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To all my fans and supporters, I appreciate each and every one of you.

Writing is a solo endeavor but sharing these stories with you never gets old.

Her Destiny is a smalltown, spicy, single dad romance. I'll let you find the spicy chapters.


Playlist


When I See You Smile – Bad English

Vulnerable – Secondhand Serenade

Falling Like the Stars (acoustic version) – Amber Leigh Irish

Everything – Michael Buble

Without You – Breaking Benjamin

Someone You Loved – Lewis Capaldi

Come Wake Me Up – Rascal Flatts

Under Your Scars – Godsmack

Broken Lifehouse

Feels Like Home – Chantal Kreviazuk

Kiss Me Slowly – Parachute

Two Is Better Than One – Boys Like Girls and Taylor Swift

The Mess I Made – Parachute

From Where You Are – Lifehouse

Pieces – Rob Thomas

Arms – Christina Perri

Never Stop (wedding version) – SaferySuit


Prologue
Charlie


The clink of silverware against porcelain filled the air, blending with the low hum of conversation and soft jazz playing in the background of the dimly lit restaurant. I fidgeted in my seat, my gaze flitting across the menu even though I had already committed it to memory twenty minutes ago.

Across from me, Tom—a man whose online profile boasted a love for adventure and a good sense of humor—was hunched over his phone, his thumb flicking absentmindedly at the screen. Every so often, he would glance up, offering a half-hearted smile that failed to reach his eyes before diving back into the digital world.

“Can you believe how hard it is to meet people these days?” Tom sighed, finally setting his phone aside with an air of reluctant surrender. His words, meant to spark camaraderie, hung heavily between us, laced with a tired bitterness that only widened the gap of their disconnect. “You seem cool though. What is it you do again?”

We had texted almost two weeks before I agreed to meet in person. He seemed warm and charming and engaging over texts. Now, in person, I had to wonder if this was even the same man. And how many other women he was texting. While on a date. With me.

I offered a polite nod, my mind already racing through a list of plausible excuses to escape the droning monologue about the perils of modern dating. I traced the rim of my water glass with my finger, feeling the coolness against my skin and wishing I could be anywhere but here.

“I’m a nurse practitioner,” I answered flatly. I can’t believe I took an “everything shower” and dressed up for this. I had curled my hair and pulled it back to accent my neck and cheeks, and I did a full face of makeup. I put on my best bra and a flirty floral sundress. I paired it with flats for comfort, but I was anything but comfortable right now.

Lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed that Tom reached across the table, his hand hovering over mine. He lowered his voice to a whisper, thick with insinuation. “I'd really like to take you home with me tonight.” And then he winked. He fucking winked.

A flush of discomfort crept up my neck, manifesting in a forced, tight-lipped smile. My heart quickened—not with excitement, but with the urgent need to flee from this whole situation. I subtly withdrew my hand, the cool air between us a welcome relief.

“Tom, I—” I began, my eyes darting around the room, searching for salvation in the form of a server or perhaps a sudden, inexplicable fire drill. The desire to bolt from the scene grew stronger with each passing second, my thoughts now consumed by the idea of escape. Before I could excuse myself and run out the back door, my phone vibrated in my purse.

“Excuse me, just one minute,” I said, pulling out my phone. I didn’t care if it was an email notification or a spam text, this could be my ticket out of here. “Oh no,” I exclaimed with feigned distress. “Work emergency,” I said quickly, standing up from the table. My voice trembled with fake urgency. “I’m so sorry. I have to go.”

Without waiting for Tom's reply, I tossed a couple of bills onto the table—enough to cover my share and a tip—and darted towards the exit.

From behind me, I heard Tom’s voice, “I’ll call you!”

Please don’t, I thought as I pushed through the door. The cool night air kissed my cheeks, and I took a deep breath.

Once out of sight, I slowed to a walk, my heels clicking rhythmically on the pavement as I headed to my car. Thank goodness I had insisted that we meet at the restaurant. I climbed into the car and slammed the door.

I pulled out my phone again, this time to send a genuine plea for refuge.

Charlie

Can I come over? This date was a total bust




Avery

Of course, girl. Door's open.



I put my car in drive and pulled out of the lot. It took five minutes and lots of deep breathing to calm me down. When I pulled into Avery’s driveway, I let out a deep breath. Dating sucked.

I raced up the walk and found Avery standing at the door to greet me.

“It was that bad?” she asked, making room for me to enter.

“Girl. It was the worst,” I said walking through the door and kicking off my shoes.

Minutes later, I curled up on Avery's cozy couch, shoes off, feet tucked under me, dress covering my legs. Avery sat across from me, eyes filled with concern.

“Every time I think it can't get any worse, it does,” I confessed, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, a habitual gesture when I was stressed. “Tonight, the guy wouldn't stop talking about his ex and how he can't find anyone decent online. He barely put his phone down.” I let out a humorless laugh. “Then he tried to take me home like I'm some kind of consolation prize.”

Avery shook her head, her lips pursed in sympathy. “You're dodging bullets, not losing opportunities, trust me.”

I sighed, sinking deeper into the cushions, feeling the weight of my longing for a connection like a physical ache. “I'm starting to think my soulmate is a cat I haven't adopted yet.”

“Hey, don't knock it till you try it,” Avery quipped.

“Stop it!” I laughed. “Not everybody can wake up surprise married to their soul mate,” I jabbed.

“Don’t knock it till you try it,” she said, throwing her head back with a laugh.

“Are you saying I should go to Vegas and marry somebody after getting drunk?”

“It worked for me. But I don’t recommend it. You might end up with somebody like, what’s his name?”

“Tom,” I answered flatly.

“He sounds like a dick,” a deep voice said coming from the kitchen.

“He was,” I said, looking up at Avery’s husband, Sam.

He set down a tray laden with wine and glasses and an artful arrangement of charcuterie. He offered us a congenial smile, setting the tray down on the coffee table with a casual ease.

“Thought you ladies might enjoy this,” he said, uncorking the bottle with a practiced twist and pouring the ruby liquid into two glasses.

“Thanks, Sam, you're the best,” Avery beamed, her gratitude shining through her eyes as she accepted the glass.

“Really, you didn't have to,” I added, “But thank you. Why can’t all guys be like you, Sam?”

“Because I’m one of a kind.” He leaned over and kissed Avery before returning his focus to me. “I could set you up with the new guy on the force.” “What?” I squeaked.

“Yeah, We have a new guy starting in a couple of weeks. Noah hooked him up with Earl and he is going to be renting the other half of the duplex.”

“I think I’m off men for a while,” I replied, taking a long drink of the honey citrus wine, my favorite from the local winery.

With a final nod and a wink directed at Avery, Sam retreated to the privacy of their bedroom, the faint sound of television soon drifting from the slightly ajar door.

I watched him go and watched Avery watch him. I couldn't help but feel the pang of envy tighten around my heart. My gaze shifted to the spread before us, the colors were vibrant and inviting, yet it wasn't the food I envied—it was the seamless partnership, the quiet understanding that seemed to flow between Avery and Sam.

“Sam's amazing,” I murmured, more to myself than to Avery, as I picked up a slice of prosciutto.

“Hey, what's that look?” Avery's voice cut through my thoughts, her brow knitted in concern.

“Nothing, just...” I hesitated, swirling the wine in my glass before taking a sip, allowing the flavors to wash over my palate. “Do you ever think there's someone out there who's... not horrible?”

Avery reached across the couch, squeezing my arm reassuringly. “Of course, there is, Char.”

“Then where are they hiding?” The question hung in the air, unanswered, as she gazed into the depths of her wine glass.

We sat on the couch, sipping wine and snacking for another hour before I thanked her for letting me come over.

“Anytime, Charlie. That’s what friends are for.”

***

At home, I kicked off my shoes, their thud against the hardwood floor punctuating the end of another disappointing evening. I moved to the kitchen for a glass of water and then quietly moved into the bedroom. I turned on the bedside lamp and entered the bathroom. My movements were automatic as I peeled away the layers of my carefully chosen outfit, each piece dropping to the floor in a quiet surrender to solitude. I washed my face and pulled my hair up.

The cotton of my favorite pajamas embraced my skin, a familiar comfort that no awkward date could provide. I padded across the room, the whisper of the fabric against my legs- a stark contrast to the earlier swish of my dress. The moonlight streamed through the bedroom window, casting a gentle glow over the bed.

Collapsing onto the mattress, the springs creaked softly under my weight as I nestled into the pillows propped against the headboard. I reached for the romance novel on my nightstand, its spine creased from evenings spent in other worlds where love was not only possible but promised.

I wrapped the blanket around my hips and sat back. When I flipped the book open to where I had left off, my fingers traced the words as if they held some secret to unraveling the complexities of love and romance. With each turn of the page, I found myself sinking deeper into the story, the trials, and the triumphs of the characters as they worked towards their happy ending.

“When do I get a happy ending?” I whispered to the pages, the question laced with a yearning that seemed to echo back at me from the silence of the room. The heroines in these stories always found their match, a perfect foil to their strengths and weaknesses. They were cherished for their quirks, their banter witty and their chemistry tangible.

“Maybe the good ones really are only in books,” I conceded, a twinge of sadness tugging at my heartstrings. But even as doubt cast its shadow, I couldn't help but hold onto a thread of hope, woven through the fabric of every fairytale love I'd ever read. With a deep breath, I set the book aside and turned out the light.


Chapter 1
Ben


My grip tightened on the steering wheel, the new streets a reminder that this—Morgan Falls—was our fresh start. The sleepy town, with its quaint main street and whispering woods, seemed like a place where worries could get lost among the evergreens. I glanced at the rearview mirror, catching Rori's bright eyes as she pressed her nose to the window, tracing the outline of a passing cloud.

“Are you excited, pumpkin?” I asked my daughter, my voice laced with an optimism I hoped was infectious.

“Uh-huh,” Rori replied, her small voice soft, “Will there be kids my age?”

“Plenty.” I smiled at her in the mirror. “And lots of space for you to play.”

“Promise?” her sweet voice melting my heart. I hoped I was doing right by her.

“Cross my heart.” I returned my attention to the road.

My wife passed away three years ago. From diagnosis to gone we only had six months with her. I moved in a fog for the next few months. My heart broke every day for Rori, and myself. I stayed in Rockford, hoping that keeping Rori close to her grandparents would help her with her grief. As I came out of my haze, I realized that I needed a change. I was no good to Rori that way.

When a friend let me know about the job opening in Morgan Falls, I debated for weeks before submitting my application. But I knew deep down that we needed something new. Something fresh. A fresh start for us. I was thrilled when Noah called me for a phone interview. We hit it off quickly and he offered me the job a few days later.

So now, here we are moving to Morgan Falls. A small, sleepy town in Wisconsin. Noah helped me find a place to live. It was a two-bedroom duplex near the station. Not that everything in town wasn’t near the station. I was nervous about the move but excited too.

I followed the GPS to the station. Turning the car off, I turned to Rori.

“Here’s our first stop, Bug. We are going to meet Daddy’s new boss.”

“Are you working today?” she asked unbuckling her seatbelt.

“No, not today. We are going to say hi, and then Noah is going to show us our new house.”

“Does Noah have kids?”

“I don’t think so. But there will be other kids around for you to make friends with.”

She nodded her head as she opened the car door. “Okay.”

I chuckled as I exited the car and moved around to take Rori’s hand.

The police station of Morgan Falls held none of the intimidating sterility I was accustomed to in the city. As I pushed open the wooden door, a bell chimed above us—a sound that seemed more fitting for a quaint bookstore than a place upholding law and order. The front was a wide open space that led to a high-top counter. Behind the counter was an older woman working on a computer. Off to the side, I noted four desks set up to face each other, and behind that, a door was open. The room was small, but it felt alive with an undercurrent of quiet efficiency.

“Officer Walker, I presume?” A deep voice pulled my attention from the surroundings.

I turned to face the man, extending a hand as he did so. “Yes, sir. Chief Carter?”

Noah Carter's handshake was firm, his grip conveying both strength and welcome. “Call me Noah, please. Welcome to Morgan Falls.”

“Thank you.” I took in the chief's confident stance, silver streaks lending distinction to otherwise dark hair, and eyes that missed nothing.

“Well, this is the station. That’s Sarah, she’s been here longer than all of us. If you need something, Sarah is your girl. Sarah, this is Ben and his daughter, Rori. They are moving into Sam’s old place.”

She stood up and came around the counter. “So nice to meet you, Ben. And, Rori,” she said, bending down to her level, “Aren’t you a cutie? Would you like a sucker?”

Rori looked up at me with big eyes.

“Go ahead,” I answered, ruffling her hair.

“Yes, please.”

“Follow me.” Sarah stuck out her hand to Rori. Rori took her hand, and they moved back to her desk to find the treat.

“We are happy to have you here. I hope it is everything you need. And maybe some things you didn’t know you needed.”

“Thanks, Noah. I’m excited. And honestly, nervous. Rockford is a busy town. I hope small-town life is good to us.” I shuffled my feet as I watched Rori carefully picking a sucker.

I smiled as she came back towards us with a strawberry sucker in her mouth.

“Let me show you around, then I’ll take you to your new place,” Noah offered, after giving me a brief tour of the station. “Your neighbor, Charlie, is good people. If you need anything or Rori wants some company, don't hesitate to reach out.”

“Charlie?” I repeated, filing away the name. Neighborly support was a rare commodity in the city; I appreciated the sense of community already.

“Yeah, lives right next door in the other half of the duplex. You'll probably run into each other soon enough.” Noah led the way out after a quick goodbye to Sarah.

“Thanks again, Noah. For everything.” I meant it sincerely. Starting over wasn't easy, but people like Noah made it feel less daunting.

“Part of the job, my friend,” Noah said with a grin, clapping me on the back as we walked. “Let's get you home.”

***

We followed Noah through town and quickly arrived at our new home. We pulled into the driveway, and I sighed. Home sweet home. I looked up at the duplex. Side-by-side garages flanked by each duplex. Each with white siding and black shutters. I could see a few trees over the rooftop. Stone accents marked the front flower beds.

Stepping out of the car, I hoisted Rori's favorite duffel bag over my shoulder and closed the door with a soft click. I took in the sight of what was to be our new home.

“Pretty nice, huh?” Noah's voice pulled me from my reverie as he joined me, his tall frame casting a long shadow in the late afternoon sun.

“More than nice,” I agreed, my eyes tracing the neat trim and the welcoming porch that begged for a pair of rocking chairs. “It's perfect.” Rori got out of the car and placed her hand in mine. For support or reassurance, I wasn’t sure. Whatever happened next, we were in it together.

“Wait till you see the inside,” Noah said, leading me up the few steps to the front door. “Got a real cozy feel to it.”

Inside, the living room welcomed us with its honey-toned wooden floors and the gentle sunlight filtering through the windows. Curtains would have to be on the list of things we needed.

“Looks like the previous tenant left it in great shape,” I noted.

“Yeah, Sam took pride in this place. He got married a few months ago and finally moved in with his wife last week.”

I looked at Noah and he smirked. “It’s a long story. Or maybe not, but not my story to tell. Somebody will probably fill you in. But not me. I don’t gossip.”

We laughed and he moved farther into the room. “Kitchen is through there, dining area attached. Up the stairs are the bathroom and bedrooms. There’s a small bathroom down this hallway, as well. Through the kitchen is the slider to the deck. The backyard isn’t fenced.

“Okay. Good to know,” I murmured, already picturing how our furniture would fit into the space, how we'd make it our own. “Looks like a great place to settle.”

“Exactly,” Noah nodded, his gaze meeting mine. “You'll make plenty of memories here.”

“Thanks, Noah. For the job and all the help with the transition.”

“Anytime, Ben. Morgan Falls is a community. And I need my newest deputy set up for success,” he replied with a grin before his expression turned thoughtful.

We heard the truck pulling up and Noah turned back to me. “Looks like your stuff is here. Do you need any help unpacking?”

“No, but thanks. I can handle it.”

“Okay. I’ll leave you to it then. You have my number if you need anything.” He reached out to shake my hand. “I’ll see you Monday morning if I don’t hear from you before then.”

“Sounds good. See you Monday.”

“Bye, Rori. Have fun in your new house,” Noah said, smiling at my daughter.

“Bye, Mr. Noah.” She stood close to my side and waved as Noah walked out the door. “He’s nice, daddy. Is he your new friend?”

“Yes, Rori. I guess you could say that. He’s my boss too.”

“So you have to do what he says?” Her face contorted.

“Yes. Yes, I do. But we will work together to keep the town safe.”

“You’re my hero, daddy.” She hugged me and quickly pulled away. “Can I go to my room?”

“There’s nothing in there yet,” I answered.

“I know. But I wanna go think about where everything should go.” I couldn’t argue with that logic. And it would keep her out of the way of the movers downstairs.

“Sure. Go on up. First door on the left. You remember left from right?”

She held up her hands in front of her making a right angle with each thumb and index finger. Shaking her left, she said, “This is left. So I go this way.”

“Yes, ma’am. Head on up.”

She took off for the stairs and I headed out to meet the movers.


Chapter 2
Charlie


The last patient of the day shuffled out of the urgent care clinic, and I locked the door behind him with a click that echoed too loudly in the empty waiting room. My hand hovered over the turned key for a moment before I dropped it to my side, the weight of a dozen hours spent tending to scraped knees, fevers, and the occasional bout of food poisoning sitting heavy on my shoulders.

“Another day, another dollar,” I muttered to myself as I flipped off the lights, plunging the once-bustling clinic into the shadows. But there was comfort in the familiar routine; this small-town clinic was more than just a job—it was part of who I was.

I walked out with Tara and Mindi. Tara was one of our medical assistants and Mindi was our receptionist. The other staff had already left for the day. We said goodbye in the parking lot and headed for home.

I slid into my car, the driver's seat embracing me like an old friend. Morgan Falls might be a speck on the map, but it was home, and the drive through town never failed to bring a sense of peace after the chaos of the clinic. I turned on the country music station to keep me company for the short drive.

Turning onto my street, the tranquility shattered when I saw it—a moving truck parked smack in the middle of the driveway I shared with the neighboring townhome. My brow furrowed, eyes narrowing at the sight. Of all the days for someone to block the driveway, it had to be after a twelve-hour shift.

“Seriously?” I sighed, frustration bubbling up inside me. With no choice left, I steered my car to the curb and parked on the street. As I killed the engine, I couldn't help but glare at the offending vehicle. Its chrome bumper gleamed mockingly under the streetlights, almost as if it were proud of the inconvenience it caused.

“Great,” I grumbled, gathering my things, and stepping out into the cooling evening air. “Just what I needed.”

My feet carried me toward the duplex I called home. I was looking forward to a shower and a glass of wine, relaxing with a good book. I was two books into the Avery Blackmore series, and I was hoping to finish before the next book came out. But first, I'd have to maneuver around the truck and whoever it belonged to.

Muscles aching and mind weary, I trudged along the concrete path leading up to my half of the duplex. The sky was a canvas of purples and oranges, the last light of day clinging on before the night took over.

“Hi there!” The voice, high-pitched and exuberant, sliced through my reverie. I stopped in my tracks, looking down at the source of the interruption. “I’m Rori!”

A pint-sized whirlwind with dark pigtails came barreling towards me, her small face alight with a gleeful smile that was impossible to ignore. She skidded to a halt just inches from me, her tiny hands planted firmly on her knees as she caught her breath.

“Hello...” I began.

“Are you moving in here, too?” she asked, head tilted to the side, eyes wide with curiosity.

I chuckled softly, despite my fatigue. “No, sweetie. I already live next door.”

“Oooh,” she said, nodding as though processing this new information. Her green eyes, bright as polished marbles, scanned me up and down before they locked onto mine again. “Do you have kids?”

The innocence wrapped around the question warmed me from the inside out, melting away some of the day's tension. I crouched down to be eye level with her, shaking my head gently.

“No, I don't have any kids,” I answered with a soft smile.

“Why not?” Rori tilted her head, the very picture of youthful inquisitiveness.

“Maybe one day,” I replied, amused by her frankness. “For now, it's just me.”

Rori seemed to ponder this for a moment before nodding, apparently satisfied with my response. Her attention momentarily drifted to something behind me, and I followed her gaze, curious about what had captured her interest. But when I turned back, Rori was already skipping towards the porch, her buoyant energy leaving an impression on the cool evening air.

“Hey!” A male voice edged with mild authority halted me in my tracks. “What are you doing here?”

I pivoted on my heels to face the source of the interruption. Standing there was a man I presumed to be Rori's father judging by the resemblance. The low evening sun cast long shadows that stretched from his feet and mingled with mine, blurring the lines between us. He stood tall, with short, dark hair and hazel eyes. He was a few inches taller than me. His black tee shirt was tight over his arms and fitted to his chest, jeans that hugged his legs, and running shoes on his feet. When Rori moved to his side, a protective aura surrounded him as he waited for me to answer. It took a minute for me to pull my eyes from his.

His question hung in the air. Confusion flickered across my face as I processed his question.

“Uh, I live here,” I managed, my brows knitting together in perplexed amusement. “Next door.” My voice carried a hint of disbelief. Who was he to question me?

“Live here?” he echoed, his forehead creasing as if he were trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. His gaze raked over me, not unkindly, but with the scrutiny of someone piecing together a puzzle.

“Yep, right next door,” I reiterated, motioning to the other half of the duplex with a nod of my head. “And your truck is in my way.” I gestured to my car sitting at the curb.

“You live with Charlie?” he asked with a cock of his eyebrow, one hand on Rori and the other on his hip. Protective stance.

“With Charlie?” I laughed. “I am Charlie.” I hiked my work bag higher onto my shoulder and held the strap with both hands, hair falling into my eyes.

“Ah,” he said, the corners of his mouth twitching upwards in a sheepish grin. He extended a hand, which I shook, feeling the calluses on his palm—a testament to hard work. “Sorry about that. I'm Ben. Noah told me to ask Charlie next door if I needed anything.”

“Who did you think Charlie was?” I asked, the realization dawning on me as I caught the flicker of surprise that hadn't quite left Ben's face. The quizzical tilt of his head and the way his eyes were still trying to reconcile my presence with whatever expectation he had held made it clear. I felt myself blush as he quickly raked his eyes over me, head to toe.

“I was expecting, I, um, I mean, I thought…”

I had to put this man out of his misery. “Thought I was a man?” I finished for him, a playful glint in my green eyes. It wasn't the first time someone had made that mistake.

“Sorry, I—yeah, I guess I did,” he admitted, scratching the back of his neck in a way that conveyed his embarrassment more than words could.

“Charlotte Emerson,” I introduced myself properly, extending my hand, wanting to ease the awkwardness. “But everyone calls me Charlie. I'm your neighbor.” I gestured towards my half of the duplex, where the evening light was just starting to fade from the windows, casting a soft glow on the facade.

“Nice to meet you, Charlie,” Ben replied, taking my hand once more, this time with a warmth that matched his smile. “I'm Ben. And this tornado here is Rori.”

“Hi, Rori,” I said, turning to the little girl who was now clinging to her father's leg, eyeing me with a mix of shy curiosity and excitement.

“Hi,” she said with a quick wave. “Daddy, Charlie doesn’t have any kids. I thought you said there were lots of kids here?” She stuck out her bottom lip with a pout.

Ben laughed and it was a warm, soothing sound. “I promise you will make friends.”

“See that house across the street? They have a little girl about your age.” I turned behind me, “And over there, next door, they have two girls who just turned seven. So there are definitely kids around.”

Rori’s face lit up with a smile that mirrored her dad’s. And for some reason, making them smile made me feel warm inside.

“I’m sorry about the truck. We are almost done unpacking. I can have them move it to the street.”

“No worries. I was just surprised. And it’s been a long day. My car can sit on the street tonight. I’ll leave you to it. I know moving and unpacking can be a big task.”

I stepped back from them, moving towards my front door.

“Have a good night, Charlie.” I watched Ben as he waved and then turned his daughter back towards their side of the duplex.

Watching his backside as he walked away was probably unneighborly, but it was a nice view.


Chapter 3
Ben


After the run-in with Charlie, my brain was mush. The conversation had left me unsettled, my thoughts a jumble, like a half-finished puzzle missing crucial pieces. I could barely focus on the task at hand, the scattered cardboard boxes in front of me, and the overwhelming to-do list that seemed to stretch on forever. But I knew I needed to get something accomplished. The familiar hum of moving day surrounded me—the low rumble of the moving truck's engine outside, the muted thud of boxes hitting the hardwood floors, and the soft murmur of the movers chatting as they worked. Thank goodness they had also helped put the beds together and placed the dressers where they belonged. The thud of wood against wood was oddly comforting, a sign of progress, however small.

Once the last of the items was off the truck and at least in the room it belonged to, I gave each of the movers a generous tip and bid them farewell. The soft rustle of bills exchanged was followed by their tired smiles and nods of thanks. They were heading back to Rockford, the truck's engine growling to life again, and it would be near midnight before they got home. The noise of the truck faded into the distance, leaving behind the stark quiet of our new home.

I made a quick meal of mac and cheese for Rori, the scent of melted cheese and butter filling the small kitchen, mingling with the faint smell of fresh paint and cardboard. The spoon clinked against the pot as I stirred, the familiar rhythm soothing my frazzled nerves. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead, harsh against the deepening dusk outside. Rori hummed a tuneless melody at the table, her small feet swinging under the chair as she waited.

After dinner, I set to getting her room ready. She insisted on “supervising” where everything was to go, her small hands pointing with authority as she directed the placement of each piece of furniture. The scrape of wood against the floor and the occasional grunt of effort punctuated our work. Once we had the furniture in the room, she had to rethink her design. A deep furrow of concentration creased her brow as she rearranged her stuffed animals and books. I eventually got her bed made, the cool sheets rustling as I tucked them in, and her lamp placed on the bedside table, its warm glow casting comforting shadows on the walls.

I sent her to the shower, the sound of water splashing and her off-key singing drifting down the hall, and I went back downstairs to unpack a few more boxes. The cardboard flaps gave way with a satisfying rip as I tore into another box, the rough edges grazing my fingertips. My fingers traced the spines of photo albums before setting them on the bookshelf, the worn leather covers familiar under my touch. Each thud of a book was a step toward making this place ours—something Rori and I desperately needed. The new living room was a patchwork of our past life and the blank canvas of our new beginning. The couch was positioned in front of the large window, the fabric soft under my hands as I adjusted the cushions. The TV stood across the room on its sturdy table, the remote already missing in one of the boxes. The recliner in the corner and the coffee table anchoring the whole room completed the makeshift sanctuary. The room still felt hollow, echoes of our old life clinging to the walls, but it was a start.

Once I was done with that, I moved back upstairs to check on Rori. The soft thud of my footsteps on the carpeted stairs contrasted with the hardwood downstairs. She was sitting on her freshly made bed, her damp hair curling slightly at the ends, looking out the window. The curtains swayed gently in the breeze, the fabric catching the soft glow of the moonlight. “Curtains, check,” I murmured, making a mental note to add them to the ever-growing list of things to buy.

“Look, Daddy!” Rori squealed, her voice high with excitement as she pointed at the window. “There are so many stars here!”

“Yep, just one of the perks of small-town living,” I said, moving to the window. The night sky stretched endlessly above us, a velvet canvas dotted with countless stars. The air was crisp and clean, free from the haze of city lights, and each breath felt like it was washing away a layer of exhaustion. Rori bounced off her bed and moved to my side, her small hand slipping into mine. We stood there, side by side, wide-eyed, taking in the quiet beauty of our new world. The night was so still that the only sounds were our breaths mingling with the distant chirping of crickets.

“Can we explore tomorrow?” Her words tumbled out, breathless with anticipation.

“Of course, we can explore.” I chuckled, the sound reverberating softly in the silence.

“Good. I think there are lots of fun things to see here.”

“There likely are many.” I turned from the window and bent over to pick her up, her small body light in my arms. “Time for bed, little astronaut,” I announced as her yawns began to outnumber her questions about the stars.

“Okay, Daddy.” She stretched up to kiss my cheek, her lips leaving a warm, sticky imprint that smelled faintly of toothpaste. “I love our new house.”

“Me too, kiddo. Me too.” I kissed the top of her head, breathing in the clean scent of her shampoo, and tucked her into bed. The sheets rustled as she wriggled under them, her eyes already drooping. As she nestled into bed, I made a mental note to pick up curtains tomorrow—something bright and cheerful for her room; a contrast to the muted grief we carried with us. This was more than unpacking boxes. It was crafting a future, one piece at a time.

With the soft click of Rori's bedroom door, I leaned against the frame for just a moment, listening to the gentle cadence of her breathing as she slipped into dreams. The house creaked in the settling night, the old wood adjusting to its new inhabitants. Moving down to the dimly lit living room, I navigated through the scattered islands of cardboard boxes, the floorboards cool under my feet.

I headed for the kitchen, my thoughts drifting back to the neighbor—Charlie, with her deep green eyes and chestnut hair. Her image lingered in my mind, her smile bright despite the mild annoyance of the truck being in her way. I remembered the way she had seemed amused that I had thought she was a guy, her laughter light and easy, a melody that played over in my head. She was wearing scrubs. A doctor? A nurse? A vet tech? Did she live there alone? Noah hadn’t specified, and neither had she.

I grabbed a beer from the fridge, the cool metal can hissing as I popped it open. The crisp, slightly bitter taste of the Spotted Cow, a gift from Noah, was surprisingly refreshing as I took a long drink. The night sky outside was dark and peaceful, a contrast to the bright lights and constant noise of the city we had left behind. I leaned against the railing of the deck, the wood rough against my palms, and took a couple of deep breaths, the cool night air filling my lungs. The faint scent of pine and earth hung in the air, grounding me, and for the first time in a long while, I let myself start to relax. This was a good thing. We were going to be okay here. I needed that to be true.

I walked back into the house, the door creaking softly as I closed it behind me and looked around the open space. It was slowly coming together—a testament to the plan that had formed in my mind during those long, sleepless nights after Maria's passing. Morgan Falls, with its lush forests and close-knit community, promised the tranquility and support we desperately needed. Here, under the vast expanse of star-studded skies far from the relentless pulse of the city, I could rebuild our lives, piece by painstaking piece.

I sank onto the couch, the cushions firm yet welcoming, and closed my eyes. The quiet hum of this small town was a soothing balm compared to the wailing sirens and ceaseless chatter that had scored our previous life. Here, Rori could heal, could find joy again, and I... I could be the rock she needed, steadfast and unyielding, even if inside, the tides of grief threatened to erode me. The room was still, the only sound was the soft rustle of leaves outside and the faint creak of the house settling around us.

“Be strong for her,” I whispered to the shadows, the words a vow and a plea. “She deserves the world.” The quiet settled over me, a blanket of calm that I desperately clung to.

“Guess we'll find out soon enough,” I mused, pushing off the couch to tackle another box, the sound of cardboard tearing filling the room again, a steady rhythm that matched the beat of my heart.


Chapter 4
Charlie


The key turned with a muted click, and I pushed open the front door to my sanctuary, a gentle exhale escaping my lips. The aroma of lavender from a forgotten morning incense stick still lingered in the air, welcoming me home. I kicked off my shoes, their thud against the hardwood floor marking the end of my obligations for the day. With Ben and Rori's laughter fading into memory, the silence of my own space enveloped me like a cocoon.

My bag landed with a soft plop on the entryway table, keys jingling as they followed suit. I reached up and massaged the back of my neck, working out the tension that had accumulated from the day's encounters. I pulled my hair down and shook it out. A quiet night loomed ahead—just what I needed.

I moved through the dimly lit hallway and then up the stairs, the familiarity of each shadow a comfort. In the small bathroom, I turned on the faucet of the shower, steam curling up from the cascade of water. I peeled away my clothes, the fabric clinging to my skin, remnants of the day’s stress. I stepped into the shower, letting the hot water sluice over me, washing away lingering traces of the outside world. After washing my hair, I stood with my back to the spray, letting the warm water wash over me. Before the water could turn cold, I turned the faucet off and stepped out of the shower.

Refreshed and wrapped in the embrace of a plush towel, I padded toward my bedroom. My movements were languid, unhurried. I pulled out a pair of pajamas and slid into them quickly after drying off. Taking the towel from my hair, I finger combed my hair and pulled it back up into a messy bun. I grabbed a light cardigan, my favorite soft blue one, and slid my arms into it.

Turning off the light, I made my way downstairs and into the kitchen. The clink of stemware punctuated the quiet as I pulled a wine glass from the cabinet. A bottle of Merlot, half-full, waited on the counter—a silent invitation. I poured myself a generous measure, the deep red liquid promising relaxation.

Glass in hand, I moved to the living room, grabbing my phone from my bag as I passed by. I nestled into the cushions of my couch, my body sinking into the familiar grooves. The gray fabric was warm and welcoming against my skin, a stark contrast to the brisk evening air that seeped in from the corners of my living room windows. I sipped my wine, savoring the rich flavor as it coated my tongue.

The sudden buzz of my phone disrupted the tranquility. A text message illuminated the screen, Avery's name shining through the dimness.

Avery

Girls' night next week. You in?



A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth as I considered the offer. It was tempting, the prospect of laughter and camaraderie with my friends.

Charlie

What night?




Avery

Thursday. As per usual



Charlie

Count me in




Avery

Great! My house. Noelle is coming too



Noelle was Avery’s soon-to-be sister-in-law. She was a new transplant to Morgan Falls. Not unlike Ben next door. Ben.

I set my phone on the coffee table, its screen going dark, as I reached for the novel that had been idling on there. Cracking open the cover, I nestled deeper into the couch, ready to lose myself in the latest drama created by Avery. Most people in town knew she was a writer, but she tried to keep a low profile locally. She was scheduled to go to Chicago the following spring for a book convention and I was so excited for her. I tried to focus on the words, however, as my eyes danced over the sentences, they failed to latch onto the storyline.

My mind drifted, lured away by the image of the new neighbor who'd moved in next door. I could still picture him clearly, the way his tight black tee clung to his torso, hinting at a physique toned through effort rather than accident. His jeans had been snug in all the right places, suggesting strength without boastfulness. And his hair—dark, unruly waves that tempted fingers to smooth them back and discover if they were as soft as they appeared.

But it was his eyes that I kept coming back to; hazel, flecked with shards of green and brown, holding a depth that seemed to pull at my gaze. They were eyes that hinted at stories untold, at nights of whispered confidences under the cloak of darkness and a silent sexiness.

A sigh slipped past my lips as I turned a page without reading a word, my thoughts tangled in the enigma of this stranger who had effortlessly commandeered my attention. I took a sip of wine, the merlot's velvety texture doing little to ease the flutter in my stomach.

Page after page turned, more out of habit than interest, my mind replaying the brief encounter from earlier. Eventually, the glass emptied, and the last drop of wine was savored but not quite satisfying the thirst that lingered.

With a resigned breath, I looked at the clock and closed the book, its contents left unexplored. I rose, glass in hand, and padded softly to the kitchen. Setting the stemware in the sink, I flicked off the lights one by one and made my way to the bedroom.

The sheets were cool and inviting as I slipped between them, the cotton whispering against my skin. As sleep beckoned, I let the image of the neighbor fill my thoughts one last time, his silhouette a shadowy promise in the landscape of my dreams. Then, surrendering to exhaustion, I closed my eyes and sank into slumber, the night wrapping around me in a silent embrace.


Chapter 5
Ben


Sunlight shone through the window across from my bed. There was not a cloud in the sky and the light was nearly blinding. My eyes fluttered open, confusion momentarily clouding my vision as the surroundings of my old bedroom failed to materialize. The scent was different here—less of worn leather and aged wood, more of fresh paint and new beginnings. It took a beat for reality to settle in; we were in the new house, a mosaic of boxes still cluttering each corner. I threw an arm over my eyes and groaned. There was so much work to do over the next couple of days. As I lay there, in the last few peaceful moments of the morning, I heard singing.

A quiet melody drifted into my consciousness, the soft, untrained voice of Rori weaving through the haze of my thoughts. She was humming a tune that seemed both whimsical and oddly mature for her age, a habit she picked up whenever she was absorbed in her own world. I sighed trying to hold on to the tendrils of sleep, but the neighbor's face—what was her name again? Charlie? —flitted through my semi-conscious mind, a reminder of yesterday's introduction and a prompt to embrace the day.

With a resigned sigh, I flung back the covers, feeling the cool touch of the wooden floor against my bare feet as he stood. My body protested the abrupt movement, muscles stiff from days spent lifting and unpacking. Still, duty called in the form of a little girl's song. I pulled a tee shirt from a box and moved out into the hall.

“Rori?” I called softly as I neared her door, not wanting to startle her from her play.

She didn't answer, lost in her own acts of creation. Pushing the door open, I found her sitting cross-legged amid a sea of dolls, each one dressed in the eccentric flair only an eight-year-old could muster. A pirate queen conversed with a winged astronaut while a bear in a tutu listened attentively. Rori, decked out in polka-dot leggings paired with a striped t-shirt—clashing colors battling for attention—directed the scene with the seriousness of a Broadway director.

“Hey, good morning, Bug,” I greeted her, leaning against the doorframe with a smile playing at the corners of my lips. “Ready for some breakfast?”

“Five more minutes?” She glanced up, eyes wide and pleading, the dolls momentarily forgotten.

“Deal.” I nodded, knowing full well that five minutes in Rori-time could stretch indefinitely. But right now, the promise of a shared morning ritual seemed like the perfect way to ease us both into the rhythm of their new life. “I’ll go get things started.”

“Okay, daddy. The concert is almost over.” Her attention returned to the dolls, and I snickered as I turned away. I loved the imagination this girl had. She got it from her mom, and it was just a little piece of Maria that she kept with her without even knowing.

I went downstairs and to the kitchen, needing caffeine. I wasn’t sure which box the coffee was in, but I made quick work of finding it. As I pulled things out of boxes, I tried to put them away. Having to set up the kitchen and make it functional as soon as possible. I found the coffee, the mugs and thank fuck, the coffee maker. Placing it on the counter by the fridge and plugging it in. I made quick work of making the magic bean juice. Leaning up against the counter, waiting for the brew, I looked out over the backyard. Then I started a mental list, again, of things I was going to need to buy soon.

Once the coffee was brewed, I poured it into my mug and took a sip. Yes, I sip. I’m not a glutton for punishment and that shit is hot right out of the pot. After the first sip, I added a splash of cold water and then stood back to enjoy the caffeine jolt to my system.

After drinking half the mug, I padded to the bottom of the stairs. “Rori? Rori? Aurora Rose!”

“Coming!” her sweet voice called back.

I moved back to the kitchen and started pulling out the breakfast fixings. I was glad that I had brought basic staples. But a full grocery run was on the list for today. The to-do list was growing longer and longer.

Rori bounced into the kitchen and climbed on a stool at the island. Hands splayed in front of her, she smiled up at me. “Ready!”

“Okay, chef-in-training, how about we whip up some eggs, pancakes, and sausage?” I suggested, cranking the stove to life with a satisfying click. My fingers worked deftly stirring the pancake batter that I hoped would turn out fluffy and golden.

“Can I crack the eggs?” Rori asked with wide eyes.

“Of course.” I slid the carton, a bowl, and a small whisk her way. She had been on egg duty since she learned to crack them without getting shells in the mix. She was honestly better at it than I was.

“Can we make the pancakes look like faces? With strawberry eyes?” Rori bounced on her toes, excitement bubbling over as she reached for the fruit bowl.

“We don’t have strawberries. But I might have a trick or two,” I grinned as I poured the batter onto the sizzling griddle, making a face first and then adding more batter to complete a circle.

“Today, I'm thinking...” Rori began, outlining her grand plans as she whisked the eggs, “We should explore the backyard! There might be treasure buried there!”

“Or maybe a dragon guarding a secret garden,” I played along, flipping a pancake with a flourish. “After breakfast, you can lead the expedition. But first, we need all the energy we can get from this feast.”

We settled into an easy rhythm, the sounds of our morning intermingling with the clatter of utensils and sizzle of cooking. Plates filled with food resembling whimsical faces landed on the table, and I watched Rori's delight as she poured syrup over her edible art.

Forks clinked against ceramic as we ate, making short work of the playful breakfast. The conversation turned to memories of past adventures and the possibilities hidden within the rooms and corners of our new home. It was nice to see Rori relaxed and excited about our new home.

Once the last bite disappeared, I rinsed the plates and placed them in the dishwasher. I handed Rori her tablet so I could clean up the mess from breakfast. Once that task was completed, I ran upstairs to take a quick shower and dress. When I returned to the living room, Rori was on the couch, feet in the air, head handing over the seat upside down, tablet in hand.

“Rori? What are you doing?” I asked with a laugh.

“Getting a new ‘spective,” she said matter-of-factly. “I saw it on kid YouTube.”

“Okay, Miss New Perspective. We need to head to the store for a few things. Can you put your tablet down for a little bit?”

She dropped the tablet on the couch next to her and flipped over. “Of course, I can.” But it was said in a way that made me feel like I had interrupted her life’s plans.

***

I texted Noah asking where the best place was to get the things I needed, and he suggested taking a trip to the next town over. I made the list – yes, I wrote it down– and we climbed into the car. I admit, I looked to the other side of the duplex hoping to get a look at Charlie. But no such luck.

Rori and I made it into an adventure, looking for animals in the woods we passed and making up stories about the people who lived in the houses out in the country. The drive over only took about twenty minutes, but it took me another twenty to find the store he recommended, and then I was mad that I didn’t just GPS it. I mean, come on, how hard was it to find a Target? Like literally, a Target store.

We were able to get everything that I had on the list, and maybe a few extra things. I could usually say no to Rori but for some reason, today, she got me in the soft spot. We paid for our items – more than I had planned – and then loaded up the car. Rori wanted her new book and toys in the backseat with her, so I obliged. Yes, I’m a sucker, but I promise, I could say no to my kid when needed.

After making our way back home, I pulled into the garage and unloaded the car while Rori took her toys to her room. I put the food away first, then moved to the living room to hang the new curtains. Following that, I added curtains to each of our bedrooms. By the time that was done, I was tired and would have taken a nap if I wasn’t in charge of a feisty eight-year-old.

She caught me lying on my bed, with my legs hanging over the edge, eyes closed. “Daddy, I’m hungry. What’s for lunch?”

I looked at my watch and sighed. It was well past lunchtime. “What sounds good, Bug?”

“Burgers!” she exclaimed as if it made the most sense. “You make the best burgers on the grill.”

I chuckled at her and smiled. “Burgers? Really?”

“Yes, daddy. I love burgers. But only grilled burgers.” She twirled in the center of the kitchen.

“Okay, Bug. I’ll make burgers.”

“Yay! Can I play in my room until we eat?” She was still spinning, and I had to look away because I started to get dizzy watching her.

“Yes. Go.” I shooed her away and turned towards the fridge.

Pulling out the ingredients, I lined them up on the counter before going out back to start the grill. Letting it get up to temp, I moved back to the kitchen and formed the patties. Leaving them on a platter, I cut the tomato, onion, and lettuce. Placing the vegetables back in the fridge, I took the meat out to the grill.

I smiled as I looked out over the backyard. It was approximately a third of an acre, shared by the two units in the duplex. This led my thoughts back to the neighbor. Would we see her today? One could hope.


Chapter 6
Charlie


I was feeling restless in the house, the stillness pressing in on me after spending the morning cleaning and preparing for the week ahead. The hum of the washing machine had faded, the smell of bleach and lemon cleaner still lingered in the air, and the food I'd prepped sat neatly in containers in the fridge. With nothing else pressing, I grabbed my book and sunglasses, slid the glass door open with a soft whoosh as I stepped onto the deck.

The sun was shining bright, casting a golden hue over everything. The sky stretched above in a wide, unbroken expanse of clear blue, with only the occasional fluffy white cloud drifting lazily by. A soft breeze carried the scent of fresh-cut grass and the faint chirping of birds in the distance. I eased into my lounge chair, the fabric warm from the sun against my skin, and opened my book, the crisp pages rustling as I settled in. The world outside felt alive, the quiet hum of nature a soothing backdrop to my restless thoughts.

After a couple of pages, I caught the sound of hushed whispers nearby. At first, I ignored it, but then the words became clearer.

“Just do it, Daddy. She’s nice. She can be your friend.”

“We are not bothering the neighbor. We don’t want to be those people,” Ben muttered, his voice tight with embarrassment.

“What people? Friends?” Rori’s innocent question made me chuckle softly.

I closed my book with a quiet snap, grinning to myself as I stood up, stretching slightly before turning toward the deck next door. The gap between our two decks wasn’t wide, maybe three feet, but it felt closer at that moment as I caught their exchange.

“Hi, neighbor,” I called, waving with a playful smile.

Rori’s face lit up instantly, her enthusiasm contagious as she tugged on her dad’s arm. “Do it, Daddy!” she urged, bouncing on her toes.

“Rori!” Ben groaned, clearly mortified by his daughter’s persistence. His gaze shifted over to me, and for a moment, those warm hazel eyes locked onto mine. The afternoon light caught the slight sparkle in them, a flicker of amusement blending with his mild embarrassment.

“Hi, Charlie!” Rori chirped, completely ignoring her dad’s flustered expression. “How are you?”

“I’m good, Rori. And you?”

“I’m good!” She beamed up at her dad, clearly pleased with herself.

Ben exhaled the sound of surrender, before finally looking back at me. “Charlie? Would you like to join us for a late lunch? I’m making burgers.”

I glanced down at myself—sleep shorts and an oversized sweatshirt, hardly the most appropriate attire for a neighborly get-together. “I don’t want to impose,” I started, though part of me was already considering it.

“Please!” Rori begged, her eyes wide and hopeful. “Daddy needs a friend!”

Ben frowned, shooting her a look, but I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped. “We all need a friend,” I said, meeting his gaze with a knowing smile.

“You don’t have to,” Ben added, running a hand over Rori’s curly hair as if trying to smooth over the situation. “But I do have extra.”

I hesitated, then grinned. “I’d love to. Can I bring anything?” I gestured vaguely toward my house.

“Nope, I think I’ve got it all covered,” he said, flipping a burger on the grill, the sizzle and smoky aroma wafting through the warm air.

“Give me five. I just want to change.”

“You look fine to me,” Ben said, his eyes skimming over me in a way that made my heart do a little flip.

I smirked, appreciating the compliment but knowing there was no way I was showing up like this. “I appreciate that, but I’d be more comfortable if I changed.” No way was I about to admit that all I had on under the sweatshirt was a tank top. “I’ll be over in a few.”

He raised a hand in a mock salute. “See you then.”

I dashed back inside, my bare feet padding across the cool floor as I quickly changed into jean shorts and a tank top, tying my hair into a more controlled messy bun. On a whim, I grabbed the container of cookies from the counter—a peace offering of sorts. I wasn’t much of a baker, but I did love my sweets, and it seemed like the neighborly thing to do. Slipping my phone into my back pocket, I made my way back outside, the soft click of the sliding door closing behind me.

The sun had dipped slightly lower, casting long shadows across the yard as I descended the stairs of my deck and crossed the small stretch of lawn between our houses. The grass was cool under my feet, a welcome contrast to the lingering warmth of the day. As I reached the top step of their deck, I spotted Rori sitting at a small table, her attention glued to her tablet. She glanced up briefly, gave me a quick “Hi,” and then immediately returned to her video, the soft sound of animated voices drifting from her screen.

“Hi,” Ben greeted me with a smile, flipping the burgers on the grill with expert precision. The rich scent of grilling meat filled the air, making my stomach rumble in anticipation.

“Hi.” I set the cookies on the table and wandered over to the grill, the heat radiating from it in waves.

“Beer?” Ben asked, one hand on the spatula, the other holding out a cold bottle toward me. His lips twitched with amusement as if he already knew my answer.

“Not my first choice, but sure,” I said, taking the bottle from him. The glass was cold against my palm, condensation dripping down the sides. I took a sip, the bitter tang refreshing in the late afternoon warmth.

“Sorry about the mix-up yesterday,” Ben chuckled, finally collapsing onto the worn-in couch nearby. His hand ruffled his hair, leaving it adorably tousled, the strands sticking up in all directions.

I leaned against the railing opposite him, the wood cool beneath my arms as I watched him. “It’s okay. I can see how you’d think your new neighbor would be a middle-aged retiree or something.”

“Or a reclusive writer who only comes out to collect their Amazon packages,” he quipped, raising an eyebrow in playful challenge.

I laughed, the sound bright against the peaceful backdrop of the evening. “Hey now, I collect my packages like any respectable introvert—under the cover of night and in pajamas.”

“Next time, I’ll keep a lookout for someone sneaking around in bunny slippers,” he teased, his hazel eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Deal. But don’t make fun of the bunny slippers—they’re a classic.”

Our laughter faded into a comfortable silence, punctuated only by the soft clink of bottles and the distant hum of Rori’s videos. The sun dipped lower on the horizon, casting everything in a golden glow that softened the edges of the world, making it feel smaller and cozier.

Ben stood and flipped the last burger onto a plate, motioning for me to join him and Rori at the small table. The three of us sat down to eat and it felt like more than just neighbors sharing a meal.

Rori talked about anything and everything while we were eating. She had so much energy, I had to laugh.

“Rori girl, you are busy. Does your brain ever sleep?” I asked before taking a drink of the beer Ben had placed in front of me.

“Of course. Every night when I go to bed,” she said flatly.

“Oh. How silly of me. Of course.” I smiled at Ben as he smiled down at Rori.

Rori finished her hamburger and grabbed my hand. “Charlie, come see my room!” she exclaimed pulling me up before I could protest.

Laughing, I stood up. “Lead the way.”

She pulled me through the kitchen and to the stairs. As we ascended the staircase, Rori chattered about her collection of stuffed animals and her favorite bedtime stories. At the top of the stairs, she gestured grandly toward a door slightly ajar.

“That's Daddy's room,” she said with a conspiratorial whisper.

“Is that so?” My gaze flickered toward Ben's bedroom, the thought of him in that private space sending a jolt of heat through me that had nothing to do with the summer weather.

“Yup! And this is mine!” She pushed open another door, revealing a room painted in soft pastels. “Tada!” she said with a flourish of open arms and a big smile.

“It’s beautiful. Did you pick the color?” The walls were a soft pink and there seemed to be a bit of sparkle to the wall behind her bed.

“I did. Daddy had it painted before we moved in though, so I didn’t get to help.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I love painting,” I said as I moved into the room.

“Me too. I love painting and drawing and fishing and exploring.” She went to the desk under the window.

Rori rummaged through a drawer, pulling out crayons, markers, and a mess of paper. “I like drawing animals and flowers,” she said, proudly holding up a crayon drawing of a dog with a flower on its head.

“It’s adorable!” I grinned, stepping closer to admire the other artwork scattered across the desk. Her creative energy was infectious, the innocence and enthusiasm reminded me of my own carefree childhood days. The room smelled faintly of bubblegum and fabric softener, a comforting scent that contrasted with the sharp lemony tang from earlier in my own house.

As Rori babbled on about her artistic endeavors, I felt a presence behind me. I turned to find Ben leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, muscles straining the fabric across his chest and arms, a soft smile playing on his lips as he watched us. His gaze flickered toward me briefly before he cleared his throat.

“Rori, let Charlie breathe. I’m sure she didn’t come here to look at all your drawings,” he said, though the amusement in his voice betrayed any real sense of urgency.

Rori pouted, placing her hands on her hips. “But she likes them!”

“I do,” I agreed, shooting her a wink. “But maybe we can continue the art tour later.”

With exaggerated reluctance, Rori nodded. “Okay, fine. But next time, can we draw something together?”

“Deal,” I said, walking toward the door where Ben stood.

“Daddy, can I have screen time?” Rori asked, flopping on her bed.

“Yes. For a little bit. You need a shower before bed.”

She didn’t even look at him as she grabbed her tablet, turned it on, and settled into her bed.

As we made our way back downstairs, the faint sound of crickets chirping filtered through the open windows, blending with the soft sounds of the evening breeze. The house felt cozy, like a lived-in space, but with subtle hints of bachelorhood—bare walls, minimal décor, and an air of simplicity. It made sense; Ben was the type who probably focused more on functionality than design, with most of his efforts likely devoted to raising Rori. There were a few boxes scattered around. A sign that he was still unpacking and working on getting settled in their new home.

“I hope she didn’t overwhelm you,” Ben said as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “She tends to... well, she’s a lot sometimes.”

“She’s wonderful,” I replied sincerely. “Full of life.”

Ben nodded, his expression softening as he looked toward the deck. “Yeah. She keeps me on my toes, that’s for sure.” He let out a breath and ran a hand through his hair. “Want to head back outside? The sun is setting but the evening’s nice.”

“Sure,” I said, following him through the kitchen.

As we stepped onto the deck, the golden hues of the setting sun bathed everything in a soft, warm light. The sky above had begun to shift from blue to a muted orange, with streaks of pink and purple bleeding into the horizon. The deck felt cooler now, the warmth of the day dissipating as a gentle breeze carried the earthy scent of freshly cut grass and faint traces of charcoal from the grill. I inhaled deeply, feeling a sense of calm settle over me.

Ben gestured toward the lounge chairs we’d both been sitting in earlier. “Want to sit for a bit? Rori will probably be glued to her tablet for a while.”

“Sounds good,” I said, sinking into the chair with a contented sigh. The fabric was still warm from the earlier sunshine, the perfect contrast to the cooling air around us.

Ben took the chair next to mine, resting his beer on the small table between us. We sat in companionable silence for a moment. I glanced over at him, taking in the relaxed way he leaned back, his long legs stretched out in front of him crossed at the ankles, his hazel eyes reflecting the fading light.

“So, what’s it like raising Rori on your own?” I asked, breaking the silence. It was a personal question, but something about the atmosphere felt right—like we could talk about deeper things now.

Ben smiled wistfully, his gaze distant for a moment as if he was thinking back. “It’s... rewarding, but hard. You never really get a break, you know? And sometimes, I wonder if I’m doing enough—if I’m being enough for her.”

“You’re doing great,” I said softly, my voice barely above a whisper. “She’s a happy, smart kid. That’s a reflection of you.”

He looked at me, his eyes searching mine for something, and I wasn’t sure what. After a moment, he nodded. “Thanks. I try. But it’s tough, especially since her mom passed.”

My heart squeezed at the vulnerability in his voice, and I shifted slightly in my chair, leaning toward him. “What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”

He hesitated, his gaze dropping to the bottle in his hand. “Cancer. Six months from diagnosis to gone. It all seems like such a blur. We spent so much time and energy getting her treated, but it wasn’t enough.”

The sadness in his words tugged at me. I couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been, having a young child while trying to care for his wife.

“I’m sorry, Ben. That must’ve been incredibly hard for both of you.”

He shrugged, but the tension in his shoulders told me it was still a sore spot. “We’ve managed. It’s been a few years now, so we’ve got our rhythm down. I was a mess at first. We had good support during Maria’s illness. Then for a few months after, friends and family jumped in to help. After the first year, they backed off and I had to figure out how to be the one to do it all. For Rori and for me.”

“And what about you?” I asked softly. “Do you have any time for yourself?”

He let out a dry laugh, running a hand over his face. “Time for myself? What’s that?”

I smiled at his response, but there was a part of me that felt a pang of sympathy for him. “You deserve time for yourself too, you know. You give so much to Rori, but it’s important to take care of yourself too.”

Ben’s gaze flicked to mine again, and for a moment, the weight of our conversation seemed to settle between us. The evening air grew heavier with the unspoken feelings that swirled just below the surface. He stared at me, and I could see a flicker of something in his eyes—a need, maybe, or a longing.

“Maybe,” he said softly, his voice low and thoughtful. “Maybe I do.”

The tension between us was palpable now, charged by the intimacy of the moment. The warmth of the day had faded, leaving the air cool and crisp, but my skin prickled with awareness. His gaze held mine for a long moment before he finally looked away, his lips curving into a small smile.

“I appreciate you coming over,” he said after a moment, his voice lighter now as if trying to break the heaviness of our previous exchange.

“I’m glad I did,” I replied, my heart still fluttering in my chest. “Thanks for the invite. Or maybe I should be thanking Rori. She is right, though, you do make the best grilled burgers.”

He chuckled and lifted the beer to his lips. I watched every motion. The way his arm muscle flexed, the way his lips parted, the way his throat moved as he swallowed. Realizing I was staring, I cleared my throat.

“I should probably go. Do you want me to help clean up before I leave?”

Ben turned toward me once more, his expression unreadable as he leaned back in his chair. “No. I appreciate the offer, but as our guest, I don’t expect you to clean up.” He pushed up from the chair and reached for my hand.

I softly placed mine in his and stood facing him. “Thanks for dinner. Next time, my place.”

He held my hand a moment longer and looked down at me. “I can’t wait.” He licked his lips and dropped my hand. “Have a good night, neighbor.”

“Thanks, Ben. You, too.”


Chapter 7
Ben


After Charlie left, I found myself lingering in the kitchen for a moment, still absorbing the warmth of the evening. The scent of grilled burgers still hung in the air, mingling with the subtle sweetness of the cookies she’d brought over. Her laugh, soft and genuine, seemed to echo in the silence, and the memory of her smile lingered longer than I wanted to admit.

Shaking my head, I pushed those thoughts aside and went upstairs to check on Rori. Her door was slightly ajar, and I peeked in to find her curled up on her side, her tablet held loosely in her hands as she swiped lazily across the screen. The soft glow from the device cast gentle shadows on her face, making her look impossibly small and innocent, a peaceful contrast to her boundless energy earlier in the day.

“Hey, Bug. Why don’t you get in the shower while I clean up?” I said, leaning against the doorframe.

She dropped the tablet with a sigh, stretching her arms above her head in a way that seemed to elongate every part of her tiny frame. Her eyes met mine, sleepy but content. “Okay, Daddy.” She paused, her gaze drifting away before she added, “Today was a good day.”

I smiled softly at her, my heart swelling at her simple declaration. Moments like these—when everything felt steady and right—reminded me of why I did this, why I gave her everything I could, even if some days it didn’t feel like enough. “Yes, it was. Thank you for all your help today.”

Her lips curved into a small smile, and she gave a little nod as if accepting the compliment. “I’m glad that Charlie came over. She’s nice.”

I froze for a beat, caught off guard by how easily she’d brought Charlie into the conversation. “Yes, she is,” I agreed, the words rolling off my tongue a little too quickly. I crossed the room to grab a pair of pajamas for her, distracting myself from the way Charlie had stuck in my mind. Rori’s room was a pastel wonderland of stuffed animals and childhood treasures, the gentle scent of lavender wafting from her sheets. I turned back to her, holding up the pajamas. “Think fast!” I teased as I tossed them in her direction.

She squealed, laughing as the clothes fell to the floor beside her feet. “Daddy!” she giggled, bending down to scoop them up. With her pajamas bunched in her arms, she hopped off the bed and headed for the bathroom, her little feet padding softly across the floor.

“I’m going to clean up outside,” I called after her, still smiling at her infectious laughter. “I’ll be right back to tuck you in.”

“Okay, Daddy,” she replied, already halfway through the bathroom door. The sound of water running quickly followed, and I could hear her humming a little tune to herself as she prepared for bed.

I stood there for a moment, watching the bathroom door close behind her, and I couldn’t help the small chuckle that escaped. She was such a whirlwind of energy, always moving, always chattering. But in those quiet moments, like this one, it struck me just how fast she was growing up. I shook my head, pushing those bittersweet thoughts aside for now, and headed downstairs.

As I descended the steps, the house was quiet, save for the distant sound of water running in the shower. The kitchen was still warm from the evening’s activity, the scent of dinner lingering in the air. I made quick work of cleaning up—stacking plates in the dishwasher, wiping down the counters, and placing the leftovers neatly in the fridge. The familiar rhythm of tidying up was comforting, grounding me in the moment as I moved through the motions.

But my mind wasn’t entirely on the task at hand.

I couldn’t help but think about the way Charlie had fit so seamlessly into our evening, how natural it had felt having her there with Rori, sharing a meal on the deck. She had followed Rori’s lead with such ease, her eyes lighting up as she admired the details of Rori’s room, making my little girl feel like she was the center of the universe. And then, there was that fleeting moment—when her gaze had drifted toward my room. It had been subtle, just a quick glance, but I’d noticed it. And even though I’d brushed it off at the time, the thought sent an unexpected thrill racing through me now.

What was it about Charlie that made me feel this way? She wasn’t like anyone else in my life. There was something about her—the way she laughed so easily, the way she looked at me like she saw more than just the single dad next door. It had been a long time since I’d let myself think about someone in that way, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready to let it happen again.

I leaned against the kitchen counter, staring out the window at the darkening backyard. The evening air was still, the sky slowly fading from a deep blue to inky black, stars just beginning to peek through the darkness. The chirping of crickets drifted through the open window, a soft, rhythmic backdrop to the quiet of the house.

A sense of calm settled over me, and I realized something. This—right here—felt right. For the first time in a long time, everything felt balanced. Maybe it was the simple act of sharing a meal with a new friend, or maybe it was seeing Rori so happy and carefree, but something had shifted tonight. The house didn’t feel as lonely as it sometimes did after Rori went to bed. There was a warmth that lingered, one that had nothing to do with the leftover heat of the day.

I cleaned up the last of the dishes, setting them aside to dry, and let my thoughts drift back to Charlie. I hadn’t expected her to say yes to dinner. Part of me had thought she’d politely decline, citing some excuse about needing to get back to work or something. But when she’d said yes, I’d felt a spark of something—something I hadn’t felt in a long time. And the way she’d looked at me when I told her she didn’t need to change? That had stirred something deep inside me, something I wasn’t quite ready to examine too closely yet.

With the kitchen cleaned and the house quiet, I made my way back upstairs to check on Rori. The water had stopped running, and I could hear her shuffling around in the bathroom, probably brushing her teeth and humming one of those nonsensical songs she made up on the spot. I leaned against the wall outside her room, waiting for her to finish up, my thoughts still tangled with images of Charlie—her smile, her laugh, the way she’d looked at me across the table tonight.

The bathroom door creaked open, and Rori emerged, freshly scrubbed, and smelling like lavender soap, her hair damp and curling at the edges. She looked up at me with wide, sleepy eyes, holding her stuffed bunny tightly in one hand.

“All clean?” I asked, smiling down at her.

She nodded, yawning as she rubbed her eyes. “Uh-huh. Can you tuck me in, Daddy?”

“Of course, Bug.” I followed her into her room, watching as she climbed into bed, arranging her pillows just so and pulling the covers up to her chin. The room was dimly lit by the soft glow of her nightlight, casting gentle shadows on the walls.

I sat on the edge of her bed, brushing a stray curl away from her forehead. “Did you have a good day?”

She nodded again, her eyes already half-closed. “Yeah. I liked it when Charlie came over.”

There it was again—Charlie. The mention of her name tugged at something in my chest, and I wondered how much of tonight Rori had picked up on. Kids were more perceptive than we gave them credit for, and I had a feeling she’d noticed the way Charlie and I had talked, the way we’d laughed together.

“I’m glad you liked it,” I said softly, smoothing the blankets over her. “Now get some sleep, okay? Tomorrow’s a new day.”

“Kay,” she mumbled, already drifting off.

I sat there for a moment longer, watching her as her breathing evened out, her small body relaxing into sleep. My mind wandered back to Charlie again, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that tonight had been the beginning of something—something I wasn’t sure I was ready for, but something I couldn’t ignore.

Quietly, I stood and made my way out of Rori’s room, pulling the door closed behind me. The house was silent now, save for the faint sound of the crickets outside. I paused at the top of the stairs, my hand resting on the banister as I stared into the darkness of the hallway.

This felt right.


Chapter 8
Ben


After getting Rori up and ready, I dropped her off at the babysitter’s. Not only had Noah offered me a job, and found me a place to live, but he also connected me with childcare for Rori. We had met over Zoom a couple of times and Rori even got on and was able to meet her. Theresa ran a small in-home daycare. She was Noah’s cousin, and I liked her immediately. She was fun and interesting for Rori, but I could tell she had a no-bullshit way about her as well.

Rori was excited to finally meet some other kids and had been more than ready when it was time to leave the house this morning. As we pulled out of the driveway, my eyes were pulled to the other half of the duplex, hoping for a glance of Charlie. I shook my head at the memory before I got into my car and headed to my new job.

The door of the Morgan Falls Police Station loomed before me, massive and imposing, casting long shadows across the pavement in the soft morning light. They stood like a gateway between the unknown and the start of my new life, where the uniform I wore—a freshly pressed one— would soon hold meaning. As I stepped forward, pushing open the door, the crisp morning air outside gave way to the hum of activity within. Radios crackled in the distance, their voices urgent but indistinct, while the soft clacking of keyboards underscored the steady pulse of the station. My heart pounded in my chest, a rhythmic, insistent beat that echoed in my ears—a steady drumline to the nervous excitement coursing through me.

I took a deep breath, straightened my shoulders, and stepped fully inside. The scent of coffee and paper mingled in the air, familiar yet foreign. The station was a flurry of movement, officers moving with purpose as they exchanged quick words or bent over files, all of them fully engaged in their roles. I scanned the room, feeling a mixture of exhilaration and apprehension build inside me.

“Morning,” I said to Sarah, the station’s secretary, who sat behind her desk with a pile of files stacked neatly beside her. My voice came out steadier than I felt, though the tension in my limbs betrayed my nerves.

Sarah glanced up from her computer, her smile warm and knowing as she eyed the new badge pinned to my chest. “Ah, good morning, Ben,” she said, her voice welcoming. There was a glint in her eyes that told me she recognized this moment—the first-day jitters. “Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks,” I replied, offering a nod, though I wasn’t quite sure what else to say. I took in the room again, the organized chaos of it all. Officers moved briskly about, their boots echoing faintly against the tiled floor, each step purposeful. I felt like an outsider—new, untested, standing at the threshold of something both exhilarating and intimidating.

I barely had time to take it all in when I heard footsteps behind me. Turning quickly, I saw Noah walking toward me from his office, his expression open and welcoming. His familiar presence was grounding in the unfamiliar space.

“Good morning, Ben!” Noah’s voice was as warm as his outstretched hand. I reached to shake it, grateful for the gesture. His grip was firm, reassuring.

“Welcome to day one,” he said with a smile that put me at ease. “Let’s introduce you to the team.” He gestured for me to follow, and together, we wove through the bustling station.

The first stop was at a desk piled high with case files and a battered coffee mug bearing the slogan 'World’s Okayest Detective.' Sam leaned casually against the desk, his short hair in disarray like he’d been running his hands through it one too many times. Despite the clutter, he radiated an easy confidence, his grin lopsided but genuine.

“New guy, huh?” Sam’s voice was light, almost teasing, though his handshake was solid, grounding me further in the moment. His eyes sparkled with humor, and it was clear that beneath the laid-back exterior, there was someone who’d seen his share of action.

“Welcome to the madhouse,” he said with a chuckle.

“Thanks,” I replied, feeling the knot of nerves in my stomach loosen just a little. There was something about Sam’s casual demeanor that put me at ease. “Sam, you’re the one who just moved out of the duplex, right?”

“That’s me,” Sam grinned. “Took my wife a bit to agree to let me move in with her permanently.” His grin widened, and Noah let out a chuckle beside me.

“There's a story there, isn't there?” I asked, glancing between them, curious about the inside joke.

Sam waved a hand dismissively, though the amused glint in his eyes didn’t fade. “There definitely is. But I won’t bore you with it today.” He placed his coffee mug back on the cluttered desk, shaking his head with a smirk.

We moved on to the next officer, and Noah pointed toward a towering figure by the water cooler. Mike stood there with his arms crossed, his broad shoulders filling the space, his eyes assessing. Tattoos peeked out from under the sleeves of his uniform, each one seemingly a chapter in a story I hadn’t yet earned the right to hear.

“Hey,” Mike grunted, his greeting brief and his nod curt. His eyes, though sharp and sizing me up, held a hint of respect—something that wasn’t freely given. I could tell he was the type who needed to see you in action before he offered anything more than a cursory acknowledgment.

“Mike,” I greeted, nodding in return, feeling the weight of the introduction. There was no small talk here, just the quiet understanding that respect had to be earned, not asked for.

Noah clapped his hands together, drawing the attention of the room. The hum of conversation and the clacking of keyboards momentarily paused as officers looked our way.

“All right, everyone,” Noah announced with a smile, “let’s show Ben how we do things around here.”

I nodded, trying to seem as confident as I could despite the gazes that settled on me, some curious, some appraising. These people had years of experience—time spent on the streets, handling cases, seeing the best and worst this town had to offer. I was the new guy, the one with everything to prove.

“Looking forward to working with all of you,” I said, the words simple but sincere. The weight of their stares didn’t feel so heavy now, though it was still there—a reminder of the journey ahead.

Noah clapped me on the back, his grin easy. “Let’s get you settled in. Your first day on duty is always the most memorable. You’ll be with me today. I’ll show you the ropes and get you acquainted with Morgan Falls.

As he spoke, I felt a subtle shift inside me. The jittery excitement that had been dancing in my chest since I woke up this morning began to settle into something more grounded. This was it. My fresh start. My chance to build something here, to serve and protect in a town that, with any luck, might start to feel like home.

“That sounds good,” I replied, my eyes scanning the room once more before we headed toward the exit.

The morning light outside was bright but not overwhelming, the sun casting long shadows across the pavement as we stepped out of the station. The air was cool, the scent of pine and freshly cut grass hanging faintly in the breeze. It felt fresh, alive with possibility.

Noah nodded toward the patrol car parked nearby. “Ready to take a ride?” he asked, standing beside the driver’s door, his casual demeanor disarming compared to the formality of the station.

I grinned, a bit of the tension melting away. “Shotgun,” I joked, gesturing toward the passenger seat.

Noah chuckled, sliding into the driver’s side as I opened the door and climbed in. The leather seats creaked under my weight, and the scent of the car—part leather, part industrial cleaner—was oddly comforting.

As Noah started the engine, the low rumble of the car filled the silence between us. I looked out the window, taking in the streets of Morgan Falls. The town was just beginning to wake up, with shops opening their doors, and a few people milling about on the sidewalks. It was quiet now, but I knew that would change as the day went on.

“So,” Noah said as we pulled onto the main road, “first impressions?”

I glanced at him, feeling a smile tug at my lips. “It feels good. Different, but good.”

Noah nodded, his gaze focused on the road ahead. “You’ll get the hang of it. Just remember, the first day’s always the hardest, but it’s the one you’ll never forget.”

As we drove deeper into town, the nervous energy inside me gave way to a growing sense of anticipation. This was my fresh start, and though the road ahead was uncertain, I was ready to take it on—one day at a time.

The patrol car's engine hummed as we continued our slow cruise through the streets of Morgan Falls. Quaint storefronts lined the main thoroughfare, each awning fluttering gently in the breeze.

“Nice little town you've got here,” I remarked, noting the meticulously kept flower beds bursting with color.

“Yep, it's quiet, but it grows on you,” Noah replied, his eyes scanning the surroundings. “People here are tight-knit, and look out for each other. Makes our job easier, most days.”

“It will be a change of pace from the city beat,” I said, thinking of the relentless noise and never-ending bustle I'd left behind.

“Definitely,” he assured me with a nod. “I’m thrilled to have you join us in Morgan Falls.”

We had previously spoken briefly about my plans to move from the city. Noah knew that I was a widower.

“I’m looking forward to getting settled and meeting the people. Speaking of…neighbors…”

He chuckled and looked at me with a grin. “You met Charlie?”

“We did. She seems great. Even though I was led to believe that Charlie was a man. Can’t say I made a good first impression,” I admitted. Thoughts of her smile in my head.

“She is great. Very friendly,” he said flipping on the blinker as he slowed at the intersection.

“Did you two ever date?” Where the fuck had that come from?

“Me and Charlie? Oh, no. She’s more like an annoying sister.”

“Good to know.” I pursed my lips and looked out the window. “She had dinner with us last night. Thanks to the insistence of my daughter.”

“Nice. Did you have a good time?” he asked as he turned the car.

“We did,” I answered absently.

“That’s good.” He turned his head back to the windshield and pointed to the right. “Best pie in the county, right there. You'll have to try it sometime,” he said pointing at the café across the street.

“Will do,” I laughed, already picturing Rori's delight at the prospect of a new dessert spot.

We continued driving through town with Noah pointing out the best food, best shopping, and other important spots. We drove back to the station and he put the car in park.

“There you go. That’s a quick overview of the town.”

“Thank you, Noah. I appreciate it. The job, the house, the support.”

“Anytime, partner,” he replied, stepping out of the car.

As I followed Noah back into the station, I felt a sense of camaraderie building between us. This was more than just a new job; it was the beginning of a new chapter, and I was ready to embrace whatever lay ahead.

The rest of the day was spent on paperwork and online training, making my brain hurt. I was a doer, not a sitter. I rubbed my eyes as I finished the last training session.

“Get out of here,” Noah said, coming from his office with a coffee mug in hand. “Tomorrow’s another day.”

“I don’t have to get Rori for a little bit. Would it be wrong to grab a drink before heading home? You can tell me more about the town.”

“Sounds great. We can head over to Seven Pines. Sam’s wife, Avery, and her brother, Hunter, run the place now that their parents have retired.”

He gave me directions to the resort. I ran home to change out of the uniform and met him at Seven Pines.


Chapter 9
Ben


Noah was already sitting at the bar when I entered. The TV above the fireplace was playing some home improvement show and a red-headed beauty was behind the bar laughing at something Noah said. I made my way over and sat down.

“Ben! This is Avery. Also known as romantic thriller author Avery Blackmore.”

She smiled as she reached out her hand, “Welcome to Morgan Falls, Ben. What can I get you?”

“Spotted Cow?” I said adjusting my position on the stool.

“Coming up.” She moved to the cooler behind the bar and had the beer in front of me in a flash.

“Author?” I asked before taking a drink of the cool liquid.

“Yup. It started as therapy and now it’s become my job. Other than running this place. And keeping Sam in line.” She laughed and threw her head back.

“Somebody has to do it,” Noah added, “Because god knows he doesn’t listen to me.”

They both laughed and then Avery moved away to give us some privacy.

“Tell me more about Morgan Falls,” I encouraged, taking another drink before absently grabbing some of the party mix from the bowl in front of me.

Noah's eyes lit up. “Well, it's got that old-world charm, you know? Founded back in the 1800s by settlers drawn to the river's falls. That's where we got our name.”

“Sounds interesting,” I remarked.

“Absolutely. Everybody knows everybody, which has its perks. The community is tight-knit. We look out for one another.” Noah gestured broadly as if to encompass the whole town in his sweep.

“Any notable residents I should be aware of?” I asked casually, trying not to seem too interested in any one person in particular.

Noah sipped his drink and gave me information on more people in town. The time passed quickly and I felt like I was getting a good overview of Morgan Falls. We spent some time talking about the job and Noah had some great stories – good and bad – about experiences on the force. Noah grew up here and talked about the town in a way that made me glad that I decided to come here.

My thoughts returned frequently to Charlie. Why was this woman taking over so much of my head space? I shook my head and turned toward Noah.

“Thanks for the rundown,” I said as I finished my drink and pushed off from the bar. “I better head over to pick up Rori. Thanks for everything today.”

“You’re welcome. See you in the morning.”

As I was turning towards the door, Avery called out, “Nice to meet you, Ben!”

“You, too, Avery.”

Stepping outside, the cool evening air greeted me, carrying the scent of pine and a hint of the coming night chill. The sky was painted in strokes of pink and orange, fading to dusky blue. As I walked to my truck, I couldn’t help but think about my neighbor.


Chapter 10
Charlie


I slid into our usual booth, the red vinyl squeaking a familiar welcome as I settled across from Dad. The diner buzzed with the energy of Saturday morning regulars, the clinking of silverware against plates composing a steady rhythm behind our conversation. It had been a week since I had dinner with Ben and Rori. Our schedules this week prevented us from running into each other, even though I heard Rori’s voice in the backyard most nights. I had a feeling he was trying to wear her out at the end of the day.

“Charlie, you remember when you tried to make blackberry pie?” Dad started, his eyes twinkling with amusement over the rim of his coffee cup.

“Ugh, let's not relive that disaster,” I laughed, tucking a loose wave of chestnut hair behind my ear. “The crust was harder than calculus.”

He chuckled, the sound mingling with the hum of the diner. “Well, it's the effort that counts. Besides, your patients probably appreciate your medical skills more than your baking.”

“Let's hope so,” I replied, my green eyes scanning the laminated menu despite knowing it by heart. I looked up to find Dad's gaze warm with affection, and I smiled, feeling the comforting weight of our bond in that simple exchange.

A server zipped by our booth, her apron aflutter with notepads and straws, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee trailing in her wake. I inhaled deeply, savoring the scent that was as much a part of our Saturdays as the conversations.

“Looks like Rosie's on top form today,” Dad observed, nodding toward the bustling server who navigated the crowded diner with an expert twist of her hips.

“Rosie's always on top form. She's like a superhero with a pot of coffee for a weapon.” I grinned, watching her deftly pour a steaming cup for Old Man Jenkins at the counter.

“Morning, Charlie, Mr. Emerson. Usual for you both?” Rosie's voice was cheery, even as her gaze flickered to the other tables awaiting her attention.

“Make mine a double stack of pancakes today, Rosie. I'm feeling adventurous,” Dad declared with a mock-serious tone, and I shook my head as he winked at Rosie. Was he flirting with her? And was she flirting back? They smiled at each other a moment too long. I filed that tidbit away and decided I would talk to him about it later.

“Sure thing. And for you, Charlie?” Rosie turned to me, pen poised.

“I'll stick with the veggie omelet, thanks.” My choice was always the veggie omelet. Like so many times, I was surprised she even asked. But was I being too predictable? Was Rosie giving me the opportunity to try something different? Something new?

“Coming right up.” Rosie dashed off, leaving Dad and me to fall back into the easy rhythms of light-hearted banter and shared memories, surrounded by the comforting cacophony of the local diner.

Speaking of something new. The tinkle of the diner's entrance bell cut through the hum of conversation and the clinking of dishes. I glanced up, my curiosity piqued by the hush that swept over the regulars as a pair of newcomers stepped inside. The small-town grapevine hadn't failed me; the Walkers had finally arrived.

“Look at that, Charlie,” Dad murmured, his voice carrying a note of welcome reserved for fresh faces in our close-knit community. “The new family in town.”

Ben led Rori by the hand, their arrival painting a soft contrast against the well-worn backdrop of the diner. His tall frame was adorned in a simple flannel shirt and jeans, the attire of a man who wanted nothing more than to blend in. But it wasn't the clothes that made him stand out — it was the careful way he surveyed the room, like he was mapping an escape route, all the while maintaining a reassuring grip on his little girl's hand.

Rori's youthful energy seemed to brighten the space around her. With bouncy curls the color of warm chocolate and a smile that caught the light, she tugged gently on her father's arm, whispering something that made the corners of his mouth twitch — almost a smile.

“Charlie! Hi! I didn’t know you would be here. Look, Daddy, it’s Charlie!” Rori’s voice rang out with excitement, cutting through the chatter of the diner. Her joy was infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile at her as she waved enthusiastically.

“Well, hi, Rori!” I smiled warmly at her, then shifted my gaze to Ben, trying to keep my expression neutral despite the small jolt in my chest. “Ben,” I said, my voice soft but steady.

“Charlie.” His voice was a little gruff but warm, and as his eyes met mine, I could’ve sworn I saw the faintest flush creep up his neck. Was it my imagination, or did he look a little caught off guard? “Nice to see you,” he added, his tone almost too casual like he was trying to mask whatever had flickered across his face moments before.

Before I could dwell on it, my dad’s voice pulled me back to the present. “Charlie?” he called, eyebrows raised, clearly amused that I hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation at our table.

I blinked, feeling my cheeks heat up as I realized I had been staring at Ben. Embarrassed, I quickly turned back to my dad. “Sorry. Dad, this is Ben and Rori. My new neighbors,” I introduced them, fumbling with the words a little as the blush deepened on my cheeks.

My dad, Howie Emerson, was never one to miss a beat. He stood up from his chair with the ease of someone who had spent his entire life navigating social situations, extending his hand toward Ben. “Howie Emerson. Charlie’s dad. Nice to meet you,” he said with that same charming smile that could put anyone at ease.

Ben, ever the polite man, reached out and shook Dad’s hand. “You, too, sir,” he said, his voice respectful, though I noticed his guarded expression hadn’t fully left.

Dad, always quick to make people feel at home, gestured to the open seats at our table. “Why don’t you join us?” he offered casually, but I could already feel the heat of embarrassment creeping up my neck. He had this way of pulling people into conversations, whether they wanted to or not.

Ben immediately shook his head. “Oh, we don’t want to interrupt,” he said, looking between my dad and me, clearly unsure if he should take the offer.

“Nonsense,” Dad cut in with a wave of his hand. “We’ve got plenty of room.” He pointed to the seat next to him. “Rori, you sit here. Your dad can sit over there.”

I cringed internally. One thing you should know about Howie Emerson: he is not subtle. Once he’s decided something, it’s happening, and you’re just along for the ride. Even if you had a different idea in mind. He has this easy, disarming way of getting what he wants without you even realizing it, and there was no way Ben or Rori were getting out of this now. I glanced at Ben apologetically, hoping he wouldn’t feel too cornered.

Ben hesitated for a moment, clearly weighing his options. But with Rori already beaming and climbing into the seat next to Dad, there wasn’t much room for argument. With a resigned but good-natured smile, he nodded. “Okay, sure,” he said, sliding into the seat across from me.

As Ben settled in, the scent of warm food and the low hum of conversation enveloped us. Plates clinked against the wooden tables, and somewhere in the back of the diner, I could hear the soft sizzle of something frying on the grill. The smell of fresh coffee hung in the air, mixed with the comforting scent of bacon and pancakes—classic diner fare that made the place feel cozy and familiar.

I glanced at Ben as he sat down, noting the way his broad shoulders seemed to relax just a little as he settled in. There was something about him that made me feel both curious and protective all at once. I wondered what it was that weighed on him, what kept him slightly at a distance, even when he was surrounded by people who cared about him. His guarded nature made me want to understand him better, even though I knew that might be a dangerous road to go down.

“So, Ben, what brings you to Morgan Falls?” my dad asked, jumping right into the conversation as if they were old friends.

Ben cleared his throat, glancing at me briefly before turning his attention to Dad. “Work, mostly,” he replied, his voice calm but a bit reserved. “I was looking for a smaller town, something quieter for Rori.” He smiled softly as he spoke, and I could tell that every decision he made was, in some way, centered around his daughter.

“Ah, I get that,” Dad nodded knowingly. “This town’s good for raising kids. You won’t find a safer place.” He took a sip of his coffee, clearly sizing Ben up in his own quiet way. “You’ve been in law enforcement long?”

“A few years,” Ben replied, keeping his answers short but polite. “Most recently in Rockford, but I’m hoping this will be a good place to put down roots.”

I felt a pang of sympathy for him. I knew about his wife and his reasons for moving here. But I knew better than to mention it, especially in front of my dad, who would surely make the conversation more awkward.

Rori, blissfully unaware of the subtleties between the adults, was happily chatting away with Dad. “I like it here, Mr. Emerson! We have a big backyard, and Daddy said I can plant flowers next spring.”

“Well, that sounds like a lot of fun,” Dad replied with a grin. “I’ve got quite the garden at my place. Carrots and broccoli and cucumbers and if we are lucky, corn on the cob.”

Ben watched the exchange, his expression softening as he looked at his daughter. I could tell that her happiness meant everything to him, and it made my heart ache a little to think of what they might have gone through to get here.

As the conversation carried on, I found myself more aware of Ben’s presence beside me. His shoulder brushed against mine occasionally, sending small shocks of awareness through me that I tried to ignore. It felt strange, sitting so close to him, but it also felt… right, in a way I couldn’t quite explain. I didn’t want to overthink it, but my mind kept wandering back to the way he had looked at me earlier, the brief flicker of something—something deeper than I was prepared for.

Dad was in full conversational mode now, talking to Ben about the town, the people, the best spots to fish, and all the other little things that made Morgan Falls what it was. I watched Ben, noting the way he nodded along politely, though I could tell he wasn’t used to being drawn into such open conversations. He seemed more like the type to stay on the outskirts, observing rather than engaging. But he handled Dad’s questions with ease, even cracking a smile now and then, especially when Rori chimed in with her own commentary.

As the meal went on, I found myself relaxing, too. The initial awkwardness faded, and it started to feel like we were just a group of people sharing a meal, rather than neighbors awkwardly thrown together by circumstance. Still, every time Ben’s arm brushed against mine, or his knee shifted just slightly closer under the table, I felt a rush of awareness. I didn’t know what it meant, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

But as I caught him glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, a small, inexplicable thrill ran through me. Maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t going to be so bad after all.

We continued to chat a while longer throughout the meal. Finally, I pushed back from the table and grabbed my water glass, taking a big drink. “I’m stuffed.”

Dad patted his belly and grinned, “Always a good meal here.” He winked at me.

“Are you saying you don’t get a good meal when you come to my house?”

“Not saying that at all.” He turned his head to the counter and smiled at Marge, the owner of the diner. Yup, pretty sure my dad was infatuated. And it was oddly cute.

I laughed when I looked over to Rori and she was leaning back in the booth, patting her stomach like my dad. “That was delicious.”

Ben and I both laughed and as I dropped my head forward, my arm brushed his. I felt his muscles tense just slightly before pulling my arm away. I looked at him sideways and I saw a warm sparkle in his eyes. I patted my legs and stood up. “I’ll get the check.”

Ben pushed back. “No, please. My treat. This was fun. Let me pay.”

My dad looked between us, grinned at Rori, and then said, “Who’s going to win, Rori girl?”

“My daddy. He always wins.”

Ben nodded at me and smirked. “The child is not wrong. I always win.” It was a subtle, soft statement.

I licked my lips and stood back so he could pass. “By all means, pay then.”

He moved past me, close enough for me to feel the heat of him and smell his cologne. Sandalwood and vanilla. Warm and sensual. Was it getting hot in here? Damn.

Ben came back from paying and dropped some bills on the table. Dad and Rori stood up and moved into the open area.

“Ready to roll, pumpkin?” Dad asked, his voice pulling me back from my reverie.

“Sure thing,” I replied.

“Bye, Charlie! See you next week, Howie!” Marge called out from behind the counter, where she was wrapping silverware.

“Take care, Marge!” Dad waved, his familiar grin spreading across his face as we made our way out. The locals chimed in with their friendly waves and goodbyes, reminding me why I cherished this small town's sense of community.

“Have a good one, Char!” Pete, who ran the hardware store, hollered from a corner table, raising his cup in salute.

“Thanks, Pete. You too!” I smiled back with genuine warmth, feeling the tight-knit fabric of our town wrap around me like a comforting quilt.

The four of us stepped onto the sidewalk and awkwardly said our goodbyes before heading in different directions. My thoughts on Ben Walker. Sexy Ben Walker. I shook my head as I climbed into my car and focused on the rest of the day.


Chapter 11
Charlie


I perched on the edge of my weathered deck chair, the steam from my morning coffee mingling with the crisp air. I settled into the chair and took a sip, savoring the rich, dark flavor as it chased away the remnants of sleep. In my lap lay an open book, its pages fluttering slightly in the gentle breeze. The words on the page struggled to capture my full attention. The faint rustle of leaves accompanied the distant hum of a lawnmower starting up somewhere down the street, but it did little to disturb the stillness.

I took another sip of coffee, the warmth of the mug grounding me momentarily. The sound of laughter caught my attention, pulling my gaze away from the book. Across the neat expanse of freshly cut grass that connect our properties, I saw them—Ben and Rori. They were engaged in a game of catch, the simple pleasure of a baseball arcing between them.

Ben, tall and broad-shouldered, stood with his back to me, his posture relaxed as he tossed a baseball back and forth with his daughter. His muscles flexed beneath the dark green tee. His firm arms in motion as he caught the ball and tossed it back to Rori. Ben’s movements, though measured, had a grace to them. He wasn’t just tossing the ball for the sake of it; there was an intention behind every throw, a silent calculation to ensure Rori was challenged but not overwhelmed.

Rori was a burst of energy in pink sneakers and bouncing pigtails, hopping from foot to foot, her face alight with concentration and excitement. The ball arced between them, a gentle thud as it landed in their gloves. Rori laughed when she dropped the ball and had to run for it. I stifled a laugh as she ran.

I continued to watch them—from behind my sunglasses, making it appear as if I was focused on the book in front of me. He was still finding his footing here in Morgan Falls, but there was no mistaking the depth of his love for Rori.

The image of Ben and Rori lingered in my peripheral vision. I absently turned the page without reading, lost in the realization that sometimes the stories found off the page could be just as compelling as those written upon it.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Ben lift the front of his shirt and wipe the sweat from his brow, his hand moving in a practiced motion. Holy abs! The man was stacked. There was no way he didn’t work out every day. I sighed when he dropped his shirt, sad for the show to end.

Rori giggled, her face flushed with the effort of their game. As they headed back toward their house, I watched his relaxed movements as he placed a hand on Rori’s head and messed up her hair.

“Good job, Bug. You are getting good at throwing.”

Rori laughed as she ran from him and pounded up the stairs.

“Hey, Charlie!” Ben called out, his voice clear across the distance. “Care to join us for a cold drink?”

“Sure,” I responded, my voice steady despite the sudden thump of my heart. I rose from the chair, set the book down, and pulled my cardigan closed in front of me. I was wearing my “Sunday clothes”- a black tank over pink running shorts covered by a thigh-length black cardigan. Flip flops on my feet, I padded down my stairs and up to Ben and Rori.

Stepping onto the deck where Ben and Rori were sitting, I accepted a glass of iced lemonade, the condensation beading up and cooling my hand instantly.

“Thanks,” I said, taking a refreshing sip before sitting at the table across from Ben.

“Charlie, did you see us? Playing ball? I’m getting so good,” Rori exclaimed kicking her feet under her chair.

“Oh, you were playing ball?” I asked teasing. I noticed Ben watching me and I felt my cheeks flush.

“Yes. Daddy used to play ball in high school. He thinks I can be as good as him.” Rori took a drink of her lemonade. Oblivious to the tension between her dad and I.

“You guys get settled okay?” I ask after another swallow of the lemonade. I tilted my head slightly, watching as Ben placed his elbows on the table, crossed his arms, and leaned in.

“It's been great, actually,” Ben replied, his smile reaching his eyes. “The people here are welcoming, and the pace of life is... different. In a good way.”

“Quieter?” I prodded gently, gauging his reaction.

“Exactly,” he agreed with a nod. “And the space. It's nice having room to breathe.”

I caught Rori’s gaze, her face alight with a particular kind of anticipation only seen in the young or the young at heart. “Heard there’s quite a show planned over the lake for the fireworks.”

“Fireworks!” Rori exclaimed, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Dad said we could see them from the yard, but I want to see them up close! Over the water, they'll look like huge shiny flowers!”

“Like dandelions made of light,” Ben added, ruffling his daughter's hair affectionately.

“Exactly!” Rori echoed, her laughter mingling with the clink of ice cubes as she took an eager gulp of her drink.

“You can see them from our yard, but over the lake is the best,” I said, enjoying the infectious excitement emanating from the young girl. “Reflections on the water double the magic. Actually,” I continued, tipping the sunglasses down the bridge of my nose to regard them with a conspiratorial glint, “the old boathouse on Miller's Point gives you front-row seats. It's been my secret spot for years.”

“Really?” Ben's eyebrows lifted in interest as he sat back in his chair and stretched. His shirt pulled up just an inch and I was afforded another look at those glorious abs. I swallowed hard and looked away as he looked down at Rori. “Sounds perfect, doesn't it, Bug?”

“Can we go, Dad? Please?” Rori clasped her hands together in front of her, the embodiment of hope.

Ben met my gaze. “Would you, maybe, want to join us?” he asked, his voice casual but eyes earnest. “It'd be nice to have the company, and I'm sure Rori would love it.”

“Plus, you know the best spot,” Rori piped up with a grin that threatened to split her face in two.

“Sure, I'd like that.” It was true; the idea of viewing the fireworks with them was something to look forward to.

“Great!” Ben's relief was palpable, making the corners of his mouth twitch further upward. “What should we bring?”

“Blankets and maybe some bug spray,” I suggested, noting mentally to bring extra of everything just in case. “It’s a short walk from here to the path and then about a ten-minute walk to the pier.”

“Great. It’s a date.” Ben smiled at me and winked. Winked? He fucking winked at me? Was he flirting? I was so off my game. “Rori, let’s leave Charlie to her day. We need to run to the store and restock food for the week.”

I stood slowly, keeping my eyes down. “Thank you for the lemonade. I’ll see you guys in a few days.”

Rori bounced up from her chair and she wrapped her arms around my waist. “Thank you, Charlie. I can’t wait to see the fireworks.”

I leaned down and whispered in her ear, “They are my favorite too.”

Rori smiled and nodded as she headed to the door.

I moved towards the steps but was stopped by Ben’s deep voice. “Charlie? Thank you.”

“Anytime. It’s what neighbors do.”

“Neighbors, huh?” he smiled and turned towards the door. “Have a nice day, Charlie.”

I smiled to myself as I went down the stairs.


Chapter 12
Charlie


My muscles ached from the relentless scrubbing I had been doing all day burning off the nervous energy. The house, normally cloaked in an air of comfortable disarray, now sparkled with a sterility that was almost foreign to me. I was trying to stay busy and not let my mind wander to our “date” tonight. He didn’t really mean a date, did he? I stepped back, surveying the living room where even the old couch seemed to stand a little prouder amidst its newly found cleanliness.

“Good as new,” I muttered, though the tightness in my chest was not from satisfaction but rather from the anticipation of the evening ahead. I brushed a wayward strand of hair from my forehead and blew out a breath.

With the last of the clutter tucked away and the floors still glistening wetly from their recent mopping, I allowed herself a moment of reprieve. I glanced at the clock — it was nearly time. Taking a deep breath, I headed for the shower, ready to wash away the grime of the day.

Steam filled the bathroom, fogging the mirror as I stepped into the shower. Closing my eyes, I let the water wash over me as I leaned back to get my hair wet. Quickly shampooing, I continued to let the warmth engulf me, my skin flushed from the hot water. I shaved, washed, buffed, and conditioned. Why? I wanted to look my best for Ben. Visions of the man flashed behind my closed eyes as I rinsed my hair. His sexy smile, those to-die-for abs, his arms, and those deep, hazel eyes.

Turning off the water, I slipped out and covered my hair with a towel and then wrapped another plush towel around my torso. I looked into the mirror, not sure what I thought I would find there. Shaking my head, I returned to the bedroom and moved to the closet.

Standing before the closet, I felt a wave of uncertainty crash over me. Outfit after outfit was tried on and discarded in a growing pile on the bed. Each garment felt too mundane or too forced. With time ticking away, I finally settled on a simple blue sundress with straps that crossed my back, its fabric soft and comforting against my skin. It was the sort of dress that hinted at effort without screaming for attention — a delicate balance I desperately hoped to strike.

Looking in the mirror, I scrutinized my reflection, turning this way and that. The dress was flattering enough, but doubts gnawed at me. Was the color too dull? Did it make me look plain? With a sigh, I pulled my damp hair up, letting it cascade down in loose waves around my shoulders, hoping it added an effortless charm to my appearance.

I was reaching for comfortable sandals when my phone dinged.

Avery

Wanna meet up for the fireworks?



Charlie

Already have plans




Avery

Ooh…you do?



Charlie

I’m going with Ben and Rori




Avery

*Heart eyes emoji*



Charlie

Just friends




Avery

What are you wearing?



Charlie

Just sent you a pic




After a few moments, Avery’s text came through.

Avery

I love that dress on you. Subtle but sexy



Charlie

I’m not going for sexy




Avery

Well you should. That man is fine



Charlie

Friends!




Avery

Fuck that. Get you some



Charlie

You are ridiculous. Where is your husband?




Avery

Working. And we closed the bar early because of the fireworks.



Charlie

LOL. Poor Avery. Don’t you have a book to finish or something




Avery

Yes. I do. Let me know how the “fireworks” go *winky face emoji*



Charlie

Good night, Avery




Avery

Night, friend. Love you.



I dropped the phone on my bed with a laugh. Now that Avery had committed to her marriage, she wanted everybody to get a happily ever after. I just wanted to not make a fool of myself.

I turned back to the mirror and spun in a slow circle.

“Simple is good,” I reassured myself. Moving back to the bathroom, I applied a light touch of makeup. A hint of blush, a swipe of mascara, and a dab of gloss — nothing more. It was a natural look, one that suggested I hadn't labored over her image, and I wasn’t making more of this night than what it was. Friends watching the fireworks together.

Walking back to the bedroom, I took one last assessing glance in the full-length mirror, I drew in a deep breath. My heart pounded with a mix of nerves and excitement, my stomach aflutter with butterflies. I slid my feet into the comfortable sandals and grabbed a light sweater. Turning off the lights, I went downstairs, grabbed a blanket from the front closet, and headed to the door.

The cool evening breeze teased the edges of my dress as I descended the porch steps. The sky was painted in twilight hues, a canvas awaiting the burst of fireworks that would soon illuminate it. I tucked a stray wisp of hair behind my ear and looked over to Ben’s side of the duplex. I was about to walk over when the door opened and Rori bound out.

“Hey, Charlie!” Rori called out, her voice bubbling with enthusiasm. “You look pretty!”

“Thank you, sweetie,” I replied, my cheeks warming under the innocent compliment. “You look nice, too.”

Ben joined us and I noticed the way he looked at me. Slowly, with a smile. Close to my ear, he whispered, “You do look pretty.” And then he moved away and reached out for Rori’s hand.

“Ready for the fireworks?” Ben asked, his smile reaching his eyes, making them crinkle at the corners in that endearing way.

“YES!” Rori exclaimed, unable to contain her excitement.

Together, we set off toward the pier, the sounds of the town's festivities growing louder with each step. Ben let me lead but stayed close to my side, still holding Rori’s hand. He had a blanket tucked under one arm and bug spray tucked into his back pocket. Yes, I looked at his ass. And it was fine. Tight and firm, just like the rest of him. I was walking in sync with Ben, our shadows merging and parting on the pavement beneath us.

Rori was keeping up with us, talking about a book she read recently. I don’t know if she got the plot right, but she was excited about the book, so we let her ramble.

Once we reached the path, I reached out to Ben and gently pulled his arm. “This way. It’s a shortcut.”

He looked from me to the main path and then shrugged. “If you say so. You are our tour guide tonight.” He tugged Rori my way and we made it to the pier quickly.

The wooden planks of the pier creaked under our weight, the scent of lake water swirling around us.

“Looks like the whole town is here,” Ben commented, glancing back at me with an inviting grin.

“Not the whole town. A lot of people sit on the beach, or the road above. I like coming here because it gives you the feeling of being in the middle of the water and being surrounded by the fireworks.”

We secured a spot towards the end of the pier, where the crowd was less dense, and I spread out a worn blanket that had seen many summers. The fabric was soft from years of use, with a faded print of sunflowers that reminded me of lazy afternoons and lemonade. Ben bent over to spread his blanket in front of mine and Rori plopped down on it.

“Let’s spray you down, Bug,” Ben said pulling the bug spray from his back pocket.

When he reached back, the edge of his shirt lifted slightly and in the moonlight, I saw a patch of his toned, firm back. This man was just that, all man.

He had Rori stand and sprayed her with the bug spray before planting a kiss on her head. She sat down, facing the lake and Ben sat on the lemonade blanket. He patted the spot next to him. “You gonna sit?”

“Um, yeah, sure. Of course.” I was a grown-ass woman. I saw patients every day, and I saw skin, but something about this man was throwing me off and it was a little scary. I lowered myself to the blanket and stretched my legs in front of me.

Ben stretched his jean-clad legs next to mine and I felt a slight shift as he moved closer to me. I caught my breath and looked out towards the bridge where the fireworks would be set off.

“Watch over there, Rori. That’s where they will come from,” I said as I leaned close to her.

Rori sat, laser-focused on the bridge, waiting for the first burst of bright colors to hit the sky.

I leaned back, resting on my hands, looking out over the water. I felt Ben lean in, and I held my breath.

“Hey, did Noah tell you about the cookout next Saturday?” Ben asked, leaning in so only I could hear.

“Yes. The annual Noah Carter July barbeque,” I answered.

“Annual?” Ben asked leaning in closer.

“Annual. July. He’s always looking for a reason to try a new barbeque sauce. Some good. Some not. I heard he got a new smoker this year.”

Ben chuckled, and his eyes caught the last of the sunlight, turning them into warm pools of amber. “Sounds like fun.”

“Yeah, it will be. There'll be games for the kids, too.” I was acutely aware of how close he was to me. My body was humming with something – need, electricity, lust. Could be all three.

“Rori would love that,” He replied, glancing at the little girl playing with a glow stick in front of us. “I guess we will have to go. Will you be there? Or do you have to work?”

“No work for me,” I answered just as the first firework whistled high into the sky. We turned our attention to the spectacle above, the world narrowing down to the bursts of color reflected in Ben's eyes. Golds, greens, and blues exploded overhead, eliciting gasps and applause from the audience.

“Beautiful, isn't it?” he murmured, his arm brushing mine again as he pointed at a particularly dazzling cascade of sparks.

“Stunning,” I agreed. Sitting there on the blanket, with Rori's innocent delight unfolding before us, I found myself lost in the moment, the beauty of the night, and the quiet hope that maybe, just maybe, this was the beginning of something wonderful.

The finale crackled and boomed, sending a last wave of wonder through the crowd before the night reclaimed its quiet dominion. As the last echoes faded, the audience began to stir, like a field of flowers roused by the breeze. I stood up, brushing my hands down the front of my dress with a hand that trembled not from the cold but from the lingering electricity of Ben's touch.

“Time to head back,” I announced, glancing at Ben and then at Rori who was now stifling a yawn, her earlier excitement succumbing to the late hour.

“Yeah, let's get this little firecracker to bed,” Ben chuckled, reaching out to help Rori to her feet. Together, the three of us began the walk back.

We walked in comfortable silence back down the path. Rori was between us, each of us holding a hand, and hoping that we wouldn’t have to carry her back. Once we hit the street, Ben picked her up and hefted her onto his shoulders. Rori giggled and then put her hands on each side of his face. I placed a gentle hand in the crook of his arm, just to keep him close as we made our way home.

The warm glow from the streetlamps cast a golden hue over the scene, illuminating the path ahead. As we approached the house, the porch lights welcoming us, I realized that I never wanted this night to end.

We stopped at the steps to Ben’s side, and he lifted Rori off his shoulders.

“Alright, Rori, time to hit the hay,” Ben said, a soft firmness in his voice that brooked no argument.

“Okay, okay,” Rori groaned theatrically through a yawn, dragging her feet for effect as she hopped up the steps. She cast a mischievous glance at me before disappearing inside.

I turned to face Ben, my heart picking up its tempo. The cool night air seemed to hold its breath, waiting. Ben stepped closer, his eyes holding mine in a gaze that felt like it could melt the stars.

“Charlie,” he began, his voice lower than before, carrying a weight that sent shivers down my spine. He reached out, his fingers lightly brushing a stray lock of hair from my cheek. A touch that felt like fire and ice and desire.

I could feel the warmth radiating from him, the subtle scent of his cologne mingling with the crisp night air. It was intoxicating, and grounding. For a moment, the world around us ceased to exist. “Yes, Ben?” I answered softly.

And before I could process it, he closed the space between us, wrapped his hand to the back of my neck, and then his lips met mine.

It was a kiss that seemed to stop time, tender yet insistent. My hands found their way to his chest, feeling the solid beat of his heart against my palms, assuring me this was real. I could feel the firmness of his chest under the snug tee.

His lips moved over mine, softly tracing their way across. He stepped closer and I gasped at the feel of him so close. He took the opening and touched my tongue with his. I reached for something to hold onto and grabbed the front of his shirt. Our tongues continued to dance, him leading the way. I was all in. Warm hot breath on mine, tender kisses, soft nips on my bottom lip. His arm slid down my back and brushed my ass before slowly moving back up to my neck.

And then he pulled away. I opened my eyes to find Ben watching me intently. His thumb gently caressed my lip, and he smiled.

“Goodnight, Charlie,” Ben whispered, his voice thick with unspoken promises.

“Goodnight,” I managed to reply, my voice barely above a whisper, as he took a step back, reluctantly breaking their connection.

He turned and walked through the doorway, leaving me standing in the soft glow of the porch light, my lips still tingling from his kiss.

I closed the door behind me and pressed my back to it, the soft click of the latch a stark contrast to the thunderous beating of my heart. I leaned against the cool wood, allowing a moment to bask in the afterglow of Ben's kiss. The echo of his lips pressed to mine played over and over in her mind. I squeezed my thighs together and sighed. Fuck! That was incredible.

Without turning on any lights, I made my way up the stairs. I slid off the dress, letting it caress my body as it fell to the floor. I kicked it away and moved to the dresser. Pulling out a silk nightie, I slid it over my head and let it fall, hitting just below my hips.

In the quiet sanctuary of the bedroom, with moonlight casting hazy shadows across the walls, I touched a finger to my lips, tracing the phantom impression Ben had left there. The excitement bubbled up inside me like champagne, effervescent and heady. I replayed the tenderness, the slight pressure, the warmth, and the electric connection that had sparked between us.

I crossed the room, the carpet muffled my footsteps and sat down on the edge of the bed. My hand reached out for the bedside table, and I opened the drawer, pulling out B.O.B. You know, battery-operated boyfriend. I laid back on the cool sheets and turned the dial. The vibrator was moving in my hand. I ran it down my chest, staying away from my nipples, slowly making my way to the juncture between my thighs. I used the other hand to move my panties out of the way before moving the toy where I wanted it. As it vibrated, I thought of Ben.

Ben’s smile, his chest, his legs, his back. Imagining that it was him, naked, propped up over me. I opened my legs to grant him access, putting a slight pressure on my clit as I cupped one breast and ran a finger over the pert nipple. Fuck. I wanted it to be Ben’s hands on me. With just a little more pressure and a slight movement of my hips, I felt my climax coming fast. I pinched my nipple and thrust my hips when stars erupted behind my eyes. Fuck, yes!

After my muscles relaxed, I removed the vibrator from between my legs and closed them tight. Still feeling the fullness between them, I sighed and threw an arm over my eyes. With one hand, I turned off the vibrator and sighed.

As sleep began to claim me, the edges of reality blurred, and the hope nestled within my heart took root. This kiss wouldn't be the last; it couldn't be. Because a kiss like that – a kiss imbued with such silent confessions and yearning – was just the beginning. I pulled the covers over me and drifted off, a contented sigh escaping my lips, as I held onto the feeling of Ben's kiss and his hands on me.


Chapter 13
Ben


The thumping bass and lively chatter engulfed us the moment we stepped into Noah’s backyard. Fairy lights twinkled in the trees, illuminating the crowd that mingled on the lawn. Beside me, Rori squeezed my hand, her eyes bright with excitement.

“This looks amazing!” she said.

I nodded, trying to mirror her enthusiasm. But my palms felt clammy, my throat tight. Weaving through the crowd, I kept an eye out for Charlie.

I hadn’t seen her since the fourth, we had both been working. And I felt a little guilty that after the kiss, I had masturbated to thoughts of her. Not right after, I’m not an animal. I checked on Rori, tucked her in, and then went to my room.

I had peeled off my clothes and climbed into bed in just my boxers. The feel of her lips still on mine. My cock half hard just from the kiss. I closed my eyes and willed sleep to come. But all I could think of was the way she felt in my arms: her breasts pushed against my chest, her soft ass in my hand, the way her lips and tongue met mine.

I couldn’t help it. I reached a hand into my boxers and stroked. Just to take the edge off. But it wasn’t enough. The strokes were longer and harder until I was coming on my stomach with her name on my lips.

I know, it’s not like anybody would know that I jacked off to thoughts of my neighbor. But I knew and it made me feel dirty. Which then made me think of doing dirty things with Charlie. Fuck me, this was torture. And it’s not like Charlie was somebody I could just bang it out with. Charlie was a relationship girl. She didn’t say it, but I could tell that’s what she wanted. And I knew it was what she deserved.

Weaving through the crowd, I spotted Noah by the grill, flipping burgers. When he saw me, he waved us over.

I felt the weight of Noah’s hand as it clapped against his shoulder, his sturdy grip followed by a hearty handshake that was both familiar and welcoming. The warm afternoon air buzzed with the hum of conversation and the distant laughter of children. The scent of freshly grilled burgers and sausages wafted through the yard, blending with the sweetness of summer blooms. It was a warm, comforting smell, one that instantly evoked memories of simpler times—backyard barbecues, long summer nights, and the unspoken ease of community.

Noah’s smile was genuine, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he gave me a firm nod. For a man of such imposing build, Noah carried himself with an ease that put me at immediate ease. His friendliness was infectious, a contrast to his role as the town's police chief, and it reminded me of why he had chosen to move to this small town in the first place. The sense of community here wasn’t just a rumor—it was tangible, in the air, in the way people greeted one another with open arms and warm smiles.

“Ben! Rori! So glad you could make it,” Noah said, his voice full of the easy cheer that seemed to come naturally to him.

I smiled back, my eyes scanning the lively backyard. Children darted around, chasing each other with squeals of delight, while adults stood in clusters, drinks in hand, talking and laughing as the sun began its slow descent behind the tree line.

“Thanks for having us,” I replied, nodding in gratitude. Despite the casual atmosphere, part of me felt slightly out of place, as if I were an observer rather than a participant. My gaze flitted around the yard, taking in the scene—the flickering of string lights overhead, the tables laden with food, and the soft rustling of the leaves in the breeze.

“Of course!” Noah’s voice pulled me back. “Get yourself a drink, mingle. I want you to meet everyone.” He winked, his grin widening. “Small town, you know. These folks will be like family before you know it.”

Family. The word lingered in my mind. It was what I wanted for Rori—for both of us. This move to Morgan Falls was more than just a change of scenery; it was supposed to be a new beginning. A place where we could put down roots away from the sad memories, where Rori could grow up surrounded by people who cared. Still, there was an unfamiliarity here that I couldn’t quite shake.

I spotted Sarah and her husband chatting near the pool, their heads bent in close conversation, and not far from them, Sam and Avery, whose playful banter was easy and effortless. Another couple, possibly Avery’s brother and his wife, stood nearby, laughing as they watched their kids join in a game of bags at the back of the yard.

Then Rori’s small hand slipped into mine, her grip firm and reassuring. She looked up at me with wide, excited eyes, and the sense of displacement melted away.

“We're looking forward to it,” I said, feeling more settled by the second. My eyes followed Rori as she scampered off toward the other kids, her laughter mixing with theirs as they threw bean bags with wild, uncoordinated joy.

Noah caught the direction of my gaze and smirked. “Looking for someone?” he asked, a teasing note in his voice.

My eyes flicked back to Noah, and I chuckled softly, shaking my head. “Nobody in particular.”

Noah raised an eyebrow, his grin widening as he folded his arms across his chest. “Uh-huh. Sure. She’ll be here.”

I frowned, not entirely sure what Noah was getting at. “What are you talking about?”

Noah gave me a knowing look, the kind that only someone who’d spent their entire life in a small town could master. “Small town, dude. Everybody saw you with Charlie at the fireworks. She’ll be here. I’m kind of surprised you didn’t come together, what with you being neighbors and all.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. I hadn’t expected people to notice—let alone talk about—our shared Fourth of July evening. We had gone together, sure, but it hadn’t felt like anything more than two neighbors sharing a summer tradition. Or at least, that’s what I was telling myself. Until the good night kiss. That I could not stop thinking about.

“Huh,” was all I could muster as my mind drifted back to that night—the soft glow of fireworks reflecting on the lake, Charlie’s quiet laughter, the way the conversation had flowed so easily between them.

Before I could respond further, the air around us seemed to shift, a subtle change that prickled the back of my neck. I turned, my eyes scanning the crowd until they landed on her.

Charlie stood at the edge of the yard, her hands tucked into the pockets of her faded denim jacket. Her chestnut hair cascaded in soft waves around her shoulders, catching the rays of sunlight as they streamed through the trees. She wore a quiet smile, one that didn’t quite reach her eyes as she scanned the gathering. When her gaze met mine, her smile widened slightly, and she gave a small wave.

“Speak of the devil,” Noah muttered under his breath, nudging me with his elbow.

I felt my heart skip a beat, my pulse quickening in a way that caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected to feel... whatever this was. A flash of the kiss moved quickly through my memories. I raised my hand in response, motioning for Charlie to come over.

As she made her way across the yard, I couldn’t help but notice the way the crowd seemed to part for her, people greeting her with warm smiles and friendly nods. It was clear that Charlie was well-known, well-liked, a fixture in this tight-knit community. She moved through the group with an easy grace, pausing here and there to exchange a few words with familiar faces before finally reaching us.

I watched the way her body moved, the way she smiled at friends and her eyes lit up at the kids. She was wearing a hot pink tank top over the jeans, and I felt my jeans grow tight. I shifted slightly away from her as she approached, not wanting to greet her with a hardon.

“Hey,” Charlie said softly, her voice carrying the faintest hint of amusement. She glanced between us, her green eyes sparkling in the fading light. “Noah roping you into town gossip already?”

Noah chuckled, raising his hands in mock defense. “Guilty as charged. But hey, it’s a small town. News travels fast.”

Charlie rolled her eyes but smiled, clearly used to Noah’s antics. “I should’ve known.”

I smiled, the tension in my chest loosening at the sight of her. “Nice to see you again, Charlie.”

She looked down at her feet as she said, “You too, Ben.” When she looked up at me, there was a slight blush.

Did she feel it too? Was it just lust? I couldn’t say for sure but there was something about this girl that took my brain to a very naughty place.

Charlie’s gaze lingered on me for a beat longer than necessary before turning to Noah. “So, Chief, what’s on the menu tonight? Anything I should be prepared for?”

Noah grinned, rubbing his hands together with exaggerated excitement. “Oh, you know me. We’ve got burgers, sausages, potato salad... and a surprise dessert. You’ll just have to wait and see.”

Charlie raised an eyebrow, her lips twitching into a half-smile. “A surprise, huh? Should I be worried?” I wanted her to smile at me like that. I wanted her bouncing on my cock, hair in her face, with that sexy half smile as she came for me. Fuck, Walker, get your shit together. Your daughter is here!

Noah waved her off. “It’s nothing you can’t handle. Trust me.”

Charlie chuckled, shaking her head. “Alright, I’ll take your word for it.”

As we settled into easy conversation, I found myself relaxing around Charlie and the rest of Noah’s friends. My dick finally settled down and went to sleep. The scent of grilling meat mixed with the floral notes of the nearby garden, and the sounds of the party—laughter, clinking glasses, the occasional bark of a dog—swirled around us, creating a backdrop of fun and friends.

Rori’s laughter rang out from the back of the yard, drawing Charlie’s attention. She smiled as she watched the kids play, her eyes softening. “Looks like Rori’s fitting in just fine.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, my gaze following hers. “She’s been adjusting well.” We were sitting in the Adirondack chairs placed at the far end of the pool. Charlie had slipped off her sandals and tucked her feet under her. She was drinking a beer, hair up, eyes bright, having a good time.

“Okay, everybody,” Noah called out, “Food’s ready!”

“Oh, thank fuck. I was about to chew my arm off,” Charlie said seriously.

I laughed out loud, and she smiled at me.

“What?” she asked with a tip of her head.

“You didn’t eat today?”

“No. I knew there was going to be enough food here for the whole town.” She stood up from the chair and reached out for my hand.

I hesitated and finally gave in.

“Come on. Go get Rori a plate first. She can sit here with us.”

The rest of the afternoon passed in a calm and relaxed manner. I spent some time getting to know the others. Charlie worked at introducing me to everybody. I took a few opportunities to place my hand at the small of her back, guiding her. Her touch glanced over my arm or my hand as we talked with others. It gave the feel of being together. Could we? Could Charlie and I be together? Was that something I was ready for? I wasn’t sure. And until I was, it wasn’t fair to Charlie to play like it was.


Chapter 14
Charlie


The scent of sizzling burgers and the sound of laughter wafted through the air as I pushed open the small gate leading to Noah's backyard. My sandals clicked against the wooden deck, my heartbeat keeping a silent rhythm with each step. The sun was high in the sky, painting everything in hues of orange and gold, the kind of afternoon light that made an ordinary day feel full of potential.

I scanned the clusters of friends lounging around the yard, heads thrown back in mirth, hands gesturing wildly with animated stories. The cookout was in full swing, the atmosphere casual and lively, but my eyes darted past all of it, searching for one face in particular. Ben.

A knot twisted in my stomach, a blend of eagerness and nerves. My thoughts and feelings were all jumbled. I wasn’t sure what was happening between us. And I was a little embarrassed about what I had done after our kiss. My face flushed as I found him. He was standing by the grill, beer in hand, deep in conversation. His dark tee was snug across his muscles. I let my eyes roam before looking away.

Even from this distance, I could see the easy smile that always seemed to play on his lips, the one that suggested he knew a secret joke about the world that he was kind enough to find amusing rather than cynical.

He hadn't seen me yet, engrossed in whatever story Noah was telling, punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter from the group. I felt a twinge of longing, a desire to be part of that inner circle where the warmth of friendship—and perhaps something more—radiated like the heat from the coals under the burgers. I was glad that Ben was settling in, and making friends. He seemed at ease in the group.

Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself. It was just a cookout, just friends gathering on a weekend, nothing to get worked up about. But as my steps carried me closer to where Ben stood, I couldn't ignore the fluttering in my chest or the way my fingers itched to reach out and brush against his arm.

With another step, I let myself be pulled into the party atmosphere of the cookout, letting the familiar sounds and smells anchor me as I navigated the sea of friends, all the while keeping Ben in my periphery. I heard Rori’s laugh and glanced over to the group of kids playing bags. Rori’s face was flushed, her curly hair a mess around her face. A big smile on her face. She was settling in nicely as well.

I shook my head slightly, as if to clear away the haze of my thoughts and began threading a path through clusters of friends. A hand on an elbow here, a quick shared smile there. My laughter mingled with others' as I exchanged pleasantries, all the while stealing glances towards Ben.

Finally reaching Ben, I caught his eye just as he finished his tale. His expression shifted, softening when he saw me coming up beside him. With a warmth in his smile, Ben leaned forward. The hint of smoky sandalwood from his cologne enveloped me briefly as he wrapped an arm around my shoulder in a side hug. “Hey, Charlie,” he murmured, his voice a low hum that vibrated against my cheek.

“Hi, Ben,” I replied, allowing my arm to encircle his back. His firm, warm, tight back. Quickly, I dropped my arm. “Noah, some party. You may have outdone yourself this year.”

“That’s the goal. Everyone is better than the one before,” Noah explained with a smile. “You need a drink?”

“I’m good for now,” I lied. I wasn’t good. Standing this close to Ben, my throat was dry and my body hummed with the heat of him. A memory of the kiss flashed through my brain. I took a step to the side and looked back around the yard. “I’m going to go talk to Avery. Let me know when my burger is ready,” I teased.

Noah laughed and Ben looked between the two of us and then smiled.

I needed space between us. I didn’t understand the pull that Ben had over me. I mean, yeah, he was hot and nice and sweet, but I had met other men with those qualities and not one time had I wanted to climb them like a tree. I did a mental head slap and turned to find Avery.

The rest of the afternoon passed quickly. Conversation groups ebbed and flowed. Food was consumed and drinks were poured. Laughter and cheers. Stories told. It was everything a backyard barbeque should be. I had a great time, glad to be among friends. Hunter was there alone, Noelle having gone back to Harbor Ridge because her best friend, Dani had just given birth to a baby girl. He looked lost and it was a little funny. In a short time, Noelle had become his everything.

As the sun started to drop, Ben gathered up Rori. She was a hot, sweaty mess from playing with the other kids all afternoon. “I’m going to head out. This one looks like she’s going to drop.”

“I think I’ll head out, too. Work tomorrow.”

Goodbyes were said and hugs were exchanged. Avery and I talked quickly about girls' night this week and Noelle agreed that she would be there. I exited the gate and held it open for Ben who was carrying Rori. Now that she had stopped moving, her muscles relaxed, and her eyes dropped.

As they cleared the gate, I shut it softly and looked at Rori with her head on his shoulder. “Did you have fun today, Rori?”

“So much fun,” she said softly.

Ben laughed and his body shook as he held Rori while grabbing his keys out of his pocket.

“Do you need help?” I asked, watching his hold tighten on Rori.

“I got it,” he replied, his voice deep. “Thanks though.”

My sandals made soft scuffs on the concrete as I approached my car, parked behind Ben's truck. The click of my key fob echoed slightly in the quiet evening air. I slid into the driver's seat, the leather cool against my skin. With a practiced motion, I started the engine, the purr of my sedan harmonizing with the deeper rumble of Ben's truck. One after the other, we pulled away from the curb and headed for home.

We rolled into our respective garages a few minutes later, the automatic doors ascending in tandem. I gathered my bag, and a leftover dish now empty of its once-heaped pasta salad. I stepped out just in time to see Ben lifting Rori from the backseat, the little girl’s head lolling sleepily against his shoulder.

“Hey, Charlie,” Ben called softly, mindful of the slumbering child in his arms. “How about a nightcap?”

The offer hung in the air, simple yet laden with possibility. I hesitated for a second. I did work in the morning, but part of me wanted to take any moments I could get with this man. I licked my lips before answering.

“Sure,” I replied, the word slipping out almost too easily.

“Great. Let me get Rori to bed. I’ll leave the front door open.” And with that, he practically jogged into his house before his garage door closed.

I went inside and placed the empty dish on the counter. I dropped my bag on the table and went to the bathroom to freshen up. I fixed my hair, straightened my clothes, and thought about changing. But then I realized that might be weird. I walked back to the kitchen and noted light spilling from his back door, illuminating the deck in a welcoming wash of warmth.

I grabbed my phone and headed out the front door, closing it softly behind me. My blood was pumping, nerve endings tingling as I ascended the stairs to his front door. I placed a warm hand on the cool doorknob and turned it slowly. The door opened in front of me, and I walked in.

He had been busy. All of the moving boxes were now gone. The living room looked more organized than the last time I was here. Pictures were on the walls, throw pillows on the tan couch, Rori’s coloring books on the coffee table and a soft light on in the corner.

“In here,” he said from the kitchen.

I made my way through the kitchen and found him at the counter pouring two glasses of brown liquid. He was standing in the kitchen, with only the over-the-sink light on. His arms flexed as he set down the bottle.

“Hey,” I said hesitantly. I wasn’t sure where this was going.

“Hey!” he said, turning and smiling at me. That sexy smile. His eyes were bright as he held out a glass to me. “Whiskey?”

I crinkled my nose. “Only if you put something in it.”

“Coke zero?” he suggested moving towards the fridge. I watched his back as he bent over to reach into the fridge. His jeans hugged his ass and legs.

“That works,” I said softly, shuffling my feet.

He made quick work of doctoring the drink and then handed it to me again. I took a small sip and smiled. “Acceptable.”

“Good.” He moved to the slider and opened it. Then he gestured for me to go out.

The wooden planks of Ben's deck creaked underfoot as I made my way to one of the deck chairs and sat down. Ben moved smoothly behind me and sat in the opposite chair.

Above, stars twinkled like distant lighthouses, guiding us into the tranquility of shared silence. I took a sip, the whiskey smooth on my tongue.

“Did you have fun today?” I asked, pulling my legs under me.

“I did. It was a little weird at first, but everybody was so nice.” He sat back, stretched out one long leg, and crossed his opposite ankle over his knee. “Rori had fun. I barely had her laid down before her eyes were closed.”

“I’m glad you are both settling in.”

“Me too.” He sighed and took another drink from his glass. The movement was purposeful and smooth.

We continued to talk about his move, how they were settling in, what was the weirdest problem I had run into at the clinic, and whatever else came to our minds. When I took the last sip of my drink, I placed the glass next to me and sighed.

“I should get going. Early start tomorrow.”

“Okay. Let me walk you out,” he said as he started to stand.

“You don’t have to,” I said as I stood and grabbed the glass, planning to rinse it before leaving.

Ben moved to me and took the glass from my hand. “I want to.”

He was so close, I could smell him. A mix of smoke and heat and sun.

“Oh.” Was all I could say, my mouth going dry.

He turned to the door and slid it open, standing back so I could go first.

We entered the kitchen and Ben placed both glasses in the sink. He then moved to me and placed a gentle hand on my back as he led me to the front door. There we stopped. The soft glow of the lamp lighting the far corner of the room. He didn’t open the door. Instead, he moved closer to me and ran a gentle hand over my cheek.

I leaned my face into his palm and sighed.

“I want to kiss you again,” he murmured, moving his face towards mine. “Tell me it’s okay.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. I wanted it too. I moved a step closer to him. The anticipation was humming through my body.

“Charlie, words. I need to know it’s okay,” he said huskily next to my ear.

“It’s okay. Kiss me, Ben,” I all but moaned.

His hand moved to circle the side of my neck, and he leaned the rest of the way. His lips touched my mouth. I reached up and gripped his shirt, needing something to keep me balanced. He kissed, then nipped before his tongue touched my lips. I opened my mouth to his. A dance of tongues and teeth and lips started. I wrapped my hands around his back and moved in. His other hand moved to my lower back, and he tipped his head, deepening the kiss. I never wanted to stop. I wanted this. Him. All of it.

“Charlie,” he moaned as he pulled back and rested his forehead on mine. “You do something to me.”

“I think you did something to me,” I teased in a hushed voice.

“I could kiss you all night,” he said with a quick kiss on my nose.

“Just kiss?” I asked pulling back to look into his eyes.

“Fuck, Charlie. You make me want to do things I haven’t wanted to do in a long time.”

I knew what he was talking about. I felt it too. I wanted all those things. I moved my hands to his chest and stood up to kiss him softly. “Yes. I want to do those things too.”

He moved his hands to my shoulders and stepped back slightly. “Not tonight. Not until I have the time to do it right. You deserve to be worshiped. And I plan to do that.”

“Fuck,” I said. Not realizing I said it out loud.

“Yup,” he answered with a chuckle. He placed a soft kiss on my lips and pulled back. “Go home. Before I carry you up those stairs right now.”

I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and ran a hand down his chest again.

“Charlie. I’m barely holding on here. And my daughter is asleep upstairs. We can’t tonight. But soon.”

“Okay, Ben. I’m leaving.”

“Good girl.” He mumbled before opening the door for me. As I walked out, he patted my ass and smiled. “Sweet dreams, Charlie.”

“Sweet dreams, Ben,” I said with a wink and moved slowly down the stairs. And as I walked the few steps to my own front door, the taste of his kiss lingered, with promises of what was to come.


Chapter 15
Charlie


I made the short trek to Avery's house from my car with the bag of crafting supplies swinging rhythmically at my side. It was a balmy evening in Morgan Falls, the kind that whispered promises of summer nights. I took a deep breath, trying to shake the fluttering in my stomach that had nothing to do with craft night and everything to do with Ben—my neighbor, single dad, and the man who'd been unknowingly weaving himself into the fabric of my thoughts.

I hesitated at Avery's front door, gathering my resolve along with the yarn nestled in the bag. My fingers brushed over the doorbell, sending a chime echoing inside, announcing my arrival before I could second-guess this entire evening.

“Charlie!” Avery's voice, bright and welcoming, cut through the twilight as the door swung open. She stood there, a beacon of warmth with her bright smile and a glass of wine in her hand.

“Hey, Avery.” My voice sounded steadier than I felt, and I let myself be pulled into her embrace, the tension in my shoulders easing for a moment. Stepping into the familiar cottage, the scent of wildflowers and coffee enveloped me, comforting in its constancy.

“Come on in! I've got everything set up.” Avery's arm looped through mine as she led me further into the living room where homemade quilts draped over the back of a well-loved couch, their lavender scent a faint whisper in the air.

Noelle was already there, sitting in the corner recliner, yarn in her lap, a started project in her hands.

“Where is everybody?” I asked, setting my bag on the floor.

Avery handed me a glass of wine as she said, “It’s just us tonight.”

I looked up at her and she winked.

“Yeah,” Noelle said. “what’s going on with you and the hot neighbor?”

I settled into the couch and looked around.

“Don’t worry, Sam is out tonight. He went to Noah’s.”

I sighed and took a drink. “What do you mean?” I knew exactly what they meant.

“I saw the way you looked at him. I saw the way he looked at you,” Avery answered with a smile.

“Oh. How?” I took another drink and slipped off my shoes before pulling up my legs.

“Girl! You two look like you want to devour each other,” Noelle said with a laugh.

I looked between the two of them. Both had wide eyes and smiles focused on me.

“Well, he’s nice. He’s friendly. Even though we may have gotten off on the wrong foot at first.” I was hesitant to share. We hadn’t done anything other than kiss. But his comment, his promise stuck in my head. Fuck, Charlie. You make me want to do things I haven’t wanted to do in a long time. After another sip of the sweet wine, I settled my glass on my thigh and blew out a breath. “Okay, we kissed. Twice.”

The girls squealed.

“I knew it,” Avery said, nodding her head. “I knew something was going on. Is he a good kisser?” She was sitting next to me now.

“Oh, god. Yes. So good. After the first kiss, I had to go home and, um, take care of myself.”

“You naughty girl!” Noelle exclaimed.

“It’s just, I don’t know, weird,” I admitted. Something I felt I could say to these girls. They had seen me go through some pretty shitty dates recently. And they both had their own trials before finding love.

“Weird how?” Avery asked softly.

The question hit like a gentle wave against my defenses, washing some away with each syllable. I sighed. “I just can't seem to shake this feeling, Ave. I'm scared of jumping into anything serious, especially with him being a single dad and all.”

“Is it just the commitment, or is it more about getting hurt again?” Her inquiry was gentle, nudging me toward an honesty I wasn't sure I was ready for.

“Both, I guess.” My fingers fumbled with the stem of my glass. “It's like... every time I think about letting someone in, I end up picturing all the ways it could go wrong.”

“Hey,” Avery reached across the couch, her hand atop mine, stilling its nervous movement. “Feelings are messy, Charlie. But they're also worth exploring. You can't let fear decide your future.”

Her words, meant to comfort, left me grappling with the tangle of emotions inside me. Fear of commitment, fear of heartbreak—they were woven tightly together, an intricate pattern I hadn't yet learned to unravel. And yet, here I was, considering taking a step closer to the one person who had inadvertently pulled at those threads. I knew that it couldn’t be just sex with Ben. He deserved more. Rori deserved more.

“You might be right,” I conceded, meeting Avery's gaze. “But what if I'm not ready to face whatever comes next?”

“Then you take it slow. There's no rush, Charlie. Just don't close yourself off to something that could be wonderful because you're afraid of getting a few scrapes along the way.”

Her reassurance felt like a patch on a well-worn quilt, mending a small part of my frayed edges. Avery might be onto something. Maybe it was time to stop running from the possibility of something real with Ben.

“Okay,” I nodded, a tentative resolve blossoming within me. “I'll try. For starters, maybe actually talking to Ben about all this would help.”

“Talking helps,” she agreed, squeezing my hand before releasing it.

“Thanks, Ave. I don't know what I'd do without you and our ‘girls’ nights.” I managed a smile, feeling a sliver of weight lift from my shoulders. The path forward was daunting, but with friends like Avery, perhaps it was one I could brave after all.

“Love is scary,” Avery said, her voice as comforting as the faint scent of lavender that seemed to linger in every corner of her cozy cottage. “I remember when I realized Sam and I were married. I fought it. Hard. But he fought harder. And I realized that we fit, we worked. He was everything I didn’t know that I needed.”

“Same,” Noelle interrupted. “I didn’t come here looking for love. I came to find myself. I didn’t know that I would find myself with Hunter. Love often comes when you least expect it.”

“Love? No, this is a pure case of lust,” I responded as a flush crept over my cheeks.

“Love? Lust? Whatever. You don’t have to marry him tomorrow. But give it a chance to see where the wind blows.”

I nearly spit out my wine. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“I have no idea. It sounded better in my head,” Avery laughed.

“Maybe keep it in your head next time,” Noelle suggested with a grin, as she sipped her drink.

I looked at her. “How did you get past that fear?”

Avery chuckled softly, the sound mingling with the chirp of crickets outside the open window. “I didn't, not really. I just learned that some risks are worth taking. And sometimes, you have to trust that the fall won't break you.”

“Trust...” I echoed, rolling the word around like a foreign concept.

“Exactly,” she affirmed, nodding. “But it's not just about trusting the other person. It's also about trusting yourself. Trusting that you're strong enough to handle whatever the outcome.”

“But seriously, Charlie, Ben's a great guy. And he's clearly smitten with you. What's the worst that could happen?” Noelle asked, popping a cracker into her mouth.

“Disaster? Heartbreak?” I suggested, only half-joking.

“Or you could end up happy,” Noelle countered, her playful tone underscored by sincerity. “You won't know unless you try, right?”

Avery smiled warmly at me, her quilted potholder still clutched in one hand. “Noelle has a point. Sometimes the things we're most afraid of are the things that end up being the most rewarding.”

I sighed, letting their words sink in as I reached for a cracker. I twisted a strand of chestnut hair around my finger, the motion betraying the turmoil that swirled inside me.

“Charlie,” Avery said, her voice as comforting, “you know, there's only so much 'what if' thinking you can do before you have to just jump in.”

The memory of his hands on mine, his kiss, and what he said came over me again. Yup, maybe it was time to jump.

Time passed quickly as we continued to talk about past and current relationships. None of the projects before us were being worked on. When I looked at my phone, I realized it was getting late.

“Thanks, you two,” I said as I slipped my feet into my shoes. “I don't know what I'd do without you both.”

“Stop,” Noelle chided playfully as she gathered the empty snack bowls. “You're going to make us cry.”

“Remember, whatever happens with Ben, you're strong enough to handle it,” Avery said. “And if you ever need a reminder, we're just a phone call away.”

“Always,” they said in unison, their voices mingling together like a familiar melody.

As I stepped out into the cool night, I could still feel the warmth of their hugs lingering on my skin. The quaint charm of Avery's cottage faded behind me as I made my way home, my heart beating a steady rhythm of anticipation for whatever lay ahead.


Chapter 16
Charlie


“Charlie, it's Ben.” His voice, usually so steady and calm, was laced with panic now. “Rori's sick—really sick. I don't know what to do.”

It had been a few days since we had seen each other. His words played like a loop in my head. My heart hitched in my chest as I heard the panic in his voice, all thoughts of tranquility vanishing. The strength he mustered daily to raise her alone had earned my silent admiration, but hearing fear in his voice now sent a jolt of concern through me.

“Ben, tell me what's wrong,” I said, my tone firm but gentle, the way I spoke to patients who needed grounding amid their fears.

“She's burning up, can barely breathe... I thought it was just a cold, but—” He choked on his words, and I could almost see him running his hands through his hair, a gesture of distress I'd witnessed before.

“Okay, take a deep breath for me, Ben. I'm coming over right now.” I grabbed my medical bag—I always kept it ready for moments like this—and hoped my own worry didn't seep through too much. “Just stay with her and I'll be there in a minute.”

“Thank you, Charlie,” he whispered, relief momentarily breaking through his anxiety. “I'm sorry to bother you, but I didn't know who else to call.”

“You're not bothering me, never think that. I'm on my way,” I reassured him before ending the call. As I rushed out the door, my mind raced with possibilities of what I might find. It was moments like these that stripped away the veil between neighbors, revealing the raw and real connection of two people united by concern for a child who meant the world to both of us.

***

I burst through the door and the room was empty.

“Ben? I’m here!” I called into the house.

“Upstairs!” he called back.

I ran up the stairs and turned into Rori’s bedroom. She was on the bed, hair pushed back, face flushed. Ben was sitting next to her. The tension in his body was obvious as he ran his hand over her forehead and spoke softly to her.

“Charlie’s here. She’s going to help us, okay?”

“Hey, Rori,” I knelt beside her, forcing a smile to mask my concern. “How are you feeling, sweetie?” I was acutely aware of how close I was to Ben. But he wasn’t my focus.

“Charlie...” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but the relief in her green eyes echoed mine. I reached out, placing my hand on her forehead.

“Looks like you've caught quite the bug.” My tone stayed even, and soothing, but inside, my mind was racing through the possibilities. I glanced up at Ben, who had a look of helplessness that didn't suit him. “Have there been any other symptoms? Cough, runny nose, anything unusual before tonight?” I asked, pulling out my thermometer.

He ran a hand through his tousled hair as he stood from the bed, his eyes never leaving his daughter. “She was fine this morning. Just... just this fever came out of nowhere.”

“Alright.” I nodded, pressing the thermometer to Rori's temple, and waiting for the telltale beep. “Fever can be scary, but it's also the body's way of fighting off whatever's causing trouble. We'll take good care of her.”

Rori murmured something incoherent, turning towards my voice. I brushed a strand of hair from her damp forehead, offering her a smile that I hoped conveyed more confidence than I felt. Sick children always tugged at my heartstrings; when it was a child I knew and adored, it felt like those strings were wound around my heart, pulling tight.

“102,” I announced as the thermometer beeped its verdict. “It's high but manageable. Let's get some cool compresses on her, keep her hydrated, and monitor her through the night.”

“Is she going to be okay?” The question came out of Ben like a plea, his solid frame seeming to sag with the weight of his fear.

“Kids are resilient, Ben. She's going to be alright,” I reassured him, meeting his gaze squarely. “it’s just going to take some time.”

The tension in his shoulders eased fractionally at my words. His trust in me anchored me to the moment, to the mission at hand.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

“Of course,” I replied, offering him a reassuring smile. “It's what I do.” There was more I wanted to say—about us, about everything—but now wasn't the time. Right now, Rori needed us both to be strong and focused. And later, when the storm had passed, we could explore the unspoken words hanging between us. But for now, Rori's quiet breaths were the only sound in the room, and they anchored me to the moment, to the care I had to provide.

“Can you get a cool washcloth? And do you have any kid's acetaminophen?” I asked, giving him a task.

“Yes.” He spun out of the bedroom.

I helped Rori change into cooler pajamas and then get her settled in bed under a sheet. Ben returned with the cloth and the meds. I folded it neatly and placed it on her forehead, hoping to bring some relief from the fever's heat. Then quickly measured out the correct dose.

“Rori, can you sit up, just a little? Let’s get this medicine in you.”

She sat slowly and took the medicine like a trooper. Laying back down, she settled into her bed, turning on her side facing us, but closing her eyes.

“Thank you. I wasn’t sure what to do,” he said with a sigh.

“I’m happy to help. It’s going to take some time. I can stay.”

Rori stirred, her fever-bright eyes flicking between us. “Daddy,” she murmured, her voice faint.

“Right here, baby girl,” Ben reassured her, taking her hand in his large, capable one.

“I feel icky.” It broke my heart. This ball of energy was being taken down by what was likely a virus. And her dad didn’t look much better.

“I know, bug. You just need some rest.” He took in a deep breath and let it out with what sounded like a sob.

“Hey,” I said softly, as I placed a reassuring hand on his arm. The muscles were tense, coiled like a spring. “Rori's going to be okay. Fevers are the body's way of fighting off infection. We just need to manage her symptoms.”

“Manage how?” he asked, his voice steady despite the undertow of anxiety. His gaze never left Rori, protective and unwavering—a sentinel in his own home.

“The acetaminophen will help with fever and body aches. She needs fluids but she needs sleep too. When she’s awake give her water, juice, even popsicles. Anything to keep her hydrated.”

“Okay. Fluids. I can do that.”

“Ben.” I waited for him to meet my eyes, needing him to hear this next part. “Keep a close watch on her tonight. If her fever climbs higher or she shows any signs of distress, take her straight to the ER. Don't wait.”

“Understood,” he replied, the father in him responding to the authority in my tone.

“Good.” I allowed myself a tight smile.

“Thank you, Charlie,” he said running his hands through his hair. “I didn’t know what to do.”

“Being a parent doesn't come with a manual,” I said gently, placing a comforting hand on his forearm. “You're doing a great job, Ben. Rori is lucky to have you.”

“Easy for you to say.” He managed a half-smile, though the strain around his eyes didn’t quite disappear. “You handle emergencies all the time. It’s different when it’s your kid.”

“Even as a nurse practitioner, facing emergencies never gets easier, especially when it's personal. But every challenge is a chance to learn. You pick up on things and develop instincts. You've got good instincts, Ben.” My words were earnest, meant to bolster his confidence as much as to remind myself of the strength we both possess.

“Instincts don't cover everything. What if I miss something? What if—” The fear in his eyes was raw, and I reached out, squeezing his hand briefly.

“Trust yourself, Ben. You're not alone in this. Remember, you can always call me if you're unsure about anything, day or night.” The offer hung between us, heavy with implications that stretched beyond the immediate concern for Rori's health.

“Thanks, Charlie. Really.” His voice was thick with emotion, and he held my gaze, conveying more than his words could express. For a moment, the weight of our shared concerns and the sparks of something deeper connected us, unspoken yet powerfully present.

“Anytime,” I whispered, pulling back my hand but leaving a thread of connection intact. “Let's focus on getting Rori through the night. We can handle whatever comes after that, together.”

I shifted the damp washcloth on Rori's forehead, watching its pale blue fabric contrast starkly with her flushed cheeks. The soft hum of the ceiling fan above us did little to cut through the thick tension that had settled in the room. Ben sat across from me, his eyes flickering with a mix of concern and something else I couldn't quite place.

“Did you always want to be a nurse?” Ben's question caught me off guard, the shift from light-hearted banter to something deeper sending a ripple through the quiet space between us.

“Always.” I nodded. “Helping people, healing them... it gave me a sense of purpose, you know? But it's not without its fears. The responsibility can be... overwhelming at times.”

“Tell me about it,” Ben sighed, leaning back in his chair. His uniform seemed like a suit of armor around him, yet in this moment, he appeared stripped of any defense. “Every day I put on that badge, there's a weight to it. Knowing I'm out there to protect and serve, but also wondering if I'll come home to Rori at the end of my shift.”

His vulnerability struck a chord within me, and I found myself leaning forward, bridging the gap between us with my words. “The risks we take in our jobs, they shape us. Sometimes, they scare us. And it's okay to admit that.”

“Is it?” Ben's eyes searched mine, seeking confirmation, and reassurance.

“Yes,” I whispered, feeling a rush of courage. “Just like it's okay to admit that... I'm scared too. Scared of getting close to someone, terrified of getting hurt again.” The confession bubbled up from somewhere deep inside, a truth I'd kept locked away.

Ben's expression softened, the lines of worry smoothing as he processed my admission. “Charlie...”

Rori's shallow breaths created a soft rhythm in the quiet room, punctuated only by the faint ticking of the wall clock. I held my watchful gaze on her as Ben cleared his throat, drawing my attention back to our conversation.

“Charlie,” he began, his voice low and steady. “I get it. I really do.” He paused, searching my eyes for a brief moment as if gathering his thoughts. “My past... it hasn't been easy either. I've had my share of sleepless nights worrying over broken promises and what-ifs.”

The sincerity in his tone wrapped around me like a gentle embrace, urging me to listen, to truly hear him out. In this small-town bubble we inhabited, where everyone thought they knew everyone's stories, it was easy to forget that some chapters remained unread.

Ben reached out, gently resting his hand atop mine. The simple touch sent warmth radiating through me, a silent promise of support and care. Our eyes met, and in that moment, amidst the uncertainty of what lay ahead, one thing was crystal clear—we were in this together, no matter how slowly we needed to go.

I put the cloth back in the bathroom, I checked Rori’s temp once more, and sat on the side of the bed running my fingers through her hair. She was drifting off to sleep, her lips barely open, breathing soft and regular. I let myself relax as I watched her sleep.


Chapter 17
Ben


I left the room, Charlie sitting on the bed with Rori. I appreciated her so much. When Rori started crying that she didn’t feel good and I touched her, feeling the heat, I panicked. My first thought was Charlie. I knew that she would know what to do. I was thankful that she had come right over. I don’t know what I would have done without her.

I was in the kitchen putting away the clean dishes when I heard her come up behind me.

“Hey,” she said softly, her green eyes locking onto mine, holding me captive in a way that made the rest of the world fade into the background. The room seemed to hum with the unspoken, every unsaid word and hidden emotion hanging thick in the air between us, waiting for one of us to make the first move.

“Thank you,” I murmured, taking a tentative step closer. The soft glow of the under-cabinet lighting cast a warm, almost intimate light over her, highlighting the gentle curve of her shoulders and the way her chestnut waves fell effortlessly around them. She looked so serene, yet the tension between us was anything but.

“For everything, Charlie,” I continued, my voice low and earnest. “You were incredible with Rori. I was so scared. She doesn’t get sick often, and seeing her like that… I didn’t know what to do.”

A modest shake of her head sent her hair cascading, each strand catching the light. “It's what I do, Ben. It’s who I am.” Her words were simple, but the depth of them cut through me, revealing the quiet strength that lay beneath her calm exterior.

As I held her gaze, I could see the same uncertainty reflected in her eyes, a mirror to the turmoil in my own heart. The longing that had been building inside me for so long was there too, a silent plea for something more. The distance between us seemed to shrink with every breath, our bodies naturally gravitating toward each other.

“Who you are is amazing,” I whispered, the words barely audible, as if speaking too loudly might break the fragile moment we were sharing.

And then, in an instant that felt both inevitable and earth-shattering, the space between us vanished. Her lips met mine, soft yet insistent, a kiss that carried the weight of all the nights spent wondering what if, and the comfort of finally finding an answer. Her hands found their way to my chest, while mine cradled her face, pulling her closer as the kiss deepened, becoming a conversation of its own—a wordless exchange of desire, of recognition, of two souls acknowledging a connection that had been quietly growing between us for so long.

Our hearts found a rhythm together and I realized that Charlie Emerson was no longer just the girl next door. She was the missing piece to my fragmented world, the promise of a new beginning not just for me, but for Rori too.

Her hands pressed against my chest with a gentle firmness, grounding me in the reality of the moment. My own hands acted with an instinctual certainty, cupping her face with a tenderness that bared the essence of my yearning.

We moved together, drawn into the depths of a conversation that needed no words. Our mouths wove together a tapestry of desire and understanding, each caress a testament to the bond we could no longer deny. The world outside this intimate orbit ceased to exist; there was only Charlie, her kisses, her body pressed to mine.

My hands trailed up her back, sending shivers down her spine as she released the sweetest moans. My hands moved lower, slowly learning her body. She shifted her hips toward mine and it was my turn to moan.

“Fuck, Charlie, just fuck,” I hissed before I kissed her again, open mouths, tongues dancing, heat radiating from us. After what felt like forever, I pulled back. “Stay?” It was one word. An almost silent plea. If I didn’t get my cock inside this woman I truly felt I would die.

She kissed my neck, licked the pulse point there, and nodded.

“Charlie, words, baby. I need words.”

She pulled back to look up at me, her green eyes sparkling as she licked her lips. “Yes, Ben. Yes. I will stay.”

“Thank fuck,” I exclaimed bending down and grabbing the backs of her thighs. She grabbed onto my shoulders as I held her tight and carried her up the stairs as if she weighed nothing.

Once I had her in my bedroom, I kissed her again. Deep and passionate with all the promise of what I was going to do to her. I then set her down and moved to close the door. Softly turning the lock, Rori was in the other room, and I didn’t want her walking in.

I returned to Charlie and cupped her face in my hands. “I’ve been waiting, wanting this.”

She ran her hands down my chest and leaned in. “Me, too. After that first kiss, I went home and played with my vibrator.”

My eyes wide as I looked down at her. “Did you pretend it was me?” I asked huskily.

“Yes,” she answered honestly, hands moving to the waist of my jeans.

“So, you made yourself come thinking about me?” I asked as I continued to hold her face.

“Yes,” she let out breathily.

“That’s so fucking hot.” I kissed her again and pulled her to me, wanting her to feel what she did to me, how hard she made me. “Is it horrible that my kid is sick in the next room and all I can think about is getting you naked?"

“Stress release,” was her response.

Charlie met my kisses and caresses with those of her own. Having her hands touching me over my clothes was fucking torture. I reached down to the hem of her shirt and lifted it slowly. She accommodated by lifting her arms over her head. I watched each sensuous inch of her skin materialize and licked my lips thinking about what I wanted to do to her. I threw the shirt behind me and cupped her breasts in both hands. Her tight nipples pebbled more as I ran my thumbs over them. She moaned and leaned in to increase the pressure.

Continuing to kiss her, I reached around and undid the clasp, letting her bra fall between us, and returned my hands to her bare skin. Soft, creamy, warm. I leaned down and ran kisses across the top of each breast before pulling a nipple softly into my mouth and teasing it with my tongue.

“Oh, fuck, Ben,” she said wrapping her hands around the back of my head.

I kissed each breast and pulled back, keeping my hands on her, massaging her softly. “So beautiful.”

She returned her hands to the waist of my jeans and anchored her fingers inside, holding me close to her. I let go of her then and reached behind me to pull my shirt over my head. Once the shirt was gone, her hands moved from my waist, up my chest, slowly, until she reached my shoulders, then she moved it and for the first time, we were skin to skin. It felt fucking amazing.

“Charlie, baby, I want this to last all night. But I need to be inside you,” I whispered in her ear as my hands moved down her back and caught the waistband of her shorts. I felt her nod into my chest.

“Words, Charlie,” I insisted.

“Yes. I want that, too. Please, Ben.”

I groaned as I pushed her shorts and her panties down her legs. She kicked them out of the way and smiled up at me. I kissed her again and then gently pushed her towards the bed. She backed up until her legs hit the edge. Sitting, she looked up at me and I imagined having her mouth on my cock. I felt it twitch, precum leaking.

“God, you are fucking beautiful.” I reached for my zipper as she moved back on the bed, putting herself on display for me. “So, fucking beautiful.”

She propped herself up on her elbows as she watched the rest of my clothes fall away. A smile on her face. Her hair was a mess, her lips swollen from our kisses, naked skin shadowed in the night. I was a goner for this woman.

I knelt on the bed and just looked at her. She grinned at me and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.

“What?”

“You are so beautiful,” I said before leaning over and running my hands up her legs.

Every inch of her bare skin felt like silk against my fingertips as I trailed a path up her body leaving no curve unexplored. I held myself over her and kissed her hard. Then I moved back down, trailing kisses down her chest, to her stomach. Watching as it hollowed out with my touch. Moving lower, I kissed above her mound. Her head fell back, and her arms dropped.

“Ben,” she hissed as I kissed her folds.

I licked and sucked and kissed her there. Revealing in her wetness, the taste of her, the way she spread her legs for me. I slowly teased her opening, pushing one finger into her warm, wet channel while continuing to make out with her pussy. Her hips lifted, trying to increase the pressure. I placed an arm across her stomach and continued to feast on her.

Her breath was coming faster, her muscles shaking. I increased the pressure, added a finger, and curled them in a come here motion. She reached down and curled her fingers into the back of my head. Muscles tight, tense, shaking, I sucked her clit as she came on my face. Fuck, she was incredible. I continued to kiss her there, softly, as she came down from her climax. Once her body melted into the bed, I pulled my fingers out of her and licked them clean.

“Fucking delicious,” I said as I moved my body over her, my cock rubbing her sensitive clit.

“Ben!” she exclaimed and then covered her mouth.

“Shhh, we don’t want to wake up Rori.”

She whimpered as I kissed her again, letting her taste herself on my lips and tongue. She moaned again and wrapped her legs around my back.

“Fuck. Me,” she groaned. “Please fuck me.” It was a plea I was not going to deny.

Leaning over to the nightstand, I pulled out a condom and opened it with my teeth. She watched my every move with hungry eyes. Once the condom was out of the wrapper, she took it from me and looked between us. Then her hands reached down and rolled on the condom. My cock twitched at her touch, and I was desperate to be inside her. I moved into position and lined up the tip at her opening.

“You sure?” I asked with a quick kiss.

“I’m sure. Please. I need you inside me.” Her hands moved to my neck and played with the hair at the back of my head. “Please?”

With a deep breath and one thrust, I was inside her and it was fucking heaven. She was warm and wet and tight. Feeling her clench around me nearly set me off before we got started. I held my position as she tried to shift.

“Hold still, baby. Just feeling you is making me want to come," I whispered huskily.

“I want you to,” she said, kissing my chest and licking a nipple. It sent a bolt of lightning to my dick, and I couldn’t stop the thrusting into her.

She relaxed back into the bed, hands on my chest, legs wrapped around my hips, meeting me thrust for thrust. She pulled her lips closed and whimpered. I knew she was trying to be quiet, and I wished for a situation where she could be loud.

Thrust after thrust, I groaned, feeling her hot, wet, tight, wrapping around me. I wasn’t going to make it much longer.

“Baby, touch yourself. I want you to come with me,” I hissed into her ear.

She was hesitant for a moment. I nipped her earlobe. “Do it. Do it for me.”

She snaked an arm between us, and I quickly felt the movement of her fingers over her clit as I continued to thrust into her. Her muscles gripped me, her legs squeezing, as I continued to pump. I was so close, but I needed her to get there. I leaned down, grabbing a nipple with my teeth and biting softly.

“Oh, Fuck,” she cried softly as her orgasm released. Her body shook and shuddered around me. I thrust again as I felt the tingle in my lower back right before my balls tightened and I released into her.

“So fucking sweet,” I said as I decreased the rhythm of my thrusts, letting our mutual climax wane. “So fucking mine.”

I kissed her again before slowly rolling off and getting up to dispose of the condom. I walked back from the bathroom with a warm washcloth to find her laying in the center of my bed, splayed like a fucking sex offering. I grinned as I moved my way to the bed and cleaned her between her legs. Then I dropped the cloth to the floor and lay next to her on my side.

I softly ran a hand over her stomach and up her chest before gripping her neck and turning her face towards me. She smiled before kissing me softly.

“That was…something,” she murmured.

“That was more than something. That was the best fucking sex I’ve ever had. Stay?” I asked.

“Stay?” her eyes shone with confusion.

“I can’t let you go after that. I want you to stay.” I continued to draw small circles on her stomach with my fingers.

“But Rori…” she responded as if that answered everything.

“Rori won’t know. She will just think we had a sleepover. Charlie, I want you here in the morning.”

“Technically, it is morning,” she answered with a grin.

“You know what I mean,” I said, pulling the covers over us.

She kissed my neck and teasingly asked, “Does this mean you are my boyfriend?”

“Yes. If that’s what you want,” I answered honestly.

“I do. I want.” And with that she rolled towards me, throwing a leg over my hip.

“Charlie,” I growled. “What are you doing?” My hips involuntary thrusting towards her pussy.

“Three is my favorite number” she grinned, reaching between us, and wrapping a hand around my cock, who had quickly woken up under her touch.

“Baby,” I moaned as her grip increased and she started to stroke me. “Fuck.”

Before I could register her movement, she removed her leg, moved down the bed, and pushed me to my back.

“What are you doing?” I looked down at her, her face lowering between my legs.

“You got to taste me, it’s only fair that I get to taste you.” And before I could respond, her whole mouth was covering my cock.

“Jeez,” I moaned as I thrust my hips up and reached for her. I held her hair back and watched as her lips covered my cock, up and down, up and down. I could have come just from the sight of her with her lips on me. She kept her eyes on me, watching as my muscles tensed and my eyes became darker.

She slid off the end and then licked from base to tip, swirled around the tip, licked back down while running her thumb over the opening where cum was leaking out. Then she swallowed me again. I felt her moaning around me and the sensation was electric. She swallowed, slid up and then kissed the tip before cupping my balls and using a finger to massage the sensitive spot behind them.

“Baby, Charlie, I’m going to come if you keep it up.”

I felt her smile. Her hand tightened around my balls gently, and her mouth slid slowly up my cock before she pulled her mouth off and smiled. She sat back, bare breast on display, hands on her thighs, lips swollen and a grin on her face.

“You have another condom in that drawer, or do you want to come in my mouth?” she said as she licked her lips.

I moved quickly, trying to reach the drawer without knocking her over. I pulled out a condom, the last one, and made a mental note to buy more. Handing it to her, I watched as she carefully tore open the package and then slid it down my cock that was standing at attention. Once the condom was on, she sat and stared for a minute.

“What?” I asked, watching her watch my dick twitch.

“Nothing, just making a memory,” she answered before climbing up my legs and lowering herself over me.

Once again, the heat and wetness and tightness of her pussy almost threw me over the edge before I was ready. She lowered herself to the base and then rocked. Rocked and rubbed her pussy on my pubic bone. I wanted to take control, but I felt like she needed this. She needed to be the one to control it. I let her rock and rub, thrusting into her and she continued to move.

When she reached up and cupped her breasts, I moaned, and thrusted harder, raising us both off the bed. She continued to massage her breasts and roll her nipples between her fingers as she rocked on my cock.

“Charlie, Charlie, I’m not going to make it much longer. Your pussy is going to drive me mad.”

She smiled down at me, dropping her hands. One to my chest, the other to her pussy. Watching her play with her clit while my cock was driving into her was the thing that sent me over the edge. I grasped her hips and thrust up into her hard just as she climaxed again, moaning my name as she clamped around me and her muscles quivered.

I drove up into her twice more before my orgasm came. She continued to rock and rub as we both came down.

Then she sighed and fell onto my chest, kissing my neck and sighing. “Yes, I’ll stay.”

I laughed as I wrapped my arms around her and rolled her over. Then, I kissed her hard on the mouth before getting out of bed. Again. I got a fresh washcloth and cleaned her up again. Grabbing a tee shirt and throwing it to her, I pulled on a pair of sleep shorts.

“You’re going to need that in the morning.”

She smiled as she sat up, dropped it over her head, and took a deep breath. “I love the way you smell.”

“And I love the way you smell,” I grinned. I unlocked the door in case Rori woke up and climbed into bed with Charlie. Pulling her to me, I kissed her forehead. “Sleep, baby.”

She placed an arm over my chest and sighed as she relaxed into the crook of my arm. “Mmm, sleep.”


Chapter 18
Ben


Waking with the sun, I looked over to see Charlie sleeping, curled on her side, the covers barely covering her ass. I took a deep breath, remembering what we had done the night before. I pulled on a pair of sweat pants and a black tee. I checked in on Rori and found her still sleeping. As I padded downstairs to make coffee a wide smile spread across my face. As I waited for the coffee to brew, I thought back on what had brought me here and how Charlie and I had gotten to this point. I poured too mugs and headed back upstairs. I found Charlie sitting up in the bed.

“Hi,” she said, looking sexy as hell in my Creed tee shirt, sexy bed head and a smile on her face.

“Hi. I made coffee,” I said, handing her a mug. She took it with both hands and took a sip. “Rori is still sleeping.” I moved to the side of the bed and sat next to Charlie, leaning in for a quick kiss.

“Thank you.” She took another sip before leaning in for a deeper kiss, filled with memories of last night and promises of the future. “I should probably go home and change before she wakes up.” She set the mug aside and moved to get off the bed.

I stood to allow her room but pulled her to face me once we were both standing.

“Hi,” I said again, looking down at her.

Her arms moved up to my neck and she pulled my face to hers. Another deep kiss and I felt my cock hardening.

She moved to get out of bed and I smacked her ass.

She yelped as she jumped from the hit, and then grinned at me. “You have a spanking kink?”

“It’s not a kink. I just wanted to touch your ass,” I laughed.

“Oh, Okay, Walker.” She moved across the room, raising the hem of my shirt so I could see her ass when she moved. There was a slight redness where my hand had hit her and maybe I did have a kink.

I shook my head and laughed as she grabbed her clothes and moved to the bathroom. Closing the door behind herself, I heard her chuckling.

I ran a hand through my hair and took a sip of the coffee. When Charlie came out of the bathroom, she grinned as she threw the tee at me.

“Save this for next time I sleep over.” She walked to me and gave me a quick kiss. “I’m going to run home and shower. I’ll be back to check on Rori in a few. Do you need anything?”

“Just you, baby.” I pulled her close, kissed her again, and then slowly let her go.

***

I couldn’t stop smiling as I moved through the house this morning. Memories of Charlie under me, over me, taking over. I hadn’t expected it. Wanted it? Yes. Hope for it? Also yes. But I hadn’t expected it. I poured another mug of coffee and sipped it, looking out over the backyard.

When I heard the door open, I moved quickly to the living room. Smiling as I saw Charlie entering.

She had pulled her hair up into one of those complicated buns and I wanted to pull it down and run my fingers through it as I thrust into her from behind. Fuck, when had I become obsessed with sex? Not just sex, sex with Charlie. Probably the moment she had come on my tongue. She was wearing a green tank top that brought out the color of her eyes, and black shorts. She kicked off her flip-flops as she moved to me.

I wrapped her in a hug and kissed her softly, breathing in her smell. Citrus and spice. I took a deep breath and pulled back.

“Rori’s still sleeping,” I said softly.

“I’m glad. Let me check on her.” She ran a hand down my chest as she moved away.

I followed her up the stairs and watched as she slowly opened Rori’s bedroom door.

The morning sun broke through the curtains, casting warm rays across the room that seemed to chase away the last shadows of the night's ordeal. Rori's cheeks were flushed with sleep rather than fever now, and as I watched her peaceful expression, my heart swelled with gratitude for the woman seated beside me.

“Looks like someone's decided to rejoin the land of the living,” Charlie said, her voice soft with affection as Rori blinked awake.

“Hi, Daddy. Hi, Charlie,” Rori murmured, her voice hoarse but stronger than it had been in days.

“Hey, there, brave girl,” I replied, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead. “You had us worried for a bit.”

“Charlie fixed me,” Rori said with a sleepy smile, looking up at her with adoring eyes.

“Charlie helped a lot,” I agreed, turning toward the woman who had stolen my heart. “We couldn't have done this without you.”

Charlie's green eyes met mine.

“Anytime, you guys,” she replied, her tone light, but the depth of her commitment clear in her gaze.

“Let's get some breakfast started. How about pancakes?” I suggested, eager to restore normalcy and give thanks through the simple act of cooking.

“Can Charlie stay?” Rori piped up, already sitting up with newfound energy.

“Only if she likes her pancakes with chocolate chips and whipped cream,” I teased, looking to Charlie for her answer.

“Who could say no to that?” Charlie smiled, her eyes dancing with what I could only describe as joy.

I picked up Rori and carried her down to the kitchen. She still looked tired, but her eyes were bright, and her energy knew no bounds. She talked incessantly as I moved around the kitchen to make us all breakfast.

Charlie sat next to her on the island, hanging on every word. I grinned at the two of them. My girls. All of us in the kitchen for breakfast. Charlie looked at me often and smiled. I had to believe that she was remembering last night just like I was.

Pancakes and sausage plated, the girls continued to sit at the island while I stood on the other side. Rori was only able to eat half a pancake and one sausage before she looked wiped out.

“You okay, Rori girl?” Charlie asked, her voice full of concern.

“I’m tired,” Rori admitted.

“How about we watch a movie?” Charlie suggested looking up to me for permission.

“Today is definitely a chill day. Movies are fine.”

I cleared our plates as Charlie took Rori to her room to get pillows and blankets. When I finished in the kitchen, I found them curled together on the couch, Rori had the remote in her hand and was scrolling Disney Plus. Charlie had an arm around her and was running her fingers through Rori’s hair. Just a relaxing Sunday morning. My heart swelled and I couldn’t contain the smile.

“Charlie, you okay with Rori if I go mow?”

She looked up at me and smiled. “Of course. And if you feel like doing my side, I will make it up to you later.” She winked.

“I can. And will.”

I bent down to kiss Rori on the head and noted her eyes were closed. I took the opportunity to kiss Charlie on the lips before heading outside.

When I came in two hours later, they were both asleep on the couch, and a new movie had started. I chuckled and went to the kitchen to get a glass of water. As I turned from the sink, my phone pinged with a text.

Noah

Guys night tonight?



Sam

Fuck yea



Hunter

Dude, perfect timing



Noah

The dugout at 7?



As I hovered my fingers to tell them I couldn’t make it, Charlie came up behind me and wrapped her arms around me.

“Hi, baby,” I said, covering her hand with mine.

“Hi. Rori’s knocked out.” She kissed my back and pulled away. “Who’s that?” she nodded to the phone. Then shook her head. “Sorry. That was rude. You don’t have to tell me who you are talking to.” The way she said it made me think there was more behind it.

I shook my phone and said, “It’s just the guys. They want to meet at the Dugout tonight. I was just about to tell them no.”

“Why? You should go. You mostly just see them at work. Go have fun with the guys.”

I shifted and leaned against the counter so I could look at her. “But with Rori being sick, I don’t think I should.”

“Don’t you trust me to take care of her?” she asked seriously.

“Baby, I trust you with her fucking life. But I can’t ask you to give up your night to take care of my kid.” I ran a hand through my hair.

“You didn’t ask. I offered. We will be fine. What time do they want to meet?” She stood in front of me with her arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes were bright and her lips full. Just looking at her like this made me want to skip guys' night and take her back to my bed.

“Seven.”

“Perfect. I’m having dinner with my dad but I’ll get my shopping done first and be back here so you can go.” She said it as if it made perfect sense. And maybe it did.

“You don’t have to…” I started.

“I want to. If anything happens or she gets worse, I’ll call you. But honestly, I think she’s on the upswing. It was probably just a 24-hour bug. Tell them yes. Go hang out with the guys.”

I moved to her, caging her in against the opposite counter. Leaning down, I growled in her ear, “Will you stay tonight?”

“Maybe. Did you mow my lawn?” she teased, placing a hand on my chest.

“I did,” I said, kissing her neck.

“Then, yes. I’ll stay.” She winked at me and moved under my arm. “I’ll be back around 630 if that works?” she said walking towards the door.

“That works.”

“See you then.”

I laughed as she walked away and picked up my phone to text the guys.


Chapter 19
Charlie


True to her word, Charlie knocked on the door at 630. Rori ran to open it as I was coming down the stairs. She had changed into a tee and leggings, hair still up in a bun. Her eyes were bright as she smiled at Rori.

“Hey! How’s my favorite patient?” she asked, hugging Rori.

“I’m okay. Daddy says I need to eat but nothing feels good in my tummy,” she said with a tilt of her head.

“Well, I brought some ‘sick’ food. Jello, pudding, popsicles, and Gatorade,” I replied shaking the bag.

“I don’t know if I like Gatorade,” she said honestly.

Charlie smiled up at me before looking back at Rori. “Well, we can try it. If you don’t like it, we will try something else.” Charlie looked at me over Rori’s head and blew me a kiss.

“Rori, why don’t you pick a movie? I’m just going to show Charlie something in the kitchen.” I nodded my head in that direction.

I heard Rori’s feet across the room followed by a plop as she jumped on the couch. Charlie met me in the kitchen, and I took her to the corner and placed an arm on either side of her. Kissing her quickly before pulling back and saying, “I missed you today.”

“I missed you too.” Her arms went around my waist, and I contemplated canceling guys’ night. “No, you don’t. You deserve this. Dads need a break too.” She pushed up on her toes and gave me a kiss with promises of later.

I moved my hands to her waist and pulled her close. “You drive me fucking crazy.”

“Mmm,” she moaned before pulling back with a laugh.

“Call if you guys need anything. I can be home in ten minutes.”

“We will be fine.” She ran a hand down my chest and stopped at the waistband of my jeans. “Go, have fun. Go!” she said and pushed me away.

The feel of her hands leaving my body made me want to cry. Well, not cry, cry. But you know what I mean. I wanted her hands all over me. I wanted my hands all over hers. I had to shift in my jeans as my cock thought it was time to wake up and play.

“Naughty girl,” I said giving her a quick kiss before she left the kitchen.

I grabbed my phone, keys, and wallet before moving to the living room. I slipped my jacket over my shoulders as I glanced one last time at my girls. Charlie settled onto the couch and pulled Rori close. They laughed softly together, and Charlie looked at me once more before I turned to head out.

“Rori, be good for Charlie, okay?” I instructed.

“Yes, Daddy,” her innocent little voice rose from the couch where she cuddled into Charlie. It was a scene that I wanted to stamp into my brain.

***

The moment I pushed open the door to the bar, I was immediately engulfed by a cacophony and energy that made me feel like I was walking into a different world. It was as though the worries and responsibilities that had weighed so heavily on me just moments ago were waiting obediently outside, unable to breach the raucous bubble of the bar. The noise level surged around me—laughter, cheers, and the unmistakable crack of bats against baseballs resonated through the space, a comforting symphony of familiarity. The atmosphere inside was warm and inviting, with the dim lighting casting a golden hue over everything. Shadows danced across the walls, elongating the figures of patrons, and turning the room into a living, breathing entity.

The bar itself was a testament to the town’s history, a place where generations had come to unwind and connect. The gleaming wood of the bar was polished to a shine, its surface reflecting the muted lights like a dark, flowing river. The walls were adorned with memorabilia—vintage baseball jerseys, framed photographs of local teams, and even a few battered baseballs encased in glass. The smell of fried food and beer lingered in the air, mingling with the scent of wood and leather, creating a heady mix that was both comforting and nostalgic.

As my eyes adjusted to the lighting, I scanned the room, quickly finding the familiar faces of Noah, Sam, Mike, and Hunter. They were already a few drinks in, their faces flushed with the warmth of alcohol and the excitement of the game playing out on the big screen above the bar. Noah, ever the life of the party, was in the middle of an animated conversation with a couple of guys from the local fire station. His laughter boomed across the room, infecting everyone around him with its sheer joy. When he spotted me, his grin widened, and he raised his pint in greeting, beckoning me over.

I felt a small smile tug at the corners of my lips as I made my way through the crowd.

“Ben, my man! About time you showed up!” Noah’s voice was as exuberant as ever, his eyes shining with the familiar warmth that always made me feel like everything was going to be okay, no matter what.

I slid into the booth beside him, taking a moment to absorb the scene. The table was littered with half-empty glasses, crumpled napkins, and a few stray peanut shells. The guys were all in varying stages of relaxation—some leaning back with contented smiles, others still focused on the game, their eyes glued to the screen. It was a scene I had been a part of more times than he could count, yet tonight it felt different. Tonight it felt oddly like home to me. Being here, in this small town, felt like I was right where I belonged.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, reaching for the cold pint of beer in the basket at the center of the table. The glass was cool and comforting in my hand, condensation forming a slick layer on the outside. I took a long sip, savoring the bitter, refreshing taste as it slid down my throat.

“No worries, man. We know you’ve got your hands full,” Noah replied, his tone easygoing but with an undertone of understanding. “How’s Rori doing?”

I hesitated for just a moment before answering. “She’s good. She was sick last night. It was scary as fuck. I panicked and called Charlie. I was afraid I was going to have to take her to the ER. Charlie is with her tonight so I could make it out here.” I tried to keep my tone casual. I wasn’t sure if I should be announcing the change between me and Charlie without talking to her first.

“Charlie, huh?” Noah raised an eyebrow, a knowing smirk tugging at his lips. “She’s been helping out a lot lately.”

I shrugged, not trusting myself to delve into that topic just yet. Instead, I took another sip of my beer, letting the cold liquid chase away the lingering thoughts of home.

The game on the screen caught Noah’s attention, and I welcomed the distraction. It was a close one, the kind of game that kept everyone on the edge of their seats. The tension in the room mirrored that of the field, with every pitch and swing met with either collective cheers or groans. For me, it was easy to get lost in the ebb and flow of the game.

As the innings passed, the worries about Rori receded like the tide, leaving me anchored in the present. Here, in the company of new friends, with a cold beer in hand and the familiar comfort of baseball on the screen, it was easy to forget about all the hard stuff. The conversations flowed naturally, jumping from one topic to the next—old stories, local gossip, and, of course, baseball. There were moments of raucous laughter, the kind that came from deep within and left you breathless, and quieter moments where they simply enjoyed each other’s presence.

The bar grew louder, the energy more palpable. More people filtered in, filling the space with laughter and conversation. The smell of fried food intensified as trays of wings and fries made their way to the tables, adding to the communal feel of the place. The bartender, a woman with a no-nonsense attitude and a quick smile, moved efficiently behind the bar, keeping the drinks flowing and the patrons happy.

At one point, a group of guys at a nearby table started a round of pool, their playful banter adding another layer to the lively atmosphere. Noah, always up for a challenge, stood up and stretched, his grin widening as he eyed the pool table.

“Wanna show these guys how it’s done?” he asked his tone light and teasing.

I chuckled, feeling the pull of competition. “You mean, wanna watch you get your ass handed to you?”

“Oh, big talk from the newbie,” Noah shot back, already making his way over to the table.

I followed, the familiar weight of the cue stick in my hand grounding me in the moment. I used to play pool every week. When I was avoiding real life and responsibilities. As we played, the banter between us flowed easily.

Time seemed to blur as we finished the game of pool and returned to our table. After one last round of drinks, Hunter and Sam said their goodbyes.

“Good night, huh?” Noah asked, his tone casual but laced with the same understanding that had been present all night.

“Yeah,” I replied, a small smile tugging at my lips. “It was good.”

Noah nodded, taking a sip of his drink. “You know, it’s okay to have nights like this. To let go, even if it’s just for a few hours.”

I glanced at him, surprised by the comment. “Yeah, I know. I just… it’s hard, you know? Balancing everything.”

“I get it,” Noah said, his tone sincere. “But you’ve got people who care about you, Ben. You are one of us now. We’re here for you, whether you need a night out or just someone to talk to.”

I looked down at my beer, feeling a swell of gratitude for the people who accepted him and Rori without question. “Thanks, Noah.”

“No need to thank me, man. Just… don’t forget that you don’t have to do it all on your own.”

As we gathered our things and prepared to head out, I felt a sense of contentment that I hadn’t felt in a long time. The worries about Rori were still there, but they were tempered by the knowledge that I had people he could lean on.

The cool night air hit me as we stepped outside, a refreshing contrast to the warmth of the bar. The stars were out, twinkling in the clear night sky, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt at peace.

“Take care, Ben,” Noah said, clapping me on the back as we parted ways.

The drive home was quiet, the streets mostly empty at this late hour. As I pulled into the driveway, I noted the muted light from the living room. Behind that door, were the two most important people. Rori. And Charlie.

***

It was nearly eleven when I finally stepped back into the house, the quiet almost startling after the loud, bustling energy of the bar. The only sound was the soft, rhythmic breathing of two people asleep on my couch. In the dim light, I saw Rori, her small frame curled up against Charlie’s side, her expression peaceful and serene. My heart swelled with a mix of gratitude and tenderness as I approached them quietly.

Trying not to disturb either of them, I gently scooped Rori into my arms. She stirred slightly, but then her head found its familiar place on my shoulder, and she settled back into sleep.

Charlie opened her eyes and looked up at me as she shifted on the couch. “Welcome home, Ben. Good night?”

“Yeah. Let me get her to bed,” I said placing a soft kiss on Rori’s head as I turned towards the stairs.

Charlie nodded and smiled as she pushed the blanket off.

I carried Rori to bed, moving with the same ease and confidence I’d developed over the years. I was thankful that her fever hadn’t returned. The flush was gone from her cheeks. After tucking her in, I leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, lingering for just a moment before straightening up.

Descending the stairs, I found Charlie, sleeves rolled up, standing over the sink. The sight of her there, in my space, ignited something within him.

“Thanks for staying with her,” I said, my voice a low rumble, thick with gratitude and something more primal.

Charlie looked up, a strand of hair escaping to cascade down her face, “It's nothing. Rori was a champ. Did you have fun?”

Our eyes locked, and the air between us crackled. A step closer and I could smell the citrus of her shampoo, another and I could feel the warmth radiating from her skin.

“I did. But I think it’s about to get better.” I closed the gap between us and gently kissed her. My hands found the small of her back, hers curled around my neck, drawing me deeper into the kiss.

I pulled away slowly and grabbed her hand before leading her up the stairs.


Chapter 20
Charlie


I silently followed Ben up the stairs. He stopped at Rori’s open door without releasing my hand. He peeked in and then turned back to me. A question on his face. I smiled and nodded. He pulled me into his room, then closed and locked the door before pushing me up against it and taking my mouth with his.

I wrapped my hands around him and let him take over the kiss, holding my hands in place, enjoying the warmth of him so close.

“I fucking missed you. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Waiting here for me.” He kissed down my neck, moving his hands to my breasts. His large hands covered them. The warmth radiated through my thin shirt.

“Fuck. You aren’t wearing a bra,” he hissed as his thumbs rubbed over my nipples.

“I figured I would fall asleep, and bras are a bitch to sleep in,” I answered honestly.

He pulled back and lifted my shirt over my head. Then he just stared. He licked his lips and placed his hands back on my breasts. “Fuck, I love your tits.”

“I, um, yeah, do that,” I moaned as he rolled the nipples between his fingers. I could feel the wetness pooling between my legs, and I shifted my thighs together.

He kissed my chest, my neck, my lips before bending down and flicking his tongue over one nipple and then the other.

“I want to take it slow tonight, but you make it so hard. You make me so hard,” he said into my chest.

I pulled on his shirt, and he helped remove it from his body. I trailed my hands down his chest, giving extra attention to his nipples. “Fuck me,” he hissed. “I didn’t know I liked that so fucking much.”

I leaned in and licked them before pulling back and pushing down my leggings. His hand reached for mine.

“Let me,” he said. Eyes dark. He rolled my leggings down inch by painful inch, lowering himself until he was kneeling in front of me. Once I kicked them away, he leaned in and kissed my mound. I placed my hands on his head, pushing him down to where I wanted his mouth. Pushing my back into the door, I spread my legs and looked down at him. On his knees in front of me.

He moved one finger through my wetness and smiled. “So fucking wet for me.” Before I could respond, his mouth was on me, and I gasped.

“Fuck, Ben. Yes.” He continued to work his mouth over me. Kissing, licking, and sucking until I felt my legs were going to give up. He must have sensed it because he stood up and pulled me to the bed.

He sat on the edge, me standing naked in front of him, his jeans open. We looked at each other, heat and desire between up.

“Fucking beautiful, baby. I could look at you all day.”

I moved between his legs and pulled his face to my chest. “Please don’t. Please touch me,” I begged.

He stood up and dropped his pants to the floor. His hard cock standing up between us. I reached for it, and he hissed as my hand stroked him. He kissed me again and flipped around, dropping me to the bed. He laid next to me and sighed.

“I wanted this to be slow and sweet tonight, but I don’t know if I can hold back.”

“Ben,” I sighed, reaching for him again. He moved over me, kissing everywhere, the feeling was overwhelming yet sweet. Too much and not enough. “Please?” I begged again.

He moved down my body, peppering kisses along the way, stopping short of where I wanted his mouth. This man was a master with his mouth, and I could practically come just thinking about it. I felt a smile against my thigh as he moved to my center and licked me from back to front. I spread my legs, making room for him, and threw my head back as he settled in to eat me like I was his last meal.

Every nerve ending was on fire, I was going to explode. I felt his finger breach my opening and my pussy contracted. He moved it in and out, in and out, while still sucking on my clit before he added a second finger and then crooked them upward. I reached for his head, needing something to hold onto. My legs bend and spread, giving him more room. He moaned and I felt the vibration from my pussy spread through my whole body. I curled my fingers into his hair tighter and felt my whole body tense. He was chasing my orgasm, and it was fucking delicious. He continued to lick, suck, lick, suck until I was practically panting. His fingers moving in and out, stretching me, filling me.

“Ben,” I huffed. I wanted to scream in ecstasy, but Rori was in the other room.

He stopped and looked up at me, still finger fucking me. “Come for me, baby. Let me watch you come on my hand.” Now with three fingers inside me, eyes on mine, used his other hand to rub my clit and I came undone. I came hard and fast and oh, my god, it was glorious. Every muscle in my body contracted as I let the sensation spread over me.

As I was coming down from my climax, he continued to kiss around my pussy, the inside of my thighs, my lower stomach. His fingers slowed their pace inside of me. The orgasm rolled slowly to a stop, and he kissed my pussy one more time before climbing up the bed.

“You are beautiful when you come,” he said licking his fingers. “So fucking beautiful.”

He smiled at me then and kissed me on the mouth. I reached between us and wrapped a hand around his firm cock.

“I want you inside me,” I said as I tugged on him.

He reached behind him to the nightstand and then swore.

“What?” I asked, continuing to stroke him.

“I forgot to get condoms.” He flopped on the bed defeated. He closed his eyes and threw an arm over his face.

I kept my hand moving. “I’m clean. And I’m on the pill.”

His arm moved slowly, and his eyes opened in question.

“I’m good if you are.”

“Fuck yes.” He moved over me again. Lining up his bare cock with my opening. I shifted slightly and the tip of his cock slid into place. “oh, god.”

He moved slowly, entering my inch by glorious inch. “You feel so good like this. Fuck. It’s going to be fast.”

I raised my hips to meet his and kissed his chest. “Fuck me, Ben. Fuck me hard with your bare cock.”

No more words were spoken as he thrust in and out of me, our bodies creating their own rhythm, meeting each other thrust for thrust. Coming together as one. As if this was exactly where we were meant to be. Ben shift the angle and was hitting my clit with every thrust. I wrapped my legs around him, trying to hold him in. Thrust after glorious thrust before my second climax hit me. As my muscles spasmed around his cock, he groaned and pushed forward. I could feel his cum shooting into me. It was sexy, sensual, and dirty all at the same time.

With a fine sheen of sweat on both our bodies, Ben rolled off and pulled me to him.

“Fuck, Charlie. Just fuck. I didn’t think it could get better than last night. But that was mind-blowing.” He kissed my forehead, my nose, my lips. “You are incredible.”

“Not too bad yourself,” I said throwing a leg over him. Our wetness pooled between us.

“Go on a date with me?” he asked seriously.

“Aren’t we kind of past dates?” I asked running my fingers through his hair.

“It’s not just sex for me, Charlie. Let me take you on a date. Let me wine and dine you.”

His voice was deep and growly post-sex. His hands were gentle as they moved over my nakedness. “You deserve that.”

“Okay, Ben Walker. I accept. And you better make it a good one,” I teased before moving down the bed and showing him how much I appreciated his cock.


Chapter 21
Charlie


I hadn’t seen much of Ben this week. He wanted me to stay on Sunday, but I had to work in the morning, so I pulled myself together and went back to my side of the duplex. I would have loved to stay in the cocoon that was Ben’s bedroom, but real life wasn’t like that. I had worked almost every day this week, leaving at the crack of dawn and getting home later.

For some reason, the clinic was busier this week. Or maybe it was normal busy, and I never paid attention. Ben was busy with Rori. He had stayed home with her the next day, just to give her more time to recover. At least, we had been texting every day. He told me our date would be on Saturday night. I was to wear something comfortable (which I read as easy to remove) and to meet him on the deck at 830. I thought that was a little weird, but since I would do almost anything to see him at this point, I easily complied.

At 8:25, I did one last check in the mirror. I was wearing a white off-the-shoulder blouse over a hot pink wrap skirt that hit just above my knees. Under it I had a pale pink strapless bra and matching thong. I slipped my feet into my favorite flip-flops and headed for the back door. Taking a quick look at myself in the reflection of the glass, I pushed open the door and headed for our date.

Ben stood on the back deck, the gentle hum of the night surrounding him as he set the final touches on the small picnic he'd arranged. The flickering candlelight cast a warm, golden glow across the weathered wood, the flames dancing in the soft breeze that rustled the trees. The sky above was a blanket of stars, a perfect backdrop to the intimate scene he was creating. He’d laid out a thick blanket on the deck, cushioning it with a few plush pillows. A bottle of wine sat chilling in a bucket of ice, and an assortment of fruits—grapes, strawberries, and slices of ripe melon—was arranged artfully on a wooden board.

“Wow, Ben,” I breathed as I reached the top step, a soft smile curving my lips. “This is… beautiful.”

He returned my smile as he came to meet me. He grabbed my hand, spun me around, and then pulled me in for a kiss. “I hope this is okay. I didn’t know who I could get to watch Rori, and I really needed to see you.”

“I’ve missed you, too,” I admitted, kissing him back.

The warm glow of the candles bathed us in a soft light.

“This is perfect,” I said, breaking the silence as he led me over to a blanket surrounded by the cushions from the deck furniture.

Ben grabbed a bottle of wine and two glasses before sitting down next to me. He popped the top and poured it slowly before handing it to me. “To us.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said taking a sip. The wine was cool and crisp, a refreshing contrast to the warm summer night. “How was your week? How’s Rori?”

“It was okay. I wanted to see you, but I know you were working. Rori is good as new. You wouldn’t even be able to tell that she was sick. Thanks to our favorite nurse practitioner.” He smiled and I leaned in for a quick kiss.

We sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the night wrapping around us like a blanket as we savored the moment. The flicker of candlelight cast long shadows across the deck, and the gentle breeze carried the scent of the night-blooming jasmine that grew along the fence.

After a while, Ben reached for a handful of grapes, popping one into his mouth before reaching out to offer me one. I reached out and he shook his head. “Open,” he instructed. I opened my mouth, and he placed a grape on my tongue before I closed my lips and chewed.

“You thought of everything,” I remarked, my voice soft. “Candles, wine, fruit… It’s like something out of a movie.”

He chuckled. “I just wanted to do something nice. Something different. Something outside of the bedroom. Don’t get me wrong, I fucking love what we do in the bedroom. But I meant what I said. You deserve dates and sweet gestures and all the romantic things.”

“This is an unexpected side of you, Ben Walker. I like it,” I said with a smile.

“I like you, Charlie. A lot. And it scares the hell out of me.”

My eyes went wide, and he sat straighter.

“No, don’t worry. I just mean, I didn’t think that I would find somebody, like you, that would make me believe in love and romance and happily ever afters.”

My eyes watered. “Love?” I said softly.

“Maybe. Look, Charlie. I have to be honest, I don’t know where this is going. But I like it so far. I want to see where it goes. I want us. Whatever that looks like. What do you think?”

“Well, I already asked if you were my boyfriend,” I teased before taking another drink.

“You did. And I would be proud to be your boyfriend.”

We stared at each other for a time. I saw the vulnerability and the hope in his eyes. I hoped that he could see that I wanted that – us – too.

Finally, I broke the silence, my voice barely above a whisper. “I know you’ve been through a lot, Ben. With Rori, and… everything. It can’t be easy.”

He nodded, his gaze dropping to his glass as he swirled the wine inside. “It hasn’t been,” he admitted quietly. “But I’ve had help. And I’m grateful for it.”

My hand found his and I gripped it, running my thumb over the back of it. “You’re a good father, Ben. Rori’s lucky to have you.”

He looked up, meeting my gaze. “I don’t always feel like I’m doing enough. Like I’m enough.”

“You are,” I said firmly, my hand squeezing his. “You’re doing the best you can, and that’s more than enough.”

“Thank you,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “That means a lot. You make me want to live again. I feel safe with you. I trust you. I want to share everything with you.”

I nodded, my gaze fixed on Ben. “I know what you mean. I’ve been in relationships where I thought I was in love, but… it was more about the idea of love than the reality of it.”

Ben tilted his head, curiosity piqued. “What happened?”

I hesitated, my gaze dropping to the wine glass cradled in her hand. Pulling away from Ben, I took a deep breath. “I thought I had, once,” I admitted. “But it wasn’t meant to be.”

“Go on. Explain,” Ben encouraged.

“We wanted different things. He wanted to settle down, have a family… I wasn’t ready for that. I didn’t think I ever would be.”

Ben nodded, understanding the unspoken pain behind my words. “But you’re great with Rori,” he said softly. “You’re a natural.”

“It’s different with Rori. She’s… she’s special.”

“She is,” Ben agreed, his voice full of warmth. “But you are too, Charlie. You’ve done so much for her, for me.”

“You make it easy,” I said honestly.

“Charlie,” he began, his voice thick with emotion. “I…” he reached out, taking my hand in his and pulling me closer. He moved our wine glasses out of the way and pulled me onto his lap. His touch on my thighs, moving to my back, stroking, gentle.

I settled on his lap and kissed him. Deep and hard. Tongues, teeth, lips. Wanting to show him how much he meant to me. How much I needed him. His hands continued to roam over my body. I anchored my hands on his shoulders and deepened the kiss. I want him. All of him. I felt like he was holding back, and I wanted to be the one to make him let it all go.

I ground my pussy over his hardening cock. Clothes between us be damned, I needed an orgasm. It had been days, and the vibrator in my drawer was nothing compared to Ben. He moaned into my mouth and held my hips still.

“Charlie. Stop. Wait. This isn’t what I wanted.”

I stopped and pulled back. Hurt obvious on my face.

“No, baby. That’s not what I meant. Of course, it’s what I want. But I didn’t want it to be all. I wanted to show you my sweet side. I wanted to pamper you. Take care of you. Woo you,” he admitted softly.

“Woo me?” I asked with a grin, hips moving slowly.

“Yes. We don’t have to fuck every time we see each other.” He kissed my lips and nipped at my neck.

“We don’t have to,” I teased. I could feel his cock getting harder between up.

“Charlie, baby. You’re killing me,” he groaned.

“I don’t want to kill you, Ben. I want to make love to you,” I whispered in his ear.

His hands were still holding my hips, but he wasn’t stopping me from grinding on him.

“We can’t. Not out here. What if Rori wakes up?” The voice of reason fighting to come out.

“Does she usually wake up?” I asked in a hushed voice.

“No. Not usually.”

A smirk crossed my face. “I’m so fucking wet for you,” I said as I moved his hand between us. “Make me come. Clothes on, out here. Right now.”

I’m not even sure he realized that his fingers were moving over my swollen clit as I continued to rock on him. I was so horny. So turned on. For him.

He leaned forward to kiss my chest above my blouse while weaving a hand up the bottom of it and gripping one breast.

I moaned when he squeezed and then his mouth covered the other breast through my shirt and bra. I increased the pace with my hips. Ben’s hand stilled between us.

“I’m so close. Don’t stop, Ben. Please.”

He continued with his hands as I rose to him, and he kissed me like I was breathing life into him.

“You are so naughty. So fucking naughty.” I felt his hand shift and he pinched my clit.

“Oh, fuck, yes,” I said as I climaxed, every muscle tense and he continued to play me. I gripped his shoulders and let my head fall, and I came down.

“Fucking Christ,” He said through clenched teeth. “That was fucking hot. You are so responsive to my touch.” He kissed anywhere he could find skin, nipping my neck, shoulder, and chest. I sat there, enjoying the feel of him between my legs. His erection was hard, long, and firm between us. I shifted my hips after a few minutes and reached between us. He held my hand still.

“I won’t make it. I’m so turned on right now.”

I leaned in, nibbled his ear, and said, “Fuck me, Ben. Right here.”

He moaned and then shifted, just enough to get his clothes out of the way. It was hot, primal and sexy as hell, we were both still clothed, only touching in our most intimate areas, his cock buried deep in my pussy. I rode him slowly at first, but neither of us was able to keep it slow. I bounced on him, taking him deep, squeezing around him, and rocking our pelvises together. It didn’t take long for me to feel him tense.

As I felt his orgasm let loose, I reached between us and pinched my clit just like he had, and I was set off. I didn’t know I liked that. I moaned into his ear as I came. He wrapped his arms around me and held me to him as he continued to pump into me.

We sat like that for minutes, letting our breathing return to normal. Leaning down, I kissed him, trying to convey all my feelings in that kiss. Then I sat back, looked him in the eye, and said, “This has been some first date.”

He laughed and I stood up. He sat there and watched our mixed juices flow slowly down my leg. He licked his lips and reached for me.

“I think I should go. Work tomorrow.”

He stood quickly and adjusted himself, zipping his pants.

“Charlie?” So many questions in his eyes.

“I’m good, Ben. We are good. This was amazing. I promise. I’m not trying to make this weird.”

“When can I see you again?” His hands were gentle as they touched me.

“I work the next three days. I’m doing twelve-hour shifts because we have a couple of people out.”

“Okay. But can I just see you? Even if just a few minutes?” he bent over so we were eye to eye, “Please?”

“I’ll come over after work tomorrow,” I agreed.

“Okay.” He stepped back and moved forward. “I feel like I should at least walk you to your door.”

I laughed. “You can watch me. To make sure I get home safe.” I kissed him again and turned towards the stairs. Before going down I turned back. “Ben?”

“Yes?”

“We are good. Tonight was amazing. Everything I didn’t know I needed. Sweet dreams.”

“Sweet dreams.”


Chapter 22
Ben


The sun had long since dipped below the horizon, casting a velvety twilight over the town. It was movie night—a tradition I had started with Rori after her mom died. It gave us a reason to be together without having to talk. Tonight, things felt different. Tonight, Charlie was there.

The living room was a blend of warmth and comfort, the scent of freshly popped popcorn filling the air, mingling with the faint smell of lavender from a candle burning softly on the coffee table. Plush throw pillows were scattered across the oversized couch, and a thick, knitted blanket was draped over the back of it, inviting anyone who sat down to wrap themselves in its warmth. I had done what I could to create a space that felt like home, a place where Rori could feel safe and loved, and now, with Charlie there, it felt even more complete.

Charlie and Rori were already curled up together on the couch, a picture of domesticity that sent an unexpected pang through my chest. Charlie’s legs were tucked beneath her, and Rori was nestled comfortably against her, her head resting on Charlie’s shoulder. The two of them were wrapped in the blanket, their faces illuminated by the soft glow of the television screen as the opening credits of a Disney movie danced across it.

I stood in the kitchen for a moment, leaning against the counter, watching them from a distance. It was strange how quickly Charlie had become a part of our lives—how easily she fit into moments like this as if she had always been there. Rori adored her, and I… well, I was beginning to realize that I might adore her too.

Rori’s giggles filled the air as the animated characters on the screen began their antics, and I couldn’t help but smile. Her laughter was infectious, and it echoed through the house, making everything feel lighter and brighter.

“Daddy!” Rori called out, her voice filled with excitement. “Are you gonna stay in the kitchen all night? The movie’s starting!”

I chuckled, grabbing the bowl of popcorn, and making my way into the living room. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I said, settling down next to Charlie on the couch. She shifted giving me space to fit behind her. The cushions sank beneath me, and I could feel the warmth radiating from where she sat beside me. Her presence was as comforting as the soft blanket draped over them. My girls.

Charlie had kept her promise and came over after work on that Sunday. Rori was just getting ready for bed and Charlie gave in to her request for a story. Rori was at the point where she could read to herself, but she still enjoyed it when somebody read to her. After she fell asleep, Charlie met me in the kitchen.

We had a serious make-out session, but Charlie stopped it before I took her on the counter. And I would have. I wanted to lay her out in front of me and eat her like a starving man. I think she saw it on my face. She pulled away, gave me a chaste kiss, and promised to come to movie night.

I went to bed with a steel rod in my pants and I’m not ashamed to say I jerked off to thoughts of Charlie sucking me off. I was gone, gone, gone for this woman. I wondered if she went home and used her vibrator, but I wasn’t going to ask.

Now, she was here with me. Here with us. It had been two weeks since we had started sleeping together. But it was more than sex. It was fun and companionship and comfort. It was all the things I never thought I’d find again.

I offered the bowl of popcorn to Rori first, who took a handful with a grin before turning her attention back to the movie. I then shifted my gaze to Charlie, who was smiling softly as she reached for the bowl. Our fingers brushed for a brief moment, and the contact, though light, sent a tingle through my arm. I kissed the top of her head before filling my mouth with a handful of popcorn.

“Thanks for inviting me,” Charlie said quietly, her voice just above a whisper. She glanced over at me, her green eyes catching the soft light from the screen.

I gave her a small smile, my heart doing that strange flip it had been doing lately whenever she looked at me. “You’re always welcome. I’m glad you could make it. Rori was excited to have you here.”

“And you?” she asked, her tone teasing, though there was a hint of something deeper beneath it.

I hesitated for a beat, my eyes meeting hers. The room around us seemed to fade for a moment, the sounds of the movie and Rori’s laughter becoming background noise. “Yeah,” I admitted, my voice soft. “I’m glad too.”

A small smile played on her lips before she snuggled into my chest. It was no small feat with Rori snuggled up against her. But she made it work. I forgot about popcorn and the movie. I just enjoyed the feel of Charlie against me.

As the movie progressed, the room filled with the familiar sounds of Disney magic—the sweeping orchestral score, the characters’ lively dialogue, and the occasional burst of laughter from Rori.

Charlie shifted slightly beside me, her shoulder pressing against mine, and before I could think too much about it, I leaned down and kissed her softly. A small gasp passed her lips and we both looked at Rori. I smiled then. I was okay with Rori knowing about us. Well, maybe not all about us, but that we were a couple. I didn’t think that we needed to make a big announcement, but it was okay for her to see us touch, kiss, hug. I made a mental note to talk to Charlie and get her thoughts before going full public displays of affection.

My heart thudded in my chest, a steady rhythm that seemed too loud in the quiet of the room. I tried to focus on the movie, on the brightly colored animation and the cheerful songs, but my attention kept drifting back to Charlie. The way her chestnut waves brushed against my arm, the soft scent of her shampoo—something floral, like jasmine—mingled with the warmth of the popcorn and the lavender candle. Everything about her felt familiar and yet new at the same time, like something I hadn’t realized I’d been missing.

As the movie hit one of its more emotional moments, Rori shifted too, climbing onto Charlie’s lap, and cuddling into her. Charlie wrapped her arms around my daughter without hesitation and holding her close kissed the top of her head. I felt my chest tighten at the sight. It was so natural, so effortless, the way they interacted with each other. Rori trusted Charlie and it was clear that Charlie cared deeply for Rori in return. I couldn’t have asked for a better woman to come into my life when I felt I was broken.

As the movie reached its climax, Rori sat up, her eyes wide with excitement. “Daddy! Look! It’s the part where they save the day!” she exclaimed, her voice filled with wonder.

I chuckled, nodding as I glanced at the screen. “Yeah, Bug. It’s the best part.”

Rori’s attention was glued to the TV, her little body vibrating with excitement as the characters triumphed over adversity, their animated faces lighting up the room with joy. I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm, my heart swelling with pride. Rori was my whole world and seeing her so happy made everything we had gone through worth it.

But as I looked back at Charlie, who was watching the screen with a soft smile, I realized that maybe, just maybe, there was room in our world for someone else too.

The movie ended with a swell of music, and the room fell into a comfortable silence as the credits rolled. Rori, worn out from the excitement, yawned and snuggled deeper into the blanket, her eyelids drooping as she fought sleep. I glanced at Charlie, who looked just as content, her hand resting gently on Rori’s back as she soothed her.

“I think someone’s ready for bed,” I whispered, my voice soft not wanting to break the moment.

Charlie smiled, nodding as she brushed a strand of hair from Rori’s face. “I think you’re right.”

Rori mumbled something incoherent, her eyes fluttering closed as she drifted off to sleep, her small body curled up against Charlie’s side.

I stood, moving carefully so as not to wake her. I leaned down, scooping Rori up in my arms with the practiced ease and the memory of the last time I had done this assaulted my brain. She barely stirred, her head resting against my chest as she let out a soft sigh.

“I’ll be right back,” I said quietly to Charlie as I carried Rori towards the stairs.

I tucked Rori into bed, pulling the blankets up around her and brushing a kiss against her forehead. As I stood there for a moment, watching her sleep, I felt that same mix of love and responsibility that I always did when I looked at her. But tonight, there was something more—something that made me realize just how much my life had changed since moving here.

“I love you, Bug. I hope I’m doing right by you.” I moved to the door and closed it softly.

When I returned to the living room, Charlie was still on the couch, her legs curled beneath her as she sipped the last of her drink. The TV had switched to a low hum, the credits long since finished, and the room was bathed in a soft, peaceful glow.

“Is she out?” Charlie asked, her voice quiet.

I nodded, sinking beside her once more. “Yeah. She didn’t last long.”

Charlie smiled, setting her glass down on the coffee table. “She’s a good kid, Ben. You’re doing a great job with her.”

“You’re good with her too,” I said after a beat, his voice sincere. “She really likes you.”

Charlie looked down, her cheeks flushing slightly. “I like her too.”

I shifted slightly pulling her into my arm and kissing her softly. “Thank you for coming over tonight.”

“Thanks for the invite. I had fun.” She kissed me and shifted her body over mine.

My arm instinctively wrapped around her shoulders, pulling her closer. For a long time, we sat there like that, the room quiet and still, the weight of the world slipping away as we found comfort in each other’s presence. I wanted to carry her to my bed. I wanted to make love to her like she deserved. I wanted to cherish her and make her happy. As those thoughts swirled around me, another one hovered. Did I love her? Was this true love? It was scary as fuck, and I wasn’t ready to say it out loud.

“Question?” I said looking up at her.

“Answer,” she responded by meeting my gaze.

“Are we ready to tell Rori about us? Tell others? Are we ready to go public?” I ran my hands up and down her back, not wanting to break our connection. Almost afraid of her answer.

She smiled and kissed me. “Yes, Ben. We can go public. I don’t think we need to make a big announcement, but if anybody asks I will happily tell them that you are my boyfriend.”

“Thank fuck! I don’t like feeling like you are my dirty little secret.”

She laughed and leaned back. “I’ll be your dirty little secret in the bedroom.”

Eyes wide, I smacked her ass, and she yelped. “You bet you will.”

We kissed and caressed for a while longer until she called it and went home to get some sleep.


Chapter 23
Ben


The cold metal of the mailbox handle sent a shiver up my spine as I flipped open the small door, my gut tight with an all-too-familiar sense of foreboding. Bills, a couple of flyers, and then... there it was. A stark, cream envelope bearing the return address in formal, embossed print: Henderson & Rowe Attorneys at Law.

“Come on, Ben,” I muttered to myself, “just a letter.” But my hands betrayed me, trembling slightly as I tore at the seal, the paper slicing my finger in its urgency to be read. I winced, not from the sting but from the undercurrent of dread pooling in my stomach.

“Benjamin Walker,” the letter began, and with each word that followed, my world constricted and tightened around me like a noose. The grandparents—her grandparents—were filing for partial custody of Rori. My Rori.

“Over my dead body,” I breathed out, the words a silent snarl between clenched teeth. Anger surged through me, hot and fierce, a protective inferno ready to burn down any threat to my little girl.

I paced the length of my living room, the open letter clutched in my hand as if by holding it, I could somehow change the reality of the words printed on it. Each step was a silent declaration of war. They had no right. No right to barge into our lives after all this time, after all we'd been through.

“Rori needs stability, damn it!” I exploded, my voice echoing against the walls adorned with her crayon masterpieces and framed memories. “She needs me.” My reflection in the glass of a framed photo caught my eye—Rori's laughter trapped forever in a moment, and me beside her, grinning like she was my entire universe. Because she was.

“Everything's going to be okay, Bug,” I promised the image of her smiling face. But the promise was also to me, a vow etched deep into my heart. They might think they could swoop in with their lawyers and their money, but they didn't know the strength of a father's love. They didn't know I'd move heaven and earth to keep my little girl safe and happy.

I dropped onto the couch, the leather cool against my heated skin, and forced myself to reread the letter. Every legal jargon, every cold, impersonal term—it all boiled down to one thing: a battle I hadn't anticipated but was ready to fight tooth and nail.

“Rori,” I whispered, her name a talisman against the storm brewing on the horizon. I'd shield her from this, from all of it. She'd laugh and play and live without the shadow of a courtroom looming over her childhood.

“Whatever it takes,” I vowed, tucking the letter away like a soldier might holster his weapon, preparing for the inevitable conflict to come.

I needed to pick up Rori soon, but I knew there was one person who could help me with this. My fingers trembled slightly as I opened my phone and searched my contacts. I hit send and switched to speaker mode. I held my breath, listening to the line ringing, praying that Jackson would pick up.

Jackson Montgomery was my cousin on my mom’s side. He was close to my age, and we had gotten into all kinds of trouble growing up. Now I was a police officer, and he was a fancy lawyer. We hadn’t stayed close, but close enough that I knew I could call him with my situation.

“Hey, Ben! Long time, man. How's it—”

“Jackson,” I cut in before pleasantries could steal precious seconds. “I need your help.”

“Sure, what's up?” There was an immediate shift in Jackson's tone; concern sharpened his words.

I ran a hand through my hair, gripping the strands for a moment. “It's about Rori. Her grandparents, The Larson’s... they're filing for partial custody.”

“Damn,” Jackson exhaled. “I'm sorry, Ben. That's rough.”

“Can you walk me through my options? I don't know the first thing about this legal stuff, and I can't afford to mess this up.”

“Of course. First things first, do you have representation?”

“Lawyer? Yes, fucker. Why do you think I’m calling you.” Ben's voice wavered, a rare crack in his usually steady demeanor.

“Calm down. I’m here for you. I am. I need more info. When can we meet?” I could hear Jackson flipping through papers.

“Fucking now? I can’t lose her, Jackson. I can’t.” I was frantic, panicked.

“Calm down, you won’t. I’m free later. You’re in Morgan Falls now? Can you meet me in Curly’s at seven?”

Curly’s was a local bar in Peterson Bay, where Jackson and his brothers lived on a family compound with their parents.

“I can. I just need to figure something out first. I don’t want to bring Rori.”

“Okay. Call me back if you can’t make it and we will figure out something else.”

“Thanks, Jax. I appreciate it.”

“Anytime. See you soon.”

The line went dead, but I felt a sliver of hope amidst the tumult of my emotions. Jackson was dependable, smart, and creative. He would make this work in my favor.

With newfound resolve, I crossed the small yard separating the two halves of the duplex and knocked on Charlie's door.

“Hey, Ben,” Charlie greeted me, her green eyes reflecting the colors of dusk. “I thought we weren’t meeting until later. Everything okay?” She stood back so I could enter.

“Actually, there's something I need to talk to you about.” I paced the length of the living room. Charlie's place was a cozy mirror image of his own. Her walls boasted framed photographs of smiling faces, evidence of her vibrant social life. A guitar rested against the couch, speaking silently of her musical passion.

“Ben, you are scaring me. What’s wrong?” She was standing at the door, wringing her hands. “Is it Rori?”

“Rori's grandparents are trying to get partial custody of her,” I revealed, the words tasting bitter on his tongue.

Charlie's brows furrowed with concern. “What? How can they do that?”

“They have money. And they were never happy that I moved here. Rori is their only link to Maria, and I get that, I do. But I needed a fresh start. I needed to be out of Rockford. Fuck!” I exclaimed, running my hands through my hair and down my face. “My cousin, Jackson is a lawyer. He said he would meet with me tonight. But I don’t want to take Rori. Can you get her from the sitter? Can you watch her?”

“Of Course.” She moved to me and placed her hands on my forearms. “I’ve got her. But Ben, you need to calm down. Not saying that to be a bitch. I don’t want you driving like this. You’re scaring me a little.”

Hearing Charlie say she was scared cooled me off. I never wanted her to be scared of me or for me. I pulled her in and rested my chin on her head.

“I’m sorry, baby. I’m scared. What if they win?”

She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. “One thing at a time. Go meet with Jackson. I’ll take Rori to my dad’s. She can chase the chickens and feed the goats. I’ll get her dinner and into bed. I’m sure you will be back late.”

“Probably.” I kissed her head and pulled back, arms still around her back. “Thank you.”

“No thanks necessary. Go, do what you need to do. I’ll go get Rori. Do you need to call and let them know I’m picking her up?”

I smiled down at her then. “I added you to her pick-up list a while ago.”

She kissed softly and pulled away. “Then go. I’ve got Rori.”


Chapter 24
Charlie


The late afternoon sun dipped lazily over the horizon as I pulled into the driveway of the small, white house that belonged to Theresa. I climbed out of the car and smiled as I caught a glimpse of Rori through the window, her small face pressed against the glass, eyes wide with excitement.

I walked quickly to the front door and knocked. Theresa opened it.

“Charlie? I’m surprised to see you. Is Ben okay?” she asked.

“Yes. He just had to run over to Peterson Bay for a meeting. He asked me to grab Rori and make sure she gets dinner.”

Rori was at the door, throwing on her backpack and slipping her feet into her shoes. “Hi, Charlie! Where’s daddy?”

“He had to go to a meeting. He asked me to get you. I thought we could go to my dad’s and see the animals.”

“Yes,” Rori shouted. She threw her arms around my legs in an enthusiastic hug before looking up with her bright eyes. “I love animals.”

“I know you do. Do you have all your stuff?” I asked, ruffling her hair.

“Yup. Ready!” She was vibrating with excitement in anticipation of seeing the animals. I had taken her to the farm once before and she had talked about it for days.

“You ready to chase some chickens?” I asked with a smile.

Rori’s face lit up even more if that was possible, and she bounced on the balls of her feet. “Yes! Yes, I love the chickens! And the goats!” She grabbed my hand, tugging me toward the car. “Let’s go, let’s go! Bye, Ms. Theresa.

With another wave goodbye, I made sure Rori was buckled into her seat and hopped into the driver’s seat. The ride to Dad’s farm was a familiar one, the roads winding through lush green pastures and quiet country roads. As we drove, the air grew sweeter, carrying the faint scent of freshly mown hay and the earthy fragrance of animals. Rori chatted away in the backseat, her excitement bubbling over as she told me all about her day.

It wasn’t long before we arrived at the farm, a sprawling stretch of land that had been in my family for generations. After talking to Ben, I texted dad we were coming before I picked up Rori. He was waiting for us on the porch of the farmhouse, a wide grin on his weathered face as we pulled up. His graying hair peeked out from beneath a faded baseball cap, and his hands were tucked into the pockets of his overalls, as though he’d been waiting there just for them.

As soon as I stopped the car, Rori was out like a shot, running full tilt toward Howie. “Howie!” she squealed, launching herself at him.

Dad let out a hearty laugh as he caught her in his arms. “There’s my Rori girl!” he said, spinning her around once before setting her down. “Ready to see those chickens?”

I loved that Dad had accepted Ben and Rori as part of the family as soon as I had told him we were dating. Or maybe he had even before that. He liked to remind me often that he was not getting any younger and he would “love to have a grandbaby” before he died. Even the thought of it made me roll my eyes. My dad was only fifty-eight.

Rori nodded eagerly, already wriggling out of his grasp, and running toward the barn where the animals were kept. I watched her go, my heart swelling at the sight of Rori so comfortable here. It had only been a couple of months since Ben and Rori had moved to Morgan Falls and a few weeks since Ben and I had become more than neighbors.

“How’s my big girl?” Howie asked, pulling me into a hug as I reached the porch.

“Good, Dad,” I said, squeezing him tightly before stepping back. “Busy. But good.”

“Are you going to tell me what’s got that sad look on your face? Did Ben do something?”

“No. Not Ben. He had to go to Peterson Bay. Looks like Rori’s grandparents are filing a claim for partial custody. He went to meet with his cousin who is a lawyer.”

“Oh. Do they have a case?” he asked, concern on his face.

“Maybe,” I answered, shrugging my shoulders.

Dad nodded, his eyes following Rori as she darted toward the chicken coop. “Well, I hope he figures it out.”

We stood there for a few moments in comfortable silence, watching Rori as she played. The sky had started to turn a soft shade of pink, the last rays of sunlight filtering through the trees and casting a golden glow over the farm. The chickens clucked contentedly as Rori ran around, and the goats bleated lazily from their pen.

“I’ll go check on dinner,” Dad said after a while. “I’ve got a roast in the oven. Should be ready soon.”

I smiled. “That sounds perfect.”

I called Rori back from the barn as Dad went inside, and with some coaxing, managed to herd her inside. The farmhouse smelled of roasted meat and garlic, the rich, savory scent making my stomach growl. Dad had always been a great cook, and I couldn’t wait to sit down and enjoy one of his meals. We settled around the old wooden table in the kitchen, the worn surface marked by years of family dinners and laughter.

As we ate, Rori chattered about the animals, telling Dad all about the chickens and the goats as if he didn’t see them every day. Dad listened with rapt attention, nodding along, and asking questions, his eyes twinkling with amusement. I sat back, content to let them have their conversation, though my mind kept wandering back to Ben. He hadn’t texted. He should have been with Jackson by now. I just wanted to know that he got there safely. He was so distraught at my house.

I slid my phone out of my pocket and excused myself.

Charlie

Thinking of you. Wanted to make sure you made it okay.




He responded right away.

Ben

I’m here. Jackson has some ideas.



Charlie

Good. Meet you at the house. Any ideas on ETA?




Ben

Unsure. I’ll let you know when I head home



Charlie

Okay




And then on a whim, I took a photo of Rori and my dad at the table and sent it to Ben.

Ben

I love that kid. Has she tried to convince your dad to let her bring a chicken home yet?



Charlie

She hasn’t but now you put it out in the universe…If she does it’s on you. *smiley face emoji*




Ben

I would probably let her. See you soon. *kissy face emoji*



***

Dinner passed in a comfortable blur of conversation and laughter, the farmhouse filled with the warmth of family. After we finished eating, I helped Dad clean up while Rori ran outside to say goodbye to the animals. The sky had turned a deep shade of purple by the time we left, the first stars twinkling in the darkening sky.

I buckled Rori into the backseat of the car, and we said goodbye to Dad with a promise to come back soon, with Ben.

The ride was quiet, the hum of the car’s engine and the soft music playing through the speakers. Rori had fallen asleep almost as soon as we left the farm, her head resting against the window, her small body curled up in her seat.

When we arrived at the house, I woke Rori and helped her inside. She probably needed a bath, but she was sleeping on her feet. The house was quiet, dimly lit by the soft glow of a single lamp in the living room. I carried Rori to her room and set her down on the bed. Taking off her shoes, I tucked her in and brushed a gentle kiss against her forehead before tiptoeing out of the room.

I sat down on the couch, letting out a soft sigh as I leaned back against the cushions. The house felt empty without Ben. I pulled out my phone and saw that I had missed a text from him.

Ben

On my way home. See you soon, baby.



Charlie

We just got back. Rori is in bed




I closed my eyes for what felt like a minute but woke to the sound of the front door opening. I looked up to see Ben stepping inside, his clothes rumpled and his hair slightly tousled, as if he’d been running his hands through it all day. His tired eyes lit up when he looked at me.

“Hey,” he said, closing the door behind him and kicking off his shoes.

“Hey,” I responded, standing from the couch. “How did it go?”

“Better than I expected.” He pulled me in for a hug and I relaxed into him. He kissed the top of my head and pulled back. “I’m glad I went.”

Pushing up for a kiss, I pulled him closer. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No. Yes. Maybe.” He sighed and moved me to the couch.

We sat next to each other, and he grabbed my hands, wrapping our fingers together and bringing them to his mouth. He kissed the back of my hand and rested back on the couch closing his eyes.

“Tell me? Is it bad?” I asked shifting so my back was to his chest. Our hands still connected over my shoulder.

“No. Not bad. Just weird. Jackson thinks I should call them. Even though they hired a lawyer, it sounds like they just want some time with her.”

“I can’t fault them for that. She is a great kid.”

“Yes, she is.” He kissed my head again. “He thinks we can work something out without it going to court. He offered to be available by phone if needed, and he would go to Rockford with me if it does go to court.”

“You’ve got good people around you, Ben.”

“I know. And thank fuck for that.”

We sat there silently for a moment before Ben sighed. “I’ve missed you.”

“I just saw you two days ago,” I teased.

“I know. But I’ve missed you. Will you stay?”

I shifted to look up at him. Heat and longing in his hazel eyes. “I work in the morning…”

He blew out a breath.

“But yes, I’ll stay.”

“Thank fuck.” He leaned down and kissed me with all of the pent-up emotion of the day. I started to shift to his lap, and he shook his head. “No. Not here. I want you. All of you. Come on.” He stood up quickly and hands still connected, pulled me up the stairs behind him.

Once we were in the bedroom, he closed the door and clicked the lock. He was pulling off his shirt as I walked toward the bed. Fire and desire were in his eyes. I slowly pulled my shirt over my head as he stalked towards me. That was the only way to describe it.

He wrapped his arms around me and undid my bra, letting it fall to the floor. Leaning down for a kiss, he was hungry. Hungry for me. For everything I could give him. I shimmied my pants down my legs and stood before him in only a black lace thong.

“Fuck,” he hissed as he looked down at me. “You are fucking beautiful.”

He said it every time we had sex and I gotta say, I didn’t get tired of hearing it. He made me believe it. I licked my lips and looked down, reaching for his zipper.

“Let me do this. For you.”

He cupped my cheek and smiled softly. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to. I want your cock in my mouth. I want you to lose control. For me. Because of me.” I dropped to my knees and pulled him out of his boxers. I stroked him softly up and down, barely a touch. He hissed through his teeth.

“I love your fucking hand on my dick.”

“More than my mouth?” I teased, increasing the pressure.

“No. the same. I think. I can’t think with you touching me,” he admitted.

I leaned in and licked the tip before sucking it into my mouth. I heard his growl and smiled around his hard cock. Up and down, in and out, I continued to work him until I felt his muscles tense. I pulled my mouth off him and sat back on my heels.

“I want to be inside you. I want to feel you. I want to feel.”

I stood and spun him around, backing him to the bed. He plopped down and pulled his pants off the rest of the way. He laid back and moved up the bed until his head was on the pillow. I stood there watching him watch me. I reached up and cupped my breasts, teasing the nipples before licking my lips.

“Baby, get over her. Get on my cock.”

I kept my eyes on him while I pushed down my thong and stood naked in front of him.

“Come here,” he demanded.

I crawled up the bed, over his body, leaning over to kiss him as I straddled his hips. Settling my pussy over his hard length.

“Fuck, you are so wet.”

“Only for you, Ben. This is all for you.”

“Fuck yeah it is,” he growled as he flipped me over and entered me in one movement.

“Ben!” I cried, feeling the length of him filling me.

“Baby, I fucking love you pussy. I love how responsive you are. I love how you moan when I suck your tits. I love how you move with me. I fucking love all of it.” With each statement, he thrust into me as if to punctuate the statement. “I love you,” he admitted before bringing his mouth to my neck to kiss and nip the tender skin there. “Love you.”

Tears formed in my eyes as we continued to meet each other, thrust for trust. Good tears, I promise. I loved him too. With everything I had, I loved this man.

“Baby, I’m nearly there. What do you need? I need you to come with me.”

I shifted and reached between us, letting him continue to set the rhythm, teasing my clit, and bringing me closer and closer to climax.

“Charlie, Fuck!” he cried out as he slammed into me and my muscles contracted around him, bringing us to orgasm together. Bonding us over the actions and words. He slowed his thrusts and pushed up to look into my eyes.

I reached up and brushed a hair out of his face. “Oh, Ben.”

He leaned down and kissed me with all the love he had to give.

After he pulled out, he reached for my hand and pulled me into the bathroom. He turned on the shower and waited for the water to warm before pulling me in with him. We washed each other. This shower was the most intimate thing that we had done. And I felt like it was breaking down both of our walls and a fresh beginning for us as a couple.

We dried each other off in between kisses and caresses and then he helped me slide a tee shirt over my nakedness. I wasn’t opposed to sleeping naked, but we had Rori to think about. I moved to the bed and slid under the covers. Before joining me, Ben unlocked the door. He slid into the bed, pulled me to him and kissed me again.


Chapter 25
Ben


I woke up with my arms wrapped around Charlie and a smile played across my lips. I pulled her tighter and kissed the top of her head.

“Morning,” she mumbled curling into my side and pulling the sheet up to her shoulders.

“Morning," I whispered, enjoying the feel of her in my arms.

She rolled closer and wrapped her arm across my chest and moved her leg over my thigh.

“What time is it?” she asked without opening her eyes.

“Almost seven,” I said after glancing at my phone on the charger.

She shifted and moved up for a kiss. The warmth of her caressed my side.

“Ugh.”

I held her like that, both of us enjoying the moment. But the moment was broken when we heard Rori’s feet hit the floor and pat down the hallway.

I chuckled as I moved to push the covers off. “Rori’s up. I better get up.”

“Ugh,” she moaned again.

I stood up and turned to the bed. Charlie in my bed was one of the sweetest and sexiest visions I could have ever imagined. As I moved to grab a pair of sweatpants, I heard the doorknob start to turn. Charlie pulled the covers up to her neck as Rori entered the room.

“Daddy, I’m hungry.” Her sleepy eyes caught Charlie, and she smiled, running to the bed. “Charlie! Did you guys have a sleepover?”

I chuckled as Rori jumped on the bed. Charlie reached out to Rori and brushed a hair out of her face.

“We did. Is that okay?”

“Of course. But next time will you sleep in my room? We can make a fort and stuff.”

“We’ll see, Rori girl.” Charlie pushed up and smiled at me.

“Yay!” she looked back at me. “I’m hungry.”

I slid the gray sweatpants over my hips and grabbed the closest tee, quickly pulling it over my head. “Well, let’s go make breakfast then.”

Rori followed me towards the door. “You coming, Charlie?”

“Yup. I’m coming.” She smiled at me as she threw her legs over the side of the bed “Just give me a minute.”

Rori slipped her hand into mine as we headed down the hallway toward the kitchen. Her little feet padded lightly against the floor, and her energy was already picking up. I glanced down at her, marveling at how quickly she could go from sleepy-eyed to full of life in the blink of an eye.

“What do you want for breakfast, Rori?” I asked as we rounded the corner into the kitchen.

“Pancakes!” she said without missing a beat, hopping up onto one of the chairs at the island.

“Pancakes, huh? With strawberries?”

She nodded vigorously, her bedhead bouncing with each motion. I smiled and started gathering ingredients, grabbing the mixing bowl and a whisk. I started brewing the coffee. The sound of Charlie’s footsteps came softly from behind me, and I turned to see her walking into the kitchen, her hair tousled and her eyes still soft with sleep. She wore one of my old shirts, and the sight of her in it did something to my chest.

“Good morning again,” she said, her voice warm as she reached out to ruffle Rori’s hair before leaning against the counter beside me. “What’s on the menu?”

“Pancakes with strawberries, per the little lady’s request.” I nodded toward Rori, who beamed up at Charlie.

“Good choice,” Charlie said with a wink. “Can I help?”

“Always,” I said, passing her the bowl. Our hands brushed, and I couldn’t help but pause for a second, feeling the warmth of her touch.

As we worked together, the morning unfolded in a quiet rhythm—me whisking the batter, Charlie cutting up strawberries, and Rori chatting nonstop about everything she wanted to do today. The easy domesticity of it all made my chest tighten in the best way.

“So, what should we do today, Rori?” Charlie asked as she poured the batter onto the hot griddle. She looked at me softly knowing I was going to make the call to the Larson’s.

“Can we go to the park?” Rori said, eyes lighting up.

“I think that sounds like a perfect plan.”

I flipped a pancake and nodded. A knowing look passed between us.

I turned off the stove as the last pancake finished cooking and started plating the food. “Alright, pancakes are ready. Let’s dig in before Rori starts eyeing dessert options.” I grinned at Rori, who giggled, knowing her sweet tooth all too well.

We sat down at the table, and for a moment, it felt like this was the most natural thing in the world—the three of us together, sharing a simple meal, laughing as syrup dripped from Rori’s chin while she ate. Every time I caught Charlie’s eyes across the table, I couldn’t help but feel like something had shifted. Maybe it was the comfort of it all, the way she fit so seamlessly into my life and Rori’s.

Rori took a big bite of her pancake and looked up at us with wide eyes. “Are we a family now?” she asked her question so innocently and bluntly that it caught both of us off guard.

Charlie’s eyes widened, and I nearly choked on my coffee. We exchanged a quick glance, and I wasn’t sure how to answer without overwhelming her or complicating things. But Charlie, ever graceful, reached across the table and squeezed Rori’s little hand.

“We’re all here for each other, Rori,” she said gently, her voice filled with warmth. “And that’s what matters.”

Rori seemed satisfied with that answer, nodding thoughtfully before taking another syrupy bite of her pancakes.

I met Charlie’s gaze again, feeling an unspoken understanding passed between us. Whatever this was—whatever we were building together—it was real. And maybe, just maybe, it was exactly what I’d been looking for all along.

***

After breakfast, I cleaned the kitchen while Charlie ran home to shower and clean up. Rori played in her room, and I could hear her talking to her dolls. It sounded like she was playing school. I loved that kid. I mean, of course, I did, she was my daughter. But she was embedded in my heart, and I would do anything to keep her protected.

As I started the dishwasher and moved to the stairs, Charlie came through the front door.

“You’re back.”

“I’m back. Where’s Rori?” She moved quickly towards me.

“Playing in her room.” I wrapped my arms around her and leaned down for a kiss.

“Do you want me here when you make the call?” This woman. I loved her. So much. So fast. It was as if it was her destiny to be a part of our lives.

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” I sighed and pulled away, hating the distance I placed between us.

“How about this? I’ll take Rori to my house. That way I’m close if you need me. After that, we can take her to the park to run off some of that energy she’s already collecting.”

“That works.” I blew out a deep breath. “I’m scared.”

“Are they reasonable people?” she asked as she placed a warm hand on the center of my chest. She was my anchor in the unknown.

“Usually,” I admitted.

“Then think positive. I’m here for you.” With another kiss, she pulled away and ran up the stairs.

Charlie and Rori were out the door quickly with a plan to make cookies at Charlie’s. If there was anything Rori liked more than running around outside, it was baking. Another thing she got from her mom. Her mom. The Larson’s.

After the girls left and the house was silent, I paced with my phone in my hand. Jackson said it should be okay for me to call. I was nervous, jittery, scared. Finally, I took a deep breath and pulled up their number. Sitting on the edge of the couch, I tapped the call button. The phone rang twice before it was answered.

“Benjamin,” a curt voice said.

“Doug," I gripped the phone tighter in my hand.

“I assume you got the petition?”It was as much a question as a statement.

“I did. But I’m hoping it doesn’t have to come to court," I replied honestly.

“We just want to see Rori. To spend time with her. It’s not fair that you moved her away from us. From our family. We miss her.”

I ran a hand through my hair and leaned back into the cushion.

“I can’t be mad about that, Doug. I just needed something different. For me and for her. Everything around us reminded me of Maria and it was tearing me apart.”

“Even us? We were nothing but supportive, Ben. Maria was our daughter.”

The weight of Doug's words hung in the air like a storm cloud. I swallowed hard, rubbing my hand across my face. “I know she was your daughter, Doug. I know.” My voice softened, trying to bridge the gap between us. “You were supportive, and I’ll never forget that. But it wasn’t just about the support. Everywhere I turned, there were reminders—her favorite café, the park, your house. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want Rori growing up with that same heaviness hanging over her.”

Doug sighed on the other end of the line, the tension slowly releasing but not fully gone. “I get that you're hurting, Ben, we all are, but... you took her from us. Do you know how hard that’s been for Joyce? We’ve missed so much. Every week that goes by, she asks when she’s going to see her granddaughter again.”

I closed my eyes, the guilt eating away at me. I hadn’t meant to hurt them, but I also hadn’t been able to think of anyone else’s pain but my own back then. “That’s why I’m calling,” I said, my voice steadying. “I want Rori to see you. I know it’s important for her to have you in her life.”

There was a pause, and I could hear Doug’s breathing on the other end. “You’re serious? You’re going to let us see her?”

“I am,” I confirmed. “I was thinking maybe next weekend. You could come here, or... if you're comfortable, Rori could come stay with you for a couple of days.”

Doug's surprise was palpable. “You’re willing to let her come to us?”

“I trust you both,” I said, meaning it. Whatever our disagreements, I never doubted their love for Rori. “I know you’d take care of her. And I think she’d love to spend time with you guys again. But, Doug...” I hesitated, my voice firm now. “There’s one thing I need to make clear. I want this to work for Rori's sake, but we're not going to court. I don’t want her caught up in legal battles. If you’re willing to work with me, I’ll make sure you see her regularly, but I won’t be forced into something through legal threats.”

Doug was quiet for a moment before he cleared his throat. “We don’t want to drag this into court either, Ben. I just... Joyce was desperate. She’s afraid we’ll lose Rori too.”

“You won’t,” I said. “I promise you that. We’ll figure this out, Doug.”

Another pause, and then Doug’s voice softened. “Thank you, Ben. I’ll talk to Ruth, and we’ll be ready for her next weekend. I appreciate you doing this.”

We made a plan for me to drop Rori off on Friday and pick her up on Sunday. Returning to Rockford was going to be rough. But I needed to do right by Rori. She deserved to spend time with her grandparents. Fuck, I needed to call my mom.

“Would you like to talk to her?” I asked.

“I would. We would.” The excitement in his voice reverberated through the phone.

“Hold on.” I held the phone away from my ear as I jogged over to Charlie’s house. I let myself in and heard the girls singing 80’s hair band music in the kitchen. I chuckled and I moved towards the sounds.

Charlie looked up at me with questioning eyes. I held the phone out and shook it.

“Rori, Grandpa Doug is on the phone. You wanna say hi?”

“Grandpa!” she exclaimed climbing off the stool. She took the phone from me and walked to the living room.

I moved to Charlie and let out a deep breath. Her arms wove around my waist, and I leaned into her. “You okay?”

“I’m taking Rori to them this weekend.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I am. They aren’t bad people. They miss Maria. And Rori. And it’s not fair of me to keep Rori away.”

“You’re a good man, Ben Walker.”

Rori returned to the room and handed me the phone. “Here Daddy. Grandpa says I get to see them this weekend.”

“You do. Is that okay?” I asked hesitantly.

“Yes. It will be fun. Grandpa said he’ll take me fishing.”

“Sounds wonderful.” I pulled away from Charlie and put the phone back to my ear. “Doug? Friday then?” I continued moving through Charlie’s home and back to mine.

We finalized plans and I shot off a text to Jackson giving him the updated plans. Then I spent the rest of the day with my girls. We went to the park. We had lunch together at Charlie’s. We watched a movie. We did all of the normal things that families did on the weekend. And it felt like home. It felt like family. It was everything to me.


Chapter 26
Ben


The week had passed in a blur. Charlie had worked all week, tired at the end of the day, she spent most nights at her place. She had managed to get the weekend off and we had made plans to spend it together once I dropped Rori off. Noah had given me Friday afternoon off so I could get an early start. The drive to Rockford was almost three hours and I wasn’t looking forward to doing that after a nine-hour shift.

Rori had packed a bag on Thursday night and was not happy to go to the babysitter’s Friday morning. But I promised it was just for a few hours. Now we were in the car, driving the highway that would take us back to Illinois.

The road stretched endlessly ahead, a monotonous ribbon weaving through the landscape of Wisconsin. The hum of the engine was a soothing balm to my weary soul. I glanced in the rearview mirror at my daughter, her chestnut locks bouncing with each bump on the road, her head nodding to the country music playing through the speakers.

“Are you excited to spend the weekend with grandma and grandpa?” I asked, attempting to mask the nervousness that had taken up residence in my voice since we left home.

Rori's eyes, bright as midsummer skies, met mine in the mirror. “Yeah! Grandma said we'd bake cookies!” Her enthusiasm was infectious, but it did little to ease the stress of leaving her, even if it was with her grandparents. I had let Rori call them a couple of times this week. They had made plans and Rori wasted no time telling me all of them. I wondered how they would fit it all into 48 hours.

“Remember to help out, and don't give them too much trouble, okay?” I tried to sound casual, but the protective father in me latched onto every word, every possible scenario where she might need me.

“I will, Daddy.” She giggled her innocence a balm to my frayed nerves.

Two hours slipped by, filled with a playlist of Rori's favorite songs and the occasional game of I-spy. We finally pulled into the gravel driveway of a quaint country home, where wildflowers danced in the breeze, their sweet scent seeping into the car as soon as I rolled down the windows.

“Here we are,” I announced, parking the car, and stepping out to help Rori with her bag.

We walked hand in hand to the front door. As I lifted my hand to knock, the door opened and Joyce pulled me in for a hug. “Ben! And Rori!”

“Hi, G-ma,” Rori greeted.

“Come in, come in!” Joyce moved to the side, allowing us in.

We talked for a bit. Me catching them up on our move and our new life. Joyce told me all the things they wanted to do with Rori. Time passed slowly. I was nervous, anxious, and wound up. Once we had finalized the plan to pick up Rori on Sunday, I stood up and said my goodbyes.

“Bye, Daddy!” Rori wrapped her arms around my waist, squeezing tight enough to make my heart skip a beat.

“Have a good weekend, bug.” Kneeling, I met her at eye level, brushing a stray hair behind her ear. “Listen to grandma and grandpa.”

“I will. Love you!”

“Love you more.”

They walked me to the door and stood there, waving as I got into my car. As the door closed behind her, shutting me out of her immediate world, I felt the weight of solitude press against my chest.

I lingered for a moment, watching the house, ensuring that all was well. Inside, I could see the flicker of movement as Rori disappeared into the warmth of her grandparents' embrace. With a deep breath, I turned away, the sense of emptiness growing with each step back to the car.

***

The drive home was quiet and contemplative. The setting sun cast long shadows across the road, and I found my thoughts drifting to Charlie—her incandescent green eyes, her easy laugh, the way she seemed to genuinely care. The way she moaned my name when she climaxed. The way she responded to my touch. The way she looked out for Rori. The way she made me feel complete. She was everything.

I reached home just as twilight descended, the sky a canvas of purples and pinks. The soft brush of the tires over the blacktop was a soothing welcome as I pulled into the driveway. My headlights caught the silhouette of Charlie, leaning casually against her porch railing, the soft golden glow from her doorway spilling out onto the path. She pushed away from the railing and moved toward me just as I killed the engine.

“Hey, Ben!” Her voice was like a melody that cut through the evening chill, wrapping around me in comfort.

“Charlie,” I greeted, my voice betraying a hint of the relief I felt seeing her there, waiting.

Her arms were open, and before I knew it, I was enveloped in her embrace.

“How did it go?” she asked after kissing me.

“Good. Weird, but good.”

“She’s going to be fine. They love her.”

“What’s not to love?” I teased.

“I made us dinner. I bet you didn’t eat all day.”

I shook my head, remembering the coffee I drank that morning. Had I eaten? Nope. I hadn’t been able to eat with the nerves that consumed me. “I could eat.”

“Good.” She took my hand and led me into her house.

We didn’t spend as much time at her place, because of Rori, so I took a minute to look around. This place was so – Charlie. Soft touches and warm tones. Books are stacked on the end table. Soft lighting, and music playing through the Bluetooth speaker.

She led me to the kitchen where she had already set the table. Once I sat, she poured two glasses of wine and brought the food to the table. Pasta and meatballs, garlic bread and salad. Quick and easy but made with love. We made quick work of eating while laughing over stories from the week.

Clearing my plate, I moved to the sink. Charlie cleared the table, and we moved in harmony as we cleaned up the kitchen. As she was drying her hands, I wrapped my hands around her from behind and kissed her neck.

“I’ve missed you this week.”

She leaned into me and moaned. “I’ve missed you, too.”

I trailed kisses down to her shoulder, moved her shirt, and nipped her there. “What’s for dessert?”

“I didn’t make dessert,” she said through closed eyes.

I pulled back and smacked her on the ass, just hard enough to make her jump. “I can think of something.” I spun her around and lifted her to the counter. I immediately moved between her open legs and wrapped a hand firmly around her neck before taking what I wanted. Her kisses, her breath, her body.

“Ben,” she moaned as I moved to lift her shirt over her head.

“I fucking missed you. You have no idea.” I kissed her again before placing my hands on her breasts and squeezing. Her legs tightened around me. “Fuck me. I love your tits.”

“You’ve mentioned that,” she said as she wrapped her hands in my hair when I trailed kisses across her chest, using my index fingers to pull down her bra and exposing her nipples to me.

I pulled one and then the other into my mouth. Licking, sucking, kissing, I lost myself in her moans. “Fucking love this.”

I moved my hands to her waistband and pulled. She placed her hands on either side of her hips and lifted up as I removed her leggings- her panties coming with them. I placed a gentle hand on her chest and pushed back.

“Ben?” she questioned.

“I’ve been thinking about this for days. I plan to have my desert right here, right now.”

She laid back and spread her legs for me. I moved a finger through her wetness and sighed. Charlie was resting on her elbows and moved her feet to the end of the island. I pushed her knees apart and dove in.

She tasted like fucking heaven. I licked and sucked her pussy, enjoying the way she quivered under my touch. I inserted a finger, and she arched her back, sticking her perfect tits into the air. When I added a finger, she moaned. I smiled into her pussy and ate her like she was my last dessert Her moans filled the room, bouncing off the walls, mixing with the music still playing through the speaker.

I knew she was close when she rested her back on the counter and reached for my head. I increased the pressure, crooked my fingers to the spot I knew would throw her over the edge, and sucked her clit.

“Oh, fuck, Ben, YES!” she cried out as her orgasm hit her. “Fuck!”

I continued enjoying her pussy while her body shuddered through it, and she finally came down. Sitting up quickly, she pulled me to her and kissed me hard.

“Was dessert as good for you as it was for me?” I teased, biting her lip.

“You know it was,” she smiled.

“Good. I’m not done with you yet.”

I carried her up the stairs, dropping her on the bed and moving to remove my clothes as fast as I could. She reached behind her back to remove her bra, the only piece of clothing still covering her gorgeous body.

We spent the next few hours exploring each other as if it was our first time. I lost track of the number of orgasms I gave her, but each one was as glorious as the one before it. When we were both satiated, I pulled the covers over us and wrapped my arms around her.

We fell asleep like that, wrapped in our cocoon of happiness and contentment.


Chapter 27
Charlie


The first sliver of morning light filtered through a gap in the curtains, casting a warm glow on the room's worn wooden beams. I lay there for a moment, nestled under the soft down comforter, feeling that odd mix of nervousness and satisfaction twisting in my stomach. The comforting weight of Ben's arm draped over me made me smile.

With a gentle exhale, I carefully shifted, trying not to disturb the rhythmic breathing of the man beside me. His chest rose and fell with the deep sleep of the content, his face relaxed and free from the usual furrows of single-dad worries.

I eased out of his embrace, letting my feet touch the cool planks of the floor, and stood up. I grabbed a tee shirt and slipped it over my nakedness. With one last look at Ben, now stirring ever so slightly, I tiptoed out of the room.

The kitchen greeted me with the familiar scent of wildflowers from outside, mingling now with the rich promise of coffee. I filled the pot with water, scooped the grounds into the filter, and flicked on the machine. The gurgles and sighs of the brewer were a symphony to my anxious heart, granting me a moment of normalcy in the maelstrom of new emotions.

As the coffee dripped into the carafe, memories of last night flooded back. The way Ben's hands had traced the contours of my body, the urgency of his lips against mine, the profound sense of being claimed in the most intimate of ways. My cheeks flushed at the recollection, and I leaned against the counter, closing my eyes to savor the sensations once more.

“Damn,” I breathed out, a small smile curving my lips despite the nervous fluttering in my stomach.

Two mugs clinked softly as I set them on the tray, their ceramic surfaces warming quickly as I poured the freshly brewed coffee. Carefully balancing the tray, I retraced my steps upstairs. Pushing open the door, I found him sitting up, the sheets pooling around his waist. His hair was tousled, those deep hazel eyes met mine, and he grinned with mischief.

“Morning, beautiful,” he said, his voice husky with sleep.

“Morning,” I replied, stepping closer and holding out the mug. “I brought coffee.”

His hand wrapped around the warm ceramic, but instead of pulling it toward himself, he used it to guide me closer. And then, with a gentle tug, I was pulled down into a kiss that promised more than just morning sweetness—it spoke of tangled sheets and whispered secrets.

“Charlie,” he murmured against my lips, setting the coffee aside without breaking the kiss.

“Drink your coffee, Ben,” I chided playfully, though part of me yearned to forget about the caffeine. “We'll need the energy if we're going to enjoy this beautiful day you keep raving about.”

“Always practical, Nurse Emerson,” he teased, his fingers tracing the hem of his shirt on my thighs. But he relented, taking a sip of the coffee, his gaze never leaving mine.

“Only when it counts,” I retorted, reclaiming my mug, and taking a sip, letting the rich flavor ground me. And for a fleeting second, in the quiet comfort of the room, with the morning light spilling over us, everything felt perfectly aligned.

The coffee mug felt almost like an intrusion, a barrier to the heat radiating from Ben's body as he sat up against the headboard. I took another sip, the bittersweet liquid barely registering on my tongue as his eyes locked onto mine with a playful glint.

“Charlie,” he began, a smirk curling the corner of his mouth. The bedroom seemed to shrink, the walls pulsating with the unspoken energy between us.

“Ben,” I echoed, my voice low and steadier than I felt. His large, warm hands found my waist, drawing me forward until my knees hit the mattress.

“Come here,” he whispered, and without any further coaxing, the mugs were set aside, forgotten on the nightstand. His shirt—my makeshift pajamas—was suddenly too much fabric, too much space between us. With deliberate movements, he peeled it away, his fingers grazing my skin and reigniting the flames that had barely simmered down from the night before.

Our breaths became one; our bodies followed suit, moving together in a sensual rhythm. The world outside faded away—the chirping birds, the whispering trees, nothing could penetrate the cocoon of our passion as we rediscovered each other in the quiet morning hours.


Chapter 28
Ben


Lying beside Charlie after our morning lovemaking session, her chestnut hair splayed on the pillow, her green eyes heavy with satisfaction, I couldn't help but feel a surge of protectiveness. This woman, so full of life and love, had chosen to be here with me, to share these moments of raw vulnerability.

“Shower?” I suggested, my voice rough with lingering desire. It wasn't just about washing away the sweat and the evidence of our lovemaking; it was about continuing this connection, about not letting go just yet.

“Sounds perfect,” she said, her lips curving into a smile that reached her eyes. We untangled ourselves from the sheets, our movements languid and unhurried. The hardwood floor was cool under our feet as we made our way to the bathroom, the scent of wildflowers and coffee lingering in the air behind us.

The steam enveloped us as hot water cascaded from the showerhead, beads of moisture running down our bodies. We moved together, sharing the space, the water, the soap. Every touch was a reaffirmation, every kiss a promise—a silent declaration that this, whatever it was between us, wasn't fleeting. It was searing into our very beings, leaving a mark that wouldn't easily fade.

“Stay close,” I murmured as we rinsed off, our hands refusing to let go. And she nodded her presence a balm to the loneliness that had haunted me for far too long.

The droplets from the shared shower still clung to my skin, a reminder of the closeness we'd just experienced. I stood by the window, watching how the sunlight filtered through the tall pines and danced on the dew-kissed grass. A breeze wafted in, carrying the fresh scent of the woods, stirring the chestnut curls that hung damply down my back.

“Look at this day,” she said, turning to face me, unable to contain the excitement bubbling within her. The morning felt like an unwritten promise, waiting for us to seize it. “We should go for a hike, and enjoy the beautiful weather.”

I leaned against the doorframe, hair tousled from the towel I’d just run through it.

“Sounds perfect.” I was standing there shirtless, low-slung jeans on my hips, wanting nothing more than to take her back to bed.

“Great!” she moved to me and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me.

I wrapped my arm around her back, holding my coffee mug away from us. The kiss deepened and I moaned. “We aren’t going anywhere but back to bed if you don’t stop.”

She swatted my chest playfully and moved back laughing.

We dressed quickly and Charlie grabbed a backpack from the top of her closet. She went downstairs as I followed. She opened the pantry and filled the bag with the essentials: water bottles, trail mix, and a first aid kit.

The forest was alive with the symphony of rustling leaves and distant bird calls. With each step we took the serenity of the woods wrapped around us like a comforting blanket, easing the persistent worries that often clouded my mind. Charlie's enthusiasm was infectious, her green eyes reflecting the verdant hues around us. She moved with a grace that belatedly reminded me of the deer that sometimes graced these woods—quiet, observant, and beautifully wild.

“Let's keep going,” she suggested, her hand squeezing mine before she released it to move forward along the trail.

“Lead the way,” I said with a grin, content to follow wherever she might take me. The sun was climbing higher, filtering through the canopy in patches of warmth, as we continued our journey through the woods, side by side.

We stopped at the edge of the trail and looked around. We were surrounded by dense trees and bushes. I pulled Charlie to me and kissed her. Just enjoyed the feel of her in my arms with nature around us.

The kiss ignited something primal within me, a yearning that had been quietly smoldering now bursting into an unfettered blaze. Charlie's fingers tangled in my hair, tugging gently, sending shivers down my spine that rivaled the chill of the mountain air.

“God, Charlie,” I groaned, moving to capture her lips once more, each kiss stoking the flames higher.

Our breaths mingled, a testament to the thin veneer of control we were both rapidly shedding. My hands roamed over her back, feeling the lean muscles that lay beneath her shirt, tracing the curve of her spine until she arched into me, a silent invitation that spoke volumes.

“Here?” she whispered, a hint of wonder lacing her question as her green eyes searched mine, reflecting the canopy of leaves above.

“Here,” I confirmed, my voice hoarse with desire. “Unless you want to stop.”

But the look in her eyes was all the confirmation I needed. There was no going back now, not when every fiber of my being ached to be one with her.

I moved into the bushes, found a somewhat clear area, and dropped one of the blankets down between us, thankful I had thought to grab them from the trunk. I sank to my knees and pulled Charlie with me. Continuing to kiss and caress her.

“We need to be quiet. And quick. Can you be quiet for me, baby?” I asked as I slid my hand down the front of her leggings and found her wetness.

“Yes,” she hissed, and I ran my fingers over her pussy. “Yes, Ben!” she pulled me to her and kissed me with a hunger I wasn’t sure I would ever get tired of.

I shifted to lay her back and pulled the other blanket over the top of us. She shimmied her leggings down, allowing me access to her most intimate parts. I opened my jeans and pulled out my cock. He was locked and loaded.

I had never done anything like this before and it seemed right. Taking Charlie in this way, in the outdoors. Just a little risky. Somebody could come by at any time. But we were off the path enough that I hoped we were safe from detection.

I entered her swiftly and to the hilt. “Fuck,” I cried out. “You are going to kill me.”

“No, Ben. Not kill you. Love you.”

She lifted her hips to mine, and I began to move in and out. The warmth and wetness of her surrounded me. The pressure, the friction, the tension. “Not. Long. Come. For. Me.” Every word punctuated by a thrust of my hips.

She wrapped her legs around my hips, snaked an arm between us, and rubbed her clit as I continued to piston in and out of her. It didn’t take long before we were both coming. I slowed my hips and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Damn, Charlie. You make me fucking crazy.”

She moaned and leaned in for a kiss. “Good crazy?”

“Good crazy.”

I pulled back and situated my cock back in my boxers. I helped Charlie replace her leggings and we both stood up giggling.

She picked up one of the blankets and turned to me. “That was fucking hot.”

“Are you an exhibitionist, Charlie? Another kink?”

“It’s not like we were in public,” she said with a wink.

“Yeah, but we could have gotten caught.” I pulled her close, her holding the blanket between us that smelled like sex.

“But we didn’t.”

“Come on,” I said, extending my hand to her. “Let's get back on track before we give the local wildlife any more of a show.”

***

After our adventure in nature, with the sun warming our backs and the smell of fresh pine and earth still lingering in the air, we returned to my house, our bodies tired but hearts light. Charlie’s laughter echoed in my ears as I unlocked the front door, the late afternoon light casting long shadows across the porch. The day had been perfect—just the two of us, no worries, no obligations. But as much as I enjoyed the time alone with her, Rori was always on my mind.

Inside, the house was quiet, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound as we kicked off our shoes. I stretched, feeling the ache of muscles I hadn’t used in a while. Charlie gave me a teasing grin, her eyes still sparkling with the joy of the day.

“That was fun,” she said, brushing a few stray strands of hair from her face. “I needed that.”

“Yeah, it was fun,” I agreed, watching her as she leaned against the wall. Her chestnut waves were slightly tousled from the day, and a hint of dirt still smudged her cheek. She looked carefree, and comfortable, like she belonged here.

I walked over to her, wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her close. She smelled faintly of the outdoors—sunshine and sweat, mixed with the familiar hint of her shampoo. “You want to shower first, or should I?”

She raised an eyebrow, her smile mischievous. “We could save time and shower together.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Tempting, but I’m not sure I’d get very clean that way.”

She laughed softly, pushing me away playfully. “Fine, I’ll go first. But don’t take too long, I’m starving.”

As Charlie disappeared into the bathroom, I collapsed onto the couch, letting out a long breath. The day had been amazing, but now that we were back home, the silence gave way to the thoughts I’d been pushing aside. Rori. Maria. The Larsons. Charlie.All of I tangled together in my mind.

I picked up my phone, my thumb hovering over the screen for a moment before I dialed Doug’s number. It rang once, twice before Doug picked up.

“Hey, Ben,” he said, his voice calm.

“Hey, Doug. Just wanted to check in on Rori. How’s she doing?”

“She’s great,” Doug said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Hold on, I’ll put her on.”

There was a brief shuffle and then Rori’s excited voice burst through the phone. “Daddy!”

My heart warmed immediately. “Hey, kiddo! How are you?”

“I’m having so much fun!” she said, the enthusiasm in her voice making me smile. “We went to the park, and Grandma made cookies, and I got to stay up a little late to watch a movie!”

“That sounds awesome, sweetie,” I said, leaning back on the couch and closing my eyes. “I’m so glad you’re having fun.”

“I miss you though,” she added, her voice softening.

“I miss you too, Bug. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

“Okay,” she said, her tone brighter. “Tell Charlie I said hi if you see her?”

I smiled, glancing toward the stairs where I could hear the sound of the shower running. “I will, I promise. Love you, Rori.”

“Love you too, Daddy! Bye!”

As the call ended, I stared at the phone for a moment, feeling a pang of guilt. Rori sounded so happy, and yet I couldn’t help but think about the months I had kept her away from the Larsons, away from the people who loved her. I thought it was for the best at the time—to protect her from the memories of Maria, from the overwhelming grief that seemed to suffocate me. But now, hearing the joy in her voice, I realized how much she had missed out on because of my own pain.

I sighed, standing up and stretching before heading up the stairs. The sound of the shower had stopped, and I knocked lightly on the door before pushing it open.

Charlie was standing in front of the mirror, towel-drying her hair, her skin flushed from the heat of the shower. She smiled at me in the reflection, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

“How’s Rori?” she asked, setting the towel aside.

“She’s great,” I said, leaning against the doorframe. “She misses us, but she’s having a blast.”

Charlie nodded, her expression softening. “I’m glad. I know it was hard for you to send her there, but I think it’s good for her.”

I nodded, pushing off the doorframe and stepping closer to her. “Yeah. It is. I’m just… I don’t know, I feel guilty. Like I kept her away from them because I couldn’t deal with my own shit.”

Charlie turned to face me, her eyes gentle. “You did what you thought was best at the time. And now you’re doing what’s best for her by letting her spend time with them. That’s all you can do, Ben.”

I sighed, reaching out to pull her into a hug. Her body was warm against mine, and I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the fresh scent of soap and water. “Thanks,” I murmured into her shoulder. “For being here. For understanding.”

She pulled back slightly, her hands resting on my chest. “Always.”

After a quick shower, we ordered food from our favorite place in town. The familiar scent of takeout filled the air as I set the bags on the kitchen counter. Chinese food—steaming boxes of fried rice, dumplings, and noodles—something simple but comforting.

Charlie was already curled up on the couch when I brought the food over. She had a blanket draped over her legs, her hair still damp and loosely pulled back. The sight of her there, so at home in my space, made something stir inside me. It felt right. She felt right.

I handed her a box of dumplings, and she smiled up at me, her eyes twinkling. “You always know what I’m craving.”

“I aim to please,” I said, settling beside her on the couch.

We ate in comfortable silence for a while, the sound of the TV softly playing in the background as we scrolled through movie options. The weight of the day had started to settle into my bones, the exhaustion from our adventure, and the emotional toll of the call with Rori catching up to me.

Charlie shifted beside me, resting her head on my shoulder as we settled on a movie. I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her close as the movie began. The warmth of her body against mine was soothing, and for a moment, I let myself forget about everything else—about the Larsons, about Rori, about the uncertainty of the future.

But as the movie played on, my mind began to wander. I glanced down at Charlie, her face relaxed as she watched the screen, completely at ease. The thought that had been nagging at me all day resurfaced. I wanted more of this—more nights like this, with her by my side, in my home. I was tired of the back and forth, of the uncertainty. I wanted her here, with me and Rori. All the time.

I shifted slightly, my arm tightening around her as I debated whether or not to bring it up. Was it too soon? We’d only been officially together for a short time, and I didn’t want to rush things. But at the same time, it felt right. Every time she was here, it felt like she belonged here.

Charlie must have sensed my tension because she looked up at me, her green eyes searching mine. “What’s on your mind?” she asked softly, her hand resting on my chest.

I hesitated for a moment, unsure how to say what I was feeling. “I was just thinking,” I began, my voice low, “about how much I like having you here. About how much Rori loves having you here.”

A small smile played on her lips, but she didn’t say anything, waiting for me to continue.

I took a deep breath, deciding to just go for it. “I know it’s probably too soon, and I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but… I’ve been thinking about us. About this. And I’m getting tired of the back and forth. I want us to be in one place. Together. All three of us.”

Charlie’s eyes widened slightly, her lips parting in surprise. She pulled back just enough to look at me fully. “Ben…”

I ran a hand through my hair, suddenly feeling unsure. “I know it’s a lot, and I don’t expect an answer right away, but just know I want you here. With me. With Rori. This feels right, and I don’t want to keep doing this half-in, half-out thing.”

She stared at me for a moment, her expression unreadable, and I began to worry that I’d pushed too far, too soon. But then she reached up, cupping my face in her hands, her thumb brushing softly against my cheek.

“Ben,” she said softly, her voice steady. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

My heart skipped a beat, and I blinked at her, not sure if I’d heard her right. “You have?”

She nodded, her smile returning. “Yeah. I mean, I love my place, and it’s been my space for so long, but every time I’m here, it feels… I don’t know, this is where I’m supposed to be. With you. And Rori.”

Relief flooded through me, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “So… you’re open to the idea?”

“I am,” she said, her smile widening. “But let’s take our time with it, okay? I don’t want to rush anything, especially with Rori.”

I nodded, my heart swelling with gratitude and love for the woman in front of me. “Of course. We’ll take it one step at a time.”

Charlie leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. “But for the record, I love the idea of us all being together. One home. One family.”

Her words hit me deeply, and I kissed her again, pulling her close. In that moment, everything felt perfect. The future was still uncertain, but for now, we would face it together.


Chapter 29
Ben


Morning sunlight filtered through the curtains and cast a warm, golden glow across the room. The air was thick with the lingering scent of sleep, fresh linen, and the unmistakable fragrance of Charlie’s floral shampoo. It mingled with the soft aroma of the coffee I was preparing, creating a quiet, cozy atmosphere that felt like home.

It was a lazy Sunday. The kind where time stretched, and nothing needed to be done right away. We'd spent most of the weekend wrapped in each other’s arms, finding solace in the comfort of touch, the quiet hum of conversation, and the raw connection that flared between us. The weekend had been a mix of everything—laughs, long talks, passionate moments where we lost ourselves in each other. Whether you called it fucking or making love, every moment had been meaningful.

I poured coffee into two mugs, the dark liquid swirling and steaming as I inhaled its rich, familiar scent. With each passing moment, I realized something I hadn’t been searching for, but now couldn’t imagine living without—Charlie wasn’t just a woman I loved. She was my future. And in that quiet realization, there was a peace that settled in my chest, like I’d finally found where I belonged.

As I climbed the stairs with the mugs in hand, the soft creaking of the steps under my feet was the only sound besides the quiet hum of the shower running behind the bathroom door. Charlie’s silhouette emerged from the steam, her skin glowing with warmth as she stepped out, wrapped in a towel. Her hair hung damp around her shoulders, and her bare feet padded softly across the hardwood floor.

I couldn’t help but smile as I watched her. She was beautiful, effortlessly so. I moved to her side, setting one of the mugs down before leaning in to press my lips to hers. The kiss was warm, tasting faintly of mint from her toothpaste, and I could feel the slight dampness of her skin against my own.

“I missed you,” I murmured, my voice low and rough with affection.

She arched an eyebrow, amused. “It’s only been ten minutes.”

“Ten seconds is too long to be away from you.”

She laughed, the sound light and teasing as she took the mug from my hand, her fingers brushing against mine. “Cute,” she said, turning toward the closet to grab some clothes. I watched her move, the muscles in her legs flexing subtly beneath the towel, the scent of her skin still fresh from the shower. Every moment felt like a snapshot I wanted to remember forever.

“Hey, come here,” I said softly, sitting down on the edge of the bed. There was something I needed to ask her, something I wasn’t sure how to bring up. She turned toward me, her gaze curious but open, as she stepped between my legs.

My hands moved instinctively to her thighs, fingers grazing the soft skin just below the towel. The warmth of her body radiated through my touch, and I found myself grounded in that connection, my thumbs moving in slow circles as I tried to gather my thoughts.

Her hands slid around my neck, her fingers lightly brushing the nape. Her touch, always gentle, had a way of calming the storm inside me. “What’s wrong?” she asked quietly, her voice full of concern as she looked down at me.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I replied, but the weight of my next words made my heart beat just a little faster. I glanced up, meeting her eyes, trying to find the right way to say what I needed to. “I was just hoping you’d come with me today. To pick up Rori.”

Her expression shifted slightly, surprise flickering across her face. “You want me to come with you? To the Larson’s? Wouldn’t that be weird?”

I shrugged, feeling the weight of the request hang between us. “I don’t know. Maybe. But I don’t care if it’s weird.” I shifted my hands, holding her gaze. “All I know is I feel better with you than I have in a long time. I want you with me. I need you to meet them.”

The air between us thickened with unspoken emotions. She didn’t say anything right away, and in that silence, my heart pounded in my chest. I squeezed her legs gently, my thumbs brushing against the warmth of her skin again. I could feel her pulse under my touch, fast and strong, a reflection of her nervousness.

“Please, Charlie.” My voice came out softer than I intended, more vulnerable. I wasn’t used to asking for something like this. I wasn’t used to needing someone like this. But with Charlie, everything felt different. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

I swallowed hard, feeling the desperation seep into my words. “You have a way of making things easier, of making me feel like everything’s going to be okay. And I need that today.”

Charlie’s gaze softened as she stared down at me, her eyes searching mine. The silence stretched again, but this time it felt like she was thinking, weighing my request, understanding the depth of it.

Finally, she nodded, her lips curving into a gentle smile. “Okay, okay. I’ll come.”

The relief that flooded through me was instant like a weight had been lifted off my chest. I reached up, brushing a strand of damp hair behind her ear, my fingers lingering on the softness of her cheek. “Thank you.”

Her smile widened, the tension between us easing. “When do we need to leave?”

“In about an hour,” I said, my voice lighter now. “If we want to make it back to your dad’s for dinner.” I pulled her closer so that I could rest my forehead against her stomach, the coolness of the towel a contrast to the heat radiating from her body. I could not get enough of touching this woman.

Her fingers combed through my hair, and for a moment, we just stayed like that—me seated, her standing, the steady beat of her heart beneath my cheek grounding me. I closed my eyes, inhaling her scent—floral, fresh, with a hint of the soap she always used. It reminded me of the small, intimate details of her I’d grown to love. The way she always smelled like spring, no matter the season. The way her laughter bubbled up, was always slightly unexpected, like she was discovering joy for the first time.

I tightened my arms around her waist, drawing comfort from her presence. I was about to take a step I wasn’t sure how to navigate, introducing her to the people who had helped me raise Rori. The Larsons had been more than just neighbors—they’d been there through the hardest years, and now, Charlie was stepping into that space. It felt huge, and monumental, but with her by my side, I knew I could face it.

We stayed like that for a while, her hands running through my hair, me holding on to her like she was the steady anchor I needed. Outside, the world moved on, but inside this room, it felt like time had slowed down, allowing us to exist in the quiet space between moments.

Eventually, I pulled away, looking up at her. “I should let you get dressed.”

“Yeah, that might be a good idea,” she teased, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead before stepping away.

As she moved away from me to put on her clothes, I stood and took a long sip of my coffee. The bitter taste grounded me further, waking up the parts of me still steeped in sleep. Charlie hummed quietly as she dressed, the sound soft and tuneless, a little thing she did when she was lost in thought. It sounded like “Smoke on the water,” but I couldn’t be sure.

As I watched her, I couldn’t help but smile. This was the life I hadn’t known I wanted until it was right in front of me. The easy mornings, the quiet moments where nothing needed to be said, but everything was felt. This was what love was supposed to be—comforting, grounding, and something that made the hard things easier.

I grabbed my clothes from the chair where I’d tossed them the night before and got dressed, the quiet companionship between us something I’d come to treasure.

Once we were both ready, Charlie slipped her hand into mine, her fingers intertwining with mine as naturally as breathing. She gave me a reassuring squeeze, and I nodded, feeling the last of my nerves settle.

***

The tires hummed on the driveway as I pulled the car up to the Larsons, a familiar knot of apprehension forming in my stomach. The house loomed ahead—its windows like watchful eyes—and there they were, Rori’s grandparents, standing on the porch with the same guarded expressions that always seemed to greet me.

“Here we are,” I murmured, more to brace myself than to announce our arrival to Charlie.

I killed the engine and glanced at her. She offered me a small, encouraging smile, the kind of smile that she seemed to have in endless supply. We stepped out of the car and moved towards the house, my footsteps heavy with reluctance, hers light and assured.

The moment we came into view, I felt their surprise. It was a palpable thing, rippling through the air between us. Their gazes flicked from me to Charlie, the question in their eyes clear even without words: who is she?

“Ben,” Mr. Larson said, his voice cordial but cautious.

“Doug, Joyce.” My greeting was polite. “Thanks for taking care of Rori this weekend.”

“Of course,” Joyce replied, her eyes darting to Charlie. “We were happy to have her. Hopefully, we can do it again.

Before I could introduce her, a blur of energy burst from the front door. “Daddy! Charlie!” Rori’s voice pierced the tense atmosphere like a ray of sunshine.

“Rori!” I watched, a warmth spreading through me, as she raced down the steps and straight into Charlie's open arms.


Chapter 30
Charlie


“Hey, sweet pea!” I exclaimed as Rori barreled into me, nearly knocking the breath from my lungs. Her small arms wrapped around my waist in a fierce hug, and any lingering anxiety I'd been holding onto melted away under the pure joy of her embrace.

“Missed you, Charlie!” Rori's voice was muffled against my jacket, but her happiness was unmistakable.

“I missed you too, Rori. So much,” I told her, smoothing back her hair and planting a kiss atop her head.

I looked up just in time to catch Ben's gaze. There was something undeniably tender in the way he watched us, an unspoken gratitude that tugged at my heartstrings. In that moment, amidst all the complexities of our situation, the simple truth was crystal clear—we both loved this little girl unreservedly.

“Alright, kiddo, let's get your stuff. We've got some plans for the evening,” Ben said, his voice steady but I caught the slight tremble of emotion behind it.

“Oooh, what are we doing?” she asked, looking between us.

“Dinner at Grandpa Howie’s”

“We are going to the farm? This is the best weekend ever!” she exclaimed.

As I set Rori down she spun from the adults and moved to the door. Ready to prepare for her next adventure.

“Um, thanks again, for everything,” Ben stumbled over his words.

Doug reached up and patted his shoulder. “We are thankful for any time with her.” He then gestured towards me. “Who’s your friend?”

“Um, this is Charlie. She’s our neighbor.” I tensed as the words left his mouth. But then he reached for my hand and pulled me to him. “Actually, she’s my girlfriend.”

Joyce looked at me for a beat before pulling me in for a hug. “Girlfriend? That’s wonderful.” She let me go and stood back. “You keep him in line, Charlie. Men can be so stupid sometimes.”

It was tense, but we all laughed. Doug stuck out his hand and I shook it firmly.

Before Rori returned, we made plans for her to spend another weekend with them the following month. Just as quickly as she was gone, our little bundle of energy returned with her backpack over her shoulder.

“Ready!” she said, jumping over the threshold.

“Let’s get to it then,” Ben said, stepping off the porch.

“Bye, Grammy! Bye, Grampa!” Rori called out, her voice trailing behind us as Ben led her to the car. I followed, acutely aware of Joyce and Doug's gazes burning into my back. Their curiosity was a palpable force, one I understood but wished I could alleviate.

“Thanks for being so warm with them,” Ben murmured once we were out of earshot, his eyes soft with appreciation. “That could have been...awkward.”

“Hey, it's no big deal,” I replied, brushing aside the compliment as we reached his car. “Rori's happiness is what matters, right?”

“Absolutely,” he agreed, a shadow of concern passing over his features before he forced a smile.

I caught myself stealing glances at him as he secured Rori in her car seat—a ritual he performed with such practiced ease. The simplicity of the action, the domesticity it represented, stirred something deep within me.

“Ready to hit the road, bug?” Ben asked Rori, his voice lighthearted despite the gravity of the day.

“Yup!” she chirped, her enthusiasm unfazed by the complexities of adult interactions.

“Alright then,” Ben said, closing the car door with a soft click before meeting my eyes. “Let's hit the road.”


Chapter 31
Ben


As Charlie smoothed the quilt over Rori, I felt something tight in my chest loosen. There was something about the way she handled every delicate moment with such grace—it got to me every time. In the dim light of the room, her chestnut hair glowed like warm amber, and I couldn't help but think how natural she looked here, in this room, with us.

“Will you read me a story, Charlie?” Rori's voice was quiet but hopeful.

“Of course, what book would you like tonight?” Charlie's words were like a soothing balm, her presence a steadying force in the chaos that threatened to engulf us.

“Can we read 'The Adventures of Ladybug Girl' again?” Rori asked, pointing to the bookshelf where the familiar spine stood out among the books.

“Again? You do love Ladybug Girl,” Charlie chuckled, retrieving the well-loved picture book. She settled herself on the edge of the bed, the book cradled in her hands.

“Ready?” she asked, her green eyes meeting Rori's gaze.

“Ready!” Rori confirmed, snuggling deeper into her pillows.

I leaned against the doorway, watching as Charlie began to read, her voice rising and falling as she did the character voices. Rori's rapt attention never wavered; she was completely absorbed in the tale of bravery and imagination.

Rori clutched her stuffed rabbit, her eyelids fluttering with the struggle to stay awake. The tableau before me was a contrast to the sterile legalese that had clouded my day; here was life, vibrant and tender.

I watched them, a surge of emotion welling up inside me. Rori, with her unwavering trust and boundless joy, had been my anchor in a sea of grief since we lost her mom. And then there was Charlie, who'd unexpectedly become our lighthouse, guiding us back to safe shores with her laughter and care. My chest tightened with an overwhelming sense of gratitude—these two extraordinary souls had intertwined with mine, and I couldn't fathom a world without their light.

“Charlie,” Rori murmured, her voice a sleepy whisper as the story ended, “you make the best voices for the characters.”

Charlie smiled, her eyes sparkling even in the dim light of the bedside lamp. “I'm glad you think so, sweetie.”

The room was serene, bathed in soft shadows that seemed to embrace us in this pocket of tranquility. Charlie gently closed the book, the quiet snap of the cover sounding like a gentle coda to the evening's symphony. She placed it reverently on the nightstand as if it were a precious relic rather than cardboard and paper.

Rori's breathing deepened, signaling her journey into dreams. Charlie reached out, her fingers delicately brushing a stray lock of hair from Rori's forehead. It was a gesture full of tenderness, one that spoke volumes about the bond they shared. In that simple touch, I saw a promise of protection, a vow to always be there—that no matter what storms might come, together, we could weather them.

“Goodnight, little bug,” Charlie whispered, her voice barely audible.

“Goodnight,” I echoed softly, though I knew Rori was already far away in a land of sleep.

Charlie rose, her movements graceful and unhurried. She caught my eye, and for a heartbeat, we shared a silent conversation—the kind only understood by those who have grown close through caring for one another. In that glance, I read her empathy, her strength, and something else, something deeper that I was only just beginning to acknowledge.

“Thank you, Charlie,” I said once we were safely outside Rori's room, my voice low. “For everything.”

“Always,” she replied, her smile reaching her eyes. “We're in this together, right?”

“Right,” I affirmed, my heart suddenly feeling lighter than it had in weeks. We stood there, united in our commitment to Rori and perhaps, without yet voicing it, to each other.

The click of the door as it shut was the softest seal on the evening, a whisper against the weight of our shared concerns. Charlie and I lingered in the quiet corridor, the faint light from Rori's nightlight casting shadows on the walls. She turned to me, her green eyes reflecting the care, concern, love, that she had for both of us.

I reached for her hand and pulled her into my room.

“Ben, we can’t,” she started to protest.

“We could,” I said as I kissed her, “But that’s not why I pulled you in here. I missed not being able to touch you today. Not being able to pull you close.”

“Well, I feel like the cat’s out of the bag. I think it’s okay if you touch me.”

“Not the way I want to.” I shut the door and pushed her back to it. “But that’s okay. I just wanted a minute…or two. I want to just be with you, okay?”

“Okay,” she said softly, wrapping her warm arms around me.

We kissed and caressed before I pulled back with one final kiss on her head.

“I’m going to busy as fuck this week. Sam and Avery are going on a honeymoon finally. I don’t know when I’ll get to see you.”

“I’m right next door. Whenever.”

“I know. Would it be okay, I mean, I might need you to get Rori once or twice. I don’t want to impose.”

“Rori is never an imposition. Just let me know. I have a couple of late nights this week myself.”

“We need to do something about this living in separate spaces thing.”

“We will. Let’s just give it some more time.”

“Okay.” I blew out a breath and moved her so I could open the door. “I’ll walk you out.”

***

It was one of the longest weeks since I moved to Morgan Falls. Charlie and I were on opposite schedules, didn’t spend one night together, and didn’t share much more than good morning and good night texts.

I was looking forward to Friday. We made plans to have dinner together and watch a movie. If things went my way, I was going to convince Charlie to have a sleepover. I needed her so much. That’s why I was pissed when I got a call from my sister-in-law on Friday morning and everything blew up.


Chapter 32
Charlie


As soon as we picked up Rori from her weekend with the Larsons, I could feel the shift in the air. Rori was full of stories, chattering in the backseat about everything she did with her grandparents. Ben smiled, glancing at her in the rearview mirror as we headed toward my dad’s place for dinner.

It was a warm evening, and the late summer sun cast a golden hue across the fields as we drove down the familiar winding road to my dad’s farm. The windows were cracked open, letting in a soft breeze that carried the smell of hay and earth. It was one of those evenings that felt like a deep breath—the kind of evening that fills your lungs and makes you feel alive.

“I’m telling you, Grandpa Doug makes the best pancakes,” Rori declared, stretching out the last word as she kicked her feet up onto the back of my seat. “But he puts too much syrup on them. You know how I like my pancakes with just a little syrup, right, Charlie?”

I smiled, glancing back at her. “I do know that. But sometimes, you’ve got to let grandparents spoil you.”

Ben chuckled, reaching over to squeeze my hand. His fingers were warm, and the simple gesture sent a familiar spark of comfort through me. “Sounds like you had a good time, Rori. Maybe next time, you can teach Grandpa Doug the proper syrup-to-pancake ratio.”

“Yeah,” Rori agreed, her eyes bright with excitement. “I’ll have to.”

I turned to face the road again, my gaze catching on the familiar shape of my dad’s house as it came into view. The old white farmhouse had always stood like a sentinel at the end of the road, a symbol of home and safety. The front porch wrapped around the house, lined with potted flowers that my dad had carefully tended to for as long as I could remember. The scent of freshly mowed grass mixed with the earthy aroma of the farm as Ben pulled into the gravel driveway, the crunch of the tires underneath signaling our arrival.

Ben put the truck in park, and Rori bolted out of the back seat before I could even unbuckle. “Rori, wait up!” I called after her, laughing.

She paused, glancing back at me with a cheeky grin. “Hurry up, slowpokes! I want to say hi to Howie.”

Ben got out, moving around the truck to meet me as I stepped onto the gravel. “She’s excited,” he said, smiling as he looked toward Rori, who was now running up the porch steps.

“She loves it here,” I replied, letting my hand slide into his. “Feels like home to her. Feels like home to me too.”

Ben squeezed my hand again, his eyes soft. “I’m glad.”

We made our way up the steps, and just as we reached the door, it swung open. My dad stood there, grinning from ear to ear. He was wearing his usual worn-out jeans and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, looking every bit the farmer he was.

“There’s my favorite girl!” he boomed, sweeping Rori into a big bear hug. She giggled, squirming in his arms.

“What about Charlie? Isn’t she your favorite?” Rori asked sweetly.

“She’s my favorite something,” he laughed as he put Rori down.

“Dad,” I greeted, leaning in to hug him. His familiar scent was comforting, reminding me of countless dinners and afternoons spent talking on this porch.

“How’s my girl?” he asked, kissing the top of my head.

“I’m good, Dad. Better now that I’m here.” I stepped aside so Ben could greet him.

“Howie,” Ben said, offering his hand.

My dad grinned wider, taking Ben’s hand in a firm shake and pulling him in for a quick clap on the back. “Ben, good to see you again. Keeping my daughter out of trouble, I hope?”

Ben chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m trying.”

“Well, you’ve got your work cut out for you,” Howie teased, winking at me.

I rolled my eyes playfully, stepping past them into the house, where the smells of dinner hit me immediately. The savory scent of roast chicken and vegetables wafted through the air, mixed with the earthy aroma of freshly baked bread. My stomach rumbled in response. No matter how many times I came over for dinner, it always felt like a special occasion.

Rori darted past me into the kitchen, her feet light on the old wooden floors. “Howie, it smells so good in here!”

“You know I make the best dinner, kiddo,” he called after her. He turned to Ben, grinning again. “I hope you’re ready to eat. Charlie told you I cook enough for an army, right?”

Ben laughed, following me into the kitchen. “She mentioned something like that. I’ll try to keep up.”

The kitchen was bright and cozy, the late afternoon sunlight streaming in through the windows above the sink. The countertops were lined with dishes, all steaming and ready to be devoured. Roast chicken, potatoes, carrots, and green beans, with a basket of fresh bread sitting at the center of the table. The air was thick with the warm, savory smells of home-cooked food, and my heart swelled at the sight.

Rori had already seated herself at the table, eagerly eyeing the food. “Can we eat now?” she asked, glancing between Howie and me.

“In a minute,” I said, smiling as I set the silverware on the table.

Dad grabbed a beer from the fridge and handed one to Ben before grabbing one for himself. “So, Ben,” he started, leaning against the counter. “I hear you’ve been spending a lot of time with my daughter.”

I shot my dad a look, but he ignored me, his eyes twinkling with mischief. Ben, to his credit, just smiled and took a sip of his beer. “That’s true.”

“Well, I’ve got to ask,” Howie said, crossing his arms over his chest. “What are your intentions with her?”

“Dad!” I groaned, my face heating up. “Really?”

Ben laughed, setting his beer down on the counter. “I’ve got good intentions, Howie. You don’t have to worry about that.”

My dad raised an eyebrow, but his grin never faltered. “Good to hear. Just remember, I know where to find you if you don’t treat her right.”

Ben chuckled again, clearly unfazed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Alright, alright,” I said, stepping between them before my dad could keep teasing. “Let’s just eat, okay?”

“Fine, fine,” Dad said, still grinning as he sat at the head of the table.

The sound of clinking silverware and plates being passed around filled the kitchen, along with the hum of conversation. Rori quickly filled her plate, piling on chicken and potatoes as she chatted about school and her time at her grandparents’ house.

I watched her as she talked, my heart swelling with love and gratitude. This—this was what I had always wanted. A home, a family, and a life where we all felt connected. Watching Rori, listening to my dad’s teasing remarks, feeling Ben’s hand on my knee under the table—it all felt right. It felt like we belonged together.

The food was delicious, of course. The chicken was tender and flavorful, the vegetables perfectly seasoned, and the bread warm and soft, fresh from the oven. The smells and flavors of the meal filled the room, wrapping us in a comforting cocoon of home.

As the meal wound down, my dad leaned back in his chair, patting his stomach. “Well, I think I’ve outdone myself this time.”

“Howie, it was so good!” Rori said, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “Can we come back tomorrow?”

I laughed, reaching over to ruffle her hair. “We’ll see about that, kiddo.”

By the time the sun began to set, casting a warm orange glow across the fields outside, I felt a sense of peace wash over me. This was my family. Maybe it wasn’t conventional, and maybe we had come together in ways none of us had expected, but it was real. And it was mine.

Ben’s hand found mine again, his fingers lacing through mine as we sat in the quiet of the living room. His thumb brushed over my knuckles, a silent promise that this—us—wasn’t just a fleeting moment. It was forever.

And I believed him.


Chapter 33
Charlie


The first tendrils of dawn stretched across the sky as I rose from my bed, a ritualistic smile gracing my lips. Today felt like any other day, and yet, there was a lightness in my step, a soft hum in my heart that spoke volumes of my newfound happiness. Ben had become more than just the charming neighbor with the boyish grin; he was my boyfriend, and we had a date planned for tonight. Even if that date included Rori. I missed him this week. I was looking forward to spending the night with them…with him.

I padded across the cool wooden floor of my bedroom, pulling on my scrubs with practiced ease. The chestnut waves of my hair were quickly tamed into a ponytail, a few strands defiantly framing my face. In the mirror, green eyes met mine, sparkling with the mischief and humor that often led me through the whirlwind days at the urgent care center.

I made coffee and packed a lunch. Once the coffee brewed, I poured a mug and looked at the clock. I had a little time before I had to leave for work, and I wanted to enjoy the crisp fall morning. Rori would be starting school soon. My co-worker would be back from her maternity leave in a few weeks. We would start a new routine.

Stepping out onto the back deck, the world seemed to hold its breath in the quiet before the town awoke. Cradling my mug of coffee, I inhaled deeply, letting the robust aroma mingle with the scent of wildflowers. As I sipped the coffee, I heard a voice across the deck.

Ben was standing tall with his back to me, phone held up in his hand, conversation on speaker.

“Ben,” a voice drifted over from the other side of the shared backyard, “you know we only want what's best for you... and for Rori.”

My hand stilled mid-sip, coffee forgotten. That was a woman’s voice. Curiosity piqued, I edged closer to the lattice that separated our spaces, the ceramic mug warm against my palm.

“Moving on is hard, but it’s the right thing to do. It’s not fair for you to be stuck someplace where you aren’t happy. I only want good things for you.”

“I know, Cami. I do. But it’s hard. The last few months have been something.”

“Well, it’s not fair to her or you for you to be stuck.”

What wasn't fair? And to whom? And stuck? Did Ben feel like he was stuck with me? Was everything he said a lie?

I retreated a step, the snippets of conversation coiling around me like a cold fog. Fair to her. What were they talking about? Was it me? Was I the 'her' they were referring to? My grip on the mug tightened, the soothing warmth now a distant memory as a chill slithered down my spine.

“Look, I have to go,” Ben's voice was firm, resolute, and then footsteps—his footsteps, retreating.

I stood there, alone with the fragments of sentences that refused to piece together into anything coherent. The sun crept higher, casting long shadows across the dew-kissed grass, indifferent to the turmoil that was brewing within me. Ben and his late wife's family were concerned about Rori, right? Or was there something more, something they weren't saying?

With a heavy sigh, I turned to go back inside. Work awaited, patients needed care, and I... I needed to push these troubling thoughts away, at least for now.

“Fair to her,” the phrase whispered through my consciousness, a specter refusing to be dismissed. What did it mean?

My heart thrummed a frantic rhythm against my ribs, each beat a reminder of how much I had come to cherish what Ben and I were building together. The thought of it all being undermined by misunderstandings whispered in shadowed corners was enough to make me feel lightheaded.

I wrapped my arms around myself, nails digging into the fabric of my sleeves as if I could physically hold together the fraying edges of my composure. The fear of losing him—losing us—clawed at the walls I had carefully built around my heart, threatening to tear them down and leave me exposed.

I slammed the back door behind me harder than I intended, the sound echoing a finality I wasn't ready to face. My heart hadn't stopped its frantic dance since overhearing fragments of Ben's conversation, each beat a staccato reminder of my spiraling thoughts. Racing through the hallway, I grabbed my nurse practitioner bag and keys off the hook, barely pausing to ensure I had everything I needed for the day.

“Focus on your patients,” I urged myself as I slipped behind the wheel of my car, trying to shake the images of Ben with another woman - or worse, leaving town. The drive to the urgent care clinic was a blur, the familiar route doing nothing to distract me from the persistent loop of words and half-formed scenarios that played out in my mind.

The vibrant green scrubs I wore felt like a costume, the cheery color at odds with the turmoil roiling inside me. Each patient's face blurred into the next as I mechanically went about my duties. Blood pressures were taken, prescriptions written, and reassurances given - all delivered with a smile that never quite reached my eyes.

“Charlie, you okay?” one of the nurses asked during a brief lull.

“Headache,” I lied, touching my temple for emphasis. It wasn't entirely untrue; the strain of feigned normalcy had ignited a dull throb behind my eyes.

“Take it easy,” she advised, concern creasing her brow.

“Will do,” I replied, but ease seemed like a distant memory.

As the day drew to a close, my phone buzzed with a message that sent a fresh wave of anxiety coursing through me. It was Ben.

Ben

Can’t wait to see you. I told Rori she could pick the movie



Oh, so we were still doing this?

Charlie

What time?




Ben

Pizza will be delivered at 6



Charlie

See you then




I admit it, I almost canceled. I was twisting myself in knots trying to make sense of what I had heard this morning. And a part of me was too scared to ask. Just stay home, by myself. But if I faked a headache, he would want to come over and check on me. Ugh! This was torture.

When I got home, I changed quickly before making my way next door. It was better to rip off the Band-Aid quickly.


Chapter 34
Ben


Charlie slipped into the house quietly, her presence almost ghostlike as the door clicked shut behind her. I looked up from the counter where I was opening the pizza box, my heart lifting at the sight of her. But something felt off immediately. She offered me a smile but it didn’t reach her eyes, and the usual warmth that filled the space between us was absent, like a window had been left open on a cold day.

I moved toward her, closing the distance with a kiss, hoping to reignite that familiar spark. But when our lips met, it was mechanical, distant. Her kiss lacked the passion we usually shared. It was like she was somewhere else entirely. I pulled back, searching her face for a clue, but she avoided my gaze, turning her attention instead to Rori, who had just bounded into the kitchen, her laughter filling the space.

“Hey, Charlie!” Rori chirped, grinning ear to ear as she climbed onto her chair at the table. “Guess what I did today at school? I made a dandelion crown, and Miss Jamie said it was the best one she’d ever seen!”

Charlie smiled faintly at Rori’s enthusiasm, but it was as though her body was here while her mind was miles away. She barely engaged in conversation, letting Rori's bubbly chatter fill the room. I set the food on the table and watched as Charlie picked at her dinner, her fork dragging lazily across her plate. Every once in a while, she nodded or murmured a response to Rori, but there was no real interaction. No usual playfulness. Rori didn’t notice, but I did.

My chest tightened with the growing unease. Something was wrong. And it wasn’t just fatigue or a bad day at work—it was deeper than that. I could feel it, like a shadow looming over us, casting a chill across the evening.

After we finished eating, Rori bounced over to the living room and threw herself onto the couch, her giggles trailing behind her as she grabbed the remote to pick out a movie. Normally, we’d settle into our usual spots—Charlie and I on the couch, Rori nestled between us. But tonight, as I cleared the plates and glanced over at Charlie, I saw her drift toward the recliner instead.

She never sat in the recliner.

I wiped my hands on a dish towel, watching her as she curled up in the chair, her arms hugging her knees to her chest. Her eyes flicked toward the TV screen, but I knew she wasn’t watching. Rori was too engrossed in her movie to notice, but I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

Five minutes into the movie, I couldn’t take it anymore. The silence was eating at me, and the distance between us felt like a chasm. I stood up, crossing the room with purpose, and reached for her hand. She stiffened slightly but didn’t pull away as I gently tugged her up from the recliner.

“Come with me,” I murmured, guiding her into the kitchen. The soft glow of the overhead light was a stark contrast to the tension radiating from her.

The moment we were alone, I turned to her, frustration bubbling to the surface. “What’s going on with you?” I whispered, my voice tight, trying to keep my tone low enough that Rori wouldn’t hear from the other room.

“Nothing,” Charlie muttered, crossing her arms defensively over her chest. She looked down at the floor, refusing to meet my gaze.

“Bullshit,” I shot back, the word slipping out before I could stop myself. I wasn’t angry, not really, but I was frustrated—worried. “You’ve been cold and standoffish all evening. Something is going on.”

She shifted, her jaw tightening as she hugged her arms tighter to herself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied, her voice hollow.

“Liar,” I said, my voice soft but firm. I crossed my arms to match her stance, my eyes fixed on her. We stood there, a standoff in the kitchen, the tension crackling like electricity in the air. One of us was going to break, and I was determined to get to the bottom of this. I wasn’t sure how long we stood there, locked in silence, before she finally let out a long breath.

“Fine,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I heard you on the phone this morning, talking about moving on.” Her eyes flicked up to meet mine, a mix of hurt and accusation shining in them. “Just wondering how long you’re going to drag this out.”

My stomach dropped at her words, the accusation like a punch to the gut. “Drag what out?” I asked, my voice sharp with disbelief. “What are you talking about?”

Her eyes flashed, anger and vulnerability mixing. “Breaking up with me,” she said, her voice breaking slightly on the last word. The rawness in her tone twisted something deep inside me.

I stared at her, the words sinking in, and for a moment, I couldn’t speak. She thought I was going to break up with her? Like I would ever do that. Like that would ever even cross my mind.

“Charlie,” I said, as I took a step toward her, but she shook her head, holding up a hand to stop me.

“I don’t need you to sugarcoat it,” she said, her arms tightening around herself again, as though she was trying to hold herself together. “I heard you. You said it was time to move on. So just... tell me how much longer you plan to drag this out.”

“Charlie,” I repeated, softer this time, the realization slowly dawning on me. I replayed the conversation from this morning in my head, the one she must have overheard. “You sweet, stupid woman,” I breathed, stepping closer, unable to keep the exasperated smile from tugging at my lips. “I wasn’t talking about moving on from you.”

Her brow furrowed, confusion flashing across her face. “What do you mean? I heard you—”

“I wasn’t talking about you,” I interrupted gently, reaching for her hand. She didn’t pull away this time, though her posture remained tense. “I was talking to Cami about Maria.”

Her eyes widened slightly, and the breath she had been holding slowly released as my words sank in. Her whole body seemed to deflate, the tension melting from her shoulders. “Cami? Maria?” she repeated softly as if testing the word.

I nodded, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Yeah. Cami is Maria’s sister,” I confirmed. “It’s been a long time coming, but I was telling Cami that it was finally time to let go. To move on from the past. Not you, Charlie. Never you.”

She blinked, her expression shifting from confusion to relief in an instant. I could see the weight lifting off her shoulders, her muscles relaxing as the truth settled in. She let out a shaky laugh, her free hand coming up to cover her mouth as she looked at me with wide, incredulous eyes.

“Really?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper, as though she couldn’t quite believe it.

I stepped closer, unable to resist the pull of her. I needed to touch her, to hold her, to erase the fear and doubt that had been tormenting her all day. “Why didn’t you just ask me?” I asked softly, wrapping my arms around her waist, and pulling her against me. “You’ve been sitting on this all day?”

She nodded, her forehead resting against my chest as she let out another soft laugh, this one tinged with embarrassment. “I was scared,” she admitted, her voice muffled against my shirt. “I thought... I thought you were going to leave. I thought I was going to lose you.”

I held her tighter, burying my face in her hair as the scent of her shampoo filled my senses—lavender and something sweet, calming in a way that only she could be. “I’m not going anywhere, Charlie,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “You, and Rori... you're everything to me. There’s nothing in this world that could make me leave you.”

She lifted her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears as she looked up at me. “I’m sorry. I should’ve just asked.”

I smiled softly, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “We’re okay,” I murmured, leaning down to press a gentle kiss to her lips. This time, when our lips met, the warmth was there, the connection we’d always had sparking back to life. Her arms slipped around my neck, and I could feel the tension from the day slowly melting away as she kissed me back.

We stood in the kitchen, wrapped in each other, the world outside forgotten. The soft hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of Rori’s movie playing in the background were the only reminders that life went on around us. But in that moment, it was just us—together, like we were meant to be.

When we finally pulled apart, I rested my forehead against hers, our breaths mingling as we stood there, lost in each other’s presence. “I’m sorry for scaring you,” I whispered.

Charlie shook her head slightly, her fingers trailing softly along my neck. “I should’ve known better,” she said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “I should’ve trusted you.”

“You can always trust me,” I said, my voice firm but gentle. “I’m here for the long haul. Just talk to me. I’m so sad that you thought I was going to breakup with you. We are good, Charlie. You and me, we work.”

She nodded, her smile growing as she leaned up to kiss me again, this one soft and lingering. When we finally broke apart, I took her hand, guiding her back toward the living room where Rori was still sprawled on the couch, completely absorbed in her movie.

We sat down together, this time side by side on the couch, and Charlie curled up against me, her head resting on my shoulder as I wrapped my arm around her. Rori glanced over at us, her eyes lighting up with a grin.

“Finally!” Rori giggled, oblivious to everything that had transpired. “You two always sit together!”

I chuckled, pressing a kiss to Charlie’s temple. “Always,” I agreed. “And we always will.”


Chapter 35
Charlie


The sunlight warmed the room with its soft, golden glow. I blinked my eyes open and stretched lazily, the familiar scent of Ben’s cologne and the faint traces of coffee brewing downstairs filling the air. It had been weeks since I’d found myself waking up in my bed, and I was more than fine with that. Most nights now, I fell asleep wrapped in Ben’s arms, the steady rhythm of his breathing lulling me to sleep.

I glanced over to his side of the bed, empty but still warm. He must’ve gotten up early to start the coffee, a routine that had become our new normal. As I stretched again, my mind drifted to the way our lives had shifted over the past few months. Rori, Ben’s sweet, precocious daughter, had started school a few weeks ago, and life had settled into a new kind of rhythm—one that felt natural, even inevitable. My toothbrush sat beside Ben’s in the bathroom, my clothes hung in the closet next to his, and more often than not, Rori fell asleep in her room here rather than in the small house I still called mine but visited less and less.

I slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom, brushing my teeth while replaying the events of the past few weeks in my head. I’d never imagined this would be my life—a life so deeply intertwined with Ben and Rori, a makeshift little family that had somehow become everything I never knew I wanted. But here we were, and I couldn’t imagine my days without them anymore.

After a quick shower, I threw on a pair of leggings and one of Ben’s old t-shirts, tying my damp hair into a messy bun as I went down the stairs. The smell of bacon hit me as I stepped into the kitchen, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Ben, shirtless, flipping pancakes at the stove. His back was to me, the muscles in his shoulders flexing with each movement.

“Morning, Mr. Walker,” I said softly, walking up behind him and wrapping my arms around his waist.

He chuckled, leaning back into me slightly as he flipped the last pancake onto a plate. “Morning, beautiful. Coffee’s ready,” he said, nodding toward the counter where two steaming mugs sat side by side, one already doctored with cream and sugar—just the way I liked it.

I kissed his shoulder and let go of him, making my way over to the counter to grab my mug. I took a sip, savoring the warmth and the quiet peace of the morning. It was early, and Rori hadn’t woken up yet. She’d be up soon, though, full of energy and excitement for another day of school.

“How’d you sleep?” Ben asked, turning off the stove and setting the plates of food on the table.

“Like a rock,” I replied, smiling as I leaned against the counter. “You?”

He shrugged, a mischievous grin playing on his lips. “Hard to sleep when someone keeps stealing all the blankets.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed, setting my mug down and walking over to him. “You’re so full of it,” I teased, wrapping my arms around his neck as I stood on my tiptoes to kiss him.

The kiss was soft, and slow, the kind of kiss that spoke of comfort and familiarity. When we finally pulled apart, he rested his forehead against mine, his hands sliding to my waist. “You know, I could get used to this,” he murmured, his voice low and filled with contentment.

“You mean you’re not used to it yet?” I teased back, though I knew exactly what he meant. It felt so natural now, waking up together, making breakfast, and sharing the quiet moments before the day truly started. But there was still that undercurrent of newness, that thrill of being in love and building something lasting.

He pulled me closer, his breath warm against my cheek. “I mean, I could get used to having you here all the time. Officially.”

My heart skipped a beat at his words, the meaning behind them settling over me. We’d been dancing around the idea of moving in together for a while now, but we hadn’t made it official yet. I still had my own place, though I spent most of my time here. It was a natural progression, one we both knew was coming, but hearing him say it out loud made it feel real.

I pulled back slightly, searching his eyes for any sign of hesitation. “You’re serious?” I asked softly, my heart pounding in my chest.

He smiled, one of those smiles that made me weak in the knees. “Of course I’m serious. You’re here most of the time anyway. And I want you here, Charlie. All the time. I want us to be a family—for real.”

My throat tightened with emotion, and for a moment, I couldn’t speak. I hadn’t realized how much I wanted this. How much I needed to hear him say it. I blinked back the tears that threatened to spill over and nodded. “I want that too,” I whispered, my voice thick with emotion.

Ben’s smile grew, and he leaned down to kiss me again, this time with more urgency, more passion. His hands tightened on my waist, pulling me closer as if he couldn’t bear the thought of even an inch of space between us.

Just as the kiss deepened, we were interrupted by the sound of little footsteps bounding down the stairs. “Dad! Charlie! Is breakfast ready?” Rori called out, her voice filled with excitement as she appeared in the doorway, still in her pajamas, her hair a wild mess of curls.

Ben and I pulled apart, and we both laughed as we turned to face her. “Yep, it’s ready,” Ben said, ruffling her hair as she ran past him to climb into her usual chair at the table.

“Pancakes again?” Rori grinned, her eyes lighting up as she grabbed her fork. “You guys are the best!”

I exchanged a glance with Ben, both of us smiling at the sight of her. Rori had been a big part of this new rhythm we’d settled into, and seeing her so happy, so comfortable with us, filled me with a warmth I couldn’t quite describe. It wasn’t just about me and Ben anymore—it was about us, the three of us, and the life we were building together.

I grabbed my plate and sat down across from Rori, Ben sitting next to me. As we ate, Rori chatted animatedly about her school day ahead, about the new friends she’d made, and about the art project she was excited to work on. Ben and I listened, chiming in now and then, but mostly just watching her, letting her fill the room with her energy and joy.

It was moments like this, simple and unassuming, that made me realize just how far we’d come. I never expected to fall so deeply in love with Ben, and I certainly didn’t expect to fall in love with his daughter too. But now, I couldn’t imagine my life without either of them. They were my family.

After breakfast, Ben took Rori upstairs to help her get ready for school, and I stayed behind to clean up. The sound of their laughter echoed down the stairs as they playfully argued over which shoes Rori should wear, and I couldn’t help but smile to myself as I loaded the dishwasher.

This was our new normal—morning routines filled with laughter, shared meals, and quiet moments stolen in between the chaos. It wasn’t perfect, but it was ours, and that was all that mattered.

When Ben and Rori finally came back downstairs, Rori was dressed in her school uniform, her backpack slung over one shoulder. Ben had his keys in hand, ready to drop her off before heading to work.

“I’ll see you later,” he said, leaning in to kiss me goodbye. “We’ll talk more tonight?”

I nodded, my heart still fluttering from our conversation earlier. “Definitely.”

“Bye, Charlie!” Rori called as she bounded toward the door, waving enthusiastically.

“Bye, kiddo! Have a great day!” I called back, waving as they headed out.

The door closed behind them, and for a moment, the house was quiet. I stood there, staring at the door, a smile still tugging at the corners of my lips.

We were happy. I was happy. And as I thought about the future—the life we were building, the family we were becoming—I felt a deep sense of contentment settle over me. We had created our own little family bubble. The bad thing about bubbles is – they pop.


Chapter 36
Charlie


It was a few days after Ben asked me to move in. We had all just gotten home from our busy days. Home. I liked the sound of that.

Ben sat at the kitchen table, his brow furrowed in deep lines of worry. The usually calm and collected man in front of me seemed on edge, his fingers tapping anxiously. He was barely listening as I spoke, his thoughts clearly tangled up in something far heavier.

Rori had been bubbling with excitement about taking a dance class some of her new friends were taking, her eyes sparkling with the joy only a child could muster. She had been talking about it for days, unable to contain her enthusiasm. But every time the subject came up, Ben grew quieter, his responses more clipped.

I understood his concerns—he had always been protective of Rori. But this was different. He wasn’t just being cautious; he was being outright resistant. The classes were in the next town over, and the logistics were complicated but manageable. He worried about the commitment, the time, and the physical demands on her. And I knew, deep down, he was worried about something else, something he didn’t want to say out loud.

“I can help,” I offered, trying to ease the tension. “I could drive her to the classes. It wouldn’t be a problem.” I smiled, hoping to lighten his mood.

But Ben didn’t soften. Instead, his expression grew harder, his eyes narrowing as he looked at me. A coldness settled over him, one that I had never seen directed at me before.

“If I was her mom, I would let her try new things,” I said gently, hoping to break through his wall. “If she doesn’t like it, she can stop and try something else.”

He stared at me, his jaw tightening. When he spoke, his voice was like ice, cutting through the air between us. “Well, you’re not her mom.”

His words hit me like a physical blow, knocking the breath from my lungs. I stepped back, a gasp escaping my lips. you’re not her mom I fucking knew that. But that didn’t mean I didn’t care about her, that I didn’t want her to be happy. The sting of his words lingered, twisting deep inside me.

I stood there, staring at him, waiting for some flicker of remorse, for an apology that I desperately wanted to hear. But it never came. His face remained impassive, his eyes locked onto mine with a resolve that felt unbreakable.

I swallowed hard, my throat tight with unshed tears. “You’re right,” I finally said, my voice trembling despite my best efforts to keep it steady. “I’m not her mom. So I guess that means your opinion is the only one that counts.”

I reached for my jacket, my fingers shaking as I pulled it on. Every movement felt heavy as if the weight of his words was pressing down on me. I walked to the door, my steps slow, each one hoping—praying—that he would stop me, that he would say something, anything to take back what he had just said.

But the silence in the room was deafening.

I paused with my hand on the doorknob, tears welling up in my eyes. I turned to look at him one last time, my voice breaking as I spoke. “I hope you make the right decision for your daughter.”

And then I left, the door slamming shut behind me with a finality that echoed through the house. I hurried across the yard to my own front door, fumbling with the keys as tears blurred my vision.

Once inside, I locked the door and slid down to the floor, the tears I had been holding back finally breaking free. They poured down my cheeks, hot and unrelenting, as I curled into myself, the pain of his words sinking deeper into my heart.

I couldn’t say how long I sat there. When the tears finally stopped flowing, I pushed up and brushed my hair out of my face. He obviously didn’t care what I thought. And in turn, didn’t care about me. I moved through the house to the bedroom and changed into leggings and an oversized tee before grabbing my phone and heading for the back deck. But then I stopped. What if he was out there? I turned quickly and dropped onto the couch.

I pulled the light blanket from the back of the couch over my lap and sighed. It smelled like him. I held back the tears as I texted Avery.

Charlie

You busy?




Avery

Just working on a sex scene…in my book…LOL



Avery is a romantic thriller author and there were at least three sex scenes in each book.

Avery

What’s up? Ben busy tonight? *winky face*



Charlie

We just had a fight. I think.




I watched the three dots appear, disappear, appear, and then my phone rang in my hand. I swiped to answer it and before I could say anything, Avery said “What do you mean, I think?”

I settled back into the corner of the couch and told her what had happened.

“So you just left? That’s not like you. You’re a fighter.”

“I know. But the look on his face. The words, the tone. I panicked and just left. And I haven’t heard anything from him.” I pulled a blanket mindlessly over my legs and sighed.

“He’s probably just busy with Rori. Give him time.”

“I don’t know if I want to,” I admitted.

“What do you mean?” her voice was soft.

“If he doesn’t want my opinion on anything to do with Rori, does he want it with anything else? Does he even care what I think? Does he respect me?” I sighed, pulling the blanket up to my chest.

“He fucking loves you. Of course, he respects you,” she stated firmly.

“But does he? Does he love me?” I cried out. “He sure didn’t act like it.”

We talked for a few more minutes, Avery being supportive and me being sad and pouty. Finally, she suggested a good night’s sleep and revisiting it in the morning. I hung up the phone and dragged myself to bed. I was working the morning shift tomorrow.

Sleep was a fickle beast that night. I tossed and turned, memories of Ben and Rori in my head. And then flashbacks to the harsh words he said.

***

Sometime in the early hours of the morning, I finally dozed off. It felt like minutes before I was startled when my alarm went off. I reached over to shut it off and quickly recalled the events of the night before. Fuck. Today was going to suck.

I went through my morning ritual of coffee, shower, clothes, and more coffee before heading out the door. The sun was just barely up as I pulled my car out of the driveway. I looked at Ben’s side of the duplex and the windows were still dark. Good. Dodged that one. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say to him the next time I saw him.


Chapter 37
Ben


After she stormed out, the weight of my own words crashed over me like a wave, relentless and suffocating, dragging me under before I had a chance to catch my breath. The realization of what I’d done—what I’d said—hit me with a force that left me reeling, my heart pounding in my chest as if trying to escape the guilt that threatened to tear me apart from the inside. My first instinct had been to run after her, pull her back into my arms, beg for forgiveness, and undo the damage I’d inflicted with just a few careless sentences. But as I reached for the door, desperate to make things right, Rori burst into the room, her small voice brimming with excitement as she chattered about her day at school, her books, and her latest art project.

I forced myself to focus on her, on the innocent joy in her eyes, swallowing the guilt that had risen like bile in my throat. She needed me, and I couldn’t let her down, not when her world was still so pure, so untouched by the bitterness that had taken root in mine. We ate dinner together, her laughter a fragile shield against the storm raging inside me, and I tried to match her smile, even as my thoughts kept returning to the look in Charlie’s eyes—the hurt, the disbelief, the way she had recoiled as if I had physically struck her. I was such a dick.

After sending Rori upstairs for a bath, I stood in the kitchen, mindlessly scrubbing at dishes that were already clean, as if somehow I could wash away the mess I’d made. The conversation replayed in my head on an endless loop, each word a dagger twisting deeper into my conscience. The pain in Charlie’s eyes haunted me, a specter that refused to be banished, and the memory of her retreating form was a wound that festered with every passing second.

When Rori finally settled into bed, her small hand clutching mine as she read me a book in her halting, earnest voice, I clung to the moment, trying to find solace in her presence. But even as I brushed the hair off her forehead, watching her eyelids flutter closed as sleep claimed her, I couldn’t escape the ache in my chest. I stayed with her, just for a little while, trying to soothe my own aching heart by being close to the one person who still looked at me with unconditional love. But it wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough to erase the hollow emptiness that gnawed at me, growing stronger with each minute that passed without Charlie.

After turning off the light, I left Rori’s room with a sigh that felt like it had been torn from the depths of my soul. I ran my hands through my hair, the motion rough, frustrated as if I could somehow scrub away the mistakes I’d made. The silence in the house was oppressive, a reminder of the argument that had left me standing alone, and I felt the walls closing in as I made my way to the bedroom.

Inside, the room was bathed in the soft, silver glow of moonlight, casting elongated shadows that seemed to mock me as they stretched across the floorboards. The space felt cavernous, every corner filled with the echo of her absence. I stopped in the middle of the room, staring at the bed that now seemed too vast, too cold without her beside me. The covers were still rumpled from the night before, a physical reminder of the warmth we’d shared, now replaced by a chill that seeped into my bones, turning the room into a stark, lonely landscape.

“Charlie,” I whispered into the empty room, her name a fragile thread of regret that lingered in the air. It was more than just a name; it was a plea, a hope, a desperate longing for what I feared I had lost. I dragged a hand over my face, the stubble rough against my palm, a tactile reminder of just how far I’d let things go. How had I let it get to this point? I’d wanted to protect her, to shield her from any pain or burden, but instead, I’d been the one to wound her, to push her away with my careless words. The realization was like a knife to the gut, a sickening twist of regret that left me breathless.

I collapsed into the chair by the window, the old wood creaking under my weight as I sank heavily into it. The view outside was calm, the sky a blanket of stars that twinkled innocently, oblivious to the storm raging inside me. I searched those distant lights for some kind of answer, some sign that everything would be okay, but the night offered no solace. It simply stood as a silent witness to my turmoil, indifferent and unyielding, the stars cold and distant, their light nothing but a cruel reminder of how small and insignificant my problems were in the grand scheme of things.

“God, I fucked up,” I muttered to the darkness, the confession hanging in the air like a bitter truth I couldn’t escape. My mind replayed memories of Charlie—her laugh, that infectious, carefree sound that could lighten the darkest mood; the way her green eyes sparked with life, always full of mischief and warmth; her quiet strength that had drawn me in from the very beginning, grounding me in ways I never knew I needed. I could see her so clearly, her face lit by the morning sun as she smiled at me, the memory so vivid it felt like a cruel joke now as if the universe was taunting me with what I might have lost.

“Tomorrow,” I vowed, my voice barely more than a breath. The night, still and unchanging, gave no response, but I clung to the promise like a lifeline. Tomorrow I would make it right. I had to. The thought of losing her, of letting this rift between us grow, was unbearable, a gnawing dread that threatened to consume me if I didn’t find a way to fix this. I leaned back in the chair, letting the silence wash over me, a solitary figure adrift in the vast emptiness of the night. The shadows curled around me, offering no comfort, only a stark reminder of the distance between us.

I closed my eyes, longing for the morning light, for the chance to heal the wound I had so recklessly inflicted. But until then, I was left alone with my regret, the hours stretching on in a torturous silence that seemed to echo with everything I wished I could take back, every word I would give anything to unsay.


Chapter 38
Charlie


The next morning, I dragged myself from bed. I felt like garbage, physically and mentally. I was exhausted and wired. Sad from crying. Drained from thinking. Hurt by his words. I was just fucking over it.

At lunch, I pulled out my phone and texted the girls.

Charlie

SOS. I need my girls




Avery

What’s up, babe?



Noelle

Here for you.



Charlie

Can we get together? I think Ben and I broke up




Avery

NOOOOO!!



Noelle

Oh, goodness. What happened?



Charlie

I can explain later. Off at 5. Don’t want to go home




Avery

Come to mine. I’ll tell Sam to make plans



Charlie

You’re the best




Noelle

I’ll give Hunter a job. *smiley face emoji * see you at 515.



Charlie

I love you girls




Avery

We love you. Laters



I finished the afternoon in a blur. Patient after patient came through the doors. Assess, treat, release. Rinse and repeat. By the time I punched out at five, I contemplated canceling. But I knew a night with my girls would do me good.

I drove the familiar path to Avery’s as soon as I left the clinic. I pulled in front of her house and turned off the car. I took a deep breath and climbed out. My legs felt heavy as I made my way up the path.

Avery was at the door to greet me when I knocked. Noelle was already settled in the large chair in the corner.

“Come in,” she said, wrapping me in a hug. “I want to know what happened but first here,” she handed me a glass of wine and led me to the couch. I took a sip as I sat down. I was wrapped up in the hurt and confusion swirling inside me, the words Ben had said playing on a loop in my head you’re not her mom.

That sentence had been echoing in my mind all day, sinking deeper into my chest every time I thought about it. No matter how much I tried to push it away, it lingered, sharp and painful like a thorn lodged in my heart.

“Charlie?” Noelle's voice finally broke through the fog in my head, her tone soft but filled with concern. “What happened?”

I blinked and looked up, meeting her worried gaze. Avery was watching me too, her expression equally gentle, her brow furrowed. Normally, I loved our girls' nights, the easy banter and laughter, the way we could talk about anything and everything. But tonight, I felt like a stranger in my skin, like I didn’t belong here with them.

I hesitated, swallowing the lump in my throat as I glanced between the two of them. Now that I was here, I didn’t know if I could speak the words he had said to me. I hadn’t even fully processed it myself, but the weight of it all was too heavy to carry alone anymore. And as much as I hated to admit it, I needed them. I needed their support, even if it wouldn’t change the fact that I felt like my world was crumbling.

“I… I had a fight with Ben,” I started slowly, my voice barely above a whisper.

“What happened?” Avery asked softly, her thumb brushing lightly over the back of my hand, a gesture that both grounded me and threatened to unravel me at the same time.

I opened my mouth, the words stuck in my throat, but then, with a shaky breath, I let it all spill out.

The moment the words were out, I felt a knot form in my stomach, my chest tightening as if saying it aloud made it more real, more final. Tears welled in my eyes, but I blinked them away, refusing to let them fall.

“But it’s not that he said it, it’s how he said it. It was so sharp and hurtful. And then he didn’t even try to take it back or say he was sorry or anything.”

Noelle’s face softened, her hand moving to rest on my other arm in solidarity. “Oh, Charlie…”

I bit my lip, trying to keep my voice steady. “I know I’m not her mom. I know. But hearing him say it like that, it just felt like a punch to the gut. Like he was reminding me that no matter how much I love her, no matter how much I try to be there for her, I’ll never be enough.”

Silence settled over the room as both Noelle and Avery absorbed what I’d said.

“I don’t think he meant it like that,” Avery finally said, her voice calm and measured, though I could hear the sympathy in her tone. “Ben loves you. He’s probably just… struggling with everything. Being a dad, trying to balance that with your relationship. But you are a part of Rori’s life, Charlie. She adores you.”

I shook my head, frustration and sadness bubbling up inside me. “But I’m not her mom. And I never will be.” My voice broke on the last word, and I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the tears that threatened to spill over. “I don’t know how I can keep doing this if he doesn’t see me that way—if he’s going to keep reminding me that there’s this wall between us, between me and Rori.”

Noelle leaned in closer, her expression fierce with determination. “Charlie, don’t you dare think that. You are so important to Rori and to Ben. You’ve been there for them, and that means something. You don’t need a title or a label to prove that.”

I wanted to believe her. I wanted to cling to the hope that this was just a misunderstanding, that Ben hadn’t meant to hurt me. But it still stung. It stung because, for the first time since we started this relationship, I was scared—scared that this was the beginning of the end, that no matter how hard I tried, I’d never truly fit into their lives the way I wanted to.

“What if…” I began, my voice shaky. “What if this is it? What if we can’t get past this?”

Noelle’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. “You think this could be the end?”

I nodded, swallowing the tightness in my throat. “I don’t know. I hope not, but…” I hesitated, staring down at the worn wood of the table. “He didn’t say it in the heat of the moment. It wasn’t an argument. He just said it like it was a fact like it was something I should already know.”

Avery squeezed my hand tighter. “Charlie, Ben isn’t perfect. None of us are. But he loves you. You have to talk to him, really talk to him about how this made you feel.”

I let out a shaky breath. “I just don’t know if I can. I wanted him to apologize. Or come after me. Fuck, I wanted him to be sorry. But he didn’t do any of those things. And now… now it feels like there’s this wall between us that I don’t know how to break down.”

Noelle exchanged a glance with Avery before turning her focus back to me. “You can break it down. You two have been through too much to let this be the thing that ends it. You’re stronger than that.”

“I don’t feel strong right now,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “I just feel sad. And tired.”

For a moment, none of us spoke. I could feel the warmth of their hands on mine, a physical reminder that I wasn’t alone, even though it felt like my heart was shattering.

“It’s okay to feel that way,” Avery said gently. “You don’t have to have all the answers right now.”

“Yeah,” Noelle agreed. “You’re allowed to be sad. But don’t give up on this, on him. Not yet.”

I nodded, but the sadness in my chest remained heavy. It wasn’t that I wanted to give up. Far from it. I loved Ben, and I loved Rori more than I could ever put into words. But this felt different. This felt like a fracture, something that could grow if we didn’t handle it carefully.

“He’s been so good to me,” I murmured, more to myself than to them.” And I know he loves me. But sometimes… sometimes it feels like I’m just this extra piece in their puzzle and I don’t quite fit.”

“You fit,” Noelle said, her voice firm. “You do fit, Charlie. And Ben needs to understand how much you bring to their lives. You just have to give him the chance to see it.”

I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe that Ben could see me the way I wanted him to—the way I saw myself in Rori’s life. But right now, all I could feel was the emptiness, the distance between us, and the ache that came with wondering if I’d ever truly belong in their family.

As the conversation dwindled, my friends continued to offer words of encouragement, and I clung to them, trying to push away the doubts and fears that gnawed at me. But deep down, the sadness lingered, a constant reminder of how fragile everything felt.

I let the sadness wash around me, feeling comforted by my best friends. Whatever the future brought my way, I knew these two would always be here for me.


Chapter 39
Ben


I wasn’t paying attention as I stepped out of the car, my mind tangled in thoughts of Charlie, when the sharp edge of the door bit my leg. I barely registered the impact, my focus so consumed by the turmoil between us that I didn’t notice the warm trickle of blood soaking through my pants. It wasn’t until I entered the station, the cool air hitting my skin, that Sarah's sharp gasp snapped me out of my daze.

“Ben, you’re bleeding,” she said, her voice edged with concern.

I glanced down and suddenly the world tilted. The sight of blood—my blood—oozing from a gash on my leg made the room spin. I gripped the edge of a nearby desk for support, my knuckles white against the dark wood.

Noah was by my side quickly, his usually easygoing demeanor replaced by a seriousness that matched the situation. He guided me to a chair, his strong hands steadying me as I sank into it. He knelt beside me, carefully lifting my pant leg to assess the damage.

“Nice. How the hell did that happen?” His tone was light, but his eyes were sharp as they took in the wound.

“Car door. Hit it. Wasn’t paying attention.” The words came out in short, clipped breaths as I fought to keep the dizziness at bay.

Sarah hurried over with the first aid kit, her movements brisk and efficient. But as Noah inspected the gash, his expression darkened.

“You’re gonna need stitches, no question about it. Can you walk to my car? I’ll take you to the clinic.”

The clinic. The word sent a jolt of dread through me. The clinic meant Charlie. And after everything that had happened between us, the thought of facing her now twisted my stomach into knots. She had left early this morning. I can only assume in an attempt to avoid me. The last thing I wanted to do was confront her in front of others or cause a scene.

Noah wrapped the gauze around my leg, his hands moving with practiced ease. “You good to walk?” he asked, his eyes meeting mine.

I nodded, though my legs felt like they were made of lead. I hobbled to his car, each step sending a dull throb through my injured leg. When I finally slid into the passenger seat, a sigh of relief escaped me, but the pain that had been dulled by shock now roared to life, sharp and unrelenting.

“You okay there, buddy?” Noah’s voice was steady, a grounding force against the rising tide of discomfort.

“Yeah. Sure.” I closed my eyes, focusing on my breathing, trying to block out the pain and the anxiety gnawing at the edges of my mind.

The clinic was close, but the drive felt both agonizingly slow and terrifyingly quick. Before I knew it, we were pulling up to the door. The fluorescent lights of the entrance loomed ahead, cold, and unforgiving.

“Want me to come in with you?” Noah asked genuine concern in his voice.

“Am I a pussy if I say yes?” I attempted a weak grin, but it fell flat.

“Nope. Not at all.” Noah’s reassurance was a small comfort as we climbed out of the cruiser and headed inside.

Mindi greeted us at the front desk, her expression shifting from professional politeness to worry as she noticed the bloodstain spreading on my pants. “Ben, what happened?” she asked, her voice gentle.

“Got in a fight with a car door and lost,” Noah quipped, but the humor in his tone did little to ease the tension gripping my chest.

Mindi frowned as she led us down the hallway, the sterile smell of antiseptic growing stronger with each step. As we passed an open doorway, I caught a glimpse of Charlie. She was moving into another room, her focus on a chart in her hands. For a brief moment, our eyes met, and my heart lurched painfully in my chest. But just as quickly, she looked away, her expression carefully neutral. Shit. The realization that I had no idea how to fix this hit me like a punch to the gut.

Noah followed us into the exam room, where I gingerly climbed onto the table, my leg throbbing with every movement. The room was stark, the white walls and stainless steel surfaces reflecting the harsh overhead lighting. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being on display, every flaw and mistake laid bare.

“Tara will get your vitals, and then Charlie will be in shortly,” Mindi said with a sympathetic smile before she left the room.

Noah blew out a breath, the sound heavy with the weight of unsaid things. “Trouble in paradise?” he asked, not unkindly.

“What? What are you talking about?” I played dumb, but the feigned ignorance felt flimsy, even to me.

“Charlie barely looked at you.” He didn’t look up from his phone, but his words struck a nerve.

“I may have said something dumb. She got pissed and stormed out.” The admission tasted bitter, like something rotten.

“Huh.” He was scrolling through his phone, but the way he said it made my stomach churn.

“What?” I prodded, stretching out my damaged leg with a wince.

“Nothing. I’m not here to get in the middle of your drama.” He chuckled, the sound low and not entirely unkind, but I could tell he wasn’t interested in digging deeper.

I ran a hand through my hair, frustration mingling with the pain that pulsed in my leg. The sterile quiet of the examination room only amplified the tension coiling in my chest. Every second felt like an eternity as I waited for Charlie to walk through the door, the dread building with each tick of the clock.

Finally, a soft knock sounded, and the door creaked open. Charlie stepped inside, her expression cool and professional. “Noah,” she acknowledged him with a nod before turning to me. “Mr. Walker.”

Her use of my last name felt like a slap in the face, a clear indication of just how pissed she really was. My heart sank, the situation feeling more hopeless by the second.

“What happened?” she asked as she washed her hands and snapped on a pair of gloves, her tone all business.

I pulled up my pant leg, exposing the gash. “Wasn’t paying attention, hit it on the car door.” My voice sounded hollow, the words mechanical.

Charlie rolled her stool over to the exam table, still avoiding eye contact as she carefully peeled away the dressing Noah had applied. Her breath hitched slightly when she saw the wound, but her demeanor remained detached. “It’s not deep, but it’s long. You’re going to need stitches. I’ll get you taken care of quickly.” She was efficient and precise, but there was no warmth in her actions.

“Charlie,” I murmured, her name a plea for something—anything—to soften the wall between us.

She didn’t look up, didn’t pause. “If you want someone else to do it, I can get the doctor.” She started to remove her gloves, ready to leave.

“No. It’s fine. I trust you.” The words came out desperate, a last-ditch effort to reach her.

For a moment, she froze, her gaze snapping to mine, eyes hard and unforgiving. “Huh. Good to know.” Her tone was icy as she turned away, discarding the gloves, and heading to retrieve the supplies.

Noah let out a low whistle once she was gone. “You’re fucked. She’s pissed. And Charlie can hold a grudge. Good luck, bro.”

“Fuck you,” I snapped.

“You’re not my type.” He laughed softly, but there was a note of sympathy in his voice as he returned his attention to his phone.

I slumped back against the exam table, rubbing a hand over my face. The air in the room felt stifling, heavy with unspoken tension. I stared at the ceiling, mentally cursing myself for every wrong word, every mistake that had led to this moment.

It wasn’t long before Charlie returned, a covered tray in hand. She set it down with the same clinical detachment, rewashed her hands, and donned a fresh pair of gloves. Even through the latex, I could feel the heat of her touch as she prepped the area around the wound. She numbed the skin with practiced ease, her movements quick and efficient, but she still refused to meet my gaze.

“Charlie? Please?” My voice was barely above a whisper, thick with emotion.

She flicked a glance toward Noah, then up at me, her expression steely. “Please what? I’m trying to focus so you don’t end up with a scar.”

“I don’t give two shits about a scar. Talk to me.”

Her hands stilled for a fraction of a second before she shook her head and began placing the stitches. “I need to focus.” Her tone was final, brooking no argument.

Damn it. The frustration was a dull roar in my ears, but I forced myself to lie back and let her work, wincing slightly as the needle tugged at my skin.

“You okay? Need more lidocaine?” she asked, her voice devoid of any personal concern, just a rote question.

“No. I’m good. Just finish.” The words were tight, controlled, as I swallowed back the urge to say more, to push her, to make her see how sorry I was.

She finished in silence, the minutes dragging on like hours, the atmosphere in the room thick and oppressive. When she was done, she pushed back, disposing of the tray and her gloves with the same detached efficiency.

“It should heal up nicely,” she said from across the room, her voice as distant as ever.

“Thanks to you,” I replied, the gratitude in my voice genuine, though it seemed to bounce off her cold exterior. “I’m glad you were here.”

“Part of the job,” she responded, her tone flat, her face sad. “You’ll need to come back in a week to get the stitches out.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Noah stood from his chair and reached for the door. “I’m just going to give you two a minute.”

I said, “Thanks” at the same time Charlie said, “We’re good.”

He shook his head and left the room.

I gently placed a hand on her arm. “Charlie. Talk to me.”

“I have nothing to say. Please, just leave. I have other patients to see.”

“Can we talk later?” I removed my hand but stood close.

“I don’t see what we have to talk about. You let me know last night that my opinion doesn’t matter. Goodbye, Ben.”

Before I realized it, she was out the door. Yup, I was fucked. I had no idea how I was going to fix this.


Chapter 40
Ben


I had royally fucked up, and the weight of it was suffocating me. Charlie hadn’t spoken to me in days. She was avoiding me—getting up early and leaving before I was even awake, sometimes not coming home at all. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if she was staying at her place or crashing somewhere else. Either way, the distance between us felt unbearable. She wasn’t responding to my texts, and every time I went to her door and knocked there was no answer. She was shutting me out completely.

Rori noticed too. Every day, she asked, “When is Charlie coming over again, Daddy?” And every day, I had no answer. I was breaking my little girl’s heart too, and it gutted me. I’d hurt both of them and now I was trapped, not knowing how to fix it if Charlie wouldn’t even talk to me.

When I’d come into the clinic, hurt and bleeding, she looked at me like I was just another patient, and it stung. She was polite, professional even, but there was a distance in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. The warmth, the connection, was gone. And I knew it was my fault.

I knew exactly what I did. I knew exactly what I said. The moment those words left my mouth, I regretted them. But I’d let my frustrations, my fears, get the better of me, and I lashed out. I hurt the one person who meant the most to me. I needed to apologize, to fix this. But a text or a half-hearted knock on her door wasn’t going to cut it. No, this needed to be done face to face, heart to heart. She deserved that, at the very least.

But how? How do you apologize for saying something so stupid, so thoughtless? I had no clue. And as the days dragged on, my mind kept replaying every moment, every mistake, every painful silence between us.

It didn’t take long for Sam and Noah to notice that I was off. I wasn’t exactly subtle about it. At work, I was just going through the motions—showing up, and doing my job, but with none of the energy or focus that usually defined me. I was distracted, hollowed out. So, when they both cornered me one afternoon at the station, I wasn’t surprised.

“You’re a mess, man,” Sam said bluntly, leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, studying me. “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

Noah was sitting across from me, his brow furrowed in concern. “What’s going on, Ben? You’ve been off all week. This isn’t like you.”

I sighed, rubbing a hand over my face. There was no point in hiding it. “I fucked up. With Charlie.”

They exchanged a glance, and Sam leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “What happened?”

I took a deep breath, the words feeling heavy in my throat. “I said something I shouldn’t have. Something that hurt her. And now she won’t even talk to me.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “What did you say?”

I hesitated, feeling the weight of the confession in my chest. “I told her she wasn’t Rori’s mom.”

Sam winced, visibly cringing at my words. “Damn, man. You actually said that?”

“Yeah,” I muttered, shame creeping over me. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded, but… yeah, I said it.”

Noah let out a low whistle. “That’s rough. I can see why she’s pissed.”

“I know,” I groaned, leaning back in my chair. “I didn’t mean it like that. I was frustrated and… scared, I guess. But now she won’t talk to me. She’s avoiding me completely.”

Sam crossed his arms, leaning back in his chair with a thoughtful look on his face. “Sounds like you need to fix this. And soon.”

“How?” I asked, feeling helpless. “I’ve tried texting her. I’ve gone to her place, but she won’t answer. I don’t know how to reach her.”

Noah shook his head. “You’re not gonna fix this with a text, Ben. This is bigger than that. You hurt her. You need to talk to her and tell her that you know you were wrong, that you’re genuinely sorry.”

“Yeah,” Sam added, “and you’re gonna have to fight for her. If you love her, you can’t just sit back and wait for her to come around. You need to show her that you’re serious.”

I nodded slowly, taking in their advice. They were right. This wasn’t something I could fix with a quick apology. Charlie deserved more than that. She deserved someone willing to fight for her, to prove that she mattered. And I was ready to do that.

“But how do I do that?” I asked, feeling lost. “How do I get her to talk to me if she is avoiding me?”

Sam leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Okay, dumb ass. You know where she lives. You know her schedule. You wait for her and make her listen. And you need to apologize—really apologize. Not just some half-assed 'I’m sorry.' You need to own up to what you said and why it hurt her. Acknowledge the pain you caused, and make sure she knows you understand it.”

“Yeah,” Noah agreed. “And don’t make excuses. Don’t try to explain it away or justify it. Just be honest and take responsibility.”

I nodded, absorbing their advice. “Okay, but what if she doesn’t want to hear it? What if she shuts me out again?”

Sam shrugged. “Then you keep trying. You don’t give up. You show her that you’re willing to do whatever it takes to make things right. That you’re not going to walk away just because it’s hard.”

Noah nodded, his expression serious. “And you need to show her that you’re committed. Not just to fix this but to your relationship. She needs to know that you’re in this for the long haul, that you’re not going anywhere.”

“I am,” I said quickly. “I love her. I want a future with her.”

“Then show her that,” Sam said firmly. “Show her that you’re serious about building a life together. She needs to feel secure in that.”

I sat back in my chair, thinking over everything they’d said. They were right. I’d hurt Charlie deeply, and I couldn’t just expect things to go back to normal without putting in the work. I needed to fight for her, to prove that she was worth every bit of effort, every ounce of love I had to give.

“Look,” Noah stated, “What time does she get off work?”

“Either five or six. It varies.”

Noah picked up his phone and after hitting a few buttons, held it to his ear. “Hey, Mindi. Noah Carter here. What time is Charlie off today? Six? Cool. Thanks.”

He pocketed his phone and looked up. “She’s off at six. Be there. Be ready to grovel. Be ready to convince her that you know you don’t deserve her, but you love her.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah. Tell her that you know you were a dumb fuck, but you want to do better.”

“That’s a hell of a pep talk, Parker,” I teased.

“My wife is a writer,” he said by way of explanation.

But the question remained: how was I going to do that?

“Do you have any ideas?” I asked, looking between them. “How do I show her that I’m serious?”

Noah rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You know Charlie better than anyone, Ben. What does she need right now? What would make her feel loved and valued?”

I thought about that for a moment, letting the silence settle around us. Charlie was strong and independent, but she also had a soft heart. She needed to feel seen, to feel like she was truly a part of my life—of Rori’s life. She needed to know that she mattered to both of us, not just as my girlfriend, but as someone integral to our family.

“I think she needs to know that she’s important,” I said slowly. “That she’s not just some temporary part of my life, but I see her as my partner. And that Rori sees her as someone important too.”

Sam nodded. “Then tell her that. And show her. Actions speak louder than words, man.”

Noah nodded in agreement. “Just make sure you’re honest, Ben. Be real with her. That’s what she needs.”

I took a deep breath, feeling a mixture of nerves and determination. I was going to fix this. I had to. Charlie meant too much to me to let her slip away without a fight.

“Thanks, guys,” I said sincerely, standing up from the table. “I appreciate the advice.”

“Go get your girl, man,” Sam said with a grin, clapping me on the back.

Noah smiled, his expression hopeful. “You’ve got this.”


Chapter 41
Charlie


It had been a long and grueling day. I know, you wouldn’t think that would happen at a small-town clinic, but it does. Patients were steady all day and the wind was knocked out of me when Ben walked in with Noah. I hadn’t expected to see him today. And honestly, I wasn’t ready to see him. But there he was, right in front of me, needing medical attention.

I did my best to remain calm and professional, even though the girls called me out on it later. Apparently, I was cold to him. Well, damn right I was. And he deserved it.

When I pulled up, Ben was sitting on my front steps. Fuck! I was hoping to avoid him. I could pull into the garage and shut the door right away. But maybe, we just needed to hash this out and move on. If I wasn’t somebody he could trust, with his daughter, then maybe we just needed to cut ties. I pulled into the garage and sat there, taking deep breaths. I was already holding back the tears. It had been hard to be in the same room with him today. And now he was sitting outside my door.

I was a strong independent woman. I could do this. No man was worth my tears. Isn’t that what I had been telling my friends for years? With a deep sigh, I opened the door and slid out of the car. I left my bag, knowing I was going to have to talk to Ben before heading into the house.

I felt his movement behind me.

“Charlie?” his deep voice soft and hesitant.

“Oh, Ben. I didn’t see you there.” Liar.

He chuckled. “I think we need to talk.”

I turned to look at him. He had changed into black sweats and a gray sweatshirt. His hair was a mess and his eyes sad.

“Do we? I think you said enough.”

I moved away from him, leaning against my car door. He moved closer to me and the air shifted.

“I fucked up,” he admitted.

“Oh, did you?” I crossed my arms over my chest and looked anywhere but at his face.

“I did.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I fucked up and I’m sorry.”

“What exactly are you sorry for, Ben? Because it seems to me you were in dad mode. I don’t know if we have anything left to say.” I moved away from him, the urge to reach out too strong and I knew my self-control was waning.

“Charlie, I was an ass. I said some shit that I didn’t mean…”

I cut him off quickly, “But did you? You said it and didn’t take it back.” I blew out a breath and continued, “I don’t know if we have anything else to talk about.”

“Charlie,” he said dropping his voice, “If we can’t talk through this…Fuck.” He spun away from me. “I’m sorry for what I said. I really am.” Turning back to me he reached for my hand. “If we are going to work, we need to be able to talk through things. I’m not perfect. Far fucking from it. And I never want to hurt you. I’m going to make mistakes. But, please, please talk to me. Please give me a chance to fix it.”

I let him take my hand and we moved to the steps. Sitting next to each other, my hand still in his, I rested my shoulder near his.

“Where’s Rori?” I asked.

“Homework. Or maybe her tablet. I don’t know. Does that make me a shitty dad? Probably. But all I can think about is fixing this. Fixing us.”

I took a deep breath, facing the driveway, “It hurt, Ben. It felt dismissive. Like I was nothing. To you. To Rori. I know it’s been a short time, but you both have invaded my life, my head, my heart. And you just pulled it away. You made me feel like I don’t matter.”

He gently caressed the back of my hand with his thumb. “You do matter, Charlie. You do! I’m sorry. I can’t even say it enough. I don’t know why I said it. Stress? Anxiety? Being a single dad is tough. But I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“But you did.” It was all I could say. How to express the feelings, the hurt, the pain of those words.

He shifted, pulling his hand from mine, and turning to face me. I continued to stare at the driveway. He reached for my face and gently turned my chin to his. “Charlie. I love you. I love you so much. And it’s scary as hell. I don’t want this to be the end of us. But I don’t know how to fix it.”

“You love me?” I squeaked.

“I do.” His hand cupped my cheek, and I leaned into it. “I love you, Charlie Emerson. And I’m sorry I was a dick. I just, I don’t know what. I fucked up.”

“But why didn’t you come after me? Text me? Apologize?”

“I think I was as stunned by my words as you were. And then I was shocked that you had left. It took me some time to process that I was the cause of it.”

“I didn’t like it,” I said softly. “I know I’m not her mom, but I would walk in front of a bus for that kid. And that is scary for me. I’ve never had anybody that I would protect with my life. And then you moved next door. I’m not her mom, but I love her like a mom would.”

He leaned in slowly and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. “That’s just one of the things I love about you.”

“One of?” I asked with a cock of my eyebrow.

“One of many. Maybe later, I will count the ways.” He pulled me in for a hug. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me, Charlie. I promise to do better. We aren’t going to agree on everything, but I promise to do better. To talk through things with you instead of snapping. And if I do snap, please call me on my bullshit. I never want you to feel that I don’t respect you and your opinions.”

“We can do better,” I said, resting my head on his shoulder. “I shouldn’t have left the way I did.”

“I appreciate that, but I’m taking full blame for this clusterfuck.” He kissed the top of my head and tightened his arm around me. “Come over for dinner?”

“Sure. Let me go and change first.” I pulled away and kissed his cheek. “Should I bring an overnight bag?”

“I recommend it.”

I stood up and slid between his legs, arms over his shoulders. “Was this our first fight?”

“I think so,” he said, running his hands up my back.

“So make up sex later?” I teased.

“So much makeup sex,” he said before kissing me again and slapping my ass.

“Ben!”

“Go get yourself changed. I’m going to order dinner.” He stood up.

“You’re not even cooking for me?” I teased as I backed up.

“I want to focus on time with my girls tonight.” And with that, he stepped past me and headed to his side of the duplex. Once he hit the bottom step, he turned. “Charlie? I do love you. And I am sorry.”

“Forward motion, Ben. I’ll see you in a few.”

***

That night, after we made up, I found myself back at Ben's place. I wasn’t sad to admit it either; in fact, I felt an odd sense of peace. We’d made up, and in all honesty, Ben was really good at making up. I lost count of the number of orgasms, his hands, and mouth mapping my body with the kind of precision that comes from truly knowing someone inside and out. Every touch felt like he was rediscovering me for the first time, and I had to wonder how I got so lucky to land this man—brains, body, heart, compassion, the whole damn package.

That night was more than just makeup sex. It was a reaffirmation. It was Ben showing me, with his body and his heart, that I was cherished. As we lay there afterward, our bodies tangled together, I couldn’t help but reflect on how deeply we had fallen for each other. It wasn’t just the physical connection, although that was undeniably powerful. It was how he made me feel seen, loved, and safe—like the world could fall apart outside those bedroom walls, but inside, everything was perfect.

We had both overreacted earlier and in the quiet aftermath of our lovemaking, we acknowledged it. Ben had apologized, and so had I. We talked about how we could do better, promising each other that we wouldn’t let stupid misunderstandings or unspoken fears come between us. I’d always been a fighter—someone who pushed through problems head-on. But for some reason, when it came to Ben, I found myself retreating at times. Maybe it was the fear of losing something so precious that made me shut down.

We vowed to be honest from now on, to say the hard things before they festered and became bigger than they needed to be. It felt good to clear the air, and lying there in his arms, I knew that we’d be okay. Better than okay.

As the conversation turned to more practical things, we found ourselves revisiting the idea of moving in together. It wasn’t the first time we’d talked about it, but now it felt more real, more immediate. We went back and forth on whether we should buy a house together or just share one side of the duplex for now. The duplex had been perfect for us so far—close, but with our own space when we needed it. But it wasn’t going to work long-term, especially not if we wanted to grow our family.

Family. That word lingered in the air, unspoken but heavy with possibility. We hadn’t gotten into the specifics yet, but the idea of another child hovered between us. Every time I saw Ben with Rori, my heart swelled. He had so much love to give, not just to Rori but to me and everyone around him. I couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to have a child with him—to bring a life into the world that was half him and half me.

But that conversation could wait. For now, we were focused on finding a place that worked for the three of us—something bigger, something that felt like a home we could build a future in.

As we debated the logistics, I couldn’t help but think about Andi Collins, the new single mom in town who had just moved back to Morgan Falls. Well, she wasn’t exactly new—she’d grown up here before leaving for college and starting a life elsewhere. But now she was back, taking care of her mother, and reconnecting with Noah, her high school sweetheart.

Their story was sweet, and it reminded me a little of my own. Not that anyone’s story was as sweet as mine and Ben’s, but Andi and Noah came close. She had a daughter, Chloe, who was just the cutest thing. Every time I saw them together, my heart did this little flutter, and I found myself hoping that one day, Ben and I would have our own little one.

Rori was everything I imagined a child of mine and Ben’s could be—bright, funny, full of energy. Watching Ben interact with her made my heart ache in the best way. He was so natural with kids, so patient and loving. And Rori adored him, of course. She was his world, and the way he balanced being an incredible father while still making room in his heart for me made me fall in love with him even more.

Still, the thought of bringing up the subject of kids made me nervous. We’d never really talked about it in any concrete way. Sure, we’d joked about it here and there, but we hadn’t had the serious conversation—the one where we laid out our hopes and dreams for the future. I knew Ben had a lot on his plate with Rori and everything that came with being a single dad. I didn’t want to rush him into anything, especially since things were going so well for us right now.

But I couldn’t help wondering. Every time I saw a baby or a young family, I’d feel that pang of longing. It was like this quiet voice in the back of my mind that kept saying, What if? What if we could have that? What if we could build a family together, one that was ours? I didn’t know how Ben felt about it, but I had a feeling he’d be open to the idea. He had so much love to give, and I saw how he thrived as a father. But I also knew that our current living situation wasn’t conducive to adding another child to the mix. Neither of our places was big enough, and while the duplex had been a good temporary solution, it wouldn’t be enough if we wanted to expand our family.

That’s why the idea of moving into a bigger house felt so significant. It wasn’t just about needing more space—it was about building something together, something that would grow with us. I could already picture it: a house with a big backyard where Rori could run around and play with her friends, where we could have barbecues in the summer and build snowmen in the winter. A house with enough rooms for a nursery, for future kids to fill with their laughter and chaos. A house that would become a home, filled with the love and warmth that Ben and I shared.

As we lay there, talking softly about our options, I couldn’t help but feel excited about the future. The idea of buying a house together felt like the next big step in our relationship—one that would solidify the life we were building. I wasn’t sure if we’d go for the duplex or find something new entirely, but I knew that wherever we ended up, as long as I was with Ben and Rori, it would feel like home.

Andi’s name came up again in our conversation as we talked about the duplex. She had mentioned to me that she was looking for a place to rent, and I had a feeling that she’d jump at the chance to move into the other half of the duplex if we decided to take over the whole place. It felt like everything was falling into place like the universe was aligning in just the right way to make all of this happen.

But as much as I tried to focus on the practicalities of moving in together and finding the right place, my mind kept circling back to that deeper, more personal desire. I wanted to build a life with Ben—not just the life we had now, but something bigger, something lasting. I wanted the messy, beautiful chaos of a family, of late-night feedings and school drop-offs and all the little moments in between.

I’d never been the type to dream about a white picket fence or the perfect family. My life had always been a little too unpredictable for that. But now, with Ben, I found myself wanting those things. I wanted the stability, the love, the future that we could build together. And as much as it scared me to admit it, I wanted another child. I wasn’t sure when or how it would happen, but I could feel that desire growing stronger every day.

I glanced over at Ben, who was now dozing lightly beside me, his arm still draped over my waist. I studied his face in the soft light of the bedside lamp, the way his brow furrowed ever so slightly in sleep, the gentle rise and fall of his chest. He looked so peaceful, so content, and I felt a surge of love so strong it nearly overwhelmed me.

I knew we weren’t in any rush, and I wasn’t about to bring it up right this second, but I also knew that this was the man I wanted to build a life with. This was the man I wanted to have children with, to grow old with, to face every challenge and celebrate every joy with.

And as I drifted off to sleep that night, curled up beside him, I felt a sense of peace wash over me. We didn’t have all the answers yet, but we were figuring it out—together. And that was all that mattered.


Chapter 42
Ben


The drive to Seven Pines Resort was full of the usual banter between Rori and me, with Charlie adding her occasional quips from the passenger seat. But beneath the surface of the playful conversation, my nerves churned like a storm brewing deep inside. Today was the day I was going to propose to Charlie. And the plan had to be perfect—because she deserved nothing less.

It had taken weeks of coordination to get everything in place. Seven Pines was Avery’s family resort, and she’d helped me get everyone here without Charlie suspecting a thing. Our friends and family all gathered to witness the moment I asked the woman I loved to marry me. But Charlie thought we were just going to watch the football game with some friends, which was perfect because it meant she wouldn’t suspect a thing.

The thought of getting down on one knee, of seeing the look on her face when I pulled out the ring, had kept me up at night for the last week. Not from anxiety, though. It was anticipation. It had been five years since I first realized that Charlie was the missing piece in our lives, the glue that held Rori and me together when we needed it most. And now, I wanted to make her officially a part of our family.

“Dad, can we stop for snacks on the way?” Rori’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts.

I glanced at her in the rearview mirror, catching the mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “You already brought snacks, Rori. I saw you stuffing chips in your bag before we left. Besides, Avery and Hunter have snacks at the bar.”

She grinned, unrepentant. “Those are for later. You know how football games go—gotta be prepared.”

Charlie chuckled, reaching over to squeeze my arm. Her touch sent a wave of warmth through me, and for a second, I forgot about the elaborate proposal plan and just focused on how good it felt to have her by my side.

“We are not stopping for snacks,” I said, keeping my voice casual. I couldn’t let anything tip Charlie off. Not yet.

When we finally pulled into the parking lot at Seven Pines, my heart started racing. The resort looked beautiful, nestled in the trees with the lake shimmering behind it. Avery had outdone herself with the setup for today, and everything was ready.

“Looks like a full house today,” Charlie said as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

I just smiled at Charlie as I brushed a hand over her cheek. If she only knew.

Rori hopped out of the car and slung her backpack over her shoulder, clearly excited to see Avery. “I’m gonna find Aunt Avery!” she shouted as she darted off toward the entrance.

“Hey, don’t run!” I called after her, but she was already gone. Charlie laughed, shaking her head as she grabbed her purse and followed me toward the resort.

The bar was as cozy and inviting as ever, the smell of fresh pine and wood polish filling the air. Avery was waiting by the front desk, a grin spreading across her face when she saw us. She winked at me in a way that made my stomach flip. She knew exactly what was coming later, and I silently thanked her for keeping the secret so well.

“Hey, you two!” Avery called out, walking over to hug Charlie. “Ready for the game?”

Charlie nodded enthusiastically. “I am. Ben and I have been talking trash all week about whose team’s gonna win.”

I smirked, sliding my arm around Charlie’s waist. “My team’s taking it today. You just wait.”

“Don’t get too cocky,” she teased, nudging me with her elbow. “I might surprise you.”

I smiled down at her, wondering how she’d react when the real surprise happened.

Avery clapped her hands together. “Alright, let me show you where we’ve got everything set up. Rori’s already run off to raid the kitchen, but I’m sure she’ll be back once she smells the food.”

Charlie laughed, and we followed Avery through the main hall toward the event room. It was big enough to hold everyone comfortably, with long tables set up for food and drinks, and a few couches and chairs arranged in front of the massive TV screen where we’d “watch the game.”

I glanced around, noticing the subtle touches Avery had added for later. Balloons were tucked in corners, ready to be released when the moment came. The string lights overhead added a soft glow, creating the perfect atmosphere.

“Wow, this looks great,” Charlie said, oblivious to the fact that all of this was about to transform into something entirely different.

“It’ll be fun,” Avery said with a wink. “We’ll just wait for everyone else to get here before we dive in.”

Charlie nodded and sat down on one of the couches, kicking off her shoes and getting comfortable. “Perfect. I’m starving already. I hope Rori leaves something for the rest of us.”

I chuckled, but my heart was racing now. This was it. I was going to propose in less than an hour, and I couldn’t mess it up.

As we settled in, Rori came bouncing back, a mischievous grin on her face. “Dad, I think I ate too many pretzels.”

Charlie shook her head, laughing. “I told you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rori said, plopping down beside Charlie. “Hey, can you take me to the bathroom real quick?”

“Sure,” Charlie said, pushing herself up from the couch. “Be right back.”

My heart kicked into overdrive as I watched them walk out of the room. The second they were gone, I shot up from my seat and looked over at Avery, who gave me a thumbs-up.

“Alright, everyone! Move into place!” she called out, her voice just loud enough for everyone to hear.

It was like watching magic unfold before my eyes. Our friends and family moved swiftly to set everything up. Balloons were pulled from behind furniture, and a long path of rose petals was laid out from the bathroom to where I would be standing. My heart pounded in my chest as I moved toward the corner of the room, taking my position at the end of the petal-strewn path.

I pulled the ring box from my pocket, the weight of it heavy in my palm. I flicked it open for a second, gazing down at the ring. Simple, elegant, exactly what I knew Charlie would love. It had taken me months to pick it out, and now, here I was, about to ask her to wear it for the rest of our lives.

“How’s it looking?” I asked Avery, who was checking everything one last time.

She smiled, her eyes shining with excitement. “Perfect. She’s going to love it.”

I nodded, my mouth dry. “I hope so.”

A few minutes later, I heard the sound of footsteps coming down the hallway, and my stomach did a nervous flip. It was time.

“Everyone, quiet!” Avery hissed, and the room fell into an expectant silence.

Rori darted ahead, and I watched as her eyes lit up with surprise when she saw the balloons and rose petals.

“Charlie!” Rori called out, her voice full of excitement. “Look!”

Charlie looked up, her expression confused as she took in the scene. Her eyes darted from the balloons to the rose petals, and then they landed on me.

I stood there, in the corner, on one knee, the ring box open in my hand.

Her hands flew to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, frozen in place.

Rori, who was clearly in on the whole thing, grabbed her hand and tugged her forward, leading her down the path of rose petals toward me. As they got closer, I could see tears welling up in Charlie’s eyes, and my heart swelled with love for her.

When they reached me, I looked up at her, my voice shaking a little as I spoke.

“Charlie,” I began, my heart pounding in my chest. “You came into my life when I didn’t think I could ever be whole again. You loved me, and you loved Rori, without hesitation, without asking for anything in return. You’ve made me a better man, and you’ve made our family complete. I want to spend the rest of my life loving you, just like you’ve loved us.”

Her hands trembled as she lowered them from her mouth, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Will you marry me?” I asked, holding the ring up toward her, my heart in my throat.

Charlie blinked, a sob escaping her as she nodded. “Yes,” she whispered, then louder, “Yes! Yes, of course!”

A cheer erupted from everyone in the room, but all I could focus on was Charlie as she threw her arms around me, pulling me into the tightest, most perfect hug I’d ever felt.

I slid the ring onto her finger, my hands shaking just as much as hers, and then kissed her, feeling the weight of everything—of love, of family, of the future—settle around us.

When we finally pulled apart, Rori threw her arms around both of us, her grin so wide it lit up the entire room. “I knew it!” she declared, laughing.

“Of course you did,” Charlie said, wiping away her tears and laughing at the same time. “You two planned this, didn’t you?”

“Maybe,” I said, smiling down at her. “It was a team effort.”

Charlie looked around the room, her eyes taking in the faces of all the people we loved—Avery, Sam, our friends, and family—all here to witness this moment.

“This is perfect,” she whispered, her hand resting against my chest. “You’re perfect.”

I kissed her again, knowing that this was just the beginning. Because today wasn’t just about a proposal. It was about the family we had built, the love we shared, and the life we were going to create together.


Chapter 43
Rori
Five years later


I pulled my hair into a messy ponytail, glancing in the mirror as I adjusted the strands that refused to cooperate. Thirteen. I was officially a teenager, though I didn’t feel much different than I did yesterday. Except today, I was heading to the hospital with my dad to meet my sibling which was… kind of weird. But also exciting.

Charlie was going to have a baby, and I was going to be a big sister.

Charlie and Dad had gone to the hospital last night and I stayed with Howie. Dad was here to pick me up and take me to the hospital while Charlie was resting.

“Rori! Are you almost ready?” Dad’s voice echoed from downstairs.

“Almost!” I yelled back, smoothing out the hem of my favorite hoodie. I grabbed my phone and headed downstairs, feeling a mix of nervousness and excitement bubbling in my stomach.

Everything felt different today. Maybe it was the anticipation of what was coming. Or maybe it was just the fact that everything was changing. Again.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, Dad was waiting by the door, keys in hand. He had spent the night at the hospital but came to pick me up because things were progressing slowly. His eyes flicked to me, a proud smile spreading across his face. He looked more relaxed these days—happier than I’d ever seen him, especially since he married Charlie.

“You ready, Bug?” he asked, using the nickname that always made me feel like I was still eight years old.

I rolled my eyes playfully. “I’m thirteen, Dad. You can stop calling me that now.”

He grinned, shaking his head. “Never. Let’s go, we don’t want to miss the big event.”

We stepped outside, the crisp autumn air brushing against my cheeks. The trees around our house were a blaze of orange, red, and gold, the leaves crunching beneath my boots as we made our way to the car.

Dad started the engine, and we drove through town, the familiar sights passing by the window. I watched the park, the coffee shop where Charlie liked to get her morning latte, the school I now attended, and the police station where my dad worked.

“You excited?” Dad asked, breaking the silence as we stopped at a red light.

“Yeah,” I said, glancing over at him. “It’s weird though. I mean... I’ve been the only kid for so long. Now there’s gonna be another one.”

Dad nodded, his expression softening. “It’ll be different, for sure. But I think you’ll be an amazing big sister.” He patted my hand and smiled before turning back to the windshield.

I smiled a little, the nerves in my stomach twisting again. “I hope so.”

The rest of the drive passed quickly, and soon we were pulling up to the hospital. I hopped out of the car and followed Dad inside, my sneakers squeaking against the polished floors. The smell of antiseptic hit me instantly, and I wrinkled my nose. Hospitals always smelled the same—too clean, too sterile.

We made our way to the maternity ward, where we found Charlie sitting on a hospital bed, her hands resting on her rounded belly. Her face lit up when she saw us, and despite everything, she still managed to look beautiful. Pregnancy had made her glow. Everyone said so.

“Hey, kiddo!” Charlie greeted me, her smile warm and inviting reaching out her arms to me.

“Hey, Charlie,” I said, walking over to the side of the bed. “How are you feeling?”

She laughed softly. “Ready for this baby to be out, but otherwise, I’m okay.”

Dad stood next to her, leaning down to kiss her forehead. They had this easy, natural way of being together, and I loved it. I couldn’t remember a time when it wasn’t Charlie and Dad, even though it had only been five years. She fit into our lives like she was meant to be here all along.

“So, when’s this baby coming?” I asked, folding my arms as I looked between them.

"Soon-ish," Charlie said right before she fisted her hands, closed her eyes and breathed heavily.

"Contraction?" Dad asked, rubbing her head.

"Uh huh," Charlie muttered.

I nodded, a lump forming in my throat. It was so real now. I hadn’t really thought about it before, not in detail. But in a few hours, I wouldn’t be the only kid anymore. I would have a little brother or sister.

Charlie let out a deep breath before she reached out and took my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You’re going to be the best big sister, Rori. You know that, right?”

I bit my lip, looking down at our hands. “I’m nervous.”

“That’s normal,” she said softly. “But you’ve got nothing to worry about. This baby is so lucky to have you.”

Dad grinned, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “You’re going to teach them everything you know. How to be tough, smart, and stubborn.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Great, so I’m raising them?”

Charlie laughed too, rubbing her belly. “You might as well be. I’m counting on you to keep them out of trouble.”

I smiled, but the nerves still churned in my stomach. There was so much I didn’t know about being a big sister, about having a baby around. What if I wasn’t good at it? What if the baby didn’t like me?

“Hey,” Dad said, squeezing my shoulder gently. “You’re going to do great, Rori. I promise.”

I nodded, but I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure if I believed him.

***

Hours later, I found myself pacing the waiting room while Dad stayed with Charlie. Howie had come to the hospital to wait with me. The nurses kept telling me it wouldn’t be long now, but it felt like forever. My phone buzzed with messages from my friends, but I didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now. All I could think about was what was happening down the hall.

I sat down in one of the uncomfortable chairs, pulling my knees up to my chest. The excitement from earlier had been replaced with this gnawing anxiety I couldn’t shake. I thought about the day I’d met Charlie, how nervous I’d been back then, worried she wouldn’t like me, or worse, that she would try to replace Mom.

But Charlie had never tried to replace anyone. She was just... Charlie. And now, she was part of our family in a way that felt permanent, like she’d always been here.

I heard footsteps approaching, and I looked up to see Dad walking toward me, his face beaming. “Rori,” he said, his voice full of emotion. “You ready to meet your little brother?”

My heart skipped a beat. “It’s a boy?”

Dad nodded, his smile widening. “A boy. He’s perfect. Charlie wants to see you.”

I stood up, my legs wobbly as I followed him down the hallway. We entered the room quietly, and there she was—Charlie, cradling a tiny bundle in her arms. Her face was flushed with exhaustion, but she looked so peaceful, so happy.

“Hey, kiddo,” she said softly, her voice tired but full of love. “Come meet your brother.”

I stepped closer, my breath catching as I got my first look at him. He was so small, his little face scrunched up as he slept. His skin was pink, his hands curled into tiny fists. I couldn’t believe he was real.

“Wow,” I whispered, my eyes wide. “He’s... he’s really here.”

Charlie smiled, her eyes shining as she gazed down at him. “He is.”

Dad stood beside us, his hand resting on my shoulder. “You want to hold him?”

I froze for a second, my mind racing. What if I dropped him? What if he didn’t like me? But then Charlie shifted, holding him out toward me with a gentle smile.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “Just support his head.”

I hesitated, but then I reached out, carefully taking him into my arms. He was so light, so warm, and I felt this weird mix of emotions bubble up inside me. Fear, excitement, love—it all swirled together as I looked down at him.

“Hey, little guy,” I whispered, my voice shaky. “I’m your big sister.”

He made a soft sound, his tiny body shifting in my arms, and I couldn’t help but smile. This was real. I was a big sister.

Charlie watched me with a tender expression, her hand resting on her belly like she still couldn’t believe it was all happening. Dad sat down beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, and for the first time, everything felt complete.

We weren’t just a family anymore—we were something bigger. Something new.

“What’s his name?” I asked, looking between them.

Charlie exchanged a glance with Dad, and then she smiled. “We thought you might want to help choose.”

My eyes widened. “Me?”

“Yeah,” Dad said, leaning forward. “We have a few names we like, but we wanted you to be part of it.”

I blinked, feeling a surge of emotion rise in my chest. “Really?”

“Really,” Charlie said, her voice soft. “We’re a family, Rori. All of us.”

I looked down at my little brother again, his tiny face relaxed in sleep, and I felt that familiar flutter of nerves. But this time, it wasn’t fear. It was hope.

“Okay,” I said, my voice trembling slightly.

And as I sat there, cradling my new brother in my arms, I realized something. We hadn't come to Morgan Falls to start a family. Charlie hadn't planned on falling in love with her neighbor. But it was her destiny to become part of our family. And I was glad for it.
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