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About the Author


Dear Readers,


I have wanted to write a holiday story for the Bradens of Weston for years, and I am thrilled to have finally fit it into my writing schedule. Hal Braden’s love, loyalties, and strong family values are the foundations upon which I’ve built the stories found in the Love in Bloom series. I look forward to providing more peeks into his relationship with his late wife, Adriana, and I hope this novelette fills you with happiness the way it has for me.

If this is your first Love in Bloom story, “A Very Braden Christmas” is a great way to get to know the family. Then you can go back and read each couple’s love story. All characters from the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection appear in other family series. (For example, the Bradens at Weston also appear in The Remingtons, The Ryders, and Seaside Summers, as well as all of the other Love in Bloom subseries.)

All Love in Bloom books can be read as stand-alone novels, in any order, but for the most enjoyment you might want to read them in publication order. A checklist is available for download on the Reader Goodies page on my website:

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

Sign up for my newsletter to receive a free Braden/Remington short story and to be notified of new releases and events:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store: shop.​melissa​foster.​com

Happy reading!

Melissa


Chapter One


THE STAR IS CROOKED.

Hal Braden smiled as the voice of his beloved wife, Adriana, whispered through his mind, as real as the bitter winter chill stinging his cheeks. He gazed up at the star on the peak of the barn roof, glittering against the backdrop of the Colorado mountains, and sure enough, the star was crooked. He shook his head, laughing softly, and swore he could hear Adriana’s playful giggle as he remembered how they used to duck into the barn office, or one of the horse stalls, for a little afternoon delight when their six children were playing outside. After one such secret steamy moment, Adriana had noticed the star was crooked and she’d told Hal it was because their love was too big to be confined and they’d rocked the entire world.

“Oh, darlin’,” he said in the soft, gravelly voice that seemed to come only when he spoke to her, “if only that were the case today.”

He heard Adriana’s voice often, only sometimes his beloved wife didn’t whisper from the grave; she outright hammered him for messing up one thing or another. After all these years, that was okay with Hal. Not a day went by that he didn’t wish he could pull her into his arms and tell her one last time how much he adored her, that his every breath carried as much hurt as love and that he looked forward to the day he’d be with her again.

He pulled his Stetson down low against the cold evening air as he headed toward the barn, leading Hope, the old chestnut mare he’d bought for Adriana when they’d first found out she was ill so many years ago. Hope had far outlived Hal’s wife, whom they’d lost to cancer when their youngest, Hugh, was just a toddler. Hope had slowed down over the years, but Hal swore Adriana’s spirit lived on in the horse, who refused to give in to the inevitable.

Hope stopped walking and bobbed her head in the direction of Hal’s stone and cedar house, just up the hill from the barn. His son Josh’s Land Rover was pulling into the driveway. Josh and his wife, Riley, were world-renowned fashion designers. They had a little girl named Abigail, who was just shy of two years old, and they split their time between Manhattan and Weston, Colorado.

Hal gazed at Hope and petted her jaw as he said, “They’re all moving home, darlin’, just like we always wanted.”

About the same time that Josh and Riley had decided to move back to Weston part time, Hugh and his wife, Brianna, had moved back full time. They’d purchased a home with a guesthouse for Brianna’s mother just a few miles away from Hal. Treat, Hal’s eldest, who owned resorts all over the world, and Rex, who ran the family ranch, both lived within walking distance with their families. Savannah, Hal’s only daughter, had a cabin in the mountains not far from Hal’s. Only Dane had yet to move back. As the founder of the Brave Foundation, Dane dedicated his life to saving sharks, and he lived on a boat with his wife, Lacy, and their little boy, Finn.

“Let’s get you inside, Hope, so we don’t miss the festivities.”

Every Christmas Eve since his children were born, Hal and his family attended the community barn dance, after which they had a slumber party in Hal’s living room. It had been Adriana’s idea to start the tradition. Just a little something special so they always remember how important family is. Getting the kids into the living room for a slumber party with their old man when they were teenagers had been dicey, with plenty of huffs and rolled eyes. But in the end it had taken only one of the children reminding the others that they were carrying on the tradition for their mother for them all to comply. And now that all of Hal’s children had families of their own, Christmas Eve was even more chaotic—and more meaningful. Rex and Treat had taken the children out to cut down the tree, and everyone had helped decorate it. It had been a loud, exciting day, and the evening promised to be even more so.

Hal pulled open the heavy wooden door to the barn and led Hope inside. As scents of leather, livestock, and family greeted him, years of memories rushed in. He’d been around horses his whole life and was proud to carry on his family’s legacy breeding Dutch Warmblood show jumpers. Ranch life was grueling work, toiling in the hot sun and the frigid snow from predawn until well after dark, but he wouldn’t trade it for the world.

Hope whinnied, bobbing her big head and pawing at the ground.

“What is it, girl?” Hal cocked his head, listening to the familiar sounds of the barn, and then he heard what Hope must have already taken note of. Shuffling. The sound came from the office in the back of the barn. The door was ajar, and Hal wondered what critter had found its way in. He heard a crash as he opened Hope’s stall, and she neighed and shook her head, stepping back.

“You stubborn old girl. I don’t have time for this today.”

Hope pushed her muzzle into his sternum. At six foot six, Hal was still broad and thick-chested, despite his gray hair and beard. Working on the ranch kept him in prime shape, but he was no match for the softness in Hope’s eyes.

He kissed her muzzle and said, “What is it, darlin’? I can handle any vermin. You know that.”

Hope blew out a breath, a sound Hal knew well. It was Hope’s way of saying, No shit. Just leave it alone anyway.
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