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      I’d never forgive Nick for being right. 

      I stood in the living room, head tilted, trying to approximate just how long the termite line was, running from the crook where faded wallpaper met a popcorn ceiling I was ninety percent sure would kill me anyway to the top of a framed photo I should have replaced years ago. 

      Nick’s ridiculously elated grin stared back at me from a portal to seven years ago, when I married his dumb ass after two pink lines shocked the shit out of both of us. 

      It was hard to say which was longer—the termite line or our marriage. 

      “Mom! I can’t find my pink boots!” 

      I sighed. A problem for another time. I spun, my heel caught in a pile of laundry as Holly barreled down the stairs. 

      “Did you check the mudroom?” I set my coffee mug—cold anyway—on the coffee table and caught her frantic energy full in the chest. Dark curls sprang in all directions against my sweater, a pair of blue eyes found mine, just like her father’s.

      “I looked!”

      “You lie,” I said. Another trait she shared with Nick. I led her into the mudroom, where I knew for certain a pair of bubblegum pink boots waited right by the screen door. Beyond its bent frame lay a winter wonderland, blanketed in the first snow of the season. Holly pulled on the boots, grumbling about how they definitely weren’t there when she looked and both of our heads snapped to the driveway as a cherry-red truck pulled along the side of the house.

      “Alright.” I held out a matching pink backpack, filled with a weekend’s worth of socks and underwear, and thus began the countdown. Could I convince Holly to get her shit together and out the door before Nick made it up the porch steps and into my house?

      The answer was almost always no.

      “Be good for your dad,” I whispered into her curls, brushing my lips against silk strands. Those, at least, she got from me—one of the only proof points I had anything to do with her genes at all. Well, those and the stretch marks across my hips I’d never shake. 

      “I don’t want to go,” she said. 

      It was a well-rehearsed play.

      It wasn’t that Holly didn’t want to spend the weekend at her dad’s. She had spent every weekend with him for as long as she could remember. She knew no other life. But she did know, after a few too many hushed arguments on the porch, that his girlfriend—never fiancee, never wife, forever kept at arm’s length—Amelia would be there, and that it benefitted both of us to pretend not to like her.

      No matter how perfectly lovely she actually was.

      If anything, I pitied her.

      “Hey, baby!” 

      Nick’s voice boomed against the screen, shaking the frame as he held his arms out. Holly snatched her backpack and darted out the door. That was usually the extent of our Friday morning exchanges, but Nick lingered.

      “Yes, Nicholas?” I folded my arms across my chest. 

      “Can I come in for a second?”

      I pursed my lips. “Uh, why?”

      “Holly said the showerhead leaks.” 

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s on my list.”

      It didn’t matter how much time stretched between the last time I’d run my fingers over those broad shoulders, they always caught me off guard.

      Nick nudged his way past me in the mudroom, calling out, “Take me two seconds.”

      “Nick—”

      “Quit being stubborn,” he muttered, winding through the hall and up the stairs. My phone vibrated against my thigh. Shit, it was already eight. 

      “Hey, Jules,” I said as Nick disappeared. 

      “Krissy! Oh my god, you will not believe who I’m staring at from our booth right now.” 

      “I’m on my way down,” I said, the pitch of her voice far too high for my liking. 

      “I’m early. It’s fine,” Jules said. She wasn’t early. She was never early. She’d been right on time for everything she ever did. But there was something about older sisters that always excused everything for their youngest and I was all too happy to take advantage of it on school mornings. “Anyway, out in Miss Pat’s parking lot, I’m watching a very gorgeous blonde cry on the shoulder of an even more gorgeous redhead⁠—”

      “Gonna need to be more specific, Jules.” Something bumped upstairs and Nick hissed a word that Holly would charge him a dollar for if she weren’t happily searching for the latest pop hit station in his ancient truck. 

      “Amelia,” she whispered into her phone. “She’s out here crying to her bestie!” 

      Nick stumbled down the stairs, his work boots thudding against the oak grain. 

      “Hold on⁠—”

      Jules continued, “Do you think they broke up?” 

      “Hold on,” I hissed, not that Nick ever heard a thing a woman said anyway. He brushed his hands against his jeans and pointed at the line extending below our sham wedding photo.

      “That’s getting worse. I’ll send my guy over.”

      “I don’t need you to send a guy over,” I said, my mind still spinning through Jules’s observation.

      “Is that Nick?” she asked in my ear. 

      “Hey, Jules,” Nick muttered, leaning far too close to my face. I jerked back, a move that only made him smirk. 

      “This afternoon good?” he asked. 

      “What’s this afternoon?” Jules asked. 

      “Jules! I’ll see you in ten.” I ended the call and slid the phone in my back pocket. “I can call a guy.”

      “Oh yeah?” Nick started for the mudroom. “Which guy?”

      I groaned, pulling at the unraveling hem of my sweater. “A guy! Okay?” 

      Nick swiped across his phone, ignoring me. 

      I sighed. “Just, go make sure our daughter isn’t halfway into town.”

      “You have any meetings at eleven?”

      I tried to think through my schedule for the day. We’d woken up so late I hadn’t even had the chance to look at my calendar. 

      “I don’t know, I haven’t⁠—”

      “Carl will be by around then. Just let him in.” Nick slid his phone into his pocket and pushed his hand through his dark hair. 

      “Nick!” I followed him through the mudroom, the screen door slapping shut between us as he jogged down the porch steps. “Nick!”

      “Say ‘thank you, daddy’!” he called out over his shoulder.

      “Thanks, asshole!” I yelled back, avoiding eye contact with the termite line crawling down the wall.

      Nick grinned as he slid into the driver’s seat, beside Holly bopping along to something jingly.
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      “Have a good day, baby!” 

      Holly sprinted across the schoolyard, pink backpack bobbing and weaving through knit caps and scarves before the truck door even latched. 

      “Hey Siri, put on anything else,” I muttered as I turned off the parking lot. It was her mother’s curse flowing through her veins—the undeniable need to listen to Christmas music from the moment the Thanksgiving dishes were in the sink until New Year’s. There was no amount of love for that child that could possess me to leave it playing a moment longer. When Siri inevitably ignored my empty ask, I swiped through my playlists and landed on something loud and angry, decidedly not cheery. 

      Kris didn’t do it on purpose, I reminded myself winding through all four stoplights in Berks. She had no idea Amelia packed her shit and left two nights ago after our final round of “Nick doesn’t do marriage.” She didn’t suspect that I’d spent the last forty-eight hours just trying to keep my head above water, laid out at the bottom of yet another breakup. She didn’t realize that I could see every curve of her through that threadbare sweater she should have given up on around the time she gave up on me. 

      Insult to injury, as it goes.

      “Boss man?” Ashton asked for what I suspected might have been the third time given his tone. I twisted toward him, a clipboard and two greasy hands hovering between us. 

      “Sorry, Ash, rough morning.” 

      He pushed the clipboard into my hands. “Invoice for that truck’s transmission I brought in yesterday. Can you sign off?”

      “Yeah.” I scribbled my name across the bottom, but paused before I handed it back. “No labor charge?”

      Ashton shrugged, his shoulders still young enough to move without pain, but old enough to know better.

      “She’s not cute enough to work for free,” I said.

      “You don’t even know⁠—”

      “I don’t have to. There is no tail worth breaking your back for nothing.”

      I sank into the office chair, tilted and wobbling after years of neglect. An overall-clad head of silver hair poked into the glass door outside the shop. 

      “Fellas.” Carl pulled off his blue baseball cap, emblazoned with the pest control logo his father’s father had designed decades ago. It matched the one on the pale yellow truck waiting outside the garage. “You want me to ruin your day now or when you’re done changing my oil?”

      “Now,” I sighed. 

      “Kris needs the works. I can’t tell for certain, but it looks bad. I’m worried the foundation is chewed to hell.”

      I leaned my head forward, resting on a stack of paperwork a mile high. “I was afraid of that.”

      “I can help, but I’m gonna need to bring in the big guns. My brother can help with some of the repair work.”

      “Shit. Did you tell Kris?”

      “Nah,” Carl said. “She seemed stressed enough. I figured I’d let you break it to her.”

      I frowned. “Coward.”

      “I’ve been called worse by better men,” Carl chuckled. 

      “Alright, alright, park the truck in the garage, I’ll get your oil handled in a minute. Call your brother and get me an estimate.” 

      Carl nodded and backed out of the office as Ashton lingered at the edge of the desk. He leaned over, pointing to the clipboard I’d set beside the mug of shitty coffee I’d hoped to enjoy in peace.

      “Hey, so, out of curiosity, how much are you charging Carl for that oil change?”

      I picked my head up and leveled a narrow glare as he popped to his feet and backed away. 

      “That’s the mother of my child, you degenerate, not tail.”

      He held his hands up in surrender, slowly retreating from the desk.

      “Okay, okay! I was merely pointing out that⁠—”

      I grinned. “And guess who gets to do that oil change now?” 

      “Yes sir, right away sir, please sir, don’t send me to the gallows!” Ashton chanted as he jogged across the shop. I shut the office door behind him and hit the blinds.

      I didn’t need witnesses to my spiral, now fueled by a second woman I was about to let down this week. 
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      “It’s doable,” I said, passing the napkin Carl’s brother had scribbled a final estimate on over a late lunch at Dori’s. “I gotta talk to Kris, but I can swing the loan.”

      “It’s good you caught it when you did. The damage is mostly in the basement and the living room wall.”

      “How long you think?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Normally we wouldn’t start a project like this over the holidays. We can’t start construction until later this week but Carl can at least treat the property for now, but from what he saw, it’s not safe for them two girls to even be in that house. The flooring is bound to give out⁠—”

      “I gotcha,” I said, my hands held up in a plea for mercy. I rubbed my forehead. “Do what you can before Christmas, I’ll get them relocated for now, and then what? Two, three weeks?”

      “Maybe four or five,” he grumbled. “Gotta do it right.” 

      “Alright.” I tossed a wad of cash on the table.

      “I gotta go get my kid and then hope that Kris doesn’t shoot the messenger.” 
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      “One more, ladies?”

      The waitress at Miss Pat’s knew the answer was yes, but she asked every Friday nonetheless, on the off chance that we finally started sleeping. But once we started having kids and divorces, that pretty much went out the window. 

      Jules fared better than I did. She had left her version of Nick years ago for Victoria and never looked back. 

      But I’d only managed a few casual flings. The second things got serious and I tiptoed near the thought of introducing someone to Holly, I cut it off. 

      “It looked that serious, huh?’

      Jules nodded as she added two sugars to her mug. “Heaving sobs. Puffy eyes. Game over.”

      “I don’t know,” I hummed. I leaned back on the sticky vinyl. “He seemed normal.”

      Her blonde brow arched. “Oh, Mr. No Emotions Ever didn’t show his cards after his fourth breakup in as many years? Shocking.”

      Shit, she had a point. 

      “Holly will notice if Amelia isn’t there all weekend. She’ll report back.” 

      “Fair enough,” Jules said. “Alright, I gotta hit the road. Vic’s parents are staying with us for the next—clock it—two weeks.”

      “Oof,” I sighed. “I do not miss in-laws.”

      “They’re lucky I love them so much or I would have said hell no. Call me when our favorite little gossip queen returns.” Jules stood and swiped the check, as she always did, and I battled with my will to get up and meet with Carl. 

      It didn’t matter what he said, I knew the news wasn’t going to be good. It never was.

      On the way back through town, a quiet wash of soft snow freckled my windshield. I took a deep breath at the stoplight—there was no reason to let a little house issue ruin the best time of year. All of the storefronts along Main Street had glittering colored lights along their awnings and faux snow sprayed on the windows. There were holiday deals and sales on the same antiquated stock that had been sitting on shelves since I was a baby.

      Red velvet bows wrapped the gazebo in the town square and oversized gold bells rested against the bike locks in front of city hall. The same bells I’d stood next to for our makeshift wedding photos, taken by Jules on a camera she borrowed from a friend.

      The red bow I’d tied around my white knee-length dress hid the reason I was marrying someone I’d known for all of four months pretty well. 

      That morning, no one braved the December chill, just the ghosts of two people who thought they could beat the odds. 

      I rounded the corner, weaving through a freshly blanketed series of fields before turning off onto the cow path that led to a patch of houses, the blue three-bedroom in the center the source of my anxiety. 

      Carl waited in the driveway.

      “Well,” I whispered. “Merry Christmas.”
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      2018

      “Are you taking me out to a field to murder me?” I asked as we turned off onto a dark path—hardly a road at all.

      “Yes,” he replied, no hesitation. “That was my grand plan. Drop forty bucks on lemon whatever the fucks on the first woman I found tonight just to take her home and leave her for dead.”

      “I knew it.” I leaned across the truck’s bench, the heavy mix of Dori’s smoke-soaked walls and cologne hypnotizing me. “You didn’t have to pay for my friends’ drinks.”
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