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      Dear Reader,

      This book  contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If either of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait
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      Shoulders hunched against the damp winter wind, Mitchell Greyson stepped inside Elvira’s Tavern. As the heavy wood door swung shut behind him, cutting off the cold, he waited for his eyes to adjust. Though he hadn’t set foot in here for more than three decades, he still recognized shades of the place it used to be in the wooden booths built along the perimeter walls and the dark beams crossing the ceiling. But the floors had clearly been sanded down and refinished at some point. They glowed with the warmth of well-restored wood. The walls and ceiling had been repainted sometime after public smoking had been outlawed, covering up years of stains with a bright, warm cream. Somebody with a hell of a lot of talent had refaced the long bar with carved panels, and the shelves holding the selections of liquor were a subtle testament to someone who knew how to craft things out of wood for both function and beauty. Strands of garland and twinkle lights along the shelves and around some of the supporting columns were the only real nod to the holiday season. The whole place was warm and inviting, more elevated and subtly sophisticated than the merely functional bar and grill it had been during Grey’s youth. Given tourism had finally made its way to Eden’s Ridge, he figured that was a positive.

      The man he’d come to meet was already seated in a corner booth, his back to the wall where he could observe the whole place.

      Once a SEAL, always a SEAL.

      Grey unwound his scarf and strode across the tavern to join him. “Ferguson.”

      “Captain.” Jonah’s tone was cool, respectful, but Grey could see a hint of temper in his familiar green eyes. He’d expected that.

      Shucking his coat, he slipped into the opposite side of the booth. “Thank you for coming.”

      Jonah inclined his head. “Of course.”

      “You didn’t have to. I’m not your CO anymore.” And neither of them was still in the Navy.

      A trace of amusement leaked into his expression. “Yeah, well, old habits are hard to break. You said you wanted to talk to me.”

      Grey opened his mouth to speak, but a cheerful voice with a broad East Tennessee twang broke in.

      “What can I get you, fellas?” The well-endowed blonde flashed an extra bright smile at Jonah and made Grey feel about twice his fifty-three years.

      He lifted a brow at the younger man. “Let me buy you a beer?”

      “All right. I’ll have a glass of that IPA on tap.”

      “I’ll have the same.”

      “Any appetizers? Or would you like to go ahead and order dinner?”

      Depending on how this conversation went, they probably wouldn’t be here that long. “That’s all for now.”

      “Coming right up.”

      She sashayed away, the extra swing in her step entirely lost on the very-engaged Jonah, who barely spared her a glance.

      Not in the habit of mincing words, Grey took a breath and dove in. “I wanted to apologize for last month.”

      One dark brow lifted. “Just for last month?”

      Damn, he looked just like his mother when he did that. Had it always been that pronounced, or had being home and back around her on a regular basis brought more of those expressions to the surface?

      “I didn’t show up at your business intending to blindside you. I really did come to check and see how you were doing.”

      After a head injury ended his naval career, Jonah had completed an experimental therapy program that trained him as a master baker. He’d returned home with two friends from the same program and opened a bakery.

      “So seeing my mom there was just a bonus?” On the surface, his tone was conversational, but there was a thrum of something underneath that Grey couldn’t quite peg.

      Seeing Rebecca there had been… shocking. Exciting. And, in its own way, devastating.

      “She was part of the business that brought me to town, but I had no way of knowing she’d be there that day.”

      “And if she hadn’t been, would you ever have told me you two knew each other?”

      That was the crux of the younger man’s irritation. Grey could respect it. “Eventually. Look, I know you’re pissed I kept it from you that I was from here. That I knew your mom. But I had my reasons. You and I had a professional relationship. Rebecca and I didn’t part on good terms.” Understatement of the century. “I had no idea what she might say about me if you went home and asked, and I didn’t want that to damage our working relationship, or the mutual respect we were building. Add to that, I didn’t want anybody to accuse me of favoritism.”

      A furrow dug in between Jonah’s brows. “Favoritism?”

      “I didn’t exactly favor you, but I kept a closer eye on you than I would have. Because you were hers, and because she mattered to me.” Once upon a time, he’d have done anything for Rebecca Ferguson.

      Anything except the one thing she’d wanted.

      The server came back with their beers. “Anything to eat, y’all?”

      They both shook their heads, and she retreated.

      Jonah lifted his glass and sipped before leaning back in his seat. “What’s the deal with you two? Mom got weird after you were here last month.”

      Grey wondered what kind of weird. “Well, that is largely between me and your mother. But I can tell you we were friends for years. She and your dad and I were the three amigos from the time we were little. All the way back to about the second grade.”

      But they hadn’t stayed that way. It seemed inevitable now that he and Lonnie would both have fallen in love with her.

      Sipping at his own beer, Grey fought not to fall into the past. “After high school, your mom and I had a big fight. We both said things we probably regretted, and I haven’t seen her in over thirty years. Until that day at the bakery. I’ve certainly had time to grow up and think about how things might’ve been different, and I’m sure she has, too. We’ve got some history we need to work through, and that’s just for us. But I know my coming back here impacts you, too, and I wanted to say I’m sorry for not telling you. I wouldn’t change my decision, but I understand that the whole situation was probably weird for you.”

      Jonah sat with that for a moment before nodding in acknowledgment. “I appreciate that.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “So you’re really moving back here now that you’ve retired?”

      “That’s the plan. I’ve been away from home for a long time. I’d like to come back.”

      “Why didn’t you before?”

      “My parents moved while I was in college. When I was on leave, I generally went to them.” It had been both a blessing and a curse to have a reason to stay away from Tennessee and all the what ifs that lingered here.

      “So, what are you going to do? You’re not exactly the settle gracefully into puttering around kind of guy.”

      Grey snorted a laugh. That was putting it mildly. “You’re not wrong. I got out about eight months ago. Went through this veteran transition training program out in Montana. It made a big difference, so I decided I want to open a similar program here. Or as close to here as I can manage. You know as well as I do that there will never be enough of those kinds of resources.”

      “True that. What about your family?”

      “None left. I lost my dad about five years ago. Mom last year. I recently finished dealing with the cleaning out of their house and closing out of their estate, so it was a good time for a major change.”

      A shadow crossed Jonah’s features. “Yeah. That shit’s tough. I just did the same.”

      That was another point of pain for Grey. The man who’d once been a brother to him had died, and Grey had never once attempted to mend their relationship. Lonnie had gotten the girl, so Grey hadn’t known how. Even when he’d found out from Jonah that his mom was divorced, he hadn’t been able to make himself reach out. It was just one of many regrets he carried.

      Jonah twitched his shoulders, as if shaking off his own dark thoughts. “So, what are you doing for Christmas?”

      A fair question since it was the day after tomorrow.

      “Nothing. It’s just another day this year.”

      The younger man’s face twisted in true horror. “No. Are you gonna be in town?”

      “Yeah. I rented a house for the foreseeable future until I decide what I’m buying.”

      “Then you’re coming to Christmas dinner.”

      Grey smiled a little, proud of this piece of military culture. Leave no man behind. “I appreciate the offer, but that’s not necessary.”

      Jonah’s mouth twisted into a familiar stubborn set that had Grey thinking about Rebecca again. “Absolutely not an option. You are not going to be alone on Christmas.”

      It wasn’t like he was looking forward to it. But what Jonah was proposing wasn’t as simple a thing as he made it out to be.

      “Is this going to be okay with your mother?”

      “We’ve always had an open door policy. She believes the more the merrier. And as you said, y’all used to be friends.”

      Friends was the least of what they’d been, but he wasn’t going to mention that to Rebecca’s son. Because of that history, he wasn’t sure this was the best idea. But he wanted the chance to get close to her again, and he wouldn’t waste the opportunity presented.

      “Well, all right then. Just tell me when and where and what I can bring.”
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      “You’re looking awfully cheerful for a woman about to be feeding sixteen people.”

      Rebecca Ferguson grinned and linked her arm with Donna Black, one of her long-time friends. “All my chicks are home to roost, so I’m especially thankful.”

      There’d been too many years of quiet Christmases while Jonah had been deployed, when it had only been her and her daughter, Samantha. Now Jonah was free of the Navy and here with his soon-to-be wife, Rachel. Sam was here with her husband, Griff, and their baby girl, Rory, the absolute love of Rebecca’s life. And as if that wasn’t bounty enough, all the extended, adopted family that came along with Bad Boy Bakers was here, too. Both of Jonah’s business partners, Brax and Holt, whom she’d informally adopted as soon as they moved to town, their wives and children, and a handful of others linked to them, including Donna, Holt’s mother-in-law. Finding seating was proving to be a challenge, but Rebecca wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “No, no, shove the sofa against the far wall. That should give you room for the extra tables you brought from the bakery.”

      “We’ve gotta move all of Rory’s Christmas presents first,” Jonah announced. “I’m not sure why you went so nuts buying her stuff. She’s only six months old. She’s not gonna remember all this.”

      Rebecca shot a mock scowl at her son. “Oh hush, you. Don’t you rain on my grandma parade.”

      “That’s right,” Donna agreed. “Spoiling our grandchildren is one of our greatest joys in life.”

      Holt shot a significant glance at his wife that nobody missed.

      Cayla pressed her lips together to hide a smile. “Then I suppose this is as good a time as any to let y’all know you’re getting another one.”

      Donna’s mouth fell open. “You’re pregnant?”

      Cayla nodded, brown eyes twinkling.

      The general volume rose several decibels as all the women began to squee and rushed forward to hug the mom-to-be.

      Holt’s younger sister Hadley rested a hand on her own barely visible baby bump. “Oh, thank God. I won’t be the only one living off limeade and ginger ale.”

      “The morning sickness really hasn’t been that bad this go-round.”

      Hadley grimaced. “I hate you a little bit right now.”

      Her fiancé, Cash, tugged her back against him, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Yours is getting better.”

      “I do think I can safely fall on that Christmas feast in there like a pack of ravening wolves, so there’s that.”

      “Speaking of food, everything’s more or less ready,” Rachel announced. “We should probably start getting hands washed and drinks poured while the guys finish setting up the tables.”

      A joyful chaos ensued, and Rebecca soaked up every minute. There was nothing better than family, be they of the blood or of the heart.

      In less than twenty minutes, the extra tables had been set up in the living room to make one long table. Cayla had put her event planner skills to work and fitted them out with runners, centerpieces, placemats, and cloth napkins folded into some kind of fancy pinwheel. Rebecca had put her foot down on the china. No one wanted to do that many dishes by hand. The high-quality paper plates would be just fine.

      The doorbell rang as Rebecca was lighting the final candle. She glanced around, confused. “Did somebody get locked out?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Jonah scrubbed a hand over his head. “I forgot to tell you. I invited one more.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t be frustrated. This had always been her rule. They’d make room for one more. But she wished he’d thought to tell her while they were still sorting the seating. “Well, go let them in.” She turned to the tables, wondering where the hell they were going to shoehorn one more person in. Maybe if they shifted the high chair, they could wedge someone on the end down near her.

      At the sound of more footsteps, she turned to greet the newcomer and felt the words die on her lips as she spotted him. All the chaos of parents wrangling kids faded into the background, and time seemed to slow as he stepped into the room and sucked up all the oxygen. Though silver threaded through his dark hair and beard, the years had been more than kind to Grey. A lifetime in the Navy had kept him fit, and she recognized the same economy of motion and readiness of stance she saw in her son.

      He’d promised last month that he’d be seeing her. That he was coming home. But she hadn’t believed him. Just like she hadn’t been able to trust that he would come back when she was eighteen. A potent mix of joy and anxiety crawled through her as the corner of his mouth tipped up in a hesitant smile. The smile she’d missed like hell for years.

      “Hey, Rebel.”

      His voice was a deeper rasp now, but the tone was the same, full of affection and humor and the shared secrets of someone who’d once known her down to the ground. No one had ever called her that but him, and she’d loved it, as much as she’d once loved him. Hearing it now erased thirty-odd years of life and longing, leaving her feeling far more like an addled teenager than a brand-new grandmother.

      “Grey.” She’d have preferred to sound a lot more carefree and breezy, but at this point, she was proud to have found her voice at all. “Welcome.”

      Breaking contact with the hazel eyes she’d once known as well as her own, she began snapping orders.

      “Griff, go grab the desk chair from Sam’s room. We’ll figure out where to slot it in at the tables.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Rachel, do we have enough silverware?”

      “I’ll grab another set.”

      “Donna, can you fill another glass with ice?”

      Her friend was already reaching for the cabinet above the dishwasher.

      When Rebecca turned back, Grey was right there, close enough to touch. She looked up at him, remembering what it had felt like to hug him again after so many years. She hadn’t been able to stop herself when she’d seen him in the bakery. No matter how complicated their history, nothing had been able to override that desire in the moment. Nerves were the only thing stopping her right now, because his presence here was like dancing around a bunch of land mines.

      “I brought wine. And a little gift for the hostess.”

      “Oh, I—” She accepted the bottle, and the large gift bag. “Thank you.”

      He searched her face, lowering his voice. “If this isn’t okay, I can leave. I gather Jonah didn’t tell you I was coming.”

      “He didn’t, no.” And what would she have done if he had? “It’s just a surprise, is all.”

      Those eyes that had always seen too much stayed on hers. “I don’t want to make this awkward for you. I know we didn’t part on the most positive terms.”

      Pain lanced through her at the memory of the things they’d both said out of heat and hurt. “It was a long time ago. Water under the bridge.” It had to be, because she couldn’t think about all that right now. Digging up a smile, she laid a hand on his arm and admitted the truth she could tell him. “I am happy to see you, Grey. Please stay.”

      He covered her hand with his and squeezed, sending a buzz of electricity all the way up her arm. “I’d like that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      From the time they’d been little, Rebecca had always wanted a big family. Grey had assumed that was because she was an only child, only grandchild, and the end of the line for both sides of her family. Looking around the jam-packed room, at all the people laughing and eating, he realized she’d absolutely gotten her wish. It might’ve been unconventional, but it was clear that Jonah’s business partners looked on her as every bit the mom Jonah did, and she doted on all their kids as well. Brax and Mia’s little boy, who couldn’t have been more than two or three, perched happily in her lap, inhaling the carefully cut bites of everything from her plate.

      Grey shifted, and his knee brushed against Rebecca’s. As the buzz of that contact seared up his leg, her gaze shot to his.

      “Sorry,” he murmured. He wasn’t, really. They were all jammed in cheek-by-jowl, and though it had been an innocent touch, her reaction was exactly what he wanted to see. She’d felt something, too, and that gave him hope.

      She shifted in her own chair, and her eyes slipped away, back to Duncan. There was something nervous about the move, and Grey wondered whether it was a good nervous or if his presence made her truly uncomfortable. She was too good a hostess to admit it.

      Wanting to grant her a reprieve, he turned his attention to her daughter, who was seated to his left. “So, Sam, what is it you do?”

      “I’m an English professor at a little private college in Chattanooga. And you’re an old friend of Mom’s?”

      Her tone was perfectly polite, but he didn’t miss the rampant curiosity in her brown eyes. They were shaped like Rebecca’s, but the color was all Lonnie.

      “And your dad’s. We all went way back.” He couldn’t mention one without the other.

      A complicated mix of emotions flitted across Sam’s face, suggesting she’d had a complicated relationship with her father. He regretted saying anything to cause that flash of pain.

      It was more than obvious to Grey that he’d never been talked about. Which was fine. There was no reason for Rebecca to have ever mentioned that they’d been involved, considering she’d married his best friend. The pang he felt at that was old and dull, an ache he’d long ago learned how to live with. He didn’t have the right to be upset about it. He’d blown his shot with her, and that had been the end of that.

      Except it hadn’t been entirely the end. She’d divorced Lonnie years ago, well before he died. Grey wondered what had happened to destroy the happy picture they’d made. Now definitely wasn’t the time or place to ask.

      “So why Rebel? I’ve never heard anybody call Mom that.”

      “No one ever did but Grey.”

      Tuning back into the conversation, he met her eyes again. “You never told them that story?”

      Her mouth tipped up in a half smile. “And give them ideas when they were growing up? No, thank you.”

      “Well, now you have to tell,” Jonah insisted.

      Rebecca shot her son a look. “Can’t we just leave it that you didn’t get your wild streak from your dad?”

      “Oh, no. Spill, Captain.”

      Grey arched his brows at her, silently asking for permission.

      She rolled her eyes with a sigh. “Fine.”

      He waited for her to continue, but she just waved a hand in his direction. “You started this.”

      As all attention swung to him, Grey steepled his fingers. “Well, your mom was a bit of a wild child.”

      “I find this really hard to believe,” Sam put in.

      Had she really changed that much or was this simply a part of her life she’d elected to omit? He liked the idea that he knew a side of Rebel that no one else here did.

      “No, really. In some groups, it’s the girls who are the voices of reason, stopping the guys from doing something stupid or reckless. But your mom was right there with Lonnie and me, proving she could do everything we could, and do it better. She was fearless.”

      “I wasn’t fearless. I just didn’t want to get left behind.”

      There was something in her tone that made him wonder if she was talking about more than their group adventures.

      “Anyway, are y’all familiar with Stockton Quarry Lake?”

      Jonah frowned. “All the way down in Jericho? That’s a haul. Isn’t it private property?”

      “Yep. Was back then, too. But that didn’t stop us from sneaking past the fences to go hang out there.”

      “It’s this gorgeous blue water so clear you can see all the way to the bottom. Well worth the hike in.” Rebecca’s tone was nostalgic.

      “Good thing, as it was quite the hike. It’s in the middle of at least three hundred acres of woods. Which we didn’t know that first time.”

      “Lord, we had blisters for days from walking that far in flip-flops. Lonnie was so mad. He kept wanting to turn around, but I kept insisting it had to be just a little further.”

      Grey chuckled. “If you were gonna go to the trouble to break and enter, you were gonna see what you set out to see.”

      Her lips curved. “Heck yeah. If I was risking getting arrested, I wanted it to be worth it. And oh, it was.”

      “To you, anyway. You weren’t the one who ended up with buckshot in your backside when the owner caught us all swimming out there.” He shifted in his seat, as if the sting of the shot were still fresh.

      She pressed her lips together in an effort to sober, but her green eyes danced with mirth. “I did apologize.”

      “You did. Didn’t stop me from snarling at you the whole time you were doing field surgery to fish the pellets out. ‘If you didn’t have to be such a rebel, this never would have happened.’” Grey shrugged. “And the nickname just stuck. Not sure you got all that buckshot out, for the record.”

      “Well, that’s what you get for thinking I could do field surgery with you laid out on the hood of a truck.”

      “Lonnie got sick at the sight of blood. You were definitely the better option.”

      They were grinning at each other by the time Grey registered that everyone else was staring.

      Sam shook her head. “I… don’t even know what to say about that.”

      Rebecca shrugged. “I was far more interesting in my younger years. Now, who wants dessert?”

      A resounding chorus of affirmatives rang out around the table.

      “Actually, before we do that, now is probably a good time to open that other thing I brought. It’s kind of for everybody.”

      “Okay.” With a not insignificant level of side-eye, Rebecca rose, passing Duncan to Mia.

      She came back with the bag and sat, pulling out tissue paper to reveal the contents. Her face lit up with surprise and joy as she pulled out the first box.

      “Christmas crackers!” The smile she aimed his way made it worth the drive into Knoxville to track them down.

      “I remember how much you used to love them.”

      “Are they cinnamon-flavored or something?” Griff asked.

      “No, no. They’re not food.” Rebecca tore open a box and pulled out one of the crackers. “Let’s show them how it works.”

      Grey dutifully took the other end of the twisted cardboard tube. “On three. One.”

      “Two.”

      “Three.”

      They both tugged, and the cracker made its signature pop! as it ripped apart. Grey ended up with the bigger portion of the tube.

      “You won.”

      He pulled out the paper crown and unfolded it. “Well, obviously, there’s only one person here who should wear a crown.” Before he could think better of it, he settled the green paper crown on Rebecca’s head.

      She pursed her lips and flashed her pageant-ready smile. “Why thank you, kind sir.”

      That smile hit Grey right in the sternum. Blindly, he reached for the cracker and dumped the rest of the contents. His fingers closed on the slip of paper with the joke. “What do you get if you eat Christmas decorations?”

      Eyes narrowed in consideration, Rebecca sat back. “I know I’ve heard this one before.” She straightened, slapping a hand on the table. “Tinselitis!”

      “Got it in one.”

      “That’s terrible,” Jonah declared.

      “That’s prime-time dad joke material,” Holt argued.

      Into it now, Rebecca leaned forward again, green eyes sparkling. “What’s the novelty?”

      “It seems we have ye classic Fortune Teller Fish.”

      She plucked it from his grasp, pulling out the card and the red cellophane fish from the bag and placing the latter in his outstretched hand.

      Sam peered at the thing in his palm as it started to wriggle. “How’s that supposed to work?”

      “The fish moves and is supposed to tell you something about the person who’s holding it,” he explained.

      “We used to have the best time with these. Okay, let’s see. The tail is moving. And the head.”

      As they all watched, the thing curled up into a roll.

      “That means Grey is—” She paused, consulting the card with the interpretations. Color rose in her cheeks and her gaze shot to his, her pupils blown wide.

      Mia peered over her shoulder to read the answer. “Passionate.”

      Grey’s skin caught fire with memory. The silence spun out way the hell too long, but he couldn’t look away. She was frozen, eyes blurred with the same memories of a summer night a lifetime ago when everything had changed. He wanted to touch her. Wanted to lean forward and lay his lips over the rosy blush of hers to see if she tasted as he remembered. As if she could read his thoughts, her mouth parted.

      “Those look like fun. Are there enough for everybody?”

      Rachel’s voice broke the spell. Rebecca dropped the card and reached into the bag. “Looks like. Here.” She leaped up and passed out more of the crackers to everyone.

      Keeping his movements unhurried, Grey exhaled a quiet breath and gulped down more tea to wet his parched throat. He watched as the others opened their crackers, laughed as they read the jokes, and pretended not to notice the long, assessing looks periodically shot his way. He ate the dessert, though he couldn’t have said what it was on pain of death. And as little kid eyes began to droop, and the young families started gathering people up, he helped to clear the table.

      “I can help with dish duty.”

      “That’s not necessary. We’ve got it.” But Rebecca’s smile took any sting out of the refusal. She began walking toward the door, and he recognized it was time to leave.

      “Thanks for having me.” He shrugged into his coat. “It was nice not to spend the day alone, and good to see the family you’ve built. It’s a great one.”

      “It is. They’re great kids.” She hesitated for a moment, then leaned in for a hug.

      On a sigh, he wrapped his arms around her, soaking in the comfort he hadn’t felt in all these years, other than the fleeting greeting she’d offered at the bakery last month. God, he’d missed everything about this. About her. She fit. Even after all these years, she fit. And the electric connection between them was still alive and well.

      She pulled back, scooping a hand through her hair. “It’s been great to see you.”

      “You, too. Merry Christmas, Rebel.”

      His last sight, as he trotted down her front walk, was of Rebecca framed in the doorway, arms folded against the cold, her cheeks pink, her hair stirring in the winter breeze. She was still there as he slid into his car. He lifted a hand in one last wave and started the engine.

      He might have fucked up his first chance with her all those years ago, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to screw up the second.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I love the holidays, but I’m so glad they’re over.” Jolene Lowrey punctuated the statement with a gusty sigh as Rebecca dug her fingers in for a thorough scalp massage while working shampoo through Jolene’s hair.

      “Are they over, though? There’s always that sense of not quite resolved to me until after New Year’s” Then again, Rebecca knew her own sense of anticipation this week had nothing to do with waiting for the clock to run down on this year.

      “Fair enough, but all the family’s gone home. I dearly love seeing them, but I’m always so glad to get my quiet back. My tolerance for chaos seems to go down every year.”

      Rebecca laughed. “I’m still happy enough to enjoy the chaos.”

      From across the shop, her business partner Candice looked up from the color she was applying to Jana Samson’s roots. “You had a houseful this year, didn’t you?”

      Rebecca wrung out Jolene’s hair and wrapped it in a towel, nudging her toward the chair at her station. “Oh yeah. Everybody was here for Rory’s first Christmas. And of course, I consider Holt and Brax mine now, too, so they came in for dinner with their wives and kids. And Donna came, too.”

      She didn’t mention the extra addition they’d had, but she’d sure as hell had Grey on her mind in all the days since, despite efforts to distract herself. “It was wonderful to have the house full of people, so it’ll be another week or so before I’m grateful for the quiet. Sam and Griff headed home with the baby this morning. And Jonah and Rachel left for Syracuse the day after Christmas, to go spend some time with her family.”

      “Oh, how’s the wedding planning going?” Jana asked.

      Considering her daughter had gotten married in Vegas, and Jonah and Rachel wanted something small and intimate, Rebecca considered herself lucky that she hadn’t had dreams of a big, ostentatious white wedding. God knew, she hadn’t had that herself when she’d married Lonnie all those years ago. So long as everyone was happy, that was the only thing that mattered to her.

      She combed out Jolene’s hair and began the trim the older woman had come in for. “It’s more or less settled. They’re opting for a small ceremony down here. Mostly family and friends. We’ve got right at a month to go.”

      As everyone continued to discuss the wedding, she couldn’t stop herself from wondering whether Grey would still be in Eden’s Ridge by then. Jonah had mentioned he was renting a house somewhere in town. By all accounts, he was some version of back, but Rebecca didn’t know what that meant or what it would look like, or even what to think about it. She didn’t know what to think about that moment after dinner, with the Christmas crackers and the stupid fish. The air had felt electric, alive with memories she’d done her best to bury.

      How she’d made it through the rest of the night, she didn’t know. Some credit for that had to go to Rachel, who’d successfully distracted everyone with the rest of the Christmas crackers. She wondered whether her future daughter-in-law had picked up on the tension or if it had been simply a lucky break. The entire interaction had made her feel spotlit. As if there were a blinking neon sign above their heads announcing Former Lovers.

      That wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have with her children.

      But it had been impossible not to think about what it would feel like if he touched her. To wonder if he’d taste the same, or if memory had gilded reality with nostalgia. One thing was for damned sure—the man had far more potency than he’d possessed at eighteen. If he elected to point that in her direction again, she wasn’t sure she could resist him. She didn’t think she’d want to try.

      The bell jangled as someone pushed open the door. Focus still on Jolene’s trim, she called out, “Be with you in a minute.”

      Candice cleared her throat.

      Rebecca looked up, checking the mirror to see who’d walked in. Her heart stuttered as she spotted Grey standing in the entryway. Almost as one, every woman in the shop sat up and took notice. And why shouldn’t they? He was a fine specimen of a man, with those broad shoulders and that firm jaw. And when was the last time she’d noticed anything about a man beyond the cursory?

      Because her hand felt weak, she dropped it, lest she inadvertently give Jolene a new style she hadn’t asked for. Aware her pulse had kicked up with surprise and anticipation, she turned to face him fully. Of what she couldn’t say, but every atom of her body was attuned to him. Because of that focus, she picked up on the slight stiffness in his posture, the wariness in his gaze. “Grey?”

      Good Lord. Was she ever going to be able to greet him with more than just his name?

      “Hey, Rebel. I wasn’t sure if you took walk-ins or not.” Those hazel eyes zeroed in on her, as if he didn’t even notice all the other people in the room.

      Her brain short-circuited, and she had no idea what to say.

      Candice eased over, nudging her with an elbow. “Yes, she does.”

      Rebecca opened her mouth to inform him she needed to finish with Jolene, but Candice simply slipped the scissors from her fingers.

      “You go on and take care of him. I’ve got Mrs. Lowrey. That’s okay, right, hon?”

      “Oh, yes,” Jolene agreed.

      Rebecca had the ridiculous thought that she should charge admission for this show. Swallowing hard, she searched for some professionalism. “Okay then. What are you looking for?”

      He scooped a hand through his hair, causing the silver to catch the light. Damn, that worked for him. Her fingers itched to follow that path, to explore the feel and texture of how his hair had changed. He’d always had the best hair. Thick and soft and fun to play with.

      “It’s getting kind of long. I figured you could do a little cleanup.”

      Her lips curved. “You consider this long?” Back in high school, he’d had a ponytail, to the eternal horror of his parents.

      With a self-conscious laugh, he came further into the shop, shrugging off his coat. “I left my pirate days behind a while ago. I got used to short hair in the Navy.”
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