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      Holy guacamole. I’m dead.

      I mean, not really dead, but comatose enough that I can’t move. Forget about catching my breath. I’ll just lie here. Lie here and soak up the bliss.

      Evan Holt brings me to the brink of my sanity like it’s his life’s purpose. Like he was born to satisfy every single physical ache, yearning, and desire I’ve ever had.

      On some level, one that I’m unable to access at the current moment, I imagine God has bigger and better plans for him than introducing me, Charlotte “Charlie” Adams, to my sexual awakening. But as I come down from the natural high of a series of endorphin-inducing orgasms, I couldn’t care less what those lofty goals are.

      “Christ, Charlie,” he breathes out beside me, his voice raspy, sending shivers down my spine.

      “That was incredible,” I agree, wiggling my toes to see if they’re still attached to my body. Good news, they are. I can’t stop the grin spreading across my face as I turn toward Evan, slipping my hand onto his chest as the bedsheet slides to my hip. “And necessary.”

      He chuckles, the sound vibrating under my palm. Piercing green eyes, the color of a Shamrock, hold mine. “You have no idea how badly I needed that.”

      At the truth underlining his words, I still. From the moment I entered Evan’s house tonight, he’s been tense, almost restless. We usually work out our frustrations physically, but I’ve been hoping for weeks that our physical connection will develop into an emotional commitment. I don’t know what’s holding him back from taking the next step with me. We share a friend group, have the best time when we go out together, and our chemistry is off the charts. But for every step forward, there are two steps back. Evan offers glimpses of his thoughts and feelings but never a full picture, never enough for me to feel like we’re moving forward. “Everything okay?”

      He shifts, bending his arm behind his head. His other hand finds my hip and rests there, familiar. I inch closer, my body responding to him as naturally as plants to sunlight, seeking and reaching for his touch.

      The space between us seems to freeze, our eyes locked and brimming with too many emotions. His, cautious and uncertain. Mine, pleading and hopeful. His jawline tightens, his Adam’s apple bobs, and I hold my breath. Please, pretty please with a cherry on top, confide in me about something real.

      Nerves ping around my stomach as I try to keep my cool, hoping this is the moment where he lets down some of his guard and invites me in. We’ve been doing this delicate dance for four months.

      Our non-relationship has been all-consuming, passionate, and intense.

      But fragile AF because as much as I tell my head it’s casual, my heart wants more than it’s supposed to. Because when Evan slips inside of me and his eyes meet mine, more than casual passes between us. When he drops by Shooters Pub to order a Reuben sandwich and fries for lunch, my heart flutters like butterfly wings against my ribcage. He gives me glimpses into what could be, and my desperate heart latches onto those glimpses, even though my head knows better. I know better.

      Evan clears his throat. “Yeah, it’s just work. I’ve been assigned a huge case with a lot of repercussions if it doesn’t pan out the way my firm wants it to.”

      “So your client is one of those big-time criminals?” I quirk an eyebrow. Evan’s firm, Sowinski & Sons, comprises Chicago’s top criminal defense lawyers and is often mentioned in the media as representing Chicago’s best-known criminals, who are connected to organized crime syndicates like The Outfit or Bratva.

      Another wave of shivers rolls down my spine but for the wrong reasons. For my own connection to a criminal and his messages that I’ve been ignoring. But I’d rather not think about that. Definitely not while I’m in bed with Evan reveling in bliss. Shifting my weight, I pull the comforter over my body, dismissing the sudden chill that coats my skin like frost.

      Evan doesn’t reply to my prodding. “It’s the first time I’m lead counsel on a case this big, so it’s a lot of pressure.” Raking a hand through his hair, he shakes his head as if to center himself. When his eyes find mine again, the flicker of vulnerability from a moment ago is stamped out, and the barrier that usually exists between us is back in place. “What have you got going on this week? Have you thought anymore about grad school?”

      Shrugging, I try not to show my disappointment over the change in our conversation. “Finishing up exams for my classes and starting to look at materials for the renovation at Shooters. It’s still too early for me to fill out applications. Besides, the Shooters renovation is going to comprise most of my portfolio for when I do apply to design programs.” I turn to stare at the ceiling. “Other than that, just my normal work schedule. I’m closing Shooters three nights this week.”

      The mattress dips as Evan rolls onto his stomach, his face suddenly looming over mine. “You sure you’re not taking on too much?”

      “Hello Pot. Meet Kettle.”

      He smirks, brushing my hair back from my forehead. “Just don’t want you to burn out.”

      I snort, my hands reaching up until my fingertips can trace his smooth jawline. “After this?” I wiggle my hips deeper into the mattress. “Maybe.”

      Evan laughs, the sound warming me back up. He watches me for a beat, his expression relaxed, and a dumb swell of pride washes over me that I can help him unwind.

      Then he slides out of my grasp and stands from the bed. He cleans up in the bathroom as I swing my legs to the side of the mattress and check the time on my phone.

      I know what’s coming and to be honest, I’d rather save myself more disappointment tonight. So, instead of pretending to fall asleep like I consider doing every time Evan and I hook-up, I find my bra and panties, pull on my cut-off shorts and tank top, and slide my feet into my sandals. I gather my long hair into a messy bun on top of my head and spot my purse hanging on the doorknob to the bathroom just as the door swings open.

      “Shit,” Evan mumbles, his eyes glued to his iPhone. He shadows the doorway, his abs rippling as he turns. God, he’s sexy. Tall with broad shoulders, rippling abs, and a trim waist, Evan is an anomaly. He should at least have regressed to a dad bod by now, especially single-parenting his seven-year-old son, Ollie.

      Swallowing, I drink in his sexiness for another long moment, trying to quench my thirst. Will I ever get enough of this amazing man who never lets me close enough to figure him out? Do I keep coming back because he stirs the strongest physical desires I’ve ever experienced? Or am I hooked because I know he genuinely cares about me, and it’s been too long since a man in my life gave a damn? Chewing my bottom lip, I wait for him to look up.  Deep down, I know we could be great together. I just wish he’d give me a real chance and stop pumping the breaks before we can explore what’s really between us.

      “All good?” I ask, shifting from one foot to the other.

      Evan’s already lost in his work, his mind turning over options for whatever mess his client created. The undoubtedly big-name, high-profile client who I already resent because this means Evan will have less time to hang with me. Between his demanding work hours and being an amazing dad and my crazy schedule, we already have a tough time finding hours to hang out that aren’t in the middle of the night.

      “I’m going to head out,” I say as I reach around him to swipe my purse from the doorknob.

      “What?” He looks up, his mouth twisted in confusion. His hair sticks up at odd angles from all the ways my fingers gripped his head during our steamy exchange twenty minutes ago. Now, the steam has evaporated, and a slight chill hangs in the air.

      “It’s already three.” I glance at the screen of my phone before dropping it into my purse. “I need to get going.”

      “Right.” He nods, his eyes darting to the bedroom wall that borders Ollie’s room. So far, Ollie has never caught us as he’s always sleeping by the time I come over.  Still, I know it’s something Evan worries about.  “I’ll walk you out.”

      Evan leading me to the front door causes some of my post-sex bliss to evaporate. With each step, irritation sparks low in my stomach, fanning out into frustration by the time I reach the door. Why do I do this to myself? Why do I keep hoping for more when Evan’s been clear that the “more” I’m looking for isn’t going to happen? What is wrong with me?

      I reach for the doorknob, but Evan’s hand darts out and clasps my fingers.

      “Charlie, wait,” he says, standing before me, a pair of sweats riding low on his hips. He grips my fingers and pauses, his eyes searching mine.

      I straighten my spine, widening my eyes at him to continue.

      Dropping my fingers, Evan grabs the back of his neck. He looks uncertain, and warning bells clang in my head. My heart sinks, and I mentally curse myself for getting so caught up in him.

      “Things are about to get crazy busy for me. This case, it’s going to be big. It’s going to dictate a lot of my time.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly.

      “Ollie has a soccer tournament this weekend and a lot of stuff going on at school.”

      I bite my bottom lip to keep it from trembling, to hold in the tears that sting the back of my nose and burn my throat. Instead, I wait, silently begging for him to just say the damn words and put us both out of our misery. He’s going to end our non-relationship just like part of me always knew he would.

      For the past six years, every guy I met and the few dates I went on had me wondering if this time I’d get it right. If this date would turn into a real relationship that would end with a walk down the aisle. Since I’m still single, that clearly hasn’t happened, and I hate that I hold onto hope where none exists.

      “I know your schedule is going to get busier with the Shooters revamp. Then, you’ll be applying to grad programs in New York and California.”

      “And here in Chicago. Besides, that’s not for another three years,” I point out, annoyed that he would use my future dream against us having a future now.

      Evan sighs. “I know. I just—I want to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      “What page is that?” I bite out, wishing my hurt isn’t so obvious.

      Evan winces. “Just that, you’re still good with casual. This,” he says, shrugging, his eyes darting up the stairs to his bedroom and all the ungodly things we did there.

      “So, just sex, no strings.” The words drop from my mouth like bullets. Sharp, direct, hitting their target.

      Evan’s eyes flash and his nostrils flare. “It’s not like that and you know it. I love spending time with you, Charlie. I like going for dinner and hanging out with our friends. I like when we watch movies with Ollie. But all of those things together can get confusing. I don’t want you to read more into this than what it is. I like you, Charlie. I care about you. But I’m not at a point in my life where I can pursue something serious. Not the kind of serious that you want anyway. If this is getting to be too much, then we shouldn’t keep seeing each other like this.”

      My stomach clenches, and goosebumps break out across my skin. What kind of ultimatum is this? Walk away and be alone or hang in there and at least have a consistent sex partner followed by a quasi-meaningful conversation? It’s eerily reminiscent of another ultimatum I was served with six years ago. I turned that one down, and a big part of me knows I should cut ties with Evan right now.

      I bite the corner of my lip, hoping to control my emotions enough that my voice doesn’t give away my bruised ego.

      “I got it. Nothing’s changed.” I pull the front door open.

      Behind me, Evan sighs. I step forward and his hand darts out, wrapping around my arm to stop me. Glancing up, I raise an eyebrow. My heart thuds, and my hands grow clammy as a flicker of hope sparks low in my belly.

      Fight for me. Give me something. Kiss me!

      He stares at me hard, his eyes swirling with conviction and apology. Regret and hunger. A hundred things I know he’ll never let me in enough to understand.

      “Drive safe. Message me when you get home.” He squeezes my arm once as I pull it from his grasp and slip into the quiet morning.

      As usual, I’m just an afterthought in Evan’s life. Because easy-going, funny, bubbly Charlie is the afterthought in pretty much everyone’s lives. I try not to let the sting show or my tears fall until I’m safely behind the steering wheel of my car.

      Evan stands by the door, watching as I back out of his driveway and point my car in the direction of my lonely one-bedroom apartment.

      A long time ago, when I first moved in, I thought I was making a fresh start after the fall out. I thought I was moving in a new direction, one where I would make smarter choices, more mindful decisions.

      But every time I leave Evan’s home before the sun rises, with his scent clinging to my skin and his words clanging in my head, I wonder if I’m just fooling myself all over again.

      Maybe it’s time for a real fresh start. Lord knows I only survived my last breakup because my best friend Zoe forced me to. But she’s a smitten kitten for Evan’s brother Eli and while I know she’ll always have my back, she can’t exactly blow Evan off because things between us went sideways.

      No, if I want a chance at having a happy, stable relationship, I’m better off starting over. Away from Chicago. Someplace where I can reinvent myself and not just be Charlie Adams, ex-fiancée, Shooters Pub bartender, wannabe designer.

      I stop at a red light, slamming my palm on the top of the steering wheel. My hand smarts, and a tear drops from my lower eyelashes, sliding down my cheek.

      I’m tired of waiting around for…something more.

      The applications I stored in the bottom drawer of my desk flicker to mind. For years, I’ve been working toward graduate school. Due to a series of curveballs I never saw coming, I’m still finishing my undergraduate degree at twenty-four years old.  But afterwards, I can apply to design school anywhere in the country.

      From the moment I confided in Evan about my secret dream to attend design school, he’s been nothing but supportive. Moving to New York City or L.A. always seemed like a pipe dream before but with Evan’s encouragement, it became more of a reality. That’s why his throwing it in my face tonight burned.

      I figured if things between us became serious, I would apply to programs in Chicago but his brush-off tonight serves as a reminder that I shouldn’t ever put a man before my goals. Didn’t I already learn this lesson six years ago? My past mistakes, coupled with Evan’s rejection tonight, cause hot tears to spill onto my cheeks and fill my veins with ice.

      I can’t keep muddling through my life, waiting to be swept off my feet and down the aisle. I can’t keep compromising my dreams to fit into someone else’s reality.

      I need more than this. I want more than this.

      The red-light changes to green, and I ease my car toward my apartment.

      I have about a year and a half left of college. In eighteen months, the renovation of Shooters Pub that I’m overseeing will be completed. I’ll have enough work in my portfolio to apply to graduate programs. My top choice is in New York City and while I’ve recently wavered on moving to Manhattan, a renewed sense of commitment solidifies in my chest.

      I can do this.

      It may not be for another year and a half, but now is the time to set it all in motion. In two years from now, I could be sipping Champagne on a rooftop patio in Manhattan, surrounded by new ideas and exciting opportunities.

      I bite the corner of my lip, considering this alternative life.

      By the time I park my car, shuffle up to my apartment, and lock the door behind me, I’ve committed to the idea.

      I’ve committed to myself.

      I’m done being pathetic, needy, desperate Charlie Adams. The girl who keeps giving her heart to the wrong guys.

      Instead, I want to be Charlie Adams, independent, fearless, badass girl boss. The woman who doesn’t need a man at all.
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      The sight of Ollie, my son, placing an ornament on the Christmas tree brings a smile to my face.

      I lean back in the comfortable chair in my brother’s living room and lift the bottle of beer to my lips. Taking a sip, my shoulders drop, some of the tension and stress I’ve been carrying around for what feels like eternity receding.

      “Do this one, Maddie.” Ollie lifts a snowflake ornament from the box and passes it to my three-year-old niece.

      “Ooh, it’s so sparkly,” Maddie breathes, as if the sound of her voice will disrupt the glitter. She takes it gingerly from Ollie’s hand and hangs it on the tree.

      “They’re the fucking best,” my brother Eli chuckles next to me, taking a large swig of his beer.

      “Can’t believe you’ve got another one on the way.” I glance at him.

      He shrugs but I don’t miss the way the corners of his mouth curl up.

      My little brother is really something else. He’s the person I’m most proud of in the world. A reckless teenager with a chip on his shoulder, he managed to turn his life around. He moved out to L.A., the stars aligned, and now he’s an A-list Hollywood actor with a beautiful wife, an amazing little girl, and a baby on the way. His eyes gleam, content with the certainty that is his life, as he watches our kids decorate for Christmas.

      I used to have that look in my eyes. Once upon a time when I was a happily married, new dad, the holiday season brought wonder and joy similar to when I was a kid. Even the damn snow blanketing the streets seemed magical instead of a giant pain in the ass.

      But that was before.

      Now, I’m just grateful to be Dad to the world’s most awesome kid. A boy who is growing up too fast and asking too many questions about his mom and my lack of a dating life.

      I drain my beer, an unbidden image of Charlie Adams filling my mind. If there was one woman I at least imagined a future with after Sophie left, it was Charlie.

      Long, blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a personality that outshone the sun, Charlie made me feel things I hadn’t felt in years, made me yearn for things I forgot, and made me believe in things I know better than to want. But of course, I messed that up, too.

      Our whirlwind romance ended as quickly as it began. I couldn’t commit, not the way she deserved.  We broke up, endured a year of intense awkwardness every time our paths crossed, and then, she skipped town. She moved all the way to New York City for an advanced design program, and I threw myself even more into my workaholic tendencies.  Most days, the only thing within my control seems to be my career, and I cling to it, even if I’m beginning to resent the long hours.

      “Who wants hot chocolate?” My sister-in-law, Zoe, who also happens to be Charlie’s best friend, pushes into the cozy living room holding a tray with steaming mugs.

      At the same time, my brother and I jump to our feet to help her. She laughs as Eli takes the tray from her hands and moves it to the coffee table.

      Ollie whoops as Maddie’s eyes grow round. “With marshmallows?” Maddie asks.

      “A whole handful,” Eli quips.

      Ollie snickers and grabs a bunch of marshmallows, dropping them into his and Maddie’s mugs. “Thanks, Aunt Zo.”

      Zoe’s expression softens as she gazes at my son. “You’re welcome. You’re getting too grown-up, Ollie.”

      Ollie blushes, ducking his head. “I’m almost eleven.”

      “Eleven?” Maddie asks. “You’re old.”

      I laugh along with Eli and Zoe, but the truth is my son is growing up too fast. A strange sensation squeezes my chest as the realization hits me. In seven years, Ollie will be heading to college, and I’ll be an empty nester. All alone in a big home that Sophie picked out and I worked countless hours to pay for. That’s all I’ll have to show for the soul-sucking grind I’ve flung myself into.

      Disappointment streaks through me. I have a great life—a life people are envious of. A well-paying job, a well-behaved son, a brother I admire.

      The fact that it doesn’t feel like enough rubs me the wrong way. Like I’m too selfish to count my blessings.

      But sometimes, I wish for more. For me and for Ollie.

      Sighing, I swallow back my frustration mixed with beer.

      “Oh!” Zoe exclaims, her eyes glued to her phone.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” Eli narrows his gaze in concern, his hand flying to her belly. “Is it the baby?”

      She shakes off his touch and smiles. “Charlie landed early.”

      Charlie?

      I sit up straighter in my chair but keep my expression unreadable.

      “I thought she was coming tomorrow,” Eli says.

      “Me too.” Zoe nods, tapping out a message on her phone. “I told her to come by before she goes to her mom’s. If she heads straight home, I won’t see her for days, considering how much Mama Adams misses her baby.”

      Eli snorts and holds Maddie’s mug while she takes a gulp of hot chocolate.

      “Charlie’s coming?” My son’s face lights up, and I feel a pang of guilt slice through my stomach.

      Even though Ollie never knew what went on between Charlie and me behind closed doors, Charlie was a constant fixture in Ollie’s life before I messed it all up. As Zoe’s best friend and Maddie’s godmother, she was at every family event and weekend game night, sometimes even filling in as babysitter when I was in a bind.  When I pushed Charlie away, I didn’t just shove her out of my life but out of Ollie’s life too. The fact that my son still misses her only intensifies my guilt.

      Heat rushes through me as I realize that in thirty minutes, I’m going to come face-to-face with the woman I never forgot for the first time since she moved to New York eighteen months ago.

      Eli taps his knee against mine and I glance up.

      He narrows his gaze at me, as if asking where my head is at, asking if I’m cool.

      I offer him a half-smile and dip my head to let him know I’m good. Everything is fine.

      Just because Charlie and I aren’t a thing anymore doesn’t mean I can’t be polite and cordial when we’re in the same room. We played the charade well for the year-and-a-half after we ended things and before she moved. It was easier to avoid her at a big family event than it will be tonight. But I don’t want to avoid her anymore. Especially not during the holiday season.

      Especially when she makes my son beam.
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      “Merry Christmas!” Charlie waltzes through the door, and I have to physically force myself not to step toward her.

      I hang back while Zoe, Maddie, and Ollie rush her, but my mind explodes with a million memories.

      The way her blue eyes dazzle and how her hair falls around her shoulders like an angel’s halo is exactly the same. But there’s something different about her. Confidence grips her shoulders, keeping her posture erect. She has an air of maturity, of wisdom, that didn’t exist when she walked out of my life more than three years ago, and I let her go.

      I let her go.

      Charlie Adams is fucking beautiful. She always was. But the woman standing in Eli and Zoe’s foyer now is just that. A woman. A self-assured, confident, stunning woman with a smile that could grow a garden and a laugh that could tilt the Earth off its axis.

      “Merry Christmas!” Ollie exclaims, throwing his arms around her waist.

      My chest tightens as I watch her wrap her arms around Ollie, her eyes closing, her smile widening, with no hard feelings, no judgement, nothing but admiration for my son.

      My throat dries as she turns her attention toward our goddaughter and spins a squealing Maddie in a circle before placing her on her feet.

      Zoe wraps an arm around Charlie’s waist, and Eli presses a kiss to her cheek and she beams. Caught up in her homecoming, she gives off the same genuine energy, the same warmth, from years ago but with a sophistication that’s new.

      The Christmas lights twinkle around her, laughter rings out, and I try to get my bearings as an unexpected wave of emotion swells inside of me.

      Nostalgia.

      Charlie is home. She’s here. And it feels…right.

      “Welcome home, Charlie,” I manage to say as she glances up.

      Her gaze connects with mine, and even though her expression never slips, her eyes darken, azure like the sea.

      Energy zaps between us as she offers me a quick hug, the scent of her perfume so familiar it causes my lungs to ache. “Thanks, Ev. It’s good to be back.”

      I nod as she steps away. Ollie and Maddie overwhelm her immediately, pulling her into the living room.

      “I can’t wait to see your tree!” Charlie exclaims.

      “We have hot chocolate, too,” Maddie informs her.

      “And marshmallows,” Ollie adds, the excitement in his tone reminding me of when he was younger.

      Zoe trails after them.

      I suck in a deep breath as Eli’s hand comes down on my shoulder. “She’s back.”

      “She’s different.”

      “She grew up,” my brother explains like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “You okay?”

      I nod, not voicing how not okay I am.

      Eli chuckles, muttering under his breath. He leaves me in the foyer, staring after the whirlwind I was once too scared to be swept up in. Now, all I can do is wonder how different things would be if I gave in then.

      Would I be as fulfilled as Eli? As happy as Zoe? As sure of myself as Charlie?

      Would I be the family man I always thought I’d become instead of the guy who can’t seem to get out of his own damn way?
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      My heart thuds, my stomach flutters, and a shot of adrenaline buzzes through my body.

      Evan Holt is here.

      Of course, I knew he was here the moment my taxi dropped me off in front of Zoe’s house. His black Mercedes with the tinted windows is parked in the driveway.

      But gah! I didn’t expect to have his Shamrock green eyes slam into me and steal my breath like I’m the same giddy, desperate girl from three years ago.

      Because I’m not.

      I’ve been in New York City for eighteen months, completing my master’s degree in interior design. And hell if that wasn’t like parachuting into real life.

      I learned how to navigate the complex NYC subway. I pitched ideas and design concepts to executives at top firms. I made dating apps my bitch.

      And, perhaps my most proud accomplishment to date, I ate the worm from the bottom of a tequila bottle amid loud cheering in a Mexican restaurant on the Lower East Side at two AM.

      In a year and a half, I evolved.

      But as my heart races and my palms tingle, it’s clear I haven’t grown immune to Evan’s charms. I glance at him surreptitiously, my throat drying as his presence causes anticipation to swim in my veins, mixing with old insecurities and a desire to impress him.

      He posts up against the wall in the living room, looking relaxed with a beer in hand and an easy smirk on his face. Dark jeans hug his thighs, a black cable-knit sweater wraps around his biceps, and he still defies the dad bod. Figures he would.

      “I can’t believe you came straight here.” Zoe grins at me when Maddie finishes her performance, curtseying so low I wonder if she’s going to fall.

      “After the message you sent threatening my life?” I quirk an eyebrow.

      Eli snorts.

      “Of course I came straight here. I haven’t seen you since you got pregnant,” I add, catching Maddie’s elbow before she teeters off-balance.

      Evan’s brow furrows. “You haven’t been home since before summer?”

      I shake my head.

      “The big city allure?”

      I chuckle, scrunching my toes in my thick, wool socks, to remind myself to be cool, to keep things light. “Something like that.”

      He gestures with the beer bottle in my direction. “New York City is one of a kind. But I’m sure it’s nice to be home for the holidays.” His voice is sincere but casual, easygoing. Is he not affected by my presence the way I am by his? My body feels wound too tight, my limbs locking down as I mentally berate myself to be cool.

      “Yeah,” I agree, forcing myself to relax and lean back in my chair. See, this is easy. You can do this. Evan and I are capable of being two normal adults in a social setting. Who cares if every other thought blaring in my head is of him naked? I’m not acting on it. “My mom is so happy I’m back. I’ve really missed her.”

      “Oh I bet.” Zoe squeezes my hand. “Marianne’s been baking Christmas cookies around the clock.  She watched Maddie last week and sent her home with two tins.”

      I laugh, rolling my eyes. “My mom adores Maddie.”

      “Still on your case about grandkids?” Eli teases me.

      “God, yes! After she met Maddie? Come on, it’s all she talks about. Especially since Drew is probably never going to settle down. Hell, he’s probably never going to stop deploying.” I grin at the mention of my brother, a badass Navy Seal who I haven’t seen in two years since he’s always in some faraway place. “And after —” I bite my tongue, my eyes darting to Evan. How much does he know about my past? I never told him about my ex-fiancé.

      Curiosity sparks in his gaze as he leans closer to where I’m sitting.

      I clear my throat, shrugging one shoulder at Eli. “You know how moms can be.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees, glancing at Maddie and Ollie as they add more ornaments to the tree.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I note Evan’s frown. He’s interested. Is it for the sake of the conversation or because he’s wondering about my life, about me? My skin prickles under his attention, an awareness spreading through my limbs. God, how does he still get under my skin? Even halfway across the room, my body feels pulled to his, my thoughts centered on him.

      Maybe it’s because he’s nearly nine years older than me. Maybe it’s because he’s so damn successful. Maybe it’s because the sight of him knocks the breath from my lungs. Whatever it is, I’ve always struggled to play it cool in Evan’s presence.

      I sigh, turning my attention back to Zoe who gives me a sympathetic smile. “How long are you home for?” she asks.

      “At least a month, maybe longer, depending on how my interviews go.”

      Zoe grins, her eyes flashing. “I’m so proud of you, Charlie. I know you’re going to land your dream job. How could you not with that portfolio?”

      I blush from her praise, fully aware that Evan is listening to each word Zoe says. I showed her my final portfolio last week and reveled in her approval.

      “We’ll see. But I do have enough time to help you create the perfect nursery to welcome this little peanut home.” I place my palm on Zoe’s belly and her smile widens.

      Eli groans, probably remembering the time and cost Zoe and I put into designing Maddie’s nursery.

      We all ignore him. Standing, I tip my head toward the kitchen. “I’m just going to grab a water.”

      “Oh my God, I didn’t even offer you a drink!” Zoe exclaims.

      “That’s because you were too distracted admiring these new highlights.” I flip my hair dramatically and point to my ass. “And being impressed that my ass still fits in these jeans.”

      Eli snickers as Zoe laughs. “I’ve really missed you.” She struggles to stand. “Let me grab you a water.”

      “Stop.” I give her an incredulous look as Eli wraps his hand around her wrist and tugs her back down to the sofa. “Don’t be ridiculous.” I move toward the kitchen. “I know where everything is and I never want to be treated as a guest in this house,” I call over my shoulder.

      Entering Zoe’s kitchen brings a smile to my lips. She recruited me, the same way her dad and Eli did when renovating Shooters Pub, to help in every aspect of her kitchen design. Gleaming quartz countertops, exposed brick, and a ten-foot island, this kitchen is worthy of a magazine.

      I head toward the glass cabinet and pull one down.

      “It’s good to see you again,” Evan says from behind me.

      I’m so flustered by his stealthy approach that I nearly drop the glass.

      In the next moment, he’s so close I can feel his breath fan across the back of my neck. He takes the glass firmly from my fumbling fingers. His other hand wraps around my hip to keep me steady. I flush under his touch before my limbs lock down, a ribbon of anger at my body’s response to his proximity flaring through me.

      As my past collides with my present, I feel suspended in time.

      I close my eyes, effectively pinned between the countertop and Evan’s strong chest. Hanging my head, I inhale, fighting the urge to drop my head back against his shoulder and let him wrap his arms around me.

      But I know better than to do that. Sure, my body melts into his like an ice cream cone in summer, craves his like a drought begs for rain, and every cliché you can think of. But I know it’s just attraction, lust.

      A memory of what was.

      There’s nothing real between us. He made sure of that. I practically gave myself to him with the fiery heat of a thousand suns, and he never let his guard down. He never let me grow closer. He never gave me an inch.

      Still, my mouth waters from the familiar scent of his cologne. The back of my neck tingles from the warmth of his breath. My body tightens in anticipation, every cell in my being humming with desire. Since Evan, none of the men I’ve been with, not a single one, managed to make me feel like this. This man knows exactly which buttons to push, which threads to pull, to turn me inside out and light me up like a firecracker. And my poor, needy, desperate body has no choice but to respond.

      His hand squeezes my hip once before he releases his hold on me and steps away, striding to the refrigerator to fill my water glass.

      I blow out a shaky breath and turn. He walks toward me, watching me carefully, curiously. When he hands me the glass, I manage a thank you before I take a sip. The cool water clears my mind, settles some of my nerves.

      “You’re really not moving back?” he asks in that direct, unabashed way of his.

      His gaze doesn’t waver from mine. I square my shoulders and stand up taller. “It depends on how my interviews go, where I receive job offers.”

      “Where are you interviewing?” He leans back against the kitchen island.  His body appears relaxed but his eyes, oh his eyes blaze, piercing me to my core.

      Intent. Focused. Gah. Having all that attention from Evan Holt is like being an ant under a magnifying glass in the middle of summer. He obliterates.

      I collect my thoughts before rattling off several companies and end with, “I hope to secure a position with Garner & Gibson.”

      A ripple of interest crosses Evan’s face. “They’re all based in New York?”

      “Yes.”

      “You want to live there, permanently?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’d love to live in the city for a few years, though. But I’ll apply to a few firms in Chicago, to make my mom happy.”

      He nods, a frown twisting his mouth like he tasted something unpleasant. He opens his mouth to respond but his phone beeps.

      Frustration flickers in his expression as he pulls his phone from his back pocket. He must be crazy swamped at work, as always. But before, his eyes would gleam with interest, not annoyance. I move to turn so he can have some privacy but when he swears softly, I pause, glancing at him over my shoulder.

      “All okay?”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose before running his hand down his face. “My babysitter, Kaylee, has a family emergency. She needs to go home earlier for the holidays since her grandmother isn’t well. It must be serious for her to leave so suddenly.” He raps his knuckles against the island, his body wound so tightly, it nearly vibrates. I can see his mind processing, turning thoughts over and over. “Ollie has another month of school before the holiday break. I just…I need to sort out after-school childcare.”

      Watching him closely, I wonder what happened to the man I once fell for. Sure, Evan’s always been a bit on edge, organized, disciplined, Type-A. But I’ve never seen him this rattled, especially over something like childcare for a ten-year-old. Since I’ve met him, I’ve seen him juggle a lot. Work and parenting, obviously. But also cooking dinner and being snack dad at Ollie’s soccer practices. He makes waffles on Sunday mornings and runs on a treadmill at four-thirty AM. He’s the king of multi-tasking and balancing.

      His babysitter bailing is not the straw that breaks the camel’s back.

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “Do you have a backup?”

      He clears his throat, picking up my water glass and taking a swig. “Of course. I mean, there are people I can reach out to, but Ollie is in such a good place with Kaylee. I don’t want to dump him with someone he doesn’t know that well. I don’t want him to feel like I’m dismissing him. But work’s been insane, I’ve got this fucking case…”

      Witnessing Evan’s distress causes me to reach for him, the way I would have three years ago. Old habits die hard, and as much as I told myself I’d keep cordial space between us, seeing him stressed erases all my self-sworn declarations.

      I wrack my mind for a way to help when Ollie enters the kitchen.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks automatically, his eyes shifting between his dad and me.

      Evan sighs. “Kaylee just messaged me. She needs to head home to Kansas early.”

      “Her grandmother was admitted to hospice,” Ollie provides, sounding decades older than ten.

      Evan groans, his face stricken. “I didn’t know it was that bad. She should have left already.”

      Ollie shrugs, walking farther into the kitchen. He stops next to me and wraps his arms around my waist in the best hug I’ve gotten in ages.

      We both stare at Evan. I’m about to ask if his mom can come early for the holidays when Ollie’s neck snaps up and his face brightens. “I know! Charlie can stay with me, right, Charlie?”

      Evan’s eyes widen and alarm ripples across his expression. “No, Ollie. Charlie’s home to see her mom. She doesn’t have time to —”

      “I can hang with him,” I cut Evan off, volunteering without considering the implications of my words. Ollie’s smile widens and even though a part of me knows this is a really horrible idea, the genuine excitement in his expression has me thinking up all kind of rationalizations. I’m doing it for Ollie, not Evan. It will be fine; I’ll barely see Evan anyway. It’s just like old times and isn’t that what coming home is?

      “What?” Evan asks, surprised. “You just got home. You’re on vacation. You’re —”

      “Available in the afternoons for the next three weeks or so. My mom is working then, anyway.” I shrug, glancing down at Ollie again. “There’s no one I’d rather kick it with than you, dude.”

      Ollie glances up at me and beams. “Really?”

      “Totally.” I squeeze him closer.

      “I can’t ask you to do that,” Evan says quietly, but I see the flicker of indecision in his eyes, the one that wants to accept.

      “You didn’t. I offered.”

      “God, Charlie. I mean, that would be huge, but that’s not fair to you. You’re home for such a short time, and I don’t want to take advantage of…” He trails off, unsure of how to continue.

      He doesn’t want to take advantage of me? Our shared history? What once was?

      Shrugging, I blow off his indecision. Eli’s work schedule is just as crazy as Evan’s and Zoe has so many doctor appointments to monitor her pregnancy she hired a nanny to help with Maddie. Not knowing who else Evan can reach out to if he doesn’t call his mom, I say, “Well, if you can’t find someone more qualified, the offer stands.”

      “Please Dad,” Ollie begs.

      Evan winces and shoots me an uncertain look.

      I quirk an eyebrow, waiting.

      “You sure?” he asks.

      “I’m positive. We’ll have a killer time. Right Ollie?” I glance down at Ollie again.

      “The best time.” He bounces on his toes, waiting for his dad’s decision.

      “Okay, if you’re sure,” Evan agrees, his eyes darting between Ollie and me. His mouth twists painfully for a beat before pressing into a thin line. “Thank you, Charlie. Really.”

      “It’s not a problem. It’s something I’d do for any of my friends.” That’s the truth. I would offer to watch any of my friend’s kids in a heartbeat.

      The only issue is that Evan and I aren’t friends. This is the first time in years we’ve even managed to act friendly toward each other. So why did I just stick my foot in my mouth?

      Ollie whoops loudly and runs off to tell Maddie his news.

      That’s why. That kid right there is the reason why I’m willingly inserting myself back into Evan’s life after I spent many months trying to move past the pain Evan’s rejection caused.

      Evan steps closer, stopping in front of me. His hands raise tentatively, as if he’s unsure if I’ll flinch or melt under his touch. Slowly, he drops his hands to my shoulders and bends his knees slightly until we’re eye level.

      “I know I’ve said this a thousand times before,” he says, his voice rough, his expression solemn, “but it’s still the truth. I don’t deserve you, Charlie.”

      I peer up at him, getting lost in the emotions swirling in his eyes. My gaze dips to his lips. Full, soft, and too kissable for his own good. I force my gaze back to his. “I’m doing it for Ollie.”

      The corner of his mouth ticks up, at complete odds with the intensity in his eyes. “Thank you, Charlie.”  He squeezes my shoulders before dropping his hands and stepping around me, walking back into the living room.

      I watch him walk away, my head swirling with confusion, my heart racing. I raise the heel of my palm and rub the center of my chest as if the motion will smooth out my lie.

      Yes, my volunteering was prompted by Ollie’s enthusiasm to hang out with me.

      But deep down, a part of me offered to help because I hate seeing Evan in any kind of distress.

      Even if I don’t want to admit it to myself. And I don’t.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I glare across my mahogany desk at my client’s son who is becoming a giant pain in my ass.

      Frankie Esposito.

      Playboy son of one of the higher-ups in the Chicago Outfit, Frankie’s a notorious drug trafficker plaguing Chicago’s streets. And pissing off a lot of people in the process. Because while his father’s generation didn’t dabble much in pushing drugs, Frankie’s brand of mobster is all over it. The more he deals, the more territory he controls, the more toes he steps on. Now, he’s invited the Bratva and a slew of other street gangs into territorial wars as they try to halt his expanding distribution and the sex ring he’s working on the side.

      All while his father is awaiting trial for multiple counts of racketeering.

      I blow out a deep breath and pinch the bridge of my nose to rein in my temper. I’m never affected by guys like Frankie; I’ve been working with them for too long. Hell, most of the time, I even like them. The criminal pool is always expanding, but the guys in the Outfit’s circle, the ones who’ve been around a long time, are usually polite, considerate, and well-mannered. They know how to use their charm and finesse to manipulate the system, to get what they want. As a result, they’re often successful.

      But Frankie Esposito, the clown reclining in the chair opposite my desk without a care in the world, irks me. He’s cavalier, not even concerned that his dad might get locked away for life. Entitled and arrogant, he’s been given too much respect because of who his father is and not because of who he is.

      “It’s not that big of a deal,” he says in that slick tone of his, trying to win me over with a grin.

      “Frankie, I’m not going to break the law —”

      “Come on, Ev.” He sits up in his chair and leans forward. “It’s hardly breaking the law. Bending it maybe but—”

      “No.”

      He sighs, getting to his feet. “Can you help me out or not?”

      The muscle under my right eye twitches, and I clench the underside of my desk, keeping my expression neutral. I’m better than this. Why does this kid irritate me so damn much? He wants me to help him out of a drug-trafficking charge…by getting it dropped. By erasing evidence. I don’t have the power to do that and even if I did, I wouldn’t. Still, he thinks because his father pays my firm a lot of money, that means I wave a magic stick in the air, and he walks away from his fuckups without any consequences.

      It doesn’t work that way, buddy.

      As one of the city’s seasoned criminal defense lawyers, I’m known for being calculated, decisive, and rational. But goddamn it if this punk doesn’t push my buttons.

      “I’m representing your father. Not you.” I stand up.  “Don’t get it twisted. I may represent members of your family in a legal capacity, but I don’t do favors.” I stride around my desk, pulling open my office door for him. “If you need legal counsel, talk to Megan at the front. Is there anything else we need to discuss?”

      Frankie meets my eyes, his gaze hard and unyielding. A flicker of something dangerous, something irrational, ripples in their black depths and that irks me, too. “Nah, man. We’re cool.”

      “Cool.” I hold the door open and extend my hand. Professional curtesy and all that. “I’ll be in touch with your dad soon.”

      “Yeah,” he mumbles, shaking my hand before leaving.

      The moment the door latches closed behind him, I exhale the frustration flickering around my body, zapping different parts like the fireflies Ollie catches in mason jars. The audacity of that asshole to come in here and ask me to destroy evidence on his behalf. His own father, potentially looking at life behind bars, doesn’t try to pull stunts like that.

      Collapsing back behind my desk, I scrub my hand over my chin and attempt to regroup. Glancing at the clock, I abandon that idea. It’s already after eight. If I don’t leave now, I’ll miss spending time with Ollie before he goes to bed.

      I pack up for the night, knowing I’ll have my work cut out for me after Ollie falls asleep. Vying for partner at my law firm is intense. Single parenting is daunting. Most days, trying to balance both and feel like I’m not royally fucking it all up is damn near impossible.
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      “Something smells good,” I call out as I enter my house, punching in the code to turn off the alarm.

      “Hey Dad!” Ollie calls out, his socks gliding across the wood floors until he comes to a stop in front of me.

      I toss an arm around his shoulders, mussing up his hair. “Hey, big guy. How was school today?” I plant a kiss on his head as I steer him toward the living room.

      “Good.”

      “What’d you learn?”

      He narrows his eyes at me, looking so much like a younger version of Eli that I chuckle.

      “Well? Anything? Don’t tell me I’m paying that ridiculous tuition for you to learn how to give side eye,” I prod and Ollie laughs.

      “We had a spelling bee today and rehearsal for the Christmas play.”

      “Oh, that’s right. A Christmas Carol?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you are…?”

      “Christmas Present.”

      “Nice! When is it again?”

      “The twenty-third. Last day of school before the break. You’re coming, right?”

      “Of course I’m coming,” I say, sharper than I intend to. While I’m not father of the year, I do a pretty good job at showing up to all of Ollie’s soccer games and extracurricular activities, Christmas performances included. “So is Uncle Eli, Aunt Zoe, and Maddie.”

      “And Charlie.”

      “Charlie?” I ask as we enter the kitchen.

      The woman in question is standing barefoot in my kitchen looking so damn beautiful I freeze. Tight leggings that hug her curves, an off-the-shoulder sweater that caresses her skin, and woolly socks that should look silly but don’t force me to grin; she’s as effortless as she is gorgeous.

      Add in her optimism, humor, and wit, and she’s a damn bright spot that could rival the sun. Back when we were—whatever the hell we were—I was a different version of myself. Not just strict, single dad Evan. Or hard-ass lawyer Evan. Hell, I wasn’t overwhelmed and exhausted Evan, either.

      With Charlie, I was more like the guy I was before my life fell apart. Before Sophie left. Before my divorce from hell. And definitely before I felt like a constant failure to Ollie. The memory burns, twisting my stomach painfully. Seeing her now, in my kitchen, familiar and comfortable, hurts more than it should.

      She grins, placing two plates piled with spaghetti and meatballs on the table. “Ollie invited me to the play,” she answers. “Hope that’s okay?” A tiny line dips between her eyebrows, and I long to rub my thumb over it, smooth it back out.

      “Of course it’s okay,” Ollie answers, stepping out from under my arm and slipping onto a kitchen chair. “I’m starving.”

      “We’d love to have you,” I echo, wincing at the L-word.

      “Great.” Charlie grins, tilting her head toward the other dinner plate. “Sit and eat while it’s hot.”

      “You didn’t have to make supper,” I say, my stomach growling from how damn delicious it smells.

      She shakes her head, wiping her hands on her leggings. “It’s nothing.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “It’s not nothing but thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She reaches for her purse, slipping it on her shoulder.

      Disappointment swirls in my chest. “You’re not eating with us? Come on, you should at least enjoy your hard work.”

      “Can you pass the parmesan cheese?” Ollie asks.

      I nudge the small bowl filled with grated cheese closer to him, snorting as he grabs a massive handful and plops it down in the center of his plate.

      “You should stay—eat with us,” I tell Charlie.

      Something flickers in her eyes that I can’t decipher, but she blinks it away. “I’d love to but I can’t. I’m meeting a few girlfriends for drinks. Thanks for the offer.”

      I swallow back my disappointment and stand. “Another time then. I’ll walk you out.”

      She nods, her expression smooth. She’s nonchalant, normal, acting as if this — her watching my son and hanging at my house all afternoon — isn’t giving her deja vu. Maybe it isn’t.

      Has she completely forgotten all the nights we burned, wrapped up in each other?

      I follow her to the front door. “Thank you for today, Charlie. Really.”

      “Yeah, it’s no problem. Ollie and I had a great time. It’s nice to hang with him again.” She tugs on a boot, and I grin at the fluffy pom-poms on the ends of the laces. They’re playful, just like the woman wearing them. As she bends for her other boot, my gaze drops to her ass and I stifle a groan. Charlie was always in shape, but now she sports the toned thighs and rounded ass that women work for. And her leggings leave nothing to the imagination.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” She squints at me, playfulness rippling over her expression.

      I shrug, embarrassed that she caught me checking her out. “You’re just…different.”

      “Different good or different bad?”

      I shake my head, unsure how to answer that.

      Charlie spins and plops down on the bench near the door to tie her boots. She eyes me defensively. “I changed. I grew up.”

      My gaze flickers down to the pom-poms on her boots, and I lift an eyebrow.

      She snorts, lifting her booted foot. “These? Oh come on, they’re cute.”

      I chuckle, offering her a hand. She drops her fingers in mine, and I wrap my hand around them, savoring her warmth as I tug her up from the bench. “See you tomorrow?”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      “Plan to stay for dinner one night. Whatever works for your schedule.” I grab her winter coat from the hook and hold it open for her. Where the hell did that come from? But as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize how much I want her to say yes.

      She glances up at me, her blue eyes sparkling. “I hope you’re not cooking…”

      I snort, shaking her coat until she slips into it. “I’m not that bad.”

      “You’re not,” she agrees, pulling her hair out of the back of her coat. It’s different than she used to wear it. While the golden hue is the same, her hair now falls in soft waves instead of a straight curtain down her back. She pulls on a hat and I grin, drinking her in.

      “What?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “You’re cute, Charlie Adams.”

      Her mouth parts slightly, confusion swirling in her eyes. She has no clue what the hell to do with my response. She recovers in the next instant, wrinkling her nose. “The cutest,” she agrees and I chuckle.

      “So, dinner one night?” I ask again.

      “Sure.”

      “I’m serious…” My fingers brush over the soft wool of her scarf.

      “Okay. We’ll figure out a day,” she says quickly, her eyes darting from mine.

      “Okay.” I drop my hand and force myself to open the door. But I don’t want her to leave. Because this, right now, is nice. It’s easy and familiar, and I’m suddenly longing for pieces of what was and isn’t anymore. “Drive safe, Charlie.”

      She nods, staring at me for a long beat. Her expression softens, and a small smile glances off her lips. Some mutual understanding seems to pass between us. She releases a shaky breath and rolls her eyes. “See you, Ev.”
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      “Dude, that’s your babysitter?” Ollie’s friend stage whispers as I near the iron gate to his private school.

      I stifle a laugh and glance around the expansive campus to pretend I didn’t hear as Ollie elbows him in the ribs.

      Gorgeous, red brick historic buildings blend seamlessly with more modern aesthetics. The football field is pristine, the school’s mascot stamped into each end zone. Meticulously cared for quads, adorned with seasonal plants, wrap around the buildings like warm hugs. Bryn Madison Prep is absolutely nothing like the shitty public school Zoe and I graduated from.

      There were no arched windows or gazebos to lunch in. There definitely weren’t mandatory uniforms and sports like rowing and fencing. For sure, I wasn’t considering university acceptances as a ten-year-old, either.

      “Hey Ollie.” I grin at him as I pass the gate. Tugging my scarf tighter around my neck, I stick my tongue out at him. When I was in school, there was no outdoor play in below freezing temperatures, either. No one was that invested in “fortifying our spirits.”

      “Hi Charlie.” He lifts his hand in a wave. In the next moment, he ducks his head, a blush working up his cheeks.

      Tilting my head toward the teacher with a clipboard, I say, “Gather your things. I’m going to sign you out and we’ll head home.”

      “Okay,” he agrees, running off, his friends chasing him. Their feet pound the cold ground, boots stomping, arms pumping, and wind whipping against their energetic pursuits.

      Clad in pressed navy slacks and wool coats, scarves around their necks and hats on their heads, the kids look like future CEO’s, doctors, and investors in the making. But the pure joy on their faces when they tackle each other speaks to their true ages and that makes me smile.

      “I’m here to sign out Ollie Holt,” I tell the woman with the clipboard. “I’m Charlie Adams.”

      She scans a list before nodding. “Oh yes. Right here. You will be sitting for the Holts until the holiday break?”

      I nod, swallowing back some of the ire that rises in my throat at her dismissive “sitting for the Holts” comment.

      “Sign here, next to Oliver’s name.” She thrusts the clipboard at me, and I pick up the pen, scrawling my name.

      “I’m all set,” Ollie announces his arrival.

      Offering the woman a tight smile, I spin toward the man of the hour. “Let’s go.”

      “Are we walking home?” Ollie asks, his eyebrows dipping low over his nose as he falls into step beside me.

      “Yeah, man. My mom needed her car today.”

      “What happened to your car?”

      “I sold it before I moved to New York. Come on,” I say, laughing, “it’s like, three blocks.”

      “Dad will get you a car if you need one,” he says easily, shrugging.

      “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t need one. We need to learn to rely on ourselves for what we need, not other people. It’s a little different when it’s your dad, but sometimes you need to sort things out on your own.”

      Ollie glances up at me, his eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t your dad help you?”

      “My dad died when I was in college,” I admit, wrinkling my nose. The back of my throat stings at the mention of my dad, which is ridiculous, because I actually like talking about him. Not talking about him makes me feel like I’m forgetting him, and even though he put my family through hell, he was my very best friend.

      “Oh,” Ollie says quietly. “My mom left, too. I haven’t seen her since I was five.”

      “That really sucks.”

      His neck snaps up as I kind of, sort of, swear in front of him. But that will definitely be our little secret.

      “I miss her,” he adds after a moment, as if deciding he can trust me with his confession.

      “I’m sure you do. I miss my dad so much. I used to talk about him all the time after he passed, but it made other people uncomfortable so I stopped.”

      “Me too. No one likes it when I talk about my mom. Especially my dad. He gets this look on his face like he does when I forget to make my bed. Like he’s not mad…but disappointed.”

      Sympathy wells inside of me as I take in Ollie’s forlorn expression. I can only imagine how difficult it is for Evan to grapple with the hard truth that his ex-wife left him and Ollie for her next fix. But I can also empathize with how difficult it must be for Ollie to be curious about his mom and not have any of the answers. “Well, sometimes people deal with loss differently. Maybe it’s hard for your dad to talk about your mom because he doesn’t know what to say. But if you want to talk about her with me, you can.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Sometimes, we need to teach people that it’s okay to be uncomfortable. It’s okay to talk about things that are hard and painful and awkward. Because if we never talk about them, they only become harder and more painful to even think about.”

      He bites his bottom lip, shoving his hands into his pockets. “If I talk to you about my mom, will you talk to me about your dad?”

      “For sure,” I agree easily, bumping my arm against his.

      “My mom used to make me chicken noodle soup when I was sick.”

      “My dad taught me how to hot wire a car.” I laugh.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s how you start a car when you don’t have the key,” I admit, the memory of my dad teaching me how to do it in case I was ever “jammed up” warming my chest with memories of him.

      “Isn’t that illegal?” Ollie asks skeptically.

      “Only if you’re trying to steal the car.”

      He stares at me for a full beat before he bursts out laughing.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” I chuckle.

      “No way.” He shakes his head. “Dad’s don’t teach you how to break the rules.”

      I smile, not admitting that my dad was one hell of a rule breaker. His shenanigans would have made Evan, and apparently Ollie, too, break out in hives.

      We turn the corner to his street.

      “What are we going to do today, Charlie?”

      “What do you want to do today?” I ask, fishing the house key out of my pocket.

      He shrugs, waffling from foot to foot.

      “Do you have to pee, or do you have an idea you’re too chicken to ask?” I unlock the front door and push inside, quickly turning off and resetting the alarm.

      Ollie follows behind me, laughing. He kicks off his boots and hangs his coat in the hall closet. Stashing his mittens and hat, he turns toward me. “I remember how you always did crafts and scrapbooking and….art stuff.”

      “I still do all that art stuff.” I hang my coat next to his.

      “Well…”

      “Spit it out, dude.”

      “I was wondering if you could help me make my dad a Christmas present.”

      “Totally.”

      “You don’t even know what it is.”

      “So?”

      “You should ask some questions before you just agree to something.”

      I snort. Man, he’s a skeptical kid. It’s almost comical the way he lifts his eyebrow, slanting his head quizzically. In some of his mannerisms, I see Evan’s lawyering ways peek through.

      “Okay, counselor. What’s your idea?”

      Ollie turns toward the kitchen. “Come on, let’s get an after-school snack, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “If it involves me getting up at the buttcrack of dawn or swimming in the Chicago River, I’m out.”

      He laughs and I smile at the back of his head, relieved I can make him laugh after all our time apart.

      Setting the table with two place settings, I roll my eyes at his folded napkins, even though my heart expands at his sweet gesture.

      Ollie sets two Oreo cookies on each of our plates and pours us each a glass of milk.

      “Shouldn’t I be doing this for you?” I ask, biting into a cookie.

      He shrugs.

      “I’m surprised you’re going to eat an Oreo and not a bran muffin,” I press.

      He giggles, dipping his head again.

      “Tell me your plan, Ollie.”

      “I want you to help me paint a treasure map.”

      “Say what?” I lean forward. “Where’s the treasure?”

      “It’s an adventure, Charlie. The treasure is the experience,” he explains matter-of-factly.

      “Okay, well, what’s the experience?”

      “Do you know how to ice skate?”

      “Yes…”

      “So does my mom. She taught me, which everyone is surprised about since Dad played hockey in college.”

      “Really? I had no idea your dad was a hockey player.”

      Ollie nods.

      “That’s cool. My dad taught me how to ski. And how to paint.”

      “My mom never skied. I don’t remember a lot about her. Just that she used to make chicken noodle soup and oatmeal raisin cookies. And on Saturday mornings, when it was really early, Dad, Mom, and me used to go ice skating on Shawne Pond. We would skate until we were frozen. Then, we would go to Aly’s Pancake House for chocolate chip pancakes and hot chocolate.” Ollie’s eyes twinkle as he recalls memories from before. I wonder how much of them are true memories and how much are retellings of the same story over and over. But it doesn’t matter, does it? The most important thing is he’s hanging onto something that made him feel special, loved, part of a family. And he wants to recreate that feeling.

      “I learned to skate on Havers Pond,” I offer.

      “That’s a good pond, too.”

      “It is. Do you still skate?”

      His smile slips, and he shakes his head. “No. I mean, just at school for physical education.”

      “You guys have an ice rink at school?” I ask, impressed.

      “The pond is so much better.”

      “Totally. Do you want to go skating at the pond?” Maybe Evan will let me take him?

      “Yes!” He claps his hands together, his expression morphing to one of excitement. “That’s the adventure. After Mom left, we never went back to the pond. Or Aly’s Pancake House. I started going to Bryn Madison and playing soccer and taking swim lessons…”

      “You’ve got a pretty strict schedule,” I say slowly, trying to gage where he’s going with all this, even though I have a pretty good idea. Ollie wants to create some magic between him and his dad again.

      He watches me closely, wariness hugging his features. “I want to make an adventure.”

      I smile instantly, and some of the fear in his eyes eases. “Keep talking, hot shot.”

      “I want to take my dad skating at Shawne Pond. And to Aly’s to eat pancakes and drink hot chocolate. The two of us. We don’t ever do things like that. I mean, he comes to my soccer games and stuff, but we don’t ever just…hang out.”

      I nod, my throat squeezing at the loneliness in his voice. It’s no secret that Evan works insane hours. I’m sure he’s doing his best to juggle all the things but recalling his panic over Kaylee’s schedule change makes me wonder if it’s all becoming too much. Are the balls starting to fall no matter how hard he tries to keep them in the air?

      “Okay, tell me more about this treasure map. Is it like a scavenger hunt?”

      Ollie wipes his napkin across his mouth. “Yes. I want to map it all out with riddles, so it’s like a game. And then, the treasure is the skating.”

      “I love this idea.”

      “You do?”

      “It’s awesome. You know the best gifts are the ones from the heart, right?”

      He rolls his eyes, but I can tell by the pink that tinges his cheeks that he’s pleased with my reaction. “I just never know what to get him. Uncle Eli usually takes me Christmas shopping, but he’s been so busy and Aunt Zoe’s having the baby…”

      After he trails off, I read between the lines. Poor Ollie feels like he’s on his own.

      “I got you, dude. We’re going to paint the best treasure map, Christmas experience ever. This is so much better than a tie.”

      “Yeah!” he agrees, pumping his fist in the air. “Can we get started?”

      “Let’s map it all out today. Then tomorrow, I’ll bring over supplies.”

      “We’ll need a canvas.”

      “True. We’ll sketch it all out this week.”

      “And then paint it next week?”

      “Yep. We need to leave it for two days to dry.”

      “Hm.” Ollie frowns. “I don’t want my dad to see it.”

      “What about the basement? Does he ever go down there?” I ask, knowing Evan has a woman who cleans and does the laundry. I can’t imagine any reason why he’d need to grab a mop or fold clothes.

      “Not really.”

      “I’ll tell him we’re working on something for my job interview and it’s between us…”

      “Really?” Ollie’s excitement shines through along with relief that we’re going to be able to keep the surprise a secret.

      “Yeah, no worries. Surprises are the best.” I finish my Oreos and pick up my glass of milk. “To making a new adventure.”

      Ollie clinks his glass against mine and grins. “This is the best.”
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      “Hey, hey, where are you off to?” I ask Ollie as he skirts around the living room foyer, skidding to a stop in front of me. I drop my briefcase on the bench inside the front door and cross my arms over my chest, waiting.

      He’s breathing heavily. He grasps the molding, lifting one finger to indicate he needs a minute.

      My gaze narrows. “Where’s Charlie?”

      A flash of panic flares across Ollie’s expression as he turns to look over his shoulder but in the next blink, it’s gone. “She’s coming. Sorry.”

      “What are you guys doing?”

      “Just working on something for her interviews.”

      “Working on something? For her interviews?” What could Ollie help Charlie with for her interviews? Is this why she’s been avoiding me all week? Because of her interviews? “Okay,” I say slowly, but Ollie doesn’t offer more information.

      “Now that you’re here, I need a ride.”

      “A ride?”

      Ollie widens his eyes at me.

      What am I forgetting? A flicker of panic ripples through my chest as I rack my mind. I come up empty, my frustration with myself flaring. After hours of staring at my computer screen and legal briefings, constantly interrupted by phone calls, I can barely keep my ten-year-old’s extracurricular schedule intact.

      “You didn’t forget, did you?”

      My heart sinks, my chest tightening. I clearly did, but what the hell did I forget?

      “I’m sleeping at Keith’s tonight,” Ollie supplies.

      “That’s right.” I snap my fingers, forcing a grin. “I didn’t forget. You need a ride to Keith’s.” I pull my car keys out from my pocket.

      “It’s his birthday…”

      Shit! I didn’t buy a gift.

      “Here you go, Ollie.” Charlie enters the foyer, holding out a birthday gift bag with tufts of neon tissue paper. “Don’t forget the card you made.”

      “Right. I’m just going to grab my bag.” Ollie takes the gift and races up the stairs.

      I rock back on my heels, a little bit in shock.

      Charlie got Keith a birthday gift? She’s only been sitting for him for a week, and she remembered a gift? Ollie is packed? He made a card?

      “I hope you don’t mind.” She wrinkles her nose at me, her gaze flickering over my confused expression.

      “No,” I say quickly, shaking my head. “Not at all. Thank you, Charlie. I can’t believe I —”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she cuts me off as Ollie bounds back down the stairs.

      “I’m going to be late, Dad,” he tosses in my direction before wrapping an arm around Charlie’s waist. “Thanks for today.”

      “Anytime, Ollie.” She grins down at my son, ruffling his hair. “Have fun at Keith’s party. Make sure no one puts your hand in warm water after you fall asleep.”

      Ollie snickers and heads for the front door.

      “If it’s cool, I just need to finish up something that Ollie and I were working on…” Charlie hooks her thumb toward the basement.

      Huh?

      “I’ll set the alarm and lock up on my way out,” she adds.

      “No, it’s fine. Stay, I’ll be back in ten minutes,” I tell her, following Ollie out the door.

      “How was school?” I ask him as I back out of the driveway.

      “Fine.”

      “What’d you learn?”

      He shrugs.

      We sit in silence as I stop at a red light.

      Frustration grips my throat, and my fingers tap out a beat against the steering wheel. When did it become difficult to chat with my son? Ollie used to tell me everything about his day. So many details I had a hard time not tuning him out. Now, he offers me nothing but the obligatory one-word responses.

      “Did you have fun with Charlie?” I try again.

      His head swivels towards mine, and a smile crosses his face. “Yeah. She’s the best.”

      I grunt my acknowledgement like a Neanderthal. My frustration increases.

      How the hell is Charlie, who has spent less than a week with Ollie, getting this reaction out of him, and I can’t get him to tell me about school?

      What is wrong with me? Shouldn’t I be happy that Ollie is connecting with someone? It doesn’t have to be me. But why is it her? She’s not going to stay and when she leaves for New York again, is Ollie going to be heartbroken?

      The thought unsettles me because the truth is, I’ve come to look forward to seeing Charlie every day when I arrive home from work. I like knowing she’s in my house, a small part of my life again. When she leaves…

      My hand grips the steering wheel until my knuckles pop.

      When I pull up in front of Keith’s house, Ollie leans over the center console, offers me a quick peck good-bye, and races to the front stairs.

      Keith’s mom waves to me from the porch and I wave back, waiting until they are both inside before I pull away.

      The silence swirls around me, and some of the craziness from my day, from my week, from this fucking year, seeps out of me.

      Besides Ollie, the best thing to happen to me lately is seeing Charlie again. Having her support during this crazy holiday period has been reassuring. Of course I can count on her, rely on her. Charlie’s dependable. But she’s more than that. She’s the woman who makes my heart gallop. The one who makes my son light up. She’s the woman I compare all other women to, and in three years, none of them, not a single one, has measured up.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I pull into my driveway and park.

      I climb out of the car and eye the front of my house, frowning when I don’t see Charlie’s mom’s car. Did she already leave?

      Pushing into my house, I freeze as Charlie gazes up. She’s lacing up her boots, seated on the bench just inside the door.

      “You’re still here,” I say, surprised.

      “I, uh, I was just going to head out.”

      “No, please, stay. We never picked a day for dinner this week.”

      Charlie winces. “I know. I’m sorry. I was going to suggest yesterday, but I forgot I agreed to dinner with my mom and her new…man friend.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Marianne’s dating?”

      “I know!” Charlie half-groans, half-laughs. “I’m happy for her. Honestly. It’s just, it’s a little weird, seeing her with someone who isn’t my dad…”

      “Ah, yeah. That will take some getting used to. Hey, where’s Marianne’s car?” I glance out the front window to the empty curb, wondering how the hell I missed it when I first arrived home. “How’d you get here?”

      “I grabbed an Uber.”

      “What?” I ask, guilt blazing through me. I’m not even paying her to sit for Ollie. I mean, I tried, but of course, she refused and seemed offended by the offer, reiterating something about friends again. But I don’t want her to spend money to watch my son. “Charlie.” I pull my wallet out of my back pocket.

      “Stop!” She stands, glaring at me. “Put your wallet away. I want to help you guys. Honestly.”

      “Why?” I ask, unable to check my curiosity. Why the hell would she want to help me after…everything. While I’m grateful for her help, her kindness causes my guilt to swell. Over three years ago, I knew I fucked up where Charlie was concerned. But now, staring into her bright blue eyes, the truth is even harder to swallow.

      Her eyes deepen, her expression softening. “Because I can tell you’re overwhelmed.”

      I close my eyes, feeling my color drain from my face. Am I that obvious? Has Ollie noticed? I’m barely keeping my head above water, but I can’t be the guy who’s nearly drowning. My career depends on me not being that guy.

      “Hey.” Charlie reaches out, touching my wrist.

      My gaze slams into hers, and I lose my breath at the concern, the care, the goddamn empathy in her eyes. She’s doing this for me. Even after everything, she still cares.

      “Stay for dinner. Please.” I slip my wallet back into my pocket.

      A small smile curls the corner of her mouth. “Okay,” she agrees, sitting back down and removing her boots. “But only if you order Romero’s.”

      “Pizza, really?”

      “I miss Chicago deep dish.”

      “Fair enough,” I agree, pulling out my phone and placing an order. Half plain, half Hawaiian, the same as we used to.

      Charlie grins as I rattle off the order. She starts for the kitchen, and my jaw tightens as I zero in on her ass. Clad in tight jeans that mold to her body, I yearn to reach out and run my hands over her delicious curves.

      “Beer or wine…or something stronger?” I ask, ending the call with Romero’s.

      “Wine, please.”

      “Red or white?”

      Charlie spins around, leaning against the doorframe to the kitchen. She crosses her arms over her chest, pushing her breasts up. “I don’t remember you being this accommodating. I just remember you making decisions.”

      I  grin. “I’ve changed.”

      “So have I.” She says the words playfully, but the look on her expression is serious, a warning.

      “Red or white?”

      “Red.”

      I pull out a bottle of cabernet-sauvignon and a corkscrew. We enter the kitchen, and I uncork the bottle and pour two glasses. Charlie settles herself onto a barstool, and I pass her a wine glass, taking the seat across from her.

      “I like your kitchen,” she says, glancing around the space.

      I scan the minimalist design, clean lines, no hardware on my cabinets. Top of the line appliances, a Wolf range, double oven, the works.

      “I renovated.”

      “I see that.” She holds up her wine glass, and I clink mine against hers.

      She takes a generous sip and I stare, mesmerized, as her eyelids flutter closed and a soft moan escapes her throat.

      Jesus. My balls tighten, and my arms brace against the island.

      I remember that sound. I fucking dream of that sound.

      Charlie’s eyes open and when she sees me staring at her, they widen.

      I know I should drop my head but I don’t. I continue to stare at her. God, she still undoes me without even knowing it. For a second, all my past mistakes come roaring back, clouding my mind and buzzing in my ears. I let Charlie go because keeping her only would have held her back. But sometimes I wonder if she had stayed, could I have made her happy? The way I never could for Sophie. Could we have been enough for each other?

      “Why’d you renovate?” she asks, pulling me from my disheartening thoughts. Her voice is rougher than a moment ago and I wonder if I affect her as much as she affects me.

      I take a long drink and clear my throat, try to clear my head. “Sophie picked out the first design,” I admit, not wanting to bring up my ex-wife, but not knowing how to avoid talk of her either.

      Charlie nods as if she understands, but I know she doesn’t. No one possibly could. Not unless they had a wonderful partner and a fantastic life, and then it was all ripped away by a fucking drug addiction.

      “Well, it’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I shift my weight on my barstool. “Tell me about Marianne’s man friend.”

      Charlie throws her head back and laughs. Her fingers are splayed wide on the counter, her nails tapping against the base of the wine glass. “It’s awful. But in the best way possible.”

      I grin. Man, I missed the way she tells stories. There are always a million contradictions that should drive my lawyer mind nuts, but with Charlie, it’s endearing because she’s so damn heartfelt.

      “She’s happy. I think she was really nervous about me meeting him. His name is Jim. He’s lovely. Charming. And he makes her laugh a lot more so, in my book, he’s a great guy.”

      “Good. That’s good. I’m happy for Marianne, too. It’s been, how many years?”

      “Almost nine.” She clears her throat, picking up her wine glass and taking a long sip.

      Not wanting to linger on a topic that makes her uncomfortable, I blurt, “Tell me about…your life. New York, design.”

      Charlie’s eyes flare with excitement, and I fall into them, wanting to hear every word that drops from her mouth, wanting to know everything she’s willing to share.

      “It’s…great.” She laughs. “I love New York. I never realized I could feel so at home any place other than here but…” She shakes her head. “New York is amazing. My program was awesome. Super competitive but such an incredible opportunity. I got to work on real accounts at top firms, some of my professors were professors of practice, so their network is unbelievable. I made some amazing friends. I just, I finally feel I’m where I’m supposed to be, you know?”

      I nod, smiling at her even though my chest feels funny. Too tight. She feels home in New York. Her life has moved on, just the way I always knew it would. It’s supposed to. I wanted this for her. But then why the hell is my stomach filling with stones of disappointment?

      “That’s really great, Charlie. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks. You too. Things seem to be going well… I hear you’re up for partner?”

      I take another drink. Shouldn’t I feel more excited about that? Shouldn’t I be beaming energy out of my eyeballs the way Charlie is at the prospect? I’ve worked my ass off for years to be in this position, and now I’m finally here and I feel…nothing.

      “That’s good, isn’t it?” Charlie prods, a flicker of uncertainty rippling over her expression.

      “Yeah,” I blow out a sigh, reaching to grip the back of my neck. “I’m sorry, Charlie. It’s been a shit week, and my head’s just all over the place. Things are fine. I am up for partner. Ollie’s been doing really well in school and at soccer. Things are just…what they are.”

      Charlie frowns before biting her bottom lip.

      At the gesture, a thousand unbidden memories flicker through my mind like a movie reel, and I pull myself closer against the kitchen island.

      She opens her mouth to say something and I pause, waiting for her words. But her phone beeps, and her attention shifts to the message on her screen.

      She bites her bottom lip harder, her brows furrowed in concentration as she taps out a reply.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, concerned by the expression on her face. Who is it?

      “Yeah,” she says, nodding slowly. She chews on the ends of her hair the way she always used to when she was worried.

      At first, the movement makes me smile because it’s so…her. But then I realize something must be causing her stress. My concern heightens, and I reach across the table, gently running my fingertips over the back of her hand.

      She glances up, her hair falling from her mouth.

      “You sure?” I ask.

      She nods again, her blue eyes darkening. For a moment, it’s like we’re suspended in air, in this moment, as everything else seems to fade away.

      I memorize Charlie’s sweetheart face, the emotion swirling in her eyes, the fullness of her lips. Hers is a mouth I’ve kissed so many times, and even though it’s been years, I still remember its taste. I tilt forward, pulled by the hitch in her breathing.

      Her phone rings and she winces.

      “Do you mind if I take this?”

      “Of course not,” I say, drawing my hand away.

      She slides off the barstool, and I note the hurt in her expression as she heads toward the living room, bringing her phone to her ear.

      “Trent?” she says, and my chest plummets to the floor.

      Does she have a boyfriend? Is it serious?

      My curiosity spikes as my jealousy flares.

      Do not eavesdrop. It’s none of your business. She’s isn’t yours anymore.

      She never was.
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      “Hey Char,” Trent, my NYC BFF, partner in crime, and study buddy says. Trent is the only person who ever called me Char, short for Charlotte, instead of Charlie—the name my family calls me. Apparently, he had a bad breakup with a guy named Charlie, and the name is now permanently destroyed.

      “I just saw the email,” I wail, dipping into Evan’s living room and sinking to the edge of his couch.

      “Yeah, I got it, too.”

      “Does that mean Garner & Gibson isn’t hiring any new graduates?”

      “They filled their quota,” Trent explains. “I’m sorry, babe. I know your heart was set on them.”

      “They didn’t take anyone from our program?” I ask, unsure if I want the answer. If Garner & Gibson didn’t hire any new graduates from my design program, okay. But if they chose someone who just isn’t me…I may feel a tiny bit heartbroken.

      Trent sighs heavily, and I know he knows more than he’s letting on but doesn’t want to crush my spirit.

      “Trent Johnson,” I say his name sharply, the way his boyfriend Kevin does when Trent forgets to take out the trash or squeegee the shower doors.

      Trent cracks. “Cora Sinclair.”

      “I knew it!”

      “She was the top of our program.”

      “I know,” I draw out the word. Cora Sinclair deserves the position. She’s hardworking and nice and irritatingly put together. Like, all the time. But she’s earned it. “Just her?”

      “Just her.”

      “Okay. I’ll start focusing elsewhere. I need to send out more resumes. At least tell me you’ve heard back from Baker Designs.”

      “I did,” Trent squeals.

      “Shut up. Dude, tell me everything.”

      Trent fills me in on the unpaid three-month internship he’s taking with Baker Designs — a company specializing in lighting. “But,” he concludes, “I’m really hopeful that if I do a great job, I could be a permanent hire by spring. And obviously, I’m going to do a great fucking job.”

      “Obviously.” I laugh. “That’s amazing, Trent. I’m really happy for you.” I grin at Evan’s empty living room because I really am giddy for my BFF.

      “Thank you, thank you. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t drinking your feelings or even worse, eating them.”

      “You haven’t given me a chance. It’s been like, thirty seconds since I got the email.”

      “Don’t fall off the wagon.”

      I snort. “I’ll be fine. It’s disappointing but not devastating.” Even though a part of me is gutted. Garner & Gibson was my dream company with my dream job in my dream city.

      Sometimes, dreams are overrated. Am I right?

      “Okay. But if you find yourself reaching for Ben & Jerry’s, call me.”

      I laugh. “Don’t worry about me. I’m actually about to dig into some Chicago deep dish—”

      “It sounds dirty when you say ‘deep.’ I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

      “With Evan. So you should go celebrate your good news with Kevin.”

      “Hold the phone. Evan? Like, Evan, Evan? The hot daddy who broke your heart and introduced you to orgasms?”

      I blush from Trent’s very accurate description, curse myself for eating the worm in the tequila bottle and getting so blitzed that I don’t remember telling Trent all about Evan until he brought it up nearly every day thereafter, and clear my throat.

      “Holy shit. Yeah girl,” Trent cheers. “Are you at his house? What is he wearing?”

      “What’s who wearing?” Kevin’s voice calls out from the background.

      “Evan. Char is at his house,” Trent answers.

      “Seriously? Wait, what is she wearing? Is it a date?” Kevin presses for details.

      “I gotta go,” I tell them, knowing their conversation can go on forever.

      “Call me tomorrow. I mean it. I hope we’re both hungover,” Trent cheers loudly before ending the call.

      Gripping the phone in my hand, I lean forward and brace my elbows against my thighs. It’s fine. I mean, I know it is. I’m sure I’ll find a job somewhere. No one really works their dream job at their dream company right out of school, right?

      I’m just like everyone else. Why did I think I’d somehow luck out and secure the position? In the end, I didn’t even get the interview. On some level to some rational person, I’m sure I’m being dramatic. But why doesn’t it ever just work out for me the way it does for other people? With me, every step of every process is a challenge.  My second year of college, my dad passed and with his death, I learned that he squandered my entire college fund on something I never thought him capable of. Like a substance abuse problem. Serving and bartending and a gazillion student loans put me through school, but because of it, I didn’t graduate until I was nearly twenty-six. I thought being accepted into the design program in New York was a change in my luck. What if it’s not?

      Panic flares in my veins. What if I can’t find a job anywhere? What if I have to go back to serving and bartending?

      But this time with a mountain of student loan debt with exorbitant interest rates on top of it?

      Oh my God. What if I can’t pay my student loans?

      “Charlie?” Evan asks, a thread of concern in his voice.

      My head snaps toward his as his voice yanks me from my downward mental spiral.

      His eyes are dark, tumultuous. His mouth is pressed into a thin line. He’s standing at the end of the coffee table, staring at me, his arms crossed over his chest. He looks every bit the fierce, formidable, badass lawyer who stands up in court rooms and argues for second chances.

      My skin tingles under his watchful gaze, and awareness skates up my spine.  This is the man I remember. The one willing to jump in and try to solve everyone and anyone’s problems, even mine.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, a muscle under his right eye ticking.

      I nod.

      “Who was it?” he demands, his gaze flickering to my phone.

      “Huh?”

      “The phone call? Did you receive bad news?”

      “Oh, no. I mean, kind of.” I blow out a deep breath, standing from the couch. “It was just Trent. He received a rejection email from Garner & Gibson and was calling because…I received the same one. It was generic like that.”

      “Oh,” Evan says, his eyes glued to mine. I see the moment he realizes what that means for me because his eyes widen and soften, a streak of tenderness rippling across his expression. “I’m sorry, Charlie.”

      I shrug.

      “No, don’t do that.” He shakes his head.

      “Do what?”

      “Act all blasé, like you don’t care. I know this is the company you were hoping for. It sucks that it didn’t work out, and you’re allowed to feel crappy and wallow in it for at least twenty-four hours, maybe forty-eight if you’re hungover.”

      I chuckle, wrinkling my nose. “I got my heart set too early. You know how I am, always too emotionally invested,” I say the words casually, purely thinking of the position.

      Evan’s face twists as if I’ve slapped him, regret flaring in his bright eyes.

      I realize too late that my words could be misconstrued, that he could be thinking of us. “Oh, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine.”

      Evan runs his hand over his jawline. “Being emotionally invested isn’t always bad; it means you care.”

      I shrug. The problem is that I always care too much. Instead of admitting that little nugget of truth, I ask, “Can I take you up on that ‘anything stronger’ now?” I glance at his fully stocked bar.

      “Of course.” He walks to his bar. “I’ve got vodka, rum, whiskey, gin…”

      “Tequila?”

      “Tequila.” He pulls out a bottle of Patron just as the doorbell rings. He glances at the door. “Pizza is already paid for and tip settled. Can you grab it and I’ll pour these?” He balances two shot glasses on his palm.

      “Yes,” I agree, heading to the front door.

      The moment I breathe in the cheesy, doughy deliciousness of Romero’s pizza, a wave of homesickness rushes through me. I grin at the delivery guy and thank him. Balancing the pie on one hand, I peek inside the box and some of my disappointment from moments ago eases.

      I’m okay. It’s all going to be okay. Not landing a job at Garner & Gibson is disappointing, but it’s not going to ruin my life in any way. On the bright side, instead of wallowing in this unfortunate news on my own, or with Mom being secretly pleased, I’m with Evan. Deep down, I know he understands my disappointment and will allow me to flounder in it with tequila for a minute. Being here, tonight, it feels…right.

      Being with Evan again feels like home in ways that I’ve forgotten. That, coupled with my current disappointment, is a lethal combination. Tonight, while I’m all in my feels, I can’t shoot Patron and let my guard down. My own self-preservation requires me to keep the ball in my court and do things on my terms. I can’t let the feelings Evan provokes in me to conjure up fantasies that will never come true. I let out a long exhale and roll my shoulders. I got this.

      “All good?” he calls from the kitchen.

      God, even the sound of his voice, deep and rumbly, hits me square in the chest.

      I close the pizza lid. “Yes. Pizza’s here and it smells delicious.”

      I enter the kitchen and place the pizza box in the center of the island.

      Evan sets out two place settings while I slide onto a barstool, lifting my shot glass of Patron toward him gratefully. “To pizza and tequila.”

      He grins, sitting across from me. “It’s like college all over again.”

      “Maybe for you. This is sort of a staple dinner of mine.”

      Evan chuckles, sliding a slice of pizza on each of our plates.

      I take a huge bite just as he asks, “So, tell me about him.”

      “Who?” I ask around the pizza I’m chewing. Classy, I know.

      “The boyfriend.” His eyes hold mine for a long moment, and I don’t miss the way his jaw tightens.

      Confusion blares through my head like a foghorn as I continue to chew pizza and stare at him.

      He clears his throat. “How’d you meet?”

      “Are you talking about Trent?” I swallow and take a sip of my wine, much to the chagrin of wine drinkers everywhere who are most likely cringing. Hard. Pizza, tequila, and vino. With Evan. My disappointment is slowly fading.

      Evan’s eyes narrow at Trent’s name. He gives a curt nod, his hands splayed against the countertop.

      “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my New York BFF.”

      Evan continues to glare at me and a thrill flares low in my belly as I study his expression. Wait a minute, is he jealous? Excitement zaps through my body. Is it awful that I hope the answer is yes?

      I fiddle with my napkin, letting him stew for a moment longer than necessary. “You know, like my best friend forever? But don’t tell Zoe. Because her feelings would be hurt, and she’s more my soul sister for life.”

      The corner of Evan’s mouth lifts. “And he knows that?”

      “Of course he knows that. I made us create a secret BFF handshake and everything.” I roll my eyes.

      Evan’s mouth lifts higher, until he’s smirking at me. “I mean, he knows you guys are just friends? Or is he secretly pining for you?”

      “First of all, guys don’t secretly pine. They’re either oblivious to life or ridiculously obvious.”

      Evan snickers.

      “Secondly, Trent is gay. And even though I’m a badass bitch, his boyfriend Kevin knows jiu-jitsu and could take me down in a heartbeat. It’s something Trent and I regularly gush over.”

      This time, Evan laughs and relief floods his eyes. “Okay, well, I’m glad you have such a great friend in New York.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you are.”

      His eyes glimmer as he takes his first bite of pizza. “I am. I was just — worried.”

      “Worried?” I shovel another mouthful in.

      “Yeah. You know, about this poor guy’s heart. If he’s desperate for a chance and you’re just friend zoning him, well, us guys gotta stick together against vixens like you.”

      I tip my head back and laugh. “Bro code?”

      “Exactly.”

      “There’s no code if you don’t know the guy.”

      Evan leans back in his barstool, his expression smoother than I’ve seen it in years. It’s as if the worry has melted off of him, and he’s truly enjoying our banter.

      Fine, I am, too. More than I’d like to admit. More than I’d ever confess to him.

      “I’m more surprised you didn’t give me shit for ‘vixen.’”

      I shrug, folding my pizza slice in half. “If the shoe fits…” I take a bite.

      Evan chuckles, the sound deep and relaxed and…cozy as AF. It wraps around me like a familiar hug, and I revel in the knowledge that I still have it. I can still make Evan Holt laugh. “You’re one of a kind, Charlie.”

      “The best kind.”

      He nods, his eyes warm and sincere as they hold mine. He fills our shot glasses and holds his toward me. “To the best.”

      I smile, too damn big and cheesy and silly, and clink my glass against his.

      Then, we both drink.
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      “Another shot?” My mouth drops open in horror. When was the last time I actively took shots of tequila?

      “Line ‘em up,” Charlie says, looking less tipsy than me after two glasses of wine and just as many shots.

      This should concern me.

      Instead, I feel…excited. Adrenaline mixed with anticipation buzzes through my body. It’s a heady combination, and I feel a swell of freedom I haven’t experienced in so long I don’t even know how long it’s been.

      “Seriously?” I narrow my eyes.

      “Yes! I just got job-dumped.”

      I snort, tipping the bottle of Patron. “You didn’t get job-dumped. You didn’t have the job to begin with.”

      “Job ghosted then.”

      “They sent you an email.”

      “Job lust? I’m suffering from a job lust rejection,” she laments, draping the back of her hand over her forehead.

      I chuckle. “You’re no damsel in distress, Charlie.”

      “Tell me about it,” she huffs.

      “You sure about this?” I ask, passing her a glass.

      She lifts it in my direction. “To the unknown.”

      “The unknown,” I repeat, throwing back the alcohol. It burns in the best way possible, and I relish the feeling. I drink in the gleam in Charlie’s eyes. I savor the moment. The simplicity of…this.

      “Are there other jobs you’re considering in New York?” I ask, leaning back in my barstool.

      Charlie shrugs, spinning her shot glass around on the island top. “Yeah. I mean, of course there are. I’m casting a wide net and all of that. I just…” She wrinkles her nose. “I had my heart set on this one.”

      “Maybe the job you land will be even better.”

      “Maybe,” she sounds unconvinced.

      “Is there anything here in Chicago?”

      She nods. “There are a handful of agencies I’ve submitted applications to this week. Mainly because my mom asked me to.”

      “But you would prefer New York?”

      “Yes,” she says, offering me a small smile. “Other than Mom, there isn’t really anything here for me.”

      I frown, leaning forward until my elbows rest on the island.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Charlie continues, “Chicago is home. Of course I adore my friends and missed everyone when I was away, but New York was just…it was everything. I loved the grit and the glam. I loved the hustle that seemed to burn the pavement when you walked down Broadway. There was so much happening, so many opportunities and events and just, life.” She sighs, looking exactly like the idealist student I grew out of long before graduation.

      The wistfulness in her expression causes me to smile. I wish I had that same zest for…something. Still, the desire with which she speaks of New York fills the pit of my stomach with stones of frustration. Of course she’s not coming back. Why would she? I hate that I carried a shred of hope that she would decide otherwise.

      I always knew when Charlie left that she wasn’t coming back. I always wanted more for her, so much so that I worried the passion between us would alter her mindset and hold her back. Back then, if she stayed because of me, it wouldn’t have been a conscious decision as much as a convenience. A convenience that would eventually fester into a resentment. Another Sophie.

      But now, if she decided to stay it would be a choice. A decision made after weighing options and comparing experiences. There would be possibilities between us that weren’t a reality three years ago.

      “You know what I mean?” she asks curiously, interrupting my thoughts.

      I clear my throat and nod, unable to tell her I know exactly what she means. A million years ago—before law school, before Sophie, before I thought about retirement and Ollie’s college education and adulting—I yearned for the freedom and flexibility she wears like a cloak.  I wanted to be a hockey coach, to help boys perfect their game on the ice, and help shape them into young men off the ice. The thought causes me to grin; it seems like a million lifetimes ago now.

      “Besides,” she sighs, filling up our shot glasses, “I don’t want to lose face.”

      “Lose face?” I repeat, turning the words over in my mind. In front of whom?

      Charlie winces, a flush coloring her cheeks the softest pink. I want to reach out and run the back of my hand over her skin. “Yeah. God, this is so fucking embarrassing. Look, I just, New York was good for me. Living there, completing my program, it sort of bolstered my confidence. I don’t want to come back here, with my tail between my legs. Like, oh look, Charlie Adams is back. She couldn’t make a marriage work, she can’t make a career work, she’s failing at life.”

      The word marriage slams into me like a freight train. In fact, it’s the only word I really hear. “You were married?” When? To whom? How did I not know this?

      She cringes and tosses back another shot, smacking her lips. “Almost. Engaged is more accurate.”

      I stare at her in shock. “Seriously? Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t like to talk about Sophie, but you know about her.”

      “You also have a kid together. Everyone knows about her.”

      “Okay. But we, we dated.”

      She raises an eyebrow at me, and shame burns my stomach. We dated in the most casual sense. Dinners that ended with hook-ups. Saturday hangouts with Ollie that were more friendly than romantic. I never really gave having a real relationship with her a chance.

      “It never came up.”

      “What happened?” I ask, curiosity blazing through my veins. A million questions flare in my mind. Why didn’t it work out? How long were they together for? Why the hell didn’t I know about him? Who the fuck is he? I slam my shot back, barely tasting the burn as my body feels too hot for other reasons. Charlie was engaged.

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s honestly not worth talking about. The point is, it didn’t work out. And afterwards, well, I sort of lost myself for…a long time. This program, New York, it’s the most significant thing I’ve done in my twenties, and I don’t want to give up on that. I don’t want to have to come back here and have everyone I know think I’m the same girl from years ago. Because I’m not.”

      “Then why do you care what they think?” I ask gently. It’s obvious that Charlie has grown. She’s evolved into a beautiful, capable, devastating woman. Who in their right mind would think less of her for moving back to Chicago, to her family, to her roots?

      She narrows her eyes, but I can tell she’s thinking over my question. “I don’t know,” she says softly. “I know it shouldn’t matter but it does. It matters to me.” Determination blazes from her dark blue eyes. Her jaw is set, her teeth raking over her bottom lip. Part of me wants to reach out and hug the shit out of her just to remind her that she doesn’t need anyone’s approval; she’s perfect the way she is. The other part wants to kiss her mouth until I can bite that bottom lip and let us both work out our emotional demons. The way we used to, tipsy, breathless, and fucking high on each other.

      “Sometimes coming home is harder than going away,” I offer.

      She tips her head in agreement.

      “I know what you mean, though. About their—the random people from your childhood, your neighborhood, whatever—opinions mattering. When Sophie and I first split, I hated, hated, the rumors that swirled among our circles of friends. Everyone’s opinion on the matter pissed me off, even if they agreed with me. I didn’t want Ollie to be subjected to that type of treatment—the pity, the ridiculous questions, the nosiness. Sometimes, I used to think, maybe we should just up and move, start fresh, you know?”

      Charlie nods, her eyes wide.

      “But my career is here, and I felt awful about ripping Ollie away from the only life he’s ever known so…”

      “You learned to deal with the people and their opinions?”

      “Or I learned to manage my own expectations. I learned to grow a thicker skin, too.”

      She chews the ends of her hair. “I know people think I’m tough. I mean, I kind of had to be after…” She shakes her head. “But I still carry around a lot of hurt from that time, and coming home, you’re right, it is harder.”

      “You’ll figure it all out, Charlie,” I tell her, knowing it’s the truth. But I don’t want to sound like a preachy old guy to the beautiful girl fresh out of school, so I refill our shot glasses instead.

      “Hope so.” She raises her glass.

      I clink my glass to hers, and we take our shots.

      Our conversation shifts into more neutral territory. We talk about Ollie, we reminisce about old days when we would dance at nightclubs and eat dinner with Eli and Zoe and Connor and Harlow. We joke and we laugh and we fall back into an old life that is familiar and nostalgic and…right. I lean closer to her over the kitchen island. She stacks her feet on the barstool next to mine. The drinks flow freely, the conversation bubbles effortlessly.

      When I get up to pour us glasses of water, I glance at Charlie over my shoulder. She’s staring at me, her gaze heated. Working a swallow in my throat, I admit, “I’m feeling these drinks.”

      “Me too.”

      I place a glass of water in front of her.

      She reaches out a hand and places it on my waist, right where my dress shirt is tucked into my suit pants. The heat of her skin presses through the material and I step even closer. Her fingers curl into the material of my shirt, the drag of her nails seductive.

      “Charlie,” I whisper.

      She glances up, her eyes inviting. In this moment, all I want to do is accept. I forget the past. I forget that she’s on the cusp of her life, and I’m grinding through mine. I forget that her life exists outside the realm of Chicago. Instead, I lean forward, my palm sliding around her waist to the small of her back. She arches up toward me as I dip down.

      She sucks in a breath, her eyes widening as she tips her head back.

      My lips brush against hers for one millisecond before I press my mouth to hers and kiss her sweet lips.

      She tastes like goddamn sunbeams and rays of hope.

      It’s disarming, the graze of her smooth skin beneath my palm, the tiny gasp that drops from her lips, the feel of her fingertips twisting my shirt.

      It’s been so long since I’ve been with a woman, I could combust from her kiss alone. My hands slide down to the swell of her ass and I pause, hesitating. Is this what she really wants? Or is she just wallowing tonight because of the job news?

      “Why did you stop?” She looks up at me, hurt coloring her tone.

      “Charlie, we don’t have to—”

      “I want to,” she insists. Her eyes hold mine, the depths of them bottomless. “I want to.”

      At the conviction in her voice, I snap like a rubber band. The frustration and anger I’ve carried around lately, like a noose around my neck, dissipate. I’ve been stretched thin, operating on adrenaline and caffeine, and at the heady gleam in her eyes, I give in. I allow myself to fall forward into this moment, into the salvation Charlie’s body offers.

      My hands encircle her hips and I squeeze.

      She sighs, partly in relief, partly in desire, and drags my mouth back to hers.

      Under Charlie’s touch, all rational thoughts flee, and I’m left with the moment, with her. My right hand kneads her ass cheek until she hitches a leg around my waist. I take advantage of the new angle, lifting her onto the island countertop. Eye level, I have easier access to trail kisses down the column of her neck. She moans, her ankles hooking behind my back as she tugs me closer. My dick, already hard, grinds against her core and we both groan.

      “Charlie, are you sure?” I ask, pulling back an inch to check that she’s really okay with this.

      “Evan, yes.”

      She’s gorgeous, otherworldly even. With her head dropped back, the ends of her blonde hair trailing along the countertop, the pulse in her neck quivering, I can’t stop myself from leaning over her until her back presses into the unforgiving countertop and my body shadows her.

      Her eyes are wide when they slam into mine, vulnerability flickering in their depths. My hand trails up her stomach, between the valley of her breasts, stopping at the base of her throat as we both heave, trying to regulate our breathing.

      “Tell me you want this,” I murmur, my desperation hanging in the space between us.

      But I am desperate. It’s been more than three goddamn years since I’ve had her and in that time, I thought I lost her for good. This moment, it’s like a gift from God, and I’m almost too scared to take it. After Sophie, I swore I’d never chase a woman again, and right now, I’m ready to swallow all my words if I can just catch Charlie.

      “I want you,” she breathes out. “Evan, I want this.”

      Her words work through my body like fire, burning my past mistakes, scorching all my failures as a husband, as a dad, until they disintegrate. But it’s more than her words; it’s the unwavering resolve with which she says them that has me pulling off her shirt and popping the button on her jeans.

      Clad in an electric blue lace bra that speaks to her fun-loving side, she’s laid out before me like a damn feast. Her nipples, hard and dusty-rose, peek through the lace, and I zero in on them, my mouth watering. My finger hooks around one of the straps and slides it off her shoulder. “I like this color,” I murmur, my voice low.

      Her breath hitches in response, goosebumps pebbling her skin as I slide off the other strap. She reaches up and makes quick work of the buttons on my shirt, and I slide out of it, letting it drop to the floor. Charlie’s hands are hot as they drag up my arms and wrap around my biceps, pulling me closer.

      I can feel her eyes on my face and I look up, meeting her gaze head-on the way I avoided in the past. Whatever she reads in my expression causes tenderness to flare in her features. Easing her vulnerability eases my worry that she’s making a mistake. I grasp her hand and press a kiss to the underside of her wrist before dipping my head and flicking my tongue over her lace-clad nipple. Her back arches slightly, and my hand shifts to her thigh, holding her in place as I suck her breast into my mouth.

      Even her breasts are fucking sweet. I close my eyes, thinking of the sweetest part of her body, needing to know how much she desires me. My hands peel her jeans down her thighs, over her knees, until they bunch around her calves, and she kicks them off. When my knuckles brush against her core, I feel the dampness of her need and swear, dragging my mouth across her chest to fasten on her other nipple.

      Her hands grip my head, hugging me to her chest as I lave my tongue over her nipple and slide my fingers along the lace of her panties, dragging the material over her clit and using the friction of the lace to drive her arousal higher.

      “Jesus,” she breathes out, her nails digging into the back of my neck.

      Fuck. This. I pause, pulling back. My heart hammers in my chest as I take in the hunger in her eyes, knowing they match mine.

      “Need to taste you,” I throw out by way of explanation as I tug her panties straight off her hips, letting them drop to the floor. My right hand kneads her left breast as I dip my head again and flick my tongue up her center.

      Her knees fall open, and I hook her legs over my shoulders as I nibble a path over her most sensitive part, working her higher in tiny increments until she whispers my name and shatters around me. Biting her inner thigh, I glance at her, but her gaze is trained on the lighting fixture over the island.

      “Charlie.” I pop the button on my pants, my dick ready to break through the fucking material.

      “Please, Evan.” She practically whimpers, and I’m wound too damn tight to do anything other than grip her hips and pull her to the edge of the countertop.

      “Look at me,” I command, needing to see her eyes before I push into her.

      She glances at me, the blue of her eyes dark, glittering like sapphires.

      “Fuck,” I swear at the desperate need in her gaze. “I need to grab a condom.” My fingers squeeze the tops of her thighs.

      She winces and wraps a hand around my wrist, stopping me. “I’m on the pill. And clean.”

      “I’m clean too.” I frown. “You sure?”

      “Yes, do it.”

      I swear again, my pants pooling to the floor as I line up with her entrance and push inside.

      And holy hell, it’s like sliding home. She pulses around me, and I see goddamn stars. My hands glide up to her hips as I rock into her, setting a pace so damn relentless and needy and fucking frantic. She writhes on my countertop, and I take everything she gives me until we’re both crying out, and I’m releasing inside of her, too sated to even care that I just crossed every fucking line I ever drew, and she erased any space she gained.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, dropping my head to her shoulder as I slide out of her. Grabbing a dish towel, I pass it to her so she can clean herself up.

      Giving her some privacy, I turn away. My body is sated and still, a restless kind of energy hums through me. What did that mean? What happens now? I stride to the doors that lead to the backyard and stare into the darkness, my thoughts tripping over each other.

      What the hell is wrong with me, taking Charlie on the damn kitchen island? She deserves silk sheets and candles, not hard quartz and harsh light.

      But fuck how amazing was that?

      I blow out a deep breath. I haven’t been celibate over the last three years, far from it. But no one has ever come close to Charlie.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I squeeze my eyes shut and try to clear my head.

      Seeing Charlie again is fucking with me. It’s making me want all the things I locked away after she left.

      My thoughts tumble over each other, my hands practically shaking.

      I just need to—

      “Evan?” Charlie clears her throat and I turn, dropping my hand.

      “You okay?” I ask, my brow furrowing as I take in the wariness of her expression.

      Her blue eyes are large, a strand of hair clamped between her lips. She’s nervous. The confident woman who begged me to make her feel has disappeared, shrinking into herself like a turtle into its shell.

      Already dressed in her jeans and sweater, her fingers fiddle with the hem while I stand before her, completely naked.

      I frown, stepping toward her, but she backs up and I halt, my confusion morphing into concern. “Charlie?”

      “I, um,—” Her eyes bounce around the kitchen like she can’t bear to look at me.

      Moments ago, we fucked on the countertop, and it was heady and sensual and so damn intense I couldn’t think straight. I made her feel every fucking thing she whimpered for, and she stripped me completely bare until I forgot my own name.

      But now, in the aftermath, the harsh memories of our past coupled with the confusion of now seeps into the space between us, offering us a new lens by which to dissect our actions.

      Does she regret it? Does she wish it never happened?

      Did I cross a line I don’t know about?

      “Charlie, talk to me.”

      Her gaze darts toward the front door. “I should go.”

      “Wait a minute.” I reach out to her as my phone beeps next to the sink. Glancing at the screen to make sure it’s not Ollie, I ignore it as soon as Frankie Esposito’s name registers in my mind. I swear, he’s going to drive me to fucking drink with his constant bullshit. Sometimes, I think he deserves to be locked up for being such a goddamn idiot.

      “I’m going to head out,” Charlie says, shouldering her purse.

      “Hang on a sec.” I grip her shoulder and spin her, so I can read her expression. “We should talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “Yeah.” I gesture toward the kitchen island as I bend down to pick up my pants and slip them back on. “That was—”

      “Unexpected,” she supplies, her tone dry.

      “That too.”

      Charlie averts her gaze.

      “You can’t just walk out of here, Charlie.”

      “Why not?” She snorts, indignation heavy in the sound.

      “We consumed a lot of liquor, babe. And that—”

      “I’ll call an Uber.”

      “Stay the night.”

      She chuckles now, shaking her in disbelief. The irony is not lost on me. The entire time we dated, I never asked her to spend the night. Not once. I was always too worried about what Ollie would think if a woman, even one he adored as much as Charlie, showed up at the breakfast table. Plus, I knew she was eventually going to leave and part of me was trying to protect myself, my son, and her from the heartbreak we all experienced anyway.

      But now, now that we’re absolutely nothing except two consenting adults who just christened my kitchen island, I’m practically begging her to stay.

      “You can take the guest room. Or my room. Whatever you want. But I don’t feel right about you just leaving after you drank so much and we just…please stay.”

      She rakes her teeth over her bottom lip and nods once. “I’ll take the guest room.”

      “Okay.” I reach out tentatively to take her hand but drop my hand at the last minute. I tilt my head toward the stairs and Charlie follows me.

      Opening the door to the guest room, I step back so she can enter. “There’s an en suite with towels and toiletries. Help yourself to anything.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Charlie, I—”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I don’t want things to be awkward between us. Tonight was, well, it was great. Even before the sex. I missed you, missed talking to you.”

      She avoids my eyes, nodding along to my words.

      “Do you want to talk?” I try again, hoping she’ll let me in on whatever is swirling in her head.

      “Nah, I’m just, I’m tired. I think I’ll crash. Thank you, Evan. For tonight.” She offers me a half-smile that I don’t believe for a second.

      “Charlie—”

      “Really, it’s all good. We’re cool.” She steps to the door and grips the handle.

      I take the hint and step back. She closes the bedroom door with a soft click. I hang in the hallway for a few minutes, trying to collect my thoughts, trying to make sense of everything that just happened.

      Charlie and I hooked up and it was amazing.

      What the hell happened?

      Why is she erecting a wall after we destroyed the last one?

      Sighing, I walk down the hallway into my bedroom, intent on having a real, adult conversation with Charlie in the morning.

      But when I wake up, she’s already gone.
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      “You had sex with him!” Zoe announces to the entire restaurant.

      “Shh.” I dip my head, embarrassed.

      “Seriously, pregnancy has made you louder.” Harlow, my good friend, points at Zoe.

      “No it hasn’t,” Zoe says, defensively.

      “It really has,” Harlow replies, taking a long gulp of her iced coffee, even though it’s below freezing outside.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” I glance at Harlow who is doing the long-distance thing with her boyfriend, Connor. She flew in from L.A. this morning to spend the Christmas holidays and it’s obvious. “Despite my being green with envy that you’re tan and I look like Casper, I’m glad you can back me up on this. You’re loud.” I look at Zoe.

      She rolls her eyes. “Stop changing the subject. Even though Evan is my brother-in-law and it’s a little weird, you’re my best friend so…you guys had sex?” she stage whispers.

      Harlow snorts and I sigh, shoveling a forkful of pancakes into my mouth.

      “How was it?” Harlow asks curiously.

      “Amazing,” I admit. “Intense. Passionate. Hot as hell.”

      Harlow’s mouth drops open, and Zoe leans closer across the table.

      “What?” I ask them, picking up my hot chocolate.

      “Holy shit. That’s like…more than just hey-it’s-good-to-see-you-again sex.” Harlow closes her mouth.

      “It was just sex. That’s all there ever was between Evan and me. Good, really, really good, blazing hot sex.” I deflect by taking a long sip of my hot chocolate. But God, the sex was more than just casual sex. It was heady and overwhelming and for a stretch of time, I lost myself in Evan Holt as completely as I did the first time. I couldn’t come up for air if I wanted to. I was consumed by him, a prisoner to his touch, held captive and captivated by the heat in his eyes.

      And then, he pulled out of me and walked away, grumbling to himself. The sight of his dropped shoulders and bowed head as the moonlight lit up his silhouette was like a punch to the gut. It reminded me what I already knew: Evan and I are great at sex. We suck at everything else.

      I lost myself to the sensations he effortlessly pulls from my body. I forgot myself in the deep rumble of his voice. I was transported to the past.

      But when the moment was over and the spell broke, I was quickly reminded just how hurtful that past was. I hated that I had to accept his guest room but he was right, I wasn’t in any condition to head home alone. But the second I was, you better bet your ass I was tiptoeing down his floating staircase to meet my Uber driver, Devin, who graciously ran through a McDonald’s drive thru.

      “Charlie,” Zoe says, drawing my attention back to my friends and the impromptu brunch I invited them to after I showered and made myself look presentable. “You need to talk to him.”

      “About what?”

      Harlow chuckles.

      “Evan’s not in a great place. He’s super overwhelmed by—”

      “Some case he’s working on?” I arch an eyebrow at Zoe. “Guys, it’s fine. I’m fine. We’re friendly again. Things are cool. And good sex is nothing to scoff at, but nothing to read into either. Besides, I feel great about it. I had fun, I let loose, I got swept up in Evan. Then, the morning came, and it solidified what I already know: Evan and I don’t work.”

      Harlow shakes her head but doesn’t say anything.

      Zoe points the tines of her fork at me. “I don’t believe you.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not the same girl I was three years ago. Fine, Evan broke my heart a little when he never really made room for me in his life. But now, I’m over it.”

      “Then why’d you sleep with him? If you’re over it?” Zoe demands.

      “Because,” I sigh, dragging a piece of pancake through a puddle of syrup, “I got caught up in the moment. The memories.”

      “Ehhh!” Harlow makes an irritating buzzer sound.

      “It’s because a part of you still cares about him,” Zoe supplies the correct answer because Harlow cheers.

      I shake my head. “Can we please stop talking about Evan? Let’s just have a girls’ brunch. Let’s catch up.” I glance at Harlow, waiting for her to fill me in on everything happening between her and Connor.

      She holds up a hand. “Before we move on, let me just say that the heart wants what it wants. If a part of your heart is still pining for Evan, well, last night just tipped the first domino in a very complicated, very emotional maze.”

      “My heart isn’t pining.”

      Zoe and Harlow look unconvinced.

      “Tell me about Connor,” I demand, grateful when the conversation turns away from Evan. Even if my thoughts don’t.
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      Snow is starting to stick to the ground when I pull down the street to my mom’s house. I’m driving slow, slow enough to fully take in the black on black Mercedes parked in my mom’s spot in the driveway.

      I glance at the clock on the dashboard. Mom will be gone, volunteering at a church fundraiser, for at least two more hours.

      What the hell is Evan doing here?

      I pull next to his Mercedes and park my car. Blowing out a deep breath, I tamp down the spark of excitement flickering in the pit of my stomach.

      This means nothing.

      Last night was just for fun. A good time. It meant nothing. I’m leaving. I’m going back to New York.

      I repeat the words like a mantra before pushing open my car door and stepping out into the ice-cold air. When I walk up the porch steps, I gasp that Evan is sitting there, dressed in a wool parka and scarf.

      “Are you crazy? You’re going to freeze to death,” I bark at him.

      He shrugs, pushing off the front door. “You ghosted me.”

      I roll my eyes, ignoring his tone. Is that hurt I detect? No, that’s me being silly, like before. I step around him and jam my key into the front door. It swings open and I step inside, Evan close behind me. “I didn’t ghost you.” I close the door behind him and slip out of my coat.

      He does the same and I take it, hanging it in the hall closet. Jesus, the man looks like sex personified in a sharp suit but dressed like this, in dark jeans and a grey sweater, his cologne spicy and his hair tousled, he looks decadent. How come he looks like a sex god while I look…hungover?

      “Oh? What would you call it when you wake up in the morning and leave someone’s house without saying good-bye?”

      “Thoughtful. Be thankful I didn’t wake you up just to let you know I was leaving.”

      He sighs, frustration evident in the sound, as he trails me into the kitchen. I make a fresh pot of coffee, the scent of the heavy roast calming some of my nerves. Equal parts annoyed and excited that he’s here, seeking me out, pulls my thoughts in two different directions and makes dealing with Evan difficult.

      “Why are you here?” I ask, starting with the obvious.

      “We should talk about last night.”

      I sigh, taking two mugs down from the cabinet. “How long were you waiting for me?”

      “Not long. Zoe messaged me when you girls left brunch.”

      I snort, shaking my head. “She’s jumped ship. She used to be all about girl code.”

      “I offered to have Maddie sleepover next Saturday night if she’d tell me when you were on your way home.”

      My mouth drops open and I laugh. “You bribed her?”

      He shrugs, but a smile plays around the corners of his mouth.

      I pour two cups of coffee and add cream, no sugar to his. When I pass it to him, my fingers brush against his, and I nearly drop the mug.

      “You remembered,” he says softly, staring at his coffee.

      Of course I remember how he drinks his coffee. For too long, I was aware of every single thing that Evan Holt did, liked or disliked, desired or discarded. I brush off his wonder by adding sugar to my cup.

      I can’t go down this road with Evan again. My poor heart with too many holes remembers exactly what it feels like to be overlooked by the man sitting at my mom’s kitchen table drinking McCafé blend from a chipped mug. Call it muscle memory, but my heart squeezes at the reminder of Evan’s rejection.

      “Evan,” I sigh, taking the seat across from him. “You can’t show up at my mom’s house and seek me out after one night when there was a whole slew of nights you let me back out of your driveway after we —”

      “Please, Charlie, I want to apologize.” He cuts me off, his expression remorseful.

      “Apologize?” My heart sinks at the word. For his rejection three years ago or for last night? Oh my God, does he regret last night?

      “You’re right. Back when we…when we did our thing, I wasn’t as upfront with you as I should have been. I fucked everything up between us. Now that you’re back, I swore to myself I wouldn’t botch it all up and then last night…Jesus, I didn’t mean to take advantage of your vulnerability last night. I got carried away. It was so fun hanging with you, it was like old times, and—”

      “You didn’t take advantage,” I cut him off to clarify. “I wanted what happened to happen. It was great. It’s always been great between us. I just, I don’t want either one of us to read more into it than it was, that’s all.”

      Evan frowns, his eyes narrowing. “More than it was?”

      I shrug, feigning blasé, even though my heart is hammering so loudly, I’m certain he can hear it. “Yeah, you know, like before.” I offer a quick smile and wrap my hands around my mug. It’s scalding, and the heat centers me. “I used to read too much into everything and after last night, I just want the lines to be clear instead of blurry.”

      Evan’s jaw tightens, his mouth snapping closed. He scrubs a hand over his face. “What are you saying, Charlie?”

      “I’m saying last night was great, Evan. Thank you for dinner, for drinks, for an effortless conversation. It was like old times, and yeah, maybe we were both feeling a little nostalgic. But now it’s tomorrow, and we don’t have to pretend that last night meant anything other than a trip down memory lane and some smoking hot sex.” I take a sip of my coffee before I say too much. Like how hard it was for me to leave his house this morning. How old hurts swelled in my throat as I made my way out to the Uber driver without a good-bye kiss from him. How I glossed over all the important parts—all the feelings—when I joked with my girlfriends this morning.

      Evan’s eyes narrow in on my face and he studies me. I blush under his stare, averting my gaze as the intensity in his eyes sparks. “That’s all it was,” he says, but I can’t tell if he’s asking me or telling me.

      I nod.

      Evan rolls his lips together, his shoulders bunching. “Okay.” He raps his knuckles against the tabletop and stands. “I should get going. I need to pick Ollie up from Keith’s.”

      I stand, wringing my hands. I can’t read Evan’s mood and it’s unsettling. Why did he show up here? At my mom’s house? What does he want from me? “I hope he had fun.”

      “I’m sure he did.” Evan makes his way toward the front door, and I trail him, suddenly off balance in my own home.

      I pull his coat from the closet and pass it to him.

      “You didn’t have to come by,” I tell him, meeting his gaze. “I’m really okay. I’m a big girl now, Evan. What happened in the past, it’s in the past.”

      He clears his throat, his eyes burning. “I can see that.”

      I want to ask him what the hell that means. I want him to say words that soothe the anxiety crawling up my throat, that erase the worry spreading through my limbs. But New York City Charlie is confident and fearless.

      She doesn’t fish for reassurances. She doesn’t need them.

      I square my shoulders and pull open the front door. An icy blast blows through the foyer and I shiver.  “See you Monday?”

      His eyes linger on my face as he wraps his scarf around his neck. “Have a good rest of your weekend, Charlie.”

      He steps outside into the snow and bounds down the porch steps toward his car. He never looks back or waves or beeps his horn.

      I hate that I stand in the doorway, freezing my ass off, hoping he gives me some kind of a sign. A signal that my heart keeps yearning for even though my head knows better. I know better.
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      The lead up to Christmas is usually a time when everyone and their mother slows down. Holiday parties, lunches that turn into happy hour, hell, people even take vacations. But not me.

      Instead, my work hours ramp up as the Esposito Family are charged with a series of crimes. Violence flares in various parts of the city as Giuseppe’s and Frankie’s crews encroach on new territories. A drug shipment is intercepted by the FBI. Giuseppe is hit with additional racketeering charges. As I put out fires, I rely more and more on Charlie to look after Ollie.

      On the outside, the distance that erupts between us seems natural, a byproduct of a busy schedule and an awkward hook-up. My path barely crosses with Charlie’s except when I arrive home after a grueling day, sometimes after Ollie is already in bed, and she slides into her boots and waves good-bye. To anyone who sees us, they think we’re doing a kick-ass job maintaining a friendship after a past break up.

      But on the inside, Charlie’s dismissal of me, of the night we spent together, stings. It shouldn’t, especially not after the shit I put her through in the past, but it does. I wonder if she’s outgrown me. If she’s moved so far past me, past what we once shared, that I don’t even register on her potential radar anymore.

      By the end of the week, I’m drained. Emotionally, mentally, physically exhausted. When Ollie informs me that he’s been invited to another sleepover and Eli texts me to grab a beer with him at Shooters Pub, I’m so damn relieved I could cheer.

      Once Ollie is settled at Keith’s house, I go home, pop the tab on a beer, and peel off the bespoke suit I’ve spent the last twelve hours in. Pulling on a lightweight cream sweater and a pair of dark jeans, I exhale. God, this week sucked. So many weeks have sucked in a row but somehow, maybe because of Charlie’s rebuke, this week seemed like the worst.

      Pulling on my winter coat and a pair of boots, I drive over to Shooters Pub, situated in the neighborhood that Eli and I grew up in. It’s been our spot for so long that when Zoe’s dad, the owner, needed more help, my brother stepped in and became a co-owner just to make sure the legacy of Shooters lived on.

      I park across from the pub, taking in the new design with a critical eye. Almost two years ago, Charlie headed up the remodel of Shooters, mixing contemporary and industrial elements to give Shooters a facelift and a new brand. One that has worked well with the thirty plus crowd in addition to the regulars it’s always catered to.

      It’s busy, even for a Friday night, and I duck my head against the wind as I cross the street and enter the pub. Immediately, the noise of the space, loud voices talking over each other and bubbling laughter, eases some of the stress I constantly carry around.

      Making my way through the little groups of friends and high-top tables filled with beer bottles, I do a double take as I take in Charlie behind the bar.

      Moving with grace and ease, Charlie works methodically. For years, she ruled this bar and was easily a Shooters Pub favorite. To see her here now, chatting with customers, joking with regulars, mixing cocktails and filling drafts of beers, causes a pang to cut through my chest.

      Nostalgia rises to greet me like a wave. I drop my elbows to the top of the bar and remember the first time I ever really spoke to Charlie. Years ago now, it was the night my brother first laid eyes on Zoe.

      “You’re here.” Zoe sidles up beside me.

      “Hey.” I toss an arm around her shoulders and glance down at her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Ugh, we’re short-staffed. Two people called out because of some virus that’s going around. Luckily, Charlie offered to jump behind the bar.”

      “She’s a natural.”

      Zoe laughs. “She really transitioned back to bartending seamlessly. I’m not sure if I believe her, but she told me she misses it.”

      “I’m sure part of her does. She spent a lot of time here.”

      “Yeah.” Zoe glances around the pub. The old bar, dark and beaten down, has been replaced with oak. The mirrored shelves behind the bar are now part of this open shelving concept, black against cracked subway tiles. “She did such an amazing job in here. It’s strange, seeing her behind the bar. So many memories and yet, it’s like it was a lifetime ago. So much has changed.”

      I clear my throat as unexpected emotion swells, choking me. Too much has changed and in many ways, not enough. I’m still here, still grinding, still hustling, and for what? I’m still alone. I squeeze Zoe’s shoulder. “Where’s Eli?”

      “He’s around. He saved the back table for you guys. I need to head out. I feel bad for our new nanny since she’s not used to Maddie’s bedtime routine yet. Maddie misses Kaylee.”

      “Yeah, so does Ollie. You need help with anything?”

      “Nope. Are you and Ollie coming over for brunch tomorrow?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it. And Maddie’s spending tomorrow night at my house.”

      “Good.” Zoe grins, stepping out of my embrace. “Flag her down.” She points at Charlie as she walks away.

      But I don’t flag down Charlie. I take a few more moments to enjoy watching her. The way pieces of her hair escape her high ponytail and stick to the nape of her neck. The curve of her hips, the dip of her waist. The swell of her ass and the way her jeans cling to every damn curve. Christ, I’ve missed this girl. Now that I’ve had her again, it’s like I’m craving her. Craving what was and will never be again.

      Sighing, I straighten, and Charlie turns toward me. As soon as she sees me, she grins and the sight of her smile, that smile, directed at me makes me smile back.

      “Hey hotshot.” She stops in front of me and places down a bar napkin. “What are you drinking?”

      “Surprise me. It’s good to see you on that side of the bar again.”

      “I know, right? Like old times.” She bites the corner of her mouth, shooting me a flirty wink before grabbing a tumbler and a bottle of Knob Creek whiskey.

      “Trying to liquor me up?” I joke as she sets the glass down in front of me.

      “Absolutely.” She laughs, rolling her eyes before turning toward another customer.

      I watch her work, noting how effortless she is. How she dances down the delicate line of engaging and professional, how her customers all lean toward her when she speaks, guys and girls alike, captivated. She lights Shooters up with an energy that’s been lacking since she left and the fact that I didn’t see it before now hits me in the face.

      I’ve missed Charlie a lot more than I ever allowed myself to realize.

      “Evan,” my brother calls out.

      When I turn, he’s waving to me from the back booth. I pick up my whiskey and bring it over to the table. Collapsing into the booth, I lift my whiskey toward Eli and our close friend Connor. “Hey guys.”

      “What took you so long?” Eli asks.

      “He’s been staring at Charlie’s ass for an hour,” Connor answers.

      I flip him off and they both laugh.

      “It’s good to have her home, isn’t it?” Connor asks, and I can tell by the sincerity in his voice that he’s not being a dick. He’s probably just thinking how great it is having his girl, Harlow, back in Chicago for the holidays, too.

      I nod, leaning back in the booth and raising my glass to my lips.

      The conversation picks back up where Connor and Eli left off — discussing Christmas plans. Eli and Zoe are hosting Christmas Eve this year and since Connor and Harlow are on their own, they are joining along with Ollie, me, and my mom and stepdad Derreck.

      I’m half-listening to whatever Eli is saying about Christmas gifts when something out of place catches my eye. No, not something. Someone.

      A greasy lowlife known as Frankie.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” I breathe out, craning my neck to watch as he approaches the bar.

      Immediately, my hands clench into fists and my body tightens, humming with anticipation.

      “Hey, you cool?” Connor asks, following my line of sight.

      I don’t respond, just continue to watch as Frankie steps to the bar and gestures for Charlie’s attention.

      She turns and the moment her eyes connect with his, she freezes, her face paling and a ripple of fear flashing across her features.

      I’m on my feet, striding for the bar. My skin feels too tight, too hot, too constraining as anger builds in my blood. What the hell is this fool doing here? And why did Charlie react that way to seeing him? Does she know Frankie?

      Her fingers tremble as she tightens her hold on a bottle of tequila. I step to the bar just in time to hear her say, “Hi Frankie.”

      “Charlotte,” he breathes out, his body leaning over the bar. An edge rounds out his tone.

      I stagger at the wistfulness in his expression, alarmed at the familiarity that exists between them. He calls her Charlotte.

      “Wh-what are you doing here?” she asks, stepping closer.

      “Heard you were back in town.”

      She rolls her eyes, but I can tell it’s bravado. “I was in town for a long time without ever seeing you.”

      He shrugs.

      “I’ll take another one,” I interject, dropping my empty glass on the bar.

      Charlie jumps, her eyes swinging to mine. Her expression is too many things at once— alarmed, confused, overwhelmed—that I can’t pick up on any of the vibes she’s giving off. Is she scared of Frankie? How the hell does she even know him?

      “Oh, shit, Evan. Man, it’s good to see you.” Frankie reaches out and clasps a hand on my shoulder.

      I try not to bristle under his touch, or worse, knock his hand the fuck off. Instead, I clear my throat. “Yeah. What are you doing here, Frankie? Thought you were supposed to be doing community service tonight?”

      Charlie winces and Frankie laughs. He fucking laughs, as if I told a joke. As if he doesn’t have a court-order to appear for a certain number of community service hours.

      I can’t stand him.

      “Community fucking service? Come on, man. You know my dad takes care of that for me. The better question is: what the fuck are you doing here? You do know my dad’s trial is soon, right? Shouldn’t you be, I don’t know, working around the clock?”

      Charlie’s eyes ping-pong between Frankie and me, curiosity stamping out all the other emotions on her face. She steps even closer and I swallow, hating her proximity to Frankie.

      “Don’t worry about your father. He’s in good hands,” I bite out, keeping my tone calm and measured when I really want to break his nose.

      “All right, all right,” he agrees, bouncing from one foot to the next, turning his attention back to Charlie.

      “What? No kiss hello?” He reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear like he’s done it a thousand times.

      What the fuck is happening? My teeth grind together as I try to keep my expression blank even as my mind races.

      I swing my gaze to Charlie, not hiding my concern or my anger.
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      “Fuck you, Frankie.” My back snaps straight as I pick up a discarded half-pint of beer and fling in into his face. “What the hell do you want?”

      Around us, other patrons cut me a look before shuffling back a few steps and going back to their conversations. Their chatter fades to background noise as I glare into the soulless, bitter depths of Frankie’s eyes.

      “You fucking kidding me right now?” He growls, leaning forward menacingly, beer dripping from his jaw. Evan bumps him from the side, pushing a bar napkin into his hand. Frankie swipes the napkin across his face, pulling at the fabric of his shirt. “This is Versace, Charlotte.”

      “I asked what the fuck you want?” I repeat, forcing myself to stay on topic, even as my fingers begin to tremble and fear skates down my spine. I drop the pint glass to the bar but keep my other hand gripped around the tequila bottle.  Riling up Frankie is playing with fire. He’s irrational, delusional, and skirts the edge of dangerous.  His black eyes bore into mine as I force myself to stand straight and not flinch under his scrutiny. He leans forward, dropping his hands to the bar and bracing his body weight against them. He’s trying to intimidate me but I wait him out, lifting an eyebrow to feign boredom.

      “I wanted to see you.”

      Sucking air into my lungs, I slam the tequila bottle onto the bar.

      Evan inhales sharply, his eyes darkening with concern, his expression carefully neutral.

      Frankie’s eyes widen, but there’s no surprise in their dark depths. Instead, he leans even closer, trying to crowd me. Still, I don’t back up.

      Evan tracks the exchange, his gaze narrowing as he widens his stance and shoots me a look that I can’t decipher.

      My anger builds with each passing second, mixing with hurt and betrayal, and a million other emotions I thought I locked away six years ago. I feel like a Molotov cocktail, ready to explode.

      “Charlotte,” Frankie says again. The sound of his voice saying my name, my full name the way he always did, washes over me like a wave of nostalgia, ripping the scabs off my hurts.

      Confusion followed by anger blazes across Evan’s expression before he blinks and his demeanor shifts. Gone is any semblance of emotion. Instead, a cool, calculating cloak hides his thoughts as he surveys me like a piece of evidence in his case. I’m no longer the woman he lost himself in just last week. Or the friend who helps care for his son.  Nope, now, I’m just another piece in the 1000-plus piece puzzle he’s sorting through in his mind.

      His hardness toward me brings a new wave of pain, and I blink furiously to keep my emotions under control.

      “Why are you here, Frankie?” I repeat, my voice wavering.

      Frankie reaches out again, brushing the backs of his knuckles over my cheek.

      Evan stands ramrod straight, his mouth pressed into a thin line. But he doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t intervene at all.

      I slap Frankie’s hand away, disgusted at the amusement that fills his eyes.

      “Feistier than I remember,” he murmurs.

      I arch an eyebrow, staring at him. He looks good, which pains me to admit. Black hair, dark eyes, and an effortless, cunning charm that would put his own mother six feet under, Frankie Esposito has that extra something that deceives even the staunchest of skeptics. He sure pulled the wool over my father’s eyes.

      “You look good, Charlotte,” he continues easily, as if I’m not crumbling inside under the weight of his gaze, under the pressure of Evan’s silence. “But you’ve always been beautiful.” His voice is meant to caress, to salve all the wounds he left me with.

      Forcing a swallow, I glance at Evan from the corner of my eye.

      He’s a statue. Hard, unmoving, and stoic. I couldn’t read him if I was a damn psychic.

      I scoff, placing a hand on my hip. Frankie’s gaze follows, scanning my body and lingering on my hips and breasts. Too late, I realize my mistake by drawing his attention to my curves. Disgust rolls through me as the tip of his tongue peeks out from between his lips. I swear softly. “You’ve seen me. You can leave now.”

      He grins at the animosity in my tone, probably thinking it’s some fucked up kind of challenge. Foreplay. But it’s not. I’m not the Charlie he remembers. I’ve grown a backbone since Frankie Esposito blew up my entire world.

      “How’s your mom? Your brother?” Frankie forges ahead, unaware, or maybe just unfazed, that the temperature in the pub has dropped about a gazillion degrees.

      The mention of my family has Evan narrowing his eyes at me in accusation. His hands ball into fists that he slips inside his pants pockets.

      The mention of my family has the ball in my throat expanding until I nearly choke on it. A hint of a smile ripples over Frankie’s mouth, and I want to punch him. Preferably in the face.

      “We’re all fine,” I reply instead, unwilling to play his stupid head games. “Are you going to order a drink, or are you just wasting my time?”

      “Just a beer, babe.” He peers over my shoulder at the tap. “A Coors Light.”

      I blow out a breath as I turn away and fill his beer. I can feel Evan’s eyes boring into the space between my shoulder blades, but I shake it off and don’t make eye contact. The last thing I need is for Frankie to draw any type of conclusion between Evan and me. After he jilted me, I was essentially off-limits to everyone in our neighborhood. He made my dating life miserable. Frankie didn’t want me; he cast me away like trash after taking everything from me. But even though he didn’t want me, no one else could have me either. With the exception of a handful of guys in college who weren’t from the Chicago area, I hardly went on dates or out to dinner until I met Evan.

      And now, Evan’s his fucking lawyer. Of all the criminals Evan represents, he has to represent Frankie's family?

      How many ways can one man ruin my life?

      The thought almost causes me to laugh out loud because of how ironic it is.

      “Can’t seem to keep your nose clean?” I taunt, dropping the beer in front of him. I side eye Evan. No way am I letting Frankie rattle me again. And definitely not on my turf.

      Frankie’s eyes narrow, anger flashing in their depths at my double entendre. Cocaine is child’s play to a drug dealer and even the most skilled dealers eventually get caught. “I’m fine. Lawyered up with the best.” He flips his chin toward Evan who’s looking around Shooters like he doesn’t have the slightest interest in our exchange.

      What the hell?

      “I’m sure you’ll land on your feet,” I grind out.

      Frankie grins. “Cat’s got nine lives, baby.”

      “Then you should have died about three years ago.” I pick up some empty glasses as Frankie’s laughter rings out, freezing my motions. His laugh. His fucking laugh, it crashes over me like a tidal wave, bringing me back to when I was eighteen, to when my dad was still alive, to when I was whole. Swallowing the bile crawling up my throat, I spit out, “Tell your Ma hello for me. I still bake those biscotti cookies she taught me.”

      Frankie’s laughter dies at the mention of his mother. That’s right, Esposito, two can play this game.

      “Take care of yourself, Charlotte,” he says instead, looking around the crowded pub pointedly before fixing me with his stare. “It’s a damn shame you never got to go to Northwestern. When I heard you moved to New York, I thought finally, she found a way out.” His eyes meet mine, hard and unyielding. “And yet, here you are. Back with your tail between your legs just like always. Slinging beers, desperate for attention. Still single, aren’t you? What happened? Couldn’t land a man to give you the home and babies you always dreamed of?”

      His words are malicious, meant to cut. And inside, I’m bleeding out. My old dreams surfacing, my old desires swelling inside of me. Frankie Esposito derailed my life, and he’s proud of it.

      But before I can say anything, Evan grabs his arm and squeezes, applying enough pressure that Frankie’s face twists. “That’s enough,” he says sharply, pulling Frankie away from the bar. “We got a few things to discuss. Pay for your fucking beer.”

      Frankie reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a fifty-dollar bill, dropping it on the bar. “Keep the change, sweetheart. I hear you can use it.”

      The backs of my eyes burn with angry tears I want to spew like lava. My throat aches, my hands clench. Vibrating with rage, I shake and glare at the first man who shattered my heart and the other man who obliterated the remaining pieces.

      Evan hustles Frankie away from the bar. I see Connor follow behind them. Then, Eli appears in my line of vision. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” I bite out.

      “I’m being serious.”

      I don’t say anything.

      Eli comes behind the bar and picks up a bar rag. “Next round is on me,” he announces to the customers, some of them staring at me curiously, the rest glaring at the long wait. “Take a minute, Charlie. I got this.”

      I nod, too overwhelmed to argue with him. Dropping my head, I stare at the ground as I practically race to the back office. Once the door is closed behind me, the tears come.

      They come and they don’t stop. Hot, pulsing with fury, they streak down my cheeks. What the hell was that? Why did he have to show up here? I’ve moved on from Frankie and his head games. His stupid messages and his shadowy presence in my life. I moved all the way to New York and what? Now that I’m back, he still thinks he has some claim to me?

      An important realization slams into me. It’s not that I missed Frankie. Because I sure as hell haven’t thought about him in a romantic way in too many years to count. It’s that he brings up too many memories, too much hurt, from that time in my life and waves it in front of my face like a matador egging on a bull. He wants me to snap.

      I grab a handful of tissues and press them against my eyes as I sink into a chair.

      The office door swings open, and I drop my tissues. “Charlie.” Evan winces when he sees me, and more tears well in my eyes.

      He passes me some more tissues, and I accept them gratefully, unable to look at him.

      Evan glares at me like he’s angry with me, which makes no sense because none of this is about him. “What the hell was that, Charlie?”

      “You’re representing the Esposito Family?”

      “How do you know him?” Evan demands, dropping his hands to the arm rests of the chair until he’s looming over me, crowding me. “He’s dangerous.”

      “Is that why you let him touch me?” I shoot back.

      Evan swears, stepping back and gripping the side of his neck. “You know what any reaction would have been to a guy like him?” He glares at me. “Ammunition. You don’t want to be on that guy’s radar.” He jabs a finger toward the door and the pub where Frankie is probably enjoying his beer, not giving me a second thought.

      My chuckle holds no humor. “Too late for that. I can’t believe you’re representing that scum.”

      “How do you know him?” Evan asks again, his anger draining away as dread weighs down his words. His eyes search mine, and I know he already knows the answer, but he needs me to confirm it.

      “He’s my ex.”

      Evan hangs his head. “Jesus.” He glances back up. “You dated that piece of shit?”

      “Dated? No, Frankie and I were supposed to get married.”

      Evan’s face falls, and he looks away as if he can’t bear the sight of me. His jaw clenches tightly. “He’s your ex-fiancé?”

      “The one and only.” I drop my head back against the chair hoping that if I stare at the ceiling, my tears will be reabsorbed by my body. My hands grip the arm rests until they ache.

      Evan paces around the small office space, restless, as if he wants to burst through his skin.

      “Did he hurt you?” he demands, stalking back to my chair.

      I glance up at him, my eyes still swimming with tears. What the hell do I tell him? I can’t tell him everything, can I? It’s so shameful. So heartbreaking. My heart thuds in my ear drums.

      “Tell me.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper, my voice cracking. I lick my lips and try again. “I don’t want to do this right now.”

      “What? Charlie, I need—”

      “No. You don’t get to have needs about this. Only I do. And right now, I need you to leave, so I can pull myself together and go back out there—” I point at the door—“and finish the shift I said I would cover.”

      Evan frowns, his eyes narrowing into slits. He grips the back of his neck again, and I don’t miss the way his muscles roll, the way his bicep stretches the material. I close my eyes.

      Evan sighs and crouches down next to my chair. He places his hand on my knee, and my eyes fly open, drowning in the depths of his. “Are you okay?”

      “Not really.” My voice sounds small, and I twirl some hair around my finger before nibbling on the ends.

      “How long?”

      “What?”

      “How long were you engaged for?”

      “Only for a few months,” I admit, not adding on that we were together for years. Even after we broke up, Frankie made sure no one would date me. Unbidden memories of my life from before, back when Frankie was in it, flood my mind. The highs were so high I felt like I was in outer space, and the lows were so low I’d wished I were dead.

      “Charlie, please—”

      “You and I don’t have this type of relationship, Evan. We don’t do this.” I gesture between us.

      “Have a conversation?”

      “Not about real things. Not about things that matter.”

      Evan rears back, his expression stricken, as if I punched him. “He, that guy,” he says, jabbing his finger toward the door, “he matters to you?”

      I groan. “That’s not what I meant. Just, please go.”

      “No. I’m not going to leave you like this.”

      “I’m fine. I’m always fine.”

      A gentle knock sounds at the door, and Connor pops his head in. “Hey, all good?”

      I nod, scrubbing the back of my hand across my eyes.

      “Okay, well, Charlie, Eli says to take off,” Connor continues. “He’s going—”

      “No.” I jump to my feet. “I’m fine, really.”

      Connor shakes his head, sympathy swelling in his chocolate eyes. “It’s not that, Charlie. Your mom called. She needs you at home.”

      “What?” I ask, shuffling back until the backs of my knees hit the chair. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “Something about your brother,” Connor says, his gaze swinging to Evan’s.

      Helplessness rocks through me as I lean forward, bracing my hands on my knees. I feel the wind knock out of me as I wheeze, searching for air.

      “Charlie.” Evan’s hand wraps around my upper arm. “You’re okay. Breathe babe. You’re good.”

      The air doesn’t come and my knees buckle.

      Evan pushes me down into the chair. His hand finds the back of my neck and pushes it down, in between my knees. He continues to speak in a low, calming tone. Seconds that feel like hours pass as my chest burns and my vision blurs.

      Just when I think I’m going to pass out, my lungs catch on air, and I drag in a reedy, shaky inhale.

      “Good job, baby. You’re okay.” Evan rubs slow circles on my back.

      Connor reappears at his side, holding a glass of water to my lips. “Slow sips.”

      I take a drink, the coldness centering me, allowing a bit of clarity to return. “I’m okay,” I manage to say, as if trying to convince myself. “I’m okay.”

      “You’re doing great,” Connor says encouragingly.

      “I need to go home,” I say, my eyes darting up.

      Evan’s arm wraps around my back, his hand finding my waist. “I’ll drive you.” Connor cuts him a look that Evan meets head on. “I had one drink. I’m fine.”

      “Call me if you guys need anything,” Connor says, helping me to my feet along with Evan. “Let’s take the back exit. I’ll be right back with your coats.”

      “My phone and purse are behind the bar,” I say absently.

      I stare into space, nothing making any sense as Evan and Connor spring into action. Minutes later, I’m bundled into my coat and hustled out to Evan’s car. As we pull out of Shooters’ parking lot and turn in the direction of my mom’s house, I close my eyes.

      Anytime Frankie Esposito turns up, my entire life turns to shit.
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      Charlie is lost in her head.

      I don’t blame her. I can barely concentrate on anything other than the fact that Frankie fucking Esposito is her ex-fiancé. She was going to marry him. Glancing at her from my peripheral vision, I note the tension lining her face. Her hair is clamped between her teeth, her gaze trained out the window. I can almost hear the thoughts circling her mind—that’s how much she’s trying to process.

      “You okay?” I ask, keeping my voice measured.

      She turns to me, her eyes glazed. She blinks twice before nodding, as if she isn’t sure if she heard me.

      “We’re almost to your mom’s,” I try again.

      “Yeah. Yeah, good. I hope everything is okay. But with Drew…” She shakes her head and turns back toward the window.

      I sigh, pressing down on the accelerator. Minutes later, I park in front of Charlie’s mom’s house. She stares at the house, her hand wrapped around her seatbelt where it cuts across her chest. We sit in the silence, the lack of noise loud.

      I clear my throat.

      “Guess I should go in, huh?” she remarks dryly, unclasping her seatbelt.

      “Come on.” I flip the ignition and remove my seatbelt. “I’ll go with you.”

      She peers at me, her eyes glinting like sapphires. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to.” It’s the truth. I want to be there for her. Even though I haven’t spoken to Marianne in a long time, she’s always been friendly and warm toward me. Right now, with an emergency unfolding, I want to help Charlie and her mom anyway they need me. I open my car door and step out into the cold. It smells like Christmas, bitter cold, and the burning wood of fireplaces.

      When Charlie steps beside me on the sidewalk, I take her hand in mine and squeeze down to let her know I’m here. She blows out a long sigh, straightens her shoulders, and pulls me toward the front door.

      As soon as we enter, I know something is very wrong. The house, usually in immaculate condition, is in disarray. Clothes are piled haphazardly throughout the living room and foyer. Folders of papers cover the console table inside the front door.

      “Mom?” Charlie calls out, her voice catching.

      Mrs. Adams exclaims in the distance before rounding the corner, her face streaked with tears, her eyes wild. She launches herself at Charlie, collapsing in her arms and sobbing with so much anguish that my chest squeezes into my throat.

      “Mom, is Drew okay? Is he…” Charlie whispers, and I can taste her fear.

      “He’s in a hospital in Germany,” Mrs. Adams wails.

      Charlie’s shoulders slump with relief, and I draw in a sharp breath.

      “Mama, what happened?”

      Mrs. Adams wipes her cheeks and shakes her head, her eyes filling with tears. “He was on a mission. All I know is he’s been airlifted to Germany. There was an explosion. He had emergency surgery and may need another surgery. I just, I need to be with him.”

      “Of course. I’ll come with you,” Charlie reassures her, gripping her mother’s shoulders.

      “I’m so sorry. Charlie, I’m so sorry. You can’t. They will only admit one family member.”

      “I can wait for you at the hotel. Just be there for you. For Drew.”

      “Oh, honey, I won’t be able to leave him. You know I won’t. Besides, I was hoping you’d fill in for me at the doctor’s office, just the mornings for the next week? I’m leaving them in a pinch, and well, I …” Mrs. Adams looks at Charlie helplessly.

      “Volunteered me?” Charlie guesses.

      Mrs. Adams nods, tears trickling down her cheeks.

      “Of course I will.” Charlie sighs. “Just promise me you’ll call as soon as you get there and keep me updated on everything regarding Drew. I mean, everything.”

      “You know I will.”

      “When’s your flight?” I interject. “I can take you to the airport.”

      “Oh, Evan.” Mrs. Adams makes eye contact with me, as if just realizing I’m here. At the bewilderment in her gaze, I know she’s overwhelmed. “That would be wonderful, thank you. I called Jim but his flight from Cleveland this morning was delayed. My flight is in three hours. I need to get going but I don’t want to leave the house like this—” She lifts her arms and lets them drop to her sides. “I was trying to find things for Drew that he might need and…”

      “Don’t worry, Mama. I got the house. Evan and I will take you to the airport, and I’ll sort everything out.”

      “Are you sure? I’m sorry, Charlie. I don’t mean to dump this—”

      “Shh. I’m fine. Really.” Charlie pastes on a smile.

      “But I’m so happy you’re home for Christmas and now,” Mrs. Adams gasps, her hand covering her mouth. “I forgot about Christmas! Oh, let me call—”

      “Mrs. Adams, relax. Charlie will spend Christmas with us,” I interject again.

      Charlie and her mom swing their gazes to mine.

      “Really?” Mrs. Adams asks hopefully as Charlie narrows her eyes.

      “Of course. We’re going to Eli and Zoe’s Christmas Eve, and Charlie is more than welcome to be with Ollie and me on Christmas Day.”

      “That’s perfect. Oh, I’ll feel so much better with you looking after her, Evan.” Mrs. Adams reaches for my hand and grips it.

      “More like the other way around,” Charlie mutters under her breath.

      I ignore her statement and turn my attention to her mother. “Anything I can help with or are you all set?” I point to her suitcase.

      “All set.” She looks around one last time.

      “Come on, Mama.” Charlie wraps an arm around her mother’s shoulders and guides her toward the front door. “Tell Drew I’m praying for him. Tell him I’d be there if I could. Tell him —”

      “I’ll tell him everything, Charlie. You just take care of yourself, and hopefully, Drew and I will both see you in time to ring in the New Year.”

      Charlie walks her mother to my car as I store Mrs. Adams suitcase in my trunk. Once I’m behind the wheel, easing down the street, I chance another glance at Charlie.

      She’s chomping on the ends of her hair, her fingers raking through strands as she glares out the window.

      The ride to the airport is quiet, with everyone lost in their own thoughts. Charlie offers her mom a teary good-bye, and we stand and wave until she disappears through security. Once she’s out of sight, Charlie’s face crumples and her shoulders shake with the emotions she’s actively been repressing for the sake of her mom.

      “Hey.” I drop my arm around her, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      “Yeah.” She nods, wiping her fingers under her eyes. “I know. I’m just, I’m worried about Drew.”

      “Of course you are. Your mom will keep you updated. In the meantime, whatever you need, I’m here for you, Charlie.” My fingertips graze the material of her jacket in lazy patterns.

      She nods again, shooting me a grateful smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “I mean it.” I give her shoulder a little shake.

      “Yeah. I know,” she whispers, but she doesn’t sound convinced.

      Instead, she looks like the vulnerable, hurt girl from three years ago.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I can’t remember the last time I was this distracted at work. The folders keep stacking up, Giuseppe’s charges may develop into a full-blown RICO trial, indicting half the Esposito family, and I can’t find it in me to care.

      I can’t stop thinking about Charlie. About the tears that stuck to her eyelashes or the false bravado in her smile. I hate that she’s worried and hurting. I hate that she’s alone.

      I take a small sliver of comfort in the fact that she’s watching Ollie this afternoon. I already informed him that his mission is to wrangle her into staying for dinner.

      Shuffling through the folder on my desk, a knock interrupts my thoughts.

      Before I can call that it’s open, the door swings open until it bounces against the door stopper, and Giuseppe Esposito shadows the frame, Frankie close on his heels.

      I stifle my groan, my irritation flickering by Frankie’s presence alone. Standing from my seat, I collect some papers and stick them into a file. “Come on gentlemen, we’ll be more comfortable in a conference room.”

      “Just going to use the bathroom.” Giuseppe points to the bathroom door. For a man who might be going away for life in a few months, he’s shockingly calm. Dressed perfectly, with a pocket square in his suit pocket, someone passing him on the street would have no idea he’s a mastermind criminal. I nod and point out the conference room that Frankie and I will be waiting in.

      Turns out, I do favors when the managing partner of my firm, Cal Sowinski, applies enough pressure. Today, instead of discussing details pertaining to Giuseppe’s case, we are meeting to sort out the drug trafficking charges Frankie is slapped with.

      He strides ahead of me into the conference room and collapses into a chair. I take a seat across from him. He stares at me, his gaze hard. I stare back, frustrated more than intimidated.

      He points to his watch, giving me a “what-the-fuck” look. “I’m paying you by the hour.”

      “You don’t pay shit.” I drop the folder onto the table and lean back in my chair, crossing my arms over my chest. “Your father does. So, we’re waiting for him.”

      “I don’t want this charge to stick.”

      “I know. I’m working on a few approaches, so you need to sit tight.”

      Frankie kicks back in his chair, his expression bored. Then, he leans forward, an actual question on his face.

      Just when I think he’s going to ask something relevant, he quips, “How well you know Charlotte?”

      What the fuck? His question causes my heart rate to tick up, but I keep my face smooth, unreadable.

      Because I’m not going to be intimidated by this clown.

      “Who?” I ask, furrowing my brows.

      “Ah, come on, Ev.” Frankie shifts his weight, so he’s leaning forward in his chair. “Charlotte. Hot piece at the pub you had your eye on the other night.”

      My muscles tighten at the way he describes her, like a piece of ass. “You mean Charlie?”

      His grin widens as he snaps his fingers. “Yep. Hate that fucking nickname. She’s a gorgeous girl, got no clue why she wants to go by a boy’s name.”

      I shrug. “Do you have any questions about the charge against you?”

      Frankie studies me closely, so closely I start to feel uncomfortable which never, ever, happens. I don’t let my clients call the shots. I’m always in control. Calm, confident, unreadable.

      Except right now, I feel like he can see right through me. And I can’t read a goddamn thought in his twisted, convoluted head.

      The realization unsettles me, fueling me with a desperation that turns my stomach slick.

      “Nah, think I’m good,” he says suddenly, knocking against the table as he leans back in his chair. “She’s not worth it, you know?” he adds after a beat.

      I lift an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue.

      But he doesn’t say anything. Just glares at me for a long beat before a smarmy smile slips across his face.

      “Okay, where are we?” Giuseppe asks, entering the conference room.

      “Let’s talk about Frankie’s charge.” I pick up the folder, relieved to gain some control over this meeting.

      The entire time I walk Giuseppe and Frankie through their options, I feel Frankie’s gaze on me. It’s more unsettling than I thought it would be.
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      I have no clue what I work on for the remainder of the day. My mind is twisted in knots, traveling down shadowy paths that lead to darker dead ends. At eight, I call it a day and shrug into my suit jacket.

      Walking down the hallway toward the elevators, I wave to some of the partners but keep my eyes glued on the exit. Charlie texted me that her and Ollie were heading to my brother’s for dinner, so I head straight there. Of course Zoe beat me to it, ensuring Charlie’s not on her own for dinner tonight.

      When I walk into Eli and Zoe’s house, voices from the back of the house ring out. Entering the kitchen, I’m not surprised to see Charlie, with a wine glass in hand, looking distracted.

      As soon as her eyes meet mine, her face flickers with recognition. As if the sight of me pulled her back to reality, away from her thoughts. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I say slowly, glancing at Zoe. “Ollie?”

      “He’s in the garage with Eli and Connor,” Zoe supplies.

      A strange silence settles over the kitchen, thick with a tension that no one wants to add to or detract from.

      “Heard you met Frankie,” Zoe breaks the ice.

      Charlie closes her eyes and lifts her wine glass to her lips. I watch her take a sip, note how her shoulders relax the tiniest bit. Is he causing her more stress on top of everything? What the hell went down between them?

      “I did,” I say, flicking my gaze to Zoe.

      The way she worries her bottom lip between her teeth alerts me to her concern for Charlie, too. Something is off.

      “What’s the deal between you two?” I say, pouring myself a glass of wine and slipping onto a barstool.

      Charlie drains her glass and sets it on the kitchen island. When her eyes connect with mine, I see how confused and overwhelmed she is. Does she still have feelings for him?

      “No deal. We dated for a long time, got engaged, broke up,” Charlie says, her voice monotone.

      “Charlie,” Zoe prods gently.

      Charlie glances at her, a look passes between them, and Zoe sighs.

      Charlie’s eyes close, and I note the tiniest dip in her chin.

      Zoe turns to me. “If Frankie is turning up, it’s bad news. He only makes appearances in Charlie’s life when he’s up to something. When he needs something.”

      “Like what?” I bite out, my foot tapping faster.

      No one says anything.

      “Charlie?” My grip on staying cool is starting to slip. A surge of protectiveness washes over me, making it difficult for me to remain logical, rational, when I feel off-balance, desperate for answers.

      “An alibi. Money. A place to hide out…” she whispers.

      “He’s asked that shit of you? Wait, wait. Have you helped him in the past?”

      Charlie picks up the wine bottle and tips it over her glass.

      “Charlie?” I demand.

      “No.” Her voice is quiet, borderline defeated, and irks the shit out of me. Where is the feisty firecracker from a few days ago? Where is the woman who called me out on my bullshit? Where is my Charlie?

      “He’s dangerous, Charlie. Frankie Esposito is a very dangerous man.”

      She snorts. “You think I don’t know that? Newsflash, I almost married Frankie. I know exactly who he is and what he’s capable of. And this time, I’m pretty sure what he wants is me.”

      A coldness so severe it burns blazes through my body at the mere thought of Frankie and Charlie. She’s gotta be fucking joking. “What are you talking about?” I nearly shout. “Why would you think that? Has he done something to you?”

      I’m known for being logical, collected, quick on my feet. But Charlie’s words, coupled with her expression when she hurls them at me, has all my chill evaporating.

      “Charlie, why would you say that?” I growl, leaning into her and taking her arm, so she’s forced to meet my eyes.

      Charlie shakes her head, her exasperation coloring the air. “Because I know Frankie. I know how his mind works. He’s fucking with me and with you through me. I’m a big girl, Evan. I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for a really long time now.”

      “I know you can. Wait a minute, what do you mean ‘fucking with you’?”

      “He’s up to something,” Zoe murmurs. “He never lets Charlie move on, never gave her a chance to move forward with her life until she went to New York. Now that’s she back, so is he. Why don’t you stay here, Charlie? It’s the holidays and I’ve missed you.”

      Charlie tilts her head to the side, offering Zoe a soft smile. “I know what you’re doing, and I love you for it. But I’m fine. Really. I’m definitely not going to be run out of my own home again by Frankie.”

      Again? When did he—

      Charlie slides off the barstool and moves toward the door. “I’m going to get going. It’s been a strange day and I’m tired.”

      “Wait, at least take some leftovers.” Zoe runs after her. She calls to me over her shoulder, “There’s a hot plate for you in the microwave, Evan. Charlie wait, Harlow is picking up that cheesecake you love, and she’ll be back any minute.”

      Charlie shakes her head and hugs her best friend. “Thanks Zo, but I have no appetite. I’m exhausted. And I don’t want to waste my time thinking about Frankie when I need to be focused on Drew. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Zoe sighs, worry evident in her expression. Finally, she nods and hugs Charlie back. “Just call if you need anything. At any time.”

      “Duh.” Charlie’s mouth lifts on one side in a smirk. She waves a hand at me. “Ollie is awesome. He needs new soccer cleats.”

      “Charlie, wait.” I hustle after her, sliding my hand to the center of her back. “You can stay with me if you want? Please. I’d feel much better if you weren’t by yourself.”

      She offers me a small smile, but her eyes are colored with sadness. “It’s ironic, isn’t it?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Now, you want me to sleep at your place? Now that we’re barely anything at all, I get the invite.” She snorts, but her face is stricken. “Good-night, Evan.”

      My hand falls away from her back as she walks toward the front door. After it’s closed firmly behind her, I turn around, looking at Zoe for answers.

      Zoe offers me a sympathetic shrug. “Whenever he reappears, he throws her off balance. He’s been playing these head games with her a long, long time. Trust me, this time isn’t any different. Frankie may not want Charlie to become his wife anymore, but he doesn’t want her to become anyone else’s, either.”

      Zoe’s words do nothing to reassure me.
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      Frankie popping up isn’t a random coincidence.

      He wants me to know that he keeps tabs on me. He wants me to know that he’s still connected to my life. But this time…a shiver runs down my spine remembering the knowing glint in his eyes at Shooters.

      This time, a part of me truly believes that he’s after me. I don’t want to think that he’d physically hurt me but I wouldn’t put it past him either. He’ll definitely continue to sabotage my happiness if I stick around. God, I used to be so delusional. Back when I was a teenager, I truly thought that Frankie chasing me made me special.

      His attention, even the negative kind, would fill my stomach with pride. Being Frankie Esposito’s girl was its own type of drug. It was status; it was street cred; it was worth something in the crappy neighborhood I grew up in.

      Now, the thought fills my mouth with a bitter taste. Evan was right about one thing: being on Frankie’s radar is never a good thing.

      But why now? He’s popped up in my life over the past six years but never so directly, never so in my face. What influenced him to seek me out now?

      The thought runs on a loop in my mind, even though I’ve done everything I can to distract myself these past few days, even picking up some bartending shifts at Shooters to help Eli and Joe out.

      Hanging behind the bar, like I have so many times before, I try to envision my future. I’ve received rejection letters from three more design companies. At this rate, this is going to be my future. A forever bartender at Shooters, just like Frankie predicted.

      A sour taste fills my mouth, and I’m grateful when my phone buzzes, skittering across the top of the bar. Shooters is dead this time of day, a quiet lull in between the lunch regulars and the five o’clock crowd. A distraction for me between filling in for my mom as a receptionist at the doctor’s office and picking Ollie up from school.

      “Hey,” I answer.

      “Don’t even tell me you’re not coming back to the city,” Trent says, his tone severe.

      “What? No, why would you even have that impression?”

      “You haven’t called me in three days.”

      I snort. “I’ve been busy.” Balancing the phone between my ear and shoulder, I pick up a bar rag and wipe down a water spot on the bar.

      “Busy screwing a sexy single dad?” he asks, a note of hope in his voice.

      “No.”

      Trent huffs. “What’s going on, Char?”

      I pick at the frayed edges of the bar rag. “Drew got hurt. He’s at a hospital in Germany.” Just saying the words causes a lump to swell in my throat.

      “Oh my God! Is he okay?” Trent asks.

      “He is.”

      “Thank God.”

      “He suffered severe burns from an IED. He was airlifted to Germany and had emergency surgery. He also had one hell of a concussion, although traumatic brain injury was ruled out. So far, he’s recovering well. His prognosis is even more favorable than originally believed, so he should make a full recovery.” I explain everything Mom told me about Drew this morning. “Mom is giving me regular updates, but I don’t know. I feel so helpless being here, so far away from them.”

      “I’m so sorry, baby girl,” Trent says.

      “Thanks.”

      “You must be so overwhelmed.”

      I sigh. “That isn’t even all of it. Frankie showed up.”

      Trent inhales so sharply I’m surprised he doesn’t choke. “Shut up.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I can’t.”

      “I know.”

      “Char! This is ridiculous. I need popcorn.”

      “Popcorn?” I lift my eyebrows, dropping the bar rag.

      “Kevin! Kevin! Char’s life is imploding,” Trent yells in the background.

      Oh brother. I groan aloud but Trent ignores me.

      “Char? What’s happening?” Kevin comes on the line. “You’re on speaker.”

      “No kidding.” I clear my throat. “Don’t you guys work?”

      “Hush,” Trent scolds me. “It’s not every day my BFF is being visited by two exes. Two bold, strong, attractive—”

      “Okay, okay, I get it,” I cut him off, my mind grappling with his using the same adjectives for both Evan and Frankie. The two men couldn’t be any more different and yet… the adjectives Trent chose fit them both. “You suck.”

      Kevin snickers. “Hard.”

      I groan again as my friends laugh. After a moment, Trent adds, “We’re ready, Char. Lay it on us.”

      So I do. I tell them all about the intense, passionate, mind-blowing sex Evan and I had.

      “You really left the next morning?” Kevin asks, skepticism heavy in his tone.

      “I did.” I tell him the truth while Trent whoops and claps in the background.

      “What else, baby girl?” Trent demands.

      I tell them how I picked up shifts at Shooters and Frankie appeared “to see me.”

      “No,” Trent breathes as Kevin swears. “And Evan was there?”

      “Yes! It was so awkward.” I recall the encounter, cringing from how embarrassing it was. How caught off guard I felt. “Now, I’m actually bartending at Shooters, just trying to fill my day up, so I don’t sit at home and worry about Drew.”

      “What’s wrong with Drew?” Kevin asks.

      Trent fills him in quickly. “Damn, Char. Your life is crazy right now. I’m so sorry about Drew. I’m sorry you’re dealing with all of this…this…” Kevin trails off.

      “Shit,” Trent supplies.

      “Shit,” Kevin agrees.

      “It is shit,” I decide, dropping my forehead to the ledge of the bar. “I don’t know what to do, guys.”

      “About what?” Trent asks.

      “Any of it.” Evan, Frankie, jobs, my future…every aspect of my life seems so chaotic at the moment, by the end of the day, I don’t have the energy to try to sort any of it out. I force my head up from the bar and gasp when my eyes connect with Evan’s.

      His eyes are shadowed with concern and running over my face thoughtfully. He chews the corner of his mouth as he slides onto a barstool.

      “I gotta go.” I end the call with Kevin and Trent and drop my phone on top of one of the ice coolers.

      “Everything okay?” Evan asks slowly, trying to gage where my head is at. “Drew?”

      “He’s doing much better, recovering well, and is in good spirits.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Evan clears his throat, tilting his head as he studies me.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Thought I’d pop by for lunch.”

      “Like old times?”

      “You know Shooters makes the best Reubens.”

      “True.” I turn away from him to fill up a pint of beer and punch in his order—Reuben sandwich with sweet potato fries. It’s funny, but this, Evan coming by for lunch when I was working at Shooters, was such a regular part of my life that his being here now hits me with a wave of nostalgia.

      Placing the beer in front of Evan, he picks up on my mood immediately. “You okay, Charlie?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m serious.” His fingers tap against the base of his beer pint. “Me and you right now, no bullshit. What’s going on in that pretty head of yours?”

      I hunch forward, crossing my arms and leaning them against the ledge of the bar. “Am I that obvious?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “Lately, you are a master at hiding your thoughts. Your feelings. But if you want to talk, I’m here to listen.”

      “Is this why you came here for lunch today?”

      He shrugs, and the admission warms me from the inside out. Even if nothing ever happens between Evan and me again, it’s nice to know he still cares about me. That he’ll still show up if I really need him to.

      “Seeing Frankie…even hearing his name…it always throws me,” I admit quietly, my nail picking at the label of a beer bottle.

      “Do you still have feelings for him?” Evan asks. His gaze is intense on mine, and I don’t miss the tremble in his voice.

      “Not like that.” I shake my head. “It’s just, it’s complicated.”

      “Because of your engagement?”

      “Because of my dad.” I clear my throat, straightening. “Frankie fucked my entire life up, and I can’t forgive him. It’s hard to get over that much anger, that much hurt, and seeing him…it brings it all back ten-fold.”

      “What does he have to do with your dad?” Evan asks curiously.

      Andre runs Evan’s food out and drops it in front of him.

      “Thanks, man,” Evan says, pulling the wrap off his napkin and cutlery.

      “No problem. Hey Charlie, you mind if I grab a smoke?” Andre asks me, his eyes cutting around the empty bar, save for Evan and me.

      “Not at all, Andre.” I wave him off, and he shoots me a grateful smile, pulling his phone and a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket as he heads back to the kitchen and the lot behind Shooters.

      Evan bites into his sandwich, his eyes never leaving mine. After he swallows his first bite, he lifts an eyebrow. “Your dad?”

      “Did you know I was supposed to go to Northwestern? I wanted to study fashion,” I tell him, leaning back against the register and crossing my ankles.

      “Really?” Evan’s eyebrow shoots higher. “Why didn’t you?”

      I exhale, unsure how much of my past I want to share. But with Evan’s eyes solely fixed on mine, I realize I’m never going to be able to move forward, into the future I want, if I keep internalizing all the shit Frankie put me through.

      “I met Frankie at fourteen. Right from the start, I was enamored with him. I thought we were going to get married, have a million babies, and be close to our big, boisterous families. He was it for me.”

      Evan’s jaw tightens at my words, and his eyes bore into mine, begging me to continue.

      “My junior year of high school, my dad was in a pretty bad car crash. The doctors said he was lucky he survived. But even though he lived, the pain he was in was unbearable. He had crushed vertebrae, a broken femur, dislocated shoulder, concussion… so many things that needed to heal. I was devastated and really struggling with seeing him in so much pain. Drew had just been accepted to the SEALs and deployed for boot camp. Mom had to pick up a second job to help cover what Dad wasn’t earning anymore, and even then we were stretching our last dollar every single month. The stress sort of piled up on everyone, and my grades started slipping. Frankie offered to help out. He had already graduated and was doing his thing with his family business.”

      Evan scoffs, and I lift my shoulder in a half shrug. Now, I know how deep Frankie’s ties to organized crime are but back then… I was naive and happy. Too damn happy to look too closely at anything that would shatter the version of reality I wanted to live. The one where Frankie Esposito—charismatic, charming, quick-witted, hotshot—wanted me to be his wife.

      “So Frankie started spending more time visiting with Dad. He’d bring magazines about cars and motorcycles or his favorite cheesecake. He’d bring funny stories from people in our neighborhood and bets that were taking place on football games. And then, he started bringing drugs. Painkillers.” I pause and Evan inhales sharply. “It was harmless, he said, just something to take the edge off. Just something to help manage Dad’s pain.” I pinch the bridge of my nose as my eyes burn with unshed tears. “I believed him, Evan. I believed him.”

      “Charlie.” Evan reaches out a hand, placing it on top of mine. He twists our fingers together and pulls me closer until my stomach presses into the bar and our faces are lined up. “Baby, you couldn’t have known.”

      “I should have known.”

      “No. Frankie is a master manipulator. You couldn’t have known. Especially if you were…in love with him.” He bites out the words, as if they pain him to admit.

      “Dad stopped being Dad after that. He grew thinner, moodier. He was disinterested in me, my life, any news of Drew. At first it was gradual and easy to shake off his moods to a bad day, but then, it was like one day I woke up and didn’t recognize my father at all. When it came time to apply to college, Dad begged me to apply to the community college. So I would be close enough to help Mom out. He said it would just be for a year or two, and then he’d be better and I could transfer to Northwestern. I agreed. He overdosed the following spring.”

      Evan winces, dropping his head and swearing. “I’m so fucking sorry, Charlie. I’m so, so sorry.”

      I nod, accepting his condolences. Even after all these years, they still hurt to hear. “Turns out my college fund, the one Mom and Dad started for me when I was a kid and contributed to a little bit over the years, was gone. It wasn’t a ton of money, but it was enough to make Northwestern a reality if I hustled on the side, maybe took out a loan or two. Dad had spent it all on fucking drugs. And Frankie accepted the money. He pulled my father and my future right out from under my feet while I smiled up at him like he hung the fucking moon.” The words burn my tongue like acid as I spit them into the space between Evan and me.

      Evan’s expression twists, his eyes furious. He stands from his barstool and pulls me half over the bar and into his arms. “Fuck Frankie Esposito, Charlie,” he murmurs into my hair.

      Tears prick my eyes and spill over, staining my cheeks and bleeding into the fabric of Evan’s shirt. But at his words, I laugh.

      And I hug him back.
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      “What do you mean you dropped him?” My brother’s eyes narrow as he peers at me over the rim of his Scotch.

      “I handed him off to Jace,” I explain, taking a swig of my drink.

      “Jace?” Connor quirks an eyebrow. “The guy you’ve been in not-so-friendly competition with to make partner at your firm.”

      “That’s the one.” I smack my lips, leaning back into the soft cushions of Eli’s couch.

      My brother and friend stare at me like I just announced I’m taking up ballet.

      “Hold up.” Eli leans forward, dropping an elbow to his knee so he can peer at me. “You’re telling us that you passed on representing a member of one of Chicago’s most notorious organized crime families, the family that you almost always represent, the family that has built your reputation, and passed the client to Jace? Dude, this is going to hurt your chances of the partner promotion you’ve been working toward for like a decade.”

      “Yes,” I respond simply. “I know.”

      “No fucking way, man. What’s going on?” Eli shakes his head.

      “For real.” Connor punctuates Eli’s point by jabbing a finger in my direction.

      I sigh, scrubbing my hand over the lower portion of my face. “When you say it like that, I know, it sounds crazy. Impulsive even.”

      “It does,” Connor agrees.

      “But it’s not. Man, Frankie Esposito has been a drain on my energy since the first day I met him. I see him and I’m annoyed. But now, learning all the shit between him and Charlie—”

      My brother groans and Connor winces.

      “What?” I ask, irritated at their not-so-subtle interruptions.

      “Charlie? You’re going to sabotage your career for Charlie, a girl you won’t even commit to?” Eli throws it all out there.

      I cringe, remembering how I gave Charlie the brush off so many years ago. Sure, part of it was because I knew I’d hold her back, knew my life would stunt the growth of hers. If she didn’t pursue graduate programs the way she dreamed about, she would just end up resenting Ollie and me the same way Sophie did. Sophie became a fucking drug addict. But the other part was that I was working insane hours and nothing, save for Ollie, would distract me from making partner at my firm. Back then, I craved financial stability the way most non-jaded hearts crave a significant other.

      Now, I could laugh at the thought. Who the fuck cares about a fancy title and some more money in the bank when you have no one to share it with? When every single night, you go home to a dark house, listen to the even breathing of a boy who deserves more time than you’re investing in him because you’re too damn scared of what? Having your pride hurt? Your ego?

      “It’s not like that anymore,” I admit quietly.

      “You and Charlie?” Connor draws the obvious conclusion, his mouth tipping up into a smile.

      “No.” I shut it down. There is no me and Charlie. But…could there be? “It’s just, it’s different now. Any guy she’s ever had in her life, any guy she cares about, ends up letting her down. Including me,” I add, correctly reading the judgement in Eli and Connor’s eyes. “I know that I hurt her. God, I fucking hate myself for it. But I’m not doing it again. And agreeing to represent that scum will hurt her, so I’m not doing it.”

      “And you can just do that?” Connor asks. “Pass off a potential client to another lawyer?”

      I shrug. “It was easy to sell it to Jace. One, he wants the client. Two, there’s a potential, forthcoming conflict of interest.” I don’t add that Frankie is most likely going to be indicted in a RICO trial alongside his father. At that point, representing both of them would be a conflict of interest.

      Eli and Connor stare at me for a full beat. In fact, so much silence passes that it begins to grow uncomfortable, and I shift in my seat, draining the rest of my tumbler.

      Then, Connor begins to slow clap, and a grin breaks out on Eli’s face.

      “What is wrong with you guys?” I ask.

      Connor’s clap grows faster as Eli lifts his glass to me and toasts, “To my brother Evan, who finally woke the fuck up.”
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      “Hello?” I call out when I walk into my house the following day. Tugging off my winter coat and unlacing my boots, I listen for Ollie and Charlie but don’t hear anything. “Guys? You here?”

      Walking farther into the house, noise from the basement causes me to frown. I pull open the door and notice the light is on. “Hello!”

      “Dad! Don’t come down,” Ollie hollers, the sound of his feet rushing to the stairs. When he spots me on the landing, he holds up a hand. “Just wait.”

      Moments later he and Charlie appear, whispering frantically. Charlie’s face is flushed, a wide smile hugging her mouth, as if her and Ollie were nearly caught, their giant secret learned.

      “Hey! You’re home early,” she remarks as she and Ollie slip past me, flipping off the light.

      I turn, closing the door behind me and follow them into the living room. “What are you guys up to?”

      Ollie shoots Charlie a panicked look, but she winks at him. “That’s top secret,” she says.

      “Top secret?” I fold my arms over my chest and rock back on my heels. “The thing for your interviews?” I ask, knowing it’s definitely not that, but wanting to keep up the pretense.

      Charlie nods, biting the corner of her mouth to keep from laughing.

      Ollie looks at me with a mixture of worry and delight on his face, and I wonder if I should keep pushing them just to watch him squirm. It’s been a while since he seemed so excited about something, so much like the little boy he was instead of the pre-teen he’s growing into.

      “And you’re not going to tell me, Ollie?” I ask, pressing my palm over my heart.

      My son’s mouth drops open, and he looks torn, his eyes shifting from me to Charlie and back again.

      “Oh!” Charlie swats me. “You’ll learn soon enough. Don’t go ruining fun surprises.”

      At this, I chuckle and nod my agreement. “All right then, I’ll let you two keep your secret.”

      Ollie beams.

      “For now,” I add as he laughs.

      Ollie darts around Charlie and me and heads into the kitchen. A second later, I hear the cabinet for the snacks bang open.

      “How was your day?” Charlie asks me, slipping her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.

      “Pretty good.” I mean it, too. Now that I’m not dealing with Frankie’s bullshit, my day went a hell of a lot smoother.

      “Good. Well, I can head out if—”

      “Stay. Have dinner with us.” I suddenly want nothing more than to order a pizza, make some popcorn, and play a board game—maybe Monopoly?—with Charlie and Ollie.

      “You sure?” She wrinkles her nose.

      “Absolutely. Hey Ollie,” I call out, and his head pops around the doorframe. “Pizza for dinner?”

      He whoops, punching the air as I chuckle again, pulling out my phone and dialing Romero’s.
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      “You cheated.” Charlie points at me as she’s forced to give up the big bucks for landing on Park Place.

      “Dad always cheats at Monopoly,” Ollie explains seriously.

      “I do not!” My mouth drops open, but I still swipe the colorful money Charlie begrudgingly hands out. “I am a person who upholds the law.”

      “By representing the bad guys,” Ollie mutters under his breath.

      Charlie cracks up but I frown. Is that what Ollie thinks I do? Represent the bad guys? Averting my gaze, I turn it over in my mind, and although he’s not wrong, not by a long shot, I still hate that that’s how my son views my work.

      That’s what I spend most of my waking hours doing.

      Representing the bad guys.

      “Your turn.” Charlie nudges Ollie as he picks up the dice.

      Another hour passes before I successfully win the game. As I clean up the pieces and organize the fake money, Ollie reads Charlie a chapter of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. Listening to his voice mixed with her sweet laughter causes a warmth I’m not used to to travel through me.

      My home feels fuller. More alive. The energy is invigorating, the laughter genuine. Tonight, with all of its simplicity of takeout pizza and half-burnt popcorn and games from my childhood, was the best night I’ve had in a long time.

      I felt present in the moment, without worry for tomorrow. I felt connected to Ollie without wondering if he was having fun or not. I knew he was because it was obvious in his big grin and flashing eyes. I felt…whole.

      By the time the living room is straightened up, Ollie has dozed off on the couch. Charlie lifts her finger to her lips and gently pushes his hair back with her other hand. She’s so maternal with him, so giving. Her gesture causes a swell of emotion to rise in my throat, and I swallow against it, embarrassed by how sentimental I’m being.

      Offering her a quick smile, I slide my arms under Ollie’s sleeping body and lift him against my chest. Watching his lips part slightly on every exhale, I smile down at my boy as I carry him up the stairs to his bedroom and tuck him in underneath his navy duvet. I stare at him for a long beat, reconciling the boy he’s growing into with the little monster who used to color the walls. Am I enough for him? Or does he need more?

      More time? More attention? More…care? In ways that maybe I don’t even know how to provide?

      Closing his door halfway behind me, I bound down the steps to find Charlie in the kitchen, placing the leftover pizza slices into Ziplock bags.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I tell her.

      “It’s nothing.” She flattens an empty pizza box.

      “Want a drink?” I offer.

      Her gaze flickers up to mine, her blue eyes clear. “What are you doing, Evan?”

      “What do you mean?” I lean against the doorframe, unable to tear my gaze away from hers. I want to note every expression that crosses her face, every question that flickers in her gaze, everything that helps me get a read on the beautiful woman in front of me.

      She clears her throat. “Tonight was fun.”

      “It was.”

      The corner of her mouth lifts as she gives a small nod. “We haven’t done this in a long time.”

      “But we could,” I point out. “We used to have fun, remember? Dinners and movies. Playing board games on Saturday nights with Ollie. Going out with my brother and Zoe.”

      “That was only one part of it,” Charlie says gently. “The other part was late night meetups and drunken passion. Yeah, we had fun together. But those sweet moments were overshadowed by an impulsive recklessness that we threw ourselves into at midnight. In a way, it felt like I was your dirty little secret and —”

      “Don’t say that,” I cut her off, unable to hide the thread of anger in my tone. “You were never a secret.”

      She gives me a disbelieving stare. “You never told Ollie.”

      I sigh. “You’re right. I never told Ollie because I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know what he would think, and I didn’t know if it would work between us. God Charlie, I was captivated by you. I craved being with you, loved the time we spent together. But every time you spoke of your future, you were in New York or L.A. in a design program. And I wanted that for you, I swear I did. But I also didn’t want Ollie’s heart to be broken when he was already so attached to you. Hell, it was hard enough for me knowing you were going to leave but I didn’t want that for Ollie. Not when he was still trying to process his mom leaving.”

      Her mouth drops open, bewilderment flashing in her eyes. “That’s why you tried so hard to push me away? Because of graduate school?”

      I shrug. “It was one of the reasons.”

      “That’s stupid,” she says, pointing at me accusingly. “You pushed me away because you were…scared?”

      I grip the side of my neck and sigh, forcing myself to meet Charlie’s eyes. “Charlie, when Sophie left us, it was because she was an addict.”

      “I know that.”

      “Before she was an addict, she was a very unhappy, overwhelmed wife and mom who felt like she compromised all of her dreams, her entire future, by marrying me and having Ollie. She resented the hell out of the hours I worked, while she was here rocking our son to sleep. At the time, I didn’t see that she was drowning because I was drowning too. We didn’t support each other the way we should have and she resented me so damn much that taking drugs was more pleasant than being my wife.” I slap my palm across my chest, staring at Charlie. “You think I wanted that for you?”

      Her mouth drops open as she stares at me, her confusion giving way to understanding and then, tenderness. “Evan, why wouldn’t you tell me that back then?”

      I shrug, offering a small smile. “Charlie, your presence was so much larger than you ever realized. I felt like anything I said would have held you back. But I was wrong.”

      “What?”

      I step into the kitchen and take her hands in mine. “I was wrong, Charlie. I was so fucking wrong about everything. About my career. About you. About us. I underestimated you, and I underestimated my son, and for that, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like some dirty secret. But we can do this.”

      “Do what?” She narrows her eyes.

      “Try again. For real this time,” I say, staring into her eyes until I drown in their depths.

      Charlie’s breathing hitches as she shuffles back half a step. “Evan, last time we tried this, I was all in, and you pushed me away because you thought I was going to leave.”

      “I know.”

      “But now, I’m really not planning on sticking around,” she says softly, regret heavy in her voice.

      “I know,” I admit. “But I still want you, Charlie. And I don’t want you to walk out of here not knowing that.”

      Her cheeks burn pink as her tongue darts out, sliding along her bottom lip. “What if we take things slowly…just feel each other out? It doesn’t have to mean anything serious. It can just be…what it is for now?” She lifts a shoulder, her eyes darting back to mine.

      I brush a strand of wayward hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ear. My fingers pinch her earlobe. “Baby, it can be whatever you want it to be. Or not. I’m done trying to control everything. I just want you. On whatever terms you’re willing to try, I’m all in.”

      Her hand lifts and wraps around my wrist, as I cup her cheek.

      “Evan,” she breathes out, her gaze darting between my eyes and lips and back again. “I don’t know how to do this with you.”

      “Just be yourself, baby. You don’t have to do anything else.” I tell her the truth.

      Her grip on my wrist tightens as she lifts onto her toes and presses her mouth against mine. I close my eyes, wrapping my other hand around her waist and holding her against me. Her lips are soft and sweet against mine. When her mouth parts, I dip my tongue inside, letting it dance slowly with hers.

      Heady and languid, consuming and sweet, our kiss solidifies the truth of all the thoughts swirling in my mind.

      I’m falling in love with Charlie Adams.
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      When Evan kisses me back, I stop overthinking all the things.

      I stop caring about my permanent move to New York.

      I stop wondering if he’s going to break my heart again.

      I stop panicking about Ollie waking up and walking down the stairs.

      Instead, I take what I want in this moment.

      Right now, I want him.

      Our kiss grows hungrier as I slide my hands to his shoulders and press against them for leverage to deepen our kiss.

      Evan growls, spinning me until I’m pinned between the kitchen wall and his hard body.

      “What is it with you and this kitchen?” he murmurs as he drags his mouth away from mine to kiss a path down my neck.

      I snort, my hand cupping the back of his head, my fingers threading through his hair. “You always catch me off guard.”

      He pulls back, his eyes burning when they meet mine. “No, baby. It’s you who flipped my world upside down.” He pauses, his gaze searching. “Tell me what you want, Charlie. Right now, what do you want?”

      “You,” I answer simply. Truthfully.

      Evan’s hands connect with my waist and he lifts me easily. My legs wind around his hips, my arms around his shoulders, as he pins me back against the wall. This time, when his mouth fuses with mine, the sweetness is gone, replaced by his need. I moan, arching off the wall and into his embrace as he overwhelms me—his scent, his bunching muscles, his steady touch.

      Getting lost in Evan Holt has never been my problem. It’s been finding myself in the aftermath. But this time, when his eyes connect with mine, they’re shining with a seriousness that wasn’t there three years ago. This time, he’s looking at me the same way I used to search for him.

      Desperately. Without hesitation.

      My legs draw Evan closer as he slants his mouth, his tongue doing delicious things against mine. My thighs quiver as his hand slides down, inching past the waistband of my jeans until his fingers press against my clit, featherlight, making my hips tilt up for more. I feel his smile against my mouth. “Greedy girl.”

      I practically whimper, rocking myself against his hand until he swears.

      In one swift movement, Evan gathers me against his chest and walks me upstairs, right past Ollie’s bedroom door, and into his room. He lays me gently in the center of his bed, walks back to lock his bedroom door, and turns to me with the moonlight playing over the shadows on his face.

      “No matter what happens between us, Charlie, I’ll cherish every minute you ever give me,” he murmurs, his expression more serious than I’ve ever seen it.

      I frown at his words, frown at the man before me who is giving off none of the usual signals I expect from him. Where he used to avoid talking about his feelings, he’s now sharing openly. Where he used to fail to commit to anything, he’s now placing the ball firmly in my court.

      It’s unsettling. And heady. And…well, I like it.

      His fingers fly down the row of buttons on his shirt until it hangs half open, offering a peak of his delicious abs underneath. My mouth dries, and I work a swallow as he moves closer. He places one knee on the bed, his hands darting out to wrap around my ankles. He drags me to the edge of the bed as I gasp. His expression is wicked, his eyes wild, as he unbuttons my jeans and peels them from my legs. Then, he drops to his knees, slides my panties down my thighs, and lowers his mouth, a moan exploding in the air as he gets his first taste of me.

      “You’re so fucking sweet, baby,” he says against my core, his nose sliding up my folds followed by the slow drag of his tongue.

      I cry out, my neck arching as my hands grip his comforter.

      Evan tortures me slowly, building my pleasure in incremental waves until my body is shaking, humming with need and anticipation and expectation and a million other things I can’t process. His hands are on my thighs, holding my legs open as his mouth continues to kiss and lick and nip at me.

      “Please, Evan,” I whimper, needy and desperate.

      “Tell me, baby.” His voice is deep, raspy, on the brink of losing control.

      “Need you.”

      He drags his tongue up my center again, and I buck off the bed. Then, in one swift movement, he’s on his feet, his pants falling to the floor, his hard dick in his hand for one stroke before he pushes inside of me, and we both cry out.

      Evan fills me until I can’t take anymore, the feeling delicious and overwhelming. When he slides out, the sound of my desire colors the air and he swears, his hands gripping my hips as he works a rhythm that has me exploding around him and seeing stars.

      “Evan!” I cry out, my hand grasping his forearm, my other hand gripping the comforter.

      “That’s it, Charlie. Feel me, baby.” He continues to move inside of me, letting me ride out the waves of my orgasm before another one begins to build deep in my core.

      “Oh God.” I squeeze my eyes closed tight, unable to process anything but the sensations Evan is creating inside of me.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” His voice holds a note of awe.

      I force my eyes open, and they slam into his, falling headfirst into two green pools. His gaze is bleeding with honesty, overflowing with want, shining with truth.

      It isn’t long before I’m falling over the edge again, with Evan following closely after.

      He collapses on top of me, rolling until he can pull me against his chest. His heartbeat races in my ear, and I press a kiss against his heart. “That was amazing, Evan.”

      “You’re amazing, Charlie. You always have been,” he whispers, his fingers stroking my hair.

      My eyelids grow heavy, and somewhere my brain clangs with a warning.

      I need to get up. I need to get going.

      Oh, but I don’t want to move a muscle.

      Ollie. Evan’s rules. It’s late.

      I groan, starting to shift my weight to the side and make for the edge of the mattress.

      But Evan’s arm tightens around my waist, and he hauls me back against his chest. His fingers stroke the skin near my belly button as he kisses the back of my head. “Shh, sleep baby.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but Evan’s kiss along the back of my neck distracts me, warms me, settles me.

      Within moments, I drift into a deep sleep.

      One filled with everything except regret.
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      When I wake the next morning, Evan’s grin greets me.

      I pull back, startled by him, his bed, being here in his bed with the morning light filtering through the blinds. Pieces of last night, of his body moving over mine, of his breath against my neck, of falling into a peaceful sleep after being blissfully shattered, snap together in my mind.

      Oh.

      I spent the night at Evan’s home. In his bed. With his strong arms holding me against his chest.

      I smile back. “Good morning.”

      His palm skirts up my hip and settles in the dip of my waist as he leans forward and presses a kiss to my mouth. “Morning.” His voice is gruff and raspy and deliciously sexy. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Really great,” I admit, surprised that despite our twisted history, I’d be able to drift to sleep in his arms without overanalyzing any of it.

      “Good.” He squeezes my waist. “You hungry?” My stomach growls in response and his smile widens. “Pancakes or waffles?”

      “Stop. You make breakfast? All this time, you were holding out on me.”

      Evan snickers, sliding to the edge of the mattress and standing. He pulls on a pair of joggers and slips into a T-shirt, his hair messy and adorable. “You know I’m the king of breakfast. You better decide before I ask Ollie. He always picks waffles.”

      My mouth drops open as I realize the most important puzzle piece. Ollie is here. Not at Keith’s house or a birthday sleepover but here, in this house, about to sit down to breakfast between his dad and me…the woman his dad had stay the night.

      “Don’t do that.” Evan points at me.

      “Do what?”

      “Overthink this. Ollie isn’t a little kid anymore, and you’re not just some woman.”

      My eyebrow shoots up, asking the question I don’t want to voice. I’m not?

      “Pancakes or waffles?” Evan asks over his shoulder, his hand already on the doorknob. “Last chance, babe.”

      “Waffles.”

      “Ollie’s already in love with you, but this will put him over the edge.” He pulls the door open, slips into the hallway, and closes it until it latches behind him.

      I sit in the center of his bed, my mouth open, my hands clutching the sheets at my sides.

      I know, I know, he didn’t mean love, but still the “L” word coming out of Evan’s mouth and directed toward me, even if he was speaking about Ollie…it’s just something I never thought I’d hear, and it’s taking me a moment to process it.

      That’s all. No big deal.

      Moments pass and I hear Ollie’s excited whoop followed by his racing footsteps and his and Evan’s morning chatter floating up the stairs.

      Pulling myself from the bed, I dress in the jeans and sweater I wore yesterday, trying not to cringe at how obvious that will be to Ollie. I mean, not any more obvious than me walking out of his dad’s bedroom and sliding into a chair at the table, but somehow wearing yesterday’s clothing seems to blare that message as a constant reminder.

      Sigh. I step into the bathroom, wash my face, pull my makeup bag out of my purse to reapply it in a way that makes me appear bright eyed. I comb my hair out before pulling it into a knot at the top of my head. When I’m satisfied that I look somewhat presentable, I steel my shoulders, leave the safety of Evan’s bedroom, and walk into the lion’s den.

      “Morning Charlie!” Evan calls the moment I pass the threshold into the kitchen.

      Turns out, the lion’s den is more of a cub haven because Ollie looks positively delighted to see me.

      “Strawberries or blueberries?” he asks sweetly, a spoon in his hand hovering above the bowls of fruit, ready to drop a spoonful of berries onto my Belgian waffle.

      “Both.” I waggle my eyebrows, sitting down in the chair next to him.

      He raises a skeptical eyebrow but acquiesces, adding both berries to my waffle before sliding my plate to me.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” I tell him as Evan places a hot mug of coffee under my nose. “And thank you.” I look at him, smiling.

      He smiles back, his expression open, his eyes clear. To someone who hasn’t spent months of their life studying the small facial expressions of Evan Holt, nothing would seem out of the ordinary. Nothing about this moment would be discernible at all.

      But I see the flash of happiness, not contentment but pure joy, in his green eyes. I note the relaxed dip of his shoulders. His energy is calm, his presence peaceful. For a man who always appears on edge, his current demeanor fills me with lightness and hope. Is he happy because of me? Do I make Evan happy?

      “Are you guys dating? Like boyfriend and girlfriend?” Ollie asks, pouring a puddle of syrup on his plate.

      My back snaps straight, my eyes widening, waiting for Evan’s reaction. But Evan’s easy-going grin never slips. “That depends, big man.”

      “On what?” Ollie asks, looking up.

      But Evan is staring right at me when he asks, “Charlie, will you go to dinner with me next weekend?”

      Half in shock and half in ecstasy, I nod.

      Ollie cheers and shovels a mouthful of waffles into his mouth. “It’s about time, guys.”
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      The week passes in a blur. The good kind. These days, I’ve got something extra going on, and everyone at my office notices it. I have more energy, take more time to chat with the admins. I even agree to write a letter of recommendation for one of the paralegal’s nephews.

      Instead of stacking each day with a to-do list that ensures I barely see sunshine, I’m taking things as they come. I’m looking forward to what each days brings. I’m…happy. Knowing at the end of each workday, I’ll see Charlie when I enter my home is enough to make going to work worth it. More than that, I know Ollie is having fun, working on his secret project with Charlie.

      Finally, things seem to be falling into place for me, and by the time Saturday rolls around, I’m excited for my date with Charlie. The entire week, we’ve exchanged kisses and flirty texts. I sent her flowers on Tuesday, and she baked Ollie and I brownies on Thursday. We talked about Drew’s recovery and my frustrations at work. We’re connecting on more than just a physical level, and I can’t wait to share an entire evening staring at her, getting lost in her dazzle.

      “I am so proud of you,” Zoe tells me when I enter her kitchen, Ollie’s overnight bag slung over my shoulder.

      “Don’t hold back now, tell me how you really feel,” I joke, dropping the bag onto the kitchen island.

      “It’s about time you asked her out for real,” Zoe continues.

      “I know.”

      “And about time you realized that you need to have a life outside of work.”

      “True.”

      “And passing Frankie off to someone else was really awesome of you.”

      I pause from digging through Ollie’s bag to make sure he packed extra underwear. Raising my head, I ask, “Eli told you?”

      Zoe nods.

      “Did you tell Charlie?”

      “No, you should.”

      I sigh, noting the extra underwear and zipping the bag closed. “I don’t know. I don’t want to freak her out.”

      Zoe’s eyebrows pull together. “Explain.”

      “You know, you’re really direct when you’re pregnant.” I slide onto a barstool.

      Her expression remains severe. “I’ve been told.”

      I crack a smile. “In the past, things with me and Charlie didn’t go anywhere because I didn’t want them to. I never made her feel like she was a part of my life; it was more that she was on the fringe of it.”

      “Okay…”

      “This time, man, I want her to be in my life. And Ollie’s. To be in our world. But she’s got her sights set on New York, and I’m not trying to get in the way of that, either.”

      Zoe gives me a disbelieving look. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. I want her to do what’s best for her. This time, I need to make my life fit into hers, not the other way around. Telling her about me handing off Frankie’s case, it’s going to fill her with all of these questions and expectations, and I don’t know what else. But she needs to decide if she wants this with me before she feels any type of obligation because of decisions I made without consulting her.”

      Zoe ponders this for a long moment. “That’s very mature of you, Evan.”

      “Yeah, well, what can I say, I’ve grown in the past few years.”

      Zoe stares at me, as if trying to understand all the inner workings of my mind. “You really care about her?”

      “Zo, I’ve always cared about her. That was never the issue. The issue was that I felt like I’d hold her back because I would have. Three years ago, my priority was financial security for Ollie. The only way to do that was by working my ass off. There wasn’t room for anyone else’s dreams, and even if there was, I couldn’t see it.”

      “And now?”

      “Now, I’m willing to change things in my life to make it work with hers. Back then, I was selfish, and I wasn’t willing to compromise.”

      “Does Charlie know all this?”

      “You think I should tell her on our first real date?”

      Zoe snorts, shaking her head. “Okay, okay, fair enough. But you should tell her soon.”

      “I will. When the time is right.” I stand from the barstool, stretching my legs. “Thanks for keeping Ollie tonight.”

      Zoe waves a hand. “Are you kidding? Maddie is delighted. She had the best time at your place last weekend. Plus, Eli is relieved he has another guy to have his nails polished with.”

      I grin, knocking against the table. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Have fun! Have a lot of drinks. Talk about all the things.”

      “‘Bye Zo.” I wave, exiting the kitchen.

      Popping my head into the living room, I exchange a knowing look with my brother.

      “No rush on grabbing the monster tomorrow morning.” Eli flings an arm around Ollie’s neck and messes his hair. Ollie shrieks, his laughter loud enough to cause Maddie to jump on his back.  “I’m taking these rugrats to a movie tomorrow morning.”

      This causes both Ollie and Maddie to freeze, stare at each other, and then jump up and down cheering.

      I snicker. “You’d think we never take them anywhere.”

      “Yeah, man.” Eli rolls his eyes at our kids. Flipping his chin to me, he adds, “Have fun tonight.”

      “Thanks.” I hold out my arms for Ollie, and after he gives me a hug and kiss good-bye, I slip from Eli and Zoe’s home and point my car in the direction of Charlie’s.
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      “You look gorgeous,” I admit the moment she opens the door.

      “I’m wearing a parka.”

      “And you are rocking it.”

      She snickers, rolling her eyes as she flips off the lights and grabs her purse. “I promise, I have something better on underneath.”

      Her voice is sultry when she says the words, and I reach out to take her hand in mine, loving the feel of her soft skin. Her warmth, her easy smile, her everything fills me with nerves. Obviously, I’ve dated. But it’s been years since I felt this mixture of excitement and energy and anticipation pumping through my veins. Being with Charlie is a heady experience, and one I appreciate so much more knowing what the alternative is.

      I guide her to my car over the slippery patches of black ice. Even though she’s wearing boots, they’re not the winter-friendly kind. Nope, other than her winter parka, Charlie is dressed for a night out. Her tight, black skinny jeans and sexy leather boots with a sharp heel and crystal-looking gems around her ankle make my mouth water. Her long, blonde hair is loosely curled, hanging around her shoulders and beckoning my fingers to run through it. Her mouth, perfectly lined and shaded with a soft pink lipstick, is plump and tempting. But her eyes—Jesus—her eyes are smokey and inviting. Bedroom eyes that make me want to skip dinner and lay her out beneath me.

      Instead, I force myself to tear my gaze away and close the passenger door after she clicks in her seatbelt.

      Rounding the car, I slide into the driver’s seat, flip the ignition, and ease down her street toward downtown.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, settling back against the headrest.

      “Antonina’s.” I glance over at her, watching the way her mouth drops open as I name one of the most exclusive steak houses in Chicago.

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “You don’t think it’s…a bit much?” she asks, but her eyes glitter.

      “Why would it be too much?”

      “For a first date?” She wrinkles her nose.

      “Not if I’m trying to impress you.” I slide my hand over the center console until it wraps around her knee. I squeeze lightly. “I’ve got a not so great impression to make up for, you know?”

      She tosses her head back and laughs but when she looks at me again, I can feel her studying my profile, searching for clues as to what’s changed between us.

      And the truth is, everything.

      Everything has changed between us because I matured and she grew up, and I stopped standing in my own way. But how do I tell her that? Do I even tell her that now, as we pull into the parking lot of Antonina’s?

      No, after dinner is better for the serious discussions. Hell, even tomorrow is better.

      Right now, I just want to enjoy dinner, this date, with the beautiful woman riding beside me.
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      “He poured it down her shirt,” Charlie gasps, her eyes dancing, as I regal her with tales of Ollie’s worst pranks.

      The ones that landed him in trouble both at school and at home.

      “Right down the back of it. There was slime everywhere.” I laugh, shaking my head. “It was definitely a science experiment gone wrong.”

      Charlie giggles. “I can’t imagine him doing that. Ollie is such a sweet kid.”

      “He really is. He told me later, in private, that the girl had said some not-so-nice things about Sophie.”

      Charlie winces, shaking her head. “Kids can be so cruel. Sometimes, I wonder if they even realize it. But after that one incidence, Ollie never had another issue like that?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. To be honest, it’s hard to know what he thinks about Sophie. He rarely talks about her with me.”

      Charlie’s fingers play with the edges of the white linen napkin she dropped next to her dinner plate. We just ordered cheesecake for dessert and have been talking—and laughing—for the entire meal.

      But now, her expression is curious, and she’s slowly chewing the corner of her mouth in thought.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Do you ever ask him about Sophie?” she asks quietly, as if she already knows the answer.

      My eyes narrow at her. “Has he talked to you about her?”

      “A little. We talk about her, and we talk about my dad.”

      I pull back slightly, this news unexpected. After everything Charlie shared with me about her dad and Frankie, I’m surprised she would want to talk about him at all. But then again, maybe that lack of understanding also extends to Ollie. I figured he never wanted to talk about Sophie because if he did, he’d tell me, right?

      Frowning, I wrack my brain for a memory of Ollie and I discussing Sophie and come up empty. Have I somehow been ignoring his desire to know more about his mother for years? Has he been struggling with this? Or wanting to talk about her but found he had no one willing to listen? The thought saddens me, filling my stomach with disappointment in myself.

      “I didn’t mean to cross a line—” Charlie holds out a hand, misreading the look on my face.

      “No, no, it’s not that. Not at all.” I shake my head. “It’s me. I’m just realizing, in this moment, that I’ve never really given him an outlet to talk about her. To ask questions. I figured if he wanted to know more, he’d ask. Or if he wanted to talk about something, he’d tell me. But that’s not the case, is it?”

      Charlie shakes her head, confirming that Ollie confides in her about his mom because he feels like he can’t confide in me. “I think he misses you,” she says suddenly.

      “Misses me?” I repeat, dumfounded. How could he miss me? I’m with him every single day. Morning and night.

      “Yeah. He’s about to enter a tough age, that preteen period can be…a lot. You should hang with him more, not with a plan or a list of errands or anything, but just doing something normal, like kicking around a soccer ball or going out for dinner. Make some space for him to ask the questions he has.”

      “You’re right,” I admit, wondering how Charlie picked up on all of this with Ollie in a handful of weeks while I’ve missed it completely. “I’ve been so caught up in the grind for so long that I’ve missed the signs. I’m not there for him the way I need to be.”

      “I’m sure you’re hardly the first single parent, or any parent, who is overwhelmingly busy in the day to day.”

      I offer a half smile. “I’m glad Ollie has you, Charlie. I’m glad we both do.”

      She rolls her eyes, but her cheeks turn pink, and I know she’s pleased.

      Our cheesecake and coffees arrive, and I clink my fork against hers in cheers, but before I can take my first bite, a hand settles on my shoulder. I turn to see Calvin Sowinski, my firm’s managing partner.

      “Hey Cal!” I scoot back to stand from my seat and shake his hand.

      “How are you, Evan?” he asks warmly.

      “Good, good. This is my date, Charlie.” I introduce her, knowing it’s too soon to start throwing around fancy titles like “girlfriend.”

      “Hi.” Charlie half-stands to lean forward and shake Cal’s hand before sitting back down.

      “Want to join us?” I offer, already knowing he’s going to say no.

      “No, no. I’m meeting a friend.” Cal points to a table in the back. “I just wanted to say hello, and hey, Jace explained some things to me, but I guess him taking on Frankie Esposito was your call, huh?” He gages my reaction, his expression relaxed, his eyes sharp.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Cal nods, clapping my shoulder once more. “We can talk about it more on Monday.

      “Sounds good. Have a good dinner,” I say, offering a wave before dropping back into my seat.

      Charlie’s gaze meets mine. Confusion flickers in her eyes as she cocks her head to the side. “What did he mean it was your call?”

      “I usually represent the Esposito family barring some kind of conflict of interest.”

      “And is your representing Frankie a conflict of interest?”

      “At the moment, only a personal one. I passed his case to another lawyer at the firm,” I answer, not bothering to go into detail that I can represent Frankie, but I just don’t want to. And, there will most likely be a conflict of interest in the future.

      “Why?” she asks slowly.

      Sighing, I decide to lay it all out there. In the past, my inability to be fully honest with Charlie caused us both a lot of heartache. I’m not going down that road again. “Because he hurt you, and I know my representing him would hurt you even more, and I don’t want to do that to you.”
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      Evan’s words zap through me like a jolt of electricity. Surprise fills my veins like confetti as I stare at him in awe.

      “You did that for me?” The words fall from my mouth on a breath of air, like a hushed wish I’m too scared to hope comes true. Even I know that any case the Esposito family is involved in is worth big bucks. It’s money and attention and notoriety that Evan just passed up.

      Evan’s expression softens, his eyes tender. “Charlie,” he murmurs my name, his hand reaching across the table until it rests on my forearm. “I know I messed up in the past, but I’d do anything for you not to hurt.”

      A lump of emotion swells in my throat, and the backs of my eyelids prickle. I’ve never had a man put me first before. Not once. Not even my dad, which is its own torturous truth that I try to avoid thinking about. And now, Evan Holt, a man I’m not even really with, a man who owes me absolutely nothing, is orchestrating a hiccup in his own career to make my stint in Chicago…easier?

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I point out.

      “I know.”

      “But you’re job…aren’t you up for partner?”

      He shrugs, his eyes never leaving mine. “Some things aren’t as important as I once thought they were.”

      “Evan.” I let out a slow breath, like air leaking from a balloon. “I’m not sure if, I don’t know how long I’ll even be here. You need to think about you and Ollie and—”

      “Why don’t you let me worry about me and Ollie.” His thumb brushes over the skin above my wrist, goosebumps immediately pebbling from his touch. “You worry about you, babe. Your interviews, the city you want to work in, whatever is best for you. Trust me, I can manage the rest.” The corner of his mouth lifts and I can tell he means it.

      He means everything he’s saying, and it’s the most beautiful type of truth I’ve ever heard. Because it’s not attached to any expectations. Evan passed on Frankie purely because it was in my best interest, emotionally at least, for him to do so. Not because he wants something from me. Not because he’s trying to convince me to stay in Chicago. Not because of anything that has a direct benefit for him. Unless…is my happiness really that important to Evan?

      The thought zips through my mind like a comet, fast and unexpected. But its tail flickers even after the thought disappears, sentiments of the moment embedding into my subconscious and filling me with a sense of peace.

      “Thank you,” I say finally, flipping my hand, so I can catch the blunt edges of his fingertips.

      “It was nothing,” he says seriously. I believe him. “Now, let’s eat some cheesecake.”

      “Okay.” I laugh, picking up my fork and digging in. My eyes close the moment I taste the cheesecake. “This is delicious.”

      Evan’s fingers run over my hand. “You’re killing me with these sounds, babe.”

      I snort, opening my eyes. “Will you take me home with you tonight, Evan Holt?”

      He grins, holding out a bite of cheesecake for me. I eat it straight from his fork. “It would be my pleasure, Charlie Adams.”

      Smiling at him, I fall into the depths of his bottomless eyes. Any lingering thoughts of Frankie float away because I don’t have time for his head games anymore.

      When I’m with Evan, there’s no room for Frankie Esposito at the table.
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      “You sure you want to stay?” Evan asks as he closes his front door and flips the lock.

      As he sets the alarm for the night, I slip off my boots and shrug out of my winter coat. “Is that even a real question?”

      “Just double checking. I don’t want to rush things if you’re not ready.”

      “Oh, I’m ready.” I grin, walking backward into his living room. Evan follows, his eyes tracking my body.

      I’ve been ready for a long time. Six years ago, Frankie messed up my life, and I’ve spent every day since trying to move forward. Now, I’m finally in a good place. Even more importantly, I’m with a good man. I don’t intend to waste a second of my time with Evan.

      When Evan steps closer, his hands settle on my waist, and I turn my face up to meet his. He brushes a kiss across my lips and heat trails down my spine.

      “Thanks for dinner,” I murmur as he kisses the corner of my mouth.

      A chuckle rumbles in his chest. “Thank you for coming with me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a date.”

      I pull back, my hands wrapped around his biceps and give him a look.

      “I’m serious. I haven’t seriously dated anyone since the last time we…you know.”

      “You call that serious?” I scrunch my nose and Evan grins.

      Shrugging, he shifts his weight. He pulls me toward the living room couch. “I messed that up. I know I did. You made me feel so many things I wasn’t used to feeling, and then I didn’t know how to make room for those things, for you, in my life.” He reaches out to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry, Charlie.”

      I bite my bottom lip, processing his confession. “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

      “I knew you would try to make it work,” he blurts out, his honesty jarring.

      I rear back, gaping at him. “Didn’t you want that? I mean, after everything you just said—”

      “I didn’t want that for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Charlie, you were still in college when we were hooking up.”

      “I mean, yeah, because I was the oldest college kid ever. I should have already graduated.”

      “I know.” He holds up a hand. “I just meant that you didn’t have a chance yet. You didn’t have your shot. To go out in the world, try different jobs on for size, maybe move to a new city, meet new people that aren’t in your immediate circle. When we first hooked up, you were working a ton of hours to pay your rent, planning out the redesign of Shooters, taking exams and considering graduate programs, helping Zoe through her pregnancy and health scares. Did you really want to step into the role of stepmother? Did you really want the task of trying to curb my workaholic ways when I didn’t see them for what they were? You never would have taken your shot, and I never would have given you what you deserved. Not then. I didn’t know how to, but I knew enough to know that I wasn’t enough.”

      “And now?” I ask cautiously, scared he’s going to push me away again when it finally feels, for the first time ever, that we’re on solid footing.

      “Now, I’m being honest. Straight up.” He holds his hands out at his sides before letting them drop to his lap. “Now, it’s whatever you want, baby. You do you, and I’ll figure out how to make everything else work.”

      Grinning, I shake my head. “You’re serious.”

      “Dead serious.”

      “Evan, your life is here. Ollie’s school and friends are here. You’re up for partner.”

      “I know. And you’re life might be in New York. You’re on the cusp of a new job, of launching a new career. Don’t hold back.” He grabs my hands, his eyes fixated on mine, beseeching. “Trust me, you don’t want to have any regrets. If you make life-changing decisions for the wrong reasons, those regrets only fester. They turn into resentment. I don’t want that for you. You do you, babe. I got the rest.” He dips his head. “You hear me?”

      “Yeah, I hear you,” I say, leaning forward. I fall into Evan’s embrace, and this time he catches me.

      When his mouth arcs over mine, his kiss soothes any lingering doubts. His touch caresses my skin like a warm breeze as his palm shadows my cheek. I lose myself in the moment, in Evan. He kisses me reverently, like he can’t believe his good fortune.

      He makes me feel like the most beautiful version of myself, and I light up under his touch. His mouth moves from my lips, to my neck, to my chest. Lying down on the couch, Evan hovers over me, his eyes burning when they connect with mine.

      “I won’t let you down again, Charlie. Whatever this is between us, it’s for real. And this time, I’m all in,” he murmurs the words, the closest declaration of his true feelings I’ve ever heard.

      Then, he drops his mouth to mine, kisses me sweetly, and pops the button on my jeans.

      I giggle as I wriggle out of my pants, my sweater following closely behind. Evan leans back to tug his own sweater over his head. Snapping it at me like a towel, he grins. “We’ve got all night, baby. Where do you want to start?”

      Grinning up at him demurely, I shrug. Then, before he can launch himself at me, I slip from the couch and beeline for the stairs. “You gotta catch me first, Holt!”

      His laughter trails me moments before I hear his footsteps.

      I race up the stairs to his bedroom and collapse on the center of his bed seconds before he lands on top of me. Grabbing my wrists, he pins them above my head and gazes down at me, his expression a mixture of amusement and desire.

      Lowering his head, he brushes his lips over mine. “I’ll always catch you, Charlie.”

      Then, he captures my mouth with his and heals some of my heart’s hurts with his sincerity.

      I stay wrapped up in Evan’s heat until the following day.

      Even then, after I kiss him good-bye and leave to go home, his warmth stays with me, like a hug I never want to step away from.
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      The following week, things between Evan and I continue to develop. Our relationship blossoms, our time together passes too quickly, and by the end of the week, I know I’m falling for him.

      For both of them.

      For as much as I care for Evan, I also adore Ollie.

      Things are going so smoothly, so wonderfully, that I don’t see the disaster until it’s too late.

      I don’t connect the dots or understand the configuration of the puzzle until I’m lost in it.

      It comes in the most unexpected form.

      On Friday, as Ollie and I celebrate the conclusion of the treasure map by skating at Shawne pond, laughing wildly and trying to catch each other on the ice, a woman calls out to us.

      When we turn, Ollie’s face drops before a grin stretches across his mouth. He glances at me and waves me over with his hand. “Charlie! My mom’s here.”
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      I know something is wrong the moment I see their faces. It’s not Charlie’s thin lips, pressed so hard together they’re nearly gone. Or Ollie’s bewildered eyes and the way he keeps turning his head around as if searching for someone. It’s not even the slump of Charlie’s shoulders or the extra bounce in Ollie’s step.

      It’s a feeling. The way their body language, usually feeding off of each other and in tune, is jarringly disconsonant. Plus, they’re late.

      “Hey, all okay?” I ask both of them as they slip into the kitchen.

      I’m standing at the stove, already changed out of my stiff work clothes, and have a dish towel thrown over my shoulder as I stir a pot of bubbling marinara. Today, I thought I’d surprise two of my favorite people by coming home from work early, hanging out with them, and cooking dinner.

      But then, they were gone, and I figured my surprise would be even more exciting. Charlie and Ollie exchange a glance. Now, I’m not so sure. “What’s going on, guys?”

      “I saw Mom at the park,” Ollie blurts, helping himself to a glass of milk like he just informed me it’s cold outside.

      I jerk back from the unexpected slap of his words, the wooden spoon slipping from my hand as I turn fully toward Ollie. “Your mom?”

      “Yep.” He nods, dragging the back of his hand across his milk mustache and shooting Charlie another look. “She came to the park where Charlie and I went skating. She talked to you even longer than she talked to me.” He directs this observation, with a bite of irritation, toward Charlie.

      “She talked to you?” I repeat again, whirling around toward Charlie. Charlie’s face is so pale that concern rocks through me, forcing me next to her. “Are you okay?”

      When she glances up at me, her eyes are dazed, a thin film coating the brilliant blue, dulling it. “Fine.”

      “What happened?”

      She shakes her head, dropping her purse onto the kitchen countertop. “I think I should go home.” She rubs the space between her eyes before fiddling with the ends of her hair. “I need to get going.”

      “Wait.” I grip her shoulder. “I need you to tell me what happened. What’s going on? What the hell did Sophie want?”

      In my peripheral vision, I note Ollie flinch at my harsh tone and the careless way I dismissed his mother. I blow out an aggravated sigh, my good mood vanishing. “Oliver, give me and Charlie a minute, yeah?”

      Ollie mutters under his breath, narrowing his gaze at me as he stalks from the kitchen, clearly upset.

      His reaction makes me feel worse, causing a flame of guilt to burn in my stomach along with the confusion and anger and irritation of not knowing what the hell happened at the park.

      “Charlie?” I shake her shoulder a little, leading her to the kitchen island and helping her onto a barstool. Once she’s seated, I rest my elbows on the island top and lean closer. “What happened?”

      Moisture collects in her eyes as she shakes her head. “I don’t really know. It was, it was just a lot.” She blows out a deep breath, steeling her shoulders before finally meeting my gaze. “I think she’s back for Ollie, Evan. I think she’s back for you. For her family.”

      I hear the note of panic in her tone and drop my hand over hers, brushing my thumb over her knuckles reassuringly. “Baby, you don’t know that. And even if she was, it doesn’t matter. I mean, of course it changes things a bit, and it would be wonderful for Ollie to have her presence in his life, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

      Charlie’s eyes narrow, dropping to my lips as if she can’t understand the words coming out of my mouth. She chuckles in disbelief. “Evan, are you hearing yourself? This, Sophie, changes everything.”

      “What did she want?”

      A flicker of terror passes through Charlie’s eyes before she blinks and shrugs. “To see you. Ollie.”

      “Yeah, remember me?” Ollie’s voice sounds from the kitchen doorway, his tone hard.

      I turn toward him, surprised by the anger in his voice and stop short when I see the hurt in his expression. “How could Mom being back not matter? Don’t you even care about her anymore? She’s my mom!” He hurls the words at me, his hands folded into fists at his sides.

      I swear softly, hanging my head as the magnitude of the situation weighs down on me. On all of us. For years, I haven’t heard a single word from Sophie. In the beginning, she used to reach out for money. She would come around when she was drunk or high and lonely. She would tear up over Ollie. But then, she just stopped and months passed, and I didn’t know if she was even alive or dead, or how she was supporting herself or if she was still local or even living in the US.

      Now, she makes a surprise appearance, just when my life is finally starting to feel complete. With one pop-up, she rocks the entire fucking boat. Anger blazes through me at her carelessness. At the hurt she’s causing our son. At the unease she’s placing in Charlie’s eyes when I’m still learning how to erase it.

      “Goddamnit.” I bang my fist against the top of the island, causing Charlie to jump.

      “Dad,” Ollie hollers behind me. My guilt morphs into shame, and I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “Charlie, I need some time with Ollie,” I say quietly. Charlie’s eyes burn with a mixture of relief and sadness, and both reactions make my chest ache. She slips off the barstool wordlessly and shoulders her purse. I touch her shoulder, and she stills, glancing at me. “I’ll call you later.”

      “Sure,” she says, unconvinced.

      When she walks past Ollie, he gives her a wide berth, his misdirected anger extending toward her as well. Once I hear the front door close, I fold my arms over my chest and lean against the kitchen island. Fixing Ollie with a serious look, I ask, “What happened at the park?”

      He narrows his gaze at me, his back straight, his expression fierce. For a moment, he looks exactly like me, and I fight the urge to close the space between us and wrap him in my arms. If only I could tell him that starting a conversation from a defensive position rarely leads to the outcome you want. If only I could teach him from all my past mistakes. But as I watch his sharp eyes glare at me, I’m also proud of him for standing up for his mother, for a person he cares for, for a relationship he’s desperate to have. I can’t save him from each of life’s disappointments and certainly not from his mom’s shortcomings.

      “Charlie and I went to the park. We were skating on Shawne pond when all of a sudden, Mom appeared. She was just standing at the edge of the skating pond and when I looked over, she waved to me. Dad, you should have seen her. She gave me big smile and called my name and she remembered me. Even after all these years, she remembered me.”

      “Of course she remembered you, Ollie. Your mom could never forget you.” I say the words with care, not wanting to badmouth Sophie, but at the same time, not set Ollie up for even more disappointment. I don’t ask about what Sophie was wearing, if she was properly bundled for the cold or not. I doubt Ollie would notice if her shoes were worn or if she had mittens and a hat, not when he’s too keyed up over seeing her again.

      But Charlie would notice, and for some reason, Charlie didn’t divulge any information to help me piece all of this together.

      “Why’d you say that to her?” He jabs his finger toward the door.

      “Do you mean Charlie?” I ask, calmly.

      He huffs at me, exasperated. After a moment of silence, his shoulders slump and his eyes flash with pain. “Don’t you miss my mom? Don’t you still love her?” His voice breaks and with it, my heart.

      I’m at his side in an instant, dropping down to my knees, so I can pull him into my embrace and hold him like he’s still my little boy. I guess he always will be. “Of course I miss your mom. And I’ll always love her and care about her because she gave me the greatest gift of my entire life.”

      He pulls back, looking at me skeptically.

      “She gave me you, Ollie.” I crush him back against my chest.

      He lets me hold him for a long moment before pulling back again. “Then why did you tell Charlie things won’t change? If my mom wants to come home, she can, right?”

      I wince, standing back up and going to the snack cupboard to pull out some Oreo’s. Once we’re seated with a snack and some milk, I tell him the truth as delicately as I can manage it. “Ollie, sometimes two people who love and care about each other very much grow apart and their love changes. That’s what happened with me and your mom. We still care about each other, but not the same way we used to. But that doesn’t mean we don’t both love and care about you a whole lot.”

      He mulls this over, chewing on a bite of cookie. After washing it down with some milk, he looks at me. “Does that mean your love for me could change?”

      “Of course not!”

      He shrugs, shaking his head. “How do I know that if it changed toward Mom? And you married her?”

      I pop an Oreo into my mouth to buy some time. Damn, he’s a smart kid. A smart kid with a direct line of questioning. If he wasn’t causing me to sweat, I’d be impressed. “It’s different with kids. When you marry someone, you choose them because you have the same values and goals. Sometimes, those things can change. But when you have a child, you’re choosing them from a place of unconditional love. You’re committing yourself to raising them, guiding them, teaching them as they grow up. It’s a different kind of love, one that never fades, no matter what.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.” I place my hand over my heart.

      “Do you love me the most in the world?” he asks quietly, looking down like he’s fearful the answer may not be yes.

      My heart aches, and I drop my hand on top of his, squeezing. “The most in the entire world.”

      “Then could you try to love my mom the way you used to? For me?” He asks the heartbreaking question with such sincerity that the back of my nose stings with emotion.

      “Ollie.” I heave a sigh.

      “Please, Dad. Please.”

      In a moment of weakness, I nod. Not because I think there’s any hope for me and Sophie—I know there isn’t. But because my son asked me a question and I didn’t know how to answer it without it appearing like everything I ever told him up until this point was nonsense. For him, yes, I could try to forgive Sophie and bring her into his life. But I couldn’t invite her back into our home.

      Especially when I still have no clue what the hell she wants.

      Especially when my heart is already latching onto Charlie’s.

      Ollie and I eat the remainder of our cookies in silence, a comfortable understanding between us.

      Later that night, I call Charlie but get her voicemail. I send her a text that remains unanswered. I try not to take her brush-off as the sting it is.

      Inside, my entire being aches. For Ollie, for me, for Charlie, and Sophie. For all of us.

      And for all the things that will never be.
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      “She just showed up?” Harlow asks, her eyes wide.

      I nod.

      “After all this time…” Zoe trails off.

      “I know.” I sigh.

      “What did she want?” Harlow leans closer, her head propped in her hands.

      I pick at the label of my beer bottle as I try to gather my thoughts. It’s been an entire day since Sophie showed up at the park and I’m still reeling. Worse than that, I don’t know how to face Evan so I’m just… not. Mature, I know. Instead, I’m hiding out at Shooters, hoping my girlfriends can offer some sage council.

      But despite what they say, I already know what I have to do. I don’t want to do it and I’m stalling.  Not because it isn’t the right thing to do, but because it’s going to break my heart. And maybe even Evan’s.

      But it will help heal Ollie’s.

      I place down the beer bottle. “She wants another chance. To be Ollie’s mom. To be with Evan. She wants…I guess she wants her life back.”

      “She just told you that?” Zoe sounds unconvinced.

      “Basically. She just, she asked me to step back and give her the chance to heal her family,” I murmur, recalling the threadbare sweater that clung to her shoulders, so rounded in they nearly kissed. Her skin was sallow, her eyes yellow and tired.

      “How’d she look?” Zoe asks, reading my mind.

      “Like a homeless drug addict,” I supply. How do I tell them the rest? How do I explain the twist to the scenario that will bask everything in clarity but demonstrate what a pawn piece I am in my own life?

      “Did she talk to Ollie?” Harlow asks.

      “For a few minutes. She acknowledged him, but by his reaction, you’d think she won a medal for Mom of the Year.” My tone is bitter and I wince as I hear it. Of course I want Ollie to have his mom back in his life. Of course I want Sophie to have the chance to know her son. But how long will she really stick around if—

      “What aren’t you telling us?” Zoe demands, sensing the secrets I’m hiding, the way she has for years.

      I peel the corner of my beer label back, knowing there’s no point in lying. She’ll see through me, and honestly, right now, I want her to. “She’s connected to Frankie.”

      “Ahh!” Zoe exclaims, slapping her hand against the table in the back of Shooters. Suddenly, I’m grateful we are in a back booth, away from listening ears. “There’s the missing puzzle piece. He’s seriously scum.”

      Harlow glances between us, her expression creased with confusion.

      “Frankie is Charlie’s ex-fiancé. He’s connected to the Esposito family,” Zoe supplies.

      Harlow gasps, lowering her voice. “Like, the mafia?”

      Zoe nods, her eyes sliding toward me. “Doesn’t it bother you that Frankie’s meddling in your life again?”

      Anger blasts through me, fast and furious and burning out as quickly as it blazes. I close my eyes and drop my head back against the booth, defeated. “Of course it bothers me, Zoe,” I snap, rubbing the space between my eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” Zoe’s tone is contrite, and I open my eyes.

      When I see her expression, I sigh. “I know. It’s just, God, I’m fucking furious. Why won’t he give me up? He is the vilest person on the freaking planet. And I’m an idiot for not seeing that back when I was fourteen.”

      “To be fair, no one saw it then. We were all enamored with him,” Zoe points out.

      “He was really all that?” Harlow asks.

      “You haven’t seen him yet,” Zoe explains. “Even though his soul is black, he’s irritatingly handsome. And charming. And a lying, manipulative, deceitful pig. Who borderlines on genius because—”

      “I get it,” Harlow says when she sees my expression.

      “Sorry.” Zoe winces, shooting me an apologetic look.

      I sigh again. “Guys, I don’t know what to do. I mean, I do. I know what I have to do. I have to remove myself from this situation, so Ollie can have a chance at having a mom. Sophie said that Frankie will pay for her rehab, cover all her bills, get her clean, and walk away if I’m no longer in the picture.”

      “Did she seem like she really wants to get clean?” Harlow asks.

      I shrug. “To me, yes, she seemed genuine. But I don’t know the woman at all.”

      “And addicts are skilled liars,” Harlow mutters, her words bitter.

      “What’s Frankie’s endgame?” Zoe asks suddenly, her brows pulled together. “He’s barely contacted you all these years and now what? He wants you back?”

      I bite down on my tongue, knowing I have a lot of explaining to do. And knowing that Zoe is going to put it all together in five seconds flat.

      “Charlie!”

      I wince, biting my bottom lip.

      “What aren’t you telling us?” Zoe demands.

      Harlow is glancing at me expectantly, her expression sympathetic, even though her eyes are concerned.

      “He did contact me,” I admit.

      “What? When?” Zoe rocks back in confusion.

      “A few years ago. Right around the time I was hoping things between Evan and me would grow more serious.”

      “What did he want?” Zoe leans forward now, her eyes scanning my face as if that will give her answers faster.

      I shrug, trying to figure out the best way to explain this to Zoe. “You know things between Frankie and me were always complicated. At first he warned me off Evan. Told me I’d just end up brokenhearted all over again.”

      “What did you say? How did he even know?” Harlow asks.

      “It’s a small circle in our neighborhood. Even after we broke up, I knew Frankie kept tabs on me. In a weird way, he never saw me as not his.”

      “What a piece of work,” Harlow mutters, picking up her drink and taking a long gulp.

      “Seriously,” I agree. “Anyway, I blew him off, talked Evan up, even though it was becoming obvious that things between Evan and me weren’t go to work out. Not the way I wanted them to. Ever since Dad passed, I ignored and deleted every message Frankie sent me. I even blocked some of the numbers he tried to contact me from. But then, he started randomly popping up where I was. He never apologized, never took responsibility for anything, just appeared out of the blue. Like a shadow, a reminder that as long as I was here, I’d never be truly rid of him…” I trail off as Frankie’s words fill my head. No one will ever love you like me, Charlotte. You’ll always be mine.

      “I don’t get it. Why didn’t you just tell him to fuck off?” Harlow asks.

      Zoe shakes her head, giving me a sad look. “Frankie’s family has eyes everywhere in this city. After he called off his and Charlie’s engagement, no one would date her. If she did get asked out, the guys usually bailed before the date.”

      “Damn,” Harlow whistles. “Until Evan?”

      I nod. “Yeah, Evan was different from the start. Mainly because he doesn’t need Frankie for anything. If anything, Frankie needs Evan. Or at least his law firm.”

      “Is it weird that Evan represents the Esposito family?” Zoe asks.

      I shrug. “Evan is one of the best criminal defense lawyers in the city.”

      “I don’t know how he does his job all day.” Harlow shudders.

      “Same. And he doesn’t even seem to like it,” Zoe tosses out, popping a French fry into her mouth.

      I glance at her. “He doesn’t, does he?”

      “Not even a little. Sometimes, I think he wishes he never even went to law school.” Zoe rolls her eyes.

      I take a swig of my drink, considering Zoe’s point. It holds merit. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Evan’s eyes light up when he talks about his work. In fact where work used to invigorate him, excite him even, now, he winces when his phone rings, and he seems drained at the end of each day. A guy just going through the motions of his life without truly living it.

      “What are you going to tell him?” Harlow asks, slicing through my thoughts.

      “Tell who?” I furrow my brow. Is she talking about Evan or Frankie?

      “Evan,” she responds, exasperated.

      Sighing, I lean back in my chair and shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you’ve got about ten seconds to sort that out.” Zoe flips her chin toward the entrance of Shooters.

      I turn to look and wince as Evan, Eli, and Connor barrel through the doors, scowling.

      “Damn,” I whisper as my friends huddle closer to me.

      “Just be honest,” Harlow advises.

      “Don’t bring up Frankie too much,” Zoe warns.

      “You’ve got this, babe.” Harlow squeezes my forearm in encouragement.

      “Yeah. I mean, Evan’s a rational, levelheaded guy with—” Zoe breaks off as Evan’s face, looking anything but rational, appears at the end of our booth.

      “Good luck,” Harlow murmurs as Connor reaches for her.

      In the next moment, my two friends have jumped ship. Following Eli and Connor to the bar for a round until I’m alone in the booth.

      Only for an instant, though, because in the next moment, Evan slides in across from me. He folds his hands neatly on the table, trying to appear calm. But I note the muscle that ticks under his right eye. I see the tightness in his jawline and the tension in his shoulders. To say nothing of the fury in his eyes and the thin line of his lips.

      “Hey Ev,” I breathe out, feigning casual.

      But my blasé greeting seems to piss him off even more. I hear his molars click together as he snaps, “What is going on, Charlie?”
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      Charlie gulps.

      She looks uncertain and flustered and…guilty.

      “Charlie,” I warn, losing my damn patience, even though I’ve just sat down. I swipe Harlow’s beer and take a swig, the tangy taste barely cooling some of the anger pulsing in my bloodstream. “What the hell happened at the park? Why haven’t you answered any of my calls?”

      She winces as I call her out, but I’m too worked up to soften, too bewildered to not press. I raise my eyebrows at her, waiting for a response that makes some damn sense.

      Because my son is planning my wedding to his mother, and the woman I’m falling in love with looks ready to run.

      “Things are…complicated. They need to be handled delicately,” she murmurs, not meeting my gaze.

      “What things?” I bark, wincing when she flinches.

      “Sophie wants to change. She’s trying, Evan.”

      “And you believe her? After one conversation at the park?” I ask, incredulous, as I stare into Charlie’s deep blue eyes and see…truth?

      Charlie shrugs. “I want to.”

      “Why?”

      “For Ollie.” She narrows her gaze at me, and this time I feel the chagrin I deserve.

      Of course she wants my son to have his mother in his life. I want my son to have his mother in his life. But why does that have to come at the expense of Charlie? Of the relationship we’re finally cultivating after years of pretending the feelings we shared weren’t real?

      “I know,” I blow out. “Of course we both want the best for Ollie. But Charlie, you’re pulling away. You’re acting like you and Sophie being in Ollie’s life is an either or and not a both. I don’t understand. Please, help me see your thought process on this…help me understand where you’re coming from.”

      Her eyes shimmer with unshed tears as she glances away. The corners of her mouth pinch, and her bottom lip quivers.

      I move my hand across the table to reach for her, but she pulls back from my touch and looks up, her eyes filled with a steely resolve I like even less than her tears.

      “It is an either or, Evan. Ollie deserves this chance. He deserves to have the family he wants, to have his mother in his life the way he always dreamed of. I won’t stand in the way of his happiness; I won’t put myself between the family you could have and the family you have now.” She shakes her head as if to emphasize her point.

      “What are you saying?” I ask slowly, needing her to be blunt, needing to feel the blade as it slices through me, cutting my hope off at the source.

      “I can’t do this with you anymore,” she whispers the words, but her tone doesn’t waver, her gaze doesn’t flinch.

      I do. Even though I anticipated the words, they still plow into me like a bulldozer, knocking me back several inches. Hurt shocks my system, and for an instant, a tiny acknowledgement flares in my head. I deserve this; I did this to her once.

      But the thought is quickly snuffed out by the resolve to make her see pumping the breaks isn’t the right decision. More time and space aren’t options anymore. Not when I know how perfect we could be together, not when I know what it feels like to have Charlie’s sunshine in my life.

      “Charlie.” I wrap my fingers around her wrist and tug her closer. “Please, don’t do this. Don’t let someone else’s drama get in the way of us.”

      “Someone else’s drama?” She snorts. “Sophie is your ex-wife. She’s Ollie’s mom.”

      “I’m falling in love with you, Charlie.”

      Her mask slips for an instant, and a blaze of hurt burns over her features.

      I lean closer, latching onto the fact that her feelings for me run deep. That she cares as much as I do. Why won’t she give us a chance then? Why won’t she fight for what could be?

      She tugs her wrist from my hold and blinks. In the next instant, her expression is so altered, so nonchalant from the passionate woman I know that I wonder if I imagined her pain a moment earlier. “Evan, we were never going to work. I’m planning to make a future in New York. Your life is here. Ollie’s life is here and now so is his mom. Please, don’t make this harder than it has to be. Just let me go. Like you did the last time.” With that, she slips from the booth, pulling on her coat.

      I watch her leave, watch as Zoe and Harlow clamor after her.

      Closing my eyes, I lean my head back against the wall of the booth and wonder how the hell I messed everything up when I finally thought I was getting my life on the right track. How did it come to this? Am I going to lose the one woman I want to put out the fires of the woman who left her husband and son without a backward glance?

      A thud on the table forces me to open my eyes. My brother and Connor slip into the booth Charlie just vacated, three shot glasses and a bottle of Jack between us.

      “Really? I’m going to drink away the pain?” I quip, feeling more miserable than I have in years. Deflated, dejected, and so damn confused I don’t know which way is up, I reach for a glass.

      “Can’t hurt.” My brother pours a round.

      Slamming back the strong alcohol, I savor the burn as it blazes down my throat. He’s right. Nothing can hurt as much as watching Charlie walk away from me, knowing I don’t have any of the words to make her stay. Because deep down, she’s right. She’s creating a future in New York and I’m here. Right where I’ve always been.
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      I’m thankful as fuck that Zoe kept Ollie overnight because when I wake the next morning, it’s nothing like the hangovers I remember from college. Hell, I didn’t even have hangovers like this in law school.

      Nope, the pounding in my brain, the alternating chills and sweats, the clenching of my stomach are all the hangover symptoms of an old man. A guy who shouldn’t be out drinking his heartache away while his son wonders when his mom is moving home.

      Ugh. Even the thought of Sophie coming back here, back into our lives, is enough to make my head spin. Where the hell has she been the past few years?

      Pulling myself from my bed, I launch my body into the shower.

      Once I’m cleaned, brewing a pot of coffee, and toasting some bread, I chance a look at my phone.

      I swallow back bitter disappointment that among the slew of messages, none are from Charlie. Sighing, I plop down onto a barstool, gulp coffee that burns the roof of my mouth, and open the message from a number I don’t recognize.

      Unknown: Evan, it’s Sophie. I just want to talk. I want to know Ollie, to see him. Please, can we meet and talk?

      I groan, the sound coming up from the pits of my despair. Images of Sophie assault my mind, appearing of their own volition. The night she gave birth, her face beaming, curly tendrils escaping her ponytail after a grueling thirty-two hours of labor. But the love that shone from her eyes when she looked at our sweet baby seemed to erase all the hardship she endured to bring him into the world.

      Sophie and Ollie playing in the backyard in the snow, their noses red, their eyes shining. The birthday cake she baked for his second birthday, a Cookie Monster theme. The lullaby she used to sing to him as she rocked him to sleep, holding him against her chest, as he slept soundly, his mouth dropped open in slumber.

      Anguish twists through my stomach, causing me to race to the sink. I dry heave but nothing comes up, nothing except all the bitter pills I’ve been forced to swallow since Sophie left us. And the new ones I’m still choking on with Charlie’s rejection.

      Bracing my hands on either side of the sink, I hang my head and force my swirling thoughts to calm. No matter what, Ollie deserves my best. He deserves to have his mother in his life, and I owe it to him to make sure that Sophie is capable of being that mother.

      Rinsing out my mouth straight from the faucet, I dunk my entire face, forcing myself to get with the freaking program. This isn’t about just me. Everything with Sophie affects Ollie and Charlie, too.

      I pick up my phone.

      Me: Sure. Coffee? Are you free today?

      Sophie: I can meet anytime.

      Me: The Java House. Noon.

      Sophie: See you there.

      At the confirmation, a wave of nerves zips through me. I haven’t come face to face with Sophie in nearly six years. Still, I remember the curve of her face, the natural highlights of her hair, the scent of her skin like I held her just yesterday. Knowing I’m going to see her in a few hours, talk to her, be with her sets me on edge. It makes me feel guilty, like I’m somehow betraying Charlie’s trust, which is ridiculous because more than anyone else, Charlie’s the one who pushed me to welcome Sophie back into my life.

      But why?
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      “I’m here.” I throw my purse down on the worn picnic table inside the garage. I don’t have to see him to know that he’s here, just like he said he’d be.

      As if on cue, Frankie emerges from the shadows. His eyes are too dark, too soulless to decipher his intentions, but at this point, I don’t care. I just need to get this over with, put this entire visit behind me, and get back to New York.

      “You look gorgeous, babe,” Frankie greets me as if we’re still dating, and I flip him off. My rudeness seems to amuse him because he chuckles. He raps against the top of the picnic table and sits down, gesturing for me to do the same.

      I sit and raise an eyebrow at him, ready to put this, him, behind me. “What do you want?”

      “You did a good job, just the way I knew you would.” He tilts his head to the side, his black eyes probing, studying me. “You always were a good girl, Charlotte.”

      I roll my eyes, not wanting to take a trip down memory lane. “What do you want?”

      “Always so impatient.” He clucks his tongue. “You know it was never going to work between you and the lawyer, don’t you? He’s way out of your league, baby. And even if he wasn’t, he’s too fucked up for you. Still pining for his ex-wife, still wishing for the mother of his son. If you didn’t end it now, it would have ended eventually, and by then, your heart would have been shattered instead of cracked. I don’t want that for you, Charlotte. I told you all of this years ago and yet…you ignored my warnings.”

      “Cut the shit, Frankie. You don’t care one way or the other what kind of condition my heart’s in,” I bite out, hating him for what he made me do and then hating him even more for hitting so close to my insecurities. Did Evan compare me to Sophie? Does he wish for her back, the way she used to be? My heart thuds and my temples pound. I’m tired and way too emotionally drained to think rationally, especially where Evan’s concerned. Right now, I just have to get through this conversation without showing Frankie that he still—even after all this time—gets under my skin.

      “Charlotte.” He softens his voice and reaches across the table. His hand wraps around my wrist, and for an instant, I don’t see his fingers but Evan’s. I don’t feel Frankie’s impersonal touch but Evan’s compassionate one. My throat burns with unshed tears, and I silently curse myself for being so easy to read.

      So easy to manipulate.

      “Of course I care.” Frankie’s tone is low. He dips his head to catch my eyes, and I stare back, imagining myself in the reflection of his irises. Seeing myself as Frankie must: weak, vulnerable, and stupid.

      Stupid, silly girl.

      “What do you want?” I bite out for the third time, yanking my wrist out of his hold.

      In a flash, his eyes harden, and he drops all pretenses. Ah, this is the Frankie I know.

      I widen my eyes at him. “I did what you wanted. So why the hell am I here?”

      “You did a good job. Played your role well. Now that Evan knows he’ll never have you, I’ll uphold my end of the bargain. Sophie is set to check-in to rehab on Monday, all expenses paid. It’s a three-month inpatient program and one of the best in Illinois.”

      “Good.” I nod, happy that at least Ollie will have the opportunity to get to know his real mother, the one who isn’t high most of the time and kept that way by Frankie and the network of pimps he controls. “And when she’s finished with rehab, you won’t come around. You won’t entice her or mess with her head. If she contacts you, you’ll cut her off.”

      Frankie lifts a heavy eyebrow. “Look at you, trying to set conditions.”

      “I want an answer, Frankie.”

      He sighs, giving a curt nod. “Fine.”

      “So that’s it? I walk away from Evan, and you help Sophie get and stay clean? Give her a real chance at family and being a mom to her son?”

      Frankie drums his fingers on the tabletop. “That’s it.”

      “What the hell are you getting out of this? Seems like a big cost and a lot of energy with no real reward.” Frankie doesn’t do anything that doesn’t serve his interests.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, sweet Charlotte. First off, your lawyer pissed me off by not representing me. That was a stupid decision and a mistake on his part. Secondly, well, there’s you. I know you’ll never truly be mine, not the way I want.” He leans closer and I back away. “But neither will any of the fools in this city have you. I won’t have you parade around Chicago on another man’s arm. So the gain, in this case, is purely personal. My grudge against Evan’s disrespect. My peace of mind where you’re concerned. My happiness.”

      “At the expense of mine?” I throw out.

      He shrugs. “There are always winners and there are always losers, Charlotte. Better luck next time.”

      Huffing, I stand from the picnic table. “Good-bye Frankie.”

      “Charlotte?” he calls after me.

      I stop but don’t turn around.

      “Will you stay here?” he asks, and still I hear the glimmer of hope in his tone.

      “No.” I won’t stay here. Not because Frankie makes my future in Chicago look bleak, but because my heart aches too much over losing Evan.

      For the first time since I landed back in Chicago, I’m desperate to be free of her.
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      “I love the green. What shade is this?” Zoe asks as I pass her the paint sample.

      “Dusty sage.”

      “It’s soothing.”

      I angle the paint chip by the window to see it in different lighting. “It is, isn’t it? This will look nice with soft blues or with a sweet peach. You’re definitely not finding out the gender?” I glance at Zoe.

      She places both palms on her basketball belly and shakes her head. “Nah, I want to be surprised.”

      “Okay.” I lament the fact that I won’t be able to choose a soft blue or a sweet peach at this point in time. “We can go with a gender-neutral beige or yellow.”

      Zoe laughs and eases her body onto a rocking chair in the new baby’s nursery. “Show me what you got.”

      As I rummage through my bag for material samples and textures, I feel Zoe’s eyes on me. “What?” I ask without looking up.

      “We’re seriously not going to talk about it?”

      I look up. “What’s there to say?”

      “Um, how about…how are you feeling, Charlie?”

      I scrub a hand over my face. “Tired.”

      Zoe frowns. “How are you feeling about Evan?”

      “Sad.”

      “Charlie.”

      I sigh, rolling my eyes, even though my heart isn’t in the eye roll. “I miss him.” My voice cracks, and Zoe and I both wince.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I am, too. This just sucks. The whole thing. I didn’t even want to move back here. No offense.” I add at her expression. She shrugs. “I was happy in New York. I was making a life in New York. Even though Evan told me to do me and he’d make it work, I’d be lying if a part of me didn’t consider coming home. What if I landed a job here? Then Evan and I would both base our careers in Chicago, near Ollie’s school. It was a stupid thought that flickered into a whole slew of mental plans and now…”

      “Don’t let Frankie get in your head, Charlie. I know he’s a big presence, but Chicago is a big city.”

      “It’s not just that. It’s, well, it’s everything. I don’t want to give up on my dreams, on New York, for a man who’s getting swept up in his ex-wife’s emotional baggage.” Frankie’s words flicker through my mind. Was Evan wishing for Sophie when he was with me? Do I even measure up to the woman he once married and committed to?

      “Evan’s not hung up on Sophie.”

      “He still lives in the home she picked,” I point out.

      “It’s Ollie’s childhood home.” Zoe frowns. “Where is this coming from?”

      I shake my head. “Something Frankie said.”

      “Frankie! Since when do you take anything that comes out of his mouth seriously?”

      “I don’t know.” I groan, rubbing a hand over my face. “To tell you the truth, my head is all over the place. I feel heartsick. I’m tired. I’m angry. I’m confused as hell. Oh, and I’m also unemployed.”

      Zoe’s expression softens as she takes me in, sitting in a heap in the center of her baby’s nursery. “What do you need, Charlie?”

      I hold up fistfuls of material swatches. “To be distracted. Let’s not talk about Frankie or Evan. Or Sophie. Let’s just, lose ourselves in designing this baby’s nursery.”

      “Okay.”

      “You agreed too easily,” I accuse her.

      She snickers, shaking her head at me. “I hate seeing you like this, all twisted up and unsure of yourself.” She holds up a hand, halting the words on the tip of my tongue. “I don’t think you’re making the right decision. I think you should be honest with Evan, about Sophie and about Frankie’s role in her homecoming.”

      I shrug, not wanting to explain again that Ollie deserves this chance. He deserves this time with his mom.

      “But,” Zoe continues, “I respect it. I know your heart’s in the right place. So, I’ll drop the topic. For now.”

      “Thank you.” I smile gratefully as my phone beeps.

      Trent: Mitchell and Murphy just posted two new positions. APPLY NOW. GET YOUR ASS BACK TO NYC.

      I chuckle.

      “Who is it?” Zoe asks.

      I hold up my phone, and she squints to read the message.

      “Are you going to apply?”

      I bite my bottom lip, tapping out a thank you to Trent. “It can’t hurt, right?”

      “Definitely can’t hurt,” Zoe agrees.
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      Sophie’s thinner. Not just her frame but everything about her is thinner. Delicate. Her hair. Her skin. Even her energy. It’s as if she could evaporate into the air at any moment, and no one would know she disappeared.

      The thought depresses me as I set down two coffees and a couple of croissants on a table and slide into the seat across from her.

      “Thank you for meeting me,” she says. Her fingers tremble as she reaches for a piece of croissant.

      I nod, clearing my throat. It’s hard to look directly at her and see the shell of the woman she’s become. She used to be so vivacious, so full of life. Her dark eyes used to dance, and her laugh was infectious. Staring at this version of her hurts my soul and for the millionth time since she left, I wonder if I did enough to help her. To keep her safe.

      Did I fail her, too?

      “How are you?” I ask.

      She jolts at the gentleness of my tone and even I’m surprised. I planned to come in here and be direct, to get answers. But seeing her like this changes things. Maybe Charlie was right. Sophie being back changes everything.

      “I’m…okay,” she says slowly, her voice rattling. “I’m not here for money or anything. I want to get clean.” She says the words forcefully and something in her eyes—a spark of the old her—makes me believe her.

      “I’m happy to hear that.” I take a sip of my coffee.

      “He’s beautiful.” She smiles.

      “Ollie?”

      Sophie nods. “I couldn’t believe it was him skating around that pond. So big now. So full of life and energy. He’s perfect.”

      “He is.” I nod, offering her a smile. “He was really happy to see you.”

      Sadness fills her brown eyes, and she drops her head. “I’m so sorry I made such a mess of things, Evan.”

      “What happened, Soph? Where did we go wrong?” I ask her the question that has haunted me for years. What did I do wrong to make you leave?

      “It was my fault. I messed up.”

      “What happened?” I lean closer, keeping my voice low.

      She wets her bottom lip, her eyes finding mine. “I made a mistake, Evan.”

      “It’s okay, Soph. You’re here now and—”

      “I cheated on you.”

      I rear back from her confession, feeling her words like slaps against my cheeks. “What? When?”

      “When Ollie was almost five.”

      “You…cheated on me?”

      She nods, tears pricking the corners of her eyes. “It was so stupid. It was a mistake.”

      “With who?” Hurt blazes through me, making me question things even more. How did I not know? How was I so blind?

      She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. It was one night. I went out with Megan.”

      “Eppfield.”

      She nods. “We went to a bar her friend owned. We were hanging out with her friends, just having some drinks. You were out of town at a conference.”

      “In Atlanta.” I recall the details, remembering with perfect clarity the night I couldn’t get in touch with Sophie, even though my mom had called to tell me she was watching Ollie for the night. I figured Sophie needed a night off, a girls’ night. I had no idea…she cheated on me.

      “Yes. Anyway, we were drinking a lot. Drugs were passing hands freely. Megan asked me if I wanted to do some lines and…”

      “You said yes.” I finish her sentence, pieces of the past snapping together.

      She ducks her head. “I was so bored. I was so… I don’t know, frustrated. With myself. With my life.”

      “With us?” I bite out, my earlier concern giving way to hurt.

      “I just wasn’t in a good place. I wanted one night to just be carefree. To have no responsibilities.” She shrugs. “It was selfish. And stupid.”

      “So you hooked up with some random guy drunk and high out of your mind?”

      She nods. “I thought I could put it behind me, forget it ever happened. But then,” she says, tears welling in her eyes, “I found out I was pregnant.”

      Jesus Christ. I stare at her in shock. I stare at her like I’ve never even seen her before.

      “I’m sorry, Evan.”

      I shake my head, gripping my coffee cup so tightly, some of it splashes over the top and burns my hand.

      “I lost the baby,” she murmurs.

      I close my eyes, her words scraping against my chest. How the hell didn’t I know any of this?  Was I so wrapped up in my work that I wouldn’t notice my wife was falling apart? Wouldn’t realize she got pregnant by another man?

      “After that…” She rips a croissant to shreds, her fingers shaking. “I fell apart. I was depressed. I was guilty. I knew I didn’t deserve you, or Ollie, or the life you worked so hard to provide for us. I just…I lost myself. Going out with Megan became easier than having to admit all my failures. Getting high became preferable to all the responsibilities. I was just…lost.”

      “Where have you been all these years? How have you been living?” I bite out the questions I’ve tried to answer for years. Dread sinks in my stomach as I start to piece together the answers, but I need to hear Sophie say it.

      “I took a job working at a club. I…dance. It leads to other opportunities.”

      I chuckle, but the sound is twisted and dark. “You get pimped out?” I clarify, too bewildered to keep the bite from my tone.

      Sophie nods.

      “Jesus.” I pinch the bride of my nose as things begin to click in my head. “Who do you work for, Sophie?” The dread in my stomach fills until I’m nearly choking on it.

      “Frankie Esposito,” she whispers.

      I laugh. I fucking laugh. Of course she works for Frankie. He’s the missing link. The clown I overlooked and underestimated has been fucking with my life from the start.

      “And now…what, he’s just giving you up?” I ask, harshly.

      She shrugs, her eyes narrowing and hardening. “He’s checking me into rehab on Monday. I’m going to be there for three months. I know I fucked everything up, Evan. I deserve to pay for my sins. But please, let me get to know Ollie. Please Evan, don’t keep my son from me. I want to be a mom to him. I want to get clean and start…making amends for the mistakes I’ve made. And leaving Ollie is the greatest one.”

      I sigh, leaning back in my chair. No matter how much I despise Frankie, no matter how angry I am toward Sophie, I’d never keep Ollie from her. Not if she’s clean and going to really make an effort to be his mom.

      “We’ll visit you in rehab,” I say quietly.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, tears falling onto her cheeks.

      “But Sophie, you better be one-hundred percent sure about this. I don’t want to get Ollie’s hopes up if—”

      “I swear, I’m getting clean. I want to. I’ve wanted this for years, Evan. I just…I couldn’t leave until now.”

      I wince, reading between the lines. Frankie wouldn’t let her go. Not until now…which means, he got something in exchange for her freedom. I cringe at all the vile thoughts that run through my mind. What the hell did he make Sophie do for her freedom?

      “Thank you for being honest with me, Sophie,” I tell her, some of my anger draining away at the courage it must have taken her to face me. “Ollie and I will visit you over the holiday break once your counselor gives us the green light.”

      “Thank you, Evan. Knowing that I’ll get to spend time with Ollie will make the transition easier,” she admits.

      “You have my number. If you need anything…”

      She nods.

      “Soph, one more question.”

      She glances up at me, her eyes wary.

      “The guy you slept with…was it—”

      “It wasn’t Frankie.”

      Well, thank God for small miracles. Relief rolls through me and I nod. “Okay, well, good luck. I’ll see you soon.”

      “See you, Evan.”
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      I click the back of my pen in and out, in and out, as I listen to the man, an HR representative, across the line explain the benefits package. “Do you have any questions?” He pauses.

      “No, everything sounds great,” I reply, trying to keep my tone pleasant, devoid of the crippling anguish I’m suffering from.

      “Excellent. Then Mitchell and Murphy welcomes you onboard. We look forward to seeing you in New York in the new year, Ms. Adams.”

      “Me too. Thank you so much for taking the time to explain everything.” In, out. In, out. In—

      “My pleasure. Happy New Year!”

      “Happy New Year,” I force out, wondering if the year ahead will be better than the shitstorm I’m riding out this year on. Disconnecting the call, I drop my phone to my bed and lean back against the pillows.

      Moments later, the phone rings again and I grope for it, already knowing it’s Zoe.

      “Hello?” I answer without checking the screen.

      “Did you sign?” my best friend squeals.

      “I signed.” I close my eyes.

      “Charlie Adams,” she scolds, “let me hear you say it with some more gusto.”

      “I signed!” I fist pump the air, not bothering to open my eyes.

      “We’ll work on that.” Zoe sighs. “Charlie, this is what you want, right? I mean, you don’t have to take the job if you want to stay here. There are tons of design companies in Chicago that would—”

      “I signed.” This is what I want, isn’t it? A job in a top NYC design firm, the opportunity to work under talented designers who would challenge and encourage me. All the things I just signed for. The opportunity that seemed too good to be true when it was presented in the form of a job offer after two phone interviews. “I’m going back to New York.”

      Silence stretches between us, and I can tell my best friend has no idea how to react to my lackluster explanation of my dream come true.

      “Congratulations,” she tries, uncertainly.

      I snort, mainly to put her out of her misery. “Thanks. I swear, this is what I want. I mean, it’s what I’ve always wanted so it’s good, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I just, I didn’t expect to be so in my feels,” I admit, hating that I’m so twisted up over Evan, over my ending things with Evan, that my shitty feelings over our non-relationship are overshadowing my happy vibes at landing a sweet job offer. Mitchell and Murphy is a fantastic design agency, moving more in the direction of sustainable design, which I find fascinating. The entry level position I accepted will allow me the chance to work under senior designers with a plethora of skills sets, honing my own skills and interests across the field. This is what I wanted and yet I feel…meh.

      “I’m sorry, babe.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” I open my eyes and stare at my bedroom ceiling.

      “Are you…” Zoe hesitates.

      “What?”

      “Are you sure you can’t work things out with Evan?”

      “Zoe, I told you, he deserves this time to sort things out with Sophie.”

      “But he doesn’t want to sort things out with Sophie,” she quickly points out, stating the obvious.

      “But Ollie wants him to,” I explain, knowing that Ollie’s feelings on this matter trump Evan’s. And mine. I don’t dare mention Frankie’s feelings on the matter because Zoe would lose her cool, and I don’t want to send her into premature labor. Especially not over Frankie Esposito.

      “You don’t have to fall on your sword for this. Evan and Ollie are perfectly capable of figuring things out without you completely removing yourself from their lives.”

      I huff, feigning annoyance, when all I really want to do is give in to the tears welling in my eyes and tell my best friend that I am in love with Evan and heartbroken that I can’t have him. Not at the expense of Ollie’s happiness. Not at the expense of Sophie’s—of any person’s health. At her chance to get out from under Frankie’s thumb. “It is what it is. It never would have worked, anyway. I’m moving, remember?”

      “Yeah. Okay,” Zoe agrees, but I can tell she doesn’t really mean it. I know she wants to say more on the subject, to shake me until I stop sounding so sullen and sad when I chose to be sullen and sad.

      My phone beeps with an incoming FaceTime, and a genuine smile crosses my lips at my mom’s face. “Zo, I gotta go. My mom’s beeping in.”

      “Give my love to Mama Adams and Drew. Call you later,” she says as I click over to my mom.

      “Hi Mom.” I grin as her warm smile fills my screen.

      “Hi Charlie,” Mom says, her voice high-pitched with excitement. Her beaming face falls as she peers at me in concern. “Are you sick?”

      Shit. I forgot that I look like total shit. “I’m fine, Mom. I’m actually really great. I just accepted a job in New York!” I force myself to sit up and smile widely into the camera.

      Mom’s expression doesn’t change. “You’re really going to move there?”

      Ah, I don’t want to do this now. I don’t want to break Mom’s heart that I’m not moving back to Chicago like she prayed a novena I would.

      “Well, Mom, the firm is—”

      “Congratulations, little sister!” My brother grabs the phone from Mom’s hand and grins at me.

      “Drew!” My breath lodges in my throat as I take in my brother’s face. He looks tired and paler than normal. It’s clear that he lost weight and his hair is shaved, a scar across the right side of his scalp, slashing over his forehead and through his eyebrow. “You look—”

      “Only marginally better than you.” My brother chortles, the sound warming me up.

      “Shut it!”

      “Boy trouble?” he accurately guesses.

      “Drew,” Mom exclaims next to him.

      I roll my eyes and flip him off and his laughter grows. “I’ll beat him up, Charlie.”

      “I miss you, Drew. When are you coming home?”

      He glances at mom, his grin growing. “That’s why we’re calling. I’m cleared to fly. I’ll see you this weekend, Charlie.”

      “What?” My jaw drops open as I take in this new piece of information. “But that’s—”

      “Christmas Eve. That’s why Mom and I were calling. We wanted to see your reaction, and I gotta tell you, little sister, you lived up to my expectations.”

      “Are you—are you sure you’re okay to travel?”

      “One-hundred percent. I’m coming home for the holidays. I want to hear all about your life in New York, this new guy who’s got you looking like you want to bawl into your pillow, and everything in between. I’m only home for a few weeks before I jump into my rehab program. I’ll be in great hands, and I want to make sure you will be, too.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m just happy you’re coming home, Drew.” My voice shakes with emotion, and for the first time this week, I feel somewhat hopeful about the future. If not for me, than for Drew.

      “Keep your chin up, kid. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Send me all the travel details.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. Can’t wait to see your face in real life.”

      Drew grimaces and points to his scar.

      “Chicks dig scars,” I remind him, referencing the Vince McKewin quote my dad would say whenever Drew got into a scrape in high school.

      “And glory lasts forever.” He laughs, finishing the quote and ending the call with a wave.

      I drag myself from my bed. There are good things happening, things to look forward to. I’m moving back to New York. I landed a job. Drew’s coming home, and we’re going to get to spend some much-needed time together.

      Even if my heart feels like it’s crumbling, I steal some strength from the fact that I’m making the right choice for the right reasons. I’m doing what should be done for people I care about.

      I’m doing the right thing.
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      I ordered the Vermont maple syrup more than a week ago. At the time, I thought Ollie would laugh when he pulled it out of his Christmas stocking. It’s the perfect pairing for his Sunday waffle obsession and a subtle hint at his desire to embrace Aly’s Pancake House.

      But now, I know I won’t be seeing him on Christmas. Instead, I wrap the maple syrup in colorful Christmas paper and slip it into my purse. Glancing at myself in the mirror, I spend some extra time fiddling with my hair and checking my eyeliner.

      Tonight is Ollie’s Christmas play. I told him I would be there no matter what and I meant it. I’m not sure if he actually wants me there anymore, but I made a commitment, and I’m going to show up for him whether he cares or not.

      Steeling my shoulders, I blow out a breath. Tomorrow, Drew comes home. We celebrate Christmas. I’ll spend a few days getting ready for my move to New York. This may be my last time to say good-bye to Evan and Ollie. To wish them a Merry Christmas and Happy New Year and everything else.

      Because I’m not sticking around in Chicago for a day longer than necessary.

      Swiping my phone, I send Trent a message to count me in for his New Year’s plans. Then, I shoulder my coat, grab my purse, and head to Ollie’s Christmas play with a lump of emotion in my throat and an ironclad resolve to do the right thing at all costs.

      Even if it costs me my heart.
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      “Shoot! I’m sorry,” the voice murmurs as she crashes into my chest. Automatically, my arms wrap around her to steady her, and instinctively I know it’s Charlie.

      Glancing down at the golden ribbons of her hair and feeling her petite frame in my arms causes my mouth to dry and my fingers to itch. I wish I could keep her wrapped up and mine forever. Instead, I step back and slide my hands from her arms. “You okay, Charlie?” My eyes bore into hers, searching for the truth. Tell me I didn’t imagine things between us. Tell me you want to be with me as much as I want to be with you.

      Instead, her blue eyes are wary, more grey than blue, and unsteady when they crash into mine. She nods.

      “You sure?” I press, frowning at the silent and uncertain woman before me when I’m used to the witty firecracker.

      “Y-yes,” she stutters, a blush working over her cheeks. She clears her throat, glancing down at her toes. “I’m fine. You just surprised me, that’s all.”

      I take another step back, my throat tightening at her reaction to me. It’s really done this time. She can’t even look at me, doesn’t even want to speak with me. We won’t even be able to salvage a friendship after all of this.

      “Charlie…” I release a shaky breath. “Can we grab a coffee or drink? Can we talk?” I reach out to run my finger over her hand and she flinches. “Please.” I hate the pleading tone of my voice as it breaks on the word, but right now I’m desperate. I don’t want to let this woman go, not again. I’ll do anything in my power to keep her connected to me. Even beg her to grab a coffee at my son’s Christmas pageant.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she mutters, stepping back. Her eyes dart to mine, and she’s got this wild look in her eyes.

      “Okay. Well, thank you for coming tonight. It means a lot to Ollie.”

      Tears prick the corners of her eyes.

      Why the hell is she so upset if she’s the one who’s pulling away? Why did she come tonight if she was going to be uncomfortable and stressed at the idea of interacting with me?

      The side of her mouth tips, and she dips her head again. “Of course. I’m going to grab a seat.” She scurries away before I can stop her.

      Jesus. I breathe out and pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “Oh, Mr. Holt, thank you so much for bringing the brownies again. We all want to know where you get them from. They are seriously to die for!” A woman in pressed slacks and a bob haircut, Sandi or Mandi from the PTA, appears at my side.

      I stifle a groan. The last thing I need is the swarm of class moms that always seem to appear in a half-moon around me at these events. Apparently, I’m Bryn Madison’s most eligible dad bachelor. Trust me, that’s a moniker no one wants. Three more women appear, popping up like freaking Whack-A-Moles.

      I force a smile and glance around for my brother. I spot him, Zoe, Maddie, and Charlie across the hallway, snickering at me. Thanks a lot, Eli. But when I see the softness in Charlie’s face, the amusement in her eyes, some of the ice in my veins melts, and I don’t mind Sandi/Mandi. I offer her a genuine smile, which she returns for one second before tilting her head toward the auditorium and escaping there.

      “And you got some with walnuts this time. What a risky move. You know we’re nut free, right?” Another woman laughs, swatting my arm. Her fingers linger on my bicep, and Eli covers up his laughter by coughing into his elbow as I shoot him a pleading look.

      Luckily, he sends Maddie in for backup.

      “Hey Uncle Ev, we need to find our seats.” My sweet little niece shuffles from one foot to the other, twirling a curl around her finger coyly. Damn, this girl gets her acting genes from her dad.

      I beam at her, bending down to scoop her into my arms. “You’re right, sweet pea. We do! Ladies, please excuse us. Enjoy the brownies,” I call over my shoulder as I march Maddie toward the auditorium, Eli’s snicker floating behind me.

      “Charlie saved some seats up front.” Zoe bumps my shoulder and points to where Charlie sits, the seats beside her wrapped in a scarf.

      The seats are up front and center and will provide a perfect view of Ollie’s performance.

      “That was really nice of her,” I say, shifting Maddie to my other side.

      Zoe rolls her eyes but doesn’t say anything else, and we file into the row, with Charlie as far from me as she can get.

      I try to catch her eye several times, but she keeps her eyes focused on the empty stage, as if she’s willing herself not to make eye contact with me. Sighing, I lean back in my seat as the lights dim. As soon as the curtains open, it’s easy to ignore everyone around me as I zero in on Ollie.

      For this year’s Christmas pageant, Ollie’s school performs A Christmas Carol. Ollie plays the role of Christmas Present and appears calm and confident as he transforms into his character. I watch him in awe, holding my breath partly in nerves for him, and partly in admiration for the teenager he’s on the brink of becoming. Next to me, Zoe grips my arm, and I can tell she’s equally as proud. It’s the type of moment, the kind of performance, that any child would want their mother at. While Zoe has filled in that role as best as she could, it’s not the same, and suddenly I wish Sophie wasn’t in rehab but that she was here. I wish that she could be well enough to attend these events and cheer Ollie on and support him the way a mother should.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I see Charlie lean forward. She’s completely enthralled with the performance, her gaze zeroed in on Ollie. Her attention warms my heart and makes me wish again that she would give us—Ollie and me both—another chance.

      When the curtain closes, the applause of the crowd is wild. Of course the auditorium is filled with doting parents and loving family members, but there is an energy among the rows, one that goes beyond obligation and recognizes that these kids put on one hell of a performance. Pride for Ollie swells in my chest as I stand and clap, grinning at Eli’s whistles.

      “You sure you can’t stay?” Zoe bends toward Charlie.

      Whipping my head toward their exchange, I blatantly eavesdrop. She’s leaving already?

      “No, I’m so sorry. I need to prepare a few things before Drew arrives,” Charlie responds.

      Her brother is coming home? Why didn’t she tell me?

      “Of course. Oh God, Charlie, I’m so glad he’s coming home,” Zoe gushes, kissing Charlie’s cheek.

      Charlie’s face opens up, like pure sunshine after being blotted out by a raincloud, and she looks gorgeous. My breath catches in my throat as I stare at her, remembering when my presence caused her to brighten. “Me too. I can’t wait to see him.”

      “Of course. Go!” Zoe shuffles, so Charlie can make her way out of the row.

      “Will you give this to Ollie?” she asks, pressing a small box wrapped in gift paper in Zoe’s hands.

      “I’ll see he gets it,” Zoe agrees, slipping the gift into her purse.

      Charlie drops a kiss to Maddie’s head, waves to Eli, and is suddenly squeezing past me, offering a half-hearted apology and farewell.

      “I’ll walk you out.” I surprise both of us by blurting it out. Before she can say anything, I grip her elbow and steer her through the throngs of people crowding the aisle and the hallway, waiting for our performers to join us, before we press out into the cold night.

      Charlie shivers, pulling her coat tight around her. “You didn’t have to walk me to my car. I’m sure I’m safe here.” She gestures to the immaculate campus grounds.

      “I’m happy to hear Drew’s coming home.”

      “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” She peers up at me, her cheeks red from the cold. God, she looks beautiful. And yet, untouchable. “He surprised me with the news at the last minute.”

      “Of course. It will be nice to spend Christmas with your family. Although, Ollie and I will miss you.”

      She dips her head, and I can’t tell if she’s blushing or not. “Are you still going to Zoe’s and Eli’s for Christmas Eve?” she asks hesitantly, stopping next to the passenger door of her mom’s car.

      “For Christmas Eve,” I confirm. Now I hesitate, wondering if I should tell her our plans for after Christmas. Screw it, this is what she wanted, right? For Ollie to have the family he used to have? “Once we get the okay from Sophie’s counselor, I’m taking Ollie to visit her. Her counselor hopes by next week we’ll be able to go for an hour or so.”

      Charlie bites her lower lip as she looks at my neck, not daring to meet my eyes. I hate that she won’t look at me. I hate that I can’t read any of the thoughts flickering through her mind. Is she happy? Angry? Upset? “That’s good,” she says finally, her tone flat.

      “I’m sure Ollie would love to get together for—”

      “I’m leaving.” She finally looks up.

      “What?”

      “I accepted a job in New York. I leave next week. I start January 2. I’m planning to spend a few days with Mom and Drew and then start the new year fresh. New job, new apartment…”

      Her words leave me reeling. I feel the punch of her absence even though she’s standing right in front of me. This is what she said she wanted. This is what she said would happen.

      None of this is new and yet…she’s really leaving. I work a swallow, my mind spinning. “Where?”

      “Mitchell and Murphy.”

      “Congratulations, Charlie. That’s…well, that’s amazing. I’m proud of you.”

      She shrugs at my praise, but I know she hears the sincerity of my words because emotion ripples across her face before she conceals it again with the mask she’s been wearing all night. “Thank you.”

      We stand in the cold, the Chicago wind whipping around us. Time seems to stand still, suspending us between this moment and a future that suddenly seems so uncertain, so shaky and bleak, I don’t want to step into it.

      “Charlie—”

      “Thank you for a great holiday season, Evan,” she cuts me off, offering a sad smile. “I enjoyed spending time with you. And with Ollie. I truly hope everything works out for your family.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur, frowning at the formality of her tone.

      She opens the driver’s side door. “Merry Christmas, Evan.”

      “Merry Christmas, Charlie,” I manage to say before the door slams closed.

      She flips the engine and offers a quick wave before backing out of the parking spot.

      I stand in the empty spot and watch her car as it sails between the iron gates. Snow flurries descend from the sky and land on my shoulders.

      Charlie’s leaving.

      This time, I don’t want to let her go.

      Shaking myself from my trance, I hurry back into Ollie’s school in order to catch him as he leaves backstage. Pushing thoughts of Charlie from my mind, I give Ollie all of my attention and focus.

      But something keeps nagging at me. Something I can’t quite put my finger on. I know I’m missing something, something important. But what?
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      “You’re here!” I throw my arms around my big brother’s shoulders. Even though he’s lost a ton of weight and is weaker than usual, he still wraps me up in a bear hug that swallows my entire frame. With my head pressed against his chest, I close my eyes and savor the moment.

      “You’re here, too,” Drew jokes, brushing a kiss across the crown of my head. “Missed you, Charlie.”

      “Missed you too, Drew. It’s been…what? Two years.” I pull back to stare into Drew’s blue eyes, the same shade as mine.

      He nods, a grimace twisting his mouth. “I shouldn’t have let that happen.”

      “You can hardly control your schedule,” I remind him.

      Mom appears a second later, wrapping her arms around both of our waists. She’s openly crying, and Drew and I laugh as we huddle in for a family hug.

      “Both of my babies home for Christmas!” Mom sobs. “How did I get so lucky?”

      A stab of guilt pierces my chest. One glance at Drew and I know he feels the same way. Our poor mom. All she wants is to spend time with us, and the two of us are always so busy trying to escape Chicago, escape Dad’s mistakes.

      “Oh Mama.” I hug her closer. “I’m so happy we’re all here for Christmas.”

      “Me too,” Drew agrees. He winces and we all remember that he probably shouldn’t stand for extended periods of time. Helping him hobble over to the recliner, we ease him into the chair and make sure he’s comfortable.

      While Mom fusses over him—legit fusses, like she could offer him a foot rub at any second—I pop into the kitchen to make hot chocolate. Carrying three mugs piled high with marshmallows, I join my mom and Drew in the living room.

      “Wait ‘til you see this.” I pass Drew a mug.

      “What?” he asks.

      Walking over to the electrical outlet near the front window, I plug it in and revel in Mom and Drew’s expressions as the living room lights up. The Christmas tree blinks, all of our childhood ornaments decorating it. The trains that Dad loved to set up every year start at the base of the tree, chugging around and around. Lights twinkle around the big window with a tiny, snowy village set up, candles nestled amid the small houses and snowmen.

      “Oh Charlie,” Mom breathes.

      Even Drew seems choked up, his expression forlorn, as if he’s recounting our childhood Christmases the same way I remember them. Brimming with laughter, filled with joy, and bursting with love. “You did good, Charlie,” my brother murmurs, holding out an arm.

      Moving to his side, I snuggle into him and let him hold me. “I think I needed to see you,” I admit.

      “You have no idea how much I needed to see you, too.”

      “Are you really okay?” I pull back and stare at him.

      He nods. “I will be. My injuries aren’t as bad as they seemed in the field. I’ll make a full recovery.”

      “And continue to deploy?”

      He watches me closely before nodding. “It’s all I know how to do.”

      “That’s not true. You can do anything.”

      He guffaws, shaking his head. “Not like you, Charlie. There’s nothing else I want to do anyway; my job is a part of my identity, and I don’t know how to exist without it. More than that, I don’t want to know how to exist without it.”

      I drop my head back to his shoulder.

      “You really moving to New York?” Drew asks after a beat.

      “I really am.”

      “And the guy that’s got you twisted in knots? Better not be fucking—”

      “Drew,” Mom scolds him.

      “It’s not Frankie.”

      “Oh thank God,” Mom breathes out in relief.

      “It’s Evan Holt,” I add.

      Mom’s eyes light up, and she leans closer from her seat on the couch. “Evan? You’re seeing Evan? Oh Charlie, he’s—”

      “It’s not going to work out,” I say, the hurt in my tone so obvious that Drew hugs me closer and Mom’s expression falls.

      “I’m never going to be a grandmother,” she laments.

      Drew snorts, and I crack a smile.

      “It’s okay.” Mom reaches out to pat my arm. “More than anything, I want my babies happy and healthy. And if flinging yourself all over the world—” she fixes Drew with a look before glancing at me—“or living in New York, working jobs you love, makes you truly happy, than I couldn’t be prouder.”

      “Mama,” I say, tears welling in my eyes.

      “Jesus, you two have grown mushy,” my brother jokes, but I can tell Mom’s words affected him, too.

      “Hush,” Mom silences us. “I’m allowed to say whatever I want to my kids on Christmas.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Drew agrees.

      Mom stands. “I’m going to start on supper.”

      I shift my weight. “Mom, you must be exhausted. And jet lagged. I already did the grocery shopping and prepared some things for tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll do a big Christmas feast.” I start to stand up.

      “No.” Mom holds out a hand to indicate I should stay where I am, snuggled against Drew. “Stay and visit with your brother. Are you sure about dinner tonight?”

      “Absolutely. It’s already done,” I say and Drew nods.

      “Okay.” Mom grins, relief in her expression. “Thank you, Charlie. Then I’m going to take a hot shower and freshen up. It was a long flight. Tomorrow, I’ll prepare all our old Christmas traditions.”

      “Mom, you don’t have to—” Drew starts, but Mom’s look cuts him off.

      “I want to. I’m so happy you’re home. And safe. And Charlie’s here. We are the luckiest family, and we should enjoy this weekend.” With that, Mom turns around and heads to her bedroom, humming to herself. “Make sure Drew sleeps, Charlie,” she calls over her shoulder.

      Once the shower water turns on, Drew and I glance at each other and crack up.

      “She still babies the crap out of you,” I accuse my brother.

      “It’s what happens when you’re a mama’s boy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Some mama’s boy you are. You actively put yourself in danger.”

      He shrugs. “What’s the deal with Holt?”

      I lean back, tossed off balance by his abrupt subject change. “What do you mean?”

      “Why isn’t it going to work?”

      I sigh. “His ex-wife showed up.”

      “Ah, he wants her back?”

      I shake my head.

      Drew shifts his weight, bumping his shoulder against mine until I look at him. “Be straight with me.”

      “You’re really good at reading people,” I deflect.

      “Part of my job.” He lifts an eyebrow.

      “Frankie—”

      “I fucking knew it.” Drew swears. “I’ll bury him, Charlie.”

      “Not worth it, Drew. Frankie agreed to help Sophie, Evan’s ex-wife, get clean and sober and leave her alone, if I stop seeing Evan.”

      “That douchebag. I swear to God, he’s been trying to control you since you were a kid.”

      I bite my lip, knowing whatever I say, Drew will refute. Also knowing that at least ninety percent of Drew’s observations are spot on.

      “Tell him to go fuck himself,” Drew advises.

      “I can’t. Evan has a son, Ollie. He’s ten and he, he wants his mom back.”

      Drew swears, shaking his head. “I don’t get it, Charlie. Why doesn’t Evan just put her into rehab and help her? Why did you have to make some stupid deal with Frankie?”

      “You know Frankie, Drew. You think he’d just let Sophie go? Or would he show up, wear her down, bring her drugs, the first chance he got?”

      Drew swears again, and I know he knows I’m right. Anyone—Evan, Eli, family—could help Sophie get into rehab. That’s not the issue. The issue is afterwards, when a million temptations exist, and she needs to fight every day to stay clean, to make the right choice. To do the right thing.

      It’s impossible where Frankie’s concerned, and everyone knows that, even if no one likes to admit it.

      “So you’re just going to let him go?” Drew asks quietly.

      “I’m moving back to New York next week. I start my new job January 2. I’m just going to focus on me for a bit. My career, my dreams, create the life I want for myself. Frankie, Evan, Sophie,” I say, shrugging, “it’s all so complicated. I just want to tune out the noise and do me for a bit.”

      Drew nods. “I get that. But Charlie, don’t settle for less than you deserve. And you deserve everything. So if Evan Holt is really the guy you seem to think he is, don’t count him out just yet. He’ll come for you.”

      I shake my head, a sad smile glancing off my lips. “No, he won’t. Evan and I have been down this road before. The last time he pushed me away, this time I pulled away, but in both instances he let me go.”

      Drew looks unconvinced, but I don’t want to talk about Evan anymore.

      “What about you? Any special women in your life?”

      Drew tilts his head back and laughs. “Oh yeah, because ladies are dying to sign up for a life of always coming in second place.” He gestures to his body. “I don’t even have my looks to go off of anymore.”

      I snicker, rolling my eyes. “You’ll heal. Besides—”

      “Chicks dig scars.”

      I nod. “And glory lasts forever.”
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      “Merry Christmas, Ollie!” I greet him as he enters the kitchen on Christmas morning.

      Ollie grins, ducking his head around the doorframe to check out the presents under the tree. “Wow! Merry Christmas, Dad.”

      I chuckle. “Waffles or pancakes?”

      Ollie’s expression slips, a frown marring his features. “Waffles, please.” He turns and races back up the stairs. “I’ll be back in a second.”

      “Okay,” I call after him, rinsing my coffee mug out in the sink. Now that he’s awake, I pull the pan piled with waffles out of the oven. Ollie’s a bit of a sure shot, and I’ve had the waffles keeping warm for nearly thirty minutes, just waiting for him to wake up.  I breathe in the doughy deliciousness, and my stomach grumbles in response.

      As I place the first waffle on Ollie’s plate, he reappears, a glass jar of maple syrup in hand.

      I laugh. “Is this my Christmas gift?”

      He shakes his head. “Charlie gave it to me. She meant to stuff it in my stocking but now…” he trails off, and I can tell that Charlie’s absence bothers him.

      “That was very nice of her,” I say, careful to keep my voice neutral. Of course Charlie would think of a funny gift to hide in Ollie’s stocking. Of course we would both feel her absence. But I don’t want Ollie to be upset this morning. Not when Santa came and left a pile of presents under the tree.

      “Yeah…” He sits at the table.

      “Any guesses on what Santa brought you?” I place the plate in front of him.

      Ollie rolls his eyes but plays along, picking up his fork. “I hope new soccer cleats.”

      I chuckle again, sitting next to him at the table and cutting into my waffle.

      “Wait ‘til you see what I got you, Dad,” Ollie announces, face flushed with excitement.

      I quirk an eyebrow, chewing thoughtfully. “A tie?”

      He shakes his head, his grin infectious. “Not this year.”

      “I can’t wait to see your surprise.”

      We eat quickly, with Ollie intent on opening his presents.

      Once we’re seated under the tree, I watch him rip into the wrapping paper, whooping over his new soccer cleats and running around the entire house when he gets to the signed Messi jersey, framed for his bedroom. “Wow! Dad, this is amazing.”

      “I’m so happy you like it.” I beam, relieved that I finally did something right.

      “Like it? It’s the best gift ever!” Ollie falls into my lap and wraps his arms around my neck. “Thanks so much.”

      “You’re welcome, big man.”

      “Now,” he says, pulling back, his eyes glittering, “you have to open your gift.” He presents me with a rolled-up canvas, a ribbon tied decoratively around it.

      I tug on the ribbon. “Is this some Harry Potter thing?”

      “No.” He laughs.

      Once the ribbon is untied, I roll out the canvas to see a treasure map. “Wow, Ollie, this is really cool.” I peer at the familiar landmarks, all sketched and painted by hand.

      “Charlie helped me,” he explains.

      Suddenly, their secret project clicks together, and my heart simultaneously swells and sinks. This is what Charlie and Ollie have been working on? A present for me? I’m blindsided by the gratitude over such a thoughtful and special gift. And I’m sad that the woman who made it all possible is barely speaking to me. “It’s incredible.”

      “It’s an adventure map.”

      “What’s the adventure?”

      “You’ll find out tomorrow. Be ready at eight. We have a full morning ahead of us!” Ollie punches the air, his excitement contagious.

      “Okay. Cool.” I grin at him and glance back at the map. “This is really awesome, Ollie. And thoughtful. It’s my favorite present ever. Thank you for making it for me.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says shyly. “I think tomorrow is going to be a lot of fun.”

      “Me too, big man. I can’t wait to spend it with you.” Excitement fills my veins at the thought of doing something kind of spontaneous, something silly and fun and carefree, with Ollie. I love that I have more time with him now that my caseload isn’t so heavy. I don’t care that I’m earning less money, only that I’ll have more time to spend the way I wish. What I wish now is to be with my son.

      “Come on, let’s clean up before Maddie gets here. Otherwise, the paper will be everywhere.” Ollie darts to the kitchen for a garbage bag.

      I snort, packing together bunches of wrapping paper. Sometimes, Ollie is too grown up for his own good. “Uncle Eli and Aunt Zo won’t be here until closer to lunch.”

      Ollie shrugs. “Want to do something?”

      “Sure, what’d you have in mind?” I toss a wadded-up ball of paper into the trash bag, lifting my arms above my head when I make the shot.

      Ollie looks less than impressed. “Want to play outside in the snow?” he suggests, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.

      In this moment, I see what Charlie was talking about. About how Ollie and I don’t do normal, fun, laidback things. Instead of worrying about the files piling up on my desk or the food I’m supposed to prepare for Christmas lunch, I grin at my son and say, “Yeah, Ollie. I’d love to play outside in the snow.”
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      “This is the best,” Ollie hollers as I hang onto his hands, pulling him in a wide circle around Shawne Pond.

      “The best gift ever,” I agree, laughing.

      The cold bites our cheeks, the wind whips against our scarves and hats, I haven’t felt my toes in at least forty-five minutes, and I don’t remember the last time I had so much fun. Ollie’s adventure map, complete with riddles and quick activities to learn a new clue, is the best gift I’ve ever received in my life. Sneaky Charlie even threw in a few riddles Ollie wasn’t anticipating, keeping us both on our toes and completely focused on the task at hand.

      When Shawne Pond appeared before us, glistening in the morning light, snowflakes floating from the heavens, my heart lurched into my throat. A thousand memories of the past filled my head. Sophie and I used to come here back when we first started dating. It’s where I proposed to her, on a bitter cold morning in January. It’s also where we used to take Ollie on Saturday mornings in winter.

      I can’t believe he even remembers it. When I saw his face, expectantly searching for my reaction, hope gleaming in his eyes, I couldn’t help but pick him up and swing him around. We’ve been on the pond ever since, skating and twirling and laughing.

      As I skate past the bench near the pond, a thought suddenly occurs to me. This is where Sophie talked to Charlie and Ollie that day.

      Sophie sought out Charlie.

      Charlie.

      The puzzle pieces snap into place, and I nearly trip as fury races through my bloodstream. Charlie, or rather Charlie’s happiness, bought Sophie’s freedom. Jesus. I’ve underestimated Frankie at every single turn.

      Sweet Charlie. Her face appears in my mind, and I swallow past the anger and hurt filling my throat. Charlie stepped back to give Sophie a chance to regain her life. Charlie chose my son’s happiness over her own. Charlie is the person helping Sophie.

      How did I not see this sooner?

      I skate faster as thoughts spin in my head.

      Charlie’s leaving. Again.

      “Are you getting hungry?” Ollie asks me, cutting through my thoughts.

      Shaking off the funk I’ve plunged myself into, I focus on Ollie.

      “Wait, there’s more?” I lift an eyebrow.

      He nods, his smile wide. “One last stop. There’s no hint for this…well, other than Charlie’s maple syrup.”

      Charlie thought of everything. I smile, but it feels too tight on my face. “Aly’s Pancake House?”

      “How’d you know?” Ollie asks, sliding to the pond’s edge and sitting down on the bench to take off his skates. When I first saw the bag he lugged around this morning, I had my doubts we’d be doing something as fun as skating and yet, here we are, finishing up the greatest morning session. All because of my perfect little boy and the amazing woman I’ll never call mine.

      “Today was fun, Dad.”

      “This has been the most perfect day, Ollie.” I slide on my winter boots.

      “We can do it more often.”

      “We will,” I agree, shouldering the bag with our skates and reaching out a hand for his.

      When he places his palm in mine, I give it a squeeze and glance down at him. “You know, you can talk to me about anything, right? Even your mom.”

      Ollie offers a half shrug. “You seem sad when I ask about her.”

      I nod, knowing exactly what he’s talking about. “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t ask. You have every right to know about your mom, Ollie. I only get sad because the woman she is now is so different from the woman I first fell in love with, and sometimes I miss that woman.”

      “Why did she change so much?” he asks curiously.

      We reach the car and I help him inside, buckling him in.

      “Well,” I say once I’m tucked into the driver’s seat. “Sometimes, people face different challenges in their lives. Your mom faced a really, really big one. For a long time, she carried around a lot of guilt, and she didn’t know what to do with it all. I didn’t know how to help her, and so, we just grew apart.”

      “But she’s better now, right?” Ollie presses.

      “She’s getting there,” I agree, noting the positive feedback we’ve received from her counselor.

      “And we can see her soon?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “But you don’t think you’ll get married again, do you?” he asks, and I can tell by his tone that he already knows the answer.

      “I don’t think that’s in the cards for us, big man,” I say slowly, making a left turn toward Aly’s.

      “Do you miss Charlie, Dad?”

      “Very much.”

      “Me too.”

      I sigh at the sadness in his tone.

      “It’s okay to miss people, Ollie.”

      “Did she leave because of me?” he asks, his voice stricken.

      I glance at him in the rearview mirror, hating how much loss he’s felt in such a short amount of time. “Of course not, Ollie. She was offered a great job in New York City. She left for her work. She was always planning on moving there. It had nothing to do with you or me.”

      “But I wasn’t very nice to her. And she helped me with all of this.” He gestures to the outside, to our morning adventure.

      “She cares about you very much, Ollie. No matter what.”

      “No matter what?”

      “That’s right,” I repeat, pulling into a parking lot.

      “Do you think we could visit her in New York City?” he asks hopefully.

      I laugh, shrugging. “We’ll see, big man. Maybe one day.”

      I turn off the car. Ollie and I walk into Aly’s Pancake House, and nostalgia hits me right in the chest. But when I look down and take in Ollie’s beaming smile, I realize he was right to bring me here. Charlie was right to help make it happen.

      Our hearts can’t heal if we try to ignore our pasts, to pretend they never happened. Instead, we should celebrate the good times, remember the great moments, and move forward. We should make better choices that hopefully yield happier outcomes.

      “Come on, Ollie, there’s a table in the back,” I point out, following him down an aisle of red vinyl booths to an empty one.

      We slip inside, and he grins at me. “This is the best, Dad.”

      “You’re the best, Ollie.”

      When Ollie begins coloring one of the kid’s menus, I pull out my phone and send Charlie a quick text.

      Me: Thank you for helping Ollie create such a memorable and special adventure.

      Charlie: Merry Christmas, Evan.

      I smile at my son, watching him color a Christmas tree and taking a moment to be grateful for all the things I have. Today is more than just merry.

      It’s perfect.
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      “God, I’ve missed you,” Trent exclaims as I walk into our favorite brunch restaurant, a tiny, nondescript spot on the Upper West Side.

      “Me too.” Ria, our server, waves as she whizzes past, her tray filled with cocktails.

      “Ohhhhh, I need a Bloody Mary,” I admit as I fall into Trent’s open arms and hug my NYC BFF.

      “Then you shall have two,” he replies, kissing my forehead and gesturing for me to slide into the booth. The second I slip my winter hat and gloves into my purse, he’s practically climbing over the table. “I need to know everything.”

      I chuckle, rolling my eyes. “There’s not much to know, Trent.”

      “Liar,” he gasps, clutching his heart. “You’ve got to give me something. Kevin and I have a wager on it, and you know how I hate to lose.”

      “How much?”

      “Twenty bucks. I’ll buy you breakfast.”

      “Done.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.” He points at me before taking a sip of his mimosa.

      “You offered food.”

      “Fair. Point.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Spill the beans, Char.”

      I hold up one finger, so we can catch Ria as she passes our table and place an order.

      “Okay, what do you want to know?” I ask Trent.

      “Seriously?” He gapes at me. “Everything. I want to know everything.”

      “I think I’m in love with Evan.”

      He slaps the top of the table, his mouth falling open. “You’re just realizing this now?”

      I groan, dropping my face into my hand. “What am I going to do, Trent? I’m miserable without him.”

      “Babe, it’s been like five seconds. You haven’t even given yourself proper time to grieve the demise of the fantasy you created in your head. You need a second.”

      I bite my lip, shaking my head. “This is different. Everything this time was different.”

      “Then tell him you want him back,” Trent says simply.

      “I can’t do that. Not without compromising his son’s happiness, his chance at more stability.”

      Trent arches an eyebrow.

      “What?” I ask, hoping he’ll provide some sage wisdom.

      Ria drops off our beverages, and Trent orders another round. “You’re stuck between a rock and hard place, baby girl. And not the good kind of hard.”

      I roll my eyes, stifling a laugh. “What should I do Trent?”

      He leans in closer and drops his voice. “The only thing I think you can do is…”

      I nod, waiting.

      “Drink through it,” he supplies, shaking his head and handing me my Bloody Mary. “Because Char, you’re fucked either way.”

      Clinking my glass against his, I take a long pull. “Thanks for that eloquent advice, Trent.”

      “Anytime, babe. That’s what I’m here for.”

      Stifling a chuckle as my sarcasm sails right over Trent’s head, I direct the conversation toward our new jobs.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe you start on the second.” Trent gestures toward me with his mimosa. “You can’t even get that blitzed on New Year’s Eve. You’ll only have one recovery day.”

      “That’s all I need. I’m not planning on going hard this year,” I tell him. The truth is my heart isn’t in it. It takes nearly all of my energy just to get up, brush my teeth, and get dressed every day. Moving back to New York couldn’t have come at a better time because I was desperate for the distraction and the fact that moving forced me to do something. Mostly pack. But I also found a new place and threw myself into decorating, which cheered me up and made the days between Christmas and the New Year fly by.

      Still, Trent gives me serious side eye. “Don’t you want to spend your night in the arms of a sexy stranger?”

      “Definitely not.” I make a face, the thought far from appealing.

      “The fastest way to get over someone is to get under someone else.” Trent points at me before thanking Ria for our breakfast plates.

      “Trent, that advice is overrated,” Ria huffs, placing a hand on my shoulder. “He do you wrong, babe?”

      “No, he’s wonderful,” I lament, my shoulders slumping.

      “What’s the issue?” Ria demands.

      “She let him go because it was the right thing to do for his family. For his son,” Trent summarizes.

      Ria gives me a look. “Seriously?”

      I nod.

      “You’re a better woman than me, Charlie. I’ve got nothing,” Ria says, wrapping her arm around my shoulder for a side hug. “I’ll bring you another Bloody Mary.”

      “Thank you.” I sniff, talk of Evan making me emotional. “I’m happy I start work so soon. I’ll need the distraction, something to throw myself into.”

      “Don’t become a workaholic.” Trent groans. “Then you’ll let your nails and eyebrows go, and I won’t be able to be seen with you in public.”

      I snort, scrubbing the back of my hand over my eyes. “I’d never do that to you, Trent,” I swear.

      He beams and pushes my drink closer to me. “Drink up, Char.”
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      Locking the door to my apartment behind me, I toe off my boots and hang my coat in the hall closet. Flipping on the lights, I survey the space that’s now mine. It’s cozy, comfortable, calming. In fact, in a matter of hours, I transformed the small space into a haven of sorts, and suddenly I’m happy I’m here.

      Free of Frankie.

      Not forced to face Evan.

      Out of Chicago.

      I blow out a sigh, swipe my phone from my purse and settle onto my new couch. I FaceTime Zoe.

      “How’s my little New Yorker?” she answers on the first ring.

      “Missing you but happy to be back,” I answer truthfully.

      Zoe grins on the screen. “How’s Trent?”

      “Ecstatic that I’m back. The worst advice giver on the planet. Swears pastels are making a comeback.” I give her the rundown as she laughs.

      “How are you?” she asks the loaded question I don’t know how to answer.

      I shrug. “I miss him.”

      “He misses you.”

      “How is he?” I ask, too curious to care how desperate I sound.

      “Do you really want to do this, Charlie?” Zoe asks.

      At her words, my body tenses and my thoughts race. Are he and Sophie back together? Is Zoe dreading breaking the news to me? Was I really right to leave? Chewing the ends of my hair, I nod.

      “He’s miserable,” Zoe blurts and I snort, mostly in relief.

      “Sophie?” I ask.

      “Doing well in rehab. Eli and Evan both offered to cover the cost of her treatment, but Frankie says a deal’s a deal.”

      “He’s the worst. He just doesn’t want to leave an opening for Evan and me to reconcile.”

      “Correct,” Zoe agrees.

      “But she’s doing well?” I’m genuinely happy to hear that Sophie is getting clean. I want Ollie to have his mom in his life.

      “She is. And Ollie is really happy. They visited Sophie twice already, and both sessions have had a positive influence on Ollie.”

      “That’s great. I’m glad to hear it,” I say and I mean it. Deep down, the reason I made the decision to walk away was for Ollie. I don’t want him to have unanswered questions and doubts about his mom that way I do about my dad. It messes with a person, and he deserves better than that. “How are you feeling?” I snuggle deeper into the couch, changing the topic of conversation.

      “Pretty good.” Zoe glances down at her baby bump. “This little nugget will make an appearance in another seven weeks or so, and I am counting down the days.”

      “I can’t wait to hear if it’s a boy or a girl. My bets are on boy.”

      Zoe shrugs, grinning. “We’ll see.”

      “Wait.” I sit up straighter, practically hitting my nose against the screen. “Do you know the gender?”

      Zoe shakes her head. “No. But I have a feeling it’s a girl.”

      I throw my head back and laugh until tears form in my eyes and spill over onto my cheeks.

      “What? What’s so funny?” Zoe asks.

      I point at the screen. “Are you kidding me? You’re always wrong about these things!”

      At the truth underlining my words, Zoe begins to laugh, and soon the two of us are hysterical, cracking up and clutching our stomachs.

      So far, this new year isn’t off to a bad start, and I’m going to embrace it.

      I’m going to just do me.
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      “Thank you for coming,” Sophie greets Ollie and me warmly as we enter the room for family counseling.

      I nod, smiling at her. “How are you?”

      “Doing really great.” She smiles, opening her arms for Ollie.

      He falls into them, his eyes closing, and I soak up the moment, so much more at peace now that he has his mom in his life again.

      “Are we ready to begin?” the therapist, Dr. Grates, asks.

      We all take our seats, and Dr. Grates leads us through the session.

      “Sophie, you’ve been here for just over a month now. Have you give any consideration to the future at all?” Dr. Grates asks at some point, and I feel Ollie’s gaze swivel to me.

      I lean back in my chair, keeping my focus on Sophie.

      The truth is I’m curious. Does she think there is a future for us? We’ve had two couples counseling sessions, during which I tried to make it very clear that I’m not interested in rekindling a romantic interest. While I’m willing to support Sophie to the ends of the Earth so she can be a capable mother for Ollie, I’m not willing to bring her back into our home and try to recreate a relationship that no longer exists.

      Sophie shoots Ollie a wink and takes a second to glance at the both of us. “I think I’d like to leave Chicago.”

      Panic blares across Ollie’s face, and I feel my stomach twist, incredulousness mixed with a blaze of protectiveness for my son ripping through me.

      “To go where?” Dr. Grates asks.

      Yes, to go where?

      “Well…” Sophie drags her hands over the thighs of her jeans, and I can tell she’s nervous. “I won’t go unless it’s a family move, but…” She shoots me a look. “New York? My sister lives in the city, and I’d like to reconnect with her and her family. Ollie could live near cousins his age. He and Marcus would even be in the same grade at school. And, well, I think Evan would be open to it.” Everyone in the room stares at me as I try to process this bomb that just fell from the sky and detonated in my lap.

      “Evan?” Dr. Grates cocks his head in my direction.

      But I’m too focused on Ollie, trying to guess at the thoughts whirling in his mind. “You want to leave Chicago?” he asks in a small voice, his question directed toward Sophie. Ollie sits on his hands, and I know it’s because he’s conscious that he’s fidgeting, getting worked up over the idea of moving.

      “Not unless we all move,” Sophie says slowly, her eyes compassionate. “I want us to have a fresh start somewhere, a new beginning. But only if you and your dad want to give it a try, too.”

      “Evan?” Dr. Grates prompts.

      New York City. Charlie. A fresh start. A new beginning.

      “Well, I’m open to it but…are you sure?” I ask Sophie.

      She nods. “As long as Ollie’s onboard. And if it’s possible for you with work, I know you’re heavily invested here…”

      Work. Is it strange that the thought didn’t even cross my mind until she said it? A fresh start would mean new opportunities…new paths that I can’t consider while I’m here. What if I didn’t keep representing the bad guys? What if I practiced a different type of law? Or consulted? Or did something entirely new with better hours and less stress?

      “Dad?” Ollie asks me.

      “Well, it’s something we can certainly consider,” I say, not wanting to commit to anything in this moment. “We have time to talk it through and make sure it works for all of us.”

      “You’d be by Charlie,” Ollie points out.

      I nod, noting that while Sophie’s expression tenses, she doesn’t look devastated by Ollie’s observation. She knows. She knows what Charlie did for her, and she’s trying to make amends for that. My esteem for Sophie increases, and I realize how hard she is trying. How much she wants to make this work, to rebuild her life, to have a place in Ollie’s future. “We’ll all think about it.”

      “I don’t care where we live as long as we’re all in the same place,” Ollie blurts.

      I chuckle. “What about school? And soccer? Your friends?”

      He shrugs. “I’ll miss my friends if we move. Especially Keith and the guys on my team. But you always said family is the most important thing, Dad. You always talked about how you and Uncle Eli grew up doing everything together. I think it would be nice to be by my other cousins, to get to know Mom’s family. I love Maddie but she’s three.” He holds up three fingers and I nod, seeing his point. “Would you miss Uncle Eli?”

      “Of course. But we’re really lucky because Uncle Eli and Aunt Zo are in New York a lot. It won’t be like seeing them every week for dinner, but I’d bet we’d still see them once a month.”

      Sophie’s expression softens as she watches Ollie sort through his thoughts. “I think we should do it,” he says finally.

      “Yeah?” I ask, surprised that he made such a quick decision. But his expression is smooth, not the face of a little boy trying to people please, but the expression of a young man making up his mind.

      “Yeah.” He nods, grinning at me and Sophie. “I think it will be fun.”

      Sophie smiles and I chuckle and Dr. Grates stares at us. “Well, we can pick this back up at your next session,” he concludes.

      When we step out of his office, we trail Sophie to the cafeteria and eat lunch with her. Amid salads and sandwiches and big chocolate chip cookies, something shifts. It’s subtle but it’s there. We take a step forward, all of us, at the same time. We stop being three individuals obligated to try and start being the loosest formation of a team wanting the same things: Ollie’s best interest, stability, happiness.

      It’s the first spark of a friendship between Sophie and me.

      It’s the first moment I realize I haven’t lost all hope regarding Charlie.
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      “Are you ready for this weekend?” Trent shimmies into my room, holding a massive wine glass, which he passes to me.

      “I’m ready!” I toss my mascara back into my makeup bag and turn, accepting the wine glass and taking a large sip. “I can’t believe Baker Designs already offered you a full-time job.” I grin at my BFF, so happy to celebrate his full-time employment with him.

      “Right? I totally lucked out with Mary Beth deciding not to come back after she gave birth. But it’s a win for everyone. She’s so happy to be at home with the twins.” He wrinkles his nose. “And I’m gainfully employed.”

      “That’s all that matters,” I agree, checking him with my hip as I slip past him and enter my kitchen. “Is Kevin coming?”

      “He’s meeting us at the restaurant. His meeting ran late.” Trent rolls his eyes and picks up my coat. “You all set, babe? You look fierce as fuck.”

      “You, my friend, are a giver,” I say by way of thanks, slipping into my coat. “Let’s do this. Tonight, I’m buying all your drinks.”

      “Careful there, Char. You don’t earn enough yet to be throwing declarations like that around.” Trent slings his arm around my shoulder as I lock the door, and we head toward the elevator.

      I laugh, snuggling closer to my best friend.

      New York City has been a godsend. True, my first few weeks here were rough. I was mopey and heartbroken. Each day felt like a struggle. But gradually, I found my footing. I adore my job and still pinch myself that I get to spend each day learning and experimenting. Two senior female associates have taken me under their wings and having that connection, that badass girl power, has been a salve to my soul and a window to my future.

      Truth is, I can create the life I want. Yes, I miss Evan and Ollie. Sure, it’s been hard being so far from Mom. But the life I’m making for myself here is the one I’ve dreamed of, and I’ve started waking up grateful for that, for what is, instead of pining for what was and will never be again.

      The elevator doors ding open, and Trent and I walk through the building of my lobby and out into the street. I pull my scarf tighter around my neck and tuck my hands into the cuffs of my coat sleeves. Even though it’s now March, spring seems far away as the icy tendrils of winter are hanging on with everything they’ve got. Still, it’s milder than Chicago this time of year, and I find myself looking at things through a new lens—a rosier one.

      It feels good to gain some independence again. To be happy right where I am.

      “Where are we going again?”

      “Millie’s on Twelfth Street,” Trent answers, steering me to turn left.

      “Oh, I hear they have great drinks.”

      “They do. Their mixologist,” Trent groans, “Aussie accent.”

      I laugh, loving how Trent can find something wildly attractive about pretty much everyone.

      We’re still discussing the sex appeal of an Australian versus a Scottish versus a Southern accent when we enter Millie’s. Trent spots Kevin immediately. He’s already seated at a window table, his face open as he chats with another guy. The man’s back is to us, but he looks vaguely familiar. “Is that Kevin’s client?” I ask Trent, but he doesn’t hear me, just keeps leading me toward the table.

      As I step closer, the man turns and I freeze, shock locking down my limbs, as Shamrock green eyes pierce mine.

      “Evan,” I murmur, my hand coming up to cover my mouth as I try to process what he’s doing here, with Kevin of all people.

      “Charlie,” he breathes out my name, his expression tender. He stands from his chair as Kevin steps forward and directs me to his empty seat.

      “You guys have a great dinner,” Trent says cheerily. “We’ll see you later for drinks. ‘Bye!” He links his arm with Kevin, and the two of them walk toward the door, leaving Evan and me and a table with two colorful cocktails.

      “Please, have a seat.” Evan gestures, and I plop down on Kevin’s vacated chair. “I’m sure you’re surprised.”

      “That’s the understatement of the century.” I laugh, shocked but also happy, deliriously happy that he’s here. In my city. Looking like…him. Sans Dad bod. “You’re really here.”

      “God, I missed you,” he says, drinking me in like he hasn’t seen me in eons instead of a handful of months. “You look beautiful. Happy.”

      “I am,” I say, nodding at his assessment. “It took a minute, but I’ve found my footing here.”

      “I’m glad, Charlie.” Evan grins. “And work?”

      “It’s the best.”

      His smile widens. “Want to order and then tell me all about it?”

      “Sure,” I agree, scanning the menu. “But first, you have to tell me what you’re doing here.”

      When the server pops by, Evan and I order a few appetizers and entrees and a bottle of wine. It’s strange, how easily we fall back into a natural rhythm. If someone told me I’d be having dinner with Evan Holt, I would guess it would be awkward. Or stifled. Or sad.

      Instead, it’s easy and effortless. I feel excited and a little bit giddy.

      “I’ll tell you everything, why I’m here, all of it. But first, I need to know you’re really happy here. Tell me about your job, about your work,” Evan says as I open my mouth to pepper him with questions, my curiosity burning for answers.

      I sigh, giving him a look.

      He waves a hand, beckoning for me to fill him in on all the things related to my new position. I quickly give him the abridged version.

      “Wow. That’s amazing that you have two mentors already,” he says, dishing some salad onto my plate.

      “I know. Alicia and Deja are incredible. I feel so fortunate to have connected with them. They are both super talented and creative. Deja has been teaching me a lot about sustainable design, and I love learning about how to create spaces that are both aesthetically pleasing but environmentally conscious.”

      “I’m proud of you, Charlie.”

      “Thanks, Ev. Now tell me, for real, what are you doing here?” I place my fork down and take a sip of my drink, knowing we are getting to the important part of the conversation. Shivers break out on my arms, and I feel a strange sensation, almost like champagne bubbles, popping in my stomach. Why is he here?

      I know better than to think he’s here for me. But seeing him here, with Kevin…is he here for me? Hope floats just out of reach, so close my fingertips can almost brush it, but too elusive to hang onto. I need to hear his words; I need him to make sense of all the thoughts tumbling over each other in my mind.

      “I’m here for a couple of reasons,” Evan says, folding his napkin and setting it next to his plate. He leans forward, his eyes latching onto mine. “I’m not going to lie and say I haven’t missed you. I’ve missed you so much I hurt.”

      I gasp, not expecting something so revealing to fall from his lips.

      “I know you sacrificed us, your happiness, for Sophie.”

      “Ev—”

      He holds up his hand, shaking his head. “Please. Let me say this. I know you did it because of Ollie.”

      “I love him,” I say truthfully.

      “I love you,” Evan replies.

      My mouth drops open, and my heart practically weeps. “You do?” I whisper, afraid I heard him wrong.

      “I do,” Evan says, his eyes soft. “I’ve been falling for you for a long time, Charlie. I haven’t always done the right things. I definitely have said the wrong ones.”

      I grin, tears collecting in the corners of my eyes. To any of the patrons in Millie’s who glance our way, I must look half deranged. But I don’t care. I hang onto Evan’s words like they are the holy grail. In a way, they are.

      “But you’ve always been consistent, Charlie. You’ve always given me and my son the very best of you, even when it was at odds with your own happiness. I don’t know how I can make it up to you, or prove to you that I want this, us, to work without being where you are. I know you’re worried about Frankie’s reach in Chicago. I know your life is here. Baby, I’m moving to New York. I once told you to do you, and I’d make the rest work. Please, give me another shot to prove it to you.”

      “You’re…moving here?”

      He nods, reaching across the table and taking my hand in his. “It’s a long story.”

      “I’ve got time.” I gesture for him to continue.

      He chuckles. “It was Sophie’s idea.”

      “Sophie?” I ask, trying to figure out where she fits into all of this. “How is she?”

      “She’s doing really great. She has another month of rehab, and then she wants to move here. Her sister lives here, and she wants to be close to her family, her nephews. She said she wouldn’t move unless it was a family decision and…well, we’re moving.”

      “Ollie?” I ask, wondering how he feels about all of this.

      “Quickly pointed out that this is where you live.”

      I sigh in relief, my shoulders slumping as my emotions get the best of me.

      “Baby, why are you crying?” Evan asks gently, leaning even closer to brush away my tears.

      “I thought he hated me,” I admit. After that awful day at the park, Ollie and I barely had a real conversation. Part of me knows that I was so gutted over losing Evan because I also lost Ollie. I hate that he somehow saw me as competition to his mom’s place in his life.

      “Never,” Evan swears, shaking his head. “He misses you.”

      “So you and Sophie are…”

      “Figuring out how to co-parent,” he says, passing me a napkin to blot my cheeks. “She knows there is no future for us, and to be honest, I think she’s relieved. She’s learning how to rebuild her life, to figure out who she is. She wants to be Ollie’s mom and that’s enough, more than enough, for both of us. I also think she’s really grateful to you. For everything.”

      I bite my bottom lip to try and get some control over my runaway feelings. “God, I’ve missed you so much,” I admit.

      Evan strokes the back of my hand, a streak of emotion blazing across his face. “You have no idea, Charlie. No idea.”

      “Where will you live?” I ask, the logistics of his move suddenly at the forefront of my mind.

      “I’ll rent a place for Ollie and me. Sophie’s sister has agreed to have her stay with them for the next few months while she transitions.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know.”

      “Oh my God, what about work? Can you even practice law in New York?” I ask, suddenly alarmed. Evan’s entire identity is wrapped up in his career…what will he do if he can’t be a criminal defense lawyer?

      “I can. But I’m not sure I want to.”

      “What?” My brow furrows in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, this is a fresh start. All the way around. I want to be with you, Charlie. I want to build the life that we both want, that will make you happy. I want to be early to Ollie’s soccer games and have more time to take him ice skating. I want to play hockey, maybe even coach. I want a job that makes me feel excited and fills me up with satisfaction instead of draining me of everything.”

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. “Who are you?”

      He laughs. “I hope I’m becoming a better man. One worthy of you.”

      “You’ve always been worthy of me.”

      He shakes his head, his fingers lacing with mine. “Not even close, babe.”

      “You’re moving to New York.”

      “I’m moving to you,” he says, shifting his weight and leaning forward until he can press a quick kiss against my lips. “I love you, Charlie.”

      My palms find his cheeks and hold his face. Peering into his deep green eyes, I finally let go of all my doubts, all my reservations. I let go of everything except the immense joy that Evan’s presence fills me with. “I love you too, Evan Holt. I have for a long time.”
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      “Merry Christmas Eve!” Ollie announces as he pulls open the door to our apartment.

      “Merry Christmas!” Maddie rushes him, wrapping her arms around his waist as she snuggles her face into his sweater. “I’m here for five whole days, Ollie.”

      “I know, Maddie,” he replies, hugging her back. “I missed you.”

      Zoe’s eyes shimmer with unshed tears as she gives me an endearing look behind her daughter. She hustles Maddie into the apartment and steps inside, holding the door for Eli and baby James.

      “Come here little guy.” Charlie holds out her arms, and Eli plops James into them.

      With one hand holding James, Charlie wraps her other arm around Zoe and pulls her into a hug. “Missed you and your sweet babies.”

      “Miss you every day, Charlie,” Zoe says, hugging her best friend hard.

      Ollie leads Maddie to the playroom. Charlie and Zoe disappear into the kitchen with talk of wine. I grin at my brother as he wheels two suitcases into the foyer and drops an overflowing diaper bag on the floor. “Merry Christmas, Eli.”

      My brother snorts. “Zoe went overboard on the gifts this year.”

      “It’s James’s first Christmas,” I point out as Eli and I exchange a very manly hug.

      He slaps my back. “Christ, it’s good to see you.”

      “We’re so happy you guys came for the holidays.”

      Eli pulls back and nods. “Us too. We miss you guys, but I gotta say,” he says, glancing around our apartment, “New York suits you. I’m really happy for you, man.”

      “Thanks.” I steer him toward the living room. “Want a drink?”

      “Like you even have to ask. I just took a flight with a baby and a four-year-old.”

      I laugh, pouring two tumblers of Scotch on the side bar.

      “Fancy,” Eli whistles. But when he lifts his glass in my direction, his face is solemn. “To dreams come true.”

      “To dreams come true,” I echo, dropping into the chair beside him.

      “Man, what a year.” He sighs, stretching out his legs. “How’s work?”

      “It’s good. It’s really good,” I reply, taking a sip of Scotch. Changing careers after years as a criminal defense attorney wasn’t easy. Some might say it was crazy. For sure, I took a huge pay cut. But between my savings and the sale of our Chicago home and other assets, we were able to buy a cozy three-bedroom apartment on the Upper East Side. These days, I spend my time working at a media and public relations company. Connor’s girl, Harlow, helped me score the interview. Given my past representing members of organized crime syndicates, I understood the importance of re-branding. But the work is all new, even if my core clientele is not. “I love being on a different side of the coin. It’s a lot more fun to sign guys up for charity work and be part of good causes then it is to defend them in a courtroom.”

      Eli chuckles.

      “Plus, the hours are a million times better. My weekends are mostly mine. I’m going to coach Ollie’s hockey team this season.”

      Eli’s eyebrow quirks. “Ollie’s playing hockey now? What happened to soccer?”

      I shrug. “He wants to try something new.”

      “Wow, look at the Holts. Mixing everything up and trying new things.”

      I chuckle. “It’s crazy, right?”

      Eli shakes his head. “Nah, man. It’s right. You’re doing it all right.”

      “Thank you,” I say sincerely, taking another sip of my drink. “What about you guys?”

      “We’re…tired.”

      I snort. “James not sleeping through the night?”

      “Not even once,” my brother responds, but he shoots me a grin and I know that despite his lack of sleep, he wouldn’t change a thing. “When are you going to put a ring on it?” He flips his chin toward the kitchen where Charlie and Zoe are talking a million miles a minute.

      “Would New Year’s Eve be too soon?”

      Eli sits up straight and turns to stare at me. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. I don’t want to start another year without the promise of making Charlie mine.”

      “Holy shit,” Eli says. “Jesus. Evan, congratulations.”

      “She hasn’t said yes yet.”

      “Fuck off, bro.” Eli laughs. “You know she’s been dying for a proposal.”

      I grin, knowing firsthand that Zoe and Charlie have discussed engagement rings in such painstaking detail that I’ve designed Charlie’s dream ring. “I can’t wait to marry her.”

      “I’m happy for you, Evan.”

      “Thanks, man.” I grin at my brother.

      “So what’s the plan for this week?”

      “Well, Ollie wants to decorate the tree with Maddie tonight.”

      Eli nods.

      “Christmas Eve is here. Christmas Day Ollie is going to be with Sophie and his aunt and uncle and cousins, but Charlie and I are down for whatever you guys want to do. Or not do if you just want to celebrate the four of you.”

      “Nah, we want to be with you guys. We’re checking into our hotel tonight but have no other plans.”

      “Sleep here tomorrow night? I know Ollie and Maddie want to do Christmas morning together.”

      My brother juts his chin toward the suitcases in the foyer. “Hence, the gifts.”

      I snicker. “Zoe really did go overboard.”

      “Man, you have no idea. In all fairness, Mom and Derrek’s gifts are in there, too. They’re not as sad as I thought they’d be at missing Christmas with their grandkids.”

      “Hard to be sad in the Caribbean.”

      “True. They are doing retirement well.”

      We both laugh.

      “Dad.” Ollie enters the living room, Maddie close on his heels. “Can we start decorating now?”

      “Absolutely, big man.” I stand from my chair, placing my Scotch on a side table. I pull some bins of ornaments out of the closet I stored them in earlier this week.

      Sitting back down, Eli and I watch as Maddie and Ollie rummage through the boxes.

      “Oh, I love this one!” Maddie squeals, running her hand over a snowflake ornament with glitter.

      “Hot chocolate,” Charlie announces, entering the room with a tray piled with steaming mugs and a bowl of marshmallows.

      “Yes!” Ollie fist pumps the air. In many ways, he’s grown and matured so much in the past year. Nearly twelve years old, he’s searching for more independence, trying whenever he can to eke out a little more freedom. But in other ways, he’s still a sweet little boy. One who loves to drop the marshmallows in the hot chocolate mugs. “Here you go, Maddie.” Ollie helps Maddie take a sip from the mug.

      “Hot chocolate is my favorite,” Maddie gushes.

      Ollie grins at her. “Mine too.”

      I recline back in my chair, watching Ollie and Maddie decorate the tree. Charlie lays out a blanket for James to lay on and he crawls around, alternating between chewing on a teething ring and trying to eat the blanket. Zoe plops down and Charlie hands her a glass of wine.

      “This is the fucking best,” my brother says next to me.

      I nod, taking in the scene of my growing family, happy and healthy. Across the room, Charlie catches my eye and she smiles at me, her blue eyes glowing.

      “I love you,” I mouth to her.

      She blows me a kiss and I smile.

      Eli’s right. This, right here, really is the best. In fact, it’s everything.
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      Thank you so much for reading! I hope you adored Charlie and Evan’s second chance romance! If you want to read the angsty start to Eli and Zoe’s Hollywood romance, check out Broken Lies!

      

      Or, get your hands on my next release, The Sweet Talker, coming January 27. PreOrder Now!

      

      I’ve sworn off hockey players. Until the pregnancy test turns pink.

      Noah Scotch is revered in Boston, a veritable god on the ice. I’m a nerdy, newly minted college professor who would rather color code my planner than hit the club scene. Noah shouldn’t look at me twice but when he does, I falter.

      Who can blame me?

      The sweet talker with the deliciously chiseled abs and sinful chocolate eyes is a force. On and off the ice. One hot and intense night with Noah has me second guessing my lack of a dating life.

      Friends with benefits? He offers, I dive in headfirst. Growing up in a hockey family, I know better than to get serious with a player.

      But the more time I spend getting to know Noah, the more my intention to keep things casual rings false.

      Now, I’ve got a hopeful heart and a baby on the way.

      I just need to tell Noah. But when I do, will I end up with everything I never knew I wanted? Or on my own?

      

      The Sweet Talker is a surprise baby, hockey romance in the Boston Hawks Hockey series. Noah and Indy’s story is now up for pre-order. Grab it here!
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      Website: www.ginaazzi.com
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