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            Dedication

         
         
            For those waiting on love.

            I hope you find it.

            Perhaps it’s been right in front of you all along and all you need to do is open your heart to the possibility.
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            Prologue

         
         
            Back in the day

            Kindergarten Playground

         

         “Hey, Lizard, I’ll trade you my grapes for one of your chocolate chip cookies.”

         
         “Stop calling me that.”

         
         Tate sat next to Liz, rolled his eyes, and stuck his tongue out at her because she told him that all the time. And he ignored her all the time.
         

         
         Liz handed over the cookie and popped one of the grapes into her mouth. She’d rather have the cookie but didn’t mind sharing
            with Tate—even if he did call her names. He didn’t mean it.
         

         
         He’s weird.

         
         But she liked him. He always picked her first to play a game, let her ride the pony at his birthday party before anyone else,
            and always sat with her to paint during free time and at lunch. She liked that. Daddy picked Mama to do everything with him,
            too.
         

         
         Tate stuffed the whole cookie in his mouth, and Liz announced, “I’m going to marry you.”

         
         Tate stopped chewing and stared at her. “Na-uh.”

         
         “Yes I am.”

         
         He shook his head. “Na-uh.”

         
         She smiled, confident she knew better. “You’ll see.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Today

            All Grown Up

            Mostly

         

         Tate walked into the Backroads bar ahead of his brother Declan and spotted the woman who’d been dodging him for weeks. A you-done-me-wrong
            country song blasted through the overhead speakers as he closed the distance, his eyes locked on the girl he’d known since
            preschool but who couldn’t be bothered to call him lately. It used to be all he had to do was think about her and the phone
            rang. But ever since her parting “you just don’t get it” shot weeks ago, he’d heard nothing from her. And he wanted to know
            why.
         

         
         He wanted things to go back to the way they used to be.

         
         “What the hell, Lizard?”

         
         She turned on the stool, her head tilting to look up at him, fiery dark red hair falling over one shoulder, down her arm,
            and brushing the tabletop. “What do you want?” Not an ounce of welcome tinged those words or filled her annoyed green eyes.
         

         
         “I want to know why I haven’t heard from you.”

         
         Her head fell back with her exasperation and those green eyes that always saw everything about him narrowed. “Have you missed
            me?”
         

         
         The question set off an alarm in his head, but he didn’t know why. Answering her question seemed like stepping on a land mine,
            so he evaded it. “Why are you avoiding me?”
         

         
         “After our last conversation, I thought that’d be clear.”

         
         He tried to remember what they’d talked about. But the last few weeks he’d been distracted—his ex-military brother, Drake,
            had fallen into a dark place, but Adria helped him claw his way out, then her twin sister, Juliana, had died of an overdose.
            The man responsible for Juliana’s death faced off with Drake and Adria, though it didn’t end well for him, and they took Juliana’s
            death hard. It was a lot to deal with, and the whole thing had been traumatizing. He’d been so happy for his brother when
            Drake and Adria worked things out and ended up engaged. At the time, everything else in Tate’s life had faded to the background—until
            recently, when he woke up and realized he hadn’t seen Liz in weeks.
         

         
         “Lizard, you know I’ve been helping Trinity and Adria get their business up and running. And the situation with Juliana turned
            tragic. I lost track of everything and had to focus on my family.”
         

         
         Sadness and regret filled her eyes. “That’s just it, Tate, you unloaded all that on me at the time, yet you can’t remember
            what I said to you.”
         

         
         He thought back and recalled the thing that stuck with him. “You told me that if things were meant to work out, Drake and Adria would make it happen. They did. They’re married and expecting and Drake’s happier than I’ve ever seen him.” 

         
         For the first time since he walked in a soft smile tilted her lips. “I’m happy for him.”

         
         Of course she was. Their lives had been intertwined forever. She knew everything that happened in his life and with his family.

         
         “So what’s the problem?”

         
         “You,” she snapped. She never raised her voice to him. “And me for hoping for something that is never going to happen because
            you’re you.”
         

         
         He held his hands out wide, then let them fall and slap the sides of his thighs. “What the hell does that even mean?”

         
         Before he got an answer, some dude with dark hair and a fuck-off look in his eyes walked up and inserted himself between him
            and Liz.
         

         
         Tate immediately hated the guy.

         
         “She’s with me.”

         
         That’s what you think.

         
         Liz was his best friend and no one got in between them.
         

         
         Tate glared at the guy in the odd-for-a-honkytonk-bar tie, button-down shirt, and slacks and took a step closer. But the guy
            stood his ground and didn’t move out of Tate’s way.
         

         
         Liz slipped off the stool, linked her fingers with the guy’s, and leaned into him. “Clint, it’s okay. Tate’s an old friend.”

         
         One of Uptight Dude’s eyebrows shot up at that. Liz looked a little sheepish.

         
         Tate refocused on Clint. “I’m her best friend.”
         

         
         Clint’s stance relaxed even if he didn’t back down. “Ah. She told me about you.” Whatever Liz told him obviously didn’t impress
            the guy.
         

         
         Tate couldn’t care less. “Then you’ll excuse us while I have a word with her.”

         
         Liz spoke before Clint said anything. “I said what I wanted to say the last time we talked.”

         
         “And you haven’t said anything since,” he pointed out, his gut tight. Obviously, he’d missed something big. From the sound
            of things, it just might cost him the person who knew him better than anyone and who had always been there for him.
         

         
         “It’s not like you called or came to see me in the last six weeks.”

         
         “It hasn’t been that long.” They never went more than a few days without talking or seeing each other. Maybe it had been a
            couple weeks this time, but not six. Right?
         

         
         “You’re busy doing your thing. It’s time I did mine. If you’ll excuse us, we’d like to get back to our date.”

         
         What the fuck?

         
         Liz dismissed him and turned to take her seat again.

         
         Tate couldn’t let things go on this way. They definitely didn’t end this way. “Wait.”

         
         Clint put his hand on Tate’s chest to stop him from touching Liz’s shoulder.

         
         Tate went still and pointedly looked at that hand on him. “You want to keep it, you’ll take it back. Now.”

         
         They locked eyes and the energy around them became charged with animosity.

         
         Clint dropped his hand but still didn’t get the hell out of Tate’s way. “You didn’t want a shot with her, so I took it. Back off. She wants to be with me.” 

         
         Like she didn’t want to be Tate’s friend anymore. What the fuck was going on?

         
         Tate felt Declan come up behind him before Declan’s hand settled on his shoulder. “Come on, bro, let’s get a beer and leave
            Liz and her date alone to enjoy their evening.”
         

         
         Tate glared at the back of Liz’s head. She sat there not saying a word. She wouldn’t even look at him.

         
         “We’ll talk later, Lizard.”

         
         Clint shook his head. “She hates that silly nickname.”

         
         No she didn’t. Though she’d never admit it. It had become a thing between them. It didn’t have anything to do with Clint. “What the hell do you know?”
         

         
         “From what I’ve heard, I know a hell of a lot more about her than you do.”

         
         Declan grabbed Tate’s arm and pulled him back a step before he decked the guy. “Let’s go.”

         
         Tate had known Liz practically his whole damn life. “You don’t know anything about me and Liz.”

         
         “I know she wants a man who appreciates her and doesn’t take her for granted.”

         
         Tate took a step closer, not liking Clint’s smug smile or the way he puffed up his chest.

         
         Liz jumped in between them and planted both hands on Tate’s shoulders and shoved him back into Declan. “Don’t you dare ruin
            this for me!”
         

         
         He had no idea what she meant.

         
         She held up her hand. “Just go.” The plea in her eyes killed him.

         
         His gut constricted and his heart had trouble beating against the tightness around his chest. “Liz?”

         
         Her lips tilted in a half frown. “Go get a beer with Declan. Flirt with the waitresses, pick up one of the dozen women staring
            at you right now. Do what you do and let me be.”
         

         
         That almost sounded like goodbye.

         
         It couldn’t be.

         
         But Liz turned her back on him again.

         
         Clint took her hand, pulled her close, then walked her to the dance floor where he took Liz in his arms and swayed to the
            slow song with her head resting on his shoulder.
         

         
         Declan smacked his hand on Tate’s shoulder. “It was only a matter of time.”

         
         Tate couldn’t take his eyes off Liz in that asshole’s arms. “What the hell are you talking about?”

         
         “She’s a beautiful woman. You had to know that at some point she’d want a serious relationship with someone who wants to make
            her his wife and have a family. He seems decent enough.”
         

         
         Tate turned on Declan. “You don’t know anything about him.”

         
         “He’d have to be a good guy for Liz to like him so much.”

         
         “How do you know she likes him?”

         
         “She let him step in to get you away from her.”

         
         She picked Clint over him.
         

         
         She never chose anyone over him.

         
         What the hell is going on?

         
         The crack about flirting with waitresses and picking up a woman hinted that she didn’t like him choosing others over her either.

         
         He knew that. He wasn’t blind or an idiot.

         
         But she was Liz. Hands off had always been his rule.

         
         “It’s unusual for women and men to be friends.” Declan headed for the bar.

         
         Tate followed. “We’ve been friends since we were finger painting and eating Play-Doh.”

         
         Declan took one of the open stools and held up two fingers to Tami behind the bar, who nodded she’d get them their usual.
            “Liz has been in love with you since then, but you can’t expect her to love you, and only you, for the rest of her life when
            you dismiss her feelings the way you do.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?” Tate didn’t want to go there.

         
         Declan glanced over and laughed. “Oh come on, you can’t tell me that you don’t revel in the fact that she loves you and puts
            up with all your shit while you treat her like your favorite pet.”
         

         
         That pissed him off. “I do not.” Did he? That sinking feeling in his gut intensified.

         
         Declan shoved his shoulder so he’d turn in his stool. “Look at her. Do you want to strip her bare and get your hands on her?”

         
         “That’s Liz.” He didn’t dare think such things about her. They were friends.

         
         Or they used to be.

         
         “Exactly. How long did you expect her to wait for you to stop seeing her as pigtailed Lizzy Lizard? She’s a grown woman now, Tate, with hopes and dreams of love and marriage and a relationship that isn’t all about you.” 

         
         “Our relationship isn’t all about me.”

         
         Declan laughed in his face. “Keep telling yourself that, bro, but you’re the one who has no idea what happened six weeks ago
            that made her take a huge step back until she fell right into Clint’s arms.”
         

         
         Fucking Clint.

         
         “He made her dump me.”
         

         
         Declan saluted Tami with his beer bottle in thanks for filling their order. “Dumped? Is that how it feels?”

         
         Kinda. But he denied, denied, denied.
         

         
         “It’s not like that. We’ve only ever been friends.”

         
         “And it’s been clear for years she’s wanted more.” Declan frowned. “Don’t shake your head at me. You know I’m right. Everyone
            can see it. She settled for friends because you mean that much to her, but you can’t expect her to settle for that for the
            rest of her life. You can’t expect her to watch you date other women, listen to you tell her all about how it’s going and
            cry on her shoulder when it doesn’t work out and think she doesn’t feel jealous and left out.”
         

         
         “She dates.”

         
         “And nothing ever comes of it because you’ve got her heart.” Declan took a sip of his beer. “Were you even a little happy
            when those relationships ended?”
         

         
         His stomach clenched. “Of course not.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he heard the lie. He’d never been jealous of her
            relationships. He was just happier when she was focused on him.
         

         
         I’m an asshole.

         
         And a terrible friend.

         
         He should be happy for her. He should want her to find someone special. He wanted to see her as happy as Drake and Adria looked when they were together. 

         
         He glanced at Liz on the dance floor smiling and clapping her hands as she spun and swayed her hips in the line dance, Clint
            trying to keep up with her.
         

         
         He just didn’t want her happy with Clint. “Something about that guy bugs me.”

         
         “Mom always told us we have to share our toys.”

         
         Tate smacked Declan upside the head. “She’s my best friend, not a Hot Wheels.”

         
         “Maybe she’ll make you her maid of honor at her wedding.”

         
         Tate fumed and downed half his beer. “Fuck you.”

         
         “Nice comeback.” Declan turned and leaned back against the bar, sitting like Tate, watching Liz on the dance floor. “You ate
            up all her attention. Are you upset that she’s giving it to someone else or pissed that she might be falling in love with
            him and you want to be that guy for the rest of her life?” Declan held up his hand to stop Tate from spitting out another
            expletive. “Don’t answer. Think about it. Because she deserves to find someone who treats her the way she’s treated you all
            these years. Don’t take this chance away from her just because you want her to love you and no one else when you don’t really
            want her.”
         

         
         Tate slammed his beer down on the counter, stood, and walked out of the bar without looking at Declan or Liz because he didn’t
            know what to do with Declan’s question or how Declan’s words made him feel.
         

         
         This was Liz. Liz! The girl who played in the rain with him and raced him on horseback and never won but always took it in stride. They double-dated to all the school dances. She warned him when one of his girlfriends did something behind his back and always consoled him after a breakup. She had no problem pointing out all his faults and where he’d gone wrong but in a humorous way that made him smile and laugh and somehow feel better despite the fact that she was probably right. 

         
         Honest. Dependable. Smart. Kind. Generous. The list went on of all the good things he liked about her. Her sweetness drew
            him to her when they were kids.
         

         
         She was a part of his life. A piece of him.

         
         And with that thought, he went back to what Declan asked.

         
         Did he want to keep her from falling for some other guy just because he didn’t want to lose her as a friend?

         
         He wanted her to be happy. She deserved to have everything she wanted.

         
         What really got to him was that it wasn’t that he hadn’t ever looked at her as a woman he wanted, but that he always stopped
            himself from crossing that line because he didn’t want to lose what they already had together.
         

         
         But if he lost her to some other guy, would he forever wonder what might have been if he took a chance on them?

         
         What if he’d waited too long?

         
         What if she really was done with him?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Liz caught Declan’s eye after Tate stormed out of the bar. Declan shrugged and gave her a half smile. She hated to upset Tate,
            but she needed some space. She couldn’t keep holding on to him. It left no room for anyone else to come into her life because
            she was always looking at Tate. What if she missed a good guy who wanted what she wanted because she was pining for Tate and
            hoping he’d miraculously love her?
         

         
         He didn’t.

         
         He wouldn’t.

         
         And it hurt to admit that and feel like no matter how hard she loved him it would never change.

         
         After all this time, she’d finally accepted that he’d put her in the friend zone and had no intention of moving her out of
            it.
         

         
         Clint hooked his hand around her middle from behind, planted it on her stomach, and leaned down close to her ear. “You came
            here with me. Forget him.” He nuzzled her neck and gave her a soft kiss. “You’re kind and sweet, beautiful, and sexy as hell.”
         

         
         They swayed to the music and she leaned back into him, loving the feel of his arms around her.

         
         He took her hand and spun her out, then pulled her back in to his chest as they made their way from the edge of the dance floor back into the flow of couples circling the center and keeping time to the music. 

         
         “Was everything okay with your car?”

         
         She focused on him. “Yes. And thank you again for going out of your way to help me out.” She’d put off the oil change and
            tire rotation longer than she should and took the first available weekday appointment. Clint drove her to work, then to pick
            up her car during his lunch hour. He did so many nice things for her. He didn’t mind picking up a bottle of wine and the mushrooms
            she forgot for dinner at her place. He repaired a broken hinge on one of her kitchen cabinet doors. He didn’t get upset when
            they had to rearrange their plans because she got called in to work on her usual day off. Anything to accommodate her.
         

         
         “Happy to help. All you have to do is ask.”

         
         These past two months had been really great. Too bad Tate had to remind her that she hadn’t put her whole heart into being
            with Clint. And he deserved her full attention.
         

         
         Out of the blue, Clint grabbed her wrist, pulled her off the dance floor, and leaned down close to her face. “I told you to
            let it go. Stop thinking about him. He doesn’t want you. I do.”
         

         
         Taken aback, she tried to explain. “I’m sorry, Clint. I just didn’t expect to see him here, or that he’d be so upset.”

         
         His eyes narrowed. “Is that what you wanted? Are you just using me to make him jealous? Because you’re wasting your time.
            If he wanted to be with you, he’d have dragged you out of here with him.”
         

         
         Harsh!

         
         She didn’t much like the “dragged” implication but let it go because Clint was right. Tate didn’t fight to be with her. He’d
            walked out like she’d been the unreasonable one.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she apologized again. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” She liked Clint. Maybe she didn’t have the same kind of connection
            with him she did with Tate, but things were moving in the right direction as they spent more time together. She needed to
            focus on him and the future, not Tate and what would never be.
         

         
         She tugged on her hand to get him to let her go. His grip didn’t hurt, but she didn’t like the possessive way he held on to
            her. In fact, it gave her pause, because he’d never shown any kind of animosity toward her over anything.
         

         
         She chalked it up to jealousy and hoped he’d get over it if she dropped the whole Tate thing and they settled back into their
            evening together.
         

         
         But Clint didn’t let go. “Don’t make a fool out of me, Liz. I thought we had something.” The sharp tone startled her.

         
         “We do,” she hurried to assure him. “I’m sorry.” She wasn’t used to apologizing this much, but he deserved it, because the
            last thing she wanted to do was make him feel like a runner-up to Tate. “There’s nothing between me and Tate. Now he knows
            that.”
         

         
         He raised her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist where his fingers had left red marks. “Good. Then let’s enjoy the rest
            of our evening.” He tugged her toward their table. “Come on, let’s get a drink.”
         

         
         She went along with a smile she didn’t really feel.

         
         Clint touched her back when she settled onto her stool. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” He walked up to the bar.

         
         She sat staring at his back, a nagging feeling prickling the back of her mind about the way he spoke and acted tonight.

         
         Seeing her with Tate sure did set Clint off. But the show of jealousy didn’t make her giddy with excitement. Instead of being
            happy he didn’t want another man near her, it made her uneasy. The way he spoke to her, bluntly stating that Tate didn’t want
            her, made her feel like she didn’t measure up and she should be grateful Clint wanted her.
         

         
         It didn’t sit well.

         
         Of course Tate didn’t think she wasn’t good enough for him. He just didn’t feel the same way about her that she felt for him.

         
         She looked down and realized she was gently rubbing her wrist. Her gaze snapped back up to Declan’s. She read the disapproval
            over Clint’s rough treatment of her and the question in his eyes. She nodded and smiled to let him know she appreciated his
            concern but she was fine.
         

         
         She didn’t blame Clint for being upset about Tate. She’d talked about Tate a little too much on their first few dates. She’d
            made it clear they were just friends, but Clint picked up on the fact there was something more. On her part anyway. She’d
            forced herself to be open to someone new in her life. She’d made a point to try to get to know Clint better. And up until
            tonight, she’d managed to keep her thoughts and feelings for Tate out of her head and heart and be in the moment with Clint.
         

         
         But seeing Tate tonight made it harder to forget him. How could she? They’d been friends practically their whole lives.

         
         You don’t meet the man you’re going to marry in preschool. It just didn’t happen.
         

         
         And if Clint didn’t measure up to Tate in looks or charm, well, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a good guy. When she was with him,
            he made it clear that he enjoyed her company. He wanted to spend time with her. He made her feel wanted and sexy. She’d be
            out of her mind to turn down a guy like him.
         

         
         For what?

         
         Tate didn’t want to be with her. Not like that.

         
         And every time she came face-to-face with that and reminded herself of it one more time it made her heart break all over again.

         
         And being alone was far worse than being with a cute guy who really liked her.

         
         She needed to stop this vicious cycle of thinking something Tate said or did hinted that maybe he wanted more and accept that
            was never going to happen.
         

         
         Clint set a glass of white wine in front of her, took the seat next to hers, and took a sip of his beer.

         
         She stared at the wineglass. “What’s this?”

         
         He narrowed his eyes. “Your drink.”

         
         “I’d prefer a beer.”

         
         He dismissed that and checked out the dancers getting rowdy to Dierks Bentley’s “5-1-5-0.” “Women drink wine. It’s classy.”
            He shook his head as everyone called out the numbers in the song, leaned over, and kissed her. “And sexy. Try it. You’ll like
            it.”
         

         
         She picked up the wineglass and took a sip of the lukewarm chardonnay. “It’s a little dry.”

         
         His lips pressed into a tight line and his eyes went flat. “You’re trying to ruin this date.”

         
         The accusation stunned her. “No, I’m not.”

         
         He looked away. His annoyance grew with every second she didn’t say anything.

         
         Feeling like it was up to her to salvage this evening, she put her hand on his arm and squeezed. “Clint, I’m sorry. Thank
            you for the wine.” Even though I’d rather have an ice-cold beer.

         
         It took him a second to stop watching the dancers pumping their fists in the air, yelling out the chorus to the song, and
            focus on her again. “You should appreciate that I’m trying to make you better.”
         

         
         Excuse me. “Better than what?” She leaned away from him, completely stunned by that offensive statement.
         

         
         He hooked his hand at the back of her neck and drew her close. “You’re just trying to pick a fight. I thought we came here
            tonight to have some fun.”
         

         
         She wasn’t having any fun. And the men in her life made it feel like she was the one making their lives miserable.

         
         She picked up her glass and took a deep swallow and still didn’t like the wine.

         
         “That’s my girl.” Clint clinked his glass with hers and took a long pull on the beer she wished were hers. “You shouldn’t
            let things get to you so much.”
         

         
         Prickly much? You’re the one with the passive-aggressive attitude tonight.

         
         She didn’t want to prove him right by pushing the argument that she didn’t need him to make her better. Whatever! She was fine the way she was. Except for the Tate thing. But she was working on it.
         

         
         You don’t just forget your first love.

         
         She was trying to put Tate in the past.

         
         One date at a time, even if this one had gone off the rails.

         
         “Let’s dance.” She loved to dance. She’d lose herself in the music and movement and closeness with Clint.

         
         He took her hand and led her to the dance floor and right into his arms. She lost herself in the rhythm of the two-step and
            by the third song she was having fun as Clint twirled her around and right back into his chest where he held her close and
            pressed a soft kiss to her temple.
         

         
         This was more like it.

         
         Out of breath, she made her way back to their table and downed the last of her wine before she even took her seat. Clint slid
            onto his stool and tipped back his beer. He ordered another and wine for her from the passing waitress, but she held up her
            hand. “Forget the wine, I’ll take a water.”
         

         
         Clint nuzzled her neck again. “Here I was hoping to get you tipsy so I could persuade you to let me stay the night with you.”

         
         She planted her chin in her hand and stared at him with a flirty smile. “Is that your plan?”

         
         “Oh, I have plans for you.”

         
         This was the fun, easy guy who showed up to all their other dates.

         
         The waitress set their drinks in front of them. She wanted a taste of his cold beer to wash away the dry wine still on her
            tongue. She snagged his mug, took a big gulp, and handed it back. “Yum. That’s good.”
         

         
         His brows drew together, but he was still smiling, even if it didn’t reach his eyes. While they caught their breath and finished their drinks, she asked, “How was work?” 

         
         “My boss is on my case about a proposal that was missing one key component in the bid amount. My assistant screwed up, but
            I got blamed because we lost the job.”
         

         
         “I guess you missed it when you checked her work.”

         
         “My assistant should do her job right if she wants to keep it.”

         
         Sounds like she did your job.

         
         She kept her mouth shut because she really didn’t know exactly what he did at work, and changed the subject. “What are your
            plans for the weekend?”
         

         
         “I’m having the guys over to watch the game. Do you want to come over?”

         
         “Football isn’t really my thing. Besides, your friends don’t want me hanging out while you’re all shouting at the TV, cheering
            on your team.”
         

         
         “Someone needs to make the snacks and serve the beer.”

         
         She expected that line to come with a smirk. It did not.

         
         When did I become the domestic assistant?

         
         Lucky for her, she had better plans. “I actually promised a friend I’d help her this weekend.”

         
         “Doing what?”

         
         “Selling food at the farmers market.”

         
         His gaze sharpened. “With who?”

         
         “Trinity.”

         
         He tilted his head. “Who is that?”

         
         “Tate’s sister.” The minute she said it, she wanted to take the words back.

         
         Clint leaned in and put his hand on her thigh in another grip that got her attention. “I thought you were done with him.”

         
         She put her hand over his to soothe him. “Trinity has been my friend since we were kids. She opened a shop in town a while
            back. Her business partner married her brother Drake. Adria needs to stay behind and run the shop, so Trinity asked if I wanted
            to help at the market. Tate won’t even be there.”
         

         
         Clint jerked his hand away and shifted his focus back to the dancers. “I thought you were moving on with me.”

         
         “I am,” she assured him.

         
         He turned back to her. “It doesn’t feel that way when you continue to associate with Tate and his family.”

         
         She’d seen Tate once in all the time they’d been dating and this was the first weekend she didn’t spend doing chores and seeing
            Clint. “Just because Tate and I are taking a break, doesn’t mean I have to give up my friend, even if she is his sister.”
         

         
         Clint clamped his hand over her arm on the table and leaned in. “You’re on a break?”

         
         She sighed and tried to make him understand. “Tate and I are friends. That’s all.”
         

         
         “Then why the break? He should be happy for you that you’re with someone who wants to make you happy.”

         
         Her mind hesitated to agree with that.

         
         “I’m sure he will be, once he gets over the fact I needed some space, and that doesn’t mean I’m not his friend.”

         
         Clint pressed his lips tight and shook his head. “Women and men can’t be friends.”

         
         “I think the best married couples are best friends.” Her parents and Tate’s were the perfect examples of that.

         
         “That’s different. Your wife should back you no matter what.”

         
         She agreed with that to a point. “A relationship should be based on friendship.”

         
         “I agree. But between men and women, there’s gotta be heat.” He leaned in and brushed a soft kiss just under her jaw, then
            whispered in her ear, “That’s more important than anything. All I want to do is get my hands on you, not talk about my day,
            why you won’t spend your weekend with me, or that your friend is an asshole and you’re better off without him.”
         

         
         So getting laid is all that matters? What happened to the guy who ran errands and went out of his way to please her? “So you do all those nice things just to
            sleep with me?”
         

         
         “Said every guy, ever.”

         
         She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, mostly because it pounded to the beat of the loud music, but also because
            she couldn’t believe he said that. “I’m ready to go. That wine gave me a headache.”
         

         
         His fingers contracted on her arm. She tried to pull free, but it took him a second to let go.

         
         “Let me guess, you don’t want me to go home with you.”

         
         “My head is throbbing.” She pointed up. “The music is really loud. I just want to go home, down an ibuprofen, maybe have a
            cup of tea. If you want to relax and watch a movie, I’d like that.” But sex was off the table because her head was spinning
            after everything that had happened tonight.
         

         
         He stood and tossed some money on the table to cover their drinks. “You take care of yourself. I guess I’ll go home and take care of myself.” If he meant it as a joke, the bitterness in his voice didn’t help it sound like it. 

         
         She tilted her head and raised an eyebrow at the innuendo and outright jab at her for denying him what he wanted.

         
         He shook his head and relaxed his shoulders. “Chalk it up to a bad day. I hoped seeing you tonight would make everything right,
            but you and I seem to be off.”
         

         
         No. He seemed off. The charming guy who held doors open for her, sent her sweet texts just to say hi and ask about her day, and
            complimented her nonstop those first few weeks seemed to think he didn’t need to try anymore.
         

         
         “I blame your friend Tate for ruining tonight.” Clint held his hand out toward the door.

         
         Tate started it, but Clint made it worse.

         
         She slid off her stool. “I’m sorry tonight didn’t go as planned.” What else could she say?

         
         “Let’s hope you’re back to your old self when I see you next.”

         
         Right. Totally my fault. Not! “Maybe I should book you a massage at the spa.”
         

         
         “Aren’t you my personal masseuse?”

         
         “Not tonight.” How much did Clint actually pay attention? That’s not what she did at the spa. She managed it and ran the front
            desk. She loved helping customers plan a relaxing, exceptional experience.
         

         
         Clint should sign up to be a member. Little things seemed to agitate him. Especially when he didn’t get his way. He needed
            a relaxation regimen.
         

         
         After the way tonight unfolded, she just wanted to go home and sleep and hope tomorrow would be a better day.

         
         They walked out of the bar. The second the door closed on the raucous music, her head stopped pounding. She breathed in the
            cool night air and relaxed even more.
         

         
         Clint took her hand and tugged her toward her car. She didn’t mind rushing to keep up. Home and her bed called to her. But
            still, he didn’t need to make it seem like he couldn’t wait to be rid of her.
         

         
         She hit the unlock button on her key fob. Clint opened the door and stood back. His impatient vibe made her slip in without
            even attempting a kiss goodbye to end the night right. Or at least what should have been the right way to end a night with
            her boyfriend.
         

         
         That description felt as off as their relationship.

         
         The deeper glimpses she got into his moods and the way he thought about himself, her, and others triggered too many doubts.
            Tonight, they made her second-guess whether or not they were right for each other.
         

         
         She didn’t expect Tate to act the way he did tonight, and she certainly didn’t expect Clint to react to Tate the way he did.

         
         “I’ll see you soon.” Clint closed the door and stood back while she started the car and backed out of her parking spot.

         
         She waved goodbye, but he didn’t even crack a smile or wave back.

         
         He had no reason to be so pushed out of shape.

         
         She drove through the lot and turned onto the main road. Curious—and a little suspicious—she glanced out the side window just in time to see Clint walking right back into the bar. 

         
         Was he going back for another drink to take the edge off this night? Or was he looking for someone to take home because she’d
            turned him down tonight?
         

         
         She didn’t know the answer. Surprisingly, she didn’t care one way or the other.

         
         If you don’t care, what are you doing with him?

         
         Every girl Tate had ever dated had made Liz out-of-her-mind jealous.

         
         Not that she should feel that way if she and Clint had a solid relationship, but they didn’t. Something about him just didn’t
            feel right anymore.
         

         
         Tonight he’d shown her a whole new side to him. Jealous. Aggressive. Judgmental. Even possessive.

         
         She didn’t like the way he talked to her or manhandled her.

         
         She stood up for herself. But she could almost feel him testing her to see how far he could go.

         
         Or was she just riding this train of thought, nitpicking things Clint said and did because of Tate showing up and acting like
            she’d betrayed him, and she wanted to believe it meant something when it didn’t?
         

         
         She needed to stop wishing for impossible things.

         
         Tate wasn’t thinking about her. He liked her fine as a friend, but he did not want her.

         
         Two men in her life. One she liked but couldn’t see herself falling in love with forever, because the other still held her
            heart.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Tate drove the truck in silence along the ruts in the grass to the south pasture. He couldn’t stop thinking about seeing Liz
            at the bar last night with that guy. He couldn’t believe the way she spoke to him. They’d been friends forever, yet she could barely look at him last night.
            She let her new guy get in his face and say things that just weren’t true.
         

         
         He didn’t know what happened to make Liz take a huge step back. If he could get her alone, maybe she’d talk to him the way
            she used to, all open and honest, tell-it-like-it-is even if he didn’t want to hear it.
         

         
         He sighed and slammed his hand against the steering wheel, letting out some of the pent-up frustration that had kept him up
            most of the night tossing and turning thinking about Liz, their relationship, and everything Declan said to him last night.
         

         
         “Her boyfriend walked her out to her car last night, then came back into the bar alone.” Declan leaned back in the passenger
            seat, head back, eyes closed, calm as could be as he dropped that bomb.
         

         
         Tate had been so lost in thought, he’d forgotten his brother was with him. “Why’d he go back in alone?”

         
         “To dance and flirt with a few of the women.” Declan didn’t bat an eye. “One took a shine to him. They had a couple drinks.” Declan fell silent after that. 

         
         “And?”

         
         Declan opened his eyes and rolled his head to look at Tate. “After a lot of flirting, he left alone.”

         
         “Are you sure she didn’t go with him? Maybe in her own car?”

         
         “She stayed another ten minutes or so, then left with friends.”

         
         Tate didn’t know if he wished Clint left with another woman or was relieved that the shithead hadn’t cheated on Liz. She didn’t
            deserve that. And she deserved a hell of a lot better than her boyfriend hanging out and chatting up other women in a bar
            behind her back.
         

         
         Wait, something seemed off. “Why didn’t he go home with Liz?”

         
         “Is it really any of your business?”

         
         Yes! Why was there even a question about it? “I’m looking out for my best friend.”
         

         
         “I thought I was your best friend.” Declan’s mocking pouty tone nearly got him decked.

         
         “Do you want a friendship bracelet to prove it?” Tate teased back. But he wanted Declan to start talking, because his brother
            held something back.
         

         
         Declan stared out the windshield for one long second, then spilled. “After you left, they danced and seemed to be having a
            good time. Then . . .”
         

         
         “Then what?”

         
         “He grabbed her arm on the dance floor and again at the table while they were talking. Looked intense.”

         
         “Did he hurt her?”

         
         Declan’s mouth dipped into a frown. “Not sure. But it didn’t seem friendly.”

         
         “I don’t like this.” You do not grab a woman that way. Ever. End of story.

         
         “You mean you don’t like him.”

         
         “I don’t like anyone who thinks they can put their hands on her.”

         
         Declan’s head rolled toward him again. Mirth shone in his eyes. “Is that right?”

         
         Tate swore and huffed out a frustrated sigh. “That’s not what I mean.”

         
         “Are you sure?” The teasing tone said Declan already knew the answer.

         
         Yes.

         
         No.

         
         He wished he knew.

         
         He spent half the night thinking about that and still hadn’t untangled his jumbled thoughts and didn’t even want to consider
            his feelings one way or the other because . . . Liz. Enough said. She was his friend. He liked it that way. Simple. Uncomplicated. Easy.
         

         
         They’d never mucked things up by getting personal. Yet their relationship went deeper than any other he’d had with another
            woman. Maybe because those had been heavy on the physical side of things and light on deep emotion. Liz knew him better than
            anyone. If he mixed in a physical relationship with her—
         

         
         He couldn’t go there.

         
         The friendship meant too much to him. And yet, it was because of her that they’d remained so close. She drove the relationship.

         
         He counted on her to keep them connected.

         
         Not that he didn’t call her or drop by to see her now and again. He did. But he reluctantly admitted that normally that was because he wanted something. 

         
         “I can practically feel you thinking.” Declan interrupted his thoughts. “You keep grinding away on this, smoke is going to
            come out your ears.”
         

         
         “Shut up.”

         
         “Very mature.” Declan settled back, eyes closed. “If you want things to be different, if you want to keep her, you need to be different.”
         

         
         He’d taken her for granted. He owned that. He owed her an apology for it, but it didn’t mean they shouldn’t be friends anymore.
            He could do better. He would.
         

         
         If she’d give him a shot.

         
         That if scared him.
         

         
         He didn’t want to lose her.

         
         Liz was special.

         
         Clint saw that. Maybe whatever they had wouldn’t last. He hoped it didn’t because Clint seemed like an asshat. The arm-grabbing
            thing definitely sent up a red flag. And he’d talk to Liz about it if she didn’t do something. Like leave the guy.
         

         
         But someone else would surely come along and see what a wonderful person she was and he’d be right back here faced with losing
            her as a friend. Because no way some guy would allow her to be best friends with him when she was with them.
         

         
         He wouldn’t want to share her.

         
         I don’t want to share her.

         
         Fuck.

         
         Did that mean he wanted her for himself?

         
         He wasn’t ready to go there. Not with so much at stake.

         
         Declan opened the passenger door the minute he stopped in the pasture. “You think on it too long, it might be too late.” Declan climbed out and slammed the door on the ominous declaration. 

         
         The cows made their way across the pasture, the sound of the truck bringing them for the feed Declan started tossing out the
            bed of the truck.
         

         
         Tate slammed his hand against the steering wheel. “Shit.”

         
         He needed to talk to Liz. Clear the air. Get their friendship back on track. Figure out where her head was at, and why the
            hell she’d give that guy the time of day.
         

         
         Could they still be friends if she was with someone else?

         
         If she left Clint, did Tate want something more with her?

         
         Could he risk what they had for something more?

         
         If he lost her either way, could he live with that?

         
         He didn’t want to think about it.

         
         Either way, he was tired of not knowing what she thought and what she wanted.

         
         He’d always known she’d liked him more than as a friend. He never acknowledged it or threw it in her face. Maybe his avoiding
            it had grown tiresome for her.
         

         
         He’d been careful not to hurt her feelings.

         
         Maybe his silence hurt more than if they’d talked about it and put it out there in the open.

         
         They’d had their share of spats in the past—mostly because he’d pissed her off about something—but they’d always worked things
            out.
         

         
         Most of this was probably his fault. He accepted that, no problem.

         
         If she had something to say, if she was angry with him for something he’d done, she should have come to him, not shut him out for six long weeks. 

         
         And okay, it shouldn’t have taken him that long to figure out they had a problem.

         
         Having a lot going on in his life didn’t excuse him from being blind and deaf when it came to his best friend.

         
         He’d fix this.

         
         He had to, because he didn’t want to think about his life without Liz in it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Liz looked up to greet the next customer coming in the door at Zen Out, the day spa she managed, but the only thing she could see of the guy behind the huge bouquet of flowers he carried were his
            black pants and shoes.
         

         
         “Hello there,” she called.

         
         “Delivery for Liz Scott.” The delivery guy set the basket on the counter and stepped to the side to see her.

         
         “That’s me.”

         
         He handed over a tablet. “Sign here please.”

         
         She squiggled what would have to pass as her signature with her fingertip and smiled. “I can’t believe they’re for me.”

         
         “Enjoy. Have a good day.” He walked out without her even attempting to give him a tip.

         
         She couldn’t take her eyes off the pretty flowers. Red roses, white carnations, pink lilies, purple asters were mixed in the
            greenery.
         

         
         She pulled the card out and read it.

         
         
            Even these aren’t as pretty as you.

            See you tonight. Clint

         

         She woke up this morning with a sense of relief that she’d decided to pump the brakes on her relationship with Clint. If it didn’t feel right, she didn’t want to waste time waiting for it to give her the feelings she thought she should have with someone. 

         
         And then Clint went and did this and her heart soared. The unexpected gift made her second-guess how she felt about him. Maybe
            she’d been too rash to think that one bad night meant they were doomed to a bad relationship.
         

         
         The bell dinged again. She tore her gaze from the flowers and took in the long, tall cowboy walking toward her without his
            signature good-natured smile.
         

         
         Tate stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets. “I’d have gotten you those pony flowers you like.”

         
         “Peony,” she corrected, but had to smile at his folly, though she suspected he knew the name of the flowers she liked and
            purposefully used pony to make her laugh. It worked. With Tate, it all worked. Except for the one thing she wanted with him: their friendship with sex.
         

         
         “And these are lovely.”

         
         Tate’s gaze took in the huge bouquet. “That’s a pretty big apology for him acting like a jackass last night.”

         
         “Imagine if we were dating and you had to make up for being a jackass for the last six weeks,” she shot back.

         
         Tate sighed and hung his head.

         
         Damnit, she hated when he looked all adorably apologetic. She usually let him off the hook without a second thought. But not this time. Not when he’d ignored her for weeks and didn’t even notice her absence. 

         
         It hurt. Deeply. He owed her an explanation and a real apology.

         
         Tate’s gaze came up and met hers. “Lizard—” He shut up the second she glared at that stupid nickname. “Liz. Please. Give me
            a chance to . . .”
         

         
         She waited ten seconds for him to finish that statement.

         
         In the end, nothing came out of his mouth. He just stared at her.

         
         One of their best customers and her friend Emmy came out of the back room. “Mrs. Bendle is finished with her facial and mani-pedi.”
            Emmy touched Mrs. Bendle’s shoulder in goodbye, then focused on Tate. “Sweet of you to bring Liz flowers.”
         

         
         Tate’s lips tilted in a lopsided frown. “They’re not from me.”

         
         “Too bad.” Emmy gave her an I’m-not-a-Clint-fan look, a tilt of her head in Tate’s direction, silently telling her to stick
            with him, then headed back to her work area. They’d had a couple conversations over the last few weeks about her budding relationship
            with Clint. Emmy thought her lack of enthusiasm meant she should stick with the man who made her heart race.
         

         
         What good was having all the feelings when she was the only one feeling them?

         
         Mrs. Bendle handed over her credit card. “I didn’t think men sent flowers anymore unless it’s one of those silly picture things
            they text. That’s not real. It lacks emotion. Flowers say something. He took the time.”
         

         
         Liz handed over the receipt for Mrs. Bendle’s signature. “That was my thought, too.”

         
         Tate glared at her.

         
         Mrs. Bendle took her copy of the receipt and turned to Tate. “Looks like you’ve got some competition.” She walked out, leaving
            those words hanging between her and Tate.
         

         
         She didn’t like the intense look in his eyes that she couldn’t read when usually she could practically speak every thought
            in Tate’s head. “You were saying?”
         

         
         He checked his watch. “It’s time for your break. Can I buy you lunch? I’d like to talk.”

         
         “Do you actually have something to say to me?”

         
         “Yes. Starting with, I don’t want to lose you.”

         
         Shocked, she gasped and braced her hands on the counter. “Tate—” The rest of what she wanted to say evaporated and her mouth
            snapped shut as Clint walked in the door, surprising her even more than Tate’s blunt words.
         

         
         “Hey baby.” Clint walked right past Tate without a word or look and came around the counter, took her face in his hands, and
            kissed her softly. “I missed you today. Thought we could have lunch together.”
         

         
         She stared up at him completely at a loss.

         
         “Did you like the flowers?”

         
         “Uh . . . They’re beautiful.”

         
         “Like you.” He brushed his nose against hers and his smile lit up his face and eyes.

         
         She had to admit, underneath her stunned surprise, her heart actually melted a little at his unexpected arrival, the sweet
            kiss, and his desire to see her.
         

         
         He didn’t stop with the flowers, he showed up.

         
         And it kind of made up for last night.

         
         Clint released her and turned to Tate. “Did I interrupt something?”

         
         Tate looked at her and cocked an eyebrow, expecting her to say something.

         
         “He came by to ask me to lunch, too.”

         
         Clint smiled down at her, then looked back at Tate. “I guess we both behaved badly last night.” Clint slipped his arm around
            her back. “I thought about it and you’ve been her friend long before I came along. It’s natural you’d look out for her and want only her happiness. I plan to keep making her happy,
            so I don’t see why we’d have a problem with each other.”
         

         
         Tate’s gaze bored into Clint’s. “I hope your night ended better than it started.”

         
         Clint shrugged with a mock frown. “Dancing with Liz made my night.” He looked down at her. “I only wish we’d stayed together
            last night. Instead, I let my jealousy get the better of me. I upset you. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         She pressed her hand to his chest. “I wasn’t at my best last night either. Let’s just forget it.” All that fretting over what
            happened last night seemed silly given Clint’s apology and change in attitude toward Tate.
         

         
         “Great. Let me take you for a burger at that place you love down the street. You can have one of those thick chocolate shakes.”

         
         “She likes vanilla shakes,” Tate pointed out.

         
         Clint kept the smile on his face and didn’t even blink. “Vanilla, it is.”

         
         She’d rather go over to Almost Homemade and get one of Trinity’s yummy Cobb salads, but how could she refuse Clint after the flowers and coming to her workplace in person to invite her to lunch. 

         
         She glanced at Tate, who immediately read her mind. “We’ll hook up later.”

         
         That got an eyebrow raise from Clint, but he held his tongue, taking Tate’s veiled taunt in stride.

         
         “Come by the cabin tonight,” Tate implored. He’d never spoken to her with such a need in his voice. “Please, Liz. We can’t
            leave things like this.”
         

         
         “We’re seeing that rom-com movie tonight at seven thirty.”

         
         She didn’t know anything about a date tonight. Clint had rolled his eyes when she mentioned she wanted to see that movie rather
            than whatever robot, blow-up-the-world thing he wanted to see. Again, he was trying to be nice and do what she wanted to do.
            Even if he hadn’t exactly asked her.
         

         
         The frustration in Tate’s eyes and voice made her sympathy spike. Tate’s unusually serious gaze held hers. “We will talk about
            this. I’m not giving up twenty-five years of friendship or you.”
         

         
         Startled he’d specifically say that last part, she cautioned herself against reading too much into it. Again.

         
         Tate shot Clint a deadly glare and walked out the door.

         
         Her stomach knotted watching him leave and not knowing if they’d ever get back to being what they used to be. Or to at least
            a more balanced friendship.
         

         
         “Ready to go to lunch?”

         
         Emmy walked out of the back to take over the front desk for her right on time. She stopped short at
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