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      For the readers who love lumbersnacks, rough hands, and men who smell like pine and trouble.

      
        
        TW: Contains Growly Heroes, Protective Instincts, Obsession at First Sight, and an Unhealthy Attraction to Flannel.

        *This book contains themes of obsession and references to mentally abusive relationship dynamics. Additional content includes adult topics, open-door sexual scenes, and strong language.
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          ROUGH MEN. SOFT WOMEN. STRONG HEARTS.
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        Welcome to Woodhaven, a rugged mountain town where the men are as solid as the pines and just as stubborn. They live by hard work, quiet strength, and the belief that love isn’t in the cards for men like them.

        Until fate, and a few unexpected women, prove them wrong.

        From broody lumberjacks to reclusive craftsmen, every Woodhaven Mountain Man is about to meet the curvy, fiery heroine who will turn his world upside down. Snowstorms, small-town secrets, and steamy nights by the fire—these interconnected standalones have it all.

        Because in Woodhaven, the mountains always provide, especially when it comes to love.
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            THE LUMBERJACK AND THE JERSEY GIRL

          

          WOODHAVEN MOUNTAIN MEN, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She came to the mountains to disappear.

        He never thought he’d find her.

        Willow Esposito needs a fresh start.

        Running from the wreckage of her life in New Jersey, she ends up in a quiet mountain town where no one knows her name. All she wants is solitude, a cabin in the woods, and maybe a chance to breathe again.

        Thatcher McCrae is all hard edges and silence. A broody mountain man with broad shoulders and calloused hands, he’s built his life on steady work and keeping to himself. Trouble isn’t something he looks for—until Willow stumbles into his world.

        She’s soft where he’s hard. Sunshine against his storms.

        And the longer she stays, the harder it is to let her go.

        But Willow’s past won’t stay buried, and Thatcher’s protective instincts are as fierce as the mountains themselves. He’ll tear down every tree in Woodhaven to keep her safe—if she’ll let him.

        Rugged mountain man. Curvy runaway. One storm. One cabin. One chance at forever.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: WILLOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Driving all night is finally taking its toll, but out here—in the middle of nowhere—there’s nothing to do but keep going.

      The road narrows as it winds through dense forest, tall evergreens pressing close like they’re trying to crowd me off the pavement.

      Dawn is just beginning to break, thin sunlight struggling through the canopy, catching on frost that clings stubbornly to the branches.

      It’s March, but winter hasn’t gotten the memo up here. Everything looks cold.

      Held tight.

      Frozen in place.

      I know how that feels.

      I don’t know exactly where I am in Maine. I stopped paying attention to highway signs hours ago, somewhere after my phone lost signal and my GPS gave up the ghost.

      It doesn’t matter.

      The point is distance.

      Space.

      Miles between me and everything I left behind.

      The heater in my car died a few states back.

      I don’t even remember where—maybe New Jersey, maybe Pennsylvania. I just remember the cold seeping in through the vents, biting at my fingers until I cranked the wheel warmer up and pulled my coat tighter around myself.

      Heat is a luxury.

      And I decided long before I left that luxuries don’t matter anymore.

      That thought hits me harder than it should.

      Isn’t that odd? How easily I let that go.

      I suck in a deep breath and grip the steering wheel, begging my brain not to wander.

      Not now.

      Not to go into memories that still feel too sharp, too close to the surface.

      I tell myself the past belongs where I left it—behind me, shrinking in the rearview mirror with every mile.

      To distract myself, I start to hum.

      It’s quiet in the car. Too quiet.

      The radio crapped out sometime after the heater, leaving me alone with the sound of tires on asphalt and my own thoughts.

      Humming fills the space, shaky at first, then steadier.

      I don’t even realize I’m doing it until a familiar melody forms—something soft, something my grandmother used to sing while she cooked.

      Living in South Florida for the past eighteen months made me soft when it comes to the cold.

      I traded snow for sunshine, boots for flip-flops, layers for tank tops.

      People joke about the heat down there, but it’s the kind of heat that wraps around you, that sinks into your bones and stays.

      Florida has its dangers, sure.

      Snakes, gators, hurricanes.

      But the snakes I’m afraid of aren’t the kind that slither.

      They’re the two-legged kind.

      When Dan asked me to move with him, I hesitated.

      I remember that part clearly—the doubt.

      I remember standing in my tiny Jersey apartment, staring at the packed boxes, feeling something tighten in my chest even after I said okay.

      He told me he loved me.

      Said he wanted a future.

      Marriage. A house.

      All the things I thought I wanted.

      Things most people are supposed to want.

      He begged.

      And I caved.

      I thought love meant compromise.

      I thought fairytales came with rough beginnings.

      What I got instead was a slow, suffocating nightmare that took me too long to recognize for what it was.

      I don’t know what I expect from all this. Only that I need to put as much distance between myself and Dan Mills as possible.

      Quietly. Carefully. Without leaving a trail he can follow.

      Hence the road trip.

      The cash-only transactions.

      The burner phone I barely turn on.

      I made one mistake.

      One little girl’s indulgence.

      I stopped to see my mother.

      Her little house in Nutley looks exactly the same as it always has—narrow driveway, flowerpots on the stoop, plastic cover on the couch she never uses.

      The town I grew up in.

      The place I thought would always feel like home.

      It turned into a near miss.

      Dan called while I was there.

      My phone buzzed on the kitchen counter, his name lighting up the screen like a warning flare. I froze.

      My heart slammed so hard I thought I might throw up right there on the linoleum.

      I had to beg my mom not to answer. Not to tell him where I was.

      And yeah, I left that old phone there. Turned off now.

      Mom didn’t understand.

      She never does.

      She’s old school.

      She believes women are meant to endure. That love means sacrifice.

      That if you bend enough, keep the peace enough, everything will work out in the end.

      She’s my mom, though. And I love her to pieces—but I never told her what he was really like.

      I never told anyone.

      That part is too humiliating.

      Too tangled up in shame to say out loud.

      I was dumb. Weak.

      I let him convince me I deserved it.

      He knew exactly where to press.

      My quiet nature.

      My tendency to retreat instead of fight.

      My body—how I take up too much space in a world that likes its women smaller, quieter, easier to control.

      There were the remarks, always framed as jokes.

      The little corrections.

      The way he monitored what I ate, what I spent, where I went.

      No, he didn’t hit me.

      But the last confrontation—the way his voice dropped, the way his hands clenched, the look in his eyes—that was when something in me finally snapped into focus.

      I really thought he was going to.

      So I left.

      Quietly. Carefully.

      Like a ghost slipping out of her own life.

      What did he do?

      He emptied our joint account.

      Every paycheck I’d earned over the last eighteen months—gone.

      He had my name removed before I even realized what he’d done.

      I’m not completely stupid. I have a small savings account he can’t touch, one I opened before him, one he never asked about, but I’m sure he knows.

      Dan has connections. He’s a bank manager. Dabbles in investments.

      And he has friends at other banks.

      People who owe him favors.

      They can trace things.

      Withdrawals. Online purchases. Digital footprints.

      That’s why I decided to disappear.

      Cash only.

      No reservations.

      No social media.

      No breadcrumbs.

      And I hope—foolishly—that if I stay quiet enough, small enough, he’ll eventually forget about me.

      But I know better.

      Dan doesn’t let go.

      The gas gauge dips lower, needle hovering just above empty.

      My stomach tightens as I do the math. Less than a hundred dollars to my name.

      No job. No place to stay beyond tonight.

      I can’t keep running forever.

      I need work. Shelter.

      Something solid to hold on to before the fear catches up with me.

      I had dreams once of what my life would be like when I got older.

      Unsurprisingly, this wasn’t what I’d imagined.

      There’s one particular one I think of often.

      It’s of me sitting on a porch swing with someone I love, who loves me—silly but I still think of it now and then.

      And I wonder if I’ll ever have that.

      The road curves ahead, vanishing into the trees, and finally, the sun breaks through.

      And for the first time since I left, a different feeling slips in beneath the panic.

      Hope. Thin. Fragile.

      But it’s there.

      I tighten my grip on the wheel and keep driving.
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            THATCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kelly?! Where the hell is that invoice?”

      My voice barely clears the roar of the mill, so I shout it again, leaning out of my office doorway.

      The scent of fresh-cut pine and oil hangs thick in the air, sawdust drifting like fine snow through shafts of light cutting in from the high windows.

      They say never work with family.

      Those people never had my sister.

      She’s a goddamn miracle on days I don’t want to throttle her.

      I’m kidding. Mostly.

      I wouldn’t actually kill Kelly—but I’ve thought about it ever since I was six and she was nine, and she lied about eating the last bag of strawberry fruit snacks after school.

      Mom believed her. I got sent to bed without dessert.

      I’ve never forgiven her.

      “What did you say?” Kelly hollers back.

      “The invoice for that prick, Lawrence!” I shout. “The one who thinks he owns half the county!”

      The reason for the yelling is simple.

      Our offices sit right inside the mill. On a slow day, it’s loud as hell.

      Today is not a slow day.

      The main saw screams as a massive white pine log gets fed through, teeth biting deep. I know bark and chips are flying about haphazardly without looking.

      Forklifts beep as they haul stacked boards toward the drying racks.

      The whole place hums with controlled violence—steel, muscle, and timber working together.

      Dad built this mill from the ground up. When he retired a few years back, Kelly and I took it over.

      He packed Mom up and moved her south to North Carolina where winters don’t bite and people think forty degrees is cold.

      Me? I stayed.

      Kelly stayed with her husband, Mike, and their son, Evan.

      Said she wouldn’t want to raise her boy anywhere else. I get that.

      The staying here part.

      Not the having a kid part.

      See, Woodhaven is buried deep in the wilds of Maine, surrounded by forests we manage responsibly—clear-cutting in cycles, replanting, keeping the land alive.

      Logging isn’t just chainsaws and flannel.

      It’s permits, inspections, schedules, contracts, and knowing exactly how long a spruce needs to cure before it’s worth a damn.

      I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      Kelly appears in the doorway, tablet tucked under her good arm, the other secured in a sling.

      She looks like she always does—competent, unimpressed, and two seconds from calling me on my bullshit.

      “Oh, he already called,” she says. “Wants a ten percent discount because Emmet’s been an hour late on deliveries all month.”

      I swear and rake a hand through my hair.

      “This fucking prick. He knows damn well we don’t guarantee delivery times. We guarantee volume. I explain this every month.”

      “Preaching to the choir, Thatch.”

      She shifts the sling, wincing slightly, and my irritation instantly reroutes.

      “How’s the arm?” I ask, voice dropping.

      Kelly exhales. “Doctor Carl says I need surgery. With it being mud season and all, I scheduled it for Monday.”

      That lands like a log dropped wrong—hard and jarring.

      “I know it’s a bad time this year,” she adds quickly. “Spring cleaning and maintenance lists are ramping up, and⁠—”

      “Kels,” I cut in, stepping closer. “You need surgery, you get surgery. Don’t worry about me. Me and the guys will manage.”

      It’s a lie.

      Kelly isn’t just my secretary.

      That word doesn’t even come close.

      She runs scheduling, payroll, vendor contracts, compliance paperwork, and—most importantly—she manages the collective testosterone in this place.

      She keeps men twice her size from punching each other on the daily. And she keeps me from chewing out buyers when they start whining about knots in the grain.

      Without her, I’m one bad phone call away from putting J.T. Lawrence’s head through a wall.

      Motherfucker is the top builder in the whole damn state, and his business keeps me in business.

      She gives me a look.

      It’s the don’t bullshit me look she perfected sometime in high school.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “I’ll find you a good replacement.”

      My stomach tightens. “What? No. We’ll be fine. You just take a few days⁠—”

      “Days?” She snorts. “Thatcher, it’ll be six weeks before I can use my arm properly.”

      Fuck.

      I cross my arms, jaw tight. I hate strangers. I hate change.

      And I really hate the idea of someone I don’t know digging around in our books.

      “Kelly, it’ll be okay,” I say again, softer.

      She shakes her head. “You’re terrible at lying.”

      Then she smiles, and that’s never good.

      “I talked to Lou over at the diner when I stopped by to grab some of those muffins you like,” she says.

      “Muffins?” I inquire, but she ignores me.

      Truly, my sister is evil.

      “Apparently, someone came through town this morning asking about work.”

      I blink.

      “You’re joking.”

      “She said they looked decent. Quiet. Polite. And they forgot their jacket, so Lou’s pretty sure they’ll be back.”

      I scoff. “You’re gonna hire some fucking stranger who can’t even remember to dress for Maine in March?”

      Kelly lifts a brow.

      “Says the man who forgets to eat unless I physically put food in front of him.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      I open my mouth, then close it. Damn it.

      “Relax,” she says. “They’ll come in. We’ll talk to them. Worst case, we say no.”

      Something in my gut twists—not irritation this time.

      Something else.

      Restless. Unsettled.

      Like anticipation and anxiety are wrestling inside of me, and there’s no discernible winner.

      “Fine,” I mutter. “But if they’re useless, this is on you.”

      Kelly grins. “Deal.”

      She turns to leave, and I glance back out at the mill floor—at the logs rolling in, the saws screaming, the life I understand down to my bones.

      Change has a way of sneaking up on you.

      And I have the sudden, inexplicable feeling that whoever walks through that door next is about to complicate my carefully ordered world.
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            WILLOW

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I left my coat behind.

      I spot the diner again as I round the bend in the road, the same squat little building with its flickering neon OPEN sign and snow-dusted windows.

      I’d only stopped for coffee half an hour ago—long enough to thaw my fingers and pretend I was a normal person just passing through.

      Apparently, I’m not very good at pretending.

      I sigh and pull into the gravel lot, tires crunching loud in the morning quiet.

      The cold bites immediately when I step out of the car, seeping through my sweater, my breath puffing white in front of my face.

      The coat wasn’t optional.

      It was survival.

      I picked it up at a Walmart when I was driving through Virginia. That was when I started to notice the drop in temperature.

      The fleece-lined windbreaker seemed perfectly toasty down there, but here, well, I wish I had two more.

      Whatever. One is better than nothing.

      Inside, the diner smells like bacon grease and fresh coffee.

      Warmth wraps around me like a blanket I didn’t know I was holding my breath for.

      A bell jingles softly as I step in, and the same older woman from earlier looks up from behind the counter.

      “There you are,” she says, smiling, and turns to grab something dark and familiar from behind the counter.

      Relief loosens something tight in my chest.

      “Thank you for keeping it safe,” I say, forcing a smile as she hands me my windbreaker.

      My fingers linger on the fabric like I’m reassuring myself it’s real.

      “No trouble at all.” She tilts her head, studying me. “You never did say where you were headed.”

      It’s said lightly, but the question lands heavy.

      I shrug, casual. Too casual.

      “Just passing through.”

      “Mmm.” She hums like she doesn’t quite buy it. “Passing through where?”

      I hesitate, then take a breath. I didn’t plan on stopping here again, but something about the town I passed through—the quiet, the trees, the way it felt tucked away from the rest of the world—kept pulling at me.

      “Actually,” I say, “can you help me? I’m looking for Woodhaven.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up, then she laughs, warm and genuine.

      “Oh, honey. This is Woodhaven.”

      My stomach flips. “This is Woodhaven?”

      “Sure is.” She gestures vaguely with her coffeepot. “Planning on staying?”

      “Oh—no. I mean—” I fumble. “I guess I’m just, um, passing through.”

      I repeat myself. Like an idiot.

      But her face is kind, and her smile turns knowing.

      “You don’t pass through Woodhaven. Folks come here on purpose.” She pauses, eyes sharp but not unkind. “Or because they’re running from something.”

      Heat creeps up my neck. I clear my throat, suddenly fascinated by the scuffed toe of my boot.

      “Well,” I say carefully, “Actually, I’m looking for a job.”

      Now that gets her attention.

      “Well now,” she says, setting the pot down. “That’s a coincidence if I ever heard one.”

      She leans closer, voice dropping like she’s about to tell me a secret.

      “A good friend of mine—Kelly McCrae-Stevens over at McCrae Lumber & Sawmill—was just in here this morning. Needs someone to fill in for her. Shoulder surgery. Arthritis.” She winces in sympathy. “Pain in the butt, that is.”

      She talks fast, words tumbling over each other in a thick Maine accent I’ve only ever heard on reruns of Murder, She Wrote and those awesome chiller Stephen King movies.

      It’s oddly comforting.

      Musical.

      And it makes my New Jersey vowels sound loud and blunt by comparison.

      “Anyway,” she says, peering at me. “You interested?”

      I blink. I realize I haven’t answered.

      My brain is still trying to catch up to the idea that the universe might have just tossed me a rope.

      “Um. I guess,” I say finally. “I mean, I do need a job.”

      “Well?” she presses, smiling like she already knows the answer.

      “Yes,” I repeat. “I’m interested.”

      “Good.”

      She grabs a napkin and a pen before I can overthink it, flattening the paper against the counter and starting to sketch a map.

      “Phones don’t always work once you head up the mountain.”

      I blink. “Mountain?”

      She pauses, pen mid-scratch, and looks up at me like I’ve just said the strangest thing she’s ever heard.

      “Where do you think you are, girl?”

      “I—” I falter. “Maine?”

      She laughs again.

      “Well, you’re right so far. This here’s the tail end of the Appalachians. We sit right on Bearpaw Ridge.”

      “Bearpaw?” My eyes widen. “Are there, um, bears here?”

      She studies me for a second, then softens, amusement dancing in her eyes.

      “Oh, honey,” she says gently. “You’re really not from around here, are you?”

      I shake my head.

      She chuckles.

      “Don’t you worry about the bears. They mind their business if you mind yours.” She slides the napkin toward me. “You just go see Kelly.”

      “Thanks.”

      I take the map with trembling fingers, heart pounding for reasons I can’t quite name.

      Outside, the cold waits. The road waits.

      But for the second time since I entered the state of Maine, I feel it.

      Something else waiting for me.

      Hope. Possibility.
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      Mud season.

      Aptly fucking named, if you ask me.

      I trudge through four inches of thick, sucking sludge that clings to my boots like it’s got a personal vendetta.

      Every afternoon we see some of the snow melting, but instead of freedom, we get this—brown hell that smells like wet earth and old pine.

      And every night, the shit freezes over again just because it can.

      I flip open my battered notebook, thumbing through a handwritten list that runs the gamut from belts and saw blades to industrial twine and—because men are animals—toilet paper, flushable wipes, antibacterial soap, and hand sanitizer.

      Winter was rough this year.

      Busy as fuck.

      And that’s exactly how I like it.

      Logging doesn’t slow down just because it’s cold.

      If anything, frozen ground makes hauling easier.

      Trees don’t care about the temperature, and neither do we.

      But once winter lets go, this is what’s left behind—prep season.

      Maintenance. Repairs. Mud.

      “Yo, boss,” Tim calls out, catching up to me with long strides. He’s got sawdust in his beard and two pairs of gloves layered on his hands.

      “We gotta talk gloves. These bargain ones are tearing through too damn fast.”

      He holds up his hands for emphasis, fingers poking through frayed fabric.

      I grimace and jot it down.

      “Yeah. That’s on the supplier. I’ll make sure he gets us the heavy-duty ones.”

      “Good,” he says. “My wife’s already pissed I keep bringing home gloves that look like they lost a bar fight.”

      I snort. “Tell her I said sorry.”

      “She already hates you for cheating me at the poker game last month.”

      “You lost fair and square,” I remind him.

      We have a standing poker game once every month. Typically, we play for beer, but old Tim’s wife is one helluva baker, so I traded beer for three of her homemade apple crumb pies.

      I sigh and shake the pen. Fucking ink is frozen on me.

      “That about does it,” I grunt.

      Kelly would have my ass for using pen and paper instead of the tablet she bought me, but she’s not the one slogging through mud in insulated gloves with frozen fingers.

      Tech is great until it stops working—or you drop it in a thick puddle of sludge.

      I glance around the yard.

      Logs are stacked, and tarped.

      The mill humming steady. Steam rises where warm wood meets cold air.

      We’re tucked high on Bearpaw Ridge—mountains, not postcard Maine.

      Temperatures hit mid-thirties at noon if we’re lucky.

      We’re usually not.

      Don’t matter anyway, because with every nightfall, the temps drop in half.

      And the windchill? That sonovabitch cuts like a blade.

      “This ain’t spring,” I mutter.

      Nathan jogs up, barely old enough to shave but already built like a workhorse.

      “You guys heading to lunch?”

      “Yeah,” Tim says. “Boss says we’re allowed.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Go eat before you pass out. I gotta check the office.”

      They head off, boots squelching, voices fading as they argue about who owes who five bucks from last night’s basketball game bet.

      I turn back toward the office, notebook tucked under my arm.

      Inside the back door, I stomp mud from my boots, hang my coat, peel off my gloves—and then I stop.

      Because even with the mill roaring, forklifts beeping, first shift filing past toward the lunchroom and second shift still feeding lumber through the saws—I hear it.

      Voices.

      Kelly’s is unmistakable.

      Bright. Annoyingly efficient. Talking too fast.

      But the other one? It’s different.

      Quieter. Husky. Low.

      It slides under my skin before my brain even catches up.

      I freeze, instincts flaring sharp and sudden. I don’t move. Don’t breathe. Just listen.

      “Do you know anything about computers?” Kelly asks.

      “Computers?” the stranger replies. “Oh—yes. My last job required me to work with them.”

      Her voice is calm, polite, and something else.

      Like warm skin beneath wool.

      It curls into me, sinks deep, and my body reacts before I can tell it not to.

      “Where was that?” Kelly presses.

      “Oh. Um. A realtor’s office. Down in Fort Lauderdale.”

      “Florida?” Kelly sounds stunned. “And you gave that up to come here?”

      There’s a pause.

      A hesitation.

      “Oh, I like the snow. Um, well,” the woman says softly, “can I ask—do you know if there’s a place nearby where I could rent a room?”

      Kelly inhales sharply. I know that sound.

      It’s the idea forming sound.

      The one that gets us into trouble.

      “A room?” she says. “Oh! I didn’t even think of that! We’ve got a small cabin here. Used to be for a watchman before the security system upgrade. That could work. Let me grab the keys.”

      I frown.

      That cabin hasn’t been used in years.

      I check it now and then, but “livable” is generous.

      “Really?” the woman says, relief clear in her tone. “That would be amazing.”

      “What will you charge for rent?” she asks a moment later.

      Kelly laughs. “Consider it part of your pay.”

      I close my eyes.

      Jesus Christ.

      That’s it.

      That’s my line.

      Sexy voice or not, I am not letting some stranger live on mill property.

      I push off the wall, already rehearsing the speech in my head.

      When I round the corner—I stop dead.

      Like a deer in fucking headlights.

      She’s standing there like she’s bracing herself for impact.

      Hands folded in front of her, fingers twisting together just enough to give her away.

      Like she doesn’t quite know what to do with them.

      Like she’s trying not to take up too much space in a room that already feels too big.

      Soft brown curls brush her shoulders, catching the light from the grimy window behind her.

      They look touchable.

      Not styled. Not careful. Just there. Natural.

      Her eyes lift to
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