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      Revisit Two Forks Hollow from Snowballed, Two Nights Before Christmas, and Mistletoe Miscalculation! Paisley Hatfield (39) never left her hometown. Isaac Lawson (39) is home for the holidays for the first time in years. Their past is waiting for them to wake up and smell the cocoa.
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      Focusing on the rush-hour traffic on I-77, Isaac Lawson chose to ignore his mother’s question about the state of his love life. “I’m meeting up with some old friends at the Dawg’s House. I’ll spend lots of time with you and Dad while I’m visiting. Just not tonight. Or tomorrow night. That’s when Jay and Robin are having their Christmas party.”

      Unfortunately, she’d been like a dog with a bone lately. “But I made arrangements for⁠—”

      “I’m on vacation, Mom. You know, that temporary thing where you go back home when it’s over?” He flipped on his turn signal to change lanes, following the signs for his upcoming exit. “Dating someone who lives a seven-hour drive away isn’t going to work for me.”

      Not that I’m interested.

      After at least a dozen failed relationships over the past two decades, he’d given up on achieving the trifecta he’d witnessed in his parents’ marriage—love, family, commitment.

      “Isaac, we want you to be happy. That’s all.” She wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know, but her voice held more concern than usual. “You seem lonely.”

      “Mom, I promise I’m not.” The words probably didn’t sound believable to her, especially since it was a lie. His shot at happiness had happened half a lifetime ago, and it had blown up in his face. He could only hope he didn’t cross paths with the woman who’d been part of that ordeal during his rare trip home to Two Forks Hollow. “I have plenty of friends. And we do stuff. Go to baseball games. Boating, fishing, hiking. Getting together when we’re in the same town.”

      If and when they don’t have plans with their wives, girlfriends, significant others, and kids. Or move half of their business to the Hollow for true love. I’m talking about you, Dirk.

      “It isn’t the same as having a life partner.” His mother heaved one of her tired sighs, a sure sign she was winding down from her matchmaking attempt. “But I’ll let it go. Drive safely and we’ll see you in the morning for brunch. Ten o’clock sharp. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom. Tell Dad hi for me.” He tapped the button to end the call before she extended their goodbye with another awkward topic.

      With his full attention on the road again, he took the exit and pushed the discussion to the deepest recesses of his mind. The curves and hills sparked a wave of homesickness, but moving back to his hometown after college hadn’t been an option. Too much had happened to ever live there again.

      The saying about not being able to go back was so true.

      The overcast late afternoon skies let dusk creep in as the terrain got hillier and the stands of trees grew denser, matching his darkening mood. He should’ve gone skiing or beach-bumming over the holidays and paid for his folks to join him instead of saying yes to their invitation. He blamed the encouragement of his never-going-back-either friend and business partner who had, in fact, gone back. Then he wouldn’t have to be on guard the whole damn visit. The chances of seeing her were too high, given that the town’s population hovered around three thousand people.

      Two stoplights, a grocery store, a pharmacy, two gas stations, three pizza places, two sit-down restaurants, and four bars.

      Only one of the latter served food and hadn’t been the scene of multiple drunken fistfights during his high school years, not that he’d frequented any of them prior to leaving town for his undergrad degree.

      After a quick stop to check in at Two Forks Hollow Resort and drop off his belongings at his assigned cabin, he continued into town. Strings of multicolored lights began their crisscross pattern above him two blocks north of the first stoplight, leading him toward Dawg’s House. The second stoplight changed from red to green as he coasted toward it. Then his phone announced that his destination was on the left after he passed this light, but the new glowing sign with a bulldog’s head and the reflective Parking arrow had already caught his attention.

      New. Right. It could be five or six years old for all I know.

      The lot was half empty, so he snagged a spot in the second row near what looked like Dirk’s car. A pickup pulled in two spots down as he climbed out of his truck and pocketed his keys.

      Beau—Bull—Walters closed the distance between their vehicles in a few long strides a minute later, his arm stretched out for a handshake. “Isaac! Good to see you. Dirk said you’d be here tonight.”

      Grasping the former linebacker’s and current high school football coach’s hand, Isaac gave it a shake and did the shoulder-smack thing from their teenage days. “I’m in town to visit my family for the holidays. He said you tied the knot in June. Congratulations.”

      His former teammate grinned, even as a twinge of envy made Isaac’s gut clench. He hadn’t figured on celebrating his fortieth birthday next March alone, but life didn’t always follow the plan. He’d learned that hard lesson at eighteen.

      “Yeah. Thanks.” Bull jerked his head toward the building. “Let’s head inside and I’ll tell you about married life. God, I love saying that.”

      Moving toward the entrance, Isaac forced a chuckle. “I heard she’s a bit older than you.”

      Bull’s belly-laugh echoed off the restored train depot building decked out for Christmas and sporting neon beer signs. He tugged on the door handle and stepped through the first set of doors. “Almost six years, but it’s not like we’re still teenagers. Do you remember Laurel Street?”

      His feet suddenly feeling like they were stuck in sludge, Isaac nodded once and kept the fact that Laurel Street-Walters was his ex-girlfriend’s cousin to himself.

      This is why I should’ve gone to Aspen or Costa Rica.

      Too damn late now.

      The mix of voices and music carried through the next set of double doors, where a leather-clad dude with a tattoo covering his neck sat on a stool checking IDs. Thankfully, the ruckus from inside drowned out some of Isaac’s unsettling thoughts.

      “Hey, Lawson, you made it. I wasn’t sure you’d actually come. Ingrid bet me you wouldn’t show.” Dirk stepped out from behind the bouncer, a bigger grin than Bull’s on his face. The glinting wedding band on his left hand was an unnecessary reminder of his recent marriage and abandonment of their Chicago office not quite a year ago. A quick handshake turned into a bro hug before his business partner pointed across the room. “Jay grabbed a booth by the pool tables. Let’s go get some burgers and brews.”

      Ready to get the evening over with, Isaac led the way through the tables to the pool room. As much as he wanted to spend time with his old friends and didn’t begrudge them their happiness, he didn’t need to hear about their marital bliss—an all but guaranteed topic of conversation.

      Jay stood and extended his hand as they approached and then man-hugged and slapped him on the back. “Isaac, glad you could make it. I just ordered a round of the on-tap seasonal beer. How was the drive?”

      Isaac slid onto the bench seat across from the guy at the table with the most letters—BS, MS, PhD—after his name. “Slow-going until I got out of the squalls coming in off of the lake, but better than a crowded airport and delayed or canceled flights.”

      His business partner dropped down next to him. “I don’t miss the drive or the flight at all. You know, you wouldn’t have to mess with either one if you moved back home. Then we could switch to a hundred percent working remotely and cut our overhead. No mortgage, no utilities, no insurance for a building. Think about it. Seriously. And carve out some time to discuss it over coffee or a meal while you’re here.”

      Meeting with Dirk wasn’t a hardship, but the plan he had in mind held no appeal. It wasn’t happening.

      Isaac faked a laugh and a grin. “Not sure my mom will let me out of her sight for the next week since I haven’t been here in so long.”

      His friend’s side-eye said he didn’t believe that excuse for a second.

      Luckily, the server chose that moment to deliver their beers and take their food orders. The interruption provided a much-needed distraction, at least for the time being.
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        * * *

      

      Fighting a yawn, Paisley Hatfield slipped her phone from her purse, careful to keep it hidden under the table.

      Not even six thirty.

      She should’ve declined the invitation to girls’ night out and gone straight home after school let out for winter break—to sleep straight through Christmas. Her students hadn’t wanted to be in class this week and neither had she and most of the high school staff.

      “Hey, Parsley. Are you in there?” Snickers came from around the table at Laurel’s comment.

      Paisley stuck out her tongue at her favorite cousin. “I’m just mourning the thyme I could be catching up on my sleep instead of keeping your lame insults at bay, Laurel.”

      The old joke drew groans from their friends, but she and her cousin had spent most of their lives making up puns about their herb-adjacent names and laughed at them every time.

      “I only curry favor with my sexy husband.” Laurel grinned and moved her glass of wine to the right as their server set a quesadilla platter in front of her. “Thanks. Can we get some extra napkins please?”

      Conversation slowed while they ate, mostly focusing on a discussion about tomorrow evening’s annual holiday party tomorrow night at Robin and Jay’s. The couple who’d been two years ahead of Paisley and two years behind Laurel in school had fought worse than cats and dogs until their sudden bury-the-hatchet—or hide-the-sausage—encounter a few years ago. Now they were happily married with a toddler and their second child due in late spring.

      Between Robin, Laurel, and her third friend enjoying the night out, Paisley fought to swallow a surge of envy and pain past her turkey wrap. Her cousin had found love with a teacher colleague of Paisley’s the Christmas before last and Ingrid had reconciled with her teenage boyfriend a year ago after twenty years of being apart.

      Being the only single woman at the table reminded her of the past and the losses that still stung more than they should. The man she’d given her heart to had asked her to marry him for the wrong reasons and the man she’d married had given her worse ones for divorcing him. Happily-ever-after wasn’t in the cards for her.

      What the hell am I even doing here?

      She stuffed another kettle chip in her mouth, not caring that it would probably go straight to her hips. That’s why leggings were stretchy and treadmills existed. Besides, the holidays were cheat days.

      Pushing away her plate, she waited for a pause in the debate about whether red or white wine went best with sugar cookies. “Kahlúa. Potty break. Be right back.”
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