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Dedication

To my husband for all the ways and every way you show your love, support, and absolute, unwavering belief in me. Je t’adore.

To the readers who have reached out - sometimes crying, almost always laughing - you undo me. Thank you. I promise to get better and do better in telling our stories.


Chapter One

The SUV rolls to a stop and I step out, my lungs expanding with the crisp, salt-tinged air. Ahh, that familiar holiday scent—bracing and nostalgic all at once. I heft my suitcase onto the sandy path, drinking in the sight of our cozy family beach house nestled among the dunes.

Twinkling lights wink at me from the eaves and porch railings to the festive front door, an unexpected flutter of excitement. Swags of evergreen boughs and cheerful red ribbons festoon the railings. Even from out here, I can hear the faint strains of classic carols and smell the aroma of fresh-baked pies wafting on the breeze.

My pragmatic side scoffs at getting sentimental over some decorations, but I can't help the smile that tugs at my lips. Being back here, surrounded by all this kitschy, exuberant holiday charm, that thaws a little of my reserve.

Let's not get carried away, Merry. It's the salt air going to your head. Still, as I climb the porch steps, suitcase thumping behind me, that little flicker of anticipation simmers, bright and buoyant as the glowing windows before me. Holiday magic indeed.

The front door bursts open before I reach for the knob.

"Merry!" Linda squeals, enveloping me in an enthusiastic hug that knocks me backwards. "Oh, I'm so glad you made it!"

I laugh, dropping my suitcase to return the embrace. "Oof! Easy there, sis. You're squashing me."

Linda pulls back, eyes dancing as she looks me over. "Sorry, I'm just excited to see you! It's been too long." She ushers me inside, the warmth and light spilling out around us. "Everyone, look who's here!"

A chorus of greetings rises up as I step into the living room. Mom, wrapped in a festive apron, swoops in to plant a kiss on my cheek. "Welcome home, sweetie. You must be exhausted from the trip."

I shrug, but can't hide a yawn. "Nothing a little holiday cheer can't fix."

Linda grins. "You're in the right place! Here, let me take your coat."

I shrug out of my jacket, snippets of conversation float around me—updates on kids, holiday plans, the latest family news. It's a pleasant buzz, but my energy is starting to flag.

Mom notices my drooping eyelids. "Merry, honey, why don't you head on up to your room and get settled? We'll have plenty of time to catch up later."

I nod. "Think I will. Thanks, Mom." Hoisting my suitcase, I make my way toward the stairs, Linda trailing behind.

"I put fresh sheets on the bed for you," she chatters as we climb. "There's a new quilt. Oh, and I stocked your bathroom with those fancy soaps you like, the ones with the little exfoliating beads—"

"Linda," I interrupt pausing at the top of the landing. "I appreciate it. You didn't have to go to any extra trouble."

"Pfft, no trouble at all." She waves a hand. “This is your home, too.”

Home. The word settles over me like a sigh as I push open the door to my childhood bedroom. The space looks much the same as always, if a bit tidier than I'd kept it. Pale blue walls, white wicker furniture, the faded quilt from my college days spread across the bed. A few framed photos on the dresser—me and Linda as gap-toothed kids, our long-gone golden retriever, a sneak appearance by a certain rugby player I'm not thinking about...

I set my suitcase at the foot of the bed not looking at that last photo. "Thanks, sis. I think I'm just gonna take a few to decompress before facing the horde again."

Linda nods understandingly. "Take your time to get settled. I'll make sure the vultures keep their distance." She winks.

"Ha. Appreciate it." I perch on the edge of the bed as Linda pulls the door shut with a soft click.

I flop backward onto the quilt, ejoying a moment of peace and solitude. My eyes flutter closed as I release a long breath. The muted sounds of laughter and chatter drift up the stairs, but in here it's quiet, cozy. Safe.

As if conjured by the thought, a memory rises unbidden—late night study sessions in a dorm common room, poring over rugby strategies until the wee hours. Evan sprawled on the fraying sofa, his long legs hanging off the end. Me cross-legged on the rug, papers scattered around me. The easy camaraderie between us, the way his sleepy smile could set off a flutter in my lady bits.

My eyes snap open. Oh no. We are not going down that road, Merry Robinson. This is a friends-free, romance-free holiday zone. No complications, no distractions, and no unresolved history.

That, I tell myself as I reach for my suitcase, is 100% fine by me.

~•~•~•~•

Determined to shake off the wisps of nostalgia, I zip open my suitcase with decisive tugs. I pull out a warm burgundy sweater and my favorite dark wash jeans, the fabric soft from wear. I fold my travel clothes and tuck them away, each crease sharp and precise.

Catching a glimpse of my reflection in the dresser mirror, I pause. I smooth an errant curl, adjust my glasses. Presentable enough, I suppose, for some low-key exploring. Not that it matters. I'm here for the quaint holiday vibes, not to impress anyone.

That settled, I grab my coat and a chunky cable-knit scarf, winding it around my neck as I head downstairs. I poke my head into the living room, where Mom and Linda are chatting over mugs of cocoa.

"I'm going to take a walk, check out the town center. I won't be long."

Mom smiles, her eyes crinkling at the corners. "Have fun, dear. Oh, and if you pass that little bakery on the corner, could you pick up a loaf of their cinnamon bread? It's divine."

"Sure thing." I flash a thumbs up.

Outside, the air is crisp and invigorating, the chill nipping at my cheeks. I pause on the porch, tugging on fleece-lined gloves before setting off down the path. A light dusting of snow crunches beneath my boots, the crystalline flakes glinting in the afternoon sun.

I round the corner onto Main Street, the festive decorations come into view, and I grin. Garlands of evergreen boughs drape between lamp posts, punctuated by clusters of ruby red holly berries. White lights spiral up the trunks of bare-branched trees casting a warm glow around us.

I wander along the sidewalk, taking in the charming storefronts decked out for the holidays. A toy shop window filled with whimsical nutcrackers and rocking horses. An artisan boutique displaying hand-blown glass ornaments in jewel tones. The mouthwatering aroma of gingerbread wafting from the bakery door as a couple exits, laughing, arms linked.

Love Beach at Christmastime is magical.

The jingling bells on the café door seem to mock me as I step inside, shivering from the biting cold. My eyes scan the cozy space, taking in the garlands of holly and whimsical ornaments dangling from the exposed beams. That's when I spot him - Evan, looking infuriatingly at ease, leaning back in his chair like he owns the place.

I do a double-take. Surely my eyes are playing tricks on me, but no, there he sits, impossibly handsome and oblivious to my gawking. He glances at his watch, the picture of effortless cool.

"Merry! What a delightful surprise." His voice is smooth as silk, with just a hint of mischief.

I cross my arms. "Evan. Fancy seeing you here."

"Must be fate, hmm?" He grins, gesturing to the empty seat across from him. "Care to join me?"

I hesitate for a beat, trying to read his expression. There's a glimmer in his eye that I can't quite place. Almost as if...

"Oh, why not." I shrug, sliding into the chair. "Tis the season for surprises, I suppose."

Evan chuckles, the sound rich and warm. "Indeed it is. And what a lovely surprise this is."

I narrow my eyes. "A little too perfect, if you ask me. Almost like it was...planned."

He gasps, placing a hand over his heart in mock offense. "Merry, you wound me! Can't a man enjoy a festive coffee without ulterior motives?"

"With you? Doubtful." I smirk.




Chapter Two

The jasmine-scented breeze dances through the café's open windows as Evan leans forward, his eyes sparkling with mirth. "So, Merry, tell me - how has the world of numbers and strategies been treating you?"

I snort. "Oh, changing the world one spreadsheet at a time. The usual."

"I'd expect nothing less from the brilliant Merry Robinson." He winks, and a traitorous flutter in my stomach.

I sip my Mexican Hot Chocolate enjoying the bite of heat at the back of my throat. "What about you, Mr. Rugby Star? Still basking in the glow of your glory days?"

Evan clutches his chest. "You cut me deep, Mer. Remember, I'm a changed man. Retired, reformed, and ready for new adventures."

"Is that so?" I study him. "What kind of adventures did you have in mind?"

He leans back. "Well, for starters, catching up with an old friend over coffee. Convince her to join me for a little holiday fun?"

I raise an eyebrow. "Holiday fun? Sounds like you're up to something, de Nemours."

"Me? Never." He chuckles, but there's a glimmer of sincerity in his gaze. "Mer, it's been too long."

It's just the coffee, I tell myself. Definitely not the way Evan's looking at me like...

Like maybe there's still a spark between us. A spark that never quite died out despite the passage of time.

I'm not that girl anymore. The one who let herself get swept up in charming smiles and grand gestures. I've built a life for myself, and I'm not about to let Antoine “Evan” de Nemours waltz back in and turn it upside down.

No matter how tempting it might be.

~•~•~•~•

A familiar laugh catches my attention, and I glance up to see Sylvie, Evan's sister, sauntering into the café. She spots us a knowing grin spreading across her face as she raises an eyebrow at our cozy seating arrangement.

"Well, well, well," she drawls, making her way over to our table. "What do we have here?"

Evan shoots her a look, but there's a fondness in his exasperation. "Hello to you too, sis."

Sylvie ignores him, turning her mischievous gaze on me. "Merry Robinson, I didn't expect to find you here, canoodling with my brother."

My cheeks warm, but I keep my tone light. "Canoodling? I think you're reading too much into a simple coffee catch-up."

"Oh, is that what we're calling it these days?" She winks, and I laugh.

Evan shakes his head, standing up to usher Sylvie away. "Alright, that's enough out of you. Don't you have some art to create or something?"

"Fine, fine, I can take a hint." Sylvie holds up her hands in mock surrender. "But don't think I won't be grilling you later, brother dearest."

With a parting grin, she sashays off to the counter, leaving Evan to turn back to me with an exaggerated sigh.

"Sorry about that," he says, his tone dripping with feigned apology. "Little sisters, you know how they are."

"I'm sure you had nothing to do with her sudden appearance."

Evan places a hand over his heart, his eyes wide with innocence. "Moi? I'm wounded by your accusation, Mer. Purely a coincidence, I assure you."

"Mhmm." I narrow my eyes at him, trying to suppress a smile. "A coincidence. Just like running into you here was a coincidence."

His grin is unrepentant. "The universe works in mysterious ways."

I lean back in my chair, crossing my arms. "The universe, huh? And here I thought it might have something to do with a certain someone's propensity for scheming."

Evan laughs, the sound warm and familiar. "Scheming? You make me sound like some sort of villain. I prefer to think of it as...strategic planning."

"Is that what we're calling it these days?" I echo Sylvie's words, my lips twitching.

"Call it what you will, but you can't deny that it's been nice catching up. Admit it, Robinson, you missed me."

I can't quite hide my smile. "Missed you?"

"Ouch." Evan clutches his chest, feigning hurt. "You always did know how to wound a man's ego."

"Someone has to keep you in check," I retort, but there's no real bite to my words.

Bantering with Evan like this, it feels...right. Like slipping into a familiar rhythm, a dance we've done a thousand times before.

The rational part of my brain that kept me focused and driven while on my own in whole ass other country is whisper shouting a warning. Don't get too comfortable, Merry. Don't let yourself fall back into old patterns.

After all, we're not the same people we were back in college. We've grown, changed, moved on with our lives.

Haven't we?

Evan's gaze turns more serious, his voice lowering. "Merry, seeing you again after all this time, it feels like...unfinished business."

I raise an eyebrow, trying to ignore another inconvenient flutter at his words. "Unfinished business? I wasn't aware we had any."

He shrugs, a hint of a smile playing at his lips. "We do."

"Evan, that was a long time ago. We were just going different ways."

"Were we?" He challenges. His eyes boring into mine. "From where I'm sitting, it feels like we just weren't ready then, but now..."

He trails off, letting the unspoken possibility hang in between us.

I buy myself time to think with a quick sip of my cocoa.

I set my mug down, meeting Evan's gaze head-on. "Okay, I'll bite. What are you proposing we do about this so-called 'unfinished business'?"

He grins. "Well, for starters, there's the annual Love Beach holiday festival this weekend. We could go together like a date."

I raise an eyebrow. "Like a date? The holiday festival? Isn't that a bit...cliché?"

"Cliché? Merry, I'm wounded. Here I am, trying to orchestrate a heartwarming reunion, and you're calling me cliché."

Despite myself, I chuckle. "Orchestrate, huh? So you admit this little coffee shop run-in wasn't just a coincidence?"

He has the grace to look abashed. "Let's just say I had a hunch you might be here."

"Wow, stalker much?"

"Think of it more as purposeful reconnaissance."

"Is that what they're calling it these days?"

We both laugh, the banter flowing as it's always between us. It's nice, this feeling of familiarity, of picking up right where we left off.

"In all seriousness, Mer, I'd like to spend some time with you while we're both in town."

I hesitate, torn between the pull of temptation and the safety of the status quo.

The logical part of my brain holds me back, reminding me of all the reasons why getting involved with Evan again could be a spectacularly bad idea.

My lungs fill as I try to sort through my conflicted feelings.

I look at Evan, at the hope and affection reflected on his face, and my resistance starts to crumble.

"Okay," I say. "Let's go to the festival."

Evan's answering smile is brighter than all the lights in Love Beach.

I shrug trying to play it cool even as my heart races with a mix of anticipation and trepidation. "Why not? It's the holidays, after all. 'Tis the season for taking chances, right?"

Evan's grin widens, his eyes crinkling at the corners in that way I remember so well. He stands, offering me his hand with a flourish. "Then let's go make some holiday magic, shall we?"

I take his hand, letting him pull me to my feet. His touch sends a spark of electricity I can't quite ignore. We head for the door, our hands still linked, and I try not to overthink what this all means.

We step out into the night, Evan turns to me with a mischievous glint in his eye. "Fate seems to have a pretty good sense of humor, bringing us together like this."

"Fate?"

He shrugs, his grin turning playful. "Hey, I'm just saying. Of all the coffee shops in all the world, you walked into mine. Twice. That's got to mean something, right?"

"You're ridiculous, you know that?"

"You love it." He winks, giving my hand a squeeze before reluctantly letting go. "I'll pick you up at seven for the festival. Wear something warm."

I nod, feeling a flutter of excitement in my stomach. "Seven it is."

We part ways, Evan heading off down the street with a wave.

It's a shame we aren't here during swimsuit season.

~•~•~•~•

A holiday tune escapes my lips as I walk back to the beach house, the unexpected delight of the day still lingering in my steps. The salty breeze tangles through my curls, and I smile at the sheer absurdity of it all. Evan de Nemours, back in my life and as charming as ever.

I climb the porch steps. The warm glow of the windows beckons me inside, the laughter of my family drifting out to greet me.

"There she is!" My aunt Lori calls out as I step through the door, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "Were have you been all afternoon, missy?"

I shrug off my coat, aiming for nonchalance. "Out enjoying the holiday buzz."

"Uh-huh." She smirks, her gaze far too knowing for my liking. "This 'holiday buzz' wouldn't happen to have a name, would it?"

I busy myself with hanging up my scarf, keeping my back turned to hide the heat rising in my cheeks. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Sure you don't." Lori laughs, the sound warm and rich. "Just so you know, I've got my eye on you, Merry Robinson. You can't keep secrets from me for long."

I turn to face her, schooling my features into a mask of innocence. "Secrets? Me? Never."

Even as the words leave my mouth, the corners of my lips twitch, threatening to give me away. Lori just shakes her head, a knowing glint in her eye as she turns to the kitchen.

I exhale, leaning against the wall trying to collect myself. It's just coffee, I remind myself. Just two old friends catching up.

No need to make it into something it's not.

Even as I repeat the words like a mantra, I can't quite shake the flutter in my stomach, the whisper of possibility that lingers.

Damn you, Evan de Nemours. Damn you and your charming smile and your uncanny ability to turn my world upside down with a single glance.

I push off the wall and head towards the laughter and chatter of my family. Whatever this is, whatever fate has in store, I'm ready for it, but first, I need a glass of wine.

Or three.

~•~•~•~•

I settle onto the couch, wedged between my cousins and their spirited debate over the merits of peppermint versus cinnamon in holiday baking, I let my mind wander back to Evan. The way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he laughed, the effortless charm that seemed to radiate from every pore.

It's infuriating how easily he can get under my skin. All it takes is one look, one well-timed quip, and I'm right back where I started. Flustered, off-balance, and more than a little intrigued.

The spicy notes of the wine dance across my tongue as I try to focus on the conversation swirling around me. It's no use. My thoughts keep drifting back to that cafe, to the electricity that seemed to crackle between us with every word, every glance.

I wonder what would have happened if Sylvie hadn't walked in when she did. If we'd had a few more minutes alone, a few more chances to let that spark catch fire.

We've been down this road before, and as much as I hate to admit it, there's a part of me still smarting from the last time, still nursing the wounds of a friendship that never quite blossomed into something more.

No, it's better to keep my distance. To enjoy the flirtation, the banter, but to not let it go any further than that.

And yet, as I drain the last of my wine and lose myself in the laughter and warmth of my family, I can't quite shake the feeling that fate might have other plans.

Something that could change everything.

I'll just have to wait and see, and pour myself another glass of wine while I'm at it.




Chapter Three

The bell tinkles on the ornate glass and wooden door to O'Leahey's Creamery signaling our arrival. The sweet scent of churned ice cream envelops me like a warm hug as I step inside the cozy shop. Twinkling string lights dance across the wooden beams, casting a soft glow on the old-fashioned stools lining the long marble counter. It's like walking into an idyllic Christmas card.

The door swings open behind me, a gust of frosty air nipping at my heels. I glance over my shoulder and freeze. Evan de Nemours stands in the doorway, snowflakes melting in his dark hair, a roguish grin splitting his handsome face as his eyes lock onto mine.

My heart does a traitorous little flip. I arch an eyebrow at him, trying for unimpressed. "Fancy meeting you here."

Evan saunters towards me, that infuriating grin never wavering. "Well, when I heard the brilliant Merry Robinson was in town, I just had to drop everything and come pay my respects."

He stops beside me, close enough that I catch a whiff of his cologne, something warm and spicy that makes my knees go a little weak. I clench my jaw, annoyed at my body's instinctive response to him.

I cross my arms and shoot him a flat look. "I'm sure. Because a big-shot rugby star like you has nothing better to do than chase down old college friends."

Evan clutches his heart in mock affront. "Math geeks who moonlight as secret weapons for championship rugby teams are my top priority."

Despite myself, I smile. Evan always did know which of my buttons to push to coax out a grin - usually against my better judgment. Kind of like agreeing to meet up with him here...

Evan leans in, eyes twinkling. "Now, are you going to continue sassing me, or can I buy the brilliant strategist an ice cream?"

old charming, incorrigible Evan. Heaven help me.

I point an accusing finger at him. "One scoop. Then you've got some explaining to do, mister."

His grin widens into a full-blown smirk as he offers me his elbow with exaggerated gallantry. "Your wish is my command."

I link my arm through his ignoring the way my heart stutters at the casual contact. He leads me to the counter, smiling down at me with that dangerous twinkle still gleaming, one thought pulses through my mind:

Uh-oh. I'm in trouble.

**********

Evan orders our ice cream, I sneak glances at him from the corner of my eye. The years have been kind to him—a little silver at the temples, a few laugh lines around those magnetic green eyes, but still every inch the devastatingly handsome charmer I remember.

Unfortunately.

He catches me looking and winks, sending a traitorous flush crawling up my neck. I avert my gaze, but not before I catch the knowing curve of his lips. Damn it.

Desperate for a distraction, I scan the bright array of ice cream flavors. "So, Mr. Big-Shot-Rugby-Star, what's your flavor of choice these days?"

"Hmm, I'm partial to Butter Pecan." His shoulder brushes mine. "I might be persuaded to try something new if a certain brilliant strategist recommends it."

I huff out a laugh, an odd fluttering sensation taking flight in my stomach. "Still incorrigible."

"And you're still keeping me on my toes." His eyes dance with warmth and something deeper I don't dare analyze. "Some things never change."

Our server hands us our cones—Butter Pecan for him, Peppermint Stick for me. Evan gestures for me to choose a table, and I lead us to a cozy nook by the frosty window.

We sit, knees bumping under the small table, I take a fortifying lick of my ice cream and raise an eyebrow at him. "Alright, hot shot. You got me here. Now spill—what brings you back to Love Beach?"

For a split second, a shadow flickers across his face, gone so quickly I almost think I imagined it. Then the easy smile is back, tinged with a wistfulness that catches me off guard.

"Would you believe me if I said I missed the way the seagulls jazz up 'Jingle Bells'?"

Despite myself, I snort out a laugh. "Not for a second."

He chuckles, but there's a weight to it, an uncharacteristic heaviness that sets off tiny warning bells in my head. His gaze locks onto mine, searching and vulnerable.

"I realized somewhere along the way, chasing down my dreams... I lost track of what matters. Who matters."

"Merry..."

His voice is soft almost pleading. I'm tempted.

"I'm not sure what you're getting at, but I'm here to visit my family not to... revisit old flames."

He sits back, studying me with green eyes that seem to see straight through me. A smile plays at the corner of his mouth, but there's a determination in his gaze that sets my heart racing.

"Well, in that case..." He leans forward conspiratorially. His voice a husky whisper. "What do you say we make some new memories starting with the tree lighting ceremony tonight?"

I nearly choke on my ice cream. "The tree lighting? Evan, I don't think-"

"Come on, Mer," he cajoles. "It'll be just like old times! Hot cocoa, off-key caroling, a snowball fight or two?"

"You're impossible."

His grin is wicked and unrepentant. "Is that a yes?"

I hesitate, torn between the undeniable pull of his charm and the voice in my head screaming at me to run. This is dangerous territory, the kind of holiday magic that could sweep me off my feet and leave me stranded come New Year's.

What's the harm in one little ceremony? It's not like I'm agreeing to anything more...

"Fine," I sigh, pointing my spoon at him in mock warning. "No funny business, de Nemours. This is a friendly outing, got it?"

His smile is blinding, and it takes everything in me not to mirror it. "Got it. Scout's honor."

"You were never a Scout."

**********

I try to focus on the festive decorations around us, the twinkling lights and cheerful garlands, but my mind keeps drifting back to Evan. The looks. The touches. It's all so familiar, so comfortable, and yet...

No way. I give myself a mental shake, firmly pushing those thoughts aside. This trip is about reconnecting with old friends and soaking up some holiday cheer, not getting tangled up in some fleeting romance. I've worked too hard, come too far, to let myself get swept away by a charming smile and a few fond memories.

Evan falls into step beside me, our shoulders bumping companionably. "So, what have you been up to all these years, Merry? Still crunching numbers and whipping rugby teams into shape?"

I laugh, the sound carrying on the frosty breeze. "Something like that. You? Still breaking hearts and scoring tries?"

"You wound me, Robinson. I'll have you know I've hung up my cleats and retired my jersey. These days, I'm more of a gentleman of leisure."

"Is that what they're calling it now?" I tease, bumping my hip against his. "Here I thought you'd be off conquering the world, one rugby pitch at a time."

"Nah," he shrugs, his gaze turning thoughtful. "Turns out there's more to life than chasing a ball around a field. Who knew?"

We walk in silence, the weight of the years stretching between us. There's so much I want to ask him, so much I want to know, but something holds me back.

As we round the corner and the town square comes into view, all of those worries fade away. The tree is magnificent, a towering evergreen dripping with lights and ornaments, and the air is filled with the sound of carolers and the scent of roasting chestnuts.

"Wow," I breathe, my eyes wide with wonder. "It's even more beautiful than I remembered."

Evan laces his fingers through my own, and a spark of something electric races up my arm. "Yeah," he murmurs, his gaze never leaving my face. "You sure are."

I'm falling all over again, but this time, I don't try to fight it. Instead, I let myself lean into him, savoring the solid warmth of his body against mine.

I pull my hand away, tucking it into my pocket as I take a step back. "We should head back," I say, my voice too loud and too bright. "It's getting late, and I've got an early morning tomorrow."

"Okay, my Merry Berry, I'm not going anywhere, and I'm not letting you get away this time."




Chapter Four

I arrive at Love Beach's annual tree-lighting festival, strands of twinkling lights weaving magic through the crisp night air. The crowd buzzes with anticipation, scarves wrapped snugly and gloved hands clutching steaming mugs of cocoa. I pull my coat tighter as I scan the sea of faces, searching for anyone I might recognize from my college days. It's been years since I've been back.

My breath catches. Again. Why is he still so fucking gorgeous?

There, across the square, a familiar figure stands by the towering Christmas tree. Broad shoulders, an athletic grace to his movements as he chats animatedly with the couple beside him.

I can't tear my gaze from him. The way the colorful lights dance across his face, illuminating that smile I used to know so well. The one that never failed to coax an answering grin from me, even on the toughest days.

My feet are moving of their own accord, carrying me toward him. Drawn like a lamb

"Merry? Is that you?" His voice is deeper than I remember, but still warm.

I nod, not quite trusting my voice. He closes the distance between us and I'm enveloped in his arms, the spicy scent of his cologne filling my lungs. I return the hug ignoring the way every nerve ending fires to life at his touch.

"I can't believe it! What are the chances?" He pulls back, hands resting on my shoulders as he looks me over. I fight the urge to fidget under the intensity of his gaze. "You look amazing."

"You don't look so bad yourself." I aim for nonchalance but it comes out breathier than intended. Get a grip, Merry. "How have you been?"

We fall into easy conversation, catching up on the highlights of the past decade. It's both familiar and new, this repartee. The same back-and-forth rhythm, but with a heightened awareness simmering beneath the surface. Of lingering glances and accidental brushes of fingers that are anything but accidental.

This is Evan. My former best friend. The guy I spent countless hours strategizing rugby plays with, the one who was always there for me. I can't let myself get carried away by some festive atmosphere and surge of nostalgia.

"So, Merry Berry..." Evan arches an eyebrow. "Think you still have those tree decorating skills from back in the day?"

I cock my head, meeting his challenge with a smirk of my own. " It's been a while. I might be a little rusty."

"Care to put those skills to the test?" He nods toward a towering evergreen, its branches bare and waiting. "I bet I can hang more ornaments than you."

"You're on." I march toward the tree, snatching a box of glittering baubles on the way. "Prepare to be dazzled by my superior ornament placement."

Side by side, we dive in, plucking glass spheres and shimmering stars from the box. I stretch to nestle a delicate icicle onto a high branch, determined to make use of every inch of green. Evan reaches around me to find an empty spot, his arm brushing against my shoulder and sending a tingle racing down my spine.

Focus, Merry. This is about pride, and a bit of showing off. I can't let myself get distracted by his proximity, by the warmth radiating from him despite the December chill.

We work in tandem, finding a natural rhythm. Ornaments clink and chime as we jostle for prime tree real estate, our competitive streaks flaring to life. The space between us seems to shrink with every passing minute until we're practically dancing around each other, hands grazing and exchanging wordless grins.

It's exhilarating. Comforting. A burst of joy in a season that's felt nothing but lonely until now. I chance a glance at Evan, catching him watching me with an unreadable expression. For a heartbeat, I'm transported back to college, to stolen moments and what-ifs left unexplored.

Nope. Can't let myself entertain those thoughts. That was then. This is now. And now is... complicated. Undefined.

I turn back to the tree, grabbing for the nearest ornament. My fingers close around it just as Evan's hand covers my own. The chill of the evening is chased away by a flash of warmth that has nothing to do with menopause or the thickness of my coat and everything to do with the man beside me.

I inhale the crisp scent of pine mingling with the warm - familiar notes of Evan's cologne. A scent I'd nearly forgotten, yet conjures up a flood of memories all the same.

I'm aware of each point of contact between us, the heat of his palm seeping into my skin like a brand. It takes every ounce of willpower to keep my voice steady as I clear my throat. "I believe that one's mine. Finder's keepers and all that."

"Is that so?" Evan arches a brow, his eyes glinting in a playful challenge. "I seem to recall my hand landing on it first. Perhaps we should call it a draw."

"A draw? And miss the chance to claim bragging rights?" I tsk, fighting back a smile as I give the ornament a gentle tug. "Careful, Evan. You're in danger of losing that competitive edge."

Evan's laughter rumbles through me, warm and rich as honeyed whiskey. "Losing my edge? Perish the thought." His fingers curl around mine, the pad of his thumb skimming my knuckles in a feather-light caress. "I'm learning to pick my battles."

The air thickens, charged with unspoken history. Of almosts and might-have-beens. Evan's gaze drifts to my lips, a question lurking in those amber depths that sets my pulse thrumming.

No. I can't go down this road. Not again. Not when the wounds have only just begun to heal.

I wrench my hand free, taking a step back as I plaster on a bright smile. "Well, as the reigning champion of tree decorating, I accept your concession." I turn to the branches, busying myself with arranging a cluster of baubles.

I try to lose myself in the task, but I’m distracted by Evan. The solid warmth of him at my back, the gentle cadence of his breathing. The unspoken currents swirling between us, threatening to pull me under.

It's going to be a long night.

**********

Evan's gaze lingers on my profile, a palpable weight that sets my nerves alight. I can hear the gears turning in his head, calculating his next move.

"Remember when we stayed up all night arguing about the merits of Euclidean geometry?" He muses, reaching past me to pluck a shimmering star from the box.

A surprised laugh bubbles up my throat. "You mean the night before your big game against Surrey?" I shake my head. "I still can't believe you chose mathematical discourse over sleep."

"What can I say?" Evan shrugs, a lopsided grin playing about his mouth. "I've always been a sucker for a beautiful mind."

Heat creeps up my neck, but I refuse to let him see me sweat. "Flattery will get you nowhere, de Nemours." I arch a brow, snagging the star from his grasp. "Especially not when there's decorating to be done."

We work in companionable silence for a few minutes, the occasional brush of shoulders or fingertips sending sparks skittering across my skin. It's almost easy to forget the years that stretch between us. To slip back into the comfortable rhythm of our youth.

Almost.

Evan clears his throat, a note of mischief threading through his tone. "Hey, Merry? Look up."

I follow his gaze to the sprig of mistletoe dangling above our heads. When did that get there?

"Seems we've been caught in a holiday tradition."

My mouth goes dry, a thousand protests rising to my lips. They die before I can give them a voice. Evan leans in his breath ghosting across my cheek as he presses a kiss to the corner of my mouth.

"So damn sweet." He whispers against my skin.

Just like that, he's gone, leaving me breathless and reeling in his wake.

What just happened?

I chance a glance at Evan, but he's already turned back to the tree, his attention focused on the ornaments in his hands. If it weren't for the slight flush creeping up the back of his neck, I might think I'd imagined the whole thing.

I force myself to focus on the task at hand. We're here to decorate, not to... whatever that was. I pluck a shimmering bauble from the box, ignoring the way my pulse races as I step up beside Evan.

"I think this spot could use some sparkle." I reach past him to hang the ornament.

Evan's gaze flicks to mine, a glimmer of... something in those green depths. "Agreed. Sparkle is always a good choice."

We fall into a rhythm, working side by side to bedeck the tree in glittering finery. The ghost of Evan's kiss lingers, a phantom presence that refuses to be ignored.

What did it mean? Was it just a bit of holiday mischief? A momentary lapse in judgment? Or was it something more?

The questions swirl through my mind, tangling with the memories of our shared past. The easy camaraderie, the stolen glances, the might-have-beens...

We're not those people anymore. We've grown up, moved on. Whatever we once were, or could have been, is ancient history.

Isn't it?

**********

The final ornament hung, Evan and I step back to survey our handiwork. The tree is a vision, every bough dripping with shimmering baubles and twinkling lights. Despite myself, a swell of pride at what we've accomplished together.

"Not bad," I remark, shooting Evan a sidelong glance. "I guess we still make a pretty good team."

"We always did."

Our eyes meet, and the rest of the world falls away. In the golden glow of the Christmas lights, it's easy to imagine we were still those two college kids, full of dreams and possibility...

The spell is broken by a sudden swell of music. Around us, the crowd begins to stir, a palpable excitement building as the emcee takes the stage.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he booms, his voice carrying across the square. "The moment you've all been waiting for... the annual Love Beach tree lighting!"

A cheer goes up from the assembled masses, and I grin caught up in the festive spirit. Beside me, Evan is clapping and whistling, his face alight with boyish glee.

The emcee leads us in a countdown, his voice rising above the clamor. "Three... two... one..."

On cue, the towering tree bursts into radiant light, a dazzling spectacle of color and brightness. The crowd erupts in applause, the sound ringing out across the square.

I turn to Evan, my heart full to bursting with the magic of the moment. He's already looking at me, his eyes soft and warm in the twinkling light.

"Merry Christmas, Merry," he murmurs, his voice low and intimate.

"Merry Christmas, Evan," I whisper back.

For a long, charged moment, we gaze at each other. I sway toward him, drawn by a force I can't resist...

But then reality comes crashing back in, and I catch myself, stepping back with a rueful laugh. "We should go join the festivities," I say, my voice a little too bright. "Can't miss out on all that holiday cheer, right?"

Evan blinks, as if coming out of a daze. "Right," he agrees, shaking his head. "Lead the way."

Navigating the bustling crowd, Evan's hand finds the small of my back, guiding me through the sea of festive revelers. The gentle pressure is seductive, and I lean into his touch, savoring the warmth that seeps through my coat.

We pause at a vendor selling hot chocolate, the rich aroma of cocoa and cinnamon mingling with the crisp winter air. Evan insists on buying two steaming cups, pressing one into my hands with a playful grin.

"Can't let you freeze out here," he teases, his eyes sparkling with mirth. "What kind of gentleman would I be then?"

His accent sends a flutter through my stomach, and I hide my reaction behind a sip of cocoa, both hands curling around the cup as if it alone can keep my heart steady.

The sounds of carolers fill the air as we wander about, the harmony floating over the crowd. Our elbows brush as we walk, sending a thrill straight to my core and I tamp down the urge to take his hand. This easy chemistry, it's something to hold onto, want to savor.

Yet when we find ourselves in the middle of an impromptu dance party and Evan extends a hand, eyebrows raised in silent invitation. He pulls me close, one hand resting on my waist, the other entwining with my fingers. We sway and spin, caught up in the holiday spirit, in this moment suspended in time.

And for tonight, I let myself get swept away in this stolen magic, in the possibility shimmering between us. The music swells and Evan dips me in a sweeping flourish startling a laugh from me that mingles with the delighted cries of the crowd. For just a little while longer, I long to stay lost in this fairytale, before reality comes crashing back in.

The song ends, and we pull apart, breathless and giddy with laughter, I catch a glimpse of something tender in Evan's eyes. Something that sets my heart racing and fills me with a longing I'm almost afraid to name. Then it's gone, replaced by his usual playful expression, and the spell is broken.




Chapter Five

The swirl of steam rising from my latte distracts me as I glance around the bustling holiday crowds packing Love Bean Coffee Co. I almost don't notice him at first. But then my eyes lock onto a familiar smile across the room and my lurches at the site of… Evan?

He parts the crowd of knitted scarves and puffer jackets like Moses through the Red Sea, that magnetic charm as potent as ever. I straighten up and steady my mug as Evan strolls over, handsome as ever in his fitted peacoat.

"Merry! I thought that was you." His rich laugh warms me more than my peppermint mocha. "It's been ages. Fancy running into you here."

I tuck an errant strand behind my ear, lips quirking. "Well, you know me and my caffeine. Some things never change."

"Like your brilliant mind?" He taps his temple, eyes sparkling. "I still credit half our rugby wins to that strategic genius of yours. Remember when you stayed up all night plotting out those defensive plays?"

I snort. "How could I forget? You lot would've been lost without me."

Keep it casual, Mer. No need to get swept up again. We're reminiscing teammates here.

He leans on the bar, strong forearms flexing . "Speaking of needing your skills... I've got this charity rugby match coming up. I could use your strategic magic again, if you're game?"

My eyebrow arches as I sip my latte. "Oh? The rugby star needs help from little ol' me?"

I gesture to a quiet corner booth. "I suppose I can spare a few minutes to hear you out. No promises!"

We slide into the worn leather seats, knees bumping under the narrow table. I ignore the tingle racing up my thigh. Focus, Merry. This is business, not pleasure.

"So here's the deal. It's a big charity event, and I want our team to really showcase what we can do. We need an edge."

He taps the table for emphasis. "That's where you come in. Your analytical skills, your knack for seeing patterns and opportunities no one else does... You could help us create new plays."

I bite my lip, considering. It's tempting, the chance to stretch my strategic muscles again. To partner with Evan like old times, putting our heads together...

" It's been a while since I've even looked at a rugby playbook," I hedge, fingers fiddling with my mug handle.

His hand covers mine, sending a jolt straight to my core. "I have faith in you, Mer. You're brilliant. Always have been." His ocean eyes hold mine, unwavering. Sincere. "We could make one hell of a team again."

Damn him and his persuasive charm. What's the harm in a little game-planning between friends?

I exhale, a rueful smile playing on my lips. "Alright, you smooth-talker. I'm in."

I glance at my watch. "Well, if we're going to do this, we might as well go all in." I lean forward, elbows on the table. "When and where should we meet to start strategizing?"

Evan's eyes light up with excitement. "How about tomorrow at my cottage? We can dive into the details without any distractions." He leans back, a playful smirk on his face. "Unless of course, you find me too distracting."

I scoff, rolling my eyes. "Please. I can handle your so-called charms." My lady bits break out into a dance at the thought of being alone with him in his cozy cottage.

Focus, Merry.

"How about 10 am?" I suggest, keeping my tone casual. "That should give us plenty of time to go over the playbooks and analyze the team's strengths and weaknesses."

Evan nods, his expression turning serious. "Perfect. I'll make sure to have everything set up." He reaches out, his hand warm as it covers mine. "I appreciate you doing this, Mer. It means a lot."

"Of course. What are friends for?" I pull my hand back, grabbing my purse as I stand. "I should get going. See you tomorrow, bright and early."

Evan rises, his tall frame towering over me. "I'll be counting down the minutes." His voice is low waking up bits eager to join in the party.

I turn towards the door, my mind already racing with anticipation for our strategy session. Stepping out into the crisp evening air, I wonder what tomorrow will bring. One thing's for sure - with Evan de Nemours, I'm in for one wild ride.

**********

Sand crunches beneath my boots as I approach Evan's beachfront cottage, its white-washed walls gleaming in the morning sun. The salty breeze wafts through my curls in welcome. I pause at the front door, taking a steadying breath before raising my hand to knock.

The door swings open almost revealing Evan's grinning face. "Merry! Right on time." He steps back, gesturing for me to enter. "Come on in."

I step over the threshold, my senses assaulted by the warmth and coziness of the space. A plush couch sits in the center of the living room, flanked by worn leather armchairs. But it's the large whiteboard and scattered rugby playbooks that catch my eye, evidence of Evan's dedication to our little project.

"I see you've been busy," I remark, nodding towards the setup.

Evan chuckles, rubbing the back of his neck. "You know me, always prepared." He leads me further into the room, his hand hovering near the small of my back. "Can I get you anything? Coffee, tea?"

I breathe out trying to ignore his proximity. "I'm good, thanks. Why don't we dive right in?"

"Eager to get started, huh?" Evan teases. "I like it."

He gestures for me to take a seat on the couch as he moves to the whiteboard, uncapping a marker with a flourish. He sketches out plays, his voice animated with excitement, I lean forward, drawn in by his enthusiasm. The familiar thrill of a challenge courses through my veins, tempered only by the nagging awareness of Evan's presence, his every movement distracting in its fluidity.

This is going to be one long day, I think forcing my attention back to the task at hand. But as Evan shoots me a conspiratorial grin over his shoulder.

Evan launches into an explanation of a new play he's been working on, his hands moving animatedly as he sketches out formations on the whiteboard. "See, if we have the forwards create a diversion here," he taps the marker against the board, "it'll open up space for the backs to break through the defense."

I lean in, studying the diagram with a critical eye. "What about their flankers? They could disrupt the play if we don't account for them."

"Ah, that's where you come in, Mer." Evan grins, the nickname rolling off his tongue with easy familiarity. "I was hoping you could help me find a way to neutralize their threat."

The challenge ignites a spark within me. I rise moving to stand beside him at the whiteboard. "Okay, let's think this through." I take the marker from his hand, our fingers brushing.

Ignoring the sensation, I focus on the task at hand, making quick notations on the board. "If we shift the scrum-half to this position," I draw an arrow, "it could provide extra support and throw off their flankers' timing."

Evan nods, his eyes bright with excitement. "Brilliant! We could have the fly-half exploit the gap created by the confusion."

We lose ourselves in the strategy, our voices overlapping as we build upon each other's ideas. The world narrows down to the whiteboard, the plays taking shape before our eyes, the thrill of intellectual synergy driving us forward.

Hours pass in a blink, the sun dipping lower in the sky, sending a golden glow through the cottage windows. It's only when my stomach growls audibly that I realize how much time has elapsed.

Evan laughs, the sound rich and warm. "Looks like we lost track of time. I guess that's what happens when you're in the zone."

I chuckle. "I suppose we should take a break. Wouldn't want to strategize on an empty stomach."

"Agreed." Evan caps the marker, tossing it onto the coffee table. "I've got some snacks in the kitchen. We can refuel and then get back to it."

He heads towards the kitchen, I stretch, my muscles protesting from hours of standing. The cottage is warm and cozy - a stark contrast to the intense strategizing session.

I marvel at how easily we fell back into our old rhythm, the years melting away as if they never existed. It's both comforting and unnerving, the pull of our connection as strong as ever despite the time apart.

I follow Evan into the kitchen, determined to keep things light and focused. We've got a match to win, after all. No time for distractions, no matter how tempting they may be.

**********

Evan rummages through the cabinets, pulling out a variety of snacks. "Alright, we've got chips, pretzels, and some trail mix. Take your pick."

I grab a handful of pretzels, popping one into my mouth. "Trail mix? Feeling healthy, are we?"

He grins, tossing a piece of dried fruit at me. "Gotta keep up with the nutritional demands of coaching. Can't have the team outpacing me."

I catch the fruit, my reflexes still sharp. "Oh, I'm sure you can keep up just fine. You always were full of surprises."

"Speaking of surprises..." Evan leans against the counter. "Remember that time you convinced the team to switch to a completely new strategy right before the championship match?"

I laugh, the memory vivid. "The look on the opposing team's faces when you executed that first play... priceless."

We fall into a comfortable back-and-forth, trading stories and jokes as we munch on snacks. The tension from earlier dissipates, and it's like slipping into a favorite sweater, familiar and comforting.

The laughter dies down, I glance out the window, surprised to see the sun dipping below the horizon. "Wow, I didn't realize how late it was getting."

Evan follows my gaze, a satisfied smile on his face. "Time flies when you're having fun and making progress. I think we've got a solid plan coming together."

I nod, feeling a sense of accomplishment. "Definitely. I'm actually excited to see how it all plays out on the field."

"With you on our side, I have no doubt we'll crush it." Evan's words are laced with confidence, his belief in my abilities unwavering.

"Well, I should head out. Let you get some rest before we tackle this again tomorrow."

Evan walks me to the door, his hand brushing mine as he reaches for the handle. The contact sends a jolt through me, and I pull back trying to ignore the way my skin tingles.

"Thanks for today, Merry. It means a lot to have you here, working with me again."

"I'm happy to help. I'll see you tomorrow."

The air is crisp, cold, but does little to calm the racing of my heart. The cottage disappears behind me as I walk towards my car, but the warmth of Evan's presence lingers, a reminder of the bond we once shared.

Or a hint of what could be.

My mind is abuzz with rugby plays and strategy as I drive away from Evan's cottage. The intellectual thrill of diving back into the world of competitive sports analysis has me grinning like a fool. It's been ages since I've flexed these particular mental muscles, and damn, it feels good.

But it's not just the strategizing that has me smiling. Spending time with Evan, falling back into our old rhythm of playful banter and challenges - it was like slipping on a favorite sweatshirt, cozy and familiar. I can't deny the spark of excitement that comes with being around him again.

Dangerous thoughts, Merry.

I navigate the winding roads back to town, I focus on the tasks ahead. Tomorrow, we'll dive deeper into our game plan, refining plays and anticipating potential obstacles. I can already picture Evan's face as we break down each move, his eyes lighting up with every clever suggestion.

Stop it, Merry. Professional. Remember?




Chapter Six

A gust of warmth and the aroma of brewed coffee welcome me when I enter the cafe. My eyes scan the room, landing on a familiar figure seated at a table by the window.

Evan looks up, a playful grin spreading across his face as he waves me over. "Merry! I was starting to think you'd stood me up."

"In your dreams, de Nemours." I slide into the chair across from him, setting down my folder stuffed with notes and diagrams. "Some of us have real jobs, you know."

"Ouch!" He clutches his chest in mock offense. "I'll have you know being this devastatingly charming is a full-time gig."

Something about Evan's easy humor cuts through my bullshit detector. "Right. Well, if you can spare a few minutes from your busy schedule, shall we get down to business?"

"Aye aye, captain." He gives me a cheeky salute before reaching for his own notes, the movement causing his hand to accidentally brush against mine.

I shudder at the brief, and I quickly busy myself flipping through papers to hide the flush creeping into my cheeks. Get it together, Merry. This is Evan - your old friend, not some college crush.

I clear my throat, focusing on the task at hand. "So, I've been crunching the numbers, and I think if we can get at least 500 attendees, we'll be in good shape to meet our fundraising goal."

Evan leans forward, his brow furrowed in concentration as he studies the figures I've laid out. "Impressive as always, Robinson. Your strategic mind never ceases to amaze me."

I duck my head, tucking a non-existent stray strand behind my ear. "Yes, well, I don't know about that... I think we can make this event a success if we put our heads together."

"Unstoppable dream team, just like old times?" He grins, holding up his hand for a high-five.

"Dream team," I agree, feeling a spark of excitement for what lies ahead. "Now, let's talk logistics..."

We dive into the details, our conversation flows effortlessly, punctuated by moments of shared laughter and inside jokes. Evan's enthusiasm is infectious, his ideas creative and bold in all the right ways.

"What if we auction off a chance to play in the match alongside the retired pros?" he suggests, eyes bright with possibility. "Fans would jump at the opportunity!"

I nod, jotting down notes as the plan takes shape. "We could even have a VIP meet-and-greet beforehand, give them the full star treatment."

Evan reaches for his coffee, his hand brushing against mine in the process. The fleeting contact is enough to remind me of the undeniable chemistry that’s been on a low boil since our reunion.

Focus, Merry. This is about the charity event, nothing more.

When I glance up, Evan's gaze is fixed on me, a softness in his expression that makes my heart skip a beat. "You know, I couldn't do this without you. Your brilliant mind, your unwavering support... It means everything to me."

"I'm just happy to help. You know that."

His hand finds mine again. "I know, bit I also need you to know how much I appreciate you, Merry. How much I've always appreciated you."

I'm acutely aware ofthe way his thumb brushes over my knuckles, the gesture both comforting and electrifying.

I open my mouth to respond, but the words catch, my mind a jumble of emotions I'm not quite ready to face. The rational side of me knows I should pull away, put some distance between us before things get too complicated.

Evan's gaze drops to my lips, and for a heart-stopping second, I think he might just do that.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to get all sentimental on you there." He chuckles, running a hand through his hair. "Must be the holiday spirit getting to me."

I force a laugh, trying to ignore the way my heart is racing. "No worries, it happens to the best of us."

We turn our attention to the plans in front of us, something has shifted between us, a line blurred that can never quite be uncrossed.

"You know," Evan says, stretching his arms overhead, "I think we could use a break. Clear our heads a bit."

I raise an eyebrow. "A break? We're on a roll here."

He grins, that boyish charm I remember so well shining through. "Come on, Merry. A quick walk on the beach won't derail our master plan."

The thought of spending more time alone with Evan, away from the safety of the café and our planning, sends a thrill of both excitement and trepidation through me.

"Alright, but just a quick walk."

We step outside, the salty sea breeze whipping through my hair as we make our way down to the shore. The sound of the waves is soothing, a gentle rhythm that seems to wash away the tension of the day.

Evan clears his throat, his gaze fixed on the horizon. "You know, being back here, seeing you again... it's made me realize how much I regret letting our friendship slip away."

I glance over at him, surprised by the vulnerability in his voice. "Evan..."

"No, let me finish." He takes a deep breath, as if steeling himself. "I got so caught up in my career, in chasing that next big win, that I lost sight of what mattered. The people who mattered."

His words hit me like a punch to the gut, echoing the thoughts I've been grappling with myself. How many times have I put my own ambitions above everything else, letting relationships fall by the wayside in the process?

I reach out, my hand brushing against his in a tentative gesture of comfort. "I think we both made mistakes, Evan. But we're here now, aren't we?"

He turns to face me, his eyes searching mine with an intensity that steals my breath. "Yeah, we are. And I don't want to waste this second chance."

I smile nervously, casting a sly sideways glance at him. "Who are you and what have you done with the Evan I know?"

He laughs at that, the sound mingling with the crash of the waves. "Oh, he's still here. Just older and wiser, with a few more regrets under his belt."

"Don't we all," I murmur.

We lapse into silence again, but it's different now. Part of me wants to run, to retreat to the safety of quips and spreadsheets.

Evan's hand brushes against mine as we walk. I glance down, surprised to find his fingers intertwining with my own. The gesture is so natural, so effortless, that it takes me a moment to realize what's happening.

My heart races, pounding in time with the rhythm of the waves. I let myself savor the warmth of his touch, the rough calluses on his palm a reminder of the man he's become.

We continue down the beach, our joined hands swinging between us. The silence stretches on, but it's a comfortable one, filled with the unspoken understanding that comes from years of friendship.

The last sliver of sun disappears beneath the waves, Evan turns to me, his face softened by the fading light. "Thank you for today, Merry. For listening, for being here."

I squeeze his hand, a silent acknowledgment of the trust he's placed in me. "Anytime, Evan. That's what friends are for, right?"

The word "friends" hangs heavy a reminder of the line we're dancing around. But for now, with the sand beneath our feet and the stars twinkling overhead, it's enough.

We return to the café, the twinkling fairy lights and soft acoustic music enveloping us in a cozy embrace. We settle back into our seats, I notice the shift. It's like the beach walk has peeled away a layer of our defenses, leaving us raw and exposed.

Evan’s forearm brushes against mine when he reaches for his notebook. I tense at the brief contact unsure if I should lean in or pull away. I catch myself staring at the strong lines of his jaw, and the shadows cast by his ridiculously long lashes on his cheeks.

"Right, so," he clears his throat, "where were we?"

I blink, trying to focus on the papers in front of me and not the husky quality of his voice. "Um, the charity game. We were finalizing the lineup."

He nods, his pen tapping against the table. "I think we've got a solid team. With your strategic magic and my irresistible charm, we can't lose."

"Irresistible charm?"

"Hey, don't knock it 'til you've tried it." He winks, and my traitorous does a long dive off the pier.

We dive back into the planning, our heads bent together over the diagrams and player stats. Every brush of his hand against mine, every shared glance, is charged with something more. The tension is a live wire waiting to spark.

We finalize the last few details, Evan leans back in his chair, stretching his arms overhead. His shirt rides up, revealing a strip of tanned skin, and I avert my eyes.

"I think we're ready," he says, his voice low and intimate. "The game, I mean."

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. We're so close now, our knees almost touching under the table. Heat radiates off his body.

I stand abruptly, my chair scraping against the floor. "I should get going. Early day tomorrow."

Evan rises too, his brow furrowed. "Merry, wait—"

I'm already gathering my things my heart hammering in my chest. "Thanks for today, Evan. I'll see you at the game."

I flee, leaving him standing there in the glow of the fairy lights, a question in his eyes that I'm not ready to answer.

*********

The drive home is a blur, my mind reeling from the events of the night. Evan's kiss, his words, the way he looked at me like I was the only woman in the world...it's all too much to process.

I stumble into my apartment, kicking off my heels and collapsing onto the couch. The lights of my Christmas tree cast a soft glow over the room, but even their cheerful warmth can't calm the butterflies in my stomach.

What am I doing? Falling for Evan, my best friend, the man I've known for half my life? It's a recipe for disaster. That kiss is on repeat in my traitorous mind, the way his lips felt against mine, and the press of his muscular body.

My phone buzzes, jolting me out of my thoughts. It's a text from Evan.

"Sweet dreams, Mer. Can't wait to see you tomorrow."

I stare at the screen, my heart racing. Tomorrow. The charity rugby match. I'll have to face Evan again, to work alongside him like nothing has changed. Wverything has changed, hasn't it?

I bite down before typing out a response.

"Sweet dreams, Ev. Let's make this the best match Love Beach has ever seen."

I hit send before I can second-guess myself, then toss my phone aside. Tomorrow will be a new day, a chance to figure out what this thing between Evan and me means. I'll let myself drift off to sleep with the memory of his kiss still lingering on my lips.

The morning arrives in a burst of sunlight and birdsong, the crisp December air invigorating as I step outside. I breathe it in, to center myself before the chaos of the day begins.

The rugby pitch is already a hive of activity when I arrive, volunteers bustling about with clipboards and walkie-talkies. Evan is in the middle of it all sporting his old team jersey.

He jogs over, a grin spreading across his face. "Morning, Mer. Ready to make some magic happen?"

I return his smile, my nerves melting away in the face of his easy confidence. "You know it. Let's do this."

Just like that, we're back in sync, working side by side to make sure everything runs. It's almost scary how we fall into our old rhythm, anticipating each other's needs and moving in perfect harmony.

There's a new undercurrent to our interactions now, a crackle of electricity that wasn't there before. Every brush of Evan's hand against mine, every shared glance and inside joke, feels charged with meaning.

By the time the match kicks off, I'm buzzing with a mixture of excitement and nerves. The stands are packed with cheering fans, the air thick with anticipation.

Evan pulls me into a quick hug before jogging out onto the field. "Wish me luck, Mer. I've got a feeling I'm going to need it today."

I laugh shoving him. "Since when do you need luck, Mr. Hot Shot? Go out there and show them how it's done."

He winks, then he's gone, lost in a sea of burly rugby players.

The whistle blows, and the game begins. It's a whirlwind of action from the start, bodies colliding and balls flying, but through it all, I can't take my eyes off Evan.

He moves like a dancer, graceful and powerful, dodging defenders and making impossible plays look easy. He's in his element out there, confident and commanding.




Chapter Seven

The bonfire crackles and pops, sending glowing embers dancing into the night sky. I spot Evan across the way, laughing with friends, his eyes crinkling in that familiar, charming way. My heart does a little flip despite my determination to play it cool tonight.

I casually saunter over, hands in my coat pockets, attempting an air of nonchalance. "Hey stranger." I bump his shoulder with mine. "Fancy meeting you here."

Evan's gaze meets mine, warm and inviting. His lips quirk into that crooked grin I know so well. "Merry! I was hoping I'd run into you." He gestures around at the festive scene. "Quite the holiday setup they have here in Love Beach, isn't it?"

"It's not bad," I allow, eyes scanning the lights and holly garlands strung between lampposts. "Quaint, even. In an overly sentimental, Hallmark movie kind of way."

Evan laughs, the sound rich and genuine, and it stirs something low in my belly…and parts south. "That's high praise coming from you, Miss Cynical."

Grabbing a cup of mulled cider from a passing tray, I raise the mug to my face inhaling the spices and warmth. I take a small sip and wince at the slight burn on my tongue. Worth it. Anything to keep my hands and mouth occupied so I don't say something stupid or pull him in for a kiss that would melt the snow off the ground.

I mingle and chat with the other partygoers, I sneak glances at Evan from the corner of my eye. The firelight flickers across his handsome features, making him look both boyishly playful and dangerously alluring all at once. Memories of our passionate encounter last night flash unbidden through my mind, making my cheeks flush.

Just then, I catch a snippet of Evan's conversation with his old rugby buddy. "...all according to plan so far. I'm just glad she showed up tonight..."

I freeze, my plastic cup hovering halfway to my lips. Plan? What plan? The seed of suspicion takes root, unfurling tiny tendrils around my buzzing brain. I glance back at Evan, noting the conspiratorial tilt of his head, the secretive quirk of his mouth as he talks.

A sinking sensation settles in my stomach and I have to consciously unclench my jaw. Of course. This cozy reunion, the intimate moments reigniting between us like Christmas magic... He orchestrated the whole thing.

I’m the fool in a Hallmark movie. Cue the sad music and falling snow.

I down the rest of my cider in one burning gulp. The warmth does nothing to chase away the chill spreading through my veins. I should have known. Evan always was a master tactician, on and off the field.

I paste on a bright smile as an acquaintance pulls me into a discussion about the charming small town atmosphere. Inside, my mind is reeling, heart thudding traitorously against my ribcage. What is Evan's game here? Why do I think I’m the one who might be played?

**********

My head buzzing with unanswered questions, I excuse myself from the conversation and stride purposefully toward Evan. He turns, his face lighting up when he sees me. The smile falters as he takes in my expression.

"Merry? Is everything okay?"

I cross my arms, fixing him with a look that could frost a gingerbread house. "I don't know, Evan. You tell me. How's your little 'plan' going so far?"

His eyes widen, panic flickering across his chiseled features. "Plan? What are you talking about?"

"Don't play dumb." I jab a finger at his chest, ignoring the electric tingle that zips up my arm at the contact. "I heard you talking to your buddy. About how you 'planned' this whole reunion."

Evan's face crumples, regret etching lines around his mouth. "Merry, listen, I can explain—"

"Oh, I'm all ears. This should be good."

He runs a hand through his hair, his broad shoulders sagging. "You're right. I did plan for us to meet up here. It's not what you think."

I scoff, rolling my eyes heavenward. "Enlighten me, then. Because from where I'm standing, it looks an awful lot like manipulation."

"No!" Evan's eyes blaze with intensity, his voice low and urgent. "Merry, I would never try to manipulate you. I just..." He blows out a breath, shaking his head. "I missed you. So damn much. I was afraid if I didn't create an opportunity for us to reconnect, I might lose my chance forever."

"So you, what? Orchestrated this whole holiday happenstance? Pulled some strings to make sure our paths would cross?"

Evan's gaze finds mine, holding steady even as shame colors his cheeks. "Yeah. I did. And I'm sorry for not being upfront about it." He reaches for my hand, his calloused fingers brushing my skin with a gentleness that makes me shiver. "Merry... My feelings for you, this connection between us? That's real. That's always been real."

**********

I stare at our hands, his touch sending sparks racing along my nerves despite my best efforts to remain unmoved. The analytical side of my brain dissects his words, searching for any hint of deception.

Damn him. Damn him for still having this effect on me. For making me want to believe in second chances and happily ever afters, even when my logical mind knows better.

His presence enveloping me like a warm embrace. "I know I messed up. I should have been honest from the start, but I swear to you, I never meant to hurt you. I just wanted a chance to show you how much you mean to me. How much you've always meant to me."

My heart thunders each beat a dizzying mix of longing and trepidation. Evan must see the hesitation in my eyes because he brings his other hand up to cup my cheek, his touch achingly tender. "I know I can’t make up for the years we missed, but if you'll let me, I'll spend every day making it up to you – to us."

Heat. Hope. Possibility. Desire. Lust. The chance to answer the question that plagued for over decade: what if?

I hesitate, my gaze searching Evan's face for any sign of deception, but all I see is raw sincerity and vulnerability. He means it. Every word.

I nod. "I believe you, Evan. Okay."

His hand tightens around mine, a gentle squeeze that sends a shiver of anticipation down my spine. "Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Thank you, Merry, for giving us another chance. For giving me another chance.”

Evan's arms encircle me, drawing me into a gentle embrace that feels both familiar and new. I hesitate for a heartbeat, my mind still processing the whirlwind of emotions, before allowing myself to melt into his warmth. The beat of his heart against my cheek is a comforting rhythm, a reminder that beneath the bravado and the miscalculations, he's still the same Evan I've always known.

We sway to the distant music, I chuckle softly. "You know, if someone had told me a week ago that I'd be slow dancing with you at a holiday bonfire, I would've laughed in their face."

Evan's chest rumbles with a low laugh. "And if someone had told me a week ago that I'd be holding the brilliant Merry Robinson in my arms, I would've thought they were crazy." He pulls back his eyes finding mine, a twinkle of mirth dancing in their depths. "Here we are, defying expectations and taking chances."

I smile, shaking my head. "Here we are indeed but don't think for a second that this means I'm going to go easy on you, de Nemours. You've still got some proving to do."

"I wouldn't have it any other way, Robinson." His grin is infectious.

The bonfire crackles and pops, casting a warm glow on the smiling faces around us, I allow myself to lean into this moment, into the promise of a future that's equal parts thrilling and terrifying. It's a leap of faith, a chance to explore what we could be, and for once in my life, I'm ready to take that jump.

With Evan's arms around me and the magic of the holiday season in the air, anything feels possible. And as we sway beneath the starlit sky, I allow myself to believe we both needed to find our way back to each other and to ourselves.

To more firsts, I silently toast, raising an imaginary glass to the night ahead.

And as we share a lingering look, I know tonight, tomorrow, and every day after that, I'm cautiously optimistic about the adventure that awaits us both.

The bonfire crackles, and the music drifts on the cool night air as couples sway to the rhythmic beat. Evan's arms around me are like coming home.

"I missed this," I whisper over the crackling fire and the laughter of our friends.

Evan tightens his grip around my waist, and I look up into his chocolate-brown eyes. "Me too, Merry. Me too."

We sway in silence, lost in each other's arms, as the bonfire dies down and the last notes of the song fade into the background. The party winds down and guests start to leave, we linger by the dying embers of the bonfire, reluctant to let go of this perfect moment.




Chapter Eight

The phone buzzes and Evan's name lights up the screen. My heart skips a treacherous beat. I breathe in before answering. "Hello, stranger."

"Merry, my favorite chess partner. How about a rematch tonight at The Cove? I'll even buy the first round."

I hesitate, fingers drumming against my thigh. There's a rustling sound, like he's settling into a chair.The way hiseyes crinkle at the corners when he's laying on the charm. Damnit. I'm already picturing him.

My teeth worry at my bottom lip as I weigh the offer.

"Come on, Mer," he coaxes, voice soft. "For old time's sake. No strings, just...catching up."

I press my eyes shut. Curse my traitorous pulse for kicking up at the gentle rumble of his voice. At the nickname that rolls off his tongue.

"Okay," I say hoping I don't regret it. "One drink. But you're on thin ice, de Nemours."

His low chuckle raises goosebumps on my arms. "I'll take it. Meet you there at seven?"

"Sure. Seven." I'm aiming for breezy, but it comes out breathless. Damn him.

"Can't wait to see you, Merry Christmas."

I groan at the awful pun as he hangs up. Same old Evan. Charming, persistent, impossible to resist.

What am I getting myself into?

**********

Evan's easy smile greets me as I step into the cozy warmth of The Cove. The dimly lit bar hums with quiet conversation and clinking glasses, holiday garlands draped along the polished wood. He leads us to a booth tucked away in the corner, the worn leather seats promising seclusion.

"I'm glad you came," he says.

I lift one shoulder in a shrug, aiming for nonchalance. "Well, you made it pretty hard to say no."

His lips quirk. "I've been told I can be quite convincing."

"Among other things," I mutter, picking up the menu to hide my smirk.

I scan the drinks list. I know he’s staring at me. It takes every ounce of willpower not to squirm under the intensity. I chance a glance up and find him watching me, his expression unreadable.

"What?" I ask, caught off guard.

He shakes his head, a soft smile playing at his mouth. "Nothing. It's just... good to see you, Mer."

My fingers tightening on the menu.

"Yeah," I manage, my voice coming out rougher than I'd like. "You too."

The air between us feels charged, heavy with words unsaid. I'm saved from having to fill the silence by the arrival of our server. We place our orders, the tension easing as we slip into safer topics.

We chat about his coaching and my latest project, I start to relax. It's easy, familiar. We're just Merry and Evan again. Friends. Confidants.

Lovers?

Evan's knee bumps mine again under the table, and this time, I don't move away. His touch sends a thrill through me, even as my mind screams at me to slow the fuck down.

I risked my heart once before. Am I ready to chance it again?

Evan launches into a story about his team's latest antics, his eyes sparkling with mirth, I let myself get swept up in his laughter. In the sheer magnetic pull of his presence.

I chuckle at Evan's tale, shaking my head. "Some things never change, huh? You always did have a knack for wrangling chaos."

"Hey, it's a skill," he quips, his grin turning mischievous. "Besides, you're one to talk. Remember that time you convinced the entire dorm to rearrange all the common room furniture into a massive fort?"

The memory sparks a burst of laughter from me. "Oh god, I'd almost forgotten about that! The look on the RA's face when she saw it..."

We dissolve into shared laughter, the years fading away once more. It's so easy to fall back into our old rhythms, trading barbs and jokes like no time has passed.

But as our chuckles subside, Evan's expression sobers. His gaze locks with mine, searching, probing. "I've missed this, Mer. Missed you."

The raw honesty in his voice catches me off guard. Keep it light, Merry. "Well, I am pretty unforgettable."

Evan doesn't take the bait, his eyes still holding mine. "I'm serious. Being here with you, laughing like this... it feels right. Like coming home."

His words wrap around me, echoing the long-buried longing in my own heart. The part of me that never quite let him go, no matter how hard I tried.

He reaches across the table, his hand settling over mine. A gesture of comfort, of connection. "I'm not asking for forever, Merry. Just a chance. To see if this spark between us is still alive."

I stare at our hands, torn. My mind wages war with my heart, logic battling emotion. Is it possible to rekindle an old flame without getting burned?

Sensing my hesitation, Evan gives my hand a gentle squeeze. "Just think about it, okay? No pressure."

I nod, not trusting my voice. He releases my hand, sitting back with an understanding smile.

And as we settle into safer topics once more, I can't ignore the glimmer of possibility taking root in my heart.

Mischief dances in Evan's eyes as he reaches into his jacket pocket. "I have something for you."

My curiosity is piqued. "Is it a signed photo of your glory days on the rugby field?"

He chuckles, shaking his head. "Not quite." With a flourish, he presents a small, elegantly wrapped package. "Open it."

I take the gift, my fingers tingling when they brush against his..

I unwrap the paper to reveal a framed photograph. A candid shot of Evan and me from our college days, our heads bent close together as we pore over game strategies. Lost in our own world, oblivious to the camera.

Memories flood back. Late nights in the library, inside jokes whispered across lecture halls, the easy camaraderie we once shared.

"I found it while going through some old boxes," Evan explains. "It made me realize how much I've missed having you in my life."

I trace the edge of the frame. "We were quite the team."

"The best." His gaze locks with mine, intense and sincere.

The warm glow of the booth envelops us as our laughter subsides, replaced by a comfortable silence. I take a sip of my drink, the rich flavors dancing on my tongue, and let my gaze drift to Evan's face. He looks older now, more mature, but there's still that boyish charm lurking beneath the surface.

"So, tell me," I begin, setting my glass down, "what have you been up to since college? Besides becoming a rugby superstar, of course." A teasing smirk plays on my lips.

Evan chuckles, leaning back in his seat. "Oh, you know, the usual. Traveling the world, scoring winning tries, basking in the adoration of fans." His eyes sparkle with mischief. "It was all a bit... hollow."

"Hollow? I thought that was the dream."

He shrugs, his expression growing thoughtful. "It was. For a while." His gaze meets mine, intense and searching. "I realized that all the success in the world means nothing without someone to share it with."

"And you think that someone could be me?" I ask, my voice laced with a hint of skepticism.

Evan leans forward, his elbows resting on the table. "I know I hurt you in the past, Merry. And I'm not expecting you to just forget that. What we had... was real. Special."

"I've built a life for myself in France: a career, a home, friends, and more than friends. I can't just drop everything and pick up where we left off."

His hand reaches across the table covering mine. "I know we’re not kids, Merry. I let you walk away, remember? I just want a chance to get to know the woman you've become. To see if there's a place for me in your life."

I look down at our hands. A part of me yearns to give in, to take that leap of faith. The rational side of my brain holds me back.

I search his face, looking for any sign of deception or uncertainty, but all I find is genuine understanding and patience.

"Okay." I whisper.

Evan's gaze holds mine, unwavering and sincere. "I want you to know, Merry, that I value your independence and intellect. Those are the qualities that drew me to you all those years ago, and they're still what I admire most about you today."

His words wash over me, soothing the small scabs he left on my heart. I nod slowly, absorbing the meaning of his statement.

"I don't want you to change who you are for anyone, least of all me," he continues, his voice steady and resolute. "Stay true to yourself, always. That's the Merry I fell for, and the one I never stopped – well, yeah."

I reach for my drink, taking a slow sip to gather my thoughts. The smooth, rich flavor of the whiskey grounds me, reminding me this is real. Evan is real.

"I've missed this, Merry. Missed you."

I meet his gaze. "I've missed this too, Evan. More than I realized."

The laughter fades, a comfortable silence settles over us. Evan's hand finds mine, his fingers interlacing with my own. The simple gesture speaks volumes, a promise of support and understanding.

The night air is crisp and invigorating as we step outside, our breath forming tiny clouds in the chill. Evan's arm brushes against mine, a casual intimacy that feels both new and familiar.

We walk in comfortable silence, the soft crunch of snow beneath our feet the only sound.

I arch my back inhaling deeply. The cold air filling my lungs.

Evan's voice breaks the silence. "Thank you for tonight, Merry. For giving us a chance."

I turn to face him. "Thank you for not giving up on me, Evan. On us."

His smile is tender, his eyes reflecting the same hopeful anticipation that I feel. And as we stand there, the snow falling softly around us.

Evan leans in, his breath warm against my cheek. I think he might kiss me. But instead, he kisses my forehead.

"Goodnight, Merry," he whispers, his voice rough with emotion.

"Goodnight, Evan," I breathe, my skin tingling where his lips touched.




Chapter Nine

Easy, Merry. It's just a friendly reunion, nothing more.

I near the sidelines, a familiar figure catches my eye - not the one I'm seeking, but impactful. Coach Wallace, the mastermind behind our college rugby success paces in front of the opposing team's bench. The strategist at work. Memories of late nights hunched over play diagrams and formations flash through my mind.

I smile. "Well, if it isn't the legend himself!"

Coach's weathered face splits into a grin as he turns. "Merry Robinson! Still crunching numbers and whipping teams into shape?"

"You know it, Coach. Somebody's gotta keep these boys on their toes."

He chuckles, pulling me into a quick hug that smells of sweat and grass. Same old Coach. "Glad you're on our side today. Maybe you can talk some sense into that partner of yours."

My pulse quickens. Partner. If Evan and I didn't spend a decade apart living separate lives. A roar erupts from the crowd. The teams are taking the field.

This is it. Ten years of unspoken words about to collide at the fifty-yard line. I square my shoulders and turn toward the pitch, ready to face the man who still quickens my analytical heart. Game on, Evan. Game on.

A familiar figure emerges from the sea of jerseys, his stride purposeful and assured. Evan de Nemours, the man of the hour. He moves with the confidence of someone who's commanded rugby pitches across Europe, yet there's an ease to his demeanor that feels familiar.

Our eyes lock across the field, a decade of distance evaporating in an instant. His face splits into a grin, and he waves me over with an enthusiastic gesture. Same old Evan, always ready with a warm welcome.

I make my way to the sidelines, navigating the energetic crowd. The air crackles with anticipation, a palpable buzz that sets my nerves humming. I reach the team bench, Evan's there waiting, his smile brighter than the Zahranian sun.

"Merry, you made it!" His voice carries over the din, rich with genuine delight.

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," I reply, mirroring his grin. "Someone's gotta make sure you remember those college plays."

He laughs, the sound deep and inviting. "You drilled them into my head often enough."

We're transported back to those late-night strategy sessions, huddled over whiteboards and empty coffee cups.

The referee's whistle pierces the air, jolting us back to the present. Evan claps me on the shoulder, his touch lingering a beat longer than necessary.

"Duty calls," he says with a wink.

**********

The opening whistle blows, and the field explodes into a flurry of motion. I lean forward, my eyes glued to Evan as he weaves through the opposing team with a grace that belies his size.

He's always been a force to be reckoned with on the rugby pitch, but there's something different about him now. A newfound confidence, a sense of purpose that radiates from every precise movement.

My heart swells with pride watching him execute a perfect pass, the ball soaring through the air like a missile. It's a play we spent hours perfecting back in college, and I’m smiling like a loon watching it come to life again.

The game unfolds like a well-choreographed dance, each team vying for dominance. My focus never wavers from Evan, my mind working overtime to analyze his every move.

It's a familiar rhythm, this unspoken language of strategy and instinct. We may have been apart for years, but in this moment, no time has passed.

The referee's whistle signals the end of the first half, and I realize I've been holding my breath. Evan jogs over to the sidelines, his face flushed with exertion and determination.

"So, what's the verdict, coach?" he asks, grabbing a water bottle and downing half its contents in one gulp. "Am I living up to your exacting standards?"

I fail to fight back my smile. "Not bad, de Nemours, but I think we both know you're capable of more."

He grins at that, a flash of white teeth against sun-bronzed skin. "Is that a challenge?"

"More like an observation." I shrug, but there's a current of electricity buzzing beneath my words. "I know you, Evan. You never settle for less than your best."

Something flickers in his gaze, a momentary crack in the armor of his easy confidence. "You always did see right through me, Merry."

The words hang between us, weighted with unspoken history and the tantalizing promise of what might be. The whistle blows again, signaling the start of the second half.

Evan tosses me a salute, his eyes dancing with mischief. "Watch this space, Robinson. I'm just getting started."

Game on, de Nemours. Let's see what you're made of.

The ball rockets down the field, a blur of motion against the crisp green turf. I track its trajectory with laser focus, my mind whirring with calculations and probabilities. Evan's team is putting up a fierce fight, but they're still trailing by a narrow margin.

Evan breaks away from the pack, his powerful strides eating up the ground as he barrels toward the try line. I smirk in recognition at the play unfolding before me - a daring maneuver we'd dreamed up back in college, a Hail Mary pass that had stunned our opponents and clinched us the championship.

Time seems to slow as Evan leaps into the air, his arm outstretched, fingers straining for the ball. The crowd holds its collective breath, the tension palpable.

And then, in a moment of sheer athletic brilliance, Evan snatches the ball out of the air and tumbles across the try line, scoring the winning points just as the final whistle blows.

The stands erupt in a deafening roar, but all I can see is Evan, his face alight with triumph as he pumps his fist. Our eyes meet across the field, and a jolt of electricity sizzles through me, a silent acknowledgment of the role I played in his success.

Pride mingles with a fierce surge of something more complicated. Memories of late-night strategy sessions and stolen glances rush through my mind, a kaleidoscope of possibility and regret.

Evan jogs to the sidelines, his teammates swarming him with congratulations. Shit. Here comes another goofy smile, and it’s damn embarassing. The thrill of victory is intoxicating, but it's the glimmer of something deeper in Evan's eyes that sets my heart racing.

He reaches me, slightly breathless, skin glistening with sweat. "Merry Robinson," he grins, shaking his head in wonder. "I couldn't have done it without you."

My pulse stutters at his proximity. "I don't know about that, de Nemours. You've always been pretty good at scoring, on and off the field."

Evan laughs, and I try to ignore the flutter from parts below the belt. "True enough, but there's something about having you in my corner, Mer. I can take on the world."

"Evan, I need..."

We’re interrupted by a gaggle of his teammates, all clamoring for his attention. Evan shoots me an apologetic look as he's swept away in a tide of backslaps and high-fives.

I watch him go, my heart a riot of conflicting emotions. Pride, longing, fear, hope - they swirl together in a dizzying cocktail, leaving me breathless and off-balance.

The adrenaline of the game starts to fade, I'm left with the unsettling realization that my feelings for Evan are far more complicated than I'd ever dared to admit. The easy camaraderie of our youth has given way to something deeper, more intense - a connection that both terrifies and exhilarates me.

**********

The chill in the December air creeps through my bones as I sit alone in the now-emptying arena, lost in thoughts of him. I wrap my coat tightly around me, but it does little to ward off the chill settling in my heart. Evan was always the one who had my back, the one I could depend on. But life, and our own ambitions, had a way of getting in the way.

I stand to leave, my phone vibrates in my purse. A smile creeps onto my face as I see his name flash across the screen.

"Hey stranger," I answer, feigning a nonchalance I don't feel.

"Hey yourself," Evan responds, his voice a welcome balm. "Sorry about that, it's just...winning the championship, you know."

"No worries, I get it," I say, trying to mask the disappointment in my voice. "So, I guess you're off to celebrate with your new teammates?"

"Actually, that's why I called," he says, lowering his voice conspiratorially. "There's a little place by the harbor, Kitty's Crab Shack.”




Chapter Ten

The crowd's chatter fades as Evan leads me away from the rugby field, his hand guiding me. We step into a quieter area, sheltered by a small grove of trees dotted with twinkling holiday lights. The crisp December air catches in my lungs.

He turns to face me and I meet his eyes, their rich brown depths reflecting the warm glow. Flashes of our college days, him in his rugby jersey and me with my trusty calculator, flicker through my mind. "So, Merry Mischief," the old nickname slips out, "still crunching numbers and masterminding wins?"

"You know me." I shrug, aiming for nonchalance. "Strategizing by day, side-eyeing romance by night. Some things never change."

Evan chuckles, the rumble of it vibrating between us in the small space. His gaze remains steady on mine as he takes a deep breath, broad chest expanding. The air seems to thicken, charged with an electric anticipation that raises goosebumps along my arms. I stud the determined set of his chiseled jaw.

"Merry." He reaches out, catching my fingers in his much larger hand. Rough calluses from years of rugby scrape against my skin and I suppress a shiver. "We've known each other a long time. Been through a lot together." His thumb absentmindedly strokes my knuckles as he seems to gather his thoughts, brows furrowed.

My traitorous heart picks up speed, drumming against my ribcage. I swallow against the sudden dryness in my throat. Uh oh. I know that look. That's Evan's "Serious Discussion" face. The one he wears when he's about to barrel past all my walls like an overeager forward blitzing a defensive line. Danger, Mer. Danger.

Green eyes lock onto mine. "I don't want to dance around this anymore, Merry. What we have... it's always been more than just friendship." Evan's deep voice wraps around me, his French accent more pronounced with emotion. "I know you feel it too. This connection between us."

I wet my parched lips, heart thundering in my ears. Resist the smolder, Mer. Remember, you're an independent woman, not some swooning romance heroine. "Evan..."

"No more excuses." He brings our joined hands up, pressing a searing kiss to my palm that sends tingles radiating up my arm. "I want more than just a holiday flirtation. More than stolen glances and almosts. I want something real with you, Merry Robinson."

His words hang in the charged air between us, earnest and undeniable. I blink, momentarily stunned. Did he really just...? Evan "Casanova" de Nemours, king of suave and swagger, is standing here baring his heart to me.

A laugh bubbles up my throat, escaping in a strangled sound. "Wow, Evan. You sure know how to sweep a girl off her feet." I aim for a teasing tone, but it comes out breathless. "What's next, a moonlit serenade outside my window?"

Evan's lips quirk, but his gaze remains serious, unwavering. "I mean it, Merry." His other hand comes up, calloused fingers gently grazing my cheek. "You're brilliant, beautiful, and bold in a way I've always admired. What we have is special. I don't want to waste another minute pretending otherwise."

My pulse pounds, skin tingling where he touches me. Damn him and his whispered declarations. My resistance is crumbling.

"We've been down this road before, remember? And it ended with you jetting off to Paris while I watched from the sidelines."

His thumb brushes over my cheekbone, a feather-light caress that sends ripples of goosflesh across my face and down my neck. "I know, and I'm sorry for that. Truly. But I'm not that foolish boy anymore, Merry. I'm a man who knows what he wants." His gaze bores into mine, unwavering. "And what I want is you."

"Evan, I'm not the hearts and flowers type." I gesture vaguely between us.

His hands slide down to grasp mine, his grip warm and steady. "I admire your independence, your brilliant mind. They're part of what makes you so incredible. I'm not asking you to change. I'm asking you to give us a chance."

My heart stutters.

Slowly, hesitantly, I let my fingers twine with his. "Okay. Let's give this a try. But fair warning, de Nemours..." I lift my chin, mustering a teasing smile. "I'm not going to make it easy for you."

His answering grin is blinding, joy and relief etched on every handsome line of his face. "I wouldn't expect anything less, Robinson." He reaches up to cup my cheek "I'm in this for the long haul. No more running. No more hiding. Just you and me, figuring it out together."

I avert my gaze, my hands fidgeting at my sides as conflicting emotions swirl within me. The logical part of my brain screams “Warning, Will Rogers!” urging me to slow it down and take a step back. I mean, it’s been like a week. Maybe?

The other part yearns for the connection Evan is offering. A chance at something real, something meaningful with my “one that got away.”

Evan takes a step closer, his presence both comforting and unnerving. "Merry, I know this isn't easy for you. But I'm not going anywhere. I'm here, and I'm willing to fight for this—for us."

His words are like a balm to my frayed nerves, soothing and terrifying all at once. I risk a glance up at him. Those deep, soulful eyes that see past all barriers into the heart of who I am.

I lick my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. "I've been on my own for so long. I rather like it. I don’t have to share my stuff."

Evan reaches out, his fingers brushing mine. "I get that.” A ghost of a smile crosses his bitable lips, “I admire that about you—your strength, your determination, your self-reliance. I’m not asking you to lose any of that. I want you to let me in. Allow me to be that someone who appreciates and supports all you are."

"You think you can be that someone?"

Evan's lips curve into a smile. "I know I can. I see you, Merry Robinson. I see your brilliance, your wit, your incredible heart. And I want to be there for all of it—the triumphs and the challenges, the laughter and the tears."

His words wrap around me like a warm embrace, melting the last of my resistance.

"Okay," I whisper, my voice trembling with a mix of nerves and anticipation. "Let's do this. Let's give us a chance."

The smile that breaks across Evan's face is blinding, his joy palpable. "You won't regret this, Merry. I promise."

His lips find mine, soft and sweet and full of promise, I let myself melt into his embrace. Into the warmth and strength of him, the rightness of this moment. It's terrifying and thrilling and everything I've ever wanted, all wrapped up in one complicated, irresistible package.

The kiss lingers, a perfect moment suspended in time. Evan's lips move against mine with a tenderness that steals my breath away, his touch igniting sparks beneath my skin. I lose myself in the sensations, in the delicious slide of his mouth and the warmth of his sculpted, beautiful body.

When we break apart, I'm dizzy and flushed. "Wow," he murmurs, his voice rough with emotion. "That was even better than I imagined."

I grin, a giddy laugh bubbling up from my throat. "You've been imagining this, have you?"

He pulls back enough to meet my gaze. "Peut etre a time or two. Mais a hundred."

The admission sends a thrill through me, a heady mix of desire and affection. Evan's openness, his willingness to lay his heart bare, is both terrifying and exhilarating. It's a vulnerability I've never allowed myself, a leap of faith I've always been too afraid to take.

But standing here in his arms, surrounded by the lights and the frosty air, I feel a shift within me. A crack in the armor I've worn for so long, a tentative opening of my heart.

I reach up to trace the line of his jaw. My fingertips tingling when they glide across the stubble. "I'm not sure," I confess. "I want to lose myself in us again."

Evan's expression softens, his hand coming up to cover mine. "What if I want to get lost with you?"

Our mouths meet, a quiet, gentle spark building as his arms close around me. Everything else fades into the background, leaving only the steady beat of his pulse beneath my fingers, the way he holds me like I’m the only thing keeping him grounded.

Time seems to stretch and bend, seconds bleeding into minutes as we lose ourselves in each other. Evan's hands are everywhere, skating along my back, tangling in my hair, pulling me closer. My own hands roam restlessly, mapping the contours of his shoulders, his chest, committing every inch of him to memory.

We break apart, and Evan rests his forehead against mine, his warm breath wafting over my face. "That was..."

"Yeah," I agree, my own grin spreading wide. "It was."

We stand there for a long moment, basking in the newfound intimacy between us. The air feels charged, electric with potential and promise. It's heady. Addicting.

Evan's hand finds mine, our fingers intertwining as naturally as breathing. "So, what now?" he asks, his thumb tracing idle patterns on my skin.

"Now," I say, meeting his gaze with a small smile, "we take things one step at a time. No pressure."

Evan nods, his expression serious even as his eyes sparkle. "I can work with that," he agrees, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. "As long as I get to be by your side, I'm happy."

I squeeze Evan's hand as we make our way across the field, savoring the warmth of his touch. The crowd has thinned, but a few stragglers remain, their laughter and chatter floating on the crisp evening air.

"So, what now?" I glance up at Evan, a playful smirk creasing my lips. "I don't suppose you have any more grand gestures up your sleeve?"

His eyes sparkle with mischief. "Oh, I might have a few ideas." He leans in closer, his breath tickling my ear. "But first, I think we deserve a proper celebration. Just the two of us."

"Lead the way, then."




Chapter Eleven

Evan and I weave our way through the festive chaos of the Love Beach Holiday Market. Twinkling lights, jolly music, and the aroma of cinnamon fill the crisp evening air.

"How about this one?" Evan holds up a gaudy seashell ornament, all glittery pink and bedazzled.

I smirk. "Really? Didn't peg you for the sparkly type."

His eyes twinkle with mischief. "What can I say? I contain multitudes."

Laughter bubbles out of me, easy and bright. "Uh huh. Sure you do, tough guy."

He pouts, and I stare at the protruding lip. Fuck my life, they’re just shy of being as full as Tom Hardy’s. I lean in stopping myself from drawing it between my own lips and sucking.

We walk on, immersed in the bustling cheer of the market. Evan's thumb traces absent circles on the back of my hand, sending tingles up my arm. I'm hyperaware of every point of contact between us.

A rainbow of knitted scarves catches my eye at the next stall. "Oh, look at these!" I tug him closer, fingering a cherry red number threaded with gold.

Evan drops my hand to wrap the scarf around my neck with a flourish. "Gorgeous. It suits you."

A blush warms my cold cheeks. "You're just saying that because it's your team colors."

"Am not." He grabs a matching scarf and loops it around his own neck. "See? We're in this together, Merry."

Together. The word wraps me up like the soft wool, filling me with dangerous hope. I gaze up at this man who's always felt like home, no matter how far apart life took us. His face is so familiar, but the heat in his eyes...that's new. Thrilling. Terrifying.

"Evan, I--"

"Shh, don't overthink it." He brushes a curls from my forehead. "Let's just enjoy this, okay? No pressure. Only...possibilities."

Possibilities. The promise in that word melts the last of my resistance.

"Alright, de Nemours. You win this round, but I'm buying these scarves."

His delighted laughter weaves a spell through the night.

"Mmm, is that hazelnut I detect?" Evan holds a square of chocolate under my nose, eyebrows waggling.

I inhale the rich aroma distracted from the fizzy awareness building between us. "Close. Praline, I think." I bite off a piece of the chewy, nutty candy. My tongue grazes skin. His sharp intake of breath sends liquid heat coursing through my veins.

Two can play at this game.

I pluck a caramel from the display, holding it in front of his lips. "Open up, hotshot."

Evan's eyes darken as his mouth closes over the candy, teeth nipping my fingertips. I suppress a shiver, determined not to let him see how much he affects me.

"Delicious," he murmurs, gaze never leaving mine. "But I bet you taste even sweeter."

Oh lord. My stomach swoops at his blatant flirting. I'm in trouble now...

"Behave." I shoot for stern, but it comes out breathy. "We're in public."

"For now." His smirk is pure sin. "But later..."

The promise in that word curls my toes. What am I getting myself into? This is Evan, my best friend. Not some holiday fling. The stakes are so much higher.

But as he laces our fingers together, familiar calluses igniting my skin, I can't bring myself to care. Tonight, I'm throwing off expectations. Tonight, I'm just a woman, savoring a magical time with the man she never stopped loving.

Consequences be damned.

**********

A glint of silver catches my eye as we meander past the stalls. "Oh, look at these!"

Intricate charms dangle from thin chains - stars, moons, infinity symbols. Each one seems to hold a special meaning. My gaze lingers on a necklace with two interlocking circles, a tiny diamond nestled where they meet.

"Find something you like?" Evan's breath tickles my ear, and I catch the whimper.

"They're beautiful." I trace the necklace with a fingertip, admiring the craftsmanship. "But I couldn't possibly..."

"Nonsense." He reaches past me, plucking the necklace from its perch. "It's perfect for you."

My heart stutters as he holds it up, the charms swaying. Two circles, forever entwined. A symbol of unbreakable connection. Of a bond that stands the test of time.

Like ours.

Tears prick behind my eyes. I blink them back, determined not to get emotional over a piece of jewelry. But it's not just a necklace - it's a reflection of everything Evan and I share. A reminder that, no matter how far we stray, our paths will always lead back to each other.

"May I?" Evan's voice is soft, almost reverent.

I nod, and he steps behind me, brushing my curls aside with gentle fingers. The necklace settles against my skin, a comforting weight. A tangible representation of the feelings I've tried so hard to ignore.

Turning, I meet his gaze my own brimming with unshed tears. "Evan?"

"Shh." He presses a finger to my lips, silencing my protest. "Let me give this to you. Please."

"Thank you," I whisper, voice thick with emotion. "It's beautiful."

"You're beautiful." Evan cups my face, thumb stroking my cheekbone. "Inside and out."

My breath hitches. How can three little words undo me so completely? Melt the walls I've spent years fortifying?

Because it's him. It's always been him.

Tears slip free, trailing down my cheeks. Evan brushes them away, touch achingly gentle. "Hey, no crying. This is a happy moment."

"These are happy tears." I laugh wetly, blinking up at him. "I just... I can't believe this is real. You and me, here..."

"Believe it, Mer." His smile is blinding, full of joy and promise.

The live band's jazzy rendition of "Jingle Bells" draws us in, bodies swaying to the festive rhythm. Evan's arm slips around my waist, anchoring me against his solid warmth. I melt into his embrace, letting the music wash over us.

We move together, in perfect sync. His heartbeat thrums beneath my cheek, steady and strong. A reminder that this is real. That we're real.

Twinkling lights reflect in his eyes, turning them molten gold. "Not bad for an old rugby player."

"Less of the old, thank you very much." He twirls me out, then back into his arms, grinning. "I've still got moves."

"Mm, I remember." Heat unfurls low in my belly, memories of stolen moments and secret kisses rushing back. "You were quite the dancer back in the day."

"Only because I had the right partner." Evan dips me, our faces inches apart. "I've missed this. Missed you."

Emotion clogs my throat. "I've missed you too. More than you know."

We sway, lost in our little bubble. Right here, right now, nothing else matters. Just him and me and this perfect moment.

"Hey, Mer?" Evan's lips brush my ear, and I tremble at the contact. "Want to hear a joke?"

"Always." I grin up at him, already anticipating the punchline.

He leans in close, voice low and conspiratorial. "What do you call a reindeer with no eyes?"

"I don't know, what?"

"No eye deer!"

The silly pun startles a laugh out of me, echoing across the market. Evan joins in, his deep chuckle mingling with my giggles. Nearby shoppers smile at our mirth, caught up in our infectious joy.

"That was terrible," I gasp out between laughs, wiping tears from my eyes. "Truly awful."

"But it made you laugh." He looks entirely too pleased with himself. "And that's all I ever want to do. Make you happy."

My heart squeezes, fit to burst. "You do, Evan. More than anything."

He kisses me then, soft and sweet, a promise of forever. And I kiss him back, pouring every ounce of love and longing into the caress.

The warmth of Evan's touch lingers as we drift away from the stage, hands still entwined. My heart feels full to bursting, a kaleidoscope of emotions swirling within me.

A familiar scent catches my attention, and I turn to see a nearby stall selling steaming cups of cider. "Ooh, that smells divine!" I pull Evan toward the enticing aroma.

He chuckles, allowing me to lead the way. "Two cups of your finest cider, please," he requests, flashing that charming smile at the vendor.

Moments later, we're cradling the warm beverages, tendrils of steam curling in the crisp air. I take a tentative sip, the rich, spiced flavor dancing across my tongue. "Mmm, it's perfect."

"Just like you," Evan murmurs, his free hand finding the small of my back as we amble through the market.

"Flatterer."

We walk in comfortable silence, savoring our cider and the simple pleasure of being together. Evan's presence is a soothing balm, easing the last vestiges of tension from my shoulders.

A flash of green catches my eye. There, hanging from the eaves of a nearby stall, is a sprig of mistletoe.

I nudge Evan, nodding toward the festive decoration. "Hey, look."

He follows my gaze, brows lifting in surprise. "Is that...?"

"Yep." I smirk, feeling bold and playful. "You know what that means."

Evan's eyes sparkle, a slow grin spreading across his face. "I do indeed."

"Well?" I arch a brow, a silent challenge. "Are you going to kiss me or not?"

Evan's gaze locks with mine, a flicker of anticipation dancing in those warm depths. He sets his cider aside, stepping closer until we're toe-to-toe beneath the mistletoe. "I thought you'd never ask."

His hands find my waist, drawing me near. My breath catches, pulse quickening as he leans in, his lips a whisper from mine. The world fades away, narrowing to this single, perfect moment.

Then, with a tenderness that makes my heart ache, Evan closes the gap. His mouth melds to mine, soft and unhurried, a kiss that speaks of cherished memories and budding promise. I melt into him, fingers curling into the front of his coat, anchoring myself to the solid warmth of his body.

The kiss lingers, sweet and intimate, a delicate glow kindling between us. When we part, I'm breathless.

"Wow," I whisper, a little dazed.

He chuckles, the sound low and rich. "Merry Christmas to us, huh?"

I laugh, heart full to bursting. "The merriest."

The glow of the holiday market fades behind us as we amble down the cobblestone path, our arms brushing with each step. Evan's hand is warm in mine, his grip steady and sure. I can't stop sneaking glances at him, marveling at the way the moonlight plays across his features, softening the angles and highlighting the signs of his age.

He catches me looking and quirks an eyebrow. "See something you like, Robinson?"

Heat floods my cheeks, but I don't look away. "Wouldn’t you like to know?"

Evan's laughter rings out, clear and bright in the crisp night air. "I would."

We walk in comfortable silence, the distant strains of holiday music and the crunch of snow beneath our boots the only sounds.

"So, what now?"

"Well, I suppose we could call it a night..." I trail off, biting back a grin at the flicker of disappointment that crosses his face.

"Or?" he prompts, hope creeping into his tone.

I step closer, our breath mingling in the scant space between us. "Or we could ditch the festivities and do something else?"




Chapter Twelve

"Careful, Robinson. People might get the wrong idea seeing us sneaking off together."

"Let them wonder." I shrugs unapologetic.

We stand side by side, shoulders brushing, gazing up at the snowflakes drifting from the night sky. The chill nips at my cheeks but Evan's warmth seeps into me, thawing a piece of the careful guard I've kept around my heart all these years.

Our breaths mingle in visible puffs, the air charged with unspoken possibility. I sneak a glance at his chiseled profile, drinking in the strong lines I once knew so well. Time has been kind to Evan de Nemours. Unfairly so.

"Beautiful night," I murmur, the shared silence both familiar and thrilling. Like slipping on a favorite sweater and remembering how good it feels against your skin.

"It is now." The velvet rumble of his voice ignites a long dormant need for him. "I'm glad you're here, Merry."

Evan reaches out, his fingers brushing mine before interlacing them together. The simple touch sends sparks skittering across my skin, bright and electric. I freeze, torn between the instinct to pull away and the traitorous part of me that never wants him to let go.

"Is this okay?" His thumb traces soothing circles against my palm, the gentleness at odds with the solid strength of his grip.

"Yeah. It's...nice."

Nice. As if the point of contact isn't burning like a brand, marking me as his. As if every nerve ending isn't attuned to the heat of his body, the soft rush of his exhale. Get it together, Robinson.

When I muster the courage to meet his gaze, any prayer of keeping my composure fractures. The snow collects on Evan's long lashes, his eyes molten in the amber glow of the street lamps. They flicker over my face, searching, hoping, full of a tenderness I'm terrified to trust.

"I've missed you, Mer." A rough catch in his voice, barely audible over the tripping staccato of my pulse. "More than you know."

I wet my lips aware of how he tracks the movement. "Evan..."

A sigh escapes, condensation curling around us. I want to believe him. Want to sink into the promise of his touch, the honey warmth of his words. But if there's anything life has taught me, it's that wanting doesn't make it real.

Evan steps closer, a hand coming up to tuck a strand behind my ear. His fingertips linger, blazing a trail along my jaw. Goosebumps bloom in their wake and I shiver, eyelids fluttering shut. Just for a moment. Just to catch my breath.

"Tell me you feel this too," he murmurs, resting his forehead against mine. "That it's not just me."

Raw . Pleading. Impossible to resist.

My walls tremble, the mortar cracking to let his light filter through. And for one suspended heartbeat, I stop fighting the gravity that's always pulled me into his orbit. Stop denying the piece of myself I left with him long ago.

"It's not just you." Barely a whisper, fragile as spun glass. The truth laid bare, stripping me to the bones.

I open my eyes and tip my head back, letting him see the struggle. The hope. The reluctant unfurling of something tender and new breaking through the frost.

Evan's face transforms, the force of his smile stealing the air from my lungs. He draws me to him, strong arms banding around my waist until we're flush, two mismatched puzzle pieces finally sliding into place. The heat of his body envelops me, chasing away the winter chill and I burrow closer, greedy for more.

For a long beat we just stand there, wrapped up in each other. No more words, just the synchronicity of our breaths and the steady drum of his heart beneath my cheek. Snowflakes kiss my skin, tiny icy blessings, and Evan sways us side to side in a dance only we can hear.

I could stay like this forever, I think. Held. Cherished. Safe.

Evan's fingers skim up my spine, leaving tingles in their wake, until they tangle in my hair. He tips my face up to his, eyes alight with so much tender affection it buckles my knees.

"I'm not going anywhere, Mer." His thumb strokes my cheek, the calluses rasping against my skin. "I'm here, for as long as you'll have me."

My throat squeezes tight. I want to believe him. Want to grab hold of this shimmering thread of possibility with both hands and never let go.

"You say that now, but what about when rugby season starts up again? Or some new endorsement wants to ship you off to Dubai or Milan? I can't just drop everything to follow you around the world."

"Ah, Mer, those days are behind me. I'm ready to plant roots, build something real."

He makes it sound so simple. So inevitable. Like all the obstacles and uncertainties mean nothing in the face of this bone-deep connection neither of us can deny.

I search his face for any hint of hesitation. Any sign that he might not be all in. But those warm brown eyes hold only steadfast promise. Unwavering commitment.

To us. To this.

I blow out a shaky breath, hope and vulnerability leaving me exposed. Raw.

"Okay," I whisper. "Let's give this a shot."

Evan's answering grin could power the whole damn town. He swoops in, capturing my mouth in a searing kiss that sends my head spinning and my pulse skittering.

I cling to his shoulders, surrendering to the delicious slide of his lips against mine. He kisses me deep and thorough, with the pent-up longing of years apart. It's dizzying. Consuming. I never want it to end.

We surface for air, foreheads pressed together as we catch our breath in the space between. Evan's eyes are molten, desire simmering just beneath the surface. But there's a softness there too. An aching tenderness reserved only for me.

"Best Christmas gift ever," he murmurs, nuzzling into my hair.

I huff a laugh, giddy and drunk on possibility and good wine. "Even better than that signed 2011 All Blacks jersey you got when we were fifteen?"

"Better." He kisses the tip of my nose. "Though you in nothing but that jersey might be a close second..."

I shove at his chest, giggling. "You haven't even unwrapped me yet."

Evan waggled his eyebrows. "Is that an invitation?"

"Take me home and find out." I bite my lip, thrumming with anticipation.

His eyes flash hot, zinging pleasure down to my core. Then his face gentles into something almost painfully sweet.

"As you wish."

I whimper. I think I came a little.

His smirk is all knowing.

We meander back through the bustling streets of Love Beach, steps unhurried despite the eager anticipation thrumming between us. Holiday lights twinkle overhead, casting a soft glow on Evan's face. The sheer joy radiating from him takes my breath away. How did I get so lucky?

"Penny for your thoughts?" He bumps my shoulder.

"Just...savoring the moment."

"It is pretty perfect, isn't it?" Evan sweeps his arm out, encompassing the festive charm surrounding us. Carolers singing on the corner. Wreaths adorning every lamppost. The distant crash of waves against the shore. "There's nowhere else I'd rather be."

"Me either." I squeeze his hand, happiness unfurling like a sail catching the wind. "Though I could do with a bit more alone time..."

"Why, Merry Robinson, are you trying to seduce me?" He gasps in faux scandal.

"Depends." I slide him a coy look. "Is it working?"

"Minx." Evan swats my bum, making me yelp. "You know full well I'm putty in your hands."

I lean into his solid warmth, pulse fluttering at his nearness. "Ditto, de Nemours."

We walk on in comfortable silence, basking in being together again after so long. Laughter and cheery greetings swirl around us as locals enjoy the festivities.

"Ready to face the masses?" He nods toward the white party tent glowing in the distance, lively music spilling out. "Or should we sneak off while we can?"

My responsible side puts up a valiant fight. We should make an appearance. Do the rounds. Be polite. But then Evan trails a finger down my spine, igniting sparks with each vertebra, and all higher reasoning flies out the window.

"Take me home, Evan." I turn to him, eyes hot and intent. "Now."

A slow, wicked smile unfurls - full of sinful promise.

"Yes, ma'am."

Hand in hand, we slip away into the night, delicious tension stretching taut between us.

We climb the steps to my little beach cottage, hearts rabbiting in sync, I know without a doubt...

Best. Christmas. Ever.

**********

Evan's hands skim my waist as I fumble with the key, his solid heat branding me through layers of wool and down. After three failed attempts, the lock yields and we tumble inside, a tangle of limbs and laughter.

"Smooth, Robinson. Real smooth." His voice is a dark rumble against my ear, and my core clenches at the contact.

I spin in his arms, looping my own around his neck. "You were distracting me with your..." I wave a hand at his general everything. "Unfair advantage."

"Oh, I'm sorry. Next time I'll be less..." He affects an exaggerated thinking face. "Magnificent? Dashing? Irresistible?"

"Impossible," I grumble, fighting a besotted grin. "You're impossible."

"And yet..." Evan walks me backward, crowding me against the wall. The heat of his body seeps into mine, chasing away the last of the cold. "You love me anyway."

The words hang between us, at once playful and weighted with significance. Because it's true. Wholly, unequivocally true. I love this man with every piece of my heart.

And that realization, the sheer rightness of it, fills me with a profound sense of peace. Of gratitude. For second chances. For coming home. For him.

Pressure builds behind my eyes but I blink it back, threading my fingers into his hair instead. "I suppose I do," I rasp, the words trembling only a little. "Lord knows why."

Evan's expression gentles, a sunrise of aching tenderness. "Merry..."

Then his mouth is on mine and we're no longer talking. No more quips or confessions. Just a tangle of lips and tongues and wandering hands, saying all the things we can't quite voice. Not yet.

Later, spent and sated in a cocoon of quilts, Evan sleeps, but I lay awake watching the steady rise and fall of his chest. Marveling at the miracle of us. At this moment, fragile and precious as spun glass.

*********

My eyes flutter open, the first rays of morning sun peeking through the curtains. For a moment, I'm disoriented, the unfamiliar weight of an arm draped across my waist sending a jolt of panic through my sleepy brain.

Evan murmurs something unintelligible, his breath tickling the back of my neck as he nuzzles closer. I revel in the steady rise and fall of his chest. The beat of his heart a soothing metronome against my spine.

Evan stirs. His lashes flutter open revealing the laughing green eyes I adore. "Morning, beautiful." He rasps. "Merry Christmas."

"Merry Christmas."

La fin
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What to read next:

Be sure to check out the rest of the books in the  Love Beach Holiday Collection.

Also, the Love Beach Authors invite you to join us for more fun including free eBooks, giveaways, cocktail recipes, and more on the Love Beach Fan Page. 
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