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  Chapter 1
A Kink in the Plan

[image: image-placeholder]

Ava
Dawn’s early light gently swept the city, casting a soft glow on the buildings and the tranquil Rideau Canal waters. I stood on the bridge, enveloped in the mild September air, watching joggers and cyclists. Some marched briskly, their brows furrowed, eyes fixed ahead, a silent testament to their determination to conquer the day. Others ambled, their steps leisurely as if trying to see every detail of the serene atmosphere. Their laughter mingled with the gentle breeze, creating a melody that danced through the air. 
Today, the canal stood as a harbinger of the approaching Tulip Festival, transforming from a scenic thoroughfare to a beacon of anticipation for the floral jubilee. This festival was not merely an event in the city’s calendar but a deeply ingrained piece of my being, interwoven with cherished childhood memories and the enduring legacy of my late mother.
Elliot, my dear friend and co-organizer of the festival, approached, a smile playing on his lips, hands carefully balancing two cups of coffee. 
“Up early to embrace the day?” he inquired, noting my reflective stance.
“Just couldn’t stay away,” I responded, accepting the coffee with a smile.
Elliot handed me my cup, and I wrapped my hands around it, welcoming the warmth. He glanced at me, a knowing look in his eyes. 
“What’s on your mind?” Elliot asked.
I took a sip of my coffee, letting the warmth seep in before I answered. “I was just thinking about my mom.” My gaze drifted to the vibrant tapestry of early fall colors along the canal’s edge. “You know how much the Tulip Festival meant to her.”
Elliot nodded, encouraging me to continue. 
“It’s not just the festival. It was her love for flowers and nature that stayed with me. She’s the reason I feel so connected to all of this.” I gestured vaguely at the scenery around us, encompassing the canal, the city, and the invisible threads of the upcoming festival woven into the morning fabric.
“I remember this one time. I must have been about seven. My mom decided we would plant a flowerbed together, with tulips as the centerpiece. You know how much she loved tulips.”
“The first promise of spring,” Elliot remarked softly, understanding the significance.
“Exactly. Mom told me each bulb was a promise that spring would come no matter how harsh the winter. And with it, beauty.” I paused, the weight of her words still resonant after all these years. “We spent the entire day planting those bulbs, her guiding my hands, teaching me to find joy in the patience of nurturing something from the ground up.”
“She taught you well,” he said, watching me with a thoughtful gaze. “The festival, the community coming together to celebrate beauty and renewal — it’s a bigger version of that flower bed, isn’t it?”
I nodded. “It is. That’s why it means so much to me. It’s more than just an event. It continues her legacy, celebrating everything she loved and instilled in me.”
We fell into a comfortable silence, the soft sounds of the city and the gentle lapping of water against the canal banks filling the space between us. At that moment, the Tulip Festival felt like a bridge connecting the past and the present, my mother’s love for nature, and my passion for bringing people together.
“Thank you, Elliot,” I said finally, turning to face him, my heart full. “For being here, for understanding. This festival — it’s going to be special.”
Elliot’s smile was as bright as the morning light. “With you at the helm? I have no doubt. Let’s make it a tribute to your mom, to her love of flowers and life.”
Leaning against the rail, we observed the morning’s quiet bustle below. Elliot exuded confidence in the festival’s success and my contributions. This year, the air felt heavier around me, each breath a reminder of the void left by my mother’s absence. The festival’s colors seemed less vibrant, and its sounds were more muted, intensifying my mourning.
Elliot placed a hand on my shoulder, his gaze holding mine. “Look around. Every petal, every leaf — she’s in all of it. Can’t you feel her?” At that moment, I could imagine the floral scents, reminding me of why I do this. This comfort stirred a profound sense of connection within me, envisioning the city soon to be adorned with a mosaic of tulips, each bloom a legacy of my mother’s enduring influence.
As the morning light brightened, painting the sky in hues of awakening, my resolve strengthened. The festival emerged as a celebration of life, love, and the everlasting beauty of human connections. With a lingering glance at the canal, I knew it was time to start the day’s preparations. For me, the Tulip Festival was a bridge between the past and present. For the city, it was a vibrant celebration. I was prepared to honor that history for my mother and for the city.

      [image: image-placeholder]Moving from the calm dawn at the canal to the busy planning meeting felt like entering another world. The air buzzed with anticipation and the faint aroma of coffee as the team gathered around the large oak table, a mosaic of notes, laptops, and architectural plans for the festival spread before us.
“Next year’sTulip Festival isn’t just any event,” I started, feeling the weight of leadership as everyone looked at me. “We’re aiming for something spectacular that will not only honor our city’s tradition but also set a new benchmark for how everyone envisions floral festivals.”
“Yeah, because last year’s tulips just didn’t cut it,” Lucas quipped, earning a round of chuckles.
“Hey, you know me: Go big or go home.” I winked at him.
As the laughter died down, I continued, “Marianne, how are we doing on securing the additional garden spaces? We have to start planting the bulbs in three weeks.”
“We’re finalizing the documents to submit the permit requests.”
“Excellent work,” I praised, feeling a flicker of relief. I then turned to Lucas, our creative director, who seemed unusually quiet.
“Lucas, what’s on your mind?”
He hesitated. “It’s the main display at City Hall. The concept is ambitious — more intricate than anything we’ve attempted before. I just... I want to ensure we can pull it off without compromising quality.”
“Lucas, your vision is what sets us apart. Yes, it’s ambitious, but so are we,” I reassured him. “Where are we with the tulip maze at Dow’s Lake?”
“The plans are set, and we’re including them in the permit request,” Elliot answered nonchalantly.
Lucas grinned, his confidence visibly restored. “You’re right. More and more, I feel like we can really make this festival something to remember.”
“Ava, about the budget...” Henry, our finance manager, pulled me back to the present. 
I met his gaze squarely. “We’ll make it work, Henry. Let’s prioritize and allocate more to the high-impact areas. We can find sponsors for the rest. It’s about being strategic, not just lavish.”
“Maybe we can ask the coffee shop around the corner to sponsor us. They owe us after last year’s coffee disaster,” Marianne suggested, and everyone laughed, remembering the chaos caused by a coffee machine breakdown during the festival.
The meeting progressed steadily, addressing each concern with a mix of practicality and hope. We covered timelines, volunteer coordination, and all the details needed to bring the festival to life. But as the meeting wrapped up, I couldn't shake a lingering sense of unease. Our expansion plans really were ambitious. Mom, I won’t disappoint you. 
“We’ve got this, Ava. It’s going to be amazing,” Elliot said confidently. I smiled, feeling stronger from his support.
“Thanks, Elliot. I’m sure it will be.”
As everyone left, chatting excitedly and determinedly, I stayed back, looking over the plans spread across the table. This festival was more than just a professional milestone; it was a personal journey, and I was prepared to make it even bigger and better than last year.






  
  Chapter 2
Looming Challenge
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Ava
Sunlight flooded my office, turning everything golden. I cherished the morning’s quiet buzz, when ideas flowed nonstop, and the scent of brewed coffee promised a day ripe with potential. Festival plans and colorful tulip catalogs covered my desk, sparking excitement.  
As I sifted through my emails, my fingers suddenly froze above the keyboard. A lump formed in my throat as the words from the city planner’s email blurred before my eyes, the subject line lacking any cheerfulness. With a curious frown, I clicked open the email, my heart unaware of the impending descent. 
The email felt plucked from someone else’s story. It was a generic email from the city planning department, informing other departments of a freeze on developments to favor city-led infrastructure developments for the next 12 months. These developments spanned everything from basic sewer issues to environmental concerns, and would drastically limit the scope of our planned increase in public floral displays. Infrastructure developments, they cited. A heavy weight seemed to drop into my chest. How could the vibrant tapestries of tulips, the very soul of the festival, be reduced to a matter of policy? 
My irritation simmered beneath the surface as I remembered navigating the stifling maze of city regulations year after year. Why did I expect this year to be different? Each rule felt like a chain binding our creative spirit. 
“Another new employee who wants to make a mark!” I thought to myself. I pinched the bridge of my nose, exhaling loudly. I liked to take chances and push boundaries. I could only imagine how this newcomer would want to impress his boss with rigid adherence to the rules. “This can’t be happening,” slipped from my lips, a notch louder than I meant, my words trembling with disbelief and a defiant edge. 
A knock on my door yanked me back from my spiraling thoughts. “Come in,” I called out, steadying the panic in my voice. 
Elliot, my best friend since university, always knew how to comfort me. His presence brought a light ease to the tension in my shoulders. My hand instinctively went to the locket at my neck, twisting it, a habit when anxiety crept in.
Elliot looked at me with a smirk. “Oh, you saw the email, and you’re already spiraling out!” 
I managed a tight smile. “Seriously? Didn’t we talk with the city last year? Didn’t we get an unofficial go?” 
Elliot nodded, his determination mirroring mine. “Absolutely. But you know it’s a revolving door over there…” 
My brow furrowed, and I found myself pacing the length of my office. “I need to convince this Liam. He needs to see the importance of these additions.” I clenched my fists, the resolve hardening in my eyes as I stared out the window.
“And if he doesn’t?”
“Then we’ll find another way — we always do. But first, we talk. I’ll contact him to arrange a meeting.”
“Sounds like a good idea.” 
Elliot’s words brought me a sense of relief. We had a plan. 
As he was leaving my office, he turned around. “He’s already blacklisted, right?” 
“Betcha he is.” 
The battle lines were drawn.

      [image: image-placeholder]I stood at the head of the conference room table, surrounded by the festival planning committee. The room, usually awash with sunlight, seemed to dim under the weight of the news I was about to share.
“I called this meeting because we’ve hit a significant snag. The city’s planning department has introduced new regulations that directly impact our festival.” The words hung in the air, heavy and foreboding.
Confused and worried murmurs swept through the room, stirring our shared resolve. “What kind of regulations?” Jenna, our logistics coordinator, asked.
“They’re clamping down on our floral displays. They cite infrastructure developments, which would severely limit our plans.”
Disbelief and anger exploded across the room. “That’s ridiculous!” exclaimed Henry, our financial officer. “The flowers are our festival’s heart. How can they expect us to cut that out?”
I raised my hand, signaling for calm. The room gradually quieted, all eyes on me, searching for a flicker of hope in the gloom. “It’s tough, I know. It hit me hard, too. But this won’t stop us. We’ve faced challenges before and always come out on top.”
A silence filled the room, the kind that spoke of unspoken agreement and shared resolve. In moments like these, I could feel the true strength of our team, a diverse group bound by a singular passion for the Bloom Festival.
“We’ve got to get a grip on these rules and their reasoning, and we need to map out our response. This isn’t just about finding loopholes, but ensuring the festival thrives.”
Heads nodded in agreement, the initial shock giving way to determination. “What’s our first step?” asked Lucas
“First off, let’s dive deep into these rules. We need all the details — reasons, limits, everything. I’ll contact the city planner’s office for documents and to schedule a meeting. Maybe I’ll get lucky and go above this new guy. Meanwhile, let’s think about how we can adapt. How do we tweak our plans to fit these rules without losing what makes our festival special?” I looked around the room, meeting the eyes of each team member. “This is where we all come in. Ideas, no matter how out-of-the-box, are welcome. We need creativity now more than ever.” Ideas started to flow, from altering the layout of the floral displays to incorporating sustainable practices that could address the new environmental concerns head-on.
“What if we emphasize our sustainability efforts? It could become a festival theme and a solid story to counter these rules,” Lucas offered. 
His idea had merit and nods of agreement rippled around the table, the mood shifting from defensive to proactive.
“We can also engage the community to get their input and support. After all, this festival is for them,” added Maria, our community outreach coordinator. “Their voices could make a powerful statement about what this event means to our city.”
The room buzzed with energy, a total contrast from the gloom that met my initial news. As we brainstormed and strategized, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride in my team. 
As the meeting drew to a close, a plan began to take shape. I assigned tasks, and we established deadlines. Our challenge was daunting, but in that moment, surrounded by my team, I sincerely believed in our ability to overcome it.
“We’re more than a mere festival; we’re a trademark to the city and the region. These regulations won’t change that,” I said, with conviction. “Let’s show them what we’re made of.”
The committee members rose from their seats, each carrying a piece of the shared burden and collective hope for the future.

      [image: image-placeholder]The clock’s persistent tick-tock echoed through my office. Here I was, surrounded by the quiet of my workspace, the only illumination coming from the soft glow of my computer screen. I sat down to email Liam, the planner whose rules loomed large over our office. More than diplomacy, this was about showing how deeply I believe in the festival’s value to our community.
I paused, my fingers hovering over the keyboard, considering each word carefully. I knew the importance of this email; it could pave the way for dialogue or deepen the divide.
“Dear Liam,
I hope this message finds you well. I’m Ava, the director of the Tulip Festival. I believe we share a common goal: the safety and well-being of our city and its people. I’ve been informed of the new regulations concerning public floral displays. While I understand your concerns, I worry about the impact these new regulations might have on the Tulip Festival — a pillar of cultural and economic significance to our community.
The festival brings together locals and tourists. It’s more than an event; it’s a source of local pride and economic vitality.
I’d like to meet with you to explain the importance of these regulations. I’m confident you will understand their necessity and will be able to find a solution that respects the festival’s spirit and adheres to the city’s safety and environmental guidelines.
I look forward to talking more and finding a good time to meet.
Best regards, Ava.”
Rereading the email, a cocktail of emotions churned inside me. Liam’s possible response made me anxious, but a strong sense of purpose pushed that aside. This was more than defending a festival; it was advocacy for tradition, community joy, and connectivity.
I took a deep breath, feeling a surge of confidence, and hit ‘send.’ The email, now on its way, carried the hopes and resolve of our entire team. Leaning back, I allowed myself a moment’s rest, absorbing the silence that was now filled with anticipation.
A few minutes later, a ping from my inbox shattered the silence. It was Liam’s response. My heart skipped a beat as I clicked it open, bracing for his words.
“Dear Ava,
Thank you for reaching out. I appreciate your understanding of the city’s concerns and commitment to the Bloom Festival. I agree that a meeting would be beneficial for both parties. Let’s find a time to discuss how we can work together to ensure the festival’s success while addressing the city’s safety and environmental regulations. How does your schedule look next week?
Best, Liam”
My tightly wound nerves began to unravel, a slow breath escaping my lips as relief trickled in, igniting a cautious flicker of hope. This was the right step forward. I shot back a reply with some meeting times. The ball was rolling — hope wasn’t lost yet.






  
  Chapter 3
First Clash
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Ava
Sitting in the city planning department’s bland waiting room, my mind wandered from the looming bureaucratic battles and talks. Instead, I found myself reflecting on a moment that forever sealed my bond with the Tulip Festival, a moment that exemplified why I was sitting here, fighting for its future. 
It was three years ago, my first year as the festival manager. The excitement of telling my mom about the job still warmed me. She smiled, her eyes reflecting pride and anticipation as if she knew this role was more than a job to me — it was a calling.
That year, the night before the festival, a torrential downpour threatened to uproot the flowers and months of hard work and excitement. I remember standing at the edge of the flooded fields at dawn, feeling helpless as I watched the water swallow the vibrant colors of the tulips.
The community’s response, however, was nothing short of miraculous. People poured in from all over, armed with whatever could help — shovels, sandbags, and an undying spirit. Everyone teamed up, their unity tangible, as we fought back the flood together. Local businesses brought food and hot drinks. Volunteers managed crowds. Police officers redirected traffic, and musicians set their stages on higher ground, their music floating above the sound of the rain.
By the afternoon, the festival grounds were muddy but passable. The tulips, resilient in the face of adversity, stood tall and proud—a mirror to the community that rallied around them. That day, the festival was a celebration of spring and a symbol of our community’s strength and unity. It was more than I had ever hoped for in my first year.
My mom was right there with me when the day ended, her hug enveloping me in warmth and understanding. “You see,” she had whispered, her voice heavy with emotion, “this is more than a festival. It’s the heart of our community. And you, my dear, are now part of its heartbeat.”
Shifting in my seat, my floral dress a splash of color against the gray and beige, I ran through my arguments again.
“Ms. Ava Thompson?” The crisp, professional voice cut through my thoughts like a scalpel. I looked up to see a man standing at the lobby entrance. He matched the stiff, bureaucratic air around us.
“I’m Liam Henderson,” he said, reaching out a hand to greet me.
“Thank you for meeting with me, Liam,” I said, smiling as I rose.
“Please, follow me. We can speak in Conference Room B.” He briskly led the way, leaving little room for small talk.
I couldn’t help but notice the assured way Liam moved. Despite my frustration with the situation, I found myself admiring his physique. He carried himself with an undeniable confidence — maybe too much confidence? It was hard not to appreciate his broad shoulders or how his posture suggested strength and a certain rigidity, much like the regulations I was sure he would strongly defend.
Walking behind him, a part of me wondered if beneath that composed exterior lay a person open to understanding, perhaps even supporting, the cause so close to my heart. It was an odd moment of reflection, admiring the person who stood as a barrier to my festival’s success. Yet, in that brief corridor walk, I hoped — perhaps naively — that our meeting could bridge the divide between us.
The logical part of my mind scolded me for this fleeting distraction. I couldn’t let Liam’s good looks deter me from my mission. 
The conference room matched the lobby’s sterile vibe, with just a table, chairs, and a whiteboard still haunted by past meetings. Liam motioned for me to sit, then took his place across from me, which was hard to read.
“So, you’re here to talk about the new city rules and their effect on the festival,” he started, his voice flat, giving nothing away.
“Yes, that’s right,” I replied. “The festival isn’t just a random event; it’s a celebration for the city, even the country. It’s a lifeline that brings people together.”
Liam spoke with a lovely accent. I wasn’t sure what it was exactly. It might have faded from years of being in Canada, but I could tell he was not from here originally. While it made him all the more intriguing, I wondered if I could use this against him.
He nodded, his face betraying none of his thoughts. “I appreciate the sentiment. However, the city has planned several infrastructure developments to upgrade the sewage systems. These sites need to be clear for our construction crew, for their safety, and for the communities. I’m sure you can understand how unfair it would seem if we considered giving special treatment to the Tulip Festival.”
I felt a spark of frustration at his words. It was the usual red tape tango, a dance I knew all too well. Change never comes easy. 
“With all due respect, these concerns are always used as a barrier. How can you decree a ban on developments without knowing what they are or were? They may not impact anything on your end. Can’t we find a way to work together on this? To see the festival not as a problem but as an opportunity?” I asked, my fingers drumming unconsciously on the conference table.
Liam’s face seemed to soften for a second, the hint of a smile flickering across it. “I understand where you’re coming from. But it’s about fairness.”
“But isn’t it part of your job to navigate regulations in service of the community? To find ways to make things work rather than shutting them down?” I pressed, hoping to find a crack in the wall he’d built around himself.
Liam sighed, and for the first time, I sensed a hint of genuine weariness in him. “It’s not always that simple. For every regulation we bend, there’s a potential consequence we have to consider. We also need to use our limited resources efficiently. If we spend too much time trying to fit in other developments, it’s not a good use of taxpayers’ money. It’s a delicate balance. If I bend these regulations for you, then I have to accommodate everyone else.”
I leaned back, feeling the weight of our impasse. It was clear that Liam wasn’t an ally. He was another useless cog in the machine. 
“I get it. You’re one of those people…” I said, my voice tinged with irritation.
Liam shrugged, giving me the ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about’ look.
“The festival’s way more than concerts and food stalls, though. It’s a legacy!”
“I understand your concerns, Ms. Thompson, but the ban is for everyone, not just you and your festival. We’re focused on the greater good,” he explained, his voice steady and impersonal.
His words added fuel to my fire. His tone and use of formalities suggested he felt he had the upper hand. The greater good — how could something so wrong claim to support that?
“Mr. Henderson, you keep talking about the greater good, but don’t you see? This festival is a part of our city’s heart. It’s not just a random event; it’s important. These new policies don’t protect the city; they strip it of its soul,” I replied, my frustration mounting.
He looked at me, and for a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of understanding, perhaps empathy, in his eyes. But it vanished as quickly as it appeared, replaced by the unwavering resolve of a man who believed he was doing the right thing.
“Ms. Thompson, I respect your passion, but my responsibility is to the city and its safety. These policies are not open for negotiation. I advise you to consider postponing your expansions to next year,” he said, his tone final.
The room felt smaller around us, the air turning colder. Liam’s words were a clear sign that our meeting was over, with no resolution in sight. I stood up, my chairs scraping against the floor, echoing loudly in the sterile room.
“Postpone? And what will next year bring? Do you expect me to roll over and let these policies dismantle everything my team and I have worked for? No, Mr. Henderson,” I declared, my voice tinged with defiance.
Liam stood as well, his expression unreadable. “As much as I respect your drive, I must remind you that the development ban does indeed apply to the festival.”
Our eyes locked, and the gulf between us seemed impassable. Here stood a man, convinced he was doing the right thing, blind to the damage he was causing. And here I stood, a defender of tradition and community, feeling utterly powerless against the machinery of bureaucracy.
“Oh, and Ms.Thompson, don’t waste your time trying to go above my head. The decision-makers are well aware of the situation and stand by these regulations.” His words, casually dropped as we navigated the corridors, felt like a subtle warning wrapped in a veneer of professional courtesy. 
I knew men like him.
Liam’s words — “The decision-makers are well aware of the situation” — felt like a chilly reminder of the endless red tape this city loved to plaster everywhere.
He looked at me with a weird glimmer in his eye — probably satisfaction from putting me in my place. Little did he know that I would not take this lying down.
The air between us felt charged. 
“Thank you for your time, Mr. Henderson,” I said, the formality of my words belying the turmoil inside me. I turned and walked towards the door, each step feeling heavier than the last. “I’ll see myself out.”
“Ms. Thompson,” Liam called out as I reached the door. I paused but didn’t turn around. “Good luck,” he added.
I left the room without responding, the weight of our unresolved conflict heavy on my shoulders. The hallway felt like an escape tunnel, leading me away from bureaucratic suffocation.
As I stepped out of the building, Liam’s cautionary words echoed in my mind, casting long shadows over my resolve. This wasn’t merely a professional battle; it was personal. 
I whipped out my phone and texted Elliot.
With his knack for strategic thinking and understanding of city politics, Elliot could offer a fresh perspective and maybe even help me craft a new approach.
Ava: Coffee and brainpower needed, stat. 
As I waited for his response, my mind began to race through possible next steps. Liam’s warning echoed in my thoughts, a stark reminder of the uphill battle I faced. But there was more than one way to climb a hill. Going over his head might lead nowhere, but what about a workaround? Rounding up public support, using social media, and getting local businesses on board that benefited from the festival could apply pressure from the outside.
Elliot’s reply came through, a bright light in my spiral of dark thoughts.
Elliot: That bad?
Ava: The worst
Elliot: 10 minutes. Our usual spot. 
A small smile crossed my face. Elliot was always ready to dive into the fray with me.
Walking to the café, ideas for a plan started buzzing in my head. Mobilizing public opinion was a double-edged sword, and it would not guarantee our success. But wasn’t the festival itself a testament to community and resilience? Perhaps it was time for us to remind the city’s decision-makers of that.
Now, it wasn’t just about dodging bureaucratic hurdles; it was about rallying the city around the heart of our festival. It was also about besting Mr. Bureaucrat.
Pushing open the café door, the welcoming scent of coffee hit me, sparking a fresh wave of determination. With Elliot by my side, we’d build a strategy powered by the community’s collective voice. It was a risk, but it might tip the scales our way. We weren’t giving up the fight for the festival. I was just warming up.






  
  Chapter 4
Discovery and Distress
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Liam
Below me, the city was alive, buzzing, and colorful, making the conference room’s dullness even more apparent. As a lone bird carved its path across the sky, I traced its flight with my finger against the cool glass, its freedom a stark contrast to the churn in my stomach. Each glide and turn sparked a question: Was Ava out there, stirring her team into action just as effortlessly? 
The image of Ava in that floral dress haunted me, a vibrant rebellion against the monochrome world I’d accepted as mine. It was as if she brought a piece of the festival’s vibrancy into the room. Each time I closed my eyes, she challenged me to see beyond the gray. She was a splash of color in my grayscale routine, and the realization was as unsettling as it was unexpected. 
I kept picturing her standing there, lit by the afternoon sun. More than her appearance, passion radiated from her, a grace that seemed as natural to her as breathing. It caught me off guard, unsettling me with its intensity. Where I used to see everything in black and white, all rules and no room for feelings, here I was, unable to shake the feeling that Ava had stirred within me — a sense of wonder, of possibility. 
I couldn’t help but admire her resilience, the way she stood her ground despite the bureaucratic hurdles that lay before her. There was a fire in her eyes, a determination that I found both admirable and unsettling. The way her lips curled into a determined smile or the slight tilt of her head when she made a point was captivating. She spoke of the festival with such love and such unwavering belief in its importance that I momentarily got caught up in her vision.
But infrastructure developments were required. It couldn’t be all sunshine, rainbows, or tulips, for that matter.
A knock on the door snapped me out of it. I turned, half-expecting Marc, who always had a way of breaking into my daydreams. I wasn’t wrong.
“Got a minute?”Marc asked, leaning against the frame with a casual ease that I envied at moments like this.
“Sure,” I said, gesturing for him to come in. “What’s up?”
He strolled in, eyes scanning the room before landing on me. “You’ve been cooped up here since the meeting with Ava Thompson. Everything alright?”
“Yeah. No.” A heavy sigh escaped me; more felt than heard. My fingers tangled in my hair. “She might be trouble. You know she believes that the festival is …” I gesture air quotes “‘a lifeline for the community.’” I sighed. “I get that it’s important… but a lifeline!?”
“She really got to you, huh?” His eyebrows lifted in mock surprise, a knowing smile betraying his amusement. “Ava tends to have that effect on people.” His voice carried a hint of tease, suggesting he knew more than he let on. “Let’s take a walk to the coffee room.” 
I hesitated, but the pull of his expectant look and the distant murmur of office life beyond drew me forward.
The break room was alive with the sound of clinking cups and low conversation. I inhaled the rich, earthy scent of brewing coffee, letting the familiar comfort wrap around the cold uncertainty Ava’s passion had ignited within.
“You know Ava?” I asked Marc.
“Not personally. Her reputation precedes her. She’s one determined woman. She tends to be a mover and a shaker and usually doesn’t take no for an answer.”
Leaning against the counter, I rotated the coffee mug in my hands, watching the dark liquid swirl in response to my unsteady movements. 
Marc sat across from me, his casual demeanor always standing out against the rigid formality of our office.
“Have you ever noticed our city’s somewhat fanatic devotion to tulips? It’s almost as if we’ve all joined some sort of floral worship circle, mate.” I aimed for humor to lighten my mood, but it sounded more sarcastic than I meant. It was a defense mechanism, probably from the unexpected impact of my earlier meeting with Ava. Her passion for the Tulip Festival and what it represented to the community had left me unexpectedly disarmed.
Of course, I knew of the Tulip Festival! It was impossible to avoid the hype! But I always refused to be caught up in it. I didn’t see the point of it or the hype for it. It had been a point of contention over the years, but eventually, my friends and colleagues abandoned their project of converting me.
Marc’s genuine and infectious laugh burst through the tension. Despite myself, a reluctant smile cracked the mask of my composure, his effortless demeanor challenging the tightness in my chest.
“You know, Liam, it’s not just about the flowers,” he said. “It’s about what they represent. History, gratitude, renewal. It’s a big part of what makes our city unique.”
“What could possibly be so thrilling about flowers?” I asked. 
“Oh, it’s a great story,” Marc responded, rubbing his hands together. “In World War II, when the Nazis invaded the Netherlands, the Dutch Royal Family escaped to Canada. While in Canada, Princess Juliana gave birth to her daughter, Princess Margriet, at the Ottawa Civic Hospital, temporarily declared extraterritorial by the Canadian government. This move ensured Princess Margriet was still Dutch and kept her royal rights.
“Thankful for Canada’s warm welcome and the soldiers freeing the Netherlands, Princess Juliana sent over 100,000 tulip bulbs to Ottawa in 1945. This gift was a token of thanks and symbolized the enduring friendship and gratitude between the Netherlands and Canada.”
I took a slow sip of my coffee, digesting this information. “So Juliana’s gesture kicked off the festival?” I asked, thinking how a single act of gratitude in ‘45 bloomed into an annual celebration.
“Yes. Now, Ottawa hosts is the world’s biggest tulip festival, which celebrates the tight bond between the two countries and the beauty of tulips. It stands for global friendship, peace, and new beginnings, pulling hundreds of thousands to Ottawa every spring,” Marc ended, seemingly pleased with himself for having schooled me with such a compelling narrative about the origins of the Tulip Festival. I couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh, my skepticism peeking through despite the intrigue his story had sparked in me.
“I guess they don’t teach you Aussies this little fact in your history courses?” He winked at me.
“All that from flowers, huh? Next, you’ll tell me they plan to solve world peace,” I added, a little more sarcastically than before.
Marc shot me a look, a half-smile playing on his lips, clearly recognizing my attempt to deflect with humor. “Don’t underestimate the power of a good tulip, Liam. Or the determination of someone who cares about them,” he quipped, throwing Ava back in my face without mentioning her name.
I sighed, leaning back against the cool counter, the warmth from my coffee cup seeping into my hands. It was easier to hide behind a veil of sarcasm than admit the depth of what Marc — or, more accurately, Ava — had stirred within me. The idea that something as simple as a flower festival could carry so much weight and history was challenging to wrap my head around.
“But seriously, mate, you think a bunch of tulips can change how I — how we — view all the infrastructure developments the city needs?”
Marc’s response was a simple shrug, but his eyes were alight with that knowing spark he got whenever he sensed he was on the verge of making a breakthrough. “Maybe not overnight, Liam. But it’s a start. And who knows? Maybe getting tangled in tulips isn’t such a bad thing.”
He nodded, reclining slightly in his chair with a contemplative air. “It’s all about striking the right balance, isn’t it? Respecting tradition while also welcoming change. It doesn’t all have to be a war, Liam.”
I paused, sipping my coffee. “I guess I’ve been so wrapped up in the details, the regulations, that I’ve lost sight of the bigger picture,” I admitted, feeling vulnerable in acknowledging my oversight.
“It’s easy to do, especially in our line of work. But remember, we’re not just here to enforce rules. We’re here to serve the community and ensure it thrives.”
His words resonated with me, echoing Ava’s sentiments with such enthusiasm. It was a perspective I had been too quick to dismiss, too caught up in the black-and-white world of regulations and restrictions. The festival deserved more than just a cursory consideration from city officials like me.
“I think I might need to reconsider my stance on the festival,” I said, the words feeling both foreign and right as they left my lips.
“So, Liam, never took you for a flower enthusiast. Found your soft spot, did we?” he teased, histone dripping with mock surprise.
I rolled my eyes but couldn’t suppress the grin that tugged at the corners of my mouth. “Don’t push it, Marc. It’s not like I’m about to trade my spreadsheets for gardening gloves anytime soon.”
He laughed, a sound that filled the break room and momentarily lightened the weight of my thoughts. “Ah, but imagine the headlines, Liam: ‘Hard-nosed city planner turns tulip tender. The city breathes a sigh of relief.’”
“You’re enjoying this way too much,” I grumbled, though the warmth in my voice betrayed my affection for Marc’s relentless teasing.
He leaned in, adopting a conspiratorial whisper. “Come on, admit it. You’re picturing yourself in the tulip fields, aren’t you? Knee-deep in color, a convert to the cause.”
I raised an eyebrow, my mind involuntarily conjuring the image Marc painted. The thought wasn’t as repellant as expected, but I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of knowing that. “In your dreams, Marc. I’m just... reassessing. That’s all. For the community’s sake.”
“And that’s all anyone can ask for, Liam. Just give it a chance and see where it leads. Who knows? You might find more than just tulips waiting for you. Maybe Ava could convince you to change your point of view over dinner,” Marc said with a wide grin. “It’s about time you get out and have some fun.”
I rolled my eyes at Marc and walked away.
Walking back to my office, I couldn’t help but pause at a series of photographs lining the hallway. I had never noticed these pictures before. Or maybe I had actively tried to ignore them like I’d ignored the Tulip Festival for so many years? They were snapshots from previous festivals, vibrant and alive with color. I found myself drawn to one photo — a child no older than five, with a look of pure joy, holding a tulip up to her nose. Without thinking, I smiled.
It was a slight, involuntary reaction, but it stopped me cold. I shook my head, trying to dismiss the warmth that photo sparked within me. It’s just a kid enjoying a flower, Liam. Don’t read into it. But the seed of something — appreciation, perhaps — had already been planted.






  
  Chapter 5
Managing the Maze
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Ava
Morning light flooded through the windows, warming the sleek, modern room. I sat across from my boss, Martin, at a clutter-free table between us. It was a typical day for everyone else, but for me, a tightness in my chest mirrored the stillness that precedes a storm. 
I cleared my throat and started the presentation. The first slide lit up behind Martin, showing “‘New Regulations: A Threat to Local Legacy’ against our city’s skyline.”
“Martin,” I steadied my voice, clasping my hands tightly below the table to hide their treble. “We’ve touched on the new regulations before, hoping to work with the regulator. Turns out he’s a rule stickler.”
Martin leaned back, eyes narrowing not in judgment but in careful consideration. 
“Ava,” Martin said, a hint of a challenge in his tone, “convince me that this will truly hinder the festival, because I cannot imagine that one department would want to cause problems for a national treasure such as the tulip festival.”
And so, I tried. The following slide revealed a graph predicting a sharp economic dip for us and other local businesses. “Here,” I pointed, “is where we stand now. And here,” my finger traced a sharp decline, “is what the regulations would allow. We would have to reduce the scope of our project significantly.”
Martin’s gaze flicked between the graph and me, his poker face well-practiced. I flipped to the next slide, testimonials from local business owners, their words raw and desperate: “They’re
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