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      Robin Rockwell (38) and Jay Jacoby (38) have been rivals forever—from preschool to high school, until they went their separate ways. Twenty years later, they’re back in their hometown for the holidays and vying for the same once-in-a-lifetime job opportunity. When they’re snowed in together on Christmas Eve, Jay has to choose between another chance to one-up his longtime frenemy or letting Robin rock his world into the new year and beyond.
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      Robin Rockwell pulled open the door and stepped outside the Two Forks Hollow Resort office, her left hand at the ready to slide her glasses down her nose. Right on cue, the lenses fogged up from the drastic change in temperature, not that her vision without steamed-up glasses was any improvement. The fluffy clumps of snowflakes drifting down from the sky also obscured everything she might’ve been able to see in her farsighted range.

      Hopefully, the airline would find her luggage—and the supply of contacts she’d packed—before her in-person interview and family visit for Christmas were over.

      So much for expecting overhead bin or under-seat storage space for a carry-on bag. And fingers crossed for a halfway-across-the-country move after the holidays.

      A moment too late, she caught her lips moving. She really needed to work harder at not talking to herself, at least in public.

      Her cabin key zipped safely in her coat pocket, she pushed her specs higher on the bridge of her nose and pivoted toward the far end of the parking lot. A dark scruffy beard instantly came into detailed focus about an inch from her face. The hard chest below it sent her trampolining toward the building.

      “Oof!” Arms flailing for balance and boots slipping on the snowy sidewalk, she winced at the inevitable impact with the ground and the pain that would surely accompany it.

      “Gotcha!” Fingers clutched at her clothes, grazing her left nipple through her too-thin jacket.

      She nearly moaned aloud from the instant zing of sensation to her lower belly, but her teeth chomped down on her tongue in the nick of time. Pain radiated through her mouth, more than enough to distract her from her first man-induced almost-orgasm in years. “Holy bleepity-bleep-bleep-bleep.”

      “Are you okay?” The burly man grimaced as he steadied her on her feet and straightened her crooked glasses. His storm-gray eyes widened, pinning her in place. “Birdie? Birdie Rockwell?”

      Her stomach dove to her wobbly knees. Only one obnoxious person in her entire life had called her that stupid name. Evidently, he hadn’t changed—except for the fifty pounds worth of muscle he’d added to his tall, lanky frame since high school and the swoon-worthy facial hair on his jaw, chin, and upper lip. Twenty years later, Jay Jacoby was the same rude jerk who thought he was Einstein’s gift to science and assumed his IQ out-brained hers, despite the facts that they’d been co-valedictorians and they’d both been offered full-ride scholarships to their top college choices. That he’d chosen the same field of study she had was the icing on the rotten cake.

      She leveled a weary frown at him. Tall, buff, and sexy didn’t make up for being an overgrown egomaniac. “My name is Robin.”

      Not waiting for his smart-aleck comeback or condescending laugh, she gingerly stomped to her car a few spaces away from the entrance of the office building. Why did her first visit to her hometown in five years have to include running into her only enemy? What was he doing in Two Forks Hollow anyway? Hadn’t his parents moved away shortly before her mom had been transferred to Columbus?

      Wispy clouds from her calming breaths dissipated in the icy air on the march to her rental. A jackass from her distant past wasn’t allowed to ruin Christmas with her family or the job interview she’d lined up for tomorrow morning—Christmas Eve.

      She started the engine, turned the heat on full blast, and pulled her singing cell from her purse.

      On the third ring, a familiar voice warmed her from the inside out. “Are you here, Robby? You’re not stranded in an airport somewhere, are you? I’ll pick you up, even if it means driving a thousand miles.”

      Her older sister’s excitement banished the irritation running into the bane of her existence for most of her life had sparked. “I’m here, Paige. I just checked into my cabin, so I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

      “You’re not going to unpack first? It’s okay if you want to. You always do.”

      She swallowed hard against the sudden lump in her throat. Paige’s acceptance of her quirks meant the world to her. “My luggage was in Houston last the airline knew. It’s supposed to arrive sometime this evening. Do you need me to pick up anything from the store on my way into town?”

      “Nope. I sent Tom for a few last-minute groceries this morning and the parents are driving over tomorrow morning. Just get yourself to the house. I can’t wait to see you. Drive safely.”

      The call disconnected before Robin could answer, but she could hardly fault her sister. Nearly a year had passed since the last time they’d seen each other, other than their monthly FaceTime and Zoom visits. Life and work and physical distance had interfered, something she hoped to rectify with this trip.

      As she shifted into reverse, her lifelong nemesis stalked past her front bumper and stood at the vehicle next to hers, clearly waiting for her to get out of his way. She triple-checked her mirrors while she inched backward, the weight of his stare following her as if he wanted to give her a push to make her move faster. A kernel of amusement popped into full-blown satisfaction when he leaned against the driver’s door and crossed his arms at his chest.

      Savoring every moment of his inconvenience, she finally crept back far enough for him to climb into to his car.

      Serves you right for calling me Birdie, birdbrain.
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        * * *

      

      Birdie Rockwell.

      Her buttons were still so easy to push, and she’d pushed most of his in return.

      Same as always.

      Jay Jacoby shook his head and chuckled as he putted along behind her at the speed of a glacier toward his cabin. She probably would’ve preferred falling on her gorgeous backside to being saved by him. Once upon a time, he would’ve thoroughly enjoyed watching her fall too, but he’d changed in the twenty years since they’d shared the podium at their high school graduation. Going from being a big fish in a little pond to one of many big fish in a giant pond had taught him a lesson or two about humility.

      She’d changed too. Her long brown braid was gone, replaced by curly shoulder-length hair, and her snug jeans and fitted jacket had hugged curves she’d hidden under oversized sweatshirts twenty years ago. The wire-framed glasses conveyed intelligence instead of nerdiness. In short, she’d aged damn well.

      The woman in question slogged past the sign for his cabin and the one that shared a driveway with it, possibly giving him a reprieve from crossing paths with her every day of his week-long trip. Payback would more than likely be on her mind after he’d called her Birdie. Besides, they’d always mixed about as well as oil and water.

      More like bleach and ammonia.

      He pulled into the hundred-plus-yard-long drive and parked in the paved area between the pair of small log houses. Quiet surrounded him as he unloaded, the layer of snow on the ground and the trees muffling the sounds of the nature around him and the cars on the winding road leading out of the resort. The cold encouraged him to head inside with his final load, unpack, and unwind for a while before he stopped in for a quick hello to his dad and met up with some old friends for a burger and a beer.

      Armed with his laptop fifteen minutes later, he sat on the couch to review his PowerPoint slides for tomorrow’s presentation and the bios of the people most likely to influence the hiring decision of Biological Interaction Research Center. Ideally, a job offer would happen sooner rather than later so he could spend several days after the holiday checking out houses for sale in Two Forks Hollow. Telling Dad he was moving back home would make the perfect Christmas gift, especially after Mom’s passing early last year.

      The huge snowflakes drifting downward beyond the sliding door to the small balcony eventually snagged his attention, allowing his thoughts to drift. After the move, he could finally make more time for family and friends. Fishing with his father was high on the priority list, as was looking for a woman to date and maybe eventually marry. Bachelorhood and living alone had begun to weigh on him, but meeting someone who would tolerate his disjointed work hours had proven difficult.

      The image of a certain sexy nerd popped into his head.

      That’s laughable.

      His phone buzzed on the table beside him. He pressed the Answer icon and then switched to speaker. “Hi, Dad. I was just thinking about you.”

      “Nothing bad, I hope.” Although his dad always gave the same response, listening to it a thousand times was better than never hearing it again.

      He grinned. “Of course not.”

      “Did you get into town yet?”

      Setting aside his computer, he picked up his cell and stood. The wintry scene drew him to the expanse of glass across from him. “About an hour ago. Checked into the cabin and planned to swing by before I head to Dawg’s House with the guys at six.”

      “Sounds good. I can’t wait to see you.”

      “Me too.” A glance at the microwave clock told him he’d put in enough time prepping for the interview, at least for now. “I should be there in about fifteen minutes. Meet you in the workshop? I want to check out the new train set you told me about last week.”

      “You bet. See you in a few. Love you, Jay.”

      “Love you too, Dad. Be there soon.” He stowed his laptop, put on his coat and boots, and gave the cabin a once-over as he headed toward the door. Living alone had taught him to pick up after himself so he didn’t have to hire a cleaning service and get used to someone invading his personal space.

      The drive into town reinforced his determination to ace the interview and move back home. Sparkling multicolored lights crisscrossed above the streets, strung from wreath-festooned utility poles. Every window in every storefront was sporting holiday cheer, the same as when he’d been a kid in Two Forks Hollow. Damn, he missed living in a small Midwestern town.

      He rounded the final curve before the modest ranch house his parents had bought when they’d returned to the three-stoplight burg four years ago. Despite not having young kids or grandkids to impress, his dad had trimmed the pine trees with blinking lights, and Santa’s sleigh was hitched to nine fake white-tailed deer in the front yard.

      Jay chuckled and followed the snow-covered driveway to the house. As a hint for him to get married and have a family, it was a lot more subtle than the usual MO.

      Let’s hope it stays that way for a little longer.

      He kicked the snow off his hiking boots at the back door and tried the knob. It turned with no effort, saving him from having to sort through the assortment on his keyring. The smell of pine and coffee welcomed him into the kitchen, and he headed down the basement stairs.

      Chug-a-chug-chugging grew louder as he crossed to the room that housed a favorite memory from his childhood. A sharp whistle greeted him at the doorway.

      His father stood fiddling with one of the miniature bridges at a table squeezed into the crowded space. A Christmas-red engine pulling several cars loaded down with tiny gifts and a green caboose with a wreath on the rear railing moved along the track past a town that resembled Two Forks Hollow. He looked up and grinned. “What do you think of the new train?”

      “Nice addition.” Jay stepped into the workshop, feeling happier than he had in at least a year. The long back-slapping hug his dad engulfed him in almost dragged the news of the interview from him, but it could wait until the new job was officially offered and accepted. “It’s great to be here, Dad. I missed you.”
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