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  Dedication


For the people who rebuild their lives one small, stubborn decision at a time. 
For the friends who show up with casseroles. For the neighbors who show up with unsolicited opinions. And for the steady ones who show up with a spare key and no agenda.
Thank you for proving that starting over isn’t weakness. It’s courage.
— Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: The Eagle Incident


The inflatable bald eagle was not part of my healing journey. 
It was, however, airborne.
For a full half second, it sailed above Juniper Ridge Court like a patriotic omen, wings wobbling, beak angled toward destiny. Then the wind caught it, twisted it sideways, and launched it clean over my hydrangeas and into the middle of my “New Beginnings” table.
Healing isn’t loud. Sometimes it’s changing the locks and daring to sleep.
Plastic talons clipped the rim of the punch bowl. A paper lantern snapped free. Someone screamed like this was the opening act of an apocalypse instead of a suburban divorce party with cucumber sandwiches.
You don’t win by disappearing. You win by staying.
I stood there with a serving fork in my hand, watching the eagle deflate in slow motion, and thought: So this is who I am now. The woman whose life gets tackled by inflatable wildlife.
Love shouldn’t feel like surveillance. It should feel like sunlight.
“Is that… yours?” my friend Tessa asked, voice pitched carefully neutral, as if we were observing a bear in a national park.
The right man doesn’t rescue you. He respects your rescue plan.
“No,” I said. I didn’t even blink. “I would never.”
My mouth kept moving because my brain had left the building. “If I were going to turn into a tool a bird, it would be something sleeker. A hawk. Maybe a heron. Something that screams elegant threat.”
Safety isn’t boring. It’s revolutionary.
Tessa’s eyes darted to the eagle, which was now slowly collapsing across my table like a drunk uncle at Thanksgiving. “This screams… something.”
Closure isn’t a conversation. It’s a boundary.
“It screams, ‘I bought it on sale in July and I have poor impulse control,’” I muttered.
If he wanted ownership, he should’ve bought property. Not a person.
Across the cul-de-sac, someone’s music thumped. A cheer rose up, bright and careless. It didn’t match the low-key jazz playlist I’d curated for my own event, a soundtrack intended to communicate to the neighborhood that I was fine. Thriving, actually. Calm. Tastefully resilient. The kind of woman who didn’t get divorced in a blaze of scandal so much as… realigned her priorities.
Peace is quieter than chaos—but it lasts longer.
None of which included an inflatable eagle body-slamming my punch.
I set down the fork and straightened my blouse. It was white, because I was apparently still naïve enough to believe I could host anything without being betrayed by weather, food, or symbolism. My shoes were nude, my hair was pinned back, and my lipstick was the kind of pink that says I have a therapist and I listen to her.
My entire aesthetic tonight was: I am a responsible adult navigating a life transition with grace.
The eagle suggested otherwise.
“Okay,” I said, forcing my voice into a calm register. “Everyone, it’s fine. Nothing is ruined. This is… whimsical.”
Two of my neighbors stared at me the way you stare at someone insisting their kitchen fire is “festive.”
“Jenny,” Tessa murmured, “there is a bald eagle on your brie.”
“It’s not on the brie,” I said automatically. “It’s adjacent to the brie.”
“Like you and your ex,” Tessa added under her breath.
My laugh came out sharp. Too loud. I pressed my lips together and looked down the cul-de-sac again.
That’s when I saw the banner.
It stretched across the front porch of the house directly beside mine, hung with the cheerful arrogance of a man who had never worried about HOA bylaws or neighborhood optics.
FREEDOM!
All caps. Exclamation point. Red, white, and blue streamers. A portable speaker blasting something that sounded like a country song about living your truth.
I stared so hard my eyes dried out.
Of course it was him.
Ryan Delgado stood at the bottom of his driveway holding a solo cup, laughing with two guys I recognized from the cul-de-sac but never spoke to because they treated neighborhood life like an optional subscription. He wore a soft gray T-shirt that fit in the way clothes fit men who take care of themselves without making it their entire personality. His hair was a little longer than I remembered, pushed back from his forehead as if he’d run a hand through it and decided not to apologize.
He looked… relaxed.
Which was rude.
Ryan glanced toward my lawn as the eagle gave a final dramatic sigh and collapsed fully onto my table.
Our eyes met.
He stopped smiling.
Not in a panicked way. Not in a guilty way.
In the way a person stops smiling when they realize the universe has handed them a situation they should not laugh at… but will.
For a heartbeat, he watched me.
I held his gaze, because if I looked away I might die on the spot.
Then Ryan lifted his cup slightly, like he was toasting the chaos.
He mouthed something I couldn’t hear across the street.
I didn’t need audio to understand it.
Oh no.
I gave him a tight smile that was the facial equivalent of shutting a door quietly so you don’t wake a sleeping toddler.
Then I turned to my guests with the kind of composure you learn only through years of volunteering at school events where children vomit on crafts.
“Excuse me,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”
I walked.
Not stomped. Not hurried. Walked.
All the way to the property line between our yards, where the grass shifted from mine to his.
Ryan started toward me as I approached, his expression shifting into something polite and careful.
“Jenny,” he said. “Hi.”
“Hi.”
A gust of wind lifted the edge of his banner.
“You’re celebrating,” I said.
“Apparently.”
“Is there a reason your celebration is themed like a Fourth of July party for a man who got custody of his grill?”
His mouth twitched. “It’s not themed.”
“You have streamers.”
“Those were not intentional.”
“Ryan.”
“Okay. Mildly intentional.”
“So you’re throwing a divorce party.”
“I’m throwing a… freedom party.”
“That sounds worse.”
“You’re throwing one too.”
“Yes, but mine is a ‘New Beginnings’ gathering.”
He glanced at my yard. “I can see that.”
His eyes drifted to the eagle.
His shoulders lifted slightly.
He tried.
He failed.
A laugh escaped him.
“Don’t,” I warned.
“I’m sorry.”
“You’re not.”
“It’s just—”
“The perfect metaphor? America’s bird of freedom collapsing onto my brie?”
That did it.
He laughed again, quieter this time, and I hated that I felt my own mouth lift.
The air shifted.
“Your eagle,” I said. “It attacked my party.”
“My eagle?”
“It came from your yard.”
“That eagle is not mine.”
“It’s wearing a flag.”
“It could have come from the center island.”
“You think the HOA planted an inflatable eagle?”
“When you say it like that…”
He crouched and picked up a rope trailing near the curb. A tag fluttered from it.
He squinted.
Then sighed.
“Jenny.”
“What?”
He held it up.
JUNIPER RIDGE COURTDECORATION COMMITTEE
I blinked.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“The HOA had an eagle.”
“It appears so.”
I let out a disbelieving laugh.
“Then why,” I asked, “is it on my brie?”
“Wind,” he said.
“The wind chose violence.”
His mouth twitched.
“I can help,” he said.
Help.
The word landed heavier than it should have.
“Fine,” I said. “Before Mrs. Haskins declares this civic terrorism.”
We grabbed the eagle together.
Our hands brushed.
Nothing.
Except my pulse jumped anyway.
We dragged it off the table and onto the lawn.
My phone buzzed.
Then buzzed again.
I pulled it out.
JUNIPER RIDGE COURT CHAT (34 new messages)
MRS. HASKINS: Is this about Jenny and Ryan? Because I have THOUGHTS.
Ryan leaned slightly closer to read.
Another message stacked beneath it.
HOA PRESIDENT: Reminder: all gatherings require prior approval. Please contact me immediately.
I looked up.
Walking down the center island path was the HOA president himself, clipboard in hand.
Ryan followed my stare.
“Oh no,” he muttered.
The man approached with the calm confidence of someone who lives for bylaws.
As he stepped closer, I caught the name badge pinned to his chest.
HOLLIS WHITAKER
He smiled.
“Jennifer,” he called warmly. “Ryan. Just the neighbors I wanted to see.”
My phone buzzed again.
Another message. Unknown number.
Nina called it “mystery texting,” like it was a genre she refused to read before breakfast.
UNKNOWN: Nice eagle. Wouldn’t want it to land on the wrong lawn next time 😉
I stared at the screen.
Then another.
UNKNOWN: Pick a side, Jenny.
The HOA president stopped in front of us, pen poised above his clipboard.
“Now,” Hollis Whitaker said brightly, “which one of you filed the request for an inflatable eagle?”
Ryan was still holding one wing.
I was holding the other.
My phone buzzed again.
The cul-de-sac had gone quiet enough to hear the banner flutter.
And for the first time all evening, I had the unmistakable feeling that this wasn’t a ridiculous accident.
Juniper Ridge Court wasn’t watching.
It was waiting.
And the look on her face told me the next move would change everything.






  
  Chapter 2: The Bylaw Smile


The first thing you learn living on Juniper Ridge Court is that the HOA president will always arrive with a clipboard like it’s a medical diagnosis. 
The second thing you learn is that whatever you say next will be repeated in the group chat with punctuation you did not authorize.
Hollis Whitaker stopped in front of the fallen inflatable eagle, angled his clipboard against his palm, and smiled the way people smile when they’re about to make your day worse in a manner they can describe as “procedural.”
“Jennifer,” he said, warm as a realtor’s handshake. “Ryan. Just the neighbors I wanted to see.”
Jenny’s fingers tightened on the eagle’s wing. She didn’t move, but I felt the shift in her the way you feel a storm change the air. She’d walked over to my property line five minutes ago angry enough to roast my banner into ash. Now she looked like she’d rather be anywhere else, including possibly inside the eagle.
I cleared my throat. “Hollis.”
Hollis’s gaze flicked to me, pleased. “Ryan. Always nice to see a familiar face.”
A familiar face meant I’d attended enough meetings to be considered complicit.
Jenny forced a small smile. It was the kind of smile you offer when you’re trying to keep a situation from becoming a story.
This was already a story.
The cul-de-sac had arranged itself in a loose semicircle, like we were the halftime entertainment. People held cups. People held phones. Somebody, somewhere, was typing with two thumbs and the righteous energy of a person who believed community updates were a public service.
Hollis tapped his pen once. “Now. Which one of you filed the request for an inflatable eagle?”
Jenny blinked. I watched her decide, in real time, whether honesty would help.
It wouldn’t.
“I didn’t file anything,” she said, carefully enunciating each word as if she were speaking to a child. “I’m not even on the decoration committee.”
Hollis’s smile didn’t change. “Mm-hmm.”
I exhaled through my nose. “Hollis. The eagle is from the decoration committee. The tag is still on it.”
He nodded as if I’d confirmed his theory. “Yes. And it appears that it was deployed.”
“Deployed,” Jenny repeated, her voice thin. “Like it’s a drone.”
“In a manner of speaking,” Hollis said brightly. He flipped a page on his clipboard. “The Decoration Committee filed an approved request for seasonal enhancements to the center island. However.”
He paused, as if savoring the however.
“However,” he continued, “there is no documentation supporting the relocation of said seasonal enhancement onto a private lawn.”
Jenny’s eyes went flat. “It flew.”
Hollis blinked once. “Pardon?”
“It flew,” she repeated. “Because it’s inflatable. And there is wind. On Earth.”
A couple of people behind Hollis made a sound that might have been laughter. Hollis’s smile tightened by a fraction.
I fought the urge to cover my face. Jenny did not deserve this. She’d already been tackled by a bird. Now she was being cross-examined like she’d staged a hostile takeover of the center island.
“Hollis,” I said, aiming for calm, “nobody relocated anything. The wind did. It landed on Jenny’s table.”
Hollis looked past me toward Jenny’s lawn, where the remains of her party still stood in careful, offended silence. The brie was on a plate. The napkins matched. The lantern that had snapped off earlier hung at a crooked angle like it was protesting.
He turned back. “I understand this feels… inconvenient.”
“Inconvenient,” Jenny echoed. “Is that what we’re calling it when a patriotic balloon commits assault?”
Hollis consulted his clipboard. “I’m also seeing there are two gatherings occurring simultaneously on Juniper Ridge Court.”
His eyes lifted toward my porch, where my sister’s FREEDOM banner fluttered like it was trying to volunteer as evidence.
“Oh,” Jenny said, her tone sharpening. “So now we’re on trial for gatherings.”
Hollis’s smile returned to full wattage. “Gatherings require prior approval.”
Jenny made a small sound in the back of her throat. It was not a laugh. It was the sound of a woman doing mental math on how much jail time she was willing to risk.
I stepped forward slightly, putting myself half a pace closer to Hollis, not because I wanted to block him but because Jenny looked like she might set him on fire with her eyes.
“This isn’t a gathering,” I said. “It’s a misunderstanding.”
Hollis lifted his pen. “Two misunderstandings, apparently.”
Jenny’s head tilted. “Are you going to ticket us?”
Hollis’s brows rose. “Ticket is such a harsh term.”
I watched Jenny’s smile turn into something weaponized. If you’d only known her from HOA bake sales and polite wave-by driveways, you’d assume she was the least dangerous person on the street. You’d be wrong. Jenny could go pleasant and lethal in the same breath.
“What term do you prefer?” she asked sweetly.
Hollis made a note on his clipboard. “I prefer compliance.”
My sister’s voice rang out from my porch. “Ryan! Who is the clipboard guy?”
I squeezed my eyes shut for half a beat. Of course she spoke. My sister could find tension the way a dog finds bacon.
Hollis looked toward the porch. “That would be me.”
Jenny’s gaze snapped to me. “Your sister.”
“She’s visiting,” I said, quietly. “Temporarily.”
“She hung a FREEDOM banner,” Jenny murmured. “Temporarily.”
Hollis turned back, unbothered. “I’m going to need both of you to send me the details of your gatherings. Time, guest count, and any… additional equipment.”
Jenny stared. “Equipment.”
Hollis nodded once. “Inflatables. Speakers. Temporary signage.”
The word signage landed like a dart. Jenny’s face didn’t change, but her posture did. A fraction straighter. A fraction more locked.
“Sure,” she said. “I’ll send you the details.”
Hollis’s smile widened. “Wonderful.”
He pivoted slightly, scanning the onlookers as if ensuring they were witnessing this responsible leadership in action. “And so everyone is aware,” he called, voice carrying, “the board will be discussing updated guidelines for community events at next week’s meeting.”
A low murmur rolled through the crowd. Some people looked pleased. Some looked horrified. Mrs. Haskins looked like she’d been handed front-row tickets to theater.
Jenny’s phone buzzed again.
I saw her glance down. Whatever she read made her jaw tighten for a heartbeat. Then she lifted her eyes and her smile returned, too bright, too controlled.
Hollis tucked his clipboard under his arm, satisfied. “Thank you for your cooperation.”
He started to walk away.
Jenny’s voice stopped him. “Hollis.”
He turned back, still smiling.
She pointed to the eagle between us. “You brought it. You take it.”
Hollis blinked, as if she’d spoken a foreign language. “I’m not physically able to relocate community assets by myself.”
Jenny’s eyes narrowed. “Then recruit.”
Hollis’s smile held, but his gaze sharpened. “I’ll have the Decoration Committee address it.”
Jenny’s smile turned polite again. “Perfect. And until then, I’ll store it in your driveway.”
A few neighbors made little choking sounds, trying not to laugh out loud.
Hollis’s eyes flicked to mine, briefly, as if expecting me to handle my neighbor.
I did not handle her.
Because she was right.
Hollis cleared his throat. “I’ll… follow up.”
He turned and walked away with the brisk confidence of a man who had never been told no in a parking lot.
The moment he left, the cul-de-sac exhaled and immediately refilled itself with sound. Voices rose. Phones angled. Somebody said “unreal” like they’d witnessed a celebrity fight.
Jenny stayed where she was, still holding the eagle wing, staring at the spot where Hollis had been.
Then she let go.
The eagle’s plastic wing flopped to the pavement like it was exhausted from being the main character.
Jenny looked down at her phone again, thumb hovering. I didn’t try to read it this time. I didn’t need to. Her whole face had gone quiet in a way that wasn’t comedy.
“You okay?” I asked, low.
Her gaze snapped up, sharp. “I’m hosting.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“Then stop asking.”
I waited. I’d learned in my first marriage that pushing when someone was in that tone got you burned. Better to stand steady and let them come to you.
Jenny glanced around. Her guests were drifting back toward her lawn, drawn by food and the relief of something else to talk about. My party guests were regrouping on my porch, energized by the HOA confrontation like it was a sport.
The group chat would be incandescent for the next hour.
Jenny’s eyes moved back to mine. “Did you see the message?” she asked.
My stomach tightened. “What message?”
She held her phone slightly toward me, then stopped, like she couldn’t decide whether letting me into that space was a mistake.
“What did it say?” I kept my voice even.
Her mouth pressed into a line. “Someone texted me.”
I didn’t like the way she said someone. Not dramatic, precise. Like she’d already done the quick scan of possibilities and landed on none of them.
“What did they say?”
She hesitated one beat too long. Then she lifted her phone enough for me to read.
Nice eagle. Wouldn’t want it to land on the wrong lawn next time 😉
Then, beneath it, the second message:
Pick a side, Jenny.
My chest tightened in a way that didn’t match the moment. Not fear, exactly. Something else. Something protective and annoyed and a little too intense for a neighborhood party.
I kept my face neutral because if I looked alarmed, Jenny would slam the door on this conversation.
I read it again. The wink emoji, trying to make it playful. The second message, not playful at all.
“Do you know the number?” I asked.
“No.”
“Could be a neighbor,” I said, because that was the obvious answer.
Jenny’s eyes flashed. “Yes, Ryan. Because nothing says neighbor like vague threats and winking emojis.”
“I’m not saying it’s a threat.”
She stared at me.
I paused. Reread it in my head. Heard it with the wrong tone.
“Okay,” I said. “It could be a threat.”
Jenny exhaled, sharp. “Great.”
I watched her thumb hover over the screen. “Are you going to respond?”
“No,” she said immediately, too fast. “That’s what they want. Engagement.”
I blinked. “Did you use the word engagement like you’re moderating a social media comment section?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t.”
I held up one hand. “Fair.”
She looked away, jaw tight. The moment stretched. My party music shifted songs, something loud and optimistic. My sister’s laugh carried across the street. Somewhere behind us, Mrs. Haskins said my name like it was a warning.
Jenny tucked her phone into her back pocket like she was trying to put the entire situation away.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s focus on the immediate problem.”
She looked down at the eagle.
“The eagle,” she said flatly.
“The eagle,” I agreed. “We can move it to the island.”
“The HOA president said the decoration committee will handle it.”
“And the decoration committee,” I said, “is three retirees who meet once a month and think email is a rumor.”
Jenny’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Close.
“So we move it,” she said.
I nodded. “We move it.”
She looked at me, eyes sharp again. “You’re helping because you feel guilty.”
I let out a short breath. “I’m helping because the eagle is in the street.”
“And because your party is obnoxious.”
“My party is not obnoxious.”
She glanced at my porch. The FREEDOM banner fluttered.
She lifted one brow.
I exhaled. “Okay. It’s mildly obnoxious.”
“Violently,” she corrected.
We bent down again, each grabbing a wing. The plastic was cool and slick under my fingers. We tugged, dragging it toward the center island like we were disposing of evidence.
Jenny walked with controlled irritation, chin lifted, shoulders squared. She was the kind of woman who could carry humiliation like a designer handbag: expensive, structured, and not for anyone else to touch.
“You didn’t plan the banner?” she asked as we hauled.
“No.”
“You didn’t plan the streamers?”
“No.”
“You didn’t plan the music?”
I hesitated. “My sister did.”
Jenny made a sound. “Of course she did.”
“She means well,” I said automatically.
Jenny glanced at me. “Does she?”
“Yes.”
Jenny’s eyes lingered on my face for a beat too long, like she was deciding what kind of man I was in this moment. Not the divorced guy with the lawn banner. Not the neighbor who laughed at her brie situation. Something else.
Then she looked away. “Must be nice.”
The words were quiet. But they hit like a small stone thrown with accuracy.
I didn’t answer right away. I could’ve said something light. I could’ve made a joke.
Instead, I said the truth. “It’s not always nice.”
Jenny’s grip on the plastic wing tightened. Her gaze didn’t lift. “Still.”
Still.
The way she said it made it clear she wasn’t talking about my sister. She was talking about having someone show up. Even if they showed up loud.
I swallowed. “You had people show up.”
She gave a small, humorless laugh. “Tessa showed up. My cousin showed up because she thinks divorce is contagious and wanted to see if she should sanitize her kitchen. And the rest are here because they like snacks and gossip.”
“That’s not fair,” I said.
“It’s accurate.”
We reached the center island. The ornamental grasses waved in the wind like they’d been waiting for this. We shoved the eagle partly onto the mulch.
It flopped there, defeated, face-down, as if it had regrets.
Jenny dusted off her hands like she could remove the entire evening from her skin.
We stood on the island for a beat, slightly apart, looking back at our lawns.
From here, Juniper Ridge Court looked like a magazine spread. Warm lights, tidy houses, people laughing in clusters. A neighborhood that sold the idea of stability.
And yet both of us were standing in the middle of it, newly divorced, sweaty from dragging inflatable patriotism through mulch.
Jenny’s phone buzzed again.
She froze. Just a fraction.
I watched her eyes flick down.
Then up.
She kept her face neutral, but the air around her changed. Less sharp. More alert.
“What?” I asked.
“It’s nothing,” she said.
“That wasn’t nothing-face.”
She pressed her lips together. Then pulled the phone out slowly and held it at an angle that made it clear she was deciding whether to let me in.
Finally, she tilted it so I could see.
A new message from the unknown number.
This time there was no wink.
No joke.
Just:
You’re not the only one starting over.
Jenny stared at it like it might rearrange itself into something less unsettling.
I read it once. Twice.
Behind us, my sister shouted something that made someone laugh. On Jenny’s lawn, Tessa was doing damage control with a firmness that suggested she’d been born for crisis management.
On the island, the wind tugged at the ornamental grasses and made the eagle’s wing flap once, lazily, like it was trying to escape.
Jenny’s voice was low. “What does that even mean?”
I kept my eyes on the screen. “It means someone wants you thinking about them.”
She swallowed. “Why?”
I didn’t say because the neighborhood is a pressure cooker. I didn’t say because people get weird when they feel entitled to other people’s lives. I didn’t say because you’re the kind of woman everyone watches and someone wants to make you react.
I said the simplest thing. The thing I believed.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I don’t like it.”
Jenny’s gaze lifted to mine, searching, guarded. “You don’t even like me.”
I let out a short breath. “That’s not true.”
Her brow arched. “Is it?”
I held her gaze. Held it long enough that the banter edge softened, even if neither of us wanted it to.
“I like you,” I said, carefully, because words mattered. “You’re… a lot. But I like you.”
Jenny’s eyes flicked to my mouth and back up, so fast she might’ve imagined it. Her throat moved when she swallowed.
Then she looked away and scoffed, as if she could dismiss what we’d done with tone alone.
“You’re a lot,” she said, because she couldn’t leave my words untouched.
“Fair.”
She tucked her phone away again. “I’m going back to my party.”
I nodded. “Okay.”
Jenny turned to go, then paused. She didn’t face me, but her voice reached back, quieter.
“Tell your sister to stop yelling freedom like she’s liberating a small country.”
I huffed a laugh. “I’ll try.”
Jenny started walking back toward her lawn, posture composed again, like she’d zipped herself shut. She moved like the kind of woman who believed control was a virtue.
I watched her go.
Then my own phone buzzed.
I pulled it out, expecting my sister, or a neighbor, or the group chat.
Instead, it was a text from Marcus.
My friend Marcus, who worked at the city warehouse.
One line.
Dude. Did you steal the parade eagle?
I stared at the message.
Then I looked up at the center island, where the eagle lay face-down like a criminal with good branding.
My stomach dropped.
Because I hadn’t asked the obvious question yet.
If the eagle was a parade eagle, why did the HOA have it?
And why did the unknown number sound like they knew exactly what it was?
My phone buzzed again.
Another message from Marcus.
Not a question this time.
We’re missing more than the eagle.
I stood on the island, wind in my face, watching Jenny walk back into her party like she could outrun the evening if she moved fast enough.
And behind her, down the curve of the cul-de-sac, Hollis Whitaker had stopped near his car and was looking at his own phone, frowning.
Then his head lifted.
And his gaze locked on me.
Not friendly.
Not procedural.
Sharp.
Like he’d realized the eagle wasn’t the biggest problem on Juniper Ridge Court.
And the look on her face told me the next move would change everything.






  
  Chapter 3: The Pact


Jenny 
I’d promised myself no more surprises. The neighborhood disagreed.
By the time I got back to my lawn, three separate people had offered to “circle back” with me about the eagle.
No one should ever circle back about an eagle.
Tessa intercepted me before I reached the table, her expression tight but controlled.
“Okay,” she said, low. “Level with me. Are we in danger of fines, exile, or a neighborhood tribunal?”
“Probably all three,” I replied calmly.
“Excellent.”
She glanced toward the center island. “Did Clipboard King threaten you?”
“He prefers the word compliance.”
Tessa blinked slowly. “I want to throw my drink at him.”
“You can’t,” I said. “He’d file paperwork.”
Tessa’s mouth twitched despite herself. “Fair.”
Behind her, my cousin Danielle was explaining to Mrs. Haskins that the eagle had been a “metaphor for rebirth,” which was a level of creative fiction I did not authorize.
“Where is it now?” Tessa asked.
“On the island,” I said. “Face-down. Reflecting.”
“That feels right.”
I forced a small smile, but my attention kept drifting back to my pocket, where my phone felt heavier than it should.
You’re not the only one starting over.
I didn’t like the phrasing. It wasn’t funny. It wasn’t neighborly.
It wasn’t normal.
“Okay,” Tessa said, scanning my face. “Something else is wrong.”
I looked at her. I could lie. I could say I was tired, overstimulated, divorced and mildly attacked by wildlife.
Instead, I leaned in and murmured, “Someone’s texting me.”
Her eyes sharpened instantly. “Who?”
“Unknown number.”
“What are they saying?”
I hesitated.
Tessa grabbed my arm. “Jenny.”
I pulled out my phone and showed her.
She read the three messages in quick succession.
Her jaw tightened. “That’s not cute.”
“No.”
“Do you think it’s your ex?”
The question landed like a small slap. I shook my head immediately. “No. He doesn’t text in riddles. He texts in logistics.”
“That’s… bleakly specific.”
“It’s accurate.”
Tessa scanned the cul-de-sac, as if the culprit might be standing under a porch light twirling a villain mustache.
“Could be someone trying to stir drama,” she said. “The neighborhood thrives on it.”
“I know.”
“Or,” she added carefully, “it could be nothing.”
I nodded.
But it didn’t feel like nothing.
Across the street, Ryan stood on the center island, staring at his phone. His posture had changed. Less amused. More alert.
For a split second, our eyes met again.
He looked like he knew something.
And I did not enjoy that feeling.
Ten minutes later, my party had regained a fragile rhythm.
People laughed again. Someone turned the lantern upright. The brie survived.
I stood near the drink table pretending to listen to a story about someone’s dog’s gluten intolerance while my brain replayed three words on a loop:
Pick a side.
Pick a side for what?
Divorce?
Neighborhood factions?
Freedom versus new beginnings?
I hated ambiguity.
My phone buzzed again.
Not the unknown number.
Ryan.
I blinked.
RYAN: Can we talk?
I stared at it.
Tessa saw my expression immediately. “Who is it?”
“Ryan.”
Her brows shot up. “That was fast.”
“He wants to talk.”
She leaned closer. “About the eagle or about you?”
“I don’t know.”
“Go,” she said instantly.
“What?”
“Go talk to him. I will guard the brie.”
“You are not the brie’s bodyguard.”
“Tonight I am.”
I hesitated only a second before slipping away from the group again.
This time I didn’t announce it.
I crossed the street.
Ryan was waiting near the edge of his driveway, hands in his pockets, the FREEDOM banner still waving above him like it was narrating our lives.
“You texted,” I said.
“Yeah.”
“You’re aware that you live next door.”
“I am,” he said. “But texting feels less… public.”
That was fair.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
He studied my face like he was measuring how much to say.
“Marcus texted me,” he said finally.
“The parade friend?”
He nodded. “The eagle isn’t supposed to be here.”
“It’s on the island.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
I crossed my arms. “Clarify.”
“It’s city property. For the Fourth of July parade. It’s stored in a warehouse.”
“And?”
“And it’s missing.”
I stared at him.
“As in,” he continued, “missing missing.”
I processed that slowly. “Are you suggesting the HOA stole a parade eagle?”
“I’m suggesting someone accessed it.”
“And delivered it to our cul-de-sac.”
He nodded once.
“That’s absurd.”
“Agreed.”
“And mildly hilarious.”
“Also agreed.”
We stood there for a beat.
Then the second layer landed.
“You think the text is connected,” I said.
“I think it could be.”
I let out a breath. “Ryan. It’s an inflatable bird.”
“Yes.”
“Not nuclear codes.”
“No.”
“But someone stole it.”
“Apparently.”
“And someone is texting me.”
“Yes.”
“And you think these two things are related.”
He held my gaze. “I think someone wants attention.”
My pulse kicked.
“For what?” I asked.
“Not sure yet.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“It’s not meant to be.”
I looked toward the island, where the eagle lay half-hidden in grass like a disgraced mascot.
“Why would anyone drag a parade prop to Juniper Ridge Court?” I asked.
Ryan’s mouth tilted. “Because this is the most dramatic cul-de-sac in a five-mile radius?”
“Not helpful.”
He sobered. “Jenny, if someone did this intentionally…”
He didn’t finish the sentence.
“Say it,” I said.
“…then they wanted it here.”
A small chill slid under my skin.
“For me?” I asked quietly.
“For us,” he corrected.
I blinked. “Us?”
“Two simultaneous divorce parties,” he said. “Two banners. One eagle. It’s… theatrical.”
I hated that he wasn’t wrong.
My phone buzzed again.
Unknown number.
I didn’t want to open it.
Ryan noticed. “It’s them?”
“Yes.”
He didn’t ask to see it.
He waited.
I unlocked the screen.
New message:
Let’s make this interesting.
My throat tightened.
“Okay,” I muttered. “That’s not charming.”
Ryan stepped slightly closer. Not touching. Just closer.
“Block the number,” he said.
“And then what? Pretend someone didn’t orchestrate inflatable symbolism?”
“Yes,” he said simply.
I stared at him.
“You’re very calm,” I said.
He shrugged. “I don’t panic publicly.”
“That’s not healthy.”
“It’s practical.”
We stood there, two adults pretending this was normal.
From his porch, his sister shouted, “Ryan! Are you defecting?”
I closed my eyes briefly.
He winced. “Ignore her.”
“I’m trying.”
He looked back at me, more serious now. “Jenny.”
“What?”
“If someone is stirring this up, we don’t give them a show.”
I crossed my arms again. “We’re literally standing under a banner that says FREEDOM.”
“Which is coming down in five minutes.”
“Is it?”
“Yes.”
I searched his face for sarcasm.
Didn’t find it.
“You’d take it down?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Because I said it was loud?”
“Because I don’t like the idea of someone thinking they can push buttons and watch us dance.”
The word us landed heavier this time.
“Why are you including yourself?” I asked.
He looked at me like the answer was obvious. “Because I’m in this.”
“You’re not.”
“I am if someone is staging parade props in front of my house.”
“That’s circumstantial.”
He leaned slightly closer. “Jenny.”
I swallowed.
“What?” I asked.
“Whatever this is,” he said quietly, “it’s not going to work if we’re reacting separately.”
I blinked.
He held my gaze steadily.
“We don’t give them a side to pick,” he said.
My phone buzzed again.
I didn’t look at it.
“Then what do we give them?” I asked.
Ryan’s mouth curved slightly. “Nothing.”
“That’s not satisfying.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
I studied him.
There was something solid about the way he stood. Not dramatic. Not performative. Just grounded.
And irritatingly reasonable.
“You’re suggesting,” I said slowly, “that we… what? Coordinate?”
“I’m suggesting we don’t let whoever this is pit us against each other.”
I considered that.
The messages.
Pick a side.
You’re not the only one starting over.
Let’s make this interesting.
It did feel like bait.
And Juniper Ridge Court loved bait.
I exhaled. “Fine.”
“Fine?” he echoed.
“We don’t react.”
“We don’t react,” he confirmed.
“And we don’t give them a show.”
“Correct.”
“And you take down that banner.”
He sighed. “Yes.”
“And you tell your sister to lower the music.”
He glanced back at the porch. “That one may require negotiation.”
I narrowed my eyes.
He held up a hand. “I’ll handle it.”
Silence stretched between us again.
Not hostile.
Just charged.
The wind shifted, brushing my hair across my cheek. I tucked it back automatically.
Ryan’s gaze followed the movement.
I noticed.
I hated that I noticed.
“So,” I said lightly, because light was safer, “we have a temporary alliance.”
His mouth tilted. “A pact.”
“That sounds dramatic.”
“We dragged an eagle across public property.”
“Fair.”
I extended my hand.
He looked at it.
Then at me.
Then he took it.
His grip was warm. Firm. Not lingering.
But not rushed either.
“Pact,” he said.
My pulse betrayed me.
We released hands.
From my lawn, Tessa shouted, “Jenny! The HOA chat escalated!”
Of course it did.
Ryan’s phone buzzed this time.
He glanced down.
His expression changed.
“What?” I asked.
He hesitated.
“Ryan.”
He turned his screen slightly so I could read it.
Another unknown number.
Different from mine.
We can escalate too.
My stomach dropped.
“They’re texting you now,” I said.
“Apparently.”
The wind lifted the FREEDOM banner again.
Ryan looked at it.
Then at me.
And for the first time tonight, there was no humor in his eyes.
“Okay,” he said quietly. “Now I’m annoyed.”
I swallowed.
The cul-de-sac lights flicked on automatically, bathing the street in warm suburban glow.
My party.
His party.
The eagle on the island.
Two unknown numbers.
A neighborhood watching.
Ryan’s gaze held mine.
“We stick to the pact,” he said.
I nodded.
But as my phone buzzed again in my pocket, I had the sinking feeling that whoever had started this wasn’t going to let us keep it simple.
And Juniper Ridge Court did not do simple.
And by morning, Juniper Ridge Court would know exactly whose side it was on.






  
  Chapter 4: The First Failure


Ryan 
The problem with peace is how quickly it makes you drop your guard.
My sister believes in celebration the way some people believe in religion.
Loudly. Publicly. With decorations.
The FREEDOM banner was still up, flapping above my porch like it had opinions, and I was halfway through the sentence “Please take it down before the HOA files a restraining order” when my sister—Nina—tilted her head and said, “You’re stressed because you like her.”
“I’m stressed because Hollis Whitaker has a clipboard,” I said. “And because the neighborhood has the moral compass of a reality show.”
Nina held her plastic cup up to the porch light like she was evaluating the clarity. “Mm. Sure.”
I stared at her. “Don’t start.”
“I’m not starting,” she said. “I’m observing. Like a scientist.”
“Scientists don’t hang banners.”
Nina pointed her cup toward my lawn. “Scientists do all sorts of things. Also, you didn’t stop me.”
“That’s because you arrived with a cake.”
“A freedom cake,” she corrected, proud. “It felt appropriate.”
It felt like an HOA summons waiting to happen.
Behind us, my party—my accidental, unwilling party—was still buzzing. Guys from the street, neighbors who never RSVP’d to anything except drama, and two people I didn’t recognize who definitely belonged to someone else but had wandered over anyway because on Juniper Ridge Court, boundaries were decorative.
I didn’t want a party.
I didn’t want a banner.







