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    When Juliette Milner is invited to spend Christmas in Bruges with her ex-boyfriend, Dale, she thinks an old flame is about to be rekindled. But Dale’s invitation isn’t all it seems, and Juliette finds herself stranded alone in this beautiful city. A chance conversation with a friendly barman leads her to the bed and breakfast run by his brother, Laurens, who has a room free thanks to a last-minute cancellation. And as she finds herself growing closer to Laurens on a sightseeing tour, Juliette realises she might enjoy a special Christmas rendezvous after all …


  




  

    Chapter One




    Snow began to fall as the train pulled out of Brussels station, and that’s when it finally started to feel like Christmas. For the last few weeks, I’d been far too busy helping shoppers sort out their gift purchases to even worry about my own, and it was only when I’d been packing my case last night that it had really dawned on me I was about to get a few much-needed days off.




    It felt strange not to be behind the counter at Edgington’s this afternoon, one of the busiest days of the year for us. For the last six years, as long as I’d been employed by the store’s perfume department, I’d always had to work on Christmas Eve, and Boxing Day too. Those coveted holidays were usually snapped up by members of staff with children, so they could spend the time at home with their families, but when the invitation to spend Christmas with Dale had arrived, I knew I couldn’t turn it down. I’d had to call in every favour I was owed to get the time off, but now here I was, on my way to a rendezvous with Dale I’d never believed would ever take place.




    The door of the carriage slid open, and a dapper, grey-haired man in the blue-grey uniform and peaked hat of a train guard appeared. He spoke a few words in Flemish which I assumed to be a general request for tickets. I hunted in the depths of my handbag, and pulled out my travel documents. When he reached my seat, I proffered my Eurostar ticket and smiled in response to a greeting I half understood.




    He glanced at the ticket, which allowed me onward travel from Brussels to any Belgian station, then at me, switching seamlessly to English. ‘And you are going to which station?’ he asked.




    ‘Bruges.’




    With a swift nod of acknowledgement, he said, ‘It will be the second stop, madam. Enjoy your visit,’ before passing on to check the tickets of the elderly couple in the seats behind mine.




    Turning to look out of the window, I stared through snow-spattered glass at the flat, unremarkable fields beyond. Already, snow was softening the outlines of trees and fields, and beginning to lie on the roofs of barns and outbuildings. Here and there, the odd cluster of buildings with a squat stone church at their centre passed for a village, breaking up the monotony of the landscape. The roads were all but deserted, and I wondered whether the bad weather was keeping people at home, or whether this particular part of the country, dominated by farmland, was always this quiet.




    Still, at least Bruges should be livelier, if what Dale had told me about the city coming into its own at Christmas was anything to go by. Again, I found my mind drifting back to the shock I’d had when his email had popped into my inbox, asking me to spend the festive season with him.




    In truth, he’d never been too far from my thoughts since we’d split up, almost 18 months ago. It was hardly surprising: the two of us had unfinished business, after all. Our time together had never properly run its course: Dale had been offered a promotion which was too good for him to turn down, but it meant moving to the company’s satellite office in Bruges. We’d decided to make a clean break, having both known friends who’d tried to sustain a long-distance relationship and failed miserably.




    Sometimes, I wondered if I should have gone with him to Belgium so we could have made a life there, but I was happy with my work and my little flat and my small but loyal group of friends. Much as I loved him, I hadn’t wanted to give all that up and move to a country where I had no solid job prospects and didn’t speak the local language. At first, I missed him like mad, but over time that had faded to nothing more than moments when I wondered what it would be like to be in his arms right then, and whether he still missed me too, just a little bit.




    But maybe the problem was I hadn’t loved Dale enough. If I’d been really, truly, can’t-live-without-you in love with him, I’d have said goodbye to my old life in England and done whatever it took to make things work out between us in Bruges. No, that would have just been too risky, I told myself: the kind of crazy, over-the-top gesture characters make at the end of a romantic comedy. You never get to see what happens after the credits roll, and whether their happy ever after eventually turns to disaster.




    Of course, I couldn’t help thinking about what might have been, not with our reunion so close now. Whatever the strengths of our relationship, one area where we’d always clicked was in bed, and some of the strongest memories I had of Dale were the ones where we’d spent the night making love in every position we could think of, coming over and over again; only falling asleep as the sun was beginning to rise.




    Watching the snowflakes as they whirled and tumbled and threw themselves at the window pane, I found myself thinking back to the first weekend we’d spent away together. Dale had rented a cottage in North Yorkshire, and we’d driven up there after work on Friday night, arriving in darkness and too tired to do anything but make ourselves a snack before bed. We’d woken the following morning to discover the woods beyond the cottage blanketed with snow, and Dale suggested we wrap up in our warmest clothes and take a walk through our fairy tale surroundings.




    Feet crunching the crisp, untouched snow, we’d felt like the only two people in the world as we followed the trail that led through the woods. Stepping into a clearing, we came face to face with a young deer, the first nubs of its antlers barely visible. It stood still for a moment, its breath a soft cloud in the chill air, as Dale and I paused in our tracks, afraid to startle it. Then, somewhere above our heads, a bird settled on a branch, dislodging snow as it did. Even that slight noise was enough to cause the deer to bolt, our last sight of it a flash of its white rump disappearing into the trees.




    By the time we returned to the cottage, I could hardly feel my feet despite the extra pair of socks I’d put on, but I felt exhilarated by the long walk and the sense of being so close to nature. Spending my working days on Oxford Street, I’d joked to Dale that the only wildlife I usually saw was shoppers fighting over bargains on the first day of the sales.




    ‘You’re freezing,’ Dale said when he dropped a soft kiss on my cheek. ‘Let’s run a bath and get you warmed up.’




    For all that the cottage had been built 300 years ago, its bathroom had been extensively renovated and fitted with a whirlpool bath and walk-in shower enclosure. While Dale added jasmine-scented bath foam to the running water, I undressed with numb fingers. To my surprise, he didn’t leave the bathroom once I was naked; instead, he peeled off his sweater, helped me into the tub, and used a sea sponge to wash my back and arms. It felt nice to be pampered in this way, but then this whole weekend was the kind of treat I hadn’t been used to from other boyfriends, who by and large had been scraping by on the same kind of salary I earned. Dale made serious money, though he didn’t wave it around in the brash fashion of some of the City boys.




    As he squeezed the sponge over my chest, letting the warm suds drizzle down between my breasts, I closed my eyes and rested my head against the lip of the tub.




    ‘Feeling warmer now?’ His voice was husky, and I knew the sight of my perky nipples pointing through the bubbles was turning him on.




    ‘Yes, thanks. In fact, I’m distinctly … hot.’ The words were loaded with innuendo; an invitation designed with only one response in mind.




    When I opened my eyes again, it was to see Dale tugging off his polo shirt before peeling down his jeans and underwear together. This wasn’t the slow, sensual striptease he’d performed for me on a couple of occasions; this was all about lust and urgency, as the strength of his erection, pressing tight to his flat belly, proved. For a moment, I thought he was in such a hurry to join me he’d actually forgotten to take his socks off, then they were gone too, and he was climbing into the tub, water sloshing over the side as he settled in facing me.




    Dale pulled me to him and our mouths met in a kiss. His fingers stroked damp tendrils of hair from my face, and I scooted closer, till I was kneeling over him. Driven by pure need, we explored each other with wet hands: him grasping my breasts; me stroking over the long planes of his back. I needed more, needed to feel his cock filling me up, but we hadn’t been in the relationship long enough for us to entirely forget about certain precautions.




    The same thing seemed to occur to him, for he stood up and helped me to my feet. ‘Let’s take this to the bedroom,’ he murmured.




    Swathed in fluffy towels, we scampered out of the bathroom, leaving a trail of wet footprints behind us. I settled on the bed, lazily stroking my clit, as Dale performed the ritual of fitting a condom over his straining length. When he saw where my fingers had landed, he grinned.




    ‘I could watch you do that all day, Juliette, but right now I need to be inside you.’




    With that, he climbed onto the bed, swinging a lean leg over me and guiding himself between my widely splayed thighs. An easy thrust and he was buried in my pussy, pushing apart my hot, slick walls.




    Together, we moved in a fast, frantic rhythm, every thrust of his answered by my body bucking to take more of him into its depths. Clasping him tight, I urged him to take me harder, make me come. Helpless to do anything but respond to his most primal needs – and mine – Dale groaned and held still above me, and I knew he’d loosed his seed into the condom. As my cunt clutched tight at him and I came so hard I saw lights whirling like snowflakes behind my tightly shut eyelids, I thought it would always be like this. Dale caring for me, spoiling me, giving me the best sex I’d ever had …




    Lost in my reverie, I was brought back to sudden awareness of my surroundings by an announcement over the train’s crackling intercom. A message scrolled across the information board at the end of the carriage, informing passengers that we would shortly be coming into Bruges station. I gathered up my possessions and zipped myself into my faux fur-lined winter coat. It seemed like half the other passengers in the carriage were doing the same, chattering to their companions in excited voices as our destination came into view.




    Dale had given me comprehensive instructions on how to reach his home once I arrived in Bruges. I followed a stream of other travellers, most of them pulling wheeled suitcases behind them, off the platform, down an escalator, and out to the bus rank in front of the station. He’d told me to take any bus that was heading in the direction of the Markt, the city’s main square, and get off there. I queued at the little kiosk to buy a ticket, and then joined the scrum of people attempting to heave themselves and their luggage onto a waiting bus. Within a couple of minutes I was on my way, squashed up against a group of burly lads whose lilting accents, along with the logos on their padded jackets, let me know they were Welsh rugby fans. Their raucous voices rang out as they pointed out passing landmarks to each other and made comments about the bars they were going to visit and the girls they were going to try and pull. Somehow, Dale had never given me the impression that Bruges was a serious party destination, but these guys looked as though they were happy to take their fun wherever they could. The bus jolted as it turned a corner; one of the lads staggered a pace backward and stepped on my foot, offering a heartfelt apology as soon as he realised what he’d done. I smiled and accepted it; their enthusiasm was infectious, and as I gained my first glimpse of the Markt, I felt myself getting properly into the Christmas spirit.




    In front of the impressive bell tower – the landmark Dale had promised me I wouldn’t be able to miss – an ice rink had been set up, and around its perimeter stood a number of small Christmas trees, garlanded with lights. Beyond them, I caught a glimpse of wooden stalls, piled high with toys, food, and gifts.




    The Welsh lads were disembarking, and I followed them off the bus, knowing I’d reached my stop. A savoury scent of onions cooking hit my nostrils, and the squeals and laughter of the skaters echoed off the stone walls of the square’s centuries-old buildings. ‘Come on, fellas,’ the man who’d squashed my toes with his size 13s yelled, ‘it’s my round!’




    I took a moment to get my bearings as the rugby boys departed in the direction of the nearest bar, tempted to spend a few minutes exploring the Christmas market spread out before me, but knowing I’d have time to do that over the next couple of days.




    Consulting the map Dale had provided, I traced the route to his house. He’d told me he was only a few minutes’ walk from here, and the bus ride had already given me an indication of just how small and compact the city centre was. I knew it wouldn’t be very much longer before I reached him.




    I crossed the main square, and came to a street lined with shops selling everything from hand-woven lace to all manner of bottled Belgian beers, a Chinese restaurant, a tattoo parlour and a travel agency. Dale’s directions told me to turn right, into a side street that seemed barely wide enough for traffic to pass down it. Away from the bustle of tourists, the pavements were quieter, and the wheels of my case carved tracks in snow unblemished by footprints.




    Halfway along the street, I found Dale’s home, small and modest, just as he’d described it in his email. A house with walls painted a pale shade of caramel, tall, thin, black-framed windows, and three worn stone steps up to the front door. I rattled the heavy iron knocker, running nervous fingers through my wavy brown hair as I waited for an answer.




    When the door swung open, the greeting I’d prepared for Dale died on my lips. Standing in the doorway was a tall, leggy woman with a feline smile and tousled blonde curls. She wore an oversized, pinstriped man’s shirt – and, I suspected, absolutely nothing else.
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