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      For my darling Emerald

      

      You always put people first, and that’s one of the most amazing things about you. It’s not showy, and it’s not impressive, and it’s RARE. Never lose that.

      

      Also, without you, this story wouldn’t exist. Thank you for loving my characters as much as I do. Your love can and does move mountains, even now.
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      Ten months ago, I saw my husband’s favorite suit in the pile of our things that were earmarked for Goodwill.

      “How’d you get in there?” I pulled it out, whipping it a time or two to free the wrinkles it had accidentally caught by being folded. I still remembered the time I spent haggling with the clerk—it was from the prior season, but it looked amazing on him. I managed to get the price down, down, down, until my husband walked out with the nicest suit I’d ever seen. . .for a price we could actually afford.

      And now that same designer label was staring at me from our donation box. It felt significant for some reason.

      “This almost got donated.” I laughed as I handed it back to him. “Can you even imagine?”

      Only, his chuckle when he took it and hung it on his side of the closet wasn’t quite right.

      A few weeks later, when I drop an earring and watch it roll across the floor of our closet and onto his side, I get down on my hands and knees and follow it. When I stand up, my eyes are drawn to the rows and rows of suits hanging in his side of the closet. Plaid. Tweed. Grey. Tan. Striped. He has one of each, or in some instances, several. As a Brit, he can really wear almost anything and pull it off. Because he works in an office everyday—our office—he has amassed a metric ton of nice suits.

      But the nicest one, the only designer suit he owns, is missing.

      I wrack my brain to try and remember the last time he wore it, but I can’t. I run my hand down the row, just in case I’m missing it somehow, but the one that I bought him for my mother’s funeral is definitely gone.

      I slide my earring in place, and I walk out of the closet to ask where it has gone. “Hey, is the suit at the dry cleaners?”

      “What suit?” When he turns to face me, it’s there again, the slight discomfort underlying his question. That’s when I recognize what I didn’t a month ago.

      He feels guilty about something.

      “Is something going on?” I ask softly, not sure I really want to know.

      Will my question cause a fight? What happens if it does? Do I really have the bandwidth to deal with an argument right now? I’m nearly ready for work. I just need to grab my jacket and slide my feet into pumps, but he’s ready right now. But I want to know where it is. . .and why.

      It was expensive, sure, but more importantly, his dove grey suit fit him just right.

      That’s not something anyone would say about me these days, no matter what I was wearing. Nothing really fits me right now. Actually, I had to buy a whole new wardrobe after Mom passed, and then again a few months later. It’s been a rough year. But my husband looks flawless—my amazing, handsome, debonair husband.

      The one who won’t meet my eye when I ask him about the suit.

      He glances at his watch. “I better head out. I have an early meeting.”

      “Wait, you’re driving separately?” I arch one eyebrow.

      He nods. “Plus, after dinner I have that thing. Remember?”

      “The fundraiser?”

      He nods.

      “Right.”

      “Okay.” When he turns to go, there’s no hug. There’s not even a peck on the cheek. He just heads for the door.

      That’s the moment that I know.

      I can’t explain why I know. I’m not sure how it can be true. It wasn’t a single moment or a single day, but in that moment, it hits me like a mallet to the head.

      My husband’s having an affair.

      There have been too many things lately. There’ve been too many early meetings. And the most condemning evidence of all is the mysterious suit. Being in the donate pile a few months back clearly wasn’t a mistake. It was there intentionally, and I was too obtuse to parse out what it meant.

      I wonder how many other things I missed.

      I’m still not sure why the suit was cast off, but it’s definitely symbolic. I chose that suit. It was the one prize that came from this miserable excuse of a year. But now that I’ve recognized that something’s off, I can’t pretend, not even for a second.

      That’s just how I’m wired.

      A moment later, I race after my fleeing husband, barefoot, no jacket against the cold. To add insult to injury, it’s raining outside, and when he sees me racing toward him, instead of being worried, instead of having concern for my health or fear that something might be wrong, my darling husband’s jaw locks up. His eyes flash.

      Because he’s annoyed.

      I wonder, in that moment, what caused it. Was it the weight I gained that changed his regard for me? Was it my chronic neediness over the last year, clinging to him like he was oxygen in a hostile, unfamiliar world I no longer recognized? Did I treat him like I treated chocolate, as a life preserver in the face of a terrifying flood?

      Did my mother’s death destroy us? Or maybe it was my father’s, which followed closely after. If not that, was there something about me that would have destroyed us no matter what else damaged our bond?

      The rain has plastered my hair to my forehead, my cheeks, and my neck by the time I reach his side. He still doesn’t look concerned.

      He looks tired.

      “How many times?” I ask.

      “What?” He’s scowling now. “Barbara, what are you doing out here? Go inside.”

      “Just tell me how many times.” Even to my own ears, I sound crazy. There’s probably no possible way I could be sane in this moment.

      “What are you talking about?”

      My voice rasps the words, “How many times have you slept with her?”

      I expect him to deny it. I expect him to lie, just as he’s lied with every small action, with every story about a meeting that didn’t exist, and just as he’s lied with every missed touch and kiss he owed me as my husband.

      I expect him to lie, straight to my face.

      So when he doesn’t, when he asks, “How did you know?”

      It hurts more.

      I start to shiver then, as the rain sluices between my neck and my blouse, as my unprotected feet are sliced by the rough shape of the malicious gravel underneath them. “It’s true.”

      He sighs, finally pulling out an umbrella and holding it over his own head. “How did you find out?”

      “It was the suit.” My lips are shaking as raindrops hit them and run down to my neck. “You donated the suit.”

      “Maybe it was symbolic.” He laughs, but this time he’s not even trying to mask his frustration. “I tried to donate it, but you brought it back. So I threw it away,” he says. “It’s what I was wearing when—” He cuts off in disgust. “It kept accusing me, making me feel the same way you are right now.”

      He was wearing my suit when. . . “We’re over,” I whisper.

      In the movies, couples argue. Every disgusting, lousy cheater fights for the love they’ve clearly already abandoned. The heroine retains a shred of pride, because the guy pretends to care that he screwed up. But not my husband. James just nods slowly, turns around, and gets in his car. He has a meeting, after all, and later today, he has a thing.

      What he doesn’t have any more, apparently, is a wife.

      No, I’ve clearly been on my own for a while. I’m just so stupid that I’m finally realizing it.
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      When I was ten, I wanted to be a ballerina. By twelve, I realized that was never going to happen, and I decided to set my sights on becoming a pop star. Since I couldn’t carry a tune, it only took a few months for that bubble to pop. I’ve changed my mind about my career more than a dozen times since then, and I’ve often started new jobs to follow my new path.

      About eight years ago, I wound up working at a marketing firm that specialized in social media marketing. It’s grown by leaps and bounds, even doing good business during the COVID mess. A lot of that was thanks to some initiatives I spearheaded, like bringing in micro-influencers who can grow our brands on a budget, and as they grow, so do our clients.

      Sometimes it feels like the micro-influencers aren’t worth the trouble. I’ve had two of them on a list for needing updated paperwork for months, but one of them finally came through. That means the only holdout account for year-end reporting is Twinning.

      It’s probably the cutest account we work with—two wicked-smart eleven-year-old girls who are identical twins. We started working with them more than two years ago when they were only eight. They would play pranks on people—and catch them on video. When they revealed they’d fooled their teachers and had the same twin take both math tests, for instance, those videos really went viral.

      I mean, they probably got in trouble at school too, but I’m not their mom. And people loved their content—the pranks they came up with were really impressive for kids. Always harmless, but always a hoot. It wasn’t until they had a few viral videos that I found them, and now I have a big client who wants to work with them—a gum company that wants to do something similar to the old Double Double Wrigley’s gum ads.

      Retro is in.

      But we can’t set up any more promotions—certainly nothing like a commercial—until their paperwork is all set for next year. I shoot them an email asking again for the signed forms, and I say that I’ll follow up with a call tomorrow. This kind of thing is routine for me—as the boss of the social media department, I make big decisions, but I catch little things too. I’m sort of like a mother in that way. Big ideas originate with me, and I’m also stuck doing all the small clean-up stuff. I’ve actually really liked most things about this job, but recently things have gotten a little sticky on a personal front. Sadly, personal and business have been inextricably entwined here since I married James.

      In fact, I’m considering another career change just to get out.

      “Hey, B. Have a minute?” No knock on the side of my door. No cleared throat. Nothing. Just starts talking.

      “I asked you not to call me B,” I say, aware that I sound a little juvenile, but unable to help myself. “What do you want, James?”

      My stupid British ex-husband looks exactly as pristine as ever. His three-piece suit would look stupid on anyone else, but it works for him. So does the brightly colored tie and the perfectly coiffed hair with just a tiny line of grey at his temple.

      By contrast, my hair’s thrown up into yet another messy bun. I didn’t bother with lipstick today, I have a small stain I didn’t notice until I was already at work on the hem of my blouse, and I’m wearing boring, slightly scuffed, black flats.

      Mostly, though, I hate how flustered I always feel around him.

      He looks at me with an expression of condescension that I hate. “I just wanted to check in about the holiday party.”

      “Check in?” The office assigned the two of us to handle holiday party duty last December, back before we were divorced. No one even knew we were struggling then, so we agreed. Several of our biggest clients throw big parties, and we run some of them. Others, they just want us to attend. It’s actually not too bad, usually. But now that we’ve been divorced more than six months, I kept hoping someone would think to reassign one of us so we didn’t have to go together.

      So far, no luck.

      “I mean, do you really want to go to a half a dozen holiday parties with me?” He arches one eyebrow. “It’s not that we can’t, but it might be. . .awkward.”

      And the holiday season is officially upon us. Now that Thanksgiving’s past, we have more than one every week. “Did you ask Doug whether he could take over?”

      “He’s leaving on a cruise that interferes with four of the six,” James says. “When I found that out, I couldn’t bring myself to ask him.”

      Usually my ex is the nation’s leading expert at imposing on people, even in bad situations. Or maybe that’s just me—he’s great at imposing on me in bad situations. “What do you want to do, then?”

      “I think it’ll be fine. It’s not like we can’t be in the same room. We’ve worked together here this whole time, after all.”

      “That’s your plan? We should just both go?”

      He cringes a little. “I mean, you could send Angela or Heather.”

      “Neither of them can handle the politics of attending—much less running—a holiday party.”

      “Well.” He shrugs. “I guess we’ll just have to suck it up.”

      I wave at the door. “Fine. Whatever. But I’m not going to walk around with you on my arm all night. People are going to know we’re divorced, so get ready.”

      “Aye aye,” he says, and then he salutes, like he thinks he’s a Marine or something.

      “Ooh, I’m glad I caught you both,” Jennifer says from the doorway. “I wanted to go over something.”

      Our boss is unfailingly perky and she’s not even thirty yet, but somehow she wound up with the quintessential name from our generation.

      “Yeah?” Please, please let her be replacing me for the holiday party representative. That would make the next few weeks so much nicer.

      “It’s about the holiday parties.”

      Yes. I breathe a visible sigh of relief. But then my brain realizes that she doesn’t look like she’s delivering good news. She looks nervous. Like we won’t like what she’s telling us.

      “A few weeks ago, we started submitting our RSVPs to a dozen or so clients for their holiday parties, as you probably already know. It’s critical at things like this for Follow to put its best foot forward.”

      I hate how every time she has to share something bad, instead of saying ‘I’ she says it’s important for ‘Follow’ like she is the company. “Okay.”

      “You two did such a dynamic job last year, going to represent the company together, and you each chair a different critical department, so I sort of submitted your names without thinking.”

      I already knew all of this. So why does she look nervous?

      “We kind of figured,” James says.

      “Well,” Jennifer says. “We did consider changing things out, but with Doug’s cruise and Heather and Angela’s relative newness. . . We felt a little stuck.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Is that all?”

      Jennifer scrunches her nose, and I can feel the bad news coming. “We typically send someone from each department.”

      Oh. A knot forms in my stomach.

      “Barbara will be handling content marketing and social media, James will be there for public relations, and Kristy’s our go-to for branding and design.” She bites her lip and pauses before saying, “I wanted to see whether you two thought that might be a problem.”

      She wants to know whether it might bother me to attend a whole string of client holiday parties. . .with my ex and the new girlfriend he left me for.

      Is this a joke? Or does she really have no idea why we broke up or that they’re still together?

      I mean, at the end of the day, I suppose this situation is really my fault. I should’ve found a new job, but with the divorce and marketing efforts for the holidays amping up, I haven’t had much time to dedicate to it. Plus, part of me really hates the idea that after he leaves me, I’m the one who has to leave. Like, why can’t they be the ones to get out?

      “It’s fine,” I say. “It won’t bother me a bit.”

      “Great,” she says. “And I actually RSVPed for four, just in case you want to bring a plus one.” She beams, like that’s some kind of gift. But it means she clearly knew that James and Kristy would be going together.

      And now I officially hate her.

      Since I don’t have a plus one, I’m going to look even more idiotic. I force the word out through gritted teeth. “Perfect.”

      Which is why, instead of taking a lunch break, I spend that hour scrolling through my friends feed and making a list of people I might be able to ask to be my plus one. Making a list is probably the wrong phrase, actually, since I have about two people, and one of them is my best friend’s husband. No one would have to know that Dave’s married, right?

      When I finally get off work, I’m starving. I’m so hungry after eating a granola bar for breakfast and skipping lunch that I do something I never ever do. I break out the emergency Girl Scout Cookie box. Thin Mints aren’t exactly healthy, but I would eat literally anything right now. I rip open the silver foiled sleeve of cookies as I hit the elevator button, relieved that no one else is here, waiting to go down at six oh nine.

      I’m running a little late, so I’m going to have to drive straight over to Seren’s house from here, or I might miss all of Killian’s party. There aren’t many things in life right now that are zero stress for me, but being around Seren’s family is one of them. Their family’s a mishmash of broken people, but somehow their house still manages to be one of the most healing places in the country, I’m convinced.

      I’m cramming the third cookie in my mouth when the elevator doors open.

      James and Kristy are standing inside, holding hands. Both of them turn to stare at me, their eyes widening in tandem, like they’re some kind of choreographed mime act. “Oh.” Kristy’s eyes glance down at the sleeve of cookies in my hand.

      I whip it behind my back. “I missed lunch because I was planning—” I glare at James, chew, and swallow.

      “I forgot my purse upstairs.” Kristy giggles.

      I don’t hate her. I really don’t. She’s petite, and thin, and she’s reasonably competent at her job. I try my hardest to be an empowered woman and not hate the woman just because my ex is gross and now she’s dating him. But grown women should not giggle like they’re teenagers. They just shouldn’t.

      I toss my head and wait for them to get out so I can get in.

      They finally do, and they should be headed for her office. But as the doors close, I hear James muttering something. I don’t catch all of it, but he’s clearly making a comment about how he’s glad we’re not going down at the same time, because with me there, we might exceed the weight limit.

      I want to punch him in the nose.

      One of the best things about our divorce is that I don’t have to hear his thoughts on my weight any more. But hearing him at work, mocking me to his new girlfriend? It really sucks.

      By the time I get to the bottom floor, I’m bawling.

      When I met James, I was a svelte size six with curves in all the right places. He came over to New York on a work visa, and he was the guy in the office that every girl swooned over. When he liked me, I was shocked.

      We dated for several years—until a problem came up with his visa, so we got married. It made sense. He got to stay, and we could be together.

      But then my mom died. After my dad died a few months later, I went from really, really sad to entirely depressed. I also discovered that when I’m sad, I eat. I ballooned from a size six to more than double that. I still run a few times a week. I still feel pretty good, unless I’m looking in a mirror.

      Or being mocked on an elevator.

      I did try to lose the weight, especially when James started saying that it bothered him. I tried Weight Watchers. I tried the keto diet plan. I even tried strange things, like the potato diet. None of it worked. The only thing that made me feel better was sweets, and the more James harped and complained, the more I needed to feel good about myself sometime. It was a very bad cycle.

      Not that I’ve lost any weight since we broke up, either.

      Once the holidays are past, I’m going to start over—calorie counting this time. But I just can’t navigate work and holiday stress while eating nine hundred calories per day. I’ll rip someone’s head off and wind up in prison. Also, when I’m dieting, I don’t have the energy to run, so I know it’s healthier to lose some weight, but there are definitely trade-offs there, too.

      I know all of that. I’m a smart woman.

      And I’m still bawling in my car when I get to Seren’s house. Which is why I sit outside for a few extra minutes and go in really late. My best friend Seren, unlike me, looks exactly the same as she ever has.

      When we were young, I was the one who had the best figure—thin with a large chest. But now, she’s still thin with a moderate bosom, and she looks elegant beside. My chest is sagging and my stomach is bulging, and if she weren’t the perfect friend, I might resent her for it.

      No one in the world could dislike Serendipity Colburn Fansee.

      The second she sees me, her eyes light up and she rushes over to hug me. “When are you going to quit that job? You’re working too much.” She’s wearing an apron, and I can smell the peach cobbler already.

      “You made cobbler.”

      She shrugs. “It’s Killian’s favorite.”

      “It’s a birthday party,” I say. “You should make the boy eat cake.”

      Seren points at the table, and I notice a large chocolate cake, already covered with brightly colored candles.

      “Bless you.”

      Because unlike James, Seren never judges me on how I look or what I’m eating. If she saw me eating Girl Scout cookies, she’d just hold out her hand for one. Depending on the kind, of course. She’s absurdly picky.

      “Barbara.” Dave’s smiling as he shoots out the hall. “Another responsible adult. Thank goodness.”

      “Where are the kids?” I ask.

      Seren sighs. “Killian has been praying every day for nice weather.”

      I blink. “Does he pray?” The boy was an absolute heathen when they took him in.

      Dave laughs. “Not really, no. But we told him that if the weather was nice, he could have the party in the back garden without any of us hovering. Apparently when you’re turning fifteen, the idea of having parents or their friends standing around is scarier than talking about safe sex with your dad.”

      I laugh. “Do you talk about safe sex a lot?”

      “The only safe sex is not to have it,” Seren says, her face very intent.

      Dave pulls a face, like they’ve had this argument before.

      Seren says, “But hopefully none of that will come up tonight.”

      The front door swings open, and I turn, hoping it’s Killian.

      Instead, Bentley Harrison strides in like he owns the place—he does that literally everywhere. But he’s as close to Dave as I am to Seren, so for about fourteen years now, we’ve been at every family gathering together. He’s brought women with him off and on. I’ve brought a few guys too—most recently, James—but the two of us have always been here. Except for the months at a time when he was traveling, I guess.

      Usually Bernie and his wife are around too—but I think they’re at his in-laws this weekend. If I remember right, Killian’s birthday is the same as Bernie’s wife. He misses Killian’s party a lot.

      I’m actually surprised Bentley’s here, too. He travels a lot.

      “Back from Spain?” I ask.

      “France,” he says. “Better pastry, worse seafood.”

      I frown. “Does France really have worse seafood?”

      Bentley shrugs. “Who knows? I hate seafood.”

      Classic Bentley. He’s more of a meat and potatoes kind of guy. “So are you going back to Europe again soon?”

      He shakes his head. “Actually, I was only there for five days this time. Earlier this year I hired someone to take over most of the travel for me. I only fly for really big meetings at this point.”

      “I bet that guy’s not cheap,” Seren says.

      “The good people never are,” Bentley says. “But in this case, it’s a woman. She’s a real battle-axe, and blessedly, she loves traveling.”

      “I thought you liked traveling,” I say.

      He shrugs. “I used to, but I’m getting older, and I’m kind of sick of it. I shouldn’t have to leave again until January at the soonest, unless something goes wrong.”

      Something occurs to me, then. Maybe I could ask Bentley to be my plus one. Not as a date, but as a shield. He’ll be around. He’s an old friend. And he’s not at all embarrassing. . .

      He’s rich, brilliant, handsome, and successful. That might actually be enough to offset the fistful of cookies in the elevator, at the very least. Now I just have to find the right time to ask him for a favor. . .
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      Dave’s family has always known me as the uncle who gives the perfect gifts. Since I’m going to Killian’s fifteenth birthday party, the pressure is on. And right after that comes Christmas.

      Ugh.

      When I was fifteen, all I wanted was a car. Of course, I couldn’t get one. Even back then, you had to be sixteen to drive. But he can get his permit soon, so maybe a car related item would go over well?

      With their first kid, Emerson, it was pretty easy to think of things. That kid’s always been a nerd, and he’d never had anything in his life. The bar was set pretty low. I think I brought him a scientific calculator for his thirteenth birthday, and he was giddy. Fourteenth was a microscope. Then a telescope. And when he could drive, I bought him one of those cop-detectors.

      But they’ve raised Emerson, Beatrice, Jake, and Ardath. I had to find gifts for each. It was fine. I did it. But now it’s Killian too, and with five kids to find presents for every birthday and Christmas, finding something unique and meaningful just gets harder and harder. Poor Killian has a birthday right before Christmas, so it feels even worse. I have to come up with two decent things back-to-back.

      To make matters worse, whatever I buy can’t outshine his parents. I learned that one the hard way, when I bought Bea a car. Whoops. Now I have to spend a moderate amount and yet still get something cool. What was fun feels almost tiring.

      Maybe it’s me. I haven’t really found the holiday spirit yet this year.

      I’m about to head over to their place when I start to second guess myself. My assistant told me that teenagers love headphones, so I did what I always do—ordered the most expensive option I could find. In this case, I ordered the Meze Elite Epoch headphones. They’re limited edition and they look like something the Jetsons might have worn, so I figure that’s good. They might cost more than whatever Seren and Dave buy him, but who would know? Headphones aren’t something that seem super high dollar, so I should be fine.

      But what if he hates big headphones? I’ve never seen him use any.

      Is that because he doesn’t have any, but wants them? Or is it because he just doesn’t like the feel of big headphones over his ears? The whole idea starts to eat at me, so on the way to the party, I stop at the Apple store and grab him a pair of the new AirPods too, just in case. At least if he doesn’t like either item, he can regift them, right?

      Or, wait. Would he sell them or trade them for drugs? No, right?

      Teenagers are hard, but foster kids are even harder.

      In my experience, Dave and Seren have to do the hard work. I’m pretty much fine to just buy the kids’ love with extravagant gifts that Dave wouldn’t buy. He has to worry about building character and maintaining authority. I don’t need to do any of that. It’s the reason I can take Killian out to shoot up a bunch of two-liter bottles, or take him for a driving lesson in my sports car. We usually just spin donuts, but as the cool uncle, that’s fine.

      The idea of being a dad is terrifying. Thank goodness I’m only the uncle.

      When I arrive, no one’s home. That doesn’t bode well for a party.

      Thankfully, they explain the kids are out back, pretending they’re unsupervised. That means it’s just Dave, Seren, and Seren’s best friend Barbara in the house. I’ve known Barbara as long as I’ve known Seren, and it’s always nice to see her. As a bonus, I no longer have to pretend to like her ex-husband now that they’re divorced. I never like the guys she dates—she has atrocious taste—but that guy was the worst of all.

      The worst thing about Barbara is that in spite of spending way less money than I do each time, she’s my stiffest competition for best gift.

      Which is why I find myself eyeing her bag.

      “What?” she asks.

      “What’s that?” I toss my head. “Killian’s gift?”

      “Yes.” She knows I’m competitive. She likes to irritate me by being obtuse. “It is his gift.”

      “You’re a punk,” I say. “Just tell me what it is.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Actually,” Dave says. “I’m not sure you will. I doubt Killian’s planning to come back in any time soon.”

      “Wait, really?” I ask. “He’s not coming in to see us?” I can’t help frowning. “Then why did I even come?”

      “Because you’re showing your support to Killian,” Barbara says. “Officially. But really, we came for moral support for Dave and Seren, and we came for the peach cobbler.”

      “Is that what I’m smelling?” I pull out a kitchen chair and sit. If they had a plate and utensils, I’d grab those too. It’s always a mad dash when something comes out that Seren has baked, but with teenagers around, it’ll be even worse.

      Except, they’re all outside, like chumps.

      “Surely we’ll get first dibs, right?” I catch Seren’s eye. “How many of them are there outside?”

      She laughs. “No more than a dozen. We made Killian promise to keep it small.”

      “And how much cobbler did you make, exactly?” I may sound greedy, but once someone has had some of Seren’s dessert, they start acting the same way.

      “Well, there’s a cake.” She points. “And I made three cobblers. That should be more than enough.”

      “I call the leftovers,” I say.

      “You can’t do that,” Barbara says. “That’s not how it works.”

      I frown. “If you pull the ‘my parents died and my husband left me’ card one more time. . .” I shake my head. “You should have a punch card, and you only get special treatment twenty times.”

      “Well, my husband did leave me,” she says, “and today, I found out that I get to go to a bunch of Christmas parties for our clients. . .with the heads of the other departments.” She compresses her lips and widens her eyes. “Which includes him. . .and her.”

      “Wait.” Seren drags a chair over next to me. “You don’t mean James and Kristy.”

      Barbara nods slowly.

      “That’s crap,” Seren says. “I’m calling your boss to tell her where she can⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” Barbara says with a forced smile. “Because Jennifer says I can bring a plus one.” She pauses. “So, now it definitely won’t be awkward.” She groans. “I hate the holidays.”

      “You used to love the holidays.” Seren looks so sad. Seren isn’t ever supposed to be sad. She’s like a Precious Moments figurine, or like, the angel in a school Christmas pageant. She should always be smiling.

      “Quit your job,” I say. “Come work for me.”

      “Because running away and imposing on an old friend’s not pathetic,” she says. “It’s fine. Honestly. It’s just work, and it’s been six months. At some point, it’ll stop bothering me.” But she looks pretty bothered right now.

      “I’m not sure that’s how it works,” Seren says. “Wounds don’t heal when you keep rubbing salt in them.”

      “They don’t?” Dave asks. “I think they do, but it’s just more painful.”

      Seren swats at him. “Stop being a know-it-all.”

      “I think he’s wrong,” I say. “Which makes it worse. But you’ll have to act more miserable than that to win the cake, Barbara. If that’s all you’ve got, I can beat you.”

      “You can.” She sounds disbelieving.

      “You’ve at least been married—and engaged that other time.”

      “That lasted two months,” she says.

      I shrug. “Regardless. I’ve never been either. Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”

      “Oh, please,” Seren says. “Nice try, but real pain is⁠—”

      “And it’s her cake, so she gets to decide.” Barbara’s leaning toward me, already gloating.

      “Look,” I say. “There’s a reason Shakespeare has lasted the test of time. The man was brilliant, and⁠—”

      “Dude.” Dave shakes his head.

      “Shakespeare?” Barbara’s laughing now. “That’s from Alfred, Lord Tennyson.”

      “Who?” I ask, intentionally goading her more.

      “Only the most famous poet of the Victorian Era.” Barbara looks way happier when she’s being smug. With her arms crossed under her chest, she doesn’t look like a sulking puppy any more, either. And all it took was one little intentional mis-attribution.

      “Well, that Tennyson guy is also smart then, and that means I have the sadder case.”

      “How about this?” Dave asks. “I’m offering this out of the goodness of my heart, because I’d like to toss you both out on your ear, you beggars.” He pats his stomach. “But as I’m officially on a diet, I’m willing to give you the leftover cake.” He points at me. “And you can have the leftover cobbler.” He points at Barbara.

      “Swap those two and you have a deal,” I say.

      “Wait, you don’t like cake?” Seren asks.

      “No,” Barbara says. “He likes anything, but he knows that I loooove cake.”

      I am rather chivalrous like that. “Now.” I lean toward her and point at the chair. “Sit.”

      She listens, looking at me with a curious expression.

      That’s how I take her completely by surprise. “Yoink.” I manage to snatch the bag right out of her hands. “Let’s see what you got.”

      I’m not expecting to pull out a fifty-dollar Taco Bell gift card and a black beanie.

      As soon as I start laughing, I realize I’ve made a mistake. Instead of laughing with me, Barbara looks embarrassed. “I’ve been working a lot, okay?”

      I place the gift card and beanie back in the bag and hand them to her. “Sorry,” I say. “I think he’ll love it. What teenage boy doesn’t like Taco Bell?”

      But she looks a little bit broken the rest of the night. Even when Killian comes in and opens her present and gushes and gushes, her eyes still don’t sparkle. When he opens mine and flips out, instead of feeling vindicated, I feel small.

      I’m hiding in the corner, scrolling through my phone, when Dave leans against the bookcase next to me. “Dude.”

      “What?”

      “You’re forty, man. You should know more about women by now.”

      “That’s rude,” I say. “I could have taken Seren from you back then, but I let you have her.”

      Dave arches one eyebrow. “Let me have her? Or knew that she already liked me?”

      “I’ve been looking for Mrs. Right ever since, but all I keep finding is Mrs. Right Now.”

      Dave shakes his head. “Did you think some woman was going to show up and present an engraved invitation that said, ‘Bentley’s Future Bride’?” He snorts. “Think again. Life doesn’t work like that. You’re going to have to work for it.”

      “What does that mean?” I lean back against the wall, a little annoyed by the direction this conversation’s headed.

      “Are you dating?”

      “Where would I even meet someone? I can’t date someone at work. You saw what happened to Barbara.”

      “There are other ways,” Dave says.

      “Like what?”

      “Online dating profiles for one,” he says.

      I explode away from the wall, more irritated than I usually get around him. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I’m not,” Dave says.

      “You never online dated.”

      “I got lucky and met Seren before I had to, but. . .” He opens his hands, palm up. “I’d hate to see you alone forever.”

      “Because marriage is so perfect?” I arch one eyebrow. “Tell that to Barbara.”

      “It’s got its limits,” Dave says, “but if you find the right person, yeah. It’s pretty close to perfect.” The soft look he has when he looks at Seren makes my heart contract. It’s times like this, when I’m the loser who just can’t find anyone, that really sting.

      “I better head home,” I say. “Early morning tomorrow.”

      “Tell your uncle bye,” Dave shouts.

      Even with his headphones on, half-dancing while talking to his friends, Killian hears his dad and steps toward me. He pulls one side of the headphones back. “Sick gift. Thanks, Uncle Bentley. You’re the best.”

      I wave and smile, and then I’m headed for my sportscar. I finally got one that’s not a Bentley a few years ago, and then I went a little crazy and bought two more. They’re all actually pretty nice. As I climb into my McLaren 720S, I think about Dave and his doom and gloom threats. “What does he know?” I mutter.

      But by the time I get home and walk into my empty apartment, I can’t help wondering whether he’s right. I’m over forty now, and I kept thinking I’d just meet someone. . .but I haven’t. I’m still alone. I hate the idea of online dating, but. . . Was he right? Do I know nothing about women or finding the right one?

      When I go over the whole incident with the gift in my mind, I have to concede that he might have a little bit of a point. Sulking in the corner after wresting the gift out of Barbara’s hands might not have been a Prince Charming move, even if she’s just a friend. I text Barbara, because I was too cowardly to do the right thing, but I have to do something.

      YOU’RE A GREAT AUNT. I’M SORRY FOR SNATCHING THE GIFT AND MAKING YOU FEEL BAD, IF I DID. YOUR GIFT WAS GREAT.

      She doesn’t reply, which shouldn’t surprise me.

      It does surprise me when Dave calls.
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