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Nadia




Five years. Five years since I swore I'd only return to Heartstring Hill for weddings and funerals. Yet here I am, white knuckling the steering wheel of my rental car as I pass the carved wooden welcome sign decorated with holly leaves for festive cheer. 

Late November slush streaks my windshield as I drive down Main Street, every storefront a reminder of why I left. Junie’s Hardware, where everyone knew about Dad's failed business before we did. The Morning Glory Café, where whispers followed me those last months before graduation. Even the cheerful Christmas decorations feel like they're mocking me; all that small-town charm I couldn't wait to escape.

I touch the contract in my purse like a talisman. Six weeks. I can survive six weeks of Heartstring Hill if it means saving my career at Bloomfield & Associates. My task is to transform the town’s quaint Christmas festival into something magazine-worthy. That will prove I can handle any assignment, even one that requires returning to the place that once made me feel so small.

The town square comes into view, and my stomach drops. The Christmas tree lists to one side like it's had too much eggnog. Garland droops between streetlights like it's given up on life. This is what I'm supposed to transform into a Town & Country feature?

I pull into a parking spot and kill the engine, sitting for a moment in the silence.

I can do this. I'm Nadia Best, professional floral designer with a Northwestern degree and a Manhattan client list. I'm not the girl whose father lost everything anymore. I'm not the teenager who spent graduation night packing her car.

Time to prove it.

My phone buzzes. A text from my assistant back in Manhattan:

Remember, the Bloomfield project depends on this going perfectly. No pressure! 

No pressure. 

Right. 

Just my entire career riding on whether I can make small-town Christmas magic happen in a place where everyone still remembers the time I accidentally set the Spring Festival flower arch on fire. (It was one small electrical issue with the fairy lights. One time.)

I grab my portfolio and step out into the crisp mountain air that smells like pine and wood smoke and every November morning I tried to forget in Manhattan. My designer boots, perfectly practical for city sidewalks but ridiculous for Heartstring Hill's gravel paths, crunch against the frozen ground.

"Well, well, well. Nadia Best's back in town."

I don't have to turn around to recognize Mrs. Whitmore's voice. The woman runs the bakery, the town gossip network, and probably several government conspiracies from her perch behind the Morning Glory Café counter.

"Hello, Mrs. Whitmore." I paste on my professional smile and turn to face her. She's wearing a Christmas sweater with actual bells sewn on. They jingle ominously as she approaches.

"Heard you were coming back to fancy up our Christmas Festival." 

Her eyes gleam with the interest that means everyone in town will know about this conversation within the hour. 

"Also heard you've been doing real well in Manhattan. My cousin Ethel's daughter works at a fancy hotel there and she told me that they hired a girl from Heartstring Hill for their Christmas lobby last year. That was you, wasn't it?"

"I've been fortunate," I say carefully.

"Mm-hmm." She looks me up and down, taking in my city clothes, my styled hair, my everything-that-doesn't-belong-here. 

"Well, you'll have your work cut out for you. Clayton Becker has been handling the tree situation for the past three years. Does a decent job, though he's stubborn as a mule about placement and such."

Clayton Becker. The name rings a faint bell, but I can't place it.

"I'm sure we can work together professionally," I say.

Mrs. Whitmore snorts. Actually snorts. 

"Professional. Sure. That boy wouldn't know professional if it bit him on his flannel-covered behind. But he knows trees, and he's got opinions about this festival that would make a preacher cuss."

Great. A territorial lumberjack with opinions. Just what I need.

"I should really get started on my assessment," I say, backing toward the gazebo. "Lots to do before Clayton arrives."

"Oh, you'll want to wait." Mrs. Whitmore checks her watch. "Clayton's due any minute with the first load of trees. You might as well get the clash over with now. Everyone's already taking bets."

"Betting? On what?"

"On whether you'll last until Christmas, of course." She pats my arm with grandmotherly concern that doesn't reach her gossipy eyes. 

"Don't take it personally, dear. We just remember how you always were about things being exactly so. And Clayton, well... he's got his own ideas about exactly so."

The rumble of a truck engine saves me from responding. An enormous pickup, more rust than red, pulls up to the square with a trailer full of Christmas trees. The door opens, and out steps six feet of flannel, denim, and work boots.

My brain does something weird. Like a skip in a record or a hiccup in time. Because the man walking toward us, all shoulders and stubble and annoyance, is definitely not the Clayton Becker I vaguely remember from high school.

This Clayton Becker looks like he was carved from the same trees he's hauling, all rough edges and solid lines. His dark hair curls out from under a wool cap, and when his eyes, brown as bark, land on me, they narrow with immediate suspicion.

"You're the city florist they hired?" His voice is gravel and skepticism mixed with something that sounds deeply offended.

"I'm Nadia Best, the floral designer contracted to-"

"I know who you are." He crosses his arms, which should not make his flannel shirt stretch that way across his chest. "You're the one who's supposedly going to come in here and tell us locals how to do Christmas right."

The fury that shoots through me is instant and familiar. This. This is why I left Heartstring Hill. This assumption that going to the city means I think I'm better than everyone else.

"I'm here to enhance the festival's visual appeal for the magazine feature," I say, keeping my voice level. "Not to tell anyone how to do Christmas."

"Could've fooled me." He gestures to my portfolio. "Let me guess: you've got diagrams in there. And color-coded plans. And probably a spreadsheet about optimal ornament distribution."

A flush of heat crawls up my neck. I do have those things. Because I'm a professional.

"And let me guess," I shoot back, "you're planning to dump those trees wherever you feel like it, because that's how Grandpappy Becker did it in 1952?"

Something flashes in his eyes, surprise, maybe, or respect. 

"1953, actually. And yeah, there's something to be said for tradition that works."

"Tradition that works doesn't get your town a magazine spread that could bring in thousands of tourist dollars."

"Tourist dollars." He says it as if I'd suggested selling the town square to developers. "Right. Because that's what Christmas is about."

Mrs. Whitmore jingles between us, looking delighted. 

"Oh, this is going to be even better than the year Margaret Sullivan and Tom BBlampied fought over the nativity scene placement. I should sell tickets."

"There's nothing to see," I say firmly. "Clayton and I will coordinate our efforts professionally."

Clayton snorts. It's a very similar snort to Mrs. Whitmore's. Must be something in the Heartstring Hill water.

"Professionally," he repeats, like he's tasting the word and finding it bitter. "Sure thing, City. Just stay out of my way while I unload these trees."

He turns and walks back to his truck, dismissing me entirely.

Oh. Oh no. This man does not get to dismiss me. Not when I have a career-making project on the line and something to prove to everyone who whispered, "Poor Nadia Best, never quite fit in," behind my back for all those years.

"Actually," I call after him, "I'll need to coordinate with you on the placement of all the trees. We're working together for the next six weeks."

He stops. Turns. The look he gives me could strip paint.

"Every tree?"

"Every. Single. One."

Mrs. Whitmore actually applauds. "Oh, honey, this’ll be the best Christmas Festival drama we've had in years. I had better go put the coffee on. Folks are going to want to watch this unfold."

She jingle-walks away, leaving Clayton and me in a standoff that feels like High Noon at the O.K. Corral, except with Christmas trees and barely contained irritation.

"Fine," he says finally. "You want to coordinate tree placement? Hope you dressed warm, City. This is going to take all day."

"I have all day." I don't. I have about four hours before my scheduled video call with the Bloomfield team. But I'll freeze to death in my definitely-not-warm-enough coat before I let him know that.

"Great." His smile is all challenge and no warmth. "Let's get started then. And Nadia?"

The way he says my name sends an unexpected jolt through me that warns me I’m in deeper trouble than any spreadsheet can fix.

"What?"

"Welcome home."

The words should sound friendly. Instead, they sound like a declaration of war.

Six weeks. I just have to get through six weeks of this.








  
  
Clayton




She's back. 

I spot Nadia Best standing in the town square with a tablet in one hand and a measuring tape in the other, scrutinizing yesterday's tree placement like it personally offended her. 

The morning sun catches the honey highlights in her dark hair, and I have to remind myself that noticing things like that is exactly how I'll lose my mind over the next six weeks.

"That Fraser fir should be three feet to the left," she announces without looking up as I approach with today's delivery. "The sight lines from Main Street are completely blocked."

"Morning to you too, City." I set the tree down harder than necessary. "And no. We agreed on this placement yesterday."

"We agreed to discuss it further." She finally looks at me, and I hate how those brown eyes still affect my pulse. "I have measurements showing the optimal—"

"Of course you have measurements."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means it's seven in the morning and you're already overthinking tree placement."

She straightens, chin lifting in that defiant way that made me notice her back in high school. Made me notice her yesterday. Makes me notice her now, even though I absolutely do not want to.

"It's called being professional. You might try it sometime instead of just dumping trees wherever you feel like it."

"At least my method doesn't require Excel to figure out where to put a Christmas tree." I know I sound like a grinch, but I can't help it.

Her cheeks flush pink from the cold, or maybe annoyance, and she looks ready to launch into another argument when Tommy Mangle comes barreling between us.

"Mr. Clayton! Miss Nadia! Are you fighting about trees again? Grandma says you two are better than cable TV."

Great. Day two and we're already the town entertainment.

Despite myself, I almost smile. Almost. 

We fall into the same tense rhythm as yesterday: her directing and me objecting while pretending I don't feel the electricity that sparks every time I get within three feet of her.

"Two at the church, one at the school, three along Main Street," I recite as we work through the list.

"I've been thinking about Main Street," she says carefully. "What if we added two more trees? I ran the numbers, and the visual impact would increase by—"

"No."

"You didn't even let me finish!"

"Because I already know what you're going to say. More trees, better sight lines, increased visual impact. But three trees is what the budget allows, three trees is what we've always done, and three trees is what we're doing this year."

She closes her tablet with more force than necessary. "You're impossible."

"I'm consistent."

"Same thing, apparently."

We glare at each other across the truck bed full of Christmas trees, and I'm reminded of yesterday's standoff. Except today, there's something different in her eyes. Less anger, more determination. Like she's figured out a strategy for dealing with me.

That should probably worry me more than it does.

"Look," she says, switching to what I'm already learning is her professional voice, "I understand this town has traditions. I grew up here too, remember? But traditions can evolve. They can get better."

"Some traditions don't need improving."

"And some traditions are just fear of change dressed up as respect for the past."

The words hit closer to home than I want to admit. "You think I'm afraid of change?"

"I think you're afraid of me." She steps closer; I catch her scent and it’s something floral and expensive that doesn't belong in a parking lot full of Christmas trees. "I think you're worried I'm going to come in here and ruin everything you've worked to preserve."

"Aren't you?"

"No." Her voice is softer now, more honest. "I'm trying to take what's already beautiful and help it shine brighter. There's a difference."

Something shifts in my chest, and I really look at her for the first time since she got back. 

I stop seeing the city florist with her spreadsheets and five-year plans, and I start to see Nadia Best. The girl who used to sit in the library during lunch, sketching flower arrangements in her notebooks. The girl whose father's shop went under right before school ended.

The girl who left the morning after we graduated and never looked back.

"Your coat's too thin," I hear myself say.

She blinks, thrown by the subject change. "What?"

"Yesterday you were shivering by the time we finished. Today's colder." I walk to my truck and pull out my spare Carhartt jacket. "Here."

"I don't need—"

"You're going to freeze to death before we get through half these trees." I hold it out. 

"Consider it a practical business decision. Can't have the festival coordinator turning into an icicle."

She stares at the jacket as if it might bite her. "Is this some kind of peace offering?"

"It's a jacket, Nadia. Don't read more into it than that."

But when she takes it and puts it on, drowning in the heavy fabric, something warm and dangerous unfurls in my chest. She looks good in my clothes. She looks like she belongs here.

Both thoughts are trouble.

"Better?" I ask.

"Warmer," she admits. "Thank you."

We work in slightly less hostile silence for the next hour. She still objects to most of my placement choices, and I still ignore most of her suggestions, but there's less venom in it. 

More like negotiation than warfare.

"The nativity scene," I announce when we reach the gazebo area.

"Right here?" She checks her tablet, then looks at the space. "Same place as always?"

"Forty-year tradition. Father Mick blesses it every Christmas Eve. Mrs. Mangle's kindergarten class does their pageant around it."

She studies the spot, and I can practically see her brain working, trying to figure out how to enhance it without changing it.

"What if we added some lighting?" she suggests finally. "Nothing that changes the scene itself, just some subtle illumination that would photograph well for the magazine."

I consider this. It's not a terrible idea. "What kind of lighting?"

"Warm white LEDs. Maybe some battery-powered spotlights hidden in the landscaping. It would highlight the existing beauty without altering anything."

"You'd have to run it by Father Mick."

"Of course."

"And Mrs. Mangle."

"Obviously."

"And the town council."

"Clayton." She looks at me directly. "Are you trying to make this difficult, or do you actually think lighting the nativity is a bad idea?"

The honest answer is that it's not a bad idea. It's actually a pretty good idea. But admitting that would mean admitting she knows what she's doing, and I'm not ready for that yet.

"I'll ask Father Mick," I say instead.
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