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      Willa

      When my therapist said divorce was like a death, I didn’t believe her at first. After all, the end of my marriage, while painful, was a choice.

      But that was at the height of my pissed off period. It’s hard to maintain the same level of rage at my soon-to-be ex-husband once I didn’t have to roll over and look at him every day. Several months ago, he moved into his sad bachelor apartment. I knew it was sad not because I’d been over there, but because I knew Michael. He’d be too busy to shop or decorate, and he’d regress to his college and med school days, living on takeout and out of boxes and sleeping on a mattress thrown in the corner of his bedroom.

      Okay, maybe he’d buy a real bed. Who knew? His sleeping arrangements weren’t my business anymore.

      What my therapist should have told me was divorce is a slow death by attorneys and awkward social encounters. That would have more accurately described the coming horror.

      Every time my phone rang, I braced for more bad news. If I’d known how shitty it was to get divorced, I might not have married at all.

      Not that I regretted marrying Michael. I loved him—had loved him. Still loved him? Did love even matter? Having constant meetings with attorneys and accountants, I wondered.

      Love hadn’t kept Michael from betraying me. Oh, he hadn’t cheated, but he’d betrayed me nonetheless. It hadn’t stopped me from hurting him. It hadn’t kept us together. What God had joined most definitely had been torn asunder. In my experience, humanity trumped divinity every time.

      Great. Inching closer to being a bitter, nihilistic divorcée was a terrible look. Mom would be so proud, and I was in no mood for her commentary.

      When her name flashed on my phone, I ignored it. The device vibrated three more times before stopping. Then it buzzed twice. She left a voicemail and texted for good measure.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me back. It’s important.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Busy

      

      

      

      

      

      I wasn’t. I was in my home office pretending to work between video conferences. Starting on my new pitch presentation with only an hour before my next meeting was pointless. Opening up the slides and my notes again only reminded me why I needed a new pitch presentation to start with.

      My own husband screwed me over.

      Fresh rage was a terrible distraction.

      I pecked away for a few more minutes, letting procrastination mode take over completely as I played with the fonts. Closing the file, I switched to answering email instead and ordered groceries. Then I watched a string of funny animal friends videos—a lion and a lamb, a monkey and a kitten, and a Great Dane befriending a duck—while knitting a canary yellow blanket for my friend Lena’s baby shower. The shower wasn’t until February, but knitting was my favorite procrastination pastime. Whenever my stress peaked, my friends got potholders, tea cozies, and all manner of slightly useless arrangements of yarn.

      Not useless. Practical in ways people haven’t figured out yet.

      That’s what Michael said when he heard me call my random knitted objects useless. But we weren’t thinking about Michael. We were moving forward.

      The dose of animal cuteness bolstered my emotional resources. A notice flashed that Mom wanted to video chat, and I finally answered.

      Her too-bright-to-be-natural auburn bouffant updo frothed around her perfectly made-up face, and her easy Texas drawl hitched a little over an inconsistent connection. When the audio caught up to the video, she was commenting on my hair.

      “If you’re going to die your hair ebony, you should at least keep it up.”

      I scratched at the center part behind my sharp bangs as if I could feel where my light brown roots were showing. Mom wasn’t wrong. I was a few weeks overdue at the salon, but she also hated the short, blunt bob I’d worn for years.

      “I have an appointment tomorrow.”

      “Good. I’m sorry to criticize, but really, Willa.”

      “I’m assuming you didn’t call me to talk about my hair.” For the zillionth time.

      Mom meant well, but damn, she fixated on the trivial sometimes.

      “No. Are you terribly busy?” she asked.

      The blinding sunshine in her tone only increased the dread building in my chest.

      “Just work, and I have another meeting with Olivia this afternoon.”

      Olivia was my divorce attorney—a referral from my cousin, Reese. Reese and Olivia were college best friends. Over the past ten months, I’d spent more time with her than with Reese. My husband was being difficult. He didn’t want the divorce. Or he hadn’t. Sometimes I thought he didn’t want to stay married as much as he wanted to annoy me.

      “More delays with your divorce?” Mom sounded almost chipper.

      “I don’t know. What’s up?” I replied.

      I didn’t want to talk about Michael.

      “I’m actually calling about Michael.”

      Shit.

      “I need your, uh, input about a situation with our, um, Secret Santa drawing at the party next Friday,” she said, then her mouth twisted sideways.

      Situation? And she was stammering. Mom abhorred um’s and uh’s in conversation. “Take the time you need to speak with intention,” she always said. I lifted my steaming mug and carefully sipped the spiced black tea. The warm liquid relaxed my insides.

      Straightening in my office chair, I glanced outside. A squirrel bounced up a limb of the pecan tree framed by the picture window overlooking the side yard. He shook nuts to the ground and leaped through the air. I can only guess that he landed on his feet in a pile of bounty. Lucky bastard.

      “What about him?”

      “I made a slight error.” Mom’s voice bounded along like the happy squirrel.

      “Slight?”

      “Well, I suppose you’ll tell me how slight. I was so excited to do the Secret Santa this year. I added Carter, Jasmine, and Nathan. Reese is bringing Ty, and of course, Anthony and his new bride are coming. Quinn said she may come from Seattle with her husband. Somehow—I don’t know how it happened—I neglected to take Michael’s name off the list. And…he just RSVP’ed yes,” she finished her ramble through the developing twists of our family tree with a snap.

      Somehow, the husband I was divorcing ended up lost in a list of cousins and spouses. On “accident.” I wanted to believe her.

      “He did? For the party the day after Thanksgiving?” My voice pitched.

      “Sweetheart,” she rushed in, “I can always explain that it was a mistake. I cut and pasted from last year’s Thanksgiving invitation and forgot—”

      “Don’t bother, Mom. It’s one night, and I’m not even sure what he’s doing for Thanksgiving. You know his dad, well… Let him come.”

      I only had one in-law. Michael was an only child. His mother died when he was thirteen, and his father had just reported to federal prison along with my Uncle Ken, who was Reese, Quinn, and Anthony’s dad. With no other family, I didn’t know what Michael had planned for the holidays. In our seven and a half years of marriage and nearly fifteen years of being together, he and Marty came to my family’s events.

      Mom sighed in relief. “That’s very considerate. I’m glad you and Michael are making peace. This whole thing is such a shame.”

      “This whole thing” included the divorce and Marty’s pleading guilty to bribing an FBI agent. He and Ken entered their pleas over the summer. Aunt Teresa, Mom’s twin and Ken’s wife, had narrowly avoided prison herself. The men embezzled money from our family oil business. Teresa not only found out about it but helped cover it up after they framed one of their old friends for the theft.

      “Is Aunt Teresa coming?”

      Mom pursed her lips and circled her eyes to the mysterious papers she shuffled in front of her.

      “Oh, no. She’s staying in Portugal and taking a cruise or something for the holidays. I’m not sure. She and your cousins are still at odds.” Finally, she looked squarely into the phone’s camera. “With Ty coming, well, I’d like this to be a happy event. Despite everything, we have so much to celebrate.”

      I smiled. No one could spit polish misery like my mother. The older I got, the more I appreciated her wizardry.

      Ty’s dad was the one framed for the embezzlement. He’d gone to prison and then died. This would be our first holiday since Ty and Reese got engaged, and no one was ready to have everyone in the same room. Plus, it was only the second Christmas since Granddad’s death.

      In his will, Granddad demanded I divorce Michael if I wanted to inherit my share of his fortune. I refused initially, but now, here I was getting my payday after all because of my scheming father-in-law and Michael’s misplaced sense of loyalty. No wonder grandfather had never liked him.

      Merry Christmas.

      I shook my head, trying not to think about how my life had crumbled in just a year. “Is that the crisis?”

      “Well, yes. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable because of my oversight.” Her eyes flashed with sympathy.

      “It’s fine. I can sit through a dinner with Michael. I’m surprised he can even make it.”

      Being married to an orthopedic surgeon, I’d grown accustomed to providing excuses for all the events Michael missed—even at the holidays. He had surgeries, rounds, and follow-ups, and he covered the emergency room twice a month. If that was a weekend, I might not see him for two or three days.

      “He can’t make dinner, but he’s coming by after for cocktails and the gift exchange drawing.”

      “Of course,” I snapped.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to tell him he can’t come? I can finesse that without a problem.”

      Finessing people was her superpower.

      “It’ll be weirder to make a big deal about it. At least you’re finally getting to do the gift exchange.”

      She wanted to do this for years, but my Aunt Teresa, older
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