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Chapter 1

“Jamie, here’s your Venti White Chocolate Mocha. Go get your caffeine fix, girl!”

“Thanks.” I smiled at Julie, the incredibly chipper barista.  I will never understand how that woman is always so happy but good for her. I took a small sip, burning my mouth in the process, and turned around to see a crazy number of people between myself and the door. It seemed I wasn’t the only one needing a caffeine fix.

I squeezed past several people on my way to the exit. “Excuse me. Sorry, it’s really packed in here this morning. I’m just going to squeeze by you.”

Once I finally made it to the exit, I reached for the handle just as a cute kid and his mom came bursting through the door. We laughed and apologized to one another as I held the door and moved to the side, letting them pass.

Since I was in no hurry to get anywhere, I decided to take in this beautiful October day with a stroll down the sidewalk. The slight chill in the air made it perfect hoodie-wearing and coffee-drinking weather. The cutest older couple, probably somewhere in their seventies, were walking along and holding hands just ahead of me. Older couples holding hands always warms my heart because you know they’ve been through their fair share of ups and downs, yet they still love one another enough to hold hands. It gives me hope that no matter what, love is always around. Sometimes, you may have to look a little harder than usual to find it, but never stop looking because it’s always there.

I heard the approach of muffled conversations and the clicking of bike chains as three people, out for a morning group ride, flew down the road at a good clip.  Taking a small drink, I silently applauded them for starting their day with exercise rather than drinking a white chocolate mocha and strolling. After the cyclists passed, I glanced across the street and stopped dead in my tracks. I sucked in a surprised breath as my eyes landed on someone I never thought I would see again. Standing across the two-lane road and looking back at me was Charlotte Moss.

Charlie raised her hand to give a small wave, letting me know she had seen me, too. Even after the years that had passed, how was it possible that just seeing her caused my heart to skip and my breath to hitch? So many emotions and memories immediately flowed over me all at once. Some of my happiest and saddest times were tied up in the woman looking back at me.

Even if I had wanted to, there was no way I could have stopped myself from stepping off the sidewalk and heading in her direction. As I slowly walked across the road, my thoughts raced by at a thousand miles an hour. What in the actual fuck am I doing? This is crazy. Have I lost my mind? God, she looks good. As I continued walking in her direction, all the racing thoughts disappeared as quickly as they had come in.

Being face-to-face with Charlie was surreal. We stood there silently for a few seconds, simply smiling at one another in a way that only two people with a fascinating history could. It was so good to see her, and judging by the smile lighting up her face, she was thinking the same thing about me. The bond we had shared and the memories we created came rushing back. I’ve grown and changed so much in the past few years, and I can’t help but wonder if she has, too. Guess there’s only one way to find out. God, have I lost my mind even to consider… Well, here goes nothing.

I pushed my sunglasses into my hair, locked my gaze on hers, and reached out to gently squeeze Charlie’s arm. “Hey, you.”

“Jamie Murphy, what a surprise. How are you?” Charlie asked as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

Her uncomfortably formal tone hinted that maybe I had misjudged her initial smile. Tempering my excitement at seeing the woman I once loved to distraction suddenly seemed appropriate. I dropped my hand to my side and took a small step back. “I’m well. And yourself?”

“I’m well. Thank you for asking.” Charlie motioned to the white paper cup in my hand. “It looks like we both had the same idea. I was just on my way to get a coffee.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Okay, then. It appears we’re both doing well and still like coffee. Shall we dispense with the surface-type talk, or would you like to discuss the beautiful Fall weather, too?”

Charlie smirked and shook her head. “I’m sorry.” She glanced away for a moment. “I’m just a little thrown off. I wasn’t expecting to run into you.” Charlie turned back, her hazel eyes locked on mine. “Let me try this again. Hi, Jamie. It’s good to see you.”

Like Charlie, I was thrown. My heart was beating at a crazy fast rhythm, and the butterflies of days gone by had reappeared in my stomach. Needing a second to regain my balance, I tipped my cup to my lips and took a drink. The warm liquid slid down my throat, grounding me in the present moment.

I knew I was relatively easy to read and didn’t want to show everything I was thinking. Needing a barrier to mask what was happening inside me, I slid my sunglasses back into place. “It’s good to see you, too, Charlie. What are you doing in town? Did you decide to take the scenic route to someplace more exciting?”

Shoving my free hand in the front pocket of my hoodie, I stepped to the left and smiled at a couple of teenage girls as they jogged past. I did my best to appear relaxed when, in reality, I felt anything but relaxed. Over the years, I had imagined a moment like this many times. Realizing I was much smoother in my imagination than in real life made me almost burst out laughing at myself.

The corners of Charlie’s mouth turned up in a half smile. “I’m not on my way anywhere except to get coffee. I live here now. I’ve been in town for a couple of days.”

I nodded slowly at the unexpected news. “Really? What made you and Rick decide to move back here?”

Charlie looked down and nervously fumbled with her phone. “I moved back on my own. Rick and I are no longer together.”

I had to restrain my instant physical reaction to the news that Charlie was not only back in town but that she was also single. Smiling like a crazy person and doing a fist pump might be what I wanted to do, but it wasn’t what I should do. “Oh, okay. I guess the polite thing for me to say is, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“No need to be polite, Jamie. It was my decision. It took me a while, but I finally left. And this time… It’s for good.”

I nodded my head. “Well, good for you.” Reaching around, I pulled my phone from my back pocket and studied the screen. “Hey, I’m sorry to cut this short, but I need to go. I was supposed to be at Steven’s half an hour ago, and he just texted asking where I am.” I smiled warmly, “I must say, it was a surprise to see you but also really great to see you, too. Take care, Charlie,” a hint of regret in my voice. Then, I turned and stepped off the sidewalk.

Charlie appeared a little shocked by my quick retreat. “Okay. It was great to see you, too. Maybe we’ll run into one another again sometime soon.”

“You never know.” With a quick wave, I turned and retraced my steps back across the street.

I started down the sidewalk with no destination in mind. My heart felt like it was about to burst out of my chest. My brain went into overdrive. So many thoughts came rushing in at once. There were too many thoughts to focus on one in particular.

When Charlie and I first met years ago, I was married. I wasn’t happily married, but I was nonetheless still married. I had a daughter, a dog, and a mortgage. We had clicked right out of the gate and became great friends. We eventually grew to become so much more than friends. Charlie had been my first true love, the one who made my heart skip a beat with a single glance and who, for a time, knew me better than I knew myself.

I had been in relationships before, including with the man I married, where I thought I was in love, but I had been wrong. With Charlie, I felt a connection and love like I had never known, and when we broke up, I was devastated beyond anything I had ever felt. It took a long time to get over her. To stop getting triggered every time someone mentioned her name. To stop missing her every day. To stop wanting her.

As the days, weeks, and months turned into years, I was able to move past the hurt. I finally took a step back and looked at our relationship from a different perspective. But one truth remained no matter how many different ways I looked at it… I had loved Charlie like I had never loved anyone before. It had taken more than a few evenings of sitting in my emotions to process those feelings and a few more to completely understand how Charlie and my love for her had forever changed me.

Overcoming the loss of Charlie was one of the most challenging experiences I had ever faced. Yet, I eventually found my way back to myself. I merged the person I was before she entered my life with who I became after the heartbreak. I evolved into a more healed, grounded, and authentic version of myself.

However, my reaction to seeing her just now was all the proof I needed to know that there were still feelings there. I needed to figure out what to do with this new revaluation. I knew I had a choice to make. I could either let the resurfacing feelings consume me again and send me down a massive rabbit hole, or I could confront them head-on. I pulled out my phone and pressed Steven’s name. He had been one of my closest friends for years, and except for talking me into signing up on a dating app, he rarely steered me wrong.

Steven’s deep baritone voice came through the phone. “Well, hello, pretty lady. To what do I owe this wonderful surprise?”

“You will not believe who I just ran into outside Starbucks. I still can’t believe it myself.”

“Tell me! Was it that hottie you saw a couple of weeks ago?”

I snickered. “No, sadly, it wasn’t.” I tossed the remainder of my drink into the trash can and walked over to lean against the side of the building. “Charlie.”

“I’m sorry. Who?”

“Charlotte Lee Moss. I just saw Charlie.”

“Oh, my God. Are you okay? Do you want to come over and talk, or are you good?”

I smiled with relief because talking it through was exactly what I wanted and very much needed to do. “I’ll be there in about half an hour if that’s okay. I’m not interrupting Saturday morning plans, am I?”

“No plans, but news like this trumps random plans, even if I did have some. Just let yourself in when you get here. Drive safe.”

“Okay. See you in a few.”

I turned the black doorknob and stepped into the bright and airy entryway. I exchanged my sunglasses with my regular glasses and called out. “Knock, knock. Where are you?”

“I’m in here,” Steven’s voice echoed through the downstairs.

I followed the tantalizing scent of sizzling bacon that wafted through the house, leading me to the kitchen where Steven was busy stirring something in a blue mixing bowl. “Good morning. What yummy thing are you whipping up?”

He looked over, smiling. “Good morning, my friend. I’m making Belgian waffles, homemade blueberry syrup, and bacon. I also have fresh strawberries.”

I reached into the refrigerator, the cool air hitting me in the face, and grabbed a water bottle. Pulling a stool out, I settled at the white marble island. “It all smells wonderful. What’s got you throwing on your chef hat this morning? And where’s Brody?”

“He went to the gym. I expect him back in an hour or so.” Steven dropped a generous spoonful of batter onto the waffle iron, then turned his attention to the stovetop. “I thought you might want some breakfast. How about a refreshing mimosa?”

“My head is already swimming, so no alcohol. But I will happily eat breakfast.” I twisted off the plastic cap and took a long drink of the cold water. “Thank you for cooking for me.”

Steven waved his hand dismissively as he flipped the bacon slices, causing them to pop and sizzle in the skillet. “So… Charlie.”

I exhaled loudly and propped my elbows on the cold stone counter. “Yep. Charlie.”

“How are you? Feel like screaming, crying, laughing, running away, bouncing with happiness, or a combination of all the above?”

I removed my glasses, rubbed my eyes, and ran my hand across my forehead. I adjusted my ball cap as I thought about his question. The truth was, I was overjoyed to see Charlie. “Truth?”

“Always the truth. It’s me, so you know I won’t judge.”

“I’m beyond thrilled to have seen her. Not sure if that makes me crazy or not.”

Steven glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “You’re not crazy. There’s nothing wrong with being happy about seeing someone that meant so much to you.” He turned his attention back to the bacon. “Do you want to talk through everything and unpack, or are you not ready for that particular type of deep dive yet?”

“I need to talk.” I puffed out my cheeks and blew a long breath. “I think I’m still in a little bit of shock from seeing her. It’s been years since we last spoke.”

“How did she look,” he asked as he transferred the crispy bacon slices from the hot grease to a waiting plate.

“Amazing.” I scoffed. “I, on the other hand, am not looking my best this morning.”

Steven groaned loudly and turned his full attention to me. “Jamie, stop it. I think you look fantastic. I love the Life is Good hat, and that royal blue hoodie you’re wearing makes your eyes pop. You have a sexy yet cuddly vibe going. Plus, your ass looks amazing in those jeans. Need I go on?” His raised eyebrows and his knowing smirk told me he was being honest and not just fluffing my ego.

I smiled. “Point taken and appreciated.” Tipping the plastic bottle, I took a small drink. “All I wanted to do was throw my arms around her and pull her to me. I didn’t care that we were standing in the middle of the sidewalk. I just wanted to hold her. Which is crazy because the last time I saw her, I felt like my heart was being ripped out of my chest. Why would I want to hug the person that made me feel like that?”

Steven spooned more batter onto the waffle iron and then looked at me. “Do you want me to answer that, or was it a rhetorical question?”

I rolled my eyes, then smiled at him sweetly. “Of course I want you to answer.”

He studied me intently for a moment. His expression gave the impression that he was about to drop a truth bomb. “Because you, my dear, no matter how hard you may have tried, never stopped loving Charlotte Moss.”

•••••••

Before stepping into the tub, I added a hefty amount of soaking salts, then swirled my hand through the water to test the temperature. Satisfied that the water was perfect, I climbed in and sank into the water until I was entirely submerged except for my head. I snickered, thinking how my current situation of keeping my head above water perfectly fit my mood. That was precisely what I was attempting to do where my feelings about seeing Charlie were concerned: Just trying to keep my head above water.

If I let my emotions take over, I would start spinning a story about why Charlie had chosen to leave Rick and move back to town. That story would, of course, feature me as being Charlie’s reason for both of those things. Spinning a story like that would only end up hurting me. I had worked too damn hard the last few years to right my ship than to let it get sunk in a stormy sea of useless emotions.

The simple fact was, going back to the day she had called things between us quits, I had no idea why she had chosen to do any of the things she had done. It had taken me a lot of time and soul-searching to finally realize and come to terms with the fact that she had her reasons. I may never know why, but I learned to be okay with unanswered questions.

Our relationship had been a rollercoaster, filled with passion, laughter, desire, joy, understanding, and incredible highs. It was also marred by anxiety, confusion, fear, pain, and devastating lows. But beneath it all, the bedrock of my experience was love. I loved her with a depth and intensity that I had never felt before, and I was sure I would never feel it again. 

Charlie had broken me in so many ways. Eventually, I got tired of feeling broken, stopped making excuses, and decided to put myself back together again. That’s when I started doing the exceptionally hard work of healing.

Struggling with the ending of my and Charlie’s relationship and hoping for a quick fix, I once asked a therapist for an easy button, to which she informed me there was no easy button. I blew my hair out of my eyes and laughed at the memory. “What I wouldn’t give for an easy button right now."

I closed my eyes and focused on breathing. I needed to get out of my head and ground myself in the present. Talking about and thinking about Charlie wasn’t the answer. The only thing that had changed since this morning when I stepped out onto the sidewalk with a steaming cup of coffee in my hand was I had run into an old flame. Nothing more. Nothing less.

So, in the interest of my piece of mind, I pushed all thoughts of Charlie to the back of the line. I chuckled, knowing that thoughts of Charlie wouldn’t stay at the back of the line for very long. They would eventually force themselves to the front, demanding attention. But today, I was determined to keep them at bay.

With a burst of self-deprecating laughter, I took a deep breath. Then, in one swift motion, I submerged myself entirely underwater. It was a brief respite, a momentary escape from the relentless thoughts. I finally surfaced when my lungs felt like they were about to explode.


CHAPTER 2

As I sat at my desk, staring out the window, my mind was filled with thoughts of Charlie. It had been a couple of weeks since I ran into her, and in that time, I had wavered back and forth from wanting to see her to promising myself never to go there again. I knew the back-and-forth was my heart battling with my mind.

I never understood why I had been so drawn to her before. Back then, I had just followed my heart and went with it. Come hell or high water, I was determined to follow my heart. Even knowing how it ended, I didn’t regret my decisions. But the fact that I was still drawn to her, even after understanding all the reasons I should stay away, boggled my mind.

A knock startled me back to the present. I turned my focus to the door. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, but the responsibilities of being the boss trumped the moodiness brought on by seeing my ex-girlfriend. “Come in.”

The door swung open, and Janey, my friend, right hand, and the woman who made my job more manageable, strolled into my office. Her curly red hair looked extra unruly today, giving her an air of sassiness that perfectly fit her personality. “Afternoon, boss lady. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a margarita on the rocks.” Janey sat in the chair across from my desk and began looking through the papers she carried in.

I chuckled lightly. “A margarita sounds good, but maybe wait until noon. What’s up?”

“Mr. Boyd just dropped off hard copies of the designs we emailed on Wednesday. He made notes in red ink. All the red gives me flashbacks of my eighth-grade English teacher, Ms. Davis. That woman loved her red pens. Anyway, he finally picked the direction he wanted to go with.” She glanced up and rolled her dark eyes. “His reasoning eludes me for why he continues to print hard copies instead of emailing his comments. But whatever. Do you want to review them before I drop them off with John in Design?”

I reached out to take the 11x17 papers and quickly flipped through them. “I want to look over and digest the comments first. I’ll walk them down to John later.” I laid the papers on top of another stack of designs and then looked back at Janey. “So, what are you getting up to this weekend?”

Janey’s face instantly broke out in a huge smile. “I have a date tonight. A second date, to be exact.”

I sat back in my chair. “Tell me about this guy that has somehow managed to stick around for a second date.”

“So far, he’s pretty great. He’s funny, smart, has a good job, and he’s bald, but it’s okay because bald is sexy on him. Plus, he gets bonus points for not talking smack about his ex. You know that’s one of my red flags. A guy that talks trash about his ex on a first date is a no-go.”

“Well, good for you. A second date is a big deal. Fingers crossed, there’s a third.”

Janey raised both hands and crossed her fingers. “Let’s hope. What about you? Any big plans?”

“Nope. I was supposed to have dinner with Olivia, but she got a better offer. So I’ll probably find something to binge-watch or read some trashy romance. Maybe take a couple of yoga classes.”

“Your daughter is out there living her best life for sure. Oh, to be in college again. So many men, so little time.”

I smiled, thinking about my amazing daughter. “She does seem to be enjoying herself, that’s for sure.”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with reading a book and doing yoga, but what about you? When’s the last time you went out and enjoyed yourself?”

“You mean out as in a date? It’s been a minute. I haven’t had the time or the inclination to make time.”

“Well, maybe you should consider doing something about that. It never hurts to schedule time for a quick hookup. You’re hot AF, Jamie. I’m sure someone would count themselves lucky to spend a little time in your company. It might put a little pep in your step if nothing else.”

“While I thank you for the AF compliment, you know a quick hookup isn’t my speed.”

“I know. You want a connection before connecting.” Janey laughed at her joke. “Okay, anyway, I’m going back to my desk so I can find something to work on and be productive. My boss can be a real pain if she thinks I’m screwing around.”

“Sounds good. Thanks for dropping off the designs.”

“Later.” Janey waved over her shoulder as she left my office.

I turned back to the window. Forcing thoughts of Charlie out of my head hasn’t been the easiest of tasks. Although I wasn’t constantly thinking of her, thoughts of her continued to creep in more often than I would have liked. It probably didn’t help that I had started seeing Charlie’s car in traffic again like I used to before she moved away. It probably wouldn’t be long before I started running into her grocery shopping or when I had to stop for gas.  Could I be any more ridiculous? I’m not going to run into her in the produce section. But just in case, maybe I should start ordering through the app.

•••••••

While binge-watching a series is typically enjoyable, it has only made me feel lazy and super blah. I knew I would feel better if I pushed myself off the sofa and found something to do. Struck with a sudden urge to get moving, I reached for my phone, pulled up the yoga app, and scrolled through the list of available classes. I clicked book on one scheduled to start in 45 minutes.

Steven had been trying to talk me into yoga for a long time, but I always found an excuse to say no. When a new yoga studio opened within walking distance of my house, it felt like a sign that the universe agreed with Steven. So I bought a mat and took a class. I've been hooked on it since that day. Yoga was a great way to work both my body and mind.  I will never tell him because of the amount of gloating he would do, but I wished I had listened to Steven sooner.

There's something to be said for the hot room temperature, soft music, low lighting, and practice that effortlessly calm my mind. The times I've walked into a class feeling like a kite without a tether, only to leave an hour and a half later feeling grounded and calm, are too numerous to count. With luck, today's Yin Yoga class would do the same.

A wave of heat hit me in the face when I pulled the door to the studio open. I was twenty minutes early, which explained the empty room. I went to my regular spot, unrolled my mat, lowered myself to the floor, and laid back. I closed my eyes and let my body melt into the mat. The passage of time was interesting during a yoga class. It was as if it stood still and yet simultaneously flew by.

There was a rush of cold air as the door opened, and then the lights went down to darken the room further. "Hello, everyone. If you haven't taken a class with me before, my name is Carla. Let's start on our backs and do some deep breathing."

My mind emptied as I focused on breathing and following Carla’s prompts. As I flowed from one pose to the next, the sauna-like environment and movement caused rivers of sweat to run down my body. Doing hot yoga isn’t for the weak, that’s for sure.

Much of the class had focused on strength and stability, so I was happy when Carla guided us down to the mat for pigeon pose. I had made a little progress with flexibility in the last few months, but my hips were still tight. I breathed through the discomfort as I lay on the mat with my forehead resting on my block. Relaxing more into the pose, a wave of emotion appeared out of nowhere. The next thing I knew, I was crying. The tears weren’t cute tiny drops of water but rather massive waves that streamed down my cheeks, dripping into little puddles onto the mat. Instead of questioning what was happening, I summoned the courage and strength to lean into what was happening and let the tears flow.

After class, I remained on the floor, wiping down and rolling up the mat. I felt a presence and looked over my shoulder to see Carla standing a few feet away, smiling at me. "Hi, my name is Carla. I don't think you've taken one of my classes before. How long have you been practicing?"

"Hi, Carla. I'm Jamie. It's nice to meet you." I shoved the mat in my bag and pushed myself to my feet. "I started about six months ago. Tonight's class was a bit more intense than I'm used to, but I enjoyed it."

"Yeah, that pose can sometimes sneak up on you."

I slung the bag on my shoulder and nodded. "It was certainly interesting. I've never had that happen to me before."

Carla smiled at me sympathetically. "You're not the first. A person's hips can store a lot of stress and emotional trauma. Holding a deep hip opening pose sometimes allows feelings to surface so they can be released."

"So that's what that was? Okay. I feel a little better knowing I'm not going crazy." I chuckled. "It certainly caught me off guard."

"Well, like I said, you're not the first. I just wanted you to know it's not bad and not to worry. Now, go home, shower, and enjoy the rest of your night. I hope to see you in class again soon. It was nice to meet you, Jamie."

"Bye, Carla. And thanks for the interesting class."

A slight breeze was blowing as I left the studio. Considering that my top and pants were drenched in sweat and I felt like I had just shed a few pounds of water weight, the cool breeze was a welcome addition to my walk home. I noticed that my mood had shifted, and I felt lighter. A result of the class for which I was thankful. Even though I knew the crying had served some purpose, I was still curious about the whole thing. I mentally added Google crying during yoga to my to-do list for the night.

Since Olivia had canceled our dinner on Friday, I decided to call and see if I could get a spot on her busy social calendar. I pressed the tiny black and white photo on her contact and listened to the ring, expecting it to go to voicemail.

“Hi, Mom. You caught me just as I walked out the door heading to the library. What’s new in your world?”

“Not much. I’m walking home from yoga. I was hoping I could talk you into dinner one night this week. Whatever night works best for you.”

“Can we have breakfast tomorrow morning before my classes? I have a paper due on Wednesday and a couple of big tests that I need to study for.”

“Tomorrow works. I’ll go into the office late, and you can come home, and I’ll make omelets.”

“Yummmm. Omelets.” Olivia snickered. “I’ll be there at 8am.”

“Sounds great. Have fun at the library. I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

•••••••

I heard the familiar sounds of footsteps on the stairs seconds before the door leading from the garage opened, and Olivia strolled in. “Good morning, mother dearest.”

“Good morning, daughter dearest,” I replied as I tossed the dish towel on the counter. “How are you this morning? Feeling hungry, I hope,” I said as I pulled her into a warm hug.

“Starving. I’ve been looking forward to your omelets since we hung up last night,” she replied, her stomach picking that exact moment to growl loudly.

“Good. The bacon is almost done, and the toast shouldn’t be far behind. Want some coffee?”

“I’m good. I got a Starbucks before I left campus and drank it on the way here. Can I help with anything?”

“Nope. Just have a seat and keep me company. Tell me something good. How’s that roommate of yours? Is she still dating that loser frat boy?”

Olivia took her usual seat at the kitchen table. “Yes. But hopefully not for much longer.” She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Mandy caught him with another girl a couple of nights ago. She’s been a bit of a mess ever since.”

“Ooo, no. I hate to hear that. I guess the good news is she found out now rather than later.” I filled Olivia’s plate with the vegetable stuffed omelet, then added several slices of crispy bacon and a piece of buttered wheat toast. “Here you go, honey. Hope it’s good.” I slid the plate on the table in front of Olivia.

She smiled broadly and reached for her fork. “Hold on. Did you add the secret ingredient?”

I grinned. “Yes. You dork. I added love.” After I filled my plate, I joined her at the table. “Before I forget, Laura texted about Black Friday shopping next week. Are you planning to go with us?”

“I would, but I already made plans to shop with Mandy.”

“Okay. Just make sure you write out your list for Santa and give me a copy.”

She smirked confidently. “Oh, you know me. I already have my list ready to go. I texted it to Dad last week.”

“I’m sure Matt appreciated that. A list makes things easier for him. Without it, there’s no telling what you would unwrap on Christmas. Remember the year he bought that springy punching bag? I think you were about nine years old. The first time you hit the crazy thing, it sprung back and smacked you in the nose.” I chuckled, recalling the sight of her face in complete anger.

Olivia laughed along with me. “I remember. I never went near that thing again. That wasn’t one of Dad’s best gifts. ”

“How is Matt? It’s been a while since he and I have spoken. Is he still seeing Shelly?”

Olivia rolled her eyes as she made a snarl. “Ugg. Yes. I’m not a fan. He could do so much better.”

I swallowed the bite of toast I had just taken. “The main thing is if she’s nice and makes him happy. He’s a good guy and deserves to be happy.”

Olivia frowned slightly. “I know you’re right, but I don’t have to like her. Anyway, let me tell you about this guy I met the other day on my way to class.”

“Oh! Yes! Tell me all about him.”

•••••••

Laura swung her black Lincoln Navigator into my driveway and waved hello. It was cold enough that my breath made small misty clouds as I walked down the stone path toward her car. "Good morning, friend! Ready to shop?" Her bubbly voice called out as soon as I opened the car door.

I settled into the warmth of the car, happy that Laura had turned on the seat warmers. "Good morning! I am so ready. Do you mind if we stop for coffee first? I need the fortification of caffeine before we get started. I'll buy."

Laura's face showed excitement for the day ahead as she backed out of the driveway. "No problem. I thought we could start at the mall and work our way back. Hopefully, traffic won't be too crazy."

I giddily clapped my hands, excited to spend the day fighting the Black Friday crowds. "That works for me. Let's do this!"

I wasn't a big shopper in the sense that I would go shopping for the sake of shopping. I mainly went when I needed something specific. But every year, I looked forward to kicking off the holiday season via our tradition of shopping together on Black Friday. When our kids were younger, she and I would start in the predawn hours, take a break to have breakfast, and once the kids were awake, we would pick them up and head back out into the madness. When the kids got older, it turned into a day when she and I spent quality time together.

"I know I just saw you yesterday for Thanksgiving dinner, but we didn’t get the chance to catch up. What's new? How's work?" Laura asked as she merged into heavy traffic.

"Work is good. Things are starting to slow down a little, which is typical around the holidays. As for new stuff, there's nothing exciting to talk about."

I took a sip of the overly sweetened coffee as I contemplated mentioning that the only new thing in my life was that I had run into Charlie a few weeks ago. Laura and I rarely discussed Charlie, or to be more precise, we never discussed Charlie. Laura had witnessed firsthand how everything that had happened during my relationship with Charlie had affected me. She had been a great friend to lean on during those hard days. But over the last couple of years, anytime Charlie's name came up, Laura would immediately change the topic.

Simply put, Charlie was the elephant in the room that we never discussed. There was nothing to gain by talking about Charlie. The best thing to do is just let sleeping dogs lie.

Even though the stores had been packed and traffic insane, it had been a fun day of shopping. We had navigated through the sales items, dodging other shoppers and grabbing things off the shelves and racks. I managed to get almost everything on my list and even picked up a few things for myself that weren’t on a list. When we eventually called it a day, we had been at it for six hours, and I was tired and super happy to be heading home. As traffic crawled forward slower than a snail’s pace, I glanced at Laura. “Thanks again for driving.”

“No problem at all. Hey, I forgot to tell you I saw Matt and his girlfriend the other night when we went out for dinner. He said hi, asked how the boys were, and if I was ready for the holidays. You know, typical uncomfortable chit-chat type questions.” Laura snickered a little as she pushed her graying hair back from her face. “His girlfriend… major case of RBF.”

I nodded. “Yeah, Shelly doesn’t come across as the friendliest of people at first glance. But I’ll be honest, I feel bad for her. I mean, come on, I’m an insanely hard act to follow.” Laura and I burst out laughing. “Seriously, though, he seems to be happy with her. So that’s good.”

Laura glanced over at me and shrugged. “Luckily, apart from him being Olivia’s dad, you don’t have to worry about Matt or his happiness. Now he’s the RBF girlfriend’s problem.”

“This is true.” I looked out the window and wondered again if I should tell Laura I had run into Charlie. Although Laura had always supported me, I got the impression that she had never been a fan of our being together romantically. If I wanted to tell Laura about Charlie, now would be the perfect time to do it, and I could use a ‘guess who I saw’ segway. I nonchalantly glanced over at Laura. “Speaking of running into people, I saw Charlie last month.”

Laura’s head snapped around, her dark eyes big with surprise. “What? When? Why didn’t you tell me?”

A car horn blew behind us, signaling to Laura that the light was green and she needed to drive. She turned her attention back to the road. “She moved away years ago. Where did you see her?”

“I saw her outside Starbucks. We chatted for a few minutes. She’s living here again.”

“Huh. Okay. Well, tell me how you are. How did she look?”

“I’m fine. I went to Steven’s right after I saw her and talked to him about it. And she looked great.”

Laura gave me a quizzical look. “So, you haven’t talked to or seen her again? No texting or anything?”

“Nope. I deleted Charlie’s phone number from my contacts a few years ago. So I couldn’t text her even if I wanted to.”

Laura nodded approvingly. “What would you do if Charlie called or texted you? Would you talk to her?”

I blew out a huff of laughter. Laura’s question had just dropped an aha moment right in my lap. I had been doing my best to avoid thinking about Charlie. Pushing every thought I could away. But in reality, pushing thoughts of Charlie away was the last thing I truly wanted to do. Unbeknownst to Laura, her simple question allowed me to answer a much bigger question for myself. Yes, I wanted to talk to Charlie. Wow. Okay, then.

I angled my body so that I was facing Laura. “If Charlie contacted me, be it a call, text, DM, handwritten letter, smoke signals, whatever… I would talk to her.”

Laura’s head shook the tiniest bit. “Do you think it would be wise to open that door?”

“Laura, let me be perfectly honest with you. If Charlie was standing on my front porch when I got home, I would open the door, say hi, and let her in the house.”

Laura turned to look at me with complete disbelief written all over her face. “You would? Really? Even after everything?”

“Yes, I would.” I returned my gaze to the road, seeing we had turned onto the main street into my neighborhood. “There would need to be some pretty big conversations before I would consider anything else, but yes. I would open the door and invite her in.”

Laura stayed silent the rest of the drive to my house. When she pulled into the driveway, I grabbed my phone and an empty water bottle and reached for the door handle. “I’ll be quick getting my bags so you can get home.”

Laura turned off the engine, unbuckled the seatbelt, and opened her door to get out. “I’ll help you. Since we’ve started this conversation, let’s continue it inside.”

“Oh, okay.” I was shocked that she wanted to keep talking, but I decided to go with it and see what she had to say.

After dropping the shopping bags on the floor, I took off my coat, threw it across the back of the sofa, and headed to the kitchen. “Do you want a bottle of water or a cup of coffee?”

Laura followed me into the kitchen and sat down. “Any chance you have tea? I would love a cup of hot tea.”

“I do, actually.” I put the water on to boil, then joined her.

Laura placed her hands flat on the table and turned to look at me thoughtfully. “I’m going to go ahead and say it. I know Charlie meant a lot to you. And you may not believe me when I say this, but I think she was really good for you in a lot of ways. But…I don’t think you revisiting the past and dragging that mess into the present is such a great idea.”

“I hear you and agree with you on some level.” I looked out the window into my backyard and watched a squirrel scurrying across the branches of a leafless tree. “You know how people say you never forget your first love?” Laura nodded. “Well, Charlie, is that for me. I don’t know that I will ever get over losing her. And a part of me will love her for the rest of my days.”

The tea kettle started whistling at that exact moment, putting an exclamation on my admission. I got up from the table and went to make the tea. “Look, I’m not in love with her anymore. But I still have love for her. Maybe it’s a love based more on what I hoped we could have been more than anything else, but no matter how it’s broken down, there’s love there.” I returned to the table and sat Laura’s cup of tea before her.

“I remember Jimmy Whaley, the first boy I ever kissed. I think of him sometimes and smile, remembering how in love I was with him. But those feelings of love are based on a memory of a young boy from my past.” Laura pointed at me and shook her head. “I think your love for her is based on a hope that she will come back and you two will be together again and ride off into the sunset.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I won’t lie. I do have that hope. I’ve had it since the day we broke up. I’ve just kept the hope tucked away in a box on a shelf in the back of the closet.”

Laura leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table. “But Jamie, how do you know it’s her you want to be with? You haven’t had any dates with guys since you two broke up.”

I shook my head. “That’s not true. I went out with that guy I went to high school with. Oh! Let’s not forget about that one guy you did a surprise setup with. That failed miserably.”

“I remember you said you thought about Charlie the whole time you were out with the high school guy.” Laura stirred a teaspoon of sugar into her tea and added a splash of milk. “We’ll call those events because they definitely weren’t dates. Those events happened within months of you and Charlie breaking up. You haven’t been on a date since.” Laura looked at me sympathetically and reached over to pat my hand. “I think it’s time you start dating again. Maybe go on a dating app or something. Guys would be swiping right on you like crazy.”

I blew out a long breath. "I've been focused on healing and figuring myself out. That is how I know I don't want to go on a dating app, and I don't want to date guys. Those are solid no-gos for me."

I couldn't be too frustrated with Laura for assuming I wanted to date men. I hadn't talked to her about all the revelations I had experienced on my journey to understand myself better, how being with Charlie had made me realize more than the simple fact that I was in an unhappy marriage.

"Okay…" Laura fiddled nervously with her mug. "Jamie, do you even know if you're physically attracted to women? Because I've never once heard you say you're attracted to women, except for Charlie. Are you attracted to all women or just one woman?"

I laughed and looked up at the ceiling. "Attracted to all women? That's ridiculous." I glanced back at Laura and rolled my eyes. "That's like saying because you consider yourself heterosexual, you are physically attracted to all men. Do you see how crazy that is? Everyone has a type, Laura. And I'm no different."

She shrugged her shoulders and motioned with her hands for me to elaborate. “Okay. Then tell me. What is your type.”

“Apparently, my type is Charlie.” I chuckled as I pushed up from the table and walked to the sink. “And before you ask again, it’s not just Charlie. Something I’ve learned about myself in the past few years is that I do, in fact, find some women attractive. I thought it was just Charlie for the longest, but it’s not.”

Laura turned in my direction, her dark eyes narrowed into slits. She remained quiet and watched as I rinsed my cup, put it in the dishwasher, and closed the door. “Jamie, here’s the deal. Do I think a man can love another man or a woman can love another woman? Of course, I do. I’ve never experienced it, but I know people say it can happen.” Laura blew out an irritated breath. “But Jamie… this is just my opinion, so take it for what it is, only my opinion. I think Charlie is your devil.”

I tilted my head, confused at Laura’s use of the word devil. “I’m sorry. She’s my what?”

“She’s your devil. Charlie is a temptation. She looks really great at first, but the closer you look, the uglier the picture gets. She constantly left you in a state of anxiety, wasn’t truthful with you, and she hurt you deeply. In other words, for some reason that I will never understand, Charlie is a weakness for you.”

Laura stood, grabbed her phone and keys, and turned back to me. “I need to head home. Think about what I said. Don’t let the devil back in.”


CHAPTER 3

For the past two days, Laura's deception of Charlie as my devil has bounced around in my head like a tiny rubber ball that was directionless and out of control. I needed my mind to stop bouncing, and the quickest way to accomplish that task was by sweating it out in a yoga class. I clicked the button to book the next class, starting in half an hour.

Laura's equating Charlie to a weakness or a temptation was far more accurate than I cared to admit. However, I disagreed with Laura, saying looking more closely showed an ugly picture. I acknowledge that rose-colored glasses became my favorite accessory during our relationship. But I still saw who she was, or at least who she allowed me to see. I think I had been more transparent than Charlie, so my picture of her may not be crystal clear, but it wasn't ugly.

My phone buzzing in my hand startled me out of my thoughts. A text from a number I didn't recognize lit up the screen. The message said "Hi" but nothing else. The IT department at work had drilled into the employees never to open an email or a text from an unknown sender. So I swiped to delete it out of habit and returned to errant thoughts that served no purpose except kicking up dirt around the top of the rabbit hole.

Ten minutes later, another text came in from the same number. This time, it said more than a simple hi.

888-555-2728
Hi again. I’m taking a chance, hoping you still have the same number. BTW, this is Charlie.

“Oh. My. Fucking. God.” My heart started beating crazy fast. I tossed my phone on the sofa beside me and jumped to my feet. “What is happening right now? Like, seriously?”

Needing to move, I began to pace around the living room. “Charlie just texted me!” I giggled like a love-sick teenager and did a happy dance accented with several fist pumps. “Woo-hoo!”

I caught my reflection in the mirror above the mantle and instantly stopped. “Okay, Jamie, let’s calm down and act like the adult you claim to be. Get it together, woman. It’s only a simple text that says hi. It’s not like she just dropped to one knee and asked you to marry her.”

I closed my eyes and focused on counting my breaths. Forcefully calming my mind and my over-the-top physical reaction to receiving a text. Feeling more centered, I walked over and picked up the phone. I swiped on Charlie’s text and stood there staring at the tiny words on the screen. “Is Laura right? Are you my devil?” I stood there pondering the question for a couple of minutes. “Ya know what? At this moment, I don’t care if you are or not. Bring on the temptation!”

I sat on the oversized round ottoman and stared at my phone, not knowing what to say. I decided that simple was the best way to go. I typed out the two word reply and hit send.

Me

Hi back.

888-555-2728

Glad it’s you. I was hoping I hadn’t texted hi to some random stranger.

Me

No stranger. Just me. How are you? Did you get settled in from your move?

888-555-2728

I did. Didn’t take long since it was just me. I had a lot less baggage to move from place to place this time.

Me

Well, it sounds like things are going well for you. That’s good to hear.

888-555-2728

Thanks. They’re getting better every day. Did you have a good Thanksgiving?

Me

I did. Had dinner with Laura and her family. Olivia was with me most of the day and then headed to Matt’s late afternoon. How about you?

888-555-2728

Ava and I drove up to my parents. We ate, shopped, and hung out. We’re still here but plan to leave in a few hours. I have my fingers crossed that the traffic isn’t too terrible on the drive back.

Me

Sounds like you had a lovely weekend. Happy late Thanksgiving, Charlie. It was good to hear from you. Safe travels on your way back.

888-555-2728

Bye, Jamie. Talk to you later sometime.

“Okay! What was that all about?” I pushed my hand through my hair as I stood up. “Ya know what? I don’t care what that was about. I’ve wanted Charlie to talk to me for longer than I can remember. So I’m going to go with it and be happy.”

I glanced at my phone and saw that I had lost track of time while texting with Charlie. If I didn’t hurry, I would be locked out of class. I pulled a navy hoodie over my head, grabbed the new yoga bag I had just bought, slid my sunglasses on, and headed out the door. If I hustled, I would make it in time.

While doing my version of speed walking, I heard the muffled music of my ringtone playing from my pocket. I considered letting the call go to voicemail but changed my mind when I saw it was Liz calling. “Hey, Liz. How was your holiday?”

“It was fine. I’m hoping I can talk you into grabbing dinner tonight. I’m tapped on the whole family togetherness thing and need to get out of the house.”

“Sure. But I’m going to yoga, so it will take at least a couple of hours. Is that okay?”

“Works great. I’ll text you a couple of places to choose from. Text me after yoga and tell me where you want to go and when to meet you there.”

“I can do that. See you in a bit.” I pressed end on the call just as I reached the door. The studio’s perpetually fogged front windows and glass door always made me want to draw a happy face. Most of the time, I resisted the urge, but not today. I opened the door and drew two eyes and a huge smile in the condensation.

Having dinner with Liz would be a nice change of pace. Over the past few years, Liz and I have become good friends, and we try to get together at least once a month if possible. Finding the perfect time between her schedule and mine was sometimes challenging, but we tried. We hadn’t seen one another in a while, so catching up would be fun. Plus, I would be able to get her opinion on Charlie. One thing I could always rely on with Liz was that she would give it to me straight, whether I liked it or not.

"Hey." I took off my jacket and slid into the booth across from Liz. "Sorry, I'm a little late. Traffic was a little heavier than expected, so it took longer than I thought it would to get here."

Liz waved her hand dismissively. "No problem. How was your class? Have you managed to get your heels on the ground in Downward Facing Dog yet?"

I huffed out a laugh. "It was good. But, fuck me, that class kicked my ass. I'm absolutely going to feel it tomorrow. And no. I'm close but still lack the tiniest amount before my heels touch."

"Hey, at least you went to a class. Tell me what's new." Liz popped a chip into her mouth and pushed the basket toward me.

"Well, let's see, Thanksgiving was good. I braved the crowds on Friday and finished most of my Christmas shopping. Work is slow, and I'm more than okay with that. I ran into Charlie a few weeks ago. And get this, she lives here again. I had a very interesting conversation with Laura the other day. And -"

Liz immediately threw up her hand. "Hold on. Go back. You saw Charlie? Did you talk to her, or was it a situation where you saw one another but acted like you didn't?"

"I had just gotten coffee and was strolling down the sidewalk, minding my business. I glanced across the street, and there she stood. She smiled and waved, I walked over, and we talked for maybe five minutes."

"What did you talk about? Was her husband with her?"

"We didn't really talk about anything. I would classify it as more of an uncomfortable exchange of words. I learned that she left Rick and lives here now."

"Wait, hold on. She left him? They're not together anymore?" Liz's voice was filled with disbelief.

"That's what she said." I inserted a straw into my glass of water and took a quick drink. "I have no clue what prompted her to leave him, where she's living now, or if she's still in the same line of work." I caught the server's eye and signaled for her to come over. "Let me order first, then I'll fill you in on the rest."

Liz sat silently, swirling the wine around the glass while she waited. Once the young girl had taken my order and walked away, Liz looked at me expectantly. “So? Tell me how seeing her made you feel.”

I pushed the basket of chips away and sat back. “Confused, excited, happy, hopeful, scared. Did I mention confused?”

“What are you confused about?”

That was a great question and one that deserved a completely honest answer. It’s a truth that I have wrestled with since seeing Charlie that morning. I clearly remembered the beginning of us, the middle of us, and the end of us. Why I would want to revisit that time of my life made absolutely no sense.

“I’m having a hard time reconciling. Why would I want to be around someone who broke me like I have never been? Sort of a fucked up thing to want, wouldn’t you say?”

Liz shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. You don’t strike me as the type of person that likes to inflict pain on yourself. So, I would guess the desire to be around Charlie is layered with lots of emotions. Maybe you’ve healed enough to see the truth of what you were together and what you want and are willing to accept going forward.”

I nodded my agreement. “Many, many layers.” I took another drink of water before continuing. “I recently had a fascinating conversation with Laura. It was about Charlie, the devil, and I want to say also about my sexuality.”

“Oooo. Tell me more.”

“Let me see if I can summarize it in a few sentences. I think Laura might be a bit thrown that I don’t want to date men, that I’m attracted to women in general, not just Charlie, and that if Charlie were to show up at my door, I would happily invite her in. The devil comes into play with Laura’s comparison of Charlie to the devil, which is specific to me. She thinks Charlie is a temptation and my weakness. Basically, my devil.”

“So she’s not a fan.” Liz reached for a chip. “That’s an interesting comparison. What do you think?”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to call her my devil. That seems a bit harsh. But I can’t discount the temptation part completely.” I dipped a chip in thick salsa, shoveling some onto the chip. “I have more to share, but that’s enough for now. We can get back to me after I hear what’s been happening with you.”

Liz took a drink of wine and pursed her lips. “Remember how I told you I had been thinking about going on a dating app?”

I settled back against the booth. “I do. Did you finally do it and meet someone?”

“I did a quick search on dating apps to find the best one. I didn’t want an onslaught of creepy messages from a bunch of guys, plus I wanted control over who I talked to. I picked Bumble and made a profile. You know, that whole women reach out first thing.” Liz took another sip of wine. “I had several matches, but one guy sparked my interest. His main profile picture showed him hiking. He had his hat on backward, which is super sexy, and he had a great smile. So, I sent him a message, and we started a conversation.”

Liz paused her story momentarily when our food arrived. I took a quick drink of beer. The sizzle of the steak fajitas and the smells wafting off the hot plate made my stomach growl in anticipation. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until just now. Okay, so back to your story.”

"We chatted for a few weeks, and everything seemed great. He was funny, seemed well-versed, and told me about his great job. Last Monday, we had been messaging off and on throughout the day, and I decided to take a chance and suggest we meet for drinks later that night. I wanted to see if our online chemistry would translate into in-person chemistry. We picked a place and time. I dug through my closet and picked out a sexy outfit, but not so sexy that I looked like a slut. I got there first and sat at the bar."

I swallowed a bite of steak and reached for my beer. "Why do I get the feeling that this is the point in your story where things are about to take a not-so-great turn?"

Liz huffed out a small chuckle. "Because you are a perceptive woman." She took a quick sip of her wine. "So, I'm sitting there with my glass of wine, scrolling through Instagram, when he walks up and sits on the stool beside me. He looked like he did in his photos, had a nice voice, and was well dressed. Everything was lining up for an enjoyable date. And then… A woman walked over, kissed him on the cheek, and apologized for being late. She turned to me, smiled, and said, "You must be Liz. I've been looking very forward to meeting you. I'm his wife, Gina."

I looked up in surprise. “I’m sorry. What? He is married?”

Liz flipped her hair over her shoulder and nodded slowly. “Yep. He’s married.”

This story had just gotten fascinating. I sat my fork down and gave Liz my full attention. “I assume there was no mention of a wife on his profile.”

She smirked. “Nothing. I had unwittingly stumbled into a throuple situation.”

“Was the wife hot?”

“Very. Dark brown hair, green eyes, and a body I would kill to have. They made a striking couple.”

“Wow. Well, you know my philosophy. Sex with women is super hot, and I think every woman should try it at least once. You never can tell. You don’t know until you try it.” I shrugged a shoulder nonchalantly. “Was a game changer for me, at least.”

“Let’s just say that I politely declined their offer and suggested they be more upfront with what they are looking for. I threw cash on the bar to pay for my drink and left.”

“That stinks. I’m sorry. But here’s the positive: like so many other single people, you now have a great dating app story.”

Liz laughed. “So true. To be fair, it’s not the app’s fault. It’s how some people use the app that gives online dating a bad wrap.” Liz reached for her fork. “I want to eat, so it’s your turn again.”

I pushed my plate out of my way and reached for my beer glass. “The only other thing I have might not be anything, or it might be something. The jury is still out.”

“Well, don’t make me start guessing. What is it?” She motioned with her hand for me to get on with the story.

“Charlie texted me this afternoon.”

Liz’s eyes widened with surprise. “What did she say?”

“Nothing, really. She asked if I had a good Thanksgiving. She told me she and Ava, her daughter, had gone to her parents for the holiday weekend. That’s it.”

“Okay… And,” Liz asked, with a slow head nod.

“Nothing else. It was weird but also a little wonderful. I’ve wanted to talk to her for so long. Then, out of the blue, I get a text. I’m not quite sure what to do with that.”

“Don’t overthink it. What do you want,” Liz asked as she reached for her glass of wine.

“I want to see it as a good sign that maybe there’s a potential future for us. But maybe not as a couple. It could be she only wants friendship.”

“Can you do that? Be nothing more than friends.”

“I don’t know. Maybe?” I took a drink, finishing the remaining beer in my glass. I turned the question over in my mind a few times and then got brutally honest with myself. “The answer to your question is no. No, I couldn’t be just friends with Charlie.”

“Then, I would suggest you approach any interaction with caution. Don’t overthink or turn it into something that it’s not. At least until you figure out what she wants.” Liz tapped her empty wine glass. “Want another round, or do you need to head home?”

“I have work tomorrow, so I can’t stay out too late. But, let’s get one more round and talk about something that has nothing to do with Charlie or you becoming part of a throuple.”

When I started yawning halfway through the second beer, I knew it was time to call it a night. I paid my tab, hugged Liz goodbye, and headed home.

As soon as I walked in the door, I went straight to my bedroom, changed clothes, did my whole nighttime routine, and got in bed. Once I got snuggled under the blankets, I expected sleep to find me quickly. That was two hours ago.

I knew what, or rather who was keeping me awake. I couldn’t stop thinking about Charlie. I understood why I shouldn’t concern myself with thoughts of her, but logic ceased to exist when it came to all things Charlotte Moss. Several questions were running through my mind, but there were three main ones I kept coming back to. Why had she texted me? Should I text her? Should I leave well enough alone?

“Fuck it. I’m texting her.” I grabbed my phone from the bedside table and pulled up our text chain. I had added her back into my contacts, which indicated a lot about my level of hope. If I had no hope, I would’ve deleted the texts from earlier. Instead, I not only kept them, but I also created a new contact.

Me

Hey. Just checking that you made it back safely. Looked like the weather was a bit iffy.

I had manufactured a reason to text, but I didn't care. Charlie used the holiday as her excuse, and I used the weather. The last time I had reached out was to wish her a happy birthday. She didn't acknowledge the message. Instead, she liked another post I was tagged in the following day. Talk about a mind fuck.

I ended up jumping headfirst down that particular rabbit hole. I checked her socials, looking for clues on what might be happening in her life. I wanted to know if she was still with Rick and happy. Most importantly, I wanted to understand why she had suddenly liked a post I was in after years of the two of us having no contact.

I found that she rarely posted, and the few she had didn't include Rick. One photo of her and Ava showed her not wearing a ring. So, of course, I went to Rick's page and saw his status was single. I took no ring and a single status as indications I might hear from her, but I never did. It took me getting honest with myself to accept that the story I had weaved was nothing more than a story.

This time around, I planned to tread carefully and have no expectations. I had learned my lesson and had no intention of jumping headfirst into anything where Charlie was concerned. Whichever way the wind blew was the direction I would go if that direction turned out to be what was best for me.


CHAPTER 4

Janey pushed her curls out of her eyes as she searched through a stack of papers. "I brought you a printed copy of the new interior designs for that chain of convenience stores. I'll forward them for approval if you're good with it."

I shuffled through the pages showing the designs for a brightly lit, spacious interior. I couldn’t decide if I liked the wood accents around the fountain machine more or the vibrant graphic design wrapped around the cooler section. "Janey, these designs are spot on. They align perfectly with what we discussed in our last meeting. Go ahead and forward them to the client. Once we have their approval, we can proceed with the final design.”

Janey took the pages back and scribbled a note on one of them. “Now that we've wrapped up the work part, let's catch up on the personal side. How was your long holiday weekend? Did you manage to do something fun?

I relaxed back in my chair and shook my head. "Nothing crazy. I overate, did a lot of shopping, and met Liz for dinner last night. How about you? How did Thanksgiving dinner at your sister's go?"

Janey suppressed a laugh. "It was fine. She's recently decided to become a vegetarian and insisted on doing a tofu turkey this year. So I brought a real turkey for the meat eaters in the family. I'm not throwing shade at her choice to give up meat, but I'm a carnivore and wanted to eat like one." She gestured as if that should have been understood. "Have you ever tried to dig a wishbone out of a tofu turkey? Of course not, because tofu doesn't have wishbones. Breaking the wishbone is a Thanksgiving tradition in my family."

I chuckled at her joke. "Did you at least try her turkey? I've heard they can be quite tasty if prepared properly."

"Of course, I tried it. I'm not a monster. It was meh."

I was shaking my head at Janey's yuck face when my phone buzzed. I flipped it over, saw that Charlie had texted, and felt giddiness take over.

Janey tilted her head curiously. "Who just texted you?"

I looked at her, puzzled. "Why do you ask?"

“Because the way your eyes just lit up was interesting.” She sighed. “Plus, I’m nosey.”

I felt the heat begin rising to my cheeks. “It was no one special. Just an old friend I haven’t talked to in a while.”

“Okay. If you say so,” she said as she pushed herself out of the chair and headed for the door. “I’ll let you keep your secrets. Secrets can be fun. You will eventually tell me anyway. ” She waved over her shoulder as she left my office. “Tootles.”

As soon as Janey cleared the doorway, I snatched my phone and read Charlie’s text.

Charlie

Hi. I got home about 30 minutes ago. Ava left yesterday. I stayed another night and helped my mom decorate for Christmas. The weather wasn’t bad where I was, but thanks for checking on me.

Me

No problem. I remembered how you don’t like to drive in the snow.

Charlie

Yeah. I would much rather stay home and watch it snow than drive in it. How’s your day going?

If I wasn’t mistaken, Charlie had just opened a door. My ability to play it cool was about to be tested. To be cool, I needed to forget how we ended and remember how we started as friends.

Me

So far, so good. Typical Monday vibes. Wishing I could’ve slept in, deciding what to eat for lunch, and doing the math on how much longer until it’s quitting time. And somewhere along the way, I’ll do some adulting.

Charlie

Adulting is the worst sometimes. No one warns you about it when you’re growing up, but they should.

Me

Right!

Charlie

I’ll let you get back to your day. Good luck with adulting.

I placed my phone back on the desk and stared at the wall straight ahead. It didn’t take long until I was lost in thought. I had no idea how to classify the exchange I had just had with Charlie. The best description I could come up with was friendly with a hint of awkwardness. It reminded me of our texts in the early days of our friendship. Although it felt like a throwback to yesteryear, I also saw it as progress.

Steven’s face flashed up on my phone. Curious about what he could want on a Monday morning, I slide my finger across the screen to answer the call. “Good morning. How are you on this chilly Monday morning?”

“Hey. I’ll be quick because I’m sure you're busy. I have a favor-demand. It’s not quite a favor and yet not a demand.”

“Interesting. A disclaimer wrapped around another disclaimer. Tell me about this favor-demand of yours.”

“I need a date for our office holiday party this Friday, and you’re it. Would you please go with me?”

“Ah. I get it now. The favor is my helping you out by being your date. While the demand is, I don’t have the option to say no.”

Steven chuckled good-naturedly. “Exactly. It’s not a monotonous office party like we had when you worked here. This year, it’s themed Casino Night. Say yes. You’ll have fun.”

“Okay. Fine. I’ll go. But I warn you. If it’s lame, I’ll stay an hour, then I’m out.”

“It won’t be. I promise. I’m on the planning committee. So rest assured, it will be fun.”

“Why isn’t Brody going with you,” I asked as I spun around in my chair.

Steven sighed in frustration. “His office party is the same night. Which sucks. We were looking forward to going to both parties.”

“Well, lucky me. I get to be his stand-in. What’s the dress code for Casino Night? Black tie, cocktail, or casual? ”

“Don’t look like a hot mess, and don’t embarrass me. Those are the only two codes you need to concern yourself with.”

“Got it. I’m sure I can find something that will work.”

“Office casual will be fine. We want people to not worry about what to wear and just have fun. So, plan to have fun, Jamie dear. You’re the best friend ever!”

“Yes, I am. Thank you for acknowledging that. See you Friday.”

•••••••

I checked my reflection in the full-length mirror and blew myself a kiss. The fitted bootcut jeans, dark emerald satin V-neck blouse paired with my black blazer, and black leather heeled boots gave me a sassy yet sophisticated look. I looked good, even if I did say so myself.

"Jamie! Shake your tailfeather, woman. The Uber is waiting, and I don't want to be late." Steven's deep voice carried up the stairs.

"One minute. I have to spray my hair and find my lipstick, then I'll be down."

I walked downstairs and found Steven standing at the kitchen island, scrolling on his phone. "I love your burgundy sweater. When did you get it?” I pulled a small black compact mirror from my blazer pocket and puckered my mouth to apply lipstick.

He looked up and smiled brightly. "Brody bought it for me last week. He said the color and slight v-neck made me look dapper. But, hey, look at you. You're rockin' the fem lesbian look. Are you planning to go on the prowl tonight? It would be a sin to waste how good you look on just me."

"No prowling. Just gambling and hanging with my best guy."

"That's a shame because you look hot." Steven made a sweeping motion. "Shall we go, my lady? Your chariot awaits."

Loud cheers echoed throughout the room every time I flung the dice down the felt-covered Craps table. I was getting more high fives, slaps on the back, and atta girls than I had my entire life. Evidently, I had a hot hand. I had just rolled another winner when the DJ announced that the auction would start in ten minutes.

I turned to Steven and grabbed his arm. “This is so much fun! Look at my massive pile of chips.”

“Too bad those chips don’t translate to cash.”

“I know! Right!”

“At least the auction will be fun. You could probably buy everything and still have chips left.” Steven helped me gather the chips and led the way back to our table.

I reached for my glass and took a drink of the wine spritzer. “I’m guessing you have your eye on a particular prize. What do you want me to bid on?”

“I want the set of kayaks. But those are your winnings, so you should bid on something you want.”

“Whatever.” I playfully rolled my eyes. “Let’s pool our winnings and get you those kayaks. If there’s anything left, I’ll find something small to bid on.” I held my glass in Steven’s direction to seal the deal with a toast.

Steven clinked our glasses and winked conspiratorially. “Deal.”

Tucked in the backseat of the Uber headed home, I laid my head on Steven’s broad shoulder.

I rarely had more than two or three drinks, so I felt the effects of the multiple wine spritzers I had consumed throughout the night. I should’ve passed on the last one, but when Steven returned from the bar carrying two more wine glasses filled with the bubbly liquid, I happily said thank you and turned the glass up. Come morning, I would no doubt be a little less than chipper.

Steven patted my leg to get my attention. “So, tell me, pretty lady. Who are you planning to ask for dinner?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about that dinner for two you bid on and won. Who are you going to take with you?”

“Oh. Yeah, I don’t know. I only bid on it because we had chips left after successfully winning your fancy kayaks.” I snickered. “Speaking of the newly acquired water toys. How do you plan to get them home?”

“I’m going to use your Jeep, of course. I’ll store them in the garage through the Winter. In the next few months, I’ll get a rack for my car, so I’ll be ready for Spring.”

I watched as Steven scrolled through his camera roll, reviewing the photos and videos from the party. He stopped on one of the two of us from earlier in the evening. “You good if I post it and tag you? We look great together, and I would hate to deprive people of seeing it.”

I focused on the image on his phone. “Sure, go ahead. But no posting the videos Janice took of us dancing. And none of the pics taken towards the end of the night.”

“I get why not on the late pictures as we don’t look our best, but those dance videos are great. I had no idea you were such a good swing dancer and could follow my lead so easily. But okay, I won’t post them.”

The driver stopped at the curb in front of my house. “We’re here safe and sound.”

Steven opened the door, got out, and reached back to give me a hand. Being the consummate gentleman, he walked me to my door. “Here we are, Cinderella, home before midnight.”

I dug out my keys to unlock the door. “I had so much fun. Thanks for making me go.”

Steven gave me a good night hug and kissed me on the cheek. “Thanks for being my date. Sleep well. I’ll talk to you later.”

Living within walking distance of one of your best friends has its perks, like being able to share an Uber and showing up on their doorstep asking what’s for dinner. The doorstep dinner thing was my plan for tomorrow as repayment for being his date tonight.

I trudged up the stairs, heading straight for my walk-in closet. I quickly removed my clothes and found an old ratty t-shirt. I pulled the the faded black shirt over my head as I walked to bed. Grabbing my pillow and tossing it to the side, I tugged the covers down, crawled into bed, and snuggled under cold sheets. With a loud exhale, I closed my eyes and welcomed sleep.

The sunlight streamed in through the crack in the blinds and slashed across my face, waking me from a crazy dream about Charlie, kayaks, and a swirling pool of water. Not quite ready to get up and start the day, I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling.

The dream had been, in a word, weird. I understood the kayaks were from the night before, but Charlie and the swirling water perplexed me. Usually, my water dreams signified that I was under stress, but I wasn’t stressed at the moment, so the water didn’t make sense. “Oh, well. I’m sure I’ll figure it out eventually.”

I stretched and grabbed my phone and glasses off the nightstand. A flutter of excitement immediately rippled through me when I saw I had gotten a text from Charlie after I had gone to sleep. I excitedly opened the message to read it.

Charlie

I’m taking a chance you’re still awake. If not, I hope I don’t wake you. I saw the picture that Steven just posted of you guys. You both looked fantastic. That shade of green looked great on you.

I smiled broadly at Charlie’s compliment. “Well, well, well. I looked fantastic and great in green. Go me.”

Me

Thanks. Steven dragged me to his office holiday party. They did a casino night. It was super fun.

Three bubbles appeared before I could put my phone down. As I anticipated Charlie's reply, the dancing bubbles made me feel a little giddy.

Charlie

Did you win big? Should I change your name in my contacts to High Roller?

Me

You might want to. My pile of chips was massive. Sadly, I couldn’t trade them for actual money. We ended up combing our winnings and bought Steven a set of kayaks.

Charlie

Sounds like a fun time.

Me

A little too much fun. I haven’t even gotten out of bed yet. And I’m in dire need of caffeine. lol

Charlie

I was thinking of going to Starbucks. Want to join me? You can get that caffeine you desperately need.

Okay. What is happening right now? Did Charlie just ask me for coffee? I wasn’t sure if she was asking as a friend or something else. Honestly, it didn’t matter what she meant. I was thrilled she had even asked. I pushed my fingers through my tangled mass of hair, realizing I would have to shower before I could even consider leaving my house.

Charlie

Don’t feel like you have to say yes. I just thought sitting and catching up in person might be nice.

Me

That sounds great. Meet there in 45? I need time to attempt to make myself presentable to the general public.

Charlie

I’m sure it won’t take you that long, but 45 works for me. I have a couple of errands to run anyway. See you in a bit.

Suddenly full of energy, I sprang out of bed and headed to the bathroom to get ready. Thirty-five minutes later, I was feeling refreshed from the shower and dressed in my favorite pair of jeans and an oversized sweatshirt. I quickly pulled my hair into a ponytail, threw on a ball cap, and dashed out the door.

Fortunately, there wasn’t a line when I walked in, so I headed straight to the counter and placed my order. I turned around and spotted Charlie, her eyes glued to the screen of her phone, her fingers tapping away in a blur of activity.

I leaned against the counter and took the opportunity to study her. She looked great. Her dark hair had the slightest touch of grey and fell to her shoulders in soft waves. I was almost positive the top she had on was the one she bought years ago when we went shopping with the girls. It was hard to forget how fantastic she had looked in it. Whenever she wore it, I always made it a point to trail my tongue down the low-cut v-neck. Okay! Stop it. You’re here to have coffee with a friend. Nothing more.

A white paper cup suddenly appeared at my elbow. “Here’s your drink.”

I glanced back at the young guy holding my cup. He had a full sleeve tattoo, a name tag that read “Sean,” and the most amazing green eyes. I smiled and took the cup. “Thank you.”

As I slowly walked to the table, I felt more nervous with each step. Feeling nervous around Charlie was a new experience for me. I had run the gamut of emotions during our relationship but never felt nervous. She must have sensed my approach because she turned in my direction, and when we made eye contact, a beautiful smile took over her face.

I pulled out the wooden chair, the legs scraping loudly against the floor, and sat across from her at the small round table. “Hey, stranger. How are you this morning?”

“Hi. You don’t look like someone who was in bed less than an hour ago. Cute hat, by the way.”

I reached up to adjust the bill of my ball cap. “Thanks. I got it two years ago while on vacation in Anna Maria Island. Lilac isn’t a color I would normally choose, but I thought it was cute, so I bought it.”

“I think it looks great on you. But, then again, I always liked you in hats, so my opinion is a bit biased.”

I took a sip of coffee to hide my suddenly hot cheeks. That was two compliments in less than twelve hours. I couldn’t tell if she was saying nice things just to be nice or if she was subtly flirting. I used to be able to read her and what she was thinking in a matter of seconds. But now, I couldn’t get a read on her, which was incredibly frustrating.

“This coffee is exactly what I needed. If you hadn’t invited me to join you, I would be standing in my kitchen drinking subpar pod coffee.” I took another small sip. “Did you get your errands done?”

“Yeah. I had to drop a few files off at the office and take some clothes to the cleaners.”

I nodded my understanding. “Ah. Weekend errands of the working woman. Speaking of working, where are you working?”

“I work for the same company, but I’m in a management position now.”

I lifted my cup and tipped it slightly in her direction. “Oh. Well, congrats on the promotion.”

Charlie smiled appreciatively. “Thank you. Ava going off to college and my new role at work allowed me to make some long overdue changes in my life.”

“That’s great. I’m happy for you.”

Charlie leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “How about you? What’s new with you?”

I chuckled lightly. “Pretty much everything since the last time I last saw you. Let me clarify. Not when we ran into one another a couple of months ago. I’m talking about the last time I saw you a few years ago.”

Charlie pushed her hair behind her ear and adjusted slightly to get more comfortable. “I have lots of time. Tell me about all of it. Start with work.”

"Well, let's see. Work has changed. I left my old job and took a new one as a Creative Director. I work with a great team, and I really enjoy the work. Plus, being the boss allows me a little more freedom with my schedule. Like the other morning, I went in a little late so I could have breakfast with Olivia. She lives in a dorm on campus and pops home every so often. "

“That’s great. Being able to see Olivia on a random morning must be nice. I miss seeing Ava and wish she were going to college somewhere closer to where I am.” Charlie raised her cup to her mouth, taking a drink. “Did Steven change companies with you?”

“No, sadly,” I said, frowning. “I miss having him down the hall. But I more than made up for it by moving down the street from him and Brody.”

Charlie looked at me with a shocked expression. “You sold your house? Wow. I thought you wanted to keep the house. You loved the landscaping beds you had worked so hard on, and your master bath was amazing.”

I shrugged. “I still miss that huge soaking tub. And dear lord, that massive walk-in shower…” I blew out a breath as an ill-timed memory of me holding Charlie’s quivering body against the shower’s tile wall flashed in my mind.

I shook my head as I cleared my throat. “Anyway, originally, I did want to keep it. But it ended up being too big for just Olivia and I.” An emotion flickered across Charlie’s face, but it was gone before I could name it. I wondered if she remembered that she and I had planned to live in that house together. To make it our own while we navigated the next steps in our relationship.

I took a quick drink of coffee before continuing. “Steven found the house I’m in now. It was more suited for me, and I needed a fresh start. So I sold the old one and bought a new one.”

“So, new job and a new house. What else is new? Are you dating anyone special?”

"Nope. I'm single as a Pringle. I went on a couple of dates, but they weren't anything to write home about." I closed my eyes and slowly shook my head, thinking about the guy Laura thought would be perfect for me. "One of them was an ambush-style set up by Laura. So you can probably guess how that went." I fumbled with my cup to cover my nervous energy. "How about you? I know you just moved back a few weeks ago, but are you seeing anyone special or looking to meet someone new on the dating apps?" Damnit. Why in the hell did I just ask if she was dating someone?

I braced myself to hear the worst-case scenario answer: She was engaged to be married, and the ceremony was the next day. Logically, I knew she wasn't getting married the next day. But, if she was, it would be the worst answer. Even though I had no reason to hope for more than a friendly catchup, I was honest enough to admit that I wanted more than a quick chat sitting in a coffee shop.

“I'm not dating anyone, and I have no desire to meet anyone new.” Charlie stared into my eyes like she was trying to read my mind and simultaneously send me a telepathic message.

Her response about not dating anyone was good news and gave me an immediate sense of relief. I relaxed a little and raised my cup. “Got it. You’re a straight-up career woman now.”

Charlie shrugged as she gave me a half smile. “For now. We’ll see what happens down the line.”

I leaned forward, placing my elbows on the table. “Tell me about Ava. How’s Ava doing?”

“She’s good. She’s off doing the whole college thing. I don’t think she has made a final decision on a major yet. I told her there was no rush. It’s better to take your time and be sure before making such a big life decision.”

“Words to live by. Not only in what you want to do as a career for the rest of your life but also with whom you want to spend that life with.”

“Very true.” Charlie uncrossed and recrossed her legs, angling her body slightly more in my direction. “So, how’s Laura?”

“Last time I talked to her, she was good. We don’t spend as much time together as we used to. A few years ago, she started leading weekly Bible studies and volunteering at church. All of that keeps her pretty busy.”

Charlie gave me a slightly confused look. “I don’t remember her being big into the whole church thing.”

“She wasn’t back then. This is a somewhat new thing. But so long as she doesn’t start calling me an uncivilized heathen and tells me I’m going to hell, we’re all good.” I chuckled at the thought of Laura calling me a heathen.

I jumped slightly when I felt the vibration of my phone buzzing with a text. I fished it out of my pocket and glanced at the screen to see it was from Steven, telling me he was ready to pick up his new toys. On one hand, I wanted to curse his timing, but on the other, I wanted to applaud it. Although I would like to stay right where I was and continue talking to Charlie, I decided to take the opportunity to leave. No need to risk overstaying my welcome.

“My assistance has just been requested. Steven wants me to take him to pick up his new kayaks.” I pushed back my chair, stood quickly, and smiled at Charlie. “I’m sorry I have to cut this short. Maybe we can get together another time?”

Charlie returned my smile. “I would like that. Text me. You have my number.”

“Yeah. Okay. Hope you have a great afternoon. See you later.”


CHAPTER 5

I reached for a towel to dab the sweat pouring down my face, then rolled up my mat and shoved it in the bag. Diane, the instructor, propped the door open and brought up the lights in the room. I had thought a Saturday mid-morning real hot yoga class would be an excellent way to kickstart my day. Little did I know it would leave me feeling utterly wiped out and craving nothing more than a shower and a nap.

I slid my bare feet into much loved Birkenstocks, pulled on my sweatshirt, flung the yoga bag over my shoulder, and reached into the cubby for my sunglasses and phone. I felt my pulse kick up a notch when I saw I had a text from Charlie.

Several times over the past week, I had to talk myself out of texting her. I had to keep reminding myself that it didn't mean anything just because we had coffee and a quick catch-up. We were more than acquaintances but less than friends, and I hadn't yet figured out how to traverse that particular landscape. I didn't want to be in control or push. I was letting whatever this new connection was between us develop organically. But the conscious effort to go with the flow didn’t stop me from smiling like a crazy person as I opened the text.

Charlie

I was thinking about going downtown and catching a holiday movie. It’s A Wonderful Life is playing at 3:30pm. I thought I would see if you wanted to go with me and maybe grab lunch beforehand. Let me know.

The unexpected invitation made me feel a little giddy. I suddenly had a lot more energy than I thought and no longer needed a nap. Spending the afternoon with Charlie was now at the top of my list of things to do today.

Me

That sounds like fun. I just finished a yoga class and desperately need a shower, so no lunch. But I’ll meet you around 3 for the movie.

Charlie

Great. I’ll see you in the lobby at 3.

As I pulled open the heavy wooden door, I was immediately enveloped by the resplendent interior of the 1930s theater. The grandeur of the Spanish-Moorish style was breathtaking. The lobby, adorned with magnificent crystal chandeliers and Italian terrazzo flooring, with Asian influences in the carpet and drapery, exuded a richness that was hard to ignore. One of my favorite things about the theater was its long-standing rumors of hauntings. It seemed to come alive with the imagined presence of its past patrons floating throughout, adding to the theater’s mystique.

The packed lobby was full of moviegoers, all eager to experience a little holiday spirit. So many people were wearing ugly Christmas sweaters that I wondered if there was an ugly sweater contest I knew nothing about. I eventually spotted Charlie leaning against the wall at the bottom of a massive staircase. She was drinking from a water bottle and holding a giant tub of popcorn as her eyes scanned the people packed in the enormous space.

I began weaving through the crowd of people heading in her direction. The smile that lit Charlie’s face when she saw me approach caused my stomach to do happy flips. “Hey there. Sorry, I’m a little late. I had a hard time finding a parking spot. Looks like you’ve already been to get concessions.”

She quickly nodded. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought we could share the popcorn. And I bought you a water. It’s in my pocket.” She turned so I could easily grab the bottle from the oversized pocket.

I reached and quickly withdrew the ice cold water bottle, careful not to appear too familiar. “You didn’t have to do that, thanks,” I motioned towards the auditorium doors. “Shall we?”

We walked down the long carpeted aisle toward sporadically placed empty seats. Charlie looked over her shoulder and motioned to a couple in a row we had just passed. “How about those two?”

I nodded and stepped back so she could shuffle down the row. I pushed the red cushioned seat bottom down and sat beside her. I looked around at the packed auditorium and thought about my last time here. About a decade ago, Matt and I had gone to see Phantom of the Opera. The opera had been beautiful. The rest of the evening, not so much.

Charlie bumped my shoulder playfully and held out a thick stack of napkins. “Here. I brought you these.”

With a confused look, I reached for the bundle. “Gee. That’s a lot of napkins, but thanks, I guess.”

She raised her dark eyebrows and smirked. “It was either that or the possibility of you being forced to lick the butter off your fingers after you devoured the popcorn.”

An old memory of us going to the movies together flashed in my mind. “Oh, yeah. You remember that?”

She gave me a little sexy smile. “I remember everything,” she said as she held eye contact a little longer than was necessary. She passed the tub of popcorn to me and shimmied out of her coat. “So, how was your yoga class this morning?”

I huffed out a laugh. “Oh, this morning’s class wrecked me.”

“What do you mean wrecked you? Did you hurt yourself?”

“No, not physically wrecked me. It wrecked me emotionally. Like big tears wrecked.”

She stared at me with a look of total disbelief. “You cried during yoga class?”

“I did, and it wasn’t the first time. And before you ask, it isn’t unusual to cry in certain yoga poses. One of the instructors told me about it. Plus, I Googled it and found all sorts of information about it.”

Charlie stared at me skeptically. “I’m having a hard time imagining you crying like that.”

“Yeah, definitely not something I would’ve done a few years ago. I would’ve pressed all the emotions down and been too controlled to allow them to surface. Especially in public like that.” I laughed self-deprecatingly. “But now, when I feel emotions bubbling, I lean in and let go.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Wow.”

“Yeah.” I sat back and grinned. Suddenly, the lights went out, and the curtains parted and slid back to reveal a giant screen. I grabbed a handful of buttery popcorn and shifted focus to the front of the room.

As the classic black and white film flashed across the screen, I couldn’t help sneaking small glances at Charlie out of the corner of my eye. I was hyper-aware of her every move. The last time we sat in a darkened theater, we had been nothing more than friends. That was before that fateful vacation when she kissed me, and my world shifted on its axis. Being in the present was becoming increasingly difficult when the past kept trying to envelop me.

We left the brightly lit warmth of the lobby, stepped out into the dark night, and began walking toward the parking garage. I shivered from the chill in the air, my hot breath causing a small misty cloud to form around me.

Charlie buttoned her coat and glanced over, smiling. “That is such a good movie. I’ve seen it about a hundred times.”

I slipped my hands into the pockets of my denim jacket. “Same. It’s a holiday staple, for sure. Thanks for inviting me.”

“Oh, look. There’s a Christmas market!” Charlie grabbed my arm. “If you don’t have anywhere you need to be, do you want to check it out?”

“Nowhere to be. And sure, let’s check it out.”

Charlie grabbed my hand and dragged me across the street toward the colorfully lit vendor booths. The warmth of Charlie’s hand wrapped around mine took me back in time, back when holding her hand felt normal. I always loved how our hands seemed to fit perfectly together, the sensation of her soft skin against mine. My favorite part was how her fingers entwined with mine and how she would stroke the back of my hand with her thumb, a gentle, reassuring touch. I didn’t want to let her hand go, but I needed to. The throwback thoughts of bygone days triggered memories and emotions that were better left in the past.

Charlie’s face, a picture of joy, turned towards me, her eyes widening when she realized she was still holding my hand. She let go quickly as if she had been burned by a hot flame. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to drag you along like that. I was just a little excited. How about we get some hot chocolate?”

“Absolutely. My treat since you bought the popcorn.” I gestured towards where the bustling food trucks were parked. “Looks like all of the food trucks are that way.”

After checking out the menus posted at each of the eight trucks, we discovered that only one of them had hot chocolate on the menu. We got in the back of the long line. Now that we were standing still, ignoring the cool night temperature was a bit more difficult. I rubbed my hands together, anticipating the warmth of the hot chocolate. 

Charlie glanced at me. “Are you cold,” she asked with concern in her voice.

“A little. While this jacket may be cute, it’s not the warmest.” 

Charlie tugged off her scarf and held it out to me. “Here, wear my scarf.” 

I put my hand up. “No. You keep it. No need for both of us to be cold.”

She stepped forward and gazed deeply into my eyes as she slowly wound the long cashmere strip around my neck. “You should wear it. At least now your neck will stay warm.” 

I stood transfixed, unable to look at anything except Charlie’s beautiful hazel eyes. She was standing close enough that I could feel the heat from her body, and I had an overwhelming desire to pull her in those final few inches straight into my arms. I needed space, and I needed it now before I did something I knew I shouldn’t. I took a small step back. “Thanks for the scarf. I feel warmer already.” 

Hanging out with Charlie was a lot more complicated than I thought it would be. I shifted from one foot to the other as I tried desperately to think of something to talk about that would be a neutral topic. Most things I wanted to discuss were off-limits because they were none of my business. I couldn’t ask if Rick was begging her for another chance like he had last time. Asking if she regretted ending our relationship was at the top of my list, but was absolutely a no-go. Asking if she had ever genuinely loved me like I thought she had wasn’t a question I was ready to hear the truth of. 

I wanted to reach over and touch her or even bump shoulders with her. Any physical contact would have been welcome. However, considering that my desire to be near and touch her was how it started for me years ago, I knew acting on the desire was a hard no for me. Could I be any more pathetic?  

Charlie leaned in slightly. “Hey. Are you okay? You’ve gotten quiet. We don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.”

As the line inched forward, I glanced at her and forced a smile. “I’m perfect. Have you noticed all the ugly Christmas sweaters walking around? It almost makes me want to buy one.”

Charlie’s lips rose in a half smile as she looked at me, her eyes filled with curiosity. “Huh. Ugly sweaters? You’ve gotten better at deflection.” She tilted her head slightly. “But, Jamie, I can still tell when that’s what you’re doing.”

I scoffed and pushed a small pebble with the tip of my shoe. “Whatever. Seriously, though. Nonchalantly, look at the couple behind us. His sweater shows a huge reindeer wearing his own ugly Christmas sweater. Her hunter green v-neck has a massive Christmas tree with blinking lights. And the flashing star nestled between her perfect breasts is a bonus feature.”

Charlie smirked. “You noticed that she has perfect breasts?”

I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. “Of course I did. I would have to be blind not to notice.”

"Hmm." Charlie nodded several times, then casually glanced back at the couple. “You’re right. Both sweaters are appropriately hideous. The best part about his is that the reindeer's sweater has the same image as the guy's real sweater. A reindeer wearing an ugly sweater. You can’t make this stuff up.”

I looked back and snickered. “Talk about attention to detail.”

We set off toward the festively decorated booths after finally getting our steaming cups of hot chocolate. As we strolled through strings of twinkling lights crisscrossed above, I began to relax. A few booths were adorned with evergreen garlands, while others had massive red and green bows as their welcoming touch. Looking over the eclectic mix of items in each booth, I couldn’t help but notice that Charlie never strayed far from my side. The further we walked, the more at ease I felt because we were finally relaxed enough to talk and laugh like we used to.

We stepped out of the last booth, and Charlie gestured towards the crowd around the temporary ice rink. “Want to go ice skating? I haven’t been since I was in my teens.”

“Nope. But I’ll hold your things if you want to.”

“I don’t want to go by myself. Who would pick me up if I fell?”

“That does sound like a potential problem.” I shrugged. “I’ve never gone ice skating, and I’ll admit I’m too old to learn. Getting up after a fall is a bit more challenging the older you get.”

Charlie looked at me, puzzled. "You've never ice skated? How did I not know that? I figured you could skate since you played sports when you were young and are still pretty athletic. You went roller skating as a kid, didn't you?"

"Twice. But I didn't go after I started playing basketball and softball. My coaches had rules against roller skating. If you got caught at the roller rink, you had to run extra and set out a game as punishment. So while all the other kids were racing around the rink, I was busy playing whatever sport was in season."

"I guess I understand the reasoning behind that. If a kid gets hurt while skating, they can't play. And since you commit to the team, you must follow the team rules."

"Exactly. I didn’t really like skating the two times I went. All I wanted to do was hang out with my friends, but all those friends wanted to do was hang out with the boys. So, I was left to roll in circles around the rink by myself.”

"Okay. So skating is out. How about dinner? You still eat, don't you?" Charlie bit her bottom lip so as not to laugh.

"I do. Where would you like to go?"

"Is that Japanese restaurant we used to go to still open?"

"It is."

"Great. Let's go there." She took our empty cups, tossed them in the trashcan, then turned back to me and winked.

I was momentarily stunned when she slipped her arm through mine and pulled me close. The feel of Charlie’s body pressed against my side as we walked arm-in-arm made my heart beat faster. I was heading into dangerous territory, and I knew it. The ease with which we had slipped back into what was familiar worried me slightly. I had no idea what was going through her mind. I didn’t know if how she was acting was because she felt comfortable with me as a friend or if she was thinking something else entirely. I tried not to read into her playful, almost flirty comments or notice how often she touched me. But the truth was I didn’t care why because I was here for it no matter what.


CHAPTER 6

The smiling blonde girl motioned for Olivia and me to follow her as she guided us to a table in the back of the busy restaurant. “Here are your menus, ladies. Callie is your server and will be with you shortly.”

I studied the menu, trying to decide what I was in the mood for. Without glancing up, I asked, “What are you going to get?”

Olivia flipped to the next page. “I’m thinking the baked salmon with rice pilaf and steamed vegetables.”

I closed the menu and placed it on the table. “That sounds good. I’ll have the same. Except I want roasted asparagus instead of mixed vegetables.” I pushed back from the table. “Since we’ve been shopping nonstop for three hours, and there’s no telling the germs I picked up, I’m going to wash my hands. If the server comes back, order salmon and asparagus for me. Water to drink.”

Olivia sat her menu on top of mine. “Okay. I’ll get us some bread, too.”

When I returned to the table, Olivia looked up. “I ordered for us, and she brought a fresh bread basket.”

I reached for my water. “Great. Thanks, honey.”

Olivia squinted her eyes. “So Mom… Who’s Charlie?”

I glanced up. The question had come out of left field. “What?”

“You got a text while you were in the restroom. So, tell me, who’s Charlie? Are you dating someone I don’t know about, or is something else going on with you?”

I chuckled uncomfortably and fiddled with my silverware. “No honey, I’m not dating anyone. You know Charlie. It’s Ava’s mom. She recently moved back to town.”

Olivia frowned. “Why is she texting you? I didn’t think you guys were friends.”

“We ran into one another a few months ago and chatted briefly. Last weekend, we went downtown to see It’s a Wonderful Life and had dinner after. It’s been nice catching up with her.”

Olivia reached for the butter and slathered a large dollop on the warm roll. “I’ve always wondered whatever happened to you guys. You were such great friends for a long time, and suddenly you weren’t. You two hung out together all the time. You even helped her move that time. And then suddenly, you stopped doing things together and didn’t talk about her anymore.”

I wasn’t prepared for such a direct line of questioning and immediately felt panicked. I certainly wasn’t going to tell my daughter the truth. She didn’t need to know that I had been having an affair with Charlie and had fallen in love with her. She didn’t need to know that Charlie deciding we were done had emotionally wrecked me. She didn’t need to know that Charlie had been my catalyst for the incredible amount of changes I had gone through.

I knew I had to provide an answer and shut down the questioning, but I couldn’t appear to be flustered, or Olivia would notice and keep asking. “Things got complicated, and Charlie and I had a pretty big falling out. Not much more than that to tell.” I grabbed my knife and reached for a warm poppyseed roll. “Tell me more about Jared. Has he asked you to be his date to the Winter Formal yet?” You have to love the fine art of deflection.

Olivia’s face lit up with joy as she caught me up on the latest happenings with Jared. I loved seeing her happy. From what I know so far, Jared seems like a good guy. When Olivia introduced us a few weeks ago, he had been engaging and respectful. The kid looked me in the eyes when he talked to me, which was a big tell for me. If you couldn’t make eye contact when you spoke to me, I couldn’t help but wonder what you were hiding or lying about.

I had tried my best to ignore my phone and the waiting text I desperately wanted to read. Giving in to curiosity, I casually reached for the phone. I swiped on Charlie's text as Olivia animatedly told me the latest gossip about the sorority house.

Charlie

I’m sitting here watching Christmas Vacation, and it’s making me want to drive around and look at Christmas lights. Do you want to go with me?

Me

I would love to, but I’m at dinner with Olivia. I probably won’t be home until 7:30ish.

Charlie

That’s perfect. If you’ll give me your address, I’ll pick you up. Maybe we can get a drink after if you’re up for it.

I giddily typed my address and said I would see her at 8pm. I sat my phone back on the table and looked up to find Olivia watching me. “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I was waiting until you stopped texting so I could finish telling you my story about the girls in my sorority. Are you sure nothing is going on with you?”

I scoffed. “That’s an odd question to ask your mother.”

Olivia leaned back in her chair. “Considering how you totally zoned out in the middle of my story and focused on your phone, I would say it’s not an odd question.”

I held up my hands in surrender. “I apologize. I hate it when you don’t put your phone down when we’re talking, and I just did the same thing. But to answer your question, nothing is going on with me. I was making plans to have a drink with Charlie.”

Olivia nodded slowly and pursed her lips. “Ooookay.”

“Seriously. Nothing is going on.” I motioned for her to continue the story. “Get back to the sorority house drama.”

A black Honda Accord pulled to the curb, and the passenger window rolled down. “Hey, Jamie. Ready to drive around judging the best and worst Christmas decorations?”

I opened the door and got in, welcoming the feel of a heated seat. “Absolutely.” I buckled the seatbelt and grinned at Charlie. “Question for you. What’s your best guess on the most blow-ups in one yard?”

Charlie chuckled lightly as she pulled away from the curb. “Odd question, but I’ll go with nine.”

“I’ll say thirteen. Whoever is closest is the winner. The loser buys drinks. Deal?”

“Deal,” Charlie said as she turned left into one of the more prominent neighborhoods. “That house is pretty. I like the spotlight on the wreaths, and the flickering candles in the windows are pretty. It’s a classic look.”

I pointed at the house next door. “Do you think they like living next to a house with a blow-up Santa wearing a red tank top, riding a motorcycle, and holding an American flag?”

“I’m sure they’re beyond delighted to be neighbors.” Charlie chuckled as she turned left onto another street in the neighborhood. “Since I was a kid, I’ve always liked driving around looking at decorations. The tackier, the better.”

“Same. It’s one of my favorite things to do during the holidays.” I smiled, thinking about Olivia. “Going around looking at lights on Christmas Eve is a tradition that Olivia and I have.”

“That’s sweet. You guys do that every year?”

I nodded and turned to look at the passing houses. “We do. The first Christmas after my divorce wasn’t one of the happiest. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t get in the spirit. I could tell my overall mood was affecting Olivia.” I turned back toward Charlie. “So I suggested we drive around and look at lights. We stopped at a convenience store, got a couple of large hot chocolates, and hit all the neighborhoods. We talked about all sorts of things and laughed so hard that night. We had such a good time that we made it a tradition.”

Charlie glanced over. Her expression was unreadable. “I remember how much you love all of the holidays. I’m glad you found a way to bring in a little joy during a hard time.”

“What about you? Do you and Ava have any special mother-daughter traditions?”

Charlie frowned slightly. “Not really. The past few years weren’t happy, tradition-making years.” She pointed at a house on the right. “I count five blow-ups in that yard.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I reached over and softly squeezed her forearm. “The holidays can be a tough time for many reasons.”

“Yeah.” She shook her head like she was pushing away a bad memory. “How about Matt? What’s he doing now?”

“He’s been dating someone for a while. Olivia isn’t a fan, but I think he seems happy.”

“So you and Matt get along now?” She motioned to a house. “Wow! That blow-up nativity scene is huge. Baby Jesus is the size of a twelve year old kid.”

I looked out my window and burst out laughing. “Look at the size of the wise men. They have to be at least eight feet tall. Can you imagine what that cost? Wow. Just wow.” I turned back to Charlie. “To answer your question before we saw the inflatable Jesus. Matt never said this, but I think he finally admitted to himself that he wasn’t happy either. Being honest about why things ended has a way of healing.”

Charlie's head snapped around. "You told him about us?"

"What? No!" I shook my head vehemently. "I meant he and I hadn't been happy for several years, and I think he finally got honest with himself about the true state of our marriage."

She visibly relaxed. "Oh. That makes sense.”

Charlie asking if I had confessed to Matt made me wonder if she had told Rick and that maybe it hadn't gone very well. "Did you ever tell Rick?"

Charlie laughed sarcastically. "Oh, Rick knew. On more than one occasion, he accused me of having an affair with you. I denied it, obviously.”

"Really? That's interesting. Rick always struck me as the type of man who wouldn't be able to get over his wife having an affair. Especially if that affair was with another woman. Would be too much of a hit to his manhood."

"Before…" Charlie glanced at me with sadness. "Before I went back, he said I didn't have to admit it because he knew the truth without being told. He said he understood why I had done it. That he knew he hadn't treated me right. So it made sense that I would look elsewhere to get what he wasn't giving me."

I pushed my hair away from my face. "Huh. You don't say. Well, he wasn't totally wrong. At least from my perspective."

"He wasn't wrong, but he wasn't right either. For me, yours and my relationship was about more than filling a need." She blew out a long breath. "Anyway, enough about our exes." Charlie pointed to a house. “I count seven blowups in that yard. So far, I'm winning." She gave me a cheeky smile and wink.

The air in the car had gotten heavy, and I welcomed the subject change from talking about the past. "Don't get cocky. There are a couple more neighborhoods to go. There's one specific house in the back of one of the neighborhoods that never disappoints."

A little over an hour later, Charlie pulled into my driveway and shifted the car into park. "Tonight was fun. Thanks for going with me. Looking at lights by myself seemed depressing."

"It was fun." I reached for the door handle and paused. "You won the blowups competition. Do you want to come in, and I'll pay up on the drink I owe you? No beer or liquor, but I have a few bottles of wine."

She studied me for a moment, then turned the car off. "Yeah. That sounds good."

I unlocked the front door and stepped into the foyer. "Come on in. I have both white and red. Which do you prefer?"

Charlie followed me inside. Her eyes shifted around as she took in her surroundings. "Red seems fitting. Christmas color and all."

I dropped my things on the long black table by the door and headed toward the kitchen. "Red it is. I'll be right back. The living room is around the corner. Go and make yourself at home."

As I walked to the kitchen, I tried to put a finger on what I was feeling. Self-examination was a habit I had developed over the past few years. As far as habits go, it was a good one to have. Admittedly, this wasn't the best time to delve into my feelings, but bad timing wouldn't stop me.

Spending the evening with Charlie had been fun. We laughed like we used to, and the conversation flowed easily. We had finally started talking about real life rather than the surface topics we had stuck to the past couple of times we saw one another. The more time I spent with Charlie, the more she seemed different but also the same. I really liked this new woman I was getting to know, which scared me.

Charlie was sitting on the sofa's far end, her shoes kicked off, and her legs were tucked under her. I was glad to see that she looked comfortable. I held out her glass and placed the opened bottle of wine on the table before settling on the opposite end of the sofa.

She took a healthy drink and looked around the room. "I love your house. It feels very calm and peaceful. Full of love." She turned, angling her body more in my direction. "It suits you." Charlie held my gaze, refusing to let go.

I felt the hotness of a blush creeping up my cheeks. "Thank you." I cleared my throat and forced myself to look away. "I've worked hard the past few years to bring that feeling to my home and myself."

"I can tell. You seem more comfortable in your own skin. It's given you a different type of confidence."

I intently watched as she brought the glass to her mouth, parted her lips, and took a small sip. She lowered the glass slowly, leaving a single drop of red wine perched on her bottom lip. She ran the tip of her tongue across her lip, catching the stray drop. God, I miss her mouth. Her lips…

Before I let my thoughts take me down an uncertain road, I paused, closed my eyes, and took a moment. I breathed in and slowly turned my head from one side to the other. Concentrating on the movement, I slowly released my breath. Feeling more centered, I opened my eyes to see Charlie studying me closely.

She tilted her head curiously. "What was that about?"

I considered my options. Tell a lie or tell the truth. Did Charlie need to know that I missed her mouth? Should I lie and say it was nothing more than I was stretching my tight neck? Returning her stare, I realized there was no point in lying, but telling the 100 percent truth wasn’t necessary either, so I went with the middle ground. "Sorry. I felt a little off-kilter and needed a moment to center myself."

Charlie leaned back and gave me a half smile. "What made you feel off-kilter."

It was interesting that I was immediately presented with another choice. Lie or the truth. The old Jamie would've taken the easy way out and simply lied. But, as I occasionally liked to remind myself, I'm not the same Jamie. I took a sip of wine, maintaining eye contact over the rim of the glass. "You."

Charlie tipped her glass and drank the rest of her wine. "I'm not sure if I should apologize or feel happy. But I'll be honest since you were honest with me just now. I like knowing I made you feel off-kilter. Even without knowing if it's a bad thing or a good thing, I still like knowing."

I drank the remaining wine in my glass in one big gulp and leaned forward to grab the bottle. I poured a full glass and held the bottle out for Charlie. "Refill?"

"Yes, please." She took the bottle, refilled her glass, and then sat the empty bottle back on the table. "I hope you have more than this one bottle."

I nodded my head. "I do, but if I open another, you'll have to get an Uber to get home."

"I can walk. My condo is one street over. I didn't realize we lived so close to one another until I picked you up earlier."

"Seriously? You live in one of the condos on Hobbs Lane?"

Charlie nodded and smiled. "Smacks of history repeating itself. Except this time, I moved without help, and it's less than half a mile from here. The house I rented after I left Rick was a little over a mile from your old house."

"Huh." I pushed off the sofa and snatched the empty wine bottle from the table. "I'll be right back with a fresh bottle."

This night kept getting more and more interesting. I didn't know any other word to describe it other than interesting.

A few minutes later, I returned to the living room to find Charlie flipping through one of my photo books. "Find anything fascinating in your search?"

"Actually, I have. Many things, in fact." She gave me a sly grin.

"But let's start with this photo of you in Vegas. Looks like you had fun. When were you there?" I refilled Charlie's glass and topped off my own before answering. "If I were a betting woman, and we both know I am, I would say you already know the answer to your question."

Charlie placed the book back on the table and turned to look at me. "You're right. I do know." She returned to the sofa, reached for her glass, and leaned back, resting her head against the cushion. "I vividly remember seeing that specific photo. One day, I was scrolling through my feed, and your smiling face popped up. Your eyes were brighter blue than I remembered, and your smile transformed your face into pure joy. I clicked the like button before I could talk myself out of it."

"Why would you want to talk yourself out of liking a post?

"Come on, Jamie. We hadn't been in contact in so many years, and then, out of the blue, I liked a post you're in. That had to seem weird to you."

"Oh, it did. Trust me when I tell you that it sent me waaaaay down a rabbit hole. Like you said, it had been so long. I couldn't figure out if you were just being nice. If you were simply saying hi. Or if maybe you had clicked like by accident." I glanced down at my hands. "One theory I told myself that became my favorite was maybe you were testing the waters to see if I would respond." I glanced back up. "Anyway, when there was no further commutation, direct or otherwise, I finally stopped spinning stories in my head and decided it didn't matter why."

Charlie looked down and began tracing the rim of the glass with her ring finger. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong. I just got triggered and dealt with it. No big deal.”

“Still… I am sorry.” Charlie’s voice was quiet.

“Anyway, let’s talk about you. You haven’t told me the story of how or why you moved back here.”

“Is that the question you really wanted to ask?”

“No, but it’s a good place to start, don’t you think?”

She had a contemplative look as she took a small sip of wine. “Well, about a year ago, Kim, my boss at the time, called me into her office. She asked if I would like to move into a managerial role. I said that it was something I was willing to consider. She said there would be an opening in the next four to six months that she felt would be a great fit. It just so happened that Wanda, the lady who was my boss when I lived here, was retiring. Kim asked if I would consider moving back and taking over when Wanda retired.”

“Wow. What a fantastic opportunity. Did the thought of moving here give you pause?”

She shook her head. “No, not really. But when I brought it up to Rick, he shut me down immediately. He told me there was no way I would be good at it, so why would I want to do something I would fail at. He also said there was no way he would even consider moving back here.”

I shook my head in annoyance. “So he was super supportive.” My extreme dislike for Rick was audible in my tone.

“As you know, things between him and I had never been great. After I went back, things were better for a few months, but then his same patterns of behavior started creeping back in. We had just moved, so I attributed it to the stress of moving.” Charlie huffed out a laugh. “It wasn’t the stress. It was Rick going back to his typical asshole self.”

I so wanted to say something supportive or reach out and give her arm a comforting squeeze, but I did neither. I remained quiet, sipped my wine, and let her talk.

“Going back to Rick… well, let’s just say it wasn’t the smartest decision I’ve ever made. But at the time, I felt like it was the only decision I could make. There were so many reasons why I did it. Knowing what I know now, I can honestly say I would’ve done so many things differently.”

“Do you want to tell me about those reasons, or is that not something you want to share?”

She looked down at her empty wine glass. “I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about that with you yet. Can we maybe save that conversation for another time?”

“Sure. We can talk about whatever you want.” I downed the last of my wine and reached for the bottle. “So tell me, how does it feel being the Boss Lady? Are you loving it?”

Charlie’s face instantly lit up. “I do.” She held out her glass for me to refill. “I was promoted to supervisor before you and I became friends but had to take a step back about six months later. I have to say I like being the big boss much better.”

“How did I not know that, and why did you give up the position when you had it before?”

Charlie shrugged. “I don’t know, I guess I never told you. Rick wasn’t a fan of my being promoted. He said I didn’t make enough money to make up for the hours I had to spend in the office and was gone too much. He didn’t help around the house or with Ava. He constantly complained, which made it so difficult that I finally told Wanda it was too much and that I needed to go back to what I had been doing.”

I sat staring at Charlie with wide eyes. “Wow. That’s another mark in the Rick-Is-A-Winner column. Or another and much more accurate way to say it would be... What a complete dick.”

Charlie chuckled. “Right!” She held up her glass, sending an air toast in my direction. “Anyway, it’s only been a few months since I started the new job, but so far, so good.”

“That’s great. I’m glad it’s working out for you. I know you’ve worked hard, and I have no doubt you’re a fantastic boss.”

“Thank you for saying that.” Charlie waved her hand dismissively. “So tell me something new with you. Something I don’t know.”

“You already know most of my new stuff. You’re in my new house, I told you about my job, and I shared my new habit of crying during yoga class. That’s about it.” I tipped my glass back and remembered one thing she didn’t know. “Oh! Here’s something new.” I sat the glass down, pushed the sleeves of my sweater up to my elbows, and held out my arms. “I have tattoos.”

She leaned closer to get a better look. “Tattoos? Look at you being a sexy little rebel.” Charlie reached out and traced the line on the underside of my wrist. “I like the simplicity of it. What does it mean, or is that a secret?”

Charlie’s fingertip lightly tracing the inked spiral had caused my heart to speed up. The simple touch cracked open a floodgate of emotions I wasn’t expecting or ready to think about. “It’s the universal symbol of gratitude. I got it when I was in Vegas.”

With her head still bowed, she shifted her gaze to my other wrist. She grasped my hand and leaned closer. “I love this one. The shade of blue in the crescent moon…” She raised her head and locked her eyes on mine. “It’s the same color as your eyes.”

I was transfixed, incapable of moving. The air around us felt almost electric. Charlie’s eyes bore into mine with an intensity I hadn’t felt in years. Something was happening that harkened back to when my feelings for the woman gently holding my hand made me question so many things in my life. Breathe, Jamie. Just breathe.

I sat back and pushed my sleeves back down. “Anyway, that’s pretty much it.”

Charlie must have also felt the energy shift because she quickly stood and reached for her coat. “I should go. It’s past midnight.”

I followed her to the door. “Are you good to drive?”

She laughed, but there was a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “Yeah, no, I’m not. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to leave my car and walk home. I’ll walk back over tomorrow morning for my car.”

“Charlie, I don’t want you walking on the road this late at night. It’s not safe.”

Charlie smiled. “No need to worry. A greenway connects your road to the cul-de-sac by my condo. Walking from your door to mine shouldn’t take more than five minutes.”

I pursed my lips, my concern for her safety evident. “I still don’t like the idea of you walking around at night. But you’re a big girl and can make your own decisions. Will you at least text to tell me you made it safely?”

“I will.” Charlie reached for the doorknob and paused. She glanced over her shoulder. “Thanks for tonight. It was fun reconnecting.”

“I enjoyed tonight, too.” I anxiously pushed my hair away from my face. “Let’s do it again after the madness of Christmas passes.”

“I would like that.” Charlie turned back to face me. “Can I hug you?” Her voice was hesitant.

I stepped closer, my voice barely a whisper. “I wish you would.”

She drew me close, her arms enveloping me. The touch of her skin against mine, the rhythm of her heart synchronizing with mine, and the scent of her hair mingling with her warm breath on my neck surged through me, transporting me to a place where time stood still. I surrendered to her embrace, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

We stood there, locked in an embrace that felt like home for longer than we should have. The thought of letting her go was unbearable, but I knew I needed to. I squeezed her one last time, my heart aching, and stepped back, the distance between us suddenly feeling like a chasm. “Text me when you get home.”

Charlie opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. “I will. Good night, Jamie.”

“Night, Charlie.”

I shut the door, the weight of my emotions crashing over me like relentless waves. Leaning my forehead against the cool metal, I took deep breaths, trying to steady myself amid the storm within.

I pushed off the door, climbed the stairs, and went straight to bed. I turned down the covers, fluffed my pillow, and crawled into the cozy warmth. I flopped back and signed loudly into the darkness. There would be plenty of time to analyze the evening after I got some sleep.


CHAPTER 7

The slow twinkle of the white lights strung around the Christmas tree and the fire's soft glow gave the living room a super cozy vibe. I was comfortably tucked into one of the club chairs Steven and Brody had recently bought. The buttery, soft leather of the chair and the cashmere throw I had across my legs were the perfect way to finish out a busy Christmas season.

“Jamie!” Brody’s jovial voice called out from the kitchen. “We’re opening a bottle of wine. Would you like a glass?”

“No on the wine, but I would love a hot tea with a splash of brandy if you have it.”

I lay my head back and stared into the fire. As I watched the flames dance, my thoughts drifted to Charlie. I hadn’t seen her since the night we drove around looking at lights, but we had kept in touch by texting. We had slipped almost effortlessly back into texting every day like we used to. I found myself looking forward to seeing her name pop up on my screen.

Figuring out how where the boundaries were was proving to be complicated. Not only was our history layered, but so were my current feelings for Charlie. I wasn’t sure what to do about it.

A sizeable steaming mug appeared in front of me. “Here you go, pretty lady.”

I took the oversized mug and cradled it in my palms. “Thanks, Brody. You guys have been exceptional hosts today.”

Brody made his way to the sofa and got comfortable beside Steven. He stretched out his long legs, swirled the deep red liquid in the wine glass, took a small sip, and then turned his attention to me. “Steven told me you’re planning a big New Year’s Eve throw-down with Liz. Where are you all planning to go?”

I blew across the tea, and I nodded. “We are. We’re going downtown. You two should come out with us. We would have tons of fun.”

Steven sneered. “I’m not doing New Year’s Eve in crowded bars with a bunch of strangers.” He affectionately patted Brody’s knee. “I'd much rather stay in, listen to the music I love, and share a glass of wine with this handsome man.”

I sipped my tea, a smile playing on my lips. “To be honest, I'd prefer a cozy night in. But Liz had her heart set on going out, and I couldn't say no. By the way, thank you so much for inviting me over. It’s nice to just sit and have a peaceful Christmas evening.

Steven leaned forward, placing his glass on the table, his eyes filled with curiosity. “I haven’t had much of a chance to catch up with you lately. We always seem to be missing one another. You’ve seemed to be incredibly busy. What have you been up to?”

“Nothing much. Just the typical stuff. Shopping and wrapping presents.” I placed the mug on the table beside me and then adjusted the throw across my legs.

Steven’s brow furrowed. “Okay. Well then, do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

I tilted my head to the side, attempting a look of innocence. “What do you mean?”

He smirked, his eyes filled with a knowing glint. “Oh, Jamie. You forget how well I know you. I can see there’s something on your mind. Spill.”

I dropped my head into my hands, feeling anxious with the weight of my thoughts. I looked back at them and shook my head.  “You guys don’t want to hear the ramblings of a crazy woman. The thoughts I have in my head are all over the place.”

Brody’s hand immediately shot high into the air. “Girl! I, for one, am here for all of the crazy. As Steven so eloquently just said… Spill.”

I rolled my eyes, suddenly feeling like a teenage girl talking about the hottie she had a secret crush on. I blew out a loud breath. “I haven’t said anything because there hasn’t been much to say. But I’ve hung out with Charlie a few times. And-“

Brody sat up and leaned forward. “Wait! Are you talking about Charlie Moss? As in, the woman that ripped your heart out and then went back to her piece of shit ex-husband?”

I gave Brody a tight-lipped smile. “Yep. The one and the same.”

Brody’s eyes grew round and filled with questions. Still, to his credit, he stayed silent and motioned for me to continue.

“The shortened version is that she was recently promoted and lives here again. I ran into her outside Starbucks in mid-October. We chatted for a few minutes. I came up with an excuse to make a quick exit, and then I showed up here to talk to your husband.” I pointed at Steven. “Did he not tell you?”

With a dismissive wave of his hand, Steven retorted, "I didn't say anything about it because there wasn't anything to talk about. Now, apparently, there is.” He nonchalantly propped his feet on the coffee table as if he would just as soon be anywhere else. “So, get on with it and finish your story." This was our usual banter, a mix of playful teasing and unspoken understanding that had developed over the years of our friendship.

I tossed the throw to the side, stood, and walked to the fire. Not because I was cold but because I suddenly needed to move. I held my hands out, letting the heat from the low burning fire warm them. "Charlie and I have hung out a few times, and it's been great. At first, it felt a little weird. Not uncomfortable, but weird. The first time we met for coffee. The next time we got together, we went downtown to see It's a Wonderful Life, checked out the Christmas Market, and had dinner afterward. A little over a week ago, we spent the evening driving around looking at Christmas lights and tacky yard decorations. We ended up back at my house afterward, where we drank a couple of bottles of wine and talked. It's been so good being around her again. Her presence and laughter feel so familiar and comforting, yet there is a new spark, a hint of something more. It’s hard to describe.”

Steven loudly cleared his throat. "Umm. Is wine and talk a euphemism for had sex?"

I spun around, my voice filled with frustration and disbelief. "No! No, it's not a euphemism. The only thing that happened was she hugged me goodbye when she left that night." I sank down to sit on the edge of the stone hearth, leaned forward, and rested my elbows on my knees. "Guys, I'm so confused right now. I wouldn't question my attraction if she were any other woman. But she's not just any other woman. She's Charlie. And what I’m feeling…" I sat up and ran my hand through my hair. “I’m not sure I’m up for it.”

Brody looked at me thoughtfully for a moment before speaking. “Okay. So what I’m hearing is that you’ve been spending time with your ex. The feelings you once had for her are resurfacing, which has you freaked out. Am I correct?”

I nodded. “You’re correct.” I looked down at my hands and nervously spun my gold thumb ring around and around. “I know I have a weakness when it comes to Charlie. She was, for all intents and purposes, my first love. But on the flip side, she was also my first real heartbreak. So my emotions run high where she’s concerned.” I looked up at my friends. “Guys, I’m really trying not to spin a story of long-lost love returns, and we live happily ever after. I’m trying to stay grounded in the now, but I can’t help wishing. I know I sound crazy.”

Steven gave me a side eye but remained quiet, sipping his wine while I talked. I could tell he wanted to say something but was biding his time.

Brody pointed to the table next to the chair. "I just heard a buzz. I think you just got a text."

I pushed to my feet and went to retrieve my phone. "Normally, I would ignore whoever this is, but Olivia said she might stay at the house tonight, so I better check it."

I couldn't stop smiling when I saw Charlie's name on my phone. It's funny that I hadn't heard from her all day, but as soon as I started talking about her, she texted me. As my mom used to say, "Her ears must have been burning."

Charlie

Hey. I was just thinking about you and wanted to say Merry Christmas.

Me

Merry Christmas back at you. I hope you’ve had a wonderful day.

I hit send and started to put my phone down when I saw the bubbles start dancing. I stood there holding my phone, fixated on the screen, waiting to see what she would say next.

Charlie

My day has been very nice. Ava just left, and my parents went to bed a bit ago. I’m sitting here staring at the Christmas tree lights and enjoying the peaceful solitude.

Me

Sounds nice. I’m at Steven and Brody’s, but my warm bed and a good book are calling my name.

Charlie

A warm bed and a good book sound nice. Do you work next week?

Me

I do. It will be a super slow week since most people are on vacation. Why?

Charlie

I was thinking we could go to lunch. You pick the day and name the place.

Me

Lunch sounds good. How about Tuesday? Let’s go to our favorite place from back in the day.

The bubbles danced. Then stopped. Then they started again. Then stopped again. That was odd. There was no way I was putting my phone down before I knew what she was typing.

Charlie

When you say our favorite place from back in the day, are you referring to the church parking lot?

I laughed to myself. I wasn’t thinking like that, but now that she had mentioned it, the church parking lot was all I could think about. I had to close my eyes for a brief moment to refocus. Still smiling, I tried to figure out exactly how I should reply. Should I be flirty or say something more along the lines of what platonic friends would say to one another? I shook my head because I was putting too much thought into a simple text reply. I decided a flirty friend reply was called for.

Me

While that particular spot was a fan favorite, that isn’t the place I was talking about. I meant the Mexican restaurant we went to all the time. We can do Taco Tuesday. Or if there is somewhere else you want to go instead, that's fine.

Charlie

Oh yeah. Mexican sounds good, too. lol

Charlie

I’m guessing we’ll text between now and then, but let’s go ahead and plan for noon on Tuesday. I’ll let you get back to your friends. Sleep well, Jamie.

Me

Good night, Charlie.

I tossed the phone on top of the throw, picked up the mug of tea, and returned to the hearth. When I looked over, Steven and Brody were intently staring at me. Steven’s expression was unreadable while Brody’s screamed busted. I sipped my now lukewarm tea and attempted to look innocent. Truthfully, I was innocent. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I was just texting a friend.

Steven tipped his glass back, finishing off the remainder of the wine. He tilted his head to the side and studied me. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that wasn’t Olivia you were just texting, but rather the lady we were just talking about.”

I shrugged. “You would be correct. We made plans to have lunch next week.”

Steven blew out an audible breath, his concern palpable. “Jamie, please know what I say next is said with nothing but love. What in the hell are you doing?” His words were a plea to understand.

I stiffened at his choice of wording. “Not sure I felt a lot of love just then. However, I understand the question and wish I had a better answer than I have no fucking idea.”

Steven refilled his glass and then topped off Brody’s. “At least you admit you don’t know. It might be time to hit pause and figure it out before you get in any deeper with her.” He scoffed and shook his head. “This is just me being protective. Maybe a bit too protective, but still.” He held his hands up and surrendered. “I’m sorry. Let me try again. Have you two had the difficult conversation about why it ended the way it did?”

“No, we haven’t. Honestly, I don’t feel like I have the right to ask. Her reasons are her own.”

"Why are you giving her an out? She doesn't deserve it. I'm not saying her reasoning wasn't valid to her then, but before you walk willingly back into the fire, maybe have the conversation. Then, decide if her answers to the hard questions are something you can accept or not. If she wants another chance with you, you deserve an explanation. You deserve someone brave enough to love you even when it gets hard. And judging by the past, that isn’t Charlie."

I stared back at my friend, completely speechless. He was right. What in the hell was I doing? It was as if I had drug out my old rose-colored glasses, dusted them off, and slipped them back on.

"Jamie, I love you and don't want to see you hurt again. I'm not saying Charlie would hurt you intentionally, but maybe you should slow your roll. Get answers and pay attention to actions." He rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but maybe call up one of your friends and work out some form of friends-with-benefits deal and get laid. At least then you won't be led around by…” Steven pointed ceremoniously at his crotch. “Well, you get the picture."

Brody patted Steven's knee, then leaned forward and looked my way. "While I agree with him on almost everything he just said, I'm not sure getting laid would help. Even if it was fun at the time. When you see her for lunch, maybe tell her you want to have a candid conversation. Tell her you have questions that you need answers to before you can go any further. If she shuts you down and says no, that is your answer, my dear."

I hung my head and exhaled loudly. As much as I hated to admit it, they were both right. I needed to go home. I wanted to be in my own space and figure out what I wanted.

I pushed myself up and walked over to grab my phone. "I need to think, so I'm going home. I love you both."

Brody followed me to the door and wrapped me in a bear hug. "Jamie, my sweet friend. Do not let whatever this is with Charlie throw you off. There's a time to lead with your heart, and there's a time to lead with your head. Right now is the time to use your head. Know that we love you and are here for you if you need us."

I went up on my tiptoes, kissed him on his bearded cheek, and stepped back. "Thank you. I'll talk to you later."

•••••••

I pulled into a parking spot beside Charlie’s car and hopped out. Thankfully, it had stopped raining on the drive to the restaurant, but the sky was still dark and gloomy. The weather was perfect for staying in and reading a good book or binge-watching something on Netflix, which was precisely what I planned to do after I had lunch with Charlie.

I spotted the familiar dark hair in a booth toward the back of the restaurant and started weaving my way to the table. As I approached, Charlie looked up, her face splitting into a huge smile.

“Hey, you.” I took off my coat and tossed it onto the booth. “Sorry, I’m a little late. Traffic wasn’t being kind. I swear it’s as if people forget how to drive when a little rain starts falling. It’s the damnedest thing.”

“No big deal. You look nice. Love your sweater. That shade of blue is really pretty.”

“Thank you. Olivia gave it to me for Christmas.” Even though I already knew the menu by heart, I picked it up and opened it just so I would have something to do with my hands. “Have you ordered yet?”

“I have. I got us both tacos with a side of guacamole.”

“That’s perfect.” I had finally gotten settled enough to give Charlie my full attention. “Are you okay,” I asked.

Charlie leaned back. “I’m great. Why?”

“You’re wearing your glasses, and your eyes are red and puffy. You look like you’ve been crying.”

She adjusted the dark frames of her glasses, a hint of a smile on her lips. “I forgot that my wearing glasses was always a dead giveaway to you that I had been crying.” She rolled her bloodshot eyes, a mix of exhaustion and amusement showing in them. “Crying isn’t the reason for the glasses. One of my new hires, a mischievous little thing, snuck a cat into the office this morning.”

“Oh no.” Reaching for the basket of chips, I grabbed a couple and dunked one in the salsa.

“When I got to work this morning, I saw a few of the younger girls huddled up in Stephanie’s cubicle. I didn’t think anything of it because I was hurrying to get to my office and get online for a Teams meeting with my boss and three other Regional Directors.”

“How did you find out there was a cat in the office?”

“Kitty made an appearance on camera during my meeting. I was presenting my strategic plan for next year when, out of nowhere, a tabby-colored fur ball jumped onto my desk and started batting around my ink pens.”

I raised my hand to hide my smile. “So not good.”

“No, it wasn’t. I paused momentarily to push the kitty off my desk, apologized for the interruption, and finished presenting. When the meeting finally ended, my eyes were itching so bad that I had to take my contacts out.”

“What made this Stephanie girl think bringing a stray animal into a workplace was okay?”

“She wasn’t thinking. Stephanie has a big heart and is a huge animal lover. She found the little guy hiding under the bushes out front. She felt sorry for it and brought it in to feed it. What she fed it, I don’t know.” Charlie shrugged. “She was trying to do a good thing but didn’t know I have a severe cat allergy.”

"Well, I'm glad it was just a stray kitty and nothing else. I always liked you in glasses anyway. They give you a sexy librarian look."

Charlie paused the salsa-heavy chip she was holding midway to her mouth. "How did I not know you have a thing for sexy librarians?" She winked and gave me a small smile. "I may have to start wearing my glasses more often."

I raised an eyebrow playfully. "It's something to consider."

We stared at one another across the table. Neither of us made a move to look away. The chemistry we had once shared made itself known again. The sexual tension surrounding us was thick enough that I felt like I could reach out and touch it.

Two plates loaded with tacos landed loudly in front of us. "Here you go, ladies. Be careful. The plates are a little hot. Do you need anything else?"

I looked up at the chipper redhead who had just delivered our food. "Thank you. I think we're good for now."

Charlie reached for her napkin-wrapped silverware and glanced over. "So, tell me, what was your favorite gift that you got for Christmas? I’m sure that sweater is at the top of the list.”

I took a quick sip of my water, happy we would continue to ignore the elephant in the room for a while longer. "O got me a new yoga bag. She said I had to stop carrying the old one because it had a busted zipper and looked janky." I dipped a chip in the bowl of guacamole. "She was right. It did look janky. The one she gave me has a bigger side pocket for my water bottle." I popped the chip in my mouth and moaned. "God, I love their guac. What about you? Did you get any fun surprise gifts?"

"I wouldn't use the word fun, but surprise fits. A box was on my front porch when I got home from being out of town at my parents' house. Rick had shoved a lot of random things in a box and tossed a note on top. No telling how much he paid to ship it."

My curiosity was peaked. "What did the note say?" Since Charlie had opened the door, I felt it was okay to ask.

"Here's the last of your shit."

I burst out laughing, causing the couple sitting a few tables over to look our way. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have laughed."

She smiled. "No. It's okay. I laughed when I read it, too. Rick had packed up an old curling iron, a t-shirt from a trip I took with Ava, some hardback books, some paperwork, and a few other miscellaneous things. What made me laugh the hardest was the marble paper towel holder his mother bought us when we got married. I have no idea why he thought I would want it."

I swallowed the bite I had been chewing and wiped my mouth. Even though I wasn't sure I wanted to know the answer to the question I was about to ask, I decided to ask anyway. "So you're done, done, then?"

Charlie looked at me thoughtfully. "I am. Yes."

"Good to know." I nodded slowly, picked up a taco, and took a big bite. I had more questions, but now wasn’t the right time to ask any of them. I wasn’t sure when the timing would be right. I knew it needed to be sooner rather than later because the more time I spent with Charlie, the deeper I could feel myself getting.

Brody’s advice to tell Charlie I wanted to talk was at the forefront of my mind. The only problem was I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. I couldn’t even blame Charlie for the mental gymnastics I was currently doing. She hadn’t done anything to purposefully cause my confusion. That was all on me.


CHAPTER 8

Just as I tugged the heavy glass door open and stepped into the brightly lit store, my phone began vibrating with a call from Liz. “Hey, Liz. What’s up?”

“Hey. Just wanted to check in to make sure you still want to go out tomorrow night.”

I stepped on the escalator to take me to the second-floor women’s department. “That’s the plan. I’m actually in the mall now. I don’t need anything new, but I thought I would see if something caught my eye.”

“Yeah, I’m shopping tomorrow. Since we’ll be drinking, let’s plan on taking an Uber.”

I stepped off the escalator, stopped at a rack of sweaters, and thumbed through the hangers. “That sounds like a good plan. Let’s talk tomorrow to firm up times.”

“Okay. Talk to you later. Have fun shopping.”

“I will. Bye.” I hung up and slipped the phone in my pocket.

Not seeing the sweater in my size, I meandered through the rest of the department. The fact that I was out shopping proved that I was looking for any excuse to avoid thinking about what was happening with Charlie. I knew we needed to talk, but I wasn’t mentally or emotionally ready for the heaviness that could potentially come from a conversation like that.

I stopped at a display of tops. The material looked like silk, but based on the price point alone, it wasn’t. The tag read 100% polyester. Clearly, the manufacturer had weaved some magic that made polyester look amazing because the polyester team uniforms I remembered wearing as a kid were nowhere near this nice. I shuffled through, found my size, and searched for a fitting room.

Years ago, I learned that no matter how great something looked on the hanger, there was always a chance it would look like trash once I put it on. Since I was already going to be undressed, I figured I might as well try on more than one thing, so I grabbed a couple of pairs of jeans on my way to the fitting room.

My phone buzzed as I was slipping the top over my head. I checked out my reflection in the full-length mirror and had to admit the cut looked good on me. It wasn’t something I would wear every day, but it would work for New Year's Eve, and it would be an excellent addition to my closet. The phone buzzed again. I picked it up and smiled when I saw Charlie’s name.

Charlie

I’m thinking pizza and a beer sound good. Want to have dinner with me?

Me

I would, but I’m out shopping. Rain check?

Charlie

Look, Jamie. If you don’t want to have dinner with me, just say so. You don’t have to make up a lie about shopping. lol

That made me giggle. Charlie had remembered that shopping was one of my least favorite things. I snapped a picture of my reflection in the mirror. I typed a message, added the photo, and pressed the arrow to send it.

Me

I promise I’m not lying. I really am shopping.

Charlie

Are you in a fitting room?

Me

Yes. I’m trying on clothes. I thought if I sent photographic evidence, you would believe that I really was shopping.

I sat the phone on the chair and started charging back into my clothes. The buzz of a new text sounded, followed seconds later by two more buzzes in quick succession.

Charlie

I remember a time years ago when I texted you from a fitting room, and you sent back a story.

Charlie

Would you like me to tell you a story like the one you told me that day?

Charlie

I’m sorry. That probably crossed a line. The memory flashed, and I typed and hit send without thinking.

I wasn't sure how to reply. I wanted to tell her I liked knowing she remembered the inappropriate text from years ago. I also wanted to take her up on the offer to send me a similar message. But doing either of those things probably wasn't the brightest idea. We needed to talk. More accurately, I needed answers. I needed to know what was happening because things didn't turn out too well for me the last time I walked blindly into something.

Me

No worries. You’re good. No lines were crossed.

I buckled the worn leather belt, then sat and slipped socked feet back in my boots. As I stood to check my reflection one last time before I left the fitting room, I noticed the tattoo on my right wrist. I turned my wrist over and studied the simple line art that reminded me to be grateful. Living authentically and being grateful for my blessings and the things that happened for me was a central tenet of my life.

With the thought that things happened for me, not to me, I decided it didn’t matter if I was ready to hear what she had to say. It was time we talked. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and typed a quick message.

Me

Pick a night this weekend. I’ll make dinner, and you bring the alcohol.

Charlie

Friday at 7pm. I’ll bring beer.

I hearted her text, then shoved the phone back in my pocket. Even though I had only been in one store, I was ready to leave and go back home. I grabbed the clothes I planned to buy and went in search of a sales associate to ring up the purchase.

•••••••

Liz glanced back as we walked through the bar. “You grab us a table, and I’ll get the drinks.”

So far, the bar wasn’t busy, but it would only be a matter of time before it was standing room only. Luckily, I was able to snag Liz and me a table right as a trio of women were leaving. I climbed onto the stool that gave me the best view of the room and watched as people rushed back and forth across the stage, setting up for the next act.

“Here’s your beer.” Liz sat the amber bottle on the table in front of me and climbed onto a stool. “Tell me what’s new with you. Have you seen Charlie lately?”

“I have. A few times, actually. She’s coming over Friday, and I’m cooking.”

“That sounds a lot like a date.”

“It’s not a date. We’re just friends.”

“But just friends isn’t all you want, is it?”

“No, it’s not. But…” I shook my head slowly. “Honestly, I have no fucking idea what I’m doing.”

“Sometimes not knowing what you’re doing is when you can let go and have the most fun. What’s the harm in having a little fun?”

“Steven accused me of giving Charlie an out.”

Liz raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Are you? Giving her an out?”

“Yep.” I blew out a loud breath. “Liz, I never thought I would see her again, much less be spending time with her. That woman still has part of my heart. So, yes, because I’ve been afraid to lose her all over again, even though I really don’t have her, I haven’t asked the questions.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Jamie I know. Maybe it’s time you stop walking on eggshells where Charlie is concerned and say whatever you need to say.” Liz swirled the amber liquid and ice around in the glass before raising it to take a drink. “I can already tell this place is boring. Let’s finish our drinks and go somewhere else. Maybe someplace where I might get hit on by a decent looking guy.” She laughed and swallowed down what was left in her glass. “Come on. Let’s go dancing.”

There were so many people on and around the dance floor that you couldn’t move without bumping into someone. As the music thumped, a massive screen lowered from the ceiling, and images of Times Square filled it. There were eleven minutes left in the year, and I was officially hot, sweaty, and ready to go home.

Hands grabbed my hips from behind and pulled me against a hard chest. Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see the laughing smile of a handsome man. “I hope you don’t mind. I’ve wanted to ask you to dance all night.”

He appeared to be the type of guy who relied heavily on his boyish good looks to get by in life. I stepped out of his hold, turned, and gave him a tight-lipped smile. “I prefer to be asked rather than handled.”

“There you are!” Soft lips kissed my cheek. “I’m sorry I’m late, baby.” Suddenly, I was pulled into the arms of a stunning woman. She looked over my shoulder. “You’ll need to find someone else to grind against. She’s with me.”

He inclined his head at the dismissal. I watched as he pushed his way through the crowd, then turned to look at the stunning woman whose arms were wrapped around me. “Thank you.”

Her perfectly shaped mouth parted in a smile. “You looked like you needed saving. I hope you didn’t mind.”

I slipped an arm around her waist as we began dancing, our bodies intimately close. “I didn’t mind at all. I would much rather dance with a beautiful woman.”

“Then we agree on that. What’s your name?”

“Jamie. Yours?”

“Agatha. And before you laugh, you should know I was named after my grandmother, not the author.”

I pushed my sweat-dampened hair away from my face. “I wouldn’t dream of insulting the family's matriarch by laughing at her name. It’s an unusual name but appears to suit you.”

Agatha smiled brightly, showing off her dimples. “That was nicely played, Jamie. Please tell me you aren’t here with anyone.”

“I’m here with a friend.” I motioned in Liz’s direction a few feet away. “She’s over there, and judging by the age of the guy she’s dancing with, she appears to be working the cougar angle.”

Agatha pulled me in a little tighter as she swayed our bodies to the beat of the music. “So you’re single, and we have less than a minute until the ball finishes its descent. How lucky am I to be able to ring in the new year by dancing with a beautiful blonde?”

Everyone in the bar began shouting as they counted the last few seconds. A course of Happy New Year rang out as confetti and balloons fell from the ceiling. Agatha bent and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. “Happy New Year, Jamie.” She leaned forward. “Can I get your number and take you to dinner sometime soon?”

I didn’t know how to reply. If not for the possibility of Charlie, I would happily exchange numbers with this woman. But there was a possibility, and I didn’t want to do anything that might derail it.

Agatha pushed my hair over my shoulder. “I can tell by the hesitation you’re a little torn. Hand me your phone, and I’ll put my number in your contacts. If you decide you would like to have dinner, text me. Does that work?”

“It does.” I passed her my phone and watched as she added her contact information.

“I’m going to go get a drink. It was a pleasure to meet you, Jamie. I hope you’ll accept the dinner offer, but if not, thanks for the dance and ringing in the New Year with me.” She handed me back my phone, leaned in, and kissed me on the cheek. “By the way, you got a text from someone named Charlie.”

Charlie

Happy New Year, Jamie. I hope the new year brings you a fresh start and everything you wish for.

Me

Happy New Year! I hope the same for you.


Chapter 9

I swung the door open, and it was as if I had stepped back in time. It was hard not to think of all the times before when I had opened the door to find Charlie standing on the other side. So much about the present reminded me of the past.

I smiled and stepped back. “Come on in. I hope you’re hungry. I made campfire chicken and am throwing together a salad.”

Charlie stepped inside, her hands loaded with two six-packs of beer. “I wasn’t sure if you still had a favorite beer, so I brought two options. Some of what you used to drink and a seasonal blend.”

“I am a loyal creature of habit, so you made a good call. Come to the kitchen with me. We can enjoy a beer while you keep me company, and I finish making the salad.”

Charlie sat the six packs on the granite island and pulled out a bottle for each of us. She twisted off the cap and passed one to me. “Did you and Liz have a good time on New Year's Eve?”

I felt anxious now that Charlie was here, not knowing how this evening would go. I turned the bottle up and took a fortifying drink, forcing myself to relax. “It was fun. I was home by one-ish. That was the first time I’ve gone out on New Year’s Eve since Olivia was born. I can honestly say watching the ball drop from the comfort of my sofa is my preferred destination for ringing in the New Year. Does that make me old and boring?”

“Not at all. It makes you someone who knows what you like.” Charlie reached over to squeeze my hand and pinned me with a look filled with want. “That’s the beauty of growing older. You finally figure out what you want and are brave enough to say it.” She released my hand, walked over to the table, and sat down in one of the chairs facing me.

I cleared my throat and took another drink from the half-empty bottle. Throwing caution to the wind and walking over, pulling Charlie to her feet, and kissing her would be so easy. I’ve wanted to feel her lips on mine so many times these past few weeks, and that desire was getting more difficult to ignore.

I heard Charlie call my name and turned to look at her. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“I asked if you were okay.”

I dropped my chin, looking at Charlie over my glasses, confused. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“Because I don’t think you heard a word I just said. You were staring off into space.” Charlie stood and walked over, stopping at my side. “Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

I turned to face her, my breath catching when our eyes met. I wanted to forget why I had invited her here tonight and instead pull her into my arms.

Charlie’s fingertips brushed my hair away from my face, then tucked it behind my ear. “I so want to kiss you right now.”

I stared deeply into her eyes and decided to play with fire. “I so wish you would.” My voice cracked with emotion.

Her fingers trailed up the exposed skin of my neck and into my hair, her eyes never leaving mine. The air between us crackled with desire as she leaned in to press her warm lips against mine. The taste and feel of her set my world ablaze. I ran my hand down her side and gripped her hip to pull our bodies closer together.

Charlie’s teeth nibbled at my bottom lip, asking for entrance. I parted my lips, welcoming her tongue. The kiss deepened as our mouths began a passionate battle. A volcano of desire began to build inside me, threatening to consume us both.

Charlie’s hands threaded through my hair to hold me captive as she devoured my mouth. Unashamed of the desire I was feeling, I moaned into her mouth and tugged her hips hard against my own. As her lips slanted against mine hungrily, she stepped between my legs and pressed her thigh hard against my center. The feel of her body was an assault on my senses that I happily welcomed.

Several heated minutes passed before I felt hands running down my side to lightly grip my hips as she slowed the kiss. The tip of her tongue lightly traced my lips before she pulled back. “I had forgotten what your kiss can do to me.”

My eyes remained closed, and I couldn’t move as I tried to center myself. “Mm-hmm.”

I knew that wasn’t the most eloquent of responses, but it was all I was capable of at the moment. Thank god I had my back against the counter holding me up because my knees felt so weak I wasn’t sure I could continue standing. I felt her fingertips gently stroking my face and slowly opened my eyes to focus on the beautiful woman inches away. It was blatantly apparent that the physical connection we once shared was alive and well.

I squeezed her hips gently and smiled. “Can we talk?”

“Is something wrong? Should I have not kissed you just then?”

“No, I’m glad you kissed me.” I looked down at her swollen lips and brushed my thumb across them. “I’ve missed this mouth more than I realized.”

Charlie’s lips parted into a sexy smile. “And it’s missed you.”

I squeezed her sides and gave her a small smile. “Get your drink, and I’ll meet you in the living room in a minute.”

I watched as Charlie grabbed her bottle from the table and left the kitchen. As soon as she crossed the threshold, I closed my eyes and took a long breath. Now wasn’t the time to let my hormones run wild. I needed to ground myself and get back to center. I knew the conversation I was about to have could go a thousand different ways, and I needed to be ready for that. I placed my hand on my stomach and took one more deep breath. I pulled another beer from the cardboard container and headed to the living room.

Charlie was leaning comfortably against the arm of the sofa, sipping her beer, when I walked in. I started to sit beside her but thought better of it and went to the chair instead.

She tilted her head and gave me a questioning look. “Why are you sitting over there?"

“I want to talk. And based on that kiss just now, it's safe to say if I were any closer, talking would be the last thing we would do."

Charlie's posture stiffened slightly, her expression becoming a mixture of dread and curiosity. I wasn't playing fair, and I knew it. I should've told her I wanted to talk when I invited her to dinner.

I gave her a soft smile. "Do you remember that Fourth of July when we sat on my front porch and discussed what was next? How we should move forward."

The corner of her mouth raised slightly. "I do. I also remember making out with you after that talk."

I looked down and nervously picked at the label on the bottle. "Charlie, I'm not the same person you knew back then. I'm the same at my core, but I've changed in many ways. And I'm guessing the same is true for you." I shifted my gaze back to Charlie. "One way I'm different is I no longer think about my feelings. Instead, I allow myself to feel my feelings. Another is I don't ignore red flags to make something seem okay when in my gut I know it's not."

Charlie looked slightly uncomfortable, but she made no move to leave. She sat silently and waited for me to continue.

I locked my eyes on hers. "Why?"

Charlie frowned. "Why? What exactly are you asking?"

"I'm asking why." I took a long swallow from the almost empty bottle in my hand. "Charlie, you know me better than anyone ever has. I have no doubt you already know the questions I have, but I won't put you on the spot by asking a specific question. I'm simply asking why, and you can take that in any direction you want." I leaned forward and held out my hand to her, hoping she would take hold and realize she was safe to speak her truth.

Charlie timidly took my hand in hers. She studied our hands as she threaded her fingers through mine. "Jamie…"

"The night of the Fourth, we talked about jumping together or finding a new normal. Back then, we decided to jump. Now it's time to find our new normal. Whatever that new normal turns out to be."

She squeezed my fingers and looked up, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "Jamie, I need you to know I meant it when I said I loved you. Loving you changed me in ways I can't explain." She released my hand, stood, and walked over to stare out the bay windows. "I so wasn't prepared for this. Are you sure you want to have this conversation right now?"

"Yes. However, you can, of course, say no. We'll eat dinner and call it a night. But for me to consider us anything more than acquaintances, I have questions that need answers. I'm fully aware I may not like what you say, but I still want to hear it."

Charlie blew out an unsteady breath and ran her hands through her hair. "There were so many reasons why. Each reason alone would never have been enough, but they kept piling up until I felt overwhelmed." Charlie's posture was stiffened. "Deciding to break up with you was one of the hardest decisions I've ever made. Things with us were so hard." She spun around to look at me. "Wait! That didn't sound right. Being with you, when it was just us, was never hard. It was just a lot. I felt like it shouldn't have been that hard if we were supposed to be together."

“I remember you saying it shouldn’t be this hard, and I agreed. But I never thought I was the one making it hard.” I scoffed. “Not that being in a relationship with me was a walk in the park because we both know I was a stressed-out mess at the time. It felt like you always let everything and everyone else make it hard. Especially Rick. I lost count of the number of times things with us would suddenly go sideways after you had some interaction with him. I never understood why you wouldn’t just block his number. At least if he was blocked, he couldn’t call or text and say all those incredibly loving things. Like when he called you names and told you that you were a bad mom.” I shook my head incredulously. “One of my favorites was when he told you you were lucky he wanted you because no one else would ever love you.”

She slowly made her way back to the sofa and sat back down. “You know that I had trouble reconciling my guilt from the beginning. I felt guilty for cheating on Rick. I felt guilty for loving you. I felt guilty for being with someone who loved me like you did. Because I knew there was no way I deserved to be loved like that. For a while, I felt guilty for lying to Ava about us. I know Rick wasn’t worthy of my guilt, and there was no reason to feel guilty about loving you, but it didn’t stop me from feeling it.”

I laid my head back against the cushion and stared at the ceiling. “I know I told you I didn’t feel guilty. And at the time, that wasn’t a lie. The feelings of guilt came later. Guilt is a strange thing. It’s not always easy to explain or work through.”

“Not long after Ava and I moved out, Rick started threatening to tell Matt about me and you. I kept saying you and I were just friends, but he didn’t believe me. Anytime something didn’t go his way, or he got angry or drunk, he would start with his threats to tell Matt. Late one night, Rick sent me a text listing everything he suspected. He said he would send the same text to Matt if I didn’t agree to meet and talk to him.”

My heart jumped into my throat, and I sat up. “What? That would have blown things completely up. I can’t imagine how bad things with Matt would’ve gotten if Rick had done that.”

“The only way I could calm him down was to talk to him. I swore that you and I were only friends and begged him not to say anything. I talked him out of it by playing on his massive ego. I told him he would look like an idiot because no one would believe him. I guess his pride won because he backed off from the threat.”

“If he had said anything, it wouldn’t have been good for either of us, but it would’ve been much worse for me. My divorce wasn’t even final, and that could have caused so much shit.” I shook my head. “Thank you. I mean that.”

A single tear caught the light, glistening as it slid down Charlie’s cheek. “Don’t thank me. I was protecting myself from the fallout as much, if not more than I was you.”

“I don’t understand. What fallout would there have been for you if Matt found out? I can assure you he wouldn’t have said anything. Matt would’ve been too embarrassed to admit he lost his wife to another woman.”

Charlie closed her eyes, shaking her head sadly before turning to me. “Do you remember when Laura had her little chat with me? She wanted to know if I was positive that I wouldn’t miss having sex with a man.”

I felt a knot form in the pit of my stomach.“I remember. You told me not to worry because I was more than enough.”

“That was all true. But I didn’t tell you that her questions made me realize how much people would talk about us.” She puffed out her cheeks and blew a long, uncomfortable breath. 

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, and stared at my hands. “Were you ashamed of being with me?”

“What? Why would you ask me that?”

“I ask because my close friends were the only people who knew about us. Anytime I asked when you planned to tell your parents, you told me the dust needed to settle on your divorce. And as far as I know, you hadn’t told a single soul about me.”

“Jamie, you know I don’t care what people think. But I had Ava to consider. If people found out and started talking about her mother being a lesbian, you know the kids at school would hear, and kids can be just as big of an asshole as their parents. Sometimes bigger.”

“I won’t say that’s not true. But eventually, someone else would have become the shiny penny people talked about. We would’ve become old news.”

Charlie cut her eyes toward me as she turned up the bottle and polished off what was left of her beer. “You seriously think there would’ve been something more scandalous than two married women having an affair, divorcing their husbands, and shacking up? Come on, Jamie, be real. Our relationship and how it started would’ve been a hot topic for a very long time. Don’t deny it. You know that’s true.”

“Charlie, we could’ve kept it a secret until we felt the time was right. A few already knew, and none had a problem with it.”

“After Ava found out, things changed.”

I shot up in my chair, completely stunned at what I just heard. “I’m sorry, what? Ava knew? How did she find out?”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “By being nosey. You texted something about being my girlfriend, and she was reading my phone over my shoulder. I felt her standing behind me and turned around. As soon as I saw the look on her face, I knew she had read your text. When she asked if it was true that you were my girlfriend, I didn’t want to lie.”

“Wow. So you told your daughter, who, at the time, was my daughter’s best friend, and you didn’t think that was information I might like to have,” I asked, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t tell you because you would’ve tried to fix it! I didn’t need you to fix anything,” Charlie said in exasperation.

Okay. It is obviously time for a break in the convention.

I pushed out of my chair. “I’m going to get another beer. Would you like one?”

Charlie held up her empty bottle. “Yes, please.”

On my slow walk to the kitchen, I began turning everything over in my head. I knew there would be parts of this conversation that I wouldn’t like, and I had been prepared for it. I hadn’t been prepared to find out that Ava had known and Charlie had kept it from me.

I wanted to know three things. Did she ever really love me? Did she want to be in a relationship with me, or had she just said what she thought I wanted to hear? And why in the hell did she go back to Rick after she had finally gotten free of him? I grabbed two more bottles from the cardboard container and made my way back to the living room.

“Here’s your beer.” I handed Charlie the cold bottle and sat beside her on the sofa. “I must say, this evening has been super fun so far. I hope you’re enjoying yourself as much as I am.”

Charlie squeezed my knee. “I won’t lie and say that I expected to be talking about all of this tonight.” She turned and met my gaze. “But I’m glad we are. This conversation is long overdue.”

I adjusted and sat back, bending my knee underneath me to face Charlie. “Do you want to keep talking? We don’t have to, but if you do, I have questions.” I held up my hand. “And before you say anything, I know that I may not like the answers.”

Charlie reached out to grab my hand. She met my eyes and gave me a small smile. “I’m here and am not going anywhere.”

I held her hand, lacing my fingers with hers. “When did Ava find out about us?”

“A couple of days before we broke up.”

I nodded slowly. “Huh. How did she take it?”

“Not great. She got super quiet and disappeared into her room. I tried to talk to her about it. She said she was fine, and if being with you was what I wanted to do, she was fine with it.” Charlie shook her head. “Later that day, I heard her crying. I asked what was wrong, and after a lot of prodding, what I finally got out of her was she felt like she would be lying to everyone and probably made fun of on top of it. She also said that she didn’t know how she could stay friends with Olivia, knowing what she knew. More than anything, she was worried about what the kids at school would say when they found out. She cried a lot and even had a small panic attack when we were talking about it.”

I looked at Charlie incredulously. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What was I supposed to say? Ava knows about us. She loves you but hates the idea of us being together.”

“If that was the truth, then yes.” I released her hand and tipped the bottle to take a small drink.

Charlie ran her hand through her hair as she exhaled loudly. “That was a huge secret for a thirteen-year-old girl to keep. She didn’t have anyone she could talk to. She had to keep this massive secret from her best friend for obvious reasons. She was a mess.”

I felt like I was finally getting the answers to long-held questions, and what I heard made my heart ache. I closed my eyes briefly and exhaled slowly, preparing myself for whatever Charlie might say next. “Was Ava the reason you broke up with me?”

Charlie looked at me with sad eyes. “She was my priority. I couldn’t put her through that.”

“I completely understand wanting to protect your child from anything bad. It hurts my heart to know I was the bad.”

“I wasn’t protecting her from you. And I wasn’t just protecting Ava. I did it for Olivia, too. Being a thirteen-year-old girl is hard enough as it is. Can you imagine the bullshit the girls would have had to put up with when people found out about us?”

“I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me. Knowing the main reason would have made it all make sense.”

“I didn’t tell you because I knew you would’ve done your best to change my mind. You would’ve come up with all the reasons that what people thought didn’t matter. And if I’m being completely honest, after I hung up the phone with you that night, I felt like a weight lifted off me. I didn’t have to worry about Rick telling Matt. I didn’t have to worry about kids at school finding out and making our daughters’ lives miserable. I didn’t have to worry about what I would tell my mother.”

Charlie hung her head, “When you showed up at my house the next day asking for an explanation, I almost gave in. But all that would’ve accomplished was dragging out what needed to happen, hurting both of us even more.”

I had asked for it so I couldn’t be angry about hearing the truth, but I wasn’t thrilled. “Well, here’s the fallacy in your argument. You had no idea what I would’ve said or done because you never gave me the opportunity.” I blew out a frustrated breath, stood, and began to pace around the room. “The thought that you would think I wouldn’t have given a shit about anyone but myself really hurts my feelings. You make me sound cold and heartless and incredibly self-centered.”

I stopped, turning to look at Charlie. “I have put off talking to you about any of this because I knew this conversation might be hard but fuck me. I didn’t think it would hurt like this.” Tears began falling. “Was there any part of being with me that brought you any little bit of happiness?”

Charlie walked over and put her arms around me. “I never once thought you were cold or heartless. Jamie, you have to see it from my perspective. You were my weakness. All I had to do was look into your beautiful blue eyes to know how much you loved me. I had never been loved so unconditionally, and the thought of giving you up tore my heart apart. I later realized my not telling you wasn’t so much about my fear of you trying to talk me out of it. I knew I would never go through with it if I had to look you in the eyes when I said the words.”

Charlie took my face in her hands and rested her forehead against mine. “Will you stop pacing and come sit back down?”

I leaned back and looked her in the eyes. “Will you answer one last question?”

“Yes.” She dropped her hands back to her sides.

“If you loved me like you say you did, why did you go back to your marriage with Rick? I understand breaking things off with me, but I never understood why you willingly went back to him. It hadn’t even been three months since our breakup, and you packed up and moved back in with him. Was being with me all just some emotionally manipulative way to get him to treat you better?”

“There were a couple of reasons for it. But let me say this, we didn’t get remarried. I did not want to be married to Rick, and I made that well understood and a condition of getting back together with him.”

“Well, at least you don’t have to worry about dealing with another divorce.”

“You already know money was incredibly tight, and it got worse when I couldn’t ask you for a little help. Rick showed up at my door one afternoon and begged me to come back. He said he would stop holding the fact that he made more money than I did over me. He promised to pay all of the bills and to treat me better. He apologized for everything he had ever done or said. He cried a lot, and I’ll admit I believed him.” Charlie turned to look at me. “I continued to deny anything had happened between you and me, but he said he didn’t blame me for having an affair because he hadn’t been a good husband. The one thing that eventually changed my mind was when he promised to give Ava a stable home to grow up in. I didn’t love him, but I knew if I said yes to moving back in with him, I would at least be able to give Ava more of what every other kid had.”

I sat down and rubbed the back of my neck to release the tense muscles. “And did Rick do those things?”

“For a while. He covered the bills and treated me well enough. But as you once said, people don’t change without a reason. It wasn’t long after we moved that the nasty comments started again, and he became more controlling.” Charlie sat down beside me. “As soon as Ava graduated high school, I started sleeping in the guest room. My new job came along at the perfect time.”

I turned and pinned her with my eyes. “So you went back to a man that you never really loved and who treated you like property because he said he was sorry?”

“As I’ve already said, it wasn’t what I wanted. Considering everything happening then, it was the lesser of the two evils.”

I sat back in shock. “I was one of those evils?”

Charlie shook her head vehemently. No!” She bent forward, locking her gaze on mine. “You were my weakness.”

“I’m not sure that’s any better,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

“It’s is. Jamie…” she blew out a loud breath. “I had never met anyone quite like you. I was so intimidated by you when we first met. You had this attitude and aloofness about yourself.” Charlie chuckled lightly. “But as we got to know one another, I realized all that was really just a wall you had put up.”

“When did this conversation turn into a psychoanalysis of me.”

She held up her hands. “It’s not. Let me finish.”

I bowed my head. “Apologies. Please continue.”

“You didn’t trust easily. Which I completely understood because trust wasn’t something I did either. What came across as standoffishness was just you protecting yourself until you trusted someone enough to let your guard down. Once I figured that out, I wasn’t intimidated anymore. I was intrigued.” Charlie reached for the bottle on the table and took a sip of beer. “I started to see the real you. Someone who is funny, kind, compassionate, and wants to see the best in people. I never had much confidence, but being around you made me feel better about myself. I started thinking about you all the time. And those thoughts weren’t always in a ‘she’s my friend’ kind of way.”

Charlie glanced over and gave me a lopsided grin. “I remember the day something about you changed for me. Do you remember the afternoon we went to that little bar, did too many shots, and needed a ride home? When I got there, I was upset about how Rick had told me I needed to be a blonde with bigger boobs?”

I remembered it well because that was the day I realized I could no longer ignore and push my feelings away. How interesting that Charlie had a similar experience to mine. “I remember it.”

“There was a moment when we were talking when you put your hand on my knee, and I looked at you. It was as if I was seeing you for the first time. Suddenly, your eyes looked bluer than before, and your smile seemed as if it was only for me. You told me I was funny, smart, and one of the most attractive people you knew. I knew you were just trying to make me feel better, but hearing you say those things gave me confidence that I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I saw myself more positively because of you.” She ran her hand through her hair. “I know that sounds crazy.”

“Actually, it doesn’t. I vividly recall that day. I had already started feeling things for you that I knew I shouldn’t. Things that made absolutely no sense to me. But until that day, I had been pushing the thoughts away.”

Charlie reached out, asking for my hand. “I was so confused about why I couldn’t stop thinking about you. The night I kissed you for the first time was my tipping point, and I’ve never been the same since.”

I took her hand and smiled. “Well, that makes two of us.”


Chapter 10

The rhythmic slap of my shoes on the sidewalk was calming. It was predictable and calming. I didn't take long walks that often anymore. If I felt off and needed grounding, I could do it with a yoga class or soaking in a hot salt bath. It had been a very long time since I had been so up in my head that I needed to walk it out. 

I tapped my AirPod to skip the song and adjust the volume. Sheryl Crow was singing about learning to let go and let love in. Aside from being a great song with a good beat, it resonated with me on a different level today. I couldn't help but wonder if I could let go of the past and let love in when it came to Charlie. Trust, or the lack of it, hung like a heavy dark cloud over everything where Charlie was concerned. I had trusted her implicitly once. I wasn't sure if I could get to that place again.

Siri broke into Sheryl's singing to tell me that Victoria was calling. She was just the person I needed to talk to. If there was anyone who would understand all the layers of my feelings for Charlie, it would be Victoria. I pressed the button to answer the call. "Hey, Vic! How are you, stranger? I feel like we haven't spoken in a month of Sundays."

"Hey, girl! Things with me are good. Happy that the holidays are finally over. What have you been doing?"

"Oh, Victoria… Where do I even begin?" I joked.

"Oooo. Sounds juicy. Tell me everything, and start with the spicy parts."

"Oh, my god girl. Seriously, I don't even know where to start." I barked out a hollow laugh. "I didn't tell you. And hold on before you start yelling at me for not telling you… Charlie is back in town, and I've been talking to her."

"Hold up! Charlie? Jamie! What the actual fuck! Are you being serious right now?"

"Yeah. I am,” I said, moving over to let a guy run past me.

"Okay. Give me a minute to process this."

The line went silent for a few moments. I visualized Victoria throwing her head back and staring at the ceiling, silently asking the universe if I had finally lost my mind.

Victoria cleared her throat. "Okay. I'm ready. Here is my first question. What the actual fuck? JAMIE!"

"I know Vic. I know! Stop yelling at me. I have a valid reason."

"Girl. Okay. I'm sorry. I shouldn't pass judgment. Talk to me. Tell me what's going on."

"Let me see if I can summarize it in a few sentences. Hold on." I pushed the crosswalk button and waited for the walk sign. "Charlie moved back to town and lives less than a mile from me. We've hung out a few times. A couple of nights ago, she kissed me, and oh my god, it was amazing. I asked her why, and she answered."

"That was a lot of big stuff crammed into a few small sentences. I have so many questions, but let's start with something simple. How are you?"

The light signaled that I could cross. "I'm walking. Does that answer your question?"

"It does. What did Charlie tell you about why she broke up with you? Did she answer all of your questions?"

"It wasn't a fun conversation, to say the least. She said she had a few reasons. One was she felt overwhelmed by everything. Which I totally get. She said that Rick knew about us and threatened to tell Matt. She denied the affair and talked him out of saying anything."

"Oh, god, Jamie."

"Right! Anyway, what pushed her to finally do it was when Ava found out."

"Whaaat? How in the world did her daughter find out?"

"A couple of days before our breakup, Ava read a text I had sent to Charlie and asked if it was true that she was my girlfriend. Charlie talked to her about it, and everything was okay for about half a day. It went downhill from there. Long story short, Charlie told me Ava had a little flip-out. She worried about what people would say and hated lying to Olivia." A dump truck flew past, drowning me in a tsunami of cold air.

"Wow. So Ava knew, and Charlie didn't tell you? Why would she keep something like that from you?"

"I asked that very question. She said that she didn't want me to try to fix it. And here's the thing, Vic, I probably would've tried to fix it, but I wouldn't have done anything crazy. I totally understand why Charlie ultimately decided to break things off. Do I like it? No. Do I understand it? Yes."

"I get it, too. A good mom does whatever they need to to protect their kids. Not just hers, but yours too."

I turned down another street and began the long walk uphill back to my house. "I just wish she had told me. I wouldn't have spent the past few years wondering what in the fuck happened. You know how hard it was for me to finally accept it and begin to heal. Definitely wasn't a cakewalk. That bit of info would have made a difference for me.”

"I know. But, hey, look at you now! Think of all the progress and self-growth you've made. Not many people would have turned a broken heart into a positive."

I pushed the bill of my ball cap up and wiped the sweat from my brow. "True."

"Okay, I get the breakup part. Here’s my next question, did she explain why she went back to that loser?"

"Yeah, it made it easier to give Ava a stable home life. I can't imagine going back to him. God, Vic, the thought of him touching her makes me want to throw up." I shook involuntarily. "Anyway, I'm out walking, trying to figure out what to do."

"To do about what?"

"You know how long I've wanted to know why. How I never stopped wanting her back. I've never hidden the fact that she was my end game. And I always, I mean, always, knew she and I weren't really over. It didn't make sense to me how a connection like that could just end. And now she's back… Do I throw caution to the wind and dive back in?"

"Jamie, she was your first real love. The first time you really let your walls down. We always remember our first love. But that first love left you in pieces. So, it makes sense that you're confused. Want my advice?"

"I would love some advice. I know what I want. I want to be with Charlie, but the thought of going through another round of chaos isn't my idea of a good time. She went sideways so many times during our relationship? How could I trust her not to do it again? And let’s say I do say screw it and dive right back in. Would I be strong enough to walk away if that ends up being what's best for me and my sanity?”

"Those are good questions. So why not talk to Charlie? Tell her how you feel and that you're willing to try again, but you aren't willing to go down the same road as before. Just be honest."

"Radical transparency. I know I can do that. The question is, can she?"

"History would say no. But, Jamie, you both are in a different place now. Make complete honesty part of the equation. That is the only way you will be able to build trust."

I flipped the cover on the garage door opener and pressed the number sequence for the code. "Okay. Let's talk about something else. What's new with you?"

"Just some stuff at work, but nothing concrete to talk about yet. Mainly, I missed my friend and wanted to say hi. Hey, I have an idea. How about I come for a visit?"

"Vic, I'm good. You don't need to come, but I love you for the offer. Listen, I just got back home. Do you mind if we talk in a couple of days? I'm going to take a hot bath and probably watch something on TV that doesn’t require me to think."

"Sure. Call me if you need to talk some more. Love you."

"I’ll call in a few days with an update. Love you too. Bye."

I sunk deeper into the overly hot water and began to relax immediately. The scent of lavender wafted in the air with the rising steam. The scented Epsom salt and my new bath pillow had been a tiny splurge, but now that I was submerged in water up to my chin, I was grateful for them both. 

I had been floundering during those first few weeks after Charlie walked away from us. It didn’t matter what I tried; I couldn’t find peace. Talking to my friends hadn’t helped. Therapy hadn’t been the answer. Faking it until you make it had been a waste of time. Meditative walks and salt baths were the only things that helped calm my racing thoughts, let me feel more grounded, and settle my over-the-top emotions. While my emotions weren’t over the top like they had been years ago, I had to admit that my thoughts were definitely racing. 

I turned slightly to gaze out the window into the backyard. Since it was the dead of winter, and there were no leaves on the trees, I could easily watch a duo of squirrels race around the bare branches. At first glance, it looked like the furry creatures were playing tag. But the longer I watched, the more I got the feeling that I was watching the squirrel version of a street fight. Only this fight was high up in a tree, and the only way it would end was when the interloper moved on to another tree.

It became apparent that I had gotten the water temperature a tad too hot when sweat trickled down my forehead. I closed my eyes and let the twenty-seven different trains of thought running through my mind take over. I knew what I wanted. I wanted Charlie. I wanted her the same now if not more than I had back then. But was the want I felt based on thoughts of what we could have been or what we could be? That was the question. 

Getting answers to many of my questions clarified several things. I completely understood Charlie’s need to protect her daughter. She had told me she made the decision with both of our daughters in mind, and I believed her. I held no resentment towards Charlie for prioritizing Ava. I would’ve done the same thing if faced with the same situation.

The issue I had was how she had handled it. Charlie had made a major decision that involved me without giving me the benefit of knowing what was going on in her mind. Would I have still been heartbroken when our relationship ended? Absolutely. But knowing would’ve prevented me from wondering what in the hell I had done so wrong that resulted in the end of us. Understanding would’ve made healing easier. I wouldn’t have spun my wheels trying to figure out what I had done wrong. 

But honestly, I couldn’t hold the decisions of then against her now. What was done was done. I could show her some grace for making a hard decision during an incredibly stressful time, or I could be an unfeeling bitch. I already knew being an unfeeling bitch wasn’t in my DNA, at least not where Charlie was concerned.

Charlie going back to a toxic relationship, had nothing to do with me. That was all her choosing. Did I understand it? No, not really. But Charlie and I dealt with some things differently. I never had the desire or ever considered getting back together with Matt. Was it tough financially and emotionally after the divorce? Yep. It sure was. But never once did I consider going back to my marriage. But I’m not Charlie, and she’s not me. Her decisions after we were over were none of my business.

However, the patterns she showed when we were together were my business. What was at the root of those patterns was the main question. Was it all guilt? Was it the shame of being with a woman? Was it societal pressure and fear of being judged? Was it that she never really felt what I felt for her? Every single one of those questions made me pause.

If I were honest with myself, I already knew I didn’t trust Charlie. How could I after everything that happened? Would I be able to trust Charlie with my heart again, and was that even a fair question to ask? I guess only time will tell.

But let’s be real. I didn’t know if she wanted us to try again. It could be that she simply wanted a friend and nothing more. We needed to have another conversation rather than my constantly swirling around in the what-ifs. And the sooner we had that conversation, the better.

I pushed out of the water just enough to reach for the towel to dry my hands before grabbing my phone. I scrolled through my and Charlie’s text chain, typed a quick message, and pressed send.

Me

Can we talk?

Bubbles began dancing almost immediately. At least she wasn’t avoiding me. Which made me feel better. Years ago, a talk like we had just had would’ve been enough to send her sideways.

Charlie

Sure. Is this a text conversation or a face-to-face one?

Me

Face to face. I can come to you, or you can come here. Whichever works best for you.

Charlie

I’ll come to you. I’ll be there in an hour.

Me

See you then.

I had just pulled the oversized hoodie over my head when I heard the doorbell chime. My stomach fluttered nervously as I walked downstairs to answer the door. I took a calming breath and pulled the door open. "Hey. Hurry up and get in here where it's warm. Cute sweatshirt, by the way."

"Thanks. It's been a ratty hoodie kind of day. It looks like we had the same idea, but your ratty hoodie looks warmer than mine."

I closed the door on the cold winter day and turned to Charlie. "Do you want something to drink?"

"No, thanks. I have a water bottle, but you can go ahead."

"I have water." I held up my favorite metal water bottle. "Let's go sit in the living room. I have a fire burning, so it’s toasty warm in there."

I led the way into the living room and sat on the sofa. Charlie looked apprehensive about where she should sit, so I patted the cushion next to me. "Come sit by me."

"I sort of feel like I've been called to the principal's office," Charlie said, her voice tinged with nervousness.

I laughed lightly. "No one is getting after school detention. I just want to talk."

"Okay. What's on your mind? Or is that an idiotic question?"

I paused for a moment to gather my thoughts because I wasn’t exactly sure how I wanted to start the conversation. Deciding to ask the most important question first seemed the best way to go. "What do you want?"

"You mean besides winning the lottery?" Charlie held up her hand. "Sorry. I'm a little nervous and didn't mean to make light of your question."

I reached out to take Charlie's hand. "Hey.” I waited for her gaze to meet mine. “It's just me. Please don't be nervous."

Charlie looked at me, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "I want you in my life," she said timidly.

"Okay. What does that look like? Do you see us as friends, or do you see us being more than just friends?" I asked, my voice filled with uncertainty, reflecting the complexity of our relationship.

"I want it all, but ultimately, it's up to you."

I shook my head. "See, that's where you're wrong. It's not up to me. How we move forward would be up to us both. I have a few nonnegotiable things, and I'm guessing you do, too."

Charlie worked her mouth nervously. "Let's start with yours."

"I need us to be transparent with each other. No push and pull like what happened in the past. And definitely, no decision-making that affects us both without talking about it first."

She blinked slowly and gave a slight bob of her head, acknowledging her understanding and agreement.

I pushed the hair away from her face and gave her a half smile. "I need us to go, I won't say slow because I think that might be impossible, but rather, go at a pace we are both comfortable with. There's no way we can wipe the slate completely clean. We share too much history for that to be possible. And for me, wiping the slate clean would belittle the enormous amount of love I felt for you. Does that make sense?"

"It does, and I agree," she said with a half smile.

"This next part will sound harsh, but it's my truth.” I blew out a small breath. “You broke me in ways I didn't realize I could be broken. And for a long time, I was incredibly angry with you. And angry at myself because I allowed you to get close enough to hurt me like that."

"Baby, I am so sorry. I'll spend the rest of my life being sorry for hurting you."

I held up my hand, my voice trembling. "I'm not asking for an apology. I'm telling you this so you can understand where I'm coming from. After we broke up and some time passed, I realized you didn't just break my heart. You broke all of me wide open. Before you, I never let myself be vulnerable, and I kept my defenses firmly in place out of fear. So when I realized my broken heart was presenting me with an unexpected opportunity to heal on multiple levels, I started doing the work."

I gave a self-deprecating laugh, a hint of sadness in my eyes. "Trust me when I say the work is not done because it's not. But I can, without a doubt, say I'm much more self-aware than I used to be. I now have boundaries that I'm not willing to overlook. One of those is trust. I have to trust you. And right now, I don't. But I so very much want to,” I said, my voice breaking as I patted my heart.

Charlie reached up to catch a tear. "I get that. I never gave you a reason to. I wouldn't trust me either if I were you,” she whispered, gripping my hand tighter. “I want you to know that I regret how we ended. None of what was happening during that time was fair. What happened between us was so unexpected. Throw in suddenly being a single mom of a teenage girl and all the stuff with Rick, and I felt like I was drowning. I wasn't mentally or emotionally prepared for any of it."

"How do you feel now? Are you in a place mentally and emotionally where you're ready to be in a relationship with me? Please understand that I'm not saying we shout it from the rooftops for all to hear. But would you be comfortable with people knowing we're together? What I’m actually asking is if you're ready to take this step with me?”

"I'm a little anxious about having conversations with certain people. But that has nothing to do with you and everything to do with them and not knowing how they will react. If you're asking, would I allow closed-minded people to dictate my life and who I choose to love? The answer is no."

"I feel you on that whole not looking forward to certain conversations thing. And just to clarify, that's one of the go-slow things. I don't want to jump in and start telling everyone we're together. There would be too many questions, and I'm not prepared to answer them." I squeezed Charlie's hand reassuringly. "Don't take this wrong, but I don't want to tell people when, at this point, there's nothing to tell.”

I released her hand, stood, and walked to stand in front of the fireplace. I stared at the flames as they danced across the logs. “To be completely honest with you, what I'm really saying is, why would I tell Olivia anything when, in reality, I don't know if you and I will even be good together. We’ve never existed outside crazy.” I turned back to look at her. “Because that's what that time was. Crazy." 

Charlie nodded. "You're right. It was crazy. But some of it was crazy good. And if I remember correctly, we both enjoyed the crazy good part." 

I huffed out a small laugh. "That's true."

Charlie winked at me. "Do you know what else I remember we both enjoyed?"

I stared into her eyes. "Tell me."

"Making out like horny teenagers."

I couldn't help but giggle. "That's also true."

Charlie held out her hand, the look in her eyes dark with unspoken desire. "Come here," she said.

I walked over to where she was. "I remember that look." I took her hand and let her tug me down, dropping to my knees before her. "Are we really doing this?"

Charlie gently brushed the hair away from my face and looked at me with piercing eyes that seemed to see right through me. "I hope so. We've already lost so much time. I don't want to lose any more. Jamie… please kiss me."

Kneeling before her, my heart pounding in my chest, I reached up, gently cradling her face in my hands. Charlie leaned into my touch, her breath warm against my fingertips. I could see the rise and fall of her chest, the anticipation mirrored in her breaths. Slowly, I leaned in closer, feeling the tension build between us. I brushed my lips against hers, a feather-light touch that made my whole body tremble. Charlie's hands found their way to my shoulders and pulled me closer.

I deepened the kiss and lost myself in her, in the taste of her lips, and in how she melted against me. Our kiss grew more passionate, more urgent. I could hear the soft sounds of our breathing, the gentle hum of pleasure as our mouths moved together in perfect harmony. I slid my hands through the silky strands of her hair as I poured every ounce of emotion into the kiss. Her lips responded eagerly, pressing against mine with a hunger that matched mine. The intensity of it overwhelmed me, each touch sending waves of pleasure through my body.

When we finally pulled apart, breathless and flushed, I rested my forehead against hers, a smile tugging at my lips. Charlie's eyes shined with the same wonder and passion I felt. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing this was just the beginning of something beautiful between us.

She closed her eyes and exhaled softly. "That was..." her voice whispered.

"Amazing," I finished for her, knowing no other word fit. I shifted to sit back on my heels. "Do you have a fish that needs feeding that I don't know about?"

Charlie started giggling, "What a weird question."

"But is it? I just want to know if you have a pet fish." I snickered and squeezed her knee playfully. "Okay, seriously. What I really want to know is if you need to go home tonight."

"I don't have a fish or a curfew."

"Would you stay here tonight?” I held up my hand. “I'm not suggesting we have sex. We’ve talked about some pretty heavy stuff over the past few days. And I know we both probably need time to process it all, but there's no rule saying we can't do that together. I would really like to hold you and be held by you. We can simply fall asleep in one another's arms."

Charlie leaned forward and kissed me softly. "That actually sounds really nice."


Chapter 11

The mechanical wind chimes from my alarm pierced the air, yanking me from sleep. With my face buried in the pillow, I fumbled around on the bedside table, searching for my phone to turn off the offensive noise.

A sleepy smile took over as memories of falling asleep with Charlie’s arms wrapped around me tumbled into my mind. With a tiny sliver of hope, I reached out, hoping to touch a warm body, but found only cold sheets and what felt like a piece of notebook paper where Charlie should have been. I sighed sadly when I didn’t find a warm body under the covers beside me.

I opened my eyes, flipped onto my back, and grabbed my glasses. Wearing glasses wasn’t new for me. I had worn them since my early thirties, but now, over the past few years, they had become necessary if seeing clearly was my goal. Getting old could be a real bitch sometimes. I snatched the paper from Charlie’s pillow and smiled when I saw her messy scrawl.

J,

Good morning. I promise I wasn’t sneaking out. You were sleeping so soundly that I didn’t have the heart to wake you. Call me later if you’re free for lunch or want to have dinner tonight. XOXO - C

PS I hope it’s okay that I stole paper and pen from your office. By the way, that picture of you and Olivia sitting on your desk is fantastic. She looks so much like you.

I needed to get out of bed and get ready for work, but I grabbed my phone instead to type out a good morning text.

Me

Good morning, you. I just found a piece of paper where you were supposed to be.

Charlie

Sorry about that. I would still be there if I didn’t have an early meeting, and being late wasn’t an option.

Me

I forgive you for the slight, but only because you suggested we have lunch or dinner. Here’s my thought – let’s do both lunch and dinner.

Charlie

I like the way you think. We can decide on dinner while we eat tacos for lunch.

Me

Perfect. I’ll see you at 1pm.

I tossed my phone on the bed beside me, bounced up, and headed for the shower. Mondays had never been my favorite day of the week, but evidently, I could be easily swayed by a 5’3” brunette. I love Mondays! Today is going to be a freaking awesome day!

•••••••

I got out of the Jeep and walked around to Charlie's car. She had her head bowed and was focused entirely on her phone, so she didn't see me approach. I tapped lightly on the slightly tinted window, then felt a blast of warm air escape as the window slowly lowered. I bent forward and smiled. "Hey, you. Why were you sitting in your car instead of inside where it’s warm?"

"I was waiting for you. I thought we could walk in together. Plus, I didn't think you would be down with me kissing you hello in the middle of the restaurant."

"I guess that would depend on the type of kiss."

“Stay right there.” Charlie pressed the button to roll the window up and turned off the engine.

She got out of the car, and as soon as she shut her door, she turned to me, grabbed the collar of my coat, and pulled me towards her. Her soft lips captured mine in a slow kiss that instantly set me on fire. I moved my hands to her hips and pulled her body against mine. As our breaths mingled and tongues battled, the kiss deepened and grew more urgent. I heard Charlie moan softly just before she pulled her lips from mine and stepped back?

I cleared my throat. “Waiting for me in the parking lot was a good call. I doubt our server would’ve wanted to see that.”

Charlie smirked. “Please. That was hot. Everyone would’ve wanted to see it whether they would admit it or not.” She grabbed my hand and tugged me after her. “Come on. Let’s go have lunch.”

I dunked a tortilla chip into the bowl of fresh guacamole. “I wish I could make guac half this good. Mine always tastes so blah and bland.”

“If you’re nice to me, maybe I’ll give you my recipe.” Charlie popped a chip in her mouth.

“How about you just make it for me, instead? That way, I have no work and all enjoyment. ” I took a sip of water. “How’s your Monday been so far?”

“It’s been good. Things are starting to pick up now that the holidays are over, and everyone is back at work and school.” Charlie sat back as the server placed the lunch plates on the table. “I really like my team. They really seem to care, which makes them good at their jobs.” She smiled. “I’m enjoying my job for the first time in years.”

“That’s great. It sounds like your promotion and the move back here have been good for you. Like it’s allowing you to figure out what makes you happy.”

Charlie nodded as she reached for her glass. “It’s been a big change for sure. I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy.”

I picked up an overstuffed taco. “Well, it looks good on you.” I smiled before taking a big bite.

“Thank you.” Charlie sipped on her water. “How about you? Good Monday so far?”

I wiped the crumbs from my fingers with a napkin that was too thin to be useful. “Well, let’s see. I got an amazing night's sleep. I woke up alone but found a note on the pillow beside me, which made me really happy.” I smiled brightly and gave Charlie a wink. “All was peaceful and quiet at the office this morning. And about twenty minutes ago, I had a fascinating interaction with a sexy dark-haired woman in the parking lot. And now, I’m eating tacos with you. I would say it’s been a great day.”

“I’m sorry I left this morning without saying bye. Next time, I’ll give you a sweet little peck on the forehead before I leave.”

“Next time?” I raised my eyebrow. “You assume there will be a next time.”

“Of course, I assume there will be. There’s no way you’re tired of me this soon.”

I smiled and nodded. “That’s a valid point. Do you still want to have dinner tonight?”

“Yes, but no. I have something else in mind. Let’s go see a movie instead. Would that be okay? 

“I’m in if you’ll buy me a tub of popcorn.”

“Great. I’ll pick you up at 7:30pm.”

The perfect spot to watch a movie was seated in the center of the back row. “I know it sounds a little dorky, so don’t laugh at me, but I like the atmosphere in a theater when it’s still quiet before the movie starts. It has an energy of anticipation about it.”

“Ava likes it, too. I would rather skip all of the previews and walk in when the movie is about to start. Speaking of Ava, she called this afternoon and said she is coming to see me this weekend. She hasn’t visited since I moved back.”

“That will be fun for you guys. She’ll see you in your new place and see how great you’re doing. If you’re up for it, maybe you and I can do something on Sunday after she leaves.”

Charlie playfully bumped my shoulder. “I can already tell you I’ll be up for it,” she said as she held out the popcorn tub.

I reached and grabbed a handful. “I saw where the forecast calls for snow later this week.”

“I saw that, too, but it will probably miss us like it usually does. I can only remember it snowing more than a couple of inches twice. And I lived here for almost a decade before moving.”

“I hope you’re right. I have a meeting on Friday that I don't want to have to reschedule,” I said as I finished the last of the popcorn kernels and reached for the napkins.

“Here, let me help,” Charlie whispered as she took my hand and brought it to her mouth.

I felt my body react as I watched intently as she slowly licked the butter from my fingers. “Charlotte, you cannot do that to me.”

“What did I do?” Her attempt at looking innocent was laughable at best.

“You know what you did.”

“You’re right. I do. Is it working?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. "Far too well," I said. The lights dimmed just as the screen lit up. "The movie is starting, so behave yourself," I playfully warned before leaning over to give her a quick peck on the lips.

The movie played on the screen before me, but my entire focus was on Charlie. She had lifted the armrest between our seats out of the way so we could snuggle as we watched the movie.

Charlie shifted slightly. "I really want to kiss you right now," she whispered seductively, her breath hot against my ear,

I turned to face her, our eyes locking for a charged moment before my gaze dropped to her lips. Slowly, I closed the distance between us, our mouths meeting in a soft, tentative kiss. I raised my hand to cup her cheek, feeling the warmth of her skin as I deepened the kiss. I felt her hand move to my neck, her fingers gently threaded through my hair.

I wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her as close as I could, feeling the curve of her body against mine. She sighed softly, her breath mingling with mine. The taste of her lips and the feel of our bodies pressed together was intoxicating.

Every touch, every swipe of her tongue against mine, made me forget the world around us. It was just Charlie and me, lost in the moment. I could feel her heart beating in time with mine, our breaths quickening as our kisses became more heated. She clutched the front of my shirt as if anchoring herself to me before tugging it from my jeans and unbuttoning it. The softness of her hand sliding up my ribs to cup my breast made me want to drag her onto my lap. My need to touch her and be touched by her exploded low in my center and was threatening to consume me.

We pulled back briefly, both of us catching our breath. The soft glow of the screen played across her face, highlighting her flushed cheeks and the desire in her eyes. She looked at me, a small, knowing smile on her lips, before pulling me back in for another searing kiss. The movie played on, forgotten, as we surrendered to the heat of the moment.

“Hey. Get a room. You can’t do that here.” A feminine voice sounded a few feet away.

Startled, I snapped my head around and found myself staring into a blinding bright light. A petite blonde girl dressed in a navy uniform shirt and khaki pants held the flashlight on us another few seconds before flicking it off. “Oh. Uuh, hello, ladies.” She smiled knowingly. “My apologies for the interruption. Carry on.”

As we watched the theater worker walk down the steps, Charlie turned to me. “Okay. That was embarrassing,” she whispered.

I glanced over as I finished buttoning my shirt. “Indeed it was. But so worth it,” I joked and leaned over to kiss her cheek.

•••••••

With a sigh of relief, I tossed my pen down and pushed my glasses into my hair. “Everyone has a list of what has to be accomplished before Friday's meeting. If you have questions or need anything, let Janey or me know. Thanks, everyone."

Quiet chatter and a few chuckles filled the air as people left the conference room and returned to their desks. I gathered my phone and notepad and pushed back from the table. On the walk back to my office, I smiled to myself. My team was superb at hitting deadlines, and I knew we would be more than ready for the client meeting on Friday morning.

Once I was back at my desk, I made a couple more notes about the meeting. The phone intercom buzzed. "Hey, Jamie. Steven is here to see you."

"Thanks, Katie. Send him on back."

Less than a minute later, Steven popped around the corner of my doorway and sat in the chair across from my desk. "Good morning, pretty lady. I'm here for two reasons. First, Brody and I are going skiing this weekend, leaving Thursday mid-morning. Do you want to join us?"

"I would love to, but I can't. We have a big client meeting on Friday. They want to completely rebrand their stores, starting with the interior and moving to the exterior. We're presenting concepts on Friday. Where are you guys going?"

"Snowshoe. It's only six-ish hours away. We're planning to come back late Sunday."

"Aren't you worried about the forecast? Last I heard, we could get around six inches of snow."

"Nah. You know those weather people rarely get the forecast right. But just in case, that's why we're leaving Thursday morning."

I tossed the pen on my desk and sat back. "I wish I could go. Maybe next time. Anyway, what's the second reason?"

Steven rubbed his chin and looked at me thoughtfully. "I just thought I would see what's been going on. I haven't seen you since Christmas, and other than a few texts, we haven't talked."

“Oh, nothing much. Work has kept me busy. I’m just over here living the dream.”

He pursed his lips. “Anything new with Charlie?”

“Yeah. But I’m not ready to talk about it yet.”

“Are you being smart?”

I shrugged. “Trying my hardest to be.”

“Make sure you are. Don’t repeat past mistakes because you’re not thinking clearly.” Steven checked the time on his phone and then pushed out of the chair. “I need to run. I have a lunch meeting. Come over for dinner next week, and we’ll catch up.”

Janey walked in, her curls bouncing with each step, carrying a takeout bag. “Lunch is here. Oh, hey, Steven. I love the charcoal pants and black sweater combo. Makes you look a little dangerous in a sexy way.”

He brushed some imaginary fleck of dust off his shoulder. “Why, thank you. And might I say your fiery red curls look amazing as always.”

Janey ran her hand through her mass of hair. “They are both a blessing and a curse.”

Steven bowed the smallest amount. “Now that we have exchanged our mutual admiration for one another, I’ll take my leave.” He turned back to me and raised a knowing eyebrow. “Jamie, my dear, you know where to find me when you’re ready to talk. Bye, ladies. Have a good afternoon.”

“Here’s your salad. Dressing on the side, as requested. I tipped, which means you tipped the delivery guy more than usual because he was cute.” She placed the paper bag on my desk.

“Thanks. I have a few things to catch up on. Let’s touch base later this afternoon to make sure we’re on track for Friday.”

“Sounds good. I have a vendor meeting at 3pm. I’ll check in with you afterward.”

I poured the dressing over my salad and tossed the layers around with my fork. The Black and Blue salad was one of my favorite things on the menu, and this one looked particularly delicious. Instead of staring at my email, I let my thoughts roam.

Steven's question about whether I was being smart was a double-edged sword. Charlie and I had talked openly about things and agreed not to have expectations and to take things slow. But the pace was picking up, and I could feel the sexual tension building. I knew things wouldn’t continue to go slow for much longer. My desire for her was becoming overwhelming, clouding any and all clear thinking.

I was feeling ungrounded when it came to my emotions. I grabbed my phone and scrolled through the list of tonight’s yoga classes. I booked the last class of the evening simply because the description said the class would be done by candlelight. You couldn’t get more zen than a candlelit yoga class.

I was mentally and emotionally balanced but physically exhausted when I turned off the lamp and climbed into bed. I reached for my phone to set my alarm and clicked on Charlie’s name to text her goodnight.

Me

Hey, you. I was thinking of you and wanted to say sleep well.

Charlie

What a coincidence. I was just thinking of you, too. Missed seeing you today. Is it okay to say that, or does that go against the moving slow status?

Me

I missed seeing you, too. Also, I’m beginning to think going slow isn’t feasible with you.

Charlie

Really? I hope that’s a good thing.

Me

It’s neither good nor bad. It simply is.

Charlie

Is it wrong to say I really want to kiss you right now?

Me

That made me smile. And to answer your question, it’s not wrong at all.

Charlie

Here’s another question - Can I come by for a few minutes before work tomorrow? I promise not to stay too long. I think kissing you so very slowly would be a fantastic way to start the day.

Me

I’ll leave the door unlocked. See you in the morning. Good night, Charlie.

Charlie

Good night, Jamie.

I sat the phone on the table and rolled into my stomach. Thankfully, I was beyond tired, or there was no way I could sleep for thinking of Charlie.

I was in the kitchen filling my travel mug when I heard the front door open. “I’m in the kitchen.”

Charlie walked in and came straight to me. She took the mug from my hands and sat it on the counter. She traced my lips with the tip of her finger before pulling me into her. The kiss had an urgency and hunger that perfectly matched my feelings. Sadly, it didn’t last as long as I would’ve liked.

She pulled back and smiled. “I hope you have a wonderful day.” And then she was gone as quickly as she had walked in.

I heard the front door latch closed and slumped against the counter. “Fuck me, that was hot.”

I blew the hair out of my face, grabbed my mug, keys, and phone, and headed out the door. Being thoroughly kissed was a fantastic way to start the day.


Chapter 12

The snow was falling fast and covering everything in a puffy blanket of white. My phone buzzed, and I stretched to grab it off the table. I smiled when I saw that Charlie had sent me a song. We used to send one another songs all the time. I still had a playlist with most of the songs we had sent to one another. After we broke up, I couldn’t bring myself to delete the playlist. It was a few years before I could bring myself to listen to them.

The song she sent me today was a tad bit odd. It wasn’t a love song. It was Do You Want to Build a Snowman from the Disney movie Frozen.

Me

That's an interesting choice of songs. Are you asking if I want to build a snowman?

Charlie

I am. Want to come play in the snow with me?

Me

I do, but I doubt Ava would be happy with me crashing mother-daughter weekend.

Charlie

She decided late yesterday to not come. So it’s just me.

Me

Give me a few minutes, and I’ll walk over.

Charlie

Throw a change of clothes and whatever else you need in a backpack and plan on staying.

My stomach immediately started doing somersaults. Here we go. I hearted the text and typed out a quick reply.

Me

I’ll be over in an hour or so.

I slipped my bare feet into my fuzzy black Ugg boots, then stood and grabbed my coat and backpack. As excited as I was to see Charlie, I was also anxious. There was no doubt how this day and night would play out. We were about to take the next step, and I prayed my heart wouldn’t end up broken like it had last time.

I trudged up the snow-covered sidewalk and stopped on the porch to knock the snow off my boots. After I took one last calming breath, I pressed the doorbell.

Charlie swung the door open. “Hey. Come in.”

I stepped inside, closed the door, and took Charlie in my arms. “Hey, you.”

Charlie put her arms around my neck and kissed me with warm lips that tasted like chocolate. She leaned back. “I made homemade hot chocolate and put some in two insulated mugs. I thought we could take it with us and go for a walk in the snow.”

“Absolutely. There’s something romantic about walking in falling snow. But before we go, since this is my first time here, is there any chance you could show me around?”

Charlie laughed and pressed her forehead to my shoulder. “God, Jamie, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I’m a little nervous if you can’t tell.”

“Good. Because so am I. But here’s a question. Why are we nervous? It’s not like we’re complete strangers.”

Charlie took my hand and led me through the living room and the kitchen. “That was the living room, and here is my kitchen. I bought a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Winter Jack last weekend. I haven’t opened it yet but now seems like a good time. You game?”

“Yes, but only if you warm it for a few seconds. It’s okay at room temperature but tastes better if it’s a little warm.”

“I can do that.” Charlie poured the amber liquid into two shot glasses and warmed them in the microwave for a few seconds. She slid one in front of me and smiled. “What should we drink to?”

I raised my small glass to meet hers. “How about we drink to finally being where we want to be.”

“I love that.” Charlie closed her eyes for a moment and smiled. When she opened them, they were shining with unshed tears of happiness. She clanked her glass against mine. “Finally.”

Large flakes continued to fall from the low hanging grey clouds, promising to add more on top of the five inches of snow already on the ground. The Evergreen trees at the edge of the field were more white than green as heavy, wet snow piled up on their limbs.

A gust of wind sent a shiver down my spine, causing me to tug my scarf tighter around my neck as we crossed the open field, the snow crunching beneath our boots. I sat my travel mug in the snow, bent to scoop up a handful of snow.

I packed it into a small ball, pretending to inspect its quality. "This snow is perfect for building a snowman or… having a snowball fight," I said, aiming at Charlie.

She laughed as she dodged my feeble attempt. Charlie scooped up a handful of snow and quickly retaliated. Flinging the snowball and hitting me square in the chest. "Bullseye!"

Soon, we were engaged in a full-fledged battle, laughing and ducking the flying snowballs. Charlie's aim was impressively accurate, and I soon found myself covered in more snow than I anticipated. I held up my hands in a moment of surrender. "Truce! Truce! You win."

She dropped a snowball at her feet and beamed triumphantly. "Of course I do. Now, let's build that snowman."

We worked together, rolling snowballs to create the snowman's body. I found a few small rocks for the eyes and mouth and two twigs for the arms. Charlie smiled triumphantly as she pulled a carrot from her pocket. "You make a habit of carrying carrots around?" I asked, amused.

"I knew Frosty would need a nose," she said with a wink.

We stepped back to admire our handiwork, and I reached out and took Charlie's gloved hand in mine. "This has been one of the best days I've had in a long time."

Charlie's eyes sparkled as she looked at me, her cheeks rosy from the chill. We stood close, the warmth of our bodies creating a small oasis of heat in the winter air. I removed a glove and reached out, brushing a snowflake from her dark hair, my fingers lingering on her soft skin. She leaned into my touch and kissed me softly, her lips cold but the kiss warm and tender. The world around us faded, leaving just the two of us in a serene, snowy landscape. When she pulled back, she had a look of total happiness. "One of my best, too."

I pulled her closer, our bodies pressing together, and took her mouth with mine again. The kiss quickly grew hotter, more intense. Our breath mingled in the freezing air, creating a cloud around us. Her hands found their way to the back of my neck, pulling me deeper into the kiss. The snow continued to fall, covering us in a blanket of white, but I didn't care. All that mattered was the sensation of her lips on mine, her taste, and the way her body fit against mine. Each kiss was like a spark, igniting a fire that kept me warm despite the freezing temperature. We broke apart, our foreheads resting together, breathless and smiling. The cold air nipped at our exposed skin, making us cling to each other tighter.

When her eyes met mine, her look was filled with passion and tenderness, making my heart race. She grabbed the scarf around my neck and tugged me closer to place a small kiss on the tip of my nose. "I'm freezing, and I bet you are, too. Are you ready to head back, shower, and put on something dry and warm? I have white chicken chili cooking in the crockpot that we can have for dinner."

"Yes to all of that. I don't know which part of me is colder, my feet or my nose."

We trudged back to the condo hand in hand, stopping occasionally for a quick peck on the lips. As we walked through the door, my phone began playing the ringtone I had assigned to Olivia. "I better take this. It's Olivia."

Charlie leaned in to kiss me quickly and then hung up her coat. "I'm going to shower while you two chat."

"Okay. Sounds good." I hung up my wet coat and pressed answer on the call on my way to the sofa. "Hey, honey. What's going on? Are you having fun with all this snow?"

"Hey, Mom. Yes! So much fun! What are you up to?"

"I just got back from a walk. The snow is beautiful, and it's still coming down. It’s the most snow I’ve seen in years."

While I talked to Olivia, I looked around at Charlie's condo. I loved how the open concept and cathedral ceilings allowed tons of light to flow. Even though the design leaned more modern, the way she had decorated and added small personal touches, Charlie created a cozy and welcoming atmosphere.

I listened and laughed as Olivia entertained me with stories of trash can lids, food trays, and cardboard being used as impromptu sleds. She was in the middle of telling me about some guy using his laundry basket as a sled when I glanced down the short hallway leading to the master bedroom. An imperceptible groan escaped me when I saw Charlie's naked form walk past the doorway. "Dear God in heaven."

"What are you saying, dear god, about?"

"What? Oh. Sorry. I just removed my boots and realized how cold my feet are."

"Let me guess. You didn't wear socks because you thought your Uggs would keep your feet warm enough, and now they are like two little blocks of ice."

"You're exactly right about the no socks and blocks of ice thing. Am I that predictable, or was that a wild guess."

Olivia chuckled. "You're that predictable. Mom, you're a creature of habit who rarely deviates from the norm.” Olivia giggled. “Since it's almost dark, we stopped sledding so we could come back to the room to change clothes before heading to a party at one of the frat houses. Anyway, I just wanted to say hi and see how you were.”

"I’m great, and it sounds like you're making the most of a campus snow day."

Charlie walked out of her room dressed in a pair of heather gray yoga pants and a hunter-green v-neck thermal top. When she turned into the kitchen, I was awarded a fantastic view. I don't think I've ever seen a pair of yoga pants make someone's ass look that damn good in my life.

"I think a couple of the frats are planning a huge snowball fight in an hour or so after it gets dark."

"Oh yeah. That sounds like fun. Remember to aim for the biggest target; you'll still hit something if your aim is slightly off."

I watched Charlie wander over to the overstuffed chair across from me and sit down. She was holding a large mug with an image of crashing waves and the words Tybee Island scrawled across it in black. The mug was an interesting choice.

"Okay, Mom. I gotta go. I'll send you pictures of us sledding earlier. Talk to you in a few days."

"Okay, honey. Be safe, and I love you."

"Love you, too. Bye."

I pressed end on the call and looked over at Charlie. "Olivia seems to be thoroughly enjoying the snow. She went sledding and is back at the dorm getting ready for a party at one of the houses."

Charlie snickered. "Oh, to be young again." She blew into the mug and then took a small sip. "You look cold. I set some towels on the vanity for you. Go shower so you can warm up.”

I grabbed my backpack off the floor and stood. "Good idea. I'm definitely not warm. I won't be long."

Steam was beginning to rise over the shower's glass door as I peeled off my wet jeans. I stepped under the spray and closed my eyes as the hot water ran down my body. Thankfully, it didn’t take long to warm up from being out in the cold. Typically, I would’ve lingered in the warmth of the shower, but I was anxious to get back to Charlie. With a final rinse, I turned off the water, pulled down the towel I had thrown over the door, and wrapped it around me.

“Hey, Jamie!” Charlie called from the bedroom.

I tucked the towel tighter around my chest and walked out of the bathroom. “Yeah?”

“I brought you a cup of hot tea to help warm you up. I’m going to sit it on…” Charlie stopped mid-sentence when she turned and saw me. She stood there staring at me, her eyes darkening more by the second as her gaze traveled slowly down my body and back up. When her hungry eyes found mine, I felt a shiver of desire.

Charlie slowly moved in my direction, stopping a foot away. Her eyes were locked on mine as tentative fingers reached out to slip under the top of the towel to gently caress the swell of my breasts. Charlie’s eyebrows lifted, and I gave a sultry smile as an answer to her silent question.

Her hungry gaze lowered as she gently tugged the material. The towel slid down my body, landing in a puddle around my feet. I sucked in a breath at the feel of warm hands cupping my breasts. White hot desire shot through me, pooling in my center as I watched her knowing fingers stroke my already hard nipples.

“God, Jamie… Please tell me you want this as much as I do,” she said in a strained whisper.

“It would be impossible for me to want it more.” I slipped my hands beneath the hem of her shirt, tugged it quickly over her head, and tossed it aside. I ran my hands across her bare breasts and down her sides, hooking my thumbs in the waistband of her pants. “Please take these off.”

Charlie wiggled out of the snugly fitting pants and straightened to find my eyes again. The air around us was thick with anticipation as we stood close, our naked bodies inches from touching.

Without a word, Charlie reached up to cup my face and pulled me in for a kiss. As our tongues intertwined in a heated dance, I gripped her hips and pulled her against me. I moaned softly at the feel of Charlie’s warm body pressed against mine.

The feel of her soft skin sent a surge of desire through me that caused my knees to weaken. All rational thoughts disappeared as the kiss deepened, and our hands began to roam.

Charlie broke the kiss and leaned in, whispering, “I want to touch and taste you.” She grabbed my hand and took a couple steps back, pulling me with her.

We tumbled onto the bed, a tangled mass of limbs and heated kisses. Her hands roamed over my body, her touch both firm and gentle, eliciting gasps and moans from deep within me. She licked a trail across my breast and down my stomach, her fingers finding the wet heat between my legs.

My hips bucked when her hungry mouth found my center, and I fisted the covers as knowing fingers teased and stroked until I was close to exploding. When Charlie’s lips closed around my sensitive clit and sucked gently, I arched off the bed and cried out.

“Charlie, please,” I begged, my voice raw with need. She responded to my plea by increasing the intensity of her touch, her fingers slipping inside, moving in rhythm with the quick flicks of her tongue.

I moaned loudly and began to tremble as the tortuous pleasure she was inflicting on me built to a crescendo. Charlie wrapped her lips around my hardened clit again, taking me higher and higher. With a final thrust of her fingers, I arched off the bed and came completely undone. My entire body shuddered with the force of the orgasm.

Charlie gently nuzzled the inside of my thighs as I rode out the waves of pleasure. As I lay there struggling to breathe, she kissed her way back up to tenderly capture my mouth. I broke the kiss, gripped her hips, and flipped her over, covering her body with mine. I wasted no time sliding my hand across her chest and down her stomach. Charlie moaned low as I explored her body with a blend of tenderness and demanding passion. I slid my fingers through her slick folds and groaned when I felt the evidence of her want and need for me.

Charlie’s breaths came in ragged gasps as I began to pump my fingers. I dipped my head and demandingly kissed her swollen lips. As our sweat slickened bodies found an urgent rhythm, Charlie moaned loudly. She gripped my hips tightly, short nails digging into my skin, urging me on. I curled my fingers inside her, finding the spot that I knew would push her over the edge. With a strangled cry, Charlie came, her body convulsing as waves of pleasure washed over her.

I licked and nipped the salty skin of her neck and then softly kissed the spot as I slowly pulled my hand away. We lay silently for several minutes as our breathing slowly returned to normal.

Charlie reached over to brush a damp strand of hair from my forehead. “That was incredible,” she murmured, her voice still husky with desire.

I smiled as I traced idle patterns on her stomach. “It so was,” I agreed as I shifted against her, our bodies fitting together perfectly like pieces of a puzzle.

I had always felt a profound connection to Charlie. A connection that went beyond anything I had ever felt with another person. The intensity with which we had just come together proved that connection was still very much alive. I softly laid my hand on her breast, watching the rise and fall of her chest, feeling the steady beat of her heart. “So many times over the past few years, I’ve thought about you. What it felt like to be with you. I fantasized about what it would feel like to be with you again. But… being here with you now is so much better than I imagined.”

Charlie sighed happily. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

As the night wore on, we lost ourselves in each other time and time again. Every touch and kiss was an affirmation of our bond, a celebration of us getting a second chance. Finally, as dawn began to break, we lay entwined, breathless and content. The world outside beckoned, but for now, all that mattered was the two of us.

•••••••

A tongue making slow swirls around my nipple pulled me from sleep. "What are you doing,” I asked in a sleepy voice.

I felt Charlie smile against my breast. "I can't count the number of times you woke me up like this,” she said as she sucked my nipple into her mouth.

"I remember it was one of my favorite ways to wake you up."

"Mine too," Charlie mumbled against my skin as she slid her hand down my stomach.

I pushed my hand into her hair to hold her in place as she raked her teeth across my hardened nipple. "Mmmm."

Charlie moved her hand to the top of my thigh and pulled my legs apart. She moved down my body and settled between my legs. The feel of her breath was hot as she ran her tongue through my folds and circled my clit, then sucked the hard nub into her mouth. I fisted the sheets as Charlie took me to the edge of pleasure, and, with a final swipe of her tongue, she pushed me over, and I yelled out my release into the morning.

"My god, woman. I don't know what I did to deserve that, but please tell me so I can make sure to do it again,” I said, still breathless from an amazing orgasm.

"You're you, and you're here with me. That's it."

I reached down to pull Charlie closer and, for the first time, realized she was dressed. "Why are you wearing clothes?"

"I've been awake for an hour or so. I took a shower, got dressed, and thought I would make you a very late breakfast."

Charlie leaned over and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. "Go shower. The food will be ready in about twenty minutes."

Twenty minutes later, I rounded the kitchen corner and found Charlie standing at the stove. I walked up behind her and kissed the back of her neck. "It smells amazing in here."

"I hope it tastes okay. I haven't made French toast in years." Charlie turned off the cooktop. "If you want coffee, the mugs are over there." She pointed to the cabinet by the sink.

I opened the cabinet door, selected a colorful snowman mug, and poured a cup. "Considering we have almost a foot of snow on the ground, this is the perfect mug to cradle in my hands as I sip my coffee."

Charlie placed two plates loaded with French toast and bacon on the end of the island and smiled. "Yeah, that's a good one, but it's not my favorite. You know how it is. Everyone has their own special mug," she said, a hint of nostalgia in her voice.

"I totally get that. I have at least a dozen mugs but tend to use the same two." I poured in enough vanilla creamer to turn the steaming black coffee into a lovely shade of beige. "You said this one isn’t your favorite. Which one is?" I asked as I picked up the cup and felt the warmth seep into my fingers.

"This one." Charlie held up the Tybee Island mug she had been drinking from the day before.

I raised my eyebrow. "Tybee Island. I had a particularly interesting experience while on vacation there several years ago."

"So did I. Mine was a life-altering kind of experience."

"Same." I gave Charlie a knowing smile, then turned to look for a spoon to stir in a packet of stevia. "This is a first for us."

"What is?"

"Being here like this. You cooking for me. When we were together, we only spent a handful of nights together. And even then, one or both of us had to rush off the next morning."

I felt Charlie's hand rub the small of my back just before she kissed my earlobe. "I love that we just spent an incredible night together. And I love even more that neither of us is rushing off."

I sat the spoon on the counter and turned to pull Charlie into my arms. I pressed my lips to hers in a gentle kiss. "This feels more right than anything else has in a very long time."


Chapter 13

I’ve often laid on this sofa, watching the flames dance in my fireplace. But I‘ve never done it with Charlie’s bare skin pressed against mine. I like this way so much better.

She began to stir, and the arm she had thrown across my stomach tightened slightly in a small hug. “Hi.”

“Hey, you,” I replied, kissing the top of her head.

“How long was I asleep?”

“Not long. Maybe thirty minutes, forty-five tops. No shame in taking a mid-morning nap.”

“I guess some things don’t change. Only with you have I ever relaxed enough to fall asleep during the day.”

“I like that you feel safe enough with me to fall asleep. Bonus points for doing it while naked.”

We lay there in silence as Charlie’s fingers began tracing a figure eight on my side. “I’ve missed you so much.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “We lost so much time.”

I began running my fingers through her hair. “I know, but we were never meant to be together then. You had things you had to do, and I had things I had to do. And those things couldn’t be done together.”

Charlie sighed. “I’m not sure I believe that.”

“Okay. Let me put it this way. Having my heart shattered brought so many things to the surface for me. Things that I needed to work on. And I never would’ve done any of that work had we still been together.”

“I think this is just you trying to make me feel better.”

I gently lifted her chin so she could see the truth in my eyes. "Charlie, I promise I'm not. If I had been lucky enough to wake up to your beautiful face every morning, I would never have doubted my worth or felt abandoned. Those thoughts would have never haunted me. But because you weren't there, guess what happened. That's right, the fear of being left behind took over."

“You’re serious right now, aren’t you,” she asked, tilting her head back to look at me.

I nodded. “I am.”

Charlie pushed herself up. “There were days after we broke up that I felt like I could barely breathe. I knew I had made the only decision I could, but it didn’t change how much I wanted to be with you.”

“Thankfully, we’re here now, and I couldn’t be happier about it.” I brushed the hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “Would you like to go to dinner with me tonight?”

“Sure. Mexican?”

“Although Mexican is always a good choice, I was thinking something a little nicer. When I went to Steven’s office party, I bid on and won dinner for two at a little restaurant downtown. I don’t want you to feel like I’m rushing us, but I want to take you out on a real date. Is that something you would like to do?”

Charlie smiled, her whole face lighting up. “For obvious reasons, that’s something we’ve never done. But everything is different now. I would love to go on a date with you.”

•••••••

The restaurant was tucked down a quiet side street, away from the bustling of Main Street. Rich aromas and the soft hum of music greeted us as I held the door open for Charlie.

I stepped inside and glanced around, taking in the charming ambiance. Low lighting and dark wood paneling gave the room a quiet and romantic feel.

A tall man dressed in all black greeted us with a tight-lipped smile. "Good evening. Do you have a reservation?”

"Hello. Yes, we do. It's under the name Murphy."

The maître d ran his finger down a list of names written in a book and stopped when he found my name. "Yes, I have you here, Ms. Murphy. Please follow me."

He led us past several tables donned in crisp white tablecloths and complimented by dark burgundy napkins. Each table was illuminated by a single flickering candle, which cast a golden hue over the faces of the diners as they engaged in quiet conversations.

He stopped at a table for two discreetly tucked in the back near a massive stone fireplace. "Here is your table. Justin will be with you momentarily. Enjoy your meal."

Charlie pulled out a chair and smiled at me. "I know you don't like to sit with your back to the room, so sit here."

"Thank you." I stepped forward and whispered in her ear, "I don't think I've mentioned how incredible that dress looks on you. And not to sound too cliché, but I look very forward to taking it off you later."

"Mmmmm. I look forward to that as well."

The glowing flames from the fire sent out waves of warmth. The stone mantel was adorned with ivy vines intertwined with twinkling fairy lights. The warmth from the fire and flickering lights created a romantic and secluded sanctuary where every moment could be savored.

I glanced across the table at Charlie, her face illuminated by the soft light, and felt my heart skip a beat. Going slow was already a lost cause for me. I knew what I was feeling, and denying it would be a waste of time, whether it scared me or not.

She looked up from the menu, her eyes meeting mine and a beautiful smile curving her lips. "This place is beautiful," she said, her voice low.

"I'm glad you like it," I replied, gently touching her hand and intertwining our fingers. I wanted tonight to be special, this being our first date and all."

Charlie squeezed my hand, her eyes sparkling with amusement and affection. "We really have done things backward, haven't we? First dates usually happen before falling in -"

"Good evening. My name is Justin. Can I start you ladies with a lovely glass of wine or champagne?"

What in the actual fuck, Justin! Before falling in what? Now, I'll never know what she's falling into. I reluctantly released Charlie's hand and pasted on my best fake smile before looking up at the young man who could win a gold medal for worst timing ever.

"Could we get a bottle of Belle Pente Pinot Noir?"

"Certainly. I’ll take your orders when I return." He spun on his heels and went to get the wine.

I glanced back at Charlie. "You were saying?"

"I was saying that when it comes to our relationship, you and I have done things a little backward. First dates usually happen before falling into bed." She smiled mischievously and winked. "Although, I have always enjoyed falling into bed with you. Or wherever else we've managed to end up. Like the back of your Jeep, against the side of a house, on a blanket in the middle of a field at midnight."

I smirked. "It sounds like someone is feeling reminiscent and maybe a touch aroused."

"Guilty. I hope that's not a bad thing."

I huffed out a laugh. "Absolutely not."

Justin returned with the wine, took our orders, and quickly left again. I picked up the glass, gently swirled the red wine around, and then held it, tilting the glass in Charlie's direction. "To us finally going on a proper first date."

Charlie gently clinked her glass against mine and smiled, her eyes conveying so much emotion. "Finally."

The conversation flowed effortlessly as we talked, each word and laugh drawing us closer. I couldn't help but marvel at how comfortable and natural it felt to be out having a romantic dinner with Charlie. There wasn't a doubt in my mind that I had fallen back in love with her. But this time, falling in love with her hadn't snuck up on me. I knew it was happening gradually each time she looked at me, touched me, or simply said my name. I was in love with everything that made her who she was.

"Hey. Where did you go?"

"What? Oh, sorry. I got lost in thought for a minute, but I'm back now." I reached across the table and held my hand out to her.

She traced random patterns on the palm of my hand with her finger. "What do you say we order something sinfully chocolate to go? We can grab a couple of forks, lose all of our clothes, and eat dessert naked in bed. Unless you have something else planned for after dinner."

The soft touch of her finger gliding across my palm sent waves of electricity through my body. "Nothing planned. I was thinking we would see where the night took us." I ran my tongue across my lips and leaned forward. "You naked plus chocolate is without a doubt the best idea I've ever heard,” I whispered conspiratorially.

"Good. Order whatever you think would be the easiest for me to lick off your body." She squeezed my fingers and winked. "I'm going to the restroom. Back in a minute."

I watched the subtle swaying of Charlie's hips until she was no longer in sight. As far as first dates go, this one was, by far, the best I have ever been on. I signaled Justin over and placed an order for dessert to-go.

I turned my attention to the fireplace and watched the twinkling lights cast moving shadows across the mantel with each flicker. If someone had told me a year ago that I would be having dinner with Charlie and planning to eat dessert off her stomach, I would’ve said that they had lost their mind and recommended they see a doctor. Life really had a way of surprising you sometimes.

"Hey, Jamie. What are you doing here" a familiar voice asked.

Startled, I looked up to see Laura standing by the table. "Oh. Hey. How are you?"

"I'm good. But back to my question. What are you doing here? You look nice. Are you on a date with some handsome man?"

Charlie walked up at that exact moment. If there were ever an example of perfect timing, this would be it. "Hi, Laura."

Laura's head snapped around, and a look of astonishment spread across her face. “Charlie?”

"Yep. It's me. It’s nice to see you. How have you been?" Charlie gave her arm a small pat.

Laura was momentarily speechless as she looked from me and back to Charlie. I watched her expression shift from friendly to fake, then settle on a combination of fake friendly. "I'm great. And wow, look at you! You look so beautiful in that dress." Laura reached over to squeeze Charlie's arm. "Jamie mentioned that you got a new job and moved back to town. Has Rick been able to find a job yet?"

Charlie stiffened slightly, but she managed to maintain her smile. She stepped away from Laura and retook her seat. "Rick and I split last year," she said, her tone cooling several degrees.

Laura pursed her mouth as she shook her head sadly. "That's too bad to hear. Don't lose hope. Maybe things will work out for you two again like they did last time."

Not liking the direction of the conversation, I cleared my throat to get Laura’s attention. "Hey. We don't want to keep you."

Laura glanced back at me, her expression unreadable. "Oh, you're not keeping me. I was on my way to the restroom when I saw you. It's my anniversary, and my wonderful husband is treating me to a romantic dinner." She turned back to Charlie. "Do you remember my husband, Paul?"

Charlie nodded and reached for her nearly empty wine glass. "I do. How many years have you guys been married?"

"Twelve years. It hasn't always been easy, but by the grace of God, we've always managed to make it through."

"That's wonderful. Congratulations to you both."

“Thank you. It’s hard to find someone willing to put in the effort to make a relationship work.” Laura shook her head. “It’s crazy how many people will just give up and leave when things get tough. It’s like they don’t care about the trail of destruction they’re leaving behind on their way to greener pastures.”

Laura was in fine form tonight. I wasn’t sure if she was being protective of me by passive aggressively calling Charlie out for how she ended things years before or if she was subtly slamming both Charlie and me for not staying married. Truthfully, it didn’t matter because neither of those was acceptable.

I stood and smiled at Laura. “I’m sure Paul is wondering where his lovely wife disappeared to. Give me a hug so you can get back to celebrating.”

Laura put her arm around my waist and gave me a slightly uncomfortable side hug. “I’ll text you next week. Maybe we can get lunch one day and catch up on things.”

“That sounds great. Tell Paul I said hello.”

Laura looked in Charlie’s direction and pasted on her biggest fake smile. “It was so good to see you,” she said in a saccharin sweet voice, then she quickly spun on her heel and walked off.

I sat back down and looked across the table at Charlie. “I have no idea what in the hell that was about, but I feel like I should apologize for it anyway.”

Charlie winked and blew me a kiss. “She’s just jealous that her date is nowhere near as sexy as mine.” She glanced around the dining room. “Where’s the server with whatever chocolate thing you ordered? I’m ready to go home and have my dessert.”


Chapter 14

I turned on the table lamp, scrunched up a throw pillow, stretched out, and got comfortable as I listened to the rings and waited for Victoria to answer. With work stress, Victoria's relocation, and everything with Charlie, it had been far too long since we last spoke.

I could hear muffled sounds for a few seconds before Victoria’s voice eventually came on. “Oh! My! God! I assumed you had died! It was the only explanation for why I hadn’t heard from you in over two months.”

“Come on. Seriously? Why are you throwing a guilt trip at me,” I asked in a whiny voice, trying to lighten the mood.

“Jamie! You said you would call and tell me what was happening, but you didn’t. I’ve been over here making up stories in my head. In one, you and Charlie ran off to Vegas and got married. In the other, she turned out to be completely psychotic, and you’ve gone into the witness protection program. And, of course, there's the one where you're dead in a ditch, and no one called to tell me.”

I couldn't help but burst into laughter. “Wow, that’s one hell of an imagination you’ve got. I have to admit, I’m impressed with your capabilities. But trust me, no Vegas weddings or witness protection programs are involved.”

“I impress myself at times.” Victoria chuckled. “But seriously, tell me how you are. I’ve been worried about you.”

“You’re right. I did say I would keep you updated. I’m sorry for not calling sooner. But no worries, I’ve been great.”

“Just get me up to speed, and all will be forgiven. Tell me what’s going on. Is there anything new with Charlie?”

“Sooooo many new things. I took your advice and was completely honest. Basically, I told her I understood why she made the decisions she made. I told her I would try again but wanted to go slow. I also said I didn’t really trust her to not go sideways on me again, so building trust was a must.”

“Good for you. How did Charlie react when you told her you didn’t trust her? Did she give you all sorts of reasons why nothing was her fault and why you should trust her?”

“Actually, it was just the opposite. She said she didn’t blame me for not trusting her.” I glanced at my feet, mentally noting it was time for a pedicure. “It was a great conversation. Not an easy one to have, but still great.”

“Well, at least she owned it. That says a lot about her, in my opinion. So where does it stand now?”

“We’re taking it slow. No proposal of marriage or u-Hailing,” I said and laughed lightly. “We’re back together, and so far, things are going good.”

“Jamie! That’s great! I’m so happy for you. I know you’ve wanted this for so long.”

I smiled. “Yeah, I have. And Vic, I’m so happy.”

“Have you told Olivia yet?”

“Noooo. I’m not telling Olivia anything until I’m positive there’s something to tell. I’m in the trust but verify phase.”

“That’s okay. You’ll know when the time is right to tell her. What did Laura say when you told her? Was she supportive?”

“I haven’t told Laura yet.”

“Seriously? Why not?”

“Honestly, I’m not entirely sure. It just seemed easier to not say anything yet. You know she’s never seemed comfortable talking about Charlie or my relationship with her. Hell, the last time I brought her up, Laura called her my devil.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. But you guys have been friends for a long time, and I’m sure Laura will be happy for you.”

I snorted. “Charlie and I were on a date the other night and ran into Laura at dinner. When Laura saw I was with Charlie, she started acting weird. She plastered on a fake smile, made some weird comments, then said her goodbyes.”

“Huh. Well, maybe she was just surprised. I bet her tone will change once you catch her up on everything.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said with a sigh. “Anyway, Charlie and I are finally leaving the bubble we’ve been in for the last two months. We’re having dinner at Steven and Brody’s tomorrow night. Charlie already knows Steven, but she hasn’t met Brody yet. So, other than the first date we went on, this will be the first time being an out-in-the-open couple instead of being shady like we were when we were years ago. I’ll admit I’m more than a little nervous because now is when things start getting real, and I’m praying old patterns don’t suddenly appear.”

“Being nervous makes sense. Give Charlie a chance to show you she’s in this thing with you, and have faith that she won’t go sideways like she did so many times before. Also, I’m jealous that Brody gets to meet her. When do I get to meet Charlie?”

“It would be much easier to introduce you two, but you had to go and move halfway across the country.” I huffed out a laugh. “Hey, quick question. Has it stopped snowing there yet? Spring is a week away, ya know.”

“Yes, smart ass. It hasn’t snowed in a couple of weeks. Jamie, you have to see the mountains. Montana is absolutely stunning. I know we have mountains back home, but there’s just something different about the mountains here.”

“Yeah, it’s called eight feet of snow,” I laughed.

“Whatever. You can’t see me right now, but I just flipped you off. Anyway, I want you to come and visit, and you should bring Charlie with you.”

I got an image of Charlie and I traveling together and smiled. “You know what? I may just do that. I’ve never been to Montana and would love for you to meet her.”

Movement from the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I turned to see Charlie walking toward me.

“Hey, Vic, I need to go. Charlie just got here. I’ll call you later in the weekend so we can talk about everything going on with you. I want to hear all about your new job. In the meantime, send me pictures of your new house.”

“Okay. I can do that. Wait till you see the view I have from my deck. Tell Charlie I said hi. You two figure out a good time to visit, and let’s plan it. Talk soon. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Bye.”

I pressed end on the call and tossed my phone on the table. “Hey, you. I didn’t think you were coming over tonight because you had to work late.”

“It didn’t take as long to finish the report as I thought it would.” Charlie sat her phone on the table beside mine and kicked off her shoes. “You didn’t have to get off the phone.”

“It’s okay. It was just a quick catch-up. Vic said to tell you hi.”

Charlie grabbed the throw blanket from the back of the sofa, lowered down, and settled between my legs to lay on top of me. She brought her lips to mine for a sweet kiss hello and then laid her head on my chest. “I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you.” I pulled her in tighter and shifted slightly so we would be more comfortable.

We lay nestled together, the lamp's soft glow creating shadows around us. The faint scent of her shampoo in the air. Charlie lifted her head slightly, her eyes meeting mine tenderly. "Can I tell you something?" she asked softly, her voice barely more than a whisper.

My heart began to race, sensing the gravity of the moment. "Of course," I replied, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

She took a deep breath, her eyes never leaving mine. "I've been in love with you for years. During the years we were apart, there were times I tried to ignore it and push it away, but it only grew stronger. I knew we were meant to be together, but I couldn’t see how to make it work until now. Every moment we spend together, every laugh, every word... Jamie, I can’t wait any longer to tell you I am in love with you,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion.

Her confession hung in the air, a beautiful, fragile truth that felt like it could shatter the world or make it infinitely better. I could see the vulnerability in her eyes, the raw emotion she had laid bare.

I gently cupped her face, my thumb softly brushing her cheek. "Charlotte," I whispered, my lips brushing against hers. "I love you too. I never stopped loving you.” I smiled, a tear slipping down my cheek. "I was so scared to tell you," I admitted. "I didn’t want you to freak out and think we were moving too fast.”

She leaned forward a little and kissed the tear away. "You never have to be scared of me. I’m yours. I have always been yours. I will always be yours."

A radiant smile spread across her face, and she leaned in, our foreheads touching as we both let out a breath we didn't realize we were holding. In that moment, everything felt right, as if the world had aligned just for us. The future felt bright, filled with endless possibilities, all because we had finally found our way back to one another, where our hearts had been all along.

We kissed again, this time deeper, more passionately, our love for each other filling the room. Everything else faded away at that moment, and it was just the two of us, lost in our love and the promise of forever.

•••••••

I took Charlie’s hand in mine and led her up the sidewalk. “Are you sure you’re ready? We don’t have to do this if you have any second thoughts.”

Just before we got to the door, Charlie tugged my hand. “Jamie, I love you. I’m more than ready for us to move forward.”

Her words brought a smile to my face. “I love you back.” I took her face in my hands and brought our lips together for what was meant to be a quick kiss but quickly turned heated.

“Dear, lord, girl. You and your girlfriend cannot stand on my front porch making out. What will the neighbors think?” Brody’s voice broke through the haze, reminding me where we were.

I stepped back. “I would apologize, but I don’t want to. Plus, it’s dark outside, so who would see us anyway?” I looked at Brody and smiled. “Brody, I would like to introduce you to Charlie.” Turning to Charlie, I said, “Charlie, this is Steven’s husband and my great friend, Brody.”

Brody pulled the heavy wooden door open and motioned for us to come inside. “Come in, ladies. Charlie, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Charlie nervously reached for my hand, gripping it tightly. “It’s nice to meet you, too. I hope you’ve heard good things.”

“I’ve heard the story of you two, and I can see the smile on Jamie’s face, so I assume you must be an interesting woman. I’m looking forward to getting to know you.” Brody pushed the door closed, turned toward the kitchen, and waved his hand for us to follow. “Let’s have a glass of wine and watch my husband slave over a hot stove.”

When we walked into the kitchen, Steven was standing at the stove surrounded by clouds of steam. “Oh! You’re making stir-fry? I hope it turns out better than last time,” I giggled.

“That wasn’t my fault. I blame that wok I bought on sale  for that travesty.” Steven didn’t bother to turn around as he nonchalantly flipped me off and greeted Charlie. “Hello, Charlie.”

“Hi, Steven. Thank you for inviting me and cooking for us.”

“Of course, I’m glad you could make it. Get your girlfriend to pour you a glass of wine. Dinner will be ready in about ten minutes.” Steven tossed the vegetables, causing clouds of steam to rise from the wok.

Brody slid two glasses of white wine across the granite counter. “Here you go, ladies. Let's go sit in the dining room.”

The warm glow from the pendant lights illuminated the dining room, casting a gentle light over the wooden table set for four. Steven and Brody moved around, bringing out platters of stir-fry and rice. The heavenly aromas made my stomach growl in anticipation.  I felt Charlie’s hand lightly squeeze my thigh. Our eyes met for a moment, and I felt a spark of desire that made me wish we had never left the house.

Steven raised his glass. “To good friends and great food,” he said. “Dig in, people,” he encouraged as he picked up his fork. The clinking of utensils and the hum of conversation filled the room as we served ourselves.

"Jamie," Brody said, turning to me, "how's the big project at work coming along? Are you close to finishing?"

I swallowed the bite I had in my mouth. "It's going really well," I replied, sipping my wine. "We have a major deadline coming up, so it’s a little crazy with all hands on deck. But I’m enjoying the insanity. Reminds me why I love what I do." I turned to Steven as he refilled the wine in Brody’s glass. "This dinner is amazing. You’ve really outdone yourself."

Steven gave me a cocky grin. "Thank you. I told you the disaster from last time was the wok’s fault.”

As the night went on, the conversation flowed effortlessly, and we soon found ourselves laughing over shared memories and inside jokes. Our laughter echoed joyously throughout the room. Considering this was Charlie’s and my first foray into being openly together, the evening had been going great.

Steven wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin, leaned back in his chair, and shifted his attention to Charlie. "Charlie, how has it been for you to be back where it all began?" There was a hint of snarkiness in his voice as he asked the question.

Noticing the tone, I sent Steven a glare across the table. "Steven," I said, trying to convey a sense of warning in my tone.

He gave me an innocent look. "I’m just asking how things are going." He looked back at Charlie, waiting for her response.

Charlie reached under the table and laid her hand on my thigh, letting me know she didn’t mind the question. She turned and smiled warmly at Steven. "It’s been wonderful. Moving back was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. Well, that and being brave enough to ask Jamie for her forgiveness and another chance."

Steven raised his eyebrows and nodded his approval of her answer. "Good for you for owning the need to ask for forgiveness. And is this move of yours a permanent thing or a wait-and-see sort of situation?" he asked while casually reaching for his glass.

Apparently, Steven had decided it was time to ask the hard questions, Southern hospitality be damned. Based on how things had been going with us, I was pretty sure what Charlie’s answer would be, but I wanted to hear it anyway.

“I have every intention of staying right where I am.” Charlie looked at me and winked. “Why would I want to go anywhere when I have everything I want right before me?”

Brody took the opportunity to chime in and add a bit of levity. “Jamie is a keeper, for sure. She’s like the cool prize in a box of Cracker Jacks.”

I laughed. “Why, thank you, Brody. I’m the prize all other Cracker Jacks prizes wish they were.”

Brody rolled eyes. “You’re no fake tattoo, but I guess you’ll do,” he said, chuckling. “Anyway, Charlie, are you enjoying your new job? I would imagine the last several months have been a bit of a whirlwind.”

“They definitely have been. But I’ve settled in. I have a great team. Plus, my boss is located in another state, so what’s not to love,” she added, shrugging her shoulders.

I bumped her shoulder to get her attention. “Tell them about the cat.”

She looked at me, slightly confused, before catching on to what I was referring to.

“Oh! You’re talking about the office mascot that was fired the same day it was hired.” Charlie’s auburn hair shimmered in the light, and her eyes sparkled as she recounted the story of the stray cat joining her virtual meeting. I found myself leaning in, captivated by her warmth and charm. It was interesting to watch how she interacted with my friends. This was a side of Charlie I had never seen before. There was an authenticity about her that I was utterly enamored with. When she finished telling the story, she leaned over to refill my glass, her hand brushing against mine. That tiny and brief contact sent a jolt of electricity through me, making me groan. Somehow, she had heard the barely audible sound and smiled, her eyes twinkling with a secret only we shared.

Steven vehemently shook his head. “Absolutely not. Cats are the worst with their shedding, gross hairballs, and nasty attitudes. They’re a hard no for me.”

“Steven, that is something we wholeheartedly agree on. Hard no,” Charlie tipped her glass towards Steven in an air toast.

Brody leaned forward, “Not to interrupt your mutual dislike for cats, but can we take the party to the living room? I want to play Trivial Pursuit. I still need to win back my smartest-person-ever crown because there is no way Jamie deserves to keep it.”

Steven turned up his glass, drained the remaining wine, and pushed up from the table. “Give me fifteen minutes to get the dishes loaded and the dishwasher started, and I’ll meet you in the living room. Brody set up the board, and I want the blue pie.”

Charlie was on her feet immediately. “I’ll help clean up, and I want the purple piece.”

I glanced at Brody, smiled, and nodded in appreciation as they left the room. “Nicely played, my friend. I like it when I don’t have to do the cooking or the cleaning. I would give you a high five, but you’re too far away.” I stood and picked up our plates, “I’ll meet you in the living room. I want the green pie piece.”

Turning the corner to the kitchen, I overheard Steven tell Charlie he had another question for her. Eavesdropping is a little on the tacky side, but I didn’t care.

“Are you done?” Steven questioned.

“Am I done with what?” Charlie replied.

“Are you done messing with Jamie’s mind and playing with her heart? Are you done being fine one minute and going completely sideways the next? Are you done hiding that you are dating a woman?” He paused for a moment. “Admittedly, that was more than one, but they all fall under the are you done question.”

“Steven, not that I owe you any sort of response, but I'll give you one anyway because of what you mean to Jamie. I am in love with her. I have been in love with her for years. I will spend the rest of my life grateful we were given a second chance. Grateful that she loves me. And grateful that I get to love her.”

Steven cleared his throat. “Well said, Ms. Moss. Well said, indeed. I do believe you and I are going to be great friends.”

If I hadn’t already loved Charlie, the things she just said to Steven would have made me fall instantly in love with her. I made a slight coughing sound to announce myself before nonchalantly strolling into the room. “Don’t take this as me offering to help clean. All I’m doing is dropping off mine and Brody’s plates on my way to claim my spot on the sofa," I said with a smile, and then I leaned over to give Charlie a quick peck on the cheek. "Don’t worry. I’ll save you a spot."

We sat around the coffee table, the mood mellow, with just a hint of competitiveness as we got closer to the end of the game. Steven and Brody were smack-talking one another, both vying for the smartest-person-ever crown. I yawned, hoping with everything in me, Steven would get the next question right so that the game would be over and I could go home.

Charlie leaned over. “Thank you for tonight,” she whispered softly, conveying sincerity that made my heart smile.

“For what?” I looked at her, confused.

“For sharing more of your life with me,” she replied, eyes locking onto mine. “For being you.”

Her words left me speechless.


Chapter 15

Charlie hugged me tight against her side and exhaled loudly. “I could live to be a hundred and never fully understand how you can do the things you do to me.”

I grinned as I lightly kissed the side of her neck. “I’m glad I can still make you feel that way.”

She exhaled loudly. “Selfishly, I am, too.”

I scooted down and laid my head on her stomach. Charlie began running her fingers through my hair, making me moan with pleasure. I closed my eyes, luxuriating in the simple ministrations. As we lay there in happy silence, wrapped around one another, I relaxed into complete contentment. It had been longer than I could remember since I had felt real contentment. Truthfully, I don’t think I’ve ever felt this level of contentment, and I had the woman I was wrapped around to thank for it.

Charlie moved her hand to my neck and massaged the tight muscles. “Ava called earlier today. She told me she’s planning to come to town this weekend.”

I moved slightly, giving Charlie magic fingers better access. “I’m sure you’re looking forward to seeing her. Are you guys going to do anything fun, or is it more just a hangout weekend?”

“Nothing planned. I’ll cook her favorites and just catch up.” Charlie cleared her throat. “There is one thing I wanted to talk to you about first. I think it’s time I tell her about us.”

“Okay. If that’s what you want to do. I certainly don’t want to pressure you if you’re not ready yet.”

“Remember when we had dinner at Steven and Brody’s, and that night before we went to sleep, I told you I wanted the people who are important to us to know we’re together?”

“I remember, but that was two weeks ago. It’s entirely possible you could have changed your mind,” I said as I trailed the tips of my fingers down the top of her thigh.

“I haven’t changed my mind. As a matter of fact, after Ava and I talk, I would like you to come over. Not right after because she may have questions, but sometime before the weekend is out. I think seeing us as a couple would be good for her.”

My eyes popped open, but I didn’t move. “Ooooh, yeah. I’m not so sure about that. Ava may need more than a few hours to process. Telling your daughter you’re back together with your ex is one thing. Telling her that the ex is me is another thing entirely.”

“Jamie, Ava loved you then, and I’m sure she will love you now. The reaction she had years ago wasn’t about you. It was about gossip and keeping a secret that would make her feel like a liar. Her reaction was valid for a thirteen-year-old girl. But she’s eighteen now, and those fears no longer apply.”

“You say that, but you don’t know that for sure.”

“Are you having second thoughts about us?” She asked with concern

I pushed up on my elbow. “Absolutely not. Truthfully, I was just thinking I hadn’t felt this happy and content in years, if ever. I’m just not sure me showing up on your doorstep right after you tell your daughter about us is the way to play this.”

Charlie pushed the hair off my forehead. “Hey. Tell me what you’re afraid of.”

I exhaled slowly. “To be honest, I’m nervous about telling the girls. We can spin it however we want, but we have no idea how they’ll take it. It could end up being a cluster.”

“It may sound complicated, but it’s not. Olivia loves you. Ava loves me. And you and I love each other.” Charlie between gestured between us. “I want this. I want a real life with you. You do believe me, don’t you?”

I gazed into her eyes, searching for any hint of hesitation, but found none. "It's hard not to believe you when you look at me like that." I leaned in, resting my head on Charlie's chest. "I'm sorry. It's still hard for me to trust what is happening between us. Something like this would’ve thrown you so far off a few years ago.”

"That was then, and this is now. We were in an entirely different situation back then. I know it can be scary to dive in and trust you'll be okay, but that is exactly what I'm asking you to do. Dive in." She kissed the top of my head. “I love you, Jamie. I can’t change the past, but what I can do is tell you that I plan to love you for the rest of my life.”

•••••••

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and prayed this would be easy breezy. I knew easy breezy was a pipe dream, but that didn’t stop me from hoping. Gathering my courage, I pushed the button to ring the doorbell. My heart was beating like crazy, and the palms of my hands were sweating like I was a teenager about to meet someone's parents for the first time.

Suddenly, the cream-colored door swung open, and standing before me, dressed in running shorts and a baggy t-shirt, was an older version of the young girl I used to know. It was uncanny how much she looked like her mother. The almond shape of her eyes and her wavy brown hair were dead ringers for Charlie. “Hi, Ava. It’s good to see you.”

Ava smiled welcomingly. “Hey, Jamie. Come on in. Mom is drying her hair. She should be done in a few minutes.”

I walked into the living room and sat on the sofa. This felt beyond weird. If I was feeling the uncomfortableness of the moment, I knew Ava must be feeling it, too. “Ava… Do you think we should go ahead and acknowledge the pink tutu-wearing elephant standing in the room?”

Ava smirked and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. Does the pink tutu also have sparkly sequins on it?”

I cracked a smile. “Why would it not? No self-respecting elephant would wear a tutu without sequins.”

Ava laughed lightly as she sat down in the chair across from me. “That’s a good point.” She blew out a breath and looked at me with hesitation. “So… You and my mom?”

I nodded. “Yeah, me and your mom. I’m unsure what she told you, so I won’t just start rambling. I would rather start with an apology. I’m truly sorry for any confusion or anxiety you felt as a result of things that I was involved with. Those days were hard for me, and I can only imagine what a thirteen-year-old girl must have thought and felt.”

Ava’s expression softened. “Jamie, you don’t owe me an apology. I know you loved me and weren’t trying to hurt me.”

“Nevertheless, I am sorry.” I looked down at my hands and nervously spun my thumb ring around several times. “Do you want to talk about it? Do you have any questions you want to ask me?”

Ava got quiet and cast her gaze up to the ceiling. I knew my past actions had caused her pain, and she deserved the opportunity to say whatever she wanted. I heard footsteps and saw Charlie approach and stop, just out of sight, to lean against the wall. I didn’t acknowledge her; instead, I focused on Ava as I waited patiently for whatever she had to say.

“You know, I’m not going to lie. I was shocked when I learned you and my mom were in a relationship. I had only known my mom to date guys and then marry Rick.” Ava shook her head and looked back at me. “And then I found out she was in a relationship with a woman. A woman who was my best friend’s mom. On the one hand, I wanted to see Mom happy, and I could tell she was happy when you were around. Rick was an asshole most of the time, and it seemed like Mom was always upset about something he said or did. So, Mom smiling and laughing with you was great.” Ava paused and picked at the hem of her t-shirt. “But on the other hand… I won’t lie. I was so confused. I didn’t know what to think or how to act.”

“That’s understandable.”

“Yeah.” Ava shifted her gaze back to me. “There was a kid in my class that everyone made fun of. He was a nice kid, but he acted a little differently. A lot of the kids said he was gay, and they made fun of him. Some of the kids were really mean to him. After I found out about you and Mom, I was afraid of those same kids making fun of me.”

I leaned forward to rest my elbows on my knees. “I get that. I would’ve felt the same way had I been in your shoes.”

“Yeah. As much as I wanted to see my mom happy, I was worried about what would happen to me when people found out about you guys. And I knew I wasn’t supposed to tell Olivia, which meant I didn’t have anyone I could talk to. It was just a lot.” Ava pursed her lips and shifted in the chair. “I’m sorry if I had anything to do with you guys breaking up.”

“Ava, break-ups are never about one thing. And even if it had only been about that one thing, I would never blame you. Your mother did the right thing for you. Which is what a good mom does. They protect their kids in any way they can. I could never be angry about Charlie protecting you.”

Ava turned away and looked out the front window. She remained quiet for a few minutes before looking back at me. “My mom looks happy and is smiling again, and I think you have everything to do with that,” she said.

I smiled at the thought. “I really hope I have something to do with it, but I know I don’t have everything to do with it. Your mom has been making changes in her life. I would guess it’s a combination of those changes, and having a daughter she loves and is proud of is part of what makes her happy.” I glanced over at Charlie. “I love your mom, and I hope my feelings for her give her another reason to smile.”

Charlie put her hand to her heart and mouthed, “I love you,” back at me from where she stood.

“She loves you too.” Ava gave me a serious look and leaned forward slightly. “I’m happy for you both. Just promise me you’ll love her the way she deserves. I don’t think anyone ever has, but I think you’re the one person that can.”

I felt tears well up in my eyes. “I promise.” I pushed my glasses into my hair and caught a tear with my thumb. “Are you and I good? Is there anything else you want to talk about?”

“Nope. We’re good.” Ava stood and saw Charlie standing off to the side. “Hey, Mom. How long have you been standing there?”

Charlie walked into the room and came over to sit down beside me. “Long enough. I didn’t want to interrupt.” Charlie reached for my hand. “I’m starving. Who’s in the mood for tacos?”

Ava and I both yelled, “Me!”

Ava added a little salsa to her second taco and smiled at Charlie. “Man, I had forgotten how much I loved this place. There’s a Mexican restaurant near campus, but it is nowhere near this good.”

I wiped my mouth and took a sip of water. “So, Ava, tell me about college. Your mom said you were back and forth on what you wanted to get your degree in. Did you finally make a decision?”

Ava nodded her head as she swallowed. “I did. I am going into veterinary medicine. But not the puppy and kitten kind. I want to be a large animal vet.”

“That sounds really cool. Considering you’re going to school in Kentucky, that should help.” I grabbed a chip from the basket and loaded it with salsa. “I went to the horse races in Saratoga a long time ago. The horses were impressive when standing still but transformed into beautifully majestic animals when they took off running. I didn’t win any of the bets I placed, but I still had a great time that day.”

Ava nodded her agreement. “Majestic is the perfect word. What’s Olivia studying? We haven’t been in touch since I moved, and we don’t follow one another, so I have no idea what’s happening in her life.”

“She’s decided to teach. She wants to teach the littles. I think it’s a natural fit for her. She loves kids, and they love her.” I chuckled. “She said she wouldn’t go near middle or high school kids with a ten-foot pole.”

Ava laughed. “I don’t blame her there. Is she dating anyone?”

“She was when we chatted a few days ago, but that may have changed by now. Olivia is definitely living her best life.”

“Living your best life should be a goal for everyone,” she said and looked at Charlie. “Don’t you agree, Mom?”

Charlie smiled across the table at me and winked. “I couldn’t agree more.”

Everything felt natural and easy as I ate and chatted with Charlie and Ava. After Ava and I had talked, the tension faded away quickly, and we began joking around with each other like we had years ago. I was incredibly grateful for that. After I finished my last taco, I leaned back against the booth, feeling extremely grateful. God, please let it be this easy when I tell Olivia.


Chapter 16

I had walked to yoga class earlier than usual because I needed the additional time to lie on my mat and be. I was way up in my head, which meant a yoga class was warranted. Hopefully, my mind would clear out as I focused during class. I heard applause from the room, signaling that the class before mine had finished. A few seconds later, the door swung open, releasing a wave of hot air as several people dripping with sweat walked out.

I grabbed my bag off the bench beside me and headed inside to claim my favorite spot in the back right corner of the large mirrored room. Once settled on the mat, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and saw the signs of stress written all over my face. I knew no matter how great the upcoming class might be, the stress wouldn't go away until I faced what was causing it.

I settled into a comfortable position and made a conscious effort to clear my mind of any distractions and be in the moment. With my eyes closed, I focused on releasing tension from my body, starting at the top of my head and moving down to my toes. I set my intention for the evening's yoga class: calm, grounded, brave.

Ninety minutes later, I made my way back home feeling exhausted and drenched in sweat. I stopped to punch the code into the keypad and reached for my water bottle, taking a few cold sips while I waited for the door to slowly roll open. I dropped my yoga bag onto a nearby chair and went inside. As gross as I felt, a shower was a must. I laid my glasses and water bottle on the kitchen island and headed straight for the stairs.

A loud "ahem." sounded from nearby.

"AAAAH!" I jumped and spun to see Charlie sitting on the sofa. "You scared the crap out of me. What are you doing here?"

Charlie scrunched her face. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. And I'm here because we had dinner plans. When you didn't respond to my texts, I called, and when you didn't answer, I got worried and walked over.”

I closed my eyes, tilted my head back, and blew out a frustrated breath. "I'm sorry. I completely forgot about dinner. Totally my bad." I swept my hand down my body. "I'm guessing you can tell by how I look where I've been." I walked into the living room and leaned against the back of the chair. "Normally I leave my phone in the cubby with my shoes, but I forgot to take it. Otherwise, I would've seen your texts and replied as soon as class was over. Forgive me?"

Charlie studied me for a long moment before speaking. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," I patted the top of the chair. “Give me thirty minutes to shower and throw on some clothes, and then we can figure out dinner."

"Jamie, we've had a standing dinner date every Thursday night for the last two months, but somehow you forgot? And in no way do I believe you when you say you're fine." Charlie got to her feet and came to where I was standing. "You've gotten progressively more distant the last few days. What's really going on?"

I looked down at my hands. "I just have a lot on my mind, and I thought a yoga class would help center me a little. That's all."

Charlie reached for my hand. "Look at me." She waited for me to look up. "Don't push me away." Charlie reached up to catch a teardrop sliding down my cheek. "Baby, please talk to me. I'm starting to get really worried."

I gave her a halfhearted smile. "Okay, but first, I need a shower. I'm a sweaty mess and can't stand myself much longer." I raised our clasped hands to my lips and kissed the back of Charlie's hand. "Please don't worry. I'm just working some things out in my head." I kissed her hand once more. "I love you."

Charlie released my hand and went back to the sofa. "I'll be right here when you're ready."

Forty minutes later, I flopped onto the sofa and laid my head on Charlie's lap. She began to quietly comb her fingers through my wet hair. Her touch instantly calmed my frayed nerves. God, how I love this woman.

I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled loudly. "I'm sorry about dinner. I've been up in my head and forgot what day it was."

"I'm not worried about dinner. I am worried about you. What's got you in your head. Have I done something that's caused it?"

I looked up at her with a sad smile. "Yes and no. But the yes isn't bad. It's the complete opposite, actually."

"Okay. I need you to explain because I'm lost. I thought things with us were going great. Was I mistaken?"

"You weren't mistaken. I don't remember ever being as happy as I am when I'm with you. We aren't hiding anymore, and that makes my heart so happy."

Charlie gently brushed the hair away from my forehead. "Then what's the problem,” she asked, her voice laced with confusion.

"I'm nervous about talking to Olivia. The thought of telling her about us is giving me a sweet little case of anxiety." I blew out a slow breath. "I know when we were together before, I talked a big game about how everything would work out, and the girls would support us because they loved us and would want to see us happy. And while I still believe that to a degree, I don't have the same confidence as I once did."

She reached for my hand. "Baby, just because I told Ava doesn't mean you have to tell Olivia."

"But that's the thing. I want Olivia to know. When Ava was here last weekend, two things happened to me. One, you proved to me that you really are in this with me. That you really want us to be together. And two, I realized it's time to be honest with my daughter. The part about being honest with my daughter has me incredibly stressed."

"How so? Let's talk it out and see if we can find a way for it not to make you feel like this.”

"I can't, or don't want to, tell her half-truths. I want to be completely honest about all of it, including the affair." I shifted my gaze from Charlie to the ceiling overhead." Olivia may be a momma's girl but also a daddy's girl. I'm afraid she's going to get really pissed off and blame me for breaking up our family. Which wouldn't be entirely wrong because I did ask for a divorce. Although my marriage was broken long before I fell in love with you. I'm not sure Olivia will be able to understand that." I rubbed my hands against my face. "If I don't handle this right, it could damage my relationship with her."

"While that all makes sense, and it's natural to worry, I don't want you to go to the worst-case scenario. I understand your concern about how Olivia will react.  Remember, Ava took the news well. I believe Olivia will, too, even if it takes her some time to process everything.”

"Not going worst case is easier said than done. There's also the fact that Ava knew about us before, so it wasn't such a shock to her." I shifted so I could meet Charlie's gaze. "I love you.”

Charlie smiled down at me. "I love you more."

"I've also decided that I need to have a talk with Matt."

Charli’s eyes grew with surprise. "Seriously?"

I nodded. "Yeah. It's not something I want to do. My life now has nothing to do with him, but what happened a few years ago does. I'm guessing Olivia will talk to her dad about everything, and I don't want Matt to be caught off guard."

"No wonder you're in your head. It's not just about Olivia. You're also planning to talk to your ex." Charlie shook her head slowly. "I don't envy you."

"Yeah, something tells me it won't be pleasant. I wouldn't even bother if it wasn't for Olivia. If Matt already knows when she shows up at his door, things might not blow up completely. I'm thinking about calling him early next week to see if we can get together and talk."

"Well, it sounds like you know what you want to do and if I were to guess, you have an idea of what you want to say. So what you’re really worried about is how Olivia is going to react."

"Yep. That pretty much sums it up." I sighed, closing my eyes.

"Tell me how I can help. What can I do to make it easier?"

I reached to find Charlie's hand, intertwining our fingers. "Just keep loving me and maybe kiss me more often." I looked up at her and winked. "Like now. You should kiss me now."

•••••••

It was a gorgeous April morning. The sky was the shade of cobalt blue with fluffy white clouds floating around as if they were playing a game of tag. I grabbed Charlie's hand and excitedly pulled her down an aisle of colorful pansies, snapdragons, and begonias. "Thanks for coming with me."

"You don't have to thank me. I'm having fun."

I turned to her and smiled. "Yes, I do have to thank you because I have no doubt you would much rather be in bed."

Charlie tugged my hand, pulling me into her. "A few years ago, I told you I looked forward to the day we could do couple-stuff together. It took longer than I would have liked, but we finally made it. Buying flowers counts as couple-stuff."

I brushed loose strands of hair behind her ear. "Have I told you how much I love you today?"

Charlie grinned slyly. "Not in those exact words, but you were quite vocal this morning." She leaned and placed a warm kiss just below my ear. "By the way, I love you, too."

The feel of her silky lips against my skin sent a warm shudder down my body. "Mmmmm. You shouldn't do that again unless you want me to drag you home and straight back to bed." I glanced around and saw we were alone. I smiled and leaned in to give her a lingering kiss.

"Mom?" A voice I would know anywhere sounded from a few feet behind me.

Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! This was so not how I wanted Olivia to find out.

I pulled back the smallest amount and pasted on a smile. Praying I conveyed a nonchalance I totally didn't feel, I turned to face my daughter. "Oh, hey, honey. What are you doing here? Why aren't you on campus getting things ready for this afternoon's sorority luncheon?"

"Wow. So that's what we're doing? Huh. Okay." She nodded lightly. Brought her index finger to her lips and then stared off into the distance as if in deep thought. I braced myself for what was likely to be a less than pleasant exchange.

"Mom, quick question… Are we totally ignoring the fact that I just watched you kiss another woman?" She glanced in Charlie's direction. "Hello, Charlie. I heard you were back in town. It looks like you've been doing well."

"Olivia, don't be snarky."

"Snarky?" She rolled her dark blue eyes and mumbled, "Whatever.” She huffed before turning and walking away, tugging a cart of flowers behind her.

"Olivia, wait. I would like to explain."

She paused momentarily and looked over her shoulder. "I have to pay for the flowers and get back to campus. I apologize for interrupting something I obviously wasn't supposed to have seen. We'll catch up another time."

I stepped in her direction, but Charlie's hand grabbed my arm, stopping me. "Jamie, let her go. She just saw her mother, who she thought was straight, kissing another woman in the middle of the Garden Center. She might need a minute."

"Charlie, no offense, but you got to handle talking to your daughter how you wanted. So let me handle talking to mine."

Her hand fell away. "Fine. I'll be waiting in the Jeep when you're finished." Charlie strode past me toward the exit.

I dropped my head and closed my eyes. "Damnit. I probably shouldn't have said that." Squaring my shoulders, I went in search of my daughter.

I found Olivia in the checkout line. Several people were in the line ahead of her, which gave me a few minutes. I walked up and stood beside her. "Hey, can we talk?"

Olivia continued to stare straight ahead. "I know this is not what you want to hear, but no, we can't. At least not right now. I have a lot of stuff going on today. And if I'm being honest, I don't know where to begin. Before you walked up, I was standing here thinking about dots. How some dots connect when you take a good look." She turned to look me in the eyes. "I think there are a lot more dots than what I actually know about. Am I right?"

I nodded. "You are."

"Thought so." She snorted and turned away. "I don't want to talk about this right now. I'll come over tomorrow sometime."

"Understood." I squeezed her arm. "I love you, honey. I hope you have fun at the luncheon."

Just as I turned to walk away, Olivia caught my arm. "Mom, I want you to know that I don't have a problem with the fact that I saw you kissing another woman. Shocked? Yes. Care? Not at all."

Thankfully, the drive home was quiet because the thoughts banging around in my head were loud as hell. This morning, I woke up with the woman I loved snuggled against me, and through the window, I saw a beautiful blue sky and fluffy white clouds. A few hours later, the woman I loved wasn't speaking to me, and I could see dark rain clouds moving in. If that wasn't the epitome of two sides of the same coin, I didn’t know what was.

I pulled into my driveway, shifted the Jeep into park, then reached over and took Charlie's hand. "I'm sorry. I know you’re angry, and you have every right to be. I shouldn't have spoken to you like that.” I blew out a shaky breath. The thought of the impending conversation with Matt sent a shiver down my spine. “I need to go talk to Matt before Olivia does.”

Charlie lightly squeezed my fingers before she released my hand and opened the door. “I’m going to get out of your way so you can do whatever you need to.”

Her clipped response was all the proof I needed to know that we were probably headed toward our first fight as a new couple. I felt a mix of guilt and regret and had only myself to blame.

“Will we talk later?” I asked, my heart heavy with uncertainty. I hoped for a chance to explain, to make her understand how much she meant to me, but the fear of rejection was rearing its ugly head.

“I’m sure we will,” she said right before she shut the door.

As I pulled into Matt's driveway, the first droplets of rain began to fall. I turned off the engine, my gaze fixed on his house. The sight of the overgrown flower beds, choked with weeds, was hard to ignore. It was clear that Matt still wasn’t much of a gardener.

Before I lost my nerve, I walked up to the porch and rapped my knuckles on the door's glass center. I stepped back to lean against the railing. I would rather be anywhere else than standing on my ex-husband's porch. Okay, maybe not anywhere else—because root canals are so much worse than talking to an ex.

The door swung open, and Matt looked at me confusedly."Jamie? What are you doing here? Is Olivia okay?"

"Yeah, she's fine. She's doing sorority stuff today." I pushed my glasses into my hair. "I'm sorry I didn't call or text first. I need to talk to you about something."

Matt frowned and stepped aside. "Do you want to come in?"

I shook my head. "Do you mind if we talk out here?"

"Okaaayy. Jamie, you're acting weird. What's going on,” he asked as he stepped out and shut the door behind him.

I removed my glasses from my head and set them on the railing. "I'm not quite sure where to start. I keep thinking I can just hit the high points and not get too caught up in the details, but details matter. Considering how long we were married and that you're a great father to our daughter, I owe you the truth. Even if the truth isn't something I want to tell or anything that you'll want to hear."

"I'm so confused right now. What in the hell are you talking about?” Matt crossed his arms in frustration.

I blew out a slow breath. "When you and I were married, I had an affair. I fell in love.”

Matt threw his hands up. "Hold on! You better not be about to tell me Olivia isn't my daughter."

"What? No! God, no. Olivia is your daughter." I ran my hand through my hair. "Just let me say this, please." I blew out another breath. "I had an affair while we were married. I never thought I would do something like that, and it's not something I'm proud of, but it happened."

“Wow,” Matt said as he threw his head back. "Is this some warped version of an apology tour? Because if it is, you could've skipped me."

"I'm telling you because Olivia knows.”

Matt looked back down and studied me for a few seconds before turning away and walking to the other end of the porch. "So our daughter knows you had an affair?"

"She doesn't know everything, but I think she might suspect. I plan to tell her the truth when I see her in the morning. And I'm almost certain she will want to talk to you once she knows. That’s why I’m telling you.”

Matt stood looking out across the yard for several minutes before walking back over and leaning against the railing. "We've been divorced for almost six years, and not that it matters much now, but I would like to know who the affair was with."

The moment of truth had arrived. I was about to come out to my ex-husband. "It was with Charlie."

Matt turned and looked at me with disgust. "Charlie Taylor?"

I shivered at the thought. "God, no. Give me some credit.” I took a few steps away before turning back to look at Matt. “I had an affair with Charlotte Moss."

His eyes grew round with shock. "I'm sorry, what? You had an affair with another woman? With your best friend?"

I nodded. "And I fell in love with her. But it didn't work out."

Matt barked out a loud laugh. "Oh! It all makes sense now. She's the reason you wanted a divorce." Matt stood and began pacing back and forth. "Her going back to her husband must have put a quite damper on your happily ever after plans."

"That, amongst other things."

"Wow, Jamie,” Matt’s face contorted with anger, and he grabbed the back of his neck and then closed his eyes. “Do you know what bothers me the most about this? I asked if you had been unfaithful, and you said no. I wracked my brain for months, trying to figure out what had happened. It didn't make sense how we could go from a happy family to divorce in a few months."

What I had done was wrong, but I wasn’t in the mood for Matt’s nasty, woe-is-me act. I held up a finger. "First, I didn't lie. You asked if I had been with another guy. I hadn't.” I held up two fingers. “Second, what I did wasn't right, and I'm sorry, but I won't stand here and let you spin a story about how great our marriage was when neither of us had been happy for many years. Our marriage had been over for a long time before Charlie. You know, as well as I do, we were just going through the motions. And we weren't even really doing that."

"Come on, Jamie. You saying you didn’t lie is bullshit. Claiming it wasn’t a lie because the affair was with a woman instead of a man is just you playing word games."

I shrugged. "But it doesn't make it any less true. Look, I know what I did was shitty, and I'm sorry I hurt you."

He shook his head as he walked over to lean back against the railing. He rolled his eyes and smirked.

"Why are you smiling? Are you imagining some twisted revenge you're going to get?"

Matt shook his head. "Nope. No revenge. I just realized that my front porch is serving as a confessional."

I picked up my glasses and slipped them back on. "I hope you're not expecting me to say ‘bless me, Father, for I have sinned’ because that isn’t going to happen.”

Matt scoffed. "Like you would ever. Do you remember Stacie, that I worked with for a while?"

"Yeah, she was the fake blonde chic all the wives swore was sleeping her way up the top. What about her?"

"I was the guy she was sleeping with."

I bumped his shoulder. "I knew I didn't like that bitch."

"Yeah, well, I didn't like Charlie either. So, I guess we were both right. Anyway, now that we've both confessed, can we agree to just leave the past in the past?"

I pushed off the railing and turned to look at Matt. "We can definitely leave Stacie in the past, but Charlie is another story. She moved back to town about six months ago, and we've been dating for most of that time. And here is the main reason I came over to talk. Charlie and I went out this morning to buy flowers. I didn't know Olivia was there too, or I would've been more careful, but I didn't, and I wasn't.” I closed my eyes and hung my head. “Olivia saw me kiss Charlie."

Matt barked out a laugh. "So your daughter busted you, and now you're attempting damage control?"

"I was going to have a talk with her in the next few weeks anyway. But, yes, I’m attempting damage control. I know she will want to talk about it, and I didn't want you to be thrown when she came to you. Let her say whatever she needs to say and feel whatever she needs to feel. I only ask that you not paint me out to be a monster."

"I wouldn't paint you as a monster to our daughter. Just because we weren't good when we were married doesn't mean you're not a great mother."

I felt a huge weight immediately lift off my shoulders. "Thanks, Matt. I appreciate that. Would you please let me know if you talk to Olivia? I’m not asking you to tell me what she says, only to let me know if she comes over to talk." I stepped off the porch, started down the sidewalk, and pointed at the flowerbed. “You really need to do something about the weeds.”

“No problem on letting you know if I hear from Olivia. As far as the weeds go…” He laughed as he walked back into the house.


Chapter 17

The smell of marinara sauce and the sight of Charlie standing in my kitchen greeted me when I walked in from the garage. "You're here,” I said with a mix of relief and shock.

"Of course, I'm here. Where did you think I would be,” Charlie asked as she put the lid on the pot and turned to look at me.

I shrugged. "I don't know. Not here."

"Do you want me to leave? I can go home if you need some time to yourself."

"No." I moved to Charlie and wrapped my arms around her. "Please, don't go."

Charlie hugged me back before stepping out of my embrace. "I think we need to talk."

I hung my head. "Here we go," I said sarcastically.

Charlie put her hand on her hip. "What is that supposed to mean,” she asked, clearly irritated by what I had said.

I put my hands on the counter. "Just say whatever it is that you want to say."

"All I said was, I think we need to talk. I don’t understand how that is a bad thing."

I turned back to face her. "I'll tell you how it's a bad thing. Not once in our history have you uttered the words "we need to talk," has it ever turned out good. At least not as far as I'm concerned."

Charlie put her hands up. "What's happening right now?"

"I can't do this." I turned and walked out of the kitchen and went upstairs. I was running away from what was surely about to be a very unpleasant conversation.

No more than a couple of minutes later, Charlie walked in. "Jamie? What in the hell was that about?"

I sat down on the bed and stared at the floor. "Just say it."

"What do you think I'm going to say?"

"Something along the lines of maybe we should slow down, or I'm going to give you some space, or I feel bad about how being us together might affect Olivia. I'm paraphrasing, of course."

"Wow. Okay. There's a lot to unpack." Charlie sat down beside me and took my hand in hers. "I know today has been a lot, and you're probably spinning right now.”

I looked down at our clasped hands. "That's a fair statement."

"I have a question, and I need you to answer honestly. I know you love me, but do you trust me?" She gripped my hand tighter. "Before you answer, I want you to really think about it. Do you trust me? Do you believe me when I tell you I love you and I want to have a life with you?"

My heart sank a little as I stared at the floor, unable to answer. I thought I had put the fear of Charlie leaving me like she had before behind me. But it was clear that I hadn’t. I felt tears begin to gather and slip down my cheeks. "I thought I did, but I guess… I don't completely."

"I already knew the answer, but thank you for being honest."

"If you already knew the answer, why did you ask?"

"Because I needed you to realize we can have the hard conversations, and when we're done talking, I'll still be here.” Charlie reached and turned my head to look me in the eyes.

I scoffed. "What does that even mean?"

"It means that you and I will talk about why you don't trust me. And then we'll figure out what needs to happen to change it." Charlie shifted to face me. "You said something the other day about my proving that I really wanted to be with you. I didn't think much of it until this morning when you said something about giving you space to tell your daughter. I don't think it was about my telling Ava. But I do think you're worried about my leaving again."

I sighed. “Charlie… You had a propensity to run anytime things got hard. Or, to be fair, anytime things got harder than they already were.” I got up and walked over to lean against the dresser. “After a while, I noticed a pattern. Everything would be great for about three weeks, and then you would go sideways. You would say all the right things, and I would think we were okay, and then you would pull away. I felt like I was constantly on an emotional roller coaster.”

“Wow. Okay.” Charlie leaned forward, putting her elbows on her knees. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.

“Look, this is a me thing. I just got a little triggered, is all. I’ll get past it. Except for me being a bit of an ass earlier today, which I am incredibly sorry for, you and I are great.”

Charlie was quiet for several minutes before she finally stood and walked over to stand before me. She reached for my hand and brought it to her heart. “The only way I would ever walk away from you again is if you looked me in the eyes right now and told me that you didn’t love me and never wanted to see me again.”

I frowned, feeling my chin start to quiver. “That will never happen.

Charlie wiped my tears and held my face in her hands. “Jamie, my love. I am going only where you go. Now and for the of our lives. This I swear to you.”

•••••••

I stretched out on the sofa and pulled Charlie in. "I love lazy Sunday mornings with you. I love all mornings with you, but there's just something about Sunday mornings."

"Mmmmm. They are rather nice.” Charlie nuzzled closer and kissed my neck. “You seem better this morning."

"I am. Talking to Matt yesterday wasn't fun, but I feel like a weight has been lifted. I guess I was carrying more guilt about how things ended than I realized. As crazy as it sounds, finding out he had an affair all those years ago was confirmation that I wasn't wrong about him and me. He wasn't any happier than I was, and Olivia was the only thing keeping us together."

Charlie shifted around, leaning back against my chest. "Speaking of Olivia. Have you heard from her?"

“I haven’t, and that worries me.”

“Don’t let it worry you. She’ll come talk to you soon. I’m sure she has tons of questions.”

I snickered. “Yep. I mean, it’s not every day you see your mother kissing another woman in the middle of the perennials.” I hugged Charlie tighter to me and kissed the top of her head. “I love you.”

The jingle of keys drew my attention to the doorway leading into the kitchen. I had no idea how long Olivia had been standing there, but it was clear from her expression that she wasn’t comfortable with what she saw. Charlie stiffened and started to move out of my embrace but stopped when I tightened my hold on her. “Good morning, honey. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Yeah, that’s obvious.” Olivia’s sarcastic tone and stiff posture all but screamed what she was thinking. “I can come back if I’m interrupting anything important.”

“Jamie, I’m going to get my things and go home.” Charlie pushed to her feet and then bent to whisper in my ear. “Everything is going to be okay. Call me later. I love you.” She kissed my cheek before rising up.

Charlie paused on her way out of the room and looked at Olivia. “I know it’s not my place to say this, but I hope you’ll give your mother the chance to explain. If you have any questions for me, I would really like the opportunity to answer them.”

Olivia remained silent but gave Charlie a quick nod in answer.

I plastered on a fake smile, tossed the printed paisley throw over the back of the sofa, grabbed my coffee mug from the table, and stood. “Why don’t we talk in the kitchen? I could use another cup of coffee.”

Olivia followed me into the kitchen and went to sit down. “This is so unbelievably uncomfortable.”

“It’s not fun for me either.” I chuckled uncomfortably. “I think this might be easier if I answer any questions you have after I explain a few things. Does that sound good to you?”

“Yeah, I guess,” she said in a monotone voice, making it clear this wouldn’t be an easy conversation.

I stared into my coffee mug for a moment as I gathered my thoughts. “I’ll start by apologizing for not telling you about Charlie and for you finding out the way you did. I’m sure it was a bit of a shock to see me kissing her.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Ya think?”

“Yes, well anyway… I should’ve told you, but I didn’t. And before you ask, no, this isn’t a phase. Things with Charlie are different than -“

Olivia immediately held up her hand. “Mom, I don’t need to know about your sex life. It’s not like you need my permission to sleep with whoever you want to.”

“Good, because I have no intention of discussing my sex life with you. And you’re right, I don’t need your permission. However, if you let me finish what I was going to say, it might help you understand.”  I pulled out a chair, sat, and met my daughter’s icy stare. “I was going to say that things with Charlie are different from any other relationship I’ve had.”

“Fine, but we don’t need to have a heart-to-heart because you’re going through some sort of midlife crisis and thought you would give dating someone of the same sex a try.”

I reached out and squeezed Olivia’s hand. “Honey, this isn’t a midlife crisis. Being with Charlie isn’t new. We’ve been together before, but things didn’t work out for us then.”

Olivia gasped and pulled her hand away, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Wait. What are you saying?”

I sat back and blew out a shakey breath. “I was in a relationship with Charlie a few years ago. It was wonderful and life-changing. But it was also very messy and hard, and the timing was anything but good.”

“Hold up! Did you cheat on Dad with Charlie,” she asked, anger causing her voice to rise.

I paused for a second before answering her question. Talking to my daughter about my affair was a thousand times harder than it had been to tell Matt. “The simple answer is yes. But the more difficult answer is that I couldn’t imagine not being with her when it was happening.”

“What the fuck, Mom?” Olivia angrily pushed away from the table. “So because you couldn’t keep it in your pants, you guys got divorced. Which meant I had to pack up my stuff every few days and go back and forth between houses for the last five years!”

I took my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “There’s no need to be crass, Olivia.”

She exhaled disbelievingly through pursed lips. “Whatever. Who all knew about your fucked up affair? I’m guessing Dad did, but who else?”

“Steven and Laura both knew. And right before Charlie and I broke up, Ava found out.”

Olivia stopped pacing back and forth and looked at me accusingly. “So not only did you break up your marriage, but you also broke up Charlie’s. Then Ava found out, so she stopped being my friend. That’s just great. I got divorced parents and no best friend out of the deal. Great job being a mother.”

“Olivia, stop. I get that you’re angry because you feel like you’ve been lied to, but if you would sit down and let me explain, I think you might better understand.”

Olivia waved her hand dismissively. “Yeah, I’m good. I’m going back to campus. I have a paper due tomorrow on how music helps people create bonds. Understanding why my mom had sex with her best friend isn’t part of the necessary research to write the paper.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay. Let me know if you decide to behave like an adult instead of a pissed-off teenager, and we can have a proper conversation. Drive safe going back to campus. I love you.”

Olivia turned and stomped out of the house, slamming the door behind her. I leaned forward and lowered my forehead to the table. My phone picked that exact moment to ding with a text message. Whoever it was would just have to wait because I wasn’t getting up to go get my phone, nor did I really care about the random ass thing whoever had texted me about.

I leaned back in my chair and stared out the window. I hadn’t expected the talk with Olivia to be easy breezy. Still, I hadn’t foreseen it to go quite that badly, either. I understood her anger because things in her life had shifted massively due to things I had chosen to do. I wasn’t expecting her to jump for joy, but…

The doorbell ringing interrupted my internal conversation. “Really? Is it too much to ask to be left alone so I can take a few minutes to wallow?”

I swung the door open to see Laura standing on my front porch. “Laura? What are you doing here?”

Laura breezed past me on her way to the kitchen. “I went to an early service this morning. I haven’t seen you in a few weeks, so I thought I would stop on my way back home from church and see if you wanted to get lunch.”

I hung my head, frustratedly closed the door, and followed her into the kitchen. “I’m out of the fancy coffee if that’s what you’re hoping for. I’m going to the store later to get some. There are a few water bottles in the refrigerator if you want one.” I sat back down at the table. “I’m pretty busy this morning. If you had called or texted, I could’ve saved you a trip.”

“I texted that I was on my way and would be here in five minutes. You don’t look busy. Go change your clothes so we can go eat and drink mimosas. I’ll buy.”

I shook my head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to pass. Today isn’t a good day for me.”

“You’re acting weird.” Laura pulled out the chair across from me and sat down. “Actually, you’ve been acting weird for a while now. Fess up and tell me what’s going on with you.”

“What’s going on at the moment is that Olivia and I just had an argument, and I’m a little upset.”

“What did you guys fight about? Anything juicy,” she asked, trying to hide a smile.

“I told her about the affair I had with Charlie.”

Laura’s jaw dropped. “Why on earth would you do that? She doesn’t need to know that you were wrapped up in a sordid affair with that woman.”

“That woman’s name is Charlie. And I told Olivia because Charlie and I ran into her yesterday morning. Due to the circumstances, I felt some explanation was warranted.”

“Are you still hanging out with Charlie?” Laura shook her head disapprovingly. “I can’t believe you would even speak to her, much less be her friend.” She leaned forward and glared at me through squinted eyes. “Hold on. Please tell me you aren’t going down the destructive road of being more than friends with her.”

I was done playing word games with Laura in the hopes that I might avoid what promised to be an uncomfortable conversation.  “We’re way more than friends. Charlie and I have been seeing one another for several months, and I am very happy about it.” 

Laura slapped the table. “Have you lost your mind? She used you for nefarious reasons, then tossed you to the side once you had fulfilled her need. Why would you allow her to do it again?”

“Nefarious?” I made air quotes. “That’s a big word to throw around. Enlighten me, won’t you? What were these nefarious reasons of hers?”

“No doubt she did it for control. She probably did it to make her husband pay more attention to her. Don’t be tempted down that path again.” Laura slapped the table with conviction. “She was bad news then, and she’s bad news now. Now, go change clothes, and let’s go eat. We’ll come up with a plan on how you can smooth things over with Olivia.”

“Let’s put a pin in that for now.” I wagged a finger in Laura’s direction. “Something I’ve noticed over the years is that anytime I started talking about Charlie, you would almost immediately change the subject. You hardly ever asked how I was doing after we broke up. It was almost as if you didn’t want to acknowledge that period of my life even happened. I’ve often wondered why, but I never asked because, if I’m honest, I don’t think I really wanted to know your answer.” I shrugged casually. “But now is a good time for us to clear the air. Do you think I’m going to hell because I’ve had a sexual relationship with another woman? Is my sin so great that I am doomed to burn in hell for all eternity?” I leaned forward, resting my chin in my hand, and stared at her.

Laura shifted uncomfortably in the chair, momentarily stuck, speechless. Her eyes darted, looking everywhere but at me. It was obvious she didn’t want to answer my question.

Laura clasped her hands together as if she were about to start praying for my soul. “Jamie, you know that homosexuality is a sin in the Bible. I would much rather my best friend repent the sin so I don’t have to worry about your soul.”

“Interesting. And have you always thought I was going to hell if I didn’t deny my love for Charlie and, to use your words, repent the sin?”

“I haven’t made it a secret that I thought the homosexuality that seems to be running rampant today is morally bankrupt and a main cause of the downfall of our society as a whole.”

“Actually, you have. At least from me, you have.” I waved my hand dismissively. “But let me make sure I understand what you’re saying because I don’t want any confusion on either of our sides. People who have a sexual relationship with someone of the same sex are morally wrong, going to hell because it’s a sin and is, in fact, the reason that society is failing. Did I get it right?”

Laura nodded slowly. “It’s more complicated than that, but that’s close enough.”

“Do you have any idea how that makes me feel? You’ve known me for almost a decade, and at any point during those years have I ever demonstrated that I’m morally bankrupt because of who I choose to love?”

Laura held up her hands. “Jamie, this conversation is getting out of control. Let’s just take a breath.”

"You know, Laura, I know I'm a good person. I have always had faith in a higher power. To me, seeing a smiling baby, watching waves crash on the shore, or seeing the beauty of nature right outside my kitchen window is all the proof I need to know that there is a God. But it seems that none of that matters to you because, in your mind, I'm on the fast track to hell. I struggle to comprehend how you can't see the deep love I have for Charlie as anything less than wonderful."

She placed her hands on the table and vigorously shook her head no. “Now you’re just turning my words around.”

“I don’t think I am. I just realized the woman I thought was my best friend has been judging me for years. And to be truthful, my heart is breaking right now with that realization.” I pushed to my feet and looked at Laura. “You need to leave.”

Laura huffed as she stood and faced me. “This is insane.” She shook her head, then looked up and blew out a loud breath. “Jamie, you need to calm down. You are way overreacting,” she said dismissively.

“Actually, you know what is insane? The fact that you believe something that’s written in a book so strongly that you’re convinced I’m a horrible person and am going to hell.”

I stalked out of the kitchen, heading straight for the front door. I turned the knob, yanked the door open, and stepped back for Laura to pass. “I would like to say one last thing. The word homosexual was introduced into the Bible in the 1940s. So that makes me wonder if that means before the 1940s, it was acceptable to love people for who they are, but after the 1940s, a person is only allowed to feel romantic love for someone of the opposite sex? That’s something for you to ponder on your drive home.”

Laura stood on my porch, staring back at me with a dumbfounded look. I slowly pushed the door closed and leaned my head against the cold metal. Tears began to fill my eyes with the knowledge that I had just lost my best friend.

I rang the doorbell and waited for Charlie to answer the door. I hung my head and walked straight into her arms as soon as she opened it. “I need a hug.”

Charlie took my hand. “Come sit on the sofa with me and tell me how it went.”

I plopped down and curled into her. “It didn’t go great, is putting it mildly. I wasn’t able to tell Olivia everything I wanted. Once she found out you and I had an affair, it went downhill pretty quickly. She ended up stomping out of the house. I texted Matt to see if he had heard from her, but he hadn’t. So, I guess I’ll just have to wait until she’s ready to talk. I won’t force the conversation.”

Charlie rubbed my back soothingly. “That’s probably a good idea. When she calms down, I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you.”

“I hope you’re right.” I kicked off my shoes and shifted to lay my head in Charlie’s lap. “So, do you want to hear about the other thing that happened after you left?”

“Judging by the look on your face, I’m not sure if I do.”

“Right after Olivia left in a huff, Laura stopped by unannounced. Long story short, I just broke up with my best friend of ten years.”

“I’m sorry, what? What in the world happened?”

“Apparently, she thinks I’m morally bankrupt and going to hell because I have chosen to be with and love you.”

“She actually said that,” she asked, shock written on her face.

“She did. Said that homosexuality is a sin and that she thinks it's one of the main reasons our society is falling apart.”

Charlie brushed my hair away from my face. “Wow.”

“Right! Anyway, it is what it is.” I reached for her hand and kissed each of her fingers.

“Don’t act like you’re not upset.”

“Oh, trust me, I’m upset. I spent over an hour crying it out, and then I decided I needed a hug, so I put on shoes and came over here. I didn’t even stop to put on a bra, and I’m pretty sure I left the front door unlocked. I’ll classify leaving the door unlocked as a blonde moment.” I let out a self-deprecating chuckle.

She tilted my chin back and looked down at me with a half smile. “Okay. So here is what I think we should do. Let’s walk back to your house. We can hang out and watch something on TV, read a book, or maybe I’ll have my way with you. Because I know you. And I know that you need a little time to process everything. I won’t ask you any more questions. But I am here to listen if you want to talk about Olivia or Laura. How does that sound?”

I reached up and ran my thumb across her lips. “I vote you have your way with me.”

Charlie gave me one of her sexy smiles and nipped at my thumb. “That’s the option I was hoping you would take.” She sucked my thumb into her mouth, then gently bit down.

As her fingers lightly traced the contours of my face, lingering on my lips, all thoughts of anything other than Charlie ceased to exist. She slowly began to unbutton my shirt, the tips of her fingers barely touching my skin as she worked her way down. My breath hitched when she pushed the fabric away, and soft fingers danced over my stomach, teasingly brushing against my ribs before moving upward to stroke my sensitive nipples.

"God, I love touching you," Charlie whispered, her voice husky with desire.

My breathing became ragged as my body responded to her every touch, and a deep ache began to build between my thighs. As if she sensed my need, her hand wandered lower, sliding across my stomach to play with the waistband of my sweatpants. “Take these off,” she commanded.

I pushed myself to my feet. Charlie’s eyes never left mine as I tugged the string, and my pants fell past my hips, landing in a pile around my feet. When she motioned for me to remove my panties, white-hot desire shot straight to my core. Charlie’s eye raked down my body and back up to meet my gaze. I moved to take off my shirt, but Charlie stopped me. “Leave it on,” her voice quiet yet demanding.

I licked my lips and smiled. “Bossy much,” I asked playfully.

Charlie raised a single eyebrow. “I don’t think you mind it when I am.”

She leaned forward and reached to grasp my waist, pulling me to her. She kissed a trail down my stomach, stopping to nip gently at my hips before moving lower. I moaned loudly as her lips and tongue left a path of fire in their wake. Charlie’s hands moved to my back, pulling her closer. The feel of her hot breath, inches from where I needed her most, was driving me crazy.

She looked up at me with a sexy smile, then lowered her head, her tongue flicking out to taste my wetness. I cried out when she wrapped her lips around my clit and began sucking hard. My fingers tangled in her dark hair as I pulled her in tight. Charlie’s tongue and fingers worked in perfect harmony, bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

My breaths began to come in ragged gasps, and I trembled with the intensity of my impending release. She curled her fingers, finding the perfect spot, causing my mind to blank out everything except the sensation of her touch. I cried out, my body shuddering with the force of the climax.

As the waves of pleasure subsided, I sank to my knees and laid my head on her lap. "I love you," I whispered, my voice breaking with emotion. Charlie tilted my chin back and smiled. She brushed a strand of hair from my face. "I love you too," she replied.

I lay on the floor and reached up to pull Charlie down beside me. She curled into me and held me close, knowing exactly what I needed at that moment was to simply be held.

•••••••

I pushed the shopping cart through the produce section, the rattling metal and squeaking wheels loud enough to be heard in the parking lot. Somehow, I had picked the one cart with a jacked-up wheel. There were worse things in life than a cart with a broken wheel, but few things could be quite as annoying.

The feel of a hand grazing my lower back made me smile. “Hey, you.” I glanced over. “Look at us out grocery shopping like any other couple.”

Charlie stopped at the bins of fresh vegetables and picked up a couple of bell peppers. “We are like any other couple. Even if we don’t live in the same house yet.” She dropped the bagged peppers in the cart. “Besides, a girl can’t live on sex alone. And you had no food in your refrigerator. So we’re shopping.” She giggled mischievously, then turned and headed for the fruit.

Following Charlie around the store, each of us tossing random things into the cart and making goofy jokes, was fun. It was not the time of my life type of fun, more like the kind of fun that made my heart smile. The more time Charlie and I spent together, the more I wanted to spend with her. I rolled my eyes as I shook my head. The only way we could possibly spend more time together is if we lived together.

“Hey, baby, do you mind getting this detergent brand? I have a bunch of clothes that need washing, and it would be easier to wash them at your house than to put them all in a trash bag and take them to mine.”

I had been so lost in thought I hadn’t even noticed she had walked up beside me. “Sure. That’s not a problem. We can go all in on this couple thing and do laundry tonight.”

“Wow. Aren’t we just getting all domesticated?”

I leaned over to give Charlie a quick peck on the lips. “It appears we are. Does that bother you?”

Charlie smiled as she slipped her arm through mine. “Quite the opposite, actually. It makes me very happy.”

“Good to know. Let’s go check out so we can get home. I’m starving. You cook, and I’ll clean the dishes.”

“I’ll make that dal only if you agree to start the laundry, and then come keep me company while I cook dinner.”

“Hard to pass up a deal where all I have to do is throw things in a big tub, close the lid, and press a few buttons.”

I tossed the last pair of socks on the pile and blew my bangs out of my face. “I despise folding laundry. In fact, I hated it so much that when I moved out on my own at twenty-one, anytime I did laundry, I would take all the clothes out of the dryer and put them in a big pile on the guest bed. I blame my mother for making me fold all of the clothes when I was growing up and causing childhood trauma.”

Charlie chuckled. “Okay, first, that’s the worst excuse I’ve ever heard for childhood trauma. And second, didn’t your clothes get massively wrinkled?”

I reached over, grabbed a stack of clothes, and pushed to my feet. “They did. That’s why I kept an ironing board set up beside the bed. I would just pluck out what I wanted to wear from the pile and iron it. It was a good system.”

“Not sure good is the right word, but okay.” Charlie tossed a pair of socks at me. “Have you been hiding your little quirk so I wouldn’t think you’re crazy?” She tilted her head and squinted her eyes. “I haven’t looked in your guest room, but now I think I should. No telling what I might find.”

“No, I’m not hiding my crazy. You’ve already seen my crazy.” I shoved my tank tops in the drawer and pushed it closed. “After I got married, I gave in and started folding and putting clothes away. Thankfully, Matt took over laundry duties right after Olivia came along. I took care of everything else, and he did the laundry.” I bent down and scooped up a stack of my t-shirts and socks. “It wasn’t quite a fifty-fifty split, but it was better than nothing. And it got me out of folding laundry.”

“I guess it’s good that I don’t mind doing laundry. I’ve never had a green thumb, so you can take care of the landscaping, and I’ll do the laundry. We can toss a coin for all the other stuff.”

I turned to look at Charlie. “Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?”

She finished putting her clothes in the basket and glanced over at me. “I don’t know. What do you think I’m talking about?”

“Living together.”

“Is that not something you want? Living together, I mean. It’s a part of us building a life together.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled. “We spend most nights together already.”

“That’s true. We do, but-”

Charlie held up her hands. “Baby, don’t panic. I’m not suggesting we move in together tomorrow.” She climbed onto the bed, laid back, and patted the spot beside her. “Come lay down with me, and let’s talk.”

I dropped the stack of clothes I was holding on the floor and crawled up the bed. I snuggled in and threw my leg over hers.

Charlie began drawing soothing circles on my back. Her touch instantly relaxed me. “Would you rather not live together? We can be together and have two separate homes if that’s what you want.”

I reached for her hand. “No, I don’t want that. Aside from it not making sense financially, I want to sleep beside you every night and wake up beside you every morning. How would I do that if you’re at your house and I’m here in mine?”

“Okay, good, because I feel the same. Then can you tell me why you suddenly got a panicked look on your face?”

“It’s stupid. If I tell you, you’ll laugh.”

She kissed the top of my head. “I won’t laugh. I promise.”

“I’ve lived on my own for a few years now. I don’t count Olivia because she’s not in my space like that. Anyway, I’ve kind of become set in my ways. I like my kitchen to be clean, but I couldn't care less if the microwave is dirty because the door stays shut, and I don’t see it. I have no problem leaving a pile of clean laundry on the floor for days at a time because I hate folding clothes. I sometimes like to blast songs on repeat because something about the lyrics or the beat resonates with me.” I blew out a nervous breath. “What if after we’ve moved in together, you decide that you hate all my idiosyncrasies?”

“Let’s take the things you just mentioned one at a time. Is it bad that I don’t care about the microwave, either? We’ve already established that I’ll do the laundry. We have similar tastes in music, so we’re good there. But if I don’t want to hear whatever you’re listening to, I’ll just ask you to use your AirPods.”

She rubbed my arm. “So far, nothing you’ve mentioned is crazy weird. Here’s one of my things. Sometimes, instead of making dinner, I’ll open the refrigerator door and stand there eating deli meat straight from the package. If there’s a cheese stick, I’ll eat it too. That’s my dinner.”

“That’s called a single-girl dinner. It’s one of my favorites.” I tilted my head back so I could see her face. “Sometimes, I like to dance in the kitchen while waiting for my coffee to finish brewing. And at night, if I’m exhausted and already in bed, I just roll over and go to sleep instead of getting up, taking off my makeup, and brushing my teeth.”

“Really? You’ve not done that once since we’ve been together.”

I scoffed lightly. “Yeah, well, I’ve been on my best behavior and trying to woo you.”

“Woo me? That’s cute.” She hugged me tighter to her. “If you don’t feel like washing off your makeup every now and then, that’s fine. It’s not like you wear that much anyway. The only thing I won’t let you go to sleep without doing is kissing me good night. No matter how angry we may be at one another. That’s non-negotiable. You don’t have to talk to me, but you have to kiss me.”

I reached up, running my fingers across her lips. “Charlie, my love, I will always kiss you good night. I may not speak to you if we’re arguing, but I will always kiss you good night.”

“See how easy that was? We both have our things, and neither of us got up and took off running in the other direction.”

I snickered lightly. “Okay. I see your point. Basically, you’re telling me to stop overthinking it.”

“Yes, that is exactly what I’m doing. However, my next question requires thought. Where would you want your forever home to be if you could live anywhere?”

I rolled off Charlie and laid my head back on a pillow. “That’s easy. It would, without a doubt, be on a beach somewhere. But a very close second would be a house around here but on the lake. Nothing ostentatious. But I would want enough land so the neighbors wouldn’t be right up on me, maybe three or four acres.”

“So you want a house on the lake. Could there be a small barn for baby ducks and a couple of chickens?”

“Absolutely, because baby ducks are cute. I would want to have a vegetable garden. Nothing big, just a few tomato plants, okra, green beans, and squash. Oh, and strawberries.”

Charli reached for my hand, lacing our fingers together. She held our hands up, studying them. “I love fresh strawberries. Would there be rocking chairs on the porch so we could sit outside and watch it rain?”

“Rocking chairs are a must. But there also needs to be a swing. So, the house would need to have a wrap-around porch. And it probably needs to have the master on the main because, at some point, I won’t want to climb stairs as much.”

“Yes, absolutely master on the main. I want big windows so we can sit on the sofa, drink our morning coffee, and still see the beautiful view of the lake even when it’s cold outside.”

I brought our clasped hands to my mouth and kissed Charlie’s fingers. “We need enough room for the girls and their little families when they visit. I think a finished basement would work great.”

“That's smart. It allows for plenty of room and also gives everyone privacy. Wood floors, a tile shower with a bench, and a fireplace should be on the list. We probably need an oversized laundry room so the ironing board can always stay out. Someone I know refuses to fold clothes but also hates wrinkles.”

I rolled over, lifted Charlie's t-shirt, and blew a raspberry on her stomach before she realized what I was doing. I raised up and smiled at her. “Did we just plan our forever home?”

“That is exactly what we just did.”


Chapter 18

I tilted my head back and looked up at the clear night sky. The crescent moon, twinkling stars, and crackling sounds from the fire pit blended, making the night perfect for relaxing with a glass of wine and having a good conversation.

Steven handed me a glass of wine and sat in the chair beside me.  "So, Ms. Murphy, tell me what's new with you. Oh, and don't give me the glossed-over version."

I chuckled. "Well, most things are wonderful. But there's this one thing... Olivia hasn't spoken to me in nearly a month."

"Huh. She's still not speaking to you? I was positive she would have forgiven you for loving another woman by now. Or, at the very least, she would need money like all typical college kids and call you."

I scoffed. “Well, you would be wrong.” I glanced over at Steven. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap. I'm just so frustrated with Olivia. I've tried calling and texting, and it's like she disappeared. To put it simply, my daughter has ghosted me.” I sighed frustratedly. “If she allowed me to explain, I think she might grasp how layered everything with Charlie was. Maybe she wouldn't forgive me, but... I don't know."

"How are things with Charlie? Has she started backing off or acting weird like she used to,” he asked, taking a sip of wine.

I smiled at the mention of Charlie. "No. Just the opposite, actually. She's been fantastic. She's taking me to meet her parents."

Steven’s eyes widened. "Seriously? That's great, Jamie."

"Yeah, I'm nervous and excited to meet them. Did I mention that I'm nervous?” I laughed. “Steven, I haven't met anyone's parents since I started dating Matt."

"When are you going,” he asked as he picked up the poker and shifted the logs around.

"Tomorrow morning. Ava is meeting us there."

He dropped the poker on the ground and sat back down, giving me his full attention. "I'm happy for you. I know you have to be over the moon about it.” Steven shrugged, “I’ll be honest. I was worried that Charlie would get freaked out about Olivia's reaction. On top of that, how obnoxiously Laura behaved. What has Charlie said about Olivia?"

"Just that she understands where Olivia's coming from and that she’s willing to do whatever she can to help." I tipped the glass to my lips, taking a small sip. "For all intents and purposes, Olivia is an adult. She doesn't live at home full-time. She makes her own decisions, and I try to support her in every way possible. All I'm asking is for her to hear me out."

He nodded his agreement. “That’s a completely valid request.”

I laid my head back and stared into the bright orange and red flames. “I want and need my daughter to not hate me. Mother’s Day came and went, and I didn’t see or hear from her,” I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “Unless you count her half-assed text that said ‘Happy Mother’s Day’ with a tiny flower emoji.”

I raised my head and looked over at Steven. “What I say next might make me sound like a horrible mother, but I will say it anyway. I’m not willing to give up the love of my life just so my daughter will forgive me and talk to me again.” I reached up to catch a tear as it slipped down my cheek.

“Jamie, honey, that doesn’t make you sound like a bad mother. That makes you sound like someone who has found her person. Be patient. Olivia will come around.” Steven tipped the wine glass to his mouth and took a drink. “Have you heard from Laura?”

“Nope. But I didn’t expect to. Laura made her feelings known. I’m sad that one of the people I thought loved me and would always be in my corner really doesn’t and isn’t. I won’t lie. I miss our friendship or at least the friendship I thought we had.”

“I know that it is tough. It’s sad when people allow groupthink to dismiss good people because someone told them those people weren’t worthy because of who they love.” Steven looked over at me and smiled sadly. “It’s Laura’s loss because you’re one of the best people I’ve ever met.”

I brought my hand to my heart and smiled. “You’re sweet. I appreciate you saying that.”

“Girl, you and I both know I’m not sweet. What I am is honest.” Steven’s face lit up, and he snapped his fingers. “Okay, hear me out. You just gave Laura her walking papers, which leaves the bestie spot open. I love you. I have always supported you, and I will continue to support you. Also, I’m not afraid to tell you when you’re acting crazy.”

“You mean like when you found out I had been spending time with Charlie,” I asked, giggling. “Your suggestion to get laid was top-notch advice.”

“Yes, well, I admit that wasn’t great advice. When you drug Charlie back into your life, I thought you had lost your mind. But you two have shown me the error of my ways on that topic. Anyway, back to my latest brilliant idea. I would like to apply for the best friend job.”

I turned to look at Steven. “Are you serious?”

“Completely. We already act like best friends. Why not go ahead and toss in the title. I’ll find us a couple sashes bedazzled with rhinestones that we can wear whenever we hang out.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever had such a heartfelt proposal,” I snickered. “I accept your proposal, Mr. Bestie. But, I draw the line at wearing a bedazzled sash. Shall we toast to seal the deal?”

Steven tipped his glass, draining the remainder of the wine, and popped out of his chair. “We absolutely should. I’ll get us refills while you sit there relaxing and thinking about how lucky you are to have such an amazing best friend.”

I passed my glass to Steven’s outstretched hand, “Thank you, best friend.”

I relaxed back and closed my eyes. Thinking about my decade-long friendship with Laura hadn’t been at the top of my list of things to do tonight, but here I sit doing just that. Laura and I had become friends by accident. Since I don’t believe in accidents, it’s more accurate to say that we had become friends because we were supposed to. Our kids had been besties, and we spent so much time together that we naturally became great friends. Laura’s whole family welcomed Olivia and me into the fold without question, to the point where we even spent holidays together.

A few years ago, I felt a shift in our friendship when I first told Laura about what was happening between Charlie and me. I frowned and shook my head at the memory of Laura questioning Charlie if she was sure about being with me because she might miss having sex with men.

Throughout my life, I’ve had good friends, where the friendship just drifted away for various reasons: life got in the way, there was a change of jobs, divorce, or people moving away. This was the first time I had lost a friend because they thought I was on the fast track to hell, all because of who I chose to love. I dried tears with the back of my hand and blew out a stuttering breath. I guess I’m still in the mourning phase. I wonder if Laura misses me at all.

A wine glass suddenly appeared before me. “Here you go, bestie.” Steven settled in his chair. “We need to do something fun. And, per usual, I have a great idea.”

“Are you about to say we should get matching bestie tattoos?”

“I wasn’t thinking of tattoos, but now that you mention it, we should totally do that.” Steven pushed his sleeve up and flexed his bicep. “I have a beautiful canvas that would be perfect for bestie art.” He chuckled and took a sip of wine. “But seriously, Memorial Day is a week from next Monday. It’s been a while since Brody and I had people over. What if I have a cookout and invite a few people? You and Charlie would come, obviously. I’ll text Olivia and invite her. It might make a difference if she could see how happy you and Charlie are. How perfect you are for one another.”

I scrunched up my face. “Yeah, I don’t know about that. Olivia adores you and Brody, but I’m not sure she would be up for seeing me with Charlie. Feels a little forced to me. However, a cookout sounds like fun, so that part sounds great. Just maybe leave Olivia off the invite list.”

“Okay, if you say so,” Steven smirked, turning his attention to back the fire.

•••••••

Charlie threaded her fingers through mine as we walked past immaculate flowerbeds and stepped onto the front porch. “Jamie, my love, you need to relax. There’s nothing to be nervous about. My parents are going to love you.” Charlie leaned over and pressed her lips softly against my cheek.

I shrugged, trying to give the impression that I was super chill. “I’m not nervous.”

She tugged me closer and wrapped her arms around me. “Baby, you haven’t said a word in over an hour. Anytime you get nervous, you always get quiet.” She leaned back to meet my gaze. “I told my parents everything. Initially, they were a little thrown, but they both said they supported me and wanted me to be happy.”

“Charlie, it’s been more than two decades since I’ve had to meet someone’s parents. I just want them to like me. It’s important that they like me.”

“Oh my god, you’re the cutest. Stop worrying.” Charlie smiled and winked. “Besides, I invited Ava as a buffer. My parents dote on her. They will see she loves you, which will give you automatic bonus points.”

I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I love you.”

“And I love you more.” Charlie stepped out of my embrace, grabbed my hand, and tugged me to the door. “Let’s go inside.”

We stepped through the door into a welcoming entryway. Against the wall, an antique hall tree sat opposite a small cherry table adorned with picture frames and a beautiful spider plant. I paused to look at the photos and laughed when I saw one of a young Charlie wearing a cowboy hat and sitting on a pony.

I bumped her shoulder and pointed at the picture. “If you still have that hat, I’m going to want to see you wearing it… and nothing else.”

“Stop. You’re being bad.” She playfully slapped my arm. “Mom! Dad! We’re here.”

An attractive older lady with beautiful gray hair and a sweet smile hurriedly came around the corner. “Finally! I was beginning to worry about you girls.” She opened her arms and threw them around Charlie. “I’ve missed you, my girl.”

“I’ve missed you too, Mom.” Charlie stepped back and glanced around. “Where’s Dad?”

“Oh, he’s down the street at Frank’s. He said something about Frank needing help hanging a ceiling fan. You know your father; he hates to sit still unless there’s a game on.”

Charlie reached out for my hand. “Mom, this is Jamie. The woman I’ve been telling you about.” She turned to me. “Jamie, this is my mother, Joyce.”

I smiled. “Hello. It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs. Burnett.”

Charlie’s mother stood there staring at me for a couple of seconds. She was clearly giving me the once-over all moms give someone their child has brought home for the first time. I took a tiny step forward and held out my hand to shake hers.

She waved my hand away before wrapping her arms around me. “I’m a hugger, Jamie. I hope that’s okay with you. It’s lovely to meet you. Welcome to my home.”

“Charlotte, why don’t you grab yours and Jamie’s things from the car and drop them in your room. Jamie and I are going to go bake cookies.” She patted my arm. “You don’t mind helping, do you, Jamie?”

“No, ma’am, I don’t mind at all.”

I waited until Joyce disappeared around the corner before glancing at Charlie. “I feel like your mom just sized me up, and now she’s about to give me the ‘you better be good to my daughter’ speech,” I whispered.

“That’s probably a good guess on your part. I’ll go get our things. If you need me, my room is at the top of the stairs, second door on the left.” Charlie reached up to cup cheek and brought our lips together for a reassuring kiss. “You got this. Take your phone and text me if you need saving. I’ll see you in a bit.”

I nervously entered the kitchen and found Joyce dumping ingredients into a large mixing bowl. “What can I do to help?”

Joyce pointed at the cabinets. “You can prepare the cookie sheet. Grab one of the pans from the lower cabinet on the far left. In the cabinet directly above, you’ll find the Baker’s Joy spray.”

The whirl of the mixer and the hissing of baking spray filled the air as we worked in silence for several minutes. Joyce sat the bowl of mixed ingredients in front of me. “Here you go. If you roll out the dough, I’ll get something cool for us to drink. Tea, lemonade, or water?”

“Lemonade, please.” I busied myself, dropping the chocolate chip dough on the sheet. I took extra care to properly space the blobs of dough before sliding the sheet into the oven.

Joyce patted the table. “Come join me, Jamie. Let’s chat and get to know one another.”

I washed the dough from my hands, grabbed a bright green handtowel, and sat in the chair across from Joyce. “Thank you for the drink, Mrs. Barnett.” Ice rattled in the glass as I sipped the tangy sweetness. “Whenever I drink fresh lemonade, it takes me back to when I was a kid, and my mother would make a pitcher on hot summer days.”

Joyce picked up the towel and folded it neatly. “It’s funny how certain things can ping a memory. Charlotte told me your mother passed away several years ago. So I’m sure the childhood memory is a little bittersweet.”

“A little, yes,” I replied with a sad smile.

Joyce crossed her legs and leaned back. “So… Tell me about you and my daughter. I understand you two are a couple.”

My stomach did a nervous flip at the directness. I applauded her for getting straight to the point and not dragging it out. “Yes, ma’am. I realize Charlie and I being in a relationship may raise questions for you. I’m happy to answer any you may have.”

Joyce folded her hands in her lap and smiled. “Charlotte has told me the whole story. Or at least she said it was the whole story, so I have to believe her,” she said, shrugging a shoulder. “I’ll tell you, Jamie, she hasn’t had the best of luck when it comes to love. I got a wonderful granddaughter out of her first marriage. However, her second marriage wasn’t with someone I would have ever chosen for my daughter.”

I decided to avoid discussing either of Charlie’s marriages and chose the safer option. “Ava and my daughter, Olivia, were besties when they were younger, so I spent a lot of time with her. She was a great kid and has grown into a wonderful young woman.”

Joyce beamed proudly. “I agree. My granddaughter is a wonderful girl. Does your daughter know about your romantic relationship with Charlotte?”

“She does. Olivia is still working through her feelings on the matter. She’s not thrilled with me at the moment.”

“Do you and Olivia have a good mother-daughter relationship,” she asked, reaching for her glass.

I nodded. “We do. It’s being tested right now. But I have faith we’ll eventually be okay again.”

Joyce took a small sip. “I’m sure you’re right. If you don’t mind my asking, what is she the most upset about?”

I puffed out my cheeks, releasing a slow breath. “I was honest about when the relationship started. I was still married to Olivia’s father when my friendship with Charlie grew into more.” I met Joyce’s gaze, “I’m not particularly proud of some of my actions all those years ago. But I feel like we’ve been given a second chance. And that isn’t something I’m willing to overlook. It may take a little time, but things with Olivia will settle. I know in my heart my kid loves me, even if she is mad at me.”

“Mothers and daughters do tend to have an interesting dynamic. It sounds like you’re giving yours the time she needs to think about things. Have faith, she’ll come around.” She patted the table a few times as an exclamation to her point. “Jamie, I have two questions for you, and being a mother yourself, I’m sure you understand my need to know.”

I nodded. “Please, ask whatever questions you have.”

“Do you love my daughter?”

I felt a smile instantly spread across my face. “I love your daughter very deeply.”

“Good. Because she deserves someone who will love her.” Joyce took another small sip from her glass. “I can see that she loves you, and you sitting at my kitchen table proves you feel the same. Sometimes, love can be fleeting, which leads me to my second question. Will you protect and take care of her heart?”

I put my hand to my heart and smiled. “For the rest of my life, if she’ll let me.”

Joyce stood and patted my shoulder. “Good. Now that we got that out of the way, there’s one other thing I would like to address,” she said as she went to take the cookies from the oven. “Please call me Joyce. I appreciate the respect you’ve shown by calling me Mrs. Burnett and ma’am, but I would like it much better if you called me Joyce.”

“Joyce, it is then.”

The side door swung open, and an older man with thinning salt and pepper hair walked in. “I smell cookies. I’ll take five, please,” he said as he closed the door. His jeans and black t-shirt with the words ‘Stop Complaining’ in bright green block letters gave him a relaxed grandpa vibe.

Joyce chuckled. “I just took them out of the oven. How about we start with a couple of cookies and go from there?” Joyce motioned in my direction. “John, introduce yourself.”

He turned in my direction and smiled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you over there. I’m John Burnett.”

I stood, extending my hand. “Hello. I’m Jamie Murphy. It’s nice to meet, Mr. Burnett.”

He grasped my hand. “Ah, you’re Charlie’s friend. We don’t stand on ceremony here. Please call me John”.

Joyce sat a loaded plate of cookies on the table. “She’s not Charlotte’s friend. Jamie is her girlfriend.” She turned to me, questioning, “Is girlfriend the correct term?”

“Yes, Mom. Girlfriend is the correct term.” Charlie walked in and went straight for the cookies still on the pan. She scooped up a warm mound of chocolate gooeyness, then turned and winked at me. “For now, at least.”

Charlie gave her dad a big hug. “Hi, Daddy. Did you and Frank get the ceiling fan hung?”

“We did. Alice said to tell you hello and to make sure you stop by to see her before you leave town.”

Charlie slipped her arm around my waist, pulling me in closer. “Ava texted. She’ll be here in about an hour and expects steaks on the grill for dinner. Guess that means you’re grilling tonight, Dad.”

John tapped his temple with a finger. “Already ahead of you, my dear. I knew she would want a steak. That’s why I have five lovely t-bones marinating. I hope you like steak, Jamie.”

“Yes, sir, I do. Steak and homemade chocolate chip cookies are my favorite food groups.”

John’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Mine too, my dear.”

Charlie scooped up a few cookies and then tugged my shirt sleeve. “I’m going to steal Jamie for a bit. Mom, yell if you need help with anything.”

I stretched out on the small bed and snuggled tight against Charlie. “Your parents seem nice. Your mom didn’t waste any time beating around the bush with her questions. I respect that she got right to the point. And your dad has a chill vibe about him.”

“Yeah, they’re great. They’ve always been supportive of me. Would tell me when they thought I was making a bad decision but supported me nonetheless.” Charlie’s hand began massaging small soothing circles on my back. “Do you feel more comfortable now that you’ve met them?”

“I do. I hope they don’t think I’m one of your bad decisions.”

Charlie placed a finger under my chin, tilted my head back, and locked eyes with me. “Loving you has never been and will never be a bad decision.”

I smiled up at her. “I am so completely in love with you.”

Charlie’s eyes darkened as she bent to capture my mouth tenderly. My body sang with happiness as I savored the feel and taste of her lips. I pushed my hand into her hair and pulled her over on top of me. The kiss became urgent, the tenderness giving way to a fierce desire that threatened to consume us both. As Charlie’s mouth slanted possessively over mine, my body came alive with the need to touch and be touched.

I groaned unhappily when Charlie broke the kiss and dropped her head to my shoulder. I could feel her heart racing as she lay on top of me, our heavy breathing the only sound in the room.

She lightly kissed my neck. “We have to stop. As much as I want you right now, the fear of my mother knocking on my door outweighs that want.”

I huffed out a small laugh. “No worries. That fear is real for both of us. Thoughts of your naked body pressed against mine will have to suffice until I can get you back home tomorrow.”

“My parents are sound sleepers, and their room is at the far end of the hall.” Charlie raised up and gave me a sexy smile. “Perhaps we can revisit the topic later tonight?”

“Oh, I am down with revisiting. Sex with you in your childhood bedroom hints at forbidden and is at the top of my to-do list.”


Chapter 19

Steven sat two bowls full of tortilla chips in the center of the wrought iron patio table. “Can I get anyone anything to drink?”

Janey held up her empty beer bottle. “I would love another one of these if you’re offering. Jamie needs another beer, and I think I heard Charlie say she was ready for another. She turned to Todd, her newest conquest. “How about you, Todd? Want another water or soda. I saw some non-alcoholic beers if you’re interested.”

Todd gave Janey an easy smile, showing off his perfectly straight white teeth. “I’ll give the non-alcoholic a try.” He stood. “Steven, let me help you carry all the drinks my lovely date has just ordered for the table.”

Steven lowered his head slightly. “Thank you, my good man. I appreciate the help.”

Once Todd and Steven were out of earshot, I turned to look at Janey. “So… Todd appears to be a keeper.”

Janey shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah. So far, he’s doing and saying all the right things. But we’ve only been seeing one another for a couple of months. After the last debacle with the bald guy who professed his desire to be in a committed relationship but was secretly dating two other women, I’m a little hesitant.”

Charlie leaned around me. “Janey, there is nothing wrong with being hesitant. It takes time to find the right person that’s worth dropping your guard for.”

“I know you’re right. And while the jury is still out on Todd, he does show signs of being a keeper. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about my love life anymore. Let’s talk about you guys instead.” Janey waved her hand, motioning between Charlie and me. “Jamie told me meeting the parents went well. Does that mean you ladies will be getting a puppy and renting a U-Haul anytime soon?”

I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “Janey, why I put up with you is beyond me.”

“You put up with me because we’re friends, and you love me. Plus, the chances of finding someone as good at being your right hand as me are zero,” Janey said as she sat back and gave me a you know I’m right look.

“Hello, ladies,” Liz said as she walked onto the patio, pulled out a chair, and plopped down. “How is everyone today?”

I smiled over at her. “Hey, friend! I didn’t think you would be able to make it today. Aren’t you supposed to be hanging out on the lake with Chris?”

“That was the plan until he showed up at my house last night slightly drunk, declared his love, and asked me to marry him.”

A chorus of “What the hell?” rang out around the table. I leaned forward and patted the table with my hand. “You’ve only been out with this guy, maybe three or four times. I’m going to need details.”

“Today would’ve been our third date.” Liz clapped her hands several times. “Jamie, we haven’t even had sex yet! Not that sex is everything, but shouldn’t you find out if you’re compatible in the bedroom before you start trying to wife people up?” She grimaced and shook her head with disgust. “Anyway, I politely told him he needed to look elsewhere for a wife and wished him luck in his search. Then I shut and locked my door and blocked his number.”

Steven and Todd emerged carrying bowls of salsa, fresh guacamole, and two small buckets of beer and bottles of water. “Here you go, ladies. This should tide you over for a while,” Steven said, squeezing Liz’s shoulder and kissing her upturned cheek. “Hey, Liz. I’m glad you could join us. Are you alone, or did you bring a date?”

“Hi, Steven. It’s just me today. My date is off scouring the streets for a wife.” She waved dismissively and pulled a beer from one of the buckets.

“Ah. Okay then.” Steven’s expression went from thoughtful to a sly smile in seconds. “Brody’s older brother will be here later. He’s attractive, single, and has two sons. One son is in college and the other works at a bank. Another bonus would be that he likes to travel and has a good job. Shall I introduce you two?”

“Ooo. Yes, please, and thank you.” Liz smiled brightly and ran her hand through her hair, fluffing it. “Today might end up being a good day after all.”

“Consider it done.” Steven patted her arm and then turned his attention to me. “Jamie, I need your help in the kitchen.”

“Okay. Sure.” I plucked a couple of chips from the bowl and followed him inside. “To speed things up, I know you don’t need my help. Brody has the grill under control, and everything else is perfect. So tell me, what’s up?”

“Don’t get mad or forget that we’re besties,” Steven said, flashing one of his best smiles. “As your best friend, I am allowed to occasionally do something you may not like, but I think is best.”

I pushed my sunglasses into my hair. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Explain.”

“I invited Olivia, and up until a few minutes ago, she hadn’t responded one way or the other. She will be here in about ten minutes. She’s bringing her boyfriend, Jared, with her.”

“I’m not mad, but I’m not sure that was such a good idea. She hasn’t spoken to me since she stomped out of the house weeks ago. Don’t you think it would’ve been better for she and I to talk first?” I turned and began to pace the length of the kitchen. “Now, there will be an uneasy tension in the air for the rest of the day.”

Steven stepped into my path and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Jamie, you’re one of the most stubborn people I’ve ever met. And I know that Olivia doesn’t fall far from the tree, so it goes without saying she also has a stubborn streak. Olivia needs to see you and Charlie together. She needs to see how insanely happy you two are. She needs to see her mother smile like you never have before. And if I can help make that happen by inviting Olivia to the cookout, then great. I will be a buffer when needed.” Steven bent down to look me straight in the eyes. “Relax and take a deep breath. And maybe go chug a beer for the hell of it.”

He stepped back, grabbed a plate filled with uncooked hamburger patties, and pushed them into my hands. “Would you be so kind as to take these to my handsome husband? Now, off with you. I need to slice the tomatoes and onions.”

I handed the plate to Brody as directed and returned to my chair. Taking Steven's advice, I grabbed the amber bottle before me, turned it up, and chugged the cold liquid. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Charlie turn and stare at me.

Charlie pushed her chair back and reached for my hand. "Come with me.” Knowing I didn’t have the option to say no, I let her lead me to a spot a few feet away at the patio's edge. She reached up to push my sunglasses into my hair, then did the same with her own. "What was that all about just now."

I looked down and blew out frustratedly. “Steven informed me that Olivia and Jared are on their way here. He then suggested I take a deep breath and chug a beer. What you saw was my taking his advice."

Charlie grasped my hands in hers. "Look at me." She waited until I did as she had asked. "I understand that you might be feeling some anxiety. But, if you take a second to think about it, Olivia coming today is a good thing."

I shook my head while maintaining eye contact. "But is it? She hasn't spoken a single word to me in over six weeks. For Mother's Day, I got a half-assed text. After classes finished for the semester, she sent another text telling me that instead of coming home, she would be living at Matt’s house for the Summer."

"Olivia was shocked by what you told her. She needed some space to think about things, and she took it. You can't fault her for doing that."

“No, and I don’t.” I squeezed Charlie's hands. "I just don't want the strain of my relationship with my daughter to affect us. I know that Olivia and I will eventually be fine."

Charlie gave me a sad smile. "I think I understand now. You haven't said it, but I'm guessing that deep down inside, you're afraid this will send me sideways. That I'll say, I don't want to cause problems for you, and I'll leave again like I did before. Am I right?"

I felt tears begin to well in my eyes and glanced away. "I would be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind."

Charlie stepped closer to rest her forehead against mine. "Baby, I'm not going anywhere. I love you, Jamie. Hopefully, one of these days, sooner rather than later, you'll believe me when I tell you I want a life with you. I'm here for everything a life with you means."

I sniffed and closed my eyes. "I love you too." I leaned back. "Would it be bad if I drug you around the side of the house so I can kiss you?"

"I don't think I'm the best person to ask. You and I have a history of making out against the sides of houses. A better idea is to wait a couple of hours until when we're back home before you start pushing me against walls and taking my clothes off.”

I snickered. "That's a valid point. How about a compromise? Maybe a chaste kiss so we don't put on a show for everyone."

Charlie closed the gap between us to place her soft lips against mine. I heard her whimper, and the sound sent a shiver of need through my body. I broke the kiss and leaned back, smiling. "I love you," I said, leaning in for another quick kiss.

"I love you too. And just so you know, I see that look in your eyes. Whatever thoughts are running through your mind right now, I am all for once we get home. But for now, stop looking at me like that. Or put your sunglasses back on so I can't see your eyes."

I winked, then slid my sunglasses back in place. I grabbed Charlie's hand and turned to rejoin the party, then abruptly stopped. My eyes immediately landed on my daughter, looking back at me. Charlie tugged my hand, urging me to follow her back to the table.

"Hi, Olivia. It's good to see you." Charlie greeted her as if everything was right in the world.

Olivia waved casually. "Hey, Charlie. Good to see you, too."

Charlie glanced around. "I heard you were bringing your boyfriend. I would like to meet him. Is he hiding in the kitchen?"

Olivia grinned as she wrapped her arm around Steven’s waist. "My favorite honorary uncle just sent him to the store for more ice. He should be back soon."

I didn't care if Olivia wanted me to hug her or not. I decided to play the mom card and give her one anyway. I walked around the table and put my arms around her. "I'm happy you're here." I stepped back to look at the face I hadn't seen in several weeks and chuckled. "Today is the unofficial start of Summer. How is it you already have a tan?"

Olivia flipped her hair over her shoulder and smiled devilishly. "I'm living my best life. No work. No school. And I got Dad to buy me a cheap lounge chair so I can lay out on the back deck."

"Ah. Well, good for you." I turned my attention toward Steven. "Is there anything I can help with?"

"Not right now. I just checked with Brody, and he said the burgers should be done in a few minutes. Go sit and enjoy yourself." Steven snatched a bottle from the bucket, then turned and went back inside.

Liz glanced over her shoulder. "Hey, Olivia. Come sit by me and tell me all about what you've been up to. And don't leave out any of the juicy details. I don't want the PG13 version you give your mom."

Charlie walked up and leaned in. "Are you doing okay?"

"Yeah. I'm fine,” I replied with a tentative smile.

"Okay, good. I'm going inside to call Ava. She texted a few minutes ago saying she needed to talk to me about something."

"Is everything okay,” I asked, concerned.

"Hope so. All I know is she said it was important to call her as soon as I had a minute to talk."

"Okay. Tell Ava I said hi." I grabbed another beer and went to sit back down.

Olivia's showing up today was a big deal. It was her way of calling a truce. And as happy as I was that she was here, I was also a little apprehensive.

Steven and Jared walked out on the patio carrying a couple of extra-large bags of ice. I watched Olivia turn to look, and as soon as she saw him, her face lit up. It was a look I had never seen from her before. She clearly has it bad for this boy.

While I was quietly studying Olivia, Charlie slipped back into her chair. She leaned close, whispering, "Don't act weird, or Olivia might know we're talking about her." Charlie waited for me to slowly nod my head before continuing. "Ava wanted to let me know that Olivia sent her a DM on Instagram. Olivia gave Ava her number and asked her to call when she had time to talk. Ava called her this morning."

I turned my head slightly and whispered back. "Okay. Why are you acting like Ava and Olivia talking is a big secret?"

Charlie leaned back in. "Because it sorta is. Ava asked me not to say anything in front of Olivia. What Olivia wanted to talk about was us, you and I. She had a lot of questions about what happened years ago and what all Ava knew about it."

"It's a good thing I was honest. What did Ava say?"

"She wouldn't give me the details of the conversation. She said Olivia made her promise not to say anything, and Ava didn't want to betray her confidence."

"Well, this isn't giving me the warm and fuzzies. Should I be worried,” I asked, concern evident in my voice.

"That's not the impression I got. She said the conversation went well. But that's all she would say." Charlie patted my leg. "I honestly don't think you need to worry. Olivia showed up, and she brought her boyfriend. If she wasn't willing to accept us as a couple, there's no way she would've brought him with her. And she definitely wouldn't be sitting across the table from us laughing and enjoying herself." Charlie gently squeezed my thigh. "The sky is a fabulous shade of blue, the hamburgers sizzling on the grill smell amazing, we're surrounded by good friends and family. I think we should relax and enjoy the day."

Once I took Charlie's advice and chilled the hell out, I was able to enjoy myself. Several times, I noticed Olivia studying Charlie and me, but I did my best not to let it change my behavior. I had nothing to hide from my daughter. Hell, I had no room to talk. I was watching her the same way she was watching me. I couldn't help it. The mom in me was curious about this guy.

The rest of the afternoon flew by. Before I knew it, I was at the kitchen sink washing dishes. I had two more glasses and a serving platter to wash, then I could go find Charlie and head home.

"Mom?"

I jumped at the sound of Olivia's voice. "Don't sneak up on me like that." I placed the plastic tumbler on the drying rack and turned to Olivia. "What is it, sweetheart?"

"Can we talk,” Olivia asked with a crooked smile.

"Sure. Do you want to go sit in the living room?"

"No. I don’t want to talk right now. We're going to meet some friends. Is it okay if I come by the house in the morning?"

I tilted my head, confused. "Olivia, you don't have to ask if you can come to your house."

"I know. I just want to make sure I don't walk in on something my little baby eyes shouldn't see."

I giggled and rolled my eyes. "Whatever." I snapped the hand towel at her hip.

"Ouch. Mom! Don’t do that. I’m sorry. I won’t make any more jokes about your sex life.” Olivia quickly covered her mouth. “I think I just threw up a little.”

I threw the damp towel at her face. “You should stop while you’re ahead,” I warned, laughing.

“Truce.” Olivia held her hands up in surrender. “Any chance I could talk you into making me some waffles with blueberries and whipped cream?"

"Sure. Maybe strawberries instead of blueberries, but I can definitely make waffles. Want to say 9:30am?"

"That works. See you in the morning." Olivia started to leave but turned back and gave me a quick hug instead. "Love you."

"I love you more, sweetheart. You guys be careful and have fun tonight. I’ll see you in the morning."

I watched Olivia walk out of the room and released a shaky breath. Comforting arms wrapped around me from behind, and I felt warm lips on the back of my neck. "I heard Olivia ask to talk. See, I told you it was good that she was here."

"I admit you were right." I turned in her arms to face her. "Can we please go home?"

"I would love nothing more. Your place or mine?"

“Mine, please.”

•••••••

I busied myself cutting fresh strawberries as I nervously waited for Olivia’s arrival. Based on yesterday, I had a good feeling about how things would go with her this morning, but I had learned long ago not to count my chickens. The familiar sound of Olivia’s footsteps brought a smile to my face. I had missed that sound so much more than I realized. I hoped her coming here this morning meant we could talk about everything honestly and openly.

The door opened, and Olivia strolled in, smiling and happy. “Good morning, mother dearest.”

“Good morning, daughter dearest. Are you ready to eat?”

Olivia smiled. “So ready. I haven’t eaten anything since I had that hamburger at Steven and Brody’s yesterday.”

I dropped some batter on the hot waffle iron and turned. “What do you want to drink? Coffee, water, or I might have a little orange juice if you want that.”

Olivia plopped down in her chair and snatched a piece of bacon off a plate sitting on the table. “Water is good,” she said as she crunched the crispy bacon. She glanced around. “Is it just us for breakfast, or is Charlie here?”

I handed her a bottle of water. “She went home. She said she didn’t want to intrude on this. By the way, just for my own knowledge, what is this? Are we ignoring everything and sweeping it under the rug, or are we going to have a conversation?”

Olivia held up a finger while she finished chewing. “I want to talk if that’s okay with you.”

I transferred four perfectly browned waffles from the waffle maker to a plate and grabbed the bowl of cut strawberries and the bottle of syrup. “Okay. Do you want to start, or shall I?” I asked as I sat everything on the table.

“I’ll start. Mom, I’m sorry. I’m not sorry I got so mad at you, but I am sorry for how I behaved and what I said.”

I sat my coffee mug on the table, pulled out my chair, and turned to face Olivia, giving her my full attention. “It’s okay. Your reaction was justified. However, I wish you had given me a chance to try and explain things.”

“I want to give you the chance to now. But you should know I’ve already talked to Dad, and I reached out to Ava and talked to her, too. So I have a little better understanding of what happened.”

“Okay. Well, let’s see. I guess I’ll start with the past.” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “Things between Charlie and I happened at a time when neither she nor I were happy in our marriages. But I’m not going to speak for her, only myself. My marriage to your father wasn’t horrible, but it wasn’t happy either. We hadn’t been what I would consider happy for a very long time. I had just been going through the motions for years. I had you, my work, and my friends, and I was somewhat happy. But I was also incredibly lonely.”

I blew out a shaky breath and turned to look out the window. “When Charlie and I became more than friends it threw me for a loop. I won’t go into the details of the relationship, but suffice it to say my world was flipped completely upside down. Things between her and I were never easy for multiple reasons, but…” I turned back to meet Olivia’s gaze. “I feel deeply in love with Charlie, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. I was willing to move heaven and earth to make that happen. And because I wanted to be with Charlie, I ended up turning your life upside down.”

“Is that why you and Dad got a divorce?”

I nodded. “Yes. And it was around that same time that Charlie left Rick and asked him for a divorce.”

Olivia nodded her head slowly. “So she wanted to be with you as much as you wanted to be with her?”

“That’s what she said.” I smiled sadly as memories flooded my mind. “But certain things happened that made that impossible.”

“Yeah, Ava told me about how she found out.” Olivia reached across the table and pulled the bowl of strawberries closer. “From what she told me, that was a little bit of a rough day.”

“Ava finding out the truth wasn’t the only reason things ended, but it was the most important.” I reached and grabbed Olivia’s water bottle and gulped half of it. “Anyway, Charlie and I broke up. She went back to Rick, and they ended up moving away.”

Olivia swallowed the bite of strawberry she had been chewing, then reached into the bowl to get another. “I remember that time and how sad you always were. I just figured it was because you missed Dad. At least that’s what my baby brain told me.”

“I missed seeing you every day and the stability that being married allotted. But I mostly missed Charlie. I was heartbroken and basically a shell of a person back then.” I reached and squeezed Olivia’s arm. “Don’t misunderstand. The first year after the divorce, my heart would break, and I would cry like a baby every time you went to your dad’s house.”

Olivia shook her head and popped another bite into her mouth. “You don’t have to explain heartbreak. I get it. It’s not fun.”

“I know I don’t, honey. I just wanted you to know my heart was breaking for more than just Charlie. I was going through a lot, and at the time, I wasn’t the best mom I could’ve been, and for that, I’m sorry.”

Olivia gave me a sweet smile. “You’ve always been the best mom ever!”

“I appreciate the white lie.” I chuckled. “Tell me what questions you have.”

“I think I have a pretty clear picture between what I learned from Dad and Ava and what you told me. My only question is whether you and Charlie will stay together this time.”

I blew out a loud breath. “God, Olivia, I hope so. I never thought we would have another chance, and then one day, I looked across the street, and there she stood.”

“Yeah, that’s crazy that she moved back here.” She shrugged. “Guess it was meant to be.”

“I have a question for you.” I patted the table just to have something to do with my hands.

“What is it?” Olivia asked as she drowned her waffles in syrup.

“Do you have a problem with me being in a relationship with another woman? Does that bother you at all?”

“Absolutely not. Mom, you raised me to believe that if you love someone, it doesn’t matter what color their skin is or what gender they are. Love is love.”

“I guess I got one thing right.”

“You got more than one thing right.” Olivia picked up another piece of bacon and popped it in her mother. “Like this bacon. You can fry bacon like nobody’s business.”

“You’re a dork, but I love you anyway.” I snagged a piece of bacon off the plate. “Seriously, though, are you okay with my being with Charlie?”

“I’m good with it. I won’t call her Mom after you two get married, but I will happily say I have a bonus mom and the sister I always wanted.”

I held up my hands. “Slow your roll just a bit. Marriage hasn’t been discussed.” I smiled and reached over to pat her arm. “But it makes my heart happy to know you feel that way.


Chapter 20

Charlie pulled the covers up and snuggled against my side. “Dinner with Olivia and Ava was fun.”

“It was so much fun. I loved listening to them catch up on what's happened in each of their lives over the past few years. Hopefully, in time, they’ll end up thick as thieves like they used to be.”

“Listening to them talk and laugh reminded me of how it was years ago. The big difference between then and now is I could hold your hand without the constant fear of either of them seeing.”

I hugged her closer, and she threw a leg over mine. “There’s something to be said for being out and open. But enough about our daughters. I want to talk about this trip you’ve planned for us. Are you finally going to tell me where we’re going?”

Charlie’s hand slid down to my side, and she playfully gripped my ribs, causing me to immediately start squirming. I grabbed her hand to stop the torment. “Stop! You know how ticklish I am.”

She yanked her trapped hand free and hovered it inches from my ribs. The threat of more tickling was made clear. “Fine, I’ll stop asking, just don’t tickle me again.”

Charlie dropped her hand back down on my stomach. “I’ve already told you what to pack. So, you only need to get in the car and enjoy the ride. Hopefully, you’ll like where we end up.”

“So long as you’re there with me, I have no doubt I’ll love it.” I threaded my fingers with Charlie’s and sighed happily. “I’m not sure what prompted you to plan a trip for us, but I’m looking forward to it.”

I felt Charlie begin to smile. “You and Olivia are good again. Things at the office are slow, and you don’t have any big projects. It felt like the right time for us to get away and go somewhere to relax and be together.”

“Sounds perfect.” I kissed Charlie’s forehead. “Not that I don’t love lying in bed with you and talking, but if you want me to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in the morning, I need sleep.”

Charlie rose to her elbow and smiled down at me. “I love you, baby. Get some sleep and dream of me.”

The car slowed down and hit a few bumps, jostling me awake. I had tried my best to sleep last night but hadn’t had much luck. I had felt like a kid on Christmas Eve, too excited to sleep. Despite my best efforts, the gentle motion of the car caused me to doze off within an hour of hitting the road.

Yawning, I sat up and adjusted in my seat, realizing I had been asleep for nearly four hours, as evidenced by a massive drool spot on my pillow. After rubbing the stiffness from my neck, I glanced out the window, trying to figure out our location. All I could tell for sure was that we were on an interstate that looked like every other interstate I had ever driven on.

Glancing at Charlie, I asked, "Are you still not telling me where we’re going?" She kept her eyes on the road, responding with a slight smirk and a shoulder shrug, indicating that I would have to wait and see.

Charlie told me to pack comfy clothes, flip-flops, and swimsuits, which hinted that we were on our way to some body of water. Given that we lived in a landlocked state surrounded by beautiful rivers and lakes, I assumed we would spend a long weekend at a lake house. However, after roughly five hours on the road, heading south, my intuition was now screaming that we were headed to the beach. Which beach, I hadn’t the slightest idea, nor did I care. If sand, sun, and the ocean were involved, I would be one happy girl, no matter where we ended up.

Charlie flipped on the signal as she merged into the far right lane. I glanced up at the name of the exit and sucked in a breath. I snapped my head around. “Seriously?” The unexpectedness of the destination caught me off guard.

Charlie’s face lit up with a huge smile. “I hope it’s okay. If you would rather go somewhere else, we can.” She glanced over. “I wanted to go back to where things started for us.”

Excitedly, I exclaimed, "Oh, my god, yes, it's okay!" I danced in my seat and clapped my hands, thrilled to return to one of my favorite places. "I haven't been back here since that summer. I wanted to but couldn't bring myself to."

I wiggled my toes into the dark, packed sand, shifting them until my feet were half-buried in the sand and sea. The salty ocean breeze felt like magic to my soul. I reached over and squeezed Charlie’s forearm. "This is so nice. Thank you for bringing me."

"You're welcome. But you don't need to thank me," Charlie said, puckering her lips and blowing me a kiss.

"What made you decide to come here? There are plenty of other places we could have gone to."

"The night we talked about back together, you said something that stuck with me. You said we couldn't wipe the slate clean and start over completely because it would belittle the love you felt for me. When I think about how we started, this place is at the center of it. It's part of our foundation."

I smirked. "We certainly started something the last time we were here. What do you think we should start this time around?"

"I was hoping we could make some new memories. Maybe find a new makeout spot," Charlie said with a sexy smile.

"I am all for making new memories and finding a new makeout spot," I replied just as a rogue wave crashed into us, thoroughly soaking us both.

"I told the girls where we would be and told them not to call us unless something was on fire. Ava said no problem. On the other hand, Olivia said she was jealous that she wasn't going to the beach and made no promises not to call."

"I'll FaceTime her tomorrow when I go for my morning beach walk," I said as a couple of small birds ran by, chasing the surf, looking for their next meal. Watching the birds run around aimlessly reminded me of how Ava and Olivia used to run around acting crazy. "It's been fun watching the girls become friends again."

"It really has. It only took about three months for them to fall back into their old patterns of laughing hysterically at one another and begging us to take them shopping."

I held my hand out, and Charlie wordlessly threaded her fingers through mine. The last time I was on this beach, sitting beside Charlie, my life couldn't have been more different. Charlie's life couldn't have been more different either. We had come a long way, growing and changing individually and growing and changing together. It was like night and day. I smiled to myself. And to think, it all started because… Well…that happened.

“Well… that happened,” Charlie said, laughing.

I snapped around to look at Charlie, confused. “I’m sorry. What?”

She motioned to a guy standing several yards away. He was doing his best to nonchalantly dig sand out of places sand shouldn’t be. “That creepy guy just experienced karma. He was standing there watching those young girls when a wave took him out.”

“Oooo. Okay.”

“Hey. What did you think I was talking about.” Charlie asked, squeezing my fingers.

“I wasn’t sure. I was sitting here thinking about the morning after we kissed. You had walked up and sat in the chair beside me. I looked over and said, “Well… that happened,” So when you said those exact words, it was like you were inside my head. It threw me off.”

Charlie pursed her lips. “I remember that morning well. My head was spinning with so many thoughts. I still don’t know where the confidence to kiss you came from.” Charlie shook her head slowly as she stared out at the ocean. “On my way to the beach that morning, I remember thinking I had lost my mind. That I had made a huge mistake that would cost me my best friend. I planned to tell you it was an alcohol-fueled mistake and ask if we could just forget it ever happened.”

“What made you change your mind?”

Charlie turned and gave me the most beautiful smile I had ever seen. “When I saw you, all I wanted to do was kiss you.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, really. I knew I was in trouble when my first thought was pushing you down on the sand and kissing every inch of your sexy body.”

“If I remember correctly, I did look particularly sexy that morning. Was probably the fact that I was still glowing from making out with a hot brunette the night before.”

Charlie stood and held her hand out to me. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk. You and I never got the chance to walk on the beach together. So let’s do that now and make some new memories.”

I felt like my heart would explode with happiness as Charlie and I walked hand in hand through the surf. It had been a fantastic day. Spending the day on the beach, relaxing in the sun, without a care in the world, had been amazing.

“Oh, look, a sand dollar.” Charlie bent to pick up the silvery-white, perfectly shaped disk. “By the way, I made an 8pm reservation for dinner.”

“Really? I didn’t bring anything to wear to dinner unless we go to a laid-back beach shack type place.”

“Don’t worry, baby. I got you. I packed a couple of your dresses in my bag.”

The soft glow of the setting sun cast a warm hue across the deck where Charlie and I were sitting at a secluded table. The gentle sound of waves crashing against the shore provided a soothing background. Several lanterns hung from wooden beams, their lights flickering softly in the evening breeze.

I gazed across the table at Charlie, her eyes sparkling in the twilight, and I felt butterflies in my stomach. The woman looking back at me was the same woman who had shifted my world years ago with a single kiss. And, somehow, she continued to move my world in the best possible ways. I was utterly in love with her.

Our server approached, quietly setting down beautifully arranged plates of fresh seafood. “Let me know if you ladies need anything else," she said before leaving.

I looked at the plate full of large shrimp and golden brown hush puppies. Reaching for my fork, I said, "This is perfect. I can't believe you found this place."

Charlie smiled, reaching across the table to take my hand. "I wanted tonight to be special. I asked the owner of the house we are staying in where there was a good place to have dinner. She told me about this place. It opened about a month ago, and the tourists haven’t found it yet. The owner said it has the best shrimp and crab of anywhere she’s eaten.”

As we savored the expertly prepared fresh seafood, we laughed over shared memories of the first time we had visited this island. Between stealing bites off one another's plates, we talked about things we wanted to do while we were here to make new memories.

"I love you, Jamie," Charlie said, her voice a gentle caress.

I felt my heart swell with emotion. "I love you too, Charlie. More than words can say." We shared a look filled with emotion, our bond growing stronger each time our eyes met.

As we finished our meal, Charlie's eyes sparkled with anticipation. She leaned across the table, her voice filled with excitement. "I have one more thing planned for us tonight if you're up for it."

"I'm up for anything that involves being with you. Where are we going?"

"That's a surprise. When we get back to the beach house, I'll pop inside and grab my backpack and a blanket."

"Oh… I see. You're planning on finding our new spot. I like it. I like it very much." I quickly pushed back from the table and grinned mischievously at Charlie. “Come on, woman! Let’s go makeout like horney teenagers.”

Charlie led me to a secluded spot on the beach, where she spread a large blanket on the soft sand. "I thought we could go for a little walk by the water. I know how much you enjoy the feeling of the waves washing over your feet," she said, placing her backpack on the blanket. "I brought a bottle of wine for later."

I grinned and leaned in to tenderly kiss her warm, inviting lips. "I feel like I'm being swept off my feet."

"Your intuition serves you well, my love. That is exactly what I'm aiming for."

Hand in hand, we strolled along the shoreline, with the waves gently breaking at our feet. The moon had risen, casting a mesmerizing silver glow over the ocean, turning the water into a glistening sea of diamonds. The soothing sound of the waves lapping against the shore and the refreshing salty sea breeze against my skin contributed to the romantic feeling.

I was filled with utter peace as we strolled in serene silence along the shore. The past several months had been a whirlwind, with so much happening. Charlie, the woman I had loved like no other, had re-entered my life. I had come out to my daughter and confessed to Matt, something I never planned to do, but I'm glad I did. Losing Laura's friendship still made me sad. But, I held on to the belief of "reason, season, or a lifetime" and remained grateful for our shared decade of friendship. My hope is that Laura feels the same gratitude I do.

I cast my gaze up to the night sky. Thank you for all the wonderful things that make up my amazing life.

After several more minutes of walking in the surf, Charlie turned and guided us back to our blanket. She turned to me, took my hands, and looked deep into my eyes. “I’ve been in love with you for years. And yet, somehow, I still manage to fall in love with you again every single day. There is no one I would rather spend my life with. No one I can imagine loving for the rest of my life. No one I would rather wake up to every morning and go to sleep beside every night. You’re my person. You make me happier than I ever thought possible. You make me feel safe and secure in every way possible.” She reached to wipe a tear as it rolled down her cheek and smiled at me. “I’m standing here, hoping and praying you will say yes to living this crazy, beautiful life with me.”

Charlie let go of my hands, knelt down, unzipped the backpack, and reached inside. She pulled out a tiny blue box and opened it, revealing a simple but beautiful ring. Tears of joy filled her eyes as she looked at me. “Jamie Ann Murphy… I've been waiting for this moment for so long, and it’s finally here. Will you make me the happiest woman alive and marry me?”


EPILOGUE

Sitting at Charlie's bedside, I gently held her hand, finding solace in the silence that filled the room, broken only by the rhythmic beeping of the medical equipment. As I observed our intertwined fingers, weathered by the passage of time, I couldn't help but reminisce about the countless moments we had shared over the past thirty-three years.

Charlie had been my unwavering support, my anchor, and the love of my life for what felt like too short a time. The decades we spent together had been filled with an incredible amount of love and joy that surpassed my wildest dreams. Yet, it pained me to think we had been granted only thirty-three years together. But I also acknowledged and cherished the blessing of having shared those years with her.

Whenever I close my eyes, I am easily transported back to our wedding. The memory of us standing on the beach, a full moon and twinkling stars overhead, a gentle breeze, and the soothing sounds of the waves crashing flood my mind. Ava had stood beside Charlie and Olivia by my side as we had tearfully exchanged vows and promised to love each other for all eternity. Steven had become ordained online so he could officiate the ceremony. We had been surrounded by people that loved and supported us.

The life Charlie and I had built together was nothing short of perfection. We found the perfect plot of land along the river and built a beautiful home with flower gardens and a small barn for animals. We watched our daughters fall in love, marry, and start their own families. We rocked our grandbabies to sleep, and as they grew older, we sat in the stands, cheering them on as they played their favorite sports. We celebrated holidays and birthdays and all the days in between. We cried sad tears in difficult times and shed happy tears during sweet times.

Now, sitting here alone, tears are cascading down my cheeks as I grapple with the overwhelming loss of my best friend and true love. With a heavy heart, I leaned forward, resting my forehead on our joined hands, whispering softly, "Oh, Charlotte, what am I going to do without you? How am I supposed to do this life we built together all alone?"

I felt a comforting hand gently squeeze my shoulder. “Mom… It’s time.”

I leaned back and looked up into my daughter’s watery eyes. Ava stood beside her, tears rolling down her cheeks. I glanced past the girls and nodded my understanding to the sweet nurse standing off to the side.

I stood and drew closer to Charlie, gently caressing her cheek. Her skin felt cool to the touch as I leaned in to bid her farewell. "Oh, Charlotte, my love, I can't fathom life without you. You've brought me more joy than I ever thought possible.”

I bent and pressed a light kiss to her ear, savoring the softness of her skin against my lips. “Our love is too beautiful to simply end. I promise to search for you in the next life for as long as it takes until I find you,” I whispered, my voice trembling. "I love you now and forever.”

THE END

Thank You

Thank you so much for reading Finally.

I had so much fun writing about Jamie and Charlie’s one-of-a-kind, unexpected, and twisty journey. From the first book, Closer, to the sequel, Finally, their story was about being authentic, personal growth, dealing with life's ups and downs, getting second chances, and finding happiness.

I'd really appreciate your feedback. If you enjoyed this book, please consider sharing your thoughts on Amazon or Goodreads. Even a simple rating can make a significant difference and means the world to me.

Thanks again,

Jen Carter
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