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      Harper

      

      December 1st

      

      The TV screen glowed in the corner of my bedroom. The familiar bumper music of the weather report drew me from the bathroom with my toothbrush still in my mouth. My final decision about what to wear today depended on what the perky brunette said next.

      “A polar vortex drops low and brings freezing temperatures and the possibility of snow to Gates Point. The weather will have everyone staying indoors. Of course, the question on everyone’s mind, will we see snow and how will it impact the holiday festival this weekend? Back to you Jim and Kate.”

      I sighed, stepping back into the bathroom. Snow was rare in Gates Point. Being so close to the Atlantic Ocean often kept the temperatures above freezing, which made it feel magical when we got snow—but as the event coordinator for the holiday festival, it also meant bracing for long hours outside. I needed to dress for the cold.

      The idea of winter weather added nothing to my mood this morning. I was already dreading a meeting to discuss the festival budget. I despise this part of my job. The city is inconsistent with how much financial support they provide, and it makes it harder to plan for the event. I’ve secured a couple of large sponsors, but we still need more. Checking the time, I rush to get dressed. I want to get to the office early.

      Opting for warm boots with black wool slacks and a soft pink sweater, I grab my laptop. Just as I was about to walk out the door, my phone chirped with a text message from my best friend, Christina. “Lunch today?”

      “Yes, I have a feeling I am going to need it.” I typed back, juggling my laptop, coffee, keys, and phone.

      Her emoji reply made me smile. Finally, I stepped out onto the sidewalk, only to be greeted by heavy slate gray clouds rolling in from the northwest. The creaking of the bare branches of the street trees sounded like they were scratching the sky as they strained against the icy wind.

      Fighting against the wind as I hurried up the sidewalk, the two blocks from my apartment in the central district to city hall only took ten minutes. I was the first person to arrive this morning, so I went to the kitchenette to start the coffee and then set up the conference room for the meeting.

      Marla, my administrative assistant, called out as she came through the door. “Morning Harper, I’ll set up the conference room.”

      “I already did, and I started the coffee,” I answered. She poked her head in, grinning. “Love that sweater, Harper. Perhaps it will help charm a few extra pennies out of Daniel Stewart for the celebration.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Marla had a warm and infectious smile.

      “You’re ridiculous!” I shot back, rolling my eyes. Bringing up the files I would need for the meeting before gathering my laptop and refilling my coffee. I had five minutes to spare as I headed to the conference room. Staff members began arriving. Daniel Stewart, Budget Director, arrived last, looking as meticulous as ever in a dark suit, with a laptop, and coffee in hand. His efficiency was unmatched, and his strict budgeting made him my holiday nemesis.

      Once everyone was seated, I took a deep breath and began the meeting. “Morning, everyone. Thanks for braving the cold. Let’s dive in.”

      I launched into my presentation, highlighting our major sponsor, Port City Industries. “Kay Dandridge is our most loyal sponsor, this year she has pledged an additional $20,000,” I paused and glanced around the table, “with increased cost in services this still leaves us ten thousand dollars short.” I clicked through to the next slide, comparing this year’s and last year’s budgets.

      Daniel leaned in, frowning at the numbers. I braced myself.

      “Harper, we’re already stretched thin. We can’t afford to add another $10,000 to the festival budget at this late date. We have to prioritize—books for the library, equipment for emergency services, or holiday lights. What do you think our citizens value more?”

      “Why not all the above?” I countered, keeping my voice level despite the rising frustration. “We’re running a balanced budget, aren’t we? And these celebrations are for the citizens, too.”

      Daniel glanced at his screen. “Do you have any room where you could cut back? Advertising costs, or could you get an additional sponsor?” He said, reviewing the breakdown of the event expenses.

      Challenging Daniel, I asked, “I’m not sure what we could cut. Most of the additional cost is for staff overtime. It isn’t like we are going overboard. We have followed all the purchasing procedures, put out bids for goods and services to ensure we get the best price. Some items are on a multi-year contract, so the prices are locked in. But some services that we have to purchase annually have increased their prices. I don’t know what else we can do?”

      A murmur of disapproval swept through the room. I took a deep breath and refocused. “Alright, team, any creative ideas to close this gap?”

      Suggestions started flying—approaching fraternal organizations, local TV stations...., everyone was talking at once.

      I put my hands up to calm the conversation. “let’s each follow up with our contacts,” I said, wrapping up. “Send me your ideas, and we’ll take it from there.”

      As we packed up, I made it a point to avoid Daniel. He always managed to push my buttons, and I needed to take a deep breath before dealing with him again. Once I was back in my office. I checked on other holiday related tasks, ensuring staff were still on track to get the last lights up around the central district. Satisfied I had done everything I could do at the moment from my desk, I grabbed my coat and headed out into the cold to check the progress of the temporary ice-skating rink, the installation of the tree and the lights.

      Two hours later, I plopped down in a chair at Baby Cakes Bakery and Coffee Shop on the other side of the central district square. The sweet aroma of sugar greeted me, wrapping me in safety and comfort like a warm blanket. I believed it was impossible to be unhappy in my mom’s bakery. But today might prove to be the exception.

      Christina was waiting for me. “Boy, you look grumpy.”

      “Hello to you too.” I snapped.

      “Hi,” she eyed me warily. “How’s your day?”

      “Peachy.”

      “Hi, baby cakes,” my mom said, kissing the top of my head.

      “Hi mom.”

      “Rough morning, dear?”

      I sighed. “The usual, fighting for more money.” I peeled off my coat and hat. “It is really getting cold out there.”

      “I’ll bring you some coffee to warm you up.”

      “Sugar, I need sugar!” I called after her.

      Christina gave me a sympathetic look. “That bad?”

      “That guy Daniel irks me. How can any man that good looking be that annoying?”

      Christina rolled her eyes in solidarity. “Aren’t all the good-looking ones? I mean, it is like a cruel joke from the universe. Here’s a gorgeous man, but he is also overly full of himself!” She sighed, “So, he still won’t give you the money?”

      “No, he said he claims he adjusted the budget for inflation, but I need to come up with ten thousand dollars on my own! How am I supposed to do that? It isn’t like I’m spending it on frivolous items. I have to cover the cost of staff over time for installation, security, fire, and EMS at the actual event. What am I supposed to do?”

      Mom reappeared with coffee and one of her baby cakes, aka a cupcake, for both Christina and me.

      “Oh mom, you’re a lifesaver!”

      She laughed, “I know,” then moved on to help another customer.

      Taking a bite of her cupcake, Christina moaned. “That is so good!”

      “You know what? I don’t feel the least bit guilty about having a cupcake for lunch.” I savored the chocolate frosting. “The frosting is so good I don’t need the cake part.”

      Christina’s phone buzzed. “Oh, our takeout order is ready.” She stood up.

      “Need any help?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’ll be right back.” She dashed next door to pick up Chinese food for the two of us and mom.

      I didn’t want to eat takeout in the cafe’s dining room, so I took our coffee to mom’s office. Having lunch with mom and Christina is something I tried to do whenever I got a real lunch break, which was almost impossible this time of year. But I made time today. I needed to warm up and I need girl time.

      As I inhaled the aroma of the takeout, my stomach rumbled. Working as a team, mom and I cleared her desk and set out place settings while Christina unpacked the food.

      “How’s your day, mom?”

      “Oh, nothing special. The flour delivery guy is raising his rates. The health inspector will be here all day tomorrow. I’m down one employee because Kimberly is out with a cold or something.”

      I felt guilty for having focused on my own problems. “Anything I can do to help?” I offered.

      “Oh no thanks sweetie, you have enough on your plate right now. Besides being short on money, how is the holiday planning going?”

      “Well, the new program for the Christmas tree should be ready in the next day or so. I just walked past there, and they were testing the program, so that seems on track.”

      We had invested in a large programmable tree that allowed us to change the music and light patterns every fifteen minutes.

      “The skating rink is being installed as we speak. The lights at the botanical garden were completed this morning. Santa will arrive at the end of the parade, then make appearances in the central district, downtown, and at all the libraries and community centers. I still need to send out e-tickets to staff and sponsor personnel.”

      My mom fussed. “I worry you’re taking on too much, Harper.”

      “You know how much I love Christmas. Sure, it’s a lot of work, and I complain about the budget, but I can’t imagine doing anything else. Some of my happiest childhood memories are centered on Christmas.”

      “I hate seeing you so stressed over it, though.”

      “I just want to do a good job, Mom.”

      “You’ve already done that.”

      “But I want Gates Point to have the best Christmas light show in Virginia!”

      “Why? Can’t it just be fun, does it have to be all of that?” Mom argued.

      “Wouldn’t you like to see this place turned into a holiday wonderland?” I countered, surprised by my mother’s stance, knowing she loved Christmas more than I did.

      “Not if it means more traffic.”

      I looked at Christina for help, but all I got was a sympathetic smile and a shrug.

      “So, you agree with her?” I asked.

      “She makes a good point, but I’m sure traffic control is something you could build into the plan.”

      “Don’t you all remember what it was like when,” I almost said when, dad was alive. I didn’t want to upset my mother, so instead, I focused on Christina. “When we were kids?” Christina and I had been friends since elementary schools. She was more of a sister than a friend.

      “Aw!” My mother came over and hugged me. “I’m not trying to rain on your parade.”

      “Don’t say things like that, mother! Take it back, quickly!”

      “What?”

      “Don’t say rain and parade in the same sentence.” I admonished.

      Staring up at the ceiling, she said. “I wish for nothing but perfect parade weather for you.” She said, hugging me again.

      We avoided the topic of the festival for the rest of lunch. When we were done, and everything was cleared away, I turned to give my mom a hug.

      “Thank you, I have to go back to work, talk later?”

      “Yes, now go. Do good things.”

      Christina stood, and my mom hugged her, too. “Christina why don’t you come for dinner sometime and you can tell me what is going on at the library? Don’t wait for my daughter to bring you. Come over any time.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Wade.”

      “Girl, you’ve known me long enough to call me Judy.”

      Christina nodded, and we both left. Once on the sidewalk, we hugged and went our separate ways. I swear the temperature had dropped ten degrees the hour we were in the bakery. I probably should have ordered soup for dinner and taken it home.

      By the time I got back, the energy in the office was buzzing.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the receptionist.

      “Storm is coming. They are sending us to home early.”

      I pulled my cell phone from my coat pocket. I had missed the email from the City Manager’s office.

      “Honestly?” I raced to my office to retrieve my laptop and any other essentials I would need to work from home in case we actually got snow.

      Back out on the sidewalk again, the clouds had thickened, and a single snowflake landed on my coat sleeve. Snow in December was practically unheard of in Gates Point, but I guess the meteorologist had been right this morning. The thought of it filled me with a schoolgirl’s excitement—visions of a cozy day off, binge-watching movies and indulging in guilt-free snacks. But by the time I reached my apartment, reality crept in. Snow could throw the parade and all our holiday festivities into chaos, and I felt the worry settle in the pit of my stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel

      
      As I walked to the Holiday Festival budget meeting, the soft sound of Christmas music emanated from staff cubicles. I let out an unintended groan. I enjoy Christmas as much as anyone, but today the music felt mocking, reminding me of the tight budget for the upcoming events. Taking a few calming breaths, I braced myself to face Harper Wade. Trying to see things from her perspective—organizing a multi-day event for the entire city couldn't be easy. But Harper always expected miracles, and when it came to the numbers, reality fell short. Harper and her team didn't differ from any other department asking for more funds, but she had a way of rankling me like no one else. If she asked for more money, I’d have to tell her no.

      When I arrived, Harper was already absorbed in her laptop. The frown on her face was at odds with the softness of her pink sweater. I was surprised she hadn’t chosen something more festive to wear. Perhaps I was being too judgmental. After all, she was just trying to organize the holiday festival, the same way I was trying to balance the city’s budget.

      Harper didn’t put up much of a fight over the money, which caught me off guard. She suggested everyone get creative for other funding sources. Still, her attitude turned noticeably frosty toward me by the end of the meeting.

      I slipped out of the conference room as soon as I could, avoiding any further confrontation with her.

      "That didn't take long," Shelly said when I returned to the office.

      "Doesn't take long to tell people no," I groused.

      She made a noise as I was closing my door. That sounded like, "tsk tsk."

      Sinking down into my office chair, I sighed. I'd write Harper a check myself if I could.

      An email from the city manager popped up, alerting department heads because of the immediate threat of inclement weather, all city offices would close early.

      "Terrific."

      There was a mountain of work to do and now I was going to have to do it myself if I was going to meet deadlines. I sent out an email to the supervisors in my office, letting them know about the closing before the city-wide email came out and chaos ensued.

      Living within two miles of the office, I normally walked to work, which made it easy to get home on days like today when everyone left the central district at once clogging the streets traffic.

      Shelly poked her head in. “Daniel, aren’t you leaving? It is going to snow soon.”

      “I’ll leave in a little while. I walked to work, so I’ll be fine. But you go before the roads are bad.”

      Shelly studied me for a moment. “Are you okay?”

      “Just a lot to do and closing early doesn’t help.”

      “I can stay if you want.” She offered.

      That was Shelly, always willing to go the extra mile.

      Returning her smile, “No, you go. Be safe.”

      “Okay, I’ll have my laptop. If you need anything, send me a text or something.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it. I’ll do that.”

      She gave me a warm smile and left. The department was silent—no music, no hum of desk fans, and no undercurrent of chatter. The solitude was almost unnerving. Glancing out the window; the sky was a dark gray, and a single snowflake landed on the glass. I stared at it, waiting for it to melt. Below, people hurried along the sidewalk, a few carrying umbrellas. Cars choked the streets in slow-moving traffic as other offices in the central district closed along with city hall. I wondered if Harper was one of the people in the crowd below.

      As I looked down the street towards the central park, I noticed work had stopped on the ice rink—on the verge of completion, yet empty. I smiled at the irony, the perfect weather for skating, and it just sat there. My mind drifted to the Christmas gifts I’d ordered for my nieces and nephews. Pulling out my phone, I checked the tracking. A quick sigh of relief: they’d arrive in time. I turned back to the computer and all the unread emails. Gloomy skies blurred the time, so when the security guard passed by on his rounds, I jumped.

      “Sorry, Mr. Stewart, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I was concentrating and didn’t hear you come in.”

      “What are you doing here so late? Everyone is gone. Aren’t you worried about getting home in this weather?”

      “No, I don’t live too far away. I can walk home. I’ll be fine.”

      The guard seemed to want to say more, but didn’t. “Well, have a good night.”

      “You, too.” I checked the time. It was nearly six o’clock. I gazed out the window, but it was so dark, I only saw my reflection. It was time to call it a day. Gathering up my laptop and my overcoat, I headed for the elevator.

      A second security guard sat at the desk in the lobby and called out as I went by.

      “Good night, stay safe, Mr. Stewart.”

      I waved good night as I waited for the click of the door lock before pushing it open. Ice pellets stung my face. Turning up the collar of my overcoat, I put my head down and made my way up the sidewalk. It was three blocks up and one block over to the Parkside neighborhood, a collection of old, mostly Victorian homes on River Road. My house remained three blocks away. A few restaurants were still open, and I could see through the windows they were full. The walk home was more treacherous than I had expected and the thought of dinner before going home suddenly seemed like an excellent idea. I was just a few doors away from my favorite restaurant, Marios.

      “Ah, evening, Daniel, are you just leaving work?” Anna Maria greeted me as I stepped inside, allowing the warmth to envelop me.

      “Yes, no rush to go home when you don’t have to drive.” I smiled. Anna Maria was Mario’s sister. She appeared to be about ten years older than me, with a beautiful Italian accent.

      “You're not the only one. The weather is good for business.” She said, showing me to a small table off to the side. “Is this okay?”

      “Yes, this is perfect.” It was a small round table. I put my laptop bag in the chair on the other side and sat down as she disappeared.

      Anna Maria returned with her usual warm smile. “Long day at work?” Her accent wrapped around the words like a comforting blanket.

      “Long enough,” I replied, trying to match her cheerfulness but falling short. “Calzone tonight, I think.” I ate dinner here twice a week, so I had the menu memorized.

      She raised an eyebrow; her smile growing mischievous. “Calzone, eh? Comfort food for a troubled mind?”

      I forced a smile, "No troubles."

      “Ah, Daniel, you are a terrible liar.” She leaned in a bit, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “I’ve seen that look before. My brother Mario wears it when something—or someone—is weighing on him. You work too hard, caro. It’s Christmas, a time to relax, sì?”

      I shrugged, unsure how to respond. “Work doesn’t stop for the holidays.” I didn’t argue the point that Christmas was still several weeks away.

      “No, but the heart ought to.”

      Before I could respond, she winked and added, “Your calzone will be out soon. And maybe something sweet to lift your spirits?”

      She walked away, her words lingering in the air. As I sat, surrounded by the warmth of the restaurant and the distant murmur of conversations, my thoughts drifted to Harper. I thought of her frustration in the meeting, and to the way her pink sweater seemed so at odds with her serious expression. Maybe she has a softer side?

      Anna Maria returned with the calzone, placing it in front of me with a flourish. “Here you go, comfort on a plate. And Daniel,” she added, her voice softening, “whatever it is, don’t let it weigh you down. Christmas is about finding joy, even in the smallest things.”

      Glancing around the room. Suits of various kinds filled the tables. Office workers from the surrounding buildings laughing and enjoying an early end to the day and no doubt a day off tomorrow. Anna Maria was right, of course. So, I pushed work to the back of my brain and focus on enjoying my dinner.

      My thoughts drifted back to Harper. There was something about her that nagged at me, something I couldn’t quite figure out. What was her story? Did she enjoy her job, or was it just another duty she handled with the same determined professionalism she always displayed? I realized, with a pang of guilt, that I’d never considered what else she might deal with throughout the year. The holiday event was just one of many, but it was the only one that brought us into each other’s orbit. Why did she get under my skin the way she did?

      A three-piece band began setting up in the corner, and I smiled. Mario was making the most of the weather to earn a little extra money, and I admired him for it.

      After finishing my meal, I sat back, listening to the music for a while. Anna Maria brought me coffee and cannoli. She was right—the night demanded she stay and savor the atmosphere.

      When I finally stepped out of Mario's, the ice had relented, leaving the snow fall in earnest, blanketing the city in a quiet white. Thoughts of Harper consumed me on the walk home. There was something more to her story—I could feel it, but I didn’t know what. I decided from now on, I’d stop avoiding her. I needed to understand what made Harper Wade tick and why she annoyed me so much. It was time to see her outside of the budget meetings—time to discover if the woman behind the holiday lights was equally bright and warm. Or was she cold and harsh like the ice pellets that had mixed with the snow earlier?

      Once home, sitting in front of a warm fire, I poured myself
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