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  Dedication


To the ones who stayed in the room. 
To the couples who chose repair over pride, honesty over performance, and love over “fine.”
For every home that held hard seasons, and every heart that found its way back.
And for anyone who’s ever learned that the bravest thing you can do is ask, listen, and try again.
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  Chapter 1: Open House, Closed Mouths


Listing Notes (Private) 
Property: 214 Hawthorne Street, BrooklynGoal: Sell fast, sell clean, sell without anyone smelling the separation.Do: Fresh flowers, warm light, something in the oven that says home.Don’t: Mention “trial,” “lawyers,” or the box upstairs labeled BEN’S STUFF DO NOT OPEN.Also don’t: Throw a stapler at your husband, no matter how satisfying the mental image is.
Harper Lane stood in her own front parlor and tried to see it the way strangers would.
Tall windows. Crown molding. Walnut floors that still carried the soft shine of Saturday mornings. The staging team had turned their life into a catalog spread: a neutral rug, a vase of tulips, two art books on the coffee table placed just so.
It looked perfect.
Perfection, Harper knew, was a costume. It just happened to photograph well.
She centered the stack of brochures on the console table, then nudged them again because the first centering hadn’t been honest.
Behind her, the doorbell rang.
Harper drew in a breath, smoothed her navy sweater, and opened the door like she wasn’t about to invite a swarm of judgment into the place where her marriage had quietly unraveled.
Selma Rosario strode in with a clipboard and the confidence of someone who had seen worse than a leaky pipe and two people pretending they weren’t breaking. Her lipstick was a bold red that felt like an opinion.
“Harper,” Selma said, eyes sweeping the parlor. “This smells like a boutique bakery and a therapy office had a baby. Excellent.”
“It’s cinnamon,” Harper said. “Warm. Inviting.”
Selma made an approving hum. “Warm sells. So does stability.”
Harper’s stomach tightened. “We’re here to sell a house.”
Selma’s gaze flicked to the framed photos on the wall: Harper and Ben smiling in Rome, Harper and Ben laughing on the stoop, Harper and Ben holding each other on New Year’s like they’d never let go.
“The house,” Selma said, “comes with the story people think happened inside it. Those photos are doing a lot of work for you.”
Harper’s mouth went dry. She had asked Ben to take them down weeks ago. He’d said he would. Then he’d done that thing he always did with uncomfortable tasks: delayed until the task became inevitable.
Selma lowered her voice. “Is he coming?”
“He said he would,” Harper replied, because truth needed qualifiers now.
Selma’s expression softened in a way Harper hated. “Okay. Here’s what we are not doing today: acting like two people selling because their marriage collapsed.”
“It didn’t collapse,” Harper said too fast.
Selma’s eyebrow rose. “Fine. Cracked. Whatever word you prefer. Buyers smell ‘urgent’ and they start offering like sharks. We are presenting you two as… calm. Unified. Happy enough that moving is a choice, not an escape.”
Harper’s jaw tightened. “We agreed no lies.”
“This isn’t lying,” Selma said, as if that settled it. “It’s marketing. Now smile like you don’t want to set something on fire.”
Harper’s phone buzzed in her pocket.
Cam: Parked around the corner with croissants + caffeine. Do you want me to heckle buyers or just you.Harper: Just me.Cam: Love that for us.
Harper tucked the phone away as the doorbell rang again, longer this time.
Her shoulders tensed anyway.
She opened the door.
Ben Carter stood on the stoop with a tool bag over one shoulder and a cardboard box balanced on his hip. His hair was damp, like he’d showered in a hurry and lost. He wore jeans and a gray henley that made Harper instantly furious at the universe for giving him that jawline.
Ben set the box down for a second to adjust the tool bag strap. Harper’s eyes caught on his left hand without meaning to.
No ring.
There was still a pale line where it used to sit, a ghost of gold and routine. Harper hated that her throat reacted to it. She hated that her mind flashed to the night she’d slid it onto his finger in their tiny courthouse ceremony, both of them laughing, both of them believing laughter was enough to carry them.
Ben noticed her staring and flexed his hand once, as if he could shake the memory off.
Harper looked away first.
“Morning,” he said.
“It’s afternoon,” Harper replied.
He smiled faintly. “Time is a social construct.”
Selma stepped forward. “Benjamin Carter, you are late.”
“By five minutes,” Ben said, checking his phone.
“Five minutes is the difference between ‘charming sellers’ and ‘panic sellers,’” Selma snapped. Then she eyed the box. “What’s that.”
Harper’s blood turned to ice when she saw her own handwriting on the label.
BEN’S STUFF DO NOT OPEN.
Ben glanced down at it, then up at Harper, a little too amused. “Apparently I’m not allowed to open my own stuff.”
“It’s not your stuff,” Harper blurted.
Ben’s eyebrows lifted.
Selma’s stare said, I’m not paid enough for whatever this is. “Put it upstairs. Out of sight. No one needs to see a mystery box labeled like a hostage note.”
Ben didn’t argue. He walked inside, passing close enough that his shoulder brushed Harper’s.
It was nothing. It still made her skin react like a memory.
“Faucet,” Selma announced, clapping once. “Downstairs bathroom. Dripping. Fix it.”
Ben stared at her. “I just got here.”
“And buyers are about to get here too,” Selma said, already turning toward the door. “You want them to hear a drip? Drips scream deferred maintenance. Go.”
Ben muttered something that sounded like a prayer and headed down the hall.
Harper watched him go and felt that familiar twist in her chest, half irritation, half ache. He moved through the house like he belonged. Because he did. Because it was still his, even if he’d been sleeping on a friend’s couch for three weeks.
Selma turned back to Harper, voice dropping. “Stay composed. Speak warmly. Do not say anything like ‘we’re in a transitional phase’ because that sounds like a corporate layoff.”
Harper’s lips pressed together. “Understood.”
The front door opened again without waiting for permission.
Cam Nguyen swept in with a pink bakery box and a coffee tray like she was storming a battlefield. “Hi,” she called cheerfully. “I brought carbs and emotional first aid.”
Selma’s face brightened. “Cam! Put those in the kitchen and be charming.”
Cam saluted. “I am built for charm. I just keep it on airplane mode.”
Harper took the coffee tray, grateful for the steady weight. “You didn’t have to come.”
Cam’s eyes flicked over Harper’s face with surgical precision. “Yes, I did.”
From the hallway came Ben’s voice, muffled and irritated. “Who put a candle on the toilet tank?”
Harper closed her eyes. “Spa vibes.”
Cam whispered, “Your spa vibes are threatening.”
Selma opened the front door and pasted on her brightest realtor smile. “Welcome! Come in!”
The first wave arrived: a couple holding hands, another couple with a stroller, and a woman in a long coat with a camera strap and glossy waves that screamed internet.
Harper’s stomach dropped.
Tessa Vega.
Tessa’s smile lit up the room as she stepped inside, phone already raised. “Selma! You didn’t tell me it was an open house and a romcom.”
Selma’s smile twitched. “It’s an open house.”
“Everything is a romcom if there’s crown molding,” Tessa said, laughing into her phone. Her camera swept the parlor, then found Harper and locked on.
“And who are we,” Tessa asked brightly, “the gorgeous sellers?”
Harper’s mouth went dry.
Ben appeared from the hall, wiping his hands on a rag. He glanced at the camera, then at Harper, and something in his expression steadied like a decision.
“We’re Harper and Ben,” he said, polite. “Married.”
The word landed hard.
Harper stared at him. Present tense. Not “were.” Not “still legally, technically.” Just married.
Ben’s gaze held hers, calm, as if to say: later. Not now.
Cam stood near the kitchen archway and lifted her coffee cup in a silent toast of Good luck.
Tessa’s grin widened. “Adorable. Married couple selling a brownstone? People love that.” She aimed the camera at them again. “Tell me your favorite thing about living here.”
Harper’s brain delivered two answers at once.
The safe one: the light.
The real one: him.
Harper forced a smile. “The light. It makes everything feel… softer.”
Ben’s eyes flicked to hers. “Yeah,” he murmured. “The light.”
Selma herded buyers through the parlor, narrating original details and renovation dates. Harper answered questions about the boiler and the backyard and the school district, her voice steady while her insides ran like a live wire.
Ben stayed close, a supportive shadow, slipping in jokes at the right moments. Buyers laughed. Of course they did. Ben could make strangers comfortable in under thirty seconds. Harper had loved that once. She had also hated how easy it was for him to be easy.
Tessa drifted toward the kitchen, filming the lemons in the bowl like they were art. “This is giving ‘cozy family dinner’,” she whispered to her phone. “Also, the husband is handy, which is, like, catnip.”
Harper leaned toward Ben, voice low. “Why did you say married.”
Ben didn’t look at her. His smile stayed on as a couple passed them on the stairs. “Because she had a camera, and you looked like you were about to faint.”
“I was not.”
“You were,” Ben said gently, and the gentleness made her want to throw something.
Harper’s fingers curled. “We said no lies.”
“We said no public disasters,” Ben replied, still smiling for show. “Pick your poison.”
Before Harper could answer, a sharp crack echoed from the kitchen.
Harper turned just in time to see a buyer open the cabinet under the sink.
Water blasted out, spraying the cabinet door and the buyer’s shoes like the house had decided to sabotage her personally.
“Oh my god!” the buyer yelped, stumbling back.
Cam lunged in with paper towels. “It’s fine! Surprise water feature! Very wellness. Very hydrotherapy.”
Selma’s head whipped toward the kitchen. Her eyes widened in horror, then narrowed at Harper and Ben like they’d engineered this as a prank.
Tessa appeared instantly, phone raised. “No way,” she whispered, delighted. “Real-life open house drama.”
Selma hissed, “Tessa, please do not film the flood.”
“My followers love authenticity,” Tessa whispered back, not lowering her phone.
Ben was already moving, tool bag in hand, dropping to a knee under the sink. “Everyone step back,” he said, calm as if this happened daily.
Harper hovered, useless for half a heartbeat, then grabbed towels and dropped beside him.
Ben glanced at her, surprised. “You don’t have to.”
“Yes, I do,” Harper snapped under her breath, pressing towels around the base of the cabinet. “It’s my house too.”
Ben’s mouth twitched. “Still.”
Harper froze, towel in her hands, the word hitting something tender. Still. Like there was an “after” neither of them could see yet.
Ben twisted the valve. The water slowed, then stopped.
Selma clapped her hands, voice bright and false. “Minor issue, resolved! Old houses have personality, and you just saw how quickly it’s handled.”
A buyer laughed nervously.
Tessa angled her camera toward Ben, then toward Harper beside him. “Okay,” she murmured, like she was narrating a romance. “That teamwork? Cute.”
Harper’s face burned. She stood up too fast, smoothing her sweater with damp fingers.
Ben rose too, water spotting his forearm. For one second, Harper’s eyes caught on the line of muscle and the memory of those hands on her waist, steadying her when she’d been too tired to stand on her own.
She looked away before her body could betray her.
Cam leaned close, whispering, “This is either the beginning of a second chance or the beginning of your villain era.”
Harper whispered back, “I’m not becoming a villain.”
Cam’s grin was sharp. “You already own navy sweaters. It’s halfway there.”
The doorbell rang again. Voices rose in the parlor.
Ezra Feld’s laugh boomed. “Selma! We’re here to support!”
Poppy’s voice followed, sugary. “We brought banana bread!”
Harper closed her eyes. “Of course they did.”
Ben’s mouth tightened. “The Felds. Great.”
They moved back into the parlor to find Ezra and Poppy Feld standing under the photos like they were judging a gallery exhibit. Ezra wore a pastel sweater and a grin. Poppy clutched a foil-wrapped loaf like a peace offering.
“Harper!” Poppy exclaimed. “You look… radiant.”
Harper’s smile was a tight line. “Thank you.”
Ezra’s eyes slid to Ben. “Ben! My man. Still alive.”
“Barely,” Ben said.
Ezra laughed too loud. “We’re just thrilled to see the open house. Such a fresh start.” His gaze flicked between Harper and Ben, sharp beneath the friendliness. “Together, I assume?”
Harper’s throat went tight.
Ben’s hand hovered near the small of Harper’s back, a question without contact.
Selma appeared, eyes bright with warning. Smile. Sell. Survive.
Harper forced her lips up. “We’re… moving on,” she said carefully.
Poppy nodded too fast. “Moving on. Love that.”
Tessa glided past them, murmuring into her phone, “Neighbors with baked goods, you guys. Community. Romance. Brooklyn magic.”
Harper turned toward Tessa, voice low. “Please stop filming inside our house.”
Tessa blinked innocently. “I’m filming the vibe, not you.”
“The vibe includes me,” Harper said through her teeth.
Tessa’s smile stayed polished. “Hope sells. Let people hope.”
Selma stepped in before Harper snapped. “Okay! Let’s keep traffic moving, folks. Upstairs has the primary suite, and the backyard is a dream.”
As buyers drifted toward the stairs, Selma caught Harper and Ben near the console table, her expression sharp.
“You two,” Selma murmured, “were good. Until the flood. But even the flood helped.”
Harper stared. “The flood helped?”
Selma lifted her phone and turned the screen toward them.
Tessa’s video was already live.
A clip of Ben kneeling under the sink, sleeves pushed up, water dripping. Harper beside him with towels, her hair falling forward. Their shoulders almost touching.
The caption: When your husband fixes the leak and your heart. Brooklyn brownstone open house vibes. #couplegoals
Harper’s breath left her body.
Cam made a strangled noise behind them. “Oh no.”
Ben’s face went still. “She posted it.”
Harper’s hands shook. “She called you my husband.”
Ben’s gaze slid to Harper, something tight and unreadable in his eyes. “Technically I still am.”
Harper’s voice cracked. “Don’t.”
Selma’s eyes gleamed like she’d just seen a bidding war in the distance. “Listen to me,” she said, low. “That video is getting traction. People love you two. They love the story.”
Harper’s stomach churned. “We are not a story.”
“Today, you are,” Selma said simply. “And if buyers think this house holds a happy marriage, they’ll pay for that feeling. If they think this is a divorce sale, they’ll sniff weakness and lowball you.”
Harper’s jaw clenched. Weakness. Like her life was a scent.
Ben’s voice was quiet. “What are you suggesting.”
Selma didn’t flinch. “I’m suggesting you stop fighting the narrative long enough to sell the house. Look united. Look warm. Let people believe love lived here.”
Harper stared at the screen, at herself beside Ben, at the way her body had leaned in without permission.
Her chest ached. Not because of the video. Because it wasn’t entirely fake.
Ben’s gaze found hers. His expression was careful, almost hopeful in a way that scared her. Like he was asking for a chance. Like he was promising he’d follow her lead if she’d just tell him where to go.
Harper swallowed hard. “We can’t pretend forever.”
Ben’s voice dropped. “We don’t have to. Just until closing.”
“And after?” Harper asked, before she could stop herself.
Ben’s eyes flickered, pain sharp and honest. “That’s… a different closing.”
Selma clapped once, brisk. “Good. Tomorrow we schedule a private showing for the couple who loved the parlor. And you two,” she pointed between them, “are going to be charming and very much on the same team.”
Harper’s laugh was thin. “A team.”
Selma’s smile was pure confidence. “A team sells. Now straighten up. More buyers are coming.”
Outside, laughter rose on the stoop. The doorbell rang again.
Selma’s smile snapped back into place as she opened the door. “Welcome! Come on in.”
Harper stood in her own home with strangers at her doorstep and the internet rewriting her marriage in real time.
For months, she’d thought the hardest part would be selling the house.
Now she realized the first thing she had to sell was the story.
And she wasn’t sure which version of it she wanted to be true.






  
  Chapter 2: Listing Notes


Ben’s Phone, Unsent Draft 
Objective: Sell the brownstone without selling our dignity.Primary risk: The internet thinks we’re adorable. Harper thinks I’m a liability. Both may be true.Rules (proposed):
	Do not say “technically” in any sentence.

	Do not flirt in front of buyers unless it looks accidental.

	Do not touch Harper unless she initiates (or unless the house is actively flooding).

	Fix everything that drips, squeaks, or screams. Especially my mouth.Reminder: If I’m going to show up, I need to actually show up.



Ben Carter had always loved the sound of a house settling.
The radiator’s theatrical clank. The refrigerator’s steady hum. Even the occasional groan of old wood that reminded you the place was alive, still holding itself upright with pride.
Tonight, the brownstone sounded like it was holding its breath.
Ben stood in the kitchen with his hands braced on the counter, staring at the cabinet under the sink like it had betrayed him personally. He’d tightened the valve. Twice. He’d dried the baseboards. He’d even wiped the inside of the cabinet until it smelled like lemon and regret.
The leak was gone.
The internet was not.
His phone lit up again. Another notification, another little hit of dread. He told himself not to open it.
He opened it.
Tessa Vega’s video had been reposted. Again. The clip started mid-disaster: water blasting like a fountain, buyers squealing, Cam’s voice rising above the chaos with cheerful denial.
Then the part that made Ben’s stomach tighten every time.
Ben on his knees under the sink, sleeves pushed up, calm as if he did this for a living. Harper beside him, grabbing towels, focused, intent, moving like a partner rather than a person trapped in a collapsing life.
The caption was the same. It kept getting worse.
When your husband fixes the leak and your heart.
Ben scrolled down and punished himself with the comments.
This is better than Netflix.Her face when she kneels next to him. Girl.Where do I apply for a husband who can fix things AND look sad doing it?I need the next episode.
He let his head fall forward for a second. He was thirty-five years old, and an influencer had turned his marriage into an episodic series with fan theories.
A soft step sounded behind him.
Ben looked up.
Harper stood in the doorway, hair pulled into a messy knot, eyes sharp, posture controlled. She’d changed out of her “selling the house” sweater and into a gray T-shirt and black leggings, which somehow made her look even more like herself. Real. Unpolished. Dangerously close to the woman he’d fallen in love with before the world demanded she be bulletproof.
She took one look at his phone and her jaw tightened.
“You’re still watching it,” she said.
Ben lowered the phone like a teenager caught with contraband. “I’m… monitoring.”
“Monitoring what, Ben.”
“Public sentiment,” he said, because if he said my own humiliation he might crumble.
Harper’s mouth twitched, not a smile. “We’re not a brand.”
“I know.”
She moved into the kitchen without looking at him and filled the kettle. Her motions were brisk, deliberate. If she stayed busy, she didn’t have to feel.
Ben watched her hands, and the old instinct rose in him: step in, steady her, make it lighter. Say something funny. Say something charming. Make her exhale.
He didn’t.
He’d promised himself he wouldn’t use charm like a fire extinguisher anymore.
“The cabinet is dry,” he said instead. “Valve’s secure. I’ll check it again in the morning.”
Harper didn’t answer. The kettle clicked as it warmed.
Ben tried again, softer. “Harper.”
She turned, and the heat in her eyes wasn’t just anger. It was fear with excellent posture.
“Do you understand what she did?” Harper asked.
“Yes,” Ben said.
“Do you understand what it means?”
Ben swallowed. “It means the internet thinks we’re… a thing again.”
Harper’s laugh came out thin. “A thing.”
Ben set his phone down on the counter like it might infect the house. “I didn’t ask her to post it.”
“I know,” Harper said, and it startled him how quickly she gave him that.
Ben’s chest tightened. “Then why are you looking at me like you want to throw the kettle at my head.”
Harper’s eyes flicked toward the kettle. “Because I’m considering it.”
That, at least, was familiar. Harper angry had always been terrifying, but it was also honest. Harper quiet was the version that meant she’d gone somewhere inside herself Ben couldn’t reach.
The kettle began to hiss. Harper dropped a tea bag into a mug with too much force, like she was punishing it for existing.
“Selma texted me,” Harper said.
Ben’s stomach dipped. “What did she say.”
“She wants us at her office tomorrow morning.” Harper stared into her mug as if it might tell her how to survive the next forty-eight hours. “She said we need a plan.”
Ben let out a slow breath. “We’ve been planning.”
Harper’s gaze snapped to his. “We’ve been managing. There’s a difference.”
He didn’t argue. Harper was right too often lately.
Ben hesitated, then said the thing that had been burning a hole in his throat since the open house ended.
“I’m sorry.”
Harper went still. “For what.”
“For being late. For not taking the photos down when you asked. For saying ‘married’ like it was harmless. For…” He gestured vaguely at the phone, the house, the air between them. “For adding fuel to the fire.”
Harper’s eyes didn’t soften, but something shifted. A fractional change in her breath. A crack in the armor that made Ben want to reach out and also made him terrified to.
“You don’t get to decide what saves me,” she said quietly.
Ben nodded. “I know.”
The kettle started to whistle. Harper shut it off and poured the water with practiced precision, then took a sip too soon and winced. She didn’t put the mug down.
Ben watched her, and a thought hit him with the weight of truth.
This wasn’t about the video.
The video was just proof they were visible now.
Harper hated being visible when she wasn’t in control.
“Where are you sleeping tonight?” Ben asked, because the question had been lurking behind everything else.
Harper’s eyes flicked up, wary. “What.”
Ben cleared his throat. “Selma’s going to want us at showings. Buyers will ask where you are. The neighbors…” He stopped himself before he said are vultures. “They’ll notice.”
Harper’s shoulders lifted and fell in one tight motion. “You can take the guest room.”
Ben’s pulse stuttered.
He kept his face steady. “Okay.”
Harper’s gaze sharpened immediately. “This is not you moving back.”
“I understand,” Ben said. He meant it. He also felt the sting anyway.
Harper nodded once, as if confirming the boundary for both of them. Then she turned toward the hallway like she needed distance before she broke.
Ben watched her go, and the kitchen suddenly felt too large.
He stared at the banana bread on the counter, still wrapped in foil, still radiating neighborly menace.
“Tomorrow,” he said to himself, “we become a team.”
The words sounded ridiculous in his own mouth.
They also sounded like the only way not to lose her completely.
Selma Rosario’s office the next morning looked like a war room designed by someone who owned too many beige throw pillows.
Printouts covered her desk. A laptop sat open to a paused frame of Ben under the sink, sleeves pushed up, Harper beside him. The image looked like a romance poster if you ignored the puddle and the panic.
Selma pointed at two chairs set side by side. “Sit.”
Harper sat first, posture stiff, eyes already irritated at the concept of furniture. Ben sat beside her, close enough to look aligned, far enough not to risk touching her.
Selma clicked her pen. “Here’s the situation.”
Harper’s voice was flat. “We know.”
Selma held up a hand. “You know the emotional situation. I know the market situation. And right now, the market situation is this: your open house went viral in a local way.”
Harper blinked. “Local.”
Selma nodded. “Brooklyn brownstone people. Renovation accounts. First-time-buyer couples. Women who think crown molding is foreplay. It’s not global. Not yet.”
Ben didn’t like the way she said yet.
Selma leaned forward. “If you don’t control the story, the story controls you.”
Harper’s jaw tightened. “We’re not controlling anything. We’re selling a property.”
Selma’s eyes were sharp and calm. “Buyers buy feelings. Safety. Hope. A fantasy they can move into.”
Harper’s voice dropped, dangerous. “Our marriage is not a fantasy for sale.”
Selma didn’t flinch. “It doesn’t have to be your marriage. It can be your teamwork. Your stability. Your ‘we’re upgrading’ energy.”
Harper’s laugh was humorless. “That’s a lie.”
“It’s marketing,” Selma said.
Ben cleared his throat. “What are you proposing, Selma.”
Selma slid a folder across the desk.
A single page on top read:
THE “WE’RE FINE” AGREEMENT (TEMPORARY)For purposes of selling 214 Hawthorne Street without bleeding money or dignity.
Ben’s mouth tried to twitch. He stopped it. Harper’s expression made it clear this was not a laughing matter.
Ben read the bullet points quickly.
Public-facing rules: no separation talk, no arguments in front of buyers, use “we” language, minimal touching for believability, no passive-aggressive jokes.
Operational rules: Ben attends every showing, Harper shares schedules, weekly check-ins, time-outs instead of detonations.
End date: closing day.
Harper didn’t reach for the paper. She stared at it like it had personally insulted her.
“You’re asking us to pretend,” Harper said.
“I’m asking you to stop advertising pain,” Selma replied.
Ben felt Harper go rigid beside him, like she might stand and walk out.
He kept his voice calm. “What happens if we refuse.”
Selma didn’t hesitate. “Longer sale. Lower offers. More intrusive questions. More neighborhood gossip. And you will hate each other more by the end because this process will amplify every crack.”
Harper’s voice turned small and sharp. “We already hate each other.”
Ben flinched, not because the words were new, but because hearing them in Selma’s office made them feel official. Documented. Like an appraisal.
Selma’s tone softened just a fraction. “Then hate each other with more money. Or hate each other broke.”
Silence.
Ben looked at Harper. “Can we at least take the operational parts? The schedule, the check-ins, the time-outs. That’s not selling anything private. That’s just… keeping this from getting worse.”
Harper’s eyes cut to his. “You’re the one who makes it worse.”
Ben didn’t deny it. He’d earned that.
He chose honesty instead of charm.
“I want to sell the house without destroying you,” Ben said quietly. “If this helps, I’ll do it. But only if we add rules that protect you too.”
Harper’s throat moved as she swallowed. “Protect me from what.”
Ben held her gaze. “From being made into content without consent. From being cornered. From me using jokes to dodge hard things.”
Harper looked away first.
Selma watched them like she was watching a negotiation between two people who still cared too much to be clean about it.
Harper finally reached for the pen.
She didn’t sign. She added bullet points in the margin, handwriting sharp enough to cut.
– No filming inside the house without explicit permission.– No surprise couple content.– No using ‘fine’ as a substitute for an answer.– Ben removes banana bread if Ezra uses it to linger.– Harper does not leave passive-aggressive sticky notes on Ben’s tools.
Ben leaned closer. “You were leaving sticky notes on my tools.”
Harper didn’t look up. “Consider it a learning system.”
Selma made a pleased sound. “I love a clause.”
Harper added one more line at the bottom, slower than the rest.
– If either of us wants out, we say it directly. No disappearing.
Ben’s throat constricted. That line wasn’t about the house.
Ben took the pen and added his own, handwriting less precise, intent clear.
– I show up on time. Every time.– I don’t use jokes to dodge.– If you ask a direct question, I answer it.– No one calls Harper dramatic. Not me, not the neighbors, not the internet.
Harper’s gaze paused on that last one. Her face didn’t soften, but her breath changed, just slightly.
Selma pushed the paper toward them. “Now sign.”
Harper signed first.
Ben signed beneath her.
Selma snatched the document like she was afraid it would burst into flames. “Great. We execute.”
Harper’s voice was tight. “We perform.”
“We sell,” Selma corrected.
Then Selma lifted her phone. “One more thing. I’m calling Tessa.”
Harper’s head snapped up. “No.”
Selma held up a hand. “Yes, because she’s already involved. If you don’t manage her, she will manage you.”
Harper’s hands clenched. “I don’t want her in my house.”
“Then we keep her on the stoop,” Selma said. “One controlled clip. Ten minutes. You approve it. You say no whenever you want.”
Harper stared at Selma like she was calculating whether this counted as consent or surrender.
Finally, Harper said, “One clip.”
Selma nodded briskly. “One clip. Tonight. Six.”
Ben exhaled through his nose. “Great. A stoop appointment with the internet.”
Selma pointed at him. “And don’t be late.”
Ben lifted a hand. “Noted.”
Harper stood, adjusting her bag strap as if it gave her something solid to hold. “This doesn’t change anything,” she said, eyes hard.
Ben nodded. “I know.”
Harper’s gaze sharpened. “Do you.”
Ben met her eyes. “I know it doesn’t fix us. But it keeps us from burning everything down in public. That’s something.”
Harper looked away, jaw tight.
Then she walked out.
Ben followed.
They turned onto their block and immediately Ben felt it.
The attention.
Mrs. D’Agostino “watering” her front steps with a spray bottle that contained no water. Ezra Feld leaning against a parked car like he lived there now. Poppy Feld hovering beside him, eyes bright with curiosity disguised as community spirit.
Ezra’s grin widened as they approached. “Look who’s walking home together!”
Harper’s spine stiffened.
Ben remembered Selma’s rules. We language. Calm. Minimal touching.
He hated that he knew what to do.
He stepped slightly closer to Harper, shoulder brushing hers. Not a grab. Not a claim. Just contact that read as united.
Harper went rigid, then held.
Poppy smiled too sweetly. “We saw the video.”
Harper’s smile came out polished and dangerous. “Did you.”
Ezra chuckled. “The whole neighborhood is rooting for you two.”
Ben nodded politely, because politeness was the only shield he had. “We’re focused on the sale.”
“Together,” Poppy added, eyes sliding between them like she was reading subtitles.
Harper’s fingers curled, then loosened.
Ben kept his expression warm. “We’re making it as smooth as possible.”
Ezra leaned in, lowering his voice like he was offering wisdom. “Divorce energy is bad for property values.”
Harper’s eyes flashed.
Ben tightened his shoulder against hers by a fraction, a silent not here. Harper’s breath hitched, then she forced a smile.
“Thanks for your concern, Ezra,” Harper said, voice so sweet it could rot teeth.
Poppy’s eyes flicked down to Ben’s bare hand.
Ben watched her notice.
Watched her file it away.
Watched the satisfaction flicker across her face like she’d just confirmed a rumor.
Harper saw it too. She turned her body slightly, instinctive, trying to block the view of her own bare left hand.
Ben angled with her, subtly shielding her without making it obvious.
Ezra clapped Ben on the shoulder. “Proud of you.”
Ben swallowed the urge to bite. “Thanks.”
Harper moved toward the steps. “We should go.”
Ben followed her inside.
The door shut. The noise of the street disappeared.
Harper exhaled hard, like she’d been holding her breath from Selma’s office to the front stoop. “They noticed,” she said, voice tight.
Ben nodded. “Rings.”
Harper turned on him. “We are not buying rings.”
“I didn’t say buy,” Ben said quickly. “We can borrow something. Cheap bands. Anything that keeps buyers from smelling a divorce sale.”
Harper’s eyes burned. “This is humiliating.”
Ben’s voice softened. “I know.”
Harper stared at him, and for a second he saw her exhaustion unmasked. Not anger. Not control. Just a woman tired of being watched.
Then her face closed again.
“I’m going upstairs,” Harper said.
Ben nodded. “Okay.”
Harper paused on the first step, one hand on the banister. Without looking back, she said, “You did fine.”
Ben’s chest tightened.
He kept his voice steady. “Thank you.”
Harper disappeared upstairs.
Ben stood in the foyer alone, staring at the staircase like it held answers.
His phone buzzed.
A text from Selma:
Selma: Tessa confirmed. Stoop only. Ten minutes. 6:00 PM. Wear something that says “stable couple,” not “sad artist.” Also, be early.
Ben stared at the screen, then let out a quiet laugh because if he didn’t laugh he might scream.
He tilted his head up toward the stairs. “Harper,” he called.
Her voice drifted down, wary. “What.”
Ben exhaled. “We have a stoop appointment at six.”
“With who,” Harper asked, already irritated.
Ben looked at his phone again, then at the front door.
“The internet,” he said.
A beat of silence.
Then Harper’s voice came down, clipped. “Ten minutes.”
Ben leaned his head back against the wall.
Temporary team.
Right.
He just had to survive one controlled clip without losing the woman he’d already lost once.
And that thought, more than any comment section, was what finally made his hands shake.






  
  Chapter 3: Seller’s Disclosure


Harper Lane hated forms that pretended to be neutral. 
Neutral was for people who didn’t live inside consequences.
She sat at the dining room table under staged lighting and a staged bowl of lemons that looked waxed into immortality. The brownstone smelled faintly of citrus and furniture polish, like a home that had never heard a raised voice. If she squinted, she could almost believe it.
Her laptop was open to a spreadsheet titled SALE EXECUTION because if Harper couldn’t control her marriage, she could at least control a timeline. Tabs ran along the bottom like little promises: Showings, Staging, Repairs, Neighbors, Contingencies. The newest tab was SENTIMENT RISK, which was not a real real estate term but should have been.
On paper beside her sat the Seller’s Disclosure form.
The question stared up at her in polite font.
Are you aware of any past or present leaks, seepage, dampness, or other moisture-related conditions?
Harper tapped the pen against her teeth once, then wrote with brisk accuracy.
Yes. Leak under kitchen sink repaired 1/9.
There. Truth with a timestamp. No mention of the way the leak had turned into a public spectacle. No mention of Ben kneeling under the cabinet like he belonged there, like he belonged with her, while strangers filmed.
Harper’s phone buzzed. Selma, of course.
Selma: 6:00 PM. Stoop only. Ten minutes. Script attached. Also: people noticed. Rings.
Harper’s stomach tightened so hard it felt like a physical thing.
Rings.
She looked down at her bare left hand. In the quiet of the dining room, the absence was loud. She had taken her wedding ring off on a Tuesday that had been aggressively Tuesday, then placed it in a small dish on her nightstand like it was temporary. Like she would put it back on when Ben started showing up.
Weeks later, the dish still held a circle of gold and the weight of an expectation Harper didn’t know how to carry anymore.
Her screen buzzed again.
Selma: If buyers smell “divorce sale,” they negotiate harder. Handle the ring optics today.
Harper stared at the word optics and almost laughed. Of course Selma used optics like a verb. Harper used to be the one who taught clients how to translate truth into something palatable.
Now she was being asked to do it to herself.
Upstairs, a floorboard creaked.
Harper didn’t look up. She kept writing, because writing was easier than feeling.
Another question.
Are you aware of any material defects in the property that may affect its value?
Harper’s pen hovered.
Material defects: the boiler that screamed like a dramatic opera singer at inconvenient times. The bathroom fan that whined. The stair tread that squeaked on the third step like it wanted applause.
And then there were the other defects. The ones that didn’t come with repair invoices.
Ben’s habit of vanishing when conflict got sharp. Her habit of tightening control until it strangled every soft thing in the room. The way they both pretended those habits were just personalities, not survival strategies.
Harper wrote the safe answer.
No.
She underlined it once, too hard.
A quiet footstep sounded in the hall, then Ben appeared at the edge of the dining room with a mug in his hand and that careful expression he’d been wearing since he slept in the guest room. Like a man trying to move through a museum without triggering an alarm.
He wore a plain T-shirt, hair still damp. He looked annoyingly good for someone who had turned her life into a trending clip.
“Seller’s Disclosure?” he asked.
Harper didn’t lift her gaze. “Yes.”
Ben stepped closer and stopped at the corner of the table. “How bad is it.”
“It’s a confession booth for pipes.” Harper signed another line with a quick flick of her pen. “And apparently we need rings.”
Ben’s mug paused halfway to his mouth. His eyes flicked to his bare hand like he’d forgotten it existed.
“Oh.”
Harper held his gaze now, because she refused to be the only one uncomfortable. “People noticed.”
Ben swallowed. “Right.”
Harper expected an argument. A joke. A complaint about capitalism and romance narratives. Something to blur the discomfort.
Ben just nodded.
“I’ll handle it,” Harper said, brisk. “I’m going out.”
Ben blinked. “Now?”
Harper checked the clock. 4:57. “Yes. If we’re doing this stoop thing at six, I’m not showing up ringless.”
Ben pushed off the doorframe. “I’ll come.”
Harper’s first instinct was no. Errands with Ben had always turned into feelings. Even grocery runs. A stupid “we need paper towels” could end with them arguing in aisle seven about why he never listened when she said she needed help.
But she also didn’t want to do this alone. That truth landed in her chest with an unwelcome heat.
“Fine,” she said, making the word sharp enough to be a boundary. “But this is not a date.”
Ben’s mouth twitched. “It’s a ring run.”
“Don’t make it cute.”
“I won’t,” Ben promised, and she almost believed him.
Harper grabbed her coat and the car keys. She avoided looking at the lemons as she passed. The lemons had never been through a divorce-adjacent staging pact. The lemons were safe.
Outside, the January air hit like a reprimand. Harper pulled her scarf up, chin lifted, and forced her body into the posture of someone who wasn’t being watched.
Except she was.
Mrs. D’Agostino was on her stoop “sweeping” the same clean patch of sidewalk with the devotion of a monk. Ezra Feld leaned against a parked car, coffee in hand, as if he had simply happened to be out at the exact moment Harper and Ben left their house together.
Harper felt Ben’s presence shift beside her, subtle, alert. He didn’t take her hand. He didn’t touch her. He just angled his body slightly between Harper and the audience.
Ezra called, loud enough for all of Brooklyn to hear, “You two going somewhere fun?”
Harper’s smile snapped into place. “Errands.”
Ben added, pleasantly, “Hardware store.”
Ezra’s eyebrows shot up. “Romantic.”
Harper’s smile sharpened. “Thrilling.”
Ben’s lips twitched, but he kept walking. Harper kept walking. She did not look back, because if she looked back she might see satisfaction on their faces. Like they’d been handed a clue.
The hardware store smelled like sawdust and fluorescent light. Harper normally found it soothing in a utilitarian way. Today, it felt like a stage with a different set.
Ben led them straight to a display of silicone bands, black and gray packs stacked like tiny handcuffs.
“Practical,” Ben said, picking one up. “No sentiment. No guilt.”
Harper stared at the package. “They look like tire rubber.”
“That’s why they’re perfect.”
Harper grabbed a thinner set, still silicone but less aggressively… industrial. “These.”
Ben squinted. “Those are ‘I own matching gym outfits’ rings.”
Harper shot him a look. “We are not being cute in aisle twelve.”
Ben held up his hands. “Copy that.”
A couple rounded the corner, cart squeaking. The woman slowed when she saw Harper, then her gaze slid to Ben, then back.
Her eyes widened.
“Oh my god,” she whispered, not quietly.
Harper’s stomach dropped straight through the floor.
The man beside her pulled out his phone like a reflex.
Ben stepped slightly closer to Harper, not touching her, just there. “Hey,” Ben said with calm friendliness, the way he spoke to buyers who looked like they might cry over crown molding. “We’re just grabbing something and heading out.”
The woman smiled too brightly. “You guys are so adorable.”
Harper’s jaw tightened. She forced air into her lungs. Forced her face into something human.
“Thanks,” she said, the word clipped.
Ben nodded, still calm. “Have a good one.”
They drifted away, whispering like they’d just spotted a celebrity in the wild.
Harper exhaled hard.
“This is insane,” she muttered.
Ben’s voice stayed low. “It’s temporary.”
Harper’s laugh was sharp. “Everything is temporary. That doesn’t mean it’s fine.”
Ben glanced at her. “Banned word.”
Harper stared at him. “I’m operational.”
Ben’s mouth tugged. “Still banned, but creative.”
Harper pushed the basket toward the register before her composure turned into something else.
The cashier scanned the rings, then looked up at them with the casual curiosity of someone who had seen every kind of human decision at a counter.
“Big day?” he asked.
Harper froze.
Ben smiled politely. “Just home stuff.”
The cashier nodded. “My wife and I did the silicone rings during our reno. Keeps the fancy ones safe.”
Harper’s chest tightened at wife.
Ben’s hand hovered near the counter, close to hers, not touching. A quiet steadying presence he didn’t announce.
Harper stared straight ahead and nodded once like she was listening.
Outside, Harper breathed in







