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CHAPTER 1



Twinkling lights strung between the trees provided a starlit sky, the perfect backdrop to the early Saturday evening setting, dotted with a white tent, tables, and chairs. Margaret Monroe had to admit that it looked… magical. Like someone had lifted a picture of a wedding off of Pinterest and plopped it down right here in the town of Harbor Cove, Massachusetts.


Grandma’s two-story Victorian house on Bayberry Lane had been positively smothered with pink and white balloons—every single one Emma’s idea. They were tied to the porch, the lamppost, the shutters—everywhere. Her little sister’s passion for balloons was almost as great as her middle sister’s love of the color pink. A sprinkling of pink rose petals led down the wide back steps and created a trail in the lawn leading to an elaborate wood arch, hewn by the groom himself.


The Monroe family had spent several days creating a fairy-tale wedding setting in the backyard of Grandma Eleanor’s house. Everyone had pitched in except for Gabby, who had been ordered to stay away so that it could all be a big surprise on her wedding day. When she’d snuck over and seen the setting earlier that night, she’d cried with joy, which was exactly their intent. Margaret’s middle sister, Gabby, was marrying her best friend, Jake, and everything, from the clear early evening sky to the violinist playing romantic instrumentals, was exactly as it should be.


And yet, Margaret could barely bring herself to smile. She’d struggled all day to put on a happy face while the girls hung out in Gabby’s old room to get their hair and makeup done, while helping Gabby into her dress, and then while they had one final glass of champagne before Gabby became a married woman.


The violinist began playing a modern, peppy version of the classic processional music. The groom’s father and the bride’s grandmother went down the aisle first, arm in arm. Grandma sat on the left side of the aisle, Jake’s father on the groom’s side. The girls’ father, Davis, walked down the aisle with his second wife, Joanna, and took a seat in the front row. There was a hush in the crowd as the violinist shifted gears to a slower version of the song, signaling that the bridal party was next.


The officiant nodded and bridesmaid Emma began her stroll down the aisle with a happy little sashay of her hips. Margaret waited a moment and then followed after her sister. Margaret’s steps were more measured, less dancing and more formality. She clasped the small bouquet of fresh flowers so tightly she was afraid she’d break the stems. Margaret hated the pale pink dress she was wearing, hated the cheery, ridiculous balloons, and most of all, hated her tight, uncomfortable shoes. She was overjoyed for her middle sister, Gabby, and Jake, who had been a friend of the family for as long as Margaret could remember, but she could have done without the Pepto-Bismol reminder of true love and all that crap.


Maybe Gabby and Jake would be the case that proved her wrong. Emma and Luke seemed happy together, but their marriage was like a brand-new seedling. Give it some room to grow in funky directions and pair that with the challenges of years rooted with the same person, and things could change.


You’re just being bitter. It’s Gabby’s wedding day. Stop.


So, Margaret kept a smile on her face and pretended she believed happily-ever-after existed. But inside, she knew the truth: Even the best of marriages with the best of intentions could fall apart, ebbing away bit by bit when you weren’t looking.


Margaret gave Jake a smile when she reached the end of the aisle and then stepped to the left, in front of Emma. Four-year-old Scout skip-walked down the aisle, scattering pink rose petals onto the runner before darting shyly into the seat by Grandma. Emma gave Scout a little wave from under her bouquet that Scout returned, and the people in the audience awed.


The violinist switched gears into a rousing rendition of the wedding processional, and Gabby began walking. Gabby clearly didn’t believe the same things Margaret did about marriage. She was positively glowing with joy as she came down the aisle and met her groom. As Grandma would say, one bad apple didn’t mean the whole tree was spoiled. Margaret’s two sisters could very well be happy forever with their husbands. Just because Margaret’s marriage was teetering on the brink didn’t mean theirs ever would.


Margaret went through the motions—taking Gabby’s bouquet, fixing the train of Gabby’s dress—and avoided looking at her own husband, Mike, who was sitting in the front row with Grandma, her not-official-yet-boyfriend, Harry, and Luke’s daughter, Scout. Luke and another friend of Jake’s were serving as ushers, while Jake’s best friend and boss at the newspaper, Leroy Walker, held the position of best man. The officiant, a customer of Gabby’s who apparently did wedding gigs whenever he wasn’t working as an engineer, greeted the crowd, introduced Gabby and Jake, and made a couple of dorky jokes that made everyone laugh except for Margaret.


Thank goodness Gabby was the center of attention in her vintage dress, worn by their mother three decades ago. From the side, she looked almost exactly like Margaret’s favorite picture of their late mother, a candid shot from Momma’s own wedding. Her brown hair had been swept into a messy bun and she was wearing their mother’s pearl earrings. The resemblance was so close that it caused a burst of nostalgia to tighten in Margaret’s chest.


“Jacob Theodore Maddox,” the officiant said to Jake, “please take Gabriella’s hands and repeat after me.”


Jake grinned as he captured Gabby’s hands in his. From where Margaret was standing behind her middle sister, she could literally feel the love emanating out of Jake’s every pore. The feeling was like a tidal wave, powerful and deep. Had Mike ever looked at Margaret that way? Had he ever felt that kind of all-consuming love?


Had she? Those days seemed so far in the past. It was as if it had all happened to someone else.


There was a moment back then when it seemed nothing in the world existed but Mike and Margaret—the M&M’s, Grandma used to say. Margaret’s gaze drifted to him and darted back when she realized he was looking at her, too. Was he thinking of those days, too? Or was his mind wandering to whether the Patriots were winning their game tonight? Margaret decided she didn’t want to know.


The officiant adjusted his tie, smiled at both of them, and then dropped his gaze to the binder in his hands. “Jacob, do you take Gabriella to be your wife—”


“I do!” Jake said.


The officiant chuckled. “I wasn’t done yet, but I love your enthusiasm.” The people in the audience laughed and awed again. Grandma dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, and Scout looked around as if she was trying to figure out what everyone found so funny.


Jake leaned into Gabby. “Sorry. I guess I can’t wait to marry you,” he whispered. Gabby giggled and gave Jake’s hand a squeeze.


“Same here,” she said.


“Okay, then I’ll make this quick,” the officiant cut in. “Do you take Gabriella to be your wife, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, forsaking all others, for as long as you both shall live?”


Jake was practically bouncing in place with excitement and joy, and his smile stretched from ear to ear. “I sure do.”


Several people in the audience wiped away tears. Even Margaret felt a swell of emotions, but it was a weird combination of happiness for her sister and Jake mixed with a little bit of something that felt a lot like envy.


She’d been married for ten years and honestly couldn’t remember the time when she and Mike had had that same kind of… magic. Granted, her wedding had been far less conventional, almost an outrage at the time. If Margaret Monroe had a rebellious streak, it had started and ended with the day she married Mike Brentwood.


Her gaze drifted back to her husband. Once upon a time, she’d seen his broad shoulders and thought she could lean on them forever. She’d seen that familiar look in his eyes and read it as true love. She’d seen every smile as an endearing piece of the man she’d fallen in love with, back when she was too young to truly know what love was.


In those days, he’d been everything she wasn’t—daring and spontaneous, outgoing and adventurous. Their first date had been a long, winding motorcycle ride through picturesque valleys of fall colors, Margaret’s arms wrapped tightly around Mike’s waist so she wouldn’t fall off the back of the bike or let go of this boy who intrigued her like no other.


Mike was going places, he’d told her. Leaving this town and taking his chances on making it big as an author, doing anything other than getting the accounting degree his father wanted. The day after graduating college, she hopped on the back of Mike’s bike, and they ran off to New Hampshire and got married. It was the single most spontaneous thing Margaret had ever done.


He still had the same mop of dark hair that he’d had in his late teens, only it was shorter now, less wind-ruffled bad boy and more straight-and-narrow office worker. When his brown eyes met hers, she still felt, for a second, like she could lose herself in their dark depths. Then Scout tugged on Mike’s sleeve. He looked away, and the fleeting connection disappeared. If it had ever been there to begin with.


Around her, the wedding had been moving along while Margaret had been daydreaming about things that should have been and never were. She realized she’d missed Gabby’s vows. Gabby was staring at her and mouthing ring.


Crap. Margaret slid Jake’s thick wedding band off her thumb and handed it to Gabby. A moment later, Leroy handed Jake a ring to put on Gabby’s hand. A few more words and it was over, with the officiant pronouncing them husband and wife.


“About time,” Jake said as he swept Gabby into his arms and dipped her down for a sweet and tender kiss. She laughed and kissed him back, a hand on her head to hold her veil in place until he swept her back onto her feet. Then he took her hand in his, the violinist changed gears, and the two of them literally danced down the aisle to a Matchbox Twenty song while well-wishers clapped along.


“Almost makes you cry, doesn’t it?” Emma whispered to Margaret as they watched the newlyweds sashay away. She had brought her chin so close to Margaret’s shoulder that Margaret caught the scent of Emma’s light floral perfume. “They look so happy.”


“Yeah,” Margaret said. “Or something like that.”


Emma flashed her a look of concern. “What’s up with you? It’s Gabby’s wedding day, and you sound like Scrooge on Christmas.”


“I…” This wasn’t the time or the place to talk about the ten million things revolving in Margaret’s mind or the decision she had yet to make. Emotions rioted in her gut, too many to capture in words, much less share, something Margaret tried never to do. Emma was the spontaneous one, the one who wore her emotions on her sleeve. Gabby was more cautious but open with her heart and full of words when she was happy, sad, or angry. Margaret, however, kept her emotional cards close to her chest. Maybe it was because she was the oldest or maybe because she’d had to grow up so quickly when their mother died, but either way, she wasn’t about to spill her guts about what was going on inside her, not now, and probably not ever. So, she latched on to the most obvious excuse for her funk and let that take the place of the truth. “It’s just a lot, seeing Gabby in Mom’s wedding dress.”


Gabby had tailored their late mother’s wedding dress to fit her, adding a long tulle and lace veil and attaching a matching train that skipped across the lawn behind her. She looked beautiful and so happy it should be illegal.


As Margaret and Emma started following down the aisle, Luke came up beside them, slipping his arm around his wife. Scout scrambled up to take Emma’s opposite hand and the three of them took the lead with Margaret trailing behind, a party of one.


“I almost burst into tears when she came down the aisle,” Emma said over her shoulder. “She looks so much like Momma. It was incredible. And the whole wedding was just…”


Emma kept talking, but Margaret had stopped listening, her mind already drifting back to the same question she had yet to answer for herself. It was the question that had been haunting her for weeks, after she woke up one day and realized that even with Mike sleeping beside her, she had never felt more lonely in her life. What am I going to do?


Margaret couldn’t just sit at this crossroads forever, waiting for the life she’d wanted to come sailing back by or for joy to suddenly fill Mike’s eyes and their home. The status quo had become untenable for both of them. Which meant Margaret had to decide.


She watched the guests leave the wedding site and stroll toward the big tent set up with more twinkling lights, pink linen–covered tables, and a parquet dance floor. The band, a local four-piece group called Winging It, was tuning up, and soon everyone would be eating, drinking, and celebrating love. Margaret had heard the band several times and loved their music, but still she lingered, delaying for as long as she could.


“You okay?” Mike said as he approached Margaret. He put a hand on the small of her back, a momentary touch that felt more like an obligation than love because it was gone in a blink.


A part of her ached to lean into Mike’s touch before it disappeared. To grab him and say, Where have you gone? Where has our marriage gone? They’d had the same argument last year and the year before, and his answer was always the same: I’m still here, aren’t I?


He was here—physically. Emotionally, he had left her years ago. Or maybe she had left him. Either way, the fun, happy marriage they’d once had seemed like a mirage.


“I, uh, need to help Gabby with her train.” Margaret spun away and headed for her sister. Action, that was what would take her mind off all of this. Anything that could keep her from thinking too much and wondering about things that were never going to change. She saw Mike head toward the cash bar. Even from here, she could sense the unhappiness radiating off of him.


Gabby was talking to their grandmother, who looked absolutely adorable today in a light blue lacy dress that came to her knees. Eleanor Whitmore had put on a pair of low heels, maybe because her date—and sort-of boyfriend—Harry Erlich was several inches taller. He had his arm around her waist, protective and tender, and reminding Margaret yet again of all the things she was avoiding. Was everyone at this wedding in love, for Pete’s sake?


“Gabby, we need to fasten your train before you trip over it and break your nose.” Margaret took her sister’s hand and pulled her toward the area around the back of the tent. Away from the view of Harry mooning over Grandma and Luke and Emma giving each other a little kiss.


“Ow.” Gabby tugged her hand out of Margaret’s grip. “I’m not five, you know. I’m fully capable of walking over there on my own.”


“There’s a lot to do at the reception, and you can’t do any of it if you’re tripping all over yourself. Turn around.”


Gabby didn’t move. She put a fist on her hip and glared at Margaret. “Meggy, what is your problem?”


Ugh. She hated that nickname her sister insisted on using. It didn’t help Margaret’s mood one bit. “I don’t have a problem, Gabby. Work with me, will you?” Margaret shifted around Gabby and tried to slip one of the thread loops on the train over the tiny transparent buttons on the dress.


Gabby turned out of her reach. The loop slid out of Margaret’s grasp. “This is my wedding day. Can you at least try not to be your usual grumpy self?”


“I am not—” Margaret stopped herself. She thought of her grandmother’s quirky wisdom and how she had a saying for almost any situation. In this moment, she’d probably say: If one person says something to you, they’re a lone voice in the wilderness. If two do, it’s a crowd shouting at you to notice. Both Emma and Gabby had remarked on Margaret’s sourness today. Heck, even Margaret could feel the storm clouds hanging over her head. It wasn’t fair to her sister to darken the wedding with her own problems. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


“It’s cool. Weddings are stressful, no matter how you slice it.” Gabby turned back to the front again, and Margaret bent down to pin up the train. She had made it through two of the twelve loops when Gabby said, “Do you want to talk about it?”


“Not here in Pepto-Bismol land.” Margaret put up a hand to cut off Gabby’s objection. Yet again, Margaret had let her own irritation spoil Gabby’s happy moment. “Sorry. You know how I feel about pink. Like you said, it’s your wedding day. And this is nothing, really. I’m just in a weird mood.”


“Are you sure that’s all it is?”


“Of course.” But it was a lie, one that she’d told many, many times over the years. Margaret had spent most of her life hiding the truth from her sisters, shielding them from the darker parts of life. They’d been through enough when their mother died. Emma had only been five, Gabby slightly older at eight, when their world imploded. Even though she was only a touch older at nine, Margaret had vowed that day to make sure nothing ever hurt her sisters again.


It had been a lofty goal. And almost impossible, she realized when they were teenagers and boys came along to break their hearts. Even though she knew her sisters were now full-grown adults, the part of her that had watched them crumple on the love seat that day their father delivered the devastating news had never quite gone away. As she got older, she learned to feign happiness while inside her stomach churned with doubt and stress, and she controlled the narrative to protect her sisters from pain.


“There,” Margaret said as she fastened the last loop and fluffed the fabric to help the pinned train fall perfectly into place. “You’re all set. And if I haven’t told you already, you look wonderful in Momma’s dress. She’d be so proud of you, Gabby. So, so proud.”


Gabby’s eyes filled with tears. “Do you really think so?”


“Of course. And not that it matters as much, but I’m wicked proud of you, too.” She chucked Gabby under the chin and wondered when her sister got so grown-up. It seemed like yesterday when they were all little girls, playing Barbies on Grandma’s living room carpet. “You turned out okay for a younger sister.”


Gabby laughed, erasing the tears from her eyes. “Thank you for my something borrowed, by the way.” She fingered the necklace Margaret had loaned her that morning.


Seeing the necklace on Gabby’s neck brought back a thousand memories in a rush. It was a simple design and nothing terribly expensive. Mike had bought it for her in a shop in Portsmouth the morning after they got married. They’d been walking to breakfast from the inn they had stayed at for their wedding night, and she’d seen it in the window. Two intertwined hearts, each punctuated by a colored gem that screamed “meant to be.” An aquamarine for his birthday in March, and a diamond for her birthday in April.


Whenever Margaret looked at that necklace, she thought of all the hopes and joy that had been in the air that day. Then time passed, the necklace got tucked away in Margaret’s jewelry box, and the dreams they’d once had settled into a humdrum, painfully silent reality.


“It’s adorable,” she’d said that day on the sidewalk.


“Just like us.” He’d kissed her temple and squeezed her against him.


“You are such a dork. An adorable dork, but still.” Margaret laughed as she rose onto her toes and kissed Mike.


“I have an idea,” Mike said. “I’ll be back in a second.” He’d darted into the store. The next thing she knew, the shopkeeper was lifting the necklace out of the window while Mike made goofy faces through the glass. A moment later, he was behind her, fastening the necklace and whispering how much he loved her.


“You are everything to me,” he’d said. “You’re the only future I want. Forever.”


Now the necklace was part of another wedding, another potential happily-ever-after. Maybe it would create more joy for Gabby than it had for Margaret. She lifted the pendant. The lights strung in the tent danced off the stones. Once upon a time, she’d worn this necklace every day, almost superstitious about taking it off and breaking the magical spell of that day in New Hampshire. Over the years, she’d realized there was no such thing as magic and this necklace was just a necklace, not a talisman. “You know, this necklace is the whole reason I took over the jewelry store and made it my own.”


“Really?”


“Mike told the owner we had just gotten married, and he came outside to congratulate us.” She remembered standing on that sunny sidewalk, holding Mike’s hand, giddy with happiness, thinking that life could surely only get better from this moment forward. “He and I started talking and I told him how fascinated I was by jewelry. How unique it can be, how special it can make someone feel. The owner of that store is the one who gave me my first job in the industry.”


When she’d told the owner she lived in Harbor Cove, he’d told her he was in the middle of opening a second store, and if she wanted a job, he’d hire her. Margaret had started working there a few weeks later and eventually bought Carats in the Cove when the owner and his wife retired. All that from a single piece of jewelry.


“Serendipity, huh?” Gabby smiled. “Well, that makes the necklace all the more special.” She gave Margaret a kiss on the cheek. “And now I must grab my new husband for a dance. Thanks, Margaret. For everything.”


The band launched into a cover of a Katy Perry song, perfect for setting a mood of fun and celebration. Gabby danced away, hips moving with the beat. Jake crossed the dance floor, caught her hand, spun her around, and then drew her against his chest for a long, tender kiss.


Margaret looked away from the image of wedded bliss and tried to ignore the growing surge of envy in her stomach. She prayed that her sisters’ marriages always remained that happy. That they would never know what it was like to feel like a soloist in a union that was supposed to be a forever duo.


God, she was really getting maudlin, wasn’t she? Margaret shook off the thoughts as she crossed to the table of appetizers and fixed herself a plate she didn’t really want. There was no official head table, just a sweetheart table for two at the front of the room, which left Margaret free to sit wherever she wanted. She opted for a table in the corner, hoping no one would bother her or try to make small talk.


The rest of the guests were busy mingling, getting drinks, or congratulating the new couple. Margaret fiddled with the food on her plate and selfishly wished the reception would hurry up and end so she could go home, climb into bed, and put on something mindless like Chopped until she fell asleep.


Mike ambled across the space and sat down next to her. He set his nonalcoholic beer on the table and then handed her a glass of Chardonnay. “Got you a drink at the bar.”


“Thank you. That was thoughtful of you.” And a nice distraction for Margaret. She took a sip. A bright pink ring of her lipstick smudged across the rim of the glass like half a kiss.


“Every once in a while, I get it right.” Mike sipped at his drink and watched the guests moving across the large space under the tent. The hum of conversation wove in and out of the music. “They look happy.”


“Yeah.” Margaret sipped at her wine and ignored her food. The stress in her stomach kept her perpetually nauseous. She’d lost ten pounds in the last couple months, undoubtedly because she had no appetite and spent any free time she had logging punishing runs along the trails that ran through Harbor Cove. “Hopefully it’ll work out for them.”


“There’s the pessimist I know and love.” Mike tipped his bottle and clinked with her glass. He took a long sip of the Heineken and went back to watching the crowd. Silence became the uncomfortable weight between them.


Margaret traced the pink ring on her glass, swooping semicircles in the condensation. “Do you, Mike?”


“Do I what?” His words were half-hearted, his attention drifting with the crowd.


“Do you love me?” There. She’d said it. The question she had danced around for months, maybe years. The one answer she wasn’t so sure she wanted because it would force her to make a choice.


Mike swiveled back to face her. His dark brown eyes met hers. The gaze she looked into was older now, wiser, less full of the fire that had been part and parcel of the Mike she had married. The ten years of their marriage had changed both of them, taking away some of the spontaneity and rebelliousness that she had fallen in love with and quieting her own temporary moment of wanderlust. They’d become, for all intents and purposes, a cardboard couple that clocked in and out of work, rotated through the same handful of dinners week after week, and slept or read when they were in bed together. “What kind of question is that?”


“You can’t answer a question with a question, Mike.”


“I’m not, Meg.” He ran a hand through his hair and let out a sigh. “Why are you doing this today, of all days, at Gabby’s wedding?”


“Again, answering a question with a question.” She shook her head. “Forget I even asked.”


“Are we seriously fighting about whether I love you or not?”


Yes, they were, and Margaret could read what was underneath the answers Mike refused to give. She’d known the truth for a long time. Why was she so surprised? And why did it sting so much? Instead of showing those emotions or saying any of those pointless words, she became the stoic, practical Margaret who never got ruffled. “Questions: three. Answers: zero. I think your nonanswer tells me all I need to know, Mike.”


“Can we have one day, no—” he put up a hand “—one hour where we don’t argue about grammar or dishes or what color the new roof should be?”


She took a long drink of wine, waiting for the smooth, oaky Chardonnay to slide down her throat and begin to shave a little of the edge off the stress. To keep her from thinking about the conversations she had never had with Mike and all the things he didn’t know. It was too late, she realized. Ten years was too long to wait for something like that. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk at all. That ensures we don’t argue.”


“Right? That’s worked for us for ten years. What’s another ten years of silence?” He grabbed his bottle and got to his feet. “I’m going to the bar.”


“You just—” But he was already gone, leaving Margaret alone with a now-cold plate of chicken wings and Swedish meatballs.


There was a manila envelope in her tote bag inside Grandma’s house. All she had to do was open the envelope, add her signature, and just like that, she could put a period on a sentence that had trailed off years ago.


They had settled into a life that was the opposite of that motorcycle ride, the impetuous eloping in New Hampshire. She went to bed at 9:30 every night, falling asleep with the TV on before Mike climbed in an hour later. Her alarm dragged her out of bed at 5:30 a.m. to go for a three-mile run before work while Mike headed off at seven for the gym to play racquetball or swim some laps. They passed each other in the kitchen on their way out the door to work and texted once at lunchtime to discuss what to make for dinner. On the weekends, he mowed and trimmed, and she vacuumed and dusted. They lived parallel lives that rarely intersected.


As month after month, then year after year, passed by, a resentment had begun to build in Margaret. Slowly, grain by grain, the hourglass of optimistic hope she’d started out with when she’d eloped began to drop into a deep bottom of pessimistic reality: There was no hope of resurrecting her marriage. Not anymore. She’d thought that finally accepting that truth would give her some kind of relief, but if anything, all it did was make her want to fall apart.















CHAPTER 2



Mike stared at the envelope on his desk while a Styrofoam cup of crappy break room coffee grew cold and the noisy clock on the wall ticked away the morning. He didn’t have to open it to know what it contained. Rumors had been in the wind for months and now the day he’d been dreading had come.


The envelope wasn’t even sealed, a small touch that said HR hadn’t even cared enough to keep the contents under wraps. Half the people on Mike’s floor had received one of these envelopes this morning, little slim white packages waiting on their desks when they arrived Monday morning. No one-on-one meetings, no warning, nothing but a cold, impersonal, one-page letter.


A month ago, Henry Cavite had sold his accounting firm, which had grown into one of the biggest firms in Massachusetts. The giant national firm that bought it had assured everyone there would be no cutbacks, but the axe had been hanging in the background. Anyone could do the math and see the redundancy between the new ownership and Cavite’s employee base. Now that axe had fallen, taking 50 percent of the people at Cavite CPA with it.


Mike slid the letter out of the envelope and unfolded it. In three short paragraphs, he was told that he was being laid off, effective immediately, and receiving one week of severance pay per year of service. He’d spent a little over nine years here, nine years of punching in and punching out, then taking work home and putting in unpaid hours just to keep up with the steady flow of client accounts. Doing what his father had wanted him to do, stepping into the same job—and eventually the same office—as Nathan Brentwood had once occupied.


All because he’d made a promise to his dying father to clean up the mess his father had left in his wake and then dumped in Mike’s lap. Gambling debts, hospital bills, and broken promises that had left Mike’s mother in massive debt and a twenty-one-year-old Mike as the only answer.


There was a knock on his open door. Larry, a friend since day one, poked his head inside. “You get one, too?”


Mike fiddled with his envelope. “Puts a real dent in my plans to buy a Maserati this fall.”


Larry laughed as he entered the room and dropped his lanky body into one of the visitor chairs. At six-foot-four, Larry was too tall and too gangly for the chair. He looked like a parent squeezed into a kindergartener’s seat at a parent-teacher conference. “Like you were ever going to buy anything more practical than a Honda. Your life is work, Mike. Hell, you’ve barely taken a sick day in all the years I’ve known you.”


“Not anymore.” Mike folded the letter into thirds before sliding it back into the envelope. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”


“Get another job.” Larry shrugged. “There are a ton of CPA jobs out there. I know that because I’ve been on ZipRecruiter ever since people started whispering about layoffs. I applied for several positions and have three interviews lined up for this week.” Larry crossed one knee over the other and leaned back in the chair. “Dust off the old résumé, and you’ll have another position in a heartbeat. And probably with a company who appreciates their workforce a lot more than this place does. Who lays you off with an envelope on your desk? Cowards. They couldn’t even have the decency to tell us in person?”


“What if…” Mike shook his head and let the sentence hang in the air, unfinished. He had a mortgage and a car payment, along with utility bills and a new roof they had just financed. Getting any other job but the one he’d been trained to do would be foolish and completely impractical. “Yeah, you’re right.”


“What’s with the what if? This is your career, and you’re damned good at it. Cavite recruited you before you even graduated college. What were you, a freshman when you started out on the help desk? Then one of the busier CPAs from the day you passed the exam? You’ve been one of the top guys here for as long as I can remember. The one everyone goes to for answers to questions these baby CPAs can barely formulate.”


Mike chuckled. “I don’t think I’m that good.”


Larry popped forward and leaned his elbows on Mike’s desk. “See? That’s the problem. We both know the new owners are too dumb to see how great you—and me, I might add—are at our jobs. But you should know, man. You’re smart as hell. Everyone knows that.”


Mike arched a brow.


“Everyone but the idiots who run this place. Obviously.” Larry got to his feet. “A bunch of us are going down to the Corner Pint for a beer and sympathy party. You in?”


Mike tapped the envelope against the smooth wood of his desk. He had work he could—and should—do because the clients were counting on him. Then he thought of the callous way he’d been laid off, the pittance of a severance after nine years of sixty-hour work weeks, and decided, for the first time in a long time, to say the hell with it.


Mike rarely drank. His father had done enough drinking for Mike and half the state of Massachusetts when Mike was a kid, so he avoided the hard stuff entirely, and every once in a while had a beer or maybe a glass of wine. It was Monday morning, certainly not the right time to start drinking. But he’d had a hell of a bad day, and for the next few hours, he didn’t want to think about the future or next steps. He got to his feet, leaving the envelope on his desk. “It’s almost five o’clock in Montenegro, so why not?”


Larry draped an arm over Mike’s shoulder. “A piece of advice. When you go on these interviews for a job way better than this sweatshop, leave your inner geek at home.”








[image: image]











Margaret paced the tiled kitchen floor, tidying countertops that were already pristine and counting the minutes until Mike got home. The manila envelope sat on the smooth granite surface of the kitchen island with a pen beside it. She’d signed her name a few minutes ago, two words that had taken her years to write.


Headlights swung across the kitchen windows. The car sat in the driveway for a few minutes. Then someone got out of the rear, and a few seconds later, the garage door lifted. The car left—probably a taxi or rideshare, but Margaret didn’t have the bandwidth to worry about where Mike’s car was—and the door chugged down again.


Margaret stood on the far side of the counter, shifting her weight from foot to foot. She didn’t want to look too zealous or too nervous. This whole thing should be calm, peaceful, and civil. There was no need for drama, even if her stomach was rioting and her heart was racing. Just then, she noticed she had left her other checkbook out on the counter. She grabbed it and shoved it into her purse just before Mike came inside.


The door between the garage and the kitchen opened and Mike walked in, carrying his briefcase in one hand and his car keys in the other. He dropped his keys in the dish on the small table beside the door and took two more steps before he lifted his head and realized Margaret was there. “Oh. You’re home.”


The words had a tone of disappointment, and Margaret told herself that didn’t hurt, not one bit. “I left work a little early today. I wanted to talk to you.”


He set his briefcase on one of the island stools before sinking into another. He unbuttoned his suit jacket, slid it off, and draped it carefully over the leather case. Then he took his phone and placed it face down on the counter, square with the edge. It was all a ritual with Mike, an ordering and straightening that seemed to allow him to disconnect from his workday. “I need to talk to you, too.”


The manila envelope contrasted against the pale granite like a stop sign in the middle of the desert. She couldn’t avoid it or ignore it. She had to face it and deal with it before she lost her nerve.


Mike took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “Today, I—”


“I filed for divorce.” She slid the envelope across the counter. Four words and their lives were irrevocably changed. It only took two words to marry him, twice as many to erase that marriage.


“What?” He stared down at the package and then back up at her. “A divorce? Now?”


“Is there a better time, Mike? Because I’ll be sure to send you a calendar invite.” She cursed under her breath and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I want this to be a civil thing, not the two of us barking at each other.”


He put a hand on the envelope but didn’t open it yet. “I’ve had a really crappy day. Can we have this conversation later?”


“There is no conversation to be had. I’m just finally addressing the elephant in the room. You and I haven’t been happy for years. Why prolong the agony? You deserve a life that is happy.” Her voice broke a little on the last word, and her throat caught. “We both do.”


“You’re telling me you’re unhappy.” Flat words, unemotional, like he didn’t care.


She arched a brow. “Neither one of us has been happy for a long time. That’s not a news flash.”


“But I thought—” He shook his head and picked up the envelope. “I guess it doesn’t matter now.” Mike pulled out the documents, scanned the pages, and then set the petition down. “I’m not signing this now.”


“What? Why? We’re roommates, Mike, not husband and wife. Let’s just get this done and move on.”


He cursed under his breath. “That is so Margaret of you.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“The Margaret side of you doesn’t like to deal with the hard conversations. So, you write up a little to-do list, cross off each thing, and never stop to think about whether what you are doing is the right choice.”


“I am dealing with the hard stuff. I’m the one who went to the lawyer and got the petition drawn up.”


“Which is a hell of a lot easier than actually sitting down and working on our marriage.” He got to his feet, taking his time to gather up his suit jacket and his briefcase. “And actually talking about the things we don’t talk about. Ever.”


She held out the pen. “Mike, come on; let’s just get it over with.”


“Get it over with?” His voice had the high pitch of incredulity. “Our marriage is not a malaria shot. We aren’t just going to do this quick so it doesn’t hurt. Because you know what? This does hurt, and it will hurt for a long time.”


For a second, she wondered if she’d made a mistake, if Mike truly did love her and wanted this marriage to work. She started to come around the counter, closing the granite divide between them. She stopped. His eyes were glassy, his cheeks flushed. The faint scent of hops floated between them. What the hell? “Are you drunk?”


He dropped his gaze. “I had a bad day.”


Instead of coming home and talking to her about whatever had happened, Mike had opted to go out drinking with his friends. On a Monday. Was he heading down the same path as his father?


It didn’t matter. This wasn’t her problem anymore. She shook her head before the tears in her eyes spilled over. “Just when I thought you cared, Mike. That this marriage meant something to you.” She tossed the pen onto the counter. It skittered across the envelope and came to a rest against the paperwork. “I’m going to bed. In the guest room.”















CHAPTER 3



Mike woke up the next morning to the droning of the lawn service next door, a nice little punctuation mark on his massive, roaring hangover. His stomach was angry, his head even angrier. He stumbled into the bathroom, grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen, and swallowed two of them dry before he crawled back into bed.


This was exactly why he didn’t like to drink too much. The aftermath. Not to mention the guilt he felt for literally rushing down the very road that had destroyed his childhood. Getting sucked in with his friends to have just one more, like his father had time and time again. He could see how easily his father had slipped down this slope, and in some ways, it made him understand and forgive his father a little more. Nathan Brentwood’s gambling habits certainly hadn’t helped. Every time he lost big, it set off another bender. Dad and his best friend, DJ, had spent more time in bars than they had with their families.


Mike refused to be that man. Yesterday was an anomaly that he would not repeat. Even if the memory of Meg saying I filed for divorce made him want to live inside a bottle of tequila.


The rest of the house was quiet. He didn’t hear Meg stirring in the next room or the water running in the hall bath. No smells of coffee coming from the kitchen or pots clanging for breakfast. It was already after eight, which meant she had probably left for work before he got up. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed about that.


He heaved himself back out of bed, grabbed a T-shirt, and then made his way down the stairs and into the too-bright kitchen. The room looked exactly the same as it had last night, except for a single coffee cup sitting in the sink. Meg’s purse wasn’t in its usual place on the table by the garage door, and her keys weren’t in the dish. Had he really expected her to be standing here, telling him it was all a big mistake?


Mike knew his wife well, and the one thing she didn’t do was retrace her steps. She made a decision and forged forward like a horse with blinders. Once she did that, there were no other paths to take, no detours to consider. They’d once made a road trip to Chicago, driving throughout the night and stopping only for gas because Meg didn’t want to be one minute late for the 3:00 p.m. check-in at the hotel. He’d told her a hundred times that the concierge didn’t care when they got there, but Meg would not deviate from her plan. She’d made 6:00 p.m. dinner reservations at Spiaggia, regardless of whether the both of them were dog-tired from the drive, the first of many planned to-dos during that weekend away. It had felt more like a museum tour than a vacation.


When had she changed and become this regimented, controlled woman who rarely laughed? Was it when they were struggling to make ends meet in the early days? When she bought the jewelry store and spent a few months in the red as she carved out her own path as a businesswoman? Or had something else happened—maybe someone else—while he wasn’t looking?


No. Meg wasn’t a cheater. Yet for years, he had had the feeling that there was something she was hiding from him, a sentence left out of their conversations. Could he be wrong about his wife?


He filled the coffeepot and set it to brew. Then he dropped onto one of the kitchen stools. God, his head hurt. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had that much to drink. Five of them had ended up down at the Corner Pint, wallowing in their misery and spending part of their severance on a sizeable bar tab. He had hazy memories of a lot of beer, too many shots, and calling an Uber to get home.


Never again. This wasn’t the way to solve what was going on in his life. It hadn’t worked for his father, and it wouldn’t work for Mike. If anything, that decision to get plastered had made it worse. Much worse.


The divorce petition was still sitting on the countertop. Meg had folded back the pages and left the pen—clicked and ready to write—beside a yellow, arrow-shaped sticky note that said Sign Here. He could see the tight loops of her signature above where his name should go.


Mike picked up the pen and hovered over the line. He stared at the words on the page until they blurred in his vision. He thought about what signing would mean for the future. For him.


And most of all, for Meg. A swipe of the pen and everything would change.


The coffeepot finished its brew cycle with a happy trio of beeps. Mike jerked to attention.


He wrote a single word across the front of the manila envelope and then slid the divorce petition back inside. Then he stowed the pen in the junk drawer before he could change his mind.
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By Wednesday, Margaret had heard nothing. So she did what she did best and worked as many hours as possible. Each day, she spent ten hours at the jewelry store, leaving for work before Mike got out of bed. Since it was family dinner night, Margaret planned to stop at her grandmother’s house on the way home so that she wouldn’t get back until after Mike was asleep. A cowardly way to avoid running into him and having another awkward, painful conversation.


There were no texts from him about what to have for dinner, no communication from Mike at all during the day. That left an odd hole in Margaret’s day, but she told herself the feeling would pass and eventually, this would become the new normal.


And yet, a weird part of her missed him. Missed seeing his face as she grabbed a cup of coffee, missed those small interactions during the day. It was simply because they’d been together for so long. A decade was a really long time to spend with anyone. This was an adjustment time, nothing more.


She pulled up in front of her grandmother’s house, which was still swarming with balloons. Gabby and Jake were in Jamaica on their honeymoon and undoubtedly having the time of their lives. The balloons bobbed in the breeze, like happy little punctuation marks.


Margaret shut off the car and sat in the gathering darkness, procrastinating about seeing her family and answering questions about why she was here without her husband. Again. Her family meant well, she knew, but their concern made her feel suffocated.


Margaret fished her phone out of her purse and dialed a number she dialed every few weeks. After several rings, the call went to voicemail, which it often did. Maybe he didn’t want to talk to her. Or maybe he was just feeling down again. Either way, she worried and wished she could change the complicated situation that existed in those unanswered calls. “Just wanted to let you know I put a check in the mail today. I hope you’re doing okay.” Then she ended the call, put the phone away, and went to the toughest trial of all: the regular Wednesday-night family dinner.


When she walked inside Grandma’s house, the warm scent of roast beef and mashed potatoes wafted up to greet her. She could hear laughter and conversation coming from the dining room, Luke’s deep voice telling a story, Emma adding her own details, and Scout’s giggles in between.


Margaret was halfway to the dining room when she remembered the basket of fresh-baked rolls she’d left back in her office. At lunch, she’d popped down to her friend Suzie’s bakery for a dozen dinner rolls, her promised contribution for tonight. She was about to turn around, using the rolls as an excuse to dodge her family, when Emma saw her in the foyer.


“Margaret!” Emma scrambled to her feet and crossed to her sister, wrapping her in a hug that somehow also had the two of them moving closer to the dining room, as if Emma had read Margaret’s mind and was determined to prevent her from ditching family time. “No Mike again tonight?”


“He had to work late,” she lied. Margaret pivoted back to the door. “I forgot the rolls. I should go—”


“No, you shouldn’t.” Grandma Eleanor gestured toward an empty seat. “Forgoing a few carbs won’t kill us. In fact, Harry and I were just talking this morning about trying this keto thing, so we are skipping the mashed potatoes. Janice Stalwart lost fifteen pounds when she cut out bread.”


“You don’t need to lose a single inch, my dear,” Harry said. “You’re already beautiful.”


Grandma blushed. “Wait till you get that cataract surgery, Harry. You’ll see the truth then.”


Their flirty conversation filled the room with a warmth and happiness that Grandma had not had in decades. After Grandpa died, Grandma had sworn off dating, saying she would never find another love like her Russell. Margaret, however, had seen the truth in her grandmother’s single life—she was afraid of enduring another heartbreak.


Would that be Margaret ten, twenty years down the line? Living alone, avoiding any hint of commitment?


“Where is your head, my darling granddaughter?” Grandma covered Margaret’s hand with her own. Her touch was soft, comforting, and concerned. “You look troubled.”


“I’m fine.” Margaret tugged her hand away to settle her napkin on her lap. She tried to work a smile onto her face. “Can someone pass the mashed potatoes?”


Luke picked up the glass bowl full of fluffy, buttery mashed potatoes and dropped a big spoonful on his own plate before handing them to Margaret. “Here you go. Everyone’s avoiding the carb devil, so have an extra helping and join me on the anti-keto train.”


Margaret’s appetite had deserted her a long time ago. The mashed potatoes were more of a misdirection than a need. She was rarely hungry lately. She nibbled on crackers when she was at the store but mostly existed on black coffee and staying busy. When she sat down long enough to eat a meal, her mind whirled with questions and doubts.


“That wedding was amazing,” Grandma was saying. “Gabby was such a beautiful bride. And you two,” she glanced at Emma and Margaret, “were also stunning in your pink dresses. It’s such a lovely color on you both.”


“And me, Grandma,” Scout said. “I had on a pink dress, too!”


“Of course! Yours was the prettiest of all, Scout, but don’t tell Auntie Margaret and Emma that.” Grandma winked.


The family began the usual round of dinner questions and debates—how was work, how was the garden coming along, which series was better, Ted Lasso or The Mandalorian—but Margaret barely noticed. She picked at the potatoes and a little piece of roast beef, doing her best to get a few bites down her thick throat. She had to tell her family about the divorce someday. She dreaded the questions that would follow, the disappointment she would see on their faces.


Finally, the meal was finished. Margaret pushed back her chair and gathered as many dishes as she could before heading for the kitchen. “I’ll do the dishes,” she called over her shoulder before anyone could object—or worse, ask her a question she didn’t want to answer.


She started the water in the sink and began loading the dirty plates and silverware. The rush of the water was loud enough to cover the sob that escaped her.


“Either you tell me what’s going on or I’m going to tie you to the kitchen chair and bring the whole family in for an inquisition.”


Margaret turned around. Emma was standing a few feet away, arms crossed over her chest, looking as stern as a mother who’d caught her child skipping school. It would have been funny if the whole situation were different.


“I don’t want to talk about it,” Margaret said. She turned off the water and stared at the bubbles that had started to form and then pop, disappearing into the soapy water. In the last year, her sisters had gently nudged her to open up about what was going on in her marriage, and if Margaret was honest with herself, she would admit that having their support had made her feel so much less alone. For most of her life, she’d been the one who soldiered on alone because she didn’t want to burden her sisters. But they were adults now, grown women who had endured heartache and loss, and their wisdom was something Margaret knew, deep down inside, she needed right now. “But I should. Just not here, with everyone in the next room.”
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