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RUBY

The first sign that my day is about to implode arrives at 7:42 a.m. in the form of a campus-wide email from Dean Whitmore’s office, subject line: URGENT – Christmas Festival Budget Review.

I read it three times while standing in line at Bean & Bough, the coffee shop on College Street that has approximately four square feet of standing room and a line that stretches out the door every morning from October through April. The email uses the word “streamline” four times and the phrase “fiscal responsibility” six. Not once does it use the word “cancel,” but I’ve been doing this long enough to know that’s what it means.

“What’s wrong?” Nadia asks from behind me, her breath fogging the air between us. She’s bundled in a puffer coat the color of a ripe plum, a knitted headband with tiny felt reindeer pulling at her dark curls. “You look like someone just told you Santa isn’t real.”

“Worse.” I hand her my phone. “They’re talking about cutting the festival budget again.”

Nadia scans the email, her expression shifting from curious to murderous in the span of three seconds. “They can’t. The festival is—”

“I know what it is.” I take my phone back and shove it into my coat pocket, because if I look at it any longer I might throw it into the snowbank. “It’s the only thing that keeps the youth hockey program afloat. It’s the only reason half the town shows up to campus in December. It’s—”

“Ruby.” Nadia’s hand lands on my arm. “Breathe.”

I breathe. It comes out shaky and cold.

The line moves forward. The barista, a sophomore with blue hair and a perpetual look of existential exhaustion, takes my order—large dark roast, two sugars, no room for anything that might dilute the caffeine delivery system—and I pay with the exact change I’ve been saving in my coat pocket for the past week because my bank account is currently in what I like to call the “aggressive optimism” phase. As in, I’m aggressively optimistic that my student loans won’t come due before I graduate.

“Okay,” Nadia says once we’re both holding our coffees, standing in the narrow walkway between the counter and the door while other customers squeeze past us with muttered apologies. “Tell me the actual number.”

“Twenty-two percent.”

“Twenty-two percent.” She repeats it like it’s a curse word. “They’re cutting twenty-two percent of your budget?”

“They’re proposing to cut twenty-two percent of my budget.” I take a sip of my coffee. It scalds my tongue, but I don’t care. The pain is grounding. “The meeting is tomorrow. I have to present a revised plan by Friday. And if I can’t find a way to make up the difference—”

I don’t finish. I don’t have to.

The Westbridge University Christmas Festival isn’t just a campus tradition. It’s a community institution. For forty-seven years, the festival has transformed the quad into a winter wonderland of lights and market stalls and hot cocoa and sleigh rides. It’s brought together students, alumni, faculty, and half the town of Westbridge. It’s raised money for the local youth hockey program—the same program that gave scholarships to kids who couldn’t afford equipment, the same program that produced three NHL players in the past decade, the same program that meant everything to my little brother before he—

I stop that thought before it can go anywhere painful.

The point is, the festival matters. It matters to the community, it matters to the kids, and it matters to me. I’ve been volunteering for it since I was a freshman, took over as student coordinator my junior year, and have spent the past twelve months planning this year’s event with the kind of obsessive attention to detail that my therapist says is “a coping mechanism, but not the worst one.”

And now the university wants to gut it.

“I hate them,” Nadia announces. “I hate them all. Dean Whitmore and his stupid spreadsheets and his stupid—”

“He’s not the enemy.” I know this because I’ve spent the past year learning exactly how university politics work. “He’s just the messenger. The real problem is the endowment. They lost two major donors last quarter, and the festival is—”

“An easy target. I know.” Nadia sighs, then reaches out to straighten the collar of my coat, a small, maternal gesture that makes me feel both loved and slightly fussed over. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to fix it.” The words come out more confident than I feel. “I’m going to find new sponsors, I’m going to tighten the budget without sacrificing anything essential, and I’m going to prove that this festival is worth every penny they’ve ever spent on it.”

“And if you can’t?”

I don’t have an answer for that. I don’t let myself have an answer for that. Because Ruby Hayes doesn’t fail. Ruby Hayes doesn’t let people down. Ruby Hayes—

“Hey.” Nadia bumps my shoulder with hers. “Whatever happens, I’m with you. We’re all with you. The entire festival committee is behind you, one hundred percent.”

I manage a smile. “Even the freshman who keeps suggesting we add a real reindeer petting zoo?”

“Especially her. She’s already started a petition.”

Of course she has. I make a mental note to check the petition’s circulation before it becomes a liability. The last thing I need is a reindeer-related scandal on top of everything else.

We step out of the coffee shop and into the cold. The air hits my face like a slap, sharp and bracing, carrying the faint scent of woodsmoke from someone’s chimney. Snow fell overnight, just a dusting, enough to turn the campus into something out of a postcard. The old brick buildings with their frosted windows, the bare trees with their branches etched in white, the lampposts wrapped in garlands that sparkle under the morning sun.

It’s beautiful. It’s always beautiful here in December.

It’s also freezing, and my coat is three years old with a broken zipper that I’ve been meaning to fix since October. I pull it tighter around myself and try not to think about the fact that my toes went numb somewhere around the second block.

“Don’t you have a meeting with the Dean this morning?” Nadia asks.

“Nine o’clock.”

“And what time is it now?”

I check my phone. 7:58.

“Okay. So I have an hour to figure out how to save Christmas before I even talk to the man who wants to cancel it. No pressure.”

Nadia laughs, the sound bright and warm in the cold air. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

She says it like it’s a fact, not a hope. Like my ability to solve impossible problems is as reliable as sunrise, as predictable as the first snowfall. I wish I shared her confidence. I wish I could believe that I’m as capable as everyone seems to think I am.

But I’ve learned that most people see what they want to see. They see the girl who always has a plan, who always has a smile, who always knows the answer. They don’t see the girl who spends her nights staring at the ceiling, wondering if this is the time she finally fails. They don’t see the girl who’s so terrified of letting anyone down that she’s forgotten how to ask for help.

The girl who’s been handling everything alone for so long that she’s not sure she’d know how to stop.

“I’ll see you at the committee meeting,” I tell Nadia. “Three o’clock. Don’t be late.”

“I’m never late. I’m just fashionably—”

“Late. You’re fashionably late. I know.” I squeeze her hand, then head off toward the administration building, my boots crunching through the snow.

The thing about Westbridge University is that it’s built on a hill. Everything is uphill. The administration building is at the very top, a grand old structure of red brick and white columns that looks like it belongs in a movie about ivy-covered college life. I’ve made this walk hundreds of times, but I don’t think I’ve ever done it in December without cursing whoever decided that this particular hill was the ideal spot for higher learning.

By the time I reach the top, I’m breathless and my legs are burning, but I’m also seven minutes early. Which means I have exactly seven minutes to stand in the hallway and practice my pitch before facing the Dean.

I find a quiet corner near a window overlooking the quad and pull out my notebook. The pages are covered in notes, budgets, schedules, contingency plans. I’ve been working on this presentation for weeks, but it still feels incomplete. I still feel like there’s something I’m missing.

Think, Ruby. What would make the university reconsider?

The festival brings in revenue. Not enough to cover its costs, but enough to matter. The festival generates goodwill. Alumni who come back for the festival are more likely to donate. The festival supports the youth hockey program, which has become a point of pride for the university.

But none of that will matter if the numbers don’t add up. And right now, the numbers are bad. Really bad.

“What if I could find a major sponsor?” I mutter to myself, my breath fogging the window. “Someone who would cover the gap. Someone who would—”

“Are you talking to yourself?”

The voice comes from behind me, low and amused, and I turn to find Jack Mercer leaning against the wall like he owns it.

Of course it’s Jack Mercer.

Of course.

I don’t know him well, but I know enough. I know he’s a senior, a hockey player, one of those guys who walks through campus like he’s doing everyone a favor just by existing. I know his reputation—talented but hotheaded, charming but guarded, the kind of guy who smiles at you one minute and snaps at you the next. I know he’s exactly the sort of person I’ve spent my entire college career avoiding.

And right now, he’s looking at me like I’m the most interesting thing he’s seen all morning.

“I wasn’t talking to myself,” I say, which is a lie, and not a particularly convincing one.

“Right.” He pushes off the wall and takes a step closer. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that curls slightly at the ends and eyes that are somewhere between gray and blue. He’s wearing a team jacket over a hoodie, jeans, and a pair of boots that look expensive in a way that suggests he didn’t buy them himself. “You were just practicing your pitch. To the window.”

I feel my cheeks flush. “What are you even doing here?”

“Meeting with the Dean.” He shrugs, like it’s nothing. “Something about community service.”

“Community service?”

“Apparently, my last penalty was ‘excessive.’” He makes air quotes with his fingers, and I notice the way his knuckles are bruised, the skin stretched tight over bone. “Coach wants me to do some volunteer work. Show the university that I’m ‘committed to positive change.’”

I stare at him. “And you chose the festival?”

“I didn’t choose anything. The Dean and Coach decided. Something about ‘building character’ and ‘learning responsibility.’” He rolls his eyes, and there’s something almost playful about it, like he’s inviting me to share in the joke. “I figure it’ll be a few hours of putting up lights and pretending to care. Shouldn’t be too painful.”

“It’s not just putting up lights.”

“What?”

“The festival.” I don’t know why I’m engaging with him. I don’t know why I care what Jack Mercer thinks about my festival. But something about his casual dismissal ignites a spark of irritation that I can’t quite tamp down. “It’s not just putting up lights. It’s a community event that supports a youth hockey program. It’s forty-seven years of tradition. It’s—”

“It’s a Christmas festival.” He raises an eyebrow. “Am I missing something?”

“You’re missing everything.” I close my notebook and tuck it into my bag, unwilling to let him see how much this matters to me. “But it doesn’t matter. You won’t be involved for long.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I don’t need your help.” The words come out sharper than I intended, but I don’t take them back. “I don’t need someone who thinks this is just a few hours of putting up lights. I don’t need someone who’s only here because he has to be. I’ve got enough people on my committee who actually care about this festival. I don’t need—”

“Wait.” Jack’s expression shifts, the easy amusement giving way to something harder. “You’re the one in charge?”

“I’m the student coordinator.”

“Of course you are.” He laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “Let me guess. You’re one of those people who has to control everything. Has to make sure it’s all perfect. Has to make sure everyone knows exactly how much they’re getting wrong.”

“I don’t—”

“You just did.” He steps closer, and I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. “You just spent the last two minutes telling me why I’m not good enough for your precious festival. So yeah, I’m guessing you’re the type who thinks she knows everything.”

I feel my blood pressure spike. “I think you’re the type who doesn’t take anything seriously. I think you’re the type who’s coasted through his entire college career on talent and charm, and you’ve never had to work for anything. And I think—”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know enough.”

We’re standing too close. That’s the thing I notice first—that we’ve somehow drifted toward each other during our argument, close enough that I can see the faint scar above his eyebrow, the way his jaw is clenched tight. The hallway has gone quiet around us, the few other people who were walking past now hurrying away like they’re afraid they might get caught in the crossfire.

“Ruby Hayes.” I don’t know why I say my name. Maybe because I want him to know exactly who he’s picking a fight with. “And I don’t need your help. I don’t need your attitude. And I definitely don’t need you coming into my meeting and—”

“Your meeting?”

“The Dean called me here to discuss the festival. He didn’t mention anything about—”

“Maybe he didn’t.” Jack’s eyes narrow. “Maybe he wanted to keep it a surprise. ‘Surprise, Ruby! You get to babysit a hockey player for the next three weeks!’”

“I’m not babysitting anyone.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

The door to the Dean’s office opens. I don’t know how long it’s been open, but I do know that Dean Whitmore is standing there, looking at us with an expression that’s somewhere between amused and exasperated.

“Miss Hayes. Mr. Mercer. So glad you could both join me.”

I feel my face flush again. “Dean Whitmore. I was just—”

“Arguing in the hallway. Yes, I noticed.” He steps aside, gesturing for us to enter. “Come in. We have much to discuss.”

Jack shoots me a look that says this isn’t over, and I shoot one back that says it never began. Then we follow the Dean into his office, walking as far apart as the narrow space allows, which still feels too close.

—-
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The Dean’s office is exactly what you’d expect from a university that prides itself on its traditions. Dark wood paneling, leather chairs, a desk the size of a small boat. There are framed photographs on the walls—Dean Whitmore shaking hands with various important-looking people—and a window that overlooks the quad. I can see the spot where the festival will be set up in a few weeks. If there’s still a festival. If I can figure out how to save it.

“Sit,” the Dean says, gesturing to the two chairs in front of his desk.

I sit. Jack sits. We both angle our chairs slightly away from each other, which is petty, but I don’t care.

“I’m sure you’re both wondering why I called you here,” the Dean begins.

“I’m sure it has something to do with saving the festival,” I say. “And I have some ideas—”

“Patience, Miss Hayes.” He holds up a hand. “Let me explain the situation first.”

I bite back my frustration and nod.

“As you know, the university has been reviewing its budget. We’ve had some significant challenges this year—declining enrollment, rising costs, a few donors who have chosen to redirect their funds. We’re not in crisis, but we do need to make some difficult decisions.”

“Like cutting the festival budget by twenty-two percent,” I say.

“Like proposing to reduce the festival budget by twenty-two percent.” He emphasizes the word “proposing” like it might soften the blow. It doesn’t. “Nothing has been finalized. I asked you here today to give you an opportunity to present a counterproposal.”

I open my mouth to launch into the pitch I’ve been practicing, but the Dean isn’t finished.

“There’s one
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