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Bethany Thornton buttoned her coat as her train pulled into Pinewood Station. She peered through the frost-speckled window at the small, quaint platform. A soft layer of snow covered the rooftops of the surrounding buildings. The sky above was a pale, wintry gray. It looked utterly charming—like a scene from one of those American Christmas films her mother used to watch back in England. But for Bethany, it was also another leap into the unfamiliar. 

First New York City, and now this tiny town.

She took a steadying breath and stepped off the train, the brisk air nipping at her cheeks. Well, here we are, she thought, shouldering her bag. Pinewood, the latest stop on her unexpected journey, couldn’t have been more different from the bustling streets of New York, where she'd been living for the past little while, or the rolling hills of Gloucestershire, where she’d grown up. But she would be here for the next six weeks, and she was keen to make the town her own.

A cheerful figure appeared on the platform, waving enthusiastically. Bethany recognized her from their video calls as Miriam, the Pinewood town council member who had hired her on. Miriam was dressed head-to-toe in winter gear, her knitted hat bobbing with every movement.

“Bethany! Welcome!” Miriam greeted her warmly, hurrying over with open arms. “I hope you had a pleasant journey.”

“It was perfect, thank you,” Bethany replied, her voice carrying the polished, slightly lilting accent of someone from the English countryside. “The train was quite pleasant, really.”

“I’m so glad! And I’m thrilled to have you here. I know it’s a bit of a change from New York,” Miriam said, her breath fogging up in the chilly air. She took Bethany’s suitcase before Bethany could object, wheeling it behind her as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “You must be freezing! Let’s get you settled in at the inn. Hear that: in at the inn? Ha!”

Bethany smiled, grateful for Miriam’s friendliness.

As they walked, Bethany noted the town’s festive touches. Pinewood was positively dripping with Christmas spirit. Every lamppost had a wreath or garland wrapped around it, and fairy lights twinkled from nearly every shop window. A giant Christmas tree stood proudly in the center of the town square, festooned with baubles and tinsel. It was like walking through a Christmas card.

Miriam, clearly sensing Bethany's observations, beamed. “Isn’t it just lovely? We’re so excited that you'll be teaching our residents the ins and outs of hand bell choir. They've been begging me to bring someone in for ages. Pinewood takes Christmas very seriously. It’s our favorite time of year.”

“I can see why,” Bethany replied, admiring the scene. “It all looks so festive.”

Pinewood, with its small, snow-covered streets and old-fashioned charm, was far from the busy, towering cityscape of New York. And further still from the open fields and picturesque market towns of her beloved Gloucestershire. Her mind wandered back to the thatched cottages, the low stone walls, and the hedgerows that lined the winding country lanes back home. Pinewood was cozy, to be sure, but she wondered how well she would fit in with its homespun atmosphere.

“Quite different from the city,” Bethany added. 

“No kidding,” Miriam said with a laugh. “I lived in New York for a while, when I was younger. Never really got the hang of it, I gotta say. Moved to Pinewood and never looked back. I'm sure you’ll feel at home here, same way I did when I first stepped off that train.”

“I have no doubt,” Bethany responded, mostly for politeness's sake.

“You’ll be staying at the Evergreen Inn,” Miriam went on. “It’s just around the corner. Run by a lovely lady. Nancy. She’s an absolute treasure.”

“Thank you. I’m sure it’ll be wonderful,” Bethany said, glancing around again, feeling a mix of awe and hesitation. The last time she’d felt this much of an adjustment was when she’d first moved to New York. Trading the serene, rolling countryside of England for the chaotic energy of Manhattan had been no easy feat. She’d learned to navigate the city’s crowds, noise, and constant rush, but Pinewood was another world altogether.

As they walked, Bethany took in the little details that made the town feel almost frozen in time. Tiny independent shops lined the street, their windows decorated with hand-painted snowflakes and cheerful holiday displays. Rosa's Bakery had a sign advertising mince pies, reminding her of home, while a general store had festively arranged sleds and winter boots on display. 

The houses were a mixture of brick and wood, many with wide porches adorned with fairy lights and garlands, smoke gently rising from chimneys as families prepared for their evening routines. Unlike New York, where everything seemed rushed and impersonal, Pinewood had a warmth that wrapped around you, even in the cold.

She passed a small bookstore with the perfect kind of windowsill seating she could imagine curling up in with a good book. Everything about Pinewood seemed carefully curated to foster community, as if the town itself were alive with connection and care. It was charming, certainly, but also quite foreign to her now, a far cry from the anonymity of city life.

They reached the inn, which was as picturesque as the rest of the town—quaint, with twinkling lights and a wreath hanging on the front door. The sign above the door, The Evergreen Inn, swung gently in the breeze. 

A bell chimed as Miriam opened the door, and they stepped into the warmth.

Nancy, the innkeeper, greeted them with a kind smile from behind the reception desk. She was an older woman, with silver hair neatly tied back and an apron that suggested she’d just come from baking something delicious.

“Welcome, welcome! You must be Bethany. I’ve heard so much about you,” Nancy said, extending a hand.

“Thank you. It’s lovely to meet you,” Bethany replied, accepting the warm handshake.

“I’ve got your room all ready. It’s just up the stairs, second door on the right. You’ll have a view of the square,” Nancy said, handing her the key. “And if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Miriam clapped her hands together. “Perfect! I’ll leave you to settle in. And if you've got any questions at all, just let me know.”

“Thank you,” Bethany said. She watched as Miriam left, waving cheerfully, before turning her attention to the staircase. Her room awaited, along with whatever else Pinewood had in store for her over the next six weeks.

As Bethany ascended the stairs, she paused to glance out the window. The snow was falling gently again, covering the town in a soft, glistening layer. Despite her nerves and the unfamiliar surroundings, she couldn’t deny that there was something enchanting about Pinewood.

Perhaps this will be an adventure after all, she thought, as she pushed open the door to her room, ready to begin her six-week stay in this winter wonderland.
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Bethany stood in front of Pinewood Elementary, tugging her coat tighter around her body as the crisp air bit at her skin. The school was a simple, sturdy building, its red brick façade dusted with a fine layer of snow. A banner hung above the entrance that read Welcome to the Season of Giving in glittering gold letters, clearly part of the town's Christmas spirit. 

She glanced down at the notes she’d written on the train—a list of ideas for the hand bell choir, music selections, and rehearsal plans—and took a steadying breath. Today was her first day meeting the group, and while Bethany was eager to start, there was a flicker of nervousness lingering in her chest. New York had taught her to be resilient, but Pinewood was already proving to be a different kind of challenge.

She pushed open the school’s large wooden door and stepped into the warmth of the foyer. The smell of pine needles hit her immediately—probably from the enormous Christmas tree that stood proudly in the center of the space, decorated with handmade ornaments from the students. The whole place felt like it had been plucked out of one of those nostalgic Christmas films she’d loved growing up.

“Right, here goes,” she murmured to herself, tucking her notebook under her arm.

As she wandered down the corridor, the sound of faint footsteps echoed behind her. She turned to see a tall, broad-shouldered man in a navy-blue work jacket walking toward her, a set of keys jangling at his side. His dark hair, streaked with a few hints of gray, fell messily over his forehead, and his beard, though neatly trimmed, added to his rugged, no-nonsense appearance. His expression, however, was far from welcoming.

"Can I help you?" His voice was low, almost a growl.

Bethany blinked, startled by the abruptness of his tone. “Oh, hello. I’m Bethany Thornton, the bell choir instructor.” She extended her hand, offering a friendly smile, but he simply looked at it and gave a brief nod.

“Gabe Turner. I oversee the building,” he said, his voice flat. “You’re here all the way from England just to conduct a bell choir?”

“England, by way of New York,” Bethany said, lowering her hand slowly, her smile faltering. “I’m just here to familiarize myself with the space before rehearsals begin. Miriam said you’d be able to let me in?”

Gabe nodded again, pulling a key from the large ring at his belt. “The music room’s down the hall. I’ll show you.” He turned on his heel without waiting for a response, his heavy boots thudding against the tiled floor as he led her down the corridor.

Bethany followed, her brow furrowing slightly. She had dealt with all sorts of personalities in New York, but Gabe’s standoffishness was unexpected in a place as welcoming as Pinewood. She wasn’t sure what she’d done to irritate him, but clearly, something about her presence rubbed him the wrong way.

“Here it is,” Gabe said gruffly, unlocking the door to the music room and swinging it open. He stepped aside to let her in, his arms crossed over his chest as he watched her carefully.

The room itself was cozy, with rows of chairs arranged in a semicircle and shelves filled with a variety of instruments—mostly for the school’s band. There was a large, old-fashioned piano in one corner, its wooden surface polished to a dull shine. Bethany took a few steps inside, assessing the space. It was perfect for rehearsals, spacious enough for the choir and intimate enough to foster a sense of togetherness. She could already imagine the sound of bells ringing.

“This will do nicely,” she said, glancing back at Gabe. 

He gave a curt nod but said nothing, his expression unreadable. 

An uncomfortable silence hung between them for a moment before Bethany cleared her throat. “Well, thank you for showing me in. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other around.”

“Yep,” Gabe replied, already turning to leave. “Just make sure you flip the lock when you’re done.”

“Thanks again,” Bethany said.

As he began walking away, she distinctly heard him mumble, “At your service, Baroness.”

Before Bethany could say another word, he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click. She stood there for a moment, frowning in confusion. What on earth had she done to deserve such coldness? Pinewood was supposed to be a friendly, small-town haven, but Gabe Turner seemed determined to prove otherwise.

Shaking her head, she turned her attention back to the room, trying to shake off the uncomfortable encounter. There was no point in dwelling on it. She was here to teach the bell choir, and that’s what she would focus on.

Just then, the door creaked open, and a young woman with bright, sparkling eyes and a warm smile poked her head in. “Hi there! You must be Bethany.”

Bethany turned, instantly greeted by the woman’s bubbly energy. “Yes, I am. And you must be...?”

“Annie Nguyen, school librarian and proud member of the soon-to-be-formed bell choir!” Annie stepped into the room with a laugh, her dark hair styled in a cute bob. “I saw you on my way in and thought I’d come introduce myself. I’m really excited about this. Everyone’s been talking about it for weeks.”

Bethany smiled, already feeling more at ease. “It’s lovely to meet you, Annie. I’m looking forward to working with you and the rest of the bell choir.”

Annie clapped her hands together. “We’re a small group, but we’re dedicated. Most of us don’t know the first thing about hand bells, so I hope you’re ready for a challenge.”

“I’m always up for a challenge,” Bethany replied with a grin. “I’m sure we’ll have a wonderful time.”

Annie’s enthusiasm was infectious, and soon Bethany found herself swept up in a conversation about the school, the students, and, of course, the town’s Christmas festivities.

“You’ve really come at the best time,” Annie said, her eyes twinkling. “Pinewood goes all out for Christmas. We’ve got the festival, which involves the tree lighting and the carolers and so much more. It’s magical. And now, we’ve got this hand bell choir! It’s going to be amazing.”

“I’ve already noticed how festive everything is,” Bethany said, thinking back to the decorated streets she’d walked through with Miriam. “It reminds me a bit of home, actually. England’s villages have a similar feel around the holidays.”

“Oh, I bet! England must be gorgeous at Christmas,” Annie said dreamily. “One day I’ll get there. But in the meantime, Pinewood will do.” She winked. “And hey, if you need a tour guide around town, I’m your girl. I can show you all the best spots.”

“That’s very kind of you, thank you,” Bethany replied, genuinely touched by the offer. “I may take you up on that.”

“Anytime,” Annie said, her smile widening. “And don’t worry about Gabe.”

Bethany raised an eyebrow. “Gabe? The custodian?”

Annie nodded, her smile turning a little wry. “Yeah, he can be... gruff, to put it mildly. But he’s not a bad guy, once you get to know him.”

Bethany wasn’t so sure. Gabe had seemed thoroughly irritated by her presence, though she couldn’t quite figure out why. “I’ll take your word for it,” she said with a small laugh. “He called me Baroness, of all things. Why on earth would he? Because I'm British?”

Annie chuckled. “It’s his thing. He teases anyone he thinks is too ‘fancy’ for Pinewood. It’s harmless, I promise. He’s just... well, let’s say he’s got a bit of a chip on his shoulder. But he’s actually a good guy, deep down. Takes a bit of digging to find it, that's all.”

Bethany wasn’t convinced, but she appreciated Annie’s reassurance. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Good. And don’t worry—he’ll warm up. Eventually.” Annie winked again and then glanced at her watch. “I'd better get back to the library. But I’ll see you at rehearsal!”

With that, Annie bounced out of the room, leaving Bethany alone with her thoughts. As she glanced around the music room again, Bethany couldn’t help but wonder what she’d gotten herself into. The town was certainly charming, and she already liked Annie, but something about Gabe Turner nagged at her. He wasn’t just gruff—there was something deeper there, something unresolved.

Bethany sighed, shaking off the thought. She had a bell choir to prepare, and that's where her focus needed to be.
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Bethany stood at the front of the music room, a row of gleaming hand bells arranged on the table before her. The semicircle of eager faces staring back at her—from wide-eyed youths to gray-haired seniors—filled her with equal parts excitement and dread. 

This was it: her first rehearsal with Pinewood’s very first hand bell choir.

“Right, then,” she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. “Shall we get started?”

A chorus of nods and murmurs rippled through the group, but the enthusiasm didn’t hide the clear fact that none of them had the slightest idea what they were in for. Bethany took a deep breath, reminding herself that everyone starts somewhere. After all, she hadn’t been born ringing bells either.

“Now, then,” she began, picking up the smallest of the bells and holding it up for all to see. “These are your basic hand bells. Each one corresponds to a note, and we’ll be working together to create music by ringing them in the correct sequence.”

There was a long pause before one of the older men, a gentleman named Henry, raised his hand. “Are you saying each of us only plays one note?”

Bethany nodded. “Yes, or possibly no. You’ll each be responsible for one or two bells, depending on the piece we’re playing. It’s a bit like being part of an orchestra, but instead of playing a full instrument, you’re contributing individual notes to create the whole piece.”

Henry scratched his head. “So, I’m just ringing one note over and over?”

Bethany chuckled. “Not quite. You’ll ring your bell only when your note comes up in the music. Timing is everything.”

At that, a teenage girl named Lily groaned loudly. “Timing? I can’t even clap on beat. I’m doomed.”

A ripple of laughter spread through the group, and Bethany couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t worry, Lily. We’ll work on timing together. The key is to listen carefully to the rhythm and follow the music.” She handed Lily a bell. “Here, why don’t you try ringing this one?”

Lily took the bell cautiously, as though it might bite. She gave it a tentative shake, producing a soft, rather timid: ding. The sound echoed in the room, and everyone fell silent.

“Well done,” Bethany exclaimed, trying to inject as much encouragement into her voice as possible.

Lily stared at the bell, her expression blank. “That’s it? I thought it would be louder.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Once we’re all playing together, it will sound quite loud. Trust me.” Bethany moved along the row, handing out bells to each person and giving them a few moments to try them out. The room soon filled with a cacophony of random dings and dongs, as the group tested their new instruments. Some were too soft, like Lily’s, while others—like Henry’s—were far too loud.

“Oops, sorry!” Henry laughed, wincing as the bell rang out like a church tower at high noon. “I think I’ve gone and woken the whole town!”

Bethany smiled, biting back a laugh of her own. “It’s alright. Better too loud than too quiet.”

Once everyone had their bells, Bethany pulled out the music sheets she had prepared. “Now, we’re going to start with something simple: Silent Night. It’s a beautiful piece, and it’ll give us a chance to work on timing and coordination.”

She handed out the sheet music, and immediately saw the look of panic spread across several faces. “Don’t worry too much about reading the music,” she said quickly. “We’ll take it one note at a time. All you need to focus on is when your bell comes in. If we all work together, it’ll sound lovely.”

Ethel, a sprightly woman in her seventies with a shock of white hair, raised her hand. “I think I’m going to need a magnifying glass for this music. These notes look like ants marching across the page.”

“I've got you covered,” Bethany said, handing Ethel a larger-print version of the music. “And remember, you’re only responsible for your note.”

Ethel squinted at the paper and then gave Bethany a determined nod. “Alright, I’m game!”

With everyone in place, Bethany raised her hand to signal the start. “Ready? We’re going to go very slowly, just to get a feel for it. And... one, two, three...”

She motioned for the first bell, and Henry dutifully rang his D. The note hung in the air for a split second before a series of completely off-beat dings followed, each from a different part of the room. The sound that emerged was less of a melodic Christmas carol and more of a chaotic clanging.

Bethany winced but kept her smile firmly in place. “All right, all right! Not bad for a first try. Let’s just... slow it down a bit more.”

“Is there a way to slow it down to a complete stop?” Henry asked dryly, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

Bethany laughed. “We’ll get there, I promise. Remember, timing is everything. Let’s try again. One, two, three...”

This time, the bells rang with slightly more coordination, but the tempo was still all over the place. Ethel missed her cue entirely, and Lily, in a moment of panic, rang her bell three times in a row when it was only supposed to be once. Henry’s bell rang out louder than all the others combined, and a young boy named Timmy, bless him, seemed to be on his own schedule altogether.

“Oops!” Lily giggled. “Was that me?”

Bethany took a deep breath, fighting to keep her composure. It was clear this was going to be a long road, but she couldn’t help but feel a sense of fondness for her enthusiastic, if somewhat inept, choir. This was what she’d signed up for, after all: taking a group of amateurs and turning them into a choir that could bring a little Christmas magic to Pinewood.

“All right, everyone,” she said, clapping her hands to get their attention. “Let’s take a quick break. We’ll regroup in a few minutes and try again.”

As the group dispersed, heading for the water cooler or just chatting among themselves, Annie sidled up to Bethany with a grin. “Well, that was something.”

Bethany chuckled, leaning against the table. “It’s a start.”

Annie raised an eyebrow. “If by start, you mean a disaster waiting to happen, then sure.”

Bethany shook her head, laughing. “It’s all part of the process. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither was Pinewood’s hand bell choir.”

Annie grinned. “Well, you’ve got your work cut out for you, but I think you’re the right person for the job. Besides, it’ll be fun watching us all try to figure this out.”

Bethany glanced over at the group, who were now busy discussing which notes they were supposed to be playing and comparing bells. Despite the chaos of the rehearsal, she could already see the potential. With a little time and a lot of patience, they just might pull it off.

“Fun is the key word, isn’t it?” Bethany said with a smile. “As long as we’re enjoying ourselves, that’s what matters.”

Annie nodded. “Exactly. And hey, if we’re a bit off-key come Christmas Eve, I’m sure the audience will be too full of hot chocolate to notice.”

Bethany laughed, feeling her earlier tension slip away. Perhaps it wouldn’t be perfect, but there was something charming about the messiness of it all. They were learning together, and that in itself was a kind of magic.

As she watched the group prepare for the next round of practice, Bethany felt a renewed sense of determination. The road to Pinewood’s first hand bell performance might be a bumpy one, but it would be full of joy, laughter, and a lot of heart. And really, what more could she ask for in a Christmas choir?
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Chapter 4
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Bethany made her way into the school, the crisp chill of Pinewood’s evening air clinging to her cheeks. The building was quiet, save for the faint hum of the heating system and the echo of her footsteps down the empty corridor. 

The bell choir’s second rehearsal was coming up, and she could only hope that today’s attempt might show some improvement.

As she approached the music room, she saw Gabe already there, unlocking the door. His back was turned, the scruffy mop of his hair catching in the fluorescent light from above.

"Hello," Bethany said, her tone light and cheerful, hoping for a flicker of warmth in return.

Gabe grunted in acknowledgment without turning around. The heavy clank of keys and the creak of the door opening was his only reply.

Well, that’s progress, she thought dryly.

Still, there was something about him that intrigued her, despite his brusque demeanor. It wasn’t just his scruffiness or the rough edges he seemed determined to maintain—it was as if he were keeping something bottled up inside, something deeper than his gruff exterior suggested.

“So, are you planning to go to the Christmas Festival?” Bethany asked, motioning to the brightly colored poster on the nearby noticeboard. The cheerful scene depicted a snowy Pinewood square, twinkling lights, and townsfolk sipping hot cocoa.

Gabe paused, glancing briefly at the poster, then back at her. His lips twisted into a smirk. “You mean the one with the endless carols and baked goods that look like they belong in some Christmas ad?”

Bethany raised an eyebrow. “Well, when you put it like that, it sounds lovely.”

He shrugged, stepping aside to let her into the room. “Not really my scene.”

“I take it you’re not much for festivities, then?” Bethany probed, sensing an opportunity to draw him into conversation. “Back in England, we always made such a fuss about Christmas: lights, mince pies, crackers at the dinner table... but it’s a little different here, I imagine.”

“Yeah, well,” Gabe muttered, fiddling with the door handle. “Different doesn’t always mean better.”

Bethany was about to ask more when she heard someone approaching. Annie Nguyen’s upbeat voice interrupted the moment.

“Bethany, You’re as punctual as the Queen,” Annie beamed, her dark bob bouncing as she bounded down the hall. She glanced between Bethany and Gabe, noticing the awkward tension lingering between them.

“I was just asking Gabe if he’s going to the festival,” Bethany said with a smile, though she couldn’t hide the curiosity in her tone.

“Gabe? At the festival? Ha!” Annie giggled. “Good luck getting him out there. Last year, I practically had to drag him to help with the hot cocoa stand.”

Gabe shot her a look, clearly unamused by the jab. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Well, if you change your mind,” Bethany said, “you know where to find me.” She offered him a small smile, but it fell flat when he gave her nothing in return but a grunt.

Annie wasn’t about to let the moment end there, though. “Bethany, you should come with me to the festival! I was going to go with my cousins, but they've all got kids so they’re probably going to drag me to all the children's activities. You’d be a great excuse to get out of those.”

Bethany hesitated, then nodded. “I’d love that. I’ve heard such wonderful things about the festival, and I’d rather not go alone.”

“Perfect! We’ll have a blast,” Annie said enthusiastically.

With that settled, Bethany felt a little more at ease, though something about Gabe’s avoidance gnawed at her. Perhaps she was trying too hard to read into it. After all, not everyone was as cheerful as Annie or as open as the townsfolk who’d welcomed her with warmth.

The second rehearsal was another beast altogether. Bethany watched as her choir struggled through the basics. Mrs. Hudson, one of the elderly participants, kept missing her cue, her bell clanging a half second too late. Timmy, the youngest at nine years old, swung his bell with so much enthusiasm that it practically drowned out everyone else. A middle-aged duo whispered furiously to each other every few minutes, trying to figure out who had the better sense of rhythm. To call it chaotic would be an understatement.

“Alright, everyone!” Bethany clapped her hands together, trying to keep the energy up. “Let’s take it from the top, shall we? Remember, it’s all about listening to each other. hand bells are a team sport, so we need to work together, yes?”

She motioned for them to start again. The result wasn’t much better than the first time. Notes clashed, bells were rung out of order, and Timmy’s enthusiasm continued to reign supreme.

Bethany sighed inwardly, though she kept her outward appearance composed. “That’s alright. We’ll get there. Progress isn’t always immediate.”

Her optimism was met with a mix of relieved chuckles and resigned looks. As the group filed out at the end of rehearsal, murmuring goodbyes, Bethany glanced at the clock. The Christmas Eve performance was still weeks away, but she still wasn’t sure if this motley crew would be ready in time. Though, there was something endearing about their effort, however clumsy. Pinewood’s charm extended even to its hand bell novices.

At least there was the festival to look forward to, Bethany thought, as she packed up the sheet music. 
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Chapter 5
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Bethany stood by the entrance of The Evergreen Inn, bundled up in her warmest scarf and gloves, watching her breath puff in the chilly afternoon air. She tapped her gloved fingers against her arm, glancing around for any sign of Annie. The excitement of the upcoming Pinewood Christmas Festival had her spirits lifted despite the rocky start to her time with the bell choir. 

Today was about fun and exploring the town’s traditions, not worrying about whether Timmy would ever figure out how to ring his bell on time.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Annie’s bright voice calling out, “Bethany! Over here!”

Bethany turned to see Annie approaching, her dark bob peeking out from under a knitted hat decorated with tiny pom-poms. She waved enthusiastically, her grin as bright as the fairy lights already starting to twinkle across Pinewood’s main street.

“Are you ready for the festival of a lifetime?” Annie asked as she reached Bethany, linking arms with her.

“Absolutely,” Bethany replied with a smile, though she felt a flutter of nervousness. Pinewood had already proved to be a far cry from anything she’d experienced, and she wasn’t entirely sure what to expect from the festival.

Together, they walked toward Main Street, which had been transformed into a pedestrian zone for the event. Vendors lined the sidewalks with wooden stalls adorned with wreaths and garlands. Colorful banners hung from lampposts, gently swaying in the breeze. Bethany breathed in deeply, catching the scents of cinnamon, roasted chestnuts, and freshly baked cookies mingling in the crisp air.

“This is so charming,” Bethany said, eyes wide as they passed a stall selling hand-knit scarves and mittens. “I haven’t seen anything like this since... well, ever.”

“Isn’t it great? Pinewood goes all out for Christmas,” Annie said, leading her down the street. “They even bring in reindeer! I’ll show you where Santa’s grotto is set up later.”

Bethany let herself be pulled along, trying to take everything in. The warm glow of Christmas lights wrapped around the trees, children in brightly colored coats chasing each other around the stalls, and the laughter and chatter of people mingling together. It was all so idyllic, like something out of a storybook.

Just ahead, the town square came into view, dominated by the large gazebo where a group of carolers was finishing up a lively rendition of Deck the Halls. Bethany felt her excitement build, and she started to chat with Annie when she suddenly noticed a familiar figure leaning casually against the side of the gazebo, arms crossed.

Gabe.

Her heart skipped a beat, and she glanced at Annie, who had the most innocent smile on her face.

“Annie,” Bethany began slowly. “What is Gabe doing here?”

Annie's smile widened. “Oh, didn’t I mention? I may have invited him to join us.”

Bethany felt her cheeks flush. “I see. And does Gabe know this was supposed to be a cozy little outing for two?”

Annie gave a mischievous wink. “C’mon, he’s not as bad as he seems. Plus, he could use a little holiday cheer, don’t you think?”

Bethany wasn’t sure what to think. Part of her wanted to turn around and walk in the opposite direction, but there was another part, a deeper part, that was glad Gabe had shown up. Even if he looked like he’d rather be anywhere else.

As they reached the gazebo, Gabe pushed off from where he’d been standing and gave Annie a nod. His eyes landed on Bethany, and for a brief moment, she thought she saw a flicker of something—amusement, maybe?—but then it was gone, replaced by his usual gruffness.

“You’re here,” Bethany said, trying to sound casual, though her tone was a bit more surprised than she intended.

“Seems that way,” Gabe replied, shoving his hands into his coat pockets. “Got roped into it, somehow.”

Bethany shot a look at Annie, who only grinned wider.

“Well, I’m glad you came,” Bethany said, trying to smooth over the awkwardness. “There’s a lot to see.”

Gabe shrugged. “Figured I’d check it out.”

Annie, sensing the tension, clapped her hands together. “Right! Let’s start with the market stalls. They have the best hot chocolate over there by the bakery stand.”

They wandered from stall to stall, stopping to admire handmade ornaments, carved wooden toys, and jars of homemade preserves. Bethany couldn’t help but be enchanted by the quaintness of it all. It was a far cry from the holiday chaos of New York, where Christmas markets were crammed with tourists and the hustle of the city never let up. 

Pinewood was a place where you could slow down, where people greeted each other by name, and the air was filled with the sound of jingle bells and laughter rather than the honking of car horns.

Annie ordered them hot chocolates, complete with whipped cream and peppermint sprinkles. Bethany took a sip and smiled. It was perfect: rich, creamy, and warming her from the inside out.

“Isn’t this amazing?” Annie asked, her eyes twinkling as she looked around. “I never miss the festival. It’s one of my favorite things about Pinewood.”

“It’s wonderful,” Bethany agreed, feeling herself relax as they continued through the square. “I can see why it’s such an event here.”

“Yeah, it’s alright,” Gabe chimed in, taking a sip from his own cup. “Though I’ll pass on the reindeer this year.”

Bethany couldn’t help but laugh. “Not a fan of reindeer?”

“Let’s just say I had a bad experience when I was a kid. Santa’s sleigh got a little too real.”

Annie rolled her eyes. “That’s just code for ‘I didn’t want to take the photo with Santa.’”

As they strolled past Santa’s grotto, Bethany caught sight of a professional bell choir setting up in the gazebo. Their pristine white gloves and polished silver bells gleamed, and Bethany’s stomach gave a nervous flip.

“You mentioned this bell choir performs at the festival every year?” she asked Annie, already knowing the answer but feeling a sudden rush of pressure.

“Yep,” Annie replied. “Everyone in town loves them. They’re so polished. Miriam said that’s why the town council hired you: to teach us how to do it ourselves.”

Bethany nodded, her nerves bubbling up again. This wasn’t just a fun project. The whole town had expectations, and after seeing the professional choir, she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to bring her ragtag group of locals up to that standard.

“They’re good,” Gabe said, glancing at the group in the gazebo, his expression unreadable.

Bethany swallowed. “They are.”

“Think you’ll get your troupe up to snuff by Christmas Eve?” Gabe’s voice held a note of sarcasm, but there was something else too, something that felt almost like a challenge.

Bethany smiled, though it was a bit forced. “I shall do my best.”

Miriam suddenly appeared at Bethany’s side, her bright voice cutting through the air. “Oh, there you are! Enjoying the festival?”

“It’s wonderful,” Bethany replied.

Miriam nodded, then motioned to the bell choir, who had begun their first song. “Every year, people hear them and ask, ‘Why don’t we have our own bell choir?’ That’s why we brought you here. We’re counting on you.”

Bethany felt the weight of that expectation settle on her shoulders. She took a deep breath, her gaze drifting back to Gabe, who was watching her with those dark, unreadable eyes.
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Chapter 6
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Bethany stood awkwardly in the square, her gaze still fixed on the professional bell choir as they moved seamlessly through their performance. Their bells rang out perfectly, harmonious and steady. They were, in every sense, flawless. It made her stomach tighten. Could she really get the residents of Pinewood to that level of precision?

Before Bethany could dwell too long on her worries, Annie let out a squeal.

“Oh, there’s my cousins!” she exclaimed, waving wildly across the square. “I have to go say hi and check in with the kids. You don’t mind, do you?”

Bethany blinked, surprised by the sudden shift. “No, of course not. Go ahead.”

Annie grinned, already inching toward her family, who had gathered by one of the food stalls. “I’ll catch up with you later, okay? Maybe we’ll run into each other again before the night’s over.”

With a quick hug, Annie dashed off, leaving Bethany standing next to Gabe in the square. The crowd bustled around them, the warmth and cheer of the festival swirling in the air. It was festive, beautiful, and utterly awkward. 

Bethany stole a glance at Gabe, wondering if he was about to take his cue and disappear as well.

But he didn’t move.

“Well,” Bethany said, a little unsure of how to proceed. “Looks like it’s just the two of us now.”

Gabe raised an eyebrow, his lips curling into a slight smirk. “Guess so.”

For a moment, they stood there, watching the crowds pass by. The lights overhead twinkled in the growing twilight, and the air smelled of roasted chestnuts. Despite the awkwardness, Bethany couldn’t help but feel a tinge of excitement. Being here at the festival, surrounded by the warmth and spirit of Christmas, it was hard not to get caught up in it all. Even if she was now alone with the grumpiest man in Pinewood.

“So,” Gabe said, breaking the silence, “you want to check out the rest of the festival? Or do you need to get back to your inn?”

Bethany shook her head. “I’d love to see more. It’s such a beautiful event.”

Gabe shrugged. “Alright, lead the way.”

Bethany smiled, glad he hadn’t decided to make a quick exit. They wandered away from the gazebo, weaving through the festive crowd as they passed more market stalls and food trucks. The energy of the festival was infectious, with children darting about excitedly, people laughing and chatting, and Christmas music playing in the background. It was everything Bethany had imagined a small-town Christmas festival would be.

As they strolled down Main Street, they passed another stall selling knitted hats and scarves. An older woman behind the counter smiled warmly at them.

“Would you like to try one on, dear?” she asked Bethany, holding up a bright red scarf. “This would look lovely with your coat.”

Bethany smiled. “It’s beautiful, but I think I’ll just browse for now.”

“Suit yourself,” the woman said with a wink. “But don’t wait too long. These go fast.”

Bethany laughed, moving on with Gabe in tow. “This festival,” she started, her voice taking on a more nostalgic tone, “reminds me so much of the village I grew up in, back in England.”

That got Gabe’s attention. He turned toward her, an eyebrow raised. “Yeah? I figured you were from some big city over there, like London, I guess.”

“Oh no,” Bethany laughed softly. “Quite the opposite. I grew up in a small village in the Cotswolds. Tiny, charming—quaint, as they say. We had festivals like this, though not quite so festive as Pinewood. Mostly, they were for harvest or spring celebrations. But the atmosphere, the community spirit, it’s very similar.”

Gabe nodded, seemingly more interested now. “If you loved it so much, why’d you leave?”

Bethany hesitated for a second, the question a little more personal than she’d expected. She wasn’t sure how to explain it without sounding either naive or foolish, but Gabe’s expression was curious, not mocking, so she decided to be halfway honest.

“I grew up watching American movies,” she said, a wistful smile playing at her lips. “The adventure, the music, the lights—everything seemed bigger, bolder. I figured, as a musician, my chances for greatness would be better in the United States. Specifically, in New York. It seemed like the place where dreams came true.”

Gabe’s gaze fixed on her, and for a moment, Bethany thought she saw a flicker of understanding behind his eyes. “New York, huh?” he said, his voice lower. “Bet that was a shock.”

She chuckled softly. “You have no idea. I didn’t realize how competitive it would be. I mean, of course, I expected it, but I wasn’t prepared for how relentless it all felt. It wasn’t the dream I imagined, but...” She paused, feeling the weight of her admission. “I’ve learned a lot.”

Gabe was quiet for a beat, as if digesting her words. Then, in a lighter tone, he said, “So you came to Pinewood to get a break from all that chaos?”

“Something like that.” She smiled, feeling a warmth spread inside her. “Pinewood’s been a breath of fresh air. I’m still adjusting to how different it is, but in a good way. It reminds me of home.”

Gabe seemed to mull that over before his usual sarcastic edge crept back into his voice. “Guess it’s better than New York in some ways, huh?”

Bethany grinned. “In more ways than I expected.”

They walked in silence for a moment. 

As they reached the next booth, Bethany’s eyes lit up at the sight of homemade marshmallows. “Oh, look at this!” she exclaimed. “I've never seen artisanal marshmallows. We simply must try them.”

Gabe’s lips quirked into something resembling a smile. “You sure? All that sugar won't melt your brain?”

Bethany nodded enthusiastically. “I don't mind if it does.”

They approached the stall, where a woman with a shy smile offered them a sample. “Peppermint mocha marshmallows,” she said, handing over a couple of treat samples. Bethany accepted hers with delight, her eyes brightening as she bit into the soft, sweet confection.

“Oh, this is incredible,” she declared, her voice muffled by the marshmallow.

Gabe took a bite of his and nodded in approval. “Not bad.”

Bethany laughed. “You’re not much for enthusiasm, are you?”

He shrugged, but there was a hint of playfulness in his expression. “It’s a marshmallow. What do you want me to say?”

“Fair enough,” she replied, still smiling as she finished her treat.

The peppermint mocha flavor lingered on her tongue as they wandered further into the festival, the festive music blending with the sound of laughter and chatter around them. It was an idyllic scene, the kind that felt straight out of one of the holiday films Bethany had adored as a child. The gentle glow of twinkling lights illuminated the town square, and every corner seemed to offer something charming and cheerful.

They continued down the street, passing more stalls and food vendors. As they walked, they came across a large group of children waiting eagerly in line to see Santa Claus, their little faces glowing with excitement. Gabe seemed to steer them away from the nearby reindeer pen, his steps quickening as soon as they got close.

“Ah yes, you're not a fan of reindeer,” Bethany teased, noticing his deliberate avoidance.

Gabe grunted. “I don’t trust ‘em. They look too shifty, with those antlers.”

Bethany chuckled, shaking her head. “I’m sure Saint Nick has them well-trained.”

“Sure,” Gabe muttered. “That’s what they want you to think.”

Their attention shifted back to the kids in line. A boy of about eight clambered up onto Santa’s knee, rattling off his long list of Christmas wishes. The child’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Bethany couldn’t help but smile.

“What do you think you would’ve asked for at that age?” she asked Gabe, turning to look at him.

He seemed to consider for a moment, his gaze fixed on the scene. “Probably a drum set,” he said, his voice thoughtful. “I was obsessed with drums back then. Drove my parents nuts, banging on anything I could get my hands on.”

Bethany smiled, imagining a young Gabe causing a ruckus. “A drum set,” she repeated. “I had no idea you were interested in music. Why not join my bell choir?”

He glanced at her. “What about you? What would you have asked for?”

Bethany grinned, letting the memory wash over her. “A pony. Definitely a pony.”

“A pony?” Gabe raised an eyebrow, an amused smile playing at his lips.

“I was a proper little English girl. It’s practically a rite of passage,” she said with a laugh. “I was always begging my parents, but the best they ever managed was letting me ride a
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