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            Prologue
Tiny Tim

         
         Emergencies never happened during normal business hours. It was always the weekend, or late at night, or on a holiday.

         
         Sometimes, it was all of the above. Sometimes, disaster happened on Christmas Eve.

         
         That was how Brenda Dickens found herself careening into the parking lot of the emergency clinic at nine o’clock on Christmas
            Eve, with her husband, Grant, in the back seat, exhorting Tim to hang on.
         

         
         “Just hang on,” Grant pleaded in an anguished voice. “Almost there, honey. Please hang on. Stay with me. For god’s sake, don’t die on me.”
         

         
         Brenda glanced in the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of Tim’s darting eyes. “You’re scaring him.”

         
         “Because it’s damned scary,” Grant shot at her. “I don’t even know if he’s still breathing. Oh god, his stomach feels like
            a balloon.”
         

         
         She stopped directly in front of the ER entryway and slammed the car into park. The parking lot was virtually deserted. She
            jumped out and opened the door to the back seat and reached for Tim.
         

         
         “Be careful,” she said, her voice breaking. “Oh, Tim. Oh, honey. He seems to be in so much pain.”

         
         Grant eased Tim into her arms and then got out and held the door. A swag of Christmas lights greeted them with a sad twinkle.
            There was a med tech in pink scrubs at the reception desk.
         

         
         “This is Tim. I called you about him, and we got here as fast as we could,” Brenda said. “Oh, my lord, I can’t lose him. He’s only two years old.” 

         
         “I’ll take him back to Dr. Penn,” said the tech, reaching for the little guy. “Come on, buddy. We’ll take care of you.”

         
         Brenda settled him into the tech’s arms. Then she cradled Tim’s face between her hands. “I love you, baby boy. I love you
            with every bit of my heart.” She pressed a swift kiss on his head, and he gave a quiet whimper.
         

         
         And then he was gone. Whisked away through the surgery doors, his fate uncertain.

         
         Brenda’s knees felt weak, and she turned to Grant, but he didn’t seem to notice. He was pacing back and forth, slightly unsteady,
            thanks to the champagne he’d been drinking at the Christmas party. Brenda didn’t care for champagne, and since the party was
            at their house, she had been too busy looking after people to indulge in a drink.
         

         
         Now she was drowning in guilt, because she didn’t know how long Tim had been suffering before she noticed. Tim was her best
            friend. When she’d first met him, he was a shy, quivering ball of undifferentiated fur, punctuated with button-bright eyes
            and a shiny little nose. She had bathed the little puppy in warm soap bubbles and love, winning his trust and training him
            with the skills she’d learned as a puppy raiser for Guide Dogs. Tim had grown into a handsome, silken-haired mongrel with
            ears like ponytails and a heart of gold. He kept her company each day, and he kept her warm on the nights when Grant had to
            work late.
         

         
         “I can’t lose him,” she whispered. “I just can’t.”

         
         Grant scanned the dim, vacant waiting room. “How the hell did this happen?” he asked. “He was fine at dinner. Chased his tennis
            ball all over the house—down the hall, under the bed. . . . Damn, we still have a house full of people.”
         

         
         Brenda’s shoulders tensed. It was their turn to host this year. Grant’s family was obsessed with Christmas. They started celebrating on Christmas Eve and didn’t stop until Boxing Day. In preparation for tonight, she had prepared a lavish dinner and wrapped all the gifts, doing most of the work herself, because Grant had a last-minute meeting in town to finalize a deal, and he’d showed up just as she was lighting the candles at the table. 

         
         Brenda didn’t even like Christmas, but she’d slaved all day, wanting to make everything perfect for Grant’s parents and siblings.
            There was even a flaming Christmas pudding and Christmas crackers for the little ones. Brenda and Grant didn’t have kids yet,
            but they had four adorable, mischievous nieces.
         

         
         She snapped her fingers. “The Christmas crackers.”

         
         “What?” Grant frowned.

         
         “You know, those damn decorated tubes that you crack open and the toys fall out. I got them for the nieces. Maybe Tim swallowed
            one of those little plastic toys.”
         

         
         “Right, let’s blame it on my family. You’ve always had an attitude about them.”

         
         “What? Are we really going to do this now?”

         
         He dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. “How long is this going to take?” he asked, though he had to know Brenda
            couldn’t answer that question. “Can Dr. Penn save him?”
         

         
         She batted away tears. “He sounded confident on the phone. Said it presents like a classic case of twisted gut. I saw it happen
            to a service dog I was training in college. Emergency surgery fixed him. And it’ll fix Tim.”
         

         
         “You don’t know that.”

         
         She didn’t. She wished she felt more confident. Twisted gut—gastric volvulus—was serious. It could be deadly. When there was an obstruction, the chest cavity filled up with gas and displaced the lungs so the animal couldn’t breathe. Their only hope was that they’d noticed in time that Tim was in distress. 

         
         Grant paced some more and swore. Carols played endlessly in the waiting room, spreading twinkly cheer like a virus. Brenda
            couldn’t stand Christmas carols. They were all earworms, impossible to forget once they took hold, songs of joy and merriment
            about matters she had stopped believing in long ago.
         

         
         To distract herself, she studied the display on the reception counter. There was a collection bank for Underdogs, the rescue
            organization that had brought them Tim.
         

         
         “Do you have any cash?” she asked Grant.

         
         “What? Why? We can pay the vet with a card.”

         
         “I want to make a donation.” She gestured at the bank on the counter.

         
         He pulled out his wallet and handed it to her. She took out a bill and stuffed it in the bank.

         
         “Hey, that was a hundred,” Grant objected.

         
         “It’s Christmas.”

         
         “I was going to use that to buy you a gift,” he said.

         
         Thus confirming her suspicion that he hadn’t bothered to buy her anything yet. “You just made a donation in my honor,” she
            said. “Thank you.”
         

         
         She grabbed a handful of stale candy from the dish on the reception desk and munched on it, garnering a look of silent reproach
            from Grant. Although he hadn’t dared to say anything, she knew he thought she should lose a few pounds. He wasn’t wrong, but
            tonight was not the night to focus on herself. She chewed a piece of taffy while eyeing a drooping curl of tinsel that had
            been there far too long. Why did people think tinsel was pretty, anyway? It was an environmental hazard. It had a lousy carbon
            footprint.
         

         
         Brenda turned away and studied a display on the wall—things swallowed by dogs and recovered by the vet. Stuffed animals, car keys, an old-school iPod, a misshapen ball of expanding glue that had swelled in a Lab’s stomach. There was even a partial string of Christmas lights. Further proof that Christmas was toxic. 

         
         “Look at all this stuff they pulled out of dogs’ stomachs,” she said to Grant.

         
         He scowled at the display. “Tim probably ate something bad. You should have kept an eye on him.”

         
         “Me? I was busy wrapping ten thousand gifts for your family, because god forbid you would pick up a roll of wrapping paper
            yourself.”
         

         
         “Oh, excuse me for being busy at work, so we can afford the ten thousand gifts,” he snapped back. “Maybe you can write about this in one of those books of yours.” He made air quotes
            around books.
         

         
         Brenda glared at him. It was just like him to boost himself up with a dig about her failed writing dreams.

         
         She ducked into the ladies’ room. There was nothing to be accomplished by bickering with Grant. All married couples bickered
            from time to time, but lately they’d been going at it. Work stress, no doubt. Grant’s real estate firm was sometimes a runaway
            train. He made a lot of money, but it took a lot of strategy. A lot of meetings. A lot of Brenda’s time publishing his firm’s
            glossy magazine that highlighted the listings.
         

         
         She dabbed at her face with a damp towel, cleaning up the mascara streaks. Studying her face in the mirror, she vowed to take
            better care of herself. Get to the salon for a more flattering hairstyle. Join a gym, maybe the one that Grant had signed
            up for last year. He managed to get in an hour a day there. She could do the same. Maybe it was something they could do together.
         

         
         There was a brochure on the wall about Underdogs, and another about the clinic, featuring Dr. Penn’s smiling face. He seemed like the perfect guy—so handsome, so compassionate. He’d held her hand last year when the cat died. Now Tim was in trouble and she shouldn’t be thinking about the attractiveness of the vet. Her even more attractive too-tipsy-to-drive husband was in the waiting room, agonizing over their dog’s fate. 

         
         Chastened, she returned to the waiting room and offered a weak, conciliatory smile. “Grant, I’m sorry. Bickering isn’t going
            to help Tim, is it?”
         

         
         He offered a weary nod. “Yeah. You’re right. Damn. Tim.”
         

         
         They hugged and then sat together in the waiting room watching the minutes tick by on their phones. Grant’s mother and sisters
            sent text messages, offering reassurances and letting them know they’d locked up the house.
         

         
         Merry Christmas to us, Brenda thought.
         

         
         After what seemed like an interminable wait, Dr. Penn came through the door, his scrubs smeared with dark fluid, a mask obscuring
            the lower half his face. “Mr. and Mrs. Dickens?” he said, his voice soft with compassion.
         

         
         Her heart dropped as she surged to her feet. Tim. Oh, Tim.

         
         The mask came off, revealing a weary grin. “He’s okay. Your good boy is going to be fine.”

         
         Brenda’s knees gave out and she sank into a chair. “Can we see him?”

         
         “Well, I guess since it’s Christmas Eve and you’re the only ones here, I can take you back. He’s waking up, but still groggy.”

         
         She jumped up and followed him through the surgery doors, Grant close at her heels.

         
         Lying on a covered pad, Tim struggled to lift his head. His silvery-brown coat was matted, and one leg was bare where it had
            been shaved for an IV. He blinked and whimpered softly. Brenda’s eyes burned with a hot flood of tears. “Oh thank heavens.”
         

         
         The friendly little tail quivered, then thumped. Tim cocked his head as if listening to the Christmas carols playing softly
            through a speaker. Bring a torch, Jeannette, Isabella . . .

         
         “Hey, buddy boy,” Grant said.

         
         “He’s a lucky dog,” said the vet. “Good thing you brought him in. He’s looking really good. I think he can go home with you tonight.” 

         
         Flooded with relief, Brenda sank back against Grant, still regretting the harsh, stress-induced words they’d exchanged. She’d
            make it up to him at home later. Home—where his family had probably left a postparty mess behind.
         

         
         Dr. Penn and his assistant tackled a different sort of mess on a surgical tray. “It was an obstruction,” the vet said. “I
            thought you’d like to know. Here’s the culprit.” He whipped out a limp reddish wisp of fabric and held it up in his gloved
            hands.
         

         
         Brenda frowned and leaned forward. On closer inspection, she saw that the object was a woman’s thong, edged in discolored
            lace with a little satin bow at the bikini line, a sheer triangular patch, and not much else.
         

         
         The vet chuckled and shook his head, giving Grant the old conspiratorial wink wink nudge nudge.

         
         Brenda didn’t wink. She didn’t nudge. She stared at the damp undies, and then at her husband. Grant looked as if he’d soiled
            himself.
         

         
         No one spoke. The Christmas carols played on. Brenda took a step back. She drilled her husband with a lethal glare.

         
         “That’s not mine,” she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
            I hate, loathe, and despise Christmas. It’s a time when single people have to take cover or get out of town.

            —Kristin Hunter

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Three Invitations

         
         
            One Year Later

         

         Brenda ran early, taking advantage of the relative chill in the morning air. Even in December, Houston had a habit of heating
            up to a steamy temperature, so she liked to get her seven miles done while the sun was still rubbing its eyes, trying to make
            up its mind about how much to torment the residents of the city’s inner loop with untimely heat.
         

         
         Tim skimmed along beside her, familiar with every blade of grass along the route that followed Buffalo Bayou through a lush,
            green trail. Her dog was the perfect running partner, keeping pace with her, never complaining, never leaving her side.
         

         
         Which was more than she could say for any man.

         
         A year after the divorce, Brenda had kept the dog and reclaimed her maiden name. She’d always preferred Malloy to Dickens
            anyway. Grant took the business, the big suburban house, and presumably the woman whose underpants had nearly killed the dog.
         

         
         The other thing Brenda had kept was a feeling of loneliness and failure, along with a firm belief that Christmas was an evil
            to be avoided at all costs.
         

         
         In the aftermath of the breakup, she’d found support from friends and family, but at the end of the day—at the end of every
            single damn day—she went home alone. One of her first tasks was to scrub her social media clean of photos and posts of the
            seven-year marriage. She spent her evenings removing all traces of Grant and his family, deleting pictures of happier times.
            She didn’t want to erase the past. But she didn’t have to show the world what she had lost. Back then. Back when she thought
            she knew what love was.
         

         
         Now Brenda wondered when the deception had begun, what had triggered it, and how she’d missed the telltale signs. And she
            saw the photos through new eyes. She hadn’t noticed how dumpy she looked, how careless she’d been about her appearance. So
            many of the photos showed her hovering in the background, stepping aside while Grant took the spotlight.
         

         
         Divorce was a wound. It could be every bit as painful as a physical injury, but it was invisible. No one could see the pain
            she was in—the loneliness, the humiliation, the sense of failure. Maybe she would garner more sympathy if she had a cast on
            her leg, or a line of stitches or a series of livid bruises. Instead, she held the damage in a hidden place, struggling to
            power through the dark times.
         

         
         Dr. Penn, likely out of guilt at being the instrument of destruction, had encouraged her to get involved with Underdogs, helping
            herself by helping homeless dogs.
         

         
         It turned out to be the distraction she needed to keep from ruminating constantly about her failed marriage. Last Christmas
            was the dividing line. The before. Since then Brenda had changed everything about herself. Fitness first—that had always been her mother’s mantra. A thirty-year career in the army had convinced Margaret Harkness that change didn’t always have to happen from the inside out. Sometimes it happened from the outside in. 

         
         Maybe, Brenda reflected, her mom was on to something. In one short year, Brenda had changed everything about herself, outwardly.
            It had been a year of profound changes. Some were a breath of fresh air. Others were as pleasant as passing a kidney stone.
         

         
         She had a new job, because there was no way she could keep working for Grant, although he’d had the audacity to ask her to
            stay on with the firm, publishing the glossy, high-end magazine that supported his real estate business. I’d rather be waterboarded, she’d told him. Her days of laying out pristine, aspirational photos of flawless homes and gardens and writing cheesy articles
            about luxury real estate were over.
         

         
         These days she had gone freelance, writing and editing newsletters and website content for clients she wasn’t married to.
            Clients who didn’t cheat. Clients who didn’t treat her like an old piece of furniture. She wasn’t getting rich with her new
            enterprise, but it kept the lights on.
         

         
         She had moved to a tiny sweet bungalow in the vintage Montrose district. The brick-red frame house had just enough yard behind
            a picket fence for Tim. It was a far cry from the rambling suburban tract mansion of her marriage. The new place suited her.
            She liked her eclectic neighbors who came in all sizes, shapes, and proclivities, liked the old-fashioned sidewalks that sadly
            ran out after a few blocks, liked the park where children played from dawn to dusk no matter what the weather.
         

         
         Okay, so she didn’t love the muggy heat of summer, the mosquitoes, the fire ant mounds, the drone-size roaches in the pecan
            trees, the traffic, the hurricanes. But thanks to her mom’s career, Brenda was used to living in all kinds of places, from
            the sand dunes of Fort Hadley to the bitter cold of South Korea to the breezy shores of the Hampton Roads.
         

         
         Houston was as good a place as any to settle into the single life and, like Tim, to make her forever home. She’d had her fill of moving around during her mom’s career. Now that Margaret was about to retire, she and Lyle had bought a nice house in the Heights, a shady neighborhood not far from Brenda and her sister. Cissy and her husband, Dilip, were expecting their first child. 

         
         In addition to adopting a strict new fitness routine, Brenda had changed her hair—standard in any divorce, according to Cissy,
            who had never been divorced but knew everything anyway. Brenda’s married hair had been a mane of neglected brunette waves,
            usually caught up in a messy bun. The new style featured a sleek bob with golden highlights that required a monthly visit
            to the salon—something that had been unthinkable during her marriage. Her wardrobe had gone through an upgrade, too, because
            the unavoidable stress of the divorce process had caused her to shrink like a ghost fading into the woodwork. She remembered
            coming home from yet another failed settlement conference and catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror and breaking down
            in tears. She had looked as pitiful as one of the pups from Underdogs—poorly groomed and pathetic.
         

         
         The next day, she hired a personal trainer and embarked upon a course of self-improvement. The trainer had turned out to be
            the architect of Brenda’s life. Every other day for the past six months, Carla Wynn had encouraged, coaxed, exhorted, and
            prodded Brenda to put herself first. As an added bonus, Carla’s wife, Nancy, was a personal stylist. The two of them had founded
            a lifestyle brand, and Brenda was one of their first projects. She couldn’t afford their services, so she traded her own.
            Carla and Nancy turned out to be her second-favorite clients, after Underdogs. She created a digital newsletter for promoting
            their lifestyle brand. It was easy to create content for a process Brenda believed in.
         

         
         Back when she was married, her mornings had started with coffee and donuts and a barrage of email, scheduling issues, meetings, and printer deadlines. Now she began each day with a rotating schedule of swim, bike, run, like an athlete in training. When she’d confessed to Carla that she had no interest in training for a competition, Carla had said, You’re training for life.
         

         
         According to her therapist, all of Brenda’s outside-in changes were commendable. The real change would take hold when she
            tackled the hidden corners of herself.
         

         
         “I have no hidden corners,” Brenda objected. Both she and the therapist knew this wasn’t true. Her hidden corners came in
            handy, actually. She swept things there, not wanting to deal with them. In the later years of her marriage, she had known
            something was not right between her and Grant, but she’d avoided the issue—until the proof, in the form of intimate apparel,
            had waved itself in her face.
         

         
         Sometimes Brenda wondered if she had failed at her marriage to Grant, or if she’d simply quit. He had done the cheating, but
            of course in the aftermath of the Christmas Eve incident, he had tried to find every excuse to make it her fault. She was
            distant. She didn’t understand him. She didn’t need him the way he wanted her to need him.
         

         
         Although the infidelity had been her husband’s doing, Brenda realized that she might have been the one to create the distance
            in her marriage. When she’d first met Grant, they’d seemed like a perfect match. Their marriage fit her image of what a happy
            life should be—except at its core, that life was empty, the relationship transactional, more like a business arrangement.
            Looking back at recent years, she realized with a sense of guilt that she had neglected herself and put herself last in the
            marriage. She’d set aside her dream of writing children’s books in order to support Grant’s business. She’d lived in a big,
            suburban house that never felt like a home to her. She’d endured holiday celebrations that made her feel like an event planner.
         

         
         Just to distract herself from thinking of the past, Brenda had recently begun to experiment with dating, though her heart
            wasn’t in it. At the moment, she had a sort-of boyfriend, but she didn’t trust her feelings because she didn’t feel her feelings.
            And sometimes, she felt seized by a terrible fear that there was no person out there for her.
         

         
         But her therapist approved of casual dating, saying the process would help her gain confidence through vulnerability. Which sounded to Brenda like a complete and total non sequitur, but she discovered that scrolling through dating apps was weirdly diverting. 

         
         She and Tim ended their run with a sprint to the house. She paused at the front gate to grab her mail, and then they headed
            inside. “Come on, boy,” she said. “Let’s go see what the day has in store for us.”
         

         
         The dog went straight for his water bowl while Brenda opened the fridge and downed a glass of blissfully cold water. Then
            she sat at the kitchen bar and sorted through the mail. Separation of living and workspace was supposed to be an essential
            principle of mental health, but in her tiny house, it was impossible. She worked and ate at the counter. These days, instead
            of coffee and donuts, it was green tea and a quinoa patty, which tasted a bit like Styrofoam but filled the void.
         

         
         Today’s mail consisted of the usual assortment of bills, statements, and straight-to-recycling ads and solicitations. She
            was startled to come across a Christmas card from Dolly Prentice, a family friend and one of the key people at Underdogs.
            Did people still do that? Send Christmas cards in the mail? Why?
         

         
         The glitter from the bucolic snow scene stuck to Brenda’s fingers. Annoyed, she wiped them on her jogging shorts. Now the
            glitter stuck to her shorts. Lovely.
         

         
         Elsewhere in the stack of mail she came across a surprise. Three surprises. “Check it out, Tim,” she said, showing him a brochure.
            “I’m invited to a writing seminar. They’re going to make all my writing dreams come true.” She sighed. “I wish.” She made
            a face and added the brochure to the recycle pile.
         

         
         Brenda did have a writing dream. For as long as she could remember, she had dreamed of writing novels for kids like the one she used to be, stories that took them away from themselves. She yearned to create the kind of books that felt like friends to a lonely child. Brenda had always been a voracious reader, finding refuge and comfort in books. Thanks to her mother’s career, she had changed schools every year or two, and books had been her most constant companions. In school, she had never learned to deepen and trust friendships, knowing they were destined to come to an end. 

         
         The stories she read gave her something to focus on when the unthinkable happened. At the age of nine, she had lost her father
            in the worst possible way, a loss that reverberated through her life even now. After her father was gone, she’d lost all confidence
            and turned to books, hiding inside other people’s stories. Books offered different worlds for her to retreat to; they gave
            her solace and refuge from a painful reality.
         

         
         When her mother remarried, Brenda never warmed up to Lyle. But all the books she read about blended families and lost parents
            brought her a sense of comfort.
         

         
         Even now, Brenda’s best friends were still with her, neatly lined up on the bookcase wall. Harriet the Spy. Ramona Quimby,
            Ralph S. Mouse, Harry Potter, and Despereaux. The Boxcar Children and the entire cast of the Baby-Sitters Club. Margaret,
            awaiting the onset of her period. The Twilight vampires, scary but mesmerizing.
         

         
         Brenda’s books had always been the sort of friends she could count on. They never called her new girl or failed to make room for her at the lunch table. They never forgot to invite her to their birthday parties. They never picked
            her last for teams.
         

         
         She had set aside her writing plans in order to work for Grant. Now that she was free of that commitment, she still hadn’t
            made much progress. She hadn’t managed to write anything a kid would want to read, according to the publishers and literary
            agents she sent her work to. Most of the rejection letters declared her work exceptionally well-written but lacking in sentiment.
            Or poorly written and overly sentimental. Or not compelling enough. Or too strong for this audience.
         

         
         She was forced to consider that maybe something else was holding her back. She knew she would need more than a one-day seminar
            to make the dream come true.
         

         
         Still Brenda kept at it, because she’d been raised by a mother who had taught her that the only surefire way to fail at something was to quit. 

         
         On impulse, she rescued the writing brochure from the recycle bin.

         
         “Okay, what else?” She held up another envelope, this one from Colonel Margaret Harkness. Sail away for the holidays. It was a printed invitation to her mom’s weeklong retirement party. Brenda had known it was coming, but seeing the announcement
            in print made it all too real. She tapped her phone screen.
         

         
         Her mother picked up right away. “Did you get it?”

         
         “Looking at it right now,” said Brenda.

         
         “And you’re coming, right?”

         
         It was a question, but there was only one answer. “Sure, Mom. Can’t wait.”

         
         “It’s going to be a dream, pure and simple. A dream. We set sail out of Galveston on Christmas Eve, and it will be nothing
            but fun until we return on New Year’s Day. It’ll be the best Christmas ever.”
         

         
         Brenda picked up a pen and doodled on a picture on the back of an envelope; it depicted a massive yacht with a helicopter
            and water slides and couples dancing on the stern deck. She bit her lip to keep from reminding her mom that when it came to
            Christmas, Brenda didn’t exactly have the best of luck. It might be dangerous to bring her and her bad luck on a Christmas
            cruise.
         

         
         Cissy and Dilip would be on board, of course. Brenda would be treated to a whole lovely week admiring her perfect, newly pregnant
            sister, and Cissy’s even more perfect husband. Brenda loved her sister. She even loved Dilip, yet she definitely didn’t want
            to deal with the sense of yearning and failure she always seemed to feel around her happily married sister.
         

         
         “It’s going to be wonderful,” her mother said firmly. “It’ll change your attitude once and for all about Christmas.” Margaret Harkness spoke in unambiguous imperatives. Brenda knew better than to argue. But she also realized that being trapped on a big boat for Christmas was hardly the way to escape a holiday she’d never liked. 

         
         Don’t be bitter, Brenda admonished herself. Her very accomplished mother had given thirty-five years of service to her country. She’d broken
            through glass ceilings. She’d conquered goal after goal. She’d moved the needle for women in the military. Her retirement
            was an event to celebrate.
         

         
         The private luxury cruise had been in the works for months. One of Dilip’s billionaire clients had provided a week on an Ocean
            Alexander yacht, complete with a full crew and an itinerary through the breezy, sunny Caribbean. There would be gourmet food,
            toasting and dancing. Shore excursions to Chichen Itza and Tulum, jungle canopy tours and dune buggy races.
         

         
         At least it would be different from past Christmases with Grant’s family. The Dickens clan was all about yuletide traditions.
            For the past eight years, Brenda had endured weeks of preparation and anticipation, her mother-in-law’s lavish decorations
            and pointed questions about when Brenda planned to start a family. She had sat through the church pageantry, the endless carols,
            the Christmas specials playing on every TV channel and streaming service.
         

         
         She had gone along with the whole process because it was important to Grant. Apparently, it was more important to him than
            she was.
         

         
         Her mom nattered on a while longer about the once-in-a-lifetime cruise. “We’ll be like that rich family on Succession,” she said. “Only we’ll be the nice ones, right?”
         

         
         “Right,” said Brenda, who secretly loved the villainous TV family on Succession. She found all the subterfuge and backstabbing to be fascinating.
         

         
         “Oh, I’d better run,” said her mom. “Lyle and I are meeting with the event planner about the party menu. Any special requests
            from you?”
         

         
         Brenda smiled at the excitement in her mother’s voice. “Naked waiter races?”

         
         “I’ll check.”

         
         “Just make sure they have all your favorites, Mom. You deserve it.”

         
         She rang off and turned to the dog with a sigh. He was curled up on his rug, enjoying a post-run snooze. “Can you believe
            it, Tim?” she asked him. “I’m going to be living like a bazillionaire for a week. How cool is that?”
         

         
         At the sound of her voice, Tim gave her a side-eyed glance that somehow looked vaguely reproachful.

         
         “I know, boy,” she said, feeling a pang of regret, along with a niggling, deep-down feeling of resistance, which she quickly
            dismissed. “I’m going to miss you, too.”
         

         
         His relentless side-eye said it all.

         
         “You’ll be fine, I swear. You get to go back to the old house for a week, right? You’re going to like that, I’m sure.”

         
         Grant had made a standing offer to look after the dog if she ever needed to go away. She hadn’t taken him up on the offer
            yet. She knew it was selfish, but she had no desire to share her dog with her ex. Now she made a face, picturing Tim with
            the new girlfriend.
         

         
         When the cheating came to light, Grant had sworn it wasn’t serious, that the other woman hadn’t meant anything to him. She
            was nobody, a bad impulse, a mistake.
         

         
         Apparently, she had grown on him, because Brenda had heard through the grapevine that Danielle and Grant were still together.

         
         She’d better be nice to Timmy, Brenda thought, or else.
         

         
         Or else what? Gah, she was so powerless in this situation.

         
         Tim kept gazing at her with sad puppy eyes.

         
         “Look,” Brenda said, “the cruise will be good for me. I need to get away. I’m lonely and jaded about Christmas, and I need
            to put the past behind me.” She sighed. “Must be nice, being a dog. You just live in the moment. I bet you don’t even remember
            the emergency vet last year. And you’re not worried about tomorrow.”
         

         
         She opened the next envelope in the stack. “Looky here, Tim,” she said. “It’s the invitation to the annual Underdogs gala.” She opened the fancy card printed on premium cream stock. She knew it was premium, because she had written the copy and ordered the print run herself. 

         
         Underdogs Unlimited was Brenda’s first and favorite client. She believed heart and soul in their mission—finding safe homes
            for stray dogs and puppies. Not only did she manage their newsletter, she processed adoption applications, making sure each
            dog’s forever home was the right match. She was also in charge of coordinating the dog transit process. Dolly Prentice was
            one of the drivers, and she claimed she never tired of unifying dogs with their new owners.
         

         
         The organization had a remarkable success rate. The dogs they took in were never sent to shelters but to volunteer foster
            families. The pups never saw the inside of a concrete kennel. Thanks to the foster home system, Underdogs tended to be more
            calm and socialized than kennel dogs.
         

         
         The other key component of the Underdogs program was that nearly all the adoptive families lived up north. The model program
            had begun in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. In the wake of the epic disaster, there were simply too many pets and not
            enough homes for all the strays. So the shelters in the South partnered with places in the North where adoptive families were
            more plentiful.
         

         
         The partner organization of Underdogs was located in a small town called Avalon, in the Catskill Mountains of New York State.
            Once a month, a pair of drivers would load the dogs into a specially outfitted Sprinter van and head north to take the pups
            to their forever homes. Sometimes Brenda felt vaguely sorry for the dogs for having to live in all that snow, but maybe the
            dogs didn’t share her aversion to snow and ice.
         

         
         Such an ambitious enterprise took money. Lots and lots of money. Fortunately the nonprofit had many loyal patrons who gave generously each year, and the Christmas gala was their signature event. In a good year, they could raise a small fortune for the pups in one evening. It was the premier event of Houston’s social season. 

         
         One thing that made the gala so special was the venue—Bayou Bend, the magnificent ancestral home of Houston’s renowned philanthropist,
            the late Ima Hogg. Patrons paid $1,000 a plate to dine and dance like visiting royalty, to admire priceless art treasures,
            to sample a menu prepared by a celebrity chef, and to dance to the music of Carmen Batiste, one of the best band leaders in
            the business. Although people came to show off their gorgeous outfits and to dance the night away, they mostly came for the
            sake of the dogs.
         

         
         Brenda admired the handsome, letterpressed invitation. She was good at what she did. The simple, elegant card was pure eye
            candy, and a tactile delight. It even came with a prestamped reply card, which was old-fashioned but too classy to resist.
            She picked up a pen to fill out the RSVP.
         

         
         Tim wandered over and rested his chin on her knee.

         
         She stroked his silky head. “Pop quiz, Tim,” she said. “Who rescued whom? I don’t know what I would have done this past year
            without you. I’ve got three invitations here. A cruise and a gala and a writing seminar. Things could be worse, right?”
         

         
         Tim gently pawed her leg.

         
         “Here goes nothing,” she said. “It’s the one and only Christmas party I’m willing to attend, right? It’s for the sake of the
            dogs.”
         

         
         Her pen hovered over the will attend space. “Grant’s going to be there, isn’t he?” For the past seven years, Brenda had attended the gala with Grant, who was on
            the organization’s board of directors. For him, the holiday event was steeped in tradition—and in Christmas excess. Brenda
            kept her focus on the purpose—to raise money for Underdogs. Although she was a fish out of water with the crowd of socialites,
            Brenda did like the people-watching and the gorgeous event space.
         

         
         She set the pen down. “He’s going to be there, and he’s going to bring his new woman.” Brenda cringed, imagining how that would feel, seeing her ex-husband with his girlfriend, the two of them looking blissfully happy together. 

         
         Brenda realized she could always stay away. She was learning that boundaries were a good thing. No was a good word. No was a complete sentence. There was no law that said she had to attend.
         

         
         Why put herself through the torment of coming face-to-face with her ex?

         
         Because she was needed. Because it was her duty. Because she was in charge of the team of service dogs that were going to
            be an essential part of the evening. She and Dolly had founded the Artful Dodgers—select rescue dogs trained by 4-H students
            to solicit donations throughout the evening in the cutest possible way. The patrons were always so enchanted with the perfectly
            trained dogs that they shelled out thousands of dollars, tucking checks and big bills into the dogs’ signature tuxedo collars.
         

         
         The evening wouldn’t be the same without the Artful Dodgers.

         
         Besides, staying home would be an admission of defeat. Of failure, even.

         
         She wanted to make sure Grant knew he hadn’t defeated her. That she hadn’t failed.

         
         With renewed conviction, Brenda made a vow. She was going to show up in a form-fitting couture revenge dress with designer
            shoes. No one would know the outfit came from a resale shop. She would show off her new hair, her sexy ankle tattoo, and her
            new sassy attitude. And most important of all, she had a secret weapon.
         

         
         His name was Ryder Wynn. He was Carla’s brother. Brenda had met him on a photo shoot for Carla’s digital zine, and yes, his
            name was Ryder. Because of course it was. What else would you call your impossibly hot post-divorce boyfriend?
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Somebody I Used to Know

         
         “How do I look?” asked Ryder as they approached the entrance to Bayou Bend. Decorative lights dripped from the live oaks like
            glowing Spanish moss. Papier-mâché turtledoves and partridges roosted in the shrubbery. There is no escaping Christmas, Brenda thought. Not even tonight.

         
         “You look great. Amazing.” She studied Ryder’s flawless black-tie suit and shiny dress shoes. “You look like my extremely
            yummy boyfriend,” she said.
         

         
         “Oh, so I’m your boyfriend now.” He tucked his hand against the small of her back. “Cool.”

         
         He was her boyfriend for now, Brenda thought. They had been dating for only two months. He was the ideal date, because she would never be tempted to fall
            in love with him. Her heart was safe.
         

         
         Trotting at her side, Tim was adorable in his tuxedo harness and saddlebags for tips. At the reception area, Ryder straightened his jacket, squared his shoulders, lifted his chin at a proud angle, and strode forward like a conquering hero. 

         
         “And do I look okay?” Brenda asked, hurrying along in his wake.

         
         “You look lovely,” he said over his shoulder.

         
         She quickened her pace to catch up with him. In the foyer, lavishly decked with boughs of holly, fairy lights, and pictures
            of rescue dogs in rustic frames, there was a tall pier mirror. Ryder paused to check himself again, and Brenda slipped her
            arm through his. They did look good as a couple. She’d splurged on a salon style and manicure, and the body-hugging dress
            looked expensive and sexy. Nancy had paired the ensemble with a simple cuff bracelet and chandelier earrings that were indistinguishable
            from the real thing.
         

         
         “You sure you’re ready for this?” asked Ryder.

         
         “Nope, but I won’t let that stop me.” Brenda was actually fired up, keen to make her reentry into the world as a fabulous
            single.
         

         
         He regarded her with kind bemusement. “Lead on. You got this, babe.”

         
         She had leveled with Ryder about tonight. This would be her first time to see her ex since the last, nausea-inducing settlement
            conference during which two expensive lawyers and a world-weary judge had finalized their divorce six months before.
         

         
         Grant had bitterly disputed the prenup he had insisted upon when they first got married. He was established in business with
            a lucrative real estate firm. She was a recent college graduate with a sizable student debt. Fair was fair.
         

         
         Yet at the divorce, Grant balked at a key clause in the prenup, one that declared her contribution to his business. He was
            forced to acknowledge her value in the company and rather than throwing her away like garbage, he was ordered to compensate
            her accordingly. His last-minute hissy fit had made the painful process even worse. For Brenda, the process was still painful,
            but she ended up with the wherewithal to begin again.
         

         
         Tonight, Grant would see that she had moved ahead with her life. Although he had blown up their marriage, she had risen from the ashes to
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