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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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        He’s been waiting for her for years.

        She never knew he was watching.

        Kelly McCrae is having a pretty crap year.

        Her cheating ex drains their accounts, steals the minivan—and their son’s college fund—then leaves her to face the whispers alone.

        Apparently being plump and over forty makes it her fault.

        But Leonard J.T. Lawrence has never overlooked Kelly.

        Born and raised in Woodhaven, he built his empire from mountain grit and iron will. Powerful. Controlled. Used to getting what he wants.

        And what he’s wanted for years? Was never money.

        Now she’s free—and he’s done waiting.

        Kelly is fire wrapped in softness. Steel beneath curves.

        But when her ex makes a play that threatens her son, J.T. offers the one thing she’s never had—protection.

        He’s not offering sympathy. He’s offering himself.

        But Kelly won’t be rescued unless it’s on her terms.

        If J.T. wants her, he’ll have to prove he’s not just another man trying to control her world.

        Powerful tycoon. Fierce single mom. One custody battle. One indecent proposal. One mountain strong enough for love.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE 1: KELLY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever wake up and start running through your usual mental checklist for the day—coffee, shower, try not to embarrass yourself in public—only to realize your life isn’t the same anymore?

      Like somewhere along the line something big happened and now everything feels totally unrecognizable.

      You’re still brushing your teeth and putting your pants on one leg at a time, but suddenly you’re living in a version of your life you never planned for.

      And you find yourself standing there, staring at your own reflection, wondering how the hell you got here, and whether you’ve been making questionable life choices for a lot longer than you realized.

      Because that’s exactly where I’m at right now.

      And believe me when I say, if someone had told me a few months ago that this is where I’d end up, I would’ve laughed in their face, right before backing slowly out of the room.

      See my life has always been planned out.

      Girl meets boy.

      They fall in love.

      They get married.

      They have a great kid.

      Then they grow old together.

      That kind of thing—only, it didn’t end quite that way.

      Mike and I started dating when I was barely in high school. Fifteen and green as spring grass.

      Back then everything felt simple. The world was small—just the sawmill, the mountains, Friday night football games, and the little diner on Main where we’d split fries and milkshakes like it was the most romantic thing on earth.

      Mike was older.

      Confident.

      Handsome in that careless way boys are when they know girls are watching them.

      And he chose me.

      At fifteen that felt like the most important thing in the world. Especially since I was a little bit chubby and a lot snarky—so, my options were kind of limited.

      Still, he saw something in me. Or maybe I wore him down, following him around my baby brother’s baseball games where he worked as an assistant coach and umpire.

      At any rate, we started dating. He started waiting outside my classes. It was sweet, really.

      He would walk me home from school. Kiss me behind the bleachers when nobody was looking. And we talked about everything.

      Talked about what our lives were gonna be like. Talked about college and the jobs we’d have.

      We talked about the future like it was something already decided.

      Us.

      A house.

      Kids.

      A life right here in Woodhaven.

      And I believed him.

      God help me, I believed every word.

      Now I’m forty-two.

      Forty-two and single for the first time in decades.

      Literal decades.

      The number rolls around my head like it belongs to someone else.

      Because I’ve never been single. Not really.

      There was always Mike.

      Mike through high school.

      Mike when I started working at the mill.

      Mike, when we got married in a courthouse with my brother as a witness and a cheap breakfast afterward because we didn’t have money for anything fancier.

      Mike when Evan was born.

      Mike when life got hard.

      Mike when the years blurred together in a rhythm of work and family and routine.

      Mike was always there.

      Until he wasn’t.

      The house is too quiet now.

      I stand in the bedroom we used to share, staring at the half-empty closet where his clothes used to hang.

      The space looks wrong.

      Like a missing tooth.

      What happened to Mike?

      Good question.

      Because the Mike Stevens I thought I knew bears absolutely zero resemblance to the man who ran off with a younger woman.

      A girl young enough that when I first heard about her, I thought someone was joking.

      Young enough that the word betrayal doesn’t even begin to cover it.

      The man I built my life with didn’t just leave.

      He vanished.

      Took money with him.

      Took pieces of the life I thought we’d built together.

      Took the illusion that what we had meant something real.

      Sometimes I try to picture the moment it changed.

      The moment he stopped loving me.

      But the truth is, maybe I just didn’t know him very well.

      Even after all those years.

      And maybe he didn’t know me either.

      Maybe we both saw the people we wanted to see.

      And ignored the rest.

      The thought makes something hot and angry twist inside my chest.

      I yank open another drawer in the dresser.

      Then another. Papers slide everywhere as I dig through them.

      Bills.

      Receipts.

      Old photos.

      Anything that might explain how the man I trusted with my life turned into someone I barely recognize.

      “Kelly, what are you doing?”

      Willow’s voice comes from the doorway.

      I don’t stop. I slam another drawer shut and open the next one like I’m hunting for buried treasure. Or maybe a ghost.

      “I’m looking,” I mutter.

      “For what?” she asks gently.

      “For anything.”

      Anything he left behind.

      Any clue.

      Any piece of the man I thought I knew.

      But the deeper I dig, the clearer something else becomes.

      There’s nothing here.

      No explanation or apology. No sudden reason why he’s gone.

      Just empty space where a life used to be.

      My hands finally go still.

      I stare down at the mess of papers and photos scattered across the bed. For a moment, the weight of it all presses down so hard I can barely breathe.

      Forty-two.

      Single mother.

      I am starting over, whether or not I want to. I should feel like my life just ended. And maybe a part of it did. But as I stand there in the quiet of that room, another thought creeps in.

      Small.

      Uncertain.

      But it’s growing. And it’s telling me, maybe there’s a silver lining somewhere in all this wreckage. Maybe after the storm, I’ll find my calm.

      Maybe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE 2: J.T

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifty-five years old, and you’d think I would’ve stopped wanting her by now.

      That this ridiculous, relentless thing I feel every time Kelly McCrae walks into a room would’ve burned itself out years ago.

      It hasn’t.

      Hell, I’ve had my eye on her since the first time I saw her behind the counter at McCrae Lumber—blonde hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, calculator in one hand, phone tucked against her shoulder, telling some contractor twice her size exactly why his numbers didn’t add up.

      Too young.

      She was too damn young.

      Barely in college.

      Still dating that high school boyfriend of hers—the same boy who grew into the kind of man who mistakes loyalty for weakness and kindness for something to exploit.

      Even back then, I knew.

      That little fucking pipsqueak didn’t deserve her.

      He could never handle a woman like her.

      See, Kelly’s never been soft in the way people assume.

      She’s not a pushover. Not a doormat. And she’s nobody’s second choice.

      Kelly’s a firework.

      Like the Fourth of July—bright, explosive, impossible to ignore if you’re paying attention.

      And I was paying attention.

      The sway of her hips when she walked across the yard in steel-toe boots and tight blue jeans.

      The sharp curl of her mouth when she didn’t agree with something.

      Those cobalt eyes of hers—clear, steady, unafraid to hold a man’s gaze.

      Fuck.

      I told myself to leave it alone.

      I was older. Too old for her.

      Established.

      Focused on building something that would outlast me.

      And she was taken.

      Her head had been turned by that sniveling little weasel before she was old enough to know better.

      She married a man who went to work as an on the call IT guy.

      I could have told her then that skinny pencil dick wasn’t right for her.

      She needed someone who could match her fire.

      But it wasn’t my place.

      So I did the right thing. I left her alone.

      I built my company. Expanded. Signed contracts.

      J.T. Lawrence Construction—yes, I left out the Leonard on purpose, and only fuckers who had a death wish called me that—outgrew every small-town expectation that tried to box me in.

      Sure, I dated.

      I entertained.

      Even had a kid with a woman I toyed with marrying. But she wasn’t for me.

      Luckily, we both knew it and avoided that particular train wreck. But we did share joint custody of our son, and now Maddox is twenty-six years old and working for my company.

      He lives here in Woodhaven, and we have a great relationship.

      But the fact is, no, I never got serious with a woman after that.

      How could I when every time I came back to Woodhaven—every board meeting at the mill, every supply negotiation—there she was?

      Kelly McCrae.

      Beautiful.

      Sassy as all get.

      And married to a fucking pipsqueak who didn’t deserve her.

      Over the years, you’d have thought my desire for her would have dimmed a bit—it didn’t.

      And I know what society says about men my age wanting significantly younger women, but I’m not looking to date someone my son’s age. Frankly, I’m not attracted to anyone else lately.

      There’s only ever been one woman in my mind. One ideal.

      And over the years I’ve watched. I’ve waited. And I noticed something others overlooked. The last few years, that bright and pretty Sawmill Jill’s smiles started to change.

      Never quite reaching her eyes like they used to.

      I watched that piece of shit husband of hers trying to cut her down to size year by year, shrinking her confidence, making her doubt.

      I watched him bristle when she spoke too confidently at the annual dinner for local business folk. Watched him take credit for things she did better. Or amuse himself with rude little criticisms disguised as teasing that others smiled at.

      Made me fucking livid. But I kept my distance.

      For too fucking long, I stood by and let the woman I was crazy about be with a man who couldn’t begin to be worthy of her.

      And all because I’m not a man who poaches.

      But I am a man who waits.

      And now? Well, now she’s sitting at a wedding on this mountain—my mountain—with a glass of wine in her hand and heartbreak written all over her posture.

      Her piece-of-shit husband didn’t just leave her.

      He gutted her. Left her embarrassed. Humiliated. And alone.

      Oh, I’ve heard the rumors.

      He drained accounts. Took her son’s college fund. Probably did other shit I don’t even know about—but I will.

      He made her scramble in public like she’s the one who failed.

      Oh, I know what that little prick did. I’ve heard the story.

      Hell, we all have.

      It’s an old one and not at all original.

      Cheated with a younger woman.

      Made a run for it by stealing what wasn’t his.

      You don’t build an empire in a town like Woodhaven without being privy to the gossip, and yes, I’ve been hearing things.

      I’ll say this much—Mike Stevens made a grave mistake. Because Kelly McCrae is not a woman you discard and walk away from unscathed.

      And he’s gonna get his.

      I guarantee it.

      But that will be for later. Right now, I have other things to do. Like approach the woman who’s been driving me wild for years and make my intentions known.

      Finally, it’s gonna happen.

      I breathe in the night air—and God, it’s ripe with possibilities.

      The music swells under the tent.

      Laughter carries on the wind.

      Clara glows in her gown.

      Greyson looks at her like he’d burn the world down if she asked.

      I’m happy for them.

      But my gaze is drawn to her—to Kelly—and my entire body tenses.

      I’m old enough to know better.

      Old enough to understand what people will say.

      Too old. Too recognizable. Too damn much.

      But I’m also old enough to know something else.

      If I don’t act now?

      It will never happen.

      Kelly won’t come to me.

      She’s not even aware of how I feel.

      And even if she did know?

      She’s too proud. Too stubborn. Too determined to carry her own weight even when it’s crushing her.

      She thinks survival is strength.

      She doesn’t yet understand what it feels like to have someone stand beside her—not in front, not over her—but beside her.

      I adjust my cufflinks and watch her from across the reception.

      She looks tired.

      Not weak.

      Just tired.

      And there’s a difference.

      Her laugh doesn’t quite reach her eyes tonight. She keeps scanning the crowd like she’s bracing for impact.

      I’ve lived my life without regret.

      I’ve taken risks in boardrooms and on construction sites that would make lesser men sweat through their suits.

      I’ve signed deals that shifted entire industries.

      But there is one thing I haven’t done.

      One risk I haven’t taken.

      And that’s claiming the woman I’ve wanted for decades.

      Because as sure as the sun rises over this mountain and sets behind it—Kelly McCrae is mine.

      She just doesn’t know it yet.

      But I’m about to correct that mistake.
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            KELLY

          

        

      

    

    
      I am sitting at Greyson & Clara’s wedding and Leonard J.T. Lawrence—multi-millionaire construction mogul—just offered me the first and only indecent proposal I believe I am ever going to get.

      And I have no idea what to do with it.

      The mountain air smells like pine and cake frosting and hope.

      Clara is glowing beneath the twinkle lights strung between the old maples, her cheeks pink with happiness, her hand tucked into Greyson’s like she never plans on letting go. Greyson keeps looking at her like she hung the damn moon.

      Like she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen in his life, and he still can’t believe she chose him.

      I am happy for them. Really.

      It’s just, my life kind of sucks right now.

      People are laughing around us.

      Glasses clink.

      Someone’s kid runs past, waving a sparkler like a tiny drunk firework.

      It should feel festive. Sweet.

      Instead, I feel like I’m watching it all from the outside.

      Because somewhere out there my ex-husband is probably living it up with his teenage bride, spending money he stole from me like he earned it.

      My money. My son’s college fund. The equity in our house.

      My stomach twists.

      God, I hate that Mike still sneaks into my thoughts like this. Not even because I miss him—because I don’t.

      I really don’t.

      If I’m being honest? I feel relieved that he’s gone.

      And that realization makes me feel like the worst person in the world.

      Because I should be grieving twenty-something years of my life, shouldn’t I? I should be heartbroken.

      But instead, I just feel lighter.

      Except, of course, for the doubt he left behind.

      That part stuck. The part that tells me I’m to blame.

      That I’m too old.

      Too soft.

      Too much.

      Too fat.

      Too tired.

      Too boring.

      It turns out, when a man says those things to you long enough, they stick like burrs under your skin.

      And the worst part? A tiny voice in the back of your mind starts whispering that maybe he was right.

      My gaze drifts across the yard and lands back on the man sitting beside me.

      J.T. Lawrence.

      The man looks like he belongs on the cover of some ridiculous billionaire romance novel—big shoulders, thick dark hair threaded with gray, a jaw that looks like it could split granite.

      He’s got the kind of presence that makes people instinctively step aside when he walks into a room.

      The kind of man who could probably buy this entire mountain if he felt like it.

      And he’s sitting here at a folding table beside me like it’s the most normal thing in the world.

      My wine sits untouched in my hand.

      Because what he just said?

      What he’s offering?

      That’s not real life.

      Not mine, anyway.

      “I can make your ex regret every cent he stole,” he says quietly, like he’s discussing the weather. “I can make sure your son’s future is secure. And I can make sure you’re not scrambling while you rebuild your life.”

      Scrambling.

      God, that word hits a little too close to home.

      Because that’s exactly what I’ve been doing since Mike walked out the door.

      Scrambling to cover bills I didn’t even know existed.

      Scrambling to figure out how the hell he took out a second mortgage in my name without me realizing.

      Scrambling to answer Evan’s questions about why Daddy doesn’t call anymore.

      Scrambling to keep my spine straight when people look at me with pity—or worse, judgment.

      I stare at J.T., my wine forgotten entirely.

      “And what do you get?” I ask quietly.

      Because men like him don’t do things for free.

      His green eyes darken just a fraction.

      “You,” he says.

      The word lands in my chest like a slap.

      Heat floods my face—anger, shock, humiliation.

      Not because I don’t understand what he means.

      But because I do.

      And I cannot believe he’s serious.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I demand, my voice sharper than I intended.

      He doesn’t flinch.

      “It means,” he says slowly, his voice roughening just a little, “I’m a man who gets what he wants. And right now I want you.”

      My laugh comes out thin.

      “You don’t want me, J.T.”

      Because that’s ridiculous.

      I’m forty-two. A middle-aged divorcee with stretch marks and a kid, and a whole damn pile of baggage. My ex literally left me for a girl who still had acne.

      And this man?

      This man could have anyone.

      Young women who look like they belong on yachts in bikinis.

      Women with perfect bodies and smooth skin and none of the scars life leaves behind.

      Not a sawmill girl who’s been chewed up and spit out by a twenty-seven-year relationship, nineteen of which I’d spent married to a man who apparently didn’t even like me.

      But J.T. keeps looking at me.

      Really looking.

      Not past me.

      Not through me.

      At me.

      “I want you, Kelly.” His voice drops low, rough enough that it skates down my spine like a spark. “Why the hell wouldn’t I want you?”

      I blink at him, stunned by the sheer certainty in his tone.

      “J.T., come on,” I say weakly, heat creeping up my neck. “I’m too old for⁠—”

      “Too old?” he cuts in, the words sharp with disbelief. “Woman, I’m fifty-five years old. I know exactly what I like.”

      Then his gaze moves over me.

      Slowly.

      Not politely. Not the quick, dismissive glance most men give a woman my age before their attention drifts somewhere younger and tighter.

      No—this is deliberate. Intentional.

      His eyes travel from my face down to my mouth, over the curve of my shoulders, lingering in a way that makes my stomach flip.

      I feel it everywhere—that look.

      Like heat spreading across my skin.

      And suddenly I’m hyperaware of everything about myself.

      The way my dress emphasizes my hips.

      The way my pulse is fluttering in my throat.

      The way his attention makes me feel.

      Nervous. Hot. Needy.

      I actually tremble under it.

      “I’ve wanted you for years,” he says quietly.

      The words steal the air from my lungs.

      Years?

      That can’t be right.

      I shake my head automatically. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense,” he says calmly.

      His hand shifts on the table, big fingers spreading like he’s holding himself back from reaching for me.

      “You think I didn’t notice you?” he continues. “Think I didn’t see the way you carry yourself? The way you work harder than half the men in this town and never ask for a damn thing from anyone? You’re a badass, Kelly McCrae. Always have been.”

      Something inside of me is pleased at the ridiculous compliment.

      “So, what does that mean, J.T.? You want me to boss you around a little? Seriously, I’m not the kind of woman men fantasize about.”

      His lips twitch, and I don’t know if he’s holding back a smile or a frown.

      “That prick did a number on your confidence, didn’t he?” he says quietly. “Well, I can fix that.”

      His voice is deep, gravelly, and so damn sexy it’s shocking. I’ve never spoken to J.T. like this, all intimate and alone. And not for this long, either.

      “How?” I almost don’t say it. But the question slips from my lips unbidden.

      “By reminding you of all the reasons you’re so damn perfect, Kelly McCrae. By telling you the truth about how a woman like you catches the attention of a man like me. The same way your hair catches the attention of the sunlight and shines like tupelo honey running down your back. Christ, Kelly, believe me, wanting you isn’t an issue.”

      My throat tightens.

      “Why? Why haven’t you ever told me this before? Why now?”

      “You were married,” he whispers.

      I watch him clench and unclench his hands. I see his jaw flex. And I am struck by how ruggedly handsome he is.

      This mountain man.

      This millionaire.

      This business mogul, claiming he wants me.

      “Yeah. You were married,” he repeats like he hates it.

      The way he says it sends another strange ripple through me.

      Like he’s been waiting.

      Watching.

      “And now you’re not,” he adds quietly.

      His gaze settles on mine again—heavy, unwavering.

      “Kelly, I can guarantee you’ll be safe,” he says. “You’ll be provided for. And you’ll be under my protection.”

      Under my protection.

      My first instinct is fury.

      I should be furious.

      I should throw my wine in his face and tell him I’m not some damsel he can buy and tuck away like a pretty little possession.

      Because I don’t need protecting.

      I’ve spent years proving that.

      I’ve balanced accounts, worked the mill, raised my son, held my head up while my husband ran off with a girl young enough to still get carded at the movies.

      But there’s something in J.T.’s voice.

      Ownership? Maybe. A little arrogance. And something deeper.

      Something steady.

      And for the first time in months, I feel the tiniest crack in the armor I’ve been wearing.

      Because I’m sitting here in the aftermath of a wedding where a man just looked at a woman like she was his whole damn world.

      And I’m so tired.

      So goddamn tired of holding everything together with duct tape and grit.

      Tired of pretending I don’t wake up at three in the morning wondering how I’m going to rebuild a college fund from scratch.

      Tired of pretending I’m not scared.

      Tired of being strong because no one else is.

      I swallow hard, my fingers tightening around the stem of my glass.

      “So, what exactly are you offering me?” I ask. “A business deal? A⁠—”

      “A proposal,” he interrupts quietly.

      Proposal.

      The word hangs in the air between us like something alive.

      And my heart starts pounding.

      Because this can’t possibly be real.

      And yet the way he’s looking at me—steady, patient, absolutely certain—makes something deep in my chest whisper a terrifying possibility.

      What if he means it?

      His words echo in my head against the backdrop of wedding vows still lingering in the air.

      My breath catches.

      “God,” I mutter. “You’re insane.”

      This time he actually grins, and it only makes him sexier.

      His voice drops lower. “You’d be surprised how often that’s been said to me.”

      I stare at him for a long moment, my heart doing something stupid in my chest.

      Because here’s the thing.

      J.T. Lawrence is not a man who jokes.

      I’ve known him for years—well, casually, for business.

      But he doesn’t bluff.

      He builds skyscrapers and subdivisions, and multimillion-dollar projects without blinking.

      If he says he can ruin Mike Stevens—he likely can.

      If he says he can secure Evan’s future—I know he can.

      But the terrifying part? He says he wants me—and I want to believe him.

      J.T.’s not looking at me like I’m charity. He’s looking at me like I’m the prize.

      And let’s face it, I’m forty-two and a size sixteen on a good day.

      I am no man’s idea of a prize.

      I pick up the card he slid across the table.

      Heavy stock. Private number. No nonsense.

      I turn it between my fingers. Set it down again.

      Meet his eyes like a challenge.

      “Let me get this straight,” I say slowly. “You’re telling me you can ruin Mike Stevens, restore my son’s college fund, and keep me from drowning, and all you want is me.”

      J.T. doesn’t blink. “Yes.”

      I laugh once. “That’s the most arrogant thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “And yet,” he says, calm as sin, “you’re still sitting here talking to me.”

      My throat tightens.

      Because he’s right.

      I am still sitting here.

      I shouldn’t be.

      But I am.

      The music swells behind us, soft and sweet, and it feels almost cruel how beautiful it sounds.

      Clara’s laughter carries across the tent like wind chimes, light and effortless.

      Greyson spins her, and she lifts off the ground like she doesn’t weigh a thing.

      Like love itself is holding her up.

      Thatcher and Willow are out there too—my brother and his wife, tangled together in that quiet, unshakeable way that only comes from choosing each other every day.

      Willow’s hand rests on her belly, protective and glowing.

      My future niece or nephew is already surrounded by something solid and sure.

      They are building something.

      A life. A family. A future.

      And I am so happy for them.

      I really am.

      But underneath it?

      There’s this hollow ache.

      Because everywhere I look tonight, I see it.

      Love.

      Hope.

      New beginnings.

      And it’s hard to breathe in the middle of it.

      Hard to stand under twinkle lights and wedding vows when everything I believed about my own life just collapsed like a house built on sand.

      I thought I had something real.

      I thought I had stability.

      I thought I was safe.

      Instead, I got betrayal wrapped up like it was my fault.

      And now here I am, sitting across from a man who looks like a storm contained in an expensive suit, offering me power.

      Leverage.

      Protection.

      Things I’ve never had—not really.

      And for the first time since my world imploded, I don’t feel small.

      I look at his card again.

      Then I lick my lips.

      I don’t know what J.T. is thinking, but this is either the biggest compliment or the worst insult of my entire life.

      After everything I’ve been through, that’s really saying something.

      Because part of me hears.

      You’re desirable.

      Worth pursuing.

      Worth protecting.

      And another part hears.

      You need saving.

      You’re a loser.

      He’ll walk out too.

      I hate the second part.

      But I can’t deny the first makes my pulse jump.

      No one has looked at me like that in years.

      Not since before Mike started tallying my flaws like receipts.

      J.T.’s eyes track the movement of my tongue across my lower lip.

      His jaw tightens.

      He’s serious.

      This isn’t flirtation.

      This is negotiation.

      This is a man who saw an opening and stepped through it like he owns the door.

      I glance back toward the dance floor.

      Clara is radiant. Greyson is steady.

      They look like they’ve chosen each other with no hesitation.

      I don’t know
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