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  This one is for our Plato also known as Poopie, Poopsie, Plato-Ploo…

And all the sweet, stubborn, silly good boys and girls.

Thank you for making us laugh and warming our hearts.

Thank you for making hard times a little easier.

Thank you for trusting us.








  
  PROLOGUE—SOPHIE

[image: ]
December last year — France


Eighty-seven weddings, and I can read a couple's whole road in thirty seconds. Every turn, every pothole, the real reason behind the one fight that's never about the thing they're fighting about. 
Take the pair about to blow up over a donkey three weeks before Christmas, here in the private salon of l'Orée de la Forêt, where the quartet is playing "Petit Papa Noël" and the garlands are the exact green I chose.
It's not about the donkey.
"He's the ring bearer," Audrey says. "I've already told him. You want to be the one who un-tells a donkey?"
"Gaston does not need to be at a wedding. His donkey feelings won't get hurt."
"Who even are you?"
Don't snort-laugh, Sophie.
How do I know it's not about the donkey? Étienne has never once said the word aesthetic. Étienne says crème brûlée. He says my mother. His mother wanted a château at Chantilly, hundreds of guests, lights visible from orbit. Étienne and Audrey want this, smaller and theirs, and he is terrified that choosing it means telling the woman who raised him her version is wrong. 
The donkey's a decoy.
I could fix this in my sleep: hand his mother a role so flattering she forgets the royal spectacle she's been planning since he was born. But I wait. I look. Because knowing when not to fix is part of the job, too.
Étienne exhales — deep, defeated, helplessly in love. "Fine. But he wears a bow tie."
His mother will complain about the bow tie until the photographs arrive, then order three enlargements of Gaston the Donkey.
Audrey kisses his cheek. "Agreed. And your friends should play." Which his mother also didn't want. He nods and tells her she's right, and the wedding they saved for is finally, fully theirs.
Voilà.
They’ll be fine.
My love life, on the other hand? I can't see the road at all. There's a very hungry, apparently abstinent raccoon at the wheel, and he is not sharing the itinerary. That's probably why I got dumped this morning over pains au chocolat, the day before what was supposed to be the hottest night of my life. His word. Not mine.
So much for crossing have sex, good sex off my Christmas Wish List.
I flip to a clean page to note the bow tie and land on the wrong one: the page I don't show clients. My Christmas Wish List, kept in the front of my Moleskine Le Petit Prince notebook. I've written one every December since I started leaving cookies and milk for Santa.
And it's not the second line that has me biting into a raspberry macaron. It's the blank line on top.
That one is always blank because once, at nineteen, before I understood what permanent marker and hope can do to a girl, I wrote a name there.
The Raccoon must have had a field day that year.
"Okay, lovebirds. Three days."
"Merci, Sophie."
Before I go, I press two petals from Audrey's sample bouquet into the notebook, where they'll join the petals and sprigs I've saved from every wedding I've planned.
Upstairs at the inn, shoes off before the door's even shut, I spread the Happily-Ever-After Channel contract across the white duvet, and beside it the questionnaire their marketing team needs "so the world can fall in love with me.” Sure, I’ll add that to my list. Last question: You handle every detail of the wedding day. What's your one piece of advice for the wedding night?
This time, the snort-laugh jumps out. I type HAVE SEX. HOT SEX. GOOD SEX? then delete it. Which is probably part of the general issue.
Instead of answering, I open Anna's footage. Bride Three, checking her fiancé's face before every answer, apologizing like she touched a hot stove. Audrey will fight her future husband over a donkey. Anna has never fought hers about anything, and the producers keep calling it a good sign.
It's the worst sign I know.
My phone lights against the papers. Maman. It's not her usual calling time and I pick up right away.
"Everything all right?"
One second. Two.
My heart climbs into my throat and stays there. "Maman?"
"Your father filed, Soph." Her tone is flat, like she's spent all her emotions already.
"Filed what?"
"For divorce."
And just like that, the voice that quiets brides everywhere grabs its coat, its scarf, and its favorite hat, and walks straight out the door.
My parents. Thirty years. A kiss before work, every morning. Evening walks, even in February, even in the rain. Her still laughing at the first-date story, the one where he swears the fireworks were for them even though their first date was on July 4th.
If you told me to bet my whole record on one couple, I'd have put it on them without blinking. Without breathing.
The proof, filed.
The Raccoon — who has trained its entire anxious little life for this moment — stretches, cracks its knuckles, and gets to work. See? SEE? Nothing is guaranteed. You got dumped. Your parents are getting a divorce. You've made an entire career of believing you can tell the dreams from the nightmares—
"We'll figure it out," I tell her.
"Do you really think so?"
And there it is. Hope, lifting her voice half an inch off the floor.
That's all I need. Because yes. Obviously yes. There's been a mistake. A misunderstanding. I know relationships. I've made a career of them. More to the point, I know them.
"It's going to be okay."
When I was six, I drew hearts and a princess wedding across a wall in my grandparents' house. In permanent marker. My father repainted it overnight. By morning, there were no hearts. No princess. No wedding. Nothing but the exact blue my grandmother loved.
We don't fix things in my family. We make it so there was never anything to fix.
It's always okay.
By the time we hang up, she sounds more like herself, and I add a line to the list: Un-file this and get them back together. By Christmas. Obviously.
And beneath it: From here. No need to go back to Swans Cove. Definitely not.
My phone beeps. For one second, I hope it's Mom, calling to say Dad accidentally filed for divorce while renewing his fishing license.
It's Dad.
Dad

I wanted to tell you I love you.


Me

We need to talk.


Dad

My lawyer says I shouldn't discuss the details.


My lawyer. An imaginary fist squeezes my stomach like a stress ball.
Me

Who did you hire?

Me

Dad.

Dad

He's very good, Soph. You know Liam’s the best.

🥒🥒🥒

I meant a thumbs-up because everything is going to be okay. What is wrong with this phone?


Nothing is wrong with his phone.
There is, however, something profoundly wrong with his decision to file and with his choice of attorney.
Liam O'Connor. My best friend's older brother. The man who once told me the wedding industry was built for heartbreak, but at least there was good cake. My first kiss. The reason I leave the top line of the list blank.
But my parents won't be needing him, because I'll get Dad to un-file by Christmas. It's in the notebook now, so clearly, it's happening.
And I won't even have to lay eyes on Liam O'Connor. No detour needed.
Do you hear me, Raccoon?






  
  CHAPTER ONE– SOPHIE

[image: ]
December this year — Swans Cove, Maryland


The raccoon must have gotten coal last Christmas. 
That must be why, one year after I added Un-file my parents’ divorce to my Christmas Wish List: my parents are still divorcing, and I am in Swans Cove, sitting on a donkey wearing an elf hat while twelve middle schoolers assess whether I am about to vomit.
After trying to stop this nonsense remotely, I came home to stop the divorce and expected to be back in France before Thanksgiving. 
Instead, I turned thirty under the Murder Motel’s flickering VACANCY sign because choosing either parent’s guest room felt like choosing sides, changed my flight three times, and took a job substitute-teaching French to pay for my room that barely remembers what “locking” means. Which is how a woman who has planned eighty-seven weddings ends up deploying her entire professional skill set on Cookie.
I can read Cookie like a bride’s mother-in-law.
I can read the children reading me.
I can read, from Ben Martinez’s face, the exact second his nerve is going to break.
What I cannot do is get off Cookie.
Or stop my stomach from roiling every time he breathes.
“Are you okay, Mademoiselle Wilson?” Grace asks.
She has been raising her hand more in class, which I would ordinarily find encouraging. At this moment, she is using that confidence to conduct a public assessment of my likelihood of vomiting.
“Fine,” I squeak. “Totally fine.”
Grace tips her head. “You don’t look fine. You look kind of green.”
“How do you say donkey in French?” Diego asks from behind her.
“Âne.”
“She’s going to puke from the âne,” he announces.
His pronunciation is excellent. At least there’s that.
“She’s not going to puke,” Gabe says with the confidence of a man professionally obligated to prevent a substitute teacher from traumatizing twelve children before lunch.
“You’re doing great, Miss Wilson.”
That is simply dishonest. I know it. Gabe knows it. Cookie definitely knows it.
Cookie stands beneath me with the calm, immovable patience of an animal who has survived worse things than a French teacher in a riding helmet with an elf hat stretched over it. The bell at the end jingles every time I breathe too deeply, which means I am being serenaded by my own panic.
I should never have answered when Emma called last night. I should have asked more questions after the words field trip and before the words holiday costumes encouraged. I should have stayed online with NotHereForLove, who had me regretting that my vibrator was out of battery.
Concentrate on something else, Sophie.
Anything other than Cookie’s back shifting beneath me.
Anything other than Item One on this year’s Christmas Wish List.
That one would get me called into the principal’s office.
“Does Cookie have a friend?” Grace asks, thankfully changing topics from my intestines.
“Cake,” Gabe says. “He’s inside the barn. Donkeys do better in pairs.”
Of course they do.
Even the livestock has relationship advice. But I am not sitting on Cookie because I need romantic symbolism from a barnyard animal. I am sitting on Cookie because ten minutes ago, Ben Martinez reached the saddle, went still, and gave me the look every teacher eventually learns to recognize.
Please don’t let everyone see that I’m scared.
So, I announced that I would demonstrate. Enthusiastically. In front of witnesses.
Showing them that yes, I’m slightly scared, but also, I can do hard things. Right?
Now Ben stands near the fence, pretending not to watch me pretend not to panic, while Aunt Locelli doesn’t pretend anything. She crouches on the other side of the ring and aims her camera at my face for the Swans Cove Gazette with a grin.
I can already see the headline.
FRENCH SUBSTITUTE HAS TRÈS TERRIBLE TUESDAY.
Gabe looks at my hands, which are wrapped around the saddle with enough force to leave fingerprints in the leather.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Absolutely.”
Cookie flicks one ear back toward me. Judgmentally.
“I used to ride horses,” I add. Once, for eleven minutes. The instructor had to pry my fingers from the saddle while Dad promised I would never have to do it again.
A crash comes from the barn. Someone has dropped the hot chocolate, and several children are rescuing marshmallows directly from the ground. Gabe looks from the commotion to me, visibly calculating the paperwork involved in leaving a substitute teacher alone on a donkey. 
“I’m fine,” I tell him.
The words emerge several octaves above my natural speaking voice.
His gaze drops to my hands again. “Don’t try to dismount by yourself.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
He loops Cookie’s lead over the rail. “I’ll be right back.”
The children follow him toward the barn, but Ben lingers.
“Thank you, Madame Wilson.”
Today I have been Mademoiselle, Madame, and Miss. I no longer have the energy to defend my marital status in two languages.
“De rien, Ben.”
His eyes flick toward Cookie.
“I know you can do hard things even if they can be scary,” I tell him. “After hot chocolate, you and I are going to take one very slow lap.”
“You’ll do it with me?”
“Absolutely.”
This time the word comes out almost normally.
Ben smiles before running after the others, and that smile is worth the donkey.
I count to five. Then ten.
“Hello?”
Cookie turns one ear toward me.
“I’m not talking to you.”
He takes a step.
“No.”
The lead slips free of the rail.
I look toward the barn, where Emma is helping with the marshmallows and giving me a thumbs-up. Waving back would mean letting go of the reins.
Cookie takes another step.
The gate to the ring is barely open. The sort of opening no reasonable animal would interpret as an invitation. But Cookie isn’t reasonable and clearly, he’s a donkey with somewhere to be.
“Whoa,” I try. Is whoa a thing? Nope. It’s not a thing.
“Stop?”
Nothing. He keeps walking.
“Arrête?”
Cookie does not speak French.
“Please?”
Cookie passes through the gate. Without bolting or making a big deal of it, which is somehow worse, because it means he's decided.
The center sits right beyond the dunes and we can see the ocean from there. Cookie turns onto the sandy path leading toward the beach and proceeds with the calm authority of a donkey who has remembered he owns coastal property.
It might be beautiful if I were not being slowly kidnapped.
“Cookie,” I say, tightening my hold on the reins. “Let’s go back.”
Cookie must be friends with the hungry Raccoon steering my love life. Neither one respects an itinerary.
Worst case: Cookie reaches the beach, throws me into the Atlantic, traumatizes the children, and wins Aunt Locelli a journalism award. Alternative scenario, as Dr. Beth used to insist I consider: Cookie stops, Gabe catches up, and I retain partial dignity.
We emerge from the path onto the sand. Cookie angles toward the water like he has been dreaming about it all morning.
And toward a man jogging beside it.
A tall man. Copper hair. Broad shoulders beneath a Maryland Law windbreaker. Glasses.
And a beagle trotting beside him with his nose pressed to the sand.
The dog we like.
The human? Please not him. Not now.
This is worse than the Atlantic.
“Come on, Cookie.” I pull lightly at the reins. “Let’s respect everyone’s personal boundaries.”
Cookie slows and for one second, hope rises. Maybe my voice calmed him. Maybe I can rebrand as the Happily-Ever-After and Donkey Whisperer.
“Now turn around.”
Never mind. Cookie doesn’t listen.
The beagle notices us first because apparently, pretending not to see them doesn’t work. The adorable dog’s tail wags so hard his entire back half joins in. And he bays.
Loudly.
Liam O’Connor follows his gaze and I’m not waving. Right? Nope. My hands are still glued to the reins. He’s not waving either. No smile. Not a sign he recognizes me except that frown he should nickname the Sophie-frown.
I have seen him at a distance since coming home: across the bakery, through a windshield more than once and one time, reflected in the pharmacy window while I pretended to be fascinated by cough drops. 
Distance is safe. This is… less safe.
He is dressed for running or whatever controlled, joyless form of exercise divorce attorneys perform. A hoodie under the windbreaker. Gray sweatpants that I am choosing, as a mature adult, not to have feelings about and look away from immediately.
The Raccoon takes a photo. 
“Cookie?” Liam says the donkey’s name first. And I let out a small chuckle.
Cookie makes a soft sound of recognition and stops like he understands Liam.
“Soph,” the man finally rasps out. He shouldn't be allowed to rasp. Rasping is for men who fall first.
At Cookie’s height, we are almost eye-level. Close enough for me to see the faint scar near his eyebrow he got helping his father repair a shelf at the bakery years ago. There is stubble along his jaw, which is unusual and I’m definitely not staring.
And now he’s looking at me in a way that reminds me I still haven’t said a word.
“That’s me,” I manage. “Despite the outfit, I’m not Santa’s helper.”
His attention moves over the helmet, the elf hat, and my white-knuckled grip on the reins.
“Do you ever work?” I blurt out. “I mean that in the nicest possible way.”
“Of course.”
“Shouldn’t you be wearing your divorce-lawyer costume?”
“We don’t have costumes.”
“No cape?”
“No.”
“Well, you’re not a hero, so that makes sense.”
Once upon a time, I held my tongue around Liam O’Connor. Once upon a time, I also wrote his name in the margins of my notebooks.
Clearly, once upon a time Sophie required supervision.
Cookie stops directly in front of him, and Liam closes one hand around the lead. Calm. Competent. Like runaway donkeys approach him every Tuesday.
“You okay?”
“Are you talking to me or Cookie?”
“Both.”
“Totally fine,” I mutter. “Casual beach ride.”
My stomach disagrees, but dignity still seems possible, until Cookie sidesteps, my boot slips halfway from the stirrup, and my stomach plummets directly into the sand.
Liam doesn’t snicker or look surprised. He only tightens his grip on the lead. “Easy.”
The word is for Cookie, but my body relaxes anyway. 
“I need to get down.”
“I can help.”
“Nope.”
His brows lift, but he doesn’t add anything.
“I have dismounted from things before.”
“Successfully?”
“Your lack of faith is hurtful.”
I lift one leg. Cookie shifts, my boot catches, and suddenly I am halfway off a donkey with no plan for the second half.
“My leg is stuck.”
“I noticed.”
“I’m handling it.”
“Birdie.”
Eleven years disappear.
I am nineteen again, both hands locked around the steering wheel of Liam’s old car while he tells me I am driving five miles an hour through an empty parking lot and no birds, pedestrians, or mailboxes are in immediate danger.
He called me Birdie after I braked for a seagull flying nowhere near the car. No one else ever used that nickname. I haven’t heard it since the night he kissed me nine years ago.
The name slides into every place I have tried not to remember, warm, familiar, and far too intimate for a public beach, and for two people who are absolutely not an us.
My grip loosens.
“Okay,” I whisper.
Liam inches forward and closes both hands around my waist. His palms are broad and firm through the thin costume, his touch certain enough to make this feel scheduled.
Today’s agenda:
	Destroy weddings.

	Jog with Plato.

	Chat with Cookie the Donkey and rescue Sophie.



He is ready to catch me like it costs him nothing. Meanwhile, my heart sprints, my common-sense clocks out, and the stupid flutters are everywhere.
“Maybe… I can stay here,” I whisper to myself or to him or maybe Plato.
“On Cookie.”
“Sure.”
“You can do this. Come on. On three,” he says.
“Why three?”
“To warn you.”
“I don’t like warnings.”
“I remember.”
Of course he does.
“One.”
Cookie moves before he reaches two.
Liam lifts me, solid and immediate, and my body slides against his chest on the way down, close enough that the solid heat of him beneath his windbreaker is…everywhere. My boots touch the sand, but neither of us lets go immediately. His hands remain at my waist. Mine have found his shoulders, and for one suspended second the ocean, the donkey, the beagle circling our legs…they’re all gone.
His breath leaves him, barely more than a shift against my hair—enough to make me wonder if this costs him something too.
Which is stupid. 
Cookie nudges between my shoulder blades and sends me forward. My palms land flat against Liam’s chest, and beneath them his heart beats hard and fast.
Or mine is loud enough for both of us.
I breathe in cold air, cedarwood, and … cinnamon?
“Did you bake?”
Liam looks down at me and we’re close, way too close and yet we’re not moving. The last time we stood this close on a beach, he kissed me.
By breakfast, he was telling everyone love was a lie and behaving as though our kiss had proved it.
One kiss from me and Liam O’Connor swore off the entire institution. A girl could develop a complex.
“What?” he asks, one syllable with an entire guest list of dangerous answers.
I choose the answer with the fewest moving parts. “You smell like cookies.” 
“Ava had a delayed start. I was the only one available.”
“So, you baked.”
“She wanted Christmas cookies.”
Do not picture Liam in a kitchen with his niece, those capable hands covered in flour, the dimple that appears when he forgets he’s supposed to be serious. 
Cookie brays directly beside us and I jump, a nervous giggle escaping me. And Liam readjusts my elf hat, his fingers almost on my skin.
“You’re shaking,” he says.
“It’s forty-three degrees. I’m fine.”
“The windchill makes it feel like it’s thirty-eight.”
“Of course, you know the windchill.”
“I checked before I ran.”
“You researched the temperature before going outside?”
“That is generally how weather works.” 
He takes off his windbreaker and pulls the hoodie over his head and his shirt rises with it, exposing a strip of hard stomach, the sharp line of one hip, and dark ink curving before it disappears beneath the waistband of his sweatpants.
Tattoo.
One I didn’t know he had.
My gaze catches and lingers for one second, two… Cookie brays again, clearly having opinions, while Plato answers with another bark and a wag of his tail.
“There,” Liam says.
“I’m fine.”
“Sophie.”
“Liam.”
He gives me the look that probably makes opposing counsel settle before lunch. It would work better if he weren’t wearing a faded green Grinch T-shirt.
Not any Grinch T-shirt.
The Grinch T-shirt.
Sorcha designed it for a school competition using a photograph I took of Liam looking deeply unimpressed by Christmas carolers. I’d forgotten about it. He kept it. 
It's tighter now because, well, his shoulders are broader. And his arms are stronger.
And... stop looking at his hands, Sophie. 
Refusing the hoodie would require a speech, so I give him what I hope is a thank-you nod and pull it on.
The sleeves fall past my fingertips. The hem reaches mid-thigh. It is not room-temperature warm.
It is Liam warm, like his body is still inside it.
The scent of cedar and cookies settles around me, and every sensible thought I have ever had packs a bag and leaves town.
“Better?” he asks.
“No.”
His eyes lift to mine like he’s ready to take off other pieces of clothing to make sure I’m toasty warm.
And let’s not do that here. Or anywhere. Definitely not in my dreams, either.
“I mean yes. Temperature-wise. Not generally.”
The corner of his mouth moves in that half-grin that I once thought was reserved for me. 
Plato plants his front paws against my legs, saving me from whatever might have happened if Liam had actually smiled.
“Hello, gorgeous,” I tell him.
His tail accelerates.
“This is Plato,” Liam says.
“I know. Sorcha told me all about him.” He adopted him last year and kept his name.
I scratch behind his ears. “We’re friends now.” And my tone attempts a boundary his hoodie is already tearing down. 
“She’s here!” A relieved voice reaches us, followed by footsteps on the path. Gabe appears over the dune, followed by Nadia and several children. His expression moves rapidly through relief, alarm, and …glee? 
Is he actually smiling at us?
“Cookie.”
Cookie turns his head, showing no remorse.
“I’m so sorry,” Gabe tells me. “The gate didn’t latch after the cart came through. Are you hurt?”
“Not at all. Cookie and I had a calm, mutually agreed-upon stroll.”
Liam looks at me.
“Not a word,” I warn.
“I didn’t say anything.”
Gabe checks Cookie’s tack and runs one hand down his side. “He comes out here whenever he gets the chance. He loves the water.” Then he looks at Liam. “You’ve got him?”
“I’ve got him.”
Of course he does.
Ben stands behind Gabe, watching me.
Waiting.
I promised him one lap, which means I have to get back on the donkey. My body objects to this plan. So does my dignity.
Liam follows my gaze.
“You can do it,” he says.
Three ordinary words, except he says them the way he did in that empty parking lot, certain enough for both of us.
For one dangerous second, I want to believe him because he is the one saying it.
Then Ben raises one hand in a small wave before following Gabe’s fiancée back toward the center with the other kids.
I am not getting back on Cookie for Liam. I am getting back on because I told Ben he could do hard things, and children can smell hypocrisy.
“Fine,” I say. “But if I die, remove the elf photographs from Aunt Locelli’s camera.”
“No promises,” she calls from behind the others.
Of course she can hear me.
Gabe steadies Cookie while I climb back into the saddle. It is not graceful, but no one requires emergency medical attention. So that’s progress. 
Plato whines beside us.
“He and Cookie are friends,” Gabe says. “Cookie and Cake came from the same property as Plato.”
I look at Liam. “One of your cases?”
“One of the ones that needed ending.”
The humor leaves his face.
“The marriage was bad,” he adds. “The animals weren’t.”
There is a whole story in the silence after that. One Liam cannot tell me. Like my father’s.
Except my parents aren’t one of his terrible cases. They aren’t cruel or broken beyond repair. Mom hasn’t decorated her condo because the ornaments are still with Dad’s and that’s something they always did together. Dad still buys her coffee even though she hasn’t slept beside him in months.
They’re repairable. 
Once Liam has Cookie’s lead, Gabe settles Plato across the front of the saddle. “They used to do this at their old property. Cookie won’t move faster than a walk with him up there.”
So here we go. We walk back along the path with Plato draped across my lap like a furry pancake. Cookie moves peacefully beneath us, and Liam stays at my side, one hand on the lead.
His shoulder brushes my knee by accident and my face feels hot. 
The ocean roars behind us, and for several steps it feels dangerously easy—me on the donkey, Liam beside me, the dog asleep in my lap—as though we have stepped into someone else’s uncomplicated life.
I should say something normal. Ask about Sorcha, or his parents, or the Christmas party his mother hosts every year.
Instead, I hear myself say, “Friday.”
His gaze remains on the path. “Friday.”
The meeting.
The reason this isn’t simply Liam walking beside the ocean while I ride a donkey with his dog on my lap.
He represents my father. He is helping turn thirty-one years of marriage into signatures, divided property, and separate Christmases.
“What time?”
“Six.”
“I’ll be there.”
“I know.”
“You sound very sure.”
His fingers tighten slightly around the lead. “I know you.”
The answer is quiet enough that I almost miss it. And the thing is he’s not wrong.
He remembers that I forget to eat when I’m anxious, that I’m allergic to fish, and the sound I make when I can no longer pretend I’m fine. I know he pushes his glasses up with one knuckle when buying time, loves his family from a distance, and never stays silent because he has nothing to say.
Years have passed. Some knowledge has no expiration date, apparently. Not even a “Best By” sticker.
We reach the center, and the children, who arrived back before us, turn as one. When Ben sees me still upright on Cookie, he grins.
Worth it.
Completely worth it.
Liam’s gaze follows mine to Ben. “You did well with him.”
Before I can reply, the kids all come closer.
“Miss Wilson has a boyfriend!” Diego shouts.
“He is not my—”
“Friday,” Liam says near my ear.
The warmth of his breath skims my cheek, and before I can turn, he lifts Plato from my lap, hands Cookie’s lead to Gabe, and walks toward the barn as though he hasn't made one word sound like both a warning and a dare.
The Raccoon is spinning.
Friday.






  
  CHAPTER TWO—LIAM
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Same day — Swans Cove, Maryland


At 4:16 p.m., Plato is asleep beneath my desk, the latest draft of the Wilson Marital Settlement Agreement has been open on my monitor for ninety-one minutes, and I have recorded exactly zero billable hours. 
Liz knocks at my door. “Recruiter called. Apparently, you told him to stop sending you bullshit résumés and start doing his job.”
“He does need to do his job.”
“He also cannot read your mind like a legal assistant who saw you in diapers. Write him the profile you actually want. Maybe wish him happy holidays.”
I grunt.
“Beautifully said,” she says. “I’ll let you get back to staring. Bye, Plato. You’re a good boy.”
She opens the bottom drawer of my filing cabinet, where she keeps bacon treats she claims are for emergencies.
Plato is standing before the drawer is fully open.
Liz gives him one and leaves. Plato returns beneath my desk to recover from the jog, the donkey, and Sophie Wilson.
The encounter ended hours ago and should not remain an active matter.
Clients remain inside their files. Family stays outside the office. Personal mistakes are identified, contained, and not repeated.
For nine years, Sophie was a closed matter.
Not resolved. Closed.
Then she comes back to Swans Cove. Laughing with my sister across the street. Eating a scone at the bakery, which means I walk past and miss Aisling’s new cappuccino machine. Studying cough drops at the pharmacy while I forget what I came in to buy.
This morning, she appeared on a public beach dressed as an elf, riding a donkey she couldn’t control, and put both hands on my chest.
I remove my glasses and press my palms to my eyes. It does not help. I can still feel the exact shape of her waist, the hitch in her breath when I lifted her down, her in my hoodie. And her vanilla scent. The bakery scent I had not forgotten, only stopped permitting myself to remember.
Plato rolls onto his back beneath the desk, all four paws in the air.
His restraint lasted until Liz opened the bacon drawer.
Mine lasted until Sophie touched me.
Only one of us is sleeping.
My phone lights beside the Wilson file.
THE BRADY O’CONNOR BUNCH
I should ignore it.
But I never do.
Mom

Sunday. Five o’clock. Your father is making the roast and attempting the Christmas cake again.

Dad

It needs more orange.

Mom

It needs nothing. It is perfect.

Sorcha

The cake or Dad?

Mom

Both.

Aisling

 Liam is online and reading the messages. Will he write? I bet “Try again.”

Roisin

My eight-ball app says the same.

Sorcha

Is he “in court”?

Aisling

No. Aunt Locelli sent me a photograph of him walking beside Sophie, a donkey, and Plato.


A photograph appears.
Sophie is on Cookie, wearing my hoodie. Plato is sprawled across her lap. I am beside them with the lead in one hand, looking up at her.
Not at Cookie.
Not at the path.
At her.
The photograph is unhelpfully clear.
Sorcha

Interesting composition.

Aisling

 Right?

Mom

Is Sophie wearing your hoodie? She looks beautiful.

Sorcha

Mom, focus.

Mom

 I am focused.

Aisling

Liam appears focused too.

Dad

Is the donkey coming Sunday?

Sorcha

 Liam? Probably.

Mom

Be nice to your brother.

Sorcha

 Always. I love donkeys.


I lock the phone.
It lights again immediately.
Mom

Liam. Five o’clock.

Dad

Save room for the roast.


I turn it face down.
My family means well. This is their standard defense whenever one of them enters a subject without permission, reorganizes it, and invites twenty people over to inspect the result.
They have spent years converting Sophie and me into a story with a temporary scheduling problem.
Here is the part they leave out: Sophie plans forevers for a living. I represent people after forever has failed. She walks into a room and sees what could still be saved. I am paid to identify what cannot.
You do not put those two people in a romantic comedy. You put them on opposite sides of a conference table.
Which is exactly where we will be Friday.
I look at the Wilson file. There is nothing in it I do not already know.
So, I open OnlyLust instead.
OnlyLust requires nothing from me. I provide nothing in return. Scratch the itch. Close the screen. Resume functioning.
That was the arrangement before the latest update began asking questions.
And before ChristmasHope started answering them.
The current chat waits where I left it.
OnlyLust: Icebreaker: One thing you would do with twenty uninterrupted minutes.
ChristmasHope: Nap. Obviously.
ChristmasHope: That was the wrong answer, wasn’t it? I’m supposed to say something spicier.
ChristmasHope: If I send an eggplant emoji now, will you close the app forever?
Her messages arrive the way thoughts probably enter her head: one after another, each correcting or arguing with the last.
I almost smile.
ChristmasHope: Or a pickle? An eggplant feels presumptuous. Is that a normal concern? Also, was nap definitely wrong?
This time a laugh gets out.
Plato opens one eye, decides the situation does not concern bacon, and closes it again.
I type.
NotHereForLove: No wrong answers. Only revealing ones. And a pickle is too small.
The three dots appear immediately.
Disappear.
Return.
ChristmasHope: Oh.
ChristmasHope: Ohhh.
ChristmasHope: OHHHH.
ChristmasHope: I walked into that.
NotHereForLove: You selected the vegetable.
ChristmasHope: Fine. Twenty minutes, no consequences?
There is a pause long enough that I picture her deleting three separate answers.
ChristmasHope: I’d want someone to take his time like we had all night, and touch me like we didn’t.
My hand stills over the screen.
NotHereForLove: Slow where it matters. Impatient everywhere else.
NotHereForLove: Tell me what slow means to you.
She takes longer this time.
ChristmasHope: I already answered part of the question, Mr. NGO Counselor. I read the bio. Your turn. Show your work.
My bio is technically true—lawyer for people who need representation—and vague enough to let her assume I work for an NGO. I do not correct her. Anonymity is the point.
ChristmasHope: Unless you don’t want to. I don’t want to…assume.
NotHereForLove: You don’t have to assume. I want you to ask.
NotHereForLove: Slow means I tell you exactly what I intend to do. Then I stop before the part you want most and let you choose the next step.
The dots appear but no message arrives.
NotHereForLove: My mouth at your neck. My hand beneath the hem of your shirt.
My body is no longer treating this as a theoretical exercise.
NotHereForLove: Not higher. Not yet.
The dots disappear.
Then return.
ChristmasHope: I may need to open a window.
NotHereForLove: Open it. I’m not finished.
ChristmasHope: Bossy.
NotHereForLove: You object?
ChristmasHope: I’m gathering evidence, Counselor.
NotHereForLove: And?
ChristmasHope: The court finds it hot.
I rub my thumb across my lower lip. This was supposed to be a hookup app. Nothing more. The body without the dating, the laughter, the biography.
And yet, I want the talking.
I want to know why she answers a direct question in four messages. What she was going to write before she deleted it. The long story she keeps burying beneath bad emojis and worse jokes.
Roisin is building an earnest forever-app that matches people through habits, values, and five-year plans. I chose the app that asks where, when, and what mood. The honest one.
OnlyLust verifies photographs and has some algorithm about chemistry, but keeps them blurred until both users agree to reveal. My account still places me in Bethany Beach, where I registered. Hers places her across the bridge, somewhere in higher education. We selected Ocean City as neutral territory.
No hometowns. No full names. No occupations beyond the versions we choose to provide.
No long stories.
No after.
And I need to make sure we’re on the same page.
NotHereForLove: Before this goes further, we should be clear.
ChristmasHope: That sounds ominous.
NotHereForLove: We want the same arrangement. One night. Nothing after.
ChristmasHope: Yes.
ChristmasHope: No feelings. No forever. I've officially sworn off forever.
ChristmasHope: Long story.
NotHereForLove: Short stories only.
ChristmasHope: Deal.
ChristmasHope: Currently holding on to my dignity by a thread, if that helps my credibility.
ChristmasHope: Also, have you ever dressed up for Christmas? Like, fully. Mr. Claus. A reindeer. An elf?
My thumb stops.
An elf.
This morning I lifted a shivering woman off a donkey and readjusted her elf hat myself.
It is a coincidence. It has to be a coincidence. Half the county is in some variation of a costume this week.
NotHereForLove: Why are you asking?
ChristmasHope: Because it's the next question on the app. Dress-up.
The paranoia loosens its grip.
ChristmasHope: So. When we meet. I'm thinking Sexy Mrs. Claus. Be honest, counselor — hot, or a cry for help?
I hate Christmas: the lights, the forced cheer, the insistence that endings can be undone if you believe hard enough.
There is no reason for the image that arrives fully formed before I can rule it inadmissible: a woman in red, white trim against bare skin, and me leaning in to ask whether she has been naughty or nice.
NotHereForLove: Hot.
ChristmasHope: That was fast.
NotHereForLove: You asked for honest.
I do not tell her the rest.
I am not here to discuss the woman who spent the morning looking at my mouth and pretending she was not.
Sophie is staying at the Murder Motel off Route Nine. I know because Sorcha complains about it every time we speak, my mother has tried twice to move her into the guest room, and Sophie has rejected every offer.
ChristmasHope is somewhere across the bridge, asking me about elf costumes as if the word means nothing.
Not the same woman.
I do not get to have Sophie twice.
Wanting Sophie has never been the problem.
What it does to my judgment is.
Nine years ago, at the masquerade, she was twenty-one, masked, and on the arm of an asshole who had tried to feed her fish despite her allergy.
With or without the mask, I would have recognized her.
I could have pretended otherwise, but I did not.
I kissed her knowing exactly who she was and exactly why I should not.
One hand in her hair. The other against the small of her back. Her mouth soft beneath mine for half a second before she rose onto her toes and kissed me as though she had been waiting too.
For two years, I had assumed that if it ever happened, I would be careful.
I was wrong.
I remember every second. Her fingers curling into my shirt. The small sound she made. The way her lips parted when my tongue touched hers.
Stopping was the only careful thing I managed.
If I had kept going, I would have taken everything she offered and asked for more.
By morning, the rules were back in effect.
At breakfast, I told my family love was a lie. No one knew enough to connect the statement to Sophie.
For nine years, I did not reopen the question.
NotHereForLove: I won’t be wearing a costume though.
ChristmasHope: For some reason I find that even sexier.
ChristmasHope: Also next question: what would you do if you were here?
My jaw tightens.
NotHereForLove: I’d put you against the nearest wall.
Three dots.
ChristmasHope: That escalated.
NotHereForLove: You asked what I would do. Not what I would say.
ChristmasHope: And then?
I close my eyes.
Sophie in a sexy Mrs. Claus Costume.
Not Sophie.
ChristmasHope.
A stranger. One night. An agreement in place.
The lie lasts less than a second.
NotHereForLove: I’d put my hand on your skin, under the costume.
ChristmasHope: Where?
NotHereForLove: On your waist first.
My palm remembers Sophie’s waist too easily.
NotHereForLove: I’d make sure you understood who was touching you.
Her answer takes longer.
ChristmasHope: I think I’d understand.
NotHereForLove: I’d want to hear you say it.
The three dots appear and remain there.
I imagine her breathing differently now. Shifting wherever she is. Pressing her thighs together.
I shift in the chair, my trousers suddenly too restrictive.
ChristmasHope: You like being told?
NotHereForLove: I like knowing.
ChristmasHope: That sounds very lawyer of you.
NotHereForLove: Consent's the baseline. Communication tends to improve the experience.
ChristmasHope: So does competence.
NotHereForLove: I’ve been told.
ChristmasHope: By many women?
The question should be casual, and yet it does not read that way.
NotHereForLove: Enough to know what I’m doing.
I don’t tell her there have not been many lately. That anonymity stopped solving anything once I realized it did not prevent loneliness. That taking Bob Wilson as a client coincided with an abstinence problem I chose not to examine too closely.
Or that I reactivated OnlyLust five weeks ago, when Sophie landed at BWI, intent on reversing the divorce.
ChristmasHope: Confident again.
NotHereForLove: Still objecting?
ChristmasHope: Still gathering evidence.
I almost ask when she will be ready to meet.
My hand hovers over the keyboard.
That is where this is meant to go. A drink in Ocean City. Mutual confirmation. A room. Twenty uninterrupted minutes that become longer if neither of us objects.
Simple.
Except I want to know her before I touch her.
That was not part of the agreement.
I look at the Wilson file on my other screen.
Friday.
Sophie across from me, angry and in my hoodie.
NotHereForLove: Goodnight, ChristmasHope.
I need to close the chat before the two women can occupy the same thought again.
The response comes at once.
ChristmasHope: Running away, counselor?
NotHereForLove: Exercising judgment.
ChristmasHope: That sounds less fun.
NotHereForLove: It usually is.
ChristmasHope: Goodnight, stranger.
Then:
ChristmasHope: Slow was an excellent answer, by the way.
I lock the phone and set it face down.
Plato continues snoring.
The office remains quiet.
My body does not receive either fact as useful information.
I should return to work.
Instead, Sophie remains.
I miss the way she used to call me O’Connor. Not Liam. Not Mr. O’Connor. Just O’Connor, as though the name belonged differently in her mouth.
I miss the vanilla that followed her everywhere from the bakery.
I miss being funny on purpose.
Sophie is the only person who ever noticed when I was.
Missing her is not useful. Wanting her is worse.
This morning, I saw her studying the tattoo she didn’t know about. She didn’t ask. She has seen the others years ago—at the beach, once at the gym. This one held her attention.
I have four. Three have explanations I can give without lying.
The fourth does not.
Not because of where it is.
Because of what it is.
I focus back on the Wilson page. While I know it by heart, maybe there’s something I didn’t see. Something else I could tell Bob.
The first page is a checklist of documents. The second is a proposed schedule. Beneath that are notes from my meetings with her father, each one protected by attorney-client privilege Sophie will interpret as cruelty.
I do not destroy marriages.
By the time people reach my office, the ending has usually already happened—in a bedroom, a kitchen, or the long silence between them. My job is to stop that ending from taking the children, the house, and whatever dignity remains with it.
Some marriages should be saved.
Some should have ended years earlier.
Necessary does not mean painless.
And most are not one thing or the other. They are accumulated choices, injuries, loyalties, compromises. Good years do not erase bad ones. Bad years do not make every memory false.
Sophie believes love is proof.
It is not.
Love is evidence, but it’s never the whole case.
She does not know why her father filed, and I cannot tell her.
She thinks the Christmas deadline is mine. It was his request. He wants the agreement handled quietly and quickly, with as little damage as possible.
Friday, I will sit across a table from Sophie and do what her father hired me to do. Precisely. Methodically. Without telling her the one thing that might make her understand.
She will look at me like I am the villain in her Christmas story.
She will not be wrong.
Just wrong about why.






  
  CHAPTER THREE—SOPHIE 
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Swans Cove Gazette: GRINCH, THAWING? Local Attorney Rescues Substitute, Donkey, and Dignity. Only Two Recovered.

Really, Aunt Locelli? 
The photograph is worse than the headline. 
Cookie looks composed, Plato looks delighted, and Liam looks like the competent hero in a small-town Christmas movie who has arrived to negotiate a zoning dispute and teach a skeptical woman that love has been waiting next door all along. 
I look like an extra hired to play an elf who spent the night partying or crying.
I carry the newspaper into Mom’s condo beneath one arm and the ornament box beneath the other.
“Hiiii!” I come in, kiss my mom’s cheek and set the box on the table. “I brought the important ones. The globe I made in fourth grade and Maine.”
Her smile catches at the edges.
Maine is the lobster ornament. Mom and Dad bought it the year after she finished treatment the first time, following a weekend in which they ate lobster quiche, lobster rolls and, yes, lobster ice cream. They came home sunburned and kissing in the driveway.
A weekend in Maine could still work. Off-season hotel, ocean view. One carefully timed walk past the shop where they bought the ornament.
I have my phone out and the travel app open within seconds.
“Soph.”
I close it. “I was checking the weather.”
“In Maine?”
“Weather moves.”
Mom looks from my phone to the ornament box, but her hand settles on the paperwork spread across the table. There are bank statements, insurance forms and a yellow legal pad covered in her neat handwriting, because she is always doing paperwork now, separating thirty-one years into columns while her wedding ring flashes every time she turns a page.
Then she glances at the newspaper, the picture and her smile is back on.
“That’s right, you saw Liam yesterday,” she says.
“That is not a decoration-related sentence.”
“He rescued you.”
“It was a multi-agency response. Cookie did most of the kidnapping.”
“And Liam?”
“Was wearing gray sweatpants in a public place. Reckless, but not technically criminal.”
Her eyebrows rise, and I place the newspaper face down before she can look at the photograph again.
“He held the donkey,” I add.
“He was always patient with you.”
The memory arrives whole: a crowded party at the end of senior year, Sorcha laughing too loudly beside me, and Liam pulling into the driveway because I had called for a ride.
He assumed I was drunk. Anyone would have, which was significantly less embarrassing than the truth: at eighteen, I still couldn’t drive.
Mom was having surgeries. Dad was working every hour he could and spending the rest with her. There had never been a correct moment to announce that I required one more thing, so I arranged my life around the missing piece and hoped no one studied the floor plan closely enough to notice there was no exit.
Liam noticed.
When he asked where I had parked, I pointed toward the street with the vague confidence of a person indicating the general existence of vehicles. He handed me his keys and told me to move his car ten feet while he helped Sorcha into the back seat.
I stared at him until he asked quietly, “You don’t know how, do you?”
He didn’t laugh. He didn’t ask why. He drove us home, came back the next morning, and took me to the high school parking lot, where I gripped the wheel, convinced I was going to kill a bird nowhere near the car.
That was how I became Birdie.
For weeks, he let me circle the parking lot at a speed most people would classify as turtle-like. He taught me to merge, parallel park, and stop treating every mailbox as though it might leap into traffic. 
He never made me feel like one more thing.
Patient. Steady. Solid. With that occasional half smile that still sends champagne bubbles through my stomach. 
“He wins a certificate for excellence in driver education,” I say. “He is still Dad’s divorce lawyer.”
“And single.”
“Mom.”
“What? I live in Swans Cove. Information enters through the vents.”
“You are not matchmaking me with the man helping Dad divide thirty-one years into labeled folders.”
“I am not matchmaking.”
I take the snow globe from the box and set it carefully on the table. “He is also the Grinch of Love. His ex wrote an entire article about him.”
“People make mistakes. And that article said she never really knew him.” Mom gives me a look. “You know him.” 
“You read the article.”
“Of course.”
It’s time to pivot. Mom reads my face almost as well as Liam does, and mine may currently be publishing unauthorized material.
I take the Maine ornament from the box and turn the tiny painted lobster between my fingers. “Tree first or garland?”
“I’m not decorating tonight. I’ve got Pilates.” She is dressed for Pilates: black leggings, new sneakers, and the shorter haircut she got three weeks after moving out. It suits her. 
“We can do it quick.” I have installed an eight-foot floral arch during a thunderstorm while a groom’s uncle attempted to help with a leaf blower, so two ornaments, one garland and an emotionally strategic Christmas playlist should not present a significant logistical challenge.
“I also have paperwork and I need to call my lawyer.”
That lands right between my ribs.
“Okay. Tomorrow.”
“Sophie.”
“Sunday morning would work if we start before—”
“I don’t want to put up all the old ornaments here.”
All, not any.
The distinction is small but professionally significant, and the lobster swings from its red ribbon as though it has spotted the opening too.
“You asked me to bring them.”
“I asked your father to bring the box because some of them belong to you.”
"He said he didn't need an ornament to remember the good years."
Her expression changes—a small tightening around her mouth no one would notice. I do.
"When he left the box, he said he'd always remember them."
She looks down at the lobster, and her thumb moves over her wedding ring. Still there.
"You don't have to make this place permanent," I say. "Dad can still stop the proceedings."
"He can stop whatever he wants. He started them."
Not no. Definitely not no.
"I'm all right here," she says.
“I can see that.” And I can. The temperature is seventy instead of the sixty-seven Dad always insisted on during winter. She has flowers everywhere. 
“I like the condo. I like pottery, and I even like Pilates, although Damian lies about how long thirty seconds is.”
“I knew he couldn’t be trusted.”
A smile touches her mouth but does not stay. “Being all right doesn’t mean this is what I wanted.”
The ornament goes still in my hand.
There it is: small, quiet and nowhere near the declaration I would prefer, but I have built outdoor ceremonies around weather forecasts with less promise.
“What did you want?”
She looks toward the window. “I wanted him to talk to me before he filed. I wanted him to tell me what was wrong while we were still in the same room.”
“And you would have listened.”
“Yes.”
No pause. No qualification. Hope rises so quickly inside me that it nearly requires a permit.
“You would still listen.”
Her eyes return to mine, and this time the pause is there, but it is not long enough to become a refusal.
“I might.”
I might. Not I will take him back, not everything is forgiven, but a possibility.
Mom lifts a hand before I can convert the possibility into transportation, refreshments and a discreetly meaningful playlist.
“Listening would not mean everything is back to the way it was,” she says. 
“Of course not.”
“Sophie.”
“I mean it. I might listen if he came to me himself,” she says. “If he was honest and didn’t send you, a lawyer or a three-page agenda.”
I quietly abandon the three-page agenda forming in my head and retain the option of a single-page schedule with tasteful margins.
“I would never send a lawyer.”
“You are planning to confront one on Friday.”
“That is entirely different.”
“How?”
“Liam already knows I’m coming.”
Mom’s eyes sharpen. “You are not turning Friday’s signing into an ambush.”
“You asked me to come,” I murmur.
“For part of it. To support me, not interrogate Liam.” Her voice drops. “Maybe I shouldn’t have asked you.”
“I’ll be there.”
“Thank you.” Mom gathers her paperwork into a neat stack and picks up her keys. “Listen, if you want, I can cancel Pilates…”
“No, don’t.” She’s done that so often before.
She comes around the table and kisses my cheek. “You should come with me. You could use a distraction.”
I almost laugh because, at nine, I have an appointment with NotHereForLove, and unless he has radically misunderstood the purpose of the app, distraction is very much on the schedule.
“I have plans,” I say.
Mom’s eyebrows lift. “A date?”
“No.”
The answer is technically accurate.
“Work?”
“Yes. Grading. And emailing my landlord in France about sending back my pressed flowers.” 
“Uh-uh.” She doesn’t believe me. Not entirely.
Her expression becomes interested in a way that threatens several follow-up questions, a background check and possibly a phone call to Sorcha.
“Be careful,” she says.
“With the flowers? They’ve been pressed.”
She does not look fully convinced, but she nods before glancing at the lobster on the table.
“Leave that one.”
Hope immediately books a ballroom, orders champagne and begins arguing with the florist.
“You want to hang it?”
“I want to look at it.”
Not the same thing, but not nothing either.
I keep my face professionally neutral. “Of course.”
“You became visibly strategic.”
“That is simply my face.”
Mom kisses my cheek again and leaves, taking her keys from the blue bowl she made in pottery, one side dipping low enough to qualify as coastal access.
When the door closes, I remain beside the table, the ornament box at my feet. Mom is all right here. She also did not want Dad to file. And she might still listen: if he comes to her himself.
No lawyers. No agendas. No adult daughter booking a surprise reconciliation weekend under an assumed name.
I can work with that.
But not tonight.
Tonight, I’m going to speak again with a man who does not believe in forever and has promised to take his time like we have all night and touch me like we do not. My entire body remembers the sentence at once, and suddenly the condo feels much too warm, the lobster ornament feels unreasonably observant and I am intensely aware that my mother has neighbors on both sides of these walls.
I pick up the newspaper, abandon the ornament box and head for the door.
I need to get back to the Murder Motel before nine.
And I am not having those thoughts in my mother’s apartment while an emotionally significant crustacean watches.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR—LIAM
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At 6:43 Thursday morning, a man wearing blinking antlers calls me an asshole across the office parking lot. 
Twice.
Plato has better manners, and he humps my pillow with documented regularity.
Thirty seconds ago, ChristmasHope sent me a photograph. The universe had two available ways to ruin my concentration and chose the one wearing antlers.
Last night, our “slow versus quick” discussion made me laugh three times. I counted. One could be an anomaly. Three is a pattern. 
“Liam O’Connor, the ass-hoooole!”
I stop beside my car and turn.
Paul Ashmore crosses the asphalt in reindeer slippers, a light-up sweater that says CHRISTMAS ROCKS, and the expression of a man who has never encountered a consequence he could not blame on a woman. He waves several sheets of paper hard enough to make them snap in the cold air.
His copy of the executed marital settlement agreement.
Good.
Plato remains occupied with an unidentified stain beside the curb.
“You smug asshole.” Ashmore stops less than three feet away. “You think you’ve won.”
The security camera above the side entrance is recording him. So is my phone now that I have opened the camera and lowered it beside my leg.
“You have two minutes to leave private property before I call the police.”
“Go ahead.”
“I intend to.”
His gaze drops to the phone, and his confidence does not disappear so much as recalculate.
“You ruined my life.”
“No. I represent Laura.”
“My ex-wife.”
“Then the settlement is working.”
His antlers blink red, then green.
They belong to Laura. She bought them, stored them, and replaced their batteries every December before taking their children to see the town lights. Ashmore wanted them for the same reason he wanted every chipped ceramic reindeer and handmade ornament in the settlement.
Laura valued them.
That made taking them valuable to him.
He jabs the agreement toward my chest. “She can’t take the collection.”
“She already did.”
“She got the house.”
“It belonged to her parents.”
“She turned my kids against me.”
“Your children are adults.”
“Because she poisoned them.”
“No. She stopped lying for you.”
His jaw works as he searches for the version of the argument in which he remains the injured party.
“This discussion is over. As I said, you are trespassing, the encounter is being recorded, and you are wearing property awarded to Laura under the agreement. Get in your car.”
“Or what?”
“I call the police and give Laura the recording for her protective-order hearing.”
He takes another step.
Plato abandons the curb and comes to stand beside my leg. He watches Ashmore with the focused suspicion he usually reserves for vacuum cleaners.
I rest one hand against the back of his neck.
Ashmore gives a humorless laugh. “You always were an arrogant prick. Even back when Owen took Megs from you.”
There it is. Since our first settlement conference, Ashmore has tried to argue that I destroyed his marriage because his son married my high school girlfriend.
“Owen and I had a beer last month. Megs made her own choice.”
“She was yours first.”
The sentence clarifies more about Ashmore’s marriage than any financial disclosure ever did.
“Megs was never property.” I hold his gaze. “Neither is Laura.”
His expression changes. Not into remorse—men like Ashmore experience remorse as an accusation—but into a brief, unwelcome recognition.
“You think you’re better than me.”
“No. I think Laura is safer without you.”
“You don’t know her.”
“I know what happened before she left, and you do not know how much she documented.”
His eyes flick toward my phone.
Laura told very few people the full story, but he knows that words matter, too. What he told her. How loud. How long. Ashmore does not know which incidents she recorded, which messages she kept, or what she told the advocate who helped her leave. Uncertainty is often more effective than a threat. Ashmore taught Laura that lesson repeatedly.
I am comfortable returning it once. 
“Laura paid you so you could destroy me.”
“You think this is about money because money is the only motive you understand.”
“Then why do it?”
“To get her out.”
I let the answer stand while I check my watch. “Time.”
Ashmore’s attention shifts toward his Mercedes, parked across two spaces near the entrance with the engine running.
Plato moves away from my leg and begins circling beside the driver’s door.
Once.
Twice.
Anyone who owns a dog recognizes the sequence.
Ashmore does not.
Plato squats directly in his path and maintains eye contact while emptying his bowels with the serene concentration of a monk.
Ashmore looks from Plato to me, as though I arranged it. I did not, but I see no reason to interfere.
“Get in your car,” I say. “And leave the antlers.”
His hand rises protectively. “I’m wearing them.”
“They’re not attached to you, are they?”
For a moment, I believe he may choose arrest over surrendering novelty headwear, but after a few seconds, he tears them off and shoves them against my chest.
“Tell her she ruined Christmas.”
“I’ll tell her you returned her property.”
“You’re still an asshole.”
“So you’ve said.”
He circles the Mercedes to avoid Plato’s contribution to the proceedings. I keep the camera trained on him until he is inside.
He peels out of the lot.
Plato watches the car disappear, then looks up at me and wags.
“No.”
His tail moves faster.
“You do not get rewarded for that.”
He sits.
There are people who claim beagles do not understand strategy. Those people have never met Plato.
I tuck the blinking antlers beneath my arm, clean up after him, and text Laura.
Me: Ashmore came to the office. He is gone, and I recovered the antlers. I saved the recording. Please call me when you wake up.
Laura paid me a retainer of fifty dollars and that’s it. Ashmore can continue believing
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