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    For my Fatther and Mom
They showed me that love shows up and for everyone who's ever been afraid to trust again.May you find your Parron. Or at least a really good greenhouse.
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Chapter 1-Caprese
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DECEMBER 12TH – ATLANTA, Georgia

The check landed on her desk like a slap, but Caprese Whitfield didn't flinch.

She'd learned not to flinch. Flinching was for the old Caprese — the one who believed in love stories and happily-ever-afters and business partners who kept their promises. That Caprese had died somewhere between the breakup text from her fiancé (he'd sent it during a vendor meeting, which was its own special kind of cowardice) and the morning she'd watched her business crumble like a sandcastle at high tide.

No. This Caprese kept her face still, her spine straight, and her eyes on the email she'd been typing before her assistant, Maya, came barreling in like a hurricane in a cardigan.

Yes, Mrs. Patterson, I understand you want live doves released during the father-daughter dance, but I must strongly advise against it. The venue has a strict no-animal policy following the Incident of 2019. (I'm happy to explain the Incident over the phone, but I'll warn you: it involves a peacock, a three-tiered cake, and a groom's mother who has since relocated to Costa Rica.)

She hit send before Maya could read over her shoulder.

"Well?" Maya was practically vibrating, her curls bouncing with barely contained chaos. "Open it. Open it right now or I'll open it for you and I'm not above using these nails."

"It's three o'clock on a Friday afternoon," Caprese said calmly, reaching for the envelope. "Nothing good comes from a three o'clock Friday envelope. It's either a subpoena, a wedding cancellation, or someone's mother demanding a refund because the napkins were eggshell and not ivory."

"It's not any of those things. It's thick. And heavy. And it smells expensive."

Caprese paused with her fingers on the envelope. "It smells expensive?"

"Like old books and money. The kind of money that doesn't talk about being money. The kind of money that has a summer house and a winter house and a spring house just for showing off."

"Maya, nobody has a spring house."

"This person does. I can smell it."

Despite herself, Caprese smiled. Maya had been with her for four years — through the good, the bad, and the ex-fiancé-showed-up-at-a-wedding-with-his-new-girlfriend-and-wanted-to-know-if-the-open-bar-applied-to-plus-ones. She'd stayed when everyone else left. She'd worked for free when the bank account dried up. She'd shown up every single day with coffee and terrible jokes and a refusal to let Caprese drown alone.

That was love, Caprese thought. Not the kind with candlelight and promises. The kind that stayed when staying cost something.

She slid her finger under the seal of the envelope. The paper was thick — heavy stock, cream-colored, the kind you had to order from a catalog because regular stores didn't carry it. No return address. Just her name in handwriting so elegant it looked like a threat.

Caprese Whitfield

Inside: a check. And a note card.

She pulled the check out first.

Fifty thousand dollars.

Made out to Caprese Whitfield Events, LLC.

The world tilted. Just slightly. Just enough for her to grip the edge of her desk.

She read it again. And again. And a fourth time, because fifty thousand dollars didn't just appear on your desk on a random Friday afternoon unless someone was about to ask you to do something illegal, immoral, or both.

"Oh my God," Maya whispered. "Oh my God, Capri —"

"Don't call me that."

"Sorry. Sorry. But Caprese — fifty thousand dollars. FIFTY. Who sent this? What did you do? Did you save someone's life? Did you accidentally become a Nigerian prince's long-lost cousin? Did you —"

Caprese unfolded the note card.

One sentence. Black ink. Same handwriting.

Be at Rosewood Manor by December 20th. Play my girlfriend for five days. The rest is yours.

No signature.

No explanation.

No please or thank you or here's why I'm asking a stranger to pretend to love me at Christmas.

Just an offer. A command. A dare.

Caprese read it three times. Then she set the card down very carefully, like it might explode, and stared at the wall behind her desk.

The wall was bare. It used to hold her awards — Best Event Planner in Atlanta, 2021; Wedding Designer of the Year, 2022; a framed letter from a bride who said Caprese had saved her wedding, her sanity, and her relationship with her mother-in-law, not necessarily in that order. Those awards were in a cardboard box now, tucked behind her sofa along with the parts of her life that no longer fit.

"Play his girlfriend?" Maya snatched the card. "Play his GIRLFRIEND? Like — fake? Like pretend? Like a rom-com where the cynical career woman learns the true meaning of Christmas by kissing a stranger under the mistletoe?"

"That's not what's happening."

"That's EXACTLY what's happening. That's the plot of every Hallmark movie your mother forces you to watch. You're the big-city girl. He's the mysterious rich guy with a secret heart of gold. There's going to be a snowstorm and only one bed and —"

"There's not going to be only one bed."

"You don't know that. You don't know anything. You don't even know his NAME."

Caprese picked up the check again. The weight of it in her hands felt impossible. Fifty thousand dollars was more than she'd made in the last six months. More than she owed the landlord. More than enough to pay Maya back, to restock her emergency fund, to stop waking up at three in the morning wondering if she'd made a terrible mistake by building a life that could shatter so easily.

Fifty thousand dollars was hope. And hope, Caprese had learned, was the most dangerous thing in the world.

She thought about her bank account. The seventeen dollars and thirty-two cents currently sitting there like a joke. She thought about the credit card bills she'd been ignoring — not because she was irresponsible, but because ignoring them was the only way she could sleep at night. She thought about the way her landlord had started looking at her, not like a tenant, but like a problem he was going to have to solve.

She thought about her father.

He'd been gone four years now. Lung cancer, diagnosed too late, treated too aggressively, mourned too quietly. He was the one who'd taught her to plan events — not professionally, but in the way he planned their Christmases. Every detail considered. Every guest accommodated. Every ornament on the tree placed just so because "Capri, if you're going to do something, do it like it matters."

He'd believed in her. Even when she didn't believe in herself.

And now he was gone. And the business he'd helped her start was dying. And some stranger with beautiful handwriting and too much money was offering her a lifeline.

"Caprese." Maya's voice was softer now. Worried. "You're not actually considering this."

"I'm considering everything."

"It's dangerous. You don't know this person. You don't know what they want. You don't know if they're — I don't know — a serial killer who only murders event planners during the holidays."

"That's very specific."

"It could happen."

Caprese stood up. Walked to the window. Outside, Atlanta was gray and cold and hers — even when it was falling apart, it was hers. The city had raised her. The city had made her. And the city was watching her fail, one canceled contract at a time.

She thought about her ex-fiancé, Derek. Thought about the way he'd looked at her when he said "You care more about your clients than you care about me." Thought about the review that had destroyed her business — anonymous, vicious, published on a blog she'd never heard of, claiming her events were "overpriced, underwhelming, and orchestrated by someone who confuses chaos with creativity."

That review had gone viral in the wedding community. Within a week, three brides canceled. Within a month, her business partner — Derek, the same Derek who'd said she cared too much — had walked out with their biggest account and her favorite coffee mug.

The mug still stung.

"He's desperate," Caprese said quietly.

"Who?"

"The man who sent this. Whoever he is, he's desperate. Desperate people do desperate things. They offer fifty thousand dollars to strangers. They hide behind no return addresses. They ask women to pretend to love them because they can't find the real thing."

Maya came to stand beside her. "Or he's lonely. There's a difference."

"Desperate and lonely look the same from a distance."

"Not from up close."

Caprese turned to look at her assistant. Her friend. The only person in the world who'd stayed when staying meant working for free.

"You think I should go."

"I think you should do whatever you need to do to survive. And I think —" Maya hesitated. "I think you've been alone for a long time. Not just single. Alone. You don't let anyone in. You don't trust anyone. You don't even let me call you Capri anymore."

"Maya —"

"I'm not saying this to hurt you. I'm saying it because it's true. You lost your dad. You lost Derek. You lost the business. And somewhere in all that losing, you forgot how to want things. Not just survive things. Want things."

Caprese's throat tightened. She looked back out the window.

"What I want," she said slowly, "is to stop being the woman who got left. I want to walk into a room and not feel like everyone's waiting for me to fail. I want to sleep through the night without dreaming about my father's funeral."

"And what about love?"

"Love is a liability."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer I have."

Maya was quiet for a long moment. Then she reached over and squeezed Caprese's hand. "Then go to Virginia. Play girlfriend to a stranger. Take his money. Save your business. And maybe — just maybe — let yourself be surprised."

"Surprised how?"

"I don't know. That's what makes it a surprise."

Caprese laughed. It was small and rusty, like a door that hadn't been opened in years. But it was real.

She walked back to her desk. Picked up the check. Felt the weight of it in her hands.

Fifty thousand dollars.

Be at Rosewood Manor by December 20th.

That was eight days from now. Eight days to decide if she was brave enough or stupid enough or desperate enough to say yes.

Play my girlfriend for five days.

She'd never been good at pretending. That was Derek's complaint, wasn't it? She felt things too deeply. Cared too much. Couldn't turn it off like a switch.

But maybe that was exactly what this stranger needed. Someone who couldn't pretend. Someone who would show up and be real, even if the situation was fake.

The rest is yours.

Caprese tucked the check into her desk drawer. Locked it. Then she pulled out her phone and dialed a number she hadn't called in years.

"Angie? It's Caprese Whitfield. I need a favor." She paused, watching Maya dance a little victory jig behind her desk. "I need you to trace an envelope. No return address. Handwritten. Sent to my office in Atlanta. I need to know who sent it and why."

She listened for a moment. Then she smiled — not warm, not yet, but something close.

"I know it's weird. I know I sound crazy. But I'm about to do something crazy, and I need to know who I'm doing it with."

She hung up. Looked at Maya.

"Start packing," Caprese said. "If I'm going to Virginia to play fake girlfriend to a mystery man, I'm not going alone. You're coming with me."

"I am?"

"Someone has to film it when he turns out to be a serial killer who only murders event planners."

Maya grinned. "I'll bring my good camera."

Caprese turned back to the window. Outside, the gray sky was starting to break apart. Just a little. Just enough for a single blade of sunlight to cut through.

She didn't believe in signs. She didn't believe in fate. She didn't believe in Christmas miracles or happy endings or love that didn't come with fine print.

But she believed in fifty thousand dollars.

And she believed in second chances.

Even if this one came with no name and no explanation and a handwriting so elegant it looked like a threat.

December 20th, she thought.

Rosewood Manor.

Whoever you are — I'm coming.
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Chapter 2-Parron
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DECEMBER 12TH – ROSEWOOD Manor, Virginia

The fire had gone gray.

Parron Ashworth sat in his dead father's leather chair, staring at the embers like they might confess something. They never did. Embers didn't confess. Embers just died — slowly, stubbornly, leaving behind nothing but ash and the memory of warmth.

That was the problem with this house, he thought. It was full of ashes. Full of memories. Full of the ghosts of Ashworths who'd sat in this very study and made decisions that echoed through generations.

His father's chair still smelled like him. Bay rum and tobacco and the particular musk of a man who'd never learned to apologize. Parron had thought about reupholstering it a hundred times. A thousand. But every time he picked up the phone to call the restoration company, something stopped him.

Maybe he deserved to sit in the smell of a man who'd never said I'm sorry.

Maybe that was his punishment.

His phone buzzed on the mahogany desk. Then buzzed again. Then started a third buzz that vibrated all the way to his teeth before he finally looked down.

Tia: She cashed it. You're getting a fake girlfriend for Christmas. You're welcome. Also Mama Rose wants to know if she's pretty.

Tia: I told her yes. Obviously. Because you've been staring at that woman's photo for three years like a Victorian ghost husband waiting for his bride to return from the grave.

Tia: Too much?

Tia: Don't answer that. I know it's too much. I'm emotionally unregulated and it's the holidays.

Parron didn't answer. He set the phone face-down on the desk — facedown because he couldn't handle the glow of it, the expectation, the way Tia's words landed too close to something he'd been trying not to feel — and reached into the drawer instead.

The photograph was exactly where he'd left it. Buried under old manuscripts and rejection letters and a first edition of The Sun Also Rises that his father had given him the year he turned eighteen. "Every man should own a book about nothing," his father had said. "Teaches you to sit with emptiness."

Parron had been sitting with emptiness for forty-two years. He didn't need Hemingway to teach him.

He pulled out the photograph.

Caprese Whitfield.

He'd had this picture for three years. Saved it the night he made the biggest mistake of his life — the night he'd sat at this very desk, drunk on bourbon and bitterness, and typed the words that would unravel everything.

In the photograph, Caprese was standing in front of a wedding altar she'd designed. White roses cascading down birchwood arches. Candles floating in glass orbs. Something that looked like heaven if heaven had a catering budget and a wedding planner who gave a damn about the difference between eggshell and ivory.

She wasn't smiling for the camera. That was the thing that got him. She was looking at something off-frame — a vendor, probably, or a bride in distress, or the thousand small emergencies that happened during every event. Her hand was mid-gesture, fingers spread like she was directing traffic. Her hair was falling out of its pin, dark waves escaping down her neck. Her mouth was slightly open, mid-sentence, mid-advice, mid-miracle.

She looked like a woman who didn't know she was being watched.

She looked like a woman who'd never had to perform for anyone in her life.

Parron had been performing since he was twelve years old, when his father first looked at him and said "Ashworth men don't cry, son. They build."

He'd been building ever since. Building walls. Building expectations. Building a life that looked perfect from the outside and felt like drowning from the inside.

And then he'd seen Caprese Whitfield.

Not in person. Never in person. He'd seen her work first — a wedding she'd planned for a Vanderbilt cousin, all soft gold and winter whites, so beautiful it made his chest ache. He'd googled her before he knew what he was doing, before he could stop himself, before he understood that some women didn't need to meet you to ruin you.

He'd read every interview she'd ever given. Watched every event she'd ever planned. Learned the way she signed her emails (Best, Caprese — because "best" was a promise) and the way she bit her lip when she was thinking and the way she'd rebuilt herself after her ex-fiancé walked out.

He'd fallen in love with a stranger.

And then he'd destroyed her.

"You're staring at that picture again."

Parron didn't turn around. He didn't need to. He knew that voice — lazy, amused, sharp around the edges in a way that pretended not to be sharp at all.

His brother Devon stood in the doorway of the study, leaning against the frame like he'd been there for hours. Probably had. Devon had a gift for appearing when Parron was at his most pathetic. It was either brotherly intuition or a surveillance habit their mother had encouraged. "Watch the people you love," she'd said. "It's the only way to know when they're lying."

Their mother had been an expert on lying. She'd done it beautifully for twenty-three years before she left.

"Devon." Parron's voice came out rougher than he intended. "How long have you been standing there?"

"Long enough to know you're still carrying that photo around like a rosary." Devon stepped into the room. He was wearing a cashmere sweater the color of burgundy — because of course he was — and carrying a glass of something amber that he definitely hadn't poured from the study's decanter. That decanter had been empty since their father died. Parron kept it that way on purpose. "You know they make these things called phones now. You could actually call her. Talk to her. Instead of staring at a picture like a nineteenth-century sailor pining for a woman he saw once on a dock."

"I've never seen her in person."

"Even worse. That's not pining. That's obsession. There's a word for men who keep photos of women they've never met."

"Don't."

"I'm not saying it. I'm just saying it exists." Devon dropped into the chair across from the desk — the chair that had belonged to their grandfather, the one with the worn leather arms and the faint stain where Great-Uncle Harold had spilled bourbon during the Blizzard of '78. "You told her yet?"

Parron finally looked up. "Told her what?"

"Don't play dumb. It doesn't suit you. You're too old and too tired to be cute."

"Told her what, Devon?"

Devon took a long sip of his drink. Held Parron's gaze over the rim of the glass. Set the glass down with a deliberate click.

"That you're the one who wrote the review. That you're the anonymous critic who called her work overpriced, underwhelming, and orchestrated by someone who confuses chaos with creativity. That you're the reason her business imploded, her partners left, and she spent six months wondering if she'd ever work again."

The words landed like stones. One by one. Heavy. Cold. Impossible to ignore.

Parron had written them. Every single one. He'd been drunk — not an excuse, just a fact — and bitter about his own failures, and furious at the world for being so easy for everyone else and so hard for him. He'd stumbled across her website at two in the morning, still wearing his father's funeral suit, still smelling the dirt from the grave.

He'd meant to write something encouraging. Something kind. Something that acknowledged the beauty of her work without —

He
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