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I Love You Today is dedicated to my children: Lillian, Colton, and Brady.  
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“Never let the fear of striking out, keep you from playing the game.” 


~Babe Ruth



May you three follow your hearts, dream big dreams, and always cheer for the Chicago Cubs. Mommy loves you more than anything. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Austin

I slam the last box into the belly of the moving truck like I can jar the hurt loose with it. Inside, kitchen glass explodes into noise—sharp clinks and frantic rattles, a tiny earthquake made of plates and memories.

Who the hell packed this? 

I grimace and jog back down the ramp, shoes hammering metal, then concrete. I stop at the curb and let my gaze climb the brick building beside me, up past the soot-stained ledges, up past the stubborn windows, until they land on the third-story one.

There. That’s where she is. Or was. Mavis Benson. The girl who stole my heart without even trying. The girl I loved too long and too quietly. And in a matter of months, she’ll be my twin brother’s wife.

From the moment she fled Rosewood more than ten years ago, she was always Josh’s missing puzzle piece—the one he never stopped searching for, even when he pretended he had. And in secret, I held onto her. Quiet and careful, like love could be contained if I kept it small. I carried her, palms wrapped around something I had no right to keep, telling myself that if I loved her silently—if I protected her from the dark, from the past, from everything—then that would be enough. But it wasn’t.

Now her edges slide perfectly against Josh’s, effortless and sure. Two halves locking together the way they were always meant to. And me? I’m the extra piece. The one that doesn’t fit. The one that got tossed into the wrong box and forgotten.

My stomach drops hard, that familiar free-fall of defeat and heartache hollowing me out from the inside. 

How the hell am I supposed to let you go, Princess? 

I slam the truck door shut and force the lever down until it locks with a final, unforgiving click. 

And worse—stand here and watch you build a life with my brother?

A low sound slips from my throat, barely more than a whine, swallowed by the damp spring air.

“She’s really leaving, isn’t she?”

I turn toward the voice dragging me out of my spiral. Casey stands a few feet away, blonde curls blowing lazily in her face, lips pressed together like she’s already sorry she asked. Her arms are overloaded—a massive pizza box balanced on top of two grocery bags, purse slipping off her shoulder.

A chill runs down my spine, trailing all the way to my fingertips as a gust of wind cuts through my jacket. “Yeah,” I say, clearing my throat. “Back to California.” I nod toward her hands. “You want some help with that?”

“Oh—yeah. Thanks.” She steps closer and hands me the grocery bags, glass bottles clinking together.

I peek inside and snort at the twin bottles of gin.

“Are you really out here loading the truck by yourself?” she asks.

I fall in step beside her as she heads for the building. “Josh said something about needing to drop off the last rent check. They took off maybe half an hour ago, and I figured I’d just finish up.”

Casey nods. “Awfully nice of you, considering—” She stops short, sets the pizza on the concrete stoop, and drops to her knees to dig through her purse.

“Considering?” I echo, already knowing.

She shakes her head. “Sorry. None of my business.” A blue lighter slips free and clatters to the ground near my shoe.

“You’re fine,” I say, bending to grab it. I place it in her open palm. “You can say it. Considering she picked Josh over me.”

“Oh. Um.” She winces. “Well...”

I exhale, slow and deliberate, but it does nothing to loosen the ache lodged in my gut. If anything, it deepens. The truth has lived inside me for years, quiet and patient, waiting. I’ve carried it so long it feels fused to bone, but saying it out loud is different. It’s like tearing open something that never healed right, peeling back scar tissue I pretended was solid.

Because this is the part I never admitted—even to myself. Somewhere deep down, I always knew how this would end. Knew that if Josh ever stood in front of her again, she would choose him. She was always meant to. I wasn’t blind to it; I was just hoping what we shared for so long might be enough to change the ending. Hoping that if I held her carefully enough, quietly enough, the truth wouldn’t surface. But it didn’t. 

The bottles clink again as I shift my grip and offer her a hand. She squeezes my palm and lets me help her up, her cheeks flushing pink.

“Leave it to me to make things awkward,” she says with a crooked smile. 

Sunlight breaks through the clouds, catching her face as she looks at me. And warmth spreads through my chest, unwelcome and a little confusing. I tug my ball cap lower to shade my eyes. 

“No,” I say, forcing a grin. “That one’s on me.” I nod toward the brick I had been using to prop the door open, now half buried in weeds. “Glad you showed up, though. I locked myself out.”

She sighs, jamming the key in the lock. “The people in this building are super weird. And rude.” The door sticks before finally giving way. “Like the new guy down the hall. He moved in a couple weeks ago. The dude reeks like pot, is loud as hell, and is kinda creepy.” She shivers. “And looks at me weird.” 

“Are you planning to stay living here?” I ask, shifting the bags to free my hand as I hold the door for her.

She scoops up the pizza—and promptly stumbles on the first step.

“Whoa—hey.” I steady her. “You okay?”

She laughs it off and keeps climbing. “Yeah. My dad always called me Klutzy Casey for a reason.”

I smile and follow, my gaze catching the sway of her hips as she climbs in front of me.

“Are you staying for dinner?” she asks over her shoulder.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Not sure what the happy couple has planned. I mostly just came to help pack.” I sigh. “And maybe earn back a few points with Josh.”

At the apartment door on the third floor, Casey turns and leans against the frame before opening it. “Mavs told me he’s still a little pissed at you.”

I raise a brow. “That’s one way to put it.”

“Well,” she says, sliding inside, “he’s not here. So, you should stay.” She taps the pizza box and inhales dramatically. “Dimo’s has the best pizza in the city.”

I set the grocery bags on the kitchen counter and take in the apartment—small, bare, and aggressively white as it floods with afternoon sun. The light throws a hazy orange halo behind Casey as she shrugs out of her coat and drops it on a chair.

A door slams somewhere in the hallway—hard enough to make the walls shudder. The sound cracks through the apartment like a warning shot. A beat later, manic laughter erupts, too loud, too sharp, bouncing off the narrow corridor until it crawls under my skin. 

“What the hell?” I lean out into the hallway just in time to catch the tail end of a dark trench coat disappearing down the stairs. I frown and retreat back inside, pulling the door shut behind me. “You didn’t answer me earlier. Are you going to stay living here alone?”

Casey shrugs. “Until I find a new roommate, I guess.”

I glance back at the door, the tail end of that trench coat still flickering in my mind like an afterimage. The tips of my fingers prickle, settling into a low hum of unease I can’t quite shake. I force my voice to sound casual. “Finding a roommate can’t be that hard in a city like this, right? You’ll get someone fast.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m sure.” Her gaze drops as she slips out of her battered flip-flops, nudging them aside with her toes. Then she gestures toward the bags. “Want a drink?”

“Always.” I tug the first bottle of gin from the bag and set it on the counter, pretending the churn in my gut is just hunger and not something sharper. I don’t like the idea of her here alone—especially with that guy next door.

Casey pads barefoot across the tile, rummaging through a cabinet until she produces two glasses. She opens the freezer and dumps ice into each one. “Gin and tonic okay?”

I nod, but a quiet snicker slips out anyway—muscle memory, the kind that comes from remembering exactly how many bad decisions have started with that drink.

Casey pauses with the freezer door half open. “What?”

“Nothing.” I shake my head, like I can knock the thought loose. Like I can make it harmless.

She pours, then lifts her gaze, and the playful ease in her expression tilts into something more careful. “Are you okay?”

“What makes you think I’m not?” But I know the question comes out too fast, too defensive.

Instead of pushing, she reaches for a spoon—just grabs one off the counter—and stirs both glasses like she’s done this a hundred times. I wince. Because that spoon definitely hasn’t seen soap in a while.

“Why are gin and tonics funny?” she asks.

“They’re not,” I say, then hesitate, my words catching. “They just... tend to get me into trouble.”

Her mouth curves, soft and amused. “Then here’s to trouble.” She taps her glass against mine. “Cheers.”

“Cheers, Casey.” I take a drink, the burn and bite sliding down my throat, loosening something tight in my chest. “That’s good.” I nod toward her. “You bartend with Mavis, right?”

“Used to,” she says. “Before her knight in shining armor showed up.” She jerks her chin toward the door. “Guess I have you to thank for that, huh?”

I grunt and drag a beat-up barstool out from under the counter, lowering myself onto the cracked leather. “You know, this didn’t exactly play out the way I wanted it to either.”

She hops onto the stool beside me and hooks her feet on the metal rung of my chair like she’s trying to make herself smaller. Her bravado slips a notch, her shoulders soften, and her smile doesn’t fully show up this time.

“No—I know,” she says, like she needs me to hear it before the silence fills in the blanks. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not your fault.”

She swirls the ice in her glass, watching it spin and clink like it might give her an answer. Her gaze stays down, but her throat bobs once—an almost-swallow. It hits me then. She’s doing her own version of what I’ve been doing all day. Holding it together with jokes. Pretending it’s just a move, just a change, just logistics. Like missing someone can be filed away neatly with the packing tape.

“I just don’t want her to leave,” she admits, voice quieter now.

The words land heavier than they should, because I can see it on her—how the loss sits in her chest, too. Different than mine, but just as real. Mavis isn’t just my impossible thing. She’s Casey’s person. A constant. A roommate who became family. And if I’m staring down the empty space Mavis left in my life, Casey’s about to wake up to it every morning in this apartment.

Before I can say anything, her phone buzzes on the dining room table. She leans backward to grab it, and the strap of her bag catches the corner of the pizza box. It starts to slide. And I lunge on instinct and catch it just in time, palms flattening the lid before dinner hits the floor.

“Oh, shit—nice save!” She laughs.

I push the box back to safety and grin despite myself because this girl is truly a walking accident. 

Klutzy Casey indeed. 

“It’s Mavis,” she says, glancing at her phone. “They’re stuck in traffic. There’s a wreck on Lake Shore—down to one lane. Might be a while before they get back.” She types a quick reply. “You want some pizza before it gets cold?”

“Can’t turn down Chicago’s best, can I?” I spin on my stool and eye the box.

“You really can’t,” she says, moving into the kitchen to grab plates and paper towels. “You’ll see, California boy.”

I follow her to the table and flip the lid open. The smell hits first—hot cheese, sweet sauce, toasted crust—then my eyes land on the crime scene. Bright yellow chunks scattered across the glossy surface like someone got reckless with fruit.

My nose wrinkles before I can stop it. “Is that... pineapple?” I look up at her, genuinely offended. Then I glance back down. “On pizza?”

“Hey, don’t knock it ’til you try it.” Casey jabs her elbow into my side and snatches a slice like she’s throwing down a gauntlet. Her eyes sparkle with the kind of confidence only a Chicago-born girl with zero fear can pull off. “Come on,” she says, grin turning wicked. “Be a big boy.”

I grab the slice with the least amount of fruit I can find—purely out of stubborn, California-bred principle—and trail her into the living room. Casey drops into the corner of the sofa, all confidence and ease. I set my questionable pizza on the coffee table and tug my sweatshirt over my head, the room still holding onto the warmth of the afternoon sun, like it hasn’t quite realized the day is ending.

“Figures,” I mutter, “that the best thing Chicago has to offer is a topping from California.”

Casey shrugs, unfazed. “Eh. These are probably from Florida.”

I snort and head back toward the kitchen. “You want your drink?”

“Yep!” she calls. “And don’t be afraid to refill!”

Her giggle floats after me—light and effortless. And it unexpectedly takes the edge off the mood I brought with me to the Midwest like an extra suitcase.

“You read my mind,” I say, topping off both glasses.

When I return, I drop onto the seat beside her, but immediately regret it. The couch swallows me whole—my knees practically kissing my face as the cushion caves under my weight.

“Sorry,” she says, pink warming her cheeks. “It’s a shitty sofa. Sit like this. You’ll be more comfortable.”

I kick off my shoes and fold myself into the corner the way she does—feet tucked under me, shoulder angled toward her. It feels oddly domestic. I pick up my slice and sniff it like I’m being paid to investigate.

“Oh my, God.” Casey rolls her eyes. “Just try it.”

“All right, all right.” I bite down and the sweetness of the pineapple hits first—bright and sharp—then the salt of the sauce and the pull of the dough follows. The flavors collide in a way that shouldn’t work, but somehow does.

“See?” she says, satisfied. “Delicious, right?” She flips a paper towel in my lap.

I chew, staring at the slice like it betrayed my loyalty. “Fine. It’s not bad.” I take another bite, slower this time. “I’ll admit it.”

Casey laughs. “Hey—are you a Cubs fan?” Before I can answer, she leans across my lap to grab the remote from the end table, but her sudden closeness makes my stomach drop. Heat blooms through my chest like I’m sixteen again instead of a grown man who should know better. She smells like lilacs—soft and clean—and the scent mixes with pizza and gin until my brain forgets what it’s supposed to be doing.

I clear my throat and force the warmth back down where it belongs. Because she’s not Mavis. Nobody is. “Uh. No,” I choke out and the words come out rougher than I mean them to. “Sorry, lifelong Dodgers fan here.”

Something crunches as I shift on the couch. I smirk and reach between the sagging cushions, fingers brushing the spine of glossy paper. I tug it free, mostly grateful for the excuse to give my hands something to do. Then the cover stares back at me. The Funny Part.

Oh, that’s right. E. Banks.

“Figures,” she says, not looking up as she flips channels. She lands on the Cubs game—Chicago up seven to five over Cincinnati. 

“So, Miss E. Banks...” I nod at the screen, then toss the magazine in her lap. “Baseball’s your thing?”

“It is.” She smiles and pulls the blanket from the sofa corner, draping it around her shoulders like armor. “My dad took me to Wrigley all the time when I was a kid. When you grow up near the city, you just kind of inherit the fandom.”

I nod. “My dad did the same for us. But I guess it was mostly basketball games. Some baseball.” I finish my slice and lift my plate like I’m offering a verdict. “And you were right. This California boy is impressed.” I toss the empty plate onto the coffee table and wink.

“See?” she says, pleased with herself. “Stick with me, Austin Templeton. I’ll teach you the ways of the Midwest.” Her grin turns mischievous. “I’ll even show you around the city if you want. There’s more than pineapple pizza.” Another giggle. And there it is again—something in my chest loosening that shouldn’t.

“Funny you mention it,” I say, leaning back. “The partners at my law firm have been talking about opening a new branch here.”

Casey’s brows lift. “Oh yeah, Mavis said you’re a lawyer.”

The way she says it lands sideways, and I can’t help the grin that cuts through. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“No.” She laughs, shaking her head, and for a second the room feels lighter. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Then she reaches out—easy, unthinking—and squeezes my knee as if we’ve known each other forever. As if touch is harmless. As if she doesn’t feel the way my body goes instantly alert. Heat flashes up my spine, clean and sharp, and I swear my breath stutters. I keep my face neutral, but inside I’m a mess of warning bells.

She pulls her hand back like nothing happened—like she didn’t just rearrange something in my chest. That’s when the TV detonates with cheers. The Cubs tack on two more runs in the bottom of the eighth.

“Looks like a win for Chicago tonight,” she says, eyes glued to the screen, but her smile curves like she’s sharing it with me, too.

“I’ll drink to that,” I say, grateful for the distraction. 

Casey leans forward, grabs her glass, and takes a confident sip—then immediately coughs, face twisting. “You are a shit-terrible bartender,” she sputters, blinking through the burn.

“Hey.” I laugh and nudge her shin with my foot. “That’s not true.”

“Holy hell, that’s strong,” she says, but she takes another sip anyway, stubborn as sin, cheeks flushing as her smile comes back.

And then the apartment door opens. Mavis and Josh walk in, fingers laced together—like if they let go, the whole world might crack down the middle.

Great.

“Ugh, that took forever,” Mavis says, dropping her bag onto the counter. “Austin, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to finish loading the truck alone.”

I lower my gaze and shrug like it doesn’t matter, like my chest isn’t an open wound. “No problem. You guys are all set.” I lift my glass and take a drink—appreciating my heavy pour of gin even more. 

“Pizza’s on the table,” Casey calls out, her voice bright and unbothered. “Drinks are on the counter. But whatever you do, don’t let Austin make one for you.” 

Her elbow brushes my side again, light and purposeful. I tell myself that’s all it is. Still, my eyes catch hers—bright, sparkling blue, far too pretty for the mess she’s stirring up in my head.

“He does make strong drinks,” Mavis mutters, already reaching for a slice like this is all perfectly normal. Beside her, Josh’s jaw tightens. The muscles in his forearms bunch, a silent reaction he probably doesn’t realize even shows.

“Fly that W!” Casey claps as “Go Cubs Go” explodes from the speakers, her excitement pure and unfiltered.

I watch her for a beat too long—how she lights up, how easily joy comes to her—and something in me is drawn toward it. Toward the lightness. Toward anything that isn’t this apartment, this tension, this slow ache I can’t outrun.

“We should celebrate,” I hear myself say, a grin forming before I have time to stop it. Because the words feel like oxygen. Like an exit. I lift my glass and tip it gently against hers. “Can I take you up on that offer to show me around?”

Her smile turns wicked as she drains the rest of her drink. “I’ll show you how Chicagoans really have fun.”

I swallow, already in trouble.

Lead the way, Cinderella. No promises about midnight.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Casey

I squeeze into my black leggings and yank the gold skirt up over my hips, tugging until it sits just right against the hem of my sheer black blouse. For a second, I almost look like someone who’s getting ready for a night that means something. Then I step up to the full-length mirror and the illusion cracks—literally.

A thick fracture runs straight down the center, splitting my reflection in two. I stare at it too long, like the mirror is going to tell me which half of me is being ridiculous. I tilt my head, take in the outfit, the effort, the hope I didn’t mean to put on with it, and shake myself back to reality.

“What are you doing, Casey McDaniels?” I whisper. “This is not a date.”

I yank the blouse over my head and shove the skirt down in one frustrated motion, irritation collapsing into something heavier. 

“You’re just his escape hatch,” I tell the girl in the mirror, forcing the words to sound sharp enough to hurt. “An excuse. A convenient exit so he doesn’t have to sit here and watch Mavis and Josh kiss and cuddle.” My throat tightens as I say the part that matters most—because I know it’s true, and because I need to hear it anyway. “It’s not like he’s actually interested in you.”

But Austin’s smile—soft, sad, wrecked—slides into my thoughts anyway. That look he gave me earlier when it was just us in the kitchen... he saw straight through me. Like he recognized something familiar. Loss. Defeat. The quiet ache of loving someone who’s already halfway gone. His eyes said everything he never could. Sadness. Sorrow. And now he has to stand by and watch his brother marry the woman he loves.

I blow out a breath and straighten, resolve snapping into place. “It’s fine,” I say. “Just show him a good time. Help him forget her for a few hours.”

I tug on my vintage Cubs jersey and slip into my royal-blue flats, wincing as my big toe threatens to bust through the seam. After one last check for pizza remnants in my teeth, I grab my jacket and head for the door.

“Where are you going?” Mavis asks, shoving another bite of pizza into her mouth. Her brow furrows as she chews.

I jam my Cubs hat over my curls and smash them down. “Celebrating a Cubs victory,” I say lightly. “Obviously.”

“Oh.” Her gaze drops. “Okay... I didn’t know you were going out tonight.”

Before the quiet can thicken into something uncomfortable, Austin steps into the kitchen, tugging his sweatshirt back over his head like he’s resetting himself. “Hope you don’t mind,” he says, casual enough to fool anyone who isn’t watching closely. “Casey offered to show me more of the city.”

Then he slides his arm around my waist. And my body reacts before my brain can catch up—skin sparking, heat spreading from where his hand rests. For one reckless second, hope flickers. But I know better. 

He’s not interested. He’s not interested. He’s not interested.

Josh pushes back from the table and stands. The movement is stiff and deliberate. “Sounds like a good idea,” he says, but the words come out flat. He extends a hand toward Austin and the air changes as Austin takes it. 

Their handshake isn’t friendly—it’s transactional. Tight grip. Quick pump. Neither of them looks at the other long enough to call it eye contact. It’s just two men who share genetics, but none of the warmth. “Thanks for coming to help pack,” Josh adds, like he’s reading off a script he doesn’t want to perform.

I wrinkle my nose, watching the way they release each other too fast. No wonder Austin is dying to get out of here tonight. This room is a pressure cooker with a Cubs jersey over it.

Mavis breaks the tension with movement, reaching to pull me into a hug. “Uh—yeah. Have fun,” she says, but her voice drops when she presses closer. “Be safe, okay?”

I nod, throat tight, and reach for my purse. “Don’t leave without waking me in the morning,” I say, trying to make it sound like a normal roommate thing instead of a goodbye I’m not ready for.

Mavis’s smile wobbles at the edges. She steps aside to clear the path to the door. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she says softly. “We’re leaving around nine, okay?”

Nine. The number lands like a weight. And grief hits hard and fast, stealing the air from my lungs. I take one step... then another, but every footfall feels like a countdown—my last night as her roommate ticking away with each stupid, ordinary movement. My vision blurs and I keep my eyes down because if I look at her, I’m going to break.

A warm hand settles on my lower back, gentle pressure guiding me forward. Austin’s touch is careful, like he already knows I’m hanging on by a thread. “You okay?” he asks, voice low enough that it feels like he’s trying to shield me from the sound of my own sadness. “We don’t have to—”

“No, let’s go,” I interrupt, because it’s easier than admitting the truth.

The door clicks shut behind us, loud and final in the narrow hallway. But the sound snaps something in me. I swipe at my eyes, embarrassed by how quickly the tears come. “This just... sucks,” I whisper, the words cracking on the last syllable.

Austin’s face tightens—just for a second—like my pain mirrors his. Like he’s carrying his own version of this loss and still makes room for mine anyway.

“Yeah,” he says quietly. “I know.”

I inhale and blink hard until the tears retreat enough for me to see him clearly. His hat throws his eyes in shadow, but the fluorescent light catches the blond stubble along his jaw. He looks tired up close. Not sleepy—worn. Like he’s been holding something heavy for too long.

I force a shaky smile and point toward the stairs like I’m fine, like I didn’t almost fall apart in a hallway. “Sorry. I’m done crying. I promise.”

He exhales, then loops his arm through mine—steady, warm, anchoring—like he’s decided we’re getting through tonight together. And even though I can feel the hurt in him, he tilts his mouth into a grin that tries to make the world lighter.

“Let’s go forget them both for a while,” he says. “Yeah?” A devilish smile spreads, blue eyes flashing even in the dim stairwell.

I smile back, something reckless sparking in my chest—equal parts escape and defiance. “I know just the place for that.”

***
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The music hits us the second we step inside Old Crow—loud, relentless, vibrating straight through my chest as the ground floor pulses with bodies packed shoulder to shoulder. I grab Austin’s hand and tug him after me, weaving through the crowd to the side staircase. We climb until cool night air replaces heat and sweat. The rooftop opens up under the spring moon, neon bar signs buzzing, the city stretching out around us like it’s putting on a show.

A corner of a picnic table catches my eye and I zigzag through the maze of people, Austin right behind me, until we claim it.

“This place is great,” he says, and it doesn’t sound like polite conversation. It sounds like relief. He takes in the skyline like he’s trying to memorize it—the glow of office windows, the neon wash, the soft blur of the city at night. Then he ducks to sit and smacks his head on a low strand of twinkle lights.

“Ow—” He winces, rubbing his temple.

A laugh slips out of me before I can stop it. “Welcome to Chicago,” I tease. “Even the decorations here choose violence.”

He huffs a reluctant chuckle, and for the first time all night, the tightness around his mouth eases. It’s small, but it’s something. A crack in his armor.

“What’ll it be, you guys?” A waitress appears like she’s been waiting for us to breathe.

“A pitcher of Old Style, please,” I say, still shrugging out of my jacket.

She nods and vanishes back into the crowd.

“Old Style?” Austin lifts a brow like I just ordered us lake water.

“If you want the full Chicago experience, you have to try it,” I tell him. “Plus it’s dirt cheap.” I shove the sticky menu away with the back of my hand. “Payday isn’t until Friday.”

“Tonight’s on me, Casey.” His tone softens, and the words come out heavier than they should—like he’s not talking about beer, he’s talking about owing me for air. “You did me a huge favor.” He exhales. “I really didn’t want to sit there with them anymore tonight.”

His gaze drops to his hands, a sad smile pulling at his mouth like it hurts to wear it. And something sharp twists in my gut—protective, irrational anger aimed at the situation, at timing, at the kind of love that leaves collateral damage behind. 

He tips his head toward the rooftop—toward the lights and laughter and the illusion that nothing is complicated. “I’m glad you wanted to come out. This place is fun.” He looks around again, taking it all in. Then he points over my shoulder, surprise cutting through the sadness. “Is that... Wrigley Field?”

The way he says it, like he can’t believe it’s real, makes my chest go warm and I grin. “In all its glory.” I lean in a little, conspiratorial. “I didn’t bring you up here for mediocre views.”

He snorts softly, and the sound feels like a win.

The waitress returns with a foaming pitcher of golden beer and two plastic cups. “You need anything else?”

Austin flashes her a wink—the first hint of charm breaking through the grief. “Just keep ’em coming.”

And I don’t hate the way his knee bumps mine beneath the table as he reaches for the cups—light, accidental, but grounding all the same. For a brief second, it feels like we’re on the same side of the world.

As the waitress disappears back into the crowd, Austin pulls the plastic cups apart and pours, tilting the pitcher with an ease that surprises me—steady hands, practiced angle, like he’s done this a thousand times.

“Reminds me of college,” he says, but the laugh he adds at the end doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Yeah?” I ask, taking the cup he offers. “Where’d you go?”

“Harvard.”

I tap my temple like I should’ve known. “Oh. Right. Lawyer.”

His smile flickers, then settles into something real. And my stupid heart trips over itself, because I can’t ignore the faint flush on his cheeks. It makes him look softer. Human. Almost adorable, which is deeply inconvenient.

You really are something, Austin Templeton. Handsome. Successful. Charming. And hopelessly in love with another woman.

He takes a sip and makes a face like he’s evaluating it for court. “This isn’t bad.”

I bark out a laugh. “Old Style is terrible!” I shift on the bench, still laughing. “It’s just what everyone drinks here. It’s basically a civic duty.”

He snorts, drains the rest of his cup, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. And his grimace is immediate. “Okay—yeah. It tastes like shit.”

“Chicago’s finest,” I declare solemnly, watching his hands as he refills his cup.

He tips his head at me, eyes narrowing in challenge. “You gonna keep up?”

I lift my cup and down it in one go. When I hand it back with a grin, his eyes widen—half impressed, half horrified.

I wipe my mouth with my sleeve, mildly worried I grossed him out. “So,” I say quickly, “what kind of lawyer are you?”

He refills my cup with a lingering smirk. “Divorce and estate planning.”

“Wow,” I deadpan. “Festive. How’d you end up in that bundle of joy?”

He shifts, then pulls his hat off and sets it on the table before leaning in, elbows braced on the wood. The movement brings him closer—close enough that my pulse stumbles for no good reason. Overhead, the twinkle lights catch his face and brighten his eyes, and a tiny smattering of white lashes tucked in one corner stands out like a secret. 

How did I miss that earlier?

He scrubs a hand over his jaw, thinking. “Honestly? I’m not sure. It kind of fell into my lap when I started at the firm. They needed someone to cover both areas, and then I just... never stopped.”

“Do you like it?” I ask.

He lifts one shoulder. “Estate planning’s fine. The divorce part is rough.” He takes a long pull of beer, swallows, and exhales through his nose. “But if it gets me made partner someday, I’ll stick it out.”

I nod, even though divorce is mostly theoretical to me—six weeks is my personal best for keeping anything romantic alive. Still, I get the concept of sticking with something hard because you’re gambling on what it could become. Because sometimes you don’t get a map. You just put one foot in front of the other and hope the path eventually starts to make sense.

At least, that’s how it looks from the outside. I wouldn’t actually know.

From the stage below, a country song drifts upward, the melody curling around the rooftop like smoke. Austin drains his cup and sets it down with a soft thud. When he looks at me, his smile is easier now—still tired at the edges, but real.

“All right,” he says. “Your turn, Miss Twenty Questions.” He tilts his head like he’s daring me. “I know you can mix a drink and you’re a diehard Cubs fan. Tell me something else about you.”

“What do you want to know?” I ask, aiming for casual as I take my hat off and set it beside his. My fingers slide through my curls—taming, stalling, buying time. But I feel his gaze track the movement anyway, and my heart does a stupid, traitorous flutter.

He clears his throat. “Anything. How about school? Where’d you go?”

“Sorry, Mr. Harvard. You’re looking at a community college dropout.”

His face shifts. “Oh—Casey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” I say quickly, dropping my eyes to my lap before the truth shows up on my face. Last fall. The classes I stopped going to. The semester that never stood a chance after the loss I didn’t see coming. “Really.” I pause, then add more quietly, “But I’ve been thinking about going back. Maybe taking a summer class. Just... easing back in. I’m not that far from finishing.”

Austin tips the pitcher and fills my cup like he’s giving me something to hold on to. “Yeah? What class?”

I purse my lips and tap my toes against the metal table leg. “I need one more social science credit for my associate’s. So... I don’t know. Maybe political science?”

His posture changes—spine straighter, attention sharpening as he leans forward. Because of course that’s the thing that wakes him up.

“You’d love it,” he says, warmth creeping into his voice. “Political science was my favorite in undergrad. It’s practical—law, government, policy. It shows up everywhere.”

“Good,” I say, lifting my cup. “You can help me. I know absolutely nothing about it.” I drain the rest of my beer in one go, because apparently that’s my personality tonight. 

Austin laughs softly—no judgment, just amusement—and meets my eyes. “I’d be happy to, Casey,” he says. And there’s something in his smile this time that feels like a hand on my back—steady, kind, real.

The music from the main stage slows, the singer’s voice dropping into something intimate. The rooftop lights dim, leaving only the twinkle lights overhead—soft, golden, scattered like fireflies caught midair. The city stretches out beyond us, luminous and alive, and even though I’ve stood here a hundred times before, tonight the view feels different. Sharper. Softer. Like spring finally won its long fight with winter.

“How about a dance, Case?” Austin asks, already standing, his hand extended toward me.

My stomach drops, panic and beer swirling together. “Um,” I say, “you’ve seen me walk, right? Dancing feels... ambitious.”

He laughs, low and warm, like he’s not taking any of this too seriously.

“And this isn’t really a dancing place,” I add, grasping for logic. But right on cue, the couple beside us stands and begins to sway, their shadows spinning lazily across the brick wall behind them.

“Well,” he says, grinning as he gestures toward them, “they’re not playing chess.”

I roll my eyes, but I give in and slip my hand into his. He draws me away from the table—away from my safe little corner and cup of beer.

We stop near the railing. Below us, couples sway in loose clusters, bodies close and unhurried, letting the music set the pace like it has nowhere else to be.

“Looks like a dancing place to me,” he says quietly as his hands settle at my waist, drawing me closer.

Everything in me lights up at once. Butterflies riot in my stomach and my heart forgets how to beat properly. His breath carries a faint trace of beer, but his sweatshirt smells like sandalwood, and the combination is intoxicating in the most dangerous way.

I rest my hands on his shoulders, stiff and awkward, like I’ve been transported back to a middle school gym with crepe paper streamers and too much self-awareness.

He chuckles softly, like he hears my anxiety screaming. He lifts my hands and settles them at the back of his neck, thumbs warm against my skin. “It’s just a dance,” he reassures me, tucking a curl behind my ear. “You can relax.”

And somehow, I do.

Austin moves us in slow, easy circles, guiding without leading, letting the music do the work. My feet follow without conscious thought. My shoulders drop. My body softens. And I melt into the quiet confidence of his arms, into the unexpected safety of being held like this—like I’m allowed to exist here without proving anything.

His nose brushes my hair. His breath warms my neck. And for a few suspended seconds, the world narrows to the space between us. Then the song ends, my foot catches his shoe, and I stumble. “Oh—shit!” I laugh, mortified. “I’m sorry. I really do have two left feet.”

He steadies me, smiling as he guides me back to the table. “Thanks for the dance, Princess.”

Princess?

I sink onto the bench, my gaze dropping to the fresh pitcher and clean cups waiting for us like nothing just happened. When I look up again, he pulls his hat back on, reaching for the beer—resetting, retreating, closing the moment with practiced ease.

And the truth lands, sharp and unavoidable. There was a spark. I felt it. But it wasn’t mine.

You were pretending I was Mavis, weren’t you?

***
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I surface slowly, consciousness clawing its way up through the wreckage of cheap beer and even cheaper judgment. My head throbs in angry pulses. My mouth tastes like regret and warm pennies. I swallow carefully, already bracing for nausea, and crack one eye open, waiting for the room to start spinning.

Instead, the covers tug to my left. And my body goes rigid. My eyes snap fully open—because there he is. Austin. Shirtless. Asleep. In my bed. Close enough that I can see the steady rise and fall of his chest, close enough to feel the heat of him through the blankets. He looks peaceful. Completely unaware of the internal alarm siren shrieking through my skull.

Oh. Oh no.

Panic slams into me, hard and fast, squeezing my stomach until it wrings last night out in jagged flashes. The Cubs game. Old Crow. Laughing too loud. Dancing too close. Beer—so much beer. My brain scrambles, grasping at half-memories as my gaze betrays me and drifts—against my will—over his bare torso.

I wince and immediately peek under the covers, heart hammering.

Please let me be wearing clothes. Please let me be wearing clothes.

Relief hits so hard it nearly makes me dizzy. Beer-stained leggings. My Cubs jersey. One lone royal-blue flat still clinging to my left foot like it survived a war. I exhale shakily and lower the blanket just as Austin shifts beside me.

He blinks awake, eyes unfocused at first. Then they find me. And a wide, unapologetic grin spreads across his face. “Morning,” he mumbles, voice rough with sleep, stretching his arms over his head like waking up half-naked in my bed is perfectly normal.

I let out a strangled snort and push myself upright, dragging my fingers through my hair. It’s a bird’s nest. It’s a crime scene. I can practically feel last night clinging to my scalp.

“I, um...” My throat scratches as I speak, and I clear it like that’ll fix my dignity. “I don’t remember how we got back here.”

Austin blinks at me, then drags both hands down his face and chuckles. “All I remember is the beer.”

“Oh, I definitely remember the beer.” I groan, dropping my face into my palms, heat flooding my cheeks so fast it’s embarrassing all over again. “Like... aggressively.”

A light touch grazes my back and I jolt like I’ve been tased.

“Whoa—sorry,” he says, palms up like he’s surrendering. He leans away and his torso disappears over the edge of the bed as he searches the floor. “I’m not—I just need my shirt.”

He finds a wrinkled cotton tee and tugs it on, then pulls his knees to his chest and leans back against the wall with a long, suffering exhale. The posture is so human—so “I made choices and now I pay for them”—that it takes the edge off my panic.

“How do you feel?” he asks, squinting like the light hurts.

I swipe beneath my eyes, smearing away the last of my melted eyeliner. “Like death,” I say, managing a weak grin. “You?”

“Same.” He closes his eyes and lets his head thump back against the wall. 

For a second, it’s almost... easy. Embarrassing as hell, yes, but oddly comfortable too—like we both agree this is ridiculous and we’re not going to make it worse by pretending otherwise.

Then the taste of Old Style crawls up my throat and my stomach rolls violently. I swallow fast, breathing through my nose, praying I don’t throw up on him and ruin both our lives.

“What time is it?” he asks.

I twist toward the nightstand and dig through my purse with shaky fingers until I find my phone. The screen lights up. 9:30 a.m.

“Oh, shit.” I gasp. “It’s already nine-thirty!” I swing my legs out of bed so fast the room tilts. My surviving blue flat slips off my foot and hits the floor with a pathetic little thud, like even my shoes are disappointed in me.

Austin snickers, still half-dead. “Josh hates being late.”

“Which means Mavis is going to kill me,” I mutter. I crack my bedroom door and tiptoe into the hallway, the smell of fresh coffee hitting me like salvation.

“About damn time, girlfriend,” Mavis says around a mouthful of bagel. “I was two seconds from coming in there with a cattle prod. We’ve gotta hit the road.”

“I’m so sorry,” I mumble, rubbing my face like I can physically erase the hangover. “I had no idea how late it was.”

Josh pours a cup of coffee and slides it across the counter toward me without comment, like he’s done this before even though he hasn’t—at least, not for me. 

“Thank you,” I say, wrapping both hands around the mug like its life support. 

He leans back against the counter, eyes flicking between Mavis and me. “So,” he says mildly, “did you guys have fun last night?”

Before I can answer, the bedroom door creaks open behind me. The rusty hinges whine loudly—traitorous, dramatic—announcing Austin’s exit as he slips past and heads for the bathroom.

Josh snorts. “Never mind. I think that answers my question.”

“Oh, Casey!” Mavis slams her bagel down, poppy seeds scattering everywhere. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

“I didn’t!” I blurt, panic punching through my hangover. “We didn’t. I swear.” I pinch my leggings between my fingers like I’m presenting evidence in court. “I woke up completely clothed!”

The bathroom door opens. Austin strolls out like he’s making an entrance, hair rumpled, expression unapologetically pleased with himself. “I can’t say the same, though,” he says cheerfully. “Can I?” He gives me a light elbow to the gut, like we’re co-conspirators instead of suspects.

And my soul leaves my body.

“Oh, come on, Austin,” Mavis snaps, hands on her hips, eyes blazing. “Are you fucking kidding me? You can’t keep your pants on around my best friend?”

Austin just grins wider, clearly choosing chaos. “Relax,” he says easily. “Nothing happened.” Then, because apparently he wants to die today, he adds, “I just sleep hot. You know that.”

I groan and drop my forehead against the coffee mug.

Mavis fumes, practically growling. “Next time, maybe try sleeping solo on the fucking couch,” she spits. 

“Oh, lay off, Princess,” he continues, nodding toward Josh. “You don’t exactly have the moral high ground here. Sleeping solo isn’t your jam either.” 

Silence crashes down. And I regret leaving my bedroom at all. 

“All right,” Josh cuts in quickly, pushing off the counter. “That’s enough. Mavs—”

I stay very still, silently begging the caffeine to work faster as Austin smirks like he just lit a match and tossed it over his shoulder.

“No. Not yet.” Mavis’s hand closes around my arm, firm and familiar. “I need a minute alone with my beloved roommate.” She shoots Austin a glare sharp enough to draw blood and hauls me back toward my bedroom.

My stomach churns with every step, nausea creeping up my throat—not just from the hangover, but from the weight of what’s coming. The door clicks shut behind us and I groan, collapsing onto the bed and burying my face in the pillow. But of course, the scent of Austin’s cologne is still there. Warm. Lingering. Inescapable.

“You don’t know what you’re doing, Case,” Mavis says, sitting on the edge of the bed. The mattress dips, jostling the few brain cells I have left.

“What’s wrong with Austin?” I say into the pillow.

“Nothing,” she says quickly. Too quickly. “Nothing’s wrong with him. I just—” She exhales. “I need you to trust me. He’s not a good idea. Don’t pursue him.”

I lift my head and squint at her. “You don’t need to worry,” I say, trying for calm and landing somewhere closer to clipped. “He’s not into me. You made sure of that.”

The edge in my voice surprises even me. I blame the alcohol—the hangover, the nausea, the way everything feels too loud and too raw this morning. 

Her hand tightens around my foot. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” I say carefully, because this is the part that hurts both of us if I continue down this path, “that he’s still hung up on you.”

The room goes quiet. She reaches for the charm at her throat, dragging the little heart along its chain like it’s an anchor. “You know I never meant to hurt him,” she whispers.

“I know,” I say softly. Then, because honesty doesn’t care about timing, I add, “But you did anyway.”

She folds in on herself, arms wrapping tight around her ribs, gaze fixed on the floor. “You’re awfully quick to pick sides here, Case.”

Her words sting. I swallow, my chest tight, and scoot closer despite the pounding in my head. I rest my cheek in her lap like I’ve done many times before. Her sweatpants smell like laundry detergent and comfort and home. “I’m sorry,” I say. “The last thing I want is to fight with you. Especially not today.”

Her fingers find my hair automatically, brushing a curl off my face, threading through with memory. “What am I going to do without you?” she asks, and her voice breaks right down the middle.

I sit up, heart squeezing so hard it feels like it might cave in. “You don’t need me,” I say, even though the lie tastes bitter. “You never did.” My throat tightens anyway. “The real question is what I’m going to do without you.”

Eight years crash through me all at once—roommate chaos, late-night takeout, bad dates dissected on this very bed, shared dreams whispered into the dark. My best friend. My constant. My safe place. And now she’s stepping into a life that doesn’t include me in the everyday details anymore.

“I hate that you’re leaving,” I whisper.

“I’ll visit all the time,” she promises, pulling me into her arms. “Probably more than you want.” Her voice softens against my hair. “And you’ll always have a place with us in Rosewood. Always.”

I nod, clinging to her like if I let go, something in me will splinter.

“This isn’t goodbye,” she says firmly.

“I know,” I say, even as my chest aches. “It’s just... see you later.” And even though everything in me resists, I pull her up with me and open the bedroom door, bracing myself for the final stretch.

The apartment is painfully quiet. Austin stands hunched over the counter, coffee steaming in his hands, staring into it like it might explain something. Josh sits at the dining room table, scrolling through his phone. But they might as well be on opposite sides of the planet.

“Ready?” Josh asks.

Mavis nods and presses into his side, instinctive and sure. She wipes at her cheek, then looks back at me. “See you this summer, right? For the wedding.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I say, forcing the smile to stick.

They gather their bags and travel mugs, give out a final round of hugs, and head for the door.

“See you back home,” Josh says as it closes, his gaze lingering on Austin just a beat too long.

The latch clicks. Their footsteps fade down the staircase. And the silence that rushes in afterward is so big it feels like it swallows the whole apartment.

Something inside me gives out. I make it exactly two breaths before the tears hit, hot and humiliating and unstoppable. I clamp a hand over my mouth like I can hold the sound in, like I can keep my grief contained, but it spills through anyway. My shoulders shake. And my chest aches so sharply I can’t tell if it’s heartbreak or panic. I cover my face, folding in on myself, grief punching straight through me. 

I don’t even register Austin moving until warmth surrounds me—arms wrapping around my shoulders, around my back, pulling me in like he’s bracing my whole body. Solid. Steady. No questions. No awkwardness. Just... there. And that makes it worse.

A sob breaks free, loud and raw, and I clutch at his shirt like it’s the only thing keeping me standing.

“She’s gone,” I choke out, words mangled by tears. My face presses into his chest, and I hate that I’m soaking his t-shirt and I hate that I can’t stop. “She’s really gone.”

Austin’s arms tighten, careful but firm, like he’s afraid I’ll shatter if he lets go. His chin dips toward the top of my head.

“Yeah,” he whispers, voice rough in a way that tells me he’s fighting his own tide. “She is.” He holds me anyway—through the shaking, through the ugly sobs, through the moment I finally stop pretending I’m fine.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Austin

The plane hits the LAX runway like the pilot tries to break the laws of physics out of spite. The wheels slam against the tarmac with a violent jolt that rattles straight through my teeth and up into my skull.

I grip the armrest as the aircraft shudders and slows, my stomach doing a sick little roll. I swallow hard, fighting the urge to dig for the airsickness bag in the seat pocket.

A hangover is one thing. A hangover trapped in a pressurized metal tube for four hours is a spiritual reckoning. Whatever alcohol-related plans I had for the foreseeable future died somewhere over Kansas.

I make it through baggage claim on sheer stubbornness. When my suitcase finally thumps onto the carousel, I yank it off like it owes me money, order a ride, and let the airport chaos fade behind me. A few minutes later I’m buckled into the back seat of a silver Prius, the upholstery smelling faintly like air freshener and other people’s lives.

The car pulls away from the terminal, and I exhale for the first time in hours. Concrete. Highway. Familiar lanes. The blessed absence of turbulence. Then Chicago slides into my mind. I went to the Windy City with one intention—earn my way back into my brother’s good graces. Show up. Help. Be useful. Be invisible. But then I woke up this morning beside Casey and it all kind of went to hell. 

Her laugh. Her clumsy movements. The way Wrigley lit her up like it belonged to her. The way she cried in my arms like she trusted me with something she doesn’t hand out easily. She tumbles into my thoughts, bright and messy and real, and for a second the sour mood that’s been living in my chest eases.

“Cinderella,” I whisper before I can stop myself, recalling the moment we met in the stairwell. 
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