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The Perfect Mess: Small Town Romance

SOMETIMES THE COLDEST WINTERS HIDE THE WARMEST HEARTS. 

I’m Clara Moreau, Professional Ballerina—or at least, I used to be. That title was my anthem, my triumph. One wrong step during Swan Lake in Berlin, and everything shattered. My world blurred on stage, in front of everyone. Broken doll feels more accurate now.

Now I’m stranded in Havenwood. Population: too small for my big-city tastes, and even smaller for my ballerina dreams. They call it peaceful, a retreat. To me, peace feels like a cruel joke when my ankle aches with every snowflake.

Then there’s Leo Bellini. He runs the local bookstore, quiet and withdrawn. Rumor is, he’s a recluse after heartbreak turned his life upside down.

This loft above his bookstore wasn’t part of any plan. Yet surrounded by the snow, the silence, and shelves full of stories, it feels like the fragile start of something new.

Leo’s eyes don’t just see the broken dancer. They see me. And maybe, just maybe, Havenwood isn’t a detour at all.

But one question lingers like a whisper in the winter air:

Can a broken swan ever truly fly again? 
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PROLOGUE



[image: ]




CLARA P.O.V.

The spotlight was a white-hot brand, searing through the layers of makeup, the chiffon of my costume, the very air around me. Not the gentle, diffused glow of the wings, but a raw, unforgiving glare that pinned me to the stage of the Staatsoper Unter den Linden. Tonight, Berlin breathed for Swan Lake.

Velvet. Heavy, crimson velvet framing the world. A constant, luxurious reminder of confinement, of expectation.

Below, a silent sea of faces. Or rather, an almost silent sea. A rustle of programs, the cough of an impatient patron. But mostly, a hush. A held breath. A promise of rapt attention, and a crushing weight of judgment.

The music...Tchaikovsky, of course. But not just notes, not just chords. A tidal wave of emotion. Swelling, cresting, threatening to drown me in its beauty. My every muscle vibrated with it, resonated with it, became the music. I felt it in the burn of my thighs, the ache in my arches, the almost unbearable lightness of my fingertips as they arched, trembling, into a perfect swan's wing.

This was it. The final scene. Odette's impossible choice: death or betrayal. And I was Odette. Every heartbreak, every longing, every fragile hope echoed within me. The weight of her curse was my weight. The exquisite torture of her impossible love, my own.

Before the fouetté, before the final, desperate leap into the unknown, I let myself savor it. The burn in my lungs, a familiar, almost welcome pain. The pinpoint precision of my balance, a testament to years of grueling discipline. The sheer, unadulterated power I wielded, a conduit for Tchaikovsky's genius, for Odette's eternal struggle.

Just a little higher, Clara. A little more lightness. A little more heart. That was it. The mantra I had been repeating since childhood. My years of ballet lessons, my mentor’s training, my parents sacrifice...it all came down to this single, singular performance. I couldn't fail. Not now. Not ever. I had to be perfect. I had to fly.

Just a little more. The world narrowed, sharpened. The music swelled, demanding everything.

And then, the pop.

Not a sound, not really. More a violent implosion. A tiny, insignificant tear in the fabric of reality. A single, shattering crack that ripped through the music, through the silence, through the delicate balance of my body.

The lights blurred, exploded into a fractured kaleidoscope of color. The world tilted, spun. My body twisted, a grotesque parody of grace.

A scream. Distant, muffled, as if coming from the bottom of a well. Or maybe it was my own.

Then, a gasp. A collective intake of breath from the audience, a wave of horrified anticipation rippling through the theater.

The music faltered, stumbled. The violin hesitated. A moment of stunned silence. Then, the relentless, unforgiving beat resumed.

No.

That was my first thought. A primal, visceral denial. No, no, no. This couldn't be happening. Not to me. Not now.

Get up.

The voice was a whip, lashing me back to consciousness. Years of training, years of discipline screamed for me to fight. The music demanded it. The audience deserved it. Odette would not yield.

Adrenaline surged, a bitter, metallic taste on my tongue. It numbed the pain, sharpened my focus, fueled a desperate, impossible determination.

The stage vibrated beneath me, a palpable hum that thrummed through my bones. The lights pulsed, blinding me. The music soared, a relentless crescendo that drove me forward.

I could taste blood. From where? I couldn't tell. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the beat of my heart, the tempo of the music, the rise and fall of my breath. Everything else faded into a distant, insignificant blur.

One step. Another. A turn. A desperate, agonizing leap.

Smile, Clara. Smile for them. Sell the illusion.

Every fiber of my being screamed in protest. My ankle was a molten core of agony, each movement sending shards of pain shooting up my leg. I could feel the instability, the sickening wobble that threatened to send me crashing to the floor.

But I smiled. I arched my back, extended my arms, and became Odette. I was the swan. The doomed, beautiful creature, destined to dance until death.

And somehow, impossibly, I kept going. The steps grew smaller, the leaps less daring. But I held the line, maintained the illusion, kept the promise. The music pushed me, the sweat and grit and pain making everything come into an amazing display that can now be remembered.

The music swelled. The final, tragic chord. I did not feel a thing.

Curtain closed.

Darkness.

Relief.

My body collapsed, a puppet with severed strings. The pain crashed over me, a tidal wave of agony that threatened to drown me in its intensity.

Don't let them see.

The dancers. The crew. The conductor. They were all watching, waiting. Expecting grace, composure, professionalism.

I forced myself to stand, to smile, to nod. “Fine” I whispered, my voice a strangled croak. “I’m fine.”

Secrecy. Denial. My only allies.

Backstage, alone in the small, cramped dressing room, the illusion shattered. The makeup smeared, the costume ripped, the dream... broken.

I sat heavily on the stool, my gaze drawn to my left ankle. It was already swelling, a grotesque, discolored mass that throbbed with malevolent intensity. It was hard to not cry, but it needed to be stopped.

The weight of the truth settled upon me, heavy and suffocating. I have to stop. This was just the end. This was an obvious fact that no one wanted to say. This was it: a career in jeopardy. A future uncertain. Everything was about to change.

And all of it was in Berlin.
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CHAPTER 1
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CLARA P.O.V.

The rhythmic sway of the tour bus should have been soothing. Instead, it amplified the gnawing anxiety in my gut.

Each gentle curve of the mountain road felt like another step further away from everything I knew, everything I was. I stared out the window, the blur of snow-laden pines reflecting the turmoil in my own heart. It felt like leaving the last safe harbor I knew.

Professional ballerina.

The words used to sing in my soul, a triumphant melody of dedication and sacrifice. Now, they echoed like a hollow dirge, a constant reminder of what I had lost, or perhaps, what had been stolen from me.

It had been the grandest role of my career so far, Odette in Swan Lake. The music swelled, the spotlight blinding, the audience a faceless ocean of anticipation. In that moment, it felt like all those years of training were finally worth it.

I remembered the exquisite pain in my toes, the precise angle of my arms, the lightness I aimed for as I executed a series of fouetté turns. It was pure joy, pure control.

I could practically feel the vibrations of the stage beneath my feet. Then, a searing jolt in my ankle, a sickening crack that silenced the music in my head. And now I may never experience that joy again.

The world tilted, the lights exploded into a flashback of pain, and I crashed to the floor. The memory still felt like a fresh wound, a phantom ache that throbbed with every heartbeat. It also killed the music I’d been hearing since I was five.

The doctors had been cautiously optimistic, murmuring about therapy and recovery, but I saw the doubt in their eyes, the unspoken question hanging in the air: Would she ever dance again? All that doubt started to affect me, the music was fading faster.

For weeks, I’d holed up in a small town tucked away in the rolling hills where my family lived. It was the opposite of everything I knew. But after the accident, I needed to be with my mom, dad, and my sister Nicole.

My sister knew how to comfort me, she helped me with groceries and medication, and kept me company in the long days that seemed impossible to get through. I had hoped the quiet routine, the familiar comfort of family, would mend more than just my ankle. It did the opposite. I couldn’t shake all these thoughts about Berlin, the stage, Madame Evgenia...

But I couldn’t stay in their house forever, no matter how much I wanted to, and I was so far away from home. I needed to go back to the city, to something. To anything.

“Folks” the bus driver's voice crackled over the intercom, snapping me back to the present. “Looks like this storm's gettin' worse. We're gonna try to stop in Havenwood, but I can't guarantee we'll be able to continue much further than that. Visibility's droppin' fast.”

A collective murmur rippled through the bus. A woman with a floral scarf clutched her purse tighter. A young couple exchanged worried glances. An elderly man snored peacefully, oblivious to the impending inconvenience. I, however, felt a familiar knot tighten in my stomach. I wasn't built for the unexpected. It was a reminder that I need a new plan.

My life had been meticulously planned, each step carefully choreographed. This detour, this... retreat to Havenwood, was already a jarring disruption to my perfectly structured world. The thought of being stranded made the anxiety prickle against my skin. I need to just stick to the plan, and forget it all.

“What's Havenwood like?” a teenage boy piped up, his voice laced with a mixture of apprehension and excitement.

“Oh, it's a quaint little town” the driver replied, his voice a little strained. “Quiet, peaceful... usually. Got a nice little inn, a couple of cafes, a bookstore... you know, the usual small-town stuff. But this blizzard... well, it's a bit unusual, even for Havenwood this time of year.”

The “usual small-town stuff” was precisely what I was trying to escape. The pressure, the expectations, the constant scrutiny of the ballet world... I needed a place where I could simply be, without the weight of my past crushing me. But being stranded wasn't part of the plan.

A few minutes later, the bus lurched to a halt. The engine sputtered, then died with a defeated sigh.

“Alright, folks” the driver announced, his voice resigned. “That's it. We're stuck. I can't risk driving any further in this. Havenwood's just up ahead. Gonna have to find a place to stay there until the storm passes.”

Groans and complaints erupted from the passengers. The woman with the floral scarf began to rummage frantically in her purse. The young couple started whispering urgently to each other. I just sat there, frozen, feeling a wave of helplessness wash over me.

One by one, the passengers began to disembark, trudging through the swirling snow towards the faint glow of lights in the distance. The wind howled, biting at any exposed skin. The snow fell in thick, blinding flakes, making it nearly impossible to see. I watched them disappear into the white abyss, my heart sinking with each departing figure.

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to move. I reached for my suitcase, a heavy, overstuffed monstrosity filled with comfortable clothes, books, and a small, carefully wrapped box containing my pointe shoes. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to leave them behind, even though the sight of them only served as a reminder of my shattered dreams. Gritting my teeth, I heaved the suitcase off the bus and onto the snow-covered ground.

I stood there for a moment, the wind whipping my hair around my face, the snow stinging my cheeks. Havenwood was a blur of indistinct shapes and muted lights, a tiny island of civilization in a sea of white. I felt utterly alone, a stranger in a strange land, adrift in a storm both literal and metaphorical. This was it. This was my new beginning, my chance to heal, to rediscover myself. But right now, all I felt was lost.

I started walking, dragging my suitcase behind me, towards the promise of warmth and shelter. Each step was a struggle, the snowdrifts deepening with every gust of wind. The lights of Havenwood seemed to recede with every foot I gained, as if the town itself was mocking my efforts.

The closest sign of civilization was a quaint-looking inn, its windows glowing with a warm, inviting light. “The Havenwood Hearth” the sign read in elegant cursive. I trudged towards it, hoping against hope that they had a room available.

I pushed open the door, a bell jingling merrily overhead. The warmth inside was a welcome relief, chasing away the icy chill that had settled deep in my bones. A middle-aged woman with a kind face and a welcoming smile stood behind the front desk.

“Welcome to The Havenwood Hearth, dear!” she said cheerfully. “Terrible storm, isn’t it? What can I do for you?”

“I... I was on the tour bus” I stammered, still shivering. “It got stuck, and I was wondering if you had any rooms available.”

The woman’s smile faltered slightly. “Oh dear. We’ve been expecting the bus, but I was hoping they’d make it through. Let me check.” She tapped away at her computer for a moment, her brow furrowed. “Well, now... looks like we only have one room left. It’s... a bit unusual.”

“Unusual?” I asked, my heart sinking.

“It’s the loft above The Book Nook” she explained. “Mr. Bellini, the owner, rents it out sometimes. It’s cozy enough, but it’s not exactly a traditional inn room.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SMALL TO ROMANCE
-






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





