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        -Elana Johnson

        USA Today bestselling author of the Hawthorn Harbor series and the Getaway Bay series

      

        

      
        “Romance done right!

        This series is going to be a keeper!”

      

        

      
        -Kimberly Krey

        Best-selling author of the Sweet Montana Brides series

      

      

    

  


  
    
      more than friends in the middle of main street

    

  


  
    
      more than friends in the middle of main street

      A NESTLED HOLLOW ROMANCE

    

    
      
        MEG EASTON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Mountain Heights Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Join Meg’s VIP Readers and get a free book!

      

      
        Want to listen as you read?

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Love Again at the Heart of Main Street

      

      
        Get the series

      

      
        Join Meg’s VIP Readers and get a free book!

      

      
        About Meg Easton

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            join meg’s vip readers and get a free book!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Looking For Love (sort of) book cover]
          
        

      

      
        
        Get your copy here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      more than friends in the middle of main street

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            want to listen as you read?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Image of the audiobook cover on a tablet and a phone, with the words “Full Audiobook” and “Listen on YouTube.”]
          
        

        Listen free on YouTube

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            one

          

          COLE

        

      

    

    
      Cole hadn’t gotten away from the restaurant as early as he had scheduled, and he’d been behind all night. He’d even gotten his daughter, Samantha, tucked into bed a full fifteen minutes late.

      But even though it had taken all evening to catch up, here he was at 10:30, getting into bed at exactly the time he should be. It felt good to at least end the day on schedule, especially after being off so much of the day.

      He picked up the book he was reading on how to raise a confident tween and had only gotten through two pages when a text lit up his phone. It was from his best friend, Brooke. He slid to open the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke: Mrs. Holt texted that you’ve got a bear in your yard that you should probably scare off.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke: She can see it from her bedroom window.

      

      

      

      

      

      His brow crinkled. Strange. He typed back a message and touched send.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cole: Why did she text you about it?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke: She said, and I quote “That boy keeps such an exact schedule, he was probably in bed by ten, and I just didn’t want to wake him up.”

      

      

      

      

      

      He shook his head. There was nothing wrong with keeping to a schedule— doctors recommended it for the best sleep— but even with a tight schedule, a bear in his yard was a good enough reason to text a neighbor after you thought they might be in bed. He got up and put his bathrobe on over his pajamas so he wouldn’t freeze in the chilly night air, and texted Brooke back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cole: So she texted someone in New York instead?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke: She didn’t know I was out of town.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke: Your bedtime is 10:30, and you read for exactly 12 minutes before calling it a night. It’s only 10:37, so I know you didn’t already fall asleep.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke: You should probably go check on that bear.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cole: I’ve got my bathrobe on, flashlight in hand, almost to the door. If I don’t text back in 5 minutes, assume I got mauled by the bear.

      

      

      

      

      

      Cole had heard of bears coming down from the mountains and rifling through people’s trash, but not for a long time, and rarely in Nestled Hollow. Hopefully, Mrs. Holt just saw a big dog or something, and not an actual bear.

      He flipped the flashlight on, opened the front door, and listened for a moment, shining the flashlight around the front yard. When he didn’t hear any sounds or see anything suspicious, he crept toward the side of his house nearest Mrs. Holt’s, sweeping the flashlight back and forth, looking for any movement, every sense on alert to danger.

      The sideyard was empty of large, potentially lethal animals, so he crept toward the back of his house. He was just passing some of his taller shrubs when movement from the corner of his eye caught his attention, then something leaped out of the shrubs, roaring.

      Cole yelped, jumped back, and dropped his flashlight before he realized what he was seeing. “Brooke! What are you doing here?” He picked up the flashlight and shone it in her direction, trying to see her without it blinding her, before aiming it at the ground. “You nearly gave me a heart attack. Aren’t you supposed to be in New York until tomorrow?” He tried to slow his breathing and his racing heart.

      Brooke attempted to stifle her laughter. “I caught an earlier flight and drove into town moments ago. That look on your face was priceless. I wish I would’ve recorded it.”

      “But what are you doing here, in my shrubs?”

      “You mean besides admiring your bathrobe?”

      Cole chuckled and shook his head. They’d been friends for long enough that she couldn’t make him embarrassed by something as small as being seen in his pajamas.

      “I came to bring you this.”

      Brooke held out the bear, and Cole shone his flashlight on the small stuffed animal. He read the words on the little guy’s shirt out loud. “‘Being away from you is unBEARable.’ Aww, that’s sweet.”

      Being out here, standing against a backdrop of stars, the moonlight bathing her face in silver light, her expression earnest and open and full of mischief, Brooke was breathtaking. Her eyes sparkled, her flawless skin shone, and her full lips, curved into a smile, making his heart rate pick up again.

      And even though she’d spent the last half a dozen hours traveling, she still smelled as intoxicating as always. He didn’t know what kind of perfume she wore, and couldn’t pick out what the individual scents were, exactly. All he knew was that it was bold, yet soft, radiant, and completely captivating. A smell that was exactly, perfectly Brooke.

      He shook his head. This was another reason why he shouldn’t be out after bedtime. It weakened his normally strong ability to resist Brooke. That ability had only weakened to dangerous levels once, four months ago, and he vowed to never let it again.

      It was late on a Friday night, and they were cleaning up the mess of paper snips left from the snowflakes they had been cutting out with Sam before he had gotten her to bed. He and Brooke had kissed, and it had been glorious and amazing for about the four seconds it took for Cole’s brain to kick in and stop it.

      He had told her, “I’m sorry. I can’t do this to Samantha. I know how you feel about marriage and commitment, and I can’t compromise with my kid on the line.”

      Their friendship had only recently recovered from the awkwardness and gotten back to feeling normal and easy again. Even still, though, he tried to limit the time he spent with her because it was just too risky. His heart was on the line, too, so he just needed to keep the mindset that they were nothing more than friends, and that’s all they ever would be.

      “I got one for Sam, too.” Brooke pulled a little stuffed cat from her bag and held it out to Cole. It was wearing a shirt that said, “Stick with me. I’ll leave you FELINE good.”

      Cole took the cat, tried to ignore the feel of her soft skin against his as their hands brushed, and said, “Sam will love this.”

      “I know. Now race me around your house. First one back to the bear sighting wins.”

      “Race you...around my house?”

      Brooke nodded.

      “Brooke, it’s late. It’s dark. And we should both probably be in bed.”

      “Because now it’s after ten forty-two? I’ll tell you what. I’ve been gone for five days— you name one time you’ve been spontaneous in the past five days, and we’ll call the race off.”

      “Define ‘spontaneous.’”

      “Choosing to do something that wasn’t on your schedule for the day.”

      Cole opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out, so he closed it. Then he said, “I’m both parents for Sam. If I don’t schedule everything, things will fall through the cracks.”

      She ignored his protest. “Ready?”

      “Exercise right before bed causes insomnia,” Cole said.

      “Nah. It just makes you good and tired so you’ll fall asleep quickly. Set?” Brooke crouched down into a racing position.

      If it had been anyone else at his house this late on a weeknight, trying to get him to race around the house, he’d have already been back inside by now. Brooke just had a way of convincing him to do crazy things he’d never do otherwise. “I’ve got longer legs, so you won’t be able to win.” He was still vocally protesting but found himself getting in a position to take off running anyway.

      “And I had a coffee mid-flight to keep from being drowsy on the drive from the airport, so you won’t be able to win. Go!”

      Brooke took off running, and Cole raced after her a moment later. She leaped over the two-and-a-half-foot high fence into the backyard, so he did the same. She darted around the swing set, but he ran right between two swings and caught up to her as she ran right through the sandbox. They were neck and neck as they reached the fence to the sideyard, and they leaped almost simultaneously. Brooke stumbled a bit as she dodged the garbage cans against the side of the house that had been hiding in the shadow of the moon, but she grabbed the arm of his bathrobe and pulled it backward.

      He’d learned long ago that she was in it to win and that she enjoyed some good competition. So he slipped his arms out of the bathrobe as he ran, leaving it in her hand, and made it to the front yard before her. Brooke cut across the porch, though, and leaped over the railing at the other end, landing at the side yard. They reached the starting point at almost exactly the same time.

      A smile spread across Cole’s face as he stood in his t-shirt and pajama pants, breathing heavily, feeling exhilarated and refreshed after such a rough day. Brooke seemed to have a way of knowing exactly what he most needed and talking him into doing it, even if he hadn’t realized how much he needed it. “It’s good to have you back in town, Brooke.”

      Brooke pushed the bathrobe into Cole’s chest and he grabbed hold with the hands that still held the stuffed animals she’d brought. “It’s good to be back.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “Now that I’ve worn you out, you should be able to sleep like a baby. And I’ll sleep better knowing that you’re not dying from spontaneity deprivation.”

      His shoulder muscles involuntarily flexed at her touch, but he didn’t allow himself to think about how it felt to have her hand rest there.

      “Thanks for having my back,” Cole called out as Brooke walked toward her car, and she turned and waved.

      He stayed outside until she pulled away and drove down the street toward her house. It didn’t matter how attracted he was to Brooke or how long ago he’d fallen for her— for his daughter’s sake, he would never have a future with Brooke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

          BROOKE

        

      

    

    
      Early the next morning, Brooke stood at her design table in the back rooms of Best Dressed, sketching a new dress design. On the airplane the previous night, she had sat next to a fascinating woman and, as usually happened when she was talking with someone, the perfect dress for them came to mind.

      The fifty-something-year-old woman was a humanities professor and, in her younger years, a CIA field agent. She still had the hints of strong lines and angles from her earlier years but had been softened by age, experience, and a kindness that shone on her face.

      The business dress Brooke was sketching had the same feel. Strong lines that showed off the woman’s regal presence, but softened. A dress that would look powerful on stage while giving a keynote address at a conference, yet perfectly at home offstage cradling a grandbaby.

      Her brand, By the Brooke, wasn’t a collection meant for one specific type of person. They were meant to show all the strong, diverse personalities of the human race. She loved when someone inspired a project that would represent a portion of the population that had been missing from her collection.

      She stifled a yawn. The late coffee may have been a mistake. Or possibly the race around Cole’s house. Or maybe the mix of the two.

      Whatever it was, she was paying for it now. She had been wired when she had finally gotten home, so she couldn’t fall asleep and couldn’t stop thinking about the dress. When she finally did fall asleep, she even dreamed about it. She probably should’ve been working on other business stuff after being away, but she wasn’t going to stop dreaming about it until her sketches were complete.

      As her two employees, Noemi and Delbrina, unlocked the back door and walked in, chatting, Brooke looked up and smiled.

      “Brooke!” Noemi said as she ran in and hugged her. “I thought your plane didn’t come in until this afternoon!”

      “I finished early and there was a flight with a seat available last night, so I got home about eleven.”

      “Yet you still beat us into work, while we’re slower than a Sunday afternoon,” Delbrina said as she hung her purse and jacket on its hook and pulled a stool up to the design table. “Ooo, that’s beautiful. Are we going to test this dress in my size?”

      Brooke laughed. Whenever she designed anything with strong lines and angles, Delbrina wanted to test it. Anything flowing and girly, Noemi wanted to try. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She slipped the paper into her design portfolio. “We’ve got a lot to get done today. Are you two ready for our team meeting?”

      Noemi joined them at the design table. “Only if it starts with you telling us how your meeting with Van Zandt Corporate went.”

      They did have a lot to do today, especially since she’d been gone. But Brooke smiled just thinking about her pitch yesterday. “Well, it turns out they invited thirty-six of us to come present.”

      “So few?” Delbrina asked.

      At the same time, Noemi said, “So many?”

      “Few enough to be honored that they invited me to present,” Brooke said. “But enough to know better than to get my hopes up. Regardless of what happens, I’m glad I went. It was quite the experience presenting to executives at a department store as big as Van Zandt.”

      “The biggest in the nation,” Noemi interrupted.

      “Okay, the biggest. They had twelve of us present a day, and we each got twenty minutes to show our portfolio and talk about what kind of things we’d include in a clothing line if they chose to feature us in next year’s spring catalog, just like we had planned. But then they took an extra ten minutes asking questions about our business size and production levels, online and brick and mortar stores, and manufacturing.”

      “How did it go?” Noemi asked.

      “I was on top of my game,” Brooke said, smiling. She had done even better than she had all the times she’d run through it in her head during the days leading up to it.

      “And,” Delbrina said, drawing out the word, “what we really want to know is how was the competition? Were they cutthroat?”

      Brooke laughed. “They had a reception for us, and there were only a few I hadn’t met before. Not a single label sent a marketing rep— there were only designers who were also the owners of their labels. These people are my friends, my mentors, and my peers. They’re all amazing, and I’m sure they all did well.”

      Getting her designs into a department store chain like Van Zandt had always been Brooke’s dream, and with this invitation to demo, Van Zandt was also offering to feature the label. Everything she had been doing with her business— from her online store to her product in boutiques to the industry relationships she nurtured, and even to her store here in Nestled Hollow— had been, at least in part, to attract the attention of a business like Van Zandt.

      But that was true for all thirty-six people who had presented to them, so spending time daydreaming about it wasn’t wise. Spending time working toward building her business was.

      “I’m sure I won’t hear back for a few weeks, though, so let’s get down to business.” She glanced down at her buzzing phone, her brow crinkled. She had spent all day yesterday in the green room at Van Zandt with Ian, as they had each waited for their turn to present. They didn’t talk nearly often enough to warrant a phone call again so soon. She slid to answer the call, pressed the speaker phone, and said, “Hello, Ian! Miss me already?”

      “Have you thought any more about the partnership I proposed? Our businesses would combine beautifully. We’d work together pretty well, too.”

      “You know I love you, Ian. But my answer is still no—I’m a lone wolf; always will be.”

      “I appreciate your ‘no.’ I respect your ‘no’ just like I respect you. But I think it’s the wrong answer.”

      Brooke smiled at his persistence. On anyone else, it might be annoying. But Ian was just so darn likable that it was hard to get annoyed at anything he did. “I know you do. Thank you again for the offer.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll convince you yet.”

      “I don’t doubt that you’ll try.”

      As soon as Brooke hung up the phone, Noemi said, “You never told us that you got a business offer. Do you want to discuss it?”

      “I didn’t tell you because it was irrelevant. I’m not interested in a partnership.”

      “Why?” Noemi asked. “Because you’re worried the two of you might get romantically involved?”

      “Me and Ian?” Brooke laughed. “No. He’s...he’s not my type and very much taken.”

      “Then why?” Delbrina asked. “You’d grow your business and extend your reach. Ian seems like a nice guy. And he designs suits, which is an area where we’re weak. With a partnership, many of the costs and efforts would be split in half. And you could utilize each other’s manufacturers when one has downtime.”

      Brooke shook her head. “My dad always taught me to never merge with a company that’s the same size as yours. And he’s one of the best there is at growing businesses.”

      Delbrina and Noemi nodded. They both knew who her dad was— most people did, even if they didn’t know she was his daughter— and with his success, people rightly assumed that her dad knew his stuff. He’d always taught her that it never worked out if you joined as equals. Someone had to take the lead, to make the hard decisions when two partners wouldn’t agree. And unless you were the bigger business, the name of your own business— the one you created from the ground up— was likely to disappear.

      Her phone buzzed again and she shook her head when she saw who it was. She touched Accept and put the phone to her ear. “When you said you’d keep trying to convince me, I didn’t think you meant every five minutes.”

      “They’ve chosen.” Ian’s voice came out with barely restrained excitement.

      “Who has?”

      “Van Zandt!”

      Brooke stood up from her stool. “So soon? I thought it would be weeks!”

      “They said there were five standouts. It made their choice easy. Are you checking your email? Check your email already!”

      Brooke raced to the standing table with the computer, turned the phone on speaker, and set it beside the computer. She put the password into the login screen, then logged into her email. The email from Van Zandt Corporate was right at the top, the words Five Finalists Chosen in the subject line jumping out at her.

      Her hand hovered over the mouse, suddenly unsure if she wanted to click. She had thought she’d been okay with whatever answer she got from them, but now that the list was here, she wasn’t sure she was ready to hear if she didn’t make the cut.

      “Click it!” Delbrina and Noemi shouted at the same time.

      So she clicked the button and scanned through the email, none of the words sinking in until she saw Brooke McClellan with By the Brooke in the list of five. She gasped and tried to focus on the lines above it, just to confirm that this was, indeed, the list of finalists and not the list of people they were taking out of the running. She could barely focus, though. The screaming and jumping of Delbrina and Noemi confirmed that she was a finalist. And right below her name was Ian Bancroft with Bancroft Limited.

      “I made the top five!” she shouted. “Ian, we both made the top five!” She spun around and wrapped her arms around Noemi and Delbrina, and they all jumped up and down in a difficult-to-maintain hug, screaming, Ian squealing his excitement through the phone.

      Breathless, Brooke collapsed into the nearest chair. “I can’t believe they chose my brand. This is so huge. I’ve spent countless hours of my life dreaming of this, but I still can’t wrap my head around it.”

      “I’ll contact our manufacturer,” Noemi said, “and have Dave give us some numbers on what kind of output he could get in the space we have if we let him hire as many employees as he wants. And I’ll check with outsourcing some sewing, too, if ours isn’t enough.”

      Brooke nodded.

      “And I’ll let our designer know that this next lookbook needs to knock it out of the park,” Delbrina added.

      Item after item kept flying onto Brooke’s mental to-do list as the adrenaline from the news flowed through her. She stood up and went to the computer to read the rest of the email.

      “I know you didn’t go and forget that I am on the phone,” Ian said.

      “Ian,” Brooke said, “after news like this, I didn’t even remember where I was.”

      He laughed. “That’s why it took me a good five minutes after I saw the email before I called you. Did you see the attached file? That’s a list of the things they want us to prepare before the next meeting when they’ll cut the list down further. It’s, uh...it’s long. And they’re giving us three weeks.”

      “Three weeks?!”

      “It’s insane,” Ian said. “And I have my fashion show right in the middle of that three weeks. You’ll still come help, right?”

      “You know me well enough to know I wouldn’t bail on you.”

      “You’re the best kind of people there is. Check out their list. You make sure to let me know if you want to work together on any of it.”

      With that tone of voice, his implication came through loud and clear. “Ha, ha, Ian. My answer is still no.”

      “It was worth a try. You know where to find me if it changes to a yes.”

      After she hung up, Noemi and Delbrina squealed. “You did it!” Noemi shouted. “You made the top five!”

      Brooke buzzed with energy and practically floated with excitement. “I’ve been dreaming about this since I was four and made my Barbie a dress out of paper towels and Scotch tape.”

      The bell on the front door dinged and Brooke stepped to where she could see through the doorway to the shop. “Whitney! It’s so good to see you!” Brooke said as she rushed forward to greet her friend. “Come on back here.” Brooke led her to the padded chairs that were set in a little conversation cluster on the rug in one of the corners and they both sat down as Brooke tried to calm her breathing. “How was Sacramento?”

      “It was great!” Whitney said. “I love watching Eli run team-building groups.”

      “And I bet you’re enjoying all the extra time with him, too.”

      Whitney blushed. “Yeah, that too. How was New York?”

      “It was good. I went to a fun party, made some connections, and even met a couple of people who are corporate sales reps.”

      “That's fantastic! Do you think anything will come of it?”

      Brooke shrugged. “Hard to say. I mean I hope so, but this is a pretty competitive business.”

      “So,” Whitney said, drawing the word out, “did you go on any fun dates while you were there?”

      “Oh yeah,” Noemi said, “I can’t believe we forgot to ask if you went on a date with Travis.”

      Delbrina shook her head. “Travis is the guy in Austin. Saloy is the one in New York.”

      Brooke chuckled. “Saloy is in Los Angeles.” She turned back to Whitney. “Sadly, no. I often go on a date with Rennen when I’m in New York, but he met someone new and decided he wanted to be exclusive with them.”

      “So what I’m hearing is that you could really use a date.”

      Brooke could see the mischievousness in her friend’s expression. “Whitney, no.”

      Whitney held up her hands. “Don’t worry, I didn’t set you up on a blind date or anything like that. I know how annoying that can be. I was just thinking it might be fun to have you and a date double with me and Eli for an early dinner tonight. You know, someone from town maybe.”

      “I am more than happy to join the two of you for dinner tonight. Without a date. I’ve been the third wheel with you and Eli plenty of times before and I don’t mind it at all.”

      “I’m not saying you should marry someone from town or anything. I'm just saying it might be fun to go out as couples.”

      “I don’t date people from town. I’ve seen how it is. If you go out on one date, people in town already start rooting for you before you’ve even decided if you want a second date. And then if you did decide to keep dating them, once you eventually stop dating, you’d still see them all the time and then things get awkward.”

      “It’s supposed to be ‘if’ you stop dating,” Whitney said. “Not ‘when.’”

      “Oh, honey,” Delbrina said, “you might as well give up. Brooke doesn’t date anyone exclusively, let alone long-term.”

      Whitney raised a questioning eyebrow. She hadn’t ever pressed Brooke for more information, even though Brooke had pushed Whitney quite a bit when she first started dating Eli. She probably owed her an explanation. She blew out a deep breath. “Being married holds you back. People have different opinions on everything— it’s normal and natural. So anytime you have to make a decision, it slows things down and complicates everything. It limits you. It pins you down. There’s not as much freedom to make the tough choices. It’s true in business and it’s true in life.”

      “My man can pin me down anytime he likes,” Delbrina said, and high-fived Noemi.

      “Have you never been in an exclusive
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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