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CHAPTER ONE




The Christmas Miracle




It was the first of December, and Heathley Park and Gardens was almost unrecognisable under the heavy coating of glitter. 

Lydia had been put in charge of transforming the gardens and some of the parkland into a magical winter wonderland, fit to draw in the crowds during December. When there had been only a week left before the garden opened for the Christmas season, and they’d been nowhere near ready, she’d panic-bought glitter in bulk. It had been a last ditch attempt to make a significant transformation fast. In the end, all the staff at Heathley had pitched in and her plans had come to fruition. The glitter hadn’t strictly been necessary but by then it had been too late. The damage had been done and Lydia didn’t think there was a single spray can of the stuff remaining. 

She tried to pretend not to notice Scott frowning at the yew tree near to the entrance of the gardeners’ compound. It was more silver and sparkly than green. 

“This is all going to come off right? After a couple of showers of rain?” He asked.

“Oh yes, absolutely,” Lydia said confidently, having no idea if rain would have any effect at all on the glitter plague. She’d been in such a flat spin when she’d made the panic purchase, she hadn’t checked whether or not it was biodegradable… or permanent. Oh well, she was sure she’d find a can later and would be able to find out how you got rid of the stuff. 

“You ready for the grand opening?” Scott asked when they walked up towards reception. 

It was the beginning of the festive month and the park and gardens had been closed for a week in order to get everything ready. Today was the day they reopened to the public and unveiled the all new, highly sparkly, Heathley. Lydia was a little bit worried that there may be backlash from the garden traditionalists. Not to mention the countless rare trees that were currently inch thick in glitter. Oh God, I hope they don’t up and die! She thought and tried to push the panic to the back of her mind. 

“What if no one comes and winter is just as devoid of visitors as usual?” She said, voicing one of her other worries. She had a lot of them at the moment. 

Scott shrugged. “Then we can all go back to working as normal and have a nice quiet Christmas together. Hopefully then the garden manager will stop trying to turn this place into a theme park.” 

Lydia was definitely talking to the wrong person about her worries. On the flipside, she didn’t mind the thought of a quiet Christmas. Things at Heathley had been becoming progressively more manic. 

“Have you packed yet?” Scott asked in an undertone, flashing her a secret grin. 

“No! Give me a break. We only decided we were going to live together yesterday.” She batted him playfully and he gave her a disbelieving look. “Okay, fine. I may have already put some things into boxes.” 

All of her things. 

She’d done it all last night when she’d still been caught between dancing on the ceiling and falling to the floor with the nervy shakes. Packing had been the only way to get her through that mood. 

“I’ll drive by after work and help you to take it all over, if you like?” Scott offered.

“Nah, it’s okay. I think it will all fit in one car. I don’t really have that much stuff, like pots and pans or anything. I’ve never even thought about that before. Do I need to get some?” She bit her fingernails, reminded that she really knew nothing about being a proper grown up. What was she doing? She still hardly knew Scott and they were going to be living together as soon as tomorrow! 

Scott glanced around and then took her hand away from her mouth, enclosing it in his own. “I’m going to come round yours after work anyway so we can do this together. Plus, I’m getting the feeling that if I leave you alone for long enough, you’ll change your mind and keep driving until you reach Timbuktu.” 

He had a point.

The pair of gardeners passed a good number of early visitors as they walked up towards reception, but the sight of the garden manager with his hands on his hips instantly made Lydia’s nerves flare up again. 

“Morning George, you wanted to see us?” Scott said, referring to the radio call they’d received. The garden manager nodded thoughtfully, his eyes fixed on the Christmas activities tent that already had a few families inside, starting their wreath making workshop. That had been one of the few garden traditions he’d allowed them to keep. 

He sighed loudly and Lydia wondered what could have possibly gone wrong already. Had someone impaled themselves on a wire reindeer, or choked on the glitter? 

“This needs to be… more,” George said simply.

Lydia exchanged a look with Scott.

“More?” They queried. 

The garden manager nodded. “Make no mistake, this all looks great. I could never have imagined such a visual transformation and the ideas for activities have all been very good, but I think we need to really ramp it up. We want families to spend the day here - not just the morning. We want them to spend more money and come to Heathley instead of the other local attractions. We need to be THE Christmas destination this year.” 

Lydia threw Scott another nervous glance. Wasn’t it a bit late for him to be saying all of this now? 

“So, what do you think we should do?” She asked, unsure what George wanted them to say. Perhaps some extra glitter would be just the thing. 

The garden manager rubbed his hands together. “Don’t worry yourselves about it, it’s already done. I’ve hired a top marketing team to turn the gardens around in record time. In the next week or so, there will be some very big changes going on in and I want you to be on board with them. I’m encouraging the Christmas team to share their ideas with you so that everything can be implemented as quickly and as smoothly as possible. It’s a big move for us, but I’m hoping it will pay off. Heathley is going to be added to the Christmas map!” 

He looked pointedly at his gold-plated wristwatch and nodded politely to the gardeners before marching off to take care of some other pressing garden business. 

“Oh boy, I think Christmas has really got to him. This is crazy,” Lydia said, knowing that Scott was probably going to have a meltdown at any moment.

This was a terrible thing to happen as far as he was concerned. Not only were the gardening traditions of Heathley being torn up by their roots, he would also be handing over control to a team of outsiders who knew nothing about the gardens.

“I don’t know if I can deal with this,” Scott said and walked off down a path leading into the gardens. 

Lydia let him go. Even she was feeling rather put out by the garden manager’s sudden revelation. The whole team at Heathley had spent the week putting everything they had into the Christmas garden transformation and now George was getting outside help in. Despite what he’d said about just wanting to ramp things up a notch, Lydia felt like they’d failed.

“I don’t know why he didn’t just get the crack team of Christmas marketers to come in at the start,” she muttered, but knew the answer. The garden manager had been cutting costs as usual, but now it seemed he was ready to gamble. Lydia was worried that it wasn’t just money he was gambling with but also the reputation of the park and gardens. 

The radio on her belt crackled into life and she heard Matt’s disembodied voice. 

“Not wanting to alarm anyone, but I just saw Scott get in his car and drive away. Is he picking something up or…?” 

Lydia shut her eyes. So much for this being a stress free moving in day! 

She walked into the tent full of Christmas trees and breathed in the smell of fresh pine. The wreaths made by the public were starting to take shape and she walked around, handing out compliments. Seeing the gardens’ plants used in such a productive way just reminded her of how far they were deviating from the norm in other areas. She only hoped that the Christmas team took the message of Heathley to heart. 

 She exited the tent and was almost engulfed by a giant inflatable snowman that four girls were walking along the path. They were all wearing black polo shirts with ‘The Christmas Miracle’ embroidered on the chest in silver writing. Dread washed over her as she realised that the group the garden manager had hired apparently specialised in Christmas transformations. 

Lydia looked up at the abominable white inflatable. She didn’t think the gardens were going to play any part in their idea of a Christmas miracle.


CHAPTER TWO




Stay Classy!




Lydia looked around at the small but pleasantly decorated bedroom that she’d just finished filling with her stuff. Scott hadn’t returned to the gardens all day and she’d only seen him when he’d turned up at her house after work, ready to take her and her things to his house. She’d waited for him to rant about what a mess the garden manager was making of things but he hadn’t mentioned the gardens at all. He hadn’t explained where he’d been either. Instead they’d just chatted about who was going to cook dinner and Scott’s house rules (there were few of these). 

    The topic of the Christmas disaster hovered over them, but they’d been able to enjoy their first evening together without it rearing its ugly head. However, when Lydia had woken up in Scott’s arms that morning, it had been the first thing she’d thought of.

 She patted down the duvet of the small single bed, wondering if she’d be sleeping here or sharing with Scott every night. They’d agreed that she should take the spare room to take some of the pressure away. Last night had been the first time they’d actually stayed in a bed together. While it was less thrilling than rolling around beneath a rhododendron, Lydia privately delighted in the normality of actually being in bed with the man she was crazy about. She’d woken up early and wondered at how beautiful he looked when he was sleeping and his tanned, handsome face wasn’t lined with the usual stresses of work. 

 “It feels like I’m here on holiday,” she said aloud to the empty room, knowing that the reality of living here hadn’t sunk in yet. 

She glanced in the mirror at her makeup-free face and reflected that she was lucky Scott had already seen her like this several times, and still hadn’t run away. Getting up early to travel to work from her parents’ house had meant that her image had often suffered. Working as a gardener wasn’t exactly a catwalk experience. 

 “You’re up already?” Scott appeared in the doorway, dressed only in his boxers. 

Lydia felt her heart jump the way it always did when she got a look at his amazing body. She wished she was deeper than that, but the sight of his strong abs and the trail of blonde hair leading downwards always made her feel like a schoolgirl with a crush. 

 “Yeah, I guess I’m still in the habit of getting up early because of where I used to live.” That felt strange to say. She ran a hand through her hair and tried to look at his face. It was very difficult. 

 Scott smirked. “Am I distracting you?” 

“No. Not at all. I was just going to get showered and ready for work actually.” Lydia tried to breeze past him out of the room but his strong arms caught her around the waist and turned her around. She smiled up at him and then they were kissing, making out with all the abandon of two teenagers in love. 

 They pulled away and Scott grinned at her. “Shower together to save water?” 

 Lydia didn’t think they actually ended up saving all that much water, as the resulting shower definitely lasted more than double the time it would have taken to shower alone. Oh well, we can worry about saving the environment another day, she thought with a satisfied smile. 

 “So… work today,” she said when they were both sat at the kitchen table. Scott was a fan of toast, Lydia noted. They were going to be learning a lot about each other in a short space of time. 

Scott paused between bites of marmalade laden bread and frowned. “Don’t remind me.” 

  Lydia sighed and wrapped her hands around her coffee mug. “I know it isn’t looking good, but we’ve got to get in there and meet this crazy Christmas team or we’ll never get a say. We have to go in hard and try to do some damage control.” 

Scott’s frown deepened. “It really is that bad then?” 

Lydia faltered. Scott driving off yesterday had meant he’d missed the parade of Christmas inflatables that were now lined up, looking terribly out of place, next to the tastefully decorated pine trees with their gold mesh wrapping. So much for a classy Christmas! 

 “It’s pretty bad,” she finally admitted. “We didn’t even get to meet any of the mysterious Christmas marketing team yesterday because they were so busy shifting their stuff into the gardens.” She shook her head. “Hopefully once we’ve met them, we can all get on the same page and it might not seem so bad. At least it’s only for December, right?” She added, trying to soothe both of them. 

 Scott shook his head. “I don’t know. This all just seems to be building. If this Christmas madness makes the gardens lots of money you can guarantee it’ll be done again, only bigger, and more times during the year for other occasions. This all began because of the boating lake.” 

They both thought back to the summer and had visions of the public queuing around the gardens for the chance to row across the middle lake. Looking back, it didn’t seem like such a big deal compared with what they were currently going through. But that was Scott’s point exactly. 

“This has gone too far,” he concluded, thinking along the same lines. 

Lydia reached out and covered his hand. “I know, but we’ve got to ride it out and hope that George realises the truth when it all goes wrong. I don’t think giant inflatable snowmen are what the garden needs either, but we’ve just got to let it happen, I think. Then things will be more toned down in the future. We’ll get the gardens back by the spring.” 

Scott nodded and then choked on his mouthful of toast and marmalade.

 “Giant inflatable… what?!”




***




“It’s a bloody theme park!” Scott hissed.

They’d walked up to work and he’d marched off to tour the gardens. As well as the giant festive inflatables, several other ornaments had materialised during the last twenty four hours. 

Lydia frowned at a plastic reindeer that was glowing in the tackiest way possible. She’d worked so hard to avoid this kind of thing! Even the glitter explosion hadn’t rivalled how dreadfully cheap and nasty these additions to the gardens were. 

They both looked at the flashing reindeer in horrified silence.

 “Okay, I think there are limits to us just riding this out. Time for a trip to the garden manager’s office?” Lydia asked.

Scott nodded in grim silence, too disgusted to even speak. 

George Noakes opened the door to his office just as Scott was about to knock. “Ah, just the people I wanted to see! Come in and meet the Christmas team.” 

Lydia didn’t have to look at Scott to know that they were both steeling themselves for coming face to face with the opposition. 

 Although Lydia had seen various people wearing polo shirts coming and going the previous day, she hadn’t noticed anyone that looked like a leader. She was keen to meet them. A girl and a guy were sat in front of George’s desk. Both turned to face them when they walked into the room. 

The man was in his late twenties and was wearing a shirt with a silver bow tie. While that was a definite distraction, Lydia’s attention was immediately taken by the woman who was around twenty five with long, straight dark hair, bronze skin and green eyes. Lydia wondered why she wasn’t strutting down a catwalk in Milan. 

 “Scott and Lydia, meet Caleb and Katrina. Caleb is the director of The Christmas Miracle and Katrina is his head of creative,” George announced.

Both visitors flashed megawatt whitened smiles that Lydia snidely thought must be part of the company’s private health package. It was probably a requirement to go with the glitzy uniforms and the plastic ornaments.

 “It’s great to meet the people behind the gardens. You have a wonderful place here,” Caleb said, standing up and shaking their hands. 

Lydia and Scott regarded his side parted, slicked down hair and salon shaped eyebrows doubtfully. 

 “I can’t wait to show you all of the ideas I’ve got for this place. You have so much potential,” Katrina said, briefly shaking Lydia’s hand. She lingered and made eye contact with Scott when she said the word ‘potential’. Lydia tried to not instantly hate her.

 “Yes, we actually came to talk to George about what’s happening in the gardens.” Lydia turned to the garden manager, effectively shutting out the Christmas people. “There may be some differences of opinion on the matter, but don’t you think that plastic flashing reindeer are just a bit cheap and tacky?” 

The garden manager looked over the rim of his spectacles and Lydia thought she may have succeeded in surprising him with her outspoken behaviour.

Scott had an impressed look on his face.

 Caleb cleared his throat. “Well, yesterday we were just unloading a lot of the props we use and seeing how they work in the context of the gardens. A lot of that won’t be chosen and you’re going to see a lot of changes in the next week or so. But it’s great to get feedback from someone who knows the inner workings of the gardens,” he answered in a dry voice.

Lydia thought it carried a dose of sarcasm, although it was exceedingly well hidden. 

Katrina wasn’t as good at concealing her opinions. “Before we arrived, this place was about as festive as a doormat. When we’re finished, you’ll hardly recognise the gardens,” she promised, obviously thinking this would be a pleasing thing to say. 

The garden manager pushed his spectacles back up his nose and then clapped his hands for attention. “Glad to see that everyone is on the same page. I’m sure we should all get back to work now, seeing how much there is to be done in order to make this Christmas venture successful…” 

Lydia had opened her mouth to tell Katrina that she was confusing ‘festive’ with ‘tasteless and tacky’ but Scott clamped his hand on the back of her arm to get her to stay quiet. 

“Perhaps the flashing reindeer are a bit much,” the garden manager said to the Christmas team leaders. Lydia thought he meant it to be a reward for her not kicking off about Katrina’s careless comment. 

 She had planned on bottling everything up and only ranting when they reached the gardeners’ compound, but by the time she and Scott had walked across the car park, she was no longer running hot with anger. He shot her a sideways look when they walked through the gates, obviously expecting her to explode.

 “I don’t think much of their level of taste and understanding of what’s right for the gardens,” was all she said. 

Scott looked nervous for a moment but then nodded his agreement. “I suppose we’ll just have to keep going to the garden manager about it all.” He shook his head. “It’s all just gone so far from what I wanted things to be like when I started work here. Does it seem to you like our influence over the garden is being stripped away, bit by bit?” 

 “Tell me about it. I’m still not over the fact that George has allowed someone like Katrina to be in charge of the creative side of things! What we did to the gardens was perfect and it had class. Now I dread to think what’s going to happen,” she said. 

Scott half shrugged. “Maybe they saw all the glitter and thought it was a green light that anything goes.” 

 “You need to get over the glitter,” Lydia told him and then glanced at her phone screen and saw that somehow it was coffee time already. 

The garden gate creaked and they both looked up and discovered the black shirted hoard of Christmas people had just invaded the compound. Matt and Alex materialised out of the gardeners’ mess hut. They goggled at the loudly chatting group which - with the exception of Caleb - consisted entirely of girls.

 “Christmas has come early!” Alex said, running his fingers through his ginger moustache. 

Lydia looked sideways at Scott and followed his line of sight straight to Katrina who was returning the look with all the smoulder she could muster.

Lydia told herself to not be so sensitive. You couldn’t get mad at someone for just appreciating that another person was attractive. After all, even she’d thought that the tacky head of creative wouldn’t look out of place on a catwalk. He’s living with you, he loves you, she repeated in her head and made sure she smiled at him when he turned back round. 

 “After our little meeting this morning, George thought it would be best for everyone if we set up the base of our operations here so that we can work directly with each other,” Caleb said. He looked around at the piles of junk and compost with obvious displeasure. Lydia thought he was rather more used to plush office surroundings. 

 “I can’t wait to see the ideas your head of creative comes up with,” Lydia said in as level a voice as possible. 

Caleb’s eyes may have narrowed for a fraction of a second, but he took her words at face value. “Yeah, she’s really something is Katrina. Not that what’s already been done here is bad. I did like the whole ice land type thing you’ve got going on in the woods, although the twig animals confused me a bit.” He frowned.

Lydia’s jaw dropped open. “It’s ‘The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe’? You know… Narnia?” 

 “Wasn’t there a film…?” 

Lydia clenched her teeth together and tried very hard to let it go. 

“Wait a moment. You’re not changing that, are you?” She asked.

 “Well, of course. It’s what we’ve been hired to do! You want a Christmas miracle and you’re going to get it,” he said and flounced off. 

Lydia turned to Scott and found she didn’t even have the words to express how she was feeling.
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