s her perfect writing and descriptions that pull at your heart and never let you go’ Fresh Fiction


‘Force vividly describes scenery, includes burn-up-the-sheets moments, and writes a loving romance’ Romance Junkies


‘I adore coming back to Butler, Vermont to catch up with the big, loving Abbott family every time!’ Waves of Fiction


‘Read this book when you are looking to be cheered up, whether it is in bed on a rainy day or poolside on a perfect summer day, Ain’t She Sweet is the perfect read’ Book Briefs


‘There is no doubt in my mind that I will read this book again. From beginning to end, I gobbled it up!’ Straight Shootin’ Book Reviews


‘I loved the banter, family dynamics, and the journey to finding true love. I don’t think Force could have written better family. She makes me want to be a part of it!’ Romance at Random




By Marie Force


Green Mountain Series


Your Love Is All I Need


(published in the USA as All You Need Is Love)


Let Me Hold Your Hand


(published in the USA as I Want To Hold Your Hand)


I Saw You Standing There


(published in the USA as I Saw Her Standing There)


And I Love You


(published in the USA as And I Love Her)


You’ll Be Mine


(A Green Mountain Novella)


It’s Love, Only Love


(published in the USA as It’s Only Love)


Ain’t She Sweet




About the Book


Meet the charming Abbott family of Green Mountain in this heartwarming and sexy collection by New York Times bestseller Marie Force. 


Can he convince the woman of his dreams that his love is for keeps? Find out in AND I LOVE YOU . . . As the chief financial officer of the family firm, Hunter Abbott prides himself on his ability to fix things for the people he loves. But one thing he can’t fix is his undeniable attraction to Megan Kane – and he’s prepared to do whatever it takes to show Megan that he’s the man for her. Megan’s world is rocked by the news that she’ll soon be alone and out of a job when her beloved sister moves overseas. She finds herself leaning on the sexy, buttoned-up accountant who isn’t afraid to lay it all on the line for her. But Megan has watched too many people she loves leave her. If she risks her heart with Hunter, will he keep it safe?


Can her love heal his broken heart? Find out in IT’S LOVE, ONLY LOVE . . . Ella Abbott has long been secretly in love with Gavin Guthrie. She sees that he’s in a bad place and that he believes he has nothing to offer her. But one unforgettable kiss gives Ella hope. It’s been seven years since Gavin lost his brother. He thought he had his grief under control, until recent painful reminders of his loss sent him spiralling. Gavin knows it wouldn’t be fair to drag Ella into his darkness, but being around her soothes his aching heart. And if they can fight his demons together, maybe a future filled with love is possible after all.


What’s the best distraction from a broken leg? Find out in AIN’T SHE SWEET . . . Charlotte ‘Charley’ Abbott 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?


***And I Love You is published in the USA as And I Love Her***


***It’s Love, Only Love is published in the USA as It’s Only Love***


For more spellbinding Green Mountain romance, check out the whole series: Your Love Is All I Need, Let Me Hold Your Hand, I Saw You Standing There, And I Love You, You’ll Be Mine, It’s Love, Only Love and Ain’t She Sweet.




[image: Image]


[image: image]




CHAPTER 1
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When her sister and brother-in-law said they wanted to talk to her at the diner Monday evening, Megan Kane assumed they were going to tell her they were finally expecting the niece or nephew she’d wanted for as long as they’d been married. But the words that came from Brett and Nina in stuttering, halting sentences had nothing to do with babies.


“Moving overseas.”


“Selling the diner.”


“So sorry to do this to you.”


“It was an amazing opportunity.”


“We couldn’t say no.”


“You can come with us.” Nina seemed crushed to be delivering this news to her “baby” sister, who was almost twenty-eight and hardly a baby anymore. “I’d love that. We could run around and explore together while Brett is at work. It would be so fun.”


Megan shook off the shock and found her voice. “No. You’ve been taking care of me since you were twenty-two, Neen. It’s time to go live your life. I’ll be fine.”


“We really do mean it when we say you should come with us,” Brett said. He was always so kind to her, never once in all these years acting as if her tight bond with his wife was a problem for him.


“I can’t do that. I can’t crash your party. I’ve been around your necks long enough as it is.”


“You’re hardly around our necks, Megan,” Nina said. “We could have so much fun! Would you think about it before you automatically say no? Please?”


“Fine.” Megan said what her sister needed to hear. “I’ll think about it.”


“Great!” Nina said, beaming with pleasure at the small victory.


“If you decide to stay here, we’ll help you find another job,” Brett said. “Maybe the new owners of the diner would want to keep you on. They’d be crazy not to.”


He’d been a terrific brother-in-law to her since he married her sister nine years ago. A teacher at a nearby boys’ prep school, he’d apparently applied for overseas positions in the past but they’d never materialized until now.


Work at Nina’s Diner without Nina? Unthinkable. “I’ll figure something out. You guys don’t need to worry about me.”


“Of course we’ll worry about you, Meg.” Nina reached for her sister’s hand across the table. “I don’t know how not to worry about you.”


“It’s probably time I got a life of my own.” Megan tried to stay calm even as she panicked on the inside. Not see Nina every day? Unbearable. “Mom and Dad would be horrified if they knew I was still living in the garage apartment.”


“They’d be proud of you.”


“No, they’d be proud of you, but you deserve it. You’ve created such a wonderful business here, and now you have this fantastic opportunity to travel. I’d never hold you guys back from doing what you want.”


Brett’s relief was so visible he practically sagged under the weight of it. Obviously, they’d worried about telling her their news. “You really can come with us if you want to, Megan,” he said. “It would be great to have you in France.”


“I’d love to come visit while you’re there, but this is home.” In reality, Nina was home to her, not Butler or the house where they’d once lived with their parents, but Megan kept those thoughts to herself.


“You said you’d think about it!” Nina said.


“Neen, I can’t just go traipsing off to France, as fun as that sounds. I need to figure out my life and what I’m going to do with it. I can’t do that in France. I don’t want either of you to worry about me. I swear I’ll be fine.”


“Are you sure?” Nina asked tearfully. “You’d tell me if you didn’t mean that, wouldn’t you?”


“I’m very sure.” Megan kept her emotions out of it—for now anyway. “This could turn out to be a good thing for me. It’ll give me the kick in the butt I’ve needed to move on.” Megan had been marching in place for more than ten years, since the snowy night they lost their parents in a car crash during her senior year of high school.


Nina had been her rock ever since, acting as mother, father and big sister all rolled into one. The sisters had held on to each other for all these years, and the thought of everyday life without Nina was unfathomable to Megan.


“If you agree, we’re going to rent the house,” Brett said, “but the garage apartment is all yours for as long as you want or need it. We told the Realtor the garage wasn’t part of the deal.”


“Of course I agree. No sense the house sitting vacant when you could be making some money.” Her brother-in-law’s sweetness nearly broke her emotional dam, but she refused to cry in front of them. Since there were going to be tears—and lots of them—she had to get out of there immediately. No way would she make them feel bad about something they were so excited about. Knowing she was on borrowed time where the tears were concerned, Megan gathered up her belongings and stood. “I’ll see you guys in the morning.”


“Let me drive you home,” Nina said.


“That’s okay. I could use the fresh air after being inside all afternoon.” They’d used their afternoon and evening “off” to do their monthly deep clean of the diner.


“You’re sure you’re all right?” Nina asked.


Megan bent to kiss her sister’s cheek. “I’m fine, and I’m thrilled for both of you.”


Nina held her tight for a minute. “Love you, Meggie.”


Megan couldn’t remember the last time Nina had called her by her childhood nickname. “Love you, too.”


Feeling as if she’d been set adrift, untethered from the one sure thing in her life, Megan stepped out of the diner, taking a moment to breathe in the fresh, clean early-autumn air. The tears she’d managed to contain in front of Nina and Brett broke loose in sobs that had her looking for a place to hide until the storm passed.


She crossed the street and ducked behind the Green Mountain Country Store, planning to hide out until Brett and Nina left for home.


The last thing she wanted was for them to see her crying, and nothing short of a miracle would help her keep it together tonight.


After another twelve-hour marathon in front of the computer, Hunter Abbott stood and stretched out the kinks in his shoulders and back. As the chief financial officer for the Green Mountain Country Store and other Abbott family businesses, Hunter worked pretty much all the time. If it weren’t for the pressing need for food that his body demanded every few hours, he’d probably work around the clock.


It wasn’t like he had anything better to do. And wasn’t that a sad, pathetic fact of his life?


His stomach let out an unholy growl that had him checking the time on his computer. Nine ten. With the diner closed today, that left pizza as his only option in town at this hour. He dialed the number to Kingdom Pizza from memory and ordered a small veggie and a salad. If he was resorting to eating junk, at least it was somewhat healthy. Before his twin sister, Hannah, had remarried over the summer, Hunter might’ve headed for her house to bum some dinner and conversation. But with Nolan now living with Hannah and the two of them in starry-eyed newly wedded bliss, Hunter steered clear.


He turned off his computer and glanced at the stack of files still awaiting his attention. Bring them home or leave them for tomorrow? After a brief internal debate, he shut off the light and left them. His tank was running on empty, and tomorrow would bring more of the same.


In the outer office, he was surprised to find the light still on in his sister Ella’s office. He went over to knock on her door. “You’re working late.”


“As are you.”


“Except I always do. What’s your excuse?”


“Getting some new products entered into the system, and dealing with a pile of paperwork that never seems to get smaller no matter what I do.”


“I hear you there. So much for being self-employed, huh?”


She smiled at him, but he noted a hint of sadness in her eyes that caught him by surprise. Ella was one of the most joyful people he’d ever known—always happy and upbeat.


“Everything okay?”


“Sure. Why do you ask?”


“You just seemed … I don’t know … sad or something for a second there.”


“I’m fine. No need to worry.”


“Okay then.” Hunter took a step back, planning to leave, but there it was again—the sadness he’d seen before. “You know if there’s anything wrong, you can come to me, right? We may see each other a thousand times a day, but I’m right over there if you need me. No matter what it is.”


“Thank you, Hunter. That’s very sweet of you. I know you want to take care of everything for all of us, but some things … Well, some things can’t be managed. They are what they are.”


More confused than ever, Hunter wasn’t sure whether he should stay and try to force the issue or give her some space to deal with whatever was bothering her. “I’m here, El. I’m right here. Don’t suffer in silence.”


Her smile softened her face. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Do you want me to wait for you so you’re not here alone?”


“No. I’ve got another hour or so, and I can lock up.”


“Give me a quick call to let me know you got home okay.”


“Hunter …”


“What? You’ll always be my little sister, so call me.”


“I’m only four years younger than you.”


“And I vividly remember the day you were born.”


“Freak.”


Hunter chuckled at the predictable comment. His family teased him every day about his photographic memory and ability to recall facts and figures from years ago that should’ve been impossible to remember. Sometimes he wished he could forget some of the crap that rattled around in his brain, but it was his lot in life to be a walking, talking data warehouse. “See you in the morning.”


“Have a good night.”


“Call me.”


“Go!”


Hunter went down the stairs thinking about what Ella had said about him wanting to take care of things for everyone. Perhaps it was also his lot in life as the oldest of the ten Abbott siblings, but he wanted the people he loved to be happy and their problems to be few, even if that meant taking on more than his share of the load.


Hannah had been after him recently to work less and play more. If only he could think of something he’d rather do than work.


Totally pathetic. He knew it, but damn if he could figure out how to snap out of the rut he’d fallen into. When had he become an all-work, no-play stick in the mud? If he were being honest with himself, he’d been in the rut for a long time, probably since he graduated from college and joined the family business full time. College had been the last time he’d been truly free of responsibility and obligation.


Thinking about the blissful college days had him remembering his late brother-in-law Caleb, Hannah’s first husband, who’d died in Iraq seven years ago. If he came back to life and saw how ridiculously out of balance Hunter’s life had become, he’d raise holy hell.


Raising holy hell was on Hunter’s mind as he stepped into the cool darkness and waited for the motion-sensitive light to come on. Once it did, he turned to lock the door behind him. Ella would see to setting the alarm system. Leaving her alone at the store made him anxious, but he would check on her if she didn’t remember to call him.


A sound to his left had him stopping to listen. Was that sniffling? “Who’s there?”


“It’s me, Megan. I’m sorry to scare you.”


That voice … It cut through him like a knife slicing butter. Every nerve ending in his body stood up to take note of her nearness, which happened every damned time he came into any kind of contact with her. “Megan,” he said in a voice that was barely a whisper. “What’re you doing here in the dark?”


“Hiding out.”


“Why? Are you hurt? What’s wrong?” True to form, he wanted to make things right for her, no matter what it took. His heart beat quickly, as if he’d been running for miles, and his hands were suddenly sweaty and clammy. He’d never understand why this particular woman provoked such a strong reaction in him every time he laid eyes on her—or in this case, heard tears in her voice as she spoke in the dark.


“Nothing’s wrong. I just needed a minute. Sorry to trespass on your property. I’ll get out of your way.”


“Wait. Don’t go.” The words came out sounding far more desperate than he’d intended. “At least let me drive you home.”


“That’s all right. I can walk.”


“I wouldn’t mind at all.”


She stepped into the light, and the sight of her tear-ravaged face broke his heart. What could possibly be so wrong?


“It’s out of your way.”


“I’ve got nowhere to be.” He watched her expressive face as she pondered his offer. Her lips pursed, which brought her cheekbones into sharper relief against the pale skin on her face. Exquisite was the word that came to mind whenever he looked at her, which was as often as he could. Until recently she’d had a major crush on his brother Will, but that had no bearing whatsoever on how he felt about her. He looked at her, and he wanted. It was that simple.


Except she barely knew he was alive, which was a problem.


“If you’re sure you don’t mind,” she said after an impossibly long pause.


“I really don’t.”


“Thank you.”


She walked with him to his silver Lincoln Navigator and stood by his side as he held the passenger door and waited for her to get settled.


As he got into the driver’s side, his growling stomach reminded him of the takeout order. “Have you had dinner?” The words were out before he could take the time to overanalyze the situation.


“Not yet.”


“I have a pizza and salad on order. I’d be happy to share.”


“I don’t know if I could eat.”


“Come along and keep me company?”


“Um, sure. Okay.” She reached into her purse, withdrew a tissue and wiped her eyes.


“Are you going to tell me why you were crying?”


“Do I have to?”


“Of course not.” He was surprised that she would think he’d try to force it out of her. “But I’m told I’m a good listener.”


She had no reply to that, so he turned the key to start the engine, lowering the windows a bit to get some air.


“I probably stink from cleaning the diner,” she said.


“No, you don’t.” As he drove, he thought of a thousand things he’d like to say to her, but none were the sort of things a guy blurted out when he finally had a moment alone with the woman he desired.


How exactly did you tell a woman who barely knew you were alive that you thought about her constantly? That seeing her upset killed you. That wanting her kept you awake at night. How did you tell her it didn’t matter if she had once been obsessed with your brother? That there was nothing you wouldn’t do to see her smile, to see her pale blue eyes light up with joy?


How could he say any of that and not sound like a total creep?


He couldn’t, so he kept his mouth shut and hoped he wouldn’t do something embarrassing like hyperventilate from the overwhelming effort it took not to say all of it.




CHAPTER 2
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Hunter pulled into the parking lot at Kingdom Pizza and said he’d be right back. When he’d asked her to keep him company, Megan assumed he’d want to eat at the restaurant, but now she watched him pay for takeout through big plate-glass windows and wondered what he had planned.


The cashier said something that made Hunter laugh as he returned his wallet to the back pocket of his black pants. His white pinstriped dress shirt stretched across broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist. Since she’d much rather check out Hunter Abbott than think about her own woes, Megan let her gaze travel down over what looked to be a tight, muscular ass and long legs.


As she’d spent most of her adult life longing for his brother Will, she hadn’t given Hunter all that much thought. He was, she decided, every bit as good-looking as Will, but in a different sort of way. Where Will was brawny and outdoorsy and rugged, Hunter was equally muscular and fit, but his appearance was far more refined.


Will had lighter coloring than Hunter, who had dark, wavy hair and intense brown eyes. As she watched Hunter turn away from the counter and head for the door with his purchases in hand, something Will had said recently chose that moment to pop into her mind. You’re focusing on the wrong Abbott brother.


What did that mean?


Megan was still thinking about that when she leaned over the fancy SUV’s center console to open the driver-side door for him.


“Thanks.” He handed her the pizza box and another bag, which she held on her lap.


The smell of the herbs and spices had her mouth watering. Half an hour ago, she couldn’t have imagined eating anything, and now she was suddenly starving.


“Do you mind if we take it back to my place?”


“Um, no, I guess not.”


You’re focusing on the wrong Abbott brother.


During the long years of her not-so-secret obsession with Will Abbott, she’d created a mental catalog of all the things she knew about him. However, when it came to Hunter Abbott, her catalog was empty in comparison. She knew hardly anything about him other than the fact that he was the oldest of the ten Abbotts and worked as the chief financial officer for his family’s company.


He came into the diner twice a day for coffee—at the exact same times every day—but unlike some of his more boisterous siblings, Hunter tended to keep to himself, observing rather than participating when joined at the diner by his family members.


The two of them had rarely exchanged more than a few words when he ordered food and she brought it to him. Except for one time recently when she’d asked him about Cameron moving in with Will, and he’d suggested she go out with someone else—him perhaps—to get her mind off Will. The wrong brother …


A few minutes later, he pulled into the driveway of a well-kept tan colonial with black shutters several blocks from Elm Street.


“This is yours?”


“Uh-huh.”


“I love this house and the garden. I had no idea you lived here.”


“I thought everyone in this town knew where everyone else lived.”


“I spend too much time at the diner listening to everyone’s business to pay much attention to where they all live.”


“Good point.” He relieved her of the pizza box and bag. “Come on in.”


The words were spoken casually, but when he opened the car door and the overhead light came on, she couldn’t miss the intense way he looked at her.


You’re focusing on the wrong Abbott brother.


What did Will know that she didn’t? Suddenly, she wanted the answer to that question even more than she wanted a slice of the mouthwatering pizza. Hunter took the pizza and bag and waited for her to come around the truck before he led her to the front door, where he used his key and then stepped aside to let her go in ahead of him.


The house was dark except for a small light in the kitchen, and it smelled fresh and clean, like lemons and maybe laundry detergent. She probably should’ve expected that a man who dressed the way Hunter did wouldn’t live like a typical bachelor. And when he flipped on a light in the living room, she saw there was nothing typical about this bachelor pad.


“Toss your stuff anywhere.”


His sofa and love seat were tan with dark brown trim. The tables were black and the usual life clutter nonexistent. On the fireplace mantel was a single framed photo of his family along with several candlesticks with thick cream-colored candles. The walls held framed prints by a Vermont photographer whose work Megan recognized.


She put her sweater and purse on the chair inside the door and followed him into the kitchen.


What am I doing here? The thought nearly stopped her in her tracks as she entered a fully renovated kitchen that had black appliances, matching granite countertops and funky teardrop lights suspended over an island.


“Have a seat.” He gestured to one of the two bar stools tucked under the extended edge of the countertop. “I ordered a veggie and got several slices of cheese, too. What’s your preference?”


“Either is fine. I didn’t expect you to share your dinner with me.”


“I’m happy to share.” He put a slice of each kind on her plate and pushed it across the counter to her. “Wine? Beer? Soda? Water?”


“I’ll take a beer if you have an extra.”


“Coming right up.” He opened two bottles—with an opener, no twist-offs for him—and handed one to her.


She glanced at the label, which she didn’t recognize. Naturally, it was something imported and classy, like him.


He joined her at the bar, sliding onto the other stool and offering to share his salad.


“No, thanks. The pizza is more than enough.”


They ate in silence, and Megan appreciated that he didn’t push her to talk about what had upset her earlier. Being with him on this little detour from her regular routine had helped to briefly take her mind off the bomb Nina and Brett had dropped on her earlier.


The whole thing came rushing back to her in one big wave of sadness that made it difficult to swallow her pizza. She took a sip of beer and closed her eyes, hoping to contain the emotional firestorm that threatened to erupt again at any second.


Megan opened her eyes to find Hunter watching her, and Will’s words once again bounced around in her brain. You’re focusing on the wrong Abbott brother. Looking into Hunter’s deep brown eyes, which were filled with concern and compassion and something else she couldn’t easily identify, Megan was filled with an awareness of Hunter as a man for the first time. Until right that second, he’d been a customer, a guy she knew from town, Will’s brother.


She cleared her throat and took another sip of her beer. “Nina and Brett are selling the diner.”


His expression changed in a heartbeat from compassionate to shocked. “What?”


“He’s been offered a teaching position in France for the new school year. They’re leaving next week. Apparently, the person the school originally hired had to decline at the last minute, so they have very little time to get there.”


“Megan …”


“The diner is closing.”


“And you just found this out?”


She nodded. “After we cleaned.”


“You were crying. Behind the store.”


“Maybe a little.”


He pushed his plate away, apparently having lost interest in the food, and reached for her hand. “Are you okay?”


She glanced down at their joined hands and shrugged. “I will be. It’s just a job. I suppose I can find another one somewhere.”


“That’s not what I meant. Your sister … You two are close, and she’ll be leaving. Soon.”


Damn it, he had to say that. He had to home in on the part of the situation that had truly broken her heart, and she was going to cry again if she didn’t get out of there immediately. She withdrew her hand and stood, nearly tipping over the stool in her haste. “Thank you so much for the pizza and the company. I’m just going to … I’ll go now.”


He stood and took hold of her elbow. “Don’t go. Not now. Not when you’re upset.”


She shook her head. “You’ve had a long day. You don’t need an emotional female blubbering all over you.”


“Please,” he said, the note of longing in his tone impossible to deny, “don’t go. Let me help.”


The wrong brother, the wrong brother, the wrong brother …


Megan blinked rapidly, wishing intently that she were a stronger person, the kind who didn’t fall apart over news that tipped her world upside down.


And then Hunter’s arms were around her, and he was holding her, the scent of fine, expensive cologne filling her senses, making her forget, if only for a second, that her heart was breaking.


“I stink like ammonia and bleach, and you smell like Nordstrom.”


His laughter rumbled through his body, making her smile despite the tears that threatened to spill over at any second. “You don’t smell like either of those things.”


Was he … sniffing her hair? And was she really tipping her head to give him better access?


“You smell like jasmine and lilies. I love the smell of jasmine. It’s one of my favorite things in the summer.”


His gruff words sent a tingle of sensation down her backbone, which settled in a throb between her legs that made her gasp with surprise.


Hunter released her abruptly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean …” He stared at her.


“You didn’t.” She wanted to beg him to hold her some more, to make her feel like he had for that brief second before she overreacted and ruined the moment. Summoning courage she wouldn’t have thought she had, she took a small step toward him and put her hands on his waist, above his black leather belt.


“Megan …”


She looked up at him, noting the slashes of color that had appeared in the area of his cheekbones as well as the raw heat in his gaze. “It felt good to have you hold me, Hunter. Would you do it again?”


He blew out a deep breath and drew her into his arms, holding her so tightly she could barely breathe.


If Will had been the wrong Abbott brother, was Hunter the right one? The thought, which moved through her mind like a bullet whizzing toward its target, nearly made her laugh when a second ago she’d been on the verge of tears.


What am I doing here?


She forced the question from her mind and leaned into his embrace as well as the comfort he offered so willingly.


His ringing phone interrupted the moment. He tensed for a second before he released her, seeming reluctant to let go. “I need to grab that. I’m waiting for a call from my sister.”


“Sure,” she said, embarrassed now by the way she’d blatantly asked him to hold her. Her hands dropped from his waist, and she looked down as she linked her index fingers.


“Hey, El.” Hunter sounded rushed and abrupt. “You’re home? Okay, thanks for calling. See you tomorrow.” He ended the call and turned back to Megan. “Sorry about that. Now where were we?”


She shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine. It was just … tonight.” Shrugging, she added, “The news sort of blindsided me.”


“Of course it did.” He took her hand, apparently comfortable touching her now that she’d all but begged him to, and led her into the living room, where he sat on one of the sofas and drew her down next to him. “You’re losing your sister from your daily life, not to mention your job. That would upset anyone.”


“I want to be happy for her,” Megan said softly. “She’s done so much for me.”


“Tell me.” He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I want to know you.”


Sitting next to him in his lovely home with his appealing masculine scent filling her senses and his kindness touching her heart, Megan wanted to know him, too.


“You know our parents were killed in a car accident the winter of my senior year of high school.”


“Yes, I remember. I don’t know if I ever told you how truly sorry I was for you and Nina. Your folks were great people.”


His kind words nearly brought her to tears again. “Thank you for saying that. Yes, they were. It was an awful time, but somehow we got through it together. Nina was a senior in college, but she came home to be with me, and she never left. She finished her degree over the summer. Then, when she and Brett got married, they took the house, and I moved to the garage apartment. I’ve been there ever since. She opened the diner, I went to work for her and the years just sort of passed in a blur. And now … Now I’m not sure what I’ll do.” Megan ran her damp hands over the soft denim of her jeans. Talking about the darkest days of her life never got any easier, even ten years later.


“I’m sure the thought of her moving away has to be so upsetting for you.”


“It is, but I’m also feeling selfish for wishing she wouldn’t go while at the same time I’m happy for her to have this incredible opportunity. Crazy, right?”


“Not at all. She’s your anchor. It’s only natural you’d feel this way at the thought of her so far away. I’d die if Hannah moved away from me.”


She smiled at his attempt to make her feel better. Had she ever noticed what a nice guy he was? “I feel like a big baby weeping over the fact that my sister is moving overseas.”


“I think you’re being really hard on yourself. For one thing, the news shocked you because you hadn’t been expecting it. For another, you and Nina share a special bond that will be changed by this, even if it’s a good change. For her at least.”


“It’s a good change for me, too. It’s time for me to shake things up a bit. Maybe I’ll finally go to college or find a job with more potential or something. After the way I reacted to Will falling for Cameron, I’m sure you’d all like to see the last of me. With Nina leaving and my job going away, there’s no reason to stay.”


“That’s not true. There’s a very good reason to stay.”




CHAPTER 3
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The words had been said before he took a second to consider the implications of laying it all on the line. Sitting next to her on his sofa, her hand curled around his, Hunter wanted to keep her there forever. Listening to her talk, her nearness spinning him up in knots, he wanted her like he’d never wanted another woman.


He’d sensed the fragility beneath the tough veneer she showed the world, and now that he’d seen the fragility firsthand, he wanted to fix things for her, to make her smile again, to make her happy. Why he wanted that so badly he couldn’t begin to know. It just was, the way Hannah was his twin, Molly and Lincoln were his parents and Butler was his home.


She looked at him, her head tilted ever so slightly in inquiry. “Are you going to tell me this very good reason I should stay?”


“I, um …” Hunter Abbott didn’t stutter. He didn’t fumble over his words, or at least he never had before. Until Megan Kane’s crystal blue eyes seemed to see right through the smooth exterior he showed the rest of the world. “I don’t want you to go.”


“Why?”


Shaking his head, he laughed softly. “Damned if I know.”


His words hung in the air between them, almost like a gauntlet he’d thrown down, hoping she’d pick it up and run with it. Did she understand what he was saying? Perhaps not, which was why he tried to think of a better way to say it. “I like you, Megan. I have for a while now.”


“You like me … as in …”


“I like you. A lot.”


“Why?” she asked, wide-eyed. “I’m not even nice most of the time.”


Her blunt comment made him laugh again. “We all have our moments.”


“I have more than most. I’ve been awful to Cameron, for one thing. I’m trying to be a better person.”


“I heard you apologized to her.”


“I did.”


“That’s good of you.”


“I was wrong to treat her that way. It wasn’t her fault he fell for her.”


“No, it wasn’t.”


She glanced at him, and the hesitance he saw in her eyes made him want to hold her again and never let her go. “You like me even though I used to like him?”


“That never mattered to me, although I often wished you might someday consider his older, wiser and much more handsome brother.”


Her laughter surprised and delighted him. He’d never heard her laugh like that before, and he loved it. He loved that he’d made it happen and wanted to do it again.


“So you used to like him,” he said tentatively. “As in past tense?”


“Yes, past tense. He’s crazy about Cameron, and so is everyone else.” She shrugged it off, as if it hadn’t hurt her to watch Will fall for Cameron. “He said something to me recently … about how I was focusing on the wrong Abbott brother.”


Hunter was so shocked to hear this that he didn’t know what to say. Will had tried to help his cause with Megan? That was news to him.


“Was he talking about you?”


“Yeah, I think he was.”


“Is this why you asked me out a couple of months ago? You said it might help me to get over Will if I went out with someone else. I told you I didn’t think going out with Will’s brother would help me get over him.”


“I remember,” he said, grimacing. It hadn’t been funny at the time. Rather, it had felt like the final nail in his coffin where she was concerned. He’d left the diner that day feeling as if he had a better chance of winning a million bucks in the lottery than he did of ever getting Megan to notice him as anything other than her beloved’s brother.


“Did I hurt your feelings that day?”


“You crushed me.” After a pause, he smiled so she’d know he was teasing her. Sort of.


Her lips parted, her eyes widened and he wanted to kiss her so badly he burned with it. “I’m sorry.”


“I was teasing. I wasn’t totally crushed. Just kinda.”


“I didn’t know. I’ve been so oblivious, and I feel terrible.”


“That’s not why I told you. I don’t want you to feel terrible. I wanted you to know. That’s all.”


“That’s all? Like that’s the end of it?”


“I’m hoping it’s just the beginning of it.”


Megan struggled to absorb the shock of hearing Hunter admit he was interested in her. Romantically interested. Hunter Abbott of the Green Mountain Country Store Abbotts. The man who dressed like an advertising executive on Madison Avenue in New York rather than an accountant on Elm Street in Butler. He was smart, quiet, handsome, intense and currently looking at her in a way that made Megan’s skin feel unusually warm.


She had to put a stop to this. How had it even happened? One minute they were eating pizza and the next they were talking about him being interested in her. She’d never thought of him that way. For so long, the only man she’d wanted had been his brother Will, who had never thought of her as anything other than the waitress he talked to at the diner.


To hear that Will’s brother had harbored secret feelings for her while she harbored not-so-secret feelings for Will was … Well, she didn’t know exactly what word to use to describe how strange that was.


She stood up. “I need to go.”


“Because of what I said?”


“Because I can’t process this on top of everything else that’s already happened tonight. My brain feels like it’s spinning or something.”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t tell you that to upset you more than you already were. I just … I wanted you to know.”


“You didn’t upset me.”


“Let me drive you home.”


“That’s not necessary. I can walk. It’s not that far.”


“It’s dark and cold, Megan. Let me drive you. Please?”


“Fine. Okay. Thanks.”


He went to get his jacket and returned with his keys. Neither of them said anything as he followed her out to the driveway, where he again held the car door for her and waited for her to get settled.


Megan watched him walk around the front of the SUV and get into the driver’s side.


Hunter put on his seatbelt but made no move to start the car. After a long silence, he cleared his throat. “I know I already said it, but I really am sorry. Tonight was not the night to have this conversation.”


She turned in her seat so she could try to make out his face in the inky darkness. “I want you to know I’m flattered. I truly am. And I’d like to talk about it. Sometime. Just not tonight. If that’s okay.”


“It’s okay.”


“Are you mad?”


“No,” he said with a small laugh as he turned the key to start the engine. “I’m sort of oddly relieved that you know.”


“So you’ve … felt this way, about me … for a while, then?”


“Yes.”


“How long?”


“I don’t know.”


“How can you not know?”


“I don’t remember not feeling this way.”


“Hunter! I’ve known you for years!”


After another long pause, he said, “I thought we weren’t going to talk about this tonight.”


Megan had so many questions suddenly running around in her mind, but he was right. She’d put a stop to the conversation, so it wasn’t fair to restart it just because she had questions.


He drove to her house, which was located about a mile past his parents’ house on the way to Butler Mountain.


“I can get out here.”


Hunter pulled up to the curb. “I suppose it would be useless to offer to walk you to the door.”


“It would,” she said with a smile, “but thank you for asking and for the pizza and the ride. And everything.”


“No problem.”


“We’ll talk about it, Hunter. I promise.”


“I’ll hold you to that. You know where to find me.”


“Yes, I do.” She got out of the car and headed for the garage apartment at the end of the long driveway, aware of him watching her even though he couldn’t see her.


Hunter Abbott. Though his revelations had added to the emotional turmoil swirling inside her, Megan couldn’t stop thinking about the sincerity she’d felt coming from him. She’d been focused on Will for so long that the thought of another man being interested in her was something that would take some time to process.


As she showered and changed into cozy flannel pajamas, Megan thought about Hunter and everything she’d learned about him during the eventful evening they’d spent together.


She got into bed thinking more about his confession than she was about the impending changes in her life that had upset her in the first place. Snuggling into bed, she relived every minute she’d spent with him, from the second he found her crying in the dark outside the store until he dropped her off at home.


He’d been so thoughtful and caring, scooping her up and taking her home with him, feeding her and listening to her cry over her sister’s surprising news. And when he’d held her for that all-too-brief moment in the kitchen, the last thing on her mind had been her feelings for his brother.


She could still remember how good he’d smelled and how great his strong arms had felt around her. The tingle of desire she’d experienced in his arms had taken her completely by surprise, and once again, she really wished she hadn’t ruined the moment by gasping. What might’ve happened if she had handled it better?


Now she would never know, but she fell asleep hoping she might get another chance to find out.


Hunter returned home to a ringing phone and ran to answer it.


“Hey there,” a female voice said.


Hunter had no idea who it was until she started speaking again.


“I wanted to let you know that Tom has the kids this weekend if you want to get together.”


Oh God, Lauren …


“Hunter? Are you there?”


“Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, just getting home and ran for the phone.”


“It’s been a while. I thought it might be fun.”


It was always fun with Lauren, but that was all it had ever been or ever would be. After holding Megan in his arms, however briefly, he had no desire to spend time with any other woman. “I wish I could, but this weekend is crazy.” In truth he didn’t have any plans, but he hoped that would change between now and then.


“Do you?”


“What?” he asked, not following where she was going with the question.


“Wish you could?”


“Lauren …”


“Do you have someone else, Hunter?”


He ran his fingers through his hair repeatedly, wishing he could think of a way to get out of this conversation without hurting her feelings. She’d been a good friend to him for a couple of years. “I, um … I might. I don’t know.”


“You don’t know? What does that mean?”


“It means,” Hunter said with a sigh, “I can’t see you anymore.”


“You aren’t sure if you have someone else, but you can’t see me anymore. You realize how crazy that sounds, don’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Are you sure?” The question was tinged with sadness that made him feel bad.


He thought of Megan’s gorgeous face, her teary blue eyes and the way she’d felt in his arms. “I’m sure.” He was sure of nothing more than he wanted a chance with her, and that could never happen as long as he was still seeing Lauren on occasion.


“I’m really sorry to hear that. I thought we had a fun thing going.”


“It was fun.”


“So that’s it? We’re done?”


“I don’t know what you want me to say.” He eyed the leftover pizza still sitting on his counter, his stomach turning at the sight of it. Then he realized she was crying, and he felt like total shit. “Lauren, come on. We were never about anything more than a good time. I thought you knew that.”


“I did know that, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings for you.”


“I wish I knew what to say, but I don’t.”


“Were you going to tell me that we were done?”


“I guess I’m a little confused here. I wasn’t aware that we were in any kind of relationship, per se. We dated here and there, but that was the extent of it.”


“That’s not all we did.”


“We had fun. Didn’t we?”


“Yes, but—”


“No buts. That’s all it was. Fun. Please don’t make it into something more serious than that because we both know it wasn’t.”


“I’m going to go now.”


“Lauren—”


“Bye, Hunter.” When the line went dead he pressed the Off button and returned the cordless phone to the cradle. With his hands flat against the granite countertop, he tried to figure out how this night had gotten so far out of control in the course of two hours.


“At least I’m not stuck in my usual rut,” he said with a laugh that turned to a grimace when he recalled the hurt in Lauren’s voice. His conscience was clear where she was concerned. They’d had an uncommitted, once-in-a-while arrangement that usually revolved around the one weekend a month when her young kids were with their father.


He liked Lauren and had enjoyed the time they’d spent together, but he didn’t think of her between visits. He didn’t count the days or the weeks until he could see her again. Hell, he hardly even talked to her except for on the weeks they saw each other. He had nothing at all to feel guilty about, and she knew it. He’d intentionally kept his friendship with Lauren uncommitted and casual because he had feelings for someone else. So why did he feel like the world’s biggest asshole after the conversation with her?


He wished he could call Hannah and air it out with her, but it was too late to call her. She’d know just what to say to make him feel better and to help him figure out what his next move with Megan ought to be. He stashed the leftover pizza in the fridge and wiped down the countertop before trudging upstairs, unbuttoning his shirt as he went.


Hunter stripped down to boxers, brushed his teeth and got into bed, his mind still whirling from the eventful evening. His thoughts kept coming back to that all-too-brief moment when he’d held Megan close to him and felt the click of two halves coming together in a perfect fit. He could still recall the scent of jasmine that had surrounded her, making him want to get even closer to her.


God, he had it bad for her, and the thought of her leaving town made him crazy. Mindful of her huge crush on Will, he hadn’t acted on his feelings for her, but he’d always known she was right across the street, working every day at the diner, close by even if she had no idea how he felt about her.


He thought about the possibility of buying the diner from Nina and Brett. If only they hadn’t just agreed to acquire additional acreage to expand the family’s sugaring facility to accommodate expected demands from the new website. Between that and the cost of the website, the family business couldn’t afford to take on something else. Not right now anyway. He needed time to pull the financing together, but time was the one thing he didn’t have where Megan was concerned.


Hunter had money of his own put away, but it probably wasn’t enough to buy the diner, and besides, how would that keep Megan in town? Hadn’t she said it was time to shake things up? To maybe go to college? To get a “real” job?


He couldn’t stand the panic that seized him at the thought of her slipping away before he ever had a chance to really know her. Lying awake for hours that night, he ran the numbers in his head but couldn’t seem to arrive at a place where he could afford to solve all her problems by keeping the diner “in the family.”


What if he found a way and she wasn’t interested in continuing to work there with her sister out of the picture? And what in the hell did he know about managing a restaurant anyway? Not much, but he could learn. He could figure it out if it meant keeping her around.


He was already working sixteen hours a day to keep up with the demands of the family’s vast business interests. What were a couple more hours if it meant the woman he cared for might stay in Butler rather than going God knows where to find this so-called real life she’d been missing out on?


By the time the sun began to streak between the slats in the blinds, Hunter was no closer to a solution, but he was more determined than ever to do something, anything to keep her from leaving town.




CHAPTER 4
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Hunter waited until he was fairly certain Nolan would’ve left for the garage before he headed to Hannah’s in the morning. He’d given up on sleep at about five a.m. and had a full pot of coffee in him by the time he pulled up to the stately Victorian where Hannah lived with her new husband.


Today he needed his sister and closest friend to tell him what the hell to do.


Hunter groaned when he saw Nolan’s truck still parked in the driveway. He should’ve been long gone by now. Since it was a workday and Nolan would be heading out soon, it was probably safe to knock on the door. At least he hoped so …


He missed Hannah. She hadn’t gone anywhere, but he’d tried to give her some space since she and Nolan had gotten together, which had left him on the outside looking in. The situation was reminiscent of when she and Caleb had first been together in high school and then in college at the University of Vermont when he’d had the miserable misfortune of being their unwanted third roommate. And hadn’t those been good times? Thankfully Will had joined them the next year to save him from having to be alone with the lovebirds.


As Hunter used the big brass knocker on the door and heard it echo inside the house, he yearned for the “old days” when he could walk right into his sister’s house without having to worry about seeing something that couldn’t be unseen. Although, he was thrilled to see his sister happy again after suffering through the agonizing loss of Caleb, a man they’d all loved and respected. She’d chosen a great guy in Nolan, another close friend of Hunter’s, and he couldn’t be happier for both of them.


That didn’t mean, however, that he didn’t miss the ability to talk to his sister any time he wanted or needed to.


The door swung open, and Nolan greeted him in the uniform shirt he wore to work along with a pair of black jeans and work boots. His brother-in-law looked frazzled.


“Everything okay?” Hunter asked.


“Hannah’s not feeling great today.”


“Oh.” Hunter was about to ask him to tell Hannah he’d call her later.


“Come in.” Nolan walked away as he said the words, so Hunter followed him inside, closing the door behind him.


Nolan led him into the kitchen, where Hannah was seated at the table, wearing a robe and sipping a cup of tea. She was pale and had dark circles under her eyes that had Hunter immediately concerned for her health and that of her unborn child.


“Hey.” She forced a weak smile for her brother. “What brings you out so early?”


Nolan stood next to Hunter, hands on his hips, the picture of agitation as he studied his wife.


“I was hoping to talk to you, but we can do it another time if you’re not feeling well.”


“I’m fine,” she said with a pointed look for her husband. “Go to work.”


“Stop trying to get rid of me.”


“I’m not trying to get rid of you, but you’ve got a busy day at the garage, and I’m fine.”


“You’re not fine. You can’t stop puking.”


“Am I puking right now?”


“Hannah …”


“Nolan. Go to work.”


“Fine. Call me if it gets worse.”


“I will.”


“Will you really?”


“Nolan!”


He leaned in to kiss her, lingering long enough for Hunter to find a picture on the wall that needed his full attention. “I’ll be home to check on you at lunchtime.”


“It’s practically lunchtime now.”


“I’ll be back.”


“Thanks for the warning. I’ll make sure my boyfriend is gone by then.”


“You’re hilarious when you’re not puking.”


“And you’re leaving so I can talk about what a pain you are to my brother.”


“He was my best man. He wouldn’t dare let you get away with that, would you, Hunter?”


“Um, well, she was my twin long before I was your best man.”


The comment earned Hunter a bright, beaming smile from his sister.


“Should’ve known,” Nolan muttered before he kissed Hannah again and headed for the mudroom.


They heard the garage door go up and come down and his truck start in the driveway.


“Go make sure he’s really gone,” Hannah said. “Yesterday he faked me out, came back in five minutes later and caught me puking again.” She waved her hand. “Go check.”


“Yes, ma’am. Is there anything else I can do for you, ma’am?”


“Just that.”


Hunter did as she asked and went to look out the window of the sitting room, which overlooked the empty driveway. Returning to the kitchen, he said, “He’s gone.”


“Finally! He’s driving me crazy.”


“He’s worried about you. So am I. You look like hell.”


“Aww, shucks. Thanks! I’m pregnant, not dying. Vomit happens, especially in the first trimester.” When she’d postponed the planned Labor Day opening of the new inn for war widows, named in Caleb’s honor, she’d told her family it was because she was feeling so crappy. They’d also put off their planned move to Nolan’s house, which would free up the Victorian to serve as the new inn.


“Seems to be happening a lot. What does the doctor say?”


“She said the same thing I did—it happens. She’s keeping an eye on me with weekly appointments to make sure I don’t get dehydrated.” This was said as if it were no big deal to be so sick.


“You’re all …” He waved his hand as he searched for the word he needed. “Zen or something. What the hell is wrong with you that you don’t care that you’re puking the day away?”


Laughing, she said, “I don’t care about the puking. As long as the baby is fine—and he or she is doing great—that’s all I care about. At the end of all of this, I get a baby. I really want this baby, and I’m willing to do whatever I have to.”


Despite her pallor, despite the dark circles, she positively glowed with joy. “I’m happy for you, Hannah banana. It’s nice to see you excited again and looking forward to something.”


“I’m so excited it’s not even funny.” She rested her hand over her still-flat abdomen. “How will I survive for seven more months until I can meet this little person?”


“You never were known for your patience. I still remember being your lookout while you opened all your Christmas presents and rewrapped them. I used to be terrified we were going to get caught, but you always said the risk was worth it.”


“I still say that.”


The risk is worth it. Was it, he wondered?


“What’s on your mind, Hunter?”


“Last night was kind of crazy.”


She got up, poured him a cup of coffee, grimacing at the smell, and brought it to him before rejoining him at the table.


“Thanks. Why do you brew this stuff if you can’t stand the smell of it?”


“My husband needs it to function, and I need him to function so I don’t have to.”


“Gotcha.”


“Crazy how?” she asked, getting back to his initial statement.


“I worked late, and when I came out, Megan was there and she was crying.”


“Wait. Megan was where? At the store?”


“Sitting on the back steps.”


“In the dark? By herself?”


“Yeah. Nina and Brett are selling the diner and moving overseas so he can take a job teaching at a school in France. They’d just told Megan.”


“Oh damn. Wow. She took it hard, huh?”


Nodding, he said, “I talked her into letting me give her a ride and feed her dinner, which we did at my house.”


“You had her at your house?”


“Just long enough to eat some pizza and talk a little.” And to hug her, he thought, but didn’t say. That seemed too personal to share with anyone, even Hannah.


“Still. You had her at your house. That’s a big development.”


“She talked about moving away, finding a ‘real’ job and maybe going to college. She never got to do that because her parents died and everything got derailed.”


“I remember that. Such a sad time for them.”


“I can’t let her leave town, Hannah. What’ll I do if she leaves before … Well, before I get a chance with her?”


“Ah, so that’s why you look like you haven’t slept.”


He stood because he couldn’t remain seated any longer and contain the energy that zipped through him at lightning speed. The pot of coffee he’d consumed earlier only added to his edginess.


“How was I supposed to sleep when all I could think about was how I can convince her to stay?”


“Does she know how you feel about her?”


“Sort of.”


“What does that mean?”


“I told her I liked her. A lot. And that I have for some time.”


“You came right out and said that?”


“Yeah, I did. Was that the wrong thing to say?”


The last thing he expected Hannah to do was laugh, but she dissolved into uncontrollable giggles.


Infuriated and panic-stricken over the possibility that he might’ve done the wrong thing with Megan, Hunter propped his hands on his hips. “What the hell is so funny?”


“You are,” she said between deep breaths and more laughter. “I’ve never seen you so flustered over a woman before. It’s hilarious. You’re always so perfect and put together, and today you’re a hot mess. I love it.”


“Stop your laughing and tell me what to do, will you, please?”


Hannah took a deep breath and wiped the tears from her eyes. “Fight for her, Hunter. If she’s what you want, and I think she is, then make sure there’s no way she doesn’t know that.”


“How do I do that?”


“First of all, tell her in no uncertain terms that you will be seriously bummed if she moves away. Then ask her out. Take her somewhere amazing. Treat her like a queen. You know what you need to do.”


“She’s really upset about Nina leaving and her job and everything.”


“Then give her something else to think about. She’ll appreciate that.”


“You really think so?”


Hannah nodded. “It’s the right thing to do if you’re interested in her. I’ve never understood why you haven’t asked her out before now. It’s not like you’re an ugly troll or anything. Thankfully, you grew out of your troll phase, and you’re rather nice to look at these days.”


He couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Gee, thanks.”


“I think you’re gorgeous and wonderful and classy and charming and successful and smart and no woman will ever be worthy of you, in my humble opinion. You do know all that, don’t you?”


“Well, shit, no, I didn’t.” And she’d given him a lump in his throat the size of an orange by saying it.


She stood and came over to him, reaching up to put her hands on his shoulders. “Every bit of it is true. Any woman would be lucky to have you, and if she’s the one you want, then go get her.”


“It’s not that simple, Han.”


“Maybe it is.”


“Until very recently, she had her heart set on Will. Don’t forget that.”


“She knows as well as anyone that her interest in him is—and always was—futile.”


“She said as much last night. Even used the past tense to describe her crush on him.”


“So what’s stopping you from making a move?”


“I don’t know, but something is.”


“What’re you afraid of?”


Leave it to Hannah to ask the tough questions. “Trying and failing. It feels more significant with her for whatever reason.” He forced himself to look at her. “Lauren called me last night wanting to get together this weekend, and I told her I couldn’t see her anymore.”


“What did she say?”


“She cried.”


“Oh, yikes. So she was attached?”


“I guess, although I don’t see how she could be. I haven’t even seen her in a month or more.”


“She was probably holding out hope that your occasional thing would turn into more.”


“Maybe. I don’t know. I never led her on, Han. I swear I didn’t.”


“I believe you.”


“She knew it wasn’t going anywhere.”


“Okay, so you’ve ended it with her, and Megan said she no longer has feelings for Will. That leaves me to wonder—again—what’s standing in the way of you asking her out?”


“Nothing, I guess, except for this gigantic fear that she’ll say no again.”


“Wait, whoa! Again? You’ve asked her out before?”


“Once. Sort of.”


“Explain. Immediately.”


“Are you always this way or is it pregnancy hormones?”


“Always, as you well know.” She waved her hand, urging him to come clean.


“It was a while ago. Couple of months, I guess, when Will was in New York helping Cameron move. She asked me if it was true they were moving in together and I said it was, and she got really upset. I told her it might help if she went out with someone else to get her mind off him. And yes, I know how pathetic that was, so you don’t need to tell me. I suggested she might go out with me.”


“What did she say?” Hannah asked, riveted. “And why have you not told me this before?”


“I don’t tell you everything.”


“Since when do you not tell me everything?”


“Since you have stuff I don’t want to hear.”


“Fair enough,” she said with a laugh. “But you still haven’t told me what she said.”


“Something to the effect of how does going out with his brother help her to forget about Will.”


“Ouch.”


“Right? That hurt, and afterward, I started to feel like maybe it wasn’t going to happen with her no matter how badly I wanted it to.”


“Am I allowed to play devil’s advocate?”


“Why do you think I came here? I need you to tell me what to do.”


“Which I find funny since you’ve never needed me to tell you what to do with women before.”


“Because they never mattered as much as this one does.”


“Are you in love with her, Hunter?”


The question made him feel like he’d been electrocuted or something equally unpleasant. “I don’t know. How the hell am I supposed to know that when I’ve only ever hugged her once and—”


Hannah’s eyes got very large. “When did you hug her?”


“It might’ve happened last night. When she was at my house.”


“How am I supposed to work under these conditions when I’m only getting half the information?”


“Hannah … Please. Stop torturing me and tell me what to do.”


“You need to stop torturing yourself and go for it. Tell her you want her and make it happen. Be relentless the way you are in business. Give her no choice but to fall for you the way you’ve fallen for her.”


“What if she wants nothing to do with me? What if she’s making plans, right now, to move away from here?”


“She’s here today, and time’s a-wasting. The diner closes between two and four every day. Where are you going to be at two o’clock today?”


The thought of showing up at her work and making a stand paralyzed him, which wasn’t something he could recall ever happening before. He was known for being decisive and direct in his dealings with the people in his life—both personally and professionally. How was it possible that one woman could turn him into an impotent mute?


“Hunter. Answer me. Where are you going to be at two today?”


“At the diner.”


“And what are you going to say to her?”


“I’m going to tell her I’d like to take her out the next time she has a free night, preferably tonight.”


“That’s right.”


“And what will you say if she tells you she’s busy?”


“I’ll ask her when she will not be busy.”


“Good. See, you can do this.”


“What if I can’t? What if I look at her and nothing comes out, and she thinks I’m an idiot?”


She gave him a peculiar look and for a second he thought she might be about to puke again.


“What? Why’re you looking at me like that?”


“I’ve known you for thirty-five years, and I’ve never seen you like this. Ever. You’re always the picture of calm, cool competence. To see you all unglued over a woman, well … It’s different and probably long overdue.”


“Don’t get too excited yet. There’s still time for me to screw this up in any number of ways.”


“You’re not going to screw it up. It’s too important to you. Think of it like a business arrangement and treat it the way you would something for work.”


“Because there’s nothing more romantic than an accountant with debits and credits on his mind.”


Smiling, she hugged him. “Do me a favor and don’t mess this up. I’d hate to see you unhappy, and if you mess it up, you’ll be unhappy.”


Returning her embrace, he said, “I’ll try not to.”


“Now go do what you’ve got to do, and then call me and tell me everything. Well, everything that’s not gross.”


“I really hope there’s some gross stuff before long.”


“Eww. Go fight for what you want, and stop overthinking it. Just do it.”


“You make it sound so simple, yet I recall having to practically shove you into the arms of a very enthusiastic mechanic who was all about you.”


“We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you.”


“It’s much more fun to talk about you, and besides you knew he’d be happy to hear you were into him. I have no idea how she feels about me.”


She gave him a push toward the door. “Then go find out.”


“I’m going.”


“Good luck.”


“Thanks.”


“Not that you need it.”


“Yes, I do need it. Don’t jinx me.”


She’d steered him all the way to the front door before he managed to turn around. She was freakishly strong for a girl, but then she always had been.


“Can I ask you one more thing?” he said hesitantly.


“Sure.”


“Do you like her? Megan?”


“I don’t know her very well.”


“What you know of her …”


“I’ve seen her at her worst with Cameron, but I’ve also seen her apologize for that. I had a talk with her recently, and—”


“Back up. You had a talk with her? When? What did you say? Why?”


“That’s four questions,” Hannah said with a laugh. “I talked to her because I wanted to get to know her better.”


“Why did you do that?”


“Because I knew you were interested in her, and I wanted to make an effort. For your sake.”


“Thank you for doing that.”


“So to answer your question, I don’t dislike Megan. I feel sorry for everything she’s been through, losing her parents the way she did. I can’t imagine life without Mom and Dad, and we’re thirty-five. I’d like to give her the benefit of the doubt at this point, but I’ll be honest with you. She’s going to need to prove herself worthy of my amazing brother. I’m willing to give her a chance because I want you to have absolutely everything and anything you want.”


“Love you best of all, Hannah,” he whispered gruffly, moved by her words, her devotion and the intense connection they’d shared their entire lives.


“Love you best of all, too. More than you’ll ever know.”


He hugged her and kissed her forehead. “Don’t give Nolan too rough a time about being concerned for you. He loves you almost as much as I do.”


“Yeah, yeah, whatever. He’s a pain. Keep me posted on what happens with Megan, but leave out the gross stuff.”


“You’re jinxing me,” he said as he walked down the stairs and headed for his SUV thinking about gross stuff and hoping there’d be something to report.
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Hunter left Hannah’s, thinking about everything she’d said. As an accountant and the fiduciary steward for his family’s business interests, he was extremely risk averse. He didn’t take unnecessary chances. He didn’t gamble. As a rule, he didn’t risk anything he couldn’t afford to lose.


So taking a gamble on Megan went against everything he believed in, especially because he had no way to do his due diligence, to fully investigate all his many questions and options before he put his heart on the line with her.


Perhaps he was overanalyzing the whole situation, which wouldn’t be the first time he’d done that. He couldn’t help the way he was wired, and that wiring had served him well in his professional life. However, his instincts, which he usually trusted implicitly, were telling him that his overanalyzing tendencies might not be useful to him in this case.


He arrived at the office late, which was also not like him. Hunter was a stickler for family members setting the right example for the rest of their employees and insisted everyone get to work on time. So when he walked in to find an impromptu family staff meeting going on in the outer office, he wasn’t surprised to see his siblings check their watches—even the ones who didn’t wear watches.


“Yes, thank you,” he said without actually looking at any of them as he headed to his office. “I know I’m late. First time for everything.”


“And you look like hell, too,” Will said. “What gives?”


“Nothing.”


“Something,” his sister Charley said, making the others laugh.


“Leave him alone,” Ella said, earning a permanent place in Hunter’s heart. “He gets to be human like the rest of us once in a while.”


“No, he doesn’t,” Charley said. “If he becomes human, the whole operation will fall apart.”


“I can hear you,” Hunter said from his office.


“I intended for you to hear me,” Charley retorted in her usual pain-in-the-ass fashion.


“Don’t you people have work to do?” Hunter asked.


“You’re not the boss of us,” Charley said.


“Dad! Tell them to work!”


“Kids, get to work,” Lincoln said from his office. “You’re making your brother mad.”


“Who’s mad?” Elmer Stillman asked as he came up the stairs and into the reception area.


“Hunter,” Charley said. “Rolled out on the wrong side of the bed this morning and was late to work.”


“You don’t say,” Elmer replied. “It’s the end of the world as we know it.”


“Right?” Will asked with a laugh. “That’s what we said, too.”


“I expect better from you, Gramps,” Hunter said, even though he was amused by his grandfather’s contribution to the expected abuse. Sometimes working with family members truly sucked. Most of the time, however, it didn’t.


Elmer came to his door, eyes twinkling with mirth. “I apologize profusely.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Hunter said with a grin. “The damage is done.”


“May I come in for a minute?”


“Of course.”


Elmer closed the door, which surprised Hunter.


“Everything okay?”


“Oh sure. I just have some personal business I’d like to discuss with you.”


“What kind of personal business?”


“The financial kind.”


“That’s what I’m here for.”


“And you do a damned fine job of it. You know how proud I am of you, don’t you?” Before Hunter could form a reply to the unexpected compliment, Elmer continued. “Smartest kid I ever met grew up to be the sharpest, savviest man I know.”


Hunter swallowed hard, unprepared for the wallop of emotion that accompanied such effusive words from a man he worshiped. “Thank you, Gramps. Means the world to me coming from you.”


“It’s all true. Every word. I trust your judgment, and I need some advice.”


“Whatever I can do.”


“I’ve got some money I’m looking to invest. I’m trying to find the right opportunity, but I’ll be damned if I know where to look.”


Hunter was immediately riveted by the possibility that his grandfather’s desire to invest in something could keep Megan in Butler. However, he pushed that thought aside because acting in his best interest wouldn’t necessarily be in his grandfather’s best interest.


“Do you have any ideas of what you might like to do?” Hunter asked.


“I’m thinking a small business maybe. Something that could use the boost that comes with new capital, but I’d need you to help me hire someone to oversee the actual business. I’m enjoying my retirement too much to get bogged down in the details again.”


“Right,” Hunter said, tapping his mechanical pencil against his lip as he contemplated the convergence of ethics and desire. What to do? “I heard of one business in town that’s closing unless they find new owners.”


“Which one?”


“The diner.”


“Yes, I heard that, too. Something about Brett and Nina moving overseas …”


Hunter eyed his grandfather warily. “What’re you up to?”


“Up to? I’m talking to you about an investment I’d like to make. How does that make me up to something?”


“The timing is interesting.”


“How so?”


“The whole town is probably abuzz with the news that Brett and Nina are leaving, and suddenly you’re interested in investing in a business, something that could use an influx of capital. It’s … curious.”


“I still don’t understand why.”


Elmer was a formidable opponent when it came to sparring, and Hunter knew when he was outmatched by a master. He had no doubt his grandfather was up to something, but because it suited his own agenda, Hunter decided to play along.


“So you want to buy the diner?”


“Thought crossed my mind.”


“And you didn’t think to just say that when you first came in here?”


“I didn’t want to limit my options if you knew of a better opportunity.”


Elmer never blinked, yet Hunter still sensed he was being played. “Have you approached Brett and Nina?”


“Not yet. I was hoping you might handle that for me.”


“I’ll look into it,” Hunter said casually even though his heartbeat accelerated at the possibility of a solution that might keep Megan around. If his grandfather bought the diner, they could hire her to run it for them or at least work there if she wasn’t interested in management. Unless she had other plans altogether, a thought that left him feeling deflated.


Elmer withdrew a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it over to Hunter. “Offer them this.”


Hunter unfolded the paper, his eyes bugging at the zeros. “You can’t just go in there and make them a blind offer. We have to do our due diligence.”


“Our due what?”


“Diligence. We need financial statements and an inspection of the building and equipment. We need profit and loss information for the last five years and …” At the sight of his grandfather’s perplexed expression, Hunter stopped himself. “Didn’t you once run a business?”


“Yeah, but we did it the old-fashioned way.” Elmer winked at him. “A handshake was good enough.”


“That’s not good enough for me.”


“Figured as much.”


“Where’ve you been hiding all this money?”


“In tin cans I buried in the backyard. Where else?”


Hunter gaped at him. “Are you kidding me?”


“Yep,” Elmer said with a deep guffaw. “You don’t know everything, young man. I got a few secrets here and there.”


“Apparently,” Hunter said, equal parts annoyed and amused.


“Do your due doodoo or whatever it is, and keep me posted.”


“Diligence, and I will.”


“Excellent.” Elmer stood and headed for the door, a jaunty bounce in his step.


As his grandfather went out, his brother Will came in after exchanging greetings with Elmer. “What’s he up to?” Will asked.


“Your guess is as good as mine,” Hunter said. “But he’s definitely up to something.”


Will laughed. “Watch out. When he meddles, people end up engaged and living together and married.”


Will’s words set off a powerful sense of yearning in Hunter, for things he hadn’t known he wanted before spending time with Megan the night before. He wanted more. He wanted to get to know her—what she liked and didn’t like, what she enjoyed, what made her smile, what made her happy.


“Hunter? Where’d you go?”


He realized he’d zoned right out of the conversation. “Sorry. Did you need me for something?”


“I need your help with a very personal project.”


Intrigued, Hunter said, “What kind of project?”


Will looked over his shoulder to make sure no one could hear him. “I want to buy an engagement ring for Cameron, but I have no idea where to begin.”


“Oh wow, that’s big news. Congrats.”


“Thanks.”


“You could ask Colton. He’s probably better versed on diamonds and rings than I am.”


“I can’t tell him out of fear of it getting back to Cameron through Lucy.”


“Lucy would never say anything.”


“Still, it’s kind of personal, and the fewer people who know the better. I want Cam to be completely surprised, and I want to get it right with the ring, which is where you come in. Will you help?”


“Of course. When do you want to go?”


“Maybe Saturday? I scouted out some jewelry stores in Rutland.”


“I can do that.” Hunter glanced up at his brother. “So you’re really going to do this, huh?”


“I really am, and I can’t wait to ask her. She’s … Well, she’s everything, and I want her to know that.”


“I’m happy for you, Will. Truly. She’s fantastic. We all love her.”


“Yeah,” Will said with a goofy smile that Hunter might’ve made fun of if he hadn’t been so incredibly envious of his brother’s obvious happiness. “She’s pretty great.”


“So Saturday it is.”


“Thanks, Hunter. I really appreciate your help.”


“Anytime. Let me ask you something …”


“Sure, what’s up?”


“Did you really tell Megan she was focusing on the wrong Abbott brother?”


Before his eyes, Will seemed to squirm. “Maybe …”


“Did you do that to help me out or to get her off your back?”


“Some of both—not that she was ever ‘on my back,’ as you put it. She was a little much with Cam a few times, and I wanted that to stop. She was acting like a jealous ex when there was never anything between us.”


“There really wasn’t?”


“We made out once at a party the summer after she graduated. One minute we were talking about what she’d been through losing her parents, and she was crying and then her tongue was down my throat. It lasted all of five minutes. For me anyway.”


“Her crush on you lasted ten years.”


“I never encouraged it.”


“How come?”


“I don’t know. I just … I wasn’t into her that way. She’s a nice girl and everything—well, most of the time she is. I cut her some slack because of what she’s been through, but the last time she got bitchy with Cam right in front of me. I’d had enough at that point.”


Hunter thought about what Will had said and wondered why Megan had spent so much time yearning for a man who’d shown so little interest in her.


“What’s going on, Hunter? Why all the questions about Megan?”


“I wanted to better understand what went on between the two of you.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m going to ask her out.”


“Oh. Really?”


“Yes, really.”


“What brought this on all of a sudden?”


“It’s hardly all of a sudden. At least not for me.”


“I had no idea you were into her until Cameron figured it out and told me. I hope I never did anything to, you know, make it harder for you.”


Hunter grunted out a laugh. “You being alive makes it harder for me with her.”


“Yeah, sorry about that.”


He waved off Will’s apology. “No worries. You have a couple of other redeeming qualities.”


“Just a couple?”


“Don’t push your luck.”


“I’ll quit while I’m ahead and let you get some work done. Good luck with Megan.”


“Thanks.” After Will left, Hunter stared at the piles of folders and papers on his desk that required his attention. But rather than dive into work the way he usually did, he sat behind his desk and stared off into space thinking about the important question he needed to ask Megan, how he should ask it and what she might say.


News traveled with the speed of wildfire in a small town, and Butler was no exception. By the time the diner opened that morning, all their regulars already knew Brett and Nina were moving overseas and the diner was closing down after the weekend. Moving from table to table, refreshing coffee and taking orders the way she did every day, Megan did her best to dodge the endless questions about what she would do now that her sister—and her job—were going away.


Over the course of the first hour they were open, Megan must’ve said a hundred times that she was happy for her sister and Brett to have the opportunity to live overseas and no, she didn’t know what her plans were after the diner closed.


As the breakfast rush started in earnest, Megan was too busy to answer questions, which was just as well because she’d run out of answers, and her emotions were swinging all over the place.


“Megan!” Butch, the cook, was never the jolliest of fellows, especially first thing in the morning, but he’d been extra surly this morning after Nina broke the news to him that his job was going away—soon.


Megan scurried toward the open window where several plates of pancakes and eggs waited for her to deliver them.


Butch grunted at her. “Move your ass, will you?”


“I’ll move my ass if you shut your mouth.”


He grunted again, half laugh, half aggravation, which meant business as usual between them.


She secretly loved Butch, who was big and burly with sleeve tattoos on both arms and bulky muscles, all of which he loved to show off by wearing tank tops year-round, even when it was freezing outside. Though they bickered nonstop most days, she knew there was nothing he wouldn’t do for her, which he frequently proved when he fixed her car for free or gave her rides when it was snowing, allowing her to keep her eyes closed while she breathed deeply and tried to forget that she was in a car in the snow—her least favorite place to be. There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do for him either.


Butch was someone she would miss when the diner closed. Their relationship defied easy definition—it was part brother-sister, part angry coworker, part dysfunctional relative. He was a member of the family she and Nina had put together in the years since they lost their parents, and he was important to both of them. Nina had cried when she told him her news, which had made Megan cry, too. She felt like she was losing her family all over again as the closing of the diner loomed large in the immediate future, like a dark, threatening cloud.


Megan moved through the diner, tending to seventeen tables at once without having to think too much about what she was doing. Nina manned the register and kept the coffee pots full while busing tables, dealing with customers and handling takeout orders.


The three of them had a good groove, one that had worked well for years. It was funny, Megan thought, as she refilled the mugs of Hunter’s grandfather, Elmer Stillman, and his friends Cletus Wagner and Percy Flanders, how you don’t think much about the people in your daily life until they aren’t going to be in your life anymore. People like Mr. Stillman, who always made her laugh with his homespun sayings about everything from coffee to moose to love.


And had she just thought of him as Hunter’s grandfather rather than Will’s? That was a first. Although Hunter hadn’t been far from her thoughts all morning as she relived the night before over and over again. What he’d said to her, how he’d said it, the way he’d looked at her and the tenderness he’d shown her … It had all been so … unexpected.


Despite the usual morning chaos in the diner, exacerbated by Brett and Nina’s news, she kept expecting him to walk through the door and realized she was watching for him, hoping to see him again sooner rather than later. He’d missed his usual seven-fifteen muffin run, which had her wondering if he’d skipped breakfast altogether.


“Are you all right, honey?” Mr. Stillman asked kindly—and quietly.


Megan realized she’d been standing by their table holding the coffeepot for at least a minute if not two. “I’m sorry to space out on you, and yes, I’m fine.”


“Must’ve come as a surprise to you to hear your sister and her husband are moving overseas.”


“It did.”


“You’ll miss her.”


“Very much.”


“Lots of people in this town care about you. I hope you know that.”


“I do, thank you.” He was such a dear, sweet man, and she would miss seeing him every day.


“My son’s a lawyer in St. J,” Percy said. “Looking for a new office manager. I can put in a word for you if you’re interested.”


“That’d be great. Thanks.” The thought of driving all the way to St. Johnsbury in winter weather made her feel ill, but she was in no position to turn down any job opportunities. She wrote down her phone number on a slip from her order pad and handed it to Percy. “Have him give me a call if he’d like to.”


“I’ll do that.”


She thought about her conversation with Elmer and Percy as she counted her tips after the lunch rush had come and gone with no sign of Hunter. Maybe he’d had a change of heart after last night. Maybe spending time with her one on one had shown him there was nothing all that special about her and he’d moved on. Surely a successful, self-assured man who looked like him could have any woman he wanted.


The thought made her sag into the booth she’d chosen in the far back corner, away from where Brett and Nina were having lunch and whispering with excitement about their big adventure. Butch had gone home after lunch but would be back in a couple of hours to cook dinner. Megan was done for the day. Two other waitresses took alternating days on the dinner shift.


They had a routine they followed, a routine that would be interrupted when the diner ceased to be the center of their existence. What would she do without this place to come to every day? That thought made her feel panicky. It wasn’t the money that worried her. Their parents’ life insurance had ensured that she and Nina were quite comfortable, so technically she wouldn’t have to work right away. The diner had been about much more than earning a living to both of them for as long as Nina and her husband had owned it.


Now it was about to disappear from her life almost as suddenly as her parents had. If she stayed here any longer, she was going to cry again, and she wouldn’t do that to Nina or Brett. She refused to rain on their exciting parade. Collecting the cash from the tabletop, she shoved the rolled bills into her purse and headed for the door.


“I’ll see you at home.”


“Are you okay?” Nina asked, tuned into her as always.


“Yep. Just got a couple of things to do, and now’s as good a time as any.” In truth, she had nothing to do, and after the diner closed, she’d have days full of nothing to do until she figured out her next move. Thinking of the empty, pointless days ahead brought back the panicked feeling as she pushed through the door and nearly smashed into Hunter, who was on his way in.


He reached out to grab her, keeping them both from tumbling down the stairs. “Whoa. What’s the rush?” Hunter took a closer look at her, slipped an arm around her shoulders and guided her down to the sidewalk. “Walk. Talk. Tell me what’s wrong.”


How could he know with just a quick glance that she was teetering on the edge of another meltdown? He didn’t give her time to answer him before he guided her along the sidewalk, his arm around her shoulders drawing inquisitive looks from people they encountered along the way—people who knew them both and were clearly stunned to see them together.


And were they together or was he just being nice again? How the heck was she supposed to know? But God it felt good to be surrounded by him and the scent of class that clung to him in the form of cologne that was probably ridiculously expensive. She barely knew him but had no doubt he didn’t go for the cheap stuff. That wasn’t him.


His arm was heavy and muscular around her, holding her against his side as he walked with no apparent destination in mind. As they passed Nolan’s garage, Hunter’s new brother-in-law stopped what he was doing to watch them go by. Hunter didn’t seem to notice Nolan watching them, but Megan did.


They continued along Elm Street, past the art gallery and coffee shop, the pizza place and the barn where Hunter’s brother Lucas did his woodworking. As usual, Lucas was out front, watching the world go by as he created his masterpieces. When he saw his oldest brother with his arm slung around Megan’s shoulders, Lucas froze, his mouth open in surprise as they went by. Hunter seemed as oblivious to Lucas as he’d been to Nolan. His entire focus was on her and wherever he was taking her.


Megan had to admit it felt pretty good to be scooped up by Hunter Abbott and escorted through town with his arm around her. At some point during their walk—or forced march or whatever you wanted to call it—she’d forgotten that she’d been on the verge of tears when she left the diner.


With the way things happened in Butler, by the time she returned to the diner in the morning, the questions would’ve shifted from the diner closing to what was she doing with Hunter Abbott’s arm around her. That thought brought a small smile to her face as she ventured a glance up at him. His handsome face was set in an unreadable expression. It stayed that way until they reached the playground at the far end of town, where he directed her to a bench and encouraged her to sit.
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He came down next to her, his arm stretched along the back of the bench as he turned to face her. “Now tell me what’s wrong.”


She wasn’t sure if it was the swift walk through town, his nearness or the intense way he looked at her that left her breathless. She suspected it had far more to do with his nearness and the way he looked at her than with the walk.


“Same thing as last night. It was a tough day at the diner. The word is out that we’re closing, and people are upset.”


Hunter reached out to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear, the gesture so tender and intimate that Megan found herself wanting to lean into him again, to breathe in that scent, to let him comfort her, to make her feel something other than devastated by yet another sudden, unexpected change in her life.


“You were about to cry when you nearly crashed into me, weren’t you?”


She stared at him, amazed by how well he understood her. “Maybe.” Megan cleared her throat and forced herself to look at him. “I’m not usually so quick to cry. It’s just this whole thing has been … It’s hard to imagine life without the diner. I know it’s just coffee and eggs to the rest of town, but to me … To Nina and me, it’s been like a family.”


“I understand that. I feel the same way about the people who work with us at the store and the customers. They’re part of my life the same way my parents and siblings and grandfather are.”


She appreciated that he understood why she was upset and didn’t seem to judge her for being emotional about a diner, of all things. “Your grandfather was very sweet to me this morning, but then he always is. He’s one of my favorites.”


“Funny you should say so today of all days.”


“Why?”


“He came to see me this morning. Apparently, he’s interested in speaking to Brett and Nina about buying the diner.”


“He is? Really? So he would be the new owner?”


“If they can work out a deal.”


“He wants to work there?”


Hunter laughed. “Not exactly. He wants me to run it—me and you, if you’re interested.”


“Oh,” Megan said, stunned and slightly euphoric at the possibility. “So like we would work there together?”


“Sort of. In his perfect scenario, you’d do what Nina does now, you’d hire someone to wait tables and I’d help you with the business stuff. If you were interested in my help, that is. I’d probably need you more than you’d need me. I have no idea how to run a restaurant.”


“Why would your grandfather want to do that? He’s retired and enjoying his life.”


“Don’t let on that I told you, but I think it has something to do with him wanting you to spend time with me.”


“I don’t understand,” she said, though her heart beat a little faster at the way he looked at her when he said that. His expression was one of amusement and exasperation and affection.


“He’s a bit of a matchmaker in his spare time, and he’s tuned into the fact that I’m interested in you, so he’s trying to make it a bit easier on me—and he’s trying to make sure you don’t run away before we have a chance to spend some time together.”


“And he told you this?”


“Nope. I know him and what he’s been up to lately with my siblings.”


“What’s he been up to?”


“It’s not only him. It’s my dad, too. The two of them think we don’t know they’ve decided we need some help in the romance department if they ever want to have grandchildren and great-grandchildren. They brought Cameron to town hoping she’d connect with one of us, and you know how that worked out. They messed with Hannah’s battery so she’d have no choice but to call Nolan.”


Megan laughed at the thought of the two older men tinkering with a battery to move a romance along. “That’s really devious.”


“They’re good. I’ve got to give them credit. They arranged for Colton to spend a week in New York City when they found out he was interested in Lucy, and now they’re engaged.”


“So it’s your turn?”


“Something like that.” He raised a rakish eyebrow in an expression that made her mouth go dry. “How do you feel about being shamelessly manipulated?”


“I do love your grandfather, and your dad is really nice, too.”


“For a couple of schemers, they’re pretty cool.”


“Your grandfather is really planning to buy the diner so you and I might …” Her face heated with embarrassment. She had no idea how to phrase her question.


“Have a chance to spend some time together? Yeah, exactly.”


“Isn’t that a lot of money for him to spend on matchmaking?”


“He probably sees it as a ‘kill-two-birds-with-one-stone’ opportunity. The diner is an established business, and with the store’s website going live soon, we should have an uptick in visitors who’ll need somewhere to eat while they’re in town. And if it means he gets to throw you and me together at the same time, it’s a win-win for him.”


“Were you coming to talk to Brett and Nina when I almost crashed into you?”


“Among other things.”


“What other things?”


“I had something I wanted to ask you.”


“What?”


Was it her imagination or did he seem nervous?


“I wondered if you might go out with me. Like on a date. A real date.”


“Oh.” As she stared at his handsome face and the dark eyes staring back at her, awaiting her reply, Megan experienced a flutter of anticipation and that odd tingle of desire that reminded her of the night before when he’d put his arms around her.


“You’re kind of killing me here,” he said with a small grin. “It took all my courage to ask you that, and now you’re leaving me hanging.”


“You were really nervous about asking me out?”


“Incredibly nervous.”


“Why?”


“Because you might say no.”


She could see now he was truly worried about her turning him down, and felt herself melt at the thought of such an amazing guy being nervous about asking her out. “I’d love to go out with you, Hunter, but you should know …”


“What should I know?”


“I don’t want to get serious with anyone. I’m just not wired that way, and it’s important you know that at the outset. The last thing I’d want is to hurt you or—”


He laid a finger gently over her lips. “Let me worry about me. I’m talking about dinner, not a lifetime commitment.”


Acute embarrassment made her face go hot. “I didn’t mean to make it into more, it’s just … I … I want to be fair to you.”


As if she hadn’t spoken, he said, “When do you want to go out? Tonight?”


Megan laughed at his overly eager reply. “Sure.” How was it possible she’d been about to cry a few minutes ago and now he had her laughing? He was cute and funny and it would be fun to spend some time with him—as long as it was fun and nothing more than that. “I could do something tonight. What do you have in mind?”


He opened his mouth to reply but then closed it. “I have no idea. I hadn’t gotten past the asking part.”


She covered her mouth so he wouldn’t see her laughing at him.


“Smooth, huh? I finally work up the nerve to ask you out and haven’t got the first idea of where to take you.”


“I’m sure you’ll think of something between now and later.”


“I will. I promise.”


“It’s really nice of you to ask.”


“It’s really nice of you to say yes.” He reached for her hand and then looked up at her. “Is this okay?”


How had she never noticed how sweet and sexy he was? Not in the same way as his brother, but different in a good way. “It’s okay.”


“Should we go talk to your sister about the diner?”


“We can do that.”


“You’ll stay, won’t you? If we keep the diner open. You’ll stay?”


She stared at him, startled by the intense way he looked at her. “Is that why you’re doing this?”


“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in keeping you in town.” After a pause, he added, “Does that bother you?”


“No,” she said softly. “It flatters me, but I meant it when I said I don’t want to be serious with anyone.”


“I heard you. So you’re interested in helping to keep the diner open?”


“I’m not sure what I’m going to do.” She looked away from him, noticing the people on the sidewalk who were taking an interest in the two of them sitting close to each other on the park bench. News of this conversation would be all over town, if it wasn’t already. “Since Nina told me she was leaving, I’ve been thinking a lot about what I should do next.”


“What do you want to do?”


“That’s just it. I don’t know. Percy said something about a job in St. J, but that’s a long shot. I don’t have the experience they probably want.”


“Well, helping us at the diner would buy you some time to think about it, among other things.”


“What other things?”


“You’d get to hang out with me.” Standing, he gave her a gentle tug to encourage her to come with him. She expected him to release her hand, but he tucked it into the crook of his elbow and headed back the way they’d come.


“You’re making a rather public declaration.”


“Am I?”


“You know you are.”


“Do you care?”


“No, not really.”


“There isn’t anyone else, is there?”


“You know there isn’t. When would I have had time for a boyfriend when I was so busy dreaming about your brother?”


Hunter winced. “How about we not talk about that?”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


“You didn’t, but what guy wants to feel like he’s competing with his brother?”


“You’re not competing with him.”


“No?”


She shook her head. “There was never anything between us except for me and my imagination.”


“I hope there’ll be much more than that between you and me. I have a pretty active imagination when it comes to you.”


She stopped walking and turned to him. “I’m worried you didn’t hear what I said before.” His words along with his nearness made her feel overly warm as they walked along the sidewalk. People were staring at them, not that Hunter seemed to notice.


“I heard you, and I understand you believe you’re incapable of anything that smacks of serious. But I don’t want you to have any doubts that I’m interested, and I want to get to know you better.”


“What if you don’t like what you find out about me?”


“That’s not going to happen.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Well, obviously I can’t be totally sure, but I have a good feeling where you’re concerned.”


“What kind of good feeling?”


“The kind that tells me to trust my instincts, that it’ll be well worth my time to get to know you.”


“And these instincts are reliable or have been in the past?”


“Extremely.”


“It must be nice to have an internal compass to guide you. Where can I get one of them?”


“You can borrow mine any time you need it.”


The comment made her laugh for the third—or was it the fourth—time since they left the diner. He was charming and smooth, but not in a creepy way. No, he was smooth in the way of a man who knew himself and was comfortable in his own skin. She was finding that to be an exceptionally appealing quality.


Outside the diner, Hunter straightened his arm and put his hand on her lower back to guide her inside. He did this so naturally, like he did it all the time, or like he wanted to.


She was still processing those thoughts when they entered the diner, where Nina was seated at a table going through a stack of papers with the checkbook, a calculator and her ever-present cup of coffee on the table.


“Hey,” she said. “Thought you went home. Oh, hi, Hunter.”


“Hi, Nina.”


Nina took a closer look as if trying to determine exactly where Hunter’s hand was on her sister’s back—upper or lower. Definitely lower. Nina’s mouth fell open and her eyes widened, but she tamped down her reaction before it could venture into the realm of embarrassing.


“What’s up?” Nina asked.


“Hunter would like to talk to you about the diner.”


Nina gestured for them to join her on the other side of the booth.


He let her go in ahead of him. Megan wondered if he purposely sat close enough to her that his thigh was pressed against hers.


“What about the diner?” Nina looked from Megan to Hunter and then back to her sister, a million questions reflected in her dark brown eyes. Whereas Megan had gotten their father’s cool patrician coloring, Nina was a replica of their Italian mother, right down to the dark curls and olive-toned skin that Megan had envied all her sunburned life.


“On behalf of my grandfather, I’m inquiring about the potential purchase of the diner.”


Nina’s eyes lit up with surprise and what looked like pleasure. “Oh, that’s wonderful! Except—and don’t take this the wrong way because I love Elmer—is he really up for running a business at this point in his life?”


“Hell no,” Hunter said with a laugh. “He’s delegating that to me, which is why I’m here talking to you rather than him.”


“So how would this work exactly?”


“Our thought was to hire Megan to run the place for us, and she could hire someone to replace her.” Hunter didn’t let on that it was his plan, not their plan. His grandfather had never mentioned Megan’s name.


“Interesting,” Nina said, again letting her gaze dart between them.


To his credit, Hunter never blinked as he withstood Nina’s scrutiny. Megan knew this because she was watching him almost as intently as Nina was. Megan wanted to lean into him, to breathe in that cool, expensive scent, and wished he’d put his arm around her again. She’d liked that and wondered if he’d do it again later when they went out together.


The thought of going out with him, on a real date, gave her butterflies in her belly—the good kind of butterflies, the excited-about-something kind of butterflies.


“Megan?”


She realized Nina had been speaking to her while she’d been off with the butterflies. “Sorry. What did you say?”


“I asked if you’re up for running this place.”


“I’m sure I could be. As I told Hunter when he talked to me about it earlier, it could give me something to do while I figure out my plans.”


Only because Hunter was sitting so close to her did Megan feel his body go tense. What was that about?


“Naturally,” he said, “we’d like to see the financials, including the profit and loss, and have the building and equipment inspected before we make an official offer.”


“I understand. I’ll need a day or two to get the financial info together. You’re welcome to schedule the inspection in the meantime. If you could make it between two and four p.m., I’d appreciate that.”


“Will do.”


“I’ll drop everything off to you when I have it.”


“Could you let me know if you receive other interest? We’d like to be considered serious contenders.”


“Absolutely. Thank you for this and for including Megan in your plans.”


Hunter looked at her then, smiling with such warmth and tenderness that Megan nearly swooned. No man had ever looked at her quite that way. “I’d better get back to my other job before they fire me,” he said. “I’ll see you later?”


“Yes. I’ll call you when I get home.”


He withdrew his wallet from his back pocket, took out a card and borrowed Nina’s pen to write something on the back of it. Then he held it out to Megan. “I’ll be at the office until about seven. That’s my extension.” He flipped it over to reveal the number he’d put on the back. “And then at home.”


She took the card from him, letting her fingers brush against his and enjoying the flash of awareness in his eyes from that fleeing contact. What would it be like … Okay, don’t go there. Not with Nina watching this entire transaction and about to pounce on her with a thousand questions.


“Okay,” Megan said as Hunter got up to leave. The butterflies were doing the backstroke in her belly, making her feel fluttery and overly warm.


“Talk to you then. See you, Nina.”


“Bye, Hunter. I’ll be in touch.”


“Look forward to it.”


With a last smile for Megan, he left the diner, the bells on the door jingling as he went out.


After a brief pause, Nina said, “Start talking. Right now.”
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Amused by her sister’s directive, Megan thought about making Nina drag it out of her, but she was equally eager to talk about what’d happened, and Nina would always be her first choice of confidants. “He asked me out.”


“When?”


“Just now. In the park.”


“Oh my God! That’s awesome. He’s so hot. Crazy hot.”


“You think so?”


“Are you serious? Everyone thinks so. Look at him—all class and buttoned-down hotness. I bet he’s a wild man in bed.”


“Nina! You did not just say that!” And Megan would never admit to anyone that she found the thought of Hunter being a wild man in bed incredibly arousing.


“Don’t even try to tell me you haven’t thought of that.”


“Well, not exactly in those terms, but now that you mention it …”


Nina’s loud laughter echoed off the walls of the empty diner. “Good for you, Meggie. He’s a great guy. You couldn’t ask for better.”


“Don’t get all excited. I already told him I’m not looking for anything serious.” The thought of not being able to have these conversations with her sister whenever she needed to threatened to ruin her good mood, so Megan didn’t let her mind go there. Not today. Not when she had something fun to look forward to for once.


“Why would you say that to him before you even go out with him?”


“Because.” Megan tried not to squirm under her sister’s intense glare. No one saw right through her the way Nina did. “I don’t want it. It’s not my style, and he’d be crazy to fall for me.”


“May I say something that might make you mad, but I still think it needs to be said?”


“How can I resist after that intro?”


Nina pushed aside the paperwork, the calculator and her precious coffee mug to reach across the table for Megan’s hands. “The crush you had on Will.”


Will was about the last thing Megan wanted to talk about after making plans with his brother. “What about it?”


“I have a theory about that.”


“Which is?”


“This is the part that’s going to make you mad. I’ve wanted to say this for a long time, but it was never the right time. Now that you’ve got a date with Hunter, I think you need to hear it.”


“When have you ever held back with me?”


“Only when I was afraid I might hurt you.”


“You’ve opened Pandora’s box now. You may as well put it out there.”


“This is my opinion and only my opinion, but I think you were using Will as a way to avoid real relationships with other guys. As long as you had yourself convinced he was the one for you, you could hide behind him almost like a shield to keep anyone from getting too close.”


Skewered by Nina’s assessment, Megan stared out the window. Was that true? Had she really done that? If she had, it wasn’t a conscious thing that she’d set out to do intentionally.


Nina took a deep breath, released Megan’s hands only long enough to secure her dark curls behind her ears—something she did when she was nervous—and pressed on. “And I know why you did it.”


“Oh please. Don’t stop now.”


“You’re pissed. I knew you would be, and I’m really sorry, but I think you did it so you’d never be hurt again the way you were when we lost Mom and Dad. And I understand that. Believe me, I do. If I hadn’t already been involved with Brett when they died, I might’ve done exactly the same thing to avoid ever again feeling the way I did then.”


Megan was unable to contain the tears that slid down her cheeks. “So you’re saying I created an imaginary boyfriend for myself so I wouldn’t make the mistake of having real feelings for someone else?”


“Yes. Exactly.”


Megan wiped away the tears, irritated by them.


“You’re mad, right?”


“No.”


“It’s okay if you are. I’d understand that.”


Megan picked up the spoon sitting next to Nina’s mug and flipped it between her fingers. “You’re not wrong, but I didn’t do it intentionally. I never said to myself, ‘If you fall into a mad, crazy crush with Will Abbott, who has no real interest in you, you’ll be able to avoid the possibility of getting hurt with someone else.’ It wasn’t like that.”


“I know it wasn’t, honey. And the only reason I even brought it up is because I’ve seen the way Hunter looks at you.”


Megan sat up straighter. “You have? When? Why didn’t you say anything?”


“I’ve noticed Hunter’s interest in you for years now, and I didn’t say anything because you weren’t ready to hear it. Not until recently when you seemed to accept that Will is in love with someone else, and you can’t hide behind him anymore.”


“I wasn’t doing that! I wasn’t hiding. I was right here every day, out in the open.”


“With your Will shield out in front, making you unapproachable to Hunter or anyone else who might’ve been interested. You put off the ‘keep away’ vibe. It was loud and clear. Then Will went and fell in love, and suddenly you can’t use him that way anymore, and you’ve become more accessible—and more vulnerable.”


“What the hell, Nina? Did you go to shrink school when I wasn’t paying attention or something?”


“Nope,” Nina said with a smirk. “I speak Megan.”


Megan suddenly felt very sorry for herself. “Who’s going to speak Megan when you’re in France?”


Nina crossed her arms and sat back against the booth, a satisfied smile on her face. “Perhaps the oh-so-sexy and oh-so-interested Hunter Abbott?”


The thought of that sent a lightning rod of heat through Megan, making all the most important parts of her tingle with anticipation. “I shouldn’t even go out with him if he’s that interested in me.”


“Ahhh,” Nina said, her smile wide and knowing. “If the pink in your cheeks is any indication, you like the idea of him being that interested in you.”


“It’s flattering. I won’t deny that. Like you said, he’s a really nice guy, but he deserves someone who can give him what he needs. He’s a ‘forever’ kind of guy, and that’s so not me.”


“And easy on the eyes.”


“Did you hear anything I just said?”


“I heard it, and I hate that you have yourself convinced that it’s not going to work out before you even have your first date with him. I want you to give him a real, honest chance, Megan. I want you to put aside all the fears about what might happen and go for it. Let him in. He obviously cares for you very much, and you’d be safe with him.”


“Does the thought of me being with him make it easier for you to leave?”


“Hell yes it does. I almost talked Brett out of taking the job because I was so afraid to leave you alone. But he reminded me that you’re going to be twenty-eight soon, and eventually we’ll have to cut the cord. I really am sorry to do this to you so suddenly. That wasn’t the plan at all. It just happened that way.”


“I know, and Brett’s right. It is time. As long as I could hide behind you and Will and everything that was keeping me safe, I wasn’t under any pressure to take chances.” She forced herself to meet her sister’s gaze. “I miss them every day.”


“Oh, honey, so do I. Every single day. We’ll always miss them. But I want you to have what they had, what I have with Brett. I don’t want you to be so afraid of losing someone again that you don’t give your heart to anyone.”


“What if I take this big risk you’re advocating with Hunter, and then something happens to him, too?”


“That’s always a possibility. What is it that Elmer likes to say? ‘Life is a fatal illness.’”


Megan smiled at that. Elmer Stillman was a font of wisdom and corny sayings, and Megan adored him.


“But Hunter is a young guy,” Nina continued, “with most of his life still ahead of him. You can either take a chance that it’s all going to be fine or continue to hide out. I’ll support you no matter what you do, but you should know I’m rooting for Hunter.”


“Hey! That’s not fair. You’re my sister!”


Nina shrugged, her smile smug and satisfied. “And I’m on Team Hunter all the way.”


“Traitor.”


“Not at all. How much you want to bet you’ll be thanking me some day for taking his side?”


“I’ve learned not to challenge you on these things. It always costs me money.”


“Ha!” Nina laughed. “That’s why I’m the much older and wiser sister.”


“Whatever.”


Nina propped her chin on her upturned fist. “So where’s he taking you? I bet it’s somewhere amazing and classy with white tablecloths and candles.”


The thought of that pushed Megan into panic mode. “I have nothing to wear to a place like that!”


“Then let’s go shopping.”


“You don’t have time.”


“For this, I’ll make time. Let’s go.”


Megan allowed Nina to take her by the hand and march her out of the diner. If nothing else came of this outing, at least she’d be prepared for her big date—and she’d get to spend some precious time with her beloved sister.


Hunter was completely useless for the rest of the day. With financial statements for the month of August due at the end of the week, he needed to focus. In fact, if he was a day or two late with the financials, no one would notice but him. But he prided himself on his timely reporting and didn’t want to get in the habit of dropping the ball. At the end of the day, he attended the weekly staff meeting, which often turned into a family bitch session about what was going on throughout the company.


He usually took advantage of the meeting to ask questions about everyone’s ongoing projects, but today, all he wanted to ask was where he should take Megan on their momentous date. Tapping his mechanical pencil against his lip, he ran through all the nice places he could think of, dismissing one after the other as not quite right for what he had in mind.


“Hunter,” his father said, barking out his name.


Hunter snapped out of his thoughts to find everyone looking at him. “What?”


“Are you listening?”


“No, not really.”


They stared at him.


“What the hell is wrong with you this week?” Charley asked.


“Truthfully, I have a date tonight, and I have no idea where to take her. It’s an important date, so it has to be somewhere really good. What do you guys think?”


A cloud of stunned silence descended upon the normally rowdy group.


“An important date,” Charley said, breaking the silence after a full minute of everyone staring at him. “With who?”


Hunter was already regretting the huge error he’d made by telling them about the date. “Megan.”


“Ohhhh,” Ella said. “You finally asked her out?”


“Megan-from-the-diner Megan?” Wade asked.


“Yes,” Hunter said, not sure he liked his brother’s tone.


“Isn’t she kinda, I don’t know, sort of … cranky?” Wade asked.


If looks could kill, the one Hunter sent his younger brother would’ve finished him off. “You did hear me say I’m going out with her, right?”


Behind her hand, Charley snorted with laughter.


“Sorry,” Wade said, but he didn’t look sorry. Not one bit sorry.


“Megan has turned over a new leaf recently,” Will said. “She’s been very pleasant and friendly, and I’m glad you finally asked her out. You’ve wanted to for a long time.”


Hunter wanted to hug Will for giving Megan such a ringing endorsement, especially in light of his own history with her, such as it was. “Thank you,” he said gruffly.


Will nodded and then sat back in his chair. “Where should you take her?”


“How much time do you have?” Lincoln asked.


“Um, a couple of hours, I guess. Typical date.”


“So you couldn’t take her over to Burlington for dinner and then stay at the lake?”


“Overnight?” Hunter asked, even as the idea of spending a night alone with Megan made him want to drool. Among other things.


Lincoln shrugged. “It’s not like you two are kids. You’re both mature adults.”


“It’s our first date, Dad. I hardly think suggesting an overnight in Burlington is going to get me a second date.”


“You never know,” Will said, rubbing his whisker-roughened jaw thoughtfully.


Cameron came rushing into the conference room, out of breath and flushed. “Sorry I’m late. I was up on the mountain with Colton, and we got sidetracked.”


“Doing what?” Will asked with a scowl.


Cameron patted his face indulgently. “Nothing that will get me in trouble with you or him in trouble with Lucy. We were reviewing the images for the website and trying to choose the best ones. I couldn’t believe how late it’d gotten. What’d I miss?”


“Hunter has a date with Megan,” Will said, “and he can’t figure out where to take her. Dad suggested dinner in Burlington and staying at the lake.”


Cameron zeroed in on Hunter. “You have a date with Megan! This is huge news!”


“Am I the only one who had no idea he liked her?” Wade asked.


“Not the only one,” Charley said.


“I told you that,” Hunter said.


“Um, no you didn’t. I think I would’ve remembered.”


Their mother, Molly, came breezing into the conference room. “Remembered what?”


Lincoln jumped up to greet his wife with a hug. “What brings you here, my love?”


She put her arms around him and leaned into his embrace. “I’m looking for you.”


“You found me.”


“Tell me what we’re talking about,” Molly said, homing in on the fact that something was up. Her antennae were always well calibrated where her children were concerned.


“Hunter’s got a date with Megan,” Will said.


Hunter wished he could rewind the last ten minutes and transport himself out of this room, away from the office and the store, to a place where he wasn’t surrounded by people who wanted to know every detail of his life. But it was his own fault they were up in his grill. He’d all but invited them by blurting out his plans with Megan. He never should’ve told them he had the date in the first place. Since the meeting was all but over, he gathered his stuff and stood.


“Where’re you going?” Charley asked. “We haven’t figured out where you should take her yet.”


“I’ll take care of it myself,” Hunter said. “Forget I said anything.”


“Right …” Charley sat back in her chair and smiled smugly. “As if.”


As the others laughed at Charley’s comment, Hunter took the opportunity to exit the conference room. In his office, he dropped the files on his desk he’d taken to the useless meeting and turned off his computer, more than ready to end this unproductive day.
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Molly came into Hunter’s office and shut the door behind her.


“Not you, too,” Hunter said.


“I haven’t come to pile on.”


“That’s a relief.”


“I have a suggestion.”


“I’m listening.”


“Get in the car and drive. Go off without a plan and see where the road takes you.”


Hunter tugged at his collar, which suddenly felt tight and restrictive. “That’s not how I roll.”


“Oh, I know,” she said, laughing, “but it’s also not at all like you to tell your siblings you have a date and are conflicted about where to take her.”


Hunter sat in his chair and let out a deep breath. “True. Nothing about this is typical.”


A satisfied smile stretched across his mother’s face.


“What?”


“It’s just nice to see, that’s all.”


“What’s nice to see?”


She pushed off the door and came around his desk to lean against it. “You, taking a chance on something you can’t fully analyze and dissect ahead of time.”


“I hate that I can’t do that.”


Molly tossed her head back and laughed. “I bet you do.”


“Glad you find it so funny.”


“It’s not funny so much as it is amusing and endearing.” She rearranged his hair the way she had nearly every day of his life growing up. Despite her best efforts, his hair continued to do its own thing. It had been years, decades perhaps, since she’d tried to tame it. “I love seeing you all in knots over a woman.”


“She’s … She’s special. I don’t want to screw it up.”


“She’s very special.”


“You really think so?” Hunter couldn’t believe how desperate he was for his mother’s approval, even though he certainly didn’t need it at his age.


“I really do. I’ll never forget how gracefully she and Nina handled their crushing loss. When they had to be dying inside, they made sure the funeral portrayed the wonderful people Rick and Lori were.”


Needing something to do with all the energy coursing through him, Hunter rubbed at the late-day stubble on his jaw. “I don’t think she’s ever gotten over it.”


“Who would? I’m almost sixty years old and my father is still at the center of my life. The day he isn’t there anymore … Well, I don’t have to tell you.”


“No, you don’t.” The thought of life without Elmer Stillman was like trying to imagine a day without sunshine. “He’s considering buying the diner, you know.”


“He’s what?”


“He’s in discussions to buy the diner.”


“Why?”


“The truth?”


She raised the formidable eyebrow that had kept ten children straight all their lives.


“I think he’s doing it because he knows I’m interested in Megan and wants to keep her in town.”


“Are you shitting me?”


Hunter had a formidable eyebrow of his own that served as his reply.


“That old schemer,” Molly said with a bark of laughter. “He sure has been busy lately.”


“With some help from your husband.”


“What do you know?”


“Just that the two of them seem to have taken it upon themselves to ‘help us along’ in the romance department. They think they’re so clever, but they’re not really fooling anyone.”


“You can’t argue with their results though. A wedding, an engagement and a shack-up all in one year. Not bad.”


“Not bad at all, and I get the feeling they’re looking to add me to their list of successes.”


“Are you bothered by that?”


“Not as much as I would be if I hadn’t been waiting forever for this chance with Megan. I spent a sleepless night trying to figure out how we could buy the diner to keep her in town, and then along came Gramps with a solution to my problem. I can’t say that bothered me much at all.”


Molly smiled at him. “What did Megan have to say about it?”


“That it would give her some time to figure out her next move.” As he said those words, a sinking feeling came over him. The thought of her moving on to something—or someone—else made him feel ill. “She’s been right across the street all this time, and I couldn’t work up the nerve to ask her out.”


“Because you knew she was interested in Will.”


“Partially. But also because it’s always seemed more significant with her. I don’t know why. I don’t even know her all that well when it comes right down to it. I just know how I feel when she’s around.”


“You need to trust that feeling, Hunter.”


“I’m trying to, but she’s already warning me off her.”


“How so?”


“She said she’s not interested in being serious with anyone.”


“She’s scared, honey. She’s already lost so much in her life that she’s put up brick walls all around her heart to keep the hurt out.”


“What if I can’t get past those walls?”


“You’ve always been an excellent climber,” she said, grinning. “From the time you were nine months old and already escaping from your crib. If you want her badly enough, and I think you do, you’ll find a way over the walls.”


“You don’t think I’m a fool for getting involved with someone who’s already told me she doesn’t want what I want?”


“I think you’d be a fool not to try, but you need to do so fully aware that she might not change her mind about what she wants—and what she doesn’t.”


Lost in thought, he once again tapped his mechanical pencil against his lip. “I like your idea of getting in the car and taking off somewhere with her.”


“You don’t always have to have a plan. Remember that.”


“I might need a reminder from time to time.”


“There’s no place in matters of the heart for spreadsheets or pie charts.”


“What?” he asked, horrified.


“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I have to say it does my heart good to see you taking a chance with yours. It’s about time.”


“What if … What if I take this huge gamble on her, and she decides to leave town or that I’m not the one for her or something equally unfortunate.”


“That’s always a risk, but if she decides to leave town you could always go with her.”


“How do I do that when my job and my entire life are here?”


“I know I speak for your father when I tell you neither of us would ever want you to feel like you were stuck here out of some sense of obligation to the family. Even if the whole operation would fall apart without you.”


He grunted out a laugh, because that was true.


“You’re fantastic at what you do, and Dad and I are extremely grateful for and proud of your contributions here. But that doesn’t mean the family business is a life sentence. As much as it would pain us to see you go, we’d figure it out. You’re a grown man, Hunter, as well as a wonderful son and brother and an outstanding asset to the business. All that said, you have a right to your own life, too, and we’d never stand in the way of that.”


Touched by what she’d said, he looked up at her. “I love this job. You know that. I’d never want to leave it.”


“Hopefully it won’t come to that, but keep your options open. If you feel for this woman what I think you do, you’ll want her to be happy, too. In fact, her happiness could very well become the most important thing to you.”


“If I feel the way you think I do. What does that mean?”


“L-o-v-e.”


Hunter blanched at that. “I like her, Mom. Did you hear me say I barely know her? Did you hear me say she’s already told me she doesn’t want to get serious?”


Molly shrugged and gave him the trademark grin that let him know she could see right through his bullshit. She’d always been scarily perceptive when it came to her children. “Keep telling yourself that. I’ve got to run and get ready for a date of my own.” She winked at him. “Your dad is taking me out tonight.”


“I want that.” The words were out before he could stop them.


“Want what?”


“What you guys have.”


Her face softened as she gazed at him with unabashed love. “I want that for you, too, honey. Clearly your father and grandfather want it, too. If you want it, go get it. Stop hiding out in this office behind your computer and your spreadsheets. Go out there and live, Hunter.”


Unable to deny the truth behind her words, he said, “I’m trying.”


“Good. Keep me posted on how it’s going.”


“That’s not happening. I’ve already told you all too much.”


“Too late to turn back now.” She kissed his cheek and headed for the door. “Cat’s out of the bag, my friend.”


“Mom?”


Molly turned back to face him. “Yes?”


“Thank you.”


“My pleasure, sweetheart. Good luck tonight. I’ll be hoping to hear you had a wonderful time.”


“Thanks again.”


Hoping to avoid any further involvement from his nosy siblings, Hunter left the office and headed home to wait for Megan’s call.




CHAPTER 9


[image: Image]


Megan stared at the phone. She was under no obligation to call him. In fact, with the diner closing soon, she could slip out of town and avoid the emotional farewell with Nina and Brett as well as the diner’s many loyal patrons. Who would miss her if she left without saying good-bye?


Hunter would. The two words echoed through her mind loud and clear. He’d been so nice to her, and it pained her to think of hurting him by blowing him off when they had plans. Wouldn’t it be better to walk away now before anything happened between them?


As much as Megan yearned to make some changes in her life, she wasn’t at all prepared to risk the sort of things she’d be endangering by entering into a real relationship with a man, especially someone like Hunter, who knew what he wanted and went after it with single-minded purpose.


Being at the center of that single-minded purpose had been flattering. She couldn’t deny that, but she’d hidden behind her fictional boyfriend for all those years for good reason. She’d rather be alone than ever again hurt like she had after losing her parents.


“It’s not fair to him,” she whispered, smoothing a hand over the skirt of the subtly sexy black dress Nina had talked her into buying. She’d been excited earlier, wondering what Hunter would think of the dress as well as the three-inch heels she’d bought to wear with it. Megan couldn’t remember the last time she’d had an occasion that called for heels. Nina had been excited, too, pushing Megan up the stairs to her apartment to get ready for her big date that wasn’t going to happen now.


Taking a deep breath and trying to suppress the disappointment that threatened to overwhelm her, she called the number he’d written on the back of his business card.


He answered on the second ring, sounding out of breath. “Hello?”


That one breathless word conveyed a world of anticipation, which made her feel terrible all over again for what she was about to say to him.


“Megan? Are you there?”


“Yes, I’m here.”


“What’s wrong?”


“I, um … I wanted to tell you …”


“Are you home?”


“Yes, but …”


“I’ll be right there.”


The line went dead before she could reply. For a brief moment, she thought about leaving before he got there but dismissed that idea almost as quickly as she’d had it. He was a nice guy. At the very least, he deserved the truth. Or some version of it that would convince him she was a lousy bet in the romance department.


She sat on the edge of her sofa, acutely aware of how fast her heart was beating as she waited for him. He didn’t live that far from her, so she wasn’t surprised to hear heavy footsteps on the stairs that led to her apartment ten minutes later.


He rapped on the door. “Megan?”


Summoning a calm exterior even as her interior swirled around like a washing machine on the spin cycle, Megan crossed the small room and pulled open the door.


Whatever Hunter had been about to say died on his lips as he took in her outfit. “Wow,” he said on a long exhale. “You’re stunning.”


“Thank you,” she said, unnerved by the compliment and the heat she saw in his gaze as he stared at her. “Come in.”


He followed her inside, closing the door behind him. “I had things I was going to say, but I can’t seem to remember any of them.”


Megan knew a moment of pure feminine power when she realized she’d rendered him all but speechless with the outfit as well as the time she’d spent on her hair and makeup.


Hunter took a look around at her tiny but cozy living space. “I love your place.”


“Thanks. It’s small, but it’s home.”


He gestured to the crowded bookshelves that occupied one wall of her living room. “You like to read.”


“My favorite thing to do.” Escaping into imaginary worlds took her far away from her own life. “I have thousands more on my e-reader.”


“I like to read, too.” He pushed off the door and came closer to her, his nearness and that incredible scent that came with him making her heart go crazy again. Tonight he wore a black sweater with dark jeans, managing to look sexy and well put together at the same time. “One of my favorite things to do.”


Being alone with him, even knowing she was totally safe with him, made her feel nervous and jumpy. It had been years, a decade in fact, since she’d been completely alone with a man—if you could call the boys she’d dated then “men.” They were boys compared to the man who stood before her now, eating her up with his hungry gaze.


“Hunter, I wanted to tell you …”


He closed the small distance between them, took her hand and led her to the sofa, where he sat beside her. Having him right next to her, looking at her the way he always did, it was almost impossible to form the words she needed.


“What do you want to tell me?”


She couldn’t continue to look at him and say what needed to be said, too. “You’ve been really nice to me, and I appreciate that. But I …”


“Please don’t tell me you don’t want to go out tonight. You’ll crush me.”


Startled by the passion she heard in his voice, she forced herself to look at him. “You have no idea what you’re getting into with me.”


“I want to know. Tell me what I’m getting into.”


She shook her head. “I wish things were different, but it would be better for you—”


“No, it wouldn’t. Never having the chance to know you would not be better for me.”


“How can you say that? You don’t know—”


“Then tell me. Tell me all the awful things I don’t know, and I’ll decide for myself if any of them are deal-breakers for me. Give me a chance, Megan. That’s all I’m asking for.” As he spoke, he brushed dampness from her face, which was how she knew she was crying. “Sweetheart, please … Talk to me. Let me in. I want so badly to know you—the real you, not the cool, collected woman you show the rest of the world. I want to know Megan.”


Hearing him call her sweetheart made her melt on the inside. Her father had called her that, and she liked the sound of it coming from Hunter. Megan wiped her face, determined to put her emotions on ice and convince him he could do better than a woman who was broken on the inside.


Hunter put his arm around her and drew her in close to him.


Though being so close to him didn’t do a damned thing for her intention to end this before it went any further, she couldn’t seem to resist the comfort he offered so willingly. With her face resting against his chest, Megan was grateful for the opportunity to gather her thoughts without having to look at the incredibly insightful brown eyes that seemed to see right through her.


“After my parents died,” she began in a small voice, “I was a bit of a mess.”


“Of course you were. Anyone would be.”


“I did a lot of stupid things. With guys. A lot of guys.”


His hand was big and warm on her arm, and he didn’t seem to breathe while he waited to hear what she would say next.


“Things I’m ashamed of now.”


“That was a long time ago, Megan. You were young and grief-stricken and running from the pain. I don’t judge you for what you did then. I don’t know how anyone could.”


“This went on for a while, until the night I kissed Will at a party.”


Only the slight tightening of his grip on her arm indicated his reaction to hearing about her kissing his brother. He remained silent.


“After that I sort of fixated on him. Nina and I talked about it earlier, and she said if I were supposedly ‘in love’ with Will, that kept me from messing around with other guys. I poured everything into my fixation on him. Nina made me see …”


“What did she make you see?”


“That as long as I had myself convinced Will was the one for me, I could justify keeping other men at a distance.”


“So there hasn’t been anyone else in all that time?”


“No.”


“How long ago did you kiss Will?”


“The summer I graduated from high school. Ten years ago.”


“Oh, Megan,” he said with a sigh. “I’m so sorry for your terrible loss and all the pain it’s caused you, but you don’t need to be afraid of me. I promise you don’t need to put up walls to keep me out.”


“That’s very nice of you to say, but I think it might be easier if I just continue on the way I’ve been. I can’t hide behind Will anymore, and I know that. I’m really happy for him. He’s a great guy, and he deserves to be happy.”


“Yes, he does, but so do you. You may deserve it more than anyone I know.”


“You deserve it, too, Hunter. You deserve better—”


“No.” He moved slightly to his left, his finger under her chin compelling her to look at him. “Don’t say I deserve better than you.”


“You do.”


“No,” he said, more forcefully this time.


Before she could begin to gauge his intentions, he was leaning in closer, his lips brushing against hers, softly, slowly, sweetly.


Megan whimpered. “Hunter …”


“Kiss me.”


She raised her hand to his smooth face and pressed her lips to his. So much for her good intentions to cut him loose. How had she ended up kissing him on her sofa?


“God, you’re so sweet,” he whispered against her neck, the heat of his breath sending goose bumps down her back. “I knew you would taste so sweet.” Then he was back for more, this time adding subtle touches of his tongue to her bottom lip that had her leaning in, desperate to be closer to him.


She curled her arms around his neck and made him gasp when she brushed her tongue against his.


His groan made his entire body vibrate. He tipped his head, seeking a better angle, his hand buried in her hair to keep her from getting away.


Megan had forgotten what it was like to be held by a man, to be kissed and touched this way. But no man had ever managed to take her away from all her worries and fears the way Hunter Abbott was doing. She wanted to kiss him until he was all she could think about.


Without taking the time to consider what she was doing or how she’d intended to stop this before it started, she brought him with her when she reclined against the sofa pillows. Never breaking the kiss, Hunter followed her lead, coming down on top of her, his body fitting intimately against hers.


She took advantage of the opportunity to run her fingers through his wavy dark hair, which she discovered was softer than it looked.


“Megan,” he said when he came up for air. “I didn’t mean for things to get so … heated.” When he would’ve pulled back from her, she stopped him.


“Don’t go. Not yet.”


He leaned his forehead against hers, looking down at her with desire and confusion and questions she could see he wanted to ask but didn’t.


“I was going to tell you I can’t do this, and then we were kissing, and now I can’t remember why I was going to say that.”


His laugh was deep and rich, and she loved that she’d made him laugh. She loved the way the laughter lit up his eyes and softened his demeanor. “I understand you’re afraid to have a real relationship. All I’m asking is that you give me—and us—a chance.”


“What is it about me that you find so interesting? I’m kind of boring when it comes right down to it.”


“You’re not boring at all. I’ve always suspected that under that cool façade a complex woman was waiting to get out. All I can tell you is I like how I feel when you’re around.”


“How do you feel?”


“Excited, interested, distracted, stupid.”


“Stupid? You? You’re like the smartest person I know.”


“Not when you’re around. So many times I’ve wanted to ask you out, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the words, to ask the question. That makes me feel really stupid.”


“You’re not. Not at all. Although you may be if you get involved with me.”


“I wish you wouldn’t say stuff like that about the woman who makes me feel all those things.” He kissed her nose and then her lips. “I’ve got another thing to add to the list of things you make me feel.” Pressing his erection into her belly, he said, “Aroused.”


Megan closed her eyes, trying to process all the things he was saying and all the emotions that accompanied his words.


“I didn’t intend to begin our first date this way,” he said. “Not that I’m complaining—at all. Best first date I’ve ever had.”


“We haven’t gone anywhere yet.”


“And it’s still the best ever.”


“Doesn’t take much to make you happy.” Megan went with her trademark sarcasm to hide her emotional reaction to just about everything he said to her.


“You call being able to hold you and kiss you not much? To me it’s incredible.” He kissed her again, as if he couldn’t stop now that he’d started. “And just think, we’ve already gotten the awkward ‘will we or won’t we’ first-kiss business out of the way, so we won’t have to worry about that all night.”


“Thank goodness.”


“So you’ll go out with me and no more about not being good enough or deserving enough or deciding things for me without my input?”


What else could she say to that other than, “Okay.”


Hunter felt like he’d dodged a bullet. He’d driven to Megan’s house like a man possessed. He’d guessed what she’d been about to say and hadn’t given her a chance to say it. On the ride to her house, he’d tried to think of the words he would need to persuade her to give him a chance. He hadn’t expected to end up making out with her on the sofa, but as he’d said to her, he certainly wasn’t complaining.


Every minute he spent with her, no matter what they were doing, confirmed what he’d suspected for some time now—there could be something special between them. Listening to her share her worries and hearing the pain in her voice had made something inside him rise up in protest, wanting to ensure she never felt that way again.


Hearing that she’d tried to outrun her pain by giving herself to other guys had made him want to kill someone, not that he’d let her see that. No, the worst thing he could ever do is let her think he was judging her when he wasn’t. How could he pretend to know what it had been like to suddenly lose the two most important people in her life at the tender age of eighteen?


If she’d found a way to manage the pain, so be it. That was then, this was now, and hearing how she’d reacted to the aftermath of her loss only made him more determined to make sure nothing ever hurt her again.


“Where’re we going?” she asked, breaking a lengthy silence.


Drawn out of his thoughts by her question, Hunter glanced over at her. “I don’t know yet. I thought we’d take a ride and see what looks good to us.”


In the faint light coming from the dashboard, he thought he saw her smile. “I figured you’d have this evening planned down to the last minute.”


“Usually I would, but tonight I wanted to do something different and be more spontaneous.”


“Spontaneous. Is that painful for you?”


“Why do I have a feeling you’re making fun of me?”


“I would never do that.”


“Yes, I think you would.” He loved to see her playful side emerging. She was always so serious and contained. Now he knew why. She kept a tight rein on her emotions as a shield against being hurt again. Understanding that about her was like being given the keys to her inner workings. He would guard and protect those keys with everything he had for as long as he was lucky enough to have her in his life.


“You’re awfully quiet over there, which makes me wonder what you’re thinking about.”


“I’m thinking about you, which I do a lot.”


“What in particular?” she asked.


“That I’m glad you told me what you did earlier.”


“I’m ashamed of what I told you. I wish you didn’t know that about me.”


“It’s part of who you are, and I want to know who you are. I want to understand you, because if I understand you, I can make sure I don’t do anything to hurt you.”


After a long pause, she said, “Since last night … I’ve felt like I’m living in some sort of fairy tale or something.”


“The one where the handsome, dashing accountant scoops you up and takes you away from all your troubles?”


“Yes, that’s the one.”


He hadn’t expected such a serious reply to his teasing comment, but it pleased him deeply to know she felt that way. Reaching across the center console, he took her hand and had to remember he was driving when she curled both her hands around his.


Hunter kept his eyes on the road, even though he preferred looking at her. He wanted to know what she was thinking, but he didn’t ask. There’d be time for that later. Right now he wanted to enjoy having her riding next to him, holding his hand with an entire evening stretched out before them to spend any way they wished to.


He decided there was definitely something to be said for spontaneity when it involved her.


They drove for a long time through dark, winding mountain roads. Hunter had no idea where they were and didn’t care. A touch of a button on the GPS could get them home, but for the moment, he was rather enjoying being “lost” with Megan.


A roadside tavern appeared in the headlights. “What do you think?”


“Looks good to me.”


Hunter signaled and then pulled off the road, laughing when he saw the name of the place: Pig’s Belly Tavern and Publick House. “You can tell our grandchildren I brought you to the Pig’s Belly Tavern for our first date.”


“It’ll make for a good story.”


Her comeback filled him with foolish hope for a future with her that was far from assured. Don’t get ahead of yourself. First date. Go slow. Reluctantly, he withdrew his hand from her grasp to shut off the engine. “Wait for me. I’ll come around for you.”
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