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      When a snowstorm strands sports agent Brian Klein in a charming Pittsburgh bookshop, he fears his holiday is ruined.

      But curvy store owner Noa Bishop has a smile brighter than any blackout, a spare fuzzy sweater, and a soft spot for silver-haired strangers with too many phone notifications.

      The blizzard knocks out the power, so Noa shares her tea, her traditions, and her sticky-sweet ideas for fun with jelly donuts.

      Their incredible night lights up the dark, but when the skies clear, Brian has to get back to his nomadic life repping the world’s hottest sports stars.

      He’s just passing through. She’s firmly planted. But when fate brings them together again, they’re in a real jam: the man who never stays still and the woman rooted in place have sparked feelings that will not fade…

      Witty, warm, and delightfully steamy, this holiday novella is perfect for fans of Tessa Bailey, Meghan Quinn, and Helena Hunting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Brian

          

        

      

    

    
      "No, absolutely not. The billboard needs to be up before Christmas Eve, or the deal's off." I weave through traffic and salt trucks on Butler Street, phone pressed to my ear, searching for Bishop Books. "I don't care if they have to work overnight. Gunnar Stag's face sells shoes, and—damn it."

      A city bus blocks my view of the street numbers. According to my map app, which I'm definitely not looking at while driving, the bookstore should be right here. And they better still have that book because my mother has been not-so-subtly hinting about wanting the unauthorized biography of Noah Wylie for weeks.

      "Listen, I have to call you back." I end the call without waiting for a response, finally spotting the blue awning with BISHOP BOOKS in silver script. As I parallel park, my phone buzzes—Rachel.

      "Before you start, I already got Mom's gift." I fumble with my seatbelt. "I'm literally about to walk into the store to pick it up."

      "Brian." My sister’s voice has that tone she uses when she thinks I'm being ridiculous. "You're cutting it awfully close. Your flight's in three hours; they're calling for snow, and if you miss this plane, you'll miss the first night of Hanukkah with us."

      My chest tightens. Rachel and I have lit candles together every first night since we were kids, even when work tried to interfere. "I'll make it. I always do."

      "You better. Mom's already setting up."

      I end the call using the manners I reserve for my immediate family members and hurry toward the storefront, pausing at the display window. It's divided diagonally—one half arranged with gleaming menorahs and dreidels, the other with tiny Christmas trees and stockings. Tasteful. Inclusive.

      A burst of children's laughter draws my attention away from the display. Through the glass, I see about a dozen kids seated in a half circle on the floor. They're completely captivated by the woman reading to them from an oversized picture book.

      Even from here, I can tell she's gorgeous—all curves, dark curls, and animated expressions as she reads. I've spent years around supermodels at endorsement shoots, female athletes who could grace magazine covers, but something about this woman reading to kids in a cozy bookstore hits me differently. She's wearing a fuzzy cream sweater that hugs her body in all the right places, and when she looks up from the book to make eye contact with her audience, her whole face lights up.

      A bell chimes as I open the door, bringing a rush of cold air that intensifies the scents of pine and new books. She glances my way, and the warmth in her face contrasts with the December chill outside. Our eyes meet, and my breath catches. Then her gaze drops to my phone—still in my hand, another call coming in loudly—and one eyebrow arches in silent judgment.

      I should put the phone away. Instead, I find myself frozen in place as she returns to her reading, her rich voice washing over me: "And that's when the little latke learned that sometimes the best traditions are the ones we make together."

      The kids clap as she finishes the book. I shift my weight, unable to tear my eyes away from her natural grace in interacting with these tiny humans.

      "Now remember, everyone," she says, "next week, we'll have cookies and cocoa during storytime. As long as your grownups say it's okay."

      A chorus of excited voices fills the shop as the children scramble to their feet. Their caretakers emerge from behind the shelves, gathering their offspring along with stacks of books.

      I tuck my phone into my pocket on silent, aware of time ticking away yet transfixed by the way this woman handles her crowd. She high-fives each kid at their eye level, commenting on their holiday sweaters and light-up shoes.

      One little girl with curly pigtails tugs on her sweater. "Miss Noa, will there be candy canes next week, too?"

      Noa. Her name is Noa. It suits her.

      She crouches down. "Not next week, sweetie. But maybe after Hanukkah ends."

      Hanukkah. Mom's book. Right. I look over the shop's "Holiday Picks" display but don't see it. My phone buzzes, and I quickly glance at it.

      "Can I help you find something?"

      I turn, and there she is, looking up at me with warm brown eyes and a knowing smirk. She smells like cinnamon and something sweet—jam, maybe? Her shampoo? She's shorter than I expected, the top of her head barely reaching my shoulder. Up close, I can see a light dusting of freckles across her nose.

      "The Noah Wylie biography," I blurt out. "The new one by⁠—"

      "Jacob Goldenberg?" She grins. "You're in luck. I have exactly one copy left."

      She guides me toward the nonfiction section, and I definitely don't notice how her hips sway. "Let me guess—last minute gift?"

      "For my mother." My phone vibrates again. "She's been hinting."

      "Mmhmm." Noa reaches up to a high shelf, her sweater riding up to reveal a strip of creamy skin above her jeans. "And let me guess again—you're in a hurry to get somewhere?"

      I blink. "How did you⁠—"

      "You have that look." She hands me the book. "Plus, you keep almost vibrating out of your skin every time your phone goes off."

      "I don't—" The phone buzzes again, and I automatically reach for it.

      "Tell you what." She crosses her arms under her chest. "I'll ring you up extra fast if you promise not to take any calls until you leave my shop."

      I should be annoyed by her presumption. Instead, I push the phone deeper into my pocket. "Deal."

      She leads me to the register, and I notice a small television mounted behind the counter, showing a weather report. The meteorologist wears elf ears and gestures at an ominous-looking mass of clouds.

      "That's going to hit us hard," Noa says as she scans the book, glancing out the window where snowflakes have already begun to swirl against the darkening afternoon sky.

      "It's fine." I give her some cash. "I'll be in Jersey before the storm arrives."

      Her fingers brush against mine as she hands me my change, sending an unexpected jolt through my system. "If you say so." She slides the book into a paper bag and hands it to me with a dazzling smile. "Safe travels, Mr...?"

      "Klein. Brian Klein." I slide the book into my briefcase alongside contracts that suddenly seem frivolous. What is wrong with me?

      "Well, Brian Klein, drive safe."

      I'm still thinking about the warmth of her smile as I return to my car and check my messages. Blinking snowflakes from my lashes, I see I've missed three from Rachel, two from my mother, and one from the airline.

      My flight has been canceled.

      I stare at the cancellation notice, my throat tight. I picture my mother and sister. My stomach squeezes in disappointment as I realize I’ll be spending the first night of Hanukkah alone in a Pittsburgh hotel room. I stab at the power button on my rental car…but nothing happens. I check my pocket, confirming I have the key fob, and press it again. Still nothing.

      Now I’m stranded here with a very fancy electric car that has no charge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Noa

          

        

      

    

    
      Storytime always wipes me out but in the best possible way. I stack the last few abandoned picture books on their shelf and roll my neck, grateful that most of my regulars arrived early today to finish their shopping before the snow.

      The street outside is already dusted white, and holiday lights twinkle through the flurries. Time to close shop and head upstairs to my cozy apartment with a mug of tea and the new Chloe Petals romance novel. I can just feel my soft blanket and the cocoon of my sofa calling me.

      I run my hand along the shelf of children's holiday books and give myself exactly five seconds to imagine reading one to a child of my own someday.

      I'm counting out the register when movement catches my eye through the swirl of snow outside my front window. A man in an expensive coat paces next to an electric car, gesturing wildly with one hand while holding a phone to his ear with the other. Through the heavy flakes, his tall figure cuts an impressive silhouette—all long legs and broad shoulders in that perfectly tailored coat. Even in his agitation, there's something magnetic about the way he moves. Powerful.

      I recognize him as the distractingly handsome older guy from earlier—Brian Klein, whose fingers zinged against mine when I handed him his credit card. "Older" is probably an insulting term, but he's older than me in all the best ways.

      If I were reading one of those romance novels, I might say Brian Klein is a silver fox. Gray streaks in his hair, flecks in that perfectly groomed stubble... a carefully tailored suit.

      He kicks one of the tires and immediately winces, shaking his fancy shoe. Even through the glass, I can read the curse words on his lips.

      I shouldn't get involved. I should finish closing up and head upstairs. But I can't tear my eyes away from him. Earlier, I tried to be professional and not stare, but now I soak in the sharp line of his jaw, the way his dark hair curls slightly at his collar, and the snow adding white to the sexy speckles on his head. His whole body radiates controlled power, like he's used to commanding rooms, closing deals. Making things happen.

      But something about his desperation tugs at me—plus I'm pretty sure I know exactly what's wrong with his car. The public charging station on the block has been malfunctioning all week, according to my regulars. It's hard enough for people with street parking to find a place to charge. I should offer a charging station through the shop...capitalize on that captive audience. Hmm.

      I grab my coat and unlock the shop door, letting in a blast of frigid air as I push it open. I shout into the wind, "Car trouble?"

      He spins toward me, phone still pressed to his ear. In the fading daylight, his blue eyes appear even more striking than they did in the shop. "I'll call you back," he says to whoever he's talking to, then gives me a sheepish look. "The battery's dead. I've been arguing with the rental company for twenty minutes."

      "The charging station's been broken."

      He rolls his eyes. "Yes, I see that now." He blows out a breath. "They're supposed to bring me a replacement car and tow this one, but the service rep seems to think it's reasonable for me to wait multiple hours for this nonsense." He purses his lips and seems to stare at me, waiting for a reply.

      I watch his lips as he talks, noticing how expressive his face is despite his apparent attempt to maintain a professional demeanor. This guy is all man, a real adult. Definitely a fox. I see it now, the difference between him and the people I've dated before— the ones my sister mocks and calls man-babies. His hands, when they aren’t gesturing in frustration, are elegant—a businessman's hands, yet they show surprising strength in the way he holds his phone.

      I hesitate, then add, "I have tea upstairs. And heat. You're welcome to wait while they sort out your car."

      His eyes widen slightly. "You shouldn't invite strange men up to your apartment, Noa." He hesitates for a moment, and his face softens. He rubs a hand on the back of his neck, wrinkling his nose. "I overheard one of the children use your name."

      I smile and tug my sweater tighter against the cold. "You're not that strange." I look up at the sky as the flakes really start to gather steam. "Just a guy who bought his mom a book about a sexy actor. Besides, it's nearly sunset, and I was going to light the menorah. Would you like to join me?"

      A gust of icy wind ruffles his hair, and I resist the urge to reach up and smooth it back into place. What is it about this man that makes me want to comfort him and ease the tension I can see in the set of his shoulders?

      His expression shifts; something softens around his eyes. "I was supposed to be going home to see my family, but..." He gestures at the dead car, then glances at his watch. "Are you sure?"

      "It's the season of miracles, right? What's more miraculous than finding someone to warm you up when you're stranded?" I'm rambling now, but the snow is picking up, and he looks so lost standing there in his fancy coat. "Plus, I make delicious tea. And I might have some donuts..."

      He raises his brows. "Jelly filled?"

      "My dad's recipe. He stress-bakes during the holidays."

      Brian looks at his phone again, then at the darkening sky. A particularly fierce gust of wind whips snow between us, and I watch his resolve crumble. "Alright. Thank you. Just until the car service arrives."

      "Of course." I gesture toward the side door that leads to the stairs of my apartment. "Though fair warning—I might talk your ear off about books. It's an occupational hazard."

      I lead him toward the side entrance, very aware of his presence behind me. He moves with an athlete's grace despite his obvious exhaustion, and when I glance back, I catch him studying me with an intensity that sends warmth through my chest despite the bitter cold. What am I getting myself into, inviting this gorgeous stranger into my space?
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            Brian

          

        

      

    

    
      The stairwell to Noa's apartment is narrow and adorned with evergreen boughs and blue ribbons, forcing me to turn sideways to navigate around the corner. She apologizes for the tight squeeze, a musical laugh in her voice that stirs something within me. I'm hyper-aware of how close we are in this confined space, her curves just inches from me as we ascend through the fragrant hall.

      I don't even pretend I'm not staring at her ass as we walk up the stairs. Her cinnamon scent mingles with the fresh pine, making my head spin.

      Noa's apartment is precisely what a bookstore owner's home ought to be—walls lined with built-in shelves, cozy furniture, and candles everywhere, waiting to be lit and enjoyed. The space is small but intentional, every corner both beautiful and functional. A reading nook by the window overlooks Butler Street, complete with cushions and a fuzzy blanket.

      This is a home. A real one, cultivated with care. Not at all like the hotel rooms and temporary spaces I drift between.

      "Make yourself comfortable," she says, hanging her coat on a hook by the door. She's obviously much younger than me. I need to stop ogling her like some creep. But then her cream sweater clings to her curves as she stretches up, and I have to force myself to look away. "I'll put the kettle on."

      I loosen my tie but remain standing, absorbing the details of her life. This isn't a sleek hotel room or minimalist condo where I typically end up after charity galas and award ceremonies. Those women—beautiful, interchangeable, ultimately forgettable—never showed me anything of substance, never revealed a life beyond designer labels and social media aesthetics. This woman's apartment tells a story. Each object feels intentionally chosen and meaningful: fresh white flowers on the coffee table, well-worn paperbacks stacked beside an armchair. A collection of menorahs arranged on the windowsill chronicles her history—from childhood crafts to an elegant silver piece that must be an heirloom.

      It's a comforting reminder of home in a world where Christmas seems to have exploded everywhere.

      The authenticity of her space feels both foreign and magnetic to me, much like discovering a book I didn't know I needed to read.

      She glides through her small kitchen with effortless grace as she reaches for mugs. Every movement is a quiet testament to belonging, to knowing exactly where everything lives. When she bends to retrieve something from a lower cabinet, I have to stifle a groan at the way her jeans hug her ass.

      "The brass one was my grandmother's," she says, catching me staring—at the menorahs, thank god, not her curves. "That's the one I usually light."

      My phone buzzes again. Rachel, probably wondering why I haven't responded to her warnings about the storm. Or my mother, concerned as per usual. Instead of checking, I silence it completely.

      "Here." Noa hands me a steaming mug that reads, 'I like big books, and I cannot lie.' Her full lips curl up in a smile, and I'm mesmerized by the way she tucks a dark curl behind her ear. "Earl Grey okay?"

      "Perfect." Our fingers brush again as I take the mug, and that same spark shoots through me. Stop it, Brian. You're being gross. "Thank you. For all of this."

      She shrugs, but I catch a slight flush on her cheeks. "Nobody should be alone on a holiday." She moves to the window, picks up her grandmother's menorah. "Even grumpy strangers with car trouble."

      I watch as she arranges the candles, her movements precise and practiced. How many holidays has she spent in this apartment, looking out over her neighborhood? Everything about her radiates permanence—she's built a life here with roots sunk deep into Pittsburgh soil. I wonder again how young she is.
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