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      This Christmas, if they find love for someone else, they win. Fall for the competition...again...and lose.

      In Mistletoe, anything is possible.

      Everyone wants the small-town whirlwind fantasy, but no one knows where to find that kind of romance.

      But there’s a rumor you can find it in Mistletoe and only during the Christmas season.

      Enter the Mistletoe Matchmakers.

      Checking on her father recovering in the hospital, Taylor Dean ducks out of the shared room to fill the flowers with water – okay, and to text her sister that their dad is sharing a room with his sworn enemy, the matriarch of the Wilson family!

      Taylor can’t believe she’s made a successful career as a world-renowned matchmaker yet can’t find love herself. Maybe she compares everything to the one who got away… or maybe… everyone really does only get that one shot at happily-ever-after.

      Just her luck, the two original matchmakers, while mortal enemies, also took their jobs seriously. After Taylor begs her father and the Wilson matriarch to help her, she can’t fight the surge of hope when they agree.

      Until he walks in.

      When Roman Wilson returns to Mistletoe, Montana after his mother’s heart attack scare, he makes wild claims and even crazier challenges when he runs into Taylor in the hospital room.

      The last thing he needs is a Dean telling him what to do and that specific Dean to boot. No matter what he says though, he just digs himself a deeper hole.

      Before Roman knows it, he and Taylor are pitted against each other in the yearly matchmaking contest to help their recovering counterparts.

      The second chance Roman and Taylor have always wanted is given to someone else. Is true love in their matches or will they find their way back to each other?
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      TAYLOR

      Taylor Dean tugged the waistband of her pants back up over her hips at the same time she juggled the vase of yellow and white roses into her other arm. The low carb diet was making a difference but she was seriously considering going back to her old clothes for a potato chip – or bag of chips – or anything that looked like a chip.

      The elevator dinged as Taylor reached the third floor of the small hospital. Sliding open, the doors revealed a bustling hallway with occupied hospital beds lining the walls, nurses calling out to each other, doctors running left and right, and the visitors’ waiting room overflowing with patients in wheelchairs. The general chaos of the small-town hospital was disorienting.

      Taylor stepped cautiously from the elevator, looking around. A nurse checked a chart feet from the elevator entrance. She seemed unaffected by the people running all over the place.

      “Um, excuse me. I’m looking for my father? David Dean?” Everyone in town knew who the Deans were. Mistletoe, Montana wasn’t a large city by any means, but the small town was big enough to not know everyone’s names and still recognize faces.

      “Mr. Dean is in a private room on the far end. You’ll need to check with his nurse for any updates.” She glanced up, her red-rimmed eyes indicative of the long hours and stress piled on her, regardless of the seemingly calm demeanor she maintained.

      Glancing around at the chaos surrounding them, Taylor studied the woman, tilting her head forward and lowering her voice. “What’s going on? This doesn’t seem normal.”

      The nurse huffed, flipping the paper on the clipboard over and checking something on a list. “This is so far from normal. We’re closest to the mines that collapsed north of here. We had to move everyone from orthopedic and the cardiac to this floor while they make room for the other survivors on the first and second floor. The fourth floor was reserved for neurology and pediatrics. I signed here for small town calm, not… this.” She lowered her glasses from where she’d rested them on her forehead back to her nose and nodded down the hall. “You should be fine. Just make your way that direction. Excuse me.” She disappeared into the moving crowd.

      Taking a deep breath, Taylor walked down the hallway, nervous to bump anyone who might be sick or injured. Cardiac must have meant like heart attacks or something. Orthopedics was bone work and they needed more work than what they were currently getting.

      “Excuse me, I’m sorry. Excuse me. Oh, I’m so sorry.” Taylor wended her way around wheelchairs, beds, and the occasional patient shuffling down the hall with an IV pole gripped tightly in their hands.

      The last door on the right had a paper folded in half, marked with her last name, Dean. She readjusted her clothes yet again at the doorway and then knocked on the half-open door. “Dad? It’s Taylor. Are you decent?” She chuckled at her joke and then furrowed her brow at the curtain pulled across the doorway. It was a private room, but Dad didn’t need to have the curtains closed since he was at the end of the hall across from a janitorial closet.

      She pulled the curtain back and came up short at the sight of her father missing from the room and a dark blonde woman sitting in a hospital bed against the far window. She hugged a heart-shaped pillow in her arms and stared out at the scenery.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were…” Taylor blinked rapidly and then caught her breath as the other woman turned slowly to face the door.

      Elizabeth Wilson. The woman was Elizabeth Wilson and Taylor had just walked into the hospital room like she had every right to be there.

      She hadn’t had any right to be anywhere near the head of the Wilson family since Elizabeth’s son, Roman, had stood Taylor up at the altar. That was a betrayal a woman just didn’t get over – even after eighteen years.

      Her dad couldn’t be in there. The room was mislabeled and Taylor was going to talk to someone about that. Before she could duck out of the room, her cheeks flushed with embarrassed heat, the sound of her father’s deep voice reached her from the bathroom.

      “I don’t think I need that blasted IV anymore, Silvia. Don’t you think it’s time for me to go home?” His exasperation was clear, even to the two women staring uncomfortably around the hospital room, any where but each other.

      “Mr. Dean, now come on. You know you have another day or so in here. Why do you need to give me problems?” Sylvia’s soothing voice gave Taylor pause. Sylvia must be the physical therapist or the nurse, someone who had no problem telling David Dean what to do.

      Motioning toward the door, Taylor pressed her lips into a forced smile as she turned back to meet the gaze of her ex-mother-in-law-to-be. “Well, I’m not sure if this is the wrong room, or what’s going on?” She left it as an indirect question.

      She wasn’t going to outright ask, but she had every right to question why there was a woman in her father’s room when it was clear Mrs. Wilson was there as a patient as well in her tightly tied hospital gown and her own IV laden arm.

      “I’m not in here for more than an hour or two. They gave me the option to wait in the hall or in the visitors’ room and your father was testing out his new hip with his therapist. He saw me out there and he offered me a place to hole up until my son can take me home.” She smiled tightly at Taylor as if she sensed the mention of a son had Taylor on hyperalert.

      Motioning lamely at the hallway, Taylor blinked and murmured, “I’m going to see if I can find some water for these. I’ll be right back. Please let my dad know.” Her jaw was clenched tight as she spoke through her teeth.

      She ducked out before Mrs. Wilson could say anything more.

      Ducking across the hall to the janitorial closet, Taylor raised a silent prayer that the door wasn’t locked. Turning the door lever and pushing the door inward, Taylor let the panel close behind her once she stepped to the side and leaned her shoulders against the wall.

      Right then was not the time for the Wilson matriarch to show up in Taylor’s life.

      Everyone in Mistletoe knew what had happened almost eighteen years ago. Wasn’t that why Mistletoe, Montana was divided in a double decades old feud that was just barely kept civil between the two main families?

      Taylor took a deep breath, leaning forward to rest the vase of roses on the counter by the utility sink. She set the bag of treats she’d brought for her father on the ground at her feet and pulled her phone from the leather purse swinging from her shoulder.

      Lily would be at work, covering for their father while he was out of commission for his hip replacement surgery. All six daughters were stepping up in one way or another to give him time off from the matchmaking industry.

      Taylor swiped the screen, pulling Lily’s number up and pressing call. The phone rang, rang, and then rang again before her soft-spoken sister answered. “Taylor, how’s Dad?”

      “He’s not great.” Taylor rushed on at her sister’s audible gasp. “No, I mean, there must be something wrong with him. He welcomed Elizabeth Wilson into his room. Sounds like there was some kind of a mine problem up north. There’s no room for the patients and Dad offered his room for a holding spot until her son comes.” Taylor fell quiet and then murmured in a hushed whisper, “Her son, Lily.”

      “Okay, don’t freak out. She has six sons, Taylor. This isn’t that big of a deal. Roman hasn’t been in Mistletoe in a long time. I doubt he came back for a simple heart procedure.” Lily tried reassuring Taylor, but the situation wasn’t something anyone could just recover from. Roman had ripped Taylor’s heart out and he’d done it in front of the whole town.

      She might never recover from that. Honestly, though, it hadn’t been a blatant problem for years. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in Mistletoe.

      But… just in case…

      “What do I do?” Taylor wasn’t actually asking Lily what to do. She was more or less asking the universe for an answer, a sign. With her free hand, she rubbed the back of her neck. “What if it is him? What if he’s finally coming back… and I’m single? Lily, this can’t be my life, right now. It’s ridiculous I’ve matched as many people as I have and I can’t find anyone for me, you know?” Of course, Lily knew. She listened to Taylor vent about her relationship problems or lack of relationships on a daily basis.

      Combined with her stress about the possibility of Roman being back in town and things were just not designed for a vent-free afternoon.

      “Look, you’re one of the best matchmakers, Tay, but you can’t work on yourself. Why not ask Dad and… dare I say, Mrs. Wilson for help? If she really did have a heart attack like they’re saying down at Selma’s Salon, she won’t be able to do the Christmas Carnival either. Maybe this is all of our chances at showing what we can do.” There was a long pause and she added softly, “Plus, I honestly think if Roman was coming home, it wouldn’t be right before the Carnival. He hasn’t had time to get here from Europe, if his brothers called about his mom. They just found out yesterday, themselves.”

      Taylor took a deep breath and nodded; fully aware Lily couldn’t see her reply. She swallowed again, working to make her mouth less dry. “You’re right. This is a good opportunity to prove we’re not just the kids and the help. We can do this. Do you really think I should ask them both to match me?” Wasn’t that what Lily was suggesting? Could Taylor do that? Could she try to bridge the awkward strain between the Deans and Wilsons after all those years and ask for help with matching her?

      Well, honestly, what did Taylor have to lose? She’d dated the various men who came through Mistletoe and no one had seemed compatible. She’d never put any of them through a matchmaking interview. Yes, she knew physical attraction wasn’t everything, but when she’d burned just looking at a man, it was hard to accept less than that from a potential match.

      Most of the guys she’d dated were good looking, but lacked whatever it was that made her gut clench and her heart shiver.

      She wanted everything when she fell in love. Part of her worried the whispers were true, that there really was only one person out there for everyone.

      But that couldn’t be the case. She couldn’t have loved the only person meant for her only to be abandoned on what was supposed to be their wedding day. Taylor refused to believe it. She deserved more than that from life in the most famous place of finding love.

      Lily continued, breaking through Taylor’s thoughts. “Now, get in there and make sure Dad isn’t giving away any of his tips. I’d hate for him to give away the competition before it even begins.” Lily hung up the phone as Taylor stared into the dim interior of the closet that was more like a supply space.

      Was going in and asking them to help her out the right thing to do? Why did it feel like she was selling out by asking Mrs. Wilson for help at the same time she asked her dad? Why would Mrs. Wilson help Taylor when there was nothing but hard feelings between them?

      Sinking to a half-squat against the wall, Taylor rested her head in her hands. Lily was right. Roman wasn’t likely to come back all that way for a mild heart attack that had just happened. He hadn’t come back for anything else in all that time. Even his father’s death had been ignored by the oldest boy of the family.

      Reassured by those thoughts, Taylor nodded, slapping her knee as if to encourage herself to snap out of it. There was nothing to be worried about. She could ignore the other Wilson boys just as easily as she could ignore the elephant in the room when she went back into her father’s suite.

      The elephant wasn’t her ex-mother-in-law-to-be. No, unfortunately, the entire Wilson family was blessed with good looks and great metabolism. One more thing for Taylor to hold against them.

      What exactly was she supposed to say to Mrs. Wilson when she went back in there? Using the wall to push herself up, Taylor wiped her suddenly damp hands on her jeans. Okay, she’d left to get water. She needed to get water and get back in there.

      Grabbing the vase, she turned on the water in the sink until there was a slow trickle coming from the faucet. Tilting the flowers to the side, Taylor gathered another two cups of water in the glass vase and then set the now full flower vase on the counter beside the sink.

      Running her hands under the cool water for a moment, Taylor hoped she was calmer on the outside than she was on the inside. Everything felt like a tsunami ripping over her. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but Lily had a point.

      If Taylor couldn’t match herself with someone, then maybe she needed to go to people who were even more experts than she was on matters of the heart.

      All of the Dean and Wilson kids seemed to be cursed, though, in romance. Maybe that had been a hazard of the vocation. Where their parents had been lucky enough to find love, the next generation had been more wrapped up in their jobs and finding other people happiness, than themselves.

      All Taylor had to do was ask for help. But what if she couldn’t? What if asking Dad was hard enough, but add Mrs. Wilson to the mix and things had reached an all new level of impossible that she wasn’t sure she could overcome?

      Because if Mrs. Wilson knew that Taylor needed help finding someone, then she would be able to tell Roman that Taylor was a failure. Roman had gotten married and everything over in Europe. He’d moved on from the broken scene he’d left behind in Mistletoe. Right? That was the worst-case scenario Taylor kept imagining. She’d never heard one way or the other since it seemed to be an unspoken rule not to talk about Roman Wilson to her or around her.

      She couldn’t help feeling gratitude for that point.

      How in the holly did Taylor’s pride recover enough to ask for help from the man’s mother? He’d broken her and Taylor wasn’t sure she wanted to forget.

      Because if she forgot, then maybe she was admitting that she’d deserved it. Or maybe she was admitting something much worse.

      That they weren’t a good match from the beginning.

      Before she could study that possibility too closely, her watch beeped three consecutive beeps. Less than a second later, the alarm on her phone buzzed and chimed in her pocket. She pulled out the cell and glanced at the smart screen.

      Crud. She didn’t have much time left. She was supposed to be halfway through her visit, getting the information she needed on when to pick Dad up and then back to the shop to check on getting things ready for the competition which started in just a couple of days.

      Already she was behind.

      She flicked the water from her fingers and grabbed the flower vase, her purse, and the bag of treats on the floor. All she had to do was get back in there and make her proposition.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      DAVID

      Rolling his eyes once more at his nurse, David Dean straightened his shoulders as he gripped the walker with even more unsteady hands. He’d never admit to anyone just how much his hip hurt or how humiliated he was in that hospital gown that had to have been on more men than he could count. “You’d think I wasn’t a grown man. All this carrying on.”

      Looking over his shoulder, David arched an eyebrow. “I can feel a draft, Sylvia. Is my dress tied up the back?” He said the word dress with as much sarcasm as he could muster under the circumstances. He’d asked to put pants on right away, but the nurse practitioner who assisted his doctor had recommended he leave them off another day or until he was about to head home.

      Well, David was ready to go home right then, thank you very much.

      Sylvia chuckled as she tightened the ties on his robe one last time. “It’s not a dress, Mr. Dean, but if you’d like, I can ask one of the girls to bring something frilly in for you.” She patted his back gently and pushed the bathroom door open, nodding toward the room beyond her reach. “Go on now, you need some more rest.”

      Grumbling, David shuffled into the hospital room. He blinked at Elizabeth sitting on the bed by the window. “I forgot you were in here. That whole thing is a terribly long ordeal.” He moved toward his bed and glanced curiously at Elizabeth, taking in her pale features and the two high points of pink on her cheeks. “You okay? Do I need to loan Sylvia to you?”

      Elizabeth moved slowly, her hair slipping around on her shoulders with as much grace as the rest of her. She was a beautiful woman. Her beauty only enhanced by the traits most women ran from as they aged – the soft lines around her mouth and eyes, the lighter coloring in her hair.

      She softly cleared her throat and blinked at him, pressing her lips together. “I… I mean, excuse me, your daughter, Taylor, was just in here. She ducked out… to water the flowers she brought you.” Her voice softened more. “She asked me to let you know.”

      David’s mouth went dry. He glanced at the door as he approached his bed and turned to sit down. “Taylor is here?” He’d expected to see Lily that afternoon. If he’d known Taylor was coming, he never would have offered his room for Elizabeth to shore up in while she waited to be picked up.

      “Yes, and I don’t think she was overly fond of seeing me.” Elizabeth glanced at David with a gentle gaze. “I’m sorry. I know… Our families are supposed to be fighting and mortal enemies, but I’ve always regretted what happened between our homes.” She softly shook her head and then folded her hands on her lap, careful to keep the heart pillow the hospital had given her by her chest.

      David kept his gaze trained on the doorway, unwilling to show even a flicker of weakness or bending in case his daughter came in and caught him. “For what it’s worth, I think things ended up just fine. Your boy is married and happy and my girl is living a good life. There’s not much more we could have asked for, now, is there?”

      They’d already gotten caught up and while he knew about Roman’s marriage, he’d never tell Taylor. There was no way he could break her heart further with that kind of news. Making Elizabeth’s life miserable wasn’t the way he wanted to go.

      Elizabeth dropped her gaze to the foot of the bed and sighed. “Well, I don’t know. Roman was the first to run off to find himself. He was the only one to get married and, now, he’s the only one to get divorced.” Elizbeth’s tone dropped lower into sadness. “There’s nothing I can do to help him, either.”

      “No, divorce?” David shook his head, shifting until he was more comfortable on the hospital bed. It wasn’t his memory foam mattress at home, but it would do.

      Divorce was the worst word you could say in their industry. Matchmakers wanted their clients, friends, and family to find happy-ever-after as in forever, not just until things got rough. “I’m so sorry, Elizabeth.” Plus, to have your child go through that kind of pain was even harder to bear. David himself had gone through the painful process and he still wasn’t quite sure what had happened.

      Elizabeth waved her fingers in the air, her lips pursed. “It’s… life, you know? He might have been happier here or there, but now we’ll never know. I think that was the biggest mistake he could have made, leaving your daughter like he did. But who am I? I’m just the mother.” She offered a sad smile. “No one ever asks for my advice.”

      “Are you feeling any better?” David leaned toward her, glancing more at the door, but also concerned about Elizabeth’s state.

      “I’m fine. It might be just the thing to get the boys in line. Who knows?” She shrugged and then reached up with her right hand and rubbed at her left shoulder. “I need to stop shrugging. It doesn’t feel well.” She grimaced, the fine lines around her lips slightly disappearing as she did so.

      “Do you think Taylor is freaking out?” David really only mumbled it to himself, but he wouldn’t mind if someone else had the answer.

      “I wouldn’t blame her. That’s the problem. I know my children aren’t perfect, but…I honestly don’t like the positions that our families have taken. I want to see Mistletoe united and this makes it hard to move forward.” Elizabeth’s tone gathered strength. “We need to be able to fix this, David. If not for ourselves or the town, then for our families.”

      Sighing, David leaned more fully against his pillows and stared up at the ceiling. She was asking a lot. Her own husband had passed away in a logging accident a few years back. Maybe she didn’t remember what it was like to have her heart broken.

      David’s wife had abandoned him around the same time, in fact just a few months after the Wilson patriarch had passed. David’s wife had declared she didn’t believe David was the one she should have been matched to. Now she had set up her own matchmaking business on the east coast and the last thing David had heard she was married to her third husband. David was her first. Each husband was younger than the last.

      She hadn’t reached out to her six daughters since she left.

      The door opened slowly and Taylor poked her head into the room hesitantly at the same time Sylvia came from the bathroom. Taylor smiled at the nurse and stepped to the side; her arms overburdened as she waited for Sylvia to step out of the room.

      Taylor’s auburn hair had been pulled back into a tight braid, her side-swept bangs tucked behind her ear or softly framing her face. She was the daughter that looked the most like him with her always-ready-to-smile mouth and the side dimple in her cheek.

      She wasn’t smiling now, though. Her gaze darted between David and Elizabeth, questions furrowing her brow.

      She took a breath, her shoulders rising and falling. David watched her, silently hoping she got her courage about her. He understood what she was going through as she faced the woman who would have been her mother-in-law. She glanced at David, blinking as she studied him. “Dad, are you okay?”

      David knitted his eyebrows together. “Of course. This hip is ready to take me home. I can’t ride horses for a little bit, but I can ride the couch and watch some Tombstone and Eastwood work.” He chuckled, more out of nervousness than humor. He lamely motioned in the direction of Elizabeth. “You remember Mrs. Wilson, don’t you?”

      The question triggered a pause in the ambience of the room as the two women stared at each other.

      Taylor nodded tightly, licking her lips. “Mrs. Wilson, hello.”

      “Hello, Taylor. Please, call me Elizabeth. I think you’re old enough for that now, don’t you?” Elizabeth’s soft voice seemed welcoming and genuine.

      But something in Taylor’s eyes reflected a deep-seated pain. She winced. “It’s been a long time. Yes, I’m a lot older.” She cleared her throat, squaring her shoulders and stepping further into the room. Holding a vase of roses aloft, she moved toward David’s nightstand. ‘I brought you some flowers. Sounds like we’ll be taking you home tomorrow. The physical therapist wants you walking up and down the steps on your own before we can take you.” She seemed to create a border around David and his bed with her mind as she didn’t allow her gaze to move anywhere but there.

      “That was thoughtful of you, thank you.” David watched her, dropping his gaze to the bag in her other hand. “What’s in the bag?”

      Setting the vase down, she lifted the bag and stared at it for a moment as if she had no idea how that got in her hand. She blinked at it, then shook her head. “I’m sorry, I forgot. Cari sent you some cupcakes disguised as bran muffins.” Taylor rolled her eyes. “The only thing she did was put chocolate frosting on them and then write in dark brown sprinkles bran.”

      David chuckled, grateful for his daughter’s thoughtfulness. “Cari always thinks of my sweet tooth.”

      “I brought you a Tom Clancy novel, but then I remembered you were in the middle of a L’Amore, so they’re both in there, just in case. And there’s some bison jerky along with salt and vinegar flavored cashews in there, from Amanda.”

      “Well, let’s give them a try. I’d hate to turn down any delicious-sounding gifts like those.” David glanced over at Elizabeth, motioning toward the bag Taylor rested on the bed and emptied onto the table. “Do you want some? My girls all have the best taste in treats – sweet or otherwise.” He wiggled his eyebrows invitingly at her, but not because he was flirting. No, he would never flirt with a Wilson.

      “I’m okay. Your girls didn’t send that to share with me.” Elizabeth laughed, waving her hand in the air toward David.

      “No, it’s okay. Here.” Taylor picked up an offering from each item and took it over to rest on the side table beside Elizabeth’s bed. She smiled nervously at the older woman and returned to the side of David’s bed like the spot was home base.

      “That was thoughtful of you, Taylor. Thank you.” Elizabeth picked up the cupcake and licked at the brown frosting, her eyes widening as she shot a surprised glance at David and Taylor. “Wow, this is amazing. Is that a brown sugar frosting? I would pay someone for that.”

      Taylor chuckled. “I’ll let Cari know. She’s the cake artist in the family, but only does the treats for us. I’m avoiding anything she’s touched for now.”

      “You look like you’ve lost some weight.” Elizabeth slowly lowered the cupcake. “Maybe I need to stay away from these.” She narrowed her eyes and then glanced at David. “How do you get away with not being heavy?”

      David laughed, shaking his head. “Nope, I work a lot of the land when I’m not at the desk. These girls give me so much food, I usually hope and pray my horse can carry me.” He laughed, the sound deep and sincere.

      Taylor laughed and flipped out her phone, pressing some buttons and then glancing at her wrist watch at the same time.

      David inhaled, certain Taylor needed to get going. She had her life planned out for the next few years down to the minute. The family didn’t run well without Taylor’s planning in place. Everything worked like a well-oiled machine when she was around. “What is the time frame you planned for this visit?”

      Taylor had an obsession with time. It was the only thing she could truly control and it had gotten worse since Roman had left her at the altar. David had stopped worrying about it once he realized over-scheduling was Taylor’s coping mechanism with stress.

      “Well, yes, ahem, I need to get back to the office. My plans are almost ready for the carnival.” Taylor shot a surreptitious peek at Elizabeth and then turned back to David.

      “Well, if you need to go, don’t let us keep you.” David reached out and patted his oldest daughter’s hand. “I don’t want to get in your way, honey.” He knew how lonely she’d been over the years and the last thing he wanted was to mess up her routine when she was also obviously uncomfortable around his temporary roommate.

      But Taylor shook her head and blinked rapidly at her dad. “Okay, so here’s the thing.” She took a steadying breath and folded her arms across her chest. She paced back and forth from beside David to the foot of the hospital bed and then back. She turned, glancing again between her father and Elizabeth. “Okay, so here’s what I have going on.”

      She swallowed and lifted her chin. “The thing is… Okay, so, we have a new client and none of the girls can take the job. Especially me.” She tilted her head to the side, her breathing a little bit faster.

      David watched her. “Who could it be that none of you girls can take the job?” He blinked and glanced at Elizabeth. “Does the Wilson family have limitations on their jobs?” What in the world would prevent any of his daughters from taking on a match?

      Elizabeth shook her head, taking another dainty bite of the cupcake. “No. The only way we wouldn’t take a job was if it pertained to one of us.” Her motions stilled and she slowly lifted her gaze.

      David turned back to Taylor. He lowered the jerky he’d been taking a bite from. “Who is it? Why can’t we do the job? Is it Amanda? Is that why she sent the snacks?” He dropped his gaze to the cupcakes. “No, it’s Cari, right?” He shook his head, certain Cari was the one Taylor had come to ask him about. “I don’t know. I mean, Cari is amazing, but do we really want to find her a match? Things don’t always turn out in our family.” Did he need to point out what happened to Taylor, herself?

      Taylor clenched her jaw and breathed through her nose. Her cheeks pinked even more. “Um, well, to be honest, it’s…” She cleared her throat and lifted her chin even higher, if that was possible. “It’s me. I need you to match me.”

      David inhaled sharply, blinking in disbelief. “I’m sorry. You want me to match you? You’ve never been interested before.” He’d offered many times over the years, but only half-heartedly. She’d had her match and everyone agreed. Roman was the one who was meant for her. The abandonment had been out of character for either of them and the pain around the event prevented the Dean family from openly discussing what happened with Taylor. The entire situation required sensitivity which usually led to avoidance.

      Taylor shook her head. “No, Dad. I don’t want just you to match me. I want both of you to match me. I’m planning on covering the competition for you and I won’t have any time to focus on this. I’ll need everything to go through you. I’ll do whatever you both recommend, but I need help and I need it from the experts.”

      Elizabeth leaned forward, her eyebrows raised as she studied her previous future-daughter-in-law. “You want us to work together?”

      “I don’t care how you do it. I want both of you matching me. Work together or against each other, I don’t care. I just want to be matched and married by Christmas.” Taylor smiled tightly. “I’ll pay you both, of course. I’m not expecting this to be a pro bono assignment. But I do want it to be discreet. I don’t want anyone else to know anything about the match. I’ll treat the dates like I’m interviewing for the competition. That would be the best, I think. I’ll forward my file to both of you to research. Sound good?” She reached up and smoothed her hair with a shaking hand.

      That’s when it hit David just how hard that had been for his little girl to ask for help. She must really be lonely.

      He nodded, meeting Elizabeth’s gaze with his own. “I’m speaking for myself when I say that I’d be honored to help you find a match, Taylor.” The fact that she even asked was huge. She wasn’t the type to ask for help. Especially when that suggested she couldn’t control the situation. She must really be lonely to even consider it.

      Elizabeth inclined her head, her eyes somber as she spoke with sincerity. “I couldn’t agree more. I’d be delighted to work with David to find you someone to be your partner.”

      Taylor’s smile finally seemed less stressed and more like she had received a hopeful response to a bad diagnosis.

      David just hoped he didn’t let her down. He was one of those people who believed there really was only one true love for everyone. One perfect match.

      Just one.

      And Taylor had already lost hers.
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      ROMAN

      Roman Wilson rubbed his thumb over the base of his bare wedding ring finger. He’d had a ring on that finger for a couple years but the symbolism never mattered to him. Just like mistletoe on Christmas when he’d grown up in a town named after the holiday plant. There was nothing romantic about kissing underneath a plant hung strategically like a trap.

      And there was nothing romantic about marrying a woman to try to get the one from your past out of your head. Especially when you get drunk one night and tell her the truth. That memory was enough to make Roman close his eyes in shame for a brief second. He had to be a glutton for punishment. What else could it be?

      Hiking the strap of his bag higher on his shoulder, Roman sighed. He’d been standing in the taxi line for a while and it didn’t seem to be moving much at all.

      His phone dinged as it reset from airplane mode. The small airport didn’t take long to get from concourse to taxi line. Roman usually turned the cell back on and then tucked it in his pocket, but there in Butte, Montana, the reception was questionable. He had no doubt that most of Montana was like that.

      How many times had he been talking to one of his brothers about business and their phones had dropped the calls?

      More than he could count.

      He’d made it to the cab line before the phone started receiving information. Pulling out the cell, Roman stepped forward as he cast a quick glance around the loading zone.

      Three other people stood in front of him, one man and two women. They were dressed like they’d never seen rain or wind. The man even had one of those hats with floppy furry pieces over his ears.

      Another cab pulled up and took the man, leaving two women behind and Roman. The front woman turned and sized up Roman, then turned back to the front. As if she hadn’t taken note of what she’d seen when she’d looked before, she swiveled again and scanned him from head to toe, smiling appreciatively as she met his gaze with hers. “Do you want to share a cab?” She tilted her head toward the absent cab space.

      Roman nodded, returning the appreciation. She had a pastel knit hat pulled down over her ears, but her blonde hair was easy to see as the majority of her tresses tumbled around the shoulders of her pastel pink down jacket. He side-smiled, one of his trademark traits that got him the women every single time. “Thanks, I’d like that.” She wasn’t a redhead, that was a good thing as far as he was concerned.

      Roman had some time before he had to be in Mistletoe. Roughly two days. That wasn’t enough reason to rush things. He could take his time there in Butte, get to know the woman with the pink clothing and try to get his nerves under control that he was heading home. Where Taylor lived.

      No reason to rush things at all.

      “I’m Felicity. Bateman. Are you on a business trip or…” The blonde woman pressed closer to him, batting dark eyelashes at Roman. She looked pointedly at Roman’s inner jacket pocket as it beeped some more and then buzzed and then beeped. All of the noises indicated something else – texts, emails, voicemails, and was that a page? He hadn’t been paged in years. He’d connected the paging system to his cell as a joke. The only person he’d told about the paging capabilities was his brother.

      Why would Brock page him?

      Roman pulled his phone out and swiped the screen as he replied. “I’m actually heading to Mistletoe, business and…” His voice trailed off as he read an overwhelming number of text messages in a group thread from his brothers.

      The woman, he already couldn’t remember her name, placed her hand on his arm. “Do you know where you’re staying?” Her voice was drenched in invitation.

      Trying to focus, Roman brushed her off, turning away as he pressed the call button on the call icon beside Brock’s name on the contact screen. The phone rang and Roman stepped away from the line, moving to stand in the protection of the wall from the wind.

      “It’s about time. I thought you died on the plane back from France. When can you be here?” Brock sounded so much like their father when he’d been alive. He was bossy and in control. Roman’s rightful place, if he hadn’t left.

      Roman blinked, awash in the memories he’d tried abandoning in the small town when he’d run away. What was he doing going back?

      “Roman? You there? If this is a butt dial, I’m not going to be amused.” Brock raised his voice, snapping Roman out of his daze.

      “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, I just landed. Not great reception. It’s raining with thick cloud cover. I got the group texts. I’m not reading many. Can you just summarize it for me?” Roman reached up, pinching the bridge of his nose as he tried not to let his upcoming arrival make him nauseous.

      “Yeah, so, Mom had a heart attack early yesterday morning. We didn’t want to bug you. We were going to fill you in when you got here, but there were some touch-and-go moments during surgery and the doctor recommended we contact you as soon as possible. By the time we tried, you were already on the plane.” Brock’s voice trailed off and silence filled the airwaves between them.

      A heart attack? Surgery that was touch-and-go? Roman wasn’t sure he could process that kind of information while he stood there in the wind of the plains.

      After a handful of awkward silent moments, Brock cleared his throat. “Look, Roman, we really didn’t mean to leave you out for any other reason then we didn’t want you to worry about it. There’s nothing you could do about it from across the ocean, you know?”

      Roman nodded at no one in particular, gritting his teeth together while shuffling his feet so he could lean against the wall. “Yeah, I understand. It’s not a big deal. I’ll get a car and leave immediately. I should roll in this afternoon. Do you need me to do anything before I come to the house?”

      He sighed, the cloud puffing from his lips, fog-like in the late September chill.

      “Yeah, actually, she’s supposed to be released this afternoon from the hospital. I heard she has a male roommate or something? I’m not sure what’s going on over there, but you know Mom. She probably arranged for that to happen. The man is a cat, though. I know he wouldn’t do it on purpose.” Brock didn’t sound irritated or amused, more like he had other things to worry about than his mother rooming with someone of the opposite sex that she wasn’t married to.

      Brock might not care, but Roman’s irritation ratcheted up. “Who is it?” Roman pushed off the wall and walked down the sidewalk, studying the signs plastered to the double-pane airport windows. When he reached the car rentals, he turned into the
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