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      Two best friends. One night that changes it all.
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      Nicola Samuels kissed the sexiest man she knows--her best friend. The man who veers away from commitment as though it’s scarier than a pit of snakes. The man who, she believes, has only ever seen her as his backpacking travel buddy.

      The man she hasn’t spoken to since The Kiss.

      But Nicola’s ready for the next step in life--career, marriage, family. And she knows just the man who will fit by her side--the man who makes her laugh and her heart sing. Todd Haber, her commitment-phobe BBF and the best kisser she’s ever met.

      Can Nicola find a way to tame the untameable? Or will her intentions send her best friend fleeing, breaking her heart in the process?
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      “You should marry me.”

      Nicola Samuels squinted against the hot summer sun, trying to focus on her friend Devon Mattson, who she knew had to be kidding.

      Again.

      He’d proposed at least five times by her count. Six including today.

      And so far he hadn’t been serious even once. He was Mr. Daredevil Adventure Boy and she was Miss Planner. Sure, they had become good friends and both lived in Blueberry Springs. They were single and didn’t mind some excitement from time to time. But a rest-of-your-life-together-in-holy-matrimony kind of adventure? Nope, he wasn’t signing up for that--not in a million years.

      One of these days she was going to say yes just for the fun of watching him flip his lid. But today his joking simply reminded her of her best friend, Todd Haber--another man who, despite his joking about marrying her at thirty (if they were both still single)--was never going to settle down. For a moment last February she’d thought maybe he’d wanted what she did--to move from friends to something more. So she’d blithely waltzed right across the friend line, and as a result they’d barely spoken since.

      But that moment on the dance floor…it had felt incredibly right. The connection between them had positively sizzled. It was something she’d never felt before, something she now knew she wanted--needed--in her life. However, the look in Todd’s eyes and the way he’d quickly retreated had told her everything. He definitely didn’t want what she did.

      “What do you think? Married on a mountaintop?”

      “Devon, I’m really not in the mood.”

      “That’s what you’re supposed to say after we’ve been married a few years,” he teased, delivering a friendly elbow nudge.

      She gave him an unimpressed look. She’d turned him down numerous times during the community Love Extravaganza she’d organized for the small town of Blueberry Springs last Valentine’s Day. The event and his jokes had been fun, heady, silly. But today his prank-like proposals only brought back memories of the moment that had changed everything between her and Todd--as well as the sting of his rejection.

      “Well?” Devon prompted.

      “Well, what?”

      “What else is going to get your mind off Todd--”

      “Who said I was thinking about him?”

      Devon raised his brows and continued as though she hadn’t interrupted. “So I propose you plan a huge wedding and limber up for a honeymoon with me.” He did a few exaggerated lunges down the sunny sidewalk, his muscled runner’s legs flexing in a way that would give most women hot flashes that weren’t related to the late summer heat.

      He stopped and posed like a bodybuilder showing off his biceps. “Who wouldn’t want to sign up for a lifetime with this?”

      Nicola walked past him, knowing he could never put his money where his mouth was when it came to uttering I do. Not that she wanted him to--at least not with her. Her heart, it seemed, belonged solely to Todd. And anyway, she had a sneaking suspicion that Devon was hung up on someone from deep in his past, nulling his eligibly despite the way he carried on.

      “Come on. I need one of your sister’s heavenly whiskey-and-gumdrop brownies.”

      Devon caught her by the arm, swinging her to face him, looking surprisingly serious.

      Her heart plunged. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “Me?” She tried to shrug out of his grip. “Don’t be.”

      “You’ve lost a ton of weight and rarely smile anymore. You don’t even talk about when you’re going to return to backpacking.”

      “I smile.” She tried for a big, happy grin, which made her face feel like it was cracking. “And I just need a longer break at home than I thought. I still plan to see Norway and Tibet.”

      She’d been living in Blueberry Springs for eight months now. Originally, when she’d returned from her two-year backpacking stint with Todd, she’d thought six months would recharge her batteries and then she’d be ready to see the world again. But now the urge to take off waned with each passing month that she stayed in her comfy little apartment above the pharmacy on Main Street. It was starting to seem as though she was going to need a bit longer. Quite a bit longer.

      “You should come on a date with me. That’ll fix you up.”

      “Most of your dates end in the ER,” she retorted. That wasn’t entirely true, but it was well known that he often pushed the line with his daredevil ways and sometimes needed a few stitches to put him back together.

      “You’re always talking about how many adventures you and Todd had. If you want adventure, I can give it to you. I’m the one who’s here. I’m the one drooling over you. Let me distract you.”

      She narrowed her eyes at her friend, who was definitely not drooling. “What are you playing at, Devon Mattson?” Had one of their friends set him up to this?

      “Ooh, I like it when you use my full name. For future reference my middle name is Adam.”

      “Your initials are DAM?”

      He grinned. A man with issues. That’s what he was.

      “I’m looking for someone I can have a pile of kids with,” she said, sidling up to him while adding a twist to her hips. “You up for that?”

      Devon laughed at her ploy to send him running. “You’re too much of a free spirit, with all those backpacking adventures in your past.”

      “Exactly. In my past.” She slowly eased closer, backing him against Wanda’s Bridal Shop’s display window. Nicola trailed a finger down his hard chest. “Kids, Devon. Lots of ’em. Everyone else is doing it.”

      It wasn’t a bad idea, really. Although not with Devon--with Todd. The two of them would make the distance if she could convince him to give a relationship a whirl. She’d have to get him to start talking to her again first though.

      A shadow of doubt crossed Devon’s features as she pressed closer. He paled beneath his summer tan.

      Ha! She had him now.

      “Don’t you want a houseful of little Nicolas and Devons? Maybe buy me that fluffy dress in the window behind you?”

      He studied her, his face brightening suddenly. “I know what you’re doing. Nice try, but you can’t scare me off.” He slung an arm across her shoulders, full of purpose once again. “You’re a woman in distress, and luckily, I’m here to distract you. You know,” he confided amicably, “the whole best-friends-to-lovers thing always works in Blueberry Springs. Look at my sister and Frankie.”

      Nicola leaned away. “Who says you’re my best friend?”

      “Well, if Todd is still your bestie you might want to reconsider. Best friends usually talk more often than every five months.”

      She shoved his arm off her. “Friends also don’t kiss each other like lovers and then say it was a mistake.”

      “He kissed you?” Devon was suddenly all ears.

      “No.”

      “You kissed him?”

      She tried to ignore Devon’s enthusiasm and avoided his high five.

      “What? Did you bite his lip?” He came closer, giving her a playful growl. “Because some men like it when a woman gets frisky.”

      “I didn’t bite him,” she said with exaggerated patience. “I kissed him.”

      “Maybe you need some tips. I can help.” He closed his eyes, puckering his lips.

      She pushed him away. “Seriously. It’s like being friends with a nine-year-old. I’m moving you off the friend list.”

      “And onto the lovers list. Nice. Very nice.”

      She gave an exaggerated sigh, knowing he was only trying to lighten her mood.

      “So why did you say the kiss was a mistake?” he asked, shifting into a more serious mood again.

      “Because we’re friends. Friends don’t cross that line, and he hated it.”

      “And you’re sure the kiss was the problem?”

      She sighed again and let her head fall to the side as she stared at him. “Yes.”

      “I’m driving you to the city.”

      “I don’t want to look at boring engine parts with you,” she declared. “I want one of your sister’s brownies. Plus, her café has air-conditioning.” Nicola fanned her face for effect.

      “No, we’re going to talk to Todd. Resolve this once and for all.” Devon began tugging her in the opposite direction. “I can’t handle seeing you so miserable.”

      “No way.” She dug in her feet. She’d be completely destroyed if Todd rejected her again--especially face-to-face. She’d rather deal with the pained, awkward silence that had descended between them, because at least it gave her hope that one day they might be friends again. Once he realized she wasn’t going to tackle him and force him into matrimony or something. Just sex.

      No, not sex. Man, what was wrong with her brain?

      They were friends. Sort of.

      “It’s been months, Nicola. You obviously love the guy, since you keep saying no to me.”

      She let out an unladylike snort. “You’ve never once been serious about dating me, and both you and I know it.”

      He gave an amicable shrug. “Taking you around the block for a week wouldn’t be a hardship even though we don’t seem to have that spark that sets my skin on fire whenever we touch.”

      She glared at him, feeling insulted even though she felt the same way.

      He gave her a confiding wink. “Don’t worry, nobody else sets my skin on fire anymore either.”

      She raised a brow, leaning closer, all ears. “But someone out there still does?”

      Devon stared into the distance for a split second--a sure sign he was thinking of a past love. He flashed Nicola a smile, returning to business, his eyes lighting up with the joy of a new plan. “What we’re going to do is find Todd and explain how you got swept away by the romantic essence of the Hallmark holiday.”

      “And?”

      “And that will fix the friendship.”

      “I think it’s a little more complicated than that. I kissed him.”

      “Guys aren’t complicated. You go in there and tell him how it is. Fix it. Done.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because… Because…” Okay, there really had to be a better excuse than she was afraid she’d kiss Todd again and he’d go running so far into the hills that she’d never see him again. “I need to go home and figure out what my next Blueberry Springs event is going to be, so I don’t lose my job as the town’s community planner.”

      “It’s the weekend.”

      “It’s called working for a living.”

      Devon pulled out his phone. “What’s his address, you big chicken?”

      “I’m not a chicken.”

      And she wasn’t. Well, not completely. She was simply trying to be rational about it all. Todd was a big part of her life and the kiss had simply confused things when it had flipped a switch inside her. All around her friends were hooking up and making it look wonderful and cozy. Who wouldn’t want that?

      Logically, she knew she didn’t want the whole nine yards right now anyway. She was just getting started with her career and settling into the town. The kiss combined with seeing her friends nesting simply brought home the fact that she missed having someone close, someone who knew her history and sense of humor as well as their own. She’d gone from being with Todd twenty-four/seven to barely talking to him. That would mess up anyone.

      And when it came right down to it, it wasn’t being a chicken, it was sanity that kept her from running to Todd. Because, really, who fell in love with their best friend--a man who would rather jump out of a plane than settle down? Nobody sane, that’s who. And Nicola, last she’d checked, wasn’t a funny farm candidate.

      “Come on, Nicola,” Devon said. “You can’t leave it like this.”

      “I won’t. I just need time, okay?”

      “It’s been months.”

      “I know. Please?”

      Devon watched her for a long minute. “You a dog person?” he asked.

      Nicola frowned, trying to catch up with the sudden change in topic. “Why?”

      “Are you?”

      “If it’s furry and won’t bite my head off--or my hand--I’ll like it. Why?”

      “Good. I know someone who needs help.”

      “Who? With what?” She felt herself perking up at the possibility of a new distraction. She was already helping her pregnant friend, Jen Kulak, by taking over some of her guided mountain hikes on weekends, but there were still plenty of hours to get caught up in unhealthy Todd fantasies.

      “Scott.”

      Scott Malone, the local police officer, was her friend Amber Thompson’s fiancé. He also ran an animal shelter and was one of the few people in town who liked his mother’s meat loaf. Amber was absolutely crazy about him--even with his dismal culinary palate--which made him a-okay in Nicola’s book.

      “He needs people to foster a few dogs. Gwen Hart just moved into the nursing home and she has five dogs that need homes, but his shelter’s full.”

      “Has he talked to Janet Martin? She likes to pet sit for people. Maybe she can help.”

      “She’s already got the puppies he found abandoned out near avalanche control.” That sounded like Janet. She was great with pets and people, and loved to help out when she could. “He’s hoping to find more people who can foster.”

      “My apartment allows pets--I could take one.”

      “Awesome.” Devon pointed a finger at her, looking serious once more. “But I’m not letting you off the hook. You talk to Todd by the end of next week or I’m cooking up a plan for you two. Enough is enough.”

      Nicola nodded slowly, letting him know she’d heard him. Noting his I-mean-business expression, she didn’t know whether to hug him or book herself on the next flight to Tibet.
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      Nicola tried to keep from fidgeting, wondering how long the meeting was going to run. She needed to get home and let her new furry friend out before he had an accident or destroyed the place. She hadn’t left Twiggy--a shaggy little mix of at least four or five breeds--alone for longer than an hour or two so far, and wasn’t sure whether he’d retaliate for his supposed abandonment. While Devon had wisely taken home an old retriever that didn’t need much attention during the day, she’d taken a frisky goofball that made her laugh.

      Still, it was good. She hadn’t thought about Todd in hours. She hadn’t reminisced about how they used to video chat almost nightly. She hadn’t worried about how awkward things were between them now. She hadn’t even daydreamed about their February kiss, or the happy little sigh her whole body did whenever she thought about the moment their lips had touched.

      Well, at least not as much as usual.

      “This is going to be a very serious problem for Blueberry Springs unless we do something to combat it,” her boss, Andy McIntyre, stated. He exhaled slowly, smoothing his meeting agenda, a sure sign he was trying to rein in the urge to completely wig out.

      Blueberry Springs was a small mountain town, relatively cut off from big-city things such as Starbucks and movie theaters that played more than two movies at once. But what it lacked in busyness it made up for in outdoor activities, and therefore had attracted an influx of younger, single people who opted to move to the pretty town and work online from home rather than in a city high-rise two hours away.

      The problem was, they weren’t staying. They loved the town, the mountains, and stuck around for a few seasons or a year, but ultimately returned to the city. Which she could totally understand. After living a go-go-go life, newcomers would find Blueberry Springs a romantic alternative. But once here… Well, she’d been a bit antsy at first, missing the bustle and the ability to buy a box of tampons after ten any night of the week. But after a while she’d begun to meet people--thanks to her busybody aunts--and the place had slowly settled into her bones, to the point that she’d come to think of Blueberry Springs as home.

      “Nicola, you’re young and single,” Andy stated.

      She wrinkled her nose. In Blueberry Springs, being single wasn’t nearly as cool and carefree-sounding as it was in the city, and having her lack of a relationship pointed out in the middle of the meeting made her feel a bit like a defect. An on-the-spot defect.

      “What type of things makes a single city person like you stay here?” he prompted.

      “Um…” She still kind of planned on traveling with Todd again--assuming they ever got their friendship sorted out. “Maybe I’m not the best person to--”

      “What do you like?”

      She paused, thinking.

      Todd.

      “Be honest with us. What would you like to see more of?”

      Again, Todd.

      “What is our town missing?”

      Todd, of course.

      Wow. Her brain was really on one track today--likely due to Devon’s chat yesterday. She’d been doing so well, weaning herself off thoughts of Todd. And now not so much.

      She needed to go on a date. Get her romantic life in order so she could move past her steamy BFF and his rejection, then work on getting their friendship back.

      There. She had a plan. A good one, too.

      Andy idly tapped the table with his fingers, waiting for her to reply, reminding her of Todd. When they’d shared an apartment in college she’d often find Todd in the kitchen during midterms, absently tapping the counter, hungry, but his mind tangled and lost in a mental list of study notes. She’d pull down a snack and place it front of him, snapping him out of his reverie. A bright smile would break the look of concentration, his brow smoothing. She loved being able to make him light up like that. It made her wonder if he got lost in his own world at work now and whether he was remembering to eat. Or worse, if someone sexy and irresistible had noticed his lack of mental presence when working out a problem and had taken it upon herself to care for him.

      She uncurled her fists and pulled her mind back to the meeting. She really needed to find someone to date so she’d stop obsessing over Todd. It was getting unhealthy. But how was she going to find someone?

      “It’s difficult to meet other people my age. I went out snowshoeing and stuff like that, hoping to meet other people in town. I’ve met a few, but…” She shrugged. “There’s just nothing really happening. There’s no easy way to meet up with people regularly enough to become friends. Or to date,” she offered feebly. It would feel odd not having Todd vet her date beforehand.

      “We have a movie theater.” One of the clerks, Jill, piped up, a defensive tone in her voice. “We have a fall fair. Cruise night. Markets. Mandy makes awesome brownies and has a little café where people work on their computers. And a nice, old library. Jen does wilderness excursions.”

      “And Nicola’s Love Extravaganza--we can’t forget that,” Andy said. “You’ll do it again this year, right?”

      She nodded, thinking about Jill’s reaction.

      “I’m not dissing Blueberry Springs,” Nicola said carefully. “I chose it as my home, but look at it from an energetic city person’s point of view. The movie theater only shows two movies. That’s fine and all, but it’s not the selection they’re used to. The fall fair and cruise night are only two events in a twelve-month span. The library is open only three days a week. And Jen’s excursions draw more tourists than anything else.”

      Nicola felt the familiar frustration well up. There was so much potential for the little town, all of it unfulfilled or unrealized. If she could just get in there and lift everything up she was certain she could make something big happen.

      “If we don’t fill these new neighborhoods, as well as the condos and apartments that are going up, we’re screwed,” Andy said. “We’re spending considerable sums on infrastructure. If we can’t keep people, we can’t fill the new homes. We need their property taxes.” Her boss shook his head, stress lines appearing between his brows. “We need an economic stimulus. We need a nightlife. We need…” He let out a sharp sigh.

      “Decent, affordable high-speed internet and a thriving social scene,” she muttered as she checked the clock. End meeting. End meeting.

      Slowly, Nicola realized that everyone in the small conference room was looking at her. Uh-oh. Did she say that bit about ending the meeting out loud?

      “Your February event had quite a draw from a large cross-section of residents as well as visitors,” Andy said carefully, his attention on the pen he was rolling between his fingers.

      “Thank you, it did.” No. Wait. Everyone was expecting her to solve this massive crisis. They were watching her, waiting for a brain wave. With hope. So much desperate hope they were practically choking on it.

      She glanced from face to face and let out an internal sigh. Fine. It was her job, but she was not doing a pile of overtime for no reimbursement again. February had been different. She’d barely known anyone and was new in town, completely eager to leave her mark on it. Now, she was helping Jen with some of her guided hikes and had a dog at home. A dog whose legs were currently crossed, waiting for her.

      Then again, it would be a better distraction from Todd than the dog was proving to be. And maybe if she built a social scene she’d find a man. Phase one of the “get over Todd” plan.

      Her boss strode to the front of the room to tap a pie graph showing housing demographics. “We approved these developments. Now we need to get people to move into them. Apartments. Condos. Then into the new subdivision. What can we do to make that happen?”

      “You need them to hook up and have babies.” Nicola had heard that from her aunts for several months now.

      When are you going to settle down with a nice man and have some babies to fill up that new neighborhood? There’s a nice little bungalow planned near a playground that would be perfect for you. Close to the hiking trails.

      “Yes,” her boss replied, not bothering to put too fine a point on it.

      “If I put in overtime, I’m getting paid for it.”

      He nodded eagerly.

      She paused to think. They needed something where young, active people who had been drawn to Blueberry Springs could meet each other, hang out and do things together. The things they’d come here for.

      But how did you build a social scene?

      “Hiking club?” Too specific. “Outdoor club?”

      No, bigger.

      Hook up, hook up.

      Where would she go if she wanted to find someone? Well, she’d just keep on following Todd and hope that--whoa. No. Not going there. And definitely not thinking of that gut-warming smile of his that sent tingles of happiness through her every time he… Crap. She was thinking about him again. Was this how addicts felt? Thoughts of the substance sneaking in here and there, taking over brain space?

      She wrote down “outdoor club” as something for Jen and her boyfriend, Rob, to look into, as it wasn’t a half-bad idea. That would be good for the locals who wanted to hang out with similar-minded people. But they needed something way bigger. They needed a multilayered, multiyear plan that they could implement, say…yesterday.

      “Who are we trying to appeal to?” Nicola asked, clearing her throat, pen poised. “Specifically.”

      “You.”

      Great. Now anything she planned, the group would take as some sort of peek into her inner psyche.

      “And that Todd fellow.”

      “We aren’t a couple and he doesn’t live in Blueberry Springs.” She made doodles on her paper so they couldn’t see her expression.

      “Then people like you.”

      “So, under thirty, professional, single,” she said, writing that down. “An interest in the outdoors and adventure, but also possibly a little bit on the fringe, because they chose a teeny town in the middle of nowhere over a city with tons of things to do and decent shopping, because they don’t care if they’re about a million miles away from an airport and their friends.”

      Weren’t demographics fun?

      She closed her notebook and stood up. “I’ll let you know if I think of anything.”

      She glanced around the room, feeling as though she was the only one without someone to love, someone to go home to. That type of thing rarely bothered her, but today it felt as though it was digging a little too close to a tender spot hidden deep inside.

      Sucking in a soothing breath, she pasted a smile on her face. It was her job to take care of the town of Blueberry Springs and she was paid fairly to do so. This wasn’t about her.

      But it sure felt like it was. And to make the hit deeper, it all was starting to feel as though it was something she should have--love, relationship, family. Something that had been missing for far too long.

      She paused at the door. “Fourteen date nights,” she blurted out, turning to face the group. “We plan the dates. People show up. Boom. They meet people.”

      Problem solved for both the town and herself.

      “Oooh. Are they blind dates?” asked Jill hopefully. Apparently there was another single in the crowd--à la Jill Armstrong. She was a planner like Nicola and had managed The Diner in town with her twin sister, Jodi, before the owner retired, closing it down.

      “Um, maybe.” Blind dates could be a fun way to mix everyone up.

      “But what if you don’t like them after the first date? Do you have to keep dating them for all of the dates? What if we want to meet people and not date? And what about the LGBT crowd?”

      “Dating’s complicated. Maybe we should just make them social nights. People can naturally pair off if they find someone.”

      Everyone nodded. She had it. The concept. Next up? How to implement it.

      She faced her boss. “You know we’re going to need a lot more than a few date nights to save the town though, right?”

      He nodded. “Bring me a proposal, including a budget and timeline, ASAP.”

      “Okay.” She turned, thinking that if she planned these date nights right she’d stop thinking about Todd.

      But then again, maybe she’d just get caught in a new circle--one where she wondered what it would be like to go on fourteen dates with him. Because as much as she tried to kid herself, she was infatuated with Todd.

      She needed to face the facts and get over him. Determined to start putting her head back on straight, she mentally ticked off reasons she and Todd would never make it as a couple.

      One. They were opposites.

      Sure, they got along famously and had traveled the world together for two years--but he’d brought the action, adventure and spontaneity, while she’d brought the plans, details and Polysporin.

      Two. They were great friends, but that was all he wanted--his old college roommate who’d never take his outrageous flirting to heart. And she’d gone ahead and crossed that line. Major error.

      Three. She wasn’t his type, anyway. She was a plain Jane and pear-shaped. Since high school all Todd dated were long-legged packages complete with amazing eyelashes and expensive highlights.

      Four. He didn’t do long-term relationships. He did short-term fun, then moved along.

      In other words, they weren’t meant to be together despite the sizzle that had seared her brain when they’d kissed. Nicola needed to find a way to get it through her head that they were never going to be a couple. She needed to get on with her life--and get her friend back.
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      Nicola had spent a week honing her ideas for Blueberry Springs’s social nights with Jill, and Andy had enthusiastically approved the plan. However, he wanted her to run a test before launching it to the public, which made sense. All she needed were a few test subjects, whom she hoped to find in Mandy’s popular café.

      Yawning, Nicola stretched and checked the time. It was later than she’d thought. She peeked out of her cubicle, noting that everyone else had gone home. She’d waved at people as they’d left for the day, but hadn’t realized how late it had become. If she didn’t hustle she was going to miss meeting up with her friends for supper. It was a good thing she’d gone home at lunch to let Twiggy out or the dog would be bursting by now.

      Swinging the small woven purse she’d purchased in El Salvador over her shoulder, she hurried out of the town offices and headed toward Mandy’s. A chilly breeze swept into the valley and she zipped up her light jacket as Devon met up with her as she crossed Cherry Street.

      He gave her a platonic peck on the cheek, then fell into step beside her.

      “How’s my favorite man?” she asked.

      “Uh-oh.” He pushed his hands deep in his pockets, studying her as they walked. “What do you want?”

      “Jill and I are working on a project for the town and we need some help testing stuff.” They paused to let Wanda’s grandkids run across their path and into her bridal shop.

      “Date nights. I thought you’d never ask.” He playfully tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow. “I’d be honored to be your boyfriend. Logically, it is the first step to marriage.”

      “You’re unstoppable, aren’t you?”

      He grinned. “It’s one of my most redeeming personality traits.”

      “Only because you don’t have very many.”

      “Oh, that hurts.” He pretended to clutch a dagger and pull it from his chest. Laughing, he began walking again.

      She smiled at his antics, happy to have him as a friend. Too bad they didn’t have that certain something she felt with Todd as they’d have a lot of fun together. “They’re not date nights. They’re for anyone. Social nights.”

      “Not a date because you’re in love with Todd. I know, I know.” Devon opened the door to the café for her and Nicola immediately spotted her friends, sitting and chatting.

      “I wish everyone would stop misinterpreting our easy friendship for something more.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.

      “You know what I mean.” She added under her breath, “No wonder I ended up kissing him. Everyone’s messing with my head.”

      “You’re friends who should be on the cusp of making the leap to lovers,” Devon said, ignoring her comment while he took her jacket and hung it on the coatrack by the door.

      “He already rejected me, if you recall,” she grumbled, waving at her friends. “Besides, he’s like you--doesn’t do relationships.”

      “With the right woman we do.”

      “Well, obviously I’m not the right woman, and trying to push something like this would be a sure way to lose him.”

      “Nicola, hon,” Devon said, his voice gentle as he pulled her outside again. “Have you thought that maybe you already have? And by the sounds of it, you didn’t even fight for him. Your lover.”

      “Devon, Todd and I aren’t going to connect on that level. Ever. We’re great friends, but we’re too different.” He gave her a disbelieving look. “We’d be divorced in a matter of seconds. For real. I like details and plans and he’s an adventure-seeking playboy. Hardly a good fit.”

      “You’re best friends who complement each other.”

      “So?”

      “So you’re already committed to each other as friends, how’s making it a romantic relationship any different?”

      She paused to think about it. He had a point, but she also knew it was more complicated than simply stepping a bit further under the grand old commitment umbrella.

      “He’d get bored with me, Devon. He always moves on after about a month in a relationship.” Feeling irritated, she reentered the café and joined her friends.

      “Hey,” Jen Kulak said as Nicola flopped into a chair. “I heard about your date nights.” Her hair’s usual purple streak was an uncharacteristic faded hue.

      “They’re social nights--for anyone. Are you growing out your streak?”

      “Sorta. Rob doesn’t think breathing in the hair dye stuff is good for the baby.” She shrugged as she rested a hand over her expanding belly. Her boyfriend slung a protective arm around her, eliciting an unexpected sigh from Nicola.

      “You guys are so cute together.” They seemed like such a great fit. Good friends with common interests. In other words, awesome. The best of all worlds.

      Devon sat down with a cup of coffee. “Nicola needs guinea pigs.”

      “Coffee at this time of night?” she asked, frowning at him. She checked her phone for the time. It was almost six.

      “I live on the edge.”

      “Does she need the animal kind of guinea pig or the experiment kind?” Amber Thompson asked, sitting forward.

      “She wants to conduct social experiments on you,” Devon said in a serious voice.

      Nicola gave his ear a tug. “You’re a brat and a horrible salesman.” She turned to the group, outlining the plan. “I need to test a few events to see how they play out so I can fix any weird bits ahead of time. Depending on the activity, I need about five to ten people.”

      “Rob and I are in,” Jen said. “Sounds fun.”

      “You’re not paintballing or hiking up to mountain lakes while pregnant,” Rob Raine replied, his neck turning red.

      “Okay, we’ll skip the supposedly dangerous ones.” She rolled her eyes. “But I can still go out and have fun, you know.” She placed a hand over her belly. “Four months isn’t that pregnant.”

      “Is Todd coming?” Amber asked.

      “Why would he?” Nicola replied.

      The group exchanged looks.

      “What?” She bristled, ready like a ninja to knock down their assumptions about what she and Todd needed to do together. She’d gotten confused about their friendship. He’d rejected her advances. They were moving on. Or trying to.

      “Well…” Amber paused. Jen sat back in her chair, mouth shut.

      “Because you’re in love with him,” Devon said with a smug smile.

      Nicola rolled her eyes. “Seriously, you guys. People can be friends.”

      “Prove that you’re not in love with him,” Amber said.

      “Prove it? What is this, fourth grade?” Nicola stood, shaking her head. “I’m going to get myself a chicken wrap. Anyone want anything?”

      “We want you to prove you two don’t totally complement each other’s personalities and wouldn’t make a kick-butt couple,” Amber said with a grin. “And that you don’t love each other.” Everyone at the table nodded.

      “It’s called friendship.”

      “It’s called love...” Amber replied.

      Nicola waved them away, heading to the counter to order her supper, feeling uncharacteristically edgy.

      When she returned to the table she almost backed away again. Her friends were huddled together, discussing something. As a united group, they sat back, displaying various shades of pleased and smug.

      “We have it,” Jen said.

      “Have what?” Nicola asked, hanging her purse over the back of her chair before cautiously sitting down and wishing she was closer to the door.

      “Ask him to join the date nights,” she replied.

      “Social nights,” Nicola said.

      “All of them.”

      “As a tester or a real customer?”

      Jen conferred with the group, who all said, “Tester.”

      “And then what?”

      “You two will see how in love you are.”

      “You guys don’t quit, do you?” Nicola stuffed her mouth full of wrap so she wouldn’t be able to say more. By the time she was done chewing they’d have moved on to a new topic. Perfect plan.

      “Text him,” Amber said.

      Nicola made a face. Not what she had in mind. She needed a boyfriend, then she could fix up their friendship without worrying about launching herself on the poor man. Until then, she’d maintain their new status quo.

      Devon snagged Nicola’s purse, lifting her phone out in record time. What was he--a pickpocket? At least she had the device password protected.

      Devon tapped the screen a few times and handed the phone to Amber. “Want to do the honors?”

      Nicola furiously tried to chew her mouthful of food. “That was password protected!”

      “I know.”

      “You’ve been looking over my shoulder?”

      “Always.” Devon was completely unapologetic.

      “This is an invasion of privacy.” She reached for her phone, but Jen blocked her.

      “No, it’s an intervention.”

      “For what?”

      “Devon says you’re unhappy,” Jen stated. “And we agree. You need Todd in your life.”

      “Romantically,” Amber added. She looked up from Nicola’s phone. “Done. Should I wait for a reply?”

      “Yes,” the group replied.

      “You guys are awful. We’re just friends. He doesn’t think of me in that capacity.”

      “But you think of him that way,” Amber replied triumphantly, high-fiving Jen.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re friends.”

      Dating Todd would be a surefire way to break her heart. In high school he’d dated someone for about a week before getting bored. In college that had expanded to about a month. Whereas Nicola’s shortest relationship had been two months.

      “In the right situation, you will become more than just friends,” Devon said confidently.

      She flicked a piece of lettuce at him. “You guys need glasses, because you’re seeing things that aren’t there.” She put out her palm. “Can I have my phone back please?” Her gut was twisting at the thought of what Amber may have texted Todd. The quicker she got her phone back, the faster she could perform damage control.

      “Are we talking about Todd?” Mandy Mattson-Smith asked as she joined them. Everyone nodded. “Devon says he gave you a week to fix things with Todd and you didn’t. Now it’s his turn.”

      Nicola shot Devon a glare. This was all his fault!

      “Everyone agrees you and Todd are awesome together,” Mandy continued, “so we all decided we’re going to make it happen for you guys. It’s the Blueberry Springs way.” She slid a plate of her prize-winning brownies onto the table. A pile of hands depleted the squares in a matter of seconds.

      “He said yes!” Amber squealed, waving Nicola’s phone.

      “Yes to what?” Nicola’s mind raced, fear and hope endlessly intertwined as her imagination went wild.

      Amber tapped out a reply, then, grinning, passed the phone back to her.

      Nicola checked the messages that had been exchanged without her permission. No confessions of undying love or anything she couldn’t come back from. Thankfully. Just an invite to come hang out at the social nights. “Remind me to strike you guys off my Christmas gift list.”

      “We’re on your list?” Devon said, perking up. “I’d really like a new--”

      She smacked his arm, cutting his daydreams short as her mood soared.

      Todd was coming.

      To Blueberry Springs.

      She had to get ready. She had to stay calm. She had to pretend it didn’t matter nearly anywhere as much as it did.
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