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CHAPTER ONE
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Lauren

“I’m sorry, boss, I can’t come in today.” Miguel’s sigh crackles through the phone before I can even respond, and it hits harder than it should—because when things fall apart, Miguel is the one who usually catches them. “You know I would if I could,” he continues, voice heavy with regret. “But it’s my niece’s birthday dinner. It’ll break her heart if I miss it.”

I close my eyes and press the phone flat against my desk, bracing myself. For one reckless second, I want to ask him to come anyway. Want to say please, I need you, the way I’ve never had to before—because he’s always shown up without being asked. “No. No—don’t apologize,” I say, forcing steadiness into my voice. “Family first. Always.”

The words sound practiced. Automatic. I drag in a breath and open my planner, my fingers trembling as they skim the list of bartenders taped inside. The names blur, shrinking, vanishing one by one. No Miguel. Angela’s on vacation. Tony’s on medical leave. Carmen requested this weekend off. 

My throat tightens. “Besides, you asked for this date off way in advance. I’m just... grasping at straws.”

“Did someone call in?” he asks. Because of course he does. He always sees the problem before I finish explaining it.

I scoff, a brittle sound. “Brandon called in sick thirty minutes ago. His shift starts in ten.” My eyes flick to the clock on the wall. Ten minutes. Nine. Eight...

Miguel groans, long and low. “I’m really sorry, Lauren. You know I’d be there if I could.”

And that’s the thing—I do know. My mouth curves into a small, tired smile, even as everything inside me feels like it’s cracking. Miguel has always been my favorite for a reason. He’s the one who stays late without being asked. The one who fixes problems before they reach me. The one who treats this place like it matters—like I matter.

“I know you would,” I say softly. “And I love you for it.” I swallow. “But go. Enjoy the party. I’ve got it covered.”

There’s a pause. “What’re you going to do?” he asks, and now the worry is unmistakable.

I let out a quiet laugh. “Pray nobody orders anything I can’t Google.”

“Wait,” he starts. “You’re not—”

“I am,” I say, pushing to my feet so fast the backs of my legs slam into the chair, sending it rolling away. “It’s me or we close the bar. And we really can’t do that on a Saturday night.”

Not after three straight months in the red. Not when every good night feels like borrowed time.

“Boss—”

“It’s okay,” I cut in, because if he keeps talking, I might break. “Please tell Izzy happy birthday for me.”

“Wait, I can prob—”

“Nope! I’ve got it!” I say quickly, ending the call before he can offer the kind of help I know he doesn’t actually have.

I shove my phone into my pocket and turn toward the window just as the lights of the new restaurant across the street—Food for Thought—flicker on, bright and smug. Because even the universe knows I’m hanging by a thread tonight. Then the intercom buzzes and I tap the blinking red light. “Yeah?”

“There’s a Greg Owens on the line,” the host says. “He says he’s the newest rep with our vendor for plastic goods.”

Of course he is. And of course today is the day everything decides to pile on with one more thing that costs money. I inhale through my nose—slow, measured—like I can breathe my way out of this. “Yep. Put him through.”

The line clicks over, and I pull my shoulders back, smoothing my expression into something calm and capable. The version of me I sell to customers and vendors and anyone who might smell panic. “Greg?”

“Oh, hello there!”

“Hi, Greg. This is Lauren Templeton, owner of Pier Ninety-two. What can I help you with?”

“Just confirming your delivery on Thursday at four.”

“Got it.” I scribble it onto my calendar. “And feel free to use the east alley when you arrive—it’s easier for deliveries.”

“Will do, ma’am. See you Thursday.”

The call ends, and the office goes quiet except for the hum of the overhead lights—too bright, too sterile, too unforgiving.

I stare at the note. Thursday. Four o’clock. Plastic goods.

How much is this shipment going to cost? And what happens if I can’t pay it?

I rub my thumb over the ink like I can smudge the problem until it disappears. My eyes drift to the ledger on the corner of my desk—the one I’ve started avoiding. Three straight months in the red. Rent. Payroll. Repairs. Supplies. And now another delivery I can’t cancel because cancellations have consequences, and consequences are the one thing I can’t afford.

People are already leaving. Not in dramatic, fiery ways. In quiet, exhausted ways. One vacation that turns into a resignation. One “family emergency” that becomes “I found something more stable.” One bartender calling in sick and never coming back. Pier Ninety-two is bleeding out in small cuts, and I’m standing here with my hands full, trying to plug holes with sheer willpower.

For a second, I let myself feel it—the fear that maybe I’m not going to fix this. That maybe I can’t. Then the clock ticks again, and reality snaps its teeth. Brandon’s shift starts in—

I don’t look. I don’t need to. 

I head out of my office and march down the back hallway, heels striking the tile with more confidence than I actually possess. The freezer rattles loud enough to vibrate my bones as I pass, the kitchen humming with prep and heat and the faint scent of garlic and desperation.

I grab an apron from the hook and tie it around my waist with a sharp, angry tug—like if I cinch it tight enough, it’ll hold the whole place together.

I built this. I’m not losing it.

“What’re you doing?”

I turn and find Louis staring at me, eyebrows lifted, the kind of look that says he’s trying to decide whether to stop me or call someone.

A laugh bubbles up—too bright, too wrong—and I let it out because if I don’t joke, I’m going to crack. “Losing my virginity. Wish me luck.”

His eyes widen just as I push through the double doors, weave around tables, and slide behind the bar like I belong there. Like I haven’t spent the last year pretending everything is fine while my staff list shrinks and my expenses grow teeth.

Janine looks up from polishing a glass, a grin already forming. “Umm... where’s Brandon?”

“Out sick.” I plant my hands on my hips and force my stance into something solid while my stomach tries to cave in. The rows of liquor bottles stretch in front of me—endless, glittering, smug. Labels blur together in the dim lighting like they’re written in a language I never learned.

And I think, this is insane. I think, I’m insane. I think, but it has to work anyway.

“You can go,” I tell Janine, because sending her home is cheaper than paying her to stay. Because I can’t keep bleeding over time. Because I can’t keep asking my people to save what I’m supposed to be leading. “Your shift is over.” 

Her brow furrows. “Wait. Are you—”

I snatch the dishrag from her shoulder and laugh again, but this time it comes out edged. “Why does no one have any faith in me around here?”

She presses her lips together, unconvinced in a way that feels personal even though it isn’t.

“Pour this, pour that,” I mutter, nudging her toward the door. “I can’t be that bad, can I?”

Janine backs out with her hands raised. “Whatever you say, boss.” But the second she disappears through the double doors, my confidence evaporates like it never existed. The bar feels bigger without her. Colder. Like it knows I don’t belong.

I stare at the bottles—a hundred of them, each one another way for tonight to go wrong. My stomach tightens so hard it almost hurts. I pull out my phone and fire off a group text to Mavis and Casey.

Me: SOS, girls. I need to cover the bar at Pier Ninety-two tonight and I have no idea what I’m doing. Experienced bartenders urgently needed. Also: if I die, tell everyone I tried.

“Lauren?”

I look up to find Ricky leaning over the counter, smirking like this is entertainment. “What’re you doing back there... and in an apron?”

I blow out a breath, forcing a smile that tastes like metal. “Filling in. I’m officially out of bartenders.”

His fingers tap the counter. “No offense, but do you even know what you’re doing?”

I lift my phone like it’s a weapon. Like it’s the only lifeline I’ve got. “I’ve got experts on speed dial.”

“Well then,” he says, far too cheerful, “I’ll start you off easy. Appletini. Scotch on the rocks with a twist. Two house reds. And a Moscow mule.”

My cheeks heat as I grab a copper mug, praying I’m at least holding the right thing. “This one,” I say, trying to sound like I’m in control, “right?”

He grins. “Phone a friend, girlfriend. I just wait tables.”

I swallow hard and glance down. The first reply pops up—because Mavis doesn’t wait for emergencies. She senses them.

Mavis: Former bartender at your service. And I have nothing better to do than watch your brother stare at his laptop like it’s going to kiss him back.

Relief hits so fast it’s almost dizzying. My chest loosens on a shaky exhale, like I’ve been holding my breath since I hung up on Miguel.

I don’t even type back. I just hit FaceTime and the call connects on the second ring. I prop my phone against a dusty whiskey bottle and her face fills the screen—warm lighting, familiar eyes, hair pulled back. She looks tired in that pregnant way that’s both soft and strong, but the second she sees me, her expression sharpens.

“Okay,” she says, all business wrapped in sisterly sweetness. “How bad is it?”

I try for a joke, but my voice wobbles. “Define bad.”

“Lauren.” One word. Firm. Anchoring. “Talk to me.”

My gut clenches. I hate that it’s happening again—hate that my fear is showing, hate that I’m one more problem away from cracking right behind the bar where everyone can see.

“I’m out of bartenders,” I admit. “Like... out out. And there’s a line. And Ricky just ordered things that sound like a prank.”

Mavis’s eyes widen—then she grins, the kind that says I’ve got you before she even speaks. “Okay. Breathe. I’m here. We’re doing this together.”

I blink, relieved all over again. “How do I make an appletini?”

She laughs and adjusts the camera like she’s settling into her role. “God, it’s been a minute.” Her hand drifts over her baby bump—unconscious, protective—then she points with her other hand. “First, grab a shaker.”

I scan the counter like I’ve never seen a bar in my life, snag a metal shaker from the sink, and rinse it out. “Okay,” I say, holding it up to the phone like she can inspect it. “Now what?”

“Vodka,” she says. “Pour until I say stop.”

My hand shakes as I tip the bottle. Liquid glugs into metal, loud in my ears, like the sound is announcing my incompetence to the entire restaurant.

“Stop!” Mavis laughs, delighted and horrified at the same time. “Oh my, God, Lauren. That’s gonna be a strong drink. But umm, apple schnapps next.”

I switch bottles, my fingers a little steadier just from hearing her voice. Sweet apple hits the air and I exhale like that scent alone can keep me from spiraling.

“Now Cointreau,” she adds.

I pour the orange liquor in and swallow. “Now what?”

“Shake it, sister.”

I clamp the lid on and shake like my life depends on it—because in a way, it does. Because I can’t afford another bad night. Because if customers stop coming, if word gets out that Pier Ninety-two is slipping, I don’t know what I’m going to do.

“Okay, okay—that’s good!” Mavis holds up her hands, laughing. “Chilled martini glass. Apple slice on the rim. Then you’re done.”

I blow out a breath and slide the drink across the bar like I meant to do that the whole time. “You’re a wizard,” I whisper.

“Hardly,” she says, eyes bright. “What’s next?” 

“Moscow mule.” I groan and yank my hair into a low ponytail like I’m gearing up for battle. “Please tell me this one doesn’t require an advanced degree.”

“It requires ice,” she says, dead serious. “Step one, breathe. Step two, ice—”

I glance at the growing list of orders, the clink of glass and low buzz of conversation rising like a tide. And my stomach drops. Because this is going to be a very long night.

And then it is. Because after an hour, Mavis begins to feel nauseous and Josh hangs up on me. 

Time doesn’t so much pass as it does blur—measured in ice scoops and shaker tins, in the rip of ticket paper and the constant slide of glass across wood. The crowd thickens one body at a time, the hum turning into a roar without anyone ever announcing the shift.

By the time I finally look up and try to orient myself, another hour has vanished. My shoulders ache from bracing against the counter. My ponytail slides loose, damp strands sticking to the back of my neck. I smile on autopilot, nod on autopilot, apologize on autopilot.

“Two old fashioneds!”

“Three lemon drops!”

“Can we get another round of—”

I reach for a rocks glass and nearly knock over the bitters. My hands permanently shake now. Just slightly. Just enough that I notice. Because it’s too loud. Too hot. Too much.

But that’s when the back door creaks open. I don’t turn at first. I don’t have time to turn. But I feel it—the shift in the air. The way the space behind the bar fills differently.

Miguel doesn’t say anything. He just slips in beside me like he belongs here and grabs the stack of untouched tickets without comment. Scans them once. Twice. Then he moves. Confident. Efficient. Calm.

He clears the backlog like it’s nothing. Shaker in one hand, pour spout steady, ice scooping in perfect rhythm. He doesn’t rush—but he doesn’t waste a second either. Drinks start sliding across the bar faster than the printer can spit them out.

“Thank you!” Ricky calls, but Miguel just nods.

I blink hard. And my throat tightens in a way that has nothing to do with the noise. Because the wall isn’t gone—but it’s smaller. Manageable. Shared.

He sets down a finished margarita and finally looks at me. Really looks at me. But my eyes are glassy and I hate that he can see it.

He pauses mid-reach. For half a second, the chaos continues around us—orders shouted, glasses clinking—but in the narrow space behind the bar, it goes quiet. He steps closer and his hands come up, warm and steady at my waist, and he pulls me in. Just enough that my forehead bumps lightly against his chest.

I exhale as his chin brushes the top of my head. Then he presses a soft kiss to my forehead—gentle, grounding, certain. I don’t say thank you. I don’t need to. Not with him. 

He squeezes once, then releases me like we both understand there’s still work to do. “I got you,” he says quietly. And I know he does. He’s the only one lately who ever does. 

***
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I twist the knob and shove the door open just as the garage seals behind me. Templeton Manor welcomes me home the same way it always has—too big, too silent, too aware of my presence. 

The grandfather clock at the end of the hall strikes twelve. And each chime lands heavy in my chest, marking time the way it has my entire life. 

I slip off my shoes and pad across the hardwood floors, every step creaking like the house sighs along with me. My feet ache with a deep, bone-level soreness—the kind that doesn’t fade with rest. I dump my purse onto the kitchen counter and yank open the fridge, grabbing a bottle of water.

The cold rushes down my throat, but my jaw screams in protest. The muscles around my mouth ache from hours of smiling—forced, practiced, endless—like if I just smiled hard enough, no one would notice how close everything is to falling apart.

“So... fucking... tired,” I mutter, pressing the cool plastic to my forehead like it might numb the ache behind my eyes. But that’s when I hear it again.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

The faucet has been leaking for weeks—ever since the first time I noticed it and told myself I’d call someone tomorrow. Tomorrow turned into next week. Next week turned into when things calm down. And things never calm down.

In the quiet, it’s a metronome. In the dark, it’s a taunt. In my sleep, it worms its way into my dreams until I’m counting drops like they’re seconds I’m losing.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Each one lands with surgical precision, drilling straight into my skull, tapping on my nerves like a reminder I can’t shut off. It’s just one more thing I can’t fix, one more small failure echoing through this house.

I squeeze my eyes closed, jaw tight, bottle still pressed to my forehead like I can hold myself together by force.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Then a notification chimes from the depths of my purse, cutting through the steady rhythm. I dig through receipts and keys until my fingers close around my phone. But I quickly realize, I shouldn’t have bothered once I see who it’s from. 

Mitch: Why are you just getting home now? It’s past midnight.

I roll my eyes, but the motion does nothing to stop the ache tightening my chest. Because his question lands like a blade—sharp, precise, and far too familiar.

“Why the fuck do you even care, Mitch?” I snap, ripping the hair tie from my ponytail and letting it snap against the counter. Then my thumbs fly over the screen.

Me: Are you actually home? Did I wake you or something?

I tilt sideways and peer up the dark staircase, squinting for any sign of light. But of course there’s nothing there. Then my phone pings again.

Mitch: No. I’m at Josh’s. The alarm went off when you opened the garage door. Are you okay?

A sound breaks loose from my chest before I can stop it—a small, broken sob. Months of swallowed hurt surge upward, burning my eyes and tightening my throat. I drop the phone onto the counter and fold forward, my cheek pressing against the cool granite as tears spill freely.

“Are you okay?” I repeat aloud, the words competing with the dripping faucet. A laugh bubbles up, sudden and unhinged, slipping out between tears. “No, Mitch,” I spit. “I am not okay.”

My phone lights up again, but this time, it’s not a text. 

Oh, God.

I swipe to answer, already hollowed out. “I’m fine,” I say, the lie tasting familiar.

His voice shakes, just enough to pull at something tender in my chest. “Then why are you getting home so late?”

I close my eyes. “I didn’t have a bartender tonight.”

The pause on the other end stretches—thin, brittle. “So...?” he presses.

And something in me snaps. “I had to pour drinks, Mitch!” I say, the words breaking loose before I can soften them. “I’m out of staff and I can’t afford to lose another Saturday night.” My voice cracks, and suddenly the fight drains out of it, leaving only the truth. “Why do you even care? None of this matters to you. I don’t matter to you. Remember?”

The silence that follows hurts worse than if he’d yelled. Then he exhales, tired and distant. “You know, Lauren, I’m really exhausted. I was just calling to check on you. God forbid I’m still allowed to do that.” Then the line goes dead.

I stare at the phone like it might ring again. Like he might call back. Like he might say wait— or I didn’t mean that or I still care. But it doesn’t.

The tears return immediately, slipping down paths they know too well—quiet, relentless, and practiced. “Fuck you, Mitch,” I whisper at first, then louder, the sound cracking open in the empty kitchen. “Just—fuck you.”

I shove my phone into my purse and yank the whole bag off the counter like I’m ripping the moment away with it. I barrel out of the kitchen, the hardwood protesting under my feet. By the time I hit the top of the stairs, my thighs burn and my head pounds, fury and grief twisted so tight in my chest I can’t tell where one ends and the other begins.

I shove my bedroom door open and collapse face-first onto the mattress. Instinctively, my hand finds his pillow—still fluffed, still unused, still waiting for someone who hasn’t slept here in months. I press it to my face and inhale the faint traces of pine and cedar, already fading, already leaving me.

My phone buzzes near my feet and I jolt, heart leaping straight into my throat. For one stupid, traitorous second, hope flares—bright and painful.

Is that you, Mitch?

I snatch it up with shaking hands, thumb ready to swipe before I even look. But then I do. It’s Casey’s name that glows on the screen—not Mitch’s. And hope collapses so fast it almost makes me dizzy. I squeeze my eyes shut and let out a tight, defeated breath. But I answer anyway, forcing my voice into something that won’t give me away. “Hey, Case—”

“Lauren!” Her voice bursts through the speaker, bright and loud. “I just saw your text! We just got home!”

“Are you guys—”

“We’ve been out celebrating!” she interrupts.

And I can’t help it. I bury my face deeper into Mitch’s pillow. Because while I’m lying here mourning my marriage and my barely surviving restaurant... they’re out celebrating. I swallow and clear my throat. “Celebrating what?”

“Austin’s new job!”

The words land like a punch. Austin’s. New. Job.

My eyes snap open as fresh tears spill over. I push myself upright, scrubbing my cheeks with the heel of my hand. “New job?” I choke out.

“Lauren!” Austin booms into the phone, drunk on joy. “You’ll never believe it! I passed the Illinois Bar Exam—and Casey got me a new job!” He laughs. “You’re talking to the new lead attorney for the Chicago mayor!”

Of course I am. Miraculous Templeton twin number two—collecting wins like they’re inevitable.

“Oh,” I manage. “Wow. That’s... incredible. Congratulations.” I hug the pillow tighter to my chest, like it might hold me together. “That’s perfect for you.”

“It is!” he shouts. “Wouldn’t have happened without my Casey girl.” 

Static crackles as the phone clatters. “Oh, sorry!” Casey laughs. “Dropped it. But hey—did you survive tonight?”

I swallow hard. “Yeah. Mavis saved me. I owe her big time.”

“I would’ve helped, too! I’m sorry!”

“It’s fine,” I say quietly. Too quietly. “You had something to celebrate.” I pause, already too tired to pretend. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

“Isn’t it, like... really late?” she asks.

“It is.” I close my eyes. “Go to bed. Tell Austin congrats again.” I hang up before she can say anything else and toss the phone aside. I stare at the ceiling, the weight settling in fully now—heavy, immovable. “Why is everything always so easy for you, Austin?” I whisper. “You and Josh... you get everything.”

I roll onto my side and yank open the nightstand drawer, pulling out my frayed purple dolphin. “Finn,” I whisper, clutching him to my chest. And the memory floods in—Pacific Park, Mitch’s teenage grin, the way his arm wrapped around me like I was already home.

“I love you, Mitch Benson,” I cry into his pillow. “Please don’t leave me.”

I don’t want a divorce. I just want you back.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mitch

“It needs another layer,” I say as I drop to my knees and dip the taping knife back into the tub of gray mud. I drag my knife across the drywall, pressing hard until the metal scrapes, the thick sludge spreading smooth beneath my hand.

“Dude, we’re just adding to the timeline,” Ryan says behind me. “Now it’s gonna be at least two more days before we can sand again.”

I shrug, lips pressed tight. “We can’t do this half-assed, Ry.”

“I’m not saying we should,” he grumbles, sinking down beside me and dipping his own knife into the bucket. “But we’re already chasing the clock on this flip.”

I scrape the excess mud back into the tub. It clings to my fingers, drying fast in the creases of my knuckles and under my nails. A thick smear coats the bare skin where my wedding ring used to sit, like the job itself remembers something I’m pretending not to.

“We’ll get there when we get there,” I mutter as my pocket vibrates. “Hold that thought,” I say, abandoning the knife and pulling the device up to my ear. “Hello?”

“Mr. Benson, it’s Dave Jensen. You got a minute?”

I straighten slowly, dread sliding up my spine like cold syrup. I catch Ryan’s eye and mouth, I’ve gotta take this, then weave through the mess of sawhorses and drywall dust until I’m off the back porch and standing on the lawn. Only then do I lift the phone fully to my ear.

“Yeah,” I say, forcing my voice steady. “What’s up? I thought I filled out everything you asked for.”

“Mostly. Mostly,” he replies—too calm, too practiced, like he’s reading from a script he’s said a thousand times. “You completed the intent-to-file form, but you didn’t sign it. No signature means we can’t proceed.”

My stomach drops.

I really didn’t sign it? 

“And,” he continues, “while you can bring it in yourself and we’ll contact your wife to get her signature, if you’re going the ‘part as friends’ route, most clients just sign together. It’s cleaner. Faster. It removes the back-and-forth.”

My throat tightens around nothing.

“If you believe she’s willing to proceed amicably,” he adds, “then get her signature. It documents her choice to proceed and it speeds the process significantly.” 

There’s a pause, just long enough for the words to sink in.

Get her signature.

Like it’s a permission slip. Like it’s a contractor approval. Like my marriage is a form that needs ink in the right place.

My chest constricts, breath catching hard. I stare out at the yard, at the bright grass and the quiet sky, and all I can think is—I haven’t even said the word divorce out loud yet to Lauren. I haven’t had the balls to string the right sentence together. And Dave is talking about us signing papers together.

My hand tightens around the phone until the plastic bites my palm. My jaw locks. And a hot pulse beats behind my eyes.

“Right,” I manage, voice rougher than I want it to be. “So... I need to come in and sign. And if I think she’ll agree to the ‘part as friends’ option, I should get her to sign, too.”

“Exactly,” Dave says, satisfied. “Can you swing by this afternoon?”

“I’ll... swing by this afternoon,” I say finally.

“Good. Belinda will be at the front desk until five. Stop by anytime and I’ll move things forward next week. I’ll be out of town until Sunday afternoon.”

I nod even though he can’t see me, the casual efficiency in his voice hollowing me out. Ending my marriage is just another checkbox on his list. I swallow hard, shoving my free hand into my pocket and curling it into a fist. “I’ll be there soon,” I choke out.

The call ends and I jam the phone back into my jeans, like shoving it away will shove the whole conversation away with it. But I can’t move. I just stand here in the yard, boots planted in the dry grass, staring at nothing. The world tilts—subtle at first, then sharper—dizziness washing over me in a warm wave. 

Get her signature.

The words loop in my head like a nail I can’t stop tonguing.

“Benson!”

I flinch and look up. Ryan steps out onto the porch with his phone pressed to his ear, one hand braced on the doorframe like he’s holding the whole jobsite together. Which—most days—he isn’t. I am.

“The white shaker cabinets are on backorder for almost three months,” he calls. “Can we just go with the farmhouse style on this one?”

My brain tries to process it. Cabinets. Backorder. Farmhouse. Words from a life that isn’t currently imploding. But I couldn’t give one flying fuck about cabinets right now.

Ryan lowers the phone and starts toward me, watching my face with that careful look he usually reserves for when I’m about to tear something out because someone cut a corner.

“Can I place the order?” he asks, like he’s asking permission to breathe. 

His voice hits my ears as distant noise. Static. I squeeze my eyes shut and pinch the bridge of my nose, pain slicing clean through my skull.

Ryan ends the call and closes the distance. “Hey.” He slugs my shoulder lightly—half brotherly, half snap out of it. “You okay?”

I open my mouth, but the truth is too big to fit through it. “Yeah,” I manage, but even I can hear how thin it sounds. I swallow, forcing myself to stand straighter. Be the guy who leads. The guy who calls the shots. The guy who has the plan. “I just—forgot to do something kind of important.”

Ryan’s expression shifts—less joking, more alert. “Important like... important?”

I nod once. Sharp. Final. Like if I make it decisive, it’ll feel decisive. “Can you handle things here this afternoon?” I ask. 

Ryan nods. “Yeah. Yeah, man. I’ve got it.” He tries to lighten it, play-punching my stomach like always. “Just—uh—the cabinets—”

“You pick,” I cut in, already moving, because if I stop again I might not start. I yank my keys from my pocket and head for my truck. “Whatever you think will sell,” I call over my shoulder.

“Wait—what? You never let me choose!” 

I don’t turn around. I can’t. I grab the handle and haul myself into the driver’s seat like it’s an escape hatch. “First time for everything,” I yell back, forcing the words out the window like a joke as the engine catches. 

I throw the truck into reverse, gravel crunching beneath the tires while I back away—leaving behind wet drywall, unfinished walls, and a life I’m about to sign my name away from.

Within minutes, I merge onto the freeway and let the truck settle into a steady hum. I roll every window down and the cool breeze whips through my hair, sending the long strands dancing across my face. 

By the time I take the exit ramp, my chest feels tight. Too tight. The Jensen Center for Family Law comes into view—a squat red-brick building with dark, reflective glass. I select a parking spot near the curb, kill the engine, and pull out my phone. My last exchange with Lauren stares back at me, frozen in black and white.

Lauren: Are you actually home?

My jaw tightens. “You don’t even want me in our bed,” I mutter as my fingers begin to tap out a new message. “Unless everything lines up just right. Why does it matter where I sleep?” 

Me: Can we talk? Are you free tonight?

I send it before I can second-guess myself, then shove the phone into my pocket and climb out of the truck.

I have to get this over with. I’m sick of living in limbo.

Inside, the building smells faintly of lemon cleaner and paper—too clean, too orderly, like nothing messy has ever happened here. A woman with short brown hair and red-rimmed glasses looks up from behind the counter and smiles, bright and professional.

“Hello! Welcome to the Jensen Center for Family Law. How can I help you?”

“Uh—yeah.” My gut clenches. “Mitch Benson. I forgot to sign a—”

“Oh! Mr. Benson.” She lights up, already turning. “Dave left it right here for you.” She reaches into a folder and slides a single page across the counter, spinning it so my handwriting faces me. Everything is filled in—careful, deliberate, unmistakably mine—except the last line.

“Just there at the bottom,” she says gently, tapping the empty space. “You can sign it now.”

I swallow and pull the paper closer, gripping the pen she offers. But the room narrows. The words blur in and out, my vision tunneling until there’s nothing left but that blank line waiting for my name—patient, inevitable. Because this is it. One stroke of ink and everything changes.

I brace my hand against the counter as my breath catches hard in my chest.

Lauren’s smile flashes behind my eyes—easy and unguarded, the one she wore the day we met, like she already believed the world would meet her halfway. Then her laugh follows, warm and full, the sound that used to drag me out of my own head without even asking permission. And then her voice—soft, familiar—slides in close, like she’s right behind me with her chin near my shoulder, saying my name the way she always has.

I’ve loved her since we were kids. Since the first second. That part of me never questioned it, never needed proof, never learned how to do anything else. Even now, with everything we’ve broken between us, I still know it—steady as a pulse. I love her. I always will. But love isn’t enough to keep us from bleeding out. And we can’t keep going like this.

“Are you okay, Mr. Benson?” Belinda asks. She squints at me, concern edging into her voice. “You look... sweaty.”

I drag the back of my hand across my forehead and it comes away damp.

What the hell is happening to me?

I look back at the line. The pen. My name, hovering just out of reach.

I could sign it right now. Nothing is stopping me. Except... everything.

“Um,” I say hoarsely, setting the pen down. It clacks too loudly against the counter. “Can I—can I take this with me? Drop it off in a few days?”

Belinda’s smile softens, like she’s seen this moment before. She nudges the paper toward me instead of pulling it back. “Of course. Take all the time you need. I’ll let Mr. Jensen know you’re having second thoughts.”

Second thoughts?

The phrase lands wrong—too small for what’s happening inside my chest. I did decide this. I spent months deciding it. I just didn’t expect the decision to feel like standing on the edge of something I might not survive.

“It’s not—” I shake my head, grabbing the form and stepping back until my hips bump the glass doors. “It’s not second thoughts. Mr. Jensen said I should get her signature, too.”

That sounds right. Reasonable. Clean. If this is really a part as friends thing... then she should sign. We should do it together. That’s what people who end things the right way do. Right?

Outside, sunlight hits my face as I step into the breeze, still gripping the paper. I fold it carefully—too carefully—and open my truck door. Once inside, I shove the form into my wallet and snap it closed, like that might lock the decision in place. But my finger scrapes against something sharp.

“Shit,” I mutter, touching the papercut to my tongue. Blood wells up, hot and metallic. I pull the culprit free—a folded piece of grid paper—and my breath leaves me all at once. Because it’s my blueprint. Of a pencil-drawn rocking horse. Every line familiar. One I sketched late one night without planning to—without admitting what it meant.

My chest tightens as the image comes alive—dark hair, a pink bow, a little girl rocking back and forth in a future I want more than anything.

A drop of blood falls onto the paper, staining it red. And I smear it away with my thumb before stuffing it back into my wallet. My phone pings and Lauren’s name lights up the screen.

Lauren: Sure, come on over. I’ll make dinner. 

I drop the phone into the cupholder. It lands with a sharp clink, like it’s hit something small and solid. I glance over with a frown. But when I lean toward the passenger side to look, whatever it was has already slipped loose—skittering out of sight beneath the seat.

***
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The salty bite of frying bacon hits me before my hand even reaches the doorknob.

“Lauren?” I call as I push my way inside Templeton Manor, already toeing my boots off on the mat without looking.

“In the kitchen!”

I follow the familiar path, each step pulling a tired creak from the old floors like they recognize me. When I round the corner, I spot her at the griddle, wrist flicking with practiced ease as she flips a pancake. The smile on her face hits me square in the chest—easy, unguarded, the same one she’s worn since we were kids stealing glances across playground swings.

“Breakfast for dinner?” I ask, even though this is the kind of thing we’ve never needed to ask out loud.

“My favorite.”

“Mine, too.” The words come automatically, like a reflex. Like everything else between us. And that’s what makes my stomach twist. Because the words I came here to say don’t belong in this room. They sit heavy and wrong in my chest, poisoning the air. “Uh... how can I help?”

You’ll ask me to warm the syrup. You always do.

“Maybe just... warm the syrup?” She gestures to the small white carafe behind her with the spatula.

“On it,” I mumble, reaching for the bottle. The syrup pours out thick and slow, maple-sweet, folding itself into the scent of bacon and batter until the kitchen smells like years of Sunday mornings and lazy, rainy nights. Like a life I’m about to blow apart.

“I’m surprised you’re here, Mitch,” she whispers. 

I turn as she slides the last pancake onto a plate. She tucks her hair behind her ears—another unconscious habit, another knife to the ribs—and shrugs. “I’m kind of afraid to ask why, though.”

Guilt presses down hard enough to make my shoulders sag. I set the carafe in the microwave and punch the start button, grateful for the hum filling the space while my words scatter instead of lining up.

I swallow. “Yeah, umm, I think we should talk.”

She bites her bottom lip and drops her gaze to the plate, like she’s bracing for what comes next. “Yeah. Okay. I get it. You want to make it official. Sign something...”

Her voice breaks and her shoulders cave forward. The sight of it—of her already folding in on herself for something I haven’t even finished saying—hits me like a bruise from the inside out, so hard I almost miss the microwave’s sharp beep slicing through the room.

She swipes beneath her eyes with the heel of her hand, quick and practiced. Like she’s been rehearsing this moment without me. “Dinner first, though,” she says softly. “Okay? Just one last time...”

The words one last time land hard—quiet, devastating. Like she’s already saying goodbye. My throat tightens. My chest aches. I nod because if I open my mouth, I won’t be able to stop what comes out.

I turn away too fast, yank the microwave open, and grab the syrup. The heat bites my skin, sharp and deserved. “Fuck,” I mutter, shaking my hand—grateful for the sting, for something that hurts where I can name it.

She rolls her eyes—affectionate, automatic—and gathers the plates, carrying them into the dining room. I follow without thinking, dropping into my usual chair beside her like there’s still a tomorrow.

“This looks really good,” I say. “Thank you for dinner.”

She shrugs, already cutting her pancake in half. “You know I never mind.”

I scoot closer to the table, but the wallet in my back pocket digs in—right into my thoughts, my conscience. Because the form inside it is the whole reason I’m here.

Still, I pick up my fork and force the moment back into place, like I can postpone the collision if I don’t look at it head-on. I shove the divorce train off the tracks for now, drown my pancake in syrup, and take a bite.

“Good?” she asks, chewing a piece of bacon.

“Perfection,” I say, and mean it. “Like always.”

The problem is, that’s how it’s always been—easy. Automatic. Like we still know the choreography even when the music’s stopped. And that’s exactly why staying for dinner is a mistake. I know it with the same quiet certainty I know where the spare batteries are kept, or that she takes her coffee with too much cream when she’s stressed.

Her cheeks flush as she dabs her mouth with a napkin, eyes dropping to her lap. But as I spot the tears gathering in the corners of her eyes, they hit me harder than any fight ever has—quiet, contained, and somehow worse because she’s trying so hard not to let me see.

Silence blooms between us, wedging itself into every bite, every breath. My pulse skitters. My throat tightens. And I can feel the moment tipping—one more second and I’ll say the thing that ends us. Panic claws up my spine, so I do what I always do when I’m about to lose something. I grab for noise. For normal. For anything that isn’t the truth. I reach for the first topic that comes to mind, even though it’s a sore spot.

“Hey,” I say, swallowing hard. “Umm, Mavs mentioned she helped you bartend the other night. What happened at the restaurant?”

Lauren lifts her water glass, but her eyes stay on mine. Like she heard the scramble in my voice and clocked it for what it was. For a second, I swear she knows I’m tossing out conversation like sandbags, trying to keep the flood from breaking through. Then she takes a slow sip and answers anyway, calm as ever. “Food for Thought.”

I frown. “Huh?”

Lauren sets her glass down with a careful sort of steadiness—like she’s placing a lid back on something that wants to spill. She draws in a slow breath, shoulders lifting and falling, her gaze dropping to her plate as she smooths her expression into something workable.

“The new place across from Pier Ninety-two,” she says, voice even. “First they stole my customers. Now they’re stealing my staff.”

“Who?”

“Brandon.” Her mouth tightens on the name. “He called in sick that night. This morning he emailed his two weeks’ notice.” She shoves a bite into her mouth, jaw clenched as she chews, forcing herself to swallow before she continues. “Took a job across the street.”

“What a douchebag.”

She snorts despite herself. “Definitely a douchebag.” Then her smile completely fades. “But he’s not the only one. Tammy and Christian quit, too. I’m short-staffed everywhere—bar, floor, kitchen.” She pushes her empty plate away. “Reservations are down. The freezer’s busted. No one can seem to fix it. Pier Ninety-two—”

“Will bounce back,” I cut in, sliding my plate aside. The words come out too fast—too practiced—like we’re still playing our old roles. Me steadying her. Me smoothing the edges. “It’s a setback,” I add, trying to keep my voice light. “That’s all. The new place will lose its shine. You’ll hire new staff.” I hesitate, then push anyway, because I can’t seem to stop myself. “And I can take a look at the freezer.”

The offer hangs there between us, heavier than it should be—another instinctive reach toward normal when nothing about this is.

A small smile tugs at the corner of her mouth—the one that says she sees right through me. “How about you take a look at the kitchen sink first?”

I wrinkle my nose and glance back toward the kitchen. “What’s wrong with the sink?”

“It leaks,” she says, widening her eyes for emphasis, already stacking plates. No drama. No helplessness. Just problem-solving. She carries the dishes into the kitchen like this is simply the next thing on our to-do list. 

I follow her, and then I hear it.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

I grip the faucet, turn the spray on, shut it off, and watch the water sneak where it shouldn’t. “Old ass plumbing,” I mutter, dropping to my knees and opening the cabinet.

I slide onto my back and shove my head inside, running my fingers along the pipes, cataloging the problem. But the cabinet door jabs me in the ass. I huff, tug my wallet free, and toss it aside so I can scoot inside farther. It’s bone dry though.

“Probably just needs a new cartridge,” I call out, already certain. “I think I’ve got a spare.”

“Of course you do,” she says, like this is the least surprising thing in the world.

I head to the garage, already feeling lighter. Useful. Needed. I yank open the third drawer of my tool chest and grin when I see it—replacement cartridge, adjustable wrench, exactly where I left them. “Bingo,” I whisper, slamming the drawer shut. Then I call, “I need to shut the water off—hang on!”

The basement air slaps me cold and damp as I duck down the stairs just inside the door. Goosebumps rise on my arms the lower I go, but I don’t hesitate. I twist the shutoff valve closed, listening for the change in pressure like it’s second nature.

“Thanks, Mitch,” Lauren says when I return, leaning against the kitchen entryway, arms folded tight, and eyes glassy—but she’s steady. Always steady.

“You know I never mind,” I say, and I mean it more than I probably should. I slide back under the sink and set the wrench, twisting hard. But nothing budges. Instead, the wrench slips, scraping skin from my hand. “Damn it.”

“You okay?” she asks immediately.

“Yeah.” I blow out a breath. “It’s corroded. I need pliers.”

“Channellock?” she calls, already moving toward the garage.

“Perfect.”

I slide back out and let my head rest against the cabinet, eyes falling shut for half a second.

“Eight or twelve inches?” she calls from the garage.

“Eight,” I answer, a smile tugging at my mouth before I can stop it—because I’ve always loved this about her. That she knows the difference. That once upon a time, she let me teach her. 

She comes back with a pair of yellow-handled pliers, and when she passes them to me, the words slip out on instinct. “Thanks, Peaches.”

Her cheeks flush as her fingers brush mine. She grins, pointing toward the counter. “I did make a peach cobbler earlier...”

Straight. To. My. Heart.

With a twinge in my gut, I retreat beneath the sink, clamp the pliers tight, and wrench hard. The pipe gives with a satisfying snap and the corroded cartridge slides free. I swap it out, hands steady now, movements sure. Tighten. Seal. Done. “That should do it,” I say, sliding out.

“I’ll turn the water back on,” she says, already halfway out of the room.

I stand and lean against the counter, watching her go, taking in the kitchen—the worn corners, the familiar light, the space that still feels like home no matter how badly we’re breaking it.

“Did it work?” she calls as she heads back.

I turn the faucet on. Water sprays clean and funnels down the drain. I shut it off. No drip.

“Yep,” I say. “Just needed a new cartridge.”

She hops up onto the counter, relief softening her shoulders. “Thank you. It’s been dripping for weeks. Been driving me crazy.”

I frown. “Why didn’t you call me?”

She shrugs. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

My chest tightens, the ache settling deep as I pull in a breath that still doesn’t feel like enough. When I finally find the nerve to look up, she watches me—eyes locked on mine, steady and unflinching.

“Just say it, Mitch,” she whispers. “We both know you didn’t come here for pancakes. Say what you came here to say.”

The world tilts, and suddenly I’m eight-years-old again—Rosewood Elementary, the cracked blacktop, the swing set squealing under too much weight. Her small body collides with mine in line, her embarrassed laugh bursting out like it’s a secret meant just for me. I’ve loved her before I knew what loving someone cost.

“Lauren...” But her name barely makes it past my throat.

Her tears spill over, unchecked. “Just say it,” she whispers, dragging her hands through her hair, smearing tears across her cheeks. And something inside me gives. I step closer without thinking and my palms land on her thighs, memory taking over, gripping denim I’ve touched a thousand times. She inhales sharply, and my body responds like it always has—traitorous and hopeful.

My mouth finds hers—salt and tears and history—everything we’ve been, everything we’re losing. My heart slams so hard it feels like it might crack my ribs.

“How did we get here?” she sobs, pulling me closer like proximity alone could undo the damage. But the truth hits like lightning—hot, blinding, unavoidable.

“We got here,” I say, forcing each word out like it’s cutting me open, “because we stopped putting us first.”

Her breath stutters. My fingers slide into her hair, anchoring myself for half a second before I press a kiss to her forehead and pull back. 

She grips my arms, desperate to hold on. “How can you think that, Mitch?”

“Come on, Lauren.” I shake my head, exhaustion flooding through every inch of me. “You know how. It’s... everything.”

“Like what?” She wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “Please. Let’s talk about it. There has to be a way to fix this.” 

Fix this? I almost laugh, except nothing about it is funny. Because where do I even start—at the beginning, when it was us, or somewhere in the middle when it became everything else? How do I summarize years of feeling like I’ve been slowly erased? Not in one blowout fight, not with a dramatic betrayal—just the quiet kind of disappearing. The kind that happens when your place gets smaller and smaller until you realize you’re living in the margins of your own marriage, waiting for a turn that never comes.

“—the restaurant,” I choke out, starting with the obvious time suck. “Let’s start there.”

She frowns, tilting her head, seemingly confused. “What about the restaurant?”

“Lauren.” I scrub a hand over my face. “Pier Ninety-two has taken over our lives. It’s twenty-four seven for you.”

“Twenty-four seven?” Her eyes narrow.

“Yes. It’s all the time.” The words leave my mouth like a match striking—small, quick, and suddenly there’s no taking it back. And once it’s out, I can’t stop myself. My pulse kicks hard, my hands go cold, but the truth has teeth now. If she wants to talk—if she’s really asking—then I have to tell her. Not the watered-down version. Not the one I’ve been feeding myself so I can survive another week, another month, another year.

So, I allow the dam to break...

“We live and breathe your fucking restaurant,” I say, the words coming faster, harder, like they’ve been waiting years for permission. “It’s there when we wake up and when we go to sleep. It hijacks every conversation, every weekend plan, every night that was supposed to be ours.” I shake my head, the pressure in my chest finally cracking open. “I kept telling myself it was temporary. That it would slow down. That eventually, I’d matter again.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she snaps, folding her arms. “You’ve always mattered.” 

Disbelief hits first—sharp and hollow. I just stare at her, waiting for it to flicker across her face. Recognition, shame, anything that says she’s been living in the same marriage I have.

But there’s nothing. And that hurts worse than the argument. Worse than the words I’ve already thrown. Because it means she isn’t even choosing this consciously—she doesn’t see what she’s doing. She doesn’t see what she prioritizes, and how often it hasn’t been our relationship.

“You’re blind, Peaches.” But the nickname tastes wrong now—spoiled by everything underneath it. I shove my hands into my pockets so I don’t reach for her, don’t undo myself. “You really don’t see it.”

I take a breath, trying to steady the tremor in my voice, but the words keep coming—because they’ve been waiting.

“And it’s not just Pier Ninety-two,” I say, shaking my head. “Even when it’s not the restaurant, it’s the Templeton name. It’s always about living up to it. Protecting it. Making damn sure you never fall short of what anyone expects.”

I swallow, heat rising behind my eyes. “And where does that leave me? The guy who doesn’t come with a legacy or a reputation or a last name people respect—just... me. Always trying to fit into a story that was written long before I showed up.”

“Mitch,” she says, exasperated. “You’ve been part of this family—”

“For far too fucking long, Mrs. Templeton.” The words tear out of me, raw and ugly, years of resentment finally clawing free. 

“It’s Templeton-Ben—”

“It’s not,” I cut in. “It’s not. And you know it.” A hollow laugh slips out as I rake a hand through my hair, heat rising fast under my skin. “You never use my name—because what kind of clout does a fucking Benson have in this town, huh?”

It isn’t the whole truth. I know that. But it’s the truth my gut can’t stop reaching for.

Mavis and I both came up the hard way—different versions of hard, but the same lesson carved into us early. Make do, keep your head down, don’t ask for more than you’ve earned. We grew up in a foster home full of hand-me-downs and busted knuckles, with a last name nobody ever said with respect. And we grew up learning what people take from you the second they decide they’ve got you figured out.

So when the Templetons smile and gesture like we belong, my chest still tightens. They’ve handed us a seat at the table, sure—but some part of me can’t shake the feeling it’s conditional. That we’re still being measured. Still being tolerated. Like we’re the footnote they’ll never quite stop reading as less-than. Like we don’t belong on the invitation—even when we’re standing in the same room, together.

Her voice drops to a whisper as she slides off the counter. “That’s not fair. I can’t help who my family is, Mitch. You know that’s not fair.”

“Do I?” I scoff, the sound bitter even to my own ears. “My God, Lauren.” I shake my head slowly, like maybe if I move enough the truth will rearrange itself into something I can live with. “You really don’t see it.”

I step around her, because if I stay right in front of her—if I look at her too long—I’ll start backpedaling. The truth is out now, raw and undeniable, and the expression on her face—confused, hurt, genuinely blindsided—snuffs out the last small part of me that hoped she’d finally understand.

“Where is this coming from?” she calls after me. “We’ve been married seven years! You’ve never—ever—said any of this!”

I shove my boots back on and grip the doorknob, my stomach rolling violently as she follows. “Then it’s about fucking time I did.” Bacon and pancakes churn in my throat as I turn back to her. “It’s overdue, Lauren. Long overdue. I should have said all of this a long time ago.”

The weight of it all crashes down at once—every missed night, every second-place finish, every time I swallowed what I needed because hers, or her family’s, was louder. I drop my gaze to the floor like it might hold me up, squeeze my eyes shut, and when I finally speak, my voice splinters. “Even if we could... how were we ever supposed to bring a baby into this mess?”

Her breath catches. For a beat, the fight drains out of her, leaving only the hurt.

“Like that wasn’t already breaking my heart,” she says, voice thin and raw. Then she looks at me—really looks at me—and whatever softness is there hardens into something sharper. “But don’t act like that was something you were still reaching for,” she adds, each word measured and cruel in its precision. “You checked out long before tonight, Mitch. You don’t get to grieve a future you already decided to walk away from.”

I just stare at her. For a second, I don’t move. I don’t breathe. I can’t. The disbelief is physical—like someone shoved their hand into my chest
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