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      Santa is bringing the enemy and Amanda is going to fall for him. He definitely wasn’t on her Christmas list. What if loving him ruins everything and everyone she cares about?

      Mistletoe is under attack and Amanda is at the forefront of the Christmas war. With nothing to lose, Amanda is determined to face down the problems tormenting her families – both of them.

      But when Amanda hires who she believes is a personal therapist, she plans on taking things to the next level. What she doesn’t plan on doing is falling for the man who ends up working for the enemy.

      When Tommy comes to get information on the town of Mistletoe and the families thriving there, the last thing he plans on doing is falling for the woman at the crux of the situation.

      But his protective instincts rear up as he realizes Amanda is trying to take on so much and she has no idea what she’s up against. With debts owed and unpaid, can Tommy do the job he was hired to do while keeping Amanda safe, or is he destined to destroy everything he touches?

      And can Amanda believe in love when she’s not even sure what family is?

      Continue with the Mistletoe Matchmakers and see just how much family and love play a role in finding redemption.
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      AMANDA

      Fidgeting with the tassels on her brown and blue scarf, Amanda took a deep breath and looked around the unassuming office building.

      She’d never been inside a therapist’s business place before. Were the walls supposed to be neutral and almost boring in color? Or the fake Ficus plants supposed to look so falsely cheery? Nothing about the dull cushions or the worn carpet made her feel comforted. Was that part of the strategy?

      Someone must have recently heated something in the microwave somewhere with the lingering scent of a stew or casserole wafting around Amanda and a few of the other people sitting in the gray and blue tweed style lobby chairs. Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten all day because of nerves.

      It wasn’t every day someone signed up for therapy.

      Over twenty of the flat backed seats had been set up along the periphery of the large room with sporadic lines stretching toward the desks on the opposite side of the entrance doorways separating the lobby space into smaller waiting areas.

      Biting the soft inner skin of her cheek, Amanda shifted on the seat and cast another anxious glance in the direction of the empty reception desk.

      A small white sign read, “At lunch. Back at one.” At one. It was 1:01.

      At just that moment, a smartly dressed woman in a white blouse and black pencil skirt sauntered from somewhere behind her desk and claimed her seat. She tucked the sign away, putting a headset on and signing onto the computer. Her professional smile was already in place. She notably avoided looking at anyone in the waiting area, like she didn’t dare bring on the influx that would surely follow.

      Amanda suddenly didn’t want to approach the desk and talk about what she needed. This wasn’t like some standard doctor visit. She didn’t want to get to know the receptionist who, while appearing very friendly, didn’t seem overly warm. Maybe they grew them differently in Colby, Montana, or maybe Amanda was just looking for something to dislike so she could back out. Either option was very plausible.

      Shaking her head, Amanda stood and turned toward the doors. Talking herself out of staying and filling out the paperwork wasn’t hard. Just how badly did she want to get therapy? Not at all, actually. In fact, she was only there because her family had encouraged her to do something. Anything to help her make sense of what was happening.

      Her phone buzzed in her hand as she reached the door to the exterior lobby of the large office building. Glancing at the screen, Amanda wrinkled her nose. She grinned tightly and swiped the screen. “Taylor. How’s it going?”

      “You’re leaving the office, aren’t you? I had a feeling you might want to bolt. I think you should know that this is good for you. Therapy is going to help you deal with all of this a lot better than if you try to take it on by yourself. You understand that, right?” Amanda’s sister’s voice was consoling while also being on the closer side of challenging.

      Amanda released the door handle and turned back, pressing her lips into a thin line. “I’m waiting to talk to the receptionist. I wasn’t leaving or anything else. I know I need this.” Amanda rolled her eyes as she blatantly lied – they both knew she lied – but Taylor didn’t call her on it. Good thing. The call ended with Taylor laughing about something one of her twins was doing.

      Tucking her phone into her pocket, Amanda looked up, straight into the eyes of the receptionist who arched an eyebrow as she studied Amanda. “Can I help you?” Professional. For some reason, the woman’s attitude struck Amanda as offsetting, but Taylor’s nagging call still rang in her ears.

      Stepping up to the desk, Amanda smiled tightly. “I need some paperwork. I have a consultation today. The name is Amanda Dean.” She shifted her feet. She didn’t want to be there. She didn’t want to talk to a stranger about her problems. How could she trust anyone with her secrets?

      “Of course. Here’s your paperwork and the last page is the list of therapists we have on staff. We’ll put you with an onboarding consultation today, but most likely that will be who you continue seeing. We don’t like to move patients around from their therapists. Do you have a preference on a male or female?” The woman finished her spiel like she’d said it a hundred times a day for the last decade even though she couldn’t even be in her mid-twenties.

      Amanda slowly accepted the clipboard and then flipped to the last page. There were a lot of pages to fill out, but that wasn’t the overwhelming part. The list of therapists working there for Amanda to choose from made her catch her breath.

      She studied the first few names and then lowered the clipboard. “I… Is it okay, if I just let you choose? I don’t know any of these names or anything about any of them. I’m not partial to male or female, either.” It was like asking her to pick out what kind of flower she wanted for an event.

      Flowers were for her sister to dwell on. Or cakes or cookies would be for Cari, another sister to decide on things.

      No, Amanda wasn’t sure what she preferred or what her specialty was. She didn’t know anything about herself.

      That’s why she needed the therapist. Once she could get past finding out the truth about her parenting, she could start understanding more about herself. That was the theory, anyway.

      As if the receptionist could possibly understand where Amanda was coming from, she nodded conspiratorially. “Don’t worry. You’re not the only one who has that problem. Fill out the paperwork and we’ll see who your best match would be from there.”

      Best match? Like when Amanda was matching people up for marriage and a life together? How in the dickens would this receptionist be able to know what Amanda needed? It’s not like there was a compatibility test for the therapy, was there?

      She clenched her fingers around the stiff, thick pack of papers made stiffer by the clipboard and she turned back to the chair she’d originally waited in.

      Sinking back to the oddly comfortable cushion, Amanda pulled a pen from her purse and started the arduous process of filling out the forms. Yep, a four-page questionnaire was extremely similar to the matchmaking surveys she gave to clients looking for love.

      Ten minutes later, Amanda sat up from her hunched position and sighed. She flipped through the pages one last time and returned her pen to the depths of her purse. She approached the reception desk again, but the woman was gone.

      How many breaks did a person need? The time commitment was already more than she wanted to make and she hadn’t even seen anyone yet.

      Amanda set her clipboard on the desk for the woman to find and turned back to the chair to wait. How much longer would she need to wait to meet the person who would help her make sense of finding out her father wasn’t her father and her mother had had an affair?

      How much longer until Amanda’s thoughts made sense and she didn’t feel like the outsider everywhere she went?

      How much longer until Amanda didn’t feel like she was completely alone?
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      TOMMY

      The woman’s dark curls gave her away immediately. Tommy had studied the plethora of photos his client had sent him of his target and he’d memorized every curve of her face and every detail the pictures could portray.

      Somehow, the images had failed to express the graceful way she moved or the soft lilt to her voice. Somehow, they’d failed to warn him just how intrigued by her Tommy would be.

      If he’d had a heads up, he would have rethought the assignment. But as it was, private investigator work wasn’t as high paying as one would hope and he couldn’t afford to be as picky as he’d like.

      A man couldn’t have too much pride when he had bills to pay and family members to take care of. No. Tommy’s responsibilities outweighed his personal options. Plus, he was good at what he did.

      But he’d been studying the Dean woman for the last week and he was ready to make contact. But how?

      When she set the clipboard down on the absent receptionist’s desk, it was like getting back-leg-kicked in the gut by a cranky mare. Of course. He could pretend to be her therapist.

      How hard could being a therapist be? Listen to someone’s problems, offer a random um-hmm here and there and send them on their way after the hour. Easy.

      He sidled from around the corner where he’d been standing and gripped the edges of the clipboard in a tight hold. He stood to the side, moving toward the doors off the lobby leading into the office. He glanced at the paperwork as if he didn’t know the patient’s name and then glanced up, looking around the waiting room like he had no idea her curvy body was feet from where he stood. “Amanda, Dean?”

      She leaned forward, lifting her hand in the air and staring his direction. “Here.” She stood, rearranging the strap of her purse over her shoulder and stepping his way. She glanced toward the rear of the receptionist area and looked at him quizzically. “Should we be going that way?”

      Tommy swallowed, jolted off-guard as her silky voice directed his way. He waved over his shoulder with her paperwork. “Actually, my office is under construction, so we’ll use some of the conference rooms out here until everything is situated. Is that okay with you?” He strove for professional, but he wanted to lose himself in her blue eyes. He’d never seen such thickly lashed pools of sapphire before. Oh great, listen to him now. He was waxing poetic about the way one of his marks looked.

      Keep it together, man. You have a job to do.

      Amanda didn’t argue as she shook her head and followed him out into the larger foyer area of the office building. “No, that’s fine. I’m actually grateful I don’t have to deal with that robot up front anymore.” She laughed, the sound tinkling around Tommy and filling him with an unaccustomed warmth.

      He motioned her into the first conference room he came across.

      Opening the door and ushering her inside as he glanced behind them to make sure no one followed him.

      From what he understood, those rooms were open for anyone to use. He dropped the blinds on the windows looking into the rest of the interior of the office space and then turned back to Amanda, a smile on his face. “Okay, so let’s get settled. You pick a place to sit and I’ll follow suit.” He wanted her to be comfortable before he started asking her questions.

      Mentally, he patted his own back. This might be his best idea yet. He’d have full access to all the information he needed.

      His client had hired him to get as much information from the leggy dark-haired woman as he could. According to Ms. Halliwell, Amanda had stolen a large sum of money from her and it was Tommy’s job to find out where she would have hidden it.

      Not only was he supposed to find out about the money, he had a list of things he was supposed to get from places in Mistletoe. He’d been following Amanda for a couple weeks and still had no idea where to start.

      He had to find the items Ms. Halliwell had asked for. The amount of money she’d promised him surpassed any debt he had. He needed to complete the assignment.

      Amanda licked her lips and slowly pulled her jacket off, hanging it from the back of her chair. Her glossy curls fell down her back and shoulders, in stark contrast to the turquoise blouse she’d paired with black jeans that snugged her hips and thighs.

      She sank to the chair and splayed her hands on the table. “I’m sorry. I’ve never done this before. I’m as nervous as the first time I got a massage.” She laughed, shaking her head at some joke and huffing.

      Tommy stared at her, bemused as he rounded the end of the long table to take a seat across from her. Interesting, that with all of the money and privileges she supposedly had not to mention the other traits Ms. Halliwell had been determined to label Amanda with, Amanda hadn’t sat at the head of the table. She’d taken a seat near the end and away from the front. Extremely unexpected for a spoiled rich girl.

      Placing the file of information on the table in front of the chair, he pulled out and then took the seat obviously for him. He smiled at Amanda and her becoming pink cheeks. “What happened the first time you got a massage?”

      Amanda’s blue eyes twinkled and she leaned forward, slowly taking off her gloves. “Well, my sister set up the appointment with a masseuse named Raoul.” She laughed and shook her head, the curls bouncing just past her shoulder line.

      Tommy smiled in spite of himself and waited for her to go on.

      She giggled at the memory and waved her hand. “I’m led back to the room and then left in there to wait for this guy. No one said anything about changing yet or anything, so I just stood there. Then in walks this extremely handsome man. I just stared at him. It was… horrifying. But that’s not all. No, there’s more.”

      Tommy leaned back in his chair, full on grinning at Amanda. “I bet there is.”

      As if he hadn’t said anything, Amanda continued. “Raoul looks me over and says, okay, you’re going to need to change and get into position. I’ll wait about five minutes and then come back in. Which is fine, right? Pretty self-explanatory. Except, no one told me I was supposed to get under the sheet or that I could wear a robe or even what to change into. I literally got naked and then stood there.” She closed her eyes, her cheeks bright pink. Then she opened them, her smile broad. “See? Definitely something to be nervous about. What if that happened again?”

      Tommy couldn’t help laughing and shaking his head. “You were nervous you were going to be asked to disrobe for therapy? What kind of therapy are you here for?”

      Amanda cleared her throat and continued chuckling. “Well, I’m… I’m horribly messed up. I think I have daddy issues which until recently I thought for sure were mommy issues. Really what it comes down to is I have serious issues and I’m hoping you’ll tell me what kind of issues they are and how to fix them.”

      Her easy going self-deprecation lacked any real cynicism until Tommy looked a little closer into her eyes. There was sadness and doubt there and he suddenly didn’t know what to say.

      His education definitely wasn’t in psychology. He didn’t need the degree to see that something was bothering Amanda on a deeper level. All he had to do was figure out what it was.

      Maybe it was the guilt behind stealing Ms. Halliwell’s money. Or maybe it was the worry that one day her guilt would catch up to her. Whatever bothered her, Tommy hoped it wouldn’t take long to get the truth out. He didn’t know how long he could be around Amanda’s disarming charm without being affected.

      She studied him, and Tommy realized he hadn’t said anything for a bit. Cocking her head to the side, Amanda quirked an eyebrow. “Do you have a prognosis at this point? Am I curable?”

      Exhaling, Tommy adjusted in his seat, offering a smile to lighten the moment. “Well, I wish I could just whip out a term and throw down some treatment, but that’s not the way this works. We’ll pretty much be talking with each other an hour or so a week. More if we can swing it.”

      He motioned toward the paper in front of him, as if he had any idea what he was doing. “I’ll take notes and then analyze what you tell me and then share any insights I’m able to gather. The best thing about this whole process is the unbiased opinion I can offer.” Unbiased. Well, that wasn’t exactly true, but neither was pretending to be a therapist feet away from the real therapy office.

      All he had to do was get the information he needed and then he could call her and have her set up a new appointment with the office. That’s it. Nothing could be easier. She’d never have to know.

      Tommy could get in, do his job, and then get out. No one would have to get hurt, especially the woman he was already fast learning had a small degree of self-hatred that Tommy didn’t understand.

      Guilt could do that to a person. Maybe she really was guilty of what Ms. Halliwell had said. If Amanda was guilty, then that made things a thousand times easier on Tommy.

      “So, what do you think about your father?” Tommy crossed his leg like he’d seen a psychologist do on TV once. He wasn’t an office worker. He preferred working in the field or manning the family ranch. Sitting behind a table wasn’t exactly his place of choice. But he could do whatever he needed to in order to save the family ranch, Divinity.

      But it would be hard with such a beautiful woman sitting across from him, distracting him from his main objective.

      Amanda jerked back; her eyes wide. “Wow, you just jump right in, don’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

      Had he asked something wrong? “Isn’t that what we’re here for? Would you rather waste your time and money on talking about the weather?” Yes, he’d come at it like he was an aggressive therapist. Was there such a thing?

      Amanda considered him for a minute. In fact, she stared at him so long, while nibbling on her lower lip, Tommy thought for sure she was on to him.

      After a minute, she sighed, blowing so her lips parted. She slouched backwards, folding her arms and averting her gaze. “Yeah, you’re right. I just wasn’t ready to talk about… him.”

      “Let’s make this easier to talk about. Pick one word that describes your father.” That should be easy, right? Tommy was flying blind. The one word he’d use to describe his father wasn’t a word to be said in polite company. Even in bawdy company, the word wasn’t appropriate – dead or alive.

      “Which one?” Amanda narrowed her eyes, leaving her arms folded.

      “Which one? Like which word?” Tommy furrowed his brow. She’d already confused him and they hadn’t even really gotten started.

      “No. Which father. Apparently, the man who raised me isn’t my biological father. My mother had an affair with our family rival and now I found out that a couple of my sisters’ husbands are actually my half-brothers. I’m not quite sure which father you want me to assign a word to.” Her eyes glistened with tears and she dropped her challenging gaze to the top of the table.

      Tommy processed what she’d said, unsure how any of that information was helpful for his case. He blinked and when he spoke it was slow. “Well, that’s… Yes, I can see how that would be hard. How about we focus on one at a time. What about the man who raised you? What word would you use to describe him?” Yes, safe. Tommy could do safe. He was stepping into something outside of his realm of understanding and he had a horrible feeling that if he messed up, he could potentially ruin this woman’s life.

      “One word?” Amanda took a deep breath and continued staring at the table, as if she were lost in thought.

      The room became so quiet that Tommy could hear the different nuances of their breathing.

      Amanda’s was a little shallower, a little faster. She had a lot more at stake in those moments spent with Tommy. He was after answers to sell to a client while Amanda was after answers to help figure out her mental game for her life. Definitely more invested. His conscience was pricked and Tommy didn’t like the feeling at all.

      “When you look at your father, what do you think?” Tommy twirled the pen he had from his own stuff, grateful he had something to do with his hands, even if it was fidgety and on the annoying side.

      Amanda finally raised her gaze to Tommy’s face. “Dad. I would describe him as dad. Does that word count?” Her words trailed off between them, full of emotional questions.

      Tommy leaned forward. “I think the most important thing is that the word means something to you. This isn’t what I think about your father, this is what you think about him. If you think of him as Dad, then that is the word you should use.” If he didn’t say so himself, he’d have to say he sounded like he knew what he was talking about. Not such a bad job. He’d take it.

      A single solitary tear trailed down Amanda’s cheek, stirring something in Tommy’s chest. “What if he doesn’t think of me as his daughter anymore? We all just found out… and… I’m afraid he doesn’t love me anymore.” Amanda’s voice had a raw edge from the emotional upheaval evident in the way she held her shoulders and the tightness to her expression.

      Did he refute what she was doubting, or did he recommend a solution?

      A lot more hung on the line with this new route he’d decided to take.

      How did he back out without compromising everything he’d already done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      AMANDA

      The receptionist had made Amanda never want to return to the therapy place. Now, Tommy, her therapist, made her never want to leave.

      Was it ethical to have such a good-looking man be a therapist? There was something about him that made it easy to talk, easy to divulge her secrets to him. He didn’t seem like he was asking questions to figure out what was wrong with her, but more like he was engaged in a conversation to get to know her better.

      Tommy wanted to get together in a couple days, even made note of it in his notebook before she shook his hand and walked from the room.

      Her hand still tingled. She didn’t remember anything spectacular about their standard handshake. Nothing out of the norm, except for the man attached to the hand with broad shoulders, long legs, a hard jawline, and piercing gray eyes.

      Who would have thought gray could be so arresting? And, dang her for noticing his eye color. The whole thing was not the best situation. She needed someone she didn’t feel self-conscious around.

      Wait, but she hadn’t. She’d actually felt… like herself in that chair across from him. She hadn’t felt like she had to hide anything or smother the things she wanted to say. She simply could be herself.

      Amanda couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like that.

      Even before she found out her father wasn’t really her father, Amanda had always felt like she didn’t fit in; not with her sisters, not with the kids at school, not with their church group, not even with the animals in the barn. She didn’t fit in.

      No matter what anyone said, she never fit in and she could tell.

      But not too long ago, she’d found out why she felt so out of place. Now, she just needed to figure out how to put the answers into order so that she could finally find where she fit, where she belonged. Her dad’s idea, well, did she continue calling him Dad? Was he her dad?

      As Amanda climbed into her rig, she blinked back tears. She certainly hoped she could still call him Dad. He was the only father she knew and she loved him, regardless of the lack of blood relation. But how did he feel about it? He probably thought he wanted nothing to do with her. Maybe he even felt betrayed. She didn’t blame him. It made perfect sense he would feel that way. His wife had had an affair and gotten pregnant with Amanda and had played it off as if the baby was David’s.

      She gripped the steering wheel with tight fingers and drove onto the highway entrance, distracted by the fact that she had no idea what she was doing, no idea what she should do, and no idea how she should feel in the situation. All of the confusion was enough to overwhelm her. She wanted to feel better about herself and what she did and until that afternoon, she hadn’t thought it was possible.

      But Tommy… With their short session, she felt like maybe she had hope. That was more than anything else she could have thought possible.

      Amanda’s cell rang and she pushed the answer button on her Bluetooth connection on the dash of her truck. “This is Amanda.”

      “Hey, it’s Tay. Can you stop in town and pick-up Dad’s suit? He’s gone until later in the week and Cynthia said she’s closing the laundromat for the weekend. Dad needs it for the judges’ panel.” Taylor was all business during the day and it somehow made Amanda feel even more normal.

      Taylor wasn’t hemming and hawing around Amanda, nervous to make her feel bad. Instead, she acted like she always did. Amanda appreciated that. She needed that. Something to feel normal.

      “Yeah, of course. Dad’s out of town still?” Amanda’s voice faltered on the word Dad, but she talked like nothing in her life had changed.

      “That’s right. If you need to come to our place for dinner, come over at five. We’re having fish sticks. I have no idea why, but that’s what Isaac wants lately, so that’s what we’re eating. I’m not going to lie; I can’t wait for him to get out of this tater tot loving phase and into a more…” She sighed like she couldn’t find the right words.

      “Pizza loving stage? Steak loving? What would you prefer?” Amanda laughed and shook her head, glancing behind her and switching lanes as she passed a semi-truck on the freeway.

      “Well, steak wouldn’t be a bad thing.” Taylor laughed as well. “Okay, grab that for Dad and I’ll see you at five, if you decide to come. Bring some adult food, if you do.” Taylor chuckled with just a hint of exasperation in her voice. She loved her children, that much was evident, but probably like most parents, Taylor reached her patience levels and didn’t know what to do.

      Amanda would probably need to give Taylor a break with her three kids sometime soon. Anything to keep her sister from losing the fine line of control she held onto everything with.

      They said their goodbyes and thirty minutes later, Amanda pulled in front of the Mistletoe Dry Cleaners shop to retrieve her father’s suit.

      Most of the businesses in town would close up for a week in late October or early November for their holiday vacation or hunting season. Once the business owners came back, things would hit full swing for the holidays and the Mistletoe Matchmaking annual competition. Even the date auction had become a part of tradition now.

      After collecting the article of clothing, Amanda stowed it in the front seat and made her way to the grocery store. Following the store, she stopped by the bakery owned by her sister, Cari, to claim some of the Samoa donuts Cari had promised would be on special this week.

      Amanda planned on eating ten of the sweet treats, but only bought five. Her plans didn’t need to come to fruition. Not when the donuts would mean she’d have to go up a size in pants within a week. Some things just didn’t need to be accomplished.

      Five wouldn’t hurt anyone, though. She snort laughed as she tried to convince herself of that.

      Amanda walked around the town of Mistletoe, unwilling to go into the office or anywhere more family centric for her. She couldn’t go into the Deans’ offices – her mother’s side – and she couldn’t go to the Wilsons’ offices – her biological father’s side.

      The Wilsons also just happened to be the in-laws of Taylor and Lily, two of Amanda’s sisters. The revelation that the Wilson father had been having an affair with the Dean mother hadn’t been received with any great excitement.

      The Deans and Wilsons had a feud and rivalry that spanned decades and had only just recently been softened to become a comradery. Now, though, all that was on tremulous standing and Amanda had no idea what to expect with the new information reveal regarding her parentage.

      She avoided both family offices. Amanda didn’t even know how to tell Taylor she couldn’t go to their house for dinner since… she really wasn’t sure how to talk to Roman since he was actually Amanda’s half-brother.

      Amanda stopped outside the door to the main café in the middle of town and sighed.

      Snow drifted slowly from the cloud-laden sky, dampening the sounds of cars and trucks driving along the freshly plowed roads. Bright Christmas lights outlined many of the building edges, keeping them easy to make out in the rapidly darkening evening.

      Amanda sighed again, taking a small amount of satisfaction in the white puff of air that appeared in front of her, stark against the night.

      She wasn’t going to Taylor’s, but she was hungry. Since Dad wasn’t home, she could eat in town and not feel like she was abandoning anyone at the house. Brooke and Tanya would find their own reason to go out to eat, probably in Colby. They liked the night life a little more than Amanda did.

      Turning, Amanda pulled open the door to the café and strode inside, waiting for a booth to open up. The café was packed during the dinner hour and with the dinner special of Mrs. Claus’s Meatloaf and Elf potatoes listed on the board, things were even busier than normal.

      With the bustle of the servers rushing here and there and the muted sounds of customers talking, dishes clinking, and the cook calling out orders, the normalcy of the setting washed comfort over Amanda. She tugged her gloves off, tucking them into the pockets of her thick down-alternative jacket. Unzipping her coat, she pulled it off and draped it over her arm. She folded her arms against her waist while she waited.

      The smell of gravy left a delicious aroma to linger on the air and her stomach growled. She hadn’t realized how hungry she really was.

      “Hey, Amanda, a booth just came open, is that okay?” Millie grabbed a glass of water and motioned for Amanda to follow her. She knew the booth was optimal and asked out of formality.

      “Always.” Amanda grinned, following Millie and grinning in hello to numerous individuals she recognized as she walked by.

      She slid into the booth bench seat and set her jacket on the seat beside her. Facing the door would give her more of a view of the restaurant and she could smile at anyone else who might come in that she knew. She was eating alone. She wasn’t a leper.

      Millie took her order and dashed away to take another. The door opened again, the dinging of the bell overhead catching Amanda’s attention.

      She blinked in surprise at the sudden appearance of her therapist by the doorway.

      His low-brimmed cowboy hat enhanced the lines of his jaw and accentuated the shadows around his eyes. He tucked his hands into his well-stacked jean pockets and glanced around at the packed restaurant. He wouldn’t have a table for a good half-hour at best. Millie confirmed that as she called out the wait time as she strode by him.

      Did Amanda invite him over? Would that be inappropriate considering he was her therapist and she wasn’t sure who she was? Oh, well, questions aside, he shouldn’t have to wait so long to eat. She was alone. It wouldn’t hurt anything.

      Amanda raised her hand and motioned him over. He caught her eye, his own widening as recognition settled into his expression.

      After a second, he strode toward her, his fleece-lined jacket moving around his waist as his arms moved in tandem with his strides.

      Dang the man for his appeal. Amanda needed to get better. She didn’t need to be attracted to anyone. Especially her therapist. Was it too soon to ask for a transfer? No. She couldn’t be attracted to anyone.

      She’d have to make sure and keep that clear to both Tommy and her.

      He would probably be easier to convince than she would.

      Dang it all.
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      TAYLOR

      “Isaac, honey, are you sure you don’t want ketchup for your tater tots?” Taylor cringed as her toddler son pointed at the syrup he’d gotten out to go with dinner. Syrup. The maple kind that was good on pancakes but never in the history of the world was it good on tater tots.

      Taylor kind of wanted to gag.

      The twins were down for a nap. A cold ran through their small family and was ending with the small pair of babies with stuffy noses and more sleeping than normal.

      The backdoor opened and Roman strode in, his smile broad and bright as his gaze landed on his wife.

      Relief flooded through Taylor at the sight of her handsome, charismatic husband. She sighed and glanced toward the ceiling as she motioned toward Isaac. “Your son is eating dinner. I made something different for us.” She usually didn’t make anything special for them. They all ate the same things, but she needed something adult like steak, or chicken, or even fish. Anything that made her feel like she was old enough to use a fork and not rely on her fingers to dip the food.

      Roman pulled his hat off, hanging it on the hook by the door. His ruffled hair only seemed to increase the bright blue of his Wilson eyes. His crooked smile and quirked eyebrow made Taylor giggle and Roman shot a glance at their oldest son. “He’s my child, huh? Are you sure? You’re the one with the sweet tooth.”

      Taylor narrowed her eyes and folded her arms. “Okay, Roman Wilson, you know that isn’t true. You’re the one who ate the maple bar Texas donut from Cari’s and asked her to stuff it with marshmallow crème.”

      “And you’re the one who ate it.” Roman bent down, wrapping his arms around Taylor’s waist and nuzzling his cold nose against her neck. “Hm. You smell good. Have you been inside all day? The snow is constant.”

      She couldn’t help the smile on her lips. Just being around Roman left her feeling safe and warm. She nodded. “Yeah, the twins still aren’t feeling great. Their fevers broke today before lunch and they’re sleeping again. It might be a late night.” She stayed up late with the children so Roman didn’t have to.

      He worked hard all day helping his mother fix the damage to their property from the recent fires and also checking in on the business aspects of their lives. He was busy and he did all of that so Taylor didn’t have to. She relished the time she got to spend with their children and Roman did whatever it took to make sure she got to continue doing it.

      Roman released his hold on her and went to the sink, washing his hands and wiping them on the small kitchen towel hanging from the stove handle. “I’ll eat whatever you feed me, but if you put syrup on it, we’re going to have marital problems.” He winked and stood with his hands on his hips as he surveyed the kitchen. “What can I help with? Do you need anything chopped up? I’ll probably burn anything you don’t have taped down, but I can help with anything else.” He looked expectantly at Taylor.

      Her heart warmed again, filled with gratitude for a man who would do anything for her. She couldn’t believe he’d walked away all those years ago, but she was so glad he’d come back. Nothing she had – their family – would be possible without that second chance he’d returned for.

      “Actually, dinner is finished. I was just waiting for you to get home to serve it.” She motioned toward the table and turned toward the oven, glancing at the greenlight digital clock above the burners. “I told Amanda to come over for dinner since Dad’s gone, but I said to be here by five if she was coming.” Since it was five-thirty, Taylor was probably safe in assuming Amanda wasn’t going to be able to make it.

      “Yeah, I understand. She’s got a lot she’s dealing with.” Roman’s tone had a bit of dejection to it.

      Taylor turned with the hot pan in her hands. She softly set it on the stove top. “Are you okay? I never thought about what this would mean to you guys
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