
[image: Image Missing]



[image: ]


[image: Logo Missing]




Your Love Is All I Need copyright © 2014 HTJB, Inc


Let Me Hold Your Hand copyright © 2014 HTJB, Inc


I Saw You Standing There copyright © 2014 HTJB, Inc


Background image © briddy/Shutterstock. Your Love Is All I Need cover photos © oliveromg/Shutterstock (couple), © topora/Shutterstock (house). Let Me Hold Your Hand cover images © Shutterstock.com. I Saw You Standing There cover photos © PeopleImages/iStock (couple), © Conny Sjostrom/Shutterstock (background)


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


Your Love Is All I Need is published in the USA as All You Need Is Love


Let Me Hold Your Hand is published in the USA as I Want to Hold Your Hand


I Saw You Standing There is published in the USA as I Saw Her Standing There


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 5500 6


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: Image Missing]


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
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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. 


What happens when the threat to your business becomes a threat to your heart? Find out in YOUR LOVE IS ALL I NEED . . . When Cameron Murphy heads to Vermont to build a website for a new client, she anticipates a relaxing trip. That is, until she collides with the town moose, wrecking her car, and meets the most handsome man she’s ever seen. Unfortunately, her saviour and son of her client, Will Abbott, wants nothing to do with the new website or the city girl creating it. But as the chemistry between the two heats up, they begin to wonder if simple could be best – especially when it comes to matters of the heart.


Can a grieving heart open itself up to love again? Find out in LET ME HOLD YOUR HAND . . . Almost seven years after losing her husband in Iraq, Hannah Abbott Guthrie isn’t sure she’s ready – or able – to move on. That is until a sweet kiss shared with lifelong friend Nolan Roberts makes her think about it for the first time. Nolan has loved Hannah for years, but understood she needed to heal from her devastating loss. Now, when an opportunity arises to show her how he feels, Nolan can’t resist, yet knows he has to prove to Hannah that finding love twice in a lifetime is possible - and well worth risking her heart.


Can a secret affair survive being exposed? Find out in I SAW YOU STANDING THERE . . . Colton Abbott and Lucy Mulvaney have a secret, and it’s one they especially don’t want Colton’s brother Will to know about, or his wife, Lucy’s best friend Cam. It’s not like Lucy to keep things from Cam, but she’s not about to tell her that she’s having a fling, with Will’s brother! Flitting between New York and Vermont is exhausting, so Lucy is looking forward to a weekend with Colton at the Abbott family lake house. Too bad Will and Cam have the same idea . . . With their secret out, will Lucy and Colton’s clandestine romance lose its appeal or this the start of something lasting?


***Your Love Is All I Need is published in the USA as All You Need Is Love***


***Let Me Hold Your Hand is published in the USA as I Want To Hold Your Hand***


***I Saw You Standing There is published in the USA as I Saw Her Standing There***


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.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Welcome to Vermont and my new Green Mountain series! A couple of years ago, I was watching my daily fix of Brian Williams on NBC Nightly News when I saw Anne Thompson’s feature about the Vermont Country Store and the family who runs it. I was immediately intrigued by the notion of a family running an old-fashioned country store. When my husband got home, I told him, “We’re going to Vermont!”


Luckily, he was happy to comply, and a few weekends later we took off to explore the Green Mountain State. I was completely captivated by the area, the Vermont Country Store, and everything we experienced during that weekend in Vermont. My husband teased me about how I spent two hundred dollars at the original store in Weston, Vermont, and then went to the second store in Rockingham and managed to spend another two hundred dollars—on completely different items. Visiting the Vermont Country Store is an amazing experience, and I recommend you check out the store in person or online at vermontcountrystore.com.


I’d been to Vermont before, several times in fact, but I hadn’t spent tons of time there. As a result, I had to do a lot of research to make my Vermont as authentic as possible. Suffice to say it was certainly no sacrifice to spend time in such a stunningly beautiful place. I absolutely love the scenery, the mountains, the people, the quaint small towns and the quirky slices of life that make it such a special place.


If you’re wondering where in the Northeast Kingdom the town of Butler can be found, the answer is it’s a fictional place, created from an amalgamation of a wide variety of small towns in the state. Parts and pieces of many of the towns I visited crop up in Butler, so Vermonters may find a slice of their hometown in Butler.


My research was aided by the helpfulness of several of my readers who are either from Vermont or who have lived there at one time or another. Thank you to Diane Nabel, June Claughton, Elysa Blumenthal, Kristin Ells, Terry Langlois, Brent H. Curtis and Leslie Temple, who answered my Facebook call for Vermonters willing to answer a questionnaire. Their input and insights helped tremendously. Audrey Coty, co-owner of the Nebraska Knoll Sugar Farm, provided a very memorable morning for my assistant, Julie, and me at her lovely home. Thank you, Audrey!


I’ve also been “lucky” to participate in the building of several complex websites during my professional life. However, my dear friend Mary Harrington, chief operating officer of Embolden, a website company in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, helped to fill in some of the gaps for me from the contractor side. Thank you so much, Mary!


My assistant, Julie Cupp, planned an awesome three days in Vermont, and many scenes in Your Love Is All I Need were inspired by our trip, especially the icy climb up the hill to Colton’s sugaring facility, which was a lot more fun to write about than it was to experience in real life! Thank you, Julie, for embracing my new series and for running my business so I can have more fun writing than I’ve had in years.


To the amazing team at Berkley—it’s been such a pleasure to work with all of you, especially my lovely editor, Kate Seaver. Kate, thank you for taking a chance on three chapters and hoping for the best. You’re a dream to work with. Leslie Gelbman, we bonded after taking our daughters to college, and you made me feel right at home at Berkley. Susan Allison, Erica Martirano, Erin Galloway, Courtney Landi and Katherine Pelz, your enthusiasm for the Green Mountain series has been so inspiring to me, and I look forward to bringing the rest of the series to life with your help.


A very special thank-you to my agent, Kevan Lyon, who stayed with me during the lean years, stayed calm during the experimental years and who’s the first to celebrate with me during the good times. You’re the best, Kevan, and I appreciate all you do to help keep me sane in the midst of madness.


To my wonderful friends, whether I’ve known you personally for many years or met you along the way through my books, thank you for your support of my career. Maybe you’ve bought one book or all of them, but either way, you’ve helped me more than you’ll ever know, and I appreciate each of you. A special thank-you to my wonderful beta readers, Ronlyn Howe, Kara Conrad and Anne Woodall, who are the first to read everything and the best at “cleaning me up.”


My husband, Dan, my kids, Emily and Jake, and my dogs, Brandy and Louie, make my life complete and support me every step of the way.


I’m blessed with an amazingly loyal group of readers, and I’m thankful for you each and every day. We have tons of fun on Facebook and Twitter, through e-mail and Skype chats and at book signings. I can’t thank you enough for embracing my books the way you have. I hope you’ll enjoy Will, Cameron and the Abbotts!


If you’d like to chat with other fans of the series, make sure you join the Green Mountain Reader Group at facebook.com/groups/GreenmountainSeries. To talk specifically about this book with spoilers allowed and encouraged, join the Your Love Is All I Need Reader Group at facebook.com/groups/AllYouNeedIsLove1. Join my mailing list at marieforce.com to be notified about new books and feel free to contact me at marie@marieforce.com.


Thanks so much for reading!


xoxo


Marie




CHAPTER 1
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A hard job is like forty miles of rough road.


—The gospel according to Elmer Stillman





“What the heck is a frost heave?” Cameron asked Troy, who’d briefly been her boyfriend until they realized they made better friends than lovers.


“Searching,” Troy said, indulging her as he had on and off during her long journey from Manhattan to the end of the earth.


“Well?”


“I need a freaking PhD in geology to understand these explanations, but if I’m reading it right, it’s what happens when water freezes under the road and the pavement heaves upward.”


“Apparently, there’re a lot of them around here. Signs every two minutes.” Cameron’s stomach tightened along with her fingers on the wheel of her gleaming cherry red Mini Cooper, purchased yesterday with this trip in mind. “What do you suppose I do if I happen upon one?”


“Um, I guess you hit the gas and jump it?”


“Thanks. That’s really helpful.”


His loud yawn had Cameron choking back one of her own. What should’ve been a leisurely five-and-a-half-hour trek up the scenic Taconic Parkway had turned into seven tense hours as her paltry driving experience had proven no match for the twists and turns of mountain roads.


“Are you almost there? I’m getting tired.”


“The GPS says twenty more minutes.” All at once, the phone made a series of weird clicking noises. “Troy? Hello? Ugh!” Colleagues had warned her that mountain cell phone reception was spotty at best, but she’d refused to imagine a scenario in which she didn’t have the world at her fingertips. It didn’t bear thinking about.


Cameron hit Redial on the smart phone and reached Troy’s voicemail. At least he was trying to call her back.


She put down the phone and focused on driving. In addition to the frost heave signs, the frequent moose-crossing warnings were also unsettling. What were the rules of the road when it came to moose? Who had the right of way? The questions reminded her that she had lots more research yet to do about her destination.


When the phone rang, she pounced on it. “Are you there?”


“I’m here.”


“Good,” Cameron said, relieved to hear his voice. “Reception sucks up here.”


“How long do you have to be there anyway?”


“If they hire us, and that’s a huge if at this point, hopefully just a week, maybe two. I’ll pacify my father, and then get back to civilization.” Cameron didn’t like to think about what was riding on her landing this big job.


“Sounds like a plan,” he said, yawning again.


“Stop that, will you?”


“Sorry.”


Cameron had never driven on such a dark road and had visions of missing a turn and pitching off the side of a cliff. Her fingers ached from gripping the wheel so tightly. “Talk to me,” she said.


“What do you want to talk about?”


Over the course of their ten-year friendship-that-defied-definition, they’d covered every subject under the sun. “I don’t know. Think of something.”


“You never did tell me much about the project.”


She released a rattling deep breath, seeking to calm her nerves. “The Green Mountain Country Store needs a website. From what I hear, they’re still living in the early-twentieth-century dark ages. My dad went to school with the majority partner, and they ran into each other at their Yale reunion. Dad told him what I do, and one thing led to another.”


“You mean one thing led to frost heaves and moose crossings.”


Despite her tension, Cameron laughed. “God, Troy, what am I doing here?”


“Taking one for the team the way you always do.”


“Yeah, I guess.” Her father was one of her weak spots, and he’d taken full advantage by all but ordering her to meet with his old friend. But since her website development company was still recovering from the economic downturn a few years back, any new business was welcome—even if it required a trek into the wilderness. “It’s so dark I can barely see where I’m going.”


“You’re talking hands-free, right?”


“Since both my hands are surgically attached to the wheel at the moment, yes.”


“I should’ve driven you up there,” he said, sounding regretful.


“You’ve got court this week.” Her friend was an up-and-coming attorney in Manhattan, and Cameron was proud of all he’d accomplished—and appreciative of the pro bono work he did for her company.


“Still, we could’ve gone up yesterday. I would’ve been back in time.”


“That’s sweet of you, but I wanted to do this on my own.”


“Had something to prove to yourself, huh?”


“Well, when was the last time I drove? Or even left Manhattan? I’m almost thirty, and until yesterday I’d never owned a car.”


“I’m proud of you, Cam. You could’ve said no or sent one of your employees. It says something about you that you decided to take this on yourself.”


Touched by what he’d said, she released a nervous laugh. “We’ll see how proud you are of me after I’m here a week and going through ugly city withdrawals.” Her eyes darted from the dark road to the GPS. “Only five more minutes. I guess I can take it from here.”


“You sure?”


“Positive. Thanks for keeping me company.”


“Anytime, kiddo. Call me tomorrow?”


“I will. Good luck in court.”


“Thanks.”


Cameron looked down long enough to end the call. When she returned her attention to the road, something large and black was in her path. A shriek escaped from her clenched jaw as she jammed on the brakes. The tiny car skidded perilously, and she was certain she’d be spiraling into the abyss at any second.


Instead she smashed straight into the immovable object, deploying the car’s airbags. That was the last thing she saw before everything went black.


Cameron didn’t think she lost consciousness. Rather, she lost her headlights, which pitched her into inky darkness unlike anything she’d ever experienced. In the city that never sleeps, it didn’t ever get totally dark. Not like this anyway. With the headlights went the heater, and within minutes she was trembling from the cold and the fear of being alone in the middle of nowhere with something blocking her path. And smacking her face on the airbag hadn’t helped. Her nose hurt, and her eyes were watering.


She reached for her phone and managed to drop it. Rooting around on the floor, she finally found it, but when she turned it on she had no service. “Ugh! You gotta be kidding me!”


Squinting, she tried to make out what was blocking her path, but it just looked like a huge black wall. She pushed the airbag aside and turned the key. The engine clicked in response but didn’t turn over.


“Fantastic.” Who did one even call out here? Did the auto club send tow trucks into the middle of nowhere? She was powering up the phone to try again when the flash of headlights coming toward her caught her attention.


With fumbling hands, she managed to get the door open. Her legs didn’t want to cooperate as she forced herself out of the car, sinking ankle deep in something cold and wet. Thinking of the five-hundred-dollar cinnamon suede boots she had lusted after for months and finally bought with a gift card from her dad, she whimpered.


On the other side of the big black wall, which was now partially lit, she heard a voice.


“Are you okay, Fred? Does anything hurt?”


The wall let out the deepest “moo” she’d ever heard and began to move.


If her feet hadn’t been encased in something nasty, Cameron would’ve taken a step back when she realized “the wall” was alive. “What the …”


Ambling slowly into the woods, the animal’s departure allowed Cameron to see a large man standing in the silhouette of headlights, his truck running behind him. At well over six feet tall, his shoulders were broad and his posture menacing—or so it seemed to her. All he needed was a chain saw to complete the Texas Chainsaw Massacre image that was forming in her overly active imagination.


She wondered if they had chain saw or axe murderers in Vermont. Judging from the number of trees she’d seen on the way up here, they had plenty of use for both tools. Glancing down to her right, she gasped at the smashed-in front of her new car, illuminated by the truck’s headlights. “Oh no! My car!”


“You hit Fred,” the would-be axe murderer said.


Without taking her eyes off the front end of her once-pristine car, she said, “Who’s Fred?”


“The town moose.”


She stared at him, agog. “The town has a moose?”


“That’s right,” he said as if such things were perfectly normal, and she was the crazy one for asking the question.


“What about my car? Look at what he did to my car!”


“Didn’t you see the moose-crossing sign a mile or so back?”


“I saw it and a thousand others, but I didn’t think it meant a moose would be stupid enough to stand in the middle of the road where it could get hit by a car.”


“Are you calling Fred stupid?”


As cold, wet muck seeped into her lovely boots, Cameron wanted to shriek. This whole thing was beyond stupid! She wished she could close her eyes and be back in her SoHo apartment, in a world where everything made sense to her. A “town moose” standing in the middle of a road definitely did not make sense.


If she could manage to extract her feet from the goop, the first thing she’d do was click her heels together three times and hope for instant transport home. Hey, it had worked for Dorothy, right? Thinking about her favorite movie of all time buoyed her flagging spirits.


“Are you hurt?” he asked, almost sounding concerned.


“I don’t think so.”


“Where you heading?”


“Butler.”


“You’re close.”


“I know. The GPS said I was minutes away before Fred got in my way.”


“Looks to me like you hit him, not the other way around.”


“Tell it to the insurance company,” she said, wondering if her insurance covered mooseastrophies. This really couldn’t be happening. Maybe she’d fallen into a dream the way Dorothy had, and when she woke up she’d laugh about the guy who’d been more concerned about a moose than he was about the smashed-in front of her brand-new car.


“Fred definitely got the better end of the deal,” she muttered.


“If you want to grab your stuff, I can give you a ride into town.”


Cameron, who’d spent a lifetime avoiding dangerous situations, who never left home without a can of mace, who rarely talked to strangers or made eye contact with people on the street, had no idea whether she should get into a car with a perfect stranger who could very well be an axe murderer. Then she remembered the can of mace in her purse.


“What about my car?”


“I’ll have Nolan bring it in for you.”


“Who’s Nolan?”


“He runs the garage in town.”


“Oh.”


Cameron pondered her limited options and decided she really had no choice but to take her chances with him—as long as her mace was close at hand.


“No worries, I have all night to stand here and wait on you.”


“I, um, my feet seem to be stuck.”


“Stuck?”


“What is this crap all over the road?”


“That’d be mud,” he said with the first hint of humor in his deep voice. She had to admit it was a nice voice. Too bad it belonged to someone who cared more about a moose than he did about her poor car. “Welcome to mud season in Vermont.”


“Mud has a season. This just gets better and better all the time.”


He turned back to his truck, and for a heart-stopping second she thought he might be planning to leave her there. Instead, he fetched a long black object that resembled the billy clubs carried by New York’s finest and started toward her.


As the menacing music from Texas Chainsaw Massacre played in her head, Cameron’s heart began to pound. If she hadn’t been stuck in the muck, she would’ve been tempted to run into the far less threatening forest.


The axe murderer turned on a powerful flashlight, aimed it at her feet and let out a lusty belly laugh.


“What the hell is so funny?” In the residual glow from the flashlight she caught a glimpse of what might’ve been an arresting face if he hadn’t been so sanctimonious. Chiseled was the first word that came to mind. Rugged was the second. She hated herself for wanting a better look at him when she had much bigger problems at the moment.


The quicksand episode from Gilligan’s Island chose that moment to pop into her head as she realized she could no longer feel her feet.


“Are those suede boots?” he asked when he finally quit laughing.


“Yeah, so?”


“Um, just FYI, suede boots usually don’t fare too well in Vermont mud season.”


“Thanks for the advice, Cliff Clavin. Now maybe you could tell me how I’m supposed to get free of this crap?”


“Quickest way would be to step out of the boots and leave them.”


“Leave them? They’re five-hundred-dollar boots!”


“Ouch,” he said, wincing. “I hate to break it to you, but they’re probably a total loss.”


Cameron refused to believe that. Her dry cleaner in the city could get anything out of anything. “Where’s it coming from?”


He directed the flashlight beam to her left, the light scaling an imposing hill, tracing the path of mud flowing like a river down the slope and across the highway. “When the snow melts it makes mud.”


“How charming.”


“After months of hip-deep snow, the mud is a welcome harbinger of spring around here.” He brought the flashlight back to her feet. “So what’s it going to be, princess? Save the boots or save yourself?”


“God, what a choice.”


The flashlight provided just enough illumination for her to catch his eye roll.


Annoyed, cold and furious over the loss of her favorite boots—not to mention the carnage that was her new car—she bent to unzip the first one. “Where do I, um, step when I take them off?”


“I’ll give you a lift to my truck.”


“But I need to get my stuff.”


“I’ll come back for it.”


Even though she wanted to dislike him for defending the moose over her car, she had to admit he was being sort of helpful—and condescendingly sanctimonious. She couldn’t forget that.


“Fine.” She unzipped the second boot and tried not to think about abandoning their soft loveliness to the Vermont mud bath.


“Ready?” He squatted before her, and Cameron stepped out of the boots and slid onto him piggyback style. A whoosh of air escaped her lungs as he lifted her effortlessly, as if she were a bag of flour rather than a one-hundred-and-thirty-pound woman. He deposited her into the front seat of his toasty warm truck with the finesse of a flour bag landing on the floor of a bakery. “Sorry,” he muttered after the hard landing.


“No problem.” Like heat-seeking missiles, her feet headed for the warm air coming from under the dashboard of the relatively new truck. It still had that smell. How would he feel if Fred crushed in the front of it?


Before she could pose the question, he said, “What do you need from the car?”


She looked up at him, lit by the overhead light in the truck’s cab, and her breath caught in her lungs. Arresting hadn’t been the right word to describe his face. He was beautiful. Prominent cheekbones and lush lashes and full lips that made her want to drool, even though they were flat with annoyance directed at her. His strong jaw was sprinkled with the perfect amount of stubble, just the way a male jaw should look. Since he was wearing a knitted cap, she couldn’t tell what color his hair was but she was picturing light brown based on the color of his brows. Releasing a long leisurely sigh, she realized she was staring at him.


“Any day now,” he said, snapping her out of the dream state she’d slipped into.


Clearing her throat, she said, “I need my purse, phone, GPS and both suitcases from the trunk.”


“Anything else, Your Highness?”


“What? You asked.”


“Stay put.” He stalked off into the darkness, leaving Cameron to fume at his surly disposition. Of course it was just her luck that he had the face of an angel and the personality of Ralph Kramden. Looking around the neat interior of the truck, she was relieved to find no sign of an axe or chain saw.


Her suitcases landed with a loud thud in the back of the truck a few minutes later. He got in and thrust her purse and electronics at her.


Cameron caught the items with an awkward juggle, and automatically clicked on her phone to check her messages. Still no service. She moaned. “Come on!”


“That thing won’t do you much good up here,” he said with that disdainful tone she was coming to expect from him.


“So I’ve discovered.” The flashing blink coming from the back of her car indicated he’d turned on the hazard lights so approaching cars wouldn’t hit it. At least the back end wouldn’t look like the front by morning. Propped up by the deepening mud, her abandoned boots resembled toy soldiers standing watch over the wrecked car.


Welcome to Vermont.


The short ride into town was full of awkward silence. Sensing his irritation with her, Cameron chose to stay quiet instead of peppering him with questions about the town, the state and what he might know about the Green Mountain Country Store.


“You got a name?” he asked.


“Cameron.”


“What kind of name is that for a girl?”


Instantly on the offensive, Cameron glared at him. “It’s the kind of name my parents gave me—and I had it long before Cameron Diaz was famous.”


“Who?”


Astounded, Cameron swiveled in her seat. “Tell me the truth—have I been abducted by aliens? It’s okay. You can give it to me straight. I can take it.”


“I don’t know about aliens, but I may as well tell you I have no idea who Cliff Clavin is either.”


Cameron’s mouth fell open. “The know-it-all mailman from Cheers? One of the top-rated shows of the eighties and nineties?”


“So you think I’m a know-it-all, huh?”


“You sound rather proud of that.”


“Well, you don’t have to be a know-it-all to get that wearing suede boots to Vermont in March isn’t the brightest idea you’ll ever have.”


“Pardon my ignorance, but I’ve never been here before.”


“All that technology laying in your lap, and you never got the 411 on the mud.” He snorted out a laugh.


“Anyone ever tell you that you can be somewhat insufferable?”


Arching an eyebrow, he smirked at her. “Only somewhat? I’ve fallen short of my goal.”


Exasperated, Cameron shifted to look out the passenger window.


“Was it something I said?”


She shook her head in disbelief. The guy was too much. “What’s your name anyway?”


“Will Abbott.”


That got her attention. “Any relation to Lincoln Abbott?”


“That’d be my dad. How do you know him?”


“I don’t actually know him. Yet. I’m due to meet him tomorrow.”


“For what purpose?”


“To build a website for his store.”


“Damn it!” Will slammed the heel of his hand on the wheel. “I can’t believe him! We told him we didn’t want it!”


“We?” Cameron made an effort to keep the waver out of her voice. Would this interminable day ever end?


“My siblings and I. We’re his partners.”


“Oh.” Since the company had no website, she’d found precious little information about it online and had planned to start from scratch once she got to town.


“Let me guess—when he hired you he never mentioned that his children voted against a website.”


“Um, no, that didn’t come up.”


“This is so typical. He brings one of his big ideas to us, we tell him we aren’t interested, and then he does it anyway.”


“If you’re partners, how does he get away with that?”


“Because he owns the majority—fifty percent. The other fifty percent is split between the ten of us. Five of us help him run the store and vote proxy for the others. The other five provide a variety of products to the store.”


“Ten of you?”


“I’m one of ten.”


“You have ten kids in your family?”


“Yeah, so?”


“I’ve never known anyone who had more than four kids in their family.”


“Well, now you know someone who has ten.”


As an only child, Cameron tried to wrap her head around what it might’ve been like to grow up with nine siblings. “What are their names?”


“You want to know the names of my siblings?” he asked, as if that was the stupidest question he’d ever heard.


“Yeah, I guess I do. If I’m going to be stuck in the middle of your family feud it would be good to know the people I’m dealing with.”


“Feud is kind of a strong word, but we do argue. A lot.” He sighed and tightened his grip on the wheel. “Hunter and Hannah are the oldest. They’re twins.”


“Ten kids and twins too?”


“Two sets of twins. Lucas and Landon are second from the youngest. They’re identical twins.”


“That’s so cool.”


He glanced over at her, seeming confounded by her interest in his family. But to Cameron, who’d grown up painfully alone, families like his only existed on the TV shows she’d glommed on to, looking for a family anywhere she could find one.


“I’m after Hunter and Hannah. Then comes Ella, Charlotte, Wade, Colton, Lucas and Landon and then Max.”


“Wow. That’s a lot of kids.”


“Yep.”


“Is your mom in an asylum?”


His bark of laughter took her by surprise. “Nah. She rolls with it all. I’ve never met anyone as quietly efficient as she is. She always made it look easy.”


“How do you make ten kids look easy?”


“I don’t know, but somehow she did.”


“So which five are involved in the business?”


“That’d be me, Hunter, Ella, Charlotte and Wade. Several of the others are involved in businesses that feed products to the store. Colton runs the family sugaring facility that makes maple syrup, and Max helps him out when he’s able to between classes. He’s a senior at UVM. Landon has a woodworking business and oversees the volunteer firefighting department in town. Hannah makes jewelry. Lucas manages the family’s Christmas tree farm and helps Landon with the fire department. I think that’s everyone accounted for.”


“Just out of curiosity—why don’t you and your siblings want a website?”


“Because we don’t need one. We have a very nice business just the way it is. A website will bring a bunch of issues we aren’t interested in dealing with.”


“Such as?”


“We’ll have to hire people to fulfill orders, set up a distribution center, figure out shipping. So many headaches.”


“But it could grow your business exponentially.”


“We don’t want to grow our business. It’s fine the way it is.” He drove into a quaint little New England town with a signature white-steeple church, a volunteer fire department, a combination café and gallery, and there, in the middle of everything, the Green Mountain Country Store.


In the dark, it was hard to see much, but it seemed small next to some of the other buildings and boasted a quaint front porch. They were past it before she could ascertain much of anything else.


Will pulled into a parking lot behind a large white Victorian house.


“Where are we?”


“I assume you’re staying at the inn since it’s the only place in town that takes guests.”


Cameron pulled out the confirmation message she had printed at home. “The Admiral Frances Butler Inn?”


“That’s it.” He cut the engine and got out of the truck.


By the time she emerged onto thankfully dry pavement, he’d fetched her luggage from the back. “Can you hand me the black bag? My running shoes are in there.”


He retrieved the bag she pointed to and dropped it in front of her.


“You don’t have to shoot the messenger, you know,” she said.


“What does that mean?”


“Just because you’re mad at your dad for hiring me doesn’t mean you have to be cranky with me.”


“You were irritating me long before I knew my dad had hired you.”


“You’re just full of charm, aren’t you?” she asked as she pulled on sneakers.


“So I’m told.”


“By who?”


He waggled his brows at her. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


“Actually, I really wouldn’t.”


“Suit yourself,” he said with a shrug as he led her into the back door of the inn. He seemed to know his way around, so she followed him through a series of hallways to the front desk where he rang the bell on the counter. The place smelled like potpourri and lemon-scented furniture polish.


An older woman came through the door wearing a housecoat, pin curlers in her hair and a warm, welcoming smile on her plump face.


“Hi, Will. What a nice surprise. What brings you in tonight?”


“Hi there, Mrs. Hendricks. I’ve brought you a guest. Cameron …”


“Oh,” the older woman said, resting a hand on her head as if she just remembered her curlers. “I look a sight.”


“You’re pretty as a picture, just like always,” Will said.


“Will Abbott,” Mrs. Hendricks said as her face turned bright red, “you could charm a bird out of a tree.”


Will sent Cameron a smug smile, as if to say “Told ya so.”


Cameron cleared her throat, hoping to remind Mrs. Hendricks that a paying customer was waiting to check in. “Cameron Murphy. Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Hendricks.”


The other woman finally looked at her and gasped. “Oh my! What happened to your face?”


Cameron raised her hands to her face, remembering the moment of impact and how her nose had hurt afterward. “What?”


“You have two black eyes,” Mrs. Hendricks said. “And your nose …”


Alarmed, Cameron looked around for a mirror. “What about my nose?” She walked across the small lobby to a framed mirror and shrieked at what she saw. Her nose was swollen and sure enough, dark bruises were forming under her eyes. “Oh my God!”


Turning back to find Will leaning against the counter and Mrs. Hendricks looking on with concern, Cameron marched back over to confront him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Tell you what?”


“That my face was all banged up!”


“Um, maybe because I figured you’d hardly need me to tell you that something had smacked you in the face.”


“It must’ve been the airbag,” she said, remembering that moment of utter blackness. Had she passed out? She’d been ignoring the pain in her face as she tried to get her bearings with Will, but now that they mentioned it, her nose was throbbing rather insistently.


“The airbag would also explain the burn on your neck,” Will added.


“Burn?” Her voice was a shrill squeak. “What burn?”


He leaned in closer to her, and she swore her heart skipped a beat as she caught a whiff of his outdoorsy scent. The touch of his finger on her neck sent a shocking bolt of heat straight through her, landing in a tingle between her legs. What in the name of hell was that about?


“There.” As if he’d touched something hot, Will pulled back his hand and straightened out of that insolent slouch he did so well.


The two of them stared at each other for a long heated moment.


“Was there an accident?” Mrs. Hendricks asked, interrupting the intense interlude.


“She hit Fred,” Will said gravely.


Mrs. Hendricks brought a hand to her ample chest. “Oh! Is he okay?”


“He seemed no worse for the wear,” Will said. “Good thing it was a small car.”


“It was a new car!” Cameron said, wondering if anyone in this godforsaken town would care that her adorable little car was no longer adorable.


“Well, as long as he’s okay,” Mrs. Hendricks said as if Cameron hadn’t spoken. Then she turned to Cameron. “I can call Doc Edwards for you, if you’d like.”


“Thank you, but that’s not necessary.” All Cameron wanted was a warm bath and an ice pack for her throbbing nose.


“Could I borrow the phone to call Nolan about her car?” Will asked.


“Of course.” Mrs. Hendricks handed him the portable phone, and he dialed a number from memory.


While Cameron completed the check-in paperwork and handed over her credit card, Will filled Nolan in on the accident.


“Yep, she ran smack into poor old Fred.” A pause. “He seemed fine, but we might want to send the doc after him in the morning to make sure.”


Glowering at him, Cameron whispered, “The car. Remember the car?”


He met her glower with a scowl. “Now, about the car.”


Finally, Cameron thought, signing on the dotted line for Mrs. Hendricks and accepting the key to her third-floor room.


Will handed the phone back to Mrs. Hendricks. “Nolan’s going to fetch the car tonight so no one hits it out on the road. He said to check in with him in the morning. The garage is across the street.” Pointing toward the front door. “That way.”


“Thank you.” Cameron forced herself to look up at him and all his beauty. “I appreciate your help.” His eyes, she realized were light brown, almost gold. Why did he have to be so spectacularly gorgeous and so outrageously cranky?


“You need help getting your stuff upstairs?”


The idea of him following her to a hotel room sent more tingling awareness rippling through her. “I can do it.”


But before the words were out of her mouth, he was already heading to the stairs with her bags. Uttering a quick thank-you to Mrs. Hendricks, Cameron scurried after him.


On the third floor, he deposited her suitcases outside Room 18. He stopped so suddenly that Cameron nearly ran into his broad back.


Turning, he caught her inches from his chest, and the awareness that had sizzled between them downstairs chose that moment to reappear. Cameron had never experienced such an overpowering need to touch another person. She rolled her hands into fists to keep from acting on the impulse.


“Listen,” he said, haltingly, “you seem like a nice enough person.”


“Wow, thanks.” Charming? Whatever.


His expression turned stormy. “What I was going to say is that things are apt to get a little heated tomorrow at the meeting. Don’t take it personally, okay? Our beef is with him, not you.”


“I’m here to do a job. Nothing about this is personal.”


“Good,” he said, apparently picking up on her double meaning as she’d hoped he would. “Let’s keep it that way.”


“Fine by me.”


“You might want to put some ice on your nose,” he said as he headed down the stairs.


Too bad he missed the gesture she made at his retreating back.




CHAPTER 2
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Don’t let the door hit you where the Lord split you.


—The gospel according to Elmer Stillman





She’d left her scent in his truck. All the way home to his cabin in the woods outside of town Will was stuck with the reminder of his encounter with the city girl. Meeting her had brought back memories of women he’d known in college, who’d come to the University of Vermont from the city and spent four years poking fun at the mountain lifestyle he treasured.


Actually, she reminded him of Lisa, who’d arrived at UVM from Boston. Will had made the monumental mistake of falling in love with her and of thinking he could convince her to stay after they graduated. Ignoring the signals she was sending that she couldn’t wait to go home to the city, Will had proposed, hoping he was enough to convince her to stay.


He wasn’t.


He hadn’t thought of that disaster in a long time, and it was no coincidence that the encounter with Cameron had brought it all back to remind him to steer clear of women like her who didn’t belong in his world and never would. From the tips of those extravagant suede boots to the ridiculous fur-trimmed vest to the cultured way she spoke, she was a city girl through and through. Even her silly little car was so out of place in the mountains it was laughable.


Just because everything male in him had stood up and taken notice of her didn’t mean he had to do anything about it. In fact, he’d be wise to continue pretending that nothing about her appealed to him. Tomorrow, she’d get a good dose of the Abbott family dynamics, and if she was smart, she’d hightail it back to the city the minute her toy car was drivable again.


Speaking of her car, Nolan already had it hitched to the tow truck.


On the way by, Will slowed down and opened the window. “Thanks, Nolan.”


“Hey, Will, no problem. Fred did a number on the car, huh?”


“Sure did,” Will said. “The owner is a woman named Cameron.”


“Is that a girl’s name?”


“So I’m told. She’ll be by to talk to you in the morning. Have a good night.”


“You, too.”


A few miles past the scene of the accident, Will turned on to the muddy road that led to his cabin, and his truck switched automatically into four-wheel drive. This time of year, mud rather than snow made the roads impassable. Bumping over the chuckholes in the road, he made his way—slowly—to the end and cut the engine.


As he approached the front door, the scurry of paws on wood met him as they did on evenings when the dogs didn’t accompany him to work. He opened the door to an enthusiastic greeting from his two yellow labs, Trevor and Tanner. “Hi, guys. Sorry I’m late tonight. Had to help a damsel in distress.”


Will fed the dogs and cracked open a beer before he reached for the phone to call Hunter.


“Hey, man,” Hunter said. “What’s up?”


“Dad’s done it again.”


“What now?”


Will told his brother about his encounter with the web designer from New York City.


“Are you serious? What part of ‘we don’t want a website’ didn’t he get?”


“Apparently the part where we said no.”


“Goddamn it. When is he going to retire anyway?”


“Who knows?”


“This is great,” Hunter said with a long sigh. “I’m so not up for another big showdown with him.”


“Neither am I.” Will took a drink of his beer. “So what’s the plan?”


“Damned if I know. I guess we’ll hear what she has to say and then figure out how to give her the polite brush-off.”


“Why does he want to take our perfectly nice local business and turn it into a big national production? We all make plenty of money. Why isn’t that enough for him?”


“You know how he is. Always thinking bigger and better.”


“While we’re thinking smaller is good—and manageable.”


“Right. So what’s she like? The web designer?”


“Typical city girl. You know the type. Get this—she smacked her car into Fred on the way into town.”


“No shit?” Hunter let out a bark of laughter. “That’s a hell of a welcome. Is Fred okay?”


“He seemed fine, but her car—not so much. She got a bruised nose and a coupla shiners from the airbag.”


“Ouch. Well, hopefully she’ll get the gist that we aren’t buying what she’s selling and we’ll be rid of her.”


“Let’s hope so.” Will didn’t want to ponder the alternative. If she stuck around, he already sensed she’d challenge his pledge to avoid women like her. It would be just as well if she left before resisting temptation became a problem.


Cameron woke up the next morning feeling like she’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. With her face throbbing, she tried to remember if she’d been in an actual fistfight the night before. As images from the mooseastrophy ran through her mind, she realized even her lips seemed swollen. Moaning, she forced herself out of the incredibly comfortable bed and into the bathroom to view the damage.


She let out a scream at what greeted her in the mirror. Her features were black, blue and swollen almost beyond recognition. Sure enough, her lips had exploded overnight. No amount of makeup would cover this mess. Tears filled her eyes as she went looking for her phone. “Please have a signal. Please.” The phone lit up with three strong bars. “Thank you, Jesus.”


Cameron found her best friend and business partner Lucy’s number on her list of favorites and pressed Send.


“Buenos dias,” Lucy said, endlessly cheerful in the morning, which had long ago stopped irritating Cameron, who was anything but a morning person. “Did you make it there in one piece?”


“Luce,” Cameron said, trying not to fall apart completely.


“What is it, hon?”


“I smashed into the town moose, my whole face is swollen, I lost my suede boots and the car is demolished.”


“You lost the new suede boots?”


Leave it to Lucy to focus on the boots. “Lucy! My face is a wreck, and I have the meeting at the store in just over an hour. What am I going to do?”


“I, um, what about cover-up?”


“Hang on.” Cameron went into the bathroom, snapped a photo of her face in the mirror and texted it to Lucy. A second later her friend’s scream came through the phone line loud and clear. “Thanks. That helps.”


“Holy hell,” Lucy said. “How did that happen?”


“Have you heard anything I said? I smashed into the town’s moose, the airbags deployed and did this to my face.”


“The town has a moose?”


“Lucy, have you taken your ADD meds today?”


“Oh, shit, I forgot.”


Spurred by the reminder, Cameron took the tiny pill that kept her focused during the day and chased it with a drink of water. “I can’t do the meeting. Not looking like this.”


“You have to do it. We need the retainer, Cam. The payroll for next week is a bit tight.”


Since Lucy often sugarcoated bad news, Cameron knew “a bit tight” meant nonexistent. “Don’t pay me.”


“The tightness includes not paying you.”


“Crap.”


“Land this new client, and we’ll be saved.”


“How can I go in there looking like this?”


“Do they know about the accident with the moose?”


“One of the sons does. He sort of rescued me and infuriated me at the same time.”


“Oh, do tell. Sounds like there’s a story.”


“He’s hot but cranky. Definitely not my type.” As she said the words, a tingle of sensation attacked her backbone, making her squirm on the bed. No matter what her backbone might be trying to tell her, she was not attracted to Will Abbott. She hadn’t even liked him.


“Hot but cranky. Very interesting.”


“Lucy, focus! What do I do about my face?”


“Well, you can still talk and still walk them through the PowerPoint we put together, right? I don’t see why you can’t take the meeting and apologize for your messed-up face.”


“I so don’t need this right now. And my car,” she said with a moan. “My beautiful new car that I couldn’t afford.”


“Cam, I know you don’t want to ask your dad—”


“Stop. Don’t go there. That’s not an option.”


“Then you’d better land that new account today, bruises or no bruises.”


“I’ll do my best.” The thought of seeing sexy, grumpy Will Abbott again when she looked like the creature from the black lagoon turned Cameron’s stomach. She prided herself on her impeccable appearance and often relied on her equally impeccable sense of style to wow prospective clients.


Well, her face may be a mess, but she could still bring it on the style front. “I’d better get going if I’m going to make the ten o’clock meeting. I also have to figure out what’s up with my car.”


“Keep me posted. We’re all pulling for you, hon.”


“Thanks, Luce. I’ll call you later—if there’s a signal.”


Cameron jumped in the shower to wash and condition her long blonde hair. She spent twenty minutes drying and straightening, keeping her focus on her hair so she wouldn’t obsess about the bruises on her face or the tinge of red surrounding the hazel iris in her left eye.


Since it was still quite chilly in Vermont, she decided on a brown cashmere sweater dress with another pair of boots. Thank goodness she’d brought backups, she thought, pained once again over what had become of the gorgeous cinnamon boots. Maybe she could get back out there today to rescue them from the mud. Her dry cleaner in the city would know what to do with them.


Her growling stomach was a reminder that she needed to eat something—and get coffee into her system—before the meeting. As she donned her down vest with the faux fur collar, she remembered the LCD projector in the backseat of her car that she needed for the presentation at the store. First, coffee, then find the car and the projector.


Carrying her purse and computer bag on her shoulder, she opened the door and nearly tripped over a package in the hallway. “What the heck?” She put down her belongings and unfolded the brown paper bag from the Green Mountain Country Store. Inside she found a pair of stylish fur-lined snow boots. They were brown with tufts of white and tan fur at the top. Cameron smiled as she looked inside the bag for a note but didn’t find one.


It was nice of him, she thought begrudgingly as she went back inside to change into the new boots. Perhaps seeing them on her might soften him up when it came time to talk about a website for the store. Or perhaps not … Her feet slid into the boots, which were lined with something soft and warm.


“Heavenly,” she whispered, wondering how he’d known what size to get her. The boots looked great with her brown dress and down vest. Although she wouldn’t be caught dead wearing them in the city, apparently they were what she needed to combat Vermont mud season.


Still trying to process the fact that he’d brought her the boots, she gathered her belongings and headed downstairs, allowing her injured nose to lead her to coffee. It was a relief to know her nose was still working properly. As she passed a couple in the lobby, she caught the horrified look the woman sent her way.


“Face versus airbag,” Cameron said with a wry grin that she instantly regretted. “Airbag won.”


“Oh my goodness! Are you all right?”


“I will be, but my modeling career is on hold for a few days.”


That made them both laugh as she’d hoped it would. Cameron firmly believed if you couldn’t laugh at yourself, you weren’t allowed to laugh at anyone else either.


“Hope you feel better soon,” the man said.


“Thank you.”


Cameron followed the sound of voices and the smell of mouthwatering food to the back of the inn. In a room made entirely of glass, guests had a breathtaking view of the forest and Burke Mountain in the distance as they enjoyed a leisurely breakfast.


“Good morning, Cameron.”


She turned to find Mrs. Hendricks, who looked totally different without the curlers and housecoat. Wearing a red sweater with jeans, she looked years younger than she had the night before. “Morning.”


“Oh, honey.” Mrs. Hendricks zeroed in on Cameron’s face. “Does it hurt?”


“It doesn’t feel great, but it could be worse. At least nothing feels broken.”


“That’s good. How about some breakfast?”


“I’d love some coffee and maybe a muffin to go.”


“We can fix you right up.”


Five minutes later, Cameron sipped surprisingly robust coffee as she stepped into cold fresh air heavily scented with woodsmoke and crossed Elm Street to Nolan’s Garage. The sign outside said GAS, REPAIRS, OIL CHANGES, USED CARS, PLOWING AND FIREWOOD.


“Now there’s a combination you don’t see every day,” Cameron said as she got her first daylight look at the charming little town, made up of colorfully painted buildings that housed a variety of small businesses. From where she stood, she could see the Clip & Dye hair salon with an Aveda sign in the window. Cameron was instantly comforted to know there was a full-service salon in town. Next door to the salon was the Fish-Ski-Hike store with snowboards and hiking boots in the window.


An art gallery shared space with a coffee shop and beyond that was a glassblower’s studio, a couple of restaurants and a bookstore. She glanced in the other direction and took in the brown and tan Victorian that housed the town hall with the volunteer fire department attached, and a white-steepled church at the end of the street. Her gaze landed finally on the Green Mountain Country Store, which was bigger than it had seemed the night before.


The green-clapboard building was two stories with a delightful front porch where black rockers lined up invitingly. She might’ve mistaken it for a private home if not for the painted GREEN MOUNTAIN COUNTRY STORE sign above the porch.


Cameron couldn’t wait to check out the store before the meeting with its owners, but first things first. She entered Nolan’s garage to find out the status of her injured car.


Bells on the door announced her arrival.


A good-looking man who Cameron gauged to be in his mid-thirties emerged from the garage area, wiping his hands on a red oilcloth as he came into the office area, wearing a navy blue work coat and pants with sturdy boots—the kind that got you through a harsh Vermont winter and mud season. He took one look at her face and grimaced.


“You must be the gal who went one-on-one with Fred last night.”


“That’d be me. Cameron Murphy. Nolan, I presume?”


“The one and only. I’d shake your hand, but I wouldn’t want to mess you up.” He had dark hair and brown eyes that glimmered when he smiled.


“Thanks for that and for fetching my car from the mud bath.”


“No problem.” He couldn’t seem to stop staring at her battered face. “Did you get that looked at?”


“Nah. Looks worse than it feels.”


“If you say so.”


“How’s my poor little car?”


“She’s seen better days.”


“Like yesterday, the only day I owned her before she got smooshed.” As she watched him choke back a laugh, she waved a hand. “Oh go ahead and laugh. It’s kinda funny.”


Clearing his throat, he said, “It’s not funny that you got hurt.” Seeming embarrassed by the blunt statement, he turned toward the garage. “Come take a look.”


Cameron followed him into the bay where her car was raised up on some sort of lifter thing. “Oh man. It’s way worse in the bright light of day.”


“She took a pretty good hit. Old Fred is a sturdy fellow, and you probably got him square in one of the legs. The way I see it, we’ve got two options. We can total it, and you can fight it out with your insurance company. Or I can fix it up pretty close to new, but it’ll take some time.”


“How much time?”


“How long are you here?”


“A week. Maybe two.”


“Two ought to about do it. I’m mostly a one-man operation, so I’d have to fit it in between other jobs. I’ve got a guy who’s amazing with the bodywork, but he’s somewhat unreliable. I have to take what I can get with him, so the two weeks is mostly an estimate. Could be more.”


Pondering her options and realizing she might have to be here longer than she wanted to be, Cameron took in the mangled front end. “This is the first car I’ve ever bought for myself.” She didn’t share the fact that she had used the last of her dwindling savings to buy it so she’d have a way to get all her stuff to Vermont and get around while she was there.


“Since you only got a day out of it, seems to me it’s worth trying to salvage. The engine is brand-new after all, and BMW makes a mighty fine engine.”


“So you’d try to save it if it were yours?”


“Oh hell, yeah, but I’ve got nowhere to be in the next coupla weeks. You might have other plans.”


Cameron’s tired brain whirled as she pondered her options. If she had to go back to the city before the car was done, she could always fly. She’d considered flying into Burlington, except she’d had too much stuff, such as the LCD projector that was still in the car, to manage the flight by herself. She had ballet tickets in two weeks that she had no intention of using, but her father had given them to her and would expect her back in time to “use” them.


Other than that, there was nothing on her calendar that she couldn’t handle from here, provided she could get a decent phone signal and Internet connection.


Will Abbott had intrigued her last night talking about the big family that worked together to run a business. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t interested in spending some time with a family like that, provided they decided to hire her, and provided Will and his siblings didn’t hate her for building a website they didn’t want. If they didn’t hire her, she’d fly home and then come back for the car when it was ready.


Cameron glanced at Nolan, who was watching her as she had her internal debate. “Go ahead and fix it. I’ll get the claim started.”


He pulled a card from his back pocket and handed it to her. “They can call me for pictures and estimates.”


“Thank you.”


“I’ll do my best to make her as good as new.”


“That’s very kind of you. Would it be possible to get something out of the backseat?”


“Sure. What do you need?”


“The LCD projector behind the front seat. I need it for a ten o’clock meeting with the Abbotts.”


“I’ll fetch it and bring it over to you.”


“Oh, that’d be great. Thanks again. I’ll be in touch.”


“I’ll be here.”


With half an hour until her meeting, Cameron strolled across the street to the store. Walking through the front door, she felt like she’d traveled back in time as the sights and scents of the place filled her senses. Every square inch of space was in use. From barrels full to overflowing with peanuts still in their shells to Coca-Cola placards on the walls to antique household items sitting on thick wooden beams, it was almost too much to take in as she wandered down an aisle full of toys. She pressed the top of a jack-in-the-box and jumped back when the tightly sprung toy leaped out at her.


“May I help you find something?” a cheerful woman asked.


Cameron purposely didn’t look her way so she wouldn’t have to explain her injured face. “I’m just looking. Thanks.”


“Enjoy. I’ll be up front if you need any help.”


The toys gave way to rows of health and beauty items and a table that held bushel baskets of fragrant handmade soaps in a variety of colors and shapes. Cameron picked up a square of tan soap and breathed in the spicy scent before returning it to the basket. She took a sample of one of the lotions that bore a VERMONT MADE sticker and rubbed it into her hands, absorbing yet another appealing scent, this one lavender.


Shelves were filled with kitchen tools, baking pans, modern mixed in with practical, gadgets she’d never seen before and wouldn’t know what to do with, spices and cornmeal and pancake mixes in brown paper sacks with colorful VERMONT MADE labels. An entire wall was devoted to jugs of maple syrup, which apparently came in a staggering array of colors and grades. Cameron, who’d never been a fan of syrup, took a minute nonetheless to read the sign next to the display that gave a brief overview of the sugaring process that resulted in maple syrup.


She picked one of the jugs off the shelf, noted the Abbott label and realized the syrup came from Will’s brother’s sugaring facility. Which brother was that? She couldn’t recall. She’d have to write down all their names if she got the job.


On the back of the jug was a photo of a man who resembled Will in the face except he had a beard the same color as his long golden-brown hair. Despite the overabundance of facial hair, he had the same sexy, rugged appeal as his older brother. Our guarantee of the finest maple syrup you’ll find anywhere, or your money back.—Colton Abbott, Abbott Family Farms. Below Colton’s signature the words Sealed in accordance with Vermont laws were bolded. A gold foil sticker on the front of the jug said VERMONT FANCY GRADE. Whatever that meant.


Cameron was suddenly very curious about what that meant. She wanted to know how the syrup was made, what the different grades were about and what “Vermont Fancy Grade” was, too.


She returned the jug to the shelf and moved farther into the store. Smack in the middle of the building, a cast-iron potbelly woodstove cast a cozy glow over a wooden checkerboard. Two older men were bent over the board, engaged in a fierce battle of black versus red and didn’t pay her any notice.


Around another corner the pungent odor of cheese greeted her. A refrigerator case held every type and flavor of cheese imaginable, most bearing the VERMONT MADE label she was coming to recognize.


Another whole case was devoted to Vermont cheddar. A cheeseaholic through and through, Cameron would be taking some of that home with her.


She turned to head for the clothing area and nearly crashed into a red flannel-clad chest.


Will reached out to steady her and managed to save the coffee that jostled precariously between them.


“Oh, good save,” she said as he handed the cup back to her.


He took a long look at her battered face, but his expression never changed, scoring him a point or two in her book. Without the knit cap he’d worn the night before, she could see that his hair was the same honey color as Colton’s. He wore it on the longish side, and without the length to weigh it down it might’ve been curly. “You’re big on crashing into things, huh?”


“Only things that get in my way,” she retorted, annoyed to realize he was even more stunningly beautiful in the light of day than he’d been the night before.


Freshly shaven cheeks; full, sexy lips; golden-brown eyes and, judging from what she’d landed against, a rock-hard chest made entirely of muscle. And then he smiled and ruined everything. Oh. My. God. Cameron, who lived in a city full of extraordinarily good-looking men, had never seen one quite like him. Beautiful, sexy and rugged. Who knew that rugged was so appealing? Not her. Not before now anyway.


And then she remembered she looked hideous and was suddenly extremely self-conscious about her face. Her hand came up to cover her swollen upper lip.


“Does it hurt?” he asked, his tone gentler than she’d heard yet from him.


“Not too badly.” She forced herself to look up at him. “Thank you for the boots.”


“Oh. No problem. I figured you needed something substantial for the mud.”


“How did you know what size to get me?”


“I … um … I guessed. Was I close?”


“You were perfect.”


The words hung in the charged silence between them as he stared at her, and she stared right back at him, unable to look away.


“What did Nolan say about the car?”


“It’s going to take awhile to fix it, but he said it can be done.”


“Did you meet Skeeter?”


“Who’s that?”


“Nolan’s sometime assistant. That guy is a real piece of work. He’s amazing with cars but a total oddball.” He leaned in close to her, setting off heart palpitations as she tried to gauge his intent. “Rumor has it that when his cat died, he wrapped it up and stashed it in his mother’s deep freezer until he had time to bury it. They didn’t find it until the mother died ten years later.”


“You’re making that up!”


“Am not. He’s batshit crazy, but no one does bodywork like Skeeter does.”


“That’s very comforting. I think.”


Grinning, he said, “Do you want me to show you around?”


“I’d love that,” she said, even though her better judgment was telling her to run far and run fast from her sexy rescuer. Her heart beat a funny staccato when he reached out to relieve her of the heavy computer bag.


“I’ll carry that for you.”


“Oh. Okay. Thanks.” Whew, is it hot in here or is it just me? Desperate to make innocuous conversation, Cameron tried to think of something she could say to get her mind off the fact that every cell in her body was attuned to him. “What do you do for the store?”


“I oversee the Vermont Made line.”


“I saw the stickers on the syrup and some of the other stuff.”


“Ever had Vermont maple syrup?”


Cameron turned up her nose and instantly regretted it. Wincing from the flash of pain, she blinked back tears that pooled in her eyes. “Note to self: Don’t wrinkle injured nose. Ouch.”


“Are you okay?”


His concern touched her. “Yep, but that hurt. Anyway, I don’t like maple syrup.”


He looked at her like she’d just said something downright un-American. “For real? Who doesn’t like maple syrup?”


“Um, me?”


“Have you ever had any that didn’t come from a grocery store?”


“I don’t think so. I’ve never liked it.”


“You have to try ours before you rule it out forever.”


“I’ll take your word on the fact that it’s good.”


“You have to try it.”


“No, I don’t.” She turned away from him and stepped into a scent that made her mouth water. “What is that? What do I smell?”


“Vermont cider donuts. Best donuts in the known universe. Want one?”


The muffin she’d brought from the inn was quickly forgotten. “Ah, yeah.”


Damn it, he smiled again. That smile was freaking lethal. “Plain or cinnamon sugar?”


“Cinnamon sugar. Definitely.”


“Morning, Dottie,” he said to the older woman working behind the counter.


She lit up at the sight of him. Hell, she was only human. “Morning, Will. What can I get you?”


“We need two cinnamon donuts, a coffee for me and a refill for Cameron.”


“Hi, Cameron,” Dottie said. She was busy filling their order so she didn’t notice the face from hell—until she looked up to hand them their donuts and gasped. “Honey! What happened? Oh, you’re the one who hit Fred, aren’t you?”


“Does everyone know about that?” Cameron asked with a moan.


“’Fraid so,” Will said with a grin. “Word travels fast in a small town.”


Cameron longed for the anonymity of New York City. “Fabulous.”


“Don’t worry,” Dottie said, patting Cameron’s hand. “Something else will happen in a day or two to make us forget all about your auspicious arrival. In the meantime …” She smiled and shrugged.


“It’s all me and Fred all the time, huh?”


“You got it.”


Next to her, Will chuckled, but Cameron didn’t look. She didn’t need to see that smile again. Twice was enough for one morning, she thought, as she took a bite of the piping-hot donut and went straight to heaven. “Oh wow, that’s good.”


“Told ya,” Will said. “Thanks, Dottie.”


“Yes, thank you,” Cameron said. “Nice to meet you.”


“You, too, honey. Hope you heal right quick.”


“I hope so, too.”


A loud argument from the center of the store drew them in that direction.


“My grandfather’s two best friends fight like cats and dogs,” Will said as they approached the red-faced men. “What seems to be the problem, boys?”


“He’s cheating, as usual.”


“Better watch yerself, old man. I ain’t too old to punch yer lights out.”


“Cameron, meet Cletus Wagner and Percy Flanders.”


Both men shook her hand. Cletus was bald with a bushy white mustache and blue eyes. Percy had a head full of white hair that looked like it hadn’t been combed in a year and warm brown eyes.


They muttered greetings and got back to their game.


Will gestured for Cameron to walk toward the clothing area, which was still selling warm winter wear long after the stores in the city had switched it up for spring.


“What a couple of characters,” Cameron said.


“They’re here every day, year-round. And they fight every single day.” He glanced over his shoulder to ensure the two men were absorbed in the game. “My gramps told me they called Cletus ‘Clitoris’ all through school.”


Cameron sputtered with laughter even as her own clitoris tingled at the sound of that word coming from him. “Why would you tell me that? I’ll never be able to look at him and not think of that!”


“Welcome to my world,” Will said with the engaging grin that brought all her girl parts to the party. He was just too hot for words.


“I love those sweaters,” Cameron said between bites of delicious donut. She was desperately seeking another topic of conversation that didn’t involve her most sensitive region. The Icelandic knit sweaters came in red, blue, brown and tan and bore the VERMONT MADE sticker.


“They’re handmade by a woman in Rutland. She shows up every September with a truckload of sweaters for us.”


“They’re gorgeous. Oh look!” She laughed at the flannel pajama pants with the moose on them. “I need to get a pair of those to commemorate my meeting with Fred.”


“It’s cool that you can laugh about it.”


“Should I not laugh? Fred wasn’t really hurt, was he?”


“The town vet, Myles Johansen, went out to check on him this morning.”


“How did he know where to find him?”


Will shrugged. “We all know where to find him. He hangs pretty close to town, thus his official status as town moose. Anyhow, he’s fine. Your car definitely got the worst of it.”


“Maybe people will stop worrying about poor Fred and start worrying about my poor car now that he’s been checked out.”


“Sorry, the moose is always going to trump the car around here.”


“That’s really not fair.”


“Life’s not fair.”


Truer words were never spoken, but Cameron kept the thought to herself.


“I still think it’s cool that you can laugh about it when you got so banged up.”


“What else can I do? Crying won’t get me anywhere.”


“Don’t do that,” he said, seeming stricken by the thought of it.


“Why not?”


“I don’t do tears. Especially girl tears.” He shuddered dramatically, making her laugh.


“Wimp.”


“Guilty as charged.”


Liking him more with every passing second, Cameron wandered around yet another corner and came to a stop in front of an extensive collection of Beatles memorabilia that was sealed off behind a glass wall. “Whoa. What’s all this?”


“My father’s not-so-secret shame. He’s obsessed with all things Beatles. He has one of the most extensive collections in the country.” He pointed to a frame that held parchment bearing scrawling black handwriting. “See that? It’s a replica of John Lennon’s lyrics for ‘All You Need Is Love.’ The original sold for $1.25 million in 2005. He couldn’t afford that so my mom got him the copy.”


“I love that song. It’s one of my favorite Beatles songs.”


“Mine, too, although if I never hear another Beatles song, it’ll be too soon.”


“You don’t like them?”


“It’s not that I don’t like them. It’s that I was overexposed growing up. When I say my dad is obsessed, that’s putting it lightly. He would’ve named Hunter, me, Wade and Colton after the Beatles, but my mother intervened. She said when he could have the babies, he could name one of them Ringo. He fought hard for John, Paul and George as well as Jude and Prudence, but she fought back harder.”


“So you would’ve been Paul?” Cameron asked, amused.


“Or John, I suppose. Dad goes back and forth between the two of them when you ask him which one is his favorite. He took John’s death really hard. My mom said he wasn’t himself for months afterward.”


A gorgeous yellow lab came bounding up to them and nearly knocked Cameron off her feet with an enthusiastic greeting.


Once again, Will grabbed her arm and kept her from toppling over.


“That crash was not on me,” she said, making him laugh.


Will bent to scratch the dog behind one of his ears. “Cameron, meet Ringo the third.”


Cameron busted up laughing, which made her face hurt like a mother. “If you can’t name your kids after the Beatles …”


“Right. He’s had two of each, and now we’re into the third generation. George the third is probably with Dad in the office. This fella comes in every morning for a donut from Dottie. Go get your treat, buddy.”


Ringo bounded off toward Dottie’s counter, nearly knocking over a stack of sweaters with his bushy tail.


“I’ve got two just like him at home, and their tails are every bit as lethal as Ringo’s.”


Oh my God, all this sexy goodness, and he has dogs, too. Cameron had always loved dogs and still mourned Jimmy, the terrier who’d been her constant companion as a child. She kept meaning to get another one, but losing Jimmy had been so traumatic she hadn’t yet been able to go there. “Ringo is adorable, and he understands English, just like Lassie did.”


“Now there’s a TV reference even I recognize. ‘What’s that you say, girl? Timmy is stuck in the old mine and we need to go rescue him?’”


Cameron didn’t want to look at him. She didn’t want to share a warm smile with him. She didn’t want anything to do with his sweet gruffness or his adorable sexiness. This was a temporary assignment in a place so far from her reality it was hard to believe it was still in the same country. There was absolutely no point in allowing herself to be attracted to Will Abbott, who lived in the alternative universe known as Vermont.


As she had that thought, her girl parts tingled in protest.


“Hey, Will,” Dottie called from the donut counter, saving Cameron from having to admit that, despite all the reasons it was a very bad idea, she was, in fact, attracted to Will Abbott.


“Over here,” he said.


“Your dad is looking for you upstairs.”


Will checked his watch. “Yikes, it’s almost ten.” To Dottie, he said, “Tell him I’ll be right there.”


Cameron had never known a half hour to pass more quickly and suddenly felt panicky about the challenge ahead. “I need to set up for my presentation. Can you show me where to go?”


“Right this way.”


As he led her deeper into the store, Cameron tried not to notice that the back of him was every bit as spectacular as the front. Softly faded jeans hugged a very nice ass, not that she was looking.


Much.


Desperate to find something else to stare at, she diverted her gaze and honed in on a display of colorful beaded jewelry. She stopped for a closer look at the intricately made bracelets, necklaces and earrings.


“That’s my sister Hannah’s handiwork,” Will said.


“It’s beautiful.” Cameron could hear the pride in his voice when he spoke of his sister. Naturally, that made her like him even more. Where in the world had her cranky rescuer from the night before gone?


The presentation she was about to give would remind him she was an interloper from the city, here to threaten his way of life. That ought to get them back on track toward being absolutely nothing to each other.


Or so she hoped.




CHAPTER 3
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She’s as jumpy as a cockroach in a frying pan.


—The gospel according to Elmer Stillman





Angry voices greeted them at the top of the stairs.


Seeming embarrassed by what they’d walked in on, Will said, “Give us a minute. We’ll be right with you.”


“Sure, no problem.”


“You can have a seat in my office.” He flipped on the lights for her. “Make yourself comfortable.”


“Thanks.”


Cameron stepped into the room that smelled like him—outdoorsy, fresh air, pine trees and citrus. Because he’d told her to make herself comfortable, she sat at his desk and pulled her laptop from the computer bag. While it booted up, she took advantage of the opportunity to do some high-level snooping.


The first thing she noticed were the shelves laden with trophies. With a peek at the door to ensure no one was watching, she stood to read the placards. He’d won snowboarding championships in seven consecutive years. “Wow.” Mixed in with the trophies were certificates and medals and other awards from what had obviously been a rather illustrious career.


His degree in business administration from the University of Vermont hung on the wall next to a picture of him with two other guys in ski attire. Judging from their coloring, she decided they might be his brothers.


Under that was a framed portrait of what had to be the full Abbott family, looking like they’d just stepped out of an L.L.Bean catalog. Every one of them was attractive in a wholesome all-American way. Their parents sat in Adirondack chairs in the front row with their ten gorgeous children standing around them.


What a beautiful family, Cameron thought with a pang of envy. She couldn’t begin to know what it must be like to be part of such a family. While trying to ignore the raised voices coming from another room in the office suite, she sat to go over the PowerPoint presentation she and Lucy had labored over last week.


They’d gone into the preparation knowing little about the store itself, so they’d used images and samples from other country store websites to show the Abbotts what might be possible for their site.


As she clicked through slides she’d already memorized, Cameron realized her hands were trembling ever so slightly—and that the shouting down the hall had dwindled to a low murmur of voices. They were talking about her in there. Arguing over whether to allow her to make the presentation.


With so much riding on landing this account, Cameron hoped they’d at least hear her out.


Twenty minutes after he’d left her, Will appeared at the door. At first glance, he seemed stiff and maybe a bit peeved. And then she was peeved at herself for thinking she knew him well enough to judge his moods.


“You can come in now,” he said. “Nolan dropped off your projector. Do you need anything else?”


“No, I should be good.”


“You can leave your coat and anything else you don’t need in here. It’ll be safe.”


“Okay.”


Even though she knew he and his siblings didn’t want her here, it was comforting to go into the conference room with a partial ally in him. After the time they’d spent together in the store, at least she knew his animosity toward her wasn’t personal.


This was about business and business only, and she’d do well to remember that.


When she walked into the conference room ahead of Will, an older man jumped up to greet her. “Cameron. I’m Lincoln Abbott.”


She recognized Will’s dad from the photo in his office. Tall like Will, he had snow-white hair and twinkling blue eyes that drew her right in. He wore a starched light-blue button-down oxford shirt with khakis.


“It’s so nice to see you,” he said. “I met you once many years ago in New York with your dad, but you probably don’t remember because you were just a little girl at the time.”


She shook Lincoln Abbott’s outstretched hand. “I’m sorry I don’t remember, but it’s nice to meet you again. Thanks for having me.”


“My pleasure. Heard about the accident last night. I hope you’re feeling okay.”


“My pride is bruised along with my face, but Will was a tremendous help. I appreciated him coming to my rescue.”


“That’s my boy. He’s a helper, that one.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she swore she caught her rescuer blushing. How cute was he?


“Let me introduce you to my kids—well, some of them anyway. This is Ella, Charlotte, Wade and Hunter.” They sat around the conference room table wearing flannel, wool sweaters and jeans, except for Hunter who had on a white dress shirt.


Wade and Charlotte shared Will’s lighter coloring, but Ella and Hunter had much darker hair and eyes. They all said hello and attempted friendly smiles, but the tension in the room was palpable.


“Nice to meet you all. I just need a minute to set up my projector.”


“Need any help?” Will asked.


“Sure, that’d be great.” She showed him where to put the projector on the table and went through the motions of hooking up her laptop as her hands continued to tremble ever so slightly.


“Don’t be nervous,” he said softly and for her ears only as the others conversed while they waited on her. “We’ve never actually eaten anyone. We’ve just acted like we were going to.”


“Good to know. Thanks for the heads-up.”


There was that lethal smile again, but this time it actually calmed her nerves. She appreciated his effort to put her at ease. “Our issue is with him, not you. So don’t worry. Whenever you’re ready.”


Will took a seat next to Hunter, and all eyes turned to her.


Cameron clasped her trembling hands together and tried to forget about how hideous her face looked. “I want to thank you for your time today, and I apologize for my banged-up appearance. I went ten rounds with Fred last night, and I think I put a hurt on him even if his bruises don’t show.”


Their chuckles defused some of the tension in the room and helped her to ease into her zone, as Lucy called it. Cameron was good at selling their business to prospective clients, and she tapped into those skills now for the pitch of her life.


“I know from talking to Will last night that some of you feel the store doesn’t need a website. I respect that opinion and the reasons behind it. You have a lovely small business here, and the website opens it up to the world in a way that might change things—and maybe not entirely for the better.”


Ella and Hunter nodded in agreement while Charlotte and Wade remained expressionless.


Cameron had to force herself to not let her gaze wander to Will, fearing she might be distracted if she looked at him.


“Before we talk about your business, let me tell you a little bit about mine. I founded Creative Web Solutions five years ago with my best friend, Lucy Mulvaney.” Cameron clicked on the slide that revealed Lucy’s impish face and corkscrew red curls. You couldn’t be in her presence for long without smiling, and a quick look around the room told Cameron that Lucy’s picture had softened up the Abbotts. “She’s as fun as she looks, and she’s a whiz with Photoshop and the other programs we use to build websites.”


Cameron introduced them to Lydia, who kept the books, and several of the junior programmers who might lose their jobs if she didn’t land this account. With them in mind, she forced herself to press forward with the presentation, even if most of the people in the room didn’t want to hear it.


She flipped through a variety of slides containing examples of sites they’d done for other clients, focusing on retail clients. That none of their previous retail clients had come close to the size or scope of the Green Mountain Country Store was a fact she chose not to share.


“Since you don’t already have a web presence, we took some bits and pieces from other country store websites to give you an idea of what we might be able to do for yours.” Cameron walked them through the various sections of a basic website, detailing the “About” section that would highlight the family’s story and the store’s history. Another section would detail the various hard-to-find products and items unique to Vermont.


“After spending some time in the store this morning, I believe you have a compelling story to tell. Your Vermont Made line, for instance, could make up an entire section on the site that could be used to promote local artisans and farmers and craftspeople who contribute items to the store.”


She finally allowed herself to look at Will and found him watching her intently, as if hanging on her every word. Her skin prickled with awareness of him that she could ill afford at the moment.


Clearing her throat, she zeroed in on Charlotte. “I understand your sister Hannah makes the beautiful jewelry I saw in the store this morning.”


Charlotte nodded in agreement. “She’s incredibly talented.”


“Imagine if you could give her worldwide exposure. Her business could grow as a result of your business growing. And then there’s Colton, who runs the family’s sugaring facility. I’m told there’s nothing quite like Vermont maple syrup. What if we made it possible for your syrup to be sold to customers in Nevada and Wyoming and Paris and Rome? The website would open up your family’s business outside the state of Vermont. In these tough times, people yearn for home and hearth and comfort. Your store offers all those things and so much more.”


Cameron turned to Mr. Abbott, who positively beamed as he listened to her. “I understand you’re a big Beatles fan.”


“That’s putting it mildly,” Hunter muttered to laughter from his siblings.


“Wouldn’t it be fun to feature your collection on the website? It would be another reason for people to come into the store.”


“I’m very proud of that collection,” Lincoln said. “I’ve spent a lot of time cultivating it over the years, and I love to show it off.”


Cameron returned his warm smile. “I’d venture to bet very few people leave your store without finding something they can’t live without. Using the story behind the family that runs the store and things like the Beatles collection as a draw gets them in the door. Once they’re here, they’ll spend their money. How can they not with all the inspiration you’ve provided them?


“I’m sure there are tons of other stories to be told, such as your son’s Christmas tree farm. People are interested in things that are different from what they experience in their everyday lives. How many families have a son who runs a Christmas tree farm and another who runs a sugaring operation? How many families have ten siblings, most of them contributing in some meaningful way to a business that’s been in the same family for three generations?”


Watching Wade and Ella exchange glances, Cameron couldn’t tell if she was turning them onto the idea or turning them off.


“Did you tell her about Gramps?” Hunter asked Will.


“Nope.” To Cameron, Will said, “There’s a story and a half. Our mom’s grandfather, Elmer Stillman, Sr., founded the store during World War II. His son, Elmer Junior and his wife, Sarah, my mom’s parents, took the helm when his parents retired. Elmer Junior turned the store over to my dad about twenty years or so ago now and still lives in the area. He’s what you might call a character.”


“I’d love to meet him and talk to him about the store and his memories of the war years. That would make for some very compelling copy for the site.”


“How would you go about building the site?” Charlotte asked.


“That’s a great question.” And Cameron took it as a sign that she’d sparked their interest, at the very least. “The first thing we do is research—lots and lots of research. I’d work with each of you in your various capacities to determine priorities and products you most wish to feature. You’re selling a way of life here—simpler, calmer, refined in its own unique way. That’s your brand. From all my reading about Vermont and the Northeast Kingdom in particular, I assume conservation and geotourism is important to you, and we’d want to reflect that in the site as well. So research comes first.


“Then we progress into site maps and what we call ‘wireframes,’ which is basically a drawing of the site and how it will look when it’s finished. I could bore you with terms such as bread crumbs, which is what we call the various links between pages, and design stages, but suffice to say that once we know what you want and need, we’ll do our very best to give it to you as quickly and as efficiently as we possibly can.”


“How much will it set us back?” Hunter asked.


Cameron passed out a quote she and Lucy had put together with the specifics of a two-phase project. Included prominently on the page was the down-payment amount required to start the process.


“For a site of this size that includes a retail function, you’re looking at well into six figures for phase one, which is the primary bones of the website,” she explained. “I’d have to spend significantly more time on the research and get a sense from all of you about what items you wish to sell directly from the site before I could give you a final quote on phase two, the retail portion.”


“Six figures,” Hunter repeated, as if he hadn’t heard her correctly. “To start with?”


Cameron forced herself to press on, even though the vibe in the room told her she’d lost most of them with the words six figures.


“A site of this magnitude will involve significant customization and programming that will require a tremendous commitment of work-force hours. When it’s done, you’ll have something you can be proud of. I promise you that. I’ll also promise you’ll earn back your investment within three months of going live if you build in an e-commerce component to sell merchandise from the store via the website. I don’t usually like to give return-on-investment estimates to prospective clients, but I feel very comfortable offering you assurances on that based on what I’ve seen of the store so far.” Cameron swallowed her anxiety and forced herself to finish. “We’d require a deposit of fifty thousand to begin work.”


“We need to talk it over,” Charlotte said as the others nodded in agreement.


“Thanks so much for coming in and walking us through the process,” Lincoln said. “It was very interesting.”


“My pleasure. I’ve never been to Vermont before, and it’s incredibly beautiful. I’m glad I had the chance to come up and meet you all.”


“Give your dad my regards,” Lincoln said.


“I certainly will.”


“I’ll bring your projector to the inn later,” Will said.


“That’d be great. Thanks.” Feeling like an unwanted circus animal in the center ring, Cameron moved as quickly as she could to unhook her laptop and gather her belongings. “Thanks again, everyone.”


Back in Will’s office, Cameron put on her coat and grabbed her purse, slinging the computer bag over her shoulder to head down the stairs to the store. As she walked from the back of the store to the front, she saw a host of things she’d missed the first time through. Herbal remedies for everything from gout to athlete’s foot, a facial massager and wrinkle cream.


She stopped to view a collection of antique typewriters and thought about how they could use them in the site design.


“What’s the point?” she whispered as she wandered toward the front door. They weren’t going to get the job, and this whole thing had been a huge waste of time she couldn’t afford to lose with payroll looming and no influx of cash forthcoming.


She absolutely could not go running to her dad for money. She’d prided herself on her independence and had never relied on her dad’s mega resources to pave the way for her. Something would work out. It always did. Or it always had …


Taking a last look around the eclectically wonderful Green Mountain Country Store, she thought about how fun it would’ve been to bring the store to life online. Just as well, she decided, stepping into the cool, crisp air. It would’ve taken weeks of research to do it right, and that would’ve been way, way too much time in the oh-so-tempting company of Will Abbott.


Will shut the door behind Cameron and returned to his seat at the conference table. A jumble of thoughts crowded his mind after her enlightening presentation. First and foremost, he’d been impressed by her response to the store and her innate understanding of what they were about as a family and a business. If she could infuse that much insight after half an hour in the store, what would she produce after a couple of weeks?


Her intuitiveness had caught him off guard. He’d expected to hate her ideas for modernization, which were in direct conflict with his desire to keep everything exactly the way it had always been. After hearing her presentation, he was officially torn.


“Well, that’s that, I guess,” Hunter said.


“Yeah,” Charlotte added. “Six figures for a website?”


“Think about it, Charley,” Will said. “Imagine the challenge of trying to capture this place in a way that makes sense. Besides, she said we’ll earn it back in three months.”


“If we add more staff to fulfill orders, which will also cost money,” Wade said.


“Yes, that would be an added expense, but think about the added exposure, too,” Will said.


“You’ve certainly done a one-eighty since last night,” Hunter said, frowning at Will.


“I tried to keep an open mind and listen to what she had to say. A lot of it made sense to me. We all know Vermont is a special place with so much to offer. But outside our borders, how many other people know that?”


“I’m glad to hear you say that, Will,” Lincoln said. “Those are my thoughts exactly. We’ve been lucky to escape the economic downturn somewhat unscathed, but we may not always be so fortunate. I know you all are angry with me for bringing Cameron here without talking to you about it first, but my sole focus is on ensuring this business continues to grow and thrive so it will be there for you for as long as you need it to be. I don’t think we can count on business as usual for the long haul. We have to innovate if we’re to remain relevant.”


“We’re as relevant as we need to be,” Hunter said. “We’re a country store, not a multinational corporation.”


“I’m not suggesting we become a multinational anything,” Lincoln said as he scratched George behind the ears. “I’m suggesting we spread our wings a bit and open our doors to the world outside Vermont to generate more business.”


“What happens when hordes of tourists want to come here and see what we’re all about?” Wade asked.


“That’s what I’d like to know, too,” Ella said.


“You heard what Cameron said about not being able to walk into our store without seeing something you can’t live without,” Lincoln said. “If those hordes come here to see what we’ve got, our business grows.”


“What does that do to our sweet little town?” Charlotte asked. “How will Mrs. Hendricks feel when there are buses pulling up outside her inn?”


“I’d imagine she’ll approve of anything that puts bodies in beds,” Lincoln replied.


“Let me ask this,” Hunter said. “What happens after the site is built? Who maintains and operates it?”


“I spoke to Cameron about this when I called her,” Lincoln said. “We’d have two choices. We can retain her company to maintain it for us, which they’d be glad to do, or we can hire someone here to work in-house.”


“Either way,” Hunter said, “we’re looking at much more than the initial six-figure investment.”


“Over time, yes,” Lincoln said. “However, you heard what Cameron said about the revenue generated by the site more than covering the costs of running it—and then some.”


“I’m opposed,” Wade said. “I think it’s the wrong move for us right now.”


“I agree,” Hunter said.


“Me, too,” Ella said.


“Me, four,” Charlotte said. “Sorry, Dad, but it’s too much. We don’t need it or the changes that’ll go along with it.”


“I understand,” Lincoln said, “and you know I respect your opinions—all of them, even if I don’t agree with them.”


Will felt the heat of everyone looking at him for the deciding vote, with fifty percent in favor and forty percent opposed. If he voted for the site, it would go forward. If he voted against, his mother would be brought in to cast the tiebreaker.


“What do you say, Will?” Hunter asked.


Will tried to balance his concern for the store against his interest in Cameron. And to deny that she interested him would be disingenuous. Yes, she might be a city girl, but it had taken half an hour in the store with her earlier for him to see that she was nothing like Lisa, who’d never shown an ounce of interest in his family or his family’s business.


Cameron’s interest had been sincere and not in any way tied to her desire to land the account.


Will was forced to admit he wanted to keep her around for a while so he might get to know her better, which presented an ethical challenge of sorts.


“What’re you thinking, son?”


Will glanced at his dad, whose grandiose ideas often made Will as crazy as they made his siblings. But in this case, he had to admit his dad made some good points about sustaining the business in the future. “I found the presentation interesting,” Will said after a long moment of silence. “I liked what she said about telling our family’s story through the website and incorporating all our interests. I like the idea of people outside of Vermont learning more about what makes us special here.”


“So you’re for it now?” Hunter asked, seeming stunned by Will’s change of heart.


“I’m not sure yet. I’d like to talk to her a little more about how it would work before I decide anything.”


“That’s fair enough,” Lincoln said.


“I’ll tell you what,” Wade said. “If we go forward with this, it’s all yours, Will. I don’t want anything to do with it.”


“Neither do I,” Hunter added.


Will’s sisters nodded in agreement.


“If we go forward with it,” Will said, “we’d all have to participate when it came to our own areas of the business.”


“Tell me this,” Hunter said. “If she wasn’t young and pretty and you weren’t bowled over by her, would you want to ‘talk to her some more’ or would you feel the same way the rest of us do?”


“Screw you, Hunter. It’s got nothing to do with that.”


“Ah,” Wade said with a knowing grin that made Will want to punch his younger brother the way he would’ve back in the day. “Anyone else notice he doesn’t deny that she’s young and pretty and he’s bowled over by her?”


“Screw you, too, and the rest of you before you can chime in.”


That set off the others into laughter that made Will’s face heat with embarrassment. He got up and walked out of the conference room, letting the door slam behind him. Storming into his office, he slammed that door, too, and quickly discovered Cameron had left her alluring scent here as well.


His brothers made him so freaking mad! Although, he couldn’t deny he poked at them every bit as much as they poked at him. He must’ve been pretty damned transparent if his interest in Cameron came through so obviously to them. Or perhaps it was his flip-flop on the website that had been his downfall. Either way, he had to face up to the fact that he was curious.


On multiple fronts.




CHAPTER 4
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When life gives you scraps, make a quilt.


—The gospel according to Elmer Stillman





Cameron dropped her laptop on the desk in her room and sat on the bed, feeling dejected after her meeting with the Abbotts. Her car was a wreck, her face was a disaster and her presentation had gone over like a fart in church. All in all, it had been a fantastic twelve hours in Vermont.


She pulled her phone out of her purse and turned it on, hoping to find a signal so she could call Lucy and report in. No service.


How was it that there’d been service earlier in her room but none now?


With her frustration mounting, Cameron left her room and headed downstairs to the lobby where there was still no reception, so she went back up to get her coat and clomped down the stairs, infuriated with this entire day.


Outside, the sun was deceptively bright and the air unexpectedly cold—cold enough that her breath came out in little clouds. March in New York City was a time of reawakening, budding blooms and warmer days. Apparently, the spring memo hadn’t made it to Vermont, as it still felt very much like winter here.


She walked along the sidewalk, face in the screen, hoping to see some sign that her phone was receiving a signal. How was she supposed to run a business from here if she couldn’t make a freaking phone call?


Farther down the sidewalk, she walked past the café that doubled as an art gallery and then Nolan’s garage where her car was still up on the lift thing. She couldn’t bear to look at its pretty little face all crushed in, so she kept going.


“Help you with something?” a male voice asked.


Cameron looked over to find a guy sitting on a tree stump working on a carving of some sort. He wore a flannel shirt rolled up over his forearms, and Cameron’s first thought was he had to be freezing without a coat on. “Aren’t you cold?”


“Heck, no. It’s beautiful today.”


“It’s freezing.”


When he laughed, something about him looked familiar to her, although she was certain she’d never seen him before. Behind him, barn doors were wide open and the scent of sawdust hung in the air around them. “This isn’t freezing. This is positively balmy.”


“If you say so.”


“Are you looking for something?”


“Only a signal so I can use my cell phone. One minute it works, the next it doesn’t.”


“Ahh, welcome to the mountains.”


“It’s annoying.”


He shrugged. “You adapt.”


“I’d never adapt to life without a good cell signal.” The very thought of it was unimaginable.


“So how does the other guy look today?”


At first she didn’t know what he meant, but then she remembered her battered face. “I hear Fred is just fine.”


“Oh! You’re the girl who hit Fred!”


“That’d be me,” she said, resigned now to her fate.


“Heard about you at the diner this morning. So then you’d also be the girl trying to sell my family on a website for the store.”


“That’s why you look familiar. You resemble Will a little bit.” He was a younger, blonder version of his older brother, but the family resemblance was unmistakable.


“Ew. That’s disgusting.” He stood up and brushed the dust off his hands and came over to her. “Landon Abbott, and I do not look like Will.”


She shook his outstretched hand. “Cameron Murphy, and you do, too.”


“Do not.”


“Do, too.”


“And here I thought we might be friends.”


She couldn’t help but laugh, even as she noticed he was holding her hand longer than necessary.


“You’re one of the twins.”


He leaned in and whispered, “I’m the good-looking one.”


“I thought Will said you’re identical.”


“We are, but Lucas is totally ugly. Trust me on that.”


“Let her go, Landon,” a deep voice behind her said.


Cameron jolted and pulled her hand free as Will joined them. Judging by the stormy expression on his face, he was annoyed that she was talking to his brother. What was that about?


“I was just being friendly, bro.” Landon winked at Cameron, who laughed at the face he made at his brother.


“I was looking for you at the inn,” Will said, ignoring Landon.


That’s when Cameron noticed he was carrying her projector case along with a brown bag from the store. “I can take that.”


“I’ve got it.”


Cameron returned her attention to Landon. “I’d love to come back and see your work sometime.”


“Anytime,” he said with a charming smile and the waggle of his brows. “I’m here every day unless you hear the fire bell ring. Then I’m out heroically battling fires and saving lives.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, amused by him. “See you later.”


“Bye, Cameron Murphy. William, you have a nice day.”


Will scowled at Landon, who laughed as they walked away.


“You weren’t very nice to him,” Cameron said.


“I don’t have to be. He’s my brother.”


“That’s all the more reason to be nice to him. I’d love to have a brother. Or a sister. Or both. Both would be nice.”


“You say that now, but when you actually have them, they can be far more trouble than they’re worth.”


Cameron stopped and stared at him.


“What?”


“Do you have any idea how lucky you are? Any idea at all? I was raised by nannies. My family was the Huxtables, the Matthews, the Banks and the Weirs.”


“Who the heck are they?”


“The Cosby Show, Boy Meets World, Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, Freaks and Geeks, to name a few.”


“Still not really ringing any bells.”


Not for the first time, Cameron wondered how it was possible they were raised on the same planet, let alone in the same country. “Did you have a TV in your house growing up?”


Nodding, he said, “We weren’t allowed to watch it very often.”


“Apparently.”


“We were encouraged to pursue other interests.”


“By the parents who monitored your every move.”


“Yeah, so …”


“My dad works all the time, and my mom died having me. No mom, an absent dad, no siblings. Don’t bitch at me about your pain-in-the-ass brother. Just don’t.” She walked away from him, crossing the street to the inn, no longer concerned about the phone signal she couldn’t find. Mostly, she was concerned about getting away from him before she did something stupid like break down in front of him over things that shouldn’t still bother her as she approached thirty.


“Cameron, wait!”


Embarrassed now by her outburst, she walked faster, entering the inn at nearly a run and heading for the stairs.


He caught up to her as she reached her door. “Wait, please. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be such a jerk. Of course I love my family. I love them even when they’re bugging me, and I always know how lucky I am.”


“Good,” she said, caught off kilter by the urgency in his tone, the flush of his cheeks from chasing her and the sincere regret she felt coming from him. Combined with what she’d already learned about him, Cameron was officially bordering on Will Abbott overload.


“Thanks for bringing my projector over.” She took it from him and opened the door to her room, placing the projector on the floor inside. “It was nice meeting you. I wish you and your family the best with the store. It’s a special place.”


He leaned against he doorframe and unleashed that lethal smile. “You’re giving up awfully easy, aren’t you?”


“What’s that supposed to mean? It was clear to me that you and your siblings don’t want the site. I can take a hint. I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I figure a way out of this town where I can’t even make a phone call.”


He continued to lean and smile and stare at her.


“What? I know my face is a mess. I don’t need you staring at it.”


“Even bruised and battered, your face is rather exceptional. It’s a face people remember long after they first encounter it.”


Cameron’s mouth fell open in shock. She quickly closed it and tried to think of something witty she could say to counter that. Nothing. She had absolutely nothing.


“I got you this from the store,” he said, producing a mask-shaped item from the brown bag he carried. “It has eucalyptus and other stuff that’s supposed to aid in the healing of facial bruises. You heat it up in the microwave or in hot water.”


He was hesitantly adorable as he handed it over to her.


“That’s really nice of you. Thanks.” Once again, he’d caught her completely off guard with his thoughtfulness. She had no idea how to handle this guy, and she always knew how to handle guys. This one, however …


“Have dinner with me tonight.”


Stunned, she made the mistake of looking up at him. Yep, he was still the most perfectly perfect example of male beauty she’d ever laid eyes on. “Why?”


“Because we have business to discuss. Among other things.”


“Business? What business? What other things?”


“That’s three questions. Which one should I take first?”


“Business.”


“The website isn’t off the table.”


Cameron was truly shocked by that news. “Oh. It isn’t?”


He shook his head.


“I was pretty certain after the meeting that it was a dead subject.”


“It’s not, which is why I thought we could have dinner and talk it over some more.”


“You, me and who else?”


“No one.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand. I thought you all were partners.”


“We are. The others have already voted.”


Cameron shook her head as she tried to make sense of what he was saying. “So wait, that means—”


“It’s down to me.”


“Oh.”


“So … Dinner? Yes?”


“Um, okay. Sure. What time?”


“Pick you up at seven?”


“What should I wear?”


His gaze took a slow, lazy journey from the top of her head to her feet encased in the boots he’d given her. By the time he once again made eye contact, Cameron felt like she’d been undressed. “Anything you want.”


“That’s too vague. Are we talking jeans or dressed up or what?”


“Whatever you want. Just make sure you wear your new boots.”


“Don’t blame me if I’m overdressed or underdressed.”


“I won’t.” He straightened out the slouch and began to walk away. “I almost forgot,” he said, turning back to hand her the bag he still held. “See you at seven.”


As he headed for the stairs, Cameron snuck a quick peek at the back of him, which was still just as awesome as the front. Releasing a sigh, she watched him until he turned the corner to head downstairs. The man wore a nice pair of jeans. That was for sure. She hoped he kept them on for dinner so she could do some more looking.


Inside the room, she closed the door and realized she was still holding the bag he’d given her. She opened it and gasped when she saw one of the Icelandic sweaters she’d admired in the store. He’d chosen the red one for her, which made her smile as red was one of her favorite colors. Not that she wore it very often in all-black-all-the-time New York City.


She pulled the sweater out of the bag and something fell on the floor. The moose pajama pants.


Delighted by the gifts, she sat on the bed and tried to figure him out. He’d shown her gruff, rude, concerned, helpful, seductive, thoughtful, cranky, generous and mysterious, and she’d known him all of twelve hours.


Her phone rang, making her laugh at the vagaries of Vermont cell service. She took the call from Lucy.


“How’d it go?” Lucy asked.


“It was … interesting. The store is incredible, Luce. If we get the job, I’m going to be here awhile. It’s way too much to capture in a couple of days.”


“Wait. If we get the job? How did you leave it with them?”


“That’s the interesting part.” She explained the split vote and how it had come down to her gruff, sexy rescuer. “We’re having dinner tonight to talk about it some more.”


“Dinner, huh? What’s the deal with that? What’s his name?”


“Will.”


“And?”


“And what?”


“Cameron … Hello, it’s me, Lucy. I’ve known you a long time. If you think I can’t sniff out a bigger story even hundreds of miles and a bad phone connection away, you don’t know me at all.”


Lucy was like a dog with a bone when she sensed a story, and Cameron had long ago learned not to fight her friend’s need to know everything.


“He’s … Well … He’s very handsome in a rugged sort of way.”


“Ohhhh,” Lucy said on an exaggerated sigh. “I love rugged. By handsome, are we talking drop-dead gorgeous or fall-on-your-back-and-spread-your-legs sexy?”


Cameron couldn’t stop the gurgle of laughter that escaped, despite her effort to hold it in so as not to encourage the incorrigible Lucy. “Sort of both. No, definitely both.” The thought of falling on her back and spreading her legs for Will Abbott made her feel warm and tingly all over so she quickly squelched the thought and all the images that came with it.


“Oh, man. This I’ve got to see. I need pictures.”


“I can’t just take pictures of him. How weird would that be?”


“Find a way. You’re not … you know, doing what you do with him, are you?”


“No, Luce, I’m not falling madly in love with a guy I met on a muddy road and setting myself up for massive heartbreak later. I’m here temporarily at best, and he’s something nice to look at while I’m here. That’s it.”


“Promise me you won’t forget you said that.”


“Can we please talk business while I’ve got an elusive signal?”


“If we must, but I still want pictures.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


“Before I forget, Troy called to ask if I’d heard from you. I hope it’s okay that I caught him up on the accident with the moose. I forwarded him the picture of your face. He’s beating himself up because he thinks he should’ve taken you up there.”


Cameron rubbed the bridge of her nose and immediately regretted it when a flash of pain took her breath away. “I’ll try to call him, but if I can’t get through, tell him I’m fine and not to worry.”


“I’ll tell him, but you know how he is. Until he hears from you …”


“He’ll worry. I know.” Her close-knit group of friends in New York took care of each other because most of them had no real family to speak of. They had each other, and their bond was tight. Troy and Lucy, in particular, had seen Cameron through some tough times, and there was nothing the three of them wouldn’t do for each other.


“So let’s talk about how you’re going to knock the socks off Will Abbott at dinner tonight and close this deal.”


While Cameron wasn’t at all sure how she felt about knocking Will’s socks off, she was extremely interested in closing the deal, so she spent the next half hour talking strategy with Lucy.


Hannah Abbott Guthrie recognized the heavy footsteps on her front porch. She anticipated the slam of the storm door as he came into her home and sought her out in the studio where she spent most afternoons. The light was best here later in the day, and mornings were tough, as she didn’t sleep well at night, not that she’d ever told anyone that.


“Drink?” she asked her twin without looking up from the amber-colored glass beads she was stringing on fine filament.


“No.” Hunter flopped onto the love seat she kept in the studio for Homer and scratched Caleb’s aging mutt behind the ears. “How’s our homeboy doing?”


Hannah cast a loving gaze on Homer. “Slower all the time, but I try not to notice that.”


Homer expelled a contented sigh and drifted back off to sleep.


“What’s the matter?” Hannah asked, tuned into her twin’s dismay over something other than her aging dog.


“I’m sure you’ve already heard about Dad bringing his friend’s daughter here from New York to build us a website.”


“A rumble or two about that has reached me. I heard she hit Fred on the way into town.”


“Her face took the worst of it. She’s got a couple of shiners, a banged-up nose and a fat lip.”


“Poor thing. So she met with you guys today?”


“Yep. We were treated to the whole dog-and-pony show about why we need a website and how it will grow our business. All of our businesses, even yours.”


At that, Hannah finally glanced at her brother. “How so?” His dark hair was the exact shade as hers, which is why she’d never had to tell anyone which of her seven brothers was her twin. That and the fact they’d grown up joined at the hip and stayed that way as adults gave them away.


“She digs the ten-kids-contributing-to-the-business angle big-time. Wants to bring that into the site and tell our family’s story.”


“Did you guys shoot her down?”


“Not exactly.” He got up and went over to the bank of windows that overlooked the town and the mountain in the distance, where ski runs resembled snow-covered ribbons winding through the trees. “Of course Dad’s all for it. Wade, Ella, Charlotte and I are not.”


“That leaves Will.”


“Right.” He turned to her. “Will likes her. He never took his eyes off her the whole time she was talking. I’ve only ever seen him look at one other girl that way.”


“Lisa?” Hannah asked, alarmed.


Hunter nodded grimly and combed his fingers through his hair in his trademark gesture of frustration. “I’d hate to see him get taken for a ride by another city girl who has no appreciation for his way of life.”


“He’s a lot older and wiser now than he was then. Give him a bit of credit.”


“Here’s the big question—will he vote to do the website because we really need it or will he vote for it to keep her around?”


Hannah laughed, which her brother clearly didn’t appreciate. “In the interest of preserving family peace and harmony, I’d recommend against posing that question to him.”


“I already made that mistake,” he said drolly. “Pissed him off pretty good.”


“I would’ve liked to have seen that.”


“Speaking of seeing people, I saw Nolan today. He came into the office to drop off something for the city girl.”


Hannah resented her immediate and powerful reaction to the mention of Nolan’s name. “How is he?” she asked, making an attempt to be casually uninterested, as always. Luckily, Hunter couldn’t tell her heart had skipped a funny beat or that her hands had quivered, making her drop a couple of beads.


“He’s good, and he asked after you.”


Now her mouth had gone dry, too. “Did he?”


“Duh, Hannah. He always does. You know that.”


She shrugged it off, not interested in pursuing that line of conversation. Before she could come up with another line to pursue instead, her brother pounced.


“When are you going to cut him a break and go out with him? Caleb has been gone almost seven years, honey.”


“I know how long my husband has been dead, Hunter. I don’t need you to tell me.”


“Sorry. Of course you don’t. I was out of line.”


Hannah immediately regretted her harsh tone, especially with the brother who’d stood faithfully by her side during the darkest days of her life. “No, I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”


“I don’t mean to push you, but I want you to be happy again.”


“I am happy.” She gestured to her worktable covered with beads and wire and tools of every shape and size. “This makes me happy.”


“There’s more to life than work.”


Again she raised a brow, this time to challenge. “Pot, meet kettle.” Hunter worked hideously long hours as the company’s chief financial officer, overseeing all the family’s many business interests.


“Don’t give me that. I’ve got nothing better to do with my time. You’ve got a guy who’d lie down on hot coals for you if only you’d give him the time of day.”


“Listen to you,” she said, laughing at him. “So dramatic.”


“It’s true, Hannah. He has it bad for you.”


That fact was not news to Hannah, but she’d tucked it away in a corner of her mind where things she was unwilling or unable to deal with resided. “I’m not ready.”


“Do you think you ever will be?” This was asked so gently, so sweetly that Hannah couldn’t bring herself to get mad.


“I don’t know,” she said with a sigh. She’d been asking herself that question more and more often lately. “The thought of being with someone else still feels weird to me. Disloyal.”


“Caleb wouldn’t want you to feel that way. He’d want you to be happy and to find someone else. You know he thought the world of Nolan.”


As her brother had been one of Caleb Guthrie’s closest friends, Hannah couldn’t take issue with Hunter professing to know him well enough to say what he would’ve wanted for her. And Hunter wasn’t wrong. Caleb would be furious with her for continuing to hole up in the house his grandmother had left to him and he had left to her. It was far too big for one person, but keeping it up gave her something to do when she wasn’t working—and it kept her connected to Caleb and the life they had shared. After college, when he’d been commissioned into the army, they’d used the house as a retreat whenever he was on leave or between deployments to war zones. Some of their happiest memories had been made here.


Her parents had once gently suggested she might sell the house he’d loved, that his grandmother had loved, but that wasn’t an option she was willing to consider.


So she stayed, and she worked, and if every day was exactly the same as the one before, well, that was okay.


“Hannah?”


“I’m fine. I promise. I don’t want you to worry about me.”


“Can’t help that.”


“We need to find you a nice young lady to settle down with. You’re not getting any younger.”


“Shut up,” he said, laughing. “Don’t forget I’m only three minutes older than you, old hag.”


“As if I could ever forget,” she said with a smile full of sincerity that she knew he’d understand. He got her better than almost anyone ever had—except for Caleb, of course. He’d gotten her best of all, and that kind of connection didn’t come along every day.


“Need me to do anything while I’m here?” Before she could reply, he was on his way to her porch. “You’re low on firewood. I’ll bring some in for you.”


She knew there was no point in reminding him she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. She’d lost that battle years ago and knew better now than to tell him not to bother. “Thank you.”


He stocked up her woodpile next to the fireplace in the sitting room, set a fire in the hearth and then salted the ice on the back porch as well as the stairs leading down to the yard. When he came back in for the last time, his cheeks were red from the cold.


Hannah stood up to hug him. “Thank you.”


He kissed her forehead. “For what?”


“You know.”


“Call me if you need anything?”


She walked him to the door. “I will. And don’t sweat the website. Have some faith in Will. He’d never do anything that wasn’t in the store’s best interest. You know that.”


“Yeah, I guess.”


“Sometimes change can be good, you know?”


“You need to practice what you preach, sis,” he said with the charming grin that had made him one of the two most popular boys in their high school class. Caleb had been the other.


Hannah grimaced at the comeback she should’ve anticipated. “I walked right into that, didn’t I?”


He gave her another kiss on the cheek. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


Hannah watched him hustle down the front walk that he’d also salted and get into the silver Lincoln Navigator SUV he’d bought a few months ago. After he drove away, she closed the door and locked it.


Tucked in for another cold, late-winter night, Hannah lit the fire her brother had laid in the hearth and curled up on the sofa with Homer to watch the flames. When Caleb was alive, they’d spent many a night together right on this sofa watching the fire, eating dinner, making love … Some of the best moments of their marriage had transpired in this very spot.


She’d taken a lot of comfort from those memories in the years since Caleb stepped on a land mine in Iraq and was killed instantly. Lately, however, the memories had begun to fade, despite her best efforts to cling to them with everything she had. She’d never admit to anyone, even Hunter, who’d feel compelled to do something about it for her, that the loneliness had been particularly difficult to bear during the long winter they’d just endured.


Still, she wasn’t ready to make any changes. Not yet. Maybe not ever, but definitely not now.




CHAPTER 5
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Well, don’t you look prettier than a pat of butter meltin’ on a short stack.


—The gospel according to Elmer Stillman





Will appeared at Cameron’s door promptly at seven o’clock. With his coat unzipped, she could see that he’d worn a brown wool sweater over dark jeans with heavy mud-season-approved boots. He smelled of fresh air, soap and cologne so subtle she wasn’t sure it was cologne. No matter what it was, she wanted to get closer for a better sniff of the intriguing scent. His hair was damp and his face freshly shaven. That he’d gone to some trouble to prepare for their dinner pleased her.


“Looks nice on you,” he said of the Icelandic sweater she’d chosen to wear with faded jeans and her new boots.


“I’ll have a whole new wardrobe by the time I leave.”


“At least your trip won’t be a total loss.”


“True. Thank you for the sweater. It’s gorgeous, and I love the pajamas, too.”


“Glad you like them.”


“The mask really took the sting out of the bruises.”


“Good to know it works. Sometimes I wonder about the claims these products make.”


“You have to stop bringing me presents.”


“Why’s that?”


“Because.”


“Well, that clears it right up.”


Even though it was pointless, tossing her cell phone in her purse was pure habit. She grabbed her wireless hotspot, too, hoping to find a reliable signal somewhere in this town that she could tap into for work.


“Do you have a coat with actual sleeves?”


“No, just the vest.”


“It’s eighteen degrees out. You’re going to be cold in that.”


“That’s okay. I’ll just be in and out of the car, right?”


He stepped back to give her room to close and lock her door. “Yes, but around here you have to be prepared for trouble, like the kind you found last night. If I hadn’t come along when I did, you might’ve been in for a long, cold night out there with no heat, no phone and a coat with no sleeves. It’s still winter here, and it will be for a while yet. You gotta be thinking worst-case scenario.”


“As much as it pains me to tell you you’re right, you’re right. If it works out that I’m going to be here awhile longer, I’ll invest in some sleeves.”


“Good plan.”


They stepped into air that was, indeed, considerably colder than it had been earlier.


Will held the passenger door to his dark blue truck and waited for her to get settled before he went around to the driver’s side and immediately started the engine—and the heat.


“Are you in the mood for anything in particular?”


Cameron’s entire face heated with embarrassment as a flood of inappropriate replies filled her brain.


“Food,” he said, which only added to her embarrassment because he’d guessed that her mind had gone directly to dirty.


“Anything is fine. I’ll let you decide. There is one thing I’d love to do.”


“What’s that?”


“Go rescue my boots from the mud.”


“I got them on my way in this morning and dropped them at the dry cleaner. She said she can’t promise they’ll look as good as they did before the mud, but she’ll do what she can. Meant to tell you that earlier.”


Staggered, she couldn’t begin to think of what to say to that. His thoughtfulness was truly overwhelming and unexpected. “You … Oh. Thanks. That was really nice of you.”


He shrugged off her thanks. “I felt bad that they got ruined. You seemed upset about it.”


“I love those boots—and the car. I got them both right before I left the city, and neither of them survived the trip, which is a metaphor for my luck lately. It’s nice of you to try to save them.”


“It was nothing. So how about pizza? We’ve got a place in town that makes wood-fired pies that are to die for.” He paused, glanced at her and then at the windshield. “What am I thinking? You have world-class pizza in the city that probably puts ours to shame.”


“Wood-fired pizza actually sounds really good. I’m sure it’s amazing.”


“I like it.”


“Then I’m sure I will, too. It’s just …”


“What?”


“I feel kind of weird being seen with my face looking like this. People are talking about me and Fred, and … It’s weird. I feel like everyone is staring at me and pointing. Reminds me of when I had chicken pox in high school and had red spots on my face for a month.”


“Do you like dogs?”


She looked over at him, surprised by the question that had nothing to do with what they’d been talking about. “I love dogs.”


“We’ll get the pizza to go.”


“To go where?”


“My place.”


“Oh.”


“Is that okay?”


Cameron’s heart began to beat faster, and her mouth was suddenly dry. “Um, sure. That’s fine.”


“Now what do you like on your pizza?”


Half an hour later, Cameron held the pizza on her lap as Will turned the truck off the road where her car had met up with Fred and onto a rutted dirt road. Remembering her Texas Chainsaw Massacre fears from the night before, she tried to keep the pizza box still as the truck dipped into the potholes on the road.


“Sorry about the bumpy ride. Happens this time every year when the snow starts to melt.”


Cameron tightened her teeth to keep them from clanking together. “No problem.” As the road got darker and bumpier, her anxiety began to spike. Being out here in the middle of nowhere alone with a man she’d met yesterday, when no one else knew where she was, went against everything she believed in as a safety-first city girl. “You don’t own a chain saw do you?”


“As a matter of fact, I do. Why?”


“No reason.” She tightened her grip on the pizza box. What’s your plan, hotshot? Throw hot cheese at him and run for your life?


“You’ve got one hell of an imagination, you know that?” he asked, chuckling.


“A girl can’t be too safety conscious.”


“If and when I get a girl alone in the woods, my first thought isn’t about chopping her up with a chain saw.”


“That’s comforting. Thank you.” Once again, Cameron felt warm all over in his presence, and that couldn’t be blamed solely on the piping hot pie. She refused to consider what he might do when he got a girl alone in the woods, as she was now a girl alone in the woods with him and tingling with curiosity.


“You’re perfectly safe with me. I promise.”


She knew he meant physically safe, but that wasn’t the kind of safety she was suddenly concerned about. At the moment, she was far more concerned about his intensely magnetic appeal and how she’d manage to keep her mind on business while alone with him in the wilderness.


“How can you stand living so far from civilization?”


“It’s not that far. Only about five miles.”


“Don’t you get bored?”


“Never. There’s always something to do.”


“Like what?”


“The dogs and I take long hikes on the trails. I like to fly-fish in the river. Snowshoeing, snowmobiling, skiing, snow-boarding. The fun never ends.”


“So you’re very outdoorsy.”


“I guess you could say that.”


“I’m sort of indoorsy.”


“No. Really?”


“I don’t like to be cold.”


“And yet you come to Vermont in March with a coat that has no sleeves.”


“I’ve already conceded that point to you.”


He drove the truck around a bend in the road and into a clearing where the headlights revealed a log cabin nestled among a grove of evergreens.


“Oh, Will, it’s beautiful.” Cameron had never seen a more picturesque location for a home.


“Thanks. You can’t get this downtown anywhere.” He shut off the truck. “Stay there. I’ll come get you.”


In the thirty seconds it took him to come around to the passenger side of the truck, Cameron had just enough time to give herself a sound talking-to about what was riding on this evening. The very survival of her company was at stake, and it would do her well to remember that.


He opened the door, took the pizza and offered her his arm. “There’s some ice on the way in so you might want to hang on.”


A smattering of snowflakes floated around them, sticking to her eyelashes as she got out of the truck and took his proffered arm.


“It wasn’t supposed to snow until much later,” he said, casting a glance at a sky filled with puffy clouds.


“I hadn’t heard we were supposed to get snow.”


“They said six to eight inches, but you never know how much we’ll actually get.”


“You say six to eight inches like it’s no big deal. That would be a major event in the city.”


“Just another winter day in Vermont.”


Cameron curled her hand through the crook of his elbow, encountering muscles that made her want to explore far beyond the bicep that flexed against her fingers as they walked toward his front door. Moonbeams sneaking through the clouds made the icy pathway glisten and sparkle.


“I feel like Dorothy on the yellow brick road.”


“Click your heels together, and you might wake up in the city.”


“Oh thank God I didn’t have to explain that one to you.”


“I’m not a complete bumpkin.” He helped her onto the porch. “Watch out for the pups when we open the door. They’re extremely friendly—almost too much so.”


“What’re their names?”


“Trevor and Tanner. Ready?”


“I guess so.”


“Hey, boys,” he said when he opened the door. “This is Cameron. Be nice.”


Sure enough, the two dogs circled around their legs in a frenzy of excitement.


Will held the pizza aloft and carried it straight to the kitchen in the back of the cozy house, with the dogs hot on his heels.


“This is wonderful, Will.” Cameron took a look around at the overstuffed sofas gathered around a stone fireplace. A red plaid throw blanket was tossed over the back of one sofa, and a down comforter hung over the other one.


He returned to the living room, shooed the dogs outside and lit the fire. “It’s not much—this combined kitchen-living room, a bedroom and a bathroom, but I love it.”


“I can see why. It’s comfy and cozy.”


He gave her an odd look that had her wondering if she’d said the wrong thing about his home. “I’m glad you like it. Drink? I’ve got beer, wine, soda, water.”


“What kind of beer?”


“Sam Adams light.”


“That sounds good.”


“Coming right up.” He opened two bottles and put them on the counter and then went to let the dogs back in. “Come have a seat. It’s safer to eat up here where they can’t get to the pizza.”


“They’re so cute.” Cameron bent to pet and kiss both dogs, who responded with wet, sloppy kisses for her.


“They’re holy terrors, but I love them. George is their mother.”


“Wait … George is a girl?”


“What can I say?” he asked with a sheepish grin. “I told you my dad was nuts over the Beatles.”


Laughing, Cameron said, “I liked your dad. He seemed very sweet. I also appreciated what he said about sustaining the business into the future. It sounds like he’s really concerned about making sure you’re well positioned going forward.”


Will dished up the pizza on plain white stoneware plates and used paper towels for napkins. “He is. I know it weighs on him that the business might not survive into the future, but I don’t feel like we’ve got anything to worry about. We’re selling something people will always want. Like you said at the meeting, it’s about home and hearth and comfort and health. A lot of what we make here in Vermont can’t be found anywhere else.” He shrugged. “I have faith in that.”


“This pizza made in Vermont is amazing.” They’d discovered a mutual affection for chicken and artichoke toppings. “Some of the best I’ve ever had.”


“You don’t have to say that,” he said with a grin.


“I don’t toss around compliments unless I mean them.”


He studied her over his beer bottle, and Cameron had to fight the urge to squirm. “So no hard sell on how we need the website to tell the rest of the world how special Vermont is?”


“I’m not very good at the hard sell,” Cameron said, frowning. “It’s one of my failings as a businessperson. Lucy is after me all the time to go for the jugular, but I figure people know what they need—and what they don’t need—for their own businesses. I don’t believe in shoving technology down people’s throats. They either want it or they don’t.”


“You’re better at it than you think. I went into that meeting this morning thinking ‘no way’ and came out thinking ‘maybe.’”


Cameron ventured a look at him and found him watching for her reaction. Her gaze met his and held for a long, breathless moment. Stick to business, she reminded herself. Being attracted to this man was a recipe for disaster. Nothing could come of it, so why venture down that bumpy road?


“Tell me how you’d go about it,” Will said, snapping her out of her internal monologue.


“The website?”


He nodded and took a swig of his beer.


“I was thinking about that this afternoon. I’d start with two primary components—the story of the family behind the store, beginning with your grandfather if he’s willing to share his story.”


“He loves to talk about the store and the old days, so you’d have a willing participant in him. That’s one component. What’s the other?”


“Vermont Made—the thing that makes you special.” She’d meant to say the thing that makes the store and the state special, but the words came out before she could edit herself. Cameron cleared her throat and tamped down the buzz of nerves he caused by just sitting across the narrow counter and enjoying a pizza with her. “Once we complete those two components, we expand into other areas, such as Hannah’s jewelry, Colton’s maple syrup, Landon’s furniture and Lucas’s Christmas trees.”


He seemed to be considering what she’d said as he put another slice on each of their plates.


“To you, it’s a routine part of life that you and your nine siblings are working together to run this incredible business. But believe me when I tell you that families like yours don’t come along every day, and people will be fascinated by your story.”


“You really think so?”


“I know so. You talked earlier about selling that which is unique to Vermont. We’d also be selling that which is uniquely Abbott, everything from the family businesses to the family itself. There’s so much opportunity here. I’m sure the price tag was a bit of a shock, but a site like this would require all sorts of customized modules and professional photography and well … It’d be a big job, the biggest job we’ve ever done, if I’m being truthful.”


“Tell me about your company. How’d you end up in the web design business?”


Relieved that he hadn’t honed in on her confession about the job being their biggest project to date, Cameron tucked her hair behind her ear. “If I tell you that, you might think I’m the worst possible person to design your site.”


His brows knitted, adorably, of course. “Why do you say that?”


“I had a lot of challenges with school. I have severe ADD. You know what that is, right?”


Nodding, he said, “Attention deficit disorder. Colton has it, too. My mom swears the meds he started taking in sixth grade are the only reason he graduated from high school.”


“Colton was lucky that someone noticed his problem early on and did something about it.”


“That didn’t happen for you?”


Cameron shook her head. “I think my dad just thought I was dumb. I used to dread report card time because my grades sucked, and we’d have the same conversation every time about how I had to try harder. My teachers suggested I be checked for learning disabilities, but he didn’t want to hear there was anything wrong with me.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Anyhow, I somehow managed to graduate from high school, and the first thing I did was get myself diagnosed and onto meds that helped—a lot.”


All of a sudden, Cameron realized she was sharing something with him that very few people outside her close circle of friends knew about her. “Why am I telling you this? See what I mean about being a lousy businessperson? Just what you need is to hire someone who won’t be able to focus on your job.” Her stomach turned and she pushed the pizza away, no longer interested.


“I have to believe you’ve overcome the challenges if you’ve managed to run your own business all this time.”


It was a daily struggle, not that she’d tell him that when she’d already overshared.


“You still haven’t told me how you got into web design.”


Sighing, Cameron realized that with the genie out of the bottle, she might as well finish the story, even if it cost her any chance of getting the job. “I took a Photoshop class at a community college after high school. It was the first class I took post-meds, and I got an A. I was so damned proud of that A.”


“I bet you were. It was validation.”


“Yes, it was,” she said, pleased that he understood. “After that, I became a bit of a whore for As.”


That made him laugh, as she’d hoped it would.


“Graphic design came next, then illustration and new media and web design and other art classes. I got As in every single class.”


“What did your dad say?”


“I never told him.”


“Why not? I would’ve photocopied my report cards and mailed them to my dad.”


She ventured another glance his way. “Do you know who my dad is?”


“Everyone knows who Patrick Murphy is. He owns half of New York City.”


“He doesn’t exactly read his own mail. Besides, it was easier to let him think I was a loser than to raise his expectations.”


“Is it okay to say that I don’t like him very much hearing all this?”


“You wouldn’t be the first friend of mine to say that. He did the best he could after my mom died and left him to raise a baby he had no idea what to do with. He’s not a bad guy, and despite his many failings, I love him desperately. But he’s no Heathcliff Huxtable. That’s for sure.”


“Help me out …”


Cameron shook her head as she laughed at his perplexed expression. “Bill Cosby’s character on The Cosby Show. One of my favorite families ever. The parents were a doctor and a lawyer, and they both worked from home so they could be there for their kids anytime the kids needed advice or money or a ride or a shoulder to lean on. What that must be like.”


She shook off the melancholy to finish the story. “Anyway, I met Lucy in a photography class, and we discovered we had the ADD in common. We sort of bonded over that, and then we got a big idea about starting our own company, which should have been a disaster with two ADD partners running it. But we’ve made a go of it. Somehow.”


“Your dad must’ve come in handy when you were starting the business.”


“Not so much. I’ve never asked him for anything. I’m very proud of the fact that we started the company all on our own. We’ve gone from me and Luce in a freezing cold loft in Greenwich Village, to an actual office with seven employees—in seven years’ time.”


“That’s amazing. Truly. I can’t imagine how difficult it must’ve been to start a business of your own in that city. I know how difficult it is to run a business I walked right into just by being born.”


Warmed by his praise, Cameron reached for her beer. “Thanks.” She took a sip and tried to focus on anything other than the unwavering golden-eyed gaze he had directed on her. “We’ve had our ups and downs, especially during the recession, but we’ve battled through. For the most part.”


“Do you need this job, Cameron?”


His insight further unsettled her, but she was determined not to show him that. “I will neither confirm nor deny that. The last thing I want is for you to feel obligated to give me the business. Either you want the website for the store or you don’t. How it affects me should be of no concern to you whatsoever. Twenty-four hours ago, you didn’t even know I existed, so you shouldn’t be making six-figure decisions based on anything other than what’s best for your business.”


A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.


“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to be so bossy.”


“Twenty-four hours ago my life was a whole heck of a lot less interesting than it’s been since poor Fred crossed your path.”


Cameron stared at him, trying to get her head around what he meant by that. “Are you making fun of me?”


“Definitely not. You intrigue me, Cameron Murphy. Not just because of your ideas for our business, but for other reasons, too.”


“What other reasons?”


He propped his chin on his upturned hand and did that thing with his eyes, the thing that made her insides go all crazy. “I like the way you rolled with what happened last night, despite how upsetting it had to be for you. I like the way you showed up for the meeting this morning, battered and bruised, when a lot of people—okay, I mean women—would’ve postponed because they’d be worried about how they looked.”


Cameron had been worried about how she looked, and she’d considered postponing, but she didn’t tell him that because she didn’t want to stop him when he was on a roll.


“I like the nice things you say about my family and the way you responded to the store, when you’re certainly used to far more sophisticated retail outfits. I like the way you appreciate what makes Vermont special even though everything about it is foreign to you. And I think you’re really pretty.”


She’d been floating along on a nice wave of compliments until that last one fizzled her brain cells. “You … You do? Even looking like this?”


He got up slowly, yet purposefully, and came around to her side of the counter.


Cameron’s breath got caught in her throat as he came closer, reaching out to tip up her chin with the gentle brush of his index finger. That single bit of contact started a riot inside her as she fought the overwhelming urge to lean in to get closer to him.


“Even looking like that.” He looked down at her for a long time before he let his hand drop down to his side. One of the dogs was right there to take advantage of the opportunity for a scratch.


The dog let out a low moan of pleasure that Cameron could relate to. Right about now, she’d love a scratch behind the ears from Will Abbott. Christ alive, she’d wanted him to kiss her and was disappointed that he hadn’t. The realization landed with a heavy thud in her belly, reminding her that this was about business—and it could be only about business.


She’d known him for one full day, and she already knew he had the power to rock her world like no guy ever had before. Never in her life had she experienced such a physical response to a man, the kind of response that had her picturing all sorts of naughty scenarios that had no place in a business-only relationship.


The line between personal and professional had already been crossed when she shared her challenges in school as well as her relationship issues with her dad. She shouldn’t have told him all that, especially when she was trying to convince him to hire her company. Lucy was right—she sucked big-time at the hard sell. Heck, she sucked at the soft sell, too.


A pounding knock on the door drew her out of her musings.


“Who is here at this hour?” Will muttered as he strolled past her with the dogs hot on his heels. He threw open the door, and a young man pushed past him into the living room. Tall and lanky, he had blond hair that was wet from the snow.


“I’m so glad you’re home. I didn’t know where else to go.”


“What’s wrong?”


“I can’t say it. If I say it, it’s real.”


“Max, you’re freaking me out. Whatever it is, just tell me, and we’ll figure it out.”


Ahhh, the youngest Abbott, Cameron thought as she watched Max pace the small room, completely oblivious to the fact that his older brother had a guest. She wondered if she should make a sound so he’d know she was there, but she was hesitant to interrupt such an intense exchange. So she kept quiet and hoped Will would tell his brother she was there before this went too much further.


“Chloe is pregnant.”


Oh shit, Cameron thought as Will finally glanced at her.




CHAPTER 6
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Every path has its puddles.


—The gospel according to Elmer Stillman





Max followed his brother’s gaze directly to Cameron. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you had company.” He combed his fingers through his hair almost frantically. “I’ll go. Sorry.”


“No,” Cameron and Will said in the same instant.


Will reached for his brother to stop him from heading toward the door, relieved him of his wet coat and propelled him toward the sofa. “Stay. Talk to me.”


Max landed heavily and leaned forward, elbows on knees. Will sat next to him, resting a hand on his brother’s back.


“Take a deep breath,” Will said, glancing at Cameron.


Max took a couple of deep breaths. “I just found out tonight.”


“She’s been to a doctor?”


“Yeah. She’s eight weeks along.” He looked up at his brother, his face stained with tears. “What am I supposed to do, Will? I don’t know what to do.”


Will put his arm around Max and held him when he broke down.


Cameron pointed to the other sofa, silently asking Will if he wanted some help.


His desperate nod would’ve made her laugh if the situation hadn’t been so serious.


“This is Cameron,” Will said.


Max raised his head and used the sleeve of his chamois shirt to wipe his face. “You’re the one who hit Fred, right?”


“Yep. I guess that’s going to stick to me for a while.”


“Forever,” Max said with a hint of a smile. He was much younger than Will but every bit as handsome in his own way.


“Good to know.”


“Sorry to barge in on you guys. I didn’t know where else to go.”


That statement told Cameron a lot about how close the brothers were, despite what had to be at least a decade between them.


“You didn’t barge in,” Cameron said, hoping to put Max at ease. “We were talking business, and it’ll certainly keep.”


“That’s nice of you,” Max said. “Thanks.”


Will’s smile conveyed a world of gratitude.


Since Cameron found herself smack in the middle of an Abbott family drama, she figured it couldn’t hurt to offer a woman’s perspective. “I take it Chloe is your girlfriend.”


Max nodded as new tears ran down his face. “I’m kind of a mess right now. I didn’t see this coming, that’s for sure.”


“Have you been together a long time?”


“About six months. Since before Thanksgiving.”


“What does she say about it?” Will asked.


“She can’t stop crying long enough to talk about anything. She keeps saying her parents are going to kill her, and all I can think about is what Mom and Dad are going to say. I don’t even graduate until May, and now this. They’re going to be so mad.”


“You don’t know that,” Will said.


“Are you crazy? Of course they will be. You know how they are about safe sex and birth control and all that stuff.”


“Yes, I do, which makes me wonder how this happened. And please answer that question with the fewest possible details.”


Cameron shared a smile with him.


“All I can think of is that the condom didn’t work, because I wore one, Will. Every time. I swear to God.”


“They’re only nine-eight percent effective,” Cameron said.


Max’s eyes bugged, which is when Cameron noticed they were a lighter shade of brown than Will’s. “No one told me that! No one ever said they don’t work! So two out of a hundred women get pregnant using condoms, and one of them is sleeping with me?”


Cameron covered her face with her hand so she wouldn’t be tempted to laugh at that which was truly not funny. Max was beyond cute, however, and she could easily see why he’d have no shortage of women who wanted to spend time with him.


“Take some more breaths,” Will advised. “What do you want to do?”


“How the hell do I know?”


“Do you love her?” Cameron asked.


“I don’t know,” Max said miserably. “How do you even know that?”


Cameron tried to think about that from the perspective of someone who wasn’t sure she’d ever actually experienced the feeling. “I suppose you know when she’s all you think about, when you can’t wait to spend more time with her, when you can’t seem to keep your hands to yourself when she’s around.”


“That last part is pretty accurate, but the rest … I don’t know. I like her—a lot—but do I want to be with her forever? I don’t know. I just don’t know.”


“You know what’s best about babies?” Cameron asked.


“What’s that?”


“It takes almost ten months for them to be born.”


“I thought it was nine months.”


“Ah,” Cameron said. “A common misconception. We did a website for a free clinic in the city, which is how I know it takes forty weeks, or closer to ten months. The way I see it, you have thirty-two weeks until that baby arrives. That’s a lot of time to figure out what you’re going to do.”


“Cameron’s right, Max. You don’t have to decide anything tonight or even tomorrow. You’ve got time.”


“I want to do the right thing, but I have no idea what that is.”


“You’ll figure it out,” Will assured him. “You and Chloe. You’ll figure it out together.”


Watching him with his brother, Cameron liked Will even more than she had before. The thought was rather unsettling on top of all the other thoughts she’d had about how much she liked him during this eventful day.


“What’ll I do about Mom and Dad?”


“You tell them ASAP—before you tell anyone else. It’d be far worse for them—and for you—if they hear it through the grapevine, rather than from you.”


“Will you go with me?” Max asked his brother.


Will groaned. “Do I have to?”


“Please? They won’t kill me if you’re there to witness it.”


“All right. If it’ll save your life.” Will let out a laugh. “Unreal.”


“What is?”


“That you, the youngest, are going to provide the first grandchild.”


“You might want to work that angle,” Cameron advised. “Moms tend to be soft on grandkids.”


“That’s a good idea,” Max said, brightening considerably. “Thanks, Cam. Is it okay if I call you Cam?”


“Sure, it is. All my friends call me that.”


“You were a big help. I appreciate it.”


“I know it seems overwhelming right now—and it is—but it’ll be okay,” she said.


“I’ve got to get past my mom before it’ll be okay. Oh God. And Gramps, too. Ugh.”


“Don’t worry about him,” Will said. “He’ll be proud of you. He’ll smack you on the back and tell you ‘Well done, boyo.’”


“Yeah,” Max said with a small laugh. “That’s exactly what he’ll say.”


“Just don’t use the words great-grandfather around him.”


“Good point.”


“I’m going to be an uncle,” Will said with a smile for Cameron. He seemed so pleased that she couldn’t help but smile with him.


“This is going to be a great big Abbott family scandal,” Max said, glum again.


“My best friend Lucy’s sister Emma got pregnant when we were all still in college,” Cameron said. “Emma was totally panicking about telling their dad. Their mom had died of cancer the year before, so the family was still pretty raw. You know what Lucy said to their dad when they told him about the baby and he got upset?”


“What?”


“She said, ‘I’d rather hear that Emma is pregnant than has cancer.’ Her point was that it can always be worse, you know?”


“You’re so right about that. Did it work with their dad?”


“Sure did. He’s the happiest grandpa you’ve ever met. Feel free to borrow that line if you need it with your folks.”


Max smiled warmly at her as he stood. “I will. Thanks, you guys. I feel a lot better than I did when I got here. You really helped me.”


Will got up to hug his brother. “That’s what big brothers—and their friends—are for. Let me know what time you want to talk to them tomorrow. I’ll free myself up to go with you.”


“You’re the best.” Max turned to Cameron. “Can I hug you, too?”


“Of course you can.” She got up and stepped into his outstretched arms. “It was nice to meet you, Max.”


“You, too. Sorry to dump all my shit on your night.”


“It was fine. Glad we could help.”


“You’re not driving back to Burlington now, are you?” Will asked. “It’s really coming down out there.”


“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”


“That’s ridiculous. You want to see Mom and Dad in the morning. Just stay here. Crash in the loft. You shouldn’t be driving in the snow, especially when you’re upset.”


Max glanced at Cameron and then back at Will. “Are you sure you don’t mind? I don’t want to interrupt whatever you guys have going on here.”


As Cameron turned bright red at the implication, Will slugged his brother’s arm. “Way to be subtle, asshat. We’re talking business, and you’ve already interrupted us so you may as well stay put.”


“Chloe and I like to talk business, too,” Max said, waggling his brows. “That’s what got us into the current predicament.”


Will gave Max a shove toward a closed door off the living room. “Go take a shower in my room and get your ass to bed before I kick it.”


With a smile and a wink for Cameron, he did what he was told.


“Sheesh,” Will said. “Sorry about that. He’s an idiot.”


“And you love him.”


“Always have since the day he was born. I remember thinking we didn’t need any more kids in our family, and then Max came along to prove me wrong. He knows I have a soft spot for him, which is why he came here tonight.”


“You were good with him.”


“So were you.”


Touched by his praise, she said, “I hope it was okay to butt into his business the way I did.”


“It was more than okay. You were a big help to him—and to me.”


She shrugged off the compliments, nervous as he moved toward her without seeming to blink. “It was nothing.”


“It wasn’t nothing.”


“Congratulations, Uncle Will,” she said, attempting to ease the tension between them with humor.


“Sounds funny.”


“You’ve got time to get used to it.”


He finally stopped a few inches from her, right when she was about to take a step back. “Sit with me for a few more minutes?”


“Um, okay.” She took a seat next to him on the sofa. The heat from the fire warmed her toes.


He turned to face her, resting his head against the back of the sofa. “I like you Cameron Murphy from New York City. I shouldn’t like you, but I do.”


Unnerved and trying not to show it, Cameron swallowed hard. “Um, why shouldn’t you like me?”


“I’ve found that people from dramatically different backgrounds don’t often gel.”


“And you know this from personal experience?”


“Extremely personal experience.”


“Hmm, sounds like a story.”


He shrugged. “Not one worth repeating.”


“I’d still like to hear it.”


“Why?”


“Because I seem to like you, too.”


“You do?”


Cameron found that there were no words. All she could do was nod.


He looked at her for a long time before he started speaking. “I met a girl named Lisa in college. She was from Boston and was up here visiting her friend who went to UVM. We started dating, commuting for a long time between here and Boston, getting together when we could. She transferred to UVM after our sophomore year and came up here to live near me. I took that as a positive sign, you know?”


“I can see why you would.”


“Anyway, I made the mistake of assuming she knew I was going to stay here after school and work for the family business. She assumed we’d go back to Boston when we graduated.”


“You never talked about that?”


“Not really. With hindsight, I think we were both afraid to say what we really wanted because we knew it wasn’t what the other one wanted.”


“As twisted as that is, it makes a certain bit of sense. How did you find out your plans were out of sync?”


“When I brought her out here to the place I wanted to build a house for us and she turned down my proposal after telling me she could never live in the woods—or Vermont—permanently. She thought I knew that.”


“Oh,” Cameron said, wincing. “I’m sorry. That had to be rough.”


“It wasn’t the best day I ever had, that’s for sure. I guess I had it in my head that if she loved me, she’d understand me a little better after so much time together or that I’d understand her better than I did. I don’t know … It was kind of a mess all the way around.”


“I’m sorry you went through that.”


“I guess she didn’t love me the way I thought she did.”


“That was her loss,” Cameron said indignantly and then instantly regretted the telling statement.


His sexy smile unfolded slowly. “Is that right?”


“You’re a nice guy,” Cameron said, flustered. “You deserved better than that from her, especially after a couple of years together.”


“Have you ever been in love, Cameron Murphy?”


She stared at him, astounded by the question. “What does that have to do with the website?”


“Absolutely nothing.” He waited for a moment before he tipped his head to study her more closely—if that was possible. “Aren’t you going to answer the question?”


Cameron cleared her throat. “I think I’ve maybe been in love three times.” Despite the awkward topic, Cameron didn’t feel awkward telling him that.


“You think?”


“Like you said, if it was the real thing it wouldn’t have ended badly.”


“What happened?”


“What didn’t happen?” she said, going for levity. She was certainly not about to describe the wreckage she became every time she got her heart broken. “How about you?”


“Just once, but I don’t look back at her and remember her fondly. That’s for sure.” He paused, as if there was something else he wanted to say. Just when she was sure he wasn’t going to say it, he cleared his throat. “You’re easy to talk to.”


“So are you.” She forced herself to meet that golden gaze of his. “I didn’t think I was going to like you last night when you were so gruff with me.”


“You hit Fred!” he said, laughing. “What did you expect?”


“How was I supposed to know Fred was more important than very expensive cars?”


“Now you know.”


The bedroom door opened, and Max emerged wearing a pair of red flannel pajama pants and nothing else, exposing a chest and belly that were ripped with muscles. “Don’t mind me. Just going to bed. Keep doing what you were doing.”


As Will stared daggers at his brother’s bare back, Max scrambled up the ladder to the loft. “I’m going to kill him.”


“I heard that. I’m telling Mom.”


Cameron choked back a giggle that she knew Will wouldn’t appreciate.


“I guess it’s time to call it a night.” He got up and closed the doors to the wood stove. “Do you mind if the boys come along? They love going for r-i-d-e-s.”


“Not at all.” Amused that he’d spelled the word, Cameron put on her woefully inadequate coat and prepared to brave the elements.


After he put his coat on, he waited for her to join him by the door. “Let’s go for a ride, boys.” The dogs sprinted for the door, which Will opened just in time to keep them from crashing into it. “I’m surrounded by idiots.”


“I heard that, too,” Max said from the loft.


“Go to sleep, Romeo. I’m taking Cameron to the inn.”


“I won’t tell Mom if you don’t come back tonight.”


Cameron couldn’t hold back the laughter.


Will glowered at her playfully. “I’m going to kill you in your sleep,” he said to Max before he slammed the door closed. “Pain in my ass.”


“He’s hilarious.”


“Oh yeah, he’s a real comedian. He certainly snapped out of his ‘I’m going to be a dad’ funk awfully fast.”


“I think we helped him see it’s not the end of the world.”


“Just the end of life as he knows it.”


“I can’t imagine having a kid at twenty-nine, let alone twenty-two,” Cameron said. “I would’ve been a hot mess of a mother back then.”


Will held the door for her. “Me, too. I’d feel sorry for the kid.”


“Do you think Max will make a mess of it?” Cameron asked as Will started the truck and gave it a minute to warm up.


“Nah. We won’t let him.”


When Tanner’s head came over the seat, Cameron stroked his silky ears. “He’s so lucky to have you all in his corner.”


“Who do you have in your corner, Cameron Murphy?”


For some strange reason, Cameron liked how he called her by her full name. “I have Lucy, of course. We’ve been friends for more than ten years. I’m close to her sister Emma and my lawyer friend Troy.”


“Just a friend?”


“These days. We dated for a while years ago, but we figured out pretty quickly we worked much better as friends than anything else.”


“Hmm.”


“What does that mean?”


“Nothing.”


“You don’t have friends who are girls?”


“Do my sisters count?”


“No,” Cameron said with a chuckle. “You know what I mean.”


“I don’t have any female friends that I actively hang out with who I also used to date, if that’s what you mean.”


“I bet you’ve had no shortage of dates,” Cameron said, attempting to tease him and apparently falling short as his smile faded.


“I haven’t dated much since Lisa. Here and there, but nothing serious. That experience kinda turned me off.”


They rode in silence through the accumulating snow. He handled the truck expertly as if it was no big deal to drive on mountain roads through a mini-blizzard. When the truck slid ever so slightly, Cameron let out a squeak of distress.


Will reached over to put his hand on top of hers. When his warm hand covered hers, she was really glad neither of them had worn gloves.


“It’s fine. I promise you’re totally safe with me.”


Because it was snowing harder by the second, and because she was still sort of scared to be driving in such heavy snow—and only for those reasons—she held on tightly to his hand. Then she realized he probably needed it to keep the truck on the road. “You need two hands on the wheel.”


He tightened his grip on her hand. “I’d rather do this.”


“Will …”


“Hmm?”


“We were supposed to talk more about the website, and we ended up talking about everything else but the website.”


His low, rumbling laugh made her smile in the darkness. “We did get a little sidetracked, didn’t we?”
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