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          FIONA

        

      

    

    
      When I’d agreed to come home for the holidays, I hadn’t wanted to stay on my family’s farm, so I’d booked a room at a nearby inn. The same one where my high school sweetheart and ex, Aiden, used to live with his parents in a trailer on the property. The trailer had since been removed, and his sister, Marley, ran the inn. I didn’t expect to run into Aiden because he was usually deployed somewhere else.

      By the time I drove down tree-lined driveway with white lights wrapped around the trunks, my eyes burned from exhaustion. My back and neck were stiff from the long day of travel between the flight and the drive.

      The historic inn’s columns were wrapped in more white lights. Each window held a wreath with a red bow. I grabbed my suitcases and carried them up the stairs, admiring the tree on the porch that was decorated with red velvet ribbon and gold ornaments. I opened the heavy wooden door to the sound of holiday music drifting down the grand staircase.

      A man in a suit rushed forward to take the suitcases from my hands and set them next to the counter.

      “Fiona? What are you doing here?” my sister, Daphne, asked, and my attention was diverted to her.

      “I came for a visit.” That much was the truth.

      Daphne’s forehead wrinkled. “You didn’t say anything to anyone.”

      My gaze darted away from her. “It was a last-minute kind of thing.

      The man behind the counter cleared his throat. “I don’t have reservations for you.”

      When his gaze met mine, it was like all the air had been sucked out of me. Aiden Matthews was standing in front of me. Instead of asking why he was here working at the inn, I said, “I called earlier, and a woman said she had a room for me.”

      She might have said something about a holiday party in the ballroom, but I didn’t think that would affect me. I was here to visit with my family and figure out my life. I wasn’t here to take part in the inn’s holiday festivities.

      Aiden turned his attention to his computer screen at the same time Daphne stepped forward. “Fiona, this is Cole Monroe, my boyfriend.”

      The name Monroe caught my attention. The family owned a competing Christmas tree farm. Recently, I’d heard my brothers complain that they were eating into our farm’s profits.

      Cole held his hand out to me. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      I smiled at Cole and said to Fiona, “I didn’t realize you were dating anyone.”

      Daphne smiled up at Cole. “You’ve missed a lot.” Then she shifted her attention to me. “We were just stepping out. Cole has something he wanted to show me. Can we catch up later?”

      Even though I hadn’t announced my visit to anyone other than my dad, I was a little surprised that Daphne had dismissed me so easily. But then again, I hadn’t been a part of my family’s life for a long time. I couldn’t expect them to drop everything just because I’d come for a visit. The familiar guilt wrapped around my heart and squeezed. “I’m in town for a few weeks, so we’ll have plenty of time.”

      Daphne wrapped a hand around Cole’s arm, then frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want me to stay?”

      I tried to smile even though it felt forced. “I’m here for a holiday visit. Dad insisted I come.”

      Daphne’s shoulders lowered. “I’m happy you’re here. It would be perfect if Axel and Ryder could visit too.”

      “That would be lovely. You two enjoy your evening, and we’ll catch up later.” My smile fell when Fiona and Cole stepped outside, leaving me alone with Aiden.

      There was a buzzing in my ears. The last time I saw Aiden, he told me he’d enlisted, and when I reminded him of his promises to wait for me to graduate from college, he’d apologized but remained steadfast. I couldn’t think of everything that followed. It hurt too much. He’d ripped my heart out of my chest that day, and I’d never recovered. I’d been young and stupid. Now I knew better than to get close to anyone.

      “Marley reserved a room for you.” Aiden’s voice was carefully controlled.

      He grabbed a room key, not the plastic cards used at most hotels. I could appreciate the charm even though I worked for a large hotel chain that specialized in modern decor.

      Aiden moved toward me, making my heart rate kick into gear before he grabbed my luggage. “I’ll show you up.”

      Panic clawed my throat. The last thing I wanted to do was be alone with Aiden. “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

      Without responding, he strode toward the stairs. I rushed to keep up with him. “You don’t have to do this.”

      He kept his gaze forward, his shoulders stiff. “I’m carrying your luggage to your room.”

      My heart felt heavy. He was saying and doing all the right things, but I didn’t want to be alone with him. I didn’t trust myself not to revert to that nineteen-year-old Fiona who loved him with all her heart. I would have gone anywhere for him, done anything. But he’d turned me down. He hadn’t wanted me then, and it hurt to be around him now.

      I followed him to the landing on the second floor. “There’s a party in the ballroom tonight, but it’s on the third floor. You might hear some music, but we make sure it’s quiet by eleven.”

      “That won’t be a problem.” Ever since I was passed over for a promotion, I’d had trouble sleeping.

      Aiden paused in front of a door at the end of the hall where another tree, decorated in green velvet ribbon and gold ornaments, stood in front of a large window. “The inn is beautiful.”

      “When Gram died, Marley inherited the inn. Instead of selling, she renovated it and opened it for business.”

      “I thought Marley moved to California to start her own business.” I’d looked her up from time to time, wondering if she mentioned where Aiden was stationed because he didn’t have a social media presence.

      Aiden unlocked the door, then pushed it open. “She still owns a home there but spends most of her time here. She’s engaged to Heath Monroe.”

      He motioned for me to precede him into the room.

      I stepped inside, surprised to see a queen bed with a quilt, garland and a candle on the window ledge, beautiful wood furniture, and an adjoining bathroom.

      “When Marley renovated, Heath added closets in all the rooms and ensured that most rooms have an adjoining bathroom.

      I wandered around the room. “She did an amazing job with the renovations. You can feel the history with the furniture and wood details, yet it feels new.”

      “She wanted to preserve the history of the inn. She loved the ballroom and refused to convert it into more guest rooms when her Realtor suggested it.” Aiden pulled a rack out of the closet and set one suitcase on top and one on the floor. “Will you need anything else?”

      My heart jumped into my throat. Was this it? After all these years, we could act like we barely knew each other. I couldn’t resist stepping closer to him. “You look good.”

      He sported a closely shaved beard, and his body had filled out since we’d dated.

      He swallowed hard. “You do too.”

      Is that what we’d become? We’d exchange awkward greetings when we ran into each other? I licked my lips and then forced myself to ask, “Are you on leave?”

      Aiden shook his head. “I retired from the military.”

      “Oh? I kind of thought you’d be a lifer.” He’d talked about duty and responsibility when he’d told me he’d enlisted. That it was something he had to do, and I got the impression it was a permanent kind of thing.

      “I thought so too.”

      I wondered if there was a story there, but I shouldn’t have. Aiden wasn’t mine anymore. He’d made that abundantly clear when he’d broken things off. I’d offered to go with him, to marry him, but he wasn’t interested.

      Pain shot through my chest, but it wasn’t as acute as when I was nineteen. I’d get through this just like I had my mother’s death. There was nothing I couldn’t handle. I just needed to be strong.

      I shrugged off my jacket and let it fall to the bed.

      Aiden perused me from head to toe. “You should come to the dance. You’re already dressed for it.”

      The promotion was announced at my company’s holiday party. I’d gone outside and called my dad. When he suggested I come home, I booked the first flight I could find and told my boss I was taking the vacation time I’d accrued over the years. He’d been surprised but hadn’t tried to talk me out of it.

      “Are you sure I’m invited?” I asked, wondering if I was bold enough to accept his invitation.

      “It’s Marley’s annual holiday party. She invited all her friends. I think you’re a part of that.”

      I laughed without any humor as I sank to the edge of the bed. I couldn’t wait until Aiden left and I could kick off the heels and sleep forever. “I was never a part of your circle.”

      When we dated, we’d kept our relationship a secret. Aiden was friends with the Monroes, helping at the farm from time to time, and he didn’t come from a good family. I didn’t want anyone to tell me I couldn’t see him. At first, there was a thrill from dating the bad boy, but I quickly realized there was a lot more to Aiden. He was sweet and thoughtful and felt so many things. His mother’s toxic barbs ate away at him.

      I’d wanted to take him away from his family, and he’d promised to wait until I graduated college. He didn’t want to interfere with my education. Then we’d get married and start our lives together.

      I’d made him promise me that he’d wait. I’d made him hook his pinky finger through mine and recite the childish rhyme. Unfortunately, he hadn’t kept his promise.

      “Then I’m inviting you.”

      Would I survive attending a dance where Aiden was present? Would it bring back the memory of him sneaking into my prom and dancing with me all night? When nothing mattered but him and me?

      He moved toward the door, then said over his shoulder, “I’ll save you a dance.”

      I couldn’t seem to find my voice as he opened the door and slipped out. His invitation sent tingles down my spine.

      I checked my appearance in the full-length mirror. I could easily go to the party and see how it was. Or I could remove my clothes, take a shower, and go to bed where I most certainly wouldn’t sleep.

      It wasn’t a good idea to be anywhere near Aiden. There were all these feelings swirling in my chest. Our relationship felt unresolved, even though Aiden had ended it with no hope for reconciliation.

      He told me not to contact him. That he was focused on doing a good job in the military and becoming a better man. Apparently, he didn’t see me by his side in that process.

      I knew he felt unworthy because of his upbringing, but I never thought he needed something as extreme as a complete break from me. Maybe I was naive back then, but I thought our love was enough.

      There was a part of me that wanted to prove to Aiden and myself that I could see him and walk away. That he didn’t affect me anymore. I was a confident woman who didn’t let any man get to her, especially not Aiden Matthews. He was part of my past, and I wouldn’t let him get close enough to hurt me again.

      Determined to prove that I wasn’t affected by him, I retouched my makeup, and ran a brush through my hair before placing my room key in my clutch. I followed the music upstairs where the party was still in full swing.

      There was a band playing, couples on the dance floor, and several bars placed around the room where others congregated. There were a few tables with chairs.

      Before I could figure out who I knew in the room, Aiden appeared in front of me. “You came.”

      “You promised me a dance,” I said, sounding breathless when I’d meant to sound strong and unaffected.

      Aiden grinned and held out his hand. “I’m glad you came.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know why I did. I’m exhausted.”

      He led me onto the dance floor and into his arms. “You had a long day?”

      “You could say that.” But I didn’t want to talk about that now. He smelled like cedar, and his hand on my back felt good.

      Aiden dipped his head slightly. “You didn’t tell your sister you were coming home?”

      There was no censure in his voice. He knew how difficult things were for me after my mother died. “It was a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to my siblings.

      “Daphne made it sound like you don’t normally come home for the holidays,” Aiden guided us away from another couple.

      “I’m usually working.” My gaze traveled around the room so I wouldn’t have to look at him.

      “I’ve never seen you when I come home.”

      I was surprised he’d even thought of me. The way he’d so easily broken things off made me think I’d liked him far more than he had me. “I didn’t know you were looking.”

      Aiden huffed out a breath. “I have a few regrets about how I handled things back then.”

      My brow raised. “You do?”

      He pulled me closer to him so that my body was touching his. The heat of his body enveloped me like a cozy blanket. “I was so eager to get out of town and away from my parents, I didn’t see any other way out.”

      “You could have moved in with me. We could have gotten an apartment—” I didn’t want to rehash the past. “It doesn’t matter anymore. What’s done is done. We’ve both moved on with our lives.”

      Aiden let out a breath. “I wish I’d handled things better back then. I wish I hadn’t hurt you.”

      Tears stung my eyes. It was everything I’d wanted to hear, but it was too late. Too much time had passed. Needing to change the subject, I said, “Is it part of your job as the innkeeper to dance with all the single women at the balls?”

      A slow smile spread over Aiden’s face, reminding me of a time when we were happy and in love. “You’re the only woman I’ve danced with tonight.”

      I wondered why that was. Did he still feel something for me, or was it merely regret over how he’d ended things?

      My mother died, but I still had a loving father and siblings. I had the means to go to college even if it was on student loans. Aiden didn’t have any of that support. I just wished he’d realized that I was on his side.

      “I usually man the front counter.” He looked around the room. “This is more Marley’s kind of thing.”

      “Then why are you here tonight?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      “I’m friends with the Monroes. I work with Heath in his contracting business, and Marley is close with them. But mainly I wanted to see you.”

      “It’s good seeing you after all these years.” I wasn’t sure it was good for my mental health. I felt stronger when I wasn’t around him. Then I could put him and everything that happened out of my mind.

      “I never thought we’d be together like this again.”

      “Neither did I.” Not coming home often was self-preservation. It felt weird being in the house when my mother wasn’t there anymore. And I didn’t want to run into Aiden.

      “Do you know how long you’ll be in town?”

      I shrugged. “I have to go back after the New Year.”

      When the notes of the song drifted off, Aiden asked, “Would you like a drink?”

      I sighed. “I’m not really in the mood for a party or everything that comes with it.”

      “Then can I show you the gardens? Marley had Knox add them when she renovated. I think it’s the best thing she did to the property.”

      I smiled at his obvious excitement. “Then I’d love to see them.”

      Aiden led me around the couples dancing, and into the hallway. “You’ll need a coat.” We stopped at my room to retrieve mine, then his at the front desk.

      He opened the door, and I stepped into the crisp air.

      “It’s a beautiful night.” When was the last time I’d spent any time admiring the sky or the stars? I usually worked long hours where I came home to eat takeout, then worked longer on my laptop.

      Occasionally, I went out for drinks or a meal with friends or coworkers, but I didn’t feel like I had stopped to appreciate anything in a long time. Maybe this would be a good break for me.

      He led me to the side of the inn where there was a line of Christmas trees wrapped in white lights.

      “This is gorgeous.”

      He flashed me a grin before he led me though a gap in the trees. “Just wait until you see the rest.”

      When the trees led us through a path, I asked, “Is this a maze?”

      Aiden squeezed my hand. “It is.”

      A jolt of electricity traveled down my arm. “I wish this were here when we were kids. We would have had the best time running around.”

      “You know why that never would have worked,” Aiden said tightly.

      I spent time at the inn but managed to avoid his parents. Aiden didn’t want me to meet them. He said they’d just criticize me and him. He was protecting me from their vitriol. “Have you seen your parents since you’ve been back?”

      I shook my head. “When Marley graduated, Gram told my parents they were no longer welcome on the property, and had the trailer removed. She tolerated my parents, and when Marley turned eighteen, she didn’t want them here anymore. It was for the best. I didn’t like leaving Marley here to deal with them. I just didn’t see any other way around it.”

      Aiden had abandoned everyone he purported to love. But I’d moved on from him and was stronger for it.

      I heard the trickle of water before I saw the source. When we reached a clearing, there was a tree in the center of a massive water fountain. At the base there were small spouts that made it look like the tiny cascades were chasing each other around the edge. “This is gorgeous.”

      I loved that Marley had renovated the inn, and it was open again. It made me feel like anything could be repaired. It made me hope for something I shouldn’t want.

      We stood at the edge of the fountain, him looking at the lights of the tree and me looking at him. He was no longer the boy who’d broken my heart, but a man I no longer knew. He wasn’t mine and never would be.
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          AIDEN

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t believe I was standing next to Fiona. I never thought we’d be in the same room again, much less get an opportunity to make things right. I’d resigned myself to regretting my life’s choices when it came to her.

      I thought I was doing the right thing in pushing her away. The desire to be a man worthy of her love was the only thing I could think about. I needed to do it on my own, and the only way I could be the man she deserved was to enlist.

      She’d wanted to marry me and be by my side. But it was something I’d needed to do on my own, and I couldn’t be the one responsible for her quitting school. I was shortsighted because I’d made her promises, and I hadn’t kept them.

      I’d broken her heart. When she realized I didn’t want to marry her, she’d pressed her lips into a straight line, her eyes hard, and said I wouldn’t get a second chance with her.

      I hadn’t worried about it at the time. I couldn’t see past making myself into a man, but now I had so many regrets. I’d thrown her away, not realizing how lucky I was to find love at such a young age. I assumed we couldn’t last, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      I looked over at her, catching her watching me. “I’ve missed you.”

      Her breath hitched, and she looked away. “You can’t say things like that.”

      The only sound was the water in the fountain. Everyone was at the party, and it was too cold for a walk in the gardens. We were alone.

      “Why not?” I couldn’t help but ask, knowing I was about to get whiplash. Fiona never held back what she was thinking and feeling. It was what I’d loved most about her when we’d dated.

      “You don’t have that right anymore. You broke us.”

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “If I could go back and change things⁠—”

      “What’s done is done. There’s no need to bring up the past.” Fiona’s voice was hard and unyielding.

      I hated that I had to let it go. That I couldn’t make it up to her. I had so many hopes about how this meeting would go now that she was here. I should have known she’d shut me out.

      “Can I say I’m sorry for how I handled things?”

      Fiona nodded tightly, and I took her hand, guiding her to a nearby bench. I grabbed a blanket that we kept in a container for times just like this. I’d never had a need for it, but it was Marley’s idea. She liked to offer small things to improve the guests’ stays. I’d never been more grateful for her foresight.

      I draped the blanket on Fiona’s lap. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      Fiona’s face tightened. “It was a long time ago.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that I’m sorry for how things went down. I was so sure of myself. So clear in my path.”

      Fiona laughed without any humor. “It’s too bad you didn’t clue me in.”

      I sighed. “I was worried you’d talk me out of it.”

      “You promised—” Fiona’s anguished eyes met mine, and she broke off. Then she stood, letting the blanket fall to the ground. “I can’t do this.”

      “Fiona—wait.” But she walked away, through the trees and into the maze. The path we’d taken was clear. She wouldn’t get lost, but I wanted to talk to her.

      I picked up the blanket and put it away. By the time I followed her, she was gone. I went inside, hoping to see her in the ballroom or even the bar, but she was nowhere to be found.

      “You okay?” Knox asked me from where he sat on the bar stool.

      I gritted my teeth. “I will be.”

      “I heard Daphne’s sister is back.”

      “Fiona rented a room for the holidays.” I resisted the urge to check the dates she’d booked it for. How long did I have before she’d be gone from my life again? Would it be like this every year? She’d drop in for a visit, and I’d hope that I could properly express my regrets, but she’d run from me?

      “I think she was hoping all her siblings would visit.”

      “Are things better between the Monroes and the Calloways?” There was tension between the families because they ran competing Christmas tree farms. Recently, Daphne met and dated Knox’s cousin, Cole. When everyone found out about it, they weren’t happy. I’d advised Cole to follow his heart, the family’s issues with each other be damned. I was pleased to know he’d listened and mended his relationship with Daphne.

      I had no idea what would have happened between me and Fiona if I’d stayed or if I’d married her. For all I knew, we wouldn’t have lasted. She would have resented the life of a military wife, moving constantly and never being able to finish her education or find a steady job. She could have divorced me within a few years.

      She deserved more than I had to offer.

      I was never good enough for Fiona Calloway. She’d grown up in an idyllic situation, living on a Christmas tree farm with her parents and six siblings. From what I could tell, they all looked out for each other. The only thing that marred her perfect family was when her mother died.

      “I wouldn’t say that. Everyone is getting used to the idea of a Monroe with a Calloway. My family doesn’t like change.”

      “I can’t say I do either.” What I loved about the military life was the predictability. My commanding officers might have yelled at me, but I’d work hard to improve and eventually gain their praise. I could never please my parents.

      “Cole bought his own place. He took her out to the new house tonight to show it to her.”

      “I’m happy for them.” I’d started rooting for Cole after we’d talked that one night. It was after everyone found out about their relationship and he’d wanted to give up. He wasn’t willing to lose his family for Daphne. But it was clear he was in love with her.

      “Cole said he talked to you about the situation with Daphne.”

      “I told him not to let go of the best thing that ever happened to him.”

      Knox nodded. “He deserves to be happy. I’m glad he’s found his way.”

      “Me too.” I just wished I’d found mine. I’d gotten respect in the military. When Gram died and Marley was alone renovating the inn, I’d wanted to be there for her. It felt like I should come home, that it was time.

      “How are things here at the inn?” Knox gestured toward the empty stool next to him.

      I sat on it. “It’s been hard. Marley’s been helping out a lot. I just wish she felt like she could rely on me.”

      “You’ll get there.”

      “I know Heath wants me to contribute more with his business. I’ve just been too caught up in everything here. There’s the reservations, guests’ needs, repairs, maintenance. It’s a lot.”

      “I can give you a deal on landscaping. You should really hire some of this stuff out.”

      “We have cleaners. That’s about all we can afford for now.” Marley had offered to infuse her money into the business, but I wouldn’t let her. I wanted to make it work on its own.

      Knox nodded. “I’m here if you need me.”

      “I appreciate that.” The good thing about my relationship with Fiona was that not many people knew about it. I think her father suspected, but he never said anything to her. Maybe even her brothers now that we were over, but I wasn’t positive.

      Knox drank his water. “I need to get Addy and Izzy home. It’s getting late.”

      “Thanks for coming. This party is important to Marley. She loves getting everyone together.” I couldn’t say I had those same desires. I preferred to avoid people, which was why running the inn was difficult for me.

      Knox stood. “Always a pleasure to be here. It’s nice to have the inn open again.”

      When I grew up here, I was embarrassed to be a Matthews. My parents’ reputation marred the one Gram had created with the inn. I was known as the kid who lived in a trailer on my grandmother’s property. I loved Gram, but the situation didn’t do my reputation at school any favors. Thankfully I’m not that kid anymore.

      I was a grown man, and I was slowly finding my way. I just wished I could dismiss this thing with Fiona as easily. There was something about her coming home unexpectedly. There was a story there, and it wasn’t my business to find out what it was. But I wanted to.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed up long after the guests had gone home from the party. Even though there was a cleaning crew that came in the morning, I threw out all the trash, returned the glasses and dishes to the kitchen, and turned out the lights before finally going to bed. My suite was on the third floor, and it was more of an apartment than a room.

      When Grandma ran the inn, she slept in a small room on the first floor next to the kitchen. But Marley wanted more privacy for the innkeepers and designed an apartment on the third floor.

      I went to sleep thinking about Fiona and all the ways she’d changed. She was curvier, no longer the slight girl she’d been back then. But her fierceness had only increased. I didn’t like my odds to convince her to talk to me about the past.

      What had she been doing since I walked away? I hated even thinking of her dating someone else. But that was reality. She had a life without me, and if I wanted to get to know her now, I’d have to make an effort. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to alleviate my guilt over the breakup, but I had to do something. Maybe then I’d clear away a lifetime of regrets.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, I went for my run onto the Monroes’ property. When I returned, I was sweating and only felt marginally better. Nothing would help the scattered sleep I’d gotten the night before. But physical exercise always helped to make me more alert. I showered quickly, then went to the kitchen to start the coffee and make a quick breakfast for anyone who needed it.

      Most didn’t get up early, and we offered muffins, croissants, and donuts for those people. For the ones who came down early, I cooked. It wasn’t something we advertised because I wasn’t sure how long I could keep it up. It was a service I offered for now.

      I made eggs and pancakes, serving them to anyone who showed up.

      Around ten, the breakfast crowd cleared out, and I got to work cleaning pots and filling the dishwasher.

      “Is it too late for breakfast?” Fiona asked.

      I turned to find her standing hesitantly by the counter. Behind her, the dining room was empty.

      “We have muffins and coffee.” I nodded toward the platter of muffins and the carafe of coffee.

      Fiona smiled. “I smell pancakes.”

      “We usually offer full-service breakfast earlier, but I can make an exception for you.”

      “You don’t have to go out of your way,” Fiona said softly.

      “I don’t mind.” I placed the clean skillet on the burner, then grabbed a mixing bowl. “Chocolate chips?”

      Her lips curved into a smile. “Sure.”

      We’d dated secretly as teens, which meant evenings in the bed of my truck and any stolen moment we could find. The only time I’d risked anyone learning about us was when I’d snuck into her high school prom.

      I never took her out for dinner or a movie. I’d never had the opportunity to cook for her. I hadn’t minded back then, but now I was wondering if we’d missed out on a primary part of any relationship.

      Fiona sat on the stool while I mixed the batter and poured it into the pan.

      There was so much to catch up on, but at the same time, it was nice to just be together.

      “Now that you’re back, are you running the inn?”

      “And working part-time with Heath. I think he’d like me to take on more, but I’m trying to get the hang of this place.”

      “That makes sense.

      “There’s a lot to do. Breakfast, cleanup, checking in guests, fixing anything that’s broke, and landscaping.”

      “You could hire someone,” Fiona said.

      I shrugged. “We can’t afford to do that yet.”

      “Daphne recently started selling her pies. I know it’s tough to get a business started.”

      “Especially since this one was closed for so long. The long-term guests moved onto other accommodations, and others don’t trust that we’ll stay open.”

      “Consumer trust is a big part of business.”

      “I didn’t know anything about business until I started here. Luckily, Marley’s good at it. She helps when she can, but she has her own online consulting business. I like to figure things out on my own.” I wondered if that was where I went wrong with Fiona. I’d taken things into my hands and decided the future for both of us. I’d thought I was protecting her from the life of a military wife. But I took that choice away from her.

      I wasn’t sure how to broach that subject over breakfast, so I stayed silent. When the pancakes were done, I stacked some on a plate and handed it to her.

      “This is great. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Watching her eat the pancakes with obvious pleasure satisfied something deep inside me. I liked taking care of this woman. The years had done nothing to lessen my feelings when it came to her.

      The fact that I’d never felt anything similar with anyone else was also telling. Nineteen was too young to understand what I was giving up and that I’d never find it with anyone else. In order to move forward, I’d need to deal with our past, and I wasn’t sure that was possible.
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      After breakfast, I headed to my dad’s house. I couldn’t avoid it for much longer. He’d expected me to stay with him. But I couldn’t stay in that house. I’d barely been back in all the years since Mom died.

      I worried the memories would be too much. That I’d feel the acute loss when she wasn’t standing in the kitchen next to Daphne baking cookies.

      With every mile I traveled in the rental car, I felt my nerves pick up. How would my family greet me? Would they be irritated that I’d stayed away for so long?

      I wasn’t ready to talk about what happened or why I was here. But it was too much to hope that my brothers would stay out of my business.

      The only way to shut them out was to move hundreds of miles away and rarely come home. I parked the car in front of the main house.

      The house looked like it could use a fresh coat of paint. I knew Dad resisted Teddy’s efforts to do any major repairs or make changes to the property.

      Dad sat in the rocking chair on the front porch waiting for me.

      “Daddy.” Warmth flooded through my chest as I leaned down to hug him.

      He held me tight. “It’s good to have you back.”

      “It’s good to be back,” I said as I straightened, catching the unshed tears in his eyes.

      Dad stood. “It’s chilly. Come inside. I’ll make you some coffee.”

      “That would be great.” I followed him inside, bracing myself for the familiar smells and the memories.

      The house was exactly the same as when I was a kid. The same framed photographs hung on the wall, ending with my high school graduation picture. After that, no one bothered to print pictures and hang them. The kitchen sported the dated cabinets and cracked countertops. “Have you thought about renovating?”

      Dad shook his head. “The farm barely earns enough to pay for itself. The boys deserve to earn money for their efforts too.”

      My lips twitched. “Those boys are in their twenties and thirties now.”

      “I’ll always think of you as my little girl.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t been little in a long time.”

      Dad sighed as he moved around the kitchen. “You haven’t needed me for longer than that.”

      “I know it feels like that at times, but I’ll always need you.”

      Dad raised a brow. “What about your brothers?”

      I chuckled. “I could do without them.”

      The door opened, and Jameson walked in. “Who can you do without?”

      “You,” I teased, the mood lightening with him entering the room.

      “You know you love me,” Jameson said as he hugged me. When he pulled back, he asked, “What’s for breakfast, old man?”

      “You come for breakfast and expect Dad to cook for you?” I was interested in their dynamic now that Jameson was an adult but still living in the apartment above the garage.

      Jameson winked. “You can cook for me too.”

      “Fat chance of that.”

      Jameson raised a brow. “You still can’t cook, can you?”

      I waved a hand at him. “I’m too busy working.”

      He frowned. “Everyone needs to eat.”

      “Can you cook?” I asked him.

      “I can do the basics. After…” He cleared his throat. “We all pitched in to help. Although Daphne ended up being the best cook of any of us.”

      “You can say it. After Mom died.” The familiar guilt and shame washed over me. I was nineteen when Mom died. I missed her illness because I’d selfishly stayed in school. I left my younger siblings to handle that and the aftermath. Even after she’d died, I hadn’t moved closer to help. I’d stayed away.

      I’d justified it to myself because Teddy had switched to a college closer to home. But Daphne was the youngest; she shouldn’t have been the one cooking for a large family.

      Jameson winced slightly at my comment but didn’t say anything. He was generally easygoing and happy. Not much got him down.

      I knew they avoided saying Mom’s name because no one wanted to bring up memories or trigger my dad. But I was tired of tiptoeing around the past. Still, the guilt was never far away. “I’m sorry, Dad. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      Dad shook his head. “It’s fine. You can say her name. I won’t break down.”

      I reached over to squeeze his hand.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Dad said gruffly.

      “It would be even better if Axel and Ryder could make it home,” Jameson grumbled.

      “Axel doesn’t have leave?” I asked them as Dad poured coffee grounds into the machine.

      Dad shrugged. “He almost never has it over Christmas.”

      “Axel’s life is controlled by the military,” Jameson added.

      I remembered Aiden telling me the same thing when he’d broken off our relationship. He hadn’t wanted my life to be dictated the same way his would be.

      “And you know Ryder; his wife wants to spend every holiday with her family,” Jameson said dryly.

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Some men get married, and they are absorbed into their wife’s family. It’s not his fault,” Dad continued, referencing Ryder and his situation. We’d talked at length about Ryder and his wife, Stacy, how we never saw his daughter even though she was eight.

      Jameson braced his hands on the counter. “How is it not his fault? He should tell her it’s our turn. Besides, I want to see my niece every once in a while.”

      I loved that Jameson seemed to be a family man. I hadn’t been around for his teen years, so I’d missed his maturing. All I knew about him was that he lived in the apartment above the garage, worked as a firefighter, and was perpetually a kid at heart.

      “I feel like we barely know her,” Jameson added.

      “Ryder said they’re close to the grandparents on that side. It’s nothing personal. You guys are going to grow up and move on. Not everyone is going to stick close to home,” Dad said reasonably.

      I certainly hadn’t.

      Jameson’s jaw tightened. “It would be nice if they visited. Izzy should have a relationship with her cousin.”

      “I agree with you, but we can’t control what other people do. All we can hope for is that Ryder comes around at some point. That he sees what he’s missing out on.”

      Jameson grabbed a glass and filled it with water. “By the time Ryder comes to his senses, Faith will be eighteen. It’ll be too late.”

      “Whenever he comes back, we’ll welcome him. Faith will always be a member of this family. This year, we have Fiona at home, and we see Izzy often. We have a lot to be thankful for.”

      “Have you seen Izzy since you’ve been back?” Jameson asked me.

      “I haven’t. But I saw Daphne at the party at the inn last night.”

      “She’s the only one in the family that went. That’s more of a Monroe event,” Jameson said.

      “Even though it’s held at the Matthews Inn?”

      Dad scooped coffee beans into the machine. “Marley is dating a Monroe. It’s a Monroe event.”

      “I hope to see Izzy later today.”

      Dad filled the machine with water, then pushed the button to brew the coffee. “She’ll love that. She talks about you nonstop whenever you video call her.”

      “I hadn’t realized that.”

      Jameson winked at me. “You’re her favorite aunt.”

      I gave him a look. “I’m her only aunt.”

      Jameson grinned, touching his hand to his chest. “I’m her favorite uncle, and there’s five of us.”

      “Is it because you live the closest?” I asked.

      He pouted. “That’s not the reason. It’s my charming personality.”

      I didn’t argue with him because he was charming, even if it drove my other brothers crazy. “What’s your schedule like this week?”

      “I work one day on, two days off at the firehouse. Then I substitute at the middle school one day and drive a bus one day.”

      “You teach and drive buses?” I asked him, surprised by his answer.

      “The middle school is hard up for teachers. No one wants to substitute for that age group. I don’t blame them. Those kids can be little—” Jameson broke off, looking apologetically at Dad.

      “Thanks for not finishing that sentence,” Dad said dryly.

      “They’re okay with me. I can handle them.”

      “I didn’t realize you wanted to teach.” I hadn’t been around long enough to know who my siblings were now.

      Jameson flashed me a smile. “I’m just filling in.”

      “What about the bus driver thing?” I wanted to get to know him now.

      He shrugged. “I do it for extra cash. It’s fun. I dress up for the little kids, and they love it. One day I was a ketchup bottle, and the other day, I was Dr. Seuss. It’s fun.”

      “Do you need to work all those jobs if you’re a firefighter? Shouldn’t you be resting?” Working twenty-four-hour shifts couldn’t be easy.

      “It’s something I enjoy doing, and I like to be busy.”

      My impression of Jameson was that he was go go go all the time, but he was so easygoing and happy-go-lucky, we never worried about him. Now I wondered if his personality was a direct result of Mom dying. He felt the need to lift everyone else up. I’d never know for sure because I wasn’t here.

      Dad poured coffee for us and passed us the mugs.

      I blew on the hot liquid. It felt weird to be home, to get to know all the people I’d abandoned over the years, but at the same time it felt oddly right that I was here. I hoped it wasn’t too late for me to make amends to my family and even to Aiden. Then maybe I could move forward with my life.

      Jameson held up his mug. “Cheers to my big sister being home.”

      Dad smiled. “Cheers.”

      I clinked mugs with them, then said, “To a good holiday season.”

      Now that I was home, I could get to know my siblings again, see what I’d missed out on.
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        * * *

      

      After I’d drank coffee with Dad and Jameson, I headed over to Daphne’s cottage. It was perfect for just Daphne and Izzy.

      Izzy opened the door. “Aunt Fiona!”

      I held my arms open as she jumped into them. “Umph. You’re huge.”

      “Mommy said I’ve grown a lot this year.”

      “I believe it,” I said as I set her down.

      Daphne hugged me next. “It’s good to have you home.”

      “What did you and Cole do last night?” I asked as I came inside, hanging my coat on the hook by the door.

      “He showed me the building he constructed at his new house. It’s for my pies. You should see it. Here, let me show you the pictures.”

      I waited while Daphne sifted through the pictures on her phone and tilted the screen toward me. There was a picture of the front porch and the interior. “It looks bigger than what you have here.”

      Daphne beamed. “Cole wanted me to have space to grow. I think he was afraid I wouldn’t want to move in.”

      “Are you sure you want to move in without being engaged, though?” I’d taken marriage off the table ever since I’d offered to marry Aiden and he’d turned me down flat.

      Daphne held out her hand, her smile telling me before I saw the sparkling diamond. “He proposed last night.”

      “It’s beautiful. Congratulations.” I hugged her tightly, surprised by the intensity of my feelings.

      “Thank you. I’m so happy.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      “Come into the kitchen. I’ll get you something to drink.”

      I followed her. Izzy stayed in the living room.

      Daphne grabbed a glass and filled it with ice, then water. “Cole and I kept our relationship a secret for a long time, worried that our families wouldn’t accept it. I was worried Cole would choose them over me, but in the end, he realized that we were his family.”

      That was sweet and unexpected. I’d pushed so far away from my family, I wasn’t close to them anymore.

      Daphne handed me the glass of iced water. “How are you? Why did you decide to visit?”

      “You know I was up for that promotion.”

      “Did you get it?” Then Daphne saw my face. “They gave it to that guy. Was it Don?”

      “He wasn’t there as long as me. But he went to some Ivy League school, and his dad owns a competing hotel chain.” I didn’t think it was necessary to tell Daphne I’d dated Don because I wasn’t even upset that I’d broken things off.

      Daphne’s forehead wrinkled. “Isn’t he just going to leave and work for his dad?”

      “I would think so. He’s biding his time here until he can work for Daddy.”

      “Then why would they pick him?”

      “I think it has something to do with keeping the competition close. I don’t know, honestly. I feel like I worked hard, and I deserved that promotion. I put so much time and effort into that job, and now what?”

      Daphne shrugged. “You could look for another job.”

      I shook my head. “When my boss told me that I was passed over for the promotion, I couldn’t think about anything else other than getting away from there. I said I was taking all the vacation I’d accumulated over the years.”

      “Do you think he’s concerned you’d leave?”

      “If so, he didn’t say anything. He didn’t offer another position or even a raise. It’s like he just assumes I’ll keep doing what I’m doing. Working my ass off without any acknowledgment.”

      “I’m so glad I don’t have to worry about that stuff.”

      “You work for yourself. That has its own challenges.”

      “I don’t have to share my profits with anyone else, and I don’t have to prove anything to anyone but myself.”

      “I love that. It’s badass.”

      Daphne laughed. “I don’t know about that.”

      “I’m sure Cole would agree with me.” I didn’t know him, but he was obviously smitten with my sister. He had to be to show up at Thanksgiving dinner and apologize in front of my family.

      “What do you think you’ll do when you go back to work?”

      “I don’t want to even think about it. I just want to spend time with my family.”

      Daphne smiled. “It’s wonderful to have you back. Izzy adores you.”
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