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ONCE UPON A TIME, THERE was a young woman whose prince wouldn't see her as a princess.

Madison has tried to be a friend and support to Timothy and his six-year-old daughter ever since his wife died, but she's having trouble not wanting more than that from him. He's everything she wants in a man, but he only looks at her as a friend who helps out with his daughter.

She knows she needs to start thinking of other men, since she can't have the man she wants. She's always been practical, so she makes a plan for moving on. A romantic weekend at a grand wedding in the mountains is the perfect opportunity to have fun and feel desirable again with someone other than Timothy. But always seems to be around, kinder and sexier than ever. Maybe what's practical isn't the way to find her happy ending.

Unveiled is the third novella in the One Fairy Tale Wedding series, in which three friends make a pact to get what they really want during one wedding weekend.
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Prologue
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ONCE UPON A TIME THERE was a young woman named Madison, whose prince had married another princess a long time ago.

Madison had known him since high school and had never thought he was her prince until recently. Timothy had fallen in love and gotten married to one of her good friends, had a daughter with her, and still didn’t want to let her go, even two years after his wife had died. Madison’s feelings for him had started to change last year, when he’d stopped being Emily’s husband in her mind, but Timothy’s feelings had remained exactly the same. He was never going to be the love of her life. He didn’t look at her that way, and it was becoming clear he never would.

So she needed to focus on finding a different prince—one who might actually want her.

It wasn’t as easy as it sounded.

For one thing, she took care of Timothy’s daughter at least three times a week, and she loved the little girl as much as she did him.

For another thing, her father had had a heart attack six months ago, and her life since then had been made up of nothing but work and doctor’s visits and caregiving, so she simply didn’t have time or energy to find another man to think about.

And her heart wasn’t easily convinced that Timothy wasn’t her prince.

On Wednesdays, Madison picked up his six-year-old daughter, Jenny, from school and stayed with her until Timothy got back from the evening class he taught. Usually he was home before Jenny went to bed, but on one evening he wasn’t.

Madison and Jenny read together for about a half hour, but then it was time to put the book away and turn off the lights.

Jenny was tucked under the purple comforter, staring up at Madison with sober brown eyes. “Daddy isn’t back yet.”

“I know he isn’t. He said he might need to stay and finish grading papers after his class.” Timothy had finished his PhD program in anthropology last year and was in his first year as an assistant professor at a local university. He was a really good father. He only worked late one day a week, and Jenny wasn’t a neglected child by any stretch of the imagination. Her comment had been more a statement of fact than a complaint.

Jenny nodded without smiling. Timothy was Korean American, adopted by a white family as an infant, and his wife, Emily, had been a redhead whose family was mostly Irish. With her dark hair and brown eyes, Jenny looked a lot like her father, and she was just as smart and thoughtful as he was. “Grading papers is the bane of his existence.”

Madison chuckled, having heard those exact words from Timothy dozens of times. “Yes. That’s true. I think he just wants to get the papers done tonight. He’ll come in and give you a kiss when he gets home even if you’re asleep.”

“I won’t be asleep.”

“You might be.”

“I won’t be.”

“Okay. But being asleep doesn’t make a good-night kiss invalid. It counts whether you’re awake or asleep.”

“Yes. It still counts.”

Madison stood up and went to the window to close the blinds since she and Jenny had been looking at the stars earlier. “Oh look,” she said. “The moon came out from behind that big cloud at last.”

Jenny leaned up so she could see, staring with wide eyes at the almost-full moon. Then she flopped back down as Madison closed the blinds. “The moon doesn’t have any light of its own.”

Madison was startled by the change in subject, but she wasn’t surprised. Jenny liked to rehearse all the information she learned at school and was always informing her of interesting facts. “I remember learning about that in school. It only reflects the sun’s light.”

For a minute Jenny was silent, but she was clearly thinking and not yet done with the conversation. “Is the moon only beautiful because of the sun?” she asked at last. “Or is it beautiful in itself?”

That question did surprise Madison—and it momentarily struck her as strangely profound. She had to think before she answered. “I don’t know,” she said slowly when she’d sorted through her thoughts. “I suppose it’s both, isn’t it? The moon is beautiful in itself, but the sun lets all of us see it. Without the sun, we wouldn’t know how beautiful the moon really is.”

Jenny pulled her eyebrows together in a reflective frown. Then she suddenly smiled. “I like that.”

Madison smiled back at the girl as she leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I like it too. A lot of things are beautiful, but we’d never see how much until they’re finally brought into the light.”

Visibly pleased with their conclusions, Jenny kissed her back and then settled under the covers. Her eyes were closed when Madison turned off the light and left the room.

***
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AN HOUR LATER, MADISON was sitting on the sofa in Timothy and Jenny’s apartment in Georgetown, working on her laptop.

Madison’s parents owned a very successful fine art and antiques business, and she had been working with them ever since she’d graduated from her exclusive prep school. She’d worked part-time all through college, and in the past few years she’d taken on more responsibilities. Since her father had had the heart attack, she’d had to do more than her share, which was why she was still working this late in the evening. She knew her parents expected her to take over the business when they retired, and she was happy to do it.

She loved art and antiques, and she knew a lot about them since she’d been raised surrounded by them. She thought she had a pretty good head for business too. She was practical and detailed oriented, and while she wasn’t a smooth-talking extrovert, people usually liked her well enough. She was good at her work, and most of the time she enjoyed it.

She’d rather not have to do both her father’s job and her own, however. And right now she was hassling with a spreadsheet. Something wasn’t adding up in it, so she was scowling at her laptop screen. She was so absorbed she hardly noticed when the front door of the apartment opened and Timothy came in.

He’d stepped into the living room, dropping his leather bag on the floor and his keys on a little table before she looked up at him.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

He was a very attractive man with his dark hair, brown eyes, lean, fit body, intelligent demeanor, and dry humor. She’d always thought so, even back in school when he’d been two years ahead of her. He’d dated Emily through most of high school, however, and then ended up marrying her, so he’d never been available to Madison in any way. As such, she’d always been careful to put him in an “unavailable” category of her mind.

Until recently.

For the past year, it had been very hard to keep him there.

“Nothing,” she said with a tired smile. “Just work.”

“Problems?”

“Just an uncooperative spreadsheet.” Madison saved her work, closed her laptop, and slid it into her bag. “Did you get your papers graded?”

“Yes. Finally.” He made a face. “They’re the bane of my existence.”

She couldn’t help but laugh at that as she stood up.

“What?” Timothy asked, coming closer to her. He was four inches taller than her, so she had to look up at him.

“Nothing.”

“You were laughing at something just now.”

“It’s just that Jenny said before bedtime that papers were the bane of your existence.”

“Ah.” A smile tugged on the corners of his mouth. “She knows me well.”

Their gazes held for a minute, and Madison had to fight against the sudden surge of attraction.

Earlier this year, Madison had thought she’d seen some signs that he might be growing interested in her romantically. They’d ended up having a lot of meals together—just the two of them—and they’d occasionally gone to movies or museum exhibits on unplanned, spontaneous outings. She’d hoped they were significant, but when Timothy never said anything or made a single move, she’d had to conclude that what felt like “dates” really weren’t. He was probably lonely, and she was convenient. If he wanted more, he would have done something by now.

She wasn’t prone to romanticizing, and she was careful to talk herself out of any lingering hopes in that regard. She knew very well that she needed to turn her attention to other things, other men. She wasn’t the kind of woman to pine hopelessly for a man she couldn’t have.

Sometimes it was hard though. There was no one quite so kind and smart and sexy and funny as Timothy.

He cleared his throat and turned his head toward Jenny’s closed door. “How is she?”

“She’s fine. She was a little disappointed about you missing her bedtime.”

Timothy sighed. “Yeah. I’ll be right back.”

He went into the bedroom and returned after a minute.

“She’s asleep?” Madison asked.

“Yes. Did everything go all right this evening?”

“Yep.”

“Did you have any dinner?”

“I had some chicken nuggets and carrots with Jenny. About four hours ago.”

With a chuckle, Timothy went into the kitchen. “You must be hungry then. I’ll fix something. I’m ravenous myself.”

Recently Madison had been trying not to eat alone with him very often since it made her think things that were wrong. But she was hungry now, and Timothy was already pulling leftover vegetables and rice and chicken out of the refrigerator.

“Okay. I am kind of hungry.”

Timothy was a good cook, and in less than ten minutes he’d whipped up a very tasty stir-fry dish with random stuff he’d found in his refrigerator. Madison could never have done such a thing herself.

They chatted about Jenny as he worked, and she sat at a stool at the counter. She thought they’d eat right there at the counter, but Timothy set dishes and silverware on the small table and then poured two glasses of chardonnay from the partial bottle in the refrigerator.

Madison swallowed as she accepted the glass of wine he offered, reminding herself that this wasn’t a date, that it wasn’t an intimate dinner.

He was a nice guy, and he appreciated her help with Jenny.

Plus he probably wanted someone to talk to when he got home from work.

He was smiling wryly as he opened a drawer, pulled out a box of matches, and lit the two tapers set in cute little sheep candleholders that had been placed in the middle of the table. “Jenny saw these last weekend and had to have them. She keeps asking when I’ll ever light the candles.”

If the universe had been conspiring to torture her, it couldn’t have done better than this. Through a series of trivial details, she was now having a candlelit dinner with Timothy, complete with wine, good food, and his warm, clever smile.

Screaming at herself not to read into it what wasn’t there, she sat down and put her napkin in her lap.

He wasn’t her husband or her boyfriend. He was the widower of one of her best friends.

Madison had been devastated when Emily died twenty-two months ago from cancer that had killed her less than three months after being diagnosed. She’d promised Emily she would help with Jenny as much as she could, and she would never go back on that promise even if she’d wanted to.

If she were honest, she hadn’t been expecting to be so involved in their lives after two years. She’d assumed Timothy would start to move on, find a new girlfriend, resume a life that wasn’t dependent on her.

Both sets of Jenny’s grandparents were local, and he could afford to pay a babysitter, so he didn’t really need her help. But she couldn’t quite suggest that they change their routine, despite how busy she was with her work and her own family.

She sometimes wondered if it was healthy though. It made her feel like a part of Timothy and Jenny’s family, and she just wasn’t.

Timothy didn’t want to make her a real part of the family, so it wasn’t good for her to feel so much like she was.

She wasn’t sure what to do about it, however, and she wouldn’t hurt Jenny for the world.

She didn’t want to hurt Timothy either.

When she glanced up from her food, she was surprised to find that Timothy’s eyes were studying her closely.

She shifted self-consciously, unable to read the expression in his brown eyes.

“You look tired,” he said at last.

“Thanks a lot.”

“Well, you do.”

She let out a breath. “I am, I guess.” It felt like she hadn’t done anything but working and caregiving in ages. She’d almost forgotten what it felt like to go out and just have fun.

“How’s your dad?”

“He’s doing okay. He tried to come into the office a couple of times last week, but he still gets so tired he can’t do very much.”
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