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The only thing better than surviving graduate education—and completing my doctorate—is a weekend up north with my three best friends from undergrad.

Only all of them bail.

And the rental house is double booked. By a bachelor party. Who thinks I’m the hired entertainment.

So much for renting from a family friend.

Adding to the calamity? That pesky clanking sound I’d ignored the whole ride here results in a car that’s as dead in the water as these weekend plans.

Cue the last person I expect showing up at my driver’s side window. The ex-boyfriend who ghosted me nearly ten years ago the night before we'd planned to leave together for college.

Adam Hoffstetter, who happens to be rehabbing the house next door to the rental, also owned by his folks. He has the nerve to notice I’m stranded and the audacity to offer me a room at his cottage.

And the very worst part? I agreed.

It Happened One Getaway is a sweet, second-chance, closed door romantic comedy. The upcoming Midwest Mavens series follows Jillian, Hudson, Marcy, and Noah-the-girl as they find their careers and love lives in need of a major reboot.












  
  

Chapter 1


Megan





I was destined to be a disappointment. 

“I know Christmas is in four days,” I told my mother into the phone for the second time in as many minutes. “The reason I’m working is because it’s the holidays. Everyone wants the next few days off for vacation.”

“And you never get one. Not even a measly few days to see your family.”

Heaping spoonful of guilt, anyone?

“We have an event at the cafe tonight,” I responded. “Running special events puts me one step closer to store manager.” I glanced over my shoulder, hoping nobody heard me. I didn’t want to sound desperate.

“Can’t a coffee shop shut down for a week? There are plenty of places for people to get coffee in Chicago.”

A coffee grinder buzzed, cutting any reply short. Funny, I was the one with my thumb on the GRIND button.

“Sorry, can’t hear!” I shouted, scrunching my shoulder toward my ear to hold the slim phone steady. Naturally, it tumbled onto the counter face down into a puddle of peppermint creamer.

My coworker Cam reached across me and shut the grinder off. “Take your break, Megan.”

“The gaming group will be here in twenty—”

“How about now.” Cam’s usual soft brown eyes blackened.

“Got it.” I pinched the phone from the counter and wiped the screen against my apron along the Drip name and logo. “I have this under control.”

Cam said nothing. Simply looked at the grinder in front of me.

Empty. I’d been grinding nothing but bean dust and generational angst.

Sigh. I zipped into the back room.

“My wedding, Megan,” Mom was saying through the phone. “You missed my wedding.”

I switched the phone to my other ear, Silly me. Like my right ear would suddenly make this conversation any easier.

“Mom, you know I would have gone if—”

“You didn’t have to work.” She filled in for me. “That’s always the case. Well, I’m telling you the truth. It upset me. And your grandmother. And Stu. Stu is still upset.”

I shut my eyes, but her words seeped through. “I’m sorry I missed your vows with Stu.” What sort of name was Stu, anyhow? Short for Stuart, my brain reminded. Shut up, brain! “You gave me two days’ notice. I couldn’t get to Wisconsin that fast. Not when the work schedule already went up.”

The line went quiet. On the other side of the door, coffee grinding (actual beans this time; Cam had that down) and customers chatting offered familiar comfort.

“It’s been a tough few years.” Mom’s tone softened. “I miss my baby. I want you to see how far we’ve come. How happy I am with Stu. I want you to be part of this Christmas.”

“I know.” The printed shift schedule on the bulletin board blurred before my eyes. Tears? Now, at work? I wiped my cheek. “I miss Dad.”

“Oh, honey. Me too. He’ll always be with us. Always.”

Four years since we lost him and some days it felt like yesterday. The holidays brought it all back. All the feels. 

“I wish we’d had one last Christmas in the house.” I cringed at my own words. The things that fell out of my mouth sometimes…

“It made sense to move in with Stu since I’m retired.” Her words became clipped, her tone less sympathetic. “The house sold quickly. That’s good news to most people.”

I wanted to hold on to our house the way it always had been. Wishful thinking.

“Your father would have wanted you to spend the holidays with your family.”

Back to my time off, or lack of. Guilt: double shot, no whip, topped off with more guilt.

She wasn’t wrong. Dad would have wanted us all together for the holidays, including my brother, Derek. He lived in Seattle, working in tech. As hard as Dad worked, he’d always made time for us during the holidays.

But it wouldn’t be our family. Stu’s adult children were coming in for a big dinner at his—his and Mom’s—house. His kids had careers in podiatry and particle physics. Grinding coffee beans couldn’t compete with smashing atoms.

My dream? Hoping to be a coffee shop manager.

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important to me.” Mom’s voice thickened with emotion.

She’d already stirred me up with the Dad stuff. When it came to him, I couldn’t say no. The work excuse wouldn’t hold up. I owed my mom to be with her this holiday.

I grabbed the staff schedule off the board. “I’ll give it the old Campbell Can-Do.”

It’s what Dad would have done. 




      [image: ]I owed two coworkers coverage any day they needed for the next six months. Brain: add Learn negotiating skills to my To-Do list.

Three days until Christmas and I was due back the day after the holiday. Now that Mom was with Stu, she lived so far north their backyard edged the Wisconsin state line.

I headed out with my car’s backseat only partly filled by a suitcase and a small bag of gifts. Not five minutes later, my phone rang in the seat beside me. No Bluetooth in this old thing, so I poked the speaker icon without looking.

“Megan, it’s your mother.”

“Do you call Derek this often?”

“Did I tell you he’s coming? Derek just got a last minute flight.”

Of course, he’d be there. He probably kept his long-planned visit a surprise with a story about last minute tickets. He knew it would delight Mom. Derek was so predictable. And reliable. Things I strived for, but usually fell short.

“I’m glad I caught you,” she went on through the speaker. “If you could pick up a tree for us on the way in, that would be so helpful. Sawyer’s Tree Farm. You’ll see it a mile from our exit.”

Brake lights strobed ahead in a seemingly endless red ribbon. “I’m sorry, what? I thought you said something about a tree.”

“The tree farm is on your way to the house. If you could pick one up for us on your way in.”

A real live Christmas tree. From a tree farm. A tradition my family never participated in. Why now? “You want me to get you a Christmas tree?”

 “After our weekend trip to Lake Geneva and getting settled after the kitchen upgrade, we haven’t had time to put up decorations. The tree will be easy. Up here, they do it all for you. They’ll carry the tree to your car and tie it to the roof.”

Right. A whole tree tied to my roof. Perfectly normal.

“The tree is going in the front room,” she continued. “Our home has a two-story foyer, so we can fit a nice-sized tree.”

I bristled at our home. Time to muster the family Campbell Can-Do attitude. “Okay.”

“You have enough money, don’t you? We’ll pay you back of course.”

“Yes, Mom. I have enough money for a single Christmas tree.”

Never mind I had no clue how much a real tree cost. Or an artificial one. My own fake tree came from a garage sale complete with someone else’s homemade ornaments, my fave being a Mery Christmus 1987 stuffed sachet with a cross-eyed cross-stitched puppy.

Also, never mind my bank balance held a decidedly unimpressive amount of money. I paid my rent on time and I never went hungry. I was doing just fine, and with that promotion to store manager, I’d be even better.

“I won’t keep you. Stay safe on the road.” Mom ended the call without extended fanfare. Ever the efficient woman from her career as a nurse.

Mom, retired. Taking weekend trips and renovating a kitchen? Wild. Our old kitchen never changed for the entirety of my childhood. The counters bore scars from a generation of holiday baking and family dinners. The wallpaper peeled in predictable places, with my brother’s and my height marks penciled in beside the patio door.

Traffic inched forward. Me and half the population of Chicago headed out of the city for the holidays. If only I were going home.








  
  

Chapter 2


Nick





“Hey, Nick, what’s up?” 

I held up my hand for Ethan Sawyer’s fist bump.

“I expected you at least a week ago,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, yeah.” I shoved my own gloveless hand back into my coat pocket. “I meant to swing by, but life is a little…different this year. Besides, I knew you’d save a tree for us.”

Ethan, bearded and wearing a heavy red-and-black checked coat, called across the lot to his also-bearded brother. “We still got the Benningtons’ tree?”  

His brother Rob ran a credit card through a handheld reader. A family circled around him holding their chosen tree, big and round at the bottom with a skinny, crooked top. A pretty busted-looking tree if you asked me, but the little girl hopping up and down didn’t seem to mind. Rob handed back the card and looked over at us. “It’s almost Christmas, man. We have to sell what we have.”

Mild panic shot through me. I turned back to Ethan. “You don’t have our tree?” The Sawyer Tree Farm always kept one of their best—at least ten feet—for our family.

Ethan hefted a bundle of firewood onto a pyramid stack. “I got here five minutes ago. Rob’s been handling the sales.”

With the family now walking off, Rob tucked in earbuds and jammed to music only he could hear. I marched over. “Hey.” No answer as Rob air-drummed a solo. “Hey. Rob!”

Rob swiveled toward me, still rocking to his own theme. “Sorry, man. Business picks up close to Christmas. Everybody coming in last minute.”

Last minute. I heard it in my mother’s voice this time. A pang hit me right in the gut. This year of all years I couldn’t afford to slack. Stupid me figured the tree was the last of the worries. The Sawyer Farm always had our back. I grew up with these guys. My parents knew their middle names and used them liberally when we boys got in trouble.

“You know we’ve got the mayor’s charity event Christmas Eve,” I told Ethan, who’d followed me over. “It’s my responsibility to get the tree.”

“Hey.” Ethan’s gruff voice softened. “How’s your mom doing, anyhow?”

“Good. We think the radiation will work.” I silently cursed the tumors plaguing her body. One more year left on her mayoral term and cancer tried to take her down. We wouldn’t let it. I sighed, taking in the trees nobody else wanted. Not a great selection.

Rob let out a breath in a white puff against the brisk December air. “We hung onto one for you, but figured if you wanted it, you would have come by now. I sold the tree ten minutes ago.”

“Ten minutes?” I scanned the lot. “They’re gone?”

“Yeah. I tied that monster to a joke of a sedan. Twenty bucks says it won’t make it home without a flat tire.”

Ethan elbowed his brother. “Jerk. The tree will fall off the roof if you’re the one who tied it.”

“Nope. I tied that sucker tight.”

Their bickering faded. All I heard: ten minutes ago and won’t make it home.

“It’s been real.” I tipped my chin up at the brothers as my send-off. Traitors.

I jumped into my truck and threw it in reverse, nearly taking down a tree that gave Charlie Brown’s a run at most pathetic pine. I shifted into drive and turned out of the lot, headed toward town. Somebody packing a ten-foot tree onto a dinky car wouldn’t chance the highway.

With last night’s temperature drop, the snowy roads had turned slick with ice. This was stupid. I was chasing some stranger who bought the tree I should have picked up weeks ago. I pounded my fist against the wheel. Don’t cancel the benefit. I’ll take care of everything. My own words haunted me.

A giant spruce loomed ahead on the left side of the road. I just needed a chainsaw and the cover of night—

I hit the brakes. My all-wheel snow tires did the job and brought me to stop. I checked my mirror — not a car in sight behind me. Ahead, a car angled into the ditch. A giant Christmas tree hung lopsided off the roof.




      [image: ]I pulled to the side of the road behind the ditch-bound car and jumped out of my truck. Someone could be inside, hurt, unless this car had been sitting here awhile. But given the size of the tree and Rob’s story about the sad sedan, this had to be the same car that just left the Sawyer lot.

I approached the car. Through the driver’s side window, a person appeared hunched over a cell phone.

I knocked on the window. “You okay in there? I can help.”

Snow and exhaust streaked the window. A mechanical whir sounded and died, but the glass didn’t budge. The door opened instead.

A woman stepped out. A twenty-something-ish, puffy-coated woman with pale skin instantly turning rosy from the crisp wind. A thin silver hoop circled one side of her nose and long dark curls fell from her knit cap. The cap had one of those fuzz balls on top.

Her eyes widened at the sight of me. “Oh, hi. Thank you so much for stopping.”

My jaw fell open. It actually hinged open like some Neanderthal mouth-breather.

I snapped it shut. Those traitors. The Sawyer brothers neglected to mention a key detail. That person they sold my tree to happened to be gorgeous.

She held up her phone. “I’m still trying to find the number for my car insurance company. When I switched phones this year, the number must not have saved to the cloud. And of course, the tree would decide to slide off the roof in the center of absolutely nothing. Can you believe they wanted me to get them a tree? I mean, really?” She looked at me with expectation.

Okay, so, shaken up. “Are you okay? You’re not hurt?”

“Oh. No, I’m fine. I’m annoyed, is all.” She sighed. “I have one bar of connectivity to the outside world. And I’m not about to call my mom.”

Her dilemma hit home more than I cared to admit. “Okay, so you’re not hurt. Your car is…stuck in a ditch.” I peeked around to the other side of the car where the tree hung loose from its ties. “Where’d you get this tree?”

“The lot down the road. Sawyers.”

Confirmed. “Friggin’ Rob.”

“What?”

“Nothing. They did a terrible job tying this.” Rob must have been distracted. Kind of like how I was distracted by this flustered, very pretty woman who clearly needed help. I sized up her car. “Doesn’t seem safe to tie it back. They should’ve known back at the lot you couldn’t get this home with what you’re driving.”

She visibly flinched. “Look. I’m doing the best I can. Do you have a signal? I can try calling roadside help from your phone.”

Luckily, I had a truck. And if luck was truly on my side, this tree would come home with me.

I gave her what I hoped was an understanding nod. “I have an idea.” I pointed back toward my ride. “How about I take the tree off your hands? I’ll pay you cash, and we’ll get you out of this ditch.” I flashed the reliable Bennington smile, the one that melted hearts and won votes (depending on the Bennington).

She squinted at me, tilting her head as if noticing me for the first time. “I’m keeping the tree, but I’ll take your offer of delivering it to my parent’s—Mom’s—I mean, to…the place I’m going to for Christmas.”

Delivery? Okay, she clearly felt agitated and misheard me. Her car ran off the road—understood. This would take more finesse. I held out my hand. “I’m Nick.”

She eyed it, scrunched her eyebrows, and shook with a puffy knit mitten. “Megan.”

“Hi, Megan.” Her name sounded nice as I spoke it out loud. I glanced toward the tree. “How about we circle back to the tree farm and get a size more suitable for you.”

“I picked this tree for a reason.” Her response came quick and firm. “This is the tree I want.”

Okay. “I’ll double what you paid for it.”

“What? Why?”

I took out my wallet and flipped through the bills. We always paid the Sawyers in cash. “I’ve got it all here. Name your price.”

“Name my price?”

She clearly thought I’d chucked my brain across two-lanes into the pasture. Still, I had her. She stood quiet, lost in thought.

“No.” She folded her arms. “I’m not giving you this tree. And I resent how you think I don’t know what size tree is suitable.” She shoved her phone into her pocket and headed for the front end of the tree, yanking the branches.

Plan B or C needed to happen quick. “I’ll help you get the tree where you’re going.” Not at all what I wanted to say.

She let out an exasperated noise as pine needles tore from the branch onto her mittens, sticking out like a buzz-cut on a porcupine. “I would be grateful for the help. Thank you.”

Grateful meant a step toward flexible. I had this. “Let’s make sure the branches aren’t damaged already.” A bent-up tree wouldn’t look so great in the mayor’s mansion for the charity event. The mansion was designated a historic site—our family didn’t live there. Right now, they had one small tree in a front hall. I needed a large tree for the ballroom. 

I grabbed for the trunk and jiggled it free from the bush. Megan watched a foot away, so I flashed her a grin over my shoulder as I stepped back to swing the trunk my way.

My boot slipped. One small patch of ice and everything fell off kilter. Scrambling, I windmilled my arms, stumbled back, then forward, tripping over my own feet and landing face-first into the pine.

Megan gasped. “Are you okay?”

My face would heal. My dignity? Nope.

I shook myself free and stood like nothing happened. “I’ll untie the rest of the tree.” Yup. Plenty of untying to do. Yessiree.

“You’d think they’d salt the roads here in Wisconsin.”

The air of contempt in her tone came so distinct I tasted it bitter on my tongue.

“We’re still in Illinois, you know. Is that where you’re going? Wisconsin?” If so, depending where in Wisconsin, this would be a long day.

“Practically. Crystal Cove is the town. I had to look it up on the freaking map.”

I laughed. “Yeah. We’re far up here all right.”

Moooo

Megan shrieked. “Is that a cow?”

I looked up. “Sure is.” The cow must have wandered over for the free show. A thin metal fence separated the animal from the ditch.

She stepped back. Like the cow would hop the fence and, what? Ask for a ride?

“It’s a miracle they let us exist here with them,” I said. As the ropes fell away, a sticker on the windshield caught my eye. A City of Chicago parking permit. “Ah, a city girl. Makes sense.”

She was right behind me now. “It makes sense a city girl wouldn’t know what size tree to buy?”

Exactly. But I couldn’t say that. “Your boots aren’t exactly made for snow.” Skinny heels, shiny black leather. They’d probably never touched a country road.

“Unlike your boots that kept you steady?” Her eyes sparked with delight.

I felt my cheeks flush. She had me there. “Point taken.”

I let the tree roll off the car fully to the ground. 

Megan watched as I dragged the tree to the truck bed. Come on, hero vibes. Show strong.

I hoisted the tree into the truck. This thing was no joke. It would fit the event space in the grand ballroom, but the grand in Crystal Cove’s ballroom was limited. Any bigger and this beast would dent the ceiling.

The tree now safely secured inside my truck bed, I turned back to Megan. Her nose shone as pink as her cheeks. “Do you have the address?”

She checked her phone again and told me the address. I knew the area well. A country road with garages as big the houses, to larger, newer homes with professional landscaping and long winding drives. “Roger that. I’ll follow you.”

She snort-laughed, covering her mouth with her mitten. “Sorry. You said Roger that. It’s something my dad—” She stopped. “My dad said that.” Her gaze drifted to the road silent of passing cars. 

She looked back with an expression I couldn’t figure out. A mix of fatigue and maybe some shock from going off the road. Could be dreading the upcoming holiday. Or maybe that was me. Probably she felt annoyed her tree had arrowed into a bush with a cow laughing at us on the other side.

Either way, she was out of sorts. “I happen to live in Crystal Cove myself,” I told her. “If you’d like, you can follow me.”

Her shoulders eased. “That would be fantastic.”

Megan’s smile was back, and dang it if I didn’t get a burst of energy from it. “Now, let’s get this car out of the ditch.”








  
  

Chapter 3


Megan





Life was much improved now that a nefarious conifer no longer clung to my car’s roof. Bonus, the guy coming to my aid wasn’t a serial killer. Serial killers didn’t say things like Roger that. Nick was cute. So cute I nearly gawked at him speechless until I remembered to thank him for stopping. He even had an honest to goodness dimple when he grinned.

Not that I was swayed by dimples. I liked arty guys with chiseled features. Broody types who dressed in black and gray. Nick wore a pricey brand waterproof parka the color of an evergreen with a coordinating plaid scarf. The guy looked practically festive.

Ahead of me, Nick’s truck slowed within sight of a stop sign. He’d started breaking earlier than he needed to driving a truck with those winter tires. My own tires slid as I gently pressed the brakes. Oh, right. He slowed early for my sake. Thoughtful.

A sign with Crystal Cove in retro cursive announced our arrival. Greenery hung along the edges of the sign with red bows shouting from the top corners. Beyond the sign, the street lit up. Okay, maybe I was a sucker, but I gasped. Even in early evening, the town—it looked magical. White lights wound around spindly tree branches and street lampposts. More lights hung in narrow vertical rows against brick building exteriors and spilled out of flower boxes stuffed with holiday greens. Crystal Cove played the holiday game and played it well.

We shot out the other end of Main Street to a stretch of road with nothing notable, the light fading to gradually deepening darkness. Nick’s truck made a right, a left, then another right. I’d have been lost on my own.

The truck slowed and I tapped my brakes, wincing at the fishtail from my tires. Stupid unsalted country roads. Stupid nearly-bald tires.

Nick turned into a driveway. We were here. I gaped at the house. Seriously, Mom lived here? With Stu and what other family? This place could eat my childhood home with a side of graham crackers and milk.

Nick eased up to the garage, his truck taking up the whole middle of the driveway. Something I realized as I careened straight toward it.

Too much momentum. I steered right and slid toward a mass of snow piled along the edge of the driveway. The snowdrift accepted my front end with a foreboding squnch. Like a snow-mound padlock clicking into place.

Well, I’d made it.

I stared at the house. The house stared back. Not a mansion or anything but large and modern. Not at all what I expected.

Knuckles rapped against my window, sending me jumping in my seat. “You getting out?” Nick’s muffled voice carried through.

Now or never. Could I choose never?

I opened the door and the cold nipped at my skin.

“Nice place.” Nick stood broad-shouldered like a corn-fed hay baler. That’s what country guys did, right? Baled hay? Loaded pine trees from truck beds?

The house loomed over us. “It’s kind of shocking.” I pointed to the house next door, set farther back from the road. “Who needs a four-car garage?”

“Boats? ATVs? Lots of people have extra storage garages up here.”

Derp. Of course, he was right. But I could dwell on my obvious ignorance about sprawling homes in the borderlands on my own time. “Listen, thank you so much for bringing the tree here. I’m sure I would have gotten lost.” He probably expected a tip. I only had ten bucks cash on me. Ten bucks tip wasn’t horrible, right? I rummaged through my purse. “Here.” I handed him the crisp bill.

He leaned against the back of the truck, an unreadable grin on his face. “How about you keep your ten spot. I can still take this tree off your hands. There’s a big box store down the road who sells trees.”

“You drove all the way to Stu—to my family’s house.” Ugh. Still couldn’t get used to saying that. “Why are you trying to convince me to give up the tree?”

“Are you hosting a party?”

“What? My brother’s coming in from Seattle.”

“So, you, your brother, and your parents, and this magnificent pine?”

“This pine is magnificent. My…family is going to love it.”

He crossed his arms, scrutinizing the house. “Step family?”

“Something like that.” Screamingly obvious. Petulant Twenty-Something Avoids New Step-Dad at Christmas — next on Your Basic Millennial Stereotype. “We always had an artificial tree. This year my mom asked for a real tree and tasked me with bringing it. It’s our first Christmas here.”

Unless Mom bought out the ornament section at Target, I had no idea what else we could put on the tree. Our childhood ornaments would barely cover half of this thing.

Nick didn’t say anything and we both sort of stood there looking at the house. I would need to go inside eventually.

“Did you know Crystal Cove was named the number two holiday destination in the state, second only to Chicago?” Nick suddenly asked.

“By what, Small Town Quarterly magazine?”

He named a major travel publication. Double derp.

“You said you grew up with a fake tree. What happened to it?”

“I…I don’t know.” I didn’t know what happened to any of our old stuff. Mom had threatened Derek and me to pack our old bedrooms and the garage or our remaining stuff would land in a giant rented Dumpster. Eventually, she’d told us the movers put it all in the moving truck and we could sort our boxes later. Whether she’d done the same for Dad’s things, well, I didn’t know. Because I hadn’t asked.

I looked up to find Nick watching me. I sensed pity in his eyes and hated it. Whatever mess I’d made of the years after Dad, I didn’t need Nick’s sympathy.

The front door to the house opened. “Megan. I didn’t hear you drive in.” Mom ducked back inside and reappeared wearing a heavy cardigan. “I had headphones in doing my daily meditations.”

Wow, retirement had done one over on her. Not in a bad way just…different.

Mom stepped with care down the shoveled front walk in slippers with firm soles. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing someone. Hello.”

“He’s not—”

“I’m Nick.” He held a hand out to her.

She beamed with all the wattage of Crystal Cove’s downtown holiday scene.

“He’s helping me with the tree. From Sawyer’s.” Mom didn’t need to know I ended up in a ditch or the likelihood I needed four new tires with no funds to cover it.

“You’re a Sawyer boy?” Mom asked. “How delightful.”

Nick looked over at me, and I telegraphed AGREE in bold font.

“I’m not a Sawyer. I’m a Bennington.”

I pelted him with non-verbal exclamations. How could you!

“Bennington.” Mom blinked rapidly. “Mayor Bennington’s son? Oh, dear, how is your family?”

“My mom, she’s holding up well,” Nick answered. “Really putting up a fight. Dad is hanging in there in his own way.”

What was happening? Mayor? My mom knew his family after a measly, however-many months living here?

Mom focused on Nick. “I didn’t know you helped at the tree farm. What a great way to serve the community.” She peered over the truck bed. “That’s quite a tree.”

“Isn’t it great?” I circled behind Nick and unlatched the rear door. Branches shot forward like a pine-filled trap set free.

Mom jerked back. “Oh, dear.”

Nick adjusted the branches so they appeared more contained. Slightly. “If you think the tree is too large, I can drive this one back and find you a smaller one.”

I stepped in front of him. “This one is perfect. It goes in the two-story window, right Mom?”

“Well…”

The front door opened again. Stu strolled out in a zip-up thermal, dark jeans, and work boots. If you looked up Retiree, examples of online, you’d see Stu’s picture. Ruddy-skinned with salt and pepper hair. He was the guy who enjoyed a steak and potatoes dinner and a Sunday ride on a pontoon boat. “Nick Bennington. Well, look at you. Helping out at the Sawyer farm this year?”

“Stu?” Nick looked from Stu to me, from me to Stu. “Your stepdad is Stu Krueger?”

Small towns turned out to be barrels of fun. Brimming-full barrels. “Looks like it.”

Stu pulled Nick into a one-armed hug. Any second now they’d take up arm wrestling. “Woo, this here is a fine tree. And big.” Stu turned to me, thankfully sparing me a physical greeting. “Megan, good to see you. Ah, what’s that? Looks like you’ve got a nail in your nose.”

“Ha-ha,” I spoke the laugh. “Just a nose ring.”

At least he liked the tree. Hopefully, it would grow on Mom, too. If the tree made her happy, then the hassle of bringing it here…well, I could figure out if it was worth it once we made our way inside.

When I didn’t respond, Stu moved his attention to the truck bed. “Thanks for picking this up.”

I opened my mouth to say No big deal, even though it had turned into a bit of a deal. Only Stu wasn’t talking to me. He was talking to Nick. I pressed my lips together suppressing an outburst. I bought the tree. With all my cash and tips, thankyouverymuch. 

Nick smiled like a crazed politician (or her son). “Are you sure? It’s a big tree. If you’re intent on keeping it...”

I swore Nick’s neck hairs stood on end. The air charged with subtext rich enough for a literary novel.

Stu tugged on a tree branch, perhaps testing its strength. “Of course, we’re keeping it. We may keep it through Valentine’s.” He winked at my mother.

Nick didn’t want us to have the tree. A curious situation. His insistence in wanting this tree for himself was curious indeed.

Nick had secrets.

“Little help carrying it inside?” Stu asked Nick.

Nick avoided looking at me. “Sure.” He slid the tree halfway off the truck bed, then crouched and hoisted the unruly pine up and out with near expertise. I almost believed he worked at Sawyer’s and I’d made that part up.

As the guys hauled the tree into the house, Mom hugged me. “I’m so glad you’re here. I know it was a sacrifice for you.”

Sacrifice sounded too strong a word until I remembered all the shifts I promised to cover. “I’m glad to be here too. You must be freezing.” I grabbed my bags from the car, noting how wholeheartedly the snow pile accepted its newly parked guest. At least here, parking was free.

Mom held open the door to the house for me. “Nick comes from a great family. Mayor Bennington is making our little town so special. We’re the number two holiday destination in the state.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Our little town” used to be a town sixty miles south of here. Crystal Cove didn’t belong to me. And I wasn’t sure I belonged here.

Inside, the house smelled like a forest. Looked like one too, with the foyer covered in green branches.

No matter. “This tree is awesome. I love it, don’t you?”

“It sure is…awesome.” Mom’s tone said Campbell Can-do at full force. Making do with the situation.

Stu parted a few middle branches and shined a mini flashlight at the trunk, mumbling to himself like an amateur arborist. “A strong tree. This’ll last awhile if we keep her watered.”

I got the feeling Stu didn’t decorate much.

Mom clasped her hands. “We don’t have a tree stand. That old fake tree didn’t spark the joy it used to, so I Marie Kondo-ed it right out.”

Who was this woman? My mother, not Marie Kondo.

“I can pick one up for you.” Nick, standing smack-dab in the center of things, seemed to have a solution for everything.

“No, I’ll get the stand.” He’d likely come back with a smaller tree and weasel Stu into a trade.

“Won’t your tires slip on the icy roads?” Nick looked at me and deliberately glanced to my mom.

“You didn’t have trouble driving here, did you?” Mom’s Worry-Mode had activated.

Nick shot my mom a look of measured concern. “Coming into town, the roads are slick. Megan had a little trouble on the road. That’s how I found her.”

Mom gasped. “Oh, Megan, are you okay? Did you go into a ditch? Stu, did you hear? Megan went into the ditch. And, Nick, you found her?”

I cast Nick a stony look. Me in a ditch was not his business to share. “I’m fine, Mom. Yes, Nick helped me.” I wasn’t sure why he was here, explaining it all. “And thank you. For the ditch rescue.”

Nick grinned. “My pleasure.”

“We can’t ask you to do anything more,” Mom said to Nick. “Stu can pick up what we need for the tree.”

I raised my hand for emphasis. “I am perfectly capable of finding a tree stand.” Something I should have considered when I bought the tree. I could fix this. I still had my coat on. “I’ll go.”

I excused myself, walked out the door, and marched over to my car. A little bit of GPS and some gumption, and Merry Christmas to all of us.

The engine revved, but the car stayed put. Ugh, the snow bank. I’d need a shovel.

Knocking sounded on my window. Again, really? I would power down the window, but the window didn’t work when it was cold. “I’m a little stuck is all,” I said through the glass. Sigh. Fine. I got out.

Mom and Stu huddled together behind Nick. Mom nosed forward. “Megan, your car looks dented.”

Great. Exactly what I needed.

Stu knelt by the rear tire. “These are awfully worn. Best we change the tires out. I can take your car into the shop tomorrow.”

“The tires are fine.” Even as I said it, the lie tasted sharp. I looked at my car. Dirty, damaged, and kicking its feet up into snowbank like it deserved a vacation. The car was stuck. Like a metaphor for my life.

Nick looked at me with a slightly apologetic expression. “My truck has winter tires. It’s a straight shot to the home improvement store—easy trip, I don’t mind. Maybe Megan can come along? Help me to pick out what you need.”

Oh, my mother loved this. She was winking at me through her excitement. Writing the fanfic herself.

“Me? At a home improvement store?” My arsenal of apartment remedies were limited to batteries, a hammer, and duct tape.

“I promise, I’ll make this up to you,” Nick said to me in a low tone.

Stu handed him a few crisp bills. “Keep the rest for gas and your time.”

Nick accepted the money. “Sure thing.” He turned his attention to me. “Ready?”

I nodded, reluctantly. To be honest, I was mostly curious why this Nick Bennington made me any sort of promise at all.








  
  

Chapter 4


Nick





Once in my truck with Megan, I knew I needed to give her an explanation. 

She clicked in and spun to look at me. “You’re the mayor’s son?”

I sighed. “I am.”

“How do you know my mom?”

“I don’t. My family’s in the local news a lot. It’s an active community. Stu I’ve known forever.”

“You’re not telling me something. Why do you want my tree?”

The way she called it her tree made me smile. Time to come clean. “So, I messed up. The Sawyers save a tree for the mayoral benefit and I didn’t pick it up in time. The tree is supposed to go in the historic mayor’s mansion ballroom for the charity party. Which I also need to plan. For Christmas Eve.”

Megan blinked at me. “You said need to plan. Does that mean you haven’t started?”

“The planning was started.” My defenses kicked in, but the truth lay bare as the ballroom I’d failed to decorate. “The mayor’s office started the planning. They handle the guest list and catering.”

“But trusted you for the tree.”

For some reason. “The mayor is supposed to hand-select the tree and the decorations. Seemed easy enough.” I even sounded like a loser saying it. The task was easy and I still failed. “This year, it’s, she couldn’t. I told my parents I’d help and now…I’m in over my head.”

“Your mom is sick?”

My throat tightened. “Cancer. She’s doing okay, but her treatment and appointments take a lot of time, so my dad is a little overwhelmed. The doctor said she needs to rest more than she is. The town wants her to stay in the job. Like I said, I wanted to help. I didn’t realize how much work this benefit involved.”

She absorbed what I said. “My dad was sick too. Different disease, but it took his life. I understand how an illness can affect a family.”

“I’m sorry.” So, that explained the awkward family vibes. I backed out of the drive and turned the opposite direction we’d driven in.

“What you’re saying is, I took the tree meant for the charity event.”

“Yes.”

She pressed a hand to her forehead. “Yikes.”

“I could have taken your tree and left your car in the ditch,” I added. “Turns out, I’m not Scrooge McGrinchy Satan-pants.”

She pursed her lips. I wanted to grin again, but grinning would absolutely make her mad. 

She turned in her seat to face me more fully. “You tried to convince me I bought too big a tree. The truth is, you planned poorly and didn’t pick up your tree in time.”

“Well—” She had me there. “Yeah, I did.”

“Things happen to work out for you, don’t they? Generally speaking.”

I shrugged. “I suppose.”

“You assumed without any planning or foresight, you’d put together a charity event in a couple days.”

Heat crawled up my neck. “It’s not that bad. I’m sure things will work out. Like you said.” I flashed her my reliable Bennington charm.

A scowl hurled back at me. “That is so pretentious and privileged.” She turned her head, looking out her window.

I wanted to argue our family wasn’t part of some corrupt political machine, but I doubted she meant that. Her accusation stung. She wasn’t wrong. I was used to not only getting my way, but having the time and freedom to figure things out. All but Mom’s cancer, which I absolutely couldn’t change. Now she and Dad needed me like they never had before. 

And I’d been about to drop a bomb.

I’d planned on moving out of Crystal Cove. To finally start my own life.

Except…I couldn’t leave them. No way could I move to my own apartment, look for my own job apart from the family printing business, right when our lives could change forever.

“I thought you were country-bred, but you’re spoiled,” she said.

I couldn’t help laugh. “Country-bred? What’s that?”

She gestured out the window. “Fields. Corn. Cows. Look, there’s a barn.”

“We have the internet out here, you know. Netflix. HBO Max. Stores, and culture, and art.”

“Art?” She looked amused now. “What kind of art do you have in farm country?”

“There’s a shop in town with a local artists’ gallery. Paintings and sculptures. Our community center hosts a judged art show every year.” The heat in my neck transferred to my face. “You know, for telling me I’m spoiled, you sound pretty stuck-up yourself.”

She let out a single ha. “I pay my own rent, own my car, my own phone—all of it, without help.”

“But you think anything beyond the city is trash. That’s so…basic.”

“I’m basic?” she blasted back. “I never said you were trash, to be clear. I grew up in the suburbs. I still have friends there.”

“Do you visit them?”

She scoffed. “I don’t need to explain myself to you. You’re doing a lot of judging right now.”

“Only because you judged me.”

“You tried to manipulate me to steal my tree. Because you’re a Fail Hard.”

I gripped the wheel and hit the brakes. We slowly stopped with plenty of feet to go to the stop sign. A fail hard. She pegged me that quickly. Never left home, took the family job, but still didn’t live up to even those lame standards.

We looked at each other, the tension thick as the ice coating the edges of the windshield.

“I wouldn’t be driving you if I didn’t feel a little bad about earlier,” I admitted. “The…manipulation. I’m sorry.”

“Fine.” She sank back into the seat. “I didn’t know the tree was meant for a charity event. I’d say sorry for buying it, but honestly the tree lot shouldn’t have sold it.”

“It’s not your fault.” I could only blame myself for assuming the Sawyers would keep the tree. And for assuming I’d plan the event in a handful of days. Here I was blaming a stranger for my own procrastination. A beautiful stranger, sitting so close, trusting me for some reason, to help her family holiday not suck with the perfect Christmas tree.

“You can have the tree—”

“Keep the tree—”

We stared at each other. A horn blared behind us. I hit the gas and headed past the stop sign through the intersection.

I cleared my throat. “Please, keep the tree. For your family. I’ll get one myself for the mayor’s benefit.”

A few beats passed. “Okay. Thank you.”

“You can help me load the new tree into the truck.” I flashed a look her way to see how she’d react.

“Oh, will I?” Now her smile grew. “We’ll see about that.”








  
  

Chapter 5


Megan





When I agreed to this alternate holiday plan, I figured I’d spend time with Mom, ease into life with a step-family, maybe eat some glazed ham. 

Not on my list? 

Driving to a home improvement store in the sticks with a stranger. A cute but annoying stranger.

Nick Bennington wasn’t a stranger to anyone else in this town.

Yet another familiar-to-Nick face stopped him in the parking lot on our way inside the big box store. Two others had already stopped us. “How is your mother?”

Nick smiled warmly. “She’s doing well, thank you.”

“I’m on the library board.” The woman turned to a squiggling girl in pigtails whose hand she held. “This is my granddaughter Addison. Addie, this is the mayor’s son. His name is Nick. Can you say hello?”

The girl ducked behind the folds of her grandmother’s long wool coat. “Do you know Santa?”

Nick crouched to the girl’s level. “As a matter of fact, I do. Our mayor’s office receives a special telegram from Santa every year.”

“What’s a telegram?”

The grandmother laughed.

Nick grinned, and the little girl stared, captivated. “It’s an old-timey way people used to communicate. Like sending text messages without a cell phone. Santa is coming in three days. Are you ready?”

“Yeah!” the girl squealed. She and her grandmother took off toward their car.

Well, color me captivated, too. “What, are you the holiday whisperer or something?” I mean seriously, who was this guy? He didn’t even seem annoyed.

Nick paused at the automated doors, waiting for me to walk ahead of him. Once he caught up, he grabbed a cart. “I’m used to it. Before my mother became mayor, she sat on the city council and every committee you can name in this county. Our family owns a printing business that connects us to all the surrounding towns. Being out in public for me, this is how it is.”

I zeroed in on the holiday decor at the front of the store. “I would hate so much attention. Having total strangers come up to me.”

“I guess living in Chicago helps, huh?”

“I can grocery shop in peace and nobody needs to be told my life story a hundred times over.” 

“Must be nice.”

I expected a snarky expression to pair with that statement, but Nick appeared thoughtful. Probably thinking I’m the nutbag who doesn’t want to socialize when I’m out shopping for necessities like tree stands for a ten-freaking-foot tree. A tree more fit for a mayor’s mansion than my stepdad’s house. How was I supposed to know the tree was meant for charity? I’d made such a stink about it and now Nick told me to keep the tree. The ten-footer belonged to me now. For better or worse.

The holiday decor section lacked anything remotely useful. No tree stands, for starters. Beyond that, a rack of blinking stringed lights—who used blinking lights? No thanks. A snowman lawn ornament missing half its carrot nose tipped toward me in a desperate plea. “This place is so picked over.”

Nick held up a crushed velvet stocking with the name Noah stitched on the cuff. “Well, Christmas is in three days.”

Fair point. “You’d think the number two destination for the winter holidays would keep stock aside for stragglers. If they’re still selling trees, why not tree stands?” I turned only to find my rant landed to empty space. Great—ditched.

A young guy wearing a store vest approached. “Miss, I believe I have a few tree stands left in the lot outside.” 

Standing beside him, Nick. “I got help.”

“Oh. Thanks.” I turned to the salesperson. “Thank you. We’ll head out there.”

So, maybe Nick had a helpful side. Which included kindness to children and nosy grandparents. That didn’t mean he escaped the spoiled and privileged tags.

We reached the fenced-in area with potted holiday greens, wreaths and the remaining trees. Pickings were slim but at least there were pickings.

“How about this one?” Nick stood beside a rather nice, though short, tree. The bottom branches extended with a fluffier flair than the others. If you could call a tree fluffy.

“Sure. It’s cute.”

He squinted, sizing up the tree. “With a purse and a scarf, sure. It could be cute.”

I scoffed, hiding a grin. I pulled out my phone to check messages, expecting to hear from Cam or Zahira, laying on the guilt for convincing them to switch shifts. Huh. No messages. I tapped one out to Cam to check up anyway.

“Are you going to help me, or what?”

I looked up. Nick shook his head with forced annoyance, staring at me.

“You lifted the ten-footer into your truck and you need me for this twig?”

He grinned. “I told you I’d make you help.”

Make me. Hardly. Gah. Why did he get under my skin so easily? I marched over. “You have younger siblings, don’t you?”

“A brother. Were you reading up on me?”

“I could tell by your pestering ways. I bet you teased him a lot.”

“A fair amount.”

“Besides, when would I have time to look you up? We met today.”

“Just now. On your phone.”

“I checked in with work. Now, what do you need my help for again? This tree is like half the size of the other one.”

“I don’t. I wanted your attention.” He flashed a grin that maybe dazzled the ladies on the Illinois-to-Wisconsin border, but would not penetrate these hardened city boundaries.

“Nice. Try.” Okay. Maybe my boundaries weren’t so secure. I hid my face to cover my blush. 

With that, I bent at the knees, grabbed hold of the tree from the middle, and lifted, tightening my abs and using my leg muscles. Groupon-acquired Cross-Fit for the win. Needles jabbed my face, but the walk to the truck would go quickly enough.

I glimpsed Nick, slack-jawed.

“You gonna pay for that?” he asked.

“That’s on you, Mr. Mayor’s Son,” I called over my shoulder.




      [image: ]“I hope you don’t mind, I have another stop,” Nick said once we were back in the truck, the new tree securely tied in the truck bed and the tree stand wrapped in a bag at my feet in the cab.

“Another stop? The mission was to get a tree stand. Tree stand and your tree acquired.”

Nick turned out of the store lot. “It’s on the way, in Crystal Cove town limits. Not far from your family’s house.”

“Stu’s house,” I corrected. 

“Pardon my intrusion, but you’re going to have to get used to the Stu thing.”

“Pardon not accepted. My family isn’t any of your business.”

“Come on. Stu is a decent guy. My parents have known him for decades. His daughter made all-state track. She was two or three years ahead of me in school—”

“Good for her,” I cut in. Stu’s overachieving kids prickled my nerves. I wasn’t proud of my irritation, but I couldn’t help it. “Sorry. This is all new for me.”

“All I’m saying is give him a chance.”

Nick drove silent and steady until we reached a four-way stop. “I need to stop by this supplier to get the decorations.”

I tapped my phone awake, but no messages waited for me. Fine, then. I slipped the phone back into my purse. “Don’t you already have decorations?”

He let out a slow sigh. “Remember when I said I may have left some of the benefit planning to later? Well, the deal is you’re supposed to pick a boutique to supply the decorations and they get the credit and free advertising. It’s a whole thing. Obviously, my mom is great at it. She even gave me a list.” He signaled toward a crumpled piece of paper in the cup holder.

I grabbed the paper and spread the page across my thigh to de-crinkle. The names of floral and home decor shops were listed one through five with handwritten notes in a delicate, loopy script. Clearly, his mother’s handwriting. “So, which one are we going to?”

“I figured I’d start with the closest one on Barrington Road.”

“Start with?” I held up the paper. “Let me guess. You never followed up with them.” I looked at him, incredulous. “Any of them?”

A beat of silence told me everything.

“Nick.” I sounded far more exasperated than reasonably necessary given his emergency was not my problem. “It’s three days until Christmas. What, are you going to just walk into one of these shops and ask them to professionally decorate a tree with three days’ notice?”

“Actually, two days since Christmas Eve is the night of the benefit.”

I swatted him with the paper. It made an unsatisfying fwope against his shoulder. “What if they all say no? What if they’re already closed for the holiday?”

A horn honked behind us and Nick turned left. “They’re all still open today. I’m not that much of a Fail Hard.”

I wanted to believe him. He seemed like a decent guy, but it was like he expected life to fall in line around him. Life required effort. Work. Responsibility. Everything didn’t simply work out.

I chose my words carefully. “The coffee shop where I work recently expanded to include event space. I’ve been the main contact to book musicians and private parties. So far, it’s been a great boost for business. We’ve had to turn down a few requests because people called too late. We need adequate staffing for an event. If we don’t have enough lead-time, it’s too hard to cover with our limited staff.”

“Makes sense.” He turned again, onto Barrington Road. A small white building with a parking lot beside it and a sign for Vilmer’s Floral came into view. Nick pulled in and parked. “I’ll take you back after this. You don’t have to come in. I’m sure you have people to message.”

He opened the door and got out. The truck door shut again, the sound reverberating inside.

I flung open my door and followed.

Nick turned to me stomping toward him in the snowy lot. “What are you doing? This is my mess. I’ll deal with it.”

“With what, your Bennington charm?” I folded my arms and waited.

His chest rose and fell. “Yup.” Only the yup wasn’t the confident response he’d had earlier. Defeat deflated his whole demeanor. 

“I’m coming with you.” I breezed past him. “One thing I’m sure of. You need me right now.”
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