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CHAPTER 1
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The crisp morning air sent a shiver through Clara as she stepped from her cozy house onto the front porch. A plume of breath trailed behind, much like her long red scarf that fluttered behind her in the cold breeze. She instinctively grabbed the scarf to keep it from blowing away like a kite snatched from a kid’s hand. If she couldn’t escape the workday, then neither could it. The sudden movement of her hand caused her purse strap to slide off her shoulder. The purse hit the top of the porch step, and it rolled like a tumbleweed down each successive step. Along the way, objects sprang from her purse like toys from Santa’s sack. Pens, keys, receipts, lipstick, breath mints, and even a crushed granola bar lay scattered on the frost-covered ground like candies from a burst piñata.

Clara muttered under her breath as she stooped to pick up the scattered contents and stuff them haphazardly back into her purse. Brushing the frost off a tube of lipstick, she caught movement from the corner of her eye from the house next door. Parker James, her next-door neighbor, looking totally put together and like he just stepped off the cover of a GQ magazine, headed straight for his sleek sedan like a soldier on a mission.

“Good morning, Mr. James!”

Parker’s stolid expression never wavered nor even hinted at the merest suggestion of acknowledgement. He was driving away before Clara stuffed the last escaped item into her purse. She straightened and watched as the car whisked him down the road. Clara wondered if she had some invisibility cloak that kept her hidden. If it were only as simple as pressing a button to lower it. With the purse strap securely around her shoulder now, she sighed. “And good morning to you too, Ms. Kenney,” she answered in a mocking, husky voice. “Maybe one day I’ll at least get a hello or good morning in return.”

Thirty minutes later, Clara rushed from her car to the building. The wind whipped at her one last time as she pushed hard against the glass door of Dynamic Marketing. Her ears were numb from the cold. She knew it was her own fault for having a pixie cut rather than longer hair—or at least a hat. Her red scarf—her one concession to an otherwise drab oatmeal-colored clothes ensemble—fluttered one last time, as if proudly worn by a World War I flying ace, before falling into submission inside the confines of work. The lobby of Dynamic Marketing was anything but dynamic. Aside from the large chrome letters spelling out DYNAMIC MARKETING, the walls perfectly matched Clara’s oatmeal dress. If not for her red scarf, she could have blended in seamlessly.

She plopped her purse on the reception desk and tried to brush her short, dark hair back in place with her hand just as her boss, Mr. Jameson, bustled over.  In his mid-fifties, his two-tone hair color of brown with gray temples matched this two-tone personality—resolute and fiery, a virtual ulcer with legs.

“Ms. Kenney!” he said, voice sharp. “You were supposed to be here extra early this morning for the team meeting, which has already started, by the way. Bring in coffee. Now.”

Clara couldn’t help but shrink as she replied. “Yes, sir, Mr. Jameson. Sorry.” She heard a huff from Mr. Jameson as he walked down the hall and back into the conference room. Where was the invisibility cloak when she needed it? But it would return as soon as she entered the conference room.

A bolt of pain shot from her toe up her leg as she kicked the conference room door open with the toe of her shoe. She balanced a tray of ten cups of lattes, her arms trembling slightly from the effort. The tray wobbled slightly when her scarf snagged on the door handle. She grinned sheepishly as she untangled herself. At first, she thought no one noticed, but she caught a smirk on the face of Lex Osborn.

“Here’s the latte lineup. They’re labeled,” she said, placing the tray on the table. Her soft voice was drowned out by Lex Osborn and Selena Quinn—the golden children of the marketing team. Selena, with cutting wit and sharp elbows, was about the same age as Clara. Lex, a unique blend of cologne and confidence who sat at the conference table as though he owned it, was only a few years older. She knew it was jealousy that was reminding her of this fact, but she was miffed nonetheless. Clara had a Bachelor’s Degree in Marketing—the same as Lex and Selena. Yet, she was playing shy waitress while they were confidently pitching ideas like Christmas parade confetti.

Just when Clara thought that her invisibility cloak had returned, Selena, without even looking up from her laptop, said. “Thanks, uh...Claire?”

Clara opened her mouth to correct her but simply closed it and smiled, swallowing the urge like bitter tea. She was used to being Claire or Carrie or some other similar version that vaguely resembled her name. She grabbed a latte for herself and turned to leave. Although she tried to pull herself away so she could sulk in private, the meeting fanned an inner spark within her. Conversation buzzed around the sleek conference table like bees at a hive, and she wanted to buzz with them.

“Okay, the Baxter Group wants a stronger marketing strategy this year,” called out Mr. Jameson. “What’s fresh?”

“A Twelve Days of Christmas Discounts,” Lex spouted immediately. 

Not to be outdone, Selena chimed in before the buzzing s sound in Discounts left Lex’s mouth. “Or a Holiday Hustle giveaway—every day, a different product gets a major markdown.”

Clara cleared her throat. “What about a Gift One, Get One Holiday Charity Campaign?” Clara offered excitedly. 

But all eyes went to Selena as she talked over Clara. “And for my Holiday Hustle idea, we could partner with influencers to create unboxing videos for the giveaways.”

Mr. Jameson enthusiastically jabbed the air. “Now that’s something we could get behind!”

Clara wilted, and the coffee she was looking forward to drinking suddenly felt cold in her hand.

Mr. Jameson waved vaguely in her direction. “Clara, can you grab the mock-ups from the printer? Oh, and maybe grab some markers and sticky notes too. We’re on a roll here.”

“Oh, and could you grab us some snacks too?”  Lex added without looking up. “Trail mix if there’s any here.”

Clara felt her face heat up. She imagined it was as red as her scarf. And if she were outside, steam would probably be as visible coming out of her ears as the breath from her mouth. She pulled open the door and trod, head down, toward the printer. The buzzing sound coming from the lights in the hallway wasn’t nearly as comforting as the buzzing exchange of ideas in the conference room. Halfway to the printer, Clara nearly collided with a flash of blue hair and pink phone case belonging to a person who always walked like they were late to something exciting. The twenty-something-year-old spark of energy was Pepper Olsen, who was in mid-text—always.

“Whoa. Careful, coffee girl,” Pepper cautioned as she glanced up.

Clara forced a polite smile and stepped to the side. 

Pepper squinted her eyes and cocked her head to the side as if examining Clara’s aura, all while her thumbs were still moving over the phone without Pepper even looking at it. “What happened? Did you get chewed out in there?”

“No,” said Clara. “I, uh...tried to suggest an idea but no one paid me any attention.”

A slight grin tugged at the corners of Pepper’s mouth. “Welcome to the ballgame. Those are big hitters in there. Next time...speak louder.” Pepper took one hand away from her phone as she used it to make a motion signaling louder volume. She quickly resumed texting and strolled off, leaving Clara alone in the hallway.

Clara decided she’d better hurry and gather the materials Mr. Jameson had asked for—and some trail mix for Lex. Maybe she could find some that had expired the previous year. She quickly grabbed everything that had been asked for and took them back to the conference room, Unfortunately, the trail mix was still in date. 

As Clara walked out of the conference room and made her way to her reception desk, her eyes lingered on several awards that Dynamic Marketing had won over the years. Although they weren’t located in a big metropolis like New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles, Dynamic Marketing had earned quite a reputation as a top-notch firm, which provided them with a steady stream of high-profile clients. Clara casually walked down the display looking closely at each award. At the end of the display were several samples of their marketing pieces. One framed poster in particular caught Clara’s eyes. Actually, she had seen it numerous times, and it was one of her favorites. Bold lettering declared: THINK BIG. ACT BOLD. Maybe tomorrow, she thought.
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Across town at Metro Medical Center, the energy was different—calm, orderly, and efficient. Parker James sat in his office, his tie loosened and his sleeves rolled up, as he reviewed construction updates for the new children’s wing. Across from him sat his friend, Alfred, who was the medical center’s Chief Operating Officer. Alfred flipped through several pages of spreadsheets.

“We’re on track for the opening of the new children’s wing,” said Alfred reassuringly. “The final inspection is in two weeks. It should be open at the first of the year.”

Parker gave a quiet nod as his eyes shifted from the report to the architect’s 3D rendering of the new hew wing. “Excellent work, Alfred. The community has needed this for a while now. It’s good to see that it’s finally happening.”

Alfred tucked away his spreadsheets and hesitated. “So...are you and Penny getting ready for Christmas?”

Parker, caught off guard, looked up, his eyes larger than usual. The question hung in the air for a moment. He breathed a quick sigh and looked down at his shoes. “We haven’t really celebrated Christmas much since Barbara passed away.”

Alfred’s face softened. “We know the schedules and timelines for construction, but there’s no timeline for healing the heart. Two years is not that long—not really. It’s okay if it still hurts.”

Parker didn’t reply.

“How is Penny?”

Parker’s focus shifted from his shoes to a corner in the ceiling. “In some ways, she’s healing, but Penny is becoming more withdrawn. Barbara would have known exactly what to do, but I just don’t know how to help her. She just lacks a female role model.”

“Well, you could start dating.” Alfred raised an eyebrow as if to soften the statement.

“Don’t start with the dating again,” Parker answered with a hint of warning in his voice. “I don’t have to marry someone for her to have a strong role model.”

Alfred nodded with the caution of someone who knew better than to push the issue. He hesitated a moment, and then a slight smile formed on his lips. “Well, find a strong female role model somewhere. It doesn’t have to come with a dinner date.”

Parker cracked the faintest smile.

***
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That evening, the last purple haze of twilight was yielding to the early darkness of winter as Clara and Parker pulled into their driveways. Clara clutched her coat shut as she stepped out of her car. She tried one more greeting. “Good evening, Mr. James. I hope you have a good weekend.”

He didn’t even glance in her direction but went straight to his house with his briefcase in his hand, marching with the same purpose as he had that morning.

Clara exhaled an exasperated vapor of breath through her nose. “Yep, totally invisible.” She decided against going inside and climbed back into her car and headed for her sister’s house.

Clara’s sister, Mary, lived a few miles away. When she walked through the door of Mary’s house, her nose let out an involuntary twitch. “What’s that smell?

“I bought a new Christmas candle,” Mary answered ecstatically. “Cinnamon, pine, and mulled wine.” 

“With hints of chocolate too,” Clara added.

“Oh...that’s not the candle. I made some hot cocoa. Would you like some?”

“You don’t have to ask twice,” Clara said, grinning.

Clara curled up on the couch with her steaming mug of hot cocoa as her older sister wrestled with a string of Christmas lights.

“You look like Donald Duck trying to untangle those lights,” Clara laughed.

“Don’t be so smug,” replied Mary. “Remember, you were the one who asked me for extra Christmas lights. So, how was your day?” said Mary, changing the subject.

“Hmph,” Clara said as she was about to take a sip of the cocoa. “I tell you. I’m invisible at work. I’m a gopher—fetch and deliver. I’m stuck doing clerical and hosting tasks.” She thought a moment as she swallowed a sip of the rich chocolate. “Maybe I should get a master’s degree.”

Mary rolled her eyes and laughed, though not unkindly. “You already have a bachelor’s degree in marketing. Just getting a higher degree isn’t going to automatically get you noticed. Speak up a little more. Go talk to Mr. Jameson and promote yourself.”

“I’m shy. I’m not an extrovert like you, big sis.”

“Then fake it,” Mary pressed. “You’re smart. Say something. Change something.”

“Maybe my New Year’s resolution should be to be more outgoing.”

“We’re still a month away from Christmas. Don’t put off for the new year what you can start today.”

Did you get that from a fortune cookie? Clara thought. But what Mary said was true, and when it came right down to it. Clara always cherished the advice that Mary gave her, even if it sometimes did sound like it came from a fortune cookie or from some self-help quote of the day. Though rather than acknowledge that, she simply said. “I’ll be busy getting ready for Christmas,” half-smiling.

“Well, how’s your personal life going?” asked Mary, changing the subject.

“No...invisible there too,” Clara lamented.

Mary’s mouth curved into a sly smile. “If the fish aren’t biting, go to a different pond.”

Clara ignored the comment. She was sure one pond was like any other. “I keep trying to talk to my next-door neighbor, but it’s like he doesn’t even hear me.”

“I’m sure it’s not on purpose,” said Mary. He has to be extremely busy...what with being the CEO of the medical center and a single father to a young daughter.” Mary slid the box of tangle-free lights to Clara. “Here ya go. This is all I have. If you need more, you’ll have to buy them.” Mary knitted her brows together. “I thought you would have had enough lights.”

“Thanks,” Clara smiled. “I do, but I love doing Christmas up big.”

“Just promise me you won’t bury yourself in Christmas as a way to avoid the world for a month. Make a change in your life...even if it’s just a small one.”

“I’ll try,” sighed Clara reservedly. “But it’s not me who avoids the world. It’s the world that avoids me.”

The next morning, Clara struggled as she tried to maneuver the box of lights out of the back seat. She had given them a shove the night before, and they were now in the middle of the back seat. She grabbed the heavy box from an awkward position, causing her to stumble. Then, her foot caught on the corner of the pavement. A gasp escaped her lips as she went down with the box, head over heels, overturning the box with what were untangled lights that now resembled some Christmas light spaghetti. She was just about to curse her luck, when she heard a voice that startled her.

“Are you okay? Do you hurt anywhere?”

Clara didn’t know what surprised her more, falling with the box or seeing Parker James actually speaking to her. She blinked up at him from the ground where she was now sitting with her arms behind her, supporting her. “You actually noticed me?” she said before she realized what the words were that were coming from her mouth.

He blinked, looking puzzled. “Did you hit your head?”

Clara’s cheeks flushed a bright cherry red. “Never mind. I’m okay. Just extremely embarrassed.”

“No need to be embarrassed,” exclaimed Parker, already gathering up Christmas lights.

Clara started to stand, and Parker quickly put the lights in the box.

“Here. Let me help you. You don’t want to get up too quickly. You might have injured something.” Parker helped her up.

“No. Just my pride.”

“Do you have more boxes in the car?” he asked.

“No. This is all.”

Parked hoisted the box. “Let me take these for you. Where do you want them?”

“Inside,” Clara pointed toward the hallway. “You can just set them there. Thank you.” Clara held the door open as Parker maneuvered the large box, puzzle-like, through the door before planting the box in the spot Clara had indicated. “Thanks again for your help.”

“Anytime,” Parker smiled.

Make a change. Clara heard Mary’s words in her head. She bit her lip, and before her confidence could wain, the words she had wanted to ask for a long time burst from her lips. “You know, I’ve said hello to you outside several times, but you’ve never acknowledged me until today.”

Parker appeared caught off guard, and he hesitated before any words came. “What? Are you serious?” He rubbed a hand through his hair.

The question wasn’t asked in anger. It was one of befuddlement. Clara could almost see Parker searching his mind.

“I’m sorry,” he finally said. “I didn’t realize I’ve been... ignoring you. I always have so much on my mind. I know that’s no excuse...” He suddenly held out his hand. “Hi, I’m Parker...Parker James.”

Clara gave a hesitant but genuine smile as she held out her hand. “Clara...Clara Kenney.”

“Nice to formally meet you, Clara,” said Parker, returning the smile.

“Nice to meet you too, Parker.”

“And where do you go when you see me, and I don’t speak?”

“To or from work,” Clara replied. She could hardly believe they were actually finally having some semblance of a real conservation. “I work at a marketing firm,” she added.

“You’re in marketing,” repeated Parker. “Wonderful.”

Clara opened her mouth to correct him that although she worked at a marketing firm, she didn’t actually work in marketing, but Parker had gazed at all of her Christmas decorations and was on a different subject.

Parker nodded to the Christmas lights and boxes littering the hallway area in Clara’s house. “It looks like you’ve got quite a lot of lights here. You must really enjoy decorating for Christmas.”

“Oh, these are just extra lights from my sister. I’ve got plenty more than this.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Parker. “Impressive. I guess you really do enjoy decorating.”

“Are you going to decorate this year?” asked Clara, not knowing what else to say at the moment but not wanting the conversation to end.

“I’m not sure. My wife used to love it, too,” Parker said, his voice softer now. “She passed a little over two years ago, and my daughter and I haven’t done much since—either with decorating or with Christmas traditions.” Parker had a faraway look in his eyes, and he suddenly snapped back to the present. “I’m sorry,” he said with a slight smile. “I know that’s a lot of personal information for a formal first meeting.”

“When you moved in next door, I’d heard that your wife had recently passed. And I see your daughter in the yard often, so it’s not too much information.” Clara hesitated, not sure how much to ask. “You said you weren’t sure about decorating. Has it been too hard for your daughter to do the Christmas activities you used to do?”

Parker’s lips pursed and his eyes focused upward as if in reflection. “To be honest, it was probably harder on me that it was for Penny. I’ve thought about trying to do a few of the traditions this year to try to pull Penny out of her shell. I’m just afraid I won’t do a good job at them.”

Clara’s voice softened. “I think you’ll find that your daughter doesn’t need a perfect holiday; she just needs you.”

Parker nodded slowly. “I guess you’re right. The important thing is that I just try.”

“I’ll be happy to help, if you need anything...you know...to drop a box or something.”

Parker laughed. He was still smiling as he spoke. “If I need any boxes dropped, you’ll be the first person I call.” Parker turned to leave, then paused. He turned back around to face Clara, his face beaming with enlightenment. “You’re a woman.”

Clara arched an eyebrow. “Well, I’m glad you noticed,” she said without missing a beat.

Parker chuckled, rubbing his neck. His face had reddened slightly. “That came out wrong. I know you’re a woman...an attractive woman actually.” Parker paused. “I’m making a mess of this. What I’m trying to ask is if you have any ideas for strong, positive female role models for Penny. I’m afraid she’s really missing that.”

Clara cupped her chin with her hand as she thought. “What does Penny enjoy doing?”

“She’s gotten into drawing lately. Sketching. She’s pretty good.”

“There’s that new superhero movie out that’s kid friendly. Penny might like drawing pictures of the heroine, Celestrielle. It’s good if you can connect role models to what she enjoys doing.”

“Hmm. That’s a good idea. I knew a person who worked in marketing would have a great idea.”

As Parker turned to leave, Clara again started to correct his impression of her work, but she let it go. Why didn’t I tell him? she thought after he was gone. But she knew why. It felt good to talk with someone she had wanted to talk with for so long, and he had such an important job. She didn’t want him to think less of her for her job. She had already thought he had been ignoring her even though he now seemed to have just been preoccupied. She knew it was crazy to think that way. Businesses needed people to do what she was doing. It just wasn’t what she wanted to do. He might go back to not talking to her again, but if he did talk with her, she was going to have to correct his impression of what she did—and fast.
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That afternoon, Parker and Penny stood outside the theater beneath a poster for Celestrielle II: A New Light.

I’ve wanted to see this for weeks,” Penny said, her eyes wide. “Thanks, Dad.”

As they pulled into their driveway after coming home from the movie, Penny spotted Clara outside stringing lights on her porch railing. Penny turned to her dad. “May we go over and look at the decorations?”

“If it’s okay with Clara,” answered Parker.

“You know her?” Penny had an inquisitive look on her face.

“Not well,” replied Parker. “Actually, yesterday was the first time I really talked to her.”

Penny half-walked, half-ran over to Clara’s house, stopping by a ladder that Clara was perched on. Parker ambled up beside Penny.

“May we watch you put up Christmas decorations?” called out Penny.

Clara looked down from her ladder. “Certainly. You must be Penny.”

Penny nodded. “We just got back from seeing the new Celestrielle movie.”

“You did?” Clara said with an excited voice. “Did you like it?”

Penny nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” And a big smile spread across her face that still held the remnants of some type of candy she had eaten at the movie theater. 

Clara couldn’t help but smile at Penny’s youthful enthusiasm. “Want to help me decorate?”

Parker hesitated. “We...uh...don’t want to be a bother... and I’ve got some work to do, Penny. We need to go home and let Ms. Clara finish decorating.”

Penny, gently swaying with her arms behind her back, looked up at her dad with wide eyes. “Can’t I stay and help, Dad?”

Clara couldn’t help but smile at the display designed to evoke maximum sympathy. Clara noticed Parker looking at her with the question in his eyes. “I would love the company and the help. You go and do what you need to do, and Penny and I will be right here.”

Parker returned a grateful glance and strode home.

“Okay,” Clara said, looking at Penny. “How about we start with setting up some yard decorations?”

At first, Penny was quiet as she helped Clara set up the first yard decoration. While setting up the second yard decoration, Penny began to talk about the Celestrielle movie she had seen. And by the third yard decoration, she was chattering away. “Thanks for letting me help. We haven’t done anything for Christmas since my mom died, except put up a small Christmas Tree last year.”

Clara knelt beside her. “What did you used to do with your mom?”

“Everything! We put up decorations...not as many as you do but more than a small Christmas Tree. We’d go ice skating, caroling, sledding...all sorts of things.”

“Do you miss doing those things?” Clara asked.

Penny hung her head slightly. “Yeah. I miss it all.”

“Maybe you should tell your dad you want to do some of those things.”

“I think he misses Mommy too much, and I don’t want to make him sad. I miss her too, but I think doing those things will help me remember her. Sometimes, I’m afraid that I’ll forget her.”

Clara rested her hand gently on Penny’s shoulder and looked deeply into her eyes. “You won’t forget your mom. And I bet you dad misses those memories too. Tell your dad what you told me. You don’t have to do everything you used to do. You can start with a few small things.”

Just then, Parker stepped outside his door and called from across the lawn. “Time to come in, Penny.”

“Coming, Daddy,” she called, then turned back. “Um...Ms. Clara, is it okay if I talk with you again sometime?”

“Anytime,” Clara smiled in return.

Clara’s doorbell rang that evening, and Clara opened the door to find Parker standing there. “Please, come in.” Parker strode through the door, and Clara caught herself involuntarily tidying her hair while Parker’s back was turned. Her curiosity was piqued as to why he was there. Until today, she hadn’t spoken to him in the two years he had been living next door. This was now the third time speaking with him in one day.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said, turning back around to face Clara.

“Not at all. Penny seemed to enjoy helping this afternoon, and I appreciated her help. Where is she?”

“Oh, she’s doing some homework. Um...Penny told me you gave her the courage to ask me about doing some of the Christmas traditions we used to do.”

Dread jolted through Cara at the thought that she may have inadvertently involved herself in family issues where she didn’t belong. “I hope I didn’t overstep. I’m sorry if I did.”

“No,” assured Parker. “I’m glad you talked with her, and I’m glad she told me her feelings. I want her to tell me things like that. It seems I have been trying to protect her feelings, and she has been trying to protect mine. So, we’re going to try a few Christmas things and see how they go.” A sheepish look spread across his face as he paused. “One of the things we’re going to do is ice-skating. It’s been a while since I’ve ice-skated. I mostly watched while Barbara and Penny skated. I...uh...was wondering if...uh...you would go out ice-skating one night this week with me. Help me practice? I’d like to brush up some before I take Penny.”

Clara blinked. “Me?” Why did I say it like that? she thought. “Sure. I’m pretty much free any night, so whichever night works best for you.”

“Great. How about Tuesday night? Penny is staying over at a friend’s house. Maybe dinner after.”

“Sounds great. Tuesday night it is.”

The next morning, Clara stood behind the reception counter updating client folders when the glass doors whispered open and a gust of cold air blew in. Clara looked up to see two sharply dressed visitors. Clara didn’t recognize them as current clients. The woman walked with a clipped stride and commanding presence. Her crimson coat was draped over her arm like a cape. The man, calm and collected in a tailored charcoal suit, strode a few feet behind the woman.

“Good morning,” Clara greeted the two warmly.

“Good morning,” answered the woman, with a curt businesslike smile. “I’m Lois Danvers, and this is Bruce Jordan,” she indicated to the man who had now come up beside her. “We’re from Keystone Productions. We have a meeting with Mr. Jameson and the marketing team.”

Before Clara could respond, Mr. Jameson burst into the reception area with his hand outstretched. “Good morning, Ms. Danvers...Mr. Jordan. Please to meet you,” Mr. Jameson said as he vigorously shook each one’s hand.  “I’m Perry Jameson, CEO of Dynamic Marketing. Our team is assembled in our conference room, and we’re excited to work with you. Please follow me.” Mr. Jameson quickly turned to Clara as they began walking. “Ms. Kenney, would you be so kind as to bring us some coffee?”

“Yes, Mr. Jameson,” Clara replied with practiced politeness.

A few minutes later, Clara rolled a cart into the conference room. She placed a crisp white linen tablecloth on a table along the back wall. Then she set out carafes of coffee and a platter of assorted flaky pastries. Clara was surprised that the group was already in the discussion phase. Usually, when she brought in coffee and pastries, introductions were still occurring, and she usually announced that coffee and pastries were available. She wasn’t about to interrupt an ongoing discussion for an announcement. She glanced over to the conference table, gleaming from its recent polish job, to try to catch the eye of someone on the marketing team, but everyone’s eyes were glued to Lois Danvers and Bruce Jordan.

“The sequel to Celestrielle didn’t perform as anticipated at the box office,” stated Lois, her tone cool and clipped.

Bruce nodded. “Keystone’s merchandising arm produced Celestrielle action figures. They were projected to be one of the top sellers this Christmas season.”

Not catching anyone’s attention, Clara walked back to the table and began rearranging sweetener packets in a ceramic bowl. She wasn’t supposed to be listening. But she was.

Lois continued from where Bruce left off. “But with the film’s weak performance, the action figures are collecting dust on retail shelves.”

Bruce leaned forward, and the marketing team all leaned forward in response. “We need to boost sales—quickly,” Bruce stated calmly while conveying a sense of urgency. “That’s why we reached out to you. This firm has a reputation as being top-notch.”

Lex tapped his pen on the table, his face and voice laced with a thin veil of doubt. “It’s only about a month till Christmas. A lot of people have already bought toys for Christmas presents.”

Lois’s eyes remained cool and focused. A slight huff of sarcasm escaped through her nose as her mouth was only able to produce a weak smile. “We are well aware of this, and you understand our urgency. If this isn’t something you want to take on, we appreciate your time and are prepared to look elsewhere.”

Mr. Jameson raised a hand as if he were a polite traffic cop trying to get someone to stop at a crosswalk. “No need for that. We pride ourselves in meeting and overcoming challenges. Just like your Celestrielle character.” He quickly shot Lex a derisive look for his faux pas before returning his look to the team in general. “Okay team. Ideas?”

Selena leaned back in her chair, arms folded. “We could launch an ad blitz—online, print, TV.”

Lois immediately shook her head. “I believe in being upfront. Let’s be clear—we’re not willing to throw good money after bad. An extensive advertising campaign would be very costly.”

Lex spoke next, more confidence in his voice after Selena’s idea was shot down. “We could create a video of Celestrielle doing her superhero thing. Push it to social media. It could be an animated video to appeal to kids, and you wouldn’t have to worry about actors.” Lex smiled as if he knew this was the idea that would lure them to bite.

Bruce looked unimpressed. “We’d want to produce it ourselves, of course, since we are a production company. Hiring writers to create a story... doing the animation... that would take weeks we don’t have.”

Lex’s confident smile slowly dropped.

The team was quiet. The room was quiet. Mr. Jameson shifted uneasily in his chair. Clara could read the team’s faces. They were being asked to do the impossible. Without really thinking, she blurted out, “We could hire someone to portray Celestrielle...wear her costume. We could send her to various events and post the appearances on social media to drum up buzz.”

Mr. Jameson got red in the face and his eyes narrowed, causing the marketing team to snap to attention. “Ms. Kenney, what are you still doing in here? This is for professionals to create an effective strategy.” He turned to Lois and Bruce with a sheepish, apologetic smile. “Please excuse my administrative assistant. This is such an exciting venture that I’m sure she got worked up over it.”

“No,” Lois asserted. “Please stay, Ms. Kenney. This is the best idea we’ve heard so far. It’s simple, doable in the timeframe we have, and is more cost effective than the other ideas.”

“What kind of events did you have in mind?” asked Bruce.

Clara stepped forward. Her heart was racing. Mr. Jameson scowled directly at her. But this was her chance. She had to act boldly. “There are so many events happening around Christmas time. There are Santa photo ops, parades, hospital visits, school programs, community Christmas Tree lightings, Christmas markets and festivals. The list goes on. If Celestrielle makes appearances at those, people will take notice. Kids will connect, and once kids connect, parents will buy the action figures.”

Clara finished and looked at the group. Selena rolled her eyes while Lex still tapped nervously on the table.

“Clare,” Lex began in a dismissive tone.

“It’s Clara,” she said firmly. “Alexander.”

Selena let out a short involuntary laugh that she turned into a cough as she tried to cover her smile with her hand.”

Lex ‘s face showed something between a fake smile and a smirk. “Clara. I think you’re forgetting that Celestrielle is a superhero. She flies...” Lex suddenly stopped as if searching for what to say next. “And has other superhero powers that...superheroes have.”

Bruce crossed his arms. “Did you not read the file we sent about Celestrielle? Are you not familiar with her superpowers?”

Lex coughed, “Well...yes...of course. I’m aware of her special superpowers. I was just...summarizing.”

Selena interjected. “I think what Lex is saying is what kind of draw will this actress have if she doesn’t use any of her superpowers? Hiring a special effects team to stage super-powered demonstrations will be expensive and highly impractical.”

Clara felt that the whole Dynamic Marketing team was against her, but she held steady. “I wasn’t suggesting that the actress perform super feats. She doesn’t have to fly. Just being there, meeting people, and having pictures made with them can be very inspiring. She can be real.”

Lex scoffed. “That’s a ridiculous idea. This isn’t the 1950s. People expect to see action.”

Bruce nodded thoughtfully. “I think Ms. Kenney is on to something. I believe what she is suggesting is our best bet with the time we have.”

“Let’s do it,” Lois said. With that statement, she and Bruce both stood. “Mr. Jameson, send us the proposal and contract as soon as possible for our attorneys to review.”

Mr. Jameson nodded. His forced smile barely concealed his simmering irritation as he stood. “You’ll have it by the end of the day.” And he shook each one’s hand. “Thank you for choosing Dynamic Marketing.”

As Lois and Bruce left, Mr. Jameson gave Clara a look that could chill boiling water.

Clara hurried to catch up with Lois and Bruce.  “Let me show you out,” she offered with a nervous smile.

Clara went back to the reception desk after showing Lois and Bruce out. She had just sat down when Lex swaggered over.

“You’ve got dreams bigger than your ability, Claire,” he offered.

“They liked the idea,” she said calmly, trying not to let him rattler her.

Lex smirked. “Well, even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while.”

As Lex swaggered away, Clara called after him, voice rising, “My name’s Clara.”

Selena sauntered over almost immediately, heels clicking against the floor. “You’ve got some nerve showing out like that. This is a job for professionals, not a secretary. You’d better hope this marketing campaign goes well, or you’ll be a laughingstock. You don’t want to be that person who everyone says, ‘Remember the secretary who tried to be a marketer?’”

Clara’s shoulders tensed as she watched Selena walk away. “What did I just do?” Clara said in a barely audible voice.

***
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That night, scents of pine, freshly popped corn, and peppermint wafted through Mary’s house as Clara helped her decorate her Christmas Tree. As they decorated, Clara told Mary about her adventurous day at the office.

“I’m proud of you,” bragged Mary. “That took a lot of courage. See? You made a bold move, and it paid off.”

“It hasn’t paid off yet,” replied Clara. “I thought Mr. Jameson might fire me before the day was over.”

“Think positively. Not only did you get your foot in the door, your idea is front and center. Besides, it’s not like you’re going to actually have to do any of those things. A good actress will be able to pull this off easily.”

Clara sighed. “I hope so.”

“Now, we just need to get your love life kick-started.”

Clara’s face flushed. “Oh, I didn’t tell you. My neighbor, Parker, asked me to go ice-skating with him tomorrow night...but it’s not a date. He wants to practice before he takes his daughter.”

Mary grinned. “That’s a date.”

“It’s not a date,” Clara stressed. We’re grabbing dinner after, but it’s still not a date.” 

“It’s a date.” Mary winked. “And good for you.”

Clara’s smile suddenly faded.

“Is something wrong?” asked Mary.

“When I mentioned I worked at Dynamic Marketing, he misunderstood and thought I was on the marketing team.”

Mary raised a brow. “And you didn’t correct him?”

“I tried, but the conversation moved on.”

“With this campaign, you’ll hopefully be on the marketing team soon, but you have to tell him and the sooner the better,” Mary warned. “You can’t let him think you have a job that you don’t.”

“I’ll tell him tomorrow night.”

“Make sure you do, else this could snowball and end up burying you in an avalanche.”

***
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Early the next morning at the reception desk, Clara answered the phone, already juggling three presentation drafts for different clients. “Dynamic Marketing. How may I help you?” The more she listened, the more her brow furrowed. “On no! But you can’t...hello...hello?” The line was dead and possibly her career. Clara’s heart quickened its beat. She dreaded with all her being what she was about to do next, but she saw no way to avoid it. She would have to go tell Mr. Jameson. She hurried to his office, trying to form in her mind what to say as she went.

Clara knocked on the imposing oak door to Mr. Jameson’s office.

“Come in,” came a gruff voice on the other side of the door.

Clara pushed against the door and walked in. Mr. Jameson didn’t look up from his computer. Before Clara could say anything, Mr. Jameson began talking. He had not spoken to Clara yesterday after the meeting with Keystone Productions. Clara was glad; he was too angry. He seemed calmer today, but Clara was afraid that wouldn’t last long.

“Ms. Kenney. If Lois Danvers and Bruce Jordan of Keystone Productions hadn’t liked your idea so much, I would have fired you on the spot. Fortunately, the actress we’ve hired to portray Celestrielle is excellent, and if anybody can pull this off she can.”

Clara could feel her insides shrinking. “Sir. That’s what I’ve come to talk to you about. The actress we hired to play Celestrielle just called and backed out. She got another offer she accepted, and since we just sent the contract to her yesterday, she hasn’t signed it.”

Mr. Jameson slammed his mouse on the desk. “What? Offer her more money!”

“She’s already signed with someone else, and we couldn’t match their offer anyway.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” barked Mr. Jameson. “Celestrielle’s first appearance is this week. We’ll never be able to find someone else quick enough.” He stood. Pacing. Thinking. “Maybe we could hire multiple actresses to do a day
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