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ARIANA KENSINGTON HAS had a slight mishap. Or maybe a major one.

Last Christmas, she had a hot fling with a mysterious guy at a ski lodge. She had the best time of her life with him, but they both agreed it was no-strings-attached. So she's moved on and has been living her life like it never happened. Then he turns up at her friend's wedding a year later. With two kids. And a girlfriend. He's as off-limits now as it's possible to be, so it doesn't matter how attracted to him Ariana still is. She has to stay away from him—which gets harder and harder as he decides to hang around town for the holidays.

Bradley Barnes thought he'd put his steamy week with Ariana behind him, but as soon as he sees her again, his safe, stable world is blown apart. He realizes he never stopped wanting her. But she doesn't seem to even like him anymore, and he's already in a relationship that he's trying to make work for the sake of his children. He has to think about his family and his future. He can't indulge in these fantasies about a woman who will probably end up hurting him.

But it's Christmas. And bigger miracles have happened. Maybe his heart can come to life again.
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ARIANA KENSINGTON HAD spent most of her life giving more than she received romantically.

She didn’t even mind most of the time.

Her family owned a successful environmental-consulting company and earned more money than they could ever spend, so it wasn’t like she had any right to complain about her situation. Her family was loving—if rather naggy and intrusive—and she had an older brother she was very close to and more friends than she could count.

She was well taken care of emotionally, but when it came to her love life, she’d had some very bad luck. She was an outgoing, generous person, so she had no trouble finding men who wanted to date her. But most of them were takers, leaving her as the primary giver in the relationships.

Her last boyfriend she’d dated for almost four years, and she’d invested far too much of herself in him since she’d believed they were destined for a lifelong love.

She’d been wrong. She’d given and given and given and given, and he’d taken for as long as it was easy. But when she’d started putting pressure on him for a commitment—which she’d thought was only reasonable after so long—he’d put on the brakes, leading to a messy and devastating breakup for her. Still trying to get over that relationship, she’d wanted to break out over the holidays this year. Do something thoughtless and maybe even foolish, purely because she wanted to do it.

That was how she’d ended up in bed on Christmas Eve morning with a man she barely knew.

She knew his name was Bradley, and she knew he lived in Virginia like she did. She could guess from his appearance that he was in his thirties—probably eight or ten years older than her twenty-eight. She knew he was a skillful and generous lover and that he liked books and movies and history and baseball. And she knew he was smoking hot because she had eyes in her head.

But that was it.

She didn’t know his last name. She didn’t know where he was raised or what he did for a living. She didn’t know about his family or his romantic history. And she didn’t know why he’d decided to ski at Snowshoe, West Virginia, on his own for the first part of the holidays.

They’d agreed a week ago that they would have fun together for the time they were here at the resort, and then they’d part ways with no strings, expectations, or feelings. Ariana had thought it was a good idea when she’d agreed to it since she wasn’t ready for a new relationship and she wanted to know how it felt to enjoy being with a man without pouring herself into him.

But today was their last day. He was going home this afternoon. And now she was having second thoughts about the whole thing.

She wasn’t good at casual sex. She wasn’t good at holding herself distant from other people. And she was starting to doubt she’d managed it in this case as much as she’d hoped.

Her chest ached at the thought of Bradley leaving. He wasn’t even awake now, and she was already tearing up a little as she said goodbye to him in her head.

He was sprawled out on the bed beside her, both arms out of the covers, one hanging off the bed and the other reaching out toward her so his fingers were almost grazing her hip. He had thick, wavy brown hair and clever brown eyes and a big, solid frame with broad shoulders and long limbs. His features were wide and handsome, and he had dark hair on his arms and legs and chest and also his jawline, even though she’d watched him shave yesterday.

She liked that he made her feel small.

She liked everything about his appearance.

She couldn’t believe that after today she’d never see him again.

“Everything all right over there,” he asked in a gruff voice without even opening his eyes.

“What?” Her voice squeaked slightly in surprise. “What do you mean?”

His lids opened a slit so he could peer at her dryly. “It felt like I was being stared at.”

“You couldn’t possibly know if you were being stared at. Your eyes were closed.” She was trying not to giggle at the edge to his tone.

“I could sense it.” He blinked his eyes open all the way. “Everything okay?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?” She asked the question lightly but suddenly didn’t want him to answer it, so she hurried on. “I just woke up myself and was trying to summon the energy to get up.”

“Why should you get up?”

“Well, I need to pee, so it’s either get up or get messy.”

He chuckled at that. He always laughed at her attempted jokes, even when they were corny or silly. “In that case, getting up is probably a good idea.”

Since she’d raised the subject, she now had no choice but to roll out of bed and limp to the bathroom. She was rather sore from the skiing she’d done yesterday and the energetic sex they’d had last night.

After she’d peed and washed up, she checked herself out in the mirror. Not too bad. She had light brown hair and dark blue eyes and regular features with a wide smile and clear skin. She looked better than she’d expected, even with the messy hair and wearing nothing but one of his T-shirts, which was way too big for her.

She looked brighter than she’d expected to look. A little bit glowy. Like something had come alive inside her she hadn’t been aware of before.

The look made her very nervous since it seemed clear her subconscious was hoping for something to happen that her mind knew wasn’t going to happen.

They’d agreed to this one week. No strings. No expectations. No last names.

Her chest was aching again as she returned to the bed. She smiled at him because he was watching her, but his mouth turned down in a slight frown.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She shrugged as she let him pull her back down onto the bed. “Why do you ask?”

He rolled over and propped himself up above her, peering down into her face with a look that left her feeling naked. Exposed. “Because I can see when you smile with your mouth but not your eyes, and I know it means something is wrong. What is it?” He brushed her cheek very gently. Almost tenderly.

It made her breath hitch. He looked utterly sincere, like he was being real. Like he was genuinely concerned about her. Like he cared.

She wasn’t a very good liar, even to protect herself, so she admitted, “It’s nothing big. I guess I’m just kind of sorry that the week is almost over. I’ve had a really good time with you.”

His expression warmed as he gave her a hint of a smile. “Me too. It’s been the best week I can remember.” He leaned down to kiss her gently.

She knew better—she knew—but she was who she’d always been. So despite her inner resolve, she heard herself asking, “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of... staying in touch.”

He lifted his head, studying her again. His expression and his whole demeanor had become quiet, sober. “I can’t, Ariana. Part of me wishes I could, but I... can’t.”

She nodded, pressure clamping down around her heart. She swallowed hard over an ache in her throat. She’d known what the answer would be, and she wished she wasn’t so stupid as to hope for something different. “It’s fine. It was just a random thought. I wasn’t expecting us to... I mean, I just thought... Keep in touch and see what happened.”

She was babbling, and unfortunately that wasn’t unusual for her. She made herself shut up.

His expression was still too gentle. She hated it. It made her feel like she was a silly child and he was trying to let her down easy. “I know you weren’t expecting anything, but it does seem like we have something... good. But I can’t do a real relationship right now. It just won’t fit in my life. Things are too complicated. I’m really sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry.” She smiled at him, making sure it went all the way to her eyes. “We’ve had a great time, and that’s all we wanted. I don’t want either of us to have regrets about this past week.”

“I don’t have any.”

“Me either.”

“Good.” He kissed her again, this time slower and deeper. “And the week isn’t over yet.”

She melted into the embrace. He’d always had the power to turn her on with no more than a look or the slightest touch. But beyond the physical pleasure, her mind was whirling.

She was disappointed. No doubt about that. But she knew it was all her own fault. She’d done as she always had. Poured herself into a man who didn’t want her all the way, who didn’t take her seriously, who didn’t want to commit.

No matter how strong she tried to be, she kept doing it.

She wasn’t going to beat herself up about it because it would taint what she was hoping would be a really good memory. But she would have to learn to do better.

She wasn’t going to keep giving herself to men who didn’t want her. She’d rather be alone than keep doing that.

And maybe one day she’d meet the man who would want her all the way, who would want to commit. Then she’d be allowed to give all of herself because he would be giving back.
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ARIANA HELD UP A RED pageant dress for a young girl, spreading out the fluffy cupcake skirt and being careful to not dislodge any of the myriad of glitzy stones. “Here it is. It took me forever to complete. What do you think?”

She had to hide a smile when she saw the expressions on the faces of her friends, Taylor and Belinda. Both of them were fairly low maintenance in their style of dress, and neither had ever participated in the pageant circuit when they were girls and so were unfamiliar with its eccentricities.

“Some poor little kid has to wear that monstrosity?” Taylor asked in a hushed voice.

Belinda gave her a hard nudge with her elbow. “Hey, be nice. She spent a long time on that thing.”

“It is a bit much,” Ariana replied, giggling as her friends waged a mental battle between distaste and courtesy. “But this is exactly what glitz dresses are supposed to look like, and parents pay a huge amount for them. This Christmas pageant coming up next week has been a windfall for me financially. I think this month will be the best month for my shop the whole year.”

“That’s good anyway,” Taylor said, her expression relaxing into her typical dry amusement. “If people want to pay you for those eyesores, who am I to complain?”

“Don’t you remember when Amanda was in pageants when we were kids? She wore things like this.”

Taylor, Amanda, and Ariana had grown up together in a suburb of Richmond and had been friends their entire lives. When Ariana had moved to the small nearby town of Azalea last year, she’d resigned herself to not seeing as much of her friends as she used to. But Taylor was spending a lot of time in town now that she’d fallen in love with Ariana’s brother, Charles, and she’d made another good friend of Belinda, who was a local here, so she wasn’t as starved for fellowship as she’d feared.

Taylor frowned. “I must have blocked it out. I don’t remember her wearing anything quite so... loud.”

“It’s a Christmas-themed beauty pageant. It’s going to be very loud.” Ariana wasn’t the slightest bit hurt by Taylor’s bluntness. She took pride in her dress shop, specializing in bridal and formal wear. Normally she just special ordered and then altered gowns, but for the pageant, she’d branched out into some original designs since glitzing dresses up didn’t take any significant tailoring skills. She would have been hurt if Taylor had criticized a dress she really loved, but she didn’t have anything personal invested in this one in particular.

Belinda was hiding a laugh, but she managed to say, “It’s a perfect specimen of its kind, so you did a great job with it.”

“Thanks. I think it’s the last one for the pageant I’ll have to make, unless I get a last-minute order. It’s been a ton of work, but I think I did okay with them. I have more experience dealing with wedding dresses and bridesmaid dresses.”

Ariana had no experience or education that could have prepared her for opening the dress shop. She’d done it on a whim, needing something to occupy her time and fill the gaps in her life that had been left by her relational failures last year. Like her older brother, she’d started working for the family business after college, but unlike Charles, she had no real skills or talents in business. So for several years, she’d had a fake position and an unearned title, and she’d done nothing but twiddle her thumbs. Since what she’d really wanted to do was get married and start a family, it hadn’t worried her too much. But when she’d broken up with Tony after investing four years of her life into him and then tried to have a fling with Bradley only to stupidly fall for him, she’d had to reassess everything in her life.

She didn’t want to just pretend to live until some man put a ring on her finger, and that’s what it felt like she’d been doing. Her life didn’t start when she found herself a husband. She could do what she wanted right now. So she’d moved to Azalea and opened this shop and tried to work on herself as she was, rather than a fantasy of who she might be in the future.

It had been a good year overall. Challenging. She’d worked harder than she’d ever worked in her life.

But she also felt like she’d really built something for herself and not just lived a life her family had created for her.

“You’ve done great,” Taylor said. “You don’t have to like all the dresses you sell. You just need to give people what they want. If people want to put their kids in hideous sparkly horrors, that’s their decision.”

“Exactly right,” Ariana agreed, the corners of her mouth twitching slightly since this last comment was her friend trying to be supportive.

“Did you do the dresses for Katherine’s wedding?” Belinda asked in a different tone. Katherine was even newer in town than Ariana. She had moved to Azalea to open the bookstore across the street almost a year ago.

“Yep. They’re gorgeous. Really simple and elegant. I think even Taylor might like them.”

“Fancy dresses aren’t my thing, simple and elegant or not. When is that wedding anyway? Charles and I said we’d go to it, so I guess we better show up.”

“It’s the Saturday before Christmas. So just over two weeks from now,” Ariana said. “At the Presbyterian church. Mike is still out of town for work, but I guess he’ll manage to show up for the wedding.”

Katherine’s fiancé, Mike, was mostly known around town for his absence since he had a demanding job that required a lot of traveling.

“Her brother is already in town,” Belinda put in. “He got here yesterday. I guess he’s going to stay until after Christmas.”

“Oh really?” Ariana was vaguely curious but mostly because she liked Katherine. “She’s always talking about how great he is. Apparently he was the main investor in the bookstore. I’d like to meet him.”

“Anyone would like to meet him,” Belinda said with a mysterious smile.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Taylor asked. “Is he really hot or something?”

“A person might say that. Not me, of course, since Fitz is the only man I find hot anymore.” Belinda was trying—not quite successfully—to keep a completely serious expression. “But a different person might find him hot. Like rugged movie-star hot.”

“There you go,” Taylor said, giving Ariana a little nudge. “There’s a guy for you to go after.”

Ariana still felt curious, but no excitement had sparked inside her. As much as she’d tried this year, she couldn’t seem to summon any romantic interest in anyone.

No matter how hot this brother of her friend might be, he wasn’t going to be as hot as Bradley.

She hated that she still felt this way. It was foolish. Self-defeating. Bradley hadn’t wanted her for anything but a weeklong fling, so no one with sense would still be holding on to his memory.

She’d done so well this year. She’d worked on being her own person. She’d completely gotten over the heartache with Tony.

If only she could get past Bradley’s memory, then she’d have shed the last remnants of the silly person she used to be.

“I don’t want to go after a guy right now,” Ariana said, giving Taylor a significant look. Taylor knew about the fling she’d had last Christmas, and she knew about how hard Ariana had been trying to forget it.

Silent acknowledgment dawned on Taylor’s face, making it clear she understood and wouldn’t tease Ariana on this subject.

“Sadly, he’s already taken,” Belinda put in, unaware of the unspoken communication. “He’s got a girlfriend. And two kids.”

“Oh well, he’s definitely not available then,” Ariana said, vaguely relieved that this man wasn’t remotely eligible and so people in town wouldn’t be trying to pair them up. “But he must be a good guy if even half what Katherine says about him is true. I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

“One day your dream man will come to town,” Belinda said.

Ariana gave her a sharp look, her first instinct equating Bradley with her dream man and so wondering how Belinda knew about him. Then she realized her mistake and felt stupid.

A dream man was just a dream man. Vague. Undefined. Made up of fantasy.

A dream man wasn’t the guy she’d had a no-strings-attached fling with last year and couldn’t seem to get over.

“Not much chance of that. Small towns aren’t exactly filled with dream guys, and all the good single men around have already been taken. But that’s okay. Seriously. I used to really want to get married and have kids, but it doesn’t have to happen for me to be happy. I can just be one of those forever spinsters who people always ask why we never got married, as if it was a conscious choice and not just something that happened to us.”

Taylor wasn’t a touchy person, but she reached over now and gave Ariana’s shoulder a squeeze. “That would be just fine. You’d still have a good life. But you never know how life is going to play out. After all, who would have dreamed I’d go for Charles?”

“I know. But expecting a dream guy to show up in Azalea would be pretty stupid. At this point, it would take a Christmas miracle for him to materialize here.”

“It’s December,” Belinda said, a lilt to her voice. “It’s the time for miracles. Fitz and I got together over Christmas last year. You never know what might be in store.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES AND USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Noelle Adams
|
HER HOLIDAY FLING

| P GAME TO TOWN
KN






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





