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Chapter 1: The Name Above the Door

	Mina Cortez tightened the last brass nut with her fingers because the wrench had slipped behind the planter box ten minutes ago, and she didn’t have ten more minutes to spend on her knees in courtyard dust.

	The left sconce flickered once.

	“Don’t you dare,” she muttered.

	It held.

	Warm light washed over the carved lintel, the old adobe wall, the repaired blue tile border she had fought three preservation meetings to keep. Good. The photographers would get their soft glow. The investors would see romance instead of cracked plaster. Zayn would stop saying the courtyard looked unfinished.

	Her thumb throbbed where the metal casing had nicked her. A thin line of blood had dried along the edge of her nail, dark against the pale dust on her hand. She rubbed it against the inside seam of her black dress and stood.

	From the front of the building came applause.

	Mina froze with one hand still on the sconce.

	Not warm-up applause. Not the polite scatter of rich people noticing passed appetizers.

	This was the big sound. The unveiling sound.

	Her phone lit on the planter ledge.

	8:17 p.m.

	Zayn had promised eight-thirty.

	He had stood in their kitchen that morning with his shirt half-buttoned and his hair wet from the shower, eating a tortilla over the sink because he never used a plate when he was nervous.

	“I wait for you,” he’d said.

	“You forget everything when people clap.”

	“I forget taxes. I forget where I put my knives. I don’t forget my wife.”

	She had believed him because she had wanted to.

	Mina grabbed her small tool pouch, shoved her phone inside, and walked fast through the side passage. Her heel caught on a loose brick she had told Truett to reset, but she didn’t stop. Music poured through the open entryway, all Spanish guitar and polished laughter. The air smelled like piñon smoke, roasted chile, expensive perfume, and Zayn’s kitchen running hot behind it all.

	Home, her body tried to say.

	No. Not home. Not yet. She was just late.

	She smoothed the front of her dress, failed to brush off the dust, and stepped into the front courtyard.

	The crowd stood facing the entrance.

	Food writers. Investors. Local artists. Two city council members. Zayn’s mother with her hands clasped under her chin. Remy near the kitchen doors, not clapping, eyes fixed on the ground. Walter Farmer near the front, red-faced and pleased with himself.

	Above them all, warm gold letters glowed against the restored adobe.

	AMBER.

	Mina stopped so hard a server almost bumped into her.

	For a second, her mind refused the word. It tried to make the letters into something else. A brand line. A phrase in Spanish she had missed. A donor name. A historical reference Walter had forced in behind her back.

	A.

	M.

	B.

	E.

	R.

	The letters were clean and expensive. Too new against her old wall. Too bright over the tile she had matched by hand from three broken samples and one photograph from 1941.

	Zayn stood beneath the sign.

	Not alone.

	A woman stood beside him in a cream silk dress that knew exactly how to catch light. Tall. Soft hair. Soft smile. The kind of stillness that made people lean in and call it elegance because they didn’t know what it cost other women in the room.

	Amber Sanford.

	Mina knew her from email signatures, clean branding decks, and one video call where Amber had said “authentic feminine warmth” four times while Mina had tried not to throw a pencil at the screen.

	Amber lifted her hand to tuck hair behind her ear.

	Mina’s stomach went cold.

	The earrings.

	Small hammered gold drops with blue tile chips set in the center. Mina had made them after the first week she and Zayn signed the lease, back when the building still smelled like mouse droppings and wet clay. She had made one pair. One. She had worn them the night Zayn cooked his test mole in their apartment and said, mouth stained with chocolate and chile, “When this place opens, you wear those. I want the room to know what held us together.”

	Amber was wearing them.

	Walter Farmer’s laugh boomed over the applause. “Now this is what I told you, Zayn. This place needed a name with a woman behind it. The real woman behind it, if we’re being honest.”

	People laughed because rich men trained rooms to laugh before anyone checked whether it was funny.

	Mina moved before she knew she had decided to.

	The crowd parted late. A few people smiled at her, then stopped smiling. Someone whispered her name. Someone else lowered a phone but not all the way.

	Zayn saw her.

	His face changed so sharply that the rest of the courtyard blurred around it. The smile dropped. His shoulders went tight under the black jacket she had picked because it made him look like a man who had earned every scar on his hands. He stepped away from Amber.

	“Mina.”

	She hated that his voice still knew where to touch her.

	She kept walking until she reached the host stand. The printed menus lay in a perfect stack, cream paper, deckled edges, her idea. She had argued against black ink because black felt too funeral for a restaurant that was supposed to be their second beginning.

	At the top, beneath the logo, the words read:

	AMBER
A supper club by Zayn Salas

	Nothing about restoration. Nothing about Cortez Design. Nothing about the woman who had crawled through dust for seven years of marriage and fourteen months of renovation because Zayn’s dream had become their calendar, their savings, their fights, their bed.

	Zayn came close enough that she could smell him. Smoke. Citrus peel. Heat from the kitchen. The same scent that used to cling to their sheets after late dinner services, when he would come home too tired to talk and still find her ankle under the blanket with his foot.

	“Come with me,” he said, low. “Not here.”

	Mina looked at his hand before it reached her.

	He stopped with two inches between his fingers and her wrist.

	Good. Some animal part of him still knew the edge of a bite.

	“How long?” she asked.

	His throat worked.

	Amber’s heels clicked once on the Saltillo tile. “Mina, I know this must feel strange.”

	Mina turned her head.

	Up close, Amber was even prettier in a way that felt maintained rather than born. Every detail looked chosen. The cream dress, the red lip softened with gloss, the earrings that were not hers.

	“Don’t,” Zayn said.

	To Amber.

	Not enough. Too late.

	Amber’s smile trembled at the edge, but her eyes stayed calm. “I only mean the name. Zayn said you were never attached to names.”

	The courtyard noise thinned.

	Not quiet. Worse. Controlled. People pretending not to listen while arranging themselves to hear every word.

	Mina looked at Zayn.

	He did not deny it.

	Her cut thumb began bleeding again. A small bead slid down to the side of her nail. She pressed it against the menu stack, leaving a red half-moon near Amber’s printed name.

	“How long has my work had her name on it?”

	“Mina,” he said.

	That was all.

	Her name in his mouth. The same stall he used when a bill came due, when a vendor threatened legal action, when she found him awake at three in the morning with numbers open on his laptop and fear hidden behind charm.

	She waited.

	He said nothing else.

	There it was. The answer, standing in the space where a husband should have put truth.

	Mina reached up and removed one earring. Her fingers shook once, only once, because she pinched the hook hard enough to hurt. She placed it on the host stand beside the menus.

	Amber’s gaze flicked down.

	Recognition moved across her face. Small. Fast. Not shock.

	Mina saw it anyway.

	“You knew,” Mina said.

	Amber’s lips parted. No sound came.

	Zayn took half a step closer. “Mina, let’s go to the office.”

	“The office.” Mina almost laughed. It came out dry and small. “The one with my reclaimed doors? Or did she rename that too?”

	Walter drifted nearer, glass in hand, face tight now that the entertainment had stopped being useful. “Mina, this is a private event. We can discuss any confusion after guests leave.”

	Confusion.

	The word gave her something solid to hold.

	She turned to him. “Walter, if you say one more word to me tonight, I’ll pull every original lighting invoice, every unpaid change order, and every email where you asked me to cut my fee so Zayn’s kitchen could have imported tile. Pick silence. You can afford it.”

	His mouth closed.

	Somewhere near the kitchen, Remy whispered, “Jesus.”

	Zayn’s eyes stayed on Mina. Not Amber. Not Walter. Her.

	It would have moved her yesterday.

	Tonight it only proved he knew where to look after the room had already seen her bleed.

	Mina took one menu from the stack. She folded it once, neatly. Twice. A sharp square, corners aligned. Her mother had taught her that when Mina was nine and crying over a school certificate where the teacher had misspelled Cortez.

	Names matter, mija. People pretend they don’t when it isn’t theirs being taken.

	Mina carried the folded menu past Zayn.

	He turned with her. “Mina, please.”

	That word, finally.

	Please.

	After the sign. After the applause. After the earrings. After a woman in silk had stood under Mina’s labor and let the room clap.

	Mina pushed through the swinging kitchen door.

	Heat swallowed her. Pans hissed. Cooks froze. Someone had spilled salsa verde near the pass, and a busboy stood with a towel in his hand, staring. The chef station gleamed under white task lights. Zayn’s knives were lined up by size, because she had bought him the magnetic strip after he cut his palm digging through a drawer in their first apartment.

	She set the folded menu in the exact center of his cutting board.

	Evidence. Not drama. Not a scene.

	Evidence.

	Behind her, the kitchen door opened.

	“Mina.”

	She did not turn around. If she looked at him in the room where he was most himself, she might remember too much: him feeding her a spoonful of sauce with his thumb under her chin, him laughing when she said the cumin was bossy, him lifting her onto a prep table after they signed the lease because there had been no chairs yet and he’d wanted to kiss his wife in the first place that had ever felt like theirs.

	She walked to the back exit.

	“Mina, stop. Let me explain.”

	Her hand closed around the metal bar.

	She looked back then.

	Zayn stood in the middle of his kitchen, handsome and wrecked and still wearing the jacket she had steamed that morning. Behind him, through the round window in the swinging door, Amber’s gold name burned above the courtyard crowd.

	“No,” Mina said. Her voice came out steady enough to hurt. “You already explained.”

	She pushed the door open and stepped into the alley.

	The night air hit her skin. Cool. Dusty. Real.

	The door swung shut behind her, cutting off the music, the kitchen heat, and Zayn calling her name one second too late.

	Mina kept walking.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Hallway Where He Still Knew Her

	Mina made it twelve steps before the alley narrowed around her and her shoe sank into something wet near the drain.

	Not blood. Not anything dramatic enough to match the rest of the night. Just melted ice from the bar bins, leaking beneath the service door in a thin, dirty stream.

	She kept walking anyway.

	The gravel behind the restaurant was uneven, the kind Zayn had promised to replace before opening because he knew she hated ruining good shoes for bad planning. She had laughed when he said it. Kicked a pebble at his ankle. Told him no woman who had spent three weekends salvaging tile from a condemned bathhouse got to be precious about gravel.

	He had caught her foot before she could pull away, thumb circling her ankle, mouth curved like trouble.

	“Not precious,” he’d said. “Mine.”

	Mina stopped beside the dumpster and bent at the waist.

	Air in. Air out.

	The smell back here was fryer oil, wet cardboard, spilled lime juice, and the sharp mineral dust of old adobe. Not the courtyard perfume. Not the piñon smoke. Not the room clapping for another woman’s name.

	Her phone buzzed in her tool pouch.

	She ignored it.

	The kitchen door opened behind her.

	“Mina.”

	Of course he followed.

	She straightened, but she did not turn. “Go back inside.”

	“No.”

	His voice was closer than it should have been. Not loud. Zayn never needed loud when he meant to be heard. That had been one of the first things that pulled her toward him ten years ago, before the marriage, before the restaurant, before she learned that a man could speak gently while cutting you out of your own life.

	“I said go back inside.”

	“I heard you.”

	“You always hear me after.”

	Silence.

	Good. Let him stand in that.

	A burst of laughter spilled from the kitchen before the door swung closed. Someone inside called for more towels. A pan hit the floor. The restaurant was still alive behind him, still taking orders, still pretending that what happened in the courtyard was an awkward branding moment and not Mina’s marriage splitting open under gold letters.

	Zayn moved.

	Not toward her. Around her.

	She snapped her head up. “Don’t.”

	He stopped near the mouth of the alley, between her and the courtyard side gate. For one hot second she thought he meant to trap her, and her body prepared to shove past him. But his eyes were not on her. They were on the side gate, where two guests had drifted close enough to peek down the alley with drinks in their hands and curiosity all over their faces.

	Zayn shut the gate.

	Not hard. Not dramatic. He closed it with one hand and slid the bolt across.

	The alley dimmed.

	Mina hated him for knowing she would rather fight him in private than be watched shaking.

	She hated him more because her shoulders dropped half an inch when the gate closed.

	“Don’t do that,” she said.

	“What?”

	“Know things about me.”

	His jaw tightened.

	The service light above the door hummed. It made his face look sharper than it had in the courtyard. Less polished. More tired. The jacket she had steamed that morning had a smear of sauce near the cuff. He must have wiped his hand there without thinking. Zayn always ruined his sleeves on opening nights, menu tests, vendor fights. She used to tease him that he cooked like his clothes had offended him.

	Now all she could see was Amber standing beside him in cream silk, untouched by kitchens and dust.

	Mina folded her arms, realized one hand still had dried blood near the nail, and tucked it under her elbow.

	Zayn saw anyway.

	He took a step.

	“No,” she said.

	He stopped again.

	There. A tiny mercy. Or guilt trained to look like restraint.

	The kitchen door opened behind him, and Remy Gonzalez stepped out with two trash bags hooked in one hand. He froze when he saw them. His eyes went from Mina to Zayn to the ground, fast and guilty.

	Mina’s stomach shifted.

	Not dropped. Not clenched. Something smaller. Meaner.

	Remy knew where to look. That was the problem. He looked like a man who had spent weeks choosing the floor.

	“Remy,” she said.

	He swallowed. “Mina.”

	“How long?”

	Zayn’s head turned toward him. “Remy, go inside.”

	“No.” Mina’s voice came out too calm. She liked it. She could use calm like a blade if no one made her cry first. “He can answer.”

	Remy’s grip tightened on the trash bags until plastic stretched white over his knuckles. “I didn’t know everything.”

	“That wasn’t my question.”

	“Mina,” Zayn said.

	She cut her eyes to him. “Don’t help him lie.”

	That shut him up.

	Remy rubbed the back of his neck, leaving a damp mark from the trash bag on his collar. “I saw things. Messages. Her staying late. The Mexico trip, maybe. I thought—”

	“You thought what?”

	His mouth opened. Closed.

	Zayn looked like he wanted to step between them. He didn’t. His hands curled at his sides, useless and empty.

	“I thought he’d stop,” Remy said.

	The alley got very quiet.

	Not because there was no sound. Santa Fe still murmured beyond the gate. The kitchen still worked. Glass still clinked somewhere. But inside Mina, some last small foolish thing stopped trying to bargain.

	He’d stop.

	Not he wouldn’t. Not nothing happened. Not you’re wrong.

	He’d stop.

	Mina nodded once.

	Remy flinched like she had slapped him.

	“Take out your trash,” she said.

	He looked at Zayn, but Zayn did not rescue him. Remy carried the bags to the dumpster, lifted the lid too fast, and sent the metal banging against the brick. Mina watched him go inside. The door closed softly this time.

	Zayn exhaled through his nose.

	“Don’t,” Mina said.

	“I didn’t say anything.”

	“You were about to.”

	“Yeah. Probably the wrong thing.”

	That almost made her laugh. It came up dry and ugly, but she swallowed it because laughter belonged to people who had space left inside them.

	Her phone buzzed again.

	She took it out. Three missed calls from Truett. Two texts from Layla.

	LAYLA: Where are you?
LAYLA: Mina, answer me.

	Mina typed with one thumb.

	Back alley. I’m okay.

	A lie in three words. Efficient.

	Zayn watched her screen without leaning close enough to read it. He had always been good at that, at being near without crowding until he wanted something. At knowing which distance made him seem safe.

	“Was she in our house?” Mina asked.

	The question left her mouth before she could dress it in something cleaner.

	Zayn’s eyes shut.

	That was an answer.

	The alley wall pressed cold through the back of her dress when she leaned against it. She hadn’t meant to move. Her knees had made the decision without asking.

	“No,” he said quickly. “No. Never in the house.”

	Mina stared at him.

	“I swear.”

	“Don’t use that word tonight.”

	He took it. She saw him take it in the way his mouth flattened instead of defending itself.

	“Not the house,” he said. “Hotels. Her rental. Once in Albuquerque after a supplier dinner.”

	The details hit in separate places.

	Hotels, where he had probably paid with the business card Mina reminded him to stop leaving in coat pockets.

	Her rental, where Amber had maybe lit candles and poured wine and never once sorted invoices beside him at midnight.

	Albuquerque, where Mina and Zayn had met over broken mission tile and food truck tacos eaten off paper plates in the back of his van.

	Her lips parted, but no sound came. Her body betrayed her first. Heat rushed up her throat, not arousal, not shame, not just anger. A sick, prickling flush that made her skin too tight.

	Zayn took one step before he caught himself.

	“I’m sorry,” he said.

	“No.”

	His face tightened. “Mina—”

	“No, you don’t get to put that down yet. Not like a plate. Not like I have to pick it up because you’re sorry.”

	He looked at the ground near her shoes. The gravel was wet there. Her left heel had mud on it.

	“How long?” she asked.

	He did not pretend not to know which question she meant.

	“Five months.”

	The air left her in a thin stream.

	Five months.

	May. June. July. August. September.

	Her birthday in July, when he had come home with lilies because the florist was out of marigolds and he had kissed the back of her neck while she stood at the sink washing mortar dust from under her nails.

	The night in August she had fallen asleep on a stack of permit forms and woken with his jacket over her shoulders.

	The first week of September, when he had made love to her slowly, almost desperately, and afterward pressed
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