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      Revisit Two Forks Hollow from Snowballed and Two Nights Before Christmas! Twenty-one years is a long time to hold a grudge, but Ingrid Larsen (39) is dependable and steadfast. Dirk Wagner (38) has a lot of groveling to do to earn her forgiveness. A kiss under the mistletoe might be the best—or worst—first step.
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      Ingrid Larsen clicked on the settings for an out-of-office email message and added the start and end dates—four o’clock on December twenty-first through eight in the morning on January sixth.

      Effective immediately.

      Two full weeks of vacation away from the holidays and the wintry weather that went with it started now. She’d dropped off Duchess, Marie, and Napoleon at the vet’s office for boarding, her suitcase was packed and waiting in her truck, and the first leg of her flight to Turks and Caicos left in roughly four hours.

      Her cell phone buzzed as she laced up her hiking boots at the door to the garage, earning the texter a scowl. “Nope. Not answering.”

      Intent on ignoring whoever thought her time off was less important than some random question or another invite to a party, she grabbed her ski jacket from the hook.

      Steady humming threatened to add to her already borderline-cranky mood as she zipped up and checked the pockets for her gloves. It continued while she crossed to the counter for her purse, keys, and phone.

      Her boss’s name lit up the screen.

      “Oh, hell no.” She slung her purse strap over her shoulder, snagged her keys, and stabbed the icon to answer the call. “Helen, I’m on my way out the door. Whatever it is can wait until I get back.”

      The president of the consortium’s board of directors chuckled. “If you weren’t the best groundwater hydrologist we have, I’d have half a mind to fire you. Only half, though.”

      Shaking off a lightning flash of sheepishness, Ingrid armed her security system and locked the door behind her. “Good to know. That means I don’t have to stifle my inner bitch.”

      The chuckle became all-out laughter. “Not with me anyway. You’ve earned a break.”

      “I have, haven’t I?” She tapped the garage door opener and scuttled down the steps. “So, what did you need?”

      “I just wanted to wish safe travels and a relaxing holiday, and I want to hear all about your trip when you get back.”

      “You bet. Thanks.” Ready to hit the road, she climbed behind the wheel. “See you when I get back. Enjoy the visit with your grandkids.”

      Not waiting for the usual lengthy goodbye, Ingrid ended the call and buckled up.

      Full tank of gas. Boarding passes on my phone. House locked up and critters taken care off. Warm beach and sunshine, here I come.

      Between the overcast sky and winter starting tomorrow, the colored lights zigzagging through downtown Two Forks Hollow lit up as she reached the first stoplight. She navigated to her latest playlist via Bluetooth to avoid all the holiday tunes on the radio. Since her grandmother’s passing in August, the thought of celebrating holidays—especially Christmas and New Year’s—held no appeal. The house had seemed extra empty the last few weeks with no one to share the tasks of trimming the tree and baking cookies. Rather than doing them alone, Ingrid had left the decorations in the attic and the recipes in the cookbook drawer.

      She cranked up the volume and yelled along to The Beastie Boys as she accelerated at the edge of town. A mix of slightly more sedate and boisterous songs accompanied her toward the airport, but her focus turned toward the icy-looking clouds moving in from the west. They promised precipitation, probably a nasty mix of wet snow, sleet, and freezing rain based on the temperature.

      Two miles from her destination, fat flakes splatted on her windshield and traffic slowed. “Fuck you. I already have a backup plan. If my flight’s canceled, I’m booked into a suite at the closest hotel with pizza delivery.”

      No way in hell was she going back home, not when she’d purposely chosen her departure date to avoid seeing her ex. Her brain conjured an image of the boy who’d skipped town two weeks after their high school graduation, leaving his seven-year girlfriend in the dust without so much as a goodbye. Twenty and a half years was a long time to hold a grudge, but her heart disagreed. In fact, she would carry that bitterness to her grave.

      She flipped on her wipers to clear the slushy mess from the glass. Taillights glowed on one side of the highway and headlights gleamed on the other, most of them barely creeping along now. She slowed again and tapped the right arrow of the track control on the steering wheel as brake lights shone in front of her. “It’s the End of the World as We Know It” by R.E.M. didn’t seem like a good omen at the moment and Sammy Hagar wasn’t much better with “I Can’t Drive 55,” so she hit the power button. Hopefully, the silence wouldn’t let her thoughts dwell too much on her grandmother.

      Her exit finally appeared ten minutes later. The ramp wasn’t as backed up as the highway, but she didn’t regret her decision to build in a generous cushion for her arrival time. Long-term parking offered her a smorgasbord of parking spaces, which made up for the Thursday-before-Christmas rush-hour traffic.

      She pulled into the first empty spot in Lot A, double-checked her just-in-case hotel reservation, and rolled her carryon toward the terminal. Ice pellets found their way into her coat, sending a chill over her skin as she hurried across the pavement. “Thanks for that lovely farewell, Northeast Ohio.”

      Although more people than usual waited to go through security, the crowd moved fairly quickly, especially since few travelers like herself headed for the TSA PreCheck line. The arrivals-and-departures display said her flight was still leaving on time, so she continued to the power station by her gate and snagged the chair on the end. Maybe she could finally finish writing a letter of recommendation for the grad student she’d mentored the last several months.

      A voice came over the announcement system. “Now arriving. Flight 5415 from Charlotte at Gate 9.”

      Five minutes into her task, black wingtips and charcoal-gray suit pants invaded her peripheral vision.

      “Is this seat taken?” Despite the polite wording of the question, the man’s cocky undertone sparked her annoyance.

      Just what I need—a chatty businessman with an ego bigger than his paycheck.

      She swallowed a grouchy retort and swiveled away without looking up. “No.”

      He settled in next to her, removing a slim laptop from his portfolio. “Do you⁠—”

      “Passenger Dr. Ingrid Larsen, please come to the Information Desk. Passenger Dr. Ingrid Larsen, please come to the Information Desk.”

      Grateful for the announcement that saved her from a probable unending conversation at best and a pick-up attempt at worst, she unplugged her tablet and headed diagonally across the corridor with her suitcase in tow.

      The woman behind the counter gave her a plastered-on smile. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m Ingrid Larsen from the announcement.” She took advantage of the opportunity to stow her tablet in her tote while her summoner tapped on her keyboard.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Grimacing at the computer screen, the overworked staffer clacked away on the keys again. “I was about to offer you an upgrade to first class, but it looks like all arrivals this evening have been rerouted due to the icy weather. And all flights out have been delayed until tomorrow morning. Do you need assistance booking a hotel room? Or you’re welcome to wait in the seating area at the gate.”

      Did I jinx my trip by having a backup plan?

      Ingrid focused on the trickle of travelers coming through the Gate 9 doorway. A familiar face caught her attention a second before his gaze locked on hers. Her heart dropped to her knees.

      Dirk the Jerk Wagner.

      De-ice the plane and get me the hell out of here.
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        * * *

      

      “Ingrid.” Her name escaped his lips before Dirk could catch his breath.

      A whole slew of memories whooshed through his mind at the sight of her—the brainy, smart-mouthed redhead who had been his first everything. Other than her hair being cut shorter, she hadn’t changed at all since the last time he’d seen her.

      Eight years ago.

      He’d ducked behind his friends as they’d entered the local bar and grill since she had been leaving with a guy—her date or boyfriend, he’d assumed. After that, he’d gone far out of his way to avoid her during his annual visits to his hometown.

      From her place at the counter, she narrowed her eyes in a way that invited him to go fuck himself with a roll of rusty barbed wire. Challenge radiated off of her—a dare to step closer, to speak to her.

      He deserved her unwavering disgust. Hell, he hadn’t even had the balls to break up with her before he’d let fear of the future run him out of town after high school. The apology he’d planned to give her at least a million times died a quick death in his head again when she turned her back to him.

      After a brief exchange with the woman working the Information Desk, she shoved her rolling bag beside her as she marched away from the gate. Her ski jacket dragged along the floor several paces before she noticed and yanked it from the handle of her suitcase. With steam practically coming out of her ears, she stuffed her coat under her arm while she let her long legs carry her toward the escalator.

      He trailed a fair distance behind her, in case she decided to blow up at him for following her. Since the pickup lane was on the lower level outside of the baggage claim and car rental area, he didn’t exactly have a choice.

      She disappeared into the gathering of newly arrived passengers near the bottom of the escalator, but the image of her post-orgasm smile the night before he’d bailed stuck in his mind. Ignoring his second thoughts had been effective until he’d seen that she could be every bit as happy with someone else. Since then, doubts about his choice had eaten away at him each Christmas, even though he pretended otherwise to his buddies at their Dawg’s House get-togethers. Stories about mostly made-up carnal pursuits seemed to entertain them.

      The wild thumping of his heart tempted him to finally do something about his regrets.

      Yeah, that’s going to go over well when she still isn’t speaking to me two decades later. And why the hell did I have to notice her long legs?

      His phone buzzed against his hip as he approached the wall of exit doors beyond the travelers waiting for their luggage to make the rounds on the carousel. A quick check of his phone triggered a sigh.

      “Glad you made it. Freezing rain here. Roads are a mess. Any chance you can rent a ride or get a room overnight?”

      A glance at the rental desk line nixed half his friend Jay’s suggestion, so Dirk opened his travel app to check availability at the local hotels. “No cars and no rooms. Stay home. No worries about trying to get here. I can sleep wherever.”

      “Will let you know when I’m on my way in the morning.”

      Dirk’s thumbs-up response popped into the conversation a second later, and he stowed his phone in his back pocket.
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