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Chapter One New York City  The Monday after Thanksgiving
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The alarm blared, and Harper Lane cracked one eye open.

“Oh, shoot,” she muttered, jolting upright. The glowing digits on her bedside clock warned her she was already running late.

She brushed her teeth, splashed cold water on her face, and pulled her curls into a loose bun. No time for breakfast again. Grabbing her coat, she hurried down the stairs of her Manhattan apartment building and into the brisk December air.

The scent of roasted chestnuts and city steam wrapped around her, but it was the street vendor’s cart that won her over.

“Hot dog, please,” she said, exchanging a few bills.

Not the healthiest breakfast, but nothing beat a New York hot dog.

Taxi lights flickered in the early morning rush. Harper raised a hand, sliding into the first yellow cab that stopped.

Her phone buzzed. A missed call from Ian.

Harper’s smile softened as she dialed back.

He answered on the first ring. “Miss Harper Lane. Good morning, future Mrs. Crawford.”

“Morning, Ian. How are you?”

“I’m good. Do I need to come pick you up, or should I send the driver?”

“I told you, I can take a taxi. In fact, I’m in one right now.”

A mock sigh. “My soon-to-be wife doesn’t need to be in a taxi.”

“I like taxis, Ian.”

“Fine. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

The cab slid to a stop at Fifth and Third. Harper paid the fare and stepped into the lobby of Crawford Publishing, her heels clicking on the marble floor.

“Harper Lane, you’ve done it again!” Emily, her assistant, rushed to greet her.

Harper blinked. “Done what?”

Emily held up her phone. “Front page of the New York Times lifestyle section Up and Coming Fiancée to Ian Crawford. Are you excited to be Mrs. Crawford?”

Harper smiled, a little shy. “I am.”

“Then why are you still taking taxis when Ian is filthy rich? You should be riding in that limo of his.”

“For the millionth time, Emily, I like the city the way it is. I’m a Georgia girl at heart.”

Emily grinned. “Fine, fine. Today’s schedule: you have a twelve o’clock with the dressmaker. Every woman wants to be you, Harper you’re about to marry Ian Crawford.”

Harper slipped into her office, her eyes landing on the framed photo of her mother. She touched the glass lightly. “Good morning, Mom. I miss you.”

“Any calls?” she asked over her shoulder.

“One,” Emily said, poking her head in. “Someone named Meredith from a candy shop in Georgia?”

Harper’s breath caught. “The Candy Cane Corner,” she whispered. “That was my mom’s shop. Candy canes were her favorite.”

“No wonder you never want me to bring candy to the office,” Emily teased.

Harper smiled faintly but her chest ached with memories. “She was the best. The very best at making candy.”

Emily set a folder on the desk. “Here’s yesterday’s magazine spread. Oh should I order your Christmas tree again this year?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Harper said, still staring at the photo. “I haven’t decided if I’m decorating at all.”

“Okay,” Emily said gently. “I’ll hold your calls.”

When the door closed, Harper lingered with the picture a moment longer. Outside, the city roared with holiday cheer, but she felt only the quiet ache of Christmases past.
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Chapter Two Later That Morning
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The intercom buzzed.

“Harper,” Emily’s voice crackled through, “Meredith called again. She says it’s important. Want me to patch her through?”

Harper pushed her chair back and reached for the phone. “Yes send her call through.”

A soft click, then a warm Southern drawl. “Good morning, Harper.”

“Hi, Meredith! How are you?”

“I’m good, sweetheart. And the shop is doing very well brought in more money these past few weeks than we expected.”

“That’s wonderful.” Harper smiled despite the pinch in her chest. “I’m...swamped at work, as usual.”

“I wanted to congratulate you on your engagement,” Meredith continued. “Would’ve been nice to hear it from my goddaughter, but I suppose a magazine cover will do.”

Harper winced. “Oh, Meredith, I’m sorry. Emily must have forwarded that article she does have a sharp eye.”

“Well, I’ll make sure she gets a Christmas bonus,” Meredith teased gently. “But I’d still like to meet this fiancé of yours. Why don’t you and Ian come down for a visit?”

“Ian’s not much for travel,” Harper said lightly. “Unless it’s for work.”

“Your soon-to-be husband doesn’t like to travel?” Meredith’s tone lifted in disbelief.

“That’s...just how he is,” Harper said. “Why do you keep calling? Is something wrong with the shop?”

Meredith hesitated. “A developer’s been sniffin’ around. Wants to buy your momma’s building for a new strip mall. They’re offering double the market price.”

Harper sat straighter. “A strip mall? Meredith, you know I asked you to keep the shop running. Mom would have loved that.”

“I know, baby girl. And it’s doing fine. But I think it’s time you came home, even for a visit. It’s been too long.”

“There’s nothing for me in Georgia,” Harper murmured.

“There’s the Candy Cane Festival in two weeks. Your mama always made the best candy cane gingerbread houses remember when she won first place? Come for that. Just a couple of weeks.”

Harper pressed her lips together. “I’ll...think about it. I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

“That’s all I ask. Love you, baby girl.”

“Love you too.” Harper ended the call just as Ian strode in.

“Morning, beautiful,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. “Missed you.”

“Who was on the phone?” he asked.

“Meredith,” she replied. “My godmother the one who runs my mom’s candy shop.”

“That little shop in Georgia?” His brow lifted. “Interesting. I actually heard about a new strip mall project there. A friend of mine is investing.”

Harper blinked. “How do you know about that?”

Ian shrugged. “I may not like traveling, but I know when money’s involved. You could make a killing if you sold. Your mom’s been gone twelve years don’t you think it’s time?”

The words stung. “Did you just say that to me?”

“I didn’t mean it harshly,” he said quickly. “I just think it’s a smart investment. Maybe let Meredith buy it from you.”

Harper drew in a slow breath. “I have work to do, Ian. We’ll talk later.”

He kissed her cheek and left, the scent of his cologne lingering like a question she couldn’t answer.

Emily slipped in a moment later. “You okay? I heard voices.”

Harper rubbed her temples. “Ian has a friend in Georgia. He wants me to sell Mom’s shop. My mom fought for that place after my dad died. She’d never forgive me.”

“But you never visit,” Emily said gently. “Maybe a trip home would help you decide.”

Harper stared at her mother’s picture. The idea of selling twisted her stomach, but so did the thought of returning.

“Book me a ticket,” she said finally. “Just...don’t tell Ian yet.”

Emily’s face lit with a grin. “You got it, boss.”

Harper exhaled, half dreading, half longing for the peppermint-scented streets of home.
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Chapter Three The Bridal Boutique
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Harper glanced at the clock 11:30. Thirty minutes to her appointment. She grabbed her coat, slipped into a taxi, and let the city blur past.

The cab stopped in front of Belle & Town Bridal, a gleaming downtown boutique. Inside, she paused, catching sight of Mrs. Crawford commanding the staff like a general.

“No, no, absolutely not,” Mrs. Crawford said, waving a jeweled hand at a gown. “This is for the new Mrs. Crawford. Do you think I’d let her wear that on her wedding day? Bring me the silk with the French lace yes, that one.”

Harper exhaled, already tired.

Mrs. Crawford turned and lit up. “There she is! My beautiful daughter-in-law-to-be. Harper, darling, come in. Champagne, everyone this is the future Mrs. Crawford!”

Harper stepped forward, offering a polite smile.

“I went over the dresses,” Mrs. Crawford said briskly. “You mentioned a red lace underlay. Red, dear? That’s...tacky.”

Harper’s voice cooled. “Red was my mother’s favorite color.”

A pause. Mrs. Crawford’s eyes softened. “Oh—of course. I didn’t mean anything by it. We can include the red lace. It’s your wedding, after all.”

“It is,” Harper said gently.

“But tell me,” Mrs. Crawford continued, “why on earth did you pull up in a taxi? My son has a driver.”

“I don’t mind taxis,” Harper replied. “I like them.”

Mrs. Crawford gave a thin smile. “And I don’t mind you having a private driver. I’ll speak to Ian.”

She swept Harper through racks of gowns and into talk of bridesmaids, maids of honor, honeymoon destinations. “Have you chosen your invitations? We are less than a year out, and November will be here before you know it.”

“I’ll be out of town soon,” Harper said.

Mrs. Crawford stopped. “Out of town? For Christmas? With Ian?”

“I’m visiting my mother’s candy shop in Georgia.”

“Ah, yes. The...little magazine feature.” Mrs. Crawford’s voice held the faintest condescension.

Harper’s chin lifted. “It’s not little. It’s her legacy.”

The older woman sighed, then softened. “I lost my mother when I was your age. I understand. We’ll plan something special to honor her. But promise me you’ll stay focused—Crawfords like things neat and timely.”

“I promise,” Harper said, though her heart ached.

“Good. Now, shall we cut the red just a shade darker? Very tasteful.”

Harper forced a smile. “Let’s talk about it another day. I need a breather.”

“Of course, honey. Go to lunch with Ian. We’ll reconvene when you return.”

Lunch with Ian

The driver Mrs. Crawford insisted on—Tom—waited outside. Harper almost protested but let him drive her to the restaurant.

Inside, Ian was already eating. “There’s my beautiful fiancée,” he said, standing. “Come on, order something.”

“A salad’s fine,” she said.

“Good choice,” he replied. “You want to fit into that dress.”

Her fork paused mid-air. “Excuse me?”

“I just mean...you’ll look amazing.”
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