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Chapter 1

Anna Delaney smoothed down the front of her tailored blazer, her pulse quickening as she made her way to the corner office. She’d been summoned by Roger, the agency’s head honcho, and she knew this could only mean one thing: a promotion. 

Her latest campaign for the GoldenGrain account had been meticulously crafted, with every detail polished to perfection. She had leaned into classic, time-tested strategies, opting for an approach that was polished, sophisticated, and reliable. It was the kind of campaign that had always worked in the past, the kind she was known for. Ethan, her boyfriend and the lead on the client side, had given her a reassuring smile when she presented it. That had to be a good sign.

As she approached Roger’s office, she caught a glimpse of herself in the dark glass walls: sleek, confident, the picture of a successful New York City ad executive. She pushed open the heavy oak door with a practiced smile, ready to bask in the glory of her impending success.

But when she stepped inside, the sight that greeted her made her freeze. Roger was sitting behind his massive mahogany desk, his expression unreadable. But it was the figure standing by the window that sent a jolt of confusion through her. 

Ethan. Why was Ethan here?

“Anna, come in. Have a seat,” Roger said, his voice betraying none of the warmth she had expected.

She perched on the edge of the chair, her mind racing. Ethan turned to face her, his usual easy smile noticeably absent. 

Anna's stomach tightened with unease.

“What’s going on?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

Roger cleared his throat, leaning forward with his fingers steepled in front of him. “Anna, I’ve been getting some concerning feedback on your recent work.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean? The GoldenGrain campaign is—”

“Boring,” Roger interrupted, his tone flat. “And it’s not just GoldenGrain. I’ve had complaints from several clients. They’re saying your ideas are too safe, too predictable.”

Anna stared at him, her mind scrambling to make sense of what she was hearing. She looked to Ethan for support, but his eyes were downcast, his jaw set in a tight line.

“Ethan, you told me the campaign was great,” she said, her voice rising with disbelief.

He glanced at her, guilt flickering in his eyes. “I didn’t want to upset you, Anna. But the truth is, we want something fresh, something outside the box. Everyone at GoldenGrain is saying your work is stuck in the past.”

Roger sighed heavily, as if this conversation was as unpleasant for him as it was for her. “Anna, I’ve always respected your dedication, but we need to stay ahead. We can’t afford to lose clients over stale ideas.”

A cold wave of dread washed over her. “So what are you saying?”

Roger hesitated, then delivered the blow. “I’m saying we have to let you go.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and surreal. 

Anna’s world tilted on its axis. 

Fired? Her? The dependable creative director who had always delivered solid results?

“You’re firing me?” she repeated, as if saying it out loud would make it less true.

“Your work just isn’t aligning with where we’re heading,” Roger said, his tone final.

Anger and humiliation surged through her in equal measure. She stood abruptly, knocking her chair back. “You’re firing me because I’m not edgy enough? You want flashy gimmicks instead of proven strategies? This is ridiculous!”

Roger’s calm demeanor didn’t falter. “It’s about what’s best for the agency, Anna.”

“And what about what’s best for me?” she shot back. “I’ve given everything to this job. Maybe if you had any sense, you’d see the value in that!”

“Anna, please,” Ethan interjected, reaching for her arm, but she pulled away from him.

“And you,” she said, turning her fury on him. “You stood there and told me my work was solid. Now you’re saying it’s outdated? How could you do this to me?”

Ethan’s face tightened. “It’s not like that. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“But you did,” she snapped, her voice cracking with the weight of her betrayal. “I don’t need you, and I certainly don’t need this job!”

With that, Anna stormed out of the office, leaving Roger and Ethan in stunned silence. As she marched through the open-plan office, the sea of colleagues parting in her wake, her fury only grew. She didn't know whether to scream or cry. All she could do was avoid her closest colleagues. She wasn't ready to talk to anybody yet. 

After she'd grabbed her purse and a few sentimental items from her desk, she ducked into the stairwell, took off her heels, and began her descent. There was no way she could handle the elevators at a time like this.

By the time she burst out of the building and into the bustling streets of Manhattan, tears of anger and frustration were streaming down her face.

Ethan was waiting for her outside. He grabbed her arm to stop her. “Anna, wait! We can fix this, I promise.”

She spun around, yanking her arm free. “Fix this? You think we can fix this? I don’t need you or anyone else to fix anything for me, Ethan. I’m not some damsel in distress who needs rescuing.” 

“That’s not what I meant,” he started. “I only meant that my salary could keep us both going until you found something else. Which shouldn't take long. Roger told me he'd give you a solid recommendation. You'll be back on your feet before you know it. And, until then—” 

“You think I’m going to stick around and let you support me like some charity case?” she shouted, her voice carrying over the noise of the street. “No thanks, Ethan. I’m done with you, with this city, with everything! You can take your support and shove it!”

With one final glare, she turned and walked away, not daring to look back. She kept walking until she couldn’t walk anymore, her anger giving way to exhaustion and a deep, gnawing sense of loss.

By the time she reached her apartment, the reality of what had just happened hit her like a freight train. Fired. Single. Lost.

She sank onto her bed, her head in her hands. What was she going to do now?

In the silence of her apartment, an idea began to form: a desperate, wild idea that she clung to like a lifeline. She needed to get away, to start over somewhere far from the city, far from the memories of what she had just lost. Somewhere she could clear her head and figure out what came next.

And so, with a resolve born from the ashes of her old life, Anna made a decision. She would leave New York behind and find a new place to begin again.

She reached for her laptop, her fingers shaking slightly as she typed into the search bar. A listing for a seasonal job at a Christmas tree farm caught her eye. It was in a small town she’d never heard of, but that was exactly what she needed. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere she could disappear and start anew.

With a determined click, she applied for the job, barely noticing the tears that had started to fall again. It didn’t matter. By this time tomorrow, she’d be on her way to a place where no one knew her, where she could rebuild her life from the ground up.

Tomorrow would be the start of something new. Something better.

Or so she hoped.

Chapter 2

The train rumbled through the countryside, carrying Anna farther away from the skyscrapers and chaos of New York City. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass, watching as the landscape transformed from urban sprawl into vast, snow-dusted fields dotted with evergreens. The sky was a soft gray, promising more snow before nightfall. It was as if she were being transported into a snow globe.

Anna closed her eyes for a moment, trying to calm the nervous flutter in her stomach. She had always prided herself on being adaptable, but this was different. This wasn’t just a new job or a new city—it was a completely new life. She had no idea if she was ready for it.

The train’s whistle blew as they approached a quaint little station. The sign read “Pinewood” in elegant, old-fashioned script. She gathered her things—a single suitcase and a messenger bag stuffed with essentials—before stepping off the train.

The air was crisp, carrying the fresh scent of pine and woodsmoke. She could see her breath as she exhaled: tiny clouds that disappeared almost as quickly as they formed. The platform was nearly deserted, save for a few locals bundled in winter coats, exchanging pleasantries with smiles that felt genuine—something she hadn’t seen in what felt like ages.

“Welcome to Pinewood!” a cheery voice called out, snapping Anna out of her reverie.

She turned to see a middle-aged woman with rosy cheeks and a knit hat pulled low over her ears. The woman was waving, clearly excited to see a new face in town. Anna managed a smile, waving back as she navigated the platform.

As she stepped into the small station, the warmth of the interior was a welcome contrast to the chilly air outside. The station was charming in its simplicity, with wood-paneled walls, a potbelly stove in one corner, and a bulletin board covered in flyers for local events. The scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted from a tiny café counter where a young woman was serving a steaming cup to an elderly man.

Anna hesitated for a moment, taking it all in. This was so far removed from the sleek, modern city life she was used to. Everything here seemed slower, gentler, and for the first time in a long time, she felt a flicker of something resembling peace.

Outside the station, she found a small, vintage taxi waiting for her. The driver, a gray-haired man with a friendly smile, tipped his hat as he helped load her suitcase into the trunk.

“Where to?” he asked in a voice that had the comforting lilt of a long-time local.

“Winter Tree Farm,” she replied, feeling a pang of irony at the name. She'd always loved trees, and winter was her favorite season. That's what had brought her to this place. Maybe it was a sign that she was supposed to be here.

Pinewood was like a scene from a holiday postcard. The streets were lined with charming brick buildings, each adorned with twinkling lights and garlands. A giant Christmas tree stood in the town square, its branches heavy with ornaments and tinsel. People bustled about, their faces flushed with cold and cheer, as they shopped for gifts or stopped to chat with neighbors.

The taxi turned onto a winding country road, and soon they were driving past fields and forests blanketed in white. After a few minutes, the trees parted, revealing a sprawling farm. The centerpiece was a rustic barn with a large sign that read “Winter Tree Farm and Poinsettia Nursery” in festive, hand-painted letters. Rows of evergreen trees stretched out as far as the eye could see, their branches heavy with snow. To one side, a greenhouse glowed warmly, the glass panes fogged up from the heat inside.

Anna felt a knot of anxiety twist in her stomach as the taxi pulled to a stop. This was it: her new beginning.

She paid the driver, who gave her an encouraging smile before driving off, leaving her alone in the silence of the farm. She stood there for a moment, taking in the sight of the barn, the trees, and the greenhouse. It was beautiful in a way that was completely foreign to her, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d made a huge mistake.

“Can I help you?” a voice called out.

Anna turned to see a tall man walking towards her, his breath puffing in the cold air. He was dressed in a thick flannel shirt and jeans, with a woolen scarf wrapped loosely around his neck. His face was kind, framed by a few days’ worth of stubble, and his eyes, a warm hazel, crinkled at the corners as he smiled.

“I’m Anna Delaney,” she said, her voice sounding more uncertain than she would have liked. “I’m here about the job.”

“Anna!” He held out his hand for her to shake. “I’m Mitch Winter. I run the place, alongside my sister Grace.”

She shook his hand, feeling a surprising strength in his grip. “Thanks for agreeing to interview me.”

“Welcome to Winter Tree Farm,” Mitch said with a friendly chuckle.” Come on in, let’s get you out of the cold.”

He led her into the barn, which had been converted into a cozy gift shop with an office at the back. The interior was rustic, with wooden beams overhead. Shelves were lined with handmade ornaments, scented candles, and jars of preserves—everything you’d need for a country Christmas.

Anna couldn’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia. It was the kind of place she’d always imagined visiting as a child, but had never actually experienced.

“Have a seat,” Mitch said, gesturing to an armchair that looked comfortable, even if it had seen better days. “Can I get you some hot chocolate?”

“Hot chocolate sounds perfect, thank you,” Anna replied, sinking into the chair.

Mitch poured two mugs of hot chocolate from a thermos on his desk and handed one to her. “So, tell me a little about yourself, Anna. What brings you to our little corner of the world?”

She hesitated, not wanting to reveal too much. “I needed a change of scenery,” she said, taking a sip of the rich, creamy hot chocolate. It was the best she’d ever tasted. “I saw the job posting online and thought... why not? Tis the season, am I right?”

“Well, we’re glad to have you,” Mitch said, settling into a chair opposite her. “The job is pretty straightforward: cashier in the poinsettia nursery. You’ll mostly be ringing up customers, helping with any questions they might have, and shifting plants forward so the front section never looks too empty. We get pretty busy, sell a lot of stock. It’s not glamorous, but it’s honest work.”

Anna nodded, feeling a strange mix of relief and apprehension. This was so far from her usual world of ad campaigns and corporate meetings, but maybe that was exactly what she needed.

“I'm up to the task,” she said, more to convince herself than Mitch.

“Great,” Mitch said with another warm smile. “We’re a family-run business. My parents started it, and now my sister and I keep it going, along with a few seasonal employees. December is our busiest time—it's the only month out of the year when we're open to the public—so we could really use some extra help. The job is yours if you want it.”

“I do!” Anna cried, so loudly she was almost embarrassed. She forced herself to take another sip of hot chocolate, savoring the warmth that spread through her. “It sounds like you’ve built something really special here. I can’t say I have any experience with trees or poinsettias, but I’m a quick learner.”

Mitch chuckled. “That’s all we can ask for. Most of the people who come through here during the holidays are looking for more than just a tree or a plant—they’re looking for a piece of tradition. We try to make the experience as memorable as possible.”

“Like a Hallmark movie,” Anna said, half-joking.

“Exactly,” Mitch replied with a grin. “Except, you know, with real snow and fewer dramatic misunderstandings.”

Anna laughed, feeling the last of her tension ease away. “I think I can handle that. And who knows? Maybe I’ll pick up some tips for my own holiday traditions.”

“Or start some new ones,” Mitch suggested, his tone thoughtful. “Pinewood has a way of changing people.”

There was a brief pause, the kind that felt comfortable rather than awkward, as they both sipped their drinks and let the conversation settle. The hum of Christmas music on the radio filled the space between them, along with the faint sound of wind whispering against the barn’s walls.

“I have to admit,” Anna said after a moment, “I wasn’t sure what to expect when I got here, but this place... it’s different. In a good way. It feels like the kind of place where people actually know each other’s names.”

“They do,” Mitch confirmed. “And their stories, too. We’re small, but that’s part of the charm. It’s hard to get lost in a place like this. Everyone’s looking out for one another.”

Anna nodded, feeling the weight of his words. It was a stark contrast to the cutthroat world she’d just left behind. “I think I could get used to that.”

“Well, you’ll have plenty of time to decide. And if you need any help settling in, don’t hesitate to ask. We’re all pretty tight-knit around here. My sister, Grace, is the one who really keeps us all in line.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Anna said with a smile. “Thank you, Mitch. For the job, and for making me feel welcome here.”

“You are welcome here,” Mitch said, offering his hand once more as he stood. “I think you’re going to fit in just fine.”

Anna shook his hand, feeling that spark of hope flare a little brighter. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so at ease with someone she’d just met. As she let go of his hand, a thought crossed her mind, bringing with it a fresh wave of uncertainty.

“There’s just one more thing,” she began hesitantly. “I haven’t actually figured out where I’m staying just yet. I was planning on finding a place in town once I got here.”

Mitch’s eyes lit up with recognition. “Oh, that’s no problem at all! I know just where you can stay—I should have mentioned it earlier. My sister Grace rents out a couple of rooms in her house to seasonal workers. It’s only a short walk from here, and she’s got the coziest setup you can imagine. Plus, it’s a lot more affordable than the inn in town, and Grace is a great cook.”

“That sounds... perfect,” Anna said, feeling a rush of relief. “Do you think she’d have a room available?”

“I’m sure of it,” Mitch replied confidently. “And I know you'll get on great with Jenny and Finn. They're our other seasonal employees this year. I’ll give Grace a call and let her know you’re coming. She’ll be glad to have you.”

“Thank you, Mitch,” Anna said, genuinely grateful. “You’ve saved me a lot of stress.”

“No stress allowed in Pinewood,” Mitch said with a wink. “At least, not during the holidays.”

Anna smiled, the warmth of his words filling her chest as they walked back to the barn’s entrance. The snow had started to fall again, light flurries drifting lazily from the sky.

As she stepped outside, she took a deep breath of the crisp, pine-scented air and looked around at the farm that would be her home for the next month. She had a job, a place to stay, and for the first time in a long time, a sense of possibility.

This was it. A new beginning. And maybe, just maybe, it would turn out to be exactly what she needed.

Chapter 3

Anna woke to the soft glow of morning light streaming through the lace curtains in her room. The scent of pine and cinnamon lingered in the air, a reminder of the Christmas season that enveloped Pinewood. She stretched, feeling the comfortable warmth of the quilt that Grace had provided for her—a far cry from the sleek, modern bedding she had left behind in the city.

After a quick shower, Anna dressed in a cozy sweater and jeans, ready to start her first day at the nursery. As she descended the creaky wooden stairs, the smell of freshly brewed coffee and sizzling bacon greeted her, mingling with the faint sound of holiday music playing from the kitchen.

“Good morning!” Grace called out cheerfully as Anna entered the kitchen. She was a warm and bustling presence, with short, curly hair and an apron dusted with flour. “I hope you slept well.”

“Like a rock,” Anna admitted, taking a seat at the small, rustic table. “It’s so quiet here. It’s been a while since I’ve had such a peaceful night.”

Grace smiled as she poured Anna a cup of coffee. “That’s one of the things I love about this town. The quiet, the calm... it’s like stepping into another world. Here, have some breakfast before we head out. You’ll need your strength for the day.”

Anna glanced at the plate Grace set in front of her: a hearty spread of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. It was simple, comforting, and exactly what she needed. “Thank you, Grace. This looks amazing.”

As they ate, Grace filled Anna in on the plans for the day. “We’ll start with the basics,” she said, “but don’t worry. There’s nothing too complicated about working in the nursery. Mostly, it’s about making sure the plants are healthy, displays are attractive, and that customers can find what they’re looking for. I’m sure you’ll catch on quickly.”

Anna nodded, feeling a mix of nerves and excitement. It was a far cry from the high-pressure environment of her previous job, but she was looking forward to the change. “I’m ready to learn,” she said, finishing her coffee. “And to get my hands dirty, I guess.”

Grace chuckled. “That’s the spirit! Come on, let’s head over to the nursery. Mitch will meet us there once he's finished with the morning chores.”

The walk to the nursery was a short one, the snow crunching softly beneath their boots as they made their way across the farm. The Christmas trees, dusted with fresh snow, stood like sentinels in neat rows, their evergreen branches reaching up to the sky. It was a picture-perfect scene, one that could have easily graced the cover of a greeting card.

As they entered the greenhouse, the warmth and humidity hit Anna, along with the earthy scent of soil and the vibrant red of the poinsettias that filled the space. Grace led her to a row of workbenches where several pots were lined up, each containing a small, healthy plant.

“These are the poinsettias,” Grace explained. “The red ones are our best-sellers, but people also go for white, pink, and marble. Salmon is catching on, too. We have to make sure they’re well cared for. You’ll be doing a lot of watering, pruning, and repotting. Customers love these plants, and they love talking about how to take care of them, so don’t be shy about sharing what you learn.”

Anna nodded, already feeling a sense of satisfaction as she picked up a watering can. The work was simple, but there was something soothing about it, a rhythm that felt natural and unforced. As she moved from plant to plant, she found herself settling into the task, her thoughts quieting for the first time in days.

Grace worked alongside her, offering tips and guidance with a patient, encouraging tone. “You’re doing great,” she said after a while, glancing over at Anna’s neatly watered row. “I knew you’d be a quick study.”

“Thanks,” Anna said, a smile tugging at her lips. “I think I’m starting to get the hang of it. It’s nice to work with something so... alive.”

Grace nodded. “That’s what I love about it, too. There’s something special about nurturing these plants, especially at this time of year. They bring so much joy to people, and it feels good to be a part of that.”

As the morning passed, Anna met some of the townsfolk who came by the nursery, each one friendlier than the last. There was Mrs. Thompson, a grandmotherly type who was putting in an advance order for a huge number of poinsettias for her church’s Christmas Eve service. Next there was Mr. Jenkins, a retired teacher who bought the miniature varieties in penguin pots for his grandkids. Everyone seemed genuinely interested in getting to know Anna, asking her about where she was from and what had brought her to Pinewood.

“It’s a tight-knit community,” Grace said as they took a break for lunch. “People look out for each other here, and they’re always curious about new faces. You’ll be one of us in no time.”

Anna smiled, feeling the warmth of the town’s welcome seeping into her bones. It was a far cry from the impersonal, fast-paced life she’d left behind. Here, people took the time to connect, to share a bit of their lives with each other, and that was something she hadn’t realized she’d been missing.

Mitch arrived just as they were finishing lunch, his broad shoulders filling the doorway as he wiped the sawdust from his hands on a worn towel. His flannel shirt was rolled up to his elbows, revealing forearms strong and tanned from years of working with the trees. There was a hint of pine in the air as he walked in, as if he’d just come from the woods where he’d been chopping down the very trees that would soon fill the town with Christmas cheer.

“How’s it going?” he asked, his deep voice carrying the warmth of someone who was no stranger to hard work.

“Great,” Anna replied, surprised at how true it was. “Grace has been showing me the ropes, and I think I’m starting to get the hang of things.”

Mitch’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled. “I had a feeling you would. It’s not too complicated, but it does take a bit of practice. And don’t worry if you don’t get it all right away. We’re in this together.”

Anna felt a flutter in her chest at his words, but she quickly pushed it aside. She was here for a fresh start, not to get involved with her new boss. Still, there was something about Mitch’s quiet strength and the way he seemed so rooted in this place that drew her in, despite her best intentions.

As the afternoon wore on, Anna continued to work alongside Grace, learning more about the nursery and the people who came through its doors. The hours passed quickly, the work proving to be both satisfying and strangely therapeutic. By the time the sun began to set, casting a golden glow over the snow-covered fields, Anna felt a sense of accomplishment she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

When they closed up the nursery, Grace turned to Anna with a smile. “You did great today. I’m really glad you’re here, Anna. I think you’re going to be a wonderful addition to our little team.”

“Thank you, Grace,” Anna said, feeling a genuine sense of gratitude. “I’m glad to be here, too. This place... it’s exactly what I needed.”

Grace nodded, her expression softening. “I know it can be hard to adjust to a new town, especially one that's so different from what you're used to, but I think you’re going to find your place here. And if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. We’re all here for you.”

Anna smiled, the warmth of Grace’s words wrapping around her like a blanket. As she headed back to the farmhouse, her thoughts drifted to Mitch. She couldn’t deny the attraction she felt, but she reminded herself that she was here to start over, to find herself again after the mess she’d left behind.

Mixing business with pleasure had burned her once before, and she wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice.

But as she climbed into bed that night, the scent of pine still lingering in the air, she couldn’t help but wonder if this time could be different.

Chapter 4

The crisp December air buzzed with anticipation as the town of Pinewood began its transformation from festive location to absolute non-stop winter wonderland. Garlands of evergreen boughs adorned storefronts, twinkling lights crisscrossed Main Street, and the scent of cinnamon and pine mingled in the air. It was impossible not to get swept up in the festive spirit, and Anna found herself smiling more easily as she settled into her new life.

At Winter Tree Farm, the preparations for the annual Christmas festival were well underway. The festival was the highlight of the year, attracting visitors from nearby towns and bringing the community together in a celebration of all things Christmas. The tree farm and nursery were the backbone of it all, according to Mitch and Grace, since they always provided the town’s centerpiece: the towering spruce Anna had seen when she'd first arrived in town. The tree would be lit during the festival, and everyone from the tree farm would be there, selling pines and plants to locals and tourists alike.

“Anna, we could use some extra hands for the festival prep,” Grace mentioned one afternoon as they were arranging poinsettias in the nursery. “You’re not getting out of this one. It’s all hands on deck.”

Anna laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it. What do you need me to do?”

Grace grinned. “Mitch is setting up the stalls for the Christmas Market tomorrow. It’s a bit of a tradition. My brother can handle the heavy lifting, but we could use someone with a good eye to make sure everything looks just right.”

Anna’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of Mitch. She had been trying to keep her feelings in check, reminding herself that she was here for a fresh start, not to get entangled in another complicated relationship. But every time she saw Mitch—his rugged handsomeness, his quiet strength, the way he seemed so effortlessly capable—her resolve wavered.

“Sure, I’d be happy to help,” Anna replied, hoping her voice sounded more confident than she felt. “What about you and Jenny and Finn? Are you coming too?”

Grace shook her head no. “We'll be loading trees and plants to sell at the market. It'll be just you and Mitch, sorry to say.”

Even if Grace was sorry to say it, Anna certainly wasn't sorry to hear it.

The next day, Anna joined Mitch and a few other townsfolk in the square, where they began setting up the wooden stalls that would soon be filled with homemade crafts, baked goods, and Christmas ornaments. And the tree farm's wonderful plants, of course. The pines would have a large area of their own, seeing that there would be a great demand for them, and trees take up a great deal of space.

The atmosphere was lively, with laughter and holiday music filling the air. Children ran around, their cheeks flushed from the cold, while parents sipped hot cocoa from thermoses.

Mitch was everywhere at once, directing the placement of stalls, lifting heavy beams, and occasionally stopping to chat with townsfolk. Despite the flurry of activity, he always seemed to have a moment to check in on Anna, making sure she had everything she needed to complete the tasks assigned to her.

As the day wore on, Anna found herself working alongside Mitch more and more. They draped strings of twinkling lights across the Market stalls, debated the best placement for a life-sized Santa Claus statue, and even managed to hang a mistletoe wreath over the entrance to the square—much to the delight of local teenagers.

“You’re a natural at this,” Mitch said with a smile as they stepped back to admire their work.

“I guess all those years of creating holiday campaigns weren’t entirely wasted,” Anna replied, returning his smile.

Mitch’s gaze softened as he looked at her. “It’s more than that. You’ve got an eye for detail and a way of making things feel special.”

Anna blushed, unsure how to respond. She wasn’t used to receiving compliments that felt so genuine. 

Before she could say anything, a sudden gust of wind swept through the square, sending a flurry of snowflakes swirling around them.

“Looks like we’re in for some weather,” Mitch said, glancing up at the sky. “We should probably call it a day before it gets too cold.”

As they began gathering up the tools Mitch had brought along, Anna felt a sharp sting on her hand. She looked down to see a small cut on her finger, where she had brushed against a jagged edge of a wooden beam.

“Ouch,” she muttered, more surprised than hurt.

Mitch was at her side in an instant. “Are you okay? Let me see.”

“It’s nothing, really,” Anna said, but Mitch gently took her hand in his, examining the cut.

“It’s not deep, but you should clean it up. Come on, I’ve got a first-aid kit in my truck.”

Anna followed him to the truck, the cold air biting at her skin and sending a flush of pink to her cheeks. Mitch opened the passenger door, gesturing for her to climb inside. As she settled onto the worn leather seat, the warmth of the cab enveloped her, instantly soothing the chill that had settled in her bones. The interior smelled faintly of pine mixed with the subtle scent of Mitch's cologne—a warm, earthy aroma that made her feel unexpectedly comforted.

Mitch rounded the front of the truck and slid into the driver's seat beside her. The space suddenly felt much smaller, the proximity between them impossible to ignore. Anna's heart began to beat a little faster, a flutter of nervous energy sparking to life in her chest.

"Let's take care of that cut," Mitch said, his voice gentle but concerned.

He reached across her lap to open the glove compartment, his arm briefly brushing against her thighs through the layer of her jeans. The casual contact sent a surprising jolt through her, and she found herself holding her breath as he rummaged through the compartment. She noticed the small details—the roughness of his work-worn hands, the way his jaw tightened in concentration, the flecks of gold in his green eyes as he focused on finding the first-aid kit.

When he finally pulled out the kit, he turned toward her, his knees lightly touching hers in the confined space. Anna felt a warmth rise to her face, and she hoped the dim light inside the cab hid the flush she knew was creeping up her neck.

"Give me your hand," Mitch said softly, his eyes meeting hers.

She hesitated for a fraction of a second before extending her hand toward him. His large hand enveloped hers with a tenderness that caught her off guard. His touch was warm and steady, and despite the sting of the antiseptic he applied, she found herself relaxing under his care.

As he concentrated on cleaning the cut, Anna's gaze traced over his features: the sharp angle of his cheekbones, the slight stubble lining his jaw, the way a curl of dark hair fell across his forehead. There was a ruggedness to him, but also a softness she hadn't expected. Each careful movement spoke of patience and kindness, qualities that made her heart flutter.

The air between them seemed to thicken, filled with an unspoken electricity that made her acutely aware of every point of contact. She could hear the faint sound of his breathing, feel the gentle brush of his fingers against her skin, smell the crisp, woodsy scent that seemed inherently him. It was intoxicating and unsettling all at once.

"Does that hurt?" he asked, his eyes flicking up to hers with genuine concern.

She shook her head, her voice momentarily lost. The truth was, all she could focus on was the way his touch sent tingles up her arm, how his closeness made her pulse race. She hadn't expected to feel this way, especially not here, not with him. But there was something undeniably exhilarating about the moment.

Mitch carefully placed a bandage over the cut, smoothing it down with his thumb. His touch lingered just a moment longer than necessary, and Anna wondered if he felt the same spark she did. Their eyes met again, and for a heartbeat, the world outside the truck seemed to fade away—the bustling preparations for the festival, the chill of the winter air, the troubles that had brought her here—all replaced by the warmth and intensity of his gaze.

"There," Mitch said softly as he finished, a small, satisfied smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "All better."

"Thank you," Anna replied, her voice barely above a whisper. She was surprised by the breathiness of her own words, the way they seemed to hang in the air between them.

For a moment, neither of them moved. The quiet inside the truck was filled only with the soft hum of the heater and the distant sounds of laughter and music from the town square. Anna felt a sudden urge to close the small distance between them, to lean into the warmth and security that Mitch seemed to radiate. The thought startled her, and she quickly looked away, her cheeks burning anew.

Mitch cleared his throat softly, seeming to sense the shift in atmosphere. He began to pack away the first-aid kit, his movements slow and deliberate.

"You should be more careful out there," he said, his tone light but his eyes still holding that lingering intensity. "Wouldn't want you getting hurt before the big festival."

"I'll try," Anna replied, a shy smile creeping onto her lips. "But no promises. I'm a bit accident-prone, it seems."

He chuckled, the sound deep and warm, wrapping around her like a comforting blanket. "Well, lucky for you, I make a pretty good paramedic. If you find yourself in need of another bandage, you know where to turn."

There was a playful glint in his eye that made her stomach do a little flip. She found herself smiling wider, the earlier sting of the cut completely forgotten.

"I'll keep that in mind," she said, her voice gaining a bit more confidence.

Just then, a loud knock on the driver's side window broke the spell between them. They both jumped slightly, turning to see one of the other volunteers bundled up in a thick coat and hat, his breath visible in the cold air.

He turned back to Anna, his expression apologetic but his eyes still holding that soft warmth. "Duty calls."

She nodded, suddenly reluctant for the moment to end. "Thanks again, Mitch."

He hesitated for a brief second. "Anytime, Anna. Really."

With that, he grabbed his gloves and slid out of the truck, the cold air rushing in briefly before he closed the door behind him. Anna watched as he jogged over to where the fellow volunteer was waiting, his broad shoulders and easy stride exuding a quiet confidence that was hard to ignore.

Left alone in the warmth of the truck, Anna let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. Her heart was still pounding, and her hand tingled where his touch had lingered. She leaned back against the seat, closing her eyes for a moment as she tried to process the swirl of emotions coursing through her.

She hadn't expected to feel such a strong connection to someone she'd just met, especially not here, in this small town that was supposed to be just a temporary escape. But something about Mitch drew her in, made her feel seen and cared for in a way that was both thrilling and terrifying.

As she opened her eyes and looked out at the flurry of activity happening around town, Anna couldn't help but wonder what other surprises this place—and Mitch—had in store for her. She felt a spark of excitement about what lay ahead. It was entirely possible that coming here had been the best decision she could have made.

Chapter 5

The following morning, the sun rose over Pinewood, casting a soft golden light on the snow-covered evergreens surrounding Winter Tree Farm. Though Pinewood's main street was filling with the bustle of holiday preparations, the day began much like any other for Anna: a bustling breakfast alongside her coworkers, with Jenny and Finn owning the show, teasing one another the way secure couples could so easily do, and raving about how much fun they were having working there. 

Anna couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off, though. She noticed it in the way Mitch’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes when she greeted him good morning, and in the subtle tension between him and Grace when they thought no one was looking.

At work, Anna pushed the thought aside, focusing on arranging the rows of red, burgundy, and marble poinsettias along the greenhouse tables.

“You’ve got a real knack for this work
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