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      Mistletoe matchmaking season is revving up with more weddings and Santa visits. Just when the townspeople think they’ve seen it all, the matchmaking families, the Deans and the Wilsons, have another surprise in their stockings.

      Austin Wilson has loved his best-friend Samantha since the first time he saw her sparkling eyes, but she’s kept him at arm’s length.

      When Austin decides it’s time to move on, Samantha has the opportunity to see him with another woman.

      And she doesn’t like it.

      Forced to see Austin as more than a friend, Samantha suddenly realizes she can’t lose him to anyone else. She needs him and that scares her.

      Desperate to get his attention, Samantha offers to take Austin on a tour of a property where they end up getting stranded together. Their true feelings come out, but is it too late?

      Austin’s girlfriend is coming to town and Austin has to decide if he wants to take a chance on a friendship, he wouldn’t trade for anything in the world or a woman who never stuck him in the friend zone. Samantha has to accept his decision, even if it means losing the only man she’s ever been able to rely on.
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      AUSTIN

      Austin stretched his arm to the side, holding the phone to his ear with the other. He couldn’t figure out why his shoulder was so sore. He hadn’t gone roping in a few weeks and the day before when he’d loaded hay bales with Flynne he’d used the unaffected side.

      “I’m just saying, I think we should consider checking out the concert.” Jesse, Austin’s long-distance girlfriend, giggled in his ear on the cell.

      Austin leaned back in his office chair and swung side to side with the toe of his boot pushing on the ground. He smiled and shook his head. “If you want to go to that concert, that’s fine. I’ll order some tickets.” He cringed; grateful she wasn’t right in front of him to see just how abhorrent the idea was.

      Crowds were not Austin’s idea of fun. In fact, saying Austin wasn’t much on being around groups of people, let alone large groups, was like saying a bull got mad when he saw red. Austin would rather spend a quiet night in or a sunny day outside with horses or other animals. He didn’t need a lot of people around to make him happy.

      “Thanks, honey. It’s only a week away. I’m so excited. Do you guys have snow yet?” Jesse’s flirting tone didn’t abate as she continued through the normal outline of their daily conversations.

      After being together for only six months, Austin couldn’t believe they’d fallen into a rut already. He wasn’t complaining. One of Austin’s favorite things was routine. Surprises weren’t for him.  “We do have a little snow. We’re supposed to get a huge storm this weekend before you come, so make sure you have snow tires on your car.”

      Jesse gave a small gasp before saying, “Oh, I forgot to tell you what I heard from Cynthia yesterday at work.” As Jesse started in on the gossip she felt she had to report to Austin, he allowed his thoughts to roam.

      His office wasn’t in the front nor the back of the offices. Smack dab in the middle of the hallway, he had access to seeing everyone walk by to get to the restrooms by Roman’s office. He was almost directly across from the modest kitchen and breakroom the brothers kept stocked with donuts, bagels, and coffee.

      A large, fairly unused desk calendar dominated the majority of his desk surface dotted with coffee stains, various marker lines and doodles, and two incorrectly inputted appointments.

      He hated surprises, but he also hated planning things out. Nothing like his sister-in-law, Taylor. Roman’s wife could plan anything and she did it effortlessly. One thing Austin loved about her. She liked things to be as organized and un-surprising as Austin did. He could appreciate that kind of a characteristic.

      To the side of the desk calendar, an all-in-one twenty-seven-inch computer glowed. He’d pulled up his email as well as a site that specialized in gun trading and horse tack. Austin flipped between both sites as Jesse rambled excitedly about something Cynthia had said. Austin couldn’t keep track of Jesse’s friends. Another good point to having long-distance relationships.

      He made non-committal comments as she continued and he stopped his site switching to study a new saddle design a little closer. The lines were exactly what he was looking for to add to the tack he hoarded for his mare. She’d probably look even stronger with the thick rawhide-style lines strapped to her back.

      A red dot attached itself to the email icon, notifying him of a new email. He rolled his shoulder forward again as he clicked on the email tab. Jesse continued talking in his ear.

      A new message had landed in his inbox.

      From Samantha.

      Austin stared at the subject line.

      

      Lunch?

      

      Lunch? She wanted to have lunch with him? Austin hadn’t seen Samantha in almost a month. That was the worst best-friend behavior he’d ever heard of, but at the same time, he appreciated the break of dodging her questions about what he was doing, where he was going, and anything else he’d have to lie about.

      She didn’t know about Jesse. Not yet and he wasn’t quite ready to tell her.

      But Austin knew all about Steve, or Stefan, or whatever his name was. Her almost-a-year boyfriend. Christmas Eve would mark the anniversary and Austin dreaded what might happen when that day hit.

      Stefan-what’s-his-name would probably propose. If he was smart, he wouldn’t let Samantha get away. The man must be smart, if he’d kept her attention for almost a year. Something Austin had never been able to get – not romantically anyway.

      “Do you think your mom would want to do a family dinner while I’m there?” Jesse’s comment broke through Austin’s thoughts.

      Another secret he hadn’t shared with Jesse; the fact that he hadn’t yet told his family about her. In fact, no one in Mistletoe had any idea she even existed.

      Austin blinked, dropping his gaze from the subject line of Samantha’s email and straightening in his seat. “Um, yeah, maybe? I don’t know. I’ll have to check with her. She’s been watching Roman’s son lately with the contest in full swing. Those Dean women have been raising the bar.” He shook his head, good-naturedly grinning at the observation.

      The Deans and Wilsons had rivaled as long as Austin could remember. Things had taken on a different twist when his brother had married a Dean and then again when his other brother had done the same.

      “Well, just so long as none of those women have set their hearts on you.” Jesse said it teasingly, but there was an undercurrent of worry in her voice.

      Austin laughed, shaking his head. “You have nothing to worry about there, Jesse. I don’t think any of them want to join the two families together any more than we already are.” Not to mention, Austin had a hard time seeing any one of them as more than friends.

      Except Samantha.

      And she didn’t count since she wasn’t even a Wilson.

      He brushed that thought aside. She wasn’t an option for him. He had to get his romantic interests toward his best-friend out of his head and heart. All that time they’d been friends, he’d never been able to get her to see him as anything but her reliable Austin. Seeing his brothers, Roman and Brock, thriving in marital bliss had convinced Austin he had to move on from his hopes with Samantha. Lower his expectations or something since he wasn’t getting any younger.

      He wanted children and to be settled down. As a matchmaker in the town of Mistletoe, Austin wasn’t exactly living up to what he promised his clients. That fact bugged all of the single matchmakers.

      “Thanks for saying that, Austin. I just… Yeah, never mind. I’ve got my whole visit figured out. Did you want me to make any reservations or anything special?” Was that hope in her voice? Did she want to go somewhere specific and Austin didn’t know? What was he missing?

      “Um, I don’t know. Is there anywhere in particular you want to go?” He hated the guessing games. Why couldn’t she just come out and tell him what she wanted? It didn’t help that they were as far away as they were which made it difficult to see her facial expressions as she spoke.

      “No, it’s fine. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t leaving anything out.” Jesse cleared her throat, unable to hide the disappointment in her voice.

      What would she be disappointed in? Austin was taking the entire week off work to spend time with her. He was letting her plan her time up there, taking her wherever she wanted to go. What else did she want?

      Exhausted already from the expectations of a still-fairly new relationship, Austin pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. “Okay, I better get going. I have some meetings this morning and I need to talk to Roman about his plans for the contest.”

      “Oh, okay, sure, of course. Have a great day and I’ll talk to you tomorrow? Um, love you.” Jesse had started telling him she loved him about a month ago, taking Austin off-guard. How did you reply to that when you’d only seen each other the one time?

      “Yeah, okay, you, too.” He hadn’t said it back yet, relying on the easily phrased ‘you, too’ that fell from his lips. He wasn’t sure he could love anyone besides Samantha.

      All he knew was he had to try. That’s all he could promise anyone, especially himself.

      They hung up and Austin set his phone down on the desk, glaring at the computer as he sank back against the high-backed office chair.

      Brock ambled by Austin’s open office door. He hadn’t yet taken his cowboy hat off, tilting it forward with his focus on a stack of paper in his hands. He glanced in the doorway at Austin and jerked his head up in hello. “Hey, Austin.”

      “Hey.” Austin furrowed his brow, lost in thought. “Hey, Brock, got a sec?” Austin stood from his desk and joined Brock at the doorway where they both paused.

      “Sure. I’m avoiding Mrs. Habernath, anyway. She’s determined to be matched to the mayor since her husband died and I’m not sure how many times I have to tell her the mayor is married. Last I checked, polygamy was illegal in Montana. Maybe she knows something I don’t.” Brock rolled his eyes before cocking his head to the side. “What’s up?”

      “Okay, so, you know I’ve been seeing Jesse.” Austin folded his arms and pressed his lips together as he checked the hallway for anyone else who might overhear.

      “Yeah, a secret girlfriend is pretty cool.” Brock grinned knowingly at Austin. He was the only one who knew why Austin was keeping Jesse a secret until she came up to visit. He didn’t want anyone – anyone being Samantha – to find out. And the small town of Mistletoe knew how to keep a secret about as much as it knew how to ignore anything Christmas-y.

      “Right, well, she keeps asking me if there’s anything special I want to do or anything special I want her to make reservations for and when I say no, she gets all disappointed sounding. I’m not sure what exactly she wants from me. Christmas is only a couple weeks away. What more do you think she wants?” He was honestly perplexed and had no idea what to think about any of it.

      Brock leaned his head back as he considered Austin’s question. “You guys have been together how long?”

      “Six months or so? I don’t know for sure. There were a couple girls I dated before her, but no one really stuck.” Austin shrugged, leaning to the side and resting the shoulder that wasn’t sore on the doorjamb.

      “Right. The rest of them were all fairly local, though, right? Isn’t Jesse the only one you can’t actually date?  You just talk on the phone every day?” Brock cocked an eyebrow and watched Austin with a knowing look.

      “What? Yeah, I guess that’s true. But what does that have to do with what I’m not doing right for her visit?” What did her distance have to do with when she’d be there with him in Mistletoe?

      “I’m just saying, Denver is a safe place to keep your girlfriend so you can keep your time open for your… whatever she is.” Brock glanced down the hall and then behind him before continuing, essentially cutting off Austin’s denial. “Look, Jesse most likely isn’t pining for anyone on the side.  You’re her emotional investment. She thinks you’re doing the same thing. Until you tell Samantha what’s going on, you aren’t. You’re being unfaithful. That just makes you a dog, Austin.”

      Brock’s expression wasn’t amused or joking at all. “I know that’s harsh to say, but take it from someone who has the reputation. You’re messing around with people’s hearts and that won’t do anyone any good.” Brock’s phone rang in his pocket and he rolled his eyes as he pulled the cell from his jeans. Glancing at the screen, he groaned. “She’s resorting to calling my personal number. Mrs. Habernath better start listening. I’ll talk to you later. Think about what I said.”

      He moved away from Austin’s doorway and disappeared into his own office just down the way. ‘Mrs. Habernath! How are you today?” He closed the door, shutting off the rest of his conversation.

      Austin turned slowly back to his desk. The honest truth was, he didn’t know what he was doing.

      Tell Samantha. Maybe Brock was right. Maybe Austin needed to come clean with Samantha so he could move forward with Jesse.

      He sank into his seat and stared at the email subject line. After a minute, he clicked on the email to open the message and stared even more worriedly at the text.

      

      Hey Austin,

      It’s been a while. Want to get together for lunch at the café? Say eleven?

      Sam

      

      The only consolation Austin got from her email was that she recognized it had been awhile, too. Maybe Brock was right. Maybe Austin really did need to officially leave his dreams of romance with Samantha behind. They could still be friends. Always.

      Couldn’t they?

      But Jesse wanted to move forward with Austin. She already loved him. She’d never put him in the friend zone and she was easy to talk to. Not to mention, she lived in Denver so he had a lot of time to himself. He didn’t have to adjust any of his plans whenever she wanted. True, she was visiting in a week, but that didn’t mean his entire life was going to be usurped. Just a visit every now and then. He could do that.

      So, what he had to do was tell Samantha. That was the next step. As far as Samantha knew, he’d never really had a long-time girlfriend.

      Plus, Samantha had never thought of him that way. If history was something to learn from, she wasn’t going to think of him that way. She’d probably marry what’s-his-name and have babies. Unless Austin decided to move on, he’d always watch from the sidelines and never find happiness himself.

      He leaned forward, resting his hands in place on the keyboard as he replied to her message.

      

      That sounds perfect. I have something to tell you.

      I’ll meet you in our spot.

      

      And that was it. Informal and fast. They rarely wasted words. They didn’t need to. They told each other everything.

      Okay, that wasn’t true. Samantha told Austin everything. Austin kept certain secrets from her – his current girlfriend and the way he’d felt about Samantha for as long as he could remember.

      Both were important enough to keep secret, but also important enough to keep his guard noticeably up. If Samantha had picked up on that, she’d push him until he told her.

      Preemptive action demanded he tell her. If he was smart, he’d tell her. He’d never claimed to be smart, but he could start acting like it.

      His email icon flashed red and he clicked on the new message.

      

      Perfect. Call and hold the seat? I’ll see you then.

      

      Austin was already picking up his phone to call. When Sally answered, he smiled. “Hey, Sally, it’s Austin. Can you hold my seat for me for eleven today? Thanks.” They hung up. Austin usually tipped Sally extra when she held the seat he and Samantha preferred.

      If Sam wanted it, Austin usually made sure she got it – whether she acknowledged it or not.

      He only had an hour left before he would leave for the café. He had some thinking to do.

      If he told Samantha what was going on in his life, then that would make things with Jesse more real. Was he ready for that? Was he ready to take the next step with Jesse?

      And what was that step? Telling her he loved her? Did he?

      He honestly didn’t know. They’d only seen each other once in person. He’d chastely kissed her cheek. Their date had lasted well into the night as they’d laughed and joked and talked about real things.

      But… and there was always a but.

      But, Austin had been glad to get home. He liked talking to her, loved how pretty and natural she was, and how attentive she’d been. Her down-home attitude and low-key mannerisms had appealed to him.

      But…

      She wasn’t Samantha and that made it hard to get past the differences in the way they looked and acted.

      Talking on the phone had made it easier to get closer to Jesse. He just wasn’t sure he would feel physically the same as before or if things had changed. One way or the other, he needed to find out.

      Removing the block of telling Samantha would hopefully help him figure out just what exactly he wanted with Jesse. Did he want a future or was he looking for something more casual?
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      SAMANTHA

      Why wasn’t Samantha crying? She should have tears streaming down her face as she gasped for air.

      But that wasn’t the case. She wasn’t gasping for air and she wasn’t crying.

      She’d been dumped by Stefan before and she wasn’t sure she cared that much anymore. Every time he broke up with her, he came back a week later with apologies, flowers or chocolates, and all kinds of promises.

      The first few times Samantha had been wrapped up in the drama, crying, eating ice cream, being despondent, but then after the continual redundancy of it, she realized she’d become more conditioned to his tantrums.

      That worried her.

      When Stefan had called that morning, the morning of the fight, Samantha was excited to talk to him. She’d made plans for them to go to a cabin that weekend, their first time overnight together.

      She’d been fighting anything physically serious with him since she believed in the sanctity of marriage. Agreeing to go with him to the cabin for the weekend had happened during a moment of weakness while watching a romance movie and wishing for all of the heat and can’t-stay-away-from-each-other passion.

      He’d recommended they spend some time together physically, claiming it was easier to commit to a woman who was all in.

      But that morning of the fight, when he’d called, Stefan made a comment about her weight. Her weight! He hadn’t called her fat per se, but he’d suggested he would have a better time, if she was down a few pounds by that weekend.

      Down a few pounds? Did he expect her to starve herself before they left? That wasn’t happening.

      Her response had been catty but honest. She wasn’t the type of girl to lose weight for some guy.

      He’d taken offense to being called “some guy” and he called everything off. Everything. He even suggested he was calling off the ring.

      But Samantha wasn’t stupid. She knew his games. There was no ring. He wasn’t going to marry her. How could he marry her when he was breaking up with her every couple months?

      At least she was having lunch with Austin. Things had seemed more and more on edge with him over the last year – since she’d started seeing Stefan. In fact, Stefan went out of his way to make rude comments about Austin when he was sparking for a fight.

      In the start of their relationship, Samantha had loyally stood up for Austin, but as time had gone on, she’d backed down and just ignored Stefan’s comments. She had to find any way not to fight with him.

      She was sick of fighting.

      The rest of the morning passed way too slowly. She just wanted to see Austin. With Stefan claiming to be done, she felt a little freer with what she chose to do and like she didn’t have to report to him.

      A little earlier than necessary, Samantha left the real estate office where she worked. She pulled her knee-length coat tighter around her waist and hunkered her head down, tucking her chin into the warm edges of the scarf.

      Winter in Montana liked to bully the residents into remembering how beautiful the snow was but how unwelcome the cold was. Unfortunately, you couldn’t have one without the other.

      Fortunately, Mistletoe was a small enough town Samantha could walk from her offices to the café even in the middle of a snow flurry. In fact, getting in her car for the too-short drive would just be embarrassing. In Montana, you were tough. There was no other option.

      Pushing through the first door into the foyer of the café, Samantha shook her hair to get any stray snow out of the thick auburn strands. She slowly drew the scarf from around her neck as she went through the next doorway and came to stand at the front of the café.

      Sally Miller, the manager and sometimes-hostess greeted her with a smile. “Samantha, it’s so nice to see you. It’s been a while.” Sally grabbed up two menus and two water glasses and led the way toward Sam and Austin’s normal booth. Austin wasn’t there yet.

      Not that she expected him to be. She was about ten minutes early, but she was excited to see him and kind of wanted him to be excited as well. Okay, there was no kind of about it. She’d missed him. Was it too much to hope he’d missed her, too?

      Sally paused by the side of the booth, waiting for Samantha to slide in and take off her coat. “You came in at the right time. We’ve been having a lot of people in during the contest but everyone is coming around noon.” Sally winked, setting the menu in front of Sam. She pointed at the new design. “New format and new items. Check out number five. It’s my absolute favorite.”

      She walked off, stopping at another table and laughing with the four customers sitting there.

      Samantha folded her coat and set it on the seat beside her. She tapped the edge of the table as she leaned over the menu. Everything looked new about it. Had it really been that long since Samantha had been in there? She hadn’t seen Austin in over a month and he was the only reason she went into the café. She liked her own cooking enough that she rarely ate out but going with Austin to the café was something that carried over from when they were younger.

      Studying number five on the menu made Samantha suddenly very hungry. She’d forgotten to eat breakfast that morning and the description for the Christmas Calzone was decidedly appealing.

      

      Sink your teeth into this calzone stuffed to the seams with spinach, mushroom, pepperoni, sausage, olives, onions, and anything else Santa leaves behind. You’ll be gooey for our sauce and the five cheese blend oozing out of the edges of this delicious Christmas creation.

      

      She could probably eat one all by herself. The pressure Stefan had shoved onto her about her weight had lifted with the phone call and she suddenly had the desire to try to gain a few pounds. Not that she would really try to do that. Rebelling was just part of her style.

      Setting the menu to the side of the table furthest from the window, she leaned back, already determined to walk out of there full of calzone. All she had to do now, was convince Austin he wanted the same thing.

      For some reason, when he ate what she ate, she didn’t feel guilty about it. She’d never been able to explain the logic behind that thought process. Probably because there was no logic.

      She should have brought some work to do while she waited.

      The door opened and she pivoted on her seat to see over her shoulder, but it wasn’t Austin. Two more times she had a false expectation and acted on it. On the fourth time, she didn’t turn, staring at her water glass instead as she continued counting down the minutes to when he should be there.

      “Hey there, stranger.” Austin slid into the seat across from her, his easy-going smile warming up his naturally good-looking features. They’d been friends longer than he’d had his strong jawline or the stubble on his chin and lower cheeks. The thick waves of his dark hair had been cut for a man his age and peeked from under the edge of his Stetson whereas the color of his eyes had only become more intense as they’d gotten older. It wasn’t fair that he just got better looking with time, like a fine wine or property value.

      A broad grin stretched her lips and Samantha allowed herself to relax with him, her best-friend. Things might seem strained when they weren’t around each other, but everything melted away when it was just the two of them.

      “Austin, wow, I’ve missed you!” Samantha leaned over, patting his hand and unable to smother her grin. She really was happy to see him. She released his fingers and tapped the menu. “Let’s have number five. It sounds so good. We need to order soon. Sally said it gets busy in here around noon. If we get our food, then we won’t have to wait on anyone else.”

      Austin nodded and stacked his menu on top of hers without even looking. “Sounds good. I’m up for anything hot. I’m starved.” He reached up, removing his black cowboy hat and reaching over to hang it from a hook protruding from the wall above the booths. In Montana a hat hook was just as important as being prepared for the snow.

      Amanda, their waitress, walked by and arched an eyebrow. “You two ready?” She gathered the menus while waiting for their order.

      “We’d both like a number five, please.” Austin pointed at their waters. “Can we also get some chocolate milkshakes. A man can’t live on water alone.”

      The waitress giggled and walked away. Women always acted like that around Austin. As charming as he was, though, no one knew what Samantha knew about him.

      He hated being around people. He seemed to tolerate being around her more than anyone else and she was grateful for that. But she knew if you wanted to make an impression on Austin, you didn’t force him to be in large groups or make him talk in front of people. He wouldn’t tolerate either one.

      “So, what’s going on in your life? Have you been busy?” He didn’t say anything about the fact that they hadn’t seen each other in over a month. In fact, he didn’t act like any time had passed.

      That’s what made him so valuable as a friend and why Samantha refused to try things out with him as anything more. Romantic relationships died. Just ask her mother who had been divorced six times. Romance faded and relationships disappeared. Friendships lasted forever.

      Unless you did something to destroy them.

      She would never do that with Austin. She couldn’t. She needed him too much.

      “I’ve been selling houses like crazy. Clearwater County seems to have picked up in popularity. Mostly around Taylor Falls, but the drive isn’t bad. How about you? How is Philomena?” The last time they’d talked, his favorite mare had been dealing with an abscess. Austin had been worried about her something fierce.

      “She’s good, thanks. I’m thinking about foaling her this year, but we’ll see.” He cleared his throat. “How’s the boyfriend?” Was he asking because he knew something or because he cared?

      Samantha glanced at him sharply, but kept her tone relaxed. “Well, he broke up with me. Again, this morning.” She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. It’s not a big deal. I’ve got you, right? You’re stuck with me, Wilson.” She used his last name when she teased him. He did the same to her. It was a part of their camaraderie.

      He offered a tight side smile but didn’t say anything which gave Samantha pause. Normally he came back with a quip or something else that would make her feel better. She leaned forward. “Hey, is everything okay? You did say you had something to tell me.” She’d forgotten about that until right then. Sudden curiosity coursed through her.

      “Yeah, I’m just distracted, sorry.” He smiled and looked up as Amanda put plates in front of them filled with golden brown calzones. Small lines cut in the tops of the golden domes allowed hot steam to curl out. “That was fast, Amanda, thank you.”

      “Cook has been making them ahead of time because they’ve been so popular. These just came out of the oven.” She winked and set milkshakes in front of them as well, tossing one more fully developed look at Austin before walking away.

      Samantha’s mouth fell open. She stared at Austin who seemed more oblivious than anything else. He picked up his fork, his eyes wide. “This looks like a phenomenal choice. I’ll finish whatever you don’t eat.” He winked and cut into his dish.

      Setting her frustration she didn’t understand about the waitress aside, Samantha copied Austin and sought to change the subject. “I have tickets for the gondola next week. Wanna go with me? There won’t be any crowds.” She wiggled her eyebrows welcomingly at him.

      He laughed and shook his head. “Thanks, but I can’t.”

      Samantha pulled back, her shoulders hitting the back of the booth and stopping her from going any further. “You don’t even know what day it is.” He never said no to her. What was going on?

      “I’m busy all week. Maybe the week after, I can do something. Well, except that’s Christmas. You’re still coming to the house for our Eve party, right?” Austin looked down at his plate, cutting off another bite and avoiding her gaze.

      “What are you doing that you’re busy for an entire week? Hunting season is over.” Usually he’d be helping with the contest since it was so close to Christmas, but someone had said only two of the Wilson brothers were running the contest that year. Same as the competing Dean family but two sisters instead.

      Austin swallowed, set his fork down, and then lifted his gaze to hers. “Well, actually, my girlfriend is coming into town for a visit. She has everything planned out that she wants to do and I don’t think me going on a gondola ride with another woman is going to make her list of romantic ideas.” He laughed, but took a drink of his milkshake and glanced around at the rest of the restaurant.

      Samantha set her fork on her plate and stared at Austin like he’d just grown horns. “You have a girlfriend? How long has this been going on?” A few weeks, right? He would have told her, if things had been longer than that. A few weeks was nothing to take seriously.

      “Six months or so? She lives in Denver so we don’t see each other much.” He cut more off his calzone and pointed his fork at her plate. “Yours is going to get cold, if you don’t tuck in.”

      “Of course.” Samantha dropped her gaze to her plate where the calzone seemed to grow right before her eyes, looming into an impossible size. She’d never be able to eat it all. In fact, she suddenly found she wasn’t hungry at all.

      She licked her lips and grabbed her milkshake, sipping the thick mixture through the straw. The cold sweet drink hit her tongue and it was like drinking more water. No flavor. She swallowed and blinked at Austin while pushing the glass away as well. He hadn’t told her for six months. Six months. Her mouth went dry. Why hadn’t he told her?

      “Hey, are you okay?” Austin furrowed his brow as he studied Samantha.

      She quickly shook her head and blinked. “No, I’m fine. I just realized how much work I have to do. I might have to take this to-go.” She pursed her lips and then shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Austin. We just got here. I just… I need to get going. I’ll call you in a little bit.” She waved their server down and when Amanda came over, Samantha motioned toward her virtually untouched plate. “Can I get this to-go? I need to get back to work.”

      Amanda nodded and returned a few seconds later with a to-go cup and container. She emptied everything into the dishes and packed them into a bag and held it out to Samantha who was already pulling her coat and scarf on.

      She didn’t look back at Austin except a fast glance as she smiled and said goodbye. He stared at her; his lips parted in surprise.

      Holding the bag in her arms, she scurried from the café, her cheeks flushed with shame. She’d just run out on her best friend because she couldn’t face the fact she was hurt that he’d kept the secret from her, that there was someone else besides her, and that for the first time in the history of their friendship Austin didn’t choose Samantha over someone else.

      She wiped moisture off her cheeks. Had the snow turned to rain?

      No. She was crying. The heat of the tears startled her. Why would she be crying when she wanted Austin to be happy like her?

      The problem wasn’t that she wanted him miserable. The problem was that she only wanted him to be happy when she was happy. She wanted everything to be the same between them. Always. If she was happy, she wanted him to be happy. If she was sad, she wanted him to be sad with her. They were always the same. Or they were supposed to be. They were two-halves of a whole.

      If Austin was with someone else, his relationship with Samantha would change. She knew it. How many guys had Samantha broken up with because they wouldn’t get over the fact that Samantha’s best friend was a good-looking cowboy who was usually a hundred times more masculine than they were?

      The comparison was there. It definitely would be with a woman. Not that Samantha had any preconceived notions about how she looked. But she did know women were cattier than men. Samantha didn’t have to be a model for someone else to be insecure about another woman in Austin’s life.

      Was Samantha willing to let Austin be with someone else so he could be happy? Was she sure he was happy? That was just it. She had no idea. She didn’t know anything about the situation.

      Regardless, she’d have to step out of the way. There was no other way Austin would be able to have a relationship with her and his girlfriend. Not from what Samantha had learned over time.

      Not from what life had taught her.

      She pushed through the doors to get to her office. Inside, she shut the door and flopped into her office seat still wearing her coat and scarf. She set the food on the desk and sighed. Austin couldn’t spend time with her because he was busy with his girlfriend.

      Maybe what she needed to do was get more information and see if she could hang out with him before his girlfriend came for a visit. If nothing else, at least one last adventure before they lost each other to less significant people.

      She could do that. She just had to apologize for being stupid, too.

      That was going to take a while to get up the courage to do. At least she had her calzone to work through as she worked up that kind of humility. Except… it wouldn’t be a problem, if she worried more about losing Austin than she did about losing face.

      He would still be eating. She could wait a little bit longer. But should she? She licked her lips and picked up her phone. She could do it. He was more important than her being embarrassed.

      He was more important than anything.

      She’d dissect her feelings and reaction to his announcement later when she could fully combat any of them with a pint of ice cream and her pajamas.

      Some things shouldn’t be faced in public.
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      BROCK

      Brock tapped the end of his pencil on the desk to an unnamed tune stuck in his head. He glanced at the clock on his computer screen. The day couldn’t go any slower. He’d started working most of each week with Lily at the flower shop she wanted to start.

      Her goal was to hire kids in high school and help them get ready to move out of their houses and into supporting themselves. She was always thinking about how to help others.

      But one day a week, Brock came into the offices of his family’s business and worked on his minimal client list. He wasn’t interested in loading up on too many people, but the few he had were almost all matched. He might as well wait until after the holidays to pick up more clients.

      After Austin had left the building and Flynne and Roman had disappeared somewhere, Brock decided he could end his day a little early. He picked up his phone and dialed his wife’s number.

      Lily picked up on the second ring. “Hey, handsome.”

      Brock grinned, never sick of hearing her voice. “I thought you were married?”

      “Oh, I am. I’ll tell you, if he comes in.” Lily’s laugh tinkled over the line. “Are you coming over? You might want to stop and get something to eat. I didn’t bring anything.”

      “You were hoping I’d get something, weren’t you?” It wasn’t a question. They’d fallen into a fun expectation that wasn’t boring or routine for either of them. “Sure. I’ll surprise you today. Hey, I had a question for you.”

      “Uh, oh, sounds serious.” Lily’s tone shifted to that of someone ready to listen.

      Brock stood, pulling on his coat as he continued talking to his wife. “Okay, so Austin is dating that girl, remember?”

      “Yes, the one I’m not supposed to know about.” Lily sighed. “For the record, I really don’t like that he doesn’t want anyone to know. I understand it, but I don’t like it.”

      “I know, but it’s not our call. If we tell anyone, he won’t confide in me again and from what I understand, he doesn’t talk to any of the others about anything. So, I want to make sure I leave this avenue open for him.” Brock adjusted his cowboy hat on his head and headed toward the front of the office, double-checking to make sure he was the only one there.

      The empty interior confirmed he was safe to talk as he walked through to leave to get to his truck.

      “Okay, so what’s going on? Did he tell you more?” Something rustled on Lily’s end of the call and Brock could picture her settling into a chair there by the counter, leaning on the surface to listen more fully.

      “Yeah, so he asked me what she’s expecting. I guess she’s coming up next week for a visit and she asked Austin if he wanted her to make reservations for anything special and he said no. He said she sounded pretty disappointed. I said it was because she was probably expecting something more, but now I’m doubting my answer. What do you think?” Brock rushed from the office doors to his truck, ducking his head against the winter wind tugging on his hat and coat lapels.

      “I think you’re right. They’ve been together about six months, haven’t they?” Lily didn’t wait for an answer. “She probably wants him to propose or something. Maybe have her move up here or him move down there at the least. It’s too bad, really.”

      “What’s too bad? That Austin has a girlfriend? I think it’s great.” Brock started his truck, pulling on his gloves in the bitter cold before touching the steering wheel. Winter was not friendly to bare skin.

      “Well, no. I mean, I’m glad he’s trying to be happy. I just really think he’s supposed to be with Samantha.” Lily didn’t mince words, something Brock appreciated about her more than he could say.

      He shook his head as he thundered down the road toward the Italian bistro that just opened down the street from the main café. “I don’t think Samantha wants to be with Austin that way, Lil. She’s been dating the same guy for a year.”

      “Yeah
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