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            Chapter One

         

         Ben glanced around the well-appointed doctor’s office. A couple hours ago, he was in bed dreaming of a beautiful woman with whom he’d recently spent an equally beautiful, worry-free couple of weeks, pretending this day didn’t exist. That was how Ben spent most of his time, ignoring the more serious side of life. He’d gotten pretty good at living for the day and not worrying about the future. His own future, at least. But today was different. Today wasn’t about Ben. It was about his brother Sam. Sam was as good as they came, and because of that, he deserved good news. So Ben silently begged whatever higher power would listen that Sam was as healthy as he looked.

         Everything from the embossed medical books on the shelves to the framed certificates and accolades on the walls said that Dr. Kegan knew his stuff. And the high-backed upholstered leather chair behind the desk and matching love seats—one on which Ben sat wedged between his newly reconciled mother and father while Sam and his girlfriend, Delaney, sat on the other—said the good doctor knew his stuff well. Which was a good thing, because he was about to spell out the rest of Sam’s future.

         Six months ago, Dr. Kegan had drawn Ben’s blood for the exact same reason—to determine whether he carried the gene markers for early-onset Alzheimer’s. Ben hadn’t made a production of it, hadn’t sat face-to-face with the doc and been told that sometime in the next twenty to thirty years, his brain would start to deteriorate just like his father’s had. No, Ben had opted for a phone call to the lab followed by several pints at Midtown Tavern. Then it was home to an empty bed at the ranch he ran with his brother and friend. There was no one there to comfort him or help him ease into the news, but that had been his choice. He didn’t want to burden Sam and Colt with a future he couldn’t avoid. He didn’t want to burden anyone with what he knew he couldn’t change. No attachments meant no mess, no broken hearts, no pain. Work hard and play harder, right? Wasn’t that the saying? Ben respected the motto—at least the second half of it.

         “They always leave you waiting,” he said, shaking his head. He pushed himself up from the couch and began pacing. “Doctors. They know what they’re about to tell you could change your whole life, and then they schedule you a half hour before they even think about entering the room. I swear, bedside manner goes out the window as soon as they get the cushy office and all the awards and—”

         “Hey there, little brother,” Sam interrupted. “I appreciate you getting all wound up on my behalf, but I’m in no rush. But if you need to be somewhere…”

         Ben raked his fingers through his hair and stopped pacing.

         “Sorry,” he said. “I’m just anxious—for you.”

         The office door clicked open a crack, and they could hear the doctor before they saw him.

         “Lori, please tell Mrs. Dunlap I’ll call her later this afternoon. She took the news a bit hard. Wait, you know what? Tell her I’ll stop by after we close up shop here. We can talk about options for Mr. Dunlap’s care, and she can show me pictures of the grandkids.”

         Delaney laughed. “You’re right, Ben. His bedside manner is the worst.”

         Ben scowled and leaned on the arm of his brother’s couch rather than sitting all the way down again.

         “Good morning, Mr. Calla—” Dr. Kegan caught himself when he realized Sam had come with a full entourage. “Good morning, everyone, I suppose.”

         Sam stood and shook the doctor’s hand.

         The two men were roughly the same height and of similar lean build.

         Ben narrowed his eyes. The two men looked nearly the same age as well. Had Dr. Kegan been that young six months ago?

         “Hope you don’t mind,” Sam said, interrupting Ben’s thoughts. “Brought the whole family.”

         The doctor waved Sam off. “Of course not. I love giving good news to a packed house.”

         Delaney sprang to her feet and grabbed Sam’s hand. “Good news?” she asked excitedly.

         A weight lifted immediately from Ben’s shoulders. His brother was okay. He wasn’t, but Sam was. He thought he might be angry or resentful, but all he felt was complete and utter relief.

         The doctor smiled and clapped Sam on the shoulder. “I was going to wait until I was sitting at my desk all professional-like, but what the heck? Congratulations, Mr. Callahan. Just like your brother, you are in the clear. Keep in mind that your genetic code means you’re both safe from early-onset Alzheimer’s but normal risk factors still exist for anyone to develop the disease later in life. Medicine is making strides, though, so who knows—”

         “What did you just say?” Ben interrupted. He was standing now. They all were, Ben’s parents included.

         Dr. Kegan crossed his arms. “I said normal risk factors still—”

         “Before that,” Ben said, taking a step closer. “The part about both of us being in the clear. Because I spoke to someone at the lab six months ago who told me otherwise. I’ve spent half a year thinking that life as I know it is on a ticking clock.”

         The doctor stared at Ben for several long seconds before he spoke. “The lab told you your results were…positive?”

         Ben let out a bitter laugh. “Are you telling me they were wrong?”

         Dr. Kegan rounded his desk, picked up the phone, and dialed a four-digit extension. After a few beats, he said, “Hi. This is Davis Kegan over in neurology. I need to verify results for a Benjamin Callahan.”

         Ben winced at the use of his full name. He felt like a kid in trouble. But this might actually be worse since he was about to be told again that by the time he was his father’s age, he’d likely be living in an assisted living facility as well.

         Dr. Kegan cleared his throat. “No. Not Benjamin Wallace Callahan. Benjamin Phillip Callahan.”

         Ben glanced toward his father, who was holding hands with his mother. His illness had torn their family apart—and then brought them back together. His parents had something rare, something he didn’t believe existed in the real world, but he was damn happy it existed for them.

         He held his breath as he waited for the doctor to hang up the phone, and it felt like everyone else was holding theirs too. He wasn’t sure if he should be hopeful or angry or both. So he figured not breathing was the logical course of action.

         “Uh-huh,” Dr. Kegan said. “I see. Yes, this will have to be reported. Thank you.”

         He hung up the phone, and the room was so silent Ben swore he could hear his own pulse.

         Dr. Kegan cleared his throat. “So it turns out the lab has another Benjamin Callahan on record—a sixty-two-year-old man from Bucks Lake. He tested positive for early onset. You did not. I am so sorry for the mix-up, and it will be dealt with. But, Sam and Ben, you are both in the clear.”

         His mother gasped, and Ben saw his father swipe away a tear. He expected his brother to kiss Delaney before anything else, but instead Sam pulled Ben into a firm embrace.

         “Everything is different,” he said when Sam stepped back.

         It felt like a haze had cleared. He got that nothing in life was certain. He could walk out of the hospital and get run over by an ambulance. He could choke on a cherry pit after sneaking a taste from Anna’s produce delivery to the ranch—and he almost had once. Thank goodness Luis, their chef, knew the Heimlich.

         “No one dies in my kitchen,” Luis had said. “And stop stealing my fruit!”

         Technically, it was Ben’s fruit since he was co-owner of the ranch, but he wasn’t going to argue after Luis saved his life.

         And now it had just been saved again.

         “I need to go,” he said absently. He wasn’t sure where, but he needed to get out of this office.

         “Ben, wait,” his mother said, but he shook his head.

         “I’m okay,” he insisted. “Really. I just need to think.”

         About how he’d been living his life—all fun and no connections. About whether or not he could change after living that way since he learned his future might look a lot like his father’s.

         He’d counted on Sam and Colt for backup at the ranch, often shirking his duties because in the long run, it didn’t feel like it mattered. Maybe this was a start. For once he could do something for his brother that mattered, even if it was simply doing his job.

         “Take the night off,” he said to Sam. “You and Delaney should celebrate. Colt’s got lunch and dinner, and I can cover the evening activities or make sure one of the part-timers can.”

         Sam’s eyes widened. “I’m going to take you up on that before you change your mind. Thanks, Ben. Are you sure you’re—”

         “I’m good,” he insisted.

         He backed out of the office door and into the hospital corridor.

         Just like that, a switch had flipped. He suddenly wanted to make something of his life, like taking his career seriously, to start. And maybe it was time he stopped living in the ranch’s guest quarters and built himself a home, started establishing some permanence in his life.

         On one side of the ranch, there was a piece of land owned by the bank. Ben had had his eye on it since he moved to Meadow Valley just over two years ago, not that he’d have done anything with it. It was his What if? It was how he busied his mind when there wasn’t someone to leave the bar with on any given night. The bank was willing to unload it for a steal since the previous owner had already poured the foundation for a house and small stable—and then had lost their financing and let the property fall into foreclosure. No one wanted to dig it up and start from scratch, so Ben looked at it as a secret challenge. He designed a home to fit the layout, a home he’d never build. But now? If he bought the land, that would prove he could commit to something that really mattered, that it wasn’t too late to turn his life around after letting it unravel.

         He followed the detour signs to bypass some indoor construction and somehow found himself at the ambulance entrance of the emergency room. He was about to pivot and retrace his steps when he saw Lieutenant Carter Bowen wheeling a gurney into the ER. And sitting on the gurney, with one arm immobilized and eyes narrowed, was Carter’s great-aunt and owner of the Meadow Valley Inn, Pearl Sweeney. Ben scanned the area, half expecting to see Pearl’s granddaughter Charlotte North there as well—the woman who’d been the subject of his R-rated dream this morning—then reminded himself she lived in New York and had returned home a week ago after what they’d both deemed a very enjoyable fling.

         “What happened?” Ben asked, rushing to Pearl’s side as Carter called out things like minor laceration and possible dual fractures to the admissions woman behind the front desk.

         Pearl waved Ben off. “Oh, I’m fine. I was on the ladder clipping dead branches from the tree in front of the inn—curb appeal is everything, you know—and I lost my balance. It’s nothing.”

         Carter turned around, his eyes full of worry as he glanced from his aunt to Ben. “She most likely broke her right ankle and wrist. Her elbow needs sutures, and—” He blew out a calming breath. “You could have killed yourself, Aunt Pearl. Don’t you have someone on staff who can take care of stuff like that for you? Hell, call me over anytime. That’s what family is for.”

         Pearl’s jaw tightened. “Are you telling me I’m too old to take care of my own inn?”

         “No,” Carter insisted. “I’m not stupid enough to suggest something like that. But you are the heart and soul of that place—of this town, even. If something happens to you, it’s not just the inn that suffers.”

         “The inn!” Pearl cried, her anger morphing to something more like fear. “If you’re right about my injuries, then I can’t walk or cook or—”

         It looked like reality was finally setting in.

         “I’m right,” Carter said. “I’m sorry, Pearl, but once they fix you up, it’s going to be a long road to recovery. You’re going to need live-in help. And you’ll need to increase everyone’s hours at the inn so you can take care of yourself. I’ll do whatever I can when I’m not on shift, but it’s not going to be enough. We can put the call out on the Meadow Valley Courier webpage. Maybe people can sign up for shifts.”

         Pearl sniffled, all of her bravado dissipating. Ben hated seeing her like this.

         “I can’t ask my employees to take on twenty-four-hour shifts,” she said. “That’s all me. They have their own responsibilities and families to go home to.” She patted Carter on the cheek with her good hand. “You’re so good to me. I know you’ll help when you can, but you have your own life to worry about. Everyone in town does. I’ll have to see what’s in my budget, but if I’m going to need overnight support as well as someone to help me get around the place, that means dipping into my savings, and—”

         Ben rested a hand lightly on the older woman’s shoulder. “We’ll figure this out. You’ve got a whole town behind you, Pearl.”

         He got it. He ran a ranch. She ran an inn. It was more than a job. It was a lifestyle, and she’d need someone to fill in every hour of the day she couldn’t work, which right now looked like it was all of them.

         She held her head high and nodded. “Maybe you weren’t the right man for my Charlotte, but you have a good heart, Ben Callahan.”

         Did he? Pearl had been none too happy about her granddaughter’s fling. She needs someone with staying power. Someone that will convince her to stay in Meadow Valley where she truly belongs. Those had been Pearl’s words to him only a week or so ago. Was it possible it was this easy for him to convince her otherwise? Maybe he wasn’t the best at showing it to his brother, his parents, or the few others he let past his own wall of bravado. But his heart was there, beating behind his rib cage. It might be a little rusty, but it still worked, didn’t it?

         “What about the chief?” Ben asked. Chief Burnett and Pearl had been dating for quite some time. “Can he help?”

         She shook her head. “I can’t ask him to do that,” Pearl said. “He has an entire fire station to run. Adding more hours to his load isn’t safe for him—or for you, for that matter,” she said, eyes back on Carter. “You both do forty-eight-hour shifts as it is.”

         Carter nudged the gurney forward, and Ben moved out of the way.

         “We need to finish this discussion later,” he said. “We need to get you evaluated by a doctor and sent to radiology and verify the fractures, make sure they can be set without surgery. Ben, do you think you could swing by the inn and make sure everything is okay, let them know Pearl’s out for the rest of the day? Also, I hate to ask, but I’m on shift until this time tomorrow. Could you maybe give Pearl a lift home if I’m not available?”

         Ben nodded. “I’m on it. I’ll head back to town and see what I can do about getting some extra help at the inn. I’m sure your staff will be more than happy to step up until you get released, and we’ll worry about more permanent help after that,” he said, hoping to reassure Pearl. “How long do you think X-rays and all that will be?” he asked, directing his attention back to Carter.

         “A couple of hours at least.”

         Ben nodded once. “Then I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

         Pearl grabbed his hand. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Ben Callahan.”

         “I owe you, Callahan,” Carter added, then turned his attention back to his aunt. “Okay, Aunt Pearl. Let’s see what kind of damage you did and get you all fixed up.”

         Then Carter wheeled Pearl away, leaving Ben standing there with a gift—not that Pearl’s injuries were any sort of boon. But he’d been gifted a second chance at life and now with his first shot at showing he could be something more than the selfish ass he’d been for months. He wasn’t going to mess this up. 

         
              

         

         Ben had not only checked in on Pearl’s staff but he’d also stayed at the inn for the entire two hours helping check guests in and cleaning breakfast dishes while the kitchen staff prepped for lunch. By the time he’d made it back to the hospital, he found out Pearl was being prepped for surgery.

         Things were more serious than we thought, Carter texted when Ben arrived back in the waiting room. If you want to head home, I can let you know when she’s released. IF she’s released today. It all depends on when the orthopedic surgeon on call has a break in their schedule.

         But Ben felt the urge to stay, to see this thing through and be there for Pearl like he’d said he would.

         Already cleared my calendar for the rest of the day and can move things around tonight if needed, he replied. If it’s okay with you, I’ll hang out until you have news.

         Carter responded immediately. Remind me to buy you a beer next time our paths cross at Midtown.

         Ben laughed. I’ll hold you to it, he texted back. Are you staying with Pearl until then? Can I come check in on her? How about I head down to the cafeteria and grab us both some coffee and something to eat?

         Ben was restless and wanted to do something to help.

         Sure, Carter said. That would be great. I’m sure Pearl would love the company. It’ll give me a chance to check in with the station and make sure everything’s okay over there.

         So Ben made his way to the cafeteria and did as he’d promised. He also stopped at the gift shop and picked up a few Get Well balloons to hopefully brighten up the otherwise sterile room.

         It turned out to be another few hours before the surgery actually took place, and by then, Ben was all in.

         “I’m not leaving until it’s done,” he’d said as Pearl was wheeled out the door, Carter following her to the operating room. “Want to make sure all went well. And who knows? You might still need a ride home.” He winked at Pearl, knowing that she was likely spending the night at this point.

         And then he’d headed back to the waiting room, made himself as comfortable as he could in one of the waiting room chairs, and…waited.

         Apparently that waiting turned into him nodding off. What could he say? Doing stuff for others—the whole not being selfish thing—was draining, physically and emotionally. Even if Pearl didn’t put him on a pedestal, she was like a grandmother to him. For a guy who had put said emotions on hold for not only the past six months but also since his father received his own diagnosis, this whole putting-his-energy-into-caring-about-others thing was going to take some getting used to. What better way to do so than with a nice, long nap?

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Charlotte North stood in line at her favorite New York City bodega, grateful she was on time enough that said line wasn’t yet out the door. She waited in the narrow space between the magazines and newspapers and the wall-to-wall selection of candy in front of the checkout counter. She could smell the coffee, but what she really needed was to taste it. Or have someone inject it into her veins. But the coffee in her insulated thermos, which she’d just filled to the brim, was still too hot to drink. By the time she found a seat on the subway, it would be ready for the perfect first sip, but oh how she needed that perfect first sip now—or ten minutes ago.

         She’d been home from Meadow Valley for a week already, but somehow it still felt like she was on California time. Or maybe, despite her best judgment, she still longed for lazy mornings and a warm body she could wake up next to.

         She shook her head and quietly scoffed at herself.

         Sharing her bed was not something Charlotte did regularly. Not for lack of enjoying such activities but because such activities did not fit into her routine. And she certainly relied on routine.

         Today, she told herself. Today my life will get back in sync.

         And she’d stop thinking about how good it felt to forget about the real world for a while.

         Or how good it felt when a certain cowboy did certain things to her that made the real world so easy to forget.

         “It’s dark when I wake up in the morning and dark when I get home from work. Why is daylight saving time a thing?” a woman asked from behind her. “Also, I already finished my scone. Do you think they’ll still charge me?”

         It was the same opening to almost every morning conversation.

         Charlotte looked over her shoulder and smiled at Vicki, a woman who lived in the same neighborhood and ran on a similar schedule. They rode the same train to work, but Vicki got off two stops earlier.

         “How were the boys this morning?” Charlotte asked, inquiring about Vicki’s twin sons. She knew about her bodega buddy’s family life not because she’d asked but because Vicki was the kind of person who told you everything whether you wanted her to or not. Charlotte—not great at small talk—was always grateful for someone who could carry the entire conversation. All it took was one question, and Vicki took care of the rest.

         “Still sleeping when I left, thank goodness,” she said. “One of these days, I’m going to talk my clients into afternoon instead of morning appointments, but that’ll have to wait until Bill can change his schedule so he can pick the boys up after school.” She sighed, then tucked her mermaid-colored hair—a mixture of varied shades of blue and purple—behind her ear. “Don’t do the whole married-with-kids thing, Char. You won’t know which way is up.” Then she held up her index finger and shook her head. “Scratch that. Do it. Do it all because it’s the best ever, but make sure you have a Bill—not my Bill, of course—to remind you which way is up when you forget. Or where your missing phone is when it’s already in your hand. That’s why I almost had to skip the coffee and scone and head right to the station. Glad I’m not the only one in a rush.” She laughed, then tapped Charlotte—who’d completely turned around to face her—on the shoulder. “You’re up!”

         Charlotte blew out a breath and spun to face Antonio, the older man who owned the corner shop and made the best pot of coffee this side of Manhattan. Maybe in the entire city.

         “Miss Charlotte!” the man exclaimed. He called every woman Miss. “You’re running late again this morning.”

         She winced and inserted her debit card into the chip reader like she’d done every morning for the past few years.

         “Thanks for noticing,” she said. “Again.”

         Antonio laughed. “Hard not to notice when it’s so unlike you. You’re just so dependable. I can set my watch by your arrival. How do I know what time it is if you’re three to five minutes late?” he teased.

         She narrowed her eyes at his smartwatch. “The internet makes sure you don’t forget.”

         But Antonio wasn’t entirely off base. Charlotte was never late. At least, she hadn’t been up until this transitional week. Not for years. She hadn’t taken time off since medical school, which was fine by her, because time off meant time away from routine, and time away from routine just got her out of sync. Like now. But part of her contract with Children’s Pediatrics and Dentistry was that practitioners were required to take their four weeks of paid vacation, plus a generous helping of personal days, though preferably not all at once.

         “A burned out doctor is not what our patients need,” Dr. Nowak—one of the two managing partners of the practice—explained upon asking Charlotte to sign on the dotted line, which she’d done happily. Squeezing in those four weeks before the end of the year wasn’t easy. Even knowing she’d lose the days if she didn’t use them, Charlotte had yet to be successful. But when your boss finally says, “Take some time off before I change the lock on the office door,” you book a last-minute trip to see your favorite person in the whole world—your gran. And you meet a man you never intended to meet who maybe let you forget about routine for a while but who never made you a cup of coffee as good as Antonio’s—or at all.

         But Ben Callahan did make her wonder what it would be like to wake up on the regular with a warm body pressed to hers rather than rolling over onto cold sheets. Not his warm body, of course. Ben Callahan didn’t do on the regular.

         Then again, neither did she.

         “Miss Charlotte?” Antonio asked, snapping her back to the present.

         “What? Sorry. Still on vacation time. I won’t be late again!”

         He waved her off. “It’s good to have you back, Miss Charlotte. See you tomorrow morning?” he asked, his thick salt and pepper brows raised.

         “And the morning after that,” she said. “And the morning after that.”

         
              

         

         Charlotte’s phone buzzed as she unlocked the office—she was the first one in as usual. She liked the fifteen to twenty minutes she got to herself to get her bearings before the phone started ringing off the hook with the latest child ailments of the day.

         
            Mom: Look at this view! The bride and groom are going to look AMAZING with this in the background.

         

         Attached to the message was a photo of a castle on a cliff overlooking the sea.

         Amazing, Charlotte texted back.

         
            Mom: One of these days you’ll take a vacation and come with us on location! You don’t know what you’re missing!

            It’s Dunnottar Castle. We’re doing photos here first and then heading over to Stonehaven. Wish you were here. Dad says hi. Mwah!

         

         And then the texts stopped.

         This was pretty much how she communicated with her parents these days, via text across international date lines. They were free spirits, wedding photographers who traveled the globe to capture clients’ destination weddings. Their daughter? Not so much.

         What was wrong with a little structure, with always knowing what came next?

         “Nothing,” Charlotte mumbled to her phone as she made her way behind the front desk and into her small office.

         She took off her winter jacket and exchanged it for the white coat she wore to see patients. Then she pulled her planner out of her bag and opened it to the pocket where she’d tucked away the picture she printed the night before, the one of her and Gran that she’d taken at the Meadow Valley Inn the morning before she left. She taped it onto the wall next to the one of both her grandparents, when Gramps was still alive, and sighed as her throat tightened.

         And then she flat-out laughed.

         Belly laughed.

         Because while she and her grandmother stood in front of the inn, arms around each other’s waists as Chief Burnett snapped the photo with Charlotte’s phone, there was Ben Callahan sitting on the porch swing, one cowboy boot crossed over the other and his Cattleman tilted up. He was staring straight at her, a devilish grin spread across his face.

         “Photobomber!” she said, still laughing, the tightness in her throat dissipating.

         Ben Callahan might not be any more than a fond memory of the one time Charlotte let go of the real world and the stresses that went along with it, but he was a memory that made her smile, even when she wanted to cry.

         The office phone rang, and she blew out a breath. She heard someone answer it up front, which meant the day had officially begun.

         “Dr. North?” she heard a few moments later on her office phone’s intercom.

         “I’m here, Patti,” she responded to their office assistant.

         “Kyle Scanlan is on his way in. Mom thinks it’s another ear infection. I’ll grab his chart and put it on the door of exam room one.”

         “Thanks, Patti,” she said.

         Ear infection. Good. Well, not good for poor Kyle Scanlan. But good to start the day with something easy, routine, and fixable.

         
              

         

         By lunch—and it was a late one today—Charlotte finally felt like her week was back on track. She collapsed into one of the chairs in the breakroom and waited for her frozen meal to do its thing in the microwave.

         “Dr. North?” Patti’s voice came through on the intercom, and Charlotte picked up the phone that was on the wall.

         “Hi, Patti,” she said.

         “Sorry to interrupt your lunch. But there’s a call for you on line one. Someone named Carter Bowen.”

         Charlotte’s heart sank. She’d just seen her cousin in Meadow Valley. And while she loved him dearly, they weren’t the chat-on-the-phone type of cousins. Charlotte wasn’t the chat-on-the-phone type of person. Period.

         So why was he calling her now, especially on her office line?

         She took a steadying breath, trying not to remember the time years ago when an unexpected call from Meadow Valley had carried with it the worst kind of news.

         “Thanks, Patti,” she said, a lump already forming in her throat.

         Receiver pressed to her ear, Charlotte pressed the blinking button for line one.

         “Carter!” she said with forced cheer. “Miss me already?”

         “Your cell is on Do Not Disturb, isn’t it?” he asked.

         “Um…yes. I’m at work. Hi to you too?”

         “It’s Pearl,” he said without any further explanation. No smile in his voice. Just the two words she dreaded the most.

         “What?” she asked, her voice breaking on that one word.

         “She’s okay,” he added. “Sorry. I should have led with that. Or maybe hello. I’m just outside her room while she talks to the doctor, and I don’t want her to hear me…”

         Charlotte let out an exasperated groan.

         “Jesus, Lieutenant. You’re a paramedic. You’re supposed to have better bedside manner than that!”

         Her cousin laughed, which meant whatever happened to Gran wasn’t so bad that Carter couldn’t laugh.

         “She told me not to call you,” he said. “And when Pearl tells you not to do something and you still do it, there’s usually hell to pay.”

         “Carter? Carter, get back in here and tell them I’m not spending the night in the hospital when I have a perfectly good bed—a much more comfortable bed—at the inn.”

         Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of her grandmother’s voice.

         “See?” he said. “It’s like she can see through the damned wall.”

         “Carter,” Charlotte said. “Tell me what happened.”

         “Right,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper now. “She was on a ladder trimming branches in that overgrown tree in front of the inn, and she fell. Broken wrist, ankle, and a few lacerations. But she’s going to be fine.”

         Charlotte swallowed and reminded herself that she was a doctor. When it came to stuff like this, so much could be fixed. That was why she’d gotten into medicine in the first place.

         “I’ll come back,” she blurted. “To Meadow Valley. The practice won’t love it, but I still have a little more vacation time I need to get rid of. They’ll understand. I’ll come back, make sure she gets home okay, and spend a few days helping her adjust.”

         Carter was quiet for several long seconds.

         “The ankle break is too severe to be set without surgery,” he finally said. “They’re prepping her now.” Another pause. “Char…The wrist alone would have been bad enough. But the ankle? A bone break like that on a woman her age? She’ll be in a wheelchair for at least six weeks, possibly two months.”

         Two months. The words hung in the air while neither of them spoke.

         “If you tell her I told you, I’ll deny it,” Carter said with a soft laugh. “But this is big, and I didn’t want to keep it from you. Of course, I’ll keep you posted on how everything goes, and we’ll figure out getting her help at the inn even though she claims she’ll be back at it this time tomorrow. We’ve got it under control.”

         Charlotte shook her head and let out a small laugh. Gran was stubbornly independent. Charlotte should know. She took after the woman.

         “I’m coming back,” she said again. “For however long it takes. I’ll figure it out on my end and get on the first flight out of New York I can find.”

         “Whoa,” Carter said. “That is not why I called. If she gets out of surgery and finds you here—”

         “She’ll be relieved,” Charlotte said. “She’d never admit it, but she needs more help than anyone there can give her part-time. Again, the practice won’t love it, but I have a couple weeks left. The other five or six weeks, I don’t know. I’ll take it unpaid, extend my contract, whatever I need to do. But I’m coming back to take care of Gran and the inn, and there’s nothing you can say to change that.”

         Charlotte wasn’t able to do a thing to save her grandfather from the heart attack that took his life, but she could make sure that Pearl didn’t put herself at risk again.

         Carter laughed. “You’re worse than she is, aren’t you?” he asked.

         Charlotte smiled. “I learned from the best.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Oh my God. Where is she?”

         Ben heard the woman’s voice, but it didn’t register that she might be talking to him. So he readjusted his hat over his eyes and went back to sleeping off his feelings.

         “Hey!”

         He heard the voice again, and this time it came with a kick to the toe of his boot. He took his time straightening and pushing the brim of his hat up so he could see who his assailant was.

         “Doc?” he said, calling Dr. Charlotte North by the nickname he’d given her when they’d enjoyed a no-strings-attached fling—his favorite kind—before she’d gone back to New York and he’d gone back to life as he knew it.

         His vision registered the disheveled auburn ponytail and the wildness in her green eyes. He’d spent weeks being the cause of such wildness, but this was different. Especially since he was pretty sure he’d been in the hospital waiting room this whole time and not in bed with Pearl Sweeney’s granddaughter.

         Then it clicked. “Oh, damn. Pearl. I’m sorry. I just—”

         “Fell asleep while my gran was in surgery?”

         Ben sat bolt upright. “I was just going to shut my eyes for five minutes. Twenty tops.” He chuckled. “Guess the day took a lot more out of me than I thought.”

         Waking up to her though…He’d done it before, but seeing her now felt…he felt…

         Charlotte crossed her arms. “My grandmother broke bones that needed to be surgically set, and you’re laughing?”

         He stood. “No. Shoot. Doc, that’s not what I meant.” He reached for the hand that gripped her rolling suitcase with white knuckles, but she snatched it away.

         Okay. He deserved that. He could see how things might look, but he was here, at the hospital, waiting to make sure her grandmother was okay. If he could just explain…

         He opened his mouth to do that, but she didn’t give him the chance.

         “Carter said she’s in recovery.” She lifted her chin and smoothed out nonexistent wrinkles in her clothes. “I just need to read her chart and verify what he relayed to me, and then everything will be fine.”

         “Doc,” he said softly. He had this sudden urge to make sure she was okay, but she shook her head.

         “Call me Charlotte, please. I need to go see her and make sure she knows there’s nothing to worry about. I cleared it with my practice. I’m taking a two-month leave of absence until she’s back on her feet.”

         And she spun on her heel and left, abandoning their conversation and her suitcase.

         He grabbed the handle and wheeled it after her, but before he could catch up, she was already hightailing it into the nearest elevator.

         That went well.

         He glanced out the waiting room window and saw that it was pitch dark outside, so he pulled out his phone and finally checked the time.

         “Eleven-thirty?” he said aloud and then laughed. “She’s pissed that I was sleeping thirty minutes before midnight?”

         He shook his head at no one in particular. She was out of sorts. He got that. And he guessed he wasn’t the first person she expected to see upon arrival.

         It wasn’t like he was prepared to see Charlotte North again so soon either. Or under such circumstances. And was it bad that while she’d yelled at him he thought about the last time he’d heard her—uh—speak with a raised voice? It had been her last night in town. And maybe a time or two the morning after. He wasn’t going to send her back to New York without a reminder of the best part of her stay in Meadow Valley.

         Maybe after things with Pearl were settled, he could show her a good time again.

         He shrugged and turned toward the exit door, pausing before he left to glance at his buzzing phone. It was Carter.

         
            Are you still here? My cousin said she saw you. They’re obviously keeping her overnight for observation. Sorry I forgot to tell you when surgery was done. Just one of those days, you know? Will keep you posted about a ride home after she’s released tomorrow if you’re still up for it.

         

         No problem, Ben texted back. And tell your cousin when she’s ready, I’ll drop by the inn with her suitcase. She left it in the ER waiting room. And before you say you’ll come grab it, I’d like to be the one to deliver it straight to the owner. I’m wide awake now, so I’ll be up for a while.

         He strolled through the door and out into the brisk, dark night.

         It had only been a week since she’d left Meadow Valley, but seeing Charlotte again—today—it felt a little like a sign.

         Their time together had been great. No, scratch that. It had been damned near spectacular. Head clearing and distracting but…the thing was, the thrill of seeing her unexpectedly should have only awakened feelings a bit below the belt. But it hadn’t. Okay it had, but there was something else.

         He paused when he got to his truck and blew out a steadying breath. Then he shook his head and laughed.

         Slow your roll, Callahan.

         This something else was nothing more than the culmination of his medical news on top of Doc—Charlotte—arriving here after receiving the news about Pearl. Coincidence. Not a sign. He threw the suitcase into the bed of his truck and absently whistled a tune.

         A two-month leave of absence, huh? He guessed the good doctor would be looking for another distraction, and who better for the job than a man who was newly in the service of doing for others?

         Because oh the things he could do to—er, for—her.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Charlotte sat in the chair of her grandmother’s hospital room and stared at the sleeping woman. Gran was okay, but it was going to be a long road to recovery.

         Maybe she shouldn’t have lashed out at Ben like that, but she needed to be angry at someone. She couldn’t be angry at her mother for being MIA because she’d followed up her gig photographing a wedding in Scotland with a thirtieth anniversary vow renewal in Salzburg. Her mother and grandmother hadn’t seen eye to eye since Charlotte’s father had lured her mother away from Meadow Valley, first to L.A. and then to the farthest reaches of the world—as long as the happy couple was equally happy to pay their fee. And when her mother couldn’t make it back to the States in time after Gramps died, the rift between the two had only grown wider.

         Charlotte had played the middle ever since, trying to coax her mom back to Meadow Valley for at least a short visit while also trying to coax Gran to text or call her daughter to let her know she still thought of her.

         “A relationship can survive physical distance,” Pearl would say, “but not emotional absence. And your mother’s been gone longer than she’s been overseas.”

         Yet that was how Charlotte had survived since they’d all lost Gramps. Emotional distance. Solving the problems she could—with science and medicine and clear-cut answers.

         What would Charlotte say when Gran woke up? “Mom sends her love from Austria. Sorry she can’t be here after you almost killed yourself.”

         She exhaled and closed her eyes. Her neighbor back in New York, Megan, tried talking Charlotte into joining her meditation class, but Charlotte always found an excuse to decline. Mostly it was due to time, and mostly that was the truth. But the other truth was that it was simply easier to do her own thing, to read her medical research journals and stay connected to a world that made sense. A world that had hypotheses and experiments. Conclusions and answers. Plus, as far as meditation was concerned, there was an app for that—several, actually. And each one she’d tried using—which she hated to admit was probably a few more than several—had failed. Miserably. It was like she thrived on stress. Not that she wanted to. She simply didn’t know how to relax. But she could really use some de-stressing right now.

         She opened one of her many meditation apps and followed the first direction, which was simply to focus on her breathing as she attempted to tune out the hustle and bustle of the medical staff outside the door.

         Inhale…exhale…inhale…exhale…

         Still inhaling and exhaling, she heard her alarm on her phone go off—not here in Gran’s hospital room but in her memory.

         Wait. It was working? It never worked. This had to be some sort of fluke, but it was a fluke she needed, so she followed the thread.

         She was in a bed, rationalizing that if she didn’t open her eyes, then it wouldn’t really be morning. And if it wasn’t morning, it meant her vacation wasn’t over, that she wasn’t heading from Meadow Valley all the way back to New York City. Not that she didn’t love New York. She did. She missed her bodega with the best coffee, the cacophony of horns honking, morning commuters shouting into their wireless earpieces, and the ridiculously handsome stranger in the three-piece suit who always got on at the stop after hers and somehow ended up in her train car. They never spoke and likely never would, but the routine of it—the familiarity of her entire morning commute—comforted her.

         The alarm sounded again. Or maybe she’d set a second one so she wouldn’t miss her flight. But—ugh—just a few more minutes before dealing with the real world. She threw a pillow over her face to block out the morning light.

         She felt the covers pull away from her side, and warm lips pressed a kiss to her naked hip. It was the kind of kiss that definitely melted a girl’s worries away—or turned them into something steamy.

         She hummed with delight, then fumbled for her phone on the nightstand, silencing it for good.

         Kisses trailed up her side, dangerously close to her now-exposed breast, and a strong hand gently uncovered her face so those same warm lips could find hers.

         “I’m gonna be late,” she said, her voice half pout and half purr.

         But Charlotte North didn’t do anything by accident, which meant she’d worked in enough time for a little of this when she’d set her alarms last night.

         She finally opened her eyes, squinting against the morning sun sneaking in through the shuttered windows. And there he was—Ben Callahan—her cowboy. Well, her vacation cowboy. She didn’t have time for much else, and lucky for her, her cowboy was on a permanent vacation from anything resembling a relationship. It had made for a perfect escape from reality, and after today there’d be a whole country between them.

         “Do you want to be late?” Ben asked, his dark hair sticking up at all angles, his jaw covered in scruff.

         She propped herself up on her elbow and tousled his already tousled locks.

         Looking at him, at those mischievous blue eyes, she wanted to be all kinds of late. She wanted to miss her plane. She wanted to prolong the fantasy as long as she could.

         “I could be late,” she said. “As long as I’m not keeping you from anything.”

         He glanced at his naked wrist and then grinned that devilish grin that had gotten her into this same situation—the day they’d met.

         “Nothing important on the docket today other than making sure I put a smile on your face that lasts the whole flight home.”

         He pulled her on top of him, and she yelped with laughter.

         “Just like that, Doc,” he said.

         She rolled her eyes and pretended the nickname annoyed her. And it would have if anyone else had said it, but Ben somehow made it sound sweet, sincere, and almost real.

         It might have been the closest thing to a relationship she’d ever had. But it wasn’t real.

         He kissed her, and she forgot what she was thinking.

         Kisses were good like that.

         Charlotte hummed softly.

         Someone cleared their throat, the sound most definitely coming from outside her meditation-induced memory.

         Oh God. Had she hummed out loud? Did it sound like—

         “You awake there, cuz?” a voice whisper-shouted.

         Her eyes flew open to find her cousin Carter standing in Pearl’s doorway.

         “Yes!” she whispered back, then stood and tiptoed to the door, grateful she hadn’t woken her grandmother with her hum. Moan? WHAT DID CARTER HEAR?

         “Must have been a good dream,” he said with a grin.

         She backhanded him on the shoulder. “Cut me some slack. I just flew across the country worried out of my head. And it’s”—she glanced at her watch—“almost midnight. Which means for me it’s about three a.m.”

         Carter held his hands up in a peace offering. “I will say nothing else about whatever—or whoever—you were dreaming about.” He laughed and then mimed zipping his lips. “And you? Worried? That’s a first.”

         Thank the stars for his discretion—and for a familiar face when everything else felt like chaos.

         “I’m not worried. Not anymore now that I know Gran is in the best possible hands. The surgeons did a great job. And she’s resting comfortably. While I wish circumstances were otherwise, all is right with the world—or will be in a couple of months.”

         Carter laughed. “Do you read your patients’ charts to wind down at the end of the night? Or do you just snuggle up with the New England Journal of Medicine and call it a day?”

         Charlotte glanced down at the chair in which she’d been meditating—at the medical journal that had been splayed on her chest. “If you must know, it’s Pediatric Allergy and Immunology these days. The office is going to start doing allergy testing after the first of the year, so I want to make sure I—”

         “Know everything about everything?” Carter teased. “You’re still you.”

         Charlotte rolled her eyes, but she actually enjoyed her cousin’s teasing and the familiarity of being in a place where people got her.

         Before coming out for the fall festival, Charlotte had only seen Carter a handful of times since they were kids, their paths crossing when they’d both visit Meadow Valley in the summer—him traveling all the way from Houston and her from L.A. Somehow Meadow Valley had reeled him in though. Or maybe it was his fiancée, Ivy Serrano, who had done that. She guessed it was a combination of the two. For Charlotte, this had only ever been a place to visit. Now she had to find a way to make it home for the next six to eight weeks.

         Carter grabbed Pearl’s chart from the door and nodded toward Charlotte.

         “You already read it, I assume?” he asked.

         She shook her head. “Didn’t have to. Dr. Alvarez and her nurses filled me in as soon as I got up here. Dual fractures in the ankle, both pinned in place during surgery.” Her foot was wrapped in a soft splint and bandage to manage the post-surgery swelling. “She told me I have to bring Gran back in a week for the plaster cast. The wrist, luckily, was set without surgery, but it was still a bad break. They want her in a sling so she doesn’t get overconfident and start using her hand before she should.”

         Carter smiled. “Sounds like Doc knows who she’s dealing with.”

         Charlotte’s eyes widened at her cousin’s use of Doc and hoped he didn’t notice. She’d been so cold to Ben in the ER, but in her defense, he was sleeping when he should have been…what? It made sense now. He’d been there waiting for Pearl, which meant he’d been there to help. She just hadn’t been mentally prepared for him to be the first person she saw. Not that there was any way to prepare for seeing your vacation fling asleep in an emergency waiting room because he was worried about your grandmother too.

         “Hello? Charlotte? Did you hear anything I just said?”

         She blinked and saw Carter’s hand waving in front of her face.

         “What? No. Sorry. Guess I got caught up in thinking about what could have happened. She’s really lucky, you know?”

         Carter nodded. “She is, but she’s not going to feel so lucky being confined to a wheelchair. That’s what I was saying when you zoned out. There’s no way she can use crutches or even a cane without her right hand. She can’t do any of the cooking for the inn let alone run the place. Are you sure you know what you’re in for?”

         Charlotte forced a smile and nodded. “The inn’s kitchen has a microwave, right?” She let out a nervous laugh. When Carter called her earlier today, he’d assured her Gran’s injuries weren’t life-threatening, but he’d also made it clear that Pearl was in no shape for her day-to-day duties at the inn and that she wouldn’t be for quite some time.

         Pearl was it for Charlotte—the one constant in her life that wasn’t work or routine. Even if Gran was 3,000 miles away, she was the closest relationship in Charlotte’s life. Gran was her person, and Charlotte hadn’t thought twice about dropping everything to help her—which meant she really hadn’t thought this through. Leaving her job and her stable life to run an inn? What the hell was she thinking? She couldn’t cook, and she certainly didn’t know how to fold a fitted sheet or…or even register guests.

         Seriously. What had she done?

         Carter winced. “Pearl has a small cooking staff. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Just in case, though, I’ll see if Casey from Midtown Tavern can stop by tomorrow and give you a few pointers. Just try not to let Pearl know if you start serving pub fare. She’ll flip.”

         Charlotte laughed, for real this time. “If it’s between that and my favorite Trader Joe’s meal for one, I’m guessing she’d prefer the pub fare. You think Pearl will be relieved or even more worried when she finds out I’m her temporary replacement?”

         Carter laughed too. “You’ll be fine,” he insisted. “Also, the nearest Trader Joe’s is close to two hours away, so you’re probably going to have to make some changes to your diet staples.” Carter glanced at his watch and then back at Charlotte. “Okay. You’ve been up for almost twenty-four hours. We need to get you to the inn.”

         “Oh my God,” Charlotte said. “What time does breakfast start? What do I need to do? Who do I need to call?”

         Carter placed a hand on her shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ve got tomorrow covered. Let me take you home so you can get settled and sleep. You don’t need to worry about anything other than getting some rest.”

         Instinctively, Charlotte reached for her suitcase. Suddenly, she realized it hadn’t been there since she’d made it to Pearl’s room.

         “Oh my God,” she said.

         “What?” Carter’s brow furrowed.

         “My suitcase. All my things. I wheeled it into the ER, and I have no idea what happened after that.”

         Carter grinned.

         “Ben Callahan texted me. Said he grabbed it when you left it behind and that he’ll swing by the inn and bring it to you whenever you get there.”

         She cleared her throat. “Well…text him and tell him he can drop it off now…before I get there.”

         Carter shook his head. “No can do. He said he wouldn’t feel right handing it over to anyone but the owner. But I’ll call him and tell him you’re on your way.” He raised a brow. “I’m guessing the guy wants to see you. Hey, that’s not who you were— I mean, when you were dreaming just before…”

         “Of course not!” she lied.

         Her throat tightened. She sure did enjoy seeing him in her mind’s eye, but that was all she had time for. No distractions this time around. No leaving reality at the door. She was here to play caretaker for her grandmother and for all the patrons and employees at the Meadow Valley Inn.

         She swallowed. “Oh my God, Carter. What did I sign up for?”

         He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “You signed up to do a really good thing for someone who needs you. And don’t worry. You’ve got an entire town to support you. Take it from someone who less than two years ago was an outsider too. Now this place is more of a home to me than Houston ever was.”

         She nodded. “So everyone welcomed you with open arms as soon as you got here?”

         He shook his head. “Oh hell no! A probie in my company tried to run me out of town. Took getting trapped under a burning ceiling beam in Mrs. Davis’s old house to set things right, but it’s been smooth sailing ever since.”

         A burning ceiling beam? How had she not heard about this?

         “Have you ever given a pep talk before?” Charlotte asked. “Because that one sucked.”

         Carter laughed. Pearl stirred in her bed, but she didn’t wake.

         Charlotte shushed him, and they moved farther down the hall from her grandmother’s doorway.

         Carter brought up Ben Callahan’s number on his phone’s screen and initiated the call. He put it on speaker, and Charlotte held her breath. Why? She had no idea. But she was well aware that she was neither inhaling nor exhaling as she listened along with her cousin.

         Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring.

         “Hey. It’s Ben. You know what to do.”

         Beep.

         Carter groaned. “Thought you said you’d still be up, Callahan. I’m taking Charlotte to the inn. I’ll make sure she has what she needs for the night, but if you could swing by with her suitcase in the morning…” He glanced at his cousin and winced. “You know what? Make that early afternoon. Thanks, Ben.”

         Charlotte scoffed. “Early afternoon? What am I supposed to do without my stuff until early afternoon?”

         Carter shrugged. “Sleep. Pearl has toiletry type stuff for purchase, right? We’ll grab you a toothbrush and some toothpaste. Maybe even a Meadow Valley Inn T-shirt for you to wear to bed. You’re set until tomorrow. Maybe next time think twice about storming off without your suitcase.”

         Her mouth dropped open. “How do you know I stormed?” she asked, incredulous.

         Carter raised a brow.

         “Okay. Maybe I stormed. I was— And he was—” But there was no use in arguing. Her cousin was right. The inn had what she needed to make it through the night, and chances were she would sleep past noon, if her body even remembered how to do such a thing.

         She blew out a long breath. “Fine. Let’s go. But if he calls you back before we get there, we’re going to the ranch for my stuff. Okay?”

         Carter crossed his heart. “Scout’s honor.”

         She laughed. “You were never a Boy Scout.”

         “Fire lieutenant’s honor, then. That’s gotta hold some weight.”

         He put his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close. “It’s good to have you back, cuz,” he said and kissed the top of her head. Then he gave her a warm smile, and the weight of the day lifted, if only slightly. His dark auburn hair matched hers, a reminder that while they hadn’t been close growing up, they were family. The next two months were not going to be easy. But she had support. She could do this.

         They paused outside Pearl’s door, and Carter nodded toward his sleeping aunt. “She didn’t want to ask too much of her employees, but they rallied as soon as they all learned how bad the fall was. They’ve got your back. And so do I.”

         Charlotte pressed her lips together and tried to smile back. She could swab a reluctant child’s tonsils like nobody’s business, diagnose an ear infection in seconds, and administering vaccinations? Please. She could do it without her patient shedding one tear.

         But running an inn? No clue. And she only had one afternoon and evening to figure out how to do it. By the time Gran came home tomorrow, Charlotte wanted her to see the Meadow Valley Inn as the same well-oiled machine she’d left it the day before.

         “Okay. Let’s go,” she said. “Time to sleep off this day and then give myself a crash course in the art of hospitality.”

         “In that case,” Carter said, “your chariot awaits.”

         
              

         

         Charlotte startled awake and for a moment didn’t know where she was. Then the familiar layout of the room—the bed facing the bathroom, her clothes from yesterday balled up on the dresser—sunk in, and she let out a breath.

         She grabbed her phone from the night table and looked at the screen.

         1:10 p.m.

         But she’d set an alarm for eight—and had likely shut it off in her sleep-deprived state. She knew she wasn’t expected to get to work this morning, but sleeping the day away was unacceptable. She could be learning. She could be getting to know the staff. She could be…

         She sprang out of bed and realized she was wearing nothing but a Meadow Valley Inn T-shirt and her underwear.

         A knock sounded on the door, and she gasped, promptly forgetting her attire as she ran to open it.

         A knot tightened in her stomach.

         There stood Ben Callahan—cowboy hat on his head and devil-may-care grin spread across his face.

         “Mornin’, Doc. Or should I say, good afternoon?” he asked, tipping the brim of his hat up with a flick of his finger. “Fancy seeing you here. Love the outfit, by the way.”

         She crossed her arms over her chest, but her shirt rode up. Then she crossed them over her knees but realized that hid nothing. So she promptly slammed the door shut, raced over to the dresser, and grabbed her wrinkled pants. Then she ran her fingers through her hair, pulled it into a ponytail, and groaned.

         He’s seen you first thing in the morning before, she reminded herself. It was just usually post-orgasm that she looked so disheveled, which meant he was happy no matter what her appearance. Now though? And after she yelled at him last night?

         She groaned, ran into the bathroom so she could splash some water on her face and brush her teeth, and was back at the door in—she guessed—less than two minutes after having slammed it.

         There he stood, still grinning, and he had the audacity to wink at her.

         “Take two?” he asked.

         She tried to ignore how sexy he looked standing there with her luggage no worse for wear beside him—or how it was sort of nice of him to have taken care of her suitcase in the first place. It also didn’t help that her attempt at meditation turned into a replay of their last morning in bed together. The time they spent together was a fantasy—a really fun fantasy both of them always knew was going to end. She wasn’t on vacation anymore. She didn’t have time for fantasies or fun or…cowboys.

         “Thanks for bringing my suitcase,” she said coolly, reaching for the handle.

         Ben slapped a palm down over said handle at the same time so that she grabbed his hand rather than the case.

         She sucked in a sharp breath and pulled her hand away.

         “Come on, Doc. Aren’t you going to invite me inside?” He tilted his head down just a notch to meet her eyes. Charlotte was tall at five foot eight, but Ben still had at least half a foot on her. He was a strong physical presence, but she was strong too. She could resist his charm, his use of that silly nickname she’d never admit she liked. But nicknames were personal. They evoked connection, and although their bodies had connected on more than one occasion, those occasions were behind them. In the past. They would not be connecting again.

         “Please,” she said, trying not to sound cold. “Call me Charlotte. We’re not— I mean, we don’t…you know…anymore.”

         He grinned. “Is the good doctor tongue-tied?”

         She groaned. “No, it’s just that yesterday was a long day, and I’m still catching up. I don’t have it in me to argue with you right now.”

         “Are we arguing? I wasn’t aware. I thought we were having fun. You remember fun, right? And I didn’t mean to sound like an insensitive jackass. Couldn’t forget about your grandmother if I tried. I’d have asked how she was doing, but Carter filled me
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