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			This book is dedicated to the central cogs of every family machine: the women. Because let’s be honest, it’s usually the women who keep the wheels greased and the engines pumping for the whole crew. May you find time to yourself to read or create or just be. May you never let go of the dreams you had before life happened. May you be with or find the person who is going to lift you up. And may you have the unwavering companionship of a dog. Or even a cat.
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			Christmas Season

			North Texas

			The house was to die for.

			It was exactly what Amy Casey’s best friend, Julie Kleinhoff, had promised—a luxury lake house on the shore of Lake Texoma, with eight bedrooms and nine baths, a separate and cozy artist’s studio, a pool, a hot tub, a chef’s kitchen, stunning lake views, and Christmas trees in every room. Child-sized nutcrackers armed the entrance of the dining room, the living room, and the kitchen. Santa, his sleigh, and his nine reindeer were suspended from the ceiling in the great room in a manner that suggested they would land on the massive hearth at any moment.

			Two beautiful wreaths hung on the double front doors, wood was stacked next to the enormous fireplace. Giant clumps of mistletoe, probably harvested from right outside, hung from every archway. Each room had a theme—cozy-cabin Christmas, festive beachy Christmas, old England Christmas. It was a holiday feast for the eyes and the spirit, and it was all for Amy, for two full weeks, at no cost. Two weeks that she could not possibly carve out of her busy life again, given the number of people in her family who relied on her for every little thing. Two weeks that she would have all this fabulousness to create art, painting the images of the beauty around her that lived in her head, experiencing the artist’s life she’d once dreamed about; to be someone other than mother/ex-wife/daughter/employee. To be all by herself. Well. Her dog, Duchess, had come. But Duchess was old and blind and practically deaf. She would sleep all day. So yes, all by herself, for the first time in years.

			Julie knew that was important to Amy and had helped her plan this getaway. Julie’s family owned this luxury, so she could pull all the strings to make this magic happen for Amy.

			So there was no way that a man should be standing in the kitchen.

			Perhaps even more urgent, there was no way Amy was going to be able to fight him wearing a bathrobe as thick and cozy as a sheepskin rug, with her hair wrapped in a towel. Speaking of which, if she didn’t take that towel off and put some product in her hair in the next five minutes, it would dry frizzy and weird, and she could not have that. She had also decided to go for a bohemian vibe during her two-week retreat (more elastic, less underwire).

			She folded her arms across her chest and said in her most authoritative tone (a tone that, let’s be honest, worked less and less on her family these days, but was all she had), “I’m not leaving.”

			The man, whose name she had yet to learn, picked up one of the apples she’d brought and said, rather too calmly given the circumstance, “Neither am I.”

			How had such a horrendous mistake been made? When Amy had first wandered into the kitchen and seen this tall, trim man in cargo shorts and a Houston Astros T-shirt and wearing his baseball hat backward, she’d been so startled, she’d shrieked. He had likewise been startled and at the very same moment, he’d yelped like someone had goosed him, and dropped the sandwich he was holding. “Oh no,” he said, staring down at it.

			It was the sandwich that had thrown her off and kept her from lunging for a knife. She couldn’t imagine that someone intent on killing her or robbing the house would take the time to make a sandwich. Much less bend down to clean up the mess. She’d assumed he was a maintenance man. But before she could voice her guess, he guessed that she was the housekeeper.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Okay,” he’d said, clearly excusing her.

			Amy remembered in that moment that Ryan, her ex-husband, had urged her to bring a gun. “You need to protect yourself,” he’d said, hitching up his pants. “I’d protect you if I was going—”

			“No chance,” she’d said with a side eye for him. “And you know how much I hate guns.”

			“This is the thing about you, Amy. You lump all guns into a single category—”

			“Goodbye, Ryan,” Amy had said. That was the great thing about being fifty-two, divorced, and menopausal—Amy didn’t feel nearly as compelled to stick around and give men a chance to mansplain like she had when she was younger. The moment Ryan started talking nonsense was the moment she started walking.

			Back to this guy. “I don’t know what is going on here, but I have this house for two weeks.”

			“So do I.” He put the remains of the sandwich in the trash.

			“That’s not possible. Julie lent it to me,” Amy said.

			“I don’t know who Julie is, but I rented it from Sam.”

			And therein lay the problem. “Oh my God,” Amy said immediately. Sam was Julie’s sister, and together, they’d taken over the family lake house when their parents moved to a high-rise condominium in Dallas. The Kleinhoffs weren’t ready to give the place up—it still made for a great family staycation spot—but they didn’t like it sitting idle, either. Julie and Sam decided to list it on all the vacation house rental websites in the new year. But Amy seemed to remember that Julie and Sam had argued about it, because Sam felt like they were leaving money on the table by waiting until the new year. Sam apparently had jumped the gun.

			“I’ll get Sam on the phone right now, and we’ll clear this up,” the guy said, and pulled a phone from his shorts pocket.

			“No, I’ll get Julie on the phone, and we’ll clear this up.” Amy grabbed her phone from the pocket of her robe. And then she and the man stood there, phones drawn, staring at each other.

			“Who is Julie?” he asked after a moment.

			“Sam’s sister.”

			He stared some more. His brows dipped. “Are you suggesting that there has been some miscommunication in booking?”

			“Obviously.” She pulled up Julie’s contact and hit the call button.

			“Great,” he said, punching something into his phone. “Sam and I had a nice chat about Byron Nelson.”

			“Who’s that?” Amy asked.

			The man gave her a withering look, put his phone to his ear, and walked out of the kitchen.

			By now, Amy’s call had rolled to voicemail. “Julie!” she hissed into the phone, and glanced over her shoulder to make sure he wasn’t listening. “Where are you? You need to call me—”

			The man was suddenly in front of her.

			“As soon as you can,” she quickly added, and hung up. “What?”

			“Sam’s not answering, and her voicemail is full.”

			That tracked. Julie often complained about her sister not answering and having a full inbox.

			“What about you?” he asked, nodding to the phone she was gripping.

			“Not answering,” Amy admitted.

			“Well. Here we are.” He lowered his phone. So did Amy. He slid it back into his pocket. So did Amy.

			“We’ve got ourselves a problem,” he added unnecessarily, then bit into her apple.

			“Not really,” Amy said. “There’s a resort up the road where you can probably get a room.”

			“Funny,” he said. “I meant it’s a problem for you. I’ve paid in full for this place.” He took another healthy bite of her apple.

			That was the moment Amy thought she might have to fight him. She considered her options and found them all lacking, and therefore resorted to throwing a fit. “I’m not leaving.”

			“Neither am I.”

			She braced her hands against the marble kitchen bar. “Look, Mr….?”

			“Neely.”

			“Mr. Neely. I need this. Do you know how long it’s been since I had alone time? Before my first son was born, seventeen years ago, that’s when. I finally get a chance to do what I love—”

			“What’s that?”

			Amy paused. “What’s what?”

			“What do you love?”

			She felt a little ridiculous saying it, but who was this guy to her? “I’m an artist. A painter. Anyway, I have a show coming up, and I need to paint, and I need to be creative, and in order to be creative, I need space and alone time. Therefore, I need you to leave.”

			“Huh,” he said, and put the apple core on the countertop like a Neanderthal. “Well here’s the thing, Mrs….?”

			“Ms. Casey.”

			“Here’s the thing, Ms. Casey. I have injured my knee, and I need some time to decide what I’m going to do with myself, because my old way of life isn’t working with the knee anymore.”

			“What’s the old way of life?”

			“Golf.”

			For heaven’s sake. Why did men think the sun and moon revolved around their golf game? She rolled her eyes.

			“Professional golf,” he clarified.

			Amy didn’t know anything about professional golf other than it dominated Sunday afternoon TV viewing. She shrugged a little.

			“I looked long and hard and found a place where I can heal and think. Someplace off the beaten path where I could be alone. Therefore, I will not be leaving.”

			Her phone suddenly pinged. She hoped it was Julie checking in so Amy could tell her about the grand fuckup. Then Julie would call Sam and make her give this man his money, and in a matter of a couple of hours, he’d be gone, and Amy could resume her two weeks of bliss. Which had started with a most excellent bath, the zen of which Mr. Neely was ruining.

			But the text was not from Julie.

			Mom do we have any milk?

			The message came from Jonah the Destroyer’s phone, otherwise known as her seventeen-year-old son. Who was at home right now, presumably waiting for Ryan to pick up him and his brother. But never mind that—did he really think she would be on top of the milk situation just now?

			Where are you?

			Home.

			Unbelievable. “Excuse me,” she said to the interloper, who was now eying her bananas. She turned away from him so he couldn’t see the flames of fury licking her face. She knew absolutely that she should not continue this text exchange given the total chaos here, but seriously, was Jonah for real?

			Can’t you go look?

			I don’t want to go downstairs rn. I’m playing a new game.

			Okay. I’m not driving back to Willow Valley to look for you.

			Amy turned back to Mr. Neely. She suddenly felt dangerously close to tears. She’d had her heart set on these two weeks. She could never afford to do something like this on her own, and it was only Julie’s generosity that was making it possible. “I don’t think you understand,” she said to Mr. Neely. “My son just texted to ask me if we have milk.”

			He looked at her with confusion.

			“But he’s at home, where the milk is.”

			“Okay,” he said uncertainly.

			He didn’t get it. How could he? “No, not okay. I need space from my family, Mr. Neely. I can’t go back there. I can’t. You don’t understand—look, I love them more than life, and I would literally kill for them. But my forty-eight-year-old brother is sleeping on the couch because he broke up with girlfriend number eighty-two, for God’s sake, and my ex-husband is trying to get back with me for reasons that I don’t get and I don’t want, and my oldest son has no sense of what he is going to do with his life, and I think he’s smoking pot, although he denies it and says I am so extra, and my youngest son has anxiety so bad that sometimes he can hardly function but yet, he and his best friend, Connor, are building a flying machine”—and here, she used air quotes because there was no way that thing would fly—“that they intend to test off the roof of my house. Where is his anxiety when he needs it to keep him from killing himself, I ask you?”

			“That does sound sort of dangerous,” Mr. Neely said.

			“Right? And I haven’t even mentioned my boss, who thinks it is perfectly okay to mention a woman’s breasts to me, and I’m his HR director! All I ever wanted was to be an artist, but nooo, I had to get married, and the years slipped by while I had babies, and life got in the way, and now I have a chance to recapture that dream, but it all boils down to two weeks at this house by myself, so you really need to leave.” She stopped to take an enormous breath.

			Mr. Neely frowned. “You seem distressed,” he said.

			“Ya think?”

			“Look, I could give you a litany of woes, too,” he said. “Which is why I need a place to recover and think, and which is why I paid in advance. So nothing like this would happen. So nothing like this,” he said, gesturing between the two of them, “could interrupt. But here we are. Now, while I still believe you’re the one who needs to leave, how about this? What if we just split it? There are two primary bedrooms. Plenty of space. We could just agree to stay out of each other’s way.”

			Amy blinked. “Are you seriously suggesting that I live with a complete stranger for two whole weeks? That’s how Dateline episodes are made, you know. How do I know you’re not a murderer or something?”

			His gray eyes widened. He glanced down at himself as if he thought maybe he was dressed like one. “Wait—how do I know you’re not? Murder is an equal-opportunity activity. Or how do I know you’re not planning a drug-fueled orgy?”

			Amy snorted. “As if I know enough people for an orgy. And I’m pretty sure I can’t be bothered to murder you unless you don’t clean up after yourself. I’m on a break.”

			He almost smiled. “The point is, the only thing I want to do is try and rehab my knee and think carefully about my options. I can do that on the deck. Or in the living room. Or wherever you are not. All I need is peace and quiet.”

			“That’s all I need,” Amy said. Well, that and wine. And some potato chips. “I’m going to be in the studio most of the day.” Wait…was this doable? She could feel herself warming to the idea.

			“There’s a studio?”

			She nodded. “Separate from the house.” She pointed at the small, cabin-like structure on the lower level of the yard.

			“This house is huge,” he said. “We probably wouldn’t even see each other.”

			“It’s so huge.” She looked at him sidelong. He didn’t really look like a murderer. And when he took a few steps backward to lean against the counter, she noticed his limp. He was eying her closely, too, she noticed. Sizing her up. Probably assessing how quickly he could take her in a fight. “Okay, Mr. Neely, I am willing to give this a try until we can get it resolved, as long as you stay out of my way and don’t expect me to cook or do anything for you. And you can’t eat my food.”

			“What food is yours?”

			“All of it.”

			“Fair enough. I’m down to try if you don’t expect me to lift any heavy objects or kill spiders.”

			They stared at each other for a moment. Amy quickly calculated the cons of this arrangement. Other than the completely crazy idea of sharing this house with a man she did not know, and all the attendant concerns that ought to bring up, and the fact she’d have to kill her own spiders, she didn’t see a downside. Yet. Where the hell was Julie? “My name is Amy, and I have already taken the biggest primary room, and I’m not budging.”

			“My name is Harrison, and all I need is a bed and a bathroom.”

			“Nice to meet you, Harry.”

			“Nice to meet you, too, Amy. And it’s Harrison.” He smiled.

			It was a very nice smile now that she was getting used to him.

			“So, we’re good?” he asked.

			“I mean…I think?”

			“Great. I’m—”

			Mr. Neely was interrupted by the sudden blaring of Mariah Carey singing “All I Want for Christmas Is You” at full volume all around them. They both yelled with the shock, they both ducked like they thought someone would start shooting, and then just as quickly, they both popped up and began to frantically look around for the source.

			“It’s the lights!” Amy shouted.

			“What lights?” he shouted back.

			“Look!” She pointed at Christmas lights strung across the ceiling. They had just come on with the music. Mr. Neely looked up, his gray-eyed gaze following the cord down across the ceiling, down the side of the door, and disappearing just behind the Christmas tree. He charged in that direction, and after several grunts and flipping of switches (one of which sent the Christmas tree lights into a color-changing spasm), he found a plug and yanked it.

			The music stopped. The lights went dark. So did the Christmas tree. “What the actual hell?” he muttered, looking around him.

			Amy grabbed a folder on the kitchen bar and opened it. The first paper inside listed all the things that needed to be done when leaving. Please take out all trash and roll trash cans to the main road. Amy paused for a moment, thinking that had to be a quarter mile. She turned the page. We have taken the liberty of installing automatic Christmas lights and music! To adjust the volume…“Here,” she said, waving the paper. “I’ve got it.” She went to the tree as the instructions said, crawled behind the massive thing, found the gizmo that operated the music and lights, found the volume button and tapped it down.

			She crawled back out, tightened the sash on her robe, and wondered how much she’d flashed. “It’s automatic, programmed to come on at various intervals. I turned the volume off.”

			“Thank you. That was…disturbing.”

			“My heart is still pounding,” she agreed.

			“You’ve got some tinsel there,” he said, pointing to her face.

			Amy pulled a strand that had gotten stuck to the towel wrapped around her head and was hanging down over one eye. She yanked it free.

			“I’m going to drive up the road to Whataburger and replace the sandwich I dropped. Can I bring you anything?” he asked as she disentangled another two strands of tinsel from her towel.

			“So we’re really doing this?” she asked.

			“We’re really doing this until one of us speaks to Julie or Sam, right?” He shrugged.

			She put her hands on her hips. “I recommend the double patty. But I’m fine, thank you.” She’d brought a supply of Lean Cuisines, and as good as a burger sounded, she was sticking with her plan for as long as she could stand it. Her goal was to come home completely transformed into the artist she always aspired to be, just in time for Christmas and the contest. And that included losing a few pounds.

			Harrison Neely grabbed keys off the counter, gave her a two-finger wave, and went down the hall to the door.

			Amy plugged in the lights again and returned to her room, locking the door behind her. Was she insane? Had she lost her mind? Maybe she had, and maybe she’d end up dead at the end of the two weeks, and her children would be orphans—well, not orphans, because there was Ryan—but practically orphans. And she didn’t care, because she was not leaving.
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			Harrison didn’t care how weird things might get; he wasn’t leaving this house. For one, he felt he needed this as much as she claimed to. For two, he had nowhere to go. And for three, he was a bath guy, and this bathroom was amazing.

			No matter where he was in the world, he liked nothing better than a good, long soak at the end of the day. Sometimes it was an ice bath, like after that tournament in Florida where he’d almost sweat to death. Sometimes it was an Epsom salt soak—the grind of playing golf on tour was taking a toll on his aging body. And sometimes, like tonight, it was to have some much-needed time to relax and maybe figure out what in the hell he was going to do now. How did a woman appear like Santa’s helper to ruin his two weeks, looking weirdly cute wrapped in the thickest bathrobe he’d ever seen?

			The tub was full, the bubbles on point, and Harrison stepped in, sinking into the warmth. This bathtub was one of those extradeep, extralong numbers with a bath pillow and a bamboo bath caddy that could hold a tablet, phone, soaps and lotions, and bonus: a beer bottle. There was a selection of fragrant bath bombs to choose from, bath oils, and facial wraps. The view out the bath window, if one was brave enough (he was) to forgo the use of the shades, was of the lake. On a cold winter’s day, was there anything more luxurious than a hot bath with a view? Harrison Neely didn’t think so.

			He sank as low as he could into the fragrant and sudsy goodness. He gazed at the tiny Christmas tree standing on the corner of the tub. Very festive. And here he’d been thinking he’d pass another Christmas alone, with none of the holiday spirit to cheer him up. The whole house and surrounding outdoors were decorated in Christmas themes. He should not have been surprised that Christmas music had suddenly and loudly piped in from some mysterious north pole connection.

			Harrison had flown into Dallas this morning from Washington, D.C., where he’d been to meet with a sponsor. The day was delightfully gray and misty, with the radio broadcast predicting an unusually wet and cold month. He’d discovered that even facing his fiftieth birthday as a beat-up bachelor in a few weeks, he could still get in the mood for Christmas.

			The drive was longer than he’d anticipated, through some fairly dense suburban buildup, then easing into rolling hills covered in oaks and pecan trees. When he turned on the county road that would take him to the rental, he passed through a town with a small strip of businesses, including a general store and a Whataburger. He’d pulled in, figuring he’d better at least pick up some basic provisions. He didn’t want to try and drive these wet roads at night. That was apparently something that happened when you were about to turn fifty: you didn’t want to drive at night.

			He picked up a few things, mostly junk, and carried on to the house, pulling up to the electric iron gate. He punched in the code (the very unsecure 1-2-3-4), waited for it to slowly slide open and let him through, then drove down the curving drive to the house through strings of Christmas lights.

			The house was truly spectacular, a mix of Spanish influence with modern farmhouse. It looked as pretty as the pictures on the vacation home rental site, the sort of house that would grace the covers of magazines dedicated to fine homes and furnishings. It had massive windows and iron doors, a tiled roof, and a Saltillo tile porch. The house faced the lake, and when he walked in, he’d been taken by the soaring ceilings and the wall of windows and sliding-glass doors through which he could see a multilevel deck and patio. He could even see a boat slip and small motorboat a little farther down.

			Best of all was the Christmas decor and massive tree in the living area. It had to be twenty feet tall. For a guy who generally spent Christmas in a hotel, he’d felt strangely sentimental and a little homesick. But that didn’t make sense—he’d grown up in a big house in Los Angeles as an only child with two distant parents. It wasn’t as if there were some great family tradition he was missing.

			Harrison hadn’t checked out the full house when he’d come in, mainly because his knee ached, he was starving, and he needed to unload the car and then park it somewhere. He went into the state-of-the-art kitchen with his few purchases—a sandwich, some chips, a six-pack of beer, and Reese’s peanut butter cups, because why not? He placed those things on a marble bar as big as a raft, next to a bowl of welcome fruit, and opened the fridge.

			It was stocked with some essentials. He nosed around, making a mental list of things he might need to get. Then he got his things in from the car, dropped them in the mudroom, and parked his rental. He decided he was too hungry to do anything else. He’d just taken a healthy bite of his sandwich when he heard something that sounded like a door opening or closing, and the next thing he knew, a woman was in the kitchen, smelling of lavender and roses. Given that no one was supposed to be here, he had immediately assumed she was a maid who was taking advantage of the facilities. He didn’t blame her.

			Amy Casey was not a maid. He sipped his beer, pondering what he was going to do about her. Jesus, he hoped his manager didn’t show up and find her here. He didn’t really think Clay would track him down all the way to north Texas, but then again, he wouldn’t put anything past him. It was Clay’s job to get him endorsements and other lucrative deals. And he’d done a great job of it, particularly seeing as how Harrison had been off the professional tour the last year because of a car accident. He was a wealthy man, and that was before the inheritance he’d receive one day from his wealthy parents as their only child. When he’d told Clay he wasn’t sure if he wanted to try and get back on tour, Clay had said sure, he understood, that Harrison was almost fifty, and his swing wasn’t what it used to be (Harrison begged to differ), but was he ready to give up his career? Was he ready to watch other players compete on courses where he used to play for a twenty-million-dollar purse?

			Harrison didn’t know the answer to any of those questions. But Clay, who was at least ten years younger, made money when Harrison made money, and he was hungry. So he pushed. And frankly, that’s why Harrison had hired him a few years ago. He wanted to be pushed. He wanted to be the best player on the tour. He wasn’t, not by a long shot, but he wanted it.

			But that was before the car wreck last winter. He’d gone to dinner with his friend Gary, another professional golfer, after the end of a tournament in Georgia. It was raining, the roads were slick, and Gary had taken a corner too fast. Gary had walked away from the wreck, had finished in the top twenty-five of the field this year. But Harrison had been on the side of the car that crashed into the concrete barrier and wasn’t so lucky. His ankle was broken, his patella fractured, his ligaments torn. It had bumped him off the tour. He’d been in rehab since, working every day to get his strength back. He was mostly healed, but his knee was still tender. He’d played a few rounds of golf, and the torque on his knee from a good swing was painful.

			Harrison still had his PGA tour card, thanks to a medical extension. But if he didn’t get back on the tour, he would lose it.

			He did want to play again. He’d never known anything but golf—it was in his blood. What he didn’t know, since his accident, was if he wanted to push himself to be there as he stared down the barrel at fifty. He’d had too much time to think during his recovery. How much longer could he reasonably expect to play? He could qualify for the senior tour after his birthday, but did he want to? For years now, Harrison had followed one tour or another around the globe, sometimes winning, sometimes not. And when he wasn’t playing, he was making appearances for his endorsements. He had very little downtime. He didn’t have much of a personal life. He was a rich man, but he had nothing to show for it, other than a two-bedroom apartment in Miami.

			He hadn’t seen his parents since the accident, when they’d flown out from California to check on him. But they’d only stayed a couple of days until they convinced themselves he was on the mend and in good hands (if one could consider Clay “good hands”). His dad, the CEO of an electronics company, had to get back to work and his own golf game. His mother was hosting a charity function that weekend and, as she excitedly reported, there would be celebrities in attendance.

			It was fine, it really was. Harrison was a grown-ass man who could take care of himself. And that’s what he was doing now: taking care of himself.

			So no, he wasn’t leaving this place until his time was up. Because where would he go? The fact of the matter was, Harrison had no home.
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			From a suite of crazy menopausal dreams, Amy woke with a start just as she was plunged into a dark pool of hot water. She gasped for breath, ripped off her sleep mask, and looked around her. It was a moment before she could place where she was…Right, right, the lake house.

			She eased back down onto her sweat-soaked pillow. She couldn’t remember what she was dreaming, other than there was dark water (which was, obviously, another bout of night sweats; thank you, menopause) and Duchess.

			Wait. “Duchess?”

			She sat up again and looked around the room. Where was her dog? She threw off the covers and stood up, padding around the enormous room in a quick, frantic search for her. The dog couldn’t have gone far—Amy had locked her door last night in case Mr. Neely decided to murder her in her sleep. But then she’d taken her nightly melatonin gummies (twice the recommended dosage), and Duchess had needed to avail herself of the facilities, and she’d opened the door to the small garden off the primary bedroom and let her out. And as the gummies had kicked in, she’d gone back to bed and left the patio door open, hoping some of that cool night air would come in and cool off her body. She’d ceased to care if Mr. Neely murdered her—at least she wouldn’t be hot.

			She hurried to the patio door and peered into the small, gated garden. It was hardly bigger than a postage stamp, an area where one was supposed to have coffee or cocktails. No Duchess.

			Amy began to panic. Lately, she was doing things here and there that she didn’t remember doing. Like, putting her favorite coffee mug in the box for Goodwill. Or making an appointment for Botox and forgetting it until the dermatology office called and asked if she was coming. She was pretty certain she hadn’t done anything with Duchess that she’d actually forget, but she thought of the large pool outside and imagined her nearly blind old dog walking into it and drowning. She thought of the road outside the gate and imagined Duchess getting smashed by a truck. She picked up the fat bathrobe and put it on with nothing underneath but a pair of panties, and pushed her damp hair from her face as she dashed out of the room, calling for her dog.

			At the first window to the deck, she could see the pool. Thank God, Duchess was not in it. She looked in the open hall bath. No Duchess. She raced on, but when she came to the large, sunken living area, she slid to a stop in her bare feet. There was Duchess, safe from danger, sitting in Mr. Neely’s lap, her tail wagging. She was looking away, but she could clearly smell Amy’s sweat-soaked body and began to whimper. Amy could only hope that Mr. Neely couldn’t smell her, too.

			He was looking directly at her and taking in her morning appearance, which wasn’t dramatically different from last night’s appearance, she was not going to lie. “I take it you know this dog?” he asked as he stroked Duchess’s head. Duchess rested her head on the arm of the chair with a smile on her mug. There wasn’t much she liked better than a good head stroke.

			“That’s Duchess.”

			“You didn’t tell me you had a dog with you when we made our agreement.”

			No, she hadn’t, but this agreement wasn’t going to work if he was one of those pricks who had a problem with woman’s best friend. Amy lived by the my-dog-can-do-whatever-she-wants rule. “You don’t like dogs?”

			He gestured to the one in his lap. “Does this look like I don’t like dogs? I love dogs. But this one was wandering around the deck like she’d been on a bender. So I brought her in. Then she walked into the Christmas tree and damn near knocked it over.”

			Amy looked at Duchess. She noticed glitter on her head.

			“And then I must have startled her, because she bolted and slammed right into my leg.”

			“She weighs maybe twenty-five pounds, so I doubt she slammed. And anyway, she can’t help it—she’s pretty much blind.”

			“I noticed.” He lifted the dog off his lap and set her on the floor. Duchess whimpered, sad that the petting had ended. “Why didn’t you tell me about her when we made our deal?”

			Amy hadn’t mentioned her because she’d been so stunned by his presence in her kitchen and that he was refusing to leave. Duchess hadn’t come to mind. “I forgot.”

			“You forgot you had a blind dog?”

			“I forgot in the moment. But she won’t be any trouble,” she added defensively. Except that Duchess could be a little bit of trouble. She didn’t always find the nearest exit, and sometimes she mistook houseplants as the next best thing to grass and did her business, and her food didn’t digest as well as it used to, so there were times she needed to be in another room.

			“Are you sure about that?” He pointed to the twenty-foot Christmas tree. “That would be a pretty big deal to come tumbling down. And seeing as how I had to pay a deposit against any damages, I’m a little concerned.”

			“She’ll figure out the lay of the land,” Amy insisted. “She can smell it now and knows not to walk into it.”

			“What about walking into stone retaining walls? Because she did that, too.”

			“The head bumps don’t bother her.” A drop of sweat began a long slide from the nape of Amy’s neck to her panty line. Tiny geysers of perspiration erupted across her scalp that made her think of a Chia Pet. She resisted the urge to wipe her neck with her hand.

			Duchess had taken a couple of steps in the direction of the tree, in direct contradiction to the promise Amy had just made, so Mr. Neely bent down and redirected her toward Amy. Duchess started trotting forward, blissfully unaware of the coffee table between her and her owner. Amy, feeling a bit judged, quickly scooped the dog up before she could veer off course. And in doing so, her robe split open below the tie, and she flashed a good portion of fleshy thigh to Mr. Neely. She panicked for a split second, but then decided if he hadn’t seen a middle-aged woman’s substantial thigh by now, it was high time he should. Still, she made sure the robe was closed when she had Duchess in hand. “By the way, there is a dog door in the mudroom. I’d appreciate if you would keep it closed.”

			Mr. Neely folded his arms. He was wearing a sky-blue golf shirt today that made his eyes leap from his face. He looked awfully fresh. Well rested. A bit on the virile side. “You don’t have to worry about me opening and closing the door. Since I didn’t bring a dog.”

			“Maybe you should have,” Amy shot back. “They make great companions.”

			“Lucky me, it looks like I’m going to have access to a great companion for the next two weeks.”

			Was he being sarcastic? “She won’t be any trouble,” Amy said again, and didn’t give him a chance to argue before turning on her heel and heading back to her room with Duchess licking the sweat off her face. It wasn’t fair that he could look so calm and cool while she was so hot and sweaty.

			Once she was safely behind a locked door, and the patio door was shut, and Duchess had made a bed on Amy’s jacket she’d pulled off a chair and onto the floor, Amy went into the bathroom.

			She gasped with alarm when she saw herself reflected in the mirror. She looked much worse than last night. Her shoulder-length brown hair was in a tangled ball at the back of her head. Little wisps of curls around her face made her look like she’d stuck her finger in a light socket. There was a line across her face where she’d obviously slept on something, and her complexion was splotchy due to the massive hot flash that was still going on. How had she become this haggard old woman?

			This would not do. This was not the vibe she was going for during her two-week emancipation, and most assuredly not the vibe she would like for the stranger living in her house to see. She had her standards. Lower, much diminished standards than she used to have—because now she would run into a convenience store in pajama pants, whereas when she was younger, she would not leave her house without a full face and dressed like she wanted to live.

			Okay, so maybe she looked like this a lot these days. Life was hard and busy, and no one was looking at her anyway. Perhaps it was time to reevaluate.

			She went back to her bed and searched for her phone. When she couldn’t sleep last night, she’d surfed TikTok like a fourteen-year-old.

			She had a text. It was, of course, from Jonah the Destroyer, sent to her in the middle of the night, because her son thought she was on pins and needles waiting to serve him.

			Did you get more Hot Pockets

			This kid was unbelievable. Yesterday morning, she’d stood outside her slightly shabby but still charming craftsman cottage in Willow Valley. She was packing up her ten-year-old SUV with clothes an artist would wear (flowing skirts, cargo pants and silk blouses—you get the idea), canvasses and paints (acrylic), groceries (and wine), and a check in her purse from the Hillside Art Gallery for five hundred dollars.

			Oh, and Duchess.

			Duchess had been a last-minute addition. As Amy was getting ready to leave, Duchess had been looking up at the coatrack, tail wagging, expecting a treat. Amy had thought about the all-male and fairly helpless crew living in her house and found them all so lacking in the proper care department that she had scooped up her fat little dachshund. She’d strapped Duchess in and had just shut the hatchback when Jonah appeared on the drive in nothing but his boxers. “Mom, where is my blue hoodie?”

			Jonah was tall now, at least six feet, and a hair taller than Amy’s brother, Kevin. He was apparently oblivious to the mist and the cold and stood scratching his chest. He was thin and wiry in that way young men are before the fullness of adulthood has reached them, with hands and feet that seemed too big for him. He had a mop of dark hair that was rarely combed, which was either the style these days or a parenting fail on her part. “Can you put some clothes on please?” she asked him.

			“I’m going to, but I need my blue hoodie. Hey, are you going to the store? Can you get some more Hot Pockets?”

			It never ceased to amaze Amy how much of what she said went right over the heads of the men in her life. This child before her was in the honors chemistry program, and yet, he couldn’t retain a thing she said. Even Ethan, her thirteen-year-old going on eighty, the kid with the deep thoughts and terrible anxiety, who was, at that moment, studying madly for his last exam of the semester before the winter break, who just a month ago told her he loved her so much that he might live with her when he grew up, never seemed to hear her. “I am not going to the store, Jonah. I am going up to the lake for two weeks. Remember? I’m going to go paint? Remember how everyone was cheering me on when we had cake last night? Remember how Grandma and Grandpa were here, and everyone said this was so great and how lucky I was to have the time and space to paint? How great it was that I sold a painting at the art gallery?”

			Kevin had just wandered outside with a cup of coffee, and she asked him, “You remember, don’t you, Kevin?”

			“The speech? Yeah, I remember it. Went on a little too long, I thought.”

			“Thanks,” Amy said.

			Jonah looked momentarily confused. “That’s today? I thought it was like…later.”

			“Nope. That’s why the cake last night and why I said to you, just thirty minutes ago, to be good and that I’d see you in two weeks. If you need a hoodie washed, ask your Uncle Kevin.”

			“Hey!” Kevin said in protest.

			“Your dad is picking you up tomorrow after school. Make sure you’re packed!”

			“Okay. But what about my hoodie and the Hot Pockets?” The child-man seemed genuinely confused and concerned.

			“Love you!” Amy had called with a cheery, can’t-wait-to-be-gone wave. But before she climbed into her car where Duchess was waiting for her, she had a last thought and dashed inside, past her man-child and brother, up the stairs (huffing at the top), and into Ethan’s room. He was bent over his impeccably neat desk, his Chromebook glowing.

			“Hey, buddy, I’m leaving. Are you going to be all right?” she asked him.

			Ethan didn’t even turn. “No. I’m going to fail biology, and I’m supposed to be good at biology.”

			“You have an A in biology, Ethan. You always think you’re going to fail, and you never do.” Amy put her hand on her son’s head. “Don’t get worked up. If you don’t make the grade you want on the final, you have a whole other semester to bring your grade up to the top again.”

			Ethan cast a look in her direction that brought to mind an old man tired of life. “The test is thirty percent of the grade, Mom.” His tone suggested she should know this and appreciate that disaster was so clearly looming.

			Amy knew how quickly this could spiral—that she could end up trying to convince him for thirty minutes that he would make A’s again this year and that he should not worry about the future and what would happen if he didn’t get straight A’s. How could one little body carry so much anxiety?

			As images of that well-worn path loomed in her mind, images of a swanky lake house popped up to battle them. A beautiful lake house mansion, all hers for two whole weeks.

			“Ethan? You’re going to be fine. Don’t make yourself sick with worry, okay? If you need me, call me. But talk to Dad first.” She planted a kiss on the top of his head—and immediately fretted about when the last time was he’d bathed—but headed out, wearing her internal badge of motherhood shame for leaving her son in the throes of a budding panic attack. Kevin had slunk off somewhere by the time she returned to the drive, so Amy took the opportunity to throw herself in her minivan. She texted Ryan to tell him that Ethan was stressing over an exam and to pay attention to him. And then she’d strapped in next to Duchess in her doggy seat booster, cranked up her Pearl Jam playlist, and hit the highway.

			The farther away she moved from her house, the freer she felt from the mind-numbing responsibilities of work, home, of raising teens, of consoling a brother; of fending off the attempts of her ex-husband, Ryan, to reconcile. She was free of her parents’ frequent, unannounced drop-ins, of laundry, of a million questions her family asked about this or that. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been all alone, and she couldn’t wait for the solitude.

			She was so grateful for this gift from Julie. And what about that check for five hundred smackers in her purse? Someone had bought her art! Someone out there bought her art and paid hundreds of dollars for it.

			It was such a small painting, too—an
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