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			literary agent (noun)

			1. A middleman for writers and publishers

			2. A professional who finds undiscovered writers, pitches manuscripts to publishers, negotiates contracts, and serves as cheerleader and therapist and, for all of these troubles, keeps a cut of the proceeds

			3. The only thing standing between a writer and his book deal
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			Christmas Day, 4:00 p.m.

			Arnie Tenderton spends most of the three-hour drive to the Catskills the way he spends much of every commute these days: composing, in his head, the acknowledgments for his unpublished debut novel. He begins by thanking his family, though few of them are left. He moves on to his former creative writing classmates, recognizing by name those less successful than him. He gives a gracious shout-out to an old mentor he hasn’t spoken to in years. He praises the attorney who guided his research on embezzlement. He skips his publishing team, as he doesn’t have one yet. He finishes with the person most critical to any writer’s fledgling career: the literary agent. Arnie smiles.

			He glances in the rearview mirror at the boy in the back seat. Theo’s auburn hair is the same shade as his own. It flops into Theo’s eyes as he brings his book closer to his pale face. He needs a haircut again. Theo shakes the hair away, too absorbed in his fictional world to be distracted by the nuisances of the real one. On the seat next to Theo lies his winter coat, an open bag of Cheetos – forgotten ten pages ago – and a red bike helmet. Arnie’s chest swells as he takes in his kid’s Santa hat and the oversized Grinch sweater they found at a thrift store.

			‘What’re you reading, bud?’ he asks.

			Theo holds up his paperback so Arnie can see the cover – another Hardy Boys book. Theo has already torn his way through modern series for kids his age – Wimpy Kid and Dog Man and Dragon Masters – so Arnie dug out the dusty box of books from his own childhood. He was equally voracious in his youth.

			‘Any good?’ Arnie says.

			Theo lifts his eyes from the page and nods. He hesitates. ‘Can I have a brother like Frank or Joe?’ His voice is small and cautious.

			Arnie opens his mouth to let Theo down. ‘You know, Theo –’

			The boy interjects with a sigh, ‘Three’s a crowd. I know.’

			‘Isn’t it nice, living just the two of us?’

			Theo returns to reading. Arnie refocuses his attention. Most people wouldn’t risk a road trip in the middle of a snowstorm, but Arnie isn’t most people. He’s not going to let a little inclement weather get in the way of his Christmas plans. If anything, this will make his story more believable. Plus, thanks to the snow, he hasn’t hit any traffic. Arnie loathes traffic, which brings out a rage he otherwise manages to keep bubbling in the background.

			Arnie doesn’t like to think of himself as an angry person.

			Already the sky is blackening. Stark white clouds rot to violets and blues like blood pooling beneath skin. The farther north he travels, the less Arnie can see. Violent winds blow snow in every direction. Occasionally the lines marking Arnie’s lane disappear, as do the buildings and trees around him. Gusts rattle the car windows in their frames. No matter how high he turns his windshield wipers, they still can’t clear the snow fast enough. ‘Worst blizzard in a decade,’ the meteorologists were saying, about a region that ate snow for breakfast, averaging twelve to twenty inches every December.

			Life-threatening weather conditions, his phone had warned an hour ago. Seek indoor shelter immediately.

			Arnie drives along the main street of a small town, the final community before he enters the woods. The village is dressed in its holiday finest, but the twinkling lights and flashy garlands do little to disguise the deserted, almost haunted vibe of the place.

			Where is all the merrymaking?

			Arnie turns onto a winding one-lane road with snow-coated trees standing guard on both sides. His is the lone car in sight. He checks the speedometer, slows his pace from thirty to twenty-five. He should have picked up snow chains for the Prius. He can’t risk veering off the road – not when he’s this close.

			His heart thwacks around his rib cage. To calm himself, Arnie reflects on his writing journey. In addition to this latest manuscript, he has written two drawer novels, plus a short-story collection he hopes to resurrect someday. To the uneducated, three books that have failed to find publication, or even representation, could imply a lack of talent, might suggest that the time for their creator to hang up the proverbial towel has arrived. But the initiated know that writing a drawer novel or three is a rite of passage, a paying of dues. Stephen King’s Carrie was rejected by thirty publishers. Twelve passed on Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone before an editor at Bloomsbury bought it from J. K. Rowling for a mere twenty-five hundred pounds. Real writers know that the rejections far outnumber the successes – and not just at the beginning of one’s career. Real writers know that the only way to fail is to give up.

			Arnie’s grip on the steering wheel tightens, his palms clammy. The snow falls faster and thicker, like it wants to submerge the Prius, to bury Arnie and Theo alive.

			He guides his car toward another one-lane road. The Prius’s tires skid on the slippery terrain, but Arnie pushes forward anyway. On his right is a short stone wall. On his left, a guardrail deformed by other drivers’ bad luck or carelessness.

			He glances at Google Maps on his phone. One mile to go.

			Arnie turns onto a gravel road. The path is overgrown here and barely wide enough for his car. A dense throng of pine and hemlock fifty feet tall surrounds him and Theo. The trees’ needles scratch at the car’s windows as he drives. Between the snow and the serpentine twisting of the road, Arnie struggles to see what’s coming. The forest beckons, extending her arms, and drags them in deeper.

			Half a mile to go. ‘Put on your helmet, bud,’ Arnie says.

			‘Why?’ Theo asks, but he does as he’s told, jamming the helmet on over the Santa hat.

			‘The storm is getting worse. I want to keep you extra safe.’

			Theo goes back to reading. Arnie peers into the rear-view mirror to check that the boy’s chin strap is latched and secure.

			He knows this new book is the most unique he’s written, and he has just the agent in mind to sell it. The trick is getting her to sit down and actually read the manuscript. Arnie understands how swamped powerhouse agents like Claudia Conley are. She represents multiple bestselling authors, including the mysterious Jo Stone, whose five-book thriller series Murder by Severine has sold millions of copies and cumulatively spent more than five hundred weeks on the Times list. Agents like Claudia can’t read everything in their inboxes, so they hire assistants to take first passes and eliminate duds. But what happens when an assistant classifies a gem as a turd? Last fall Arnie submitted his query and manuscript with bated breath. He waited for a response for an agonizing month. The reply finally came as a form rejection from Claudia Conley’s email account. She hadn’t bothered with explanation or elaboration. Arnie concluded that her assistant must have assessed his work. Claudia wouldn’t have turned him away. Claudia couldn’t resist this particular story.

			Arnie will admit that his manuscript’s original title, ‘The Unraveling,’ may have been too subtle, could’ve escaped notice. He has since rectified that issue.

			The new title is certain to stop Claudia dead.

			Now the Prius is crawling. Arnie’s gaze flicks to the back seat. He triple-checks that Theo is wearing his seat belt. ‘Remember what you’re going to call me today?’ he asks the boy.

			Theo nods.

			At one-tenth of a mile from their destination, a small clearing comes into view. Through trees, Arnie spots a gorgeous A-frame cabin capped with snow, a triangle floating in midair, two stories off the ground. The wall facing him is made of glass, so he can see inside. The lights give off a warm, golden glow.

			They made it.

			Arnie takes a breath and crosses himself. He strangles the steering wheel, floors the gas pedal. The Prius protests, tires spinning.

			He bears down. The treads find traction; the car lurches. He yanks the wheel to the right at the last second and holds his breath. The forest stills.

			Arnie Tenderton crashes his car straight into a tree.
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			Christmas Day, 8:00 a.m.

			In the living room of the treehouse, Claudia Conley sits on a leather sofa and cradles her laptop, waiting for it to power on. She changes the cross of her ankles, her feet propped on the coffee table made of reclaimed wood, and watches the blizzard rage beyond the A-frame’s wall of windows. Claudia is relieved that she doesn’t need to be on the road for several days. Until she clears the gravel lane of snow, she won’t be able to drive anywhere. She avoids thinking about the shovel in the garage, how little energy she has for this task, any task. With all that’s on her mind, Claudia hasn’t slept well in months. She veers around the worries that plague her and focuses on her computer.

			Given her circumstances, Claudia can’t afford to take the whole holiday week off, but she had hoped to spend at least Christmas Day unplugged. Now, though, the fifty submissions in her inbox taunt her, threatening to find homes with younger, hungrier agents. If Jo doesn’t deliver, then Claudia will need to lock down a hot new debut instead, and as soon as possible. There must be a good story hiding in one of these pdf attachments.

			She finds herself disappointed, mired in overfamiliar premises. A charming, successful husband turns out to be a monster. An otherwise shrewd young woman’s memory is compromised by her drinking problem. Characters are stuck inside one locked room after another: in hotels, on islands, in cruise ships.

			Claudia rubs her bare feet on the fluffy chocolate-hued area rug, then leans her head back against the couch and stares at the pitched ceiling. She’s delayed the inevitable long enough. She’s going to have to have a talk with Hannah in the new year. Her young assistant has passed along too many mediocre stories. Claudia finished one that was intriguing enough – an elderly woman plots to get rid of her teenage granddaughter before her granddaughter gets rid of her. In the end, Claudia rejected that one for its lack of commercial viability. Readers don’t want grandmothers to be villains. More accurately, some of them do, but publishers would worry that they don’t. Too risky.

			She scans the opening paragraphs of the next manuscript in her inbox. When she realizes the first chapter is a long dream sequence, she decides to abandon the task altogether. Today is Christmas, after all.

			She moves from the couch to the wood-burning stove in the corner of the room, then takes in the supplies on the floor next to the stove: old newspaper, fireplace matches, a basket of logs, a fire poker. The cabin’s owners have left everything she needs. Claudia opens the damper and gets to work building a fire. Several minutes later, she has a good blaze going. She sits back on her heels and studies the dancing flames.

			There, she thinks. Maybe this won’t be so bad.

			10:30 a.m.

			Claudia pads out of the living room – past the dining table with seating for four, and the loft ladder that leads to the bedroom – and into the open-layout kitchen. The butcher-block countertops curve in a U atop white cabinetry with brass handles. On the far wall is a two-burner gas stove and a half-sized refrigerator. Across from the stove is the sink, which overlooks the dining table and living room and has a view beyond the cabin. From the sink, Claudia can watch snow fall into the pond and onto the shoulders of evergreen trees. Mountains loom in the distance.

			There are worse places to wash dishes.

			She is surprised to discover that the champagne flutes on the open shelves are made of glass rather than plastic. Claudia sets a flute on a countertop, then opens the stubby refrigerator’s door. On the drive up yesterday, she stopped at a local market twenty minutes from here. Charmed by the store’s hardwood floors, tiny aisles, and deli menu written in chalk, Claudia bought more food and drink than she’d intended.

			The cabin’s refrigerator is now full of bounty. Gleaming carrots, crowns of broccoli, fresh chives, spinach leaves. Greek yogurt, hunks of white cheddar and Parmigiano-Reggiano. A pint of small-batch vanilla ice cream from Vermont and, from northern France, a block of butter studded with sea salt crystals. Heavy cream, a carton of large eggs. On the top shelf is a pound of applewood-smoked bacon, plus the main event, a thick pork tenderloin roast, vacuum sealed and shiny. Not to mention the beverages: orange juice, full-fat milk, an elegant-necked bottle of sparkling water, extra-brut champagne. There’s more food in the pantry.

			Tonight Claudia will feast.

			She removes the champagne and the plastic container of orange juice from the refrigerator. Opening a bottle of champagne is almost as much fun as drinking it: the pageantry, the shift in a room’s momentum when the cork pops. Claudia drapes a dishcloth over the champagne bottle’s cork. She twists the base of the bottle, not the cork, a trick she learned as a server in college. The cork yields quietly. Maybe she should have let it fly across the room with a bang – signaled revelry, if only to herself. Or would that have been sadder? Would she have felt even more alone? Claudia removes the towel and dips the lip of the bottle above the flute. Pale liquid fizzes into the glass. When it’s three-quarters full – fine, four-fifths – Claudia stops. She dribbles orange juice into the champagne.

			Merry Christmas, she thinks as she sips. Bubbles coat Claudia’s tongue before the liquid runs down her throat and warms her belly. This isn’t as hard as she had feared. She can spend the holiday on her own.

			She heads toward the front of the treehouse and sits on the mudroom bench in the long hallway. She laces her Sorel boots, grabs her parka from the peg on the wall, and moves onto the wooden deck outside. Snow has fallen overnight, continues to tumble now. She leans over the deck railing without disturbing the pile of snow there. Claudia glances at the ground two stories beneath her. Prior to booking this rental, she had never clicked the OMG filter on Airbnb’s website, but after being disinvited from her original plans for the holiday, she was desperate and in need of whimsy. She had scrolled past a hobbit-hole-style house in Virginia, a covered wagon in Tennessee, and a converted grain silo in Georgia. When she reached the little treehouse upstate, she stopped.

			The Cedar Treehouse, the headline said. A secluded one-of-a-kind stay.

			Perfect, she thought as she clicked.

			This one-bedroom, one-bathroom, 450-square-foot treehouse is your home away from home. Nestled among hundreds of trees in the middle of a 40-acre property, the only noises you’ll hear during your stay are birdsong and the crackling of your hearth. Just twenty minutes from the town of Woodstock, the Cedar Treehouse has everything you need to cook a delicious meal and read by the fire. Spotty cell service lets you unplug from daily life. If you need anything, our main house is a ten-minute drive up the gravel lane. Please note you will have to carry your luggage up a ladder to the treehouse, so pack accordingly. Ideal for solo travelers and couples.

			She couldn’t believe the property was available on such short notice – and over the holidays, no less. Claudia had booked immediately.

			2:00 p.m.

			Freshly showered and dressed, Claudia studies the five recipes on the kitchen counter: pork tenderloin stuffed with caramelized onion, fresh cranberry sauce, goat cheese, and spinach; Greek-yogurt twice-baked potatoes; Parmesan-roasted broccoli; carrots dotted with chopped bacon; and, for dessert, vanilla crème brûlée. Upon learning that she would be cooking for one this Christmas, Claudia had considered scaling the recipes back. She couldn’t eat all of this food. In the end, she decided to leave the menu as planned. When had she last had the time to prepare an elaborate spread, to unwind with a handful of recipes? These days, she subsisted on frozen dinners, so she was going to eat the meal she was excited about, Liam or no Liam. She could always freeze the leftovers.

			First, Claudia decides to work on the crème brûlée, since the custard will need several hours to set in the refrigerator. She gathers heavy cream, eggs, granulated sugar, salt, and a vanilla bean (the price of which never fails to shock her), then sets the oven to 325 degrees. With a chef’s knife from the butcher block next to the stove, Claudia splits the vanilla bean lengthwise and peels its halves open, exposing its guts. To a sauce pot she adds the cream, salt, and bean; then she warms the mixture, keeping the heat low to ensure that the concoction doesn’t belch.

			In a metal bowl Claudia beats five egg yolks and half a cup of sugar with a whisk. The mixture begins as a mustard yellow, then pales to a soft blond. Claudia rubs her inner wrist across her forehead, feels granules of sugar stick to her hairline. She wipes her hands on the checkered towel before reaching for her mimosa. She finishes the drink.

			Claudia combines the vanilla-cream blend with the sugar-egg mix, then pours the resulting mixture into four cornflower blue ramekins she brought from home. She sets the four ramekins in a baking pan, then fills it halfway with boiling water. Into the oven they go, for thirty or forty minutes. Making dessert first allows her to test the oven – does it run hot? cold? just right? – so she doesn’t ruin the pork later.

			After making herself another mimosa, Claudia retrieves her laptop from the living room coffee table. She finds a ‘Christmas Classics’ playlist on Spotify. Brenda Lee begins to rock around the Christmas tree. Claudia turns the music up, then massages the ever-present knot above her shoulder blade.

			With dessert well on its way, she turns to the tenderloin recipe. She mumble reads the first few steps – heat the pot, melt the butter, soften the onions with salt – then rinses the chef’s knife and starts chopping. As she works, she peeks at the snow, falling faster. Claudia is glad the owners built a garage alongside the treehouse. At least her Lexus won’t take a beating. She wonders about the rental’s past guests, fellow travelers who, like her, had wandered deep into these woods. How many had come alone?

			How many had regretted it?

			4:00 p.m.

			The wind finds vulnerabilities in the treehouse’s structure and whistles through invisible gaps in the window frames. In the kitchen, Claudia listens to the storm pounding the metal sheeting of the roof and slamming itself against the aluminum door, a trespasser demanding entry. She shivers, though the cabin is warm, thanks to the fire.

			Dean Martin’s ‘Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let It Snow!’ plays from her laptop on the counter.

			‘Oh, the weather outside is frightful.’

			She whistles along with the tune as she moves the ramekins of crème brûlée from the counter, where they’ve been cooling for the last hour, to the refrigerator.

			With surgical precision, Claudia slices open the tenderloin. She seasons the meat with salt and pepper and spreads a layer of cranberry sauce across the haunch, followed by layers of spinach, caramelized onions, and goat cheese. Carefully, she rolls up the pork. How she’s missed the peace and ease of cooking! Prepping Christmas dinner is a breeze compared with the plate spinning normally required of her.

			Claudia is finishing tying the roast with twine in two spots when she hears a crash outside. She stills. No one else is supposed to be here. The listing said the main house is a ten-minute drive away.

			She moves to the living room windows and peers around the pines. The gravel lane is packed with even more snow than when she arrived, two feet by now. Her gaze travels as far up the lane as she can see. A car has swerved off the road and into a tree.

			‘No,’ she whispers.

			The hood and bumper are banged up, but the rest of the vehicle appears to be okay. Claudia grabs her cell phone to dial 9-1-1 before remembering that she has no cell service out here. Even if the engine hasn’t been impacted, Claudia doubts that the driver will be able to return to the road in this weather. Nor is she sure the bumper will hold during the fifteen-minute drive to the nearest town. Should she offer to drive the person herself? She doesn’t want to get behind the wheel in a snowstorm, particularly when she’s had a few drinks and doesn’t know the area well. The last thing she needs is a DUI on Christmas Day.

			Claudia slams her laptop closed. The song comes to an abrupt halt. She watches, unblinking, waiting for the driver to appear. She crosses her fingers, hopes for a woman. What is the car doing out here? Are there other cabins in these woods? The rental listing described the treehouse as secluded. Claudia assumed that meant there were no neighbors. What’s taking the driver so long? Maybe they’re hurt.

			The back door of the car creaks open. More than one passenger. Claudia cranes her neck to see around the door. A small figure stumbles from the car and into the snow – a boy. It’s a little boy.

			Claudia sprints down the hallway. Slips her boots back on. Snatches her parka off the coat peg. Speeds out the door, down the treehouse ladder. She is in such a hurry to reach the boy that she barely registers the man stepping out of the car.
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			Claudia stops short, watching through slitted eyes as the man moves around the hood of his car. Only when the boy struggles to his feet does she return to movement, jogging through calf-deep snow. She notes that the boy isn’t wearing a hat, hopes he has one in the car. The child scrutinizes Claudia as she approaches. He can’t be more than six or seven.

			The driver reaches the boy first. He crouches so they’re at eye level, grips the boy by the shoulders, then folds him into a hug. The boy stands there limply, dressed in jeans and an ugly Christmas sweater. The sweater is wearing him, the sleeves so long that they cover his hands.

			‘Hi,’ Claudia calls so she doesn’t startle them. ‘You guys okay?’

			The driver rises and turns, shields his eyes though it’s not sunny. ‘We’re all right,’ he says. ‘A little shaken up.’ He reaches into the car’s back seat, retrieves a thick coat, and helps the boy put it on.

			Upon reaching them, Claudia performs an automatic calculus. How big is he? How strange is he? Is this someone I can help without endangering myself? What do I see when I look into his eyes?

			The first thing she notices is the man’s freckles. They pepper every inch of his face not covered by hair. He’s several inches taller than Claudia and sturdy under his layers of plaid. He has chestnut hair and a beard to match, his eyes startlingly green. The stranger appears to be young, but then, everyone seems young to her now. She imagines that the man is handy with an axe, then feels ridiculous for stereotyping him. If it were in one of her authors’ manuscripts, she would flag that line.

			‘Merry Christmas,’ the stranger says, his voice velvety and warm. Something about him seems familiar. He has one of those faces.

			‘Same to you.’ Claudia gestures over her shoulder at the treehouse. ‘I’m staying in the Airbnb. I heard the crash.’

			She glances at the car’s back seat. Cheetos are scattered everywhere. On the floor are a Santa hat and a red bike helmet, overturned like a turtle stuck on its back.

			The man bites his lip. ‘This is what I get for not buying snow chains.’ Flurries collect in his beard and brows. Claudia touches her own wet hair, then brushes flakes from her cheeks. He extends a hand. ‘I’m Arnie.’

			‘Nice to meet you, Arnie. I’m Claudia.’ His grip is firm but doesn’t overcompensate. ‘What happened? Are either of you hurt?’

			‘We’re fine,’ Arnie says. ‘Must’ve hit a patch of black ice.’

			‘Do you two always drive around the woods on Christmas Day?’

			‘We’re doing the Airbnb thing too,’ Arnie says. ‘Although ours isn’t as nice as yours.’

			Claudia glances behind her at the steel roof and window casings painted matte black.

			‘We were supposed to come out yesterday,’ Arnie continues, ‘but our plans got delayed.’ He scopes the forest around them. ‘I took a wrong turn somewhere – probably more than one. My phone’s signal cut out a few miles back. The GPS quit working, so it couldn’t reroute us.’ He pulls his phone from his pocket and glances at the screen, then shows it to her. ‘No service.’

			‘Mine doesn’t have any either,’ Claudia says. ‘That’s why I booked this place.’

			Arnie laughs through his nose. ‘I know what you mean. All I wanted was a week without any messages from my students’ parents.’

			The guy seems normal enough, like he won’t try to kidnap her or steal her car if she gives him a ten-minute ride up the road. Still, she wants to keep him talking, to be sure. ‘What do you teach?’

			‘High school English. Freshmen.’

			Claudia notices that the boy is trembling. ‘I haven’t had a chance to meet you yet.’

			With big eyes and ears and a skinny frame, he reminds Claudia of a woodland sprite. His resemblance to Arnie is easy to spot – because of the explosion of freckles, for one thing; the green eyes too.

			Arnie claps his bear-sized paw on the boy’s back. ‘This is Theo. Say hello to Claudia.’

			The boy mumbles a greeting.

			Arnie retrieves the Santa hat from the back seat and pulls it onto Theo’s head, so his ears are covered. ‘Sorry. He’s a little upset after the accident.’ He rubs his son’s back. Claudia imagines a ridge of calluses underneath Arnie’s gloves.

			She’s not wearing any gloves herself. Claudia makes fists of her frozen hands, red and covered in slush. She shakes the storm off of them. She should get out of this weather.

			‘How old are you, Theo?’ Claudia asks.

			‘Six,’ the boy says.

			Claudia clutches her chest in mock surprise. ‘Six! I thought you were at least twenty.’

			A giggle bubbles from Theo’s lips as he shakes his head. ‘How old are you?’

			‘How old do you think I am?’ Claudia watches the boy take in her silver bob and hopes she isn’t about to be embarrassed.

			Theo squints at his dad for help. Arnie cups a hand around his mouth and whispers into the kid’s ear. ‘Forty-five?’ Theo guesses.

			Claudia blushes. ‘You’re charming, Theo,’ she says, avoiding Arnie’s gaze.

			Theo seems to be warming to her. ‘Last week I rode my bike all by myself all the way around the block without stopping even one time.’

			‘That’s so impressive.’

			He shrugs, but his blush gives him away.

			Claudia squeezes his shoulder. Snow paints the tall and spindly trees around her. A squirrel darts across the frozen-over part of the pond. When Claudia arrived yesterday, dozens of pine cones littered the grounds, but they’ve since disappeared beneath powder. Until now, Claudia didn’t mind the storm. Watching one while sitting next to a crackling fire inside a warm cabin was much more pleasant than shivering in the middle of one.

			Arnie seems safe enough to share a drive with, but Claudia’s not sure how her own car will hold up in this weather. She doesn’t have snow chains either, or four-wheel drive. She gazes at the feet of snow covering the long gravel lane between the garage and the road. There’s no snowblower on the property – Claudia checked when she arrived. She doesn’t want to shovel the path right now, and she shouldn’t be driving under the influence anyway. She stifles a sigh. She doesn’t need the troubles of these strangers. Lord knows she has more than enough of her own.

			‘Who do I call on Christmas Day?’ Arnie says to himself as he scrolls through his contacts. He rubs a hand over his beanie, gazes back at his car. ‘Can 911 help?’

			‘I think local police stations have nonemergency dispatch numbers,’ Claudia says, ‘but I’m not from around here, so I’m not sure what the number is.’

			‘Guess I’m walking to town.’ Arnie grimaces. ‘Or at least back the way we came, until I get a signal.’

			Claudia chews the inside of her cheek. It would be cruel to turn these two away now, to let them fight the storm on foot. She’s going to have to invite them inside. She has no choice.

			‘The people who own my Airbnb live ten minutes from here,’ Claudia offers. ‘I could find their address for you. They have a big welcome binder inside. Maybe it has the local dispatch number too.’

			Arnie breaks into a relieved grin. ‘That would be a huge help.’

			Claudia’s watch timer startles her. The potatoes need to come out of the oven. She turns to the boy, whose lips are turning blue. ‘Do you like hot chocolate, Theo?’

			‘Yes,’ he says.

			‘Why don’t you both come in, have a drink, and warm up?’ Claudia says to Arnie. ‘You can use my Wi-Fi and go from there.’

			‘We couldn’t,’ he protests. ‘We’ve already interrupted your day enough.’

			‘My plans are laid-back.’ She should’ve said ‘our’ instead of ‘my,’ implied that someone else is on their way – ideally a man even more strapping than Arnie.

			‘I would like a hot chocolate,’ Theo says, so softly that Claudia wants to pull him into a hug. She wonders if his mother, or another father, is waiting for them at their Airbnb.

			‘That settles it.’ Claudia begins the trek back around the side of the cabin and gestures for the other two to follow.

			‘Let me grab my bag.’ Arnie opens the passenger door of his car and pulls a slim black backpack off the seat. He throws the bag on, then hoists Theo overhead and onto his shoulders. The boy squeals with delight.

			Claudia glances back at father and son as they follow her. Arnie gives off a nervous energy, still jittery after the accident. ‘Have you ever been inside a treehouse, Theo?’

			Theo shakes his head, excited.

			‘When we get in there, make sure you don’t step on any of the elves,’ Claudia cautions. Theo’s eyes widen, then narrow in suspicion. Arnie laughs and pats the boy’s leg.

			The wind moans as the trio makes their way across the bed of snow. A fierce gust tears Theo’s Santa hat from his head. The boy squawks, and Claudia goes running after it. She hands it to Arnie as they reach the ladder.

			‘Ladies first,’ Arnie says.

			Claudia hesitates for a fraction of a second, worried about this hunky man’s face being in such alarming proximity to her ass. She chides herself. Like he’s checking out a fifty-five-year-old divorcée. She pulls her hands from the pockets of her parka, grabs the railing of the twenty-four-foot wooden ladder, and begins to climb.

			When Claudia arrived at the treehouse yesterday, she wasn’t thrilled to discover the ladder situation. It’s sturdy enough but is hooked over the deck’s edge, not affixed to it with brackets or ropes. Given the snowstorm, Claudia would have preferred to climb something that looked less like a weekend DIY project.

			‘This is called a ship ladder,’ Arnie shouts to Theo, over the wind. He lifts the boy off his shoulders. ‘We used to have one on my treehouse when I was a kid.’

			‘You had a treehouse?’ Theo exclaims.

			‘A little more basic than this one.’ Arnie waits until Claudia steps off the ladder and onto the deck, then nudges Theo.

			From two stories above, the boy appears even more miniature and helpless. He peers at Claudia uncertainly. She kneels in the snow, trying not to think about the cost of the wool skirt now soaked in slush, and sticks her hand out. ‘I’m here,’ she says.

			‘I’ll be right behind you,’ Arnie adds.

			Confidence renewed, Theo scrambles up the ladder with an agility only the young can manage. When he reaches the top, Claudia takes his palm in hers and helps him the rest of the way, though he could have made it on his own. True to his word, Arnie is close on Theo’s tail. Rather than offer him a hand onto the deck, Claudia focuses on brushing the snow off her clothes. Arnie studies the building, his hands on his hips.

			Claudia pushes the treehouse door open. Frigid air whips past her into the home, knocking her off balance. Arnie grips her forearm until she steadies. Claudia smiles her thanks, glad her cheeks are flushed from the cold.

			‘Come on in.’ She steps inside. ‘Make yourselves at home.’

			Arnie lingers on the deck. His gaze moves, steady and unhurried, from the railings to the ladder to the forest beyond, as if he’s committing the place to memory. Finally he smiles and saunters after Claudia, ducking his head through the doorway.
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			Claudia feels a flicker of uneasiness as Arnie and Theo stomp the snow off of their matching duck boots. Maybe she shouldn’t have invited them in.

			‘Shoes,’ Arnie says to Theo. They both bend to remove their boots and line them up by the hallway bench. Claudia follows them inside, wringing her hands.

			Arnie sniffs. ‘My God, it smells delicious in here.’ He takes off his backpack, then his jacket. Something metallic clanks in the jacket pocket. ‘Are those onions?’

			‘Good nose.’ Despite her nerves, Claudia is pleased that the rich, nutty aroma has wafted to the periphery of the cabin. The rental smells as a home should on Christmas – of pine and burning firewood, the syrupy sweetness of dessert mingling with the bite of onions and salty cheeses. ‘I was caramelizing them before you got here.’

			Arnie reaches for Theo’s hand. Like wayward ghosts, the two drift ahead of her down the long hallway. They stop in the kitchen. Arnie peers at the cutting boards, onion root, and slab of meat on the counter, the mixing bowls and eggshells in the sink, the greasy frying pan on the stovetop. He gawks at Claudia. ‘My mouth is watering. You must be quite the chef.’

			She waves him off. Claudia should be cooking in a different kitchen today, letting someone else inhale the scents of pork and onion. She has fallen short in many ways.

			Arnie takes in the cozy living room next: the tufted leather sofa beside two matching chairs, the retro-modern sideboard with curved tambour doors along the left wall, the crackling fire in the opposite corner, the exposed ceiling beams meeting at a peak in the middle of the room, the gasp-worthy wall of windows. She tries to see the space through Arnie’s eyes, to make sure she hasn’t left anything embarrassing lying around, but she didn’t bring anything private to the cabin – just a handful of books and her computer.

			Should she hide the laptop? What if they steal something? She knows almost nothing about Arnie.

			She removes her boots and hangs up her coat. ‘Wow.’ Arnie swivels away from the living room and steps back to admire her outfit. ‘I feel underdressed.’

			Claudia glances down at her go-to uniform: white collared shirt buttoned to the top, long patterned skirt, three chunky bracelets that take up half her forearm, plus several long maroon beaded necklaces. The outfit is one she’s worn a thousand times. She would never admit it aloud, but she doesn’t understand the younger generations’ penchant for wearing sweatpants everywhere. Don’t they understand the power of dressing for oneself? A sharp outfit can do as much for one’s self-esteem as thirty minutes on an elliptical.

			‘You look like a young Diane Keaton,’ Arnie adds, earning himself bonus points for not lumping all gray-haired people into the same age group. Claudia feels both thrilled and uncomfortable being studied by a man so many years her junior. Men in their thirties pay this much attention to her only when they want a job or a book deal. She adjusts her black-rimmed glasses, eager to change the subject.

			Claudia moves to the living room. The sooner she helps them, the sooner they’ll leave. She picks up a blue three-ring binder off the coffee table and hands it to Arnie. The cover reads, ‘Welcome to the Cedar Treehouse.’

			‘Why don’t you take a peek through there and see what you can find?’ she says.

			‘Thanks.’ Arnie sits at the dining table and flips through the pages. ‘First, the Wi-Fi,’ he mumbles.

			Claudia digs a phone charger from her messenger bag and tosses it to him. ‘Just in case.’

			‘You’re a godsend,’ he says.

			Claudia heads to the oven and removes the baking sheet of potatoes, then fusses over the forgotten tenderloin. ‘Excuse the chaos, by the way.’

			‘The kitchen is supposed to be a mess on Christmas,’ Arnie says. ‘We’re the ones who intruded on you.’

			Theo squirms near the hallway. ‘Can I use the bathroom now?’

			Claudia leads him toward the front door. Just before it, on the right, is the bathroom – the sole room in the treehouse with a door. Theo scurries toward the toilet and shuts the door behind him.

			She returns to the kitchen. Arnie is still seated at the table, staring off into the distance. Why is he sitting there? Shouldn’t he be taking action?

			Arnie brightens. ‘I can’t thank you enough for your kindness.’ He lowers his voice. ‘This is Theo’s first Christmas without his mom. I thought I was so smart, getting us out of the apartment and away from all those holiday memories with her. Now I’ve gone and bungled the damn thing.’

			Claudia swallows. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ she murmurs.

			Arnie runs a hand through his hair. ‘I wanted him to have a normal Christmas, for today to be happy.’ He peers at Claudia. ‘Is that even possible?’

			She considers the question. ‘Kids are resilient. I bet you’re doing a better job than you think.’

			‘Low bar.’ Arnie flushes. ‘That’s enough oversharing to a stranger for one day.’ He points at her laptop. ‘Tell me you’re not working on Christmas.’

			‘Logging off is hard when you love your job.’ Or when you’re desperate.

			‘What job is that?’ Arnie tilts his head.

			‘I’m a literary agent.’ Claudia readies herself for the inevitable blank look. Few outside the publishing industry have heard of her job, let alone understand what it entails.

			‘Really?’ Arnie says, fascinated.

			‘You’re familiar?’ Claudia catches herself, not wanting to sound rude. ‘Most people haven’t got a clue.’

			‘You find writers to represent,’ Arnie says. Claudia nods. ‘Is that what we interrupted? Have you found anyone good today?’

			Claudia sighs. ‘Same stuff as usual. A group of friends with long-held grudges gather in a remote place that renders their cell phones useless. A male pillar of the community turns out to be a sociopath. Happy events turn murderous: weddings, vacations, reunions –’

			‘Oh my,’ Arnie finishes. ‘It must be frustrating to work so hard searching for talent but never finding any.’

			‘That’s the thrill of the hunt,’ Claudia counters. ‘Every once in a while, you strike gold.’ She thinks of Jo and feels a spike of anxiety.

			Arnie winks. ‘I suppose you do.’ Before Claudia has time to question whether he’s flirting with her, he rises from the dining table and moves toward the kitchen. ‘This is an awful lot of food for one person, Claudia.’

			Liam would have relished the feast. He considers good food and drink one of life’s greatest pleasures. For a long time, whatever her brother loved, Claudia did too. He taught her to cook, to mix a cocktail, to throw elaborate dinner parties. Just a few years ago, they prepared a seven-course Thanksgiving dinner together.

			She thinks back to last week’s call. After ‘mental institution,’ she caught phrases here and there – ‘strapped down’ and ‘lost rights’ and ‘kidnapping.’ ‘Is he taking his meds?’ Claudia had asked. The caller jabbered on about the importance of routines and giving space and kept repeating the same deflating consolation: ‘Maybe next year.’ Liam would stay put, and Claudia would stay away. Instead of spending Christmas at Meadowlake with her brother, Claudia is spending it here, alone, trying hard to tamp down the guilt and the fury and the guilt about her fury.

			Arnie returns to the Airbnb binder and pulls out his phone. Claudia fills the kettle with water, sets it on the stove, then rifles through the pantry for the box of Swiss Miss, courtesy of the Airbnb owners. By the time Theo exits the bathroom, his hot chocolate is ready. He stands at the counter, watching Claudia approach with the mug.

			‘Thank you.’ He blows on the piping hot drink and takes a seat on one of the counter stools. ‘I haven’t seen any elves yet.’

			Claudia spots the upward turn of his lips and smirks. ‘Clever boy.’ She imagines the horrific year he’s been through. The least she can do for this family is bring a little holiday cheer to an otherwise tough season. What better day to be a Good Samaritan than Christmas?

			To Arnie, she calls, ‘Can I get you something to drink? Water? Juice? Soda?’

			‘Water would be great,’ Arnie says. ‘I found the local dispatch number. I’ll call them on FaceTime.’ He puts his phone to his ear. ‘Let me get out of your hair.’

			In his stocking feet he walks down the hallway. ‘Hi. Is this the Ulster County Sheriff’s Office?’ Claudia hears him ask.

			She fills two glasses with sparkling water, then clinks hers against Theo’s mug.

			‘Cheers. Happy holidays, Theo.’ Claudia laughs inwardly at the boy’s hot-chocolate mustache. She takes a long drink of water, wishing that her head would stop spinning, that she hadn’t had the mimosas.

			She and Theo listen for a while to the rhythms of Arnie’s phone conversation. She can’t make out what he’s saying, but she hears him speak, then listen, then speak again.

			‘Do you live far from here?’ Claudia asks.

			Theo nods. ‘My house is in Brooklyn, New York.’

			‘I live in the city too, in Manhattan,’ Claudia says. ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

			Theo’s face falls. Claudia regrets the question. ‘I’ve been asking,’ he says.

			‘No luck, huh?’

			‘Arnie says three’s a crowd. That means if I had a little brother or sister, we might not like their jokes, or they might steal my toys.’

			The response gives Claudia pause. Arnie? Are kids addressing their parents by their first names these days? Claudia generally withholds judgment in areas in which she has no expertise, but this seems a touch too far, like Arnie is Theo’s colleague instead of his father.

			She moves on to the next task. In the cabinet to the right of the oven, among baking sheets and cutting boards, she finds a round wooden platter bearing dozens of knife scars. She sets the platter on the counter, then pulls an assortment of meats and cheeses from the refrigerator.

			Arnie strides back into the room. Claudia hands him his glass of water.

			‘Thank you so much.’ Arnie gulps half the liquid in one go. ‘We have some good news and some bad news.’ He takes in the spread. ‘What’s this?’

			‘We might as well make the best of a rotten situation,’ Claudia says. ‘It’s Christmas, after all, and you two must be starving if you came all the way from Brooklyn. I’m making a cheese board.’ Claudia notes with pleasure that Arnie grins.

			‘We would be toast without you, Claudia.’

			She digs through the utensil drawer, finds a cheese knife with a heavy handle. ‘You said you have good and bad news?’

			‘The good news is the cops put me in touch with a local tow truck company,’ Arnie says. ‘They can take my car to the nearest auto body shop today.’

			Claudia cheers but is surprised to find herself disappointed. She barely knows these people. Why should she want them to stay?

			Because, despite what she’s told herself, she does not, in fact, want to spend Christmas alone. These two are a family, and if she can’t be with her own, she might as well lift the spirits of strangers. She wants to salvage what she can of this holiday for little Theo.

			‘Before you get too excited,’ Arnie interrupts, ‘the bad news is, thanks to the storm, there are accidents all over the county.’ He frowns. ‘The truck can’t get here for another three or four hours.’

			Claudia scrambles for a solution. Finding none, she focuses on slicing a block of cheddar into uniform pieces.

			‘I’ve already tried Uber and the like,’ Arnie adds, ‘hoping they could give us a ride to our Airbnb, but – no surprise – they won’t come this far, especially in this weather.’ He gazes out the window at the snow, relentless and furious. Another few inches have fallen in the short time since he and Theo arrived. The pond has disappeared altogether. Arnie casts a sidelong glance at Claudia. ‘I hate to impose more than we already have, but is there any way you might consider giving us a ride to our rental?’

			Claudia flushes. The glass of water has helped, but her buzz hasn’t worn off. On a sunny day, she might judge herself okay to drive, but in the middle of a snowstorm, on unplowed, unpaved roads? With a child in the back seat? No chance. She doesn’t want to admit to Arnie that she drank too much.

			Angry gales shake snow from branches. Claudia watches the trees sway in the wind, the thin ones threatening to snap. She can send Arnie and Theo away, leaving them to their own devices. She can risk getting behind the wheel. Or she can let them stay here. None of these options is ideal, but which is the least bad?

			‘It makes more sense for you to wait here for the driver,’ she says.

			‘That’s too much,’ Arnie protests. ‘You’ve already been more generous and patient than we deserve.’

			Claudia finds herself warming to the idea. She may have failed Liam, but she can help these two turn their day around. ‘Do what you want, but I have more than enough food.’ She pops a pistachio into her mouth to feign indifference. ‘I’d love to have Christmas dinner with you both.’

			‘We couldn’t,’ Arnie splutters. ‘We shouldn’t.’

			Theo sips from his mug, eyes darting back and forth between the adults.

			Claudia puts her hands on her hips, slipping into sales mode. ‘What were you planning to make?’

			‘We never went to the grocery store,’ Theo cheeps.

			Arnie shoots him a glare. ‘We were going to after we checked in.’

			Claudia senses an ally. ‘Theo, would you like to join me for dinner?’

			He begins to answer, but Arnie interrupts. ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe I should quit looking a gift horse in the mouth. Claudia, thank you for the invitation. We’d love to stay, wouldn’t we, Theo?’

			The boy slurps the rest of his hot chocolate, then nods.
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			While Arnie and Theo settle on the couch, Claudia vows to go all out on the cheese board. Between the deli products she bought at the market and the welcome basket of snacks from the Airbnb hosts, she can throw together a solid spread.

			She begins with the cheeses, as anchor points: sharp cheddar in one corner, Havarti with dill in another, as well as smoked Gouda, creamy sheep’s milk with black truffle, and a block of Parmigiano-Reggiano. The meats she positions in artful S’s that wind around the cheeses. Next come piles of red grapes, pistachios, fresh cherries, and almonds. She adds mini jars of hot honey and strawberry-basil jam and fans out a sleeve of seeded crackers like a deck of cards. As a finishing touch for Theo, she pours red and green M&M’s into a tiny bowl. She stands back to survey her work.

			The evening is looking up. Her guests are a much-needed distraction. For a little while, anyway, she can pretend that the only life she’s responsible for is her own, that she isn’t teetering on the edge of financial ruin.

			Claudia carries the platter to the living room and sets it on the wooden table. She moves the oversized coffee-table books to the sideboard. Arnie and Theo watch, slack-jawed.

			‘That looks incredible,’ Arnie says.

			Theo scarfs down a piece of cheddar. ‘Claudia, would you ever feed cheese to a bear?’

			‘A wild bear?’ Claudia asks. Theo nods. ‘Probably not.’

			‘What if he was so thin, you could see his ribs?’ Theo pushes.

			‘He’d rather gobble me up than one small piece of cheese,’ Claudia says.

			‘We don’t like zoos,’ Theo announces.

			‘Theo, let this poor woman rest,’ Arnie says.

			‘Can we play Twenty Questions?’ Theo asks. Arnie shakes his head. ‘I Spy?’

			‘Why don’t you read your book?’ Arnie says.

			Claudia heads back to the kitchen to dig up a few small serving plates. She finds a pretty ceramic set, white with a hand-painted gold swirl that reminds her of a cinnamon bun. When she returns to the living room, Arnie scoots closer to Theo on the couch to make room for her. Claudia takes one of the chairs instead.

			In Theo’s lap is a book. Claudia twists her neck to read the cover. Motocross Madness (The Hardy Boys #190). She turns to Arnie. ‘Sometimes I wish I could take out a book in the middle of dinner parties.’

			‘I can’t remember the last dinner party I went to – or book I read, to be honest. Just audiobooks for me these days.’

			‘That counts as reading,’ Claudia insists, and she means it. She’s never understood the guilt readers carry over audiobooks. What does it matter if you use your eyes or ears to take in a story? You’re still taking it in.

			Arnie shrugs. ‘Just not my preferred method. That’s all I have time for, though. My commute to work is a ten-minute walk, and I spend my nights doing laundry or cooking or cleaning.’ He shrugs again.

			‘Speaking of work,’ Claudia says, ‘what’s on the reading curriculum for high school freshmen these days?’

			‘We finished last semester with We Have Always Lived in the Castle.’

			‘You’re kidding. Not The Haunting of Hill House?’ she asks, and is pleased to see his eyes gleam again.

			Arnie wrinkles his nose. ‘Castle is Shirley Jackson’s best.’

			‘I couldn’t agree more.’ Claudia pauses. ‘I think it’s my favorite opening paragraph in all of literature.’

			‘ “My name is Mary Katherine Blackwood,”’ Arnie recites from memory.

			‘ “I am eighteen years old, and I live with my sister Constance,”’ Claudia adds.

			‘ “I have often thought that with any luck at all I could have been born a werewolf,”’ he continues.

			Claudia claps, delighted. ‘We could do this all day. Isn’t Jackson a little dark for fourteen-year-olds?’

			Arnie shrugs. ‘Nothing’s darker than “The Lottery,” and students have been reading that one for decades. Besides, you’ve gotta give the kids a little sugar once in a while. Makes the medicine go down easier.’

			‘What, pray tell, is the medicine?’

			‘Faulkner. Steinbeck.’ Arnie winks. Claudia chuckles, remembers being bored to tears by those authors in high school.

			‘Tell me about you,’ Arnie prods. ‘Are you married?’

			‘I was.’ She forces a laugh. ‘We were young – too young.’

			When Claudia met him, Rodolfo was a rising star at one of the big management consultancies, a Monday-through-Thursday road warrior who loved his travel routine: emails in the United lounge, followed by The Matrix re-viewings with gin and tonic in first class, then a baby dose of Ambien and seven hours of z’s on a lie-flat seat. He was smooth and charismatic, a great dancer and smart with money. Claudia married him six months after their first date. She liked his vision of the power couple they would someday become, which was why she wasted a decade of her life in advertising sales at Entertainment Weekly – a job that, in hindsight, had been more compatible with Rodolfo’s ambitions than with her own.

			In her thirties, she switched careers, joining Harris Turner Literary. Miles Harris himself hired her and took her under his wing, meaning that Claudia sourced all his author clients while he made crass comments about the other employees’ balding patterns and weight. Claudia laughed when she was supposed to, ignored the jabs otherwise, kept her head down. After a few years, Harris rewarded her loyalty with a promotion to junior agent. She worked tirelessly to build her own list, convincing then-newbie writers like Sam Samuels to take chances on her hunger. Claudia helped Sam, and half a dozen other authors like him, sell and publish a handful of novels. She loved the grind; the long hours weren’t an issue, with Rodolfo on the road so often.

			‘My ex didn’t think I should start my own agency,’ Claudia tells Arnie. ‘Said we’d be taking on too much financial risk. But sinking six figures into his MBA? Now, that was a sound investment.’ This admission confirms that she hasn’t sobered up enough yet. She would never share these details with a stranger otherwise.

			Arnie takes her hand in both of his. ‘I’m sorry, Claudia.’

			Claudia feels a creeping discomfort. She doesn’t want anyone’s pity. She pulls her hand away. ‘Don’t be. I proved him wrong in the end. My boss too. Neither of them thought I’d pull it off.’

			Little by little, Claudia became one of the top-performing agents at Harris Turner. In some ways, time flew. Then again, nine years was more than enough for Miles Harris’s jokes to stale. Harris was clever, he was rich, he was a successful business owner – he was everything Claudia wanted to be. Sitting across from him one day, she realized she loathed him. The following week she shared her plans to start her own agency, hoping for a clap on the back and maybe some advice, maybe a leg up. Instead Harris tried to change her mind, insisting that the climate wasn’t right for her to strike out on her own. When Claudia remained undeterred, the avuncular pretense slipped. Harris resorted to bullying, told her that she wasn’t ruthless enough to run her own company, that she wouldn’t be able to make the tough choices required of her. She would come crawling back to Harris Turner in months, he predicted. He couldn’t guarantee a seat at the table when she did.

			Claudia had gone home, in need of a pep talk from Rodolfo, who, it turned out, was not a big fan of risk-taking. She had already started over once, he said. They had both climbed their respective corporate ladders. Now was the time to bask in what they’d built. Rodolfo thought Claudia should be happy with what she’d managed. She was Miles Harris’s right-hand man. What more could she ask for? She didn’t know the first thing about running a company, did she? She wasn’t much of a fighter, was she?

			In the following months, Claudia made her first steps toward ruthlessness by trimming the fat from her life: first the boss, then the spouse. She had planned to take her authors with her when she hung up her shingle, but Harris outmaneuvered her. He got word from a colleague that Claudia’s marriage was falling apart and used that to his advantage, spreading whispers that she was leaving because of an office indiscretion and a much-needed ‘mental health break.’ He convinced her writers, one by one, that Harris Turner Literary, not Claudia Conley, was the key ingredient to their success. Are you willing to risk your career while Claudia figures out how to operate a business – and end a twenty-year marriage?

			The answer, evidently, was no. Claudia left the job with zero authors behind her. She had to start from scratch, rebuild her list.

			Arnie watches her thoughtfully and bites into a cracker. ‘Sounds like his loss – both your boss and your ex.’

			Claudia exhales, nods, sits back, thinks but doesn’t say Thank you for that. She glances at a sesame seed stuck to Arnie’s lower lip. He runs his tongue over the lip, dislodging the seed. She looks away. Their conversation has become too serious. She’s supposed to be making this day lighter and brighter for Arnie and Theo. She needs a transition.

			Claudia checks her watch. ‘Back to work,’ she says. The arrival of these two strangers doesn’t mean she has to give up the quiet pleasure of padding around the kitchen for hours. For today, anyway, she can go on pretending that her greatest source of stress is overcooking the pork.

			She heats a nonstick skillet over a medium flame on the stove. With Theo reading and Arnie on his phone, the treehouse is tomb-like. Claudia never turned the music back on after running out the door earlier. She opens her laptop and navigates to her Spotify playlist. The Jackson 5 trill ‘I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus’ through the laptop’s speakers. Liam loved – loves – this song.

			The track proves to be catnip for Theo too. The boy closes his book and heads over to the counter. He leans his torso on the butcher block, kicks his feet in the air behind him. ‘I know about Santa,’ he whispers.

			‘What about him?’ Claudia whispers back, deadpan.

			Theo glances over his shoulder at Arnie, who is occupied with his phone. ‘I saw Arnie eat the cookies and carrots we put out last year.’

			‘Does he know you saw?’

			The boy shakes his head. ‘I think he’d be sad.’

			‘Are you sad?’

			‘Nope. There’s still the tooth fairy.’ Theo pauses. ‘She’s real, right?’

			Claudia nods.

			‘Do you have a coloring book and crayons?’

			‘I don’t. I’m sorry.’ Claudia thinks for a moment, then goes to her messenger bag in the living room. She presents Theo with a legal pad and a pen. ‘I’m afraid this is the best I can do.’

			‘Thank you.’ Theo takes the items to the dining table and begins to draw.

			For the twice-baked potato recipe, Claudia fries four slices of bacon on the stovetop until the pork crisps and spits, the cabin redolent of smoked meat. Next she slashes the potatoes in half lengthwise and scoops out their innards. She dumps milk, butter, Greek yogurt, grated white cheddar cheese, and the potato into a metal bowl, then whips the mixture into a smooth, pale mash. Claudia scoops the mash into the potato skins, topping each with cheese. After lining the skins on a baking sheet, she sets the sheet next to the oven. Twenty minutes to heat them through, and they’ll be ready to serve. Another recipe down.

			Cooking has kept Claudia’s mind and hands busy
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