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Chapter 1
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William Gates stood in front of the full-length mahogany mirror in his Waxahachie master bathroom, gripping the edges of the marble vanity until his knuckles turned pale. He stared directly at his reflection, smoothing the front of his fitted dark-wash jeans and tugging down on the hem of a casual grey shirt. He reached up, lightly running two fingers over his neatly trimmed mustache and beard, making sure not a single hair was out of place. His ocean-blue eyes reflected pure, unadulterated anxiety.

At forty-one years old, William was the Chief Executive Officer of a thriving Dallas petroleum company pulling in a comfortable quarter of a million dollars a year. He could walk into a board room of seasoned executives and negotiate multi-million-dollar land leases without a single muscle in his face twitching. He could handle corporate pressure, volatile markets, and high-stakes investments in his sleep.

Yet right now, his hands were trembling over a pair of leather loafers.

"You have lost your absolute mind, William," he muttered under his breath, shaking his head at the man in the mirror. "She is twenty-three years old. Twenty-three! You were in college when she was learning her ABCs."

He leaned closer to the glass, examining the faint laugh lines near the corners of his eyes. He was six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and in peak physical condition from his six-mile morning runs and daily two-to-three-hour gym sessions before work. He lived well. He had a five-bedroom, three-bathroom home with a pool and Jacuzzi in Waxahachie, a Jaguar in the garage, and a Bentley parked right beside it. He was living his best saved, Christian life.

But none of that stopped the wave of self-doubt washing over him. He had never dated anyone as young as Casey. Not even close.

Unable to contain the nervous energy humming in his chest, William grabbed his phone off the marble counter and hit speed dial.

"If you're calling to tell me you canceled on this poor girl, I'm driving over to Waxahachie to take your keys," a deep, calm voice answered on the second ring.

"Leroy, I'm serious," William said, pacing away from the mirror and walking across the hardwood floor toward his bedroom closet. "I'm standing here looking at myself in the mirror right now asking if I'm about to make a complete fool out of myself. Have I lost my mind falling for a twenty-three-year-old?"

Dr. Leroy Vance let out a heavy, amused sigh over the line. "William, take a breath, man. You matched on a Christian dating app. You didn't pick her up at a night club. Have you guys talked?"

"We spoke on the phone for an hour last night," William admitted, his voice softening slightly before he started pacing again. "She was sharp, funny, grounded... but Leroy, her profile picture on the app... she was wearing these giant, silly star glasses and making a ridiculous face. I was shocked when she even inboxed me back. I was sure she'd look at my age and keep swiping."

"Because you're a good-looking, God-fearing man who actually has his life together," Leroy countered smoothly. "You've been good friends with me for over twenty years, William. I know your heart, and I know your schedule is as crazy as mine. Stop overthinking every detail before you even sit down with the woman. Where are you meeting her again?"

"Dave & Buster's in Arlington," William sighed. "She picked it. Said she wanted somewhere casual so we could play games if the conversation died down."

"Well, go play some games, let your hair down, and stop acting like you're heading into a corporate deposition. Call me after."

"Yeah, yeah. Thanks, Leroy."

William hung up, took a slow, deep breath, and grabbed his keys. He bypassed the Bentley and unlocked the Jaguar, pulling out of his driveway into the North Texas evening.

The Arlington Dave & Buster's was bustling with activity. Loud arcade sounds, neon lights, and the chatter of weekend crowds filled the air. William arrived ten minutes early, standing near the host podium, adjusting his collar for what felt like the twentieth time.

Then he saw her walk through the front double doors.

William’s heart executed an unruly flip inside his chest. Casey Hill was a complete showstopper. Standing at five-foot-two and weighing barely a hundred and five pounds, her dark skin was flawless and glowing under the warm restaurant lights. A crown of soft, defined dark curls framed her face, and as she looked around the room, her deep, unmistakable dimples flashed.

Her outfit caught his eye immediately. She wore fitted blue jeans paired with a crisp white t-shirt, topped with a sharp tailored navy blazer. Dangled around her neck were elegant pearls, and on her wrist rested a stack of gold bangles that made a delightful, musical clinking sound every time she moved her arm. She held a sleek handbag over her shoulder with effortless poise.

She looked up, her dark eyes scanning the crowd until they locked onto his. A radiant, unfiltered smile broke across her face.

As she stepped closer, a rich, heavenly fragrance reached him before she even spoke—a warm, intoxicating blend of sweet vanilla, subtle jasmine, and amber. It literally took his breath away.

"William?" her melodic voice chimed over the ambient music.

"Casey," William said, recovering his composure just in time. He stepped forward to give her a polite, gentle hug. The moment she leaned in, her soft curls brushed against his cheek, and that incredible scent hit his senses again. "It is so good to finally meet you in person."

"Look at you!" Casey beamed, stepping back and holding her hands out. Her gold bangles jingled loudly. "I wasn't sure if you were going to show up in a full corporate suit considering what you do."

William laughed, feeling the tight ball of stress in his stomach immediately melt away. "I promise I know how to dress down when the occasion calls for it. You look stunning, Casey. Beautiful."

"Thank you!" She smiled, her deep dimples cutting clear into her cheeks. "I like a little presentation, you know? A simple white tee and jeans, but make it cute with the pearls and the blazer."

"The whole presentation is fantastic," William said honestly, gesturing toward the dining section. "Shall we grab a table and get some food first?"

"Lead the way, Big Boss."

They were seated in a booth near the edge of the restaurant area. After ordering their food and drinks, Casey leaned both elbows on the table, resting her chin in her small hands as she looked across at him with sharp, intelligent eyes.

"So, William," she began, a playful grin touching her lips. "Tell me the truth. When you saw my ridiculous profile picture on the app with those giant star glasses, what did you actually think?"

William smiled sheepishly, leaning back against the leather booth. "Honestly? I thought, This woman definitely knows how to enjoy life. But I was shocked when you messaged me back so quickly."

Casey tilted her head, her dark curls shifting. "Why shocked?"

"Well... I'm forty-one," William admitted, watching her face closely for any sign of hesitation. "I wasn't sure if a vibrant twenty-three-year-old woman would be interested in someone almost two decades older."

Casey waved her hand dismissively, her bangles clinking against the wooden table. "Age doesn't scare me. I've always been wise beyond my years, and honestly, I've never been interested in boys my own age. They're usually still trying to figure out what they want to do tomorrow, and I like a man who is grounded. I know what I want out of life."

William found himself completely captivated. Her tone was confident, her speech was articulate, and her energy was infectious.

"And what is it that you want out of life, Casey Hill?"

"First and foremost? My relationship with God," she said without a single second of hesitation. Her bright eyes held an unshakeable sincerity. "I love the Lord with all my heart. Being a saved, active Christian isn't just a weekend routine for me; it's my whole foundation. It's a non-negotiable deal-breaker in any relationship. I'm looking to fall in love, get married, build a home centered on Christ, and raise a family."

William felt a swell of profound respect rise in his chest. "Amen to that. That is music to my ears, Casey. God is the absolute center of my life, too. Everything I have—my company, my home, my health—is only by His grace."

Casey smiled warmly. "Where do you go to church?"

"Oak Point Baptist," William replied. "Out off the highway in Dallas."

Casey’s dark eyes widened in total shock. She let out a sweet, high-pitched laugh, clapping her hands together. "No way! Stop lying!"

"I'm dead serious!" William laughed, holding up three fingers. "Oak Point Baptist."

"Pastor Cornelius Stern!" Casey squealed, her dimples sinking deep. "I love that man! How in the world have I never seen you there before?"

"Well, it is a mega-church with thousands of members," William pointed out with a smile. "I usually sit up near the front for early service and head out. What about you?"

"I'm there faithfully every Sunday morning and Wednesday night," Casey explained. "Actually, I work in the finance office on Sundays and Wednesdays. As soon as service ends, I head straight to the back room to help count the offering and prepare the deposit for Monday morning."

"You're kidding," William said, shaking his head at the sheer providence of it. "We've been sitting under the exact same spiritual roof this whole time."

"God's timing is funny like that," Casey said softly, her eyes twinkling as she looked across the table at him.

For the next two hours, dinner felt like it passed in five minutes. They talked about her work as a preschool teacher in Duncanville, her eyes lighting up as she talked about her students—especially a little four-year-old boy named Jaxson who seemed to get into creative mild trouble every single day. William hung onto every word, completely charmed by her expressive hand gestures, her goofy humor, and her sharp mind.

After they finished eating, Casey practically dragged him out toward the arcade floor.

"Come on, Care Bear," she teased, pulling gently on his arm toward the pop-a-shot basketball machines.

William stopped in his tracks, blinking down at her. "Care Bear?"

Casey giggled, her bangles jingling. "Yeah! You look all big and broad and serious on the outside, but you're just a big sweet softie on the inside. Now let's see if you have a jump shot!"

"You're asking for trouble, Casey," William chuckled, stepping up to the arcade lane.

"Here comes trouble, then!" she cheered, dropping coins into both lanes.

They played for another hour, competing fiercely, laughing until their sides hurt. Every time Casey won a round, she would jump slightly in place, her dangling pearls bouncing, her bangles ringing out with pure, uninhibited joy.

When William finally walked her out to her gray Mercedes in the cool night air, he felt lighter than he had in years. The crisp wind blew past them, carrying that divine vanilla-jasmine fragrance straight to him once more.

"I had an amazing time tonight, William," Casey said, standing by her driver's side door, looking up into his ocean-blue eyes.

"So did I, Casey," William said softly, looking at her petite frame, her dark skin glowing under the parking lot lights. "I'd really love to see you again. Can I call you tomorrow?"

"You better," she grinned, her dimples showing strong. She gave him her phone number, got into her Mercedes, and waved before driving off.

William stood by his Jaguar until her taillights disappeared into the Dallas traffic. He climbed into his car, gripped the leather steering wheel, and sat in silence for a moment with an unstoppable, massive smile spreading across his face.

He pulled out his phone and dialed Leroy.

"Did you survive?" Leroy answered.

William let out a quiet, awe-filled laugh, resting his head back against the leather headrest. "Leroy... I'm in trouble. Serious trouble."

"That good, huh?"

"She smelled like absolute heaven, she’s wise beyond her years, she loves the Lord with everything in her... and she goes to Oak Point."

Leroy chuckled warmly over the speaker. "Sounds like God answered a prayer you didn't even know you had, man. Stop overthinking it. Just enjoy the ride."

"Yeah," William whispered, looking out into the Dallas night. "Yeah, brother. I think I will."
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The high-pitched chirp of a whistle echoed through the brightly decorated Duncanville preschool room, followed immediately by the chaotic patter of twenty pairs of tiny sneakers.

Casey Hill stood near the story carpet, wearing a soft lavender sweater, light-wash denim, and a gold pendant necklace. Her dark curls were gathered into a loose claw clip, and her bangles clinked merrily as she clapped her hands in a steady three-beat rhythm.

"Crisscross, applesauce, spoon in the bowl!" Casey sang out, her deep dimples showing clearly as her class scrambled to sit down.

Nineteen four-year-olds dropped to the carpet in a ragged circle. The twentieth—a fiery, wide-eyed little boy in a graphic dinosaur shirt—remained standing near the water table, holding a plastic fire truck dripping wet with soapy water.

"Jaxson," Casey said softly, leaning down so she was at eye level with him. "What did we say about the fire truck being an amphibious vehicle?"

Jaxson looked up, his thumb creeping toward his mouth. "It needed to put out the fire in the sink, Miss Casey."

"The sink doesn't have a fire, sweetie. But your hands do need a towel before we read our afternoon story," she coaxed with a warm, gentle smile. She guided him to the paper towel dispenser, dried his hands, and ushered him to a blue square on the carpet.

Her phone buzzed in her sweater pocket. Casey caught a glimpse of the screen while reaching for a picture book.

––––––––
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Care Bear: Hope Jaxson is keeping his fire engine on dry land today. Have a wonderful afternoon, Dimples. Praying for your peace today.

A soft, uncontrollable smile pulled at the corners of Casey’s lips. She felt a warm glow bloom in her chest. For the past three weeks since their date at Dave & Buster's, William had checked in on her like clockwork every single morning and afternoon. He sent scripture verses at six in the morning before his runs, and thoughtful, funny check-ins right as her preschool day wrapped up.

She quickly typed back while the children settled down:

––––––––
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Casey: He literally just tried to submerge it in the sink! You called it! See you tonight, Care Bear.

At six o'clock that evening, the heavy glass doors of Oak Point Baptist Church opened to admit a steady stream of members for Wednesday night prayer meeting and Bible study.

William Gates walked through the main foyer, his six-foot frame looking commanding in a crisp navy button-down shirt and grey slacks. He carried a small leather-bound notebook and his Bible under one arm. His ocean-blue eyes subtly scanned the vast foyer, sweeping past the grand pillars and the bustling coffee shop area.

He caught a faint, unmistakable drift of vanilla and jasmine before he even saw her.

William turned his head toward the wide hallway leading to the church administrative suites. Casey walked out holding a stack of manila folders, talking animatedly to another young woman who was visibly pregnant. Casey’s laughter rang out over the hallway chatter, her bangles jingling softly as she made a dramatic point with her hand.

William’s heart executed its now-accustomed flutter. He slowed his stride, his gaze locking onto her.

As if sensing his eyes on her, Casey looked up. Her eyes lit up instantly. Her deep dimples cut into her dark skin as a radiant smile spread across her face. She paused her conversation, gave her friend a quick tap on the shoulder, and stepped toward him.

"Well, well. Look who made it out to Wednesday service," Casey teased, stopping a few feet away. She was wearing a cream-colored knit top that complemented her dark skin gorgeously, paired with tailored black pants and dangling pearl earrings.

William’s pulse quickened. The urge to step forward, wrap his arms around her petite waist, and inhale her heavenly scent was nearly overwhelming.

Instead, he took a quick, instinctive glance around the lobby.

A few doors down, two senior deacons were engaged in deep conversation. Near the information desk, several usher sisters were handing out prayer outlines. William immediately held his ground, keeping a respectable three-foot distance between them, putting his hands into his slacks pockets.

"I try never to miss mid-week Bible study when my flight schedule allows, Dimples," William said, his voice quiet and restrained. "You look lovely tonight."

Casey noticed the small step back he had taken. A subtle flicker of disappointment passed through her dark eyes, but she smoothed it over with a quick tilt of her head.

"Thank you, Care Bear," she said, her voice dropping lower so only he could hear. "Alina and I were just heading into the sanctuary. You coming?"

"I'm actually sitting near the middle section with Leroy tonight," William said, gesturing toward the main double doors where his friend stood talking on his phone. "He came straight from his chiropractic clinic."

"Oh! Dr. Leroy is here?" Casey smiled, her genuine warmth returning. "Tell him I said hello. I'll be sitting with Alina near the worship team section."

"I will," William nodded politeness. "Have a good study, Casey."

"You too, William," she said softly, emphasizing his full name rather than the nickname. She turned and walked gracefully down the carpeted aisle into the main sanctuary.

William stood still for a second, watching her go.

"You look like a man fighting his own shadow," Leroy’s deep voice chuckled from behind him.

William turned around to see his friend hanging up his phone, looking at him with an amused smirk. "What are you talking about?"

"You stood three feet away from a beautiful woman who was looking at you like you hung the moon, and you looked around like the FBI was conducting surveillance on you," Leroy said plainly as they walked into the main sanctuary together. "William, you two are dating. You went on a date three weeks ago, you talk every night, and you're still acting like she's a classified corporate secret."

"Because this is our place of worship, Leroy," William muttered, sinking into a plush pew five rows from the front. "Oak Point is a tight community. I am forty-one years old. She is twenty-three. If people start seeing us whispering and standing close in the corridors, the gossip machine will start churning before Pastor Stern even preaches his text."

"And?" Leroy asked, taking a seat beside him. "Are you doing something shameful?"

"No! Of course not," William said defensively, keeping his voice strictly low. "We're honoring God. We're keeping things pure."

"Then why are you hiding her like a scandal?" Leroy asked quietly, fixing his long-time friend with a sharp, discerning look. "Casey is a proud, dignified woman. She works in the finance office here; her family is well-known in North Texas. If you keep keeping her at arm's length every time you're in public, you're going to hurt her feelings, William. Fear of what people think is a heavy chains to wear."

William closed his mouth, unable to find a quick rebuttal. He looked across the vast sanctuary toward the choir loft side. Sitting three rows back was Casey, leaning in to whisper something to her pregnant friend Alina. Casey laughed, her hand resting gracefully over her pearls.

William’s chest tightened with a mix of fierce affection and acute anxiety. He loved looking at her. He loved talking to her. But the thought of church members whispering, Look at Brother Gates with that young girl, made his stomach knot up.

After the final prayer concluded and the congregation began to disperse, Casey gave Alina a quick hug and headed straight down the administrative corridor toward the church finance room.

The finance office was a secure, well-lit room equipped with counting machines, heavy steel desks, and a dual-key safe built into the wall. As the secondary finance clerk on Wednesday nights, Casey’s job was to help audit the mid-week tithes and offerings, tally the checks, and prepare the sealed deposit bags for the Monday morning courier service.

Casey took off her cream knit jacket, hung it over the back of an ergonomic chair, and sat down at the head desk.

A knock sounded at the open doorway.

"Hey, Casey! Ready to clear the mid-week buckets?"

Casey looked up to see Brother Dexter leaning against the doorframe. Dexter was twenty-eight, light-skinned, tall, and dressed in a fitted gray suit with a crisp handkerchief in his pocket. He was one of the lead ushers assigned to transport the sealed offering buckets from the sanctuary to the finance room.

"Hey, Dexter," Casey said with a polite, professional smile. "Bring them right on over to the main table."

Dexter walked in, carrying two heavy blue plastic containers fitted with heavy padlocks. He set them down on the metal table with a loud thud.

"Service was good tonight, wasn't it?" Dexter asked, leaning against the edge of the table while Casey pulled out her ring of keys to unlock the first container. "Pastor Stern really hit home on stewardship."

"He always does," Casey agreed, pulling out the stacked leather deposit bags inside. "How are things with the usher board?"

"Busy as usual," Dexter said, holding up a clipboard to verify the serial numbers on the lock tags. He leaned in a little closer, looking at Casey with an easy, confident smile. "You know, Casey, a few of us from the single adults ministry are going grab smoothies down the street at that new place off Wheatland. You should come with us after you lock up here."

Casey stopped her counting for a half-second, her deep dimples showing in a polite, firm smile. "Thanks for the offer, Dexter, but I've got a busy morning with my preschool class tomorrow. I'm heading straight home after the deposit is logged."

"Ah, come on, just twenty minutes," Dexter persisted lightly, adjusting his cuffs. "You work too hard back here. Every Sunday and Wednesday, you're locked in this back room."

Before Casey could respond, she heard a heavy, deliberate pair of footsteps approaching down the hallway.

William walked past the open doorway, holding his leather Bible. His ocean-blue eyes cut directly into the room, sweeping over Dexter leaning casually against the counting table, and then resting on Casey.

For a brief, fraction of a second, William’s stride faltered. His jaw clenched tight beneath his dark mustache and beard. A sudden, sharp prickle of dark heat flared in his chest as he saw how close Dexter was standing to her.

Casey met William’s eyes from across the room. She waited for him to pause, to step in, or even to offer a simple greeting.

Instead, William swallowed hard, gave a stiff, formal nod toward both of them, and kept walking straight down the hallway toward the exit doors.

Casey watched his broad back disappear around the corner. A heavy, quiet coldness settled over her chest. She turned back to the offering bucket, her fingers gripping the metal lock key a little tighter than necessary, her gold bangles clinking against the steel desk.

"Everything okay?" Dexter asked, noticing her sudden quietness.

"Everything is fine, Dexter," Casey said, her voice clear, calm, and completely composed. "Let's log these serial numbers so we can get this deposit locked away."

An hour later, William pulled his Jaguar into the long, winding driveway of his Waxahachie estate.

The three-car garage was quiet as he killed the engine. He sat in the dark interior of the luxury car for several minutes, staring at the polished steering wheel. His heart was still beating with a strange, unpleasant restlessness.

He climbed out, walked into his spacious home, and made his way up the stairs into his master bathroom.

He flicked on the bright overhead vanity lights. The reflection staring back at him was tight-lipped and visibly unsettled.

"What is wrong with you?" William asked his reflection aloud, his voice echoing against the custom marble walls. "He was just an usher doing his job. Casey was just doing her job."

He unbuttoned his navy shirt, tossing it into the hamper, standing in his white undershirt. He gripped the marble edge of the sink, leaning in close to the mirror.

"She's twenty-three, William. Dexter is twenty-eight. He's closer to her age. He can walk up to her in the church without looking over his shoulder. Is that what you're afraid of?"

He stared at his own ocean-blue eyes, searching for an answer he didn't want to admit.

"You love her," he whispered to the empty room. "You fell for her faster than you've ever fallen for anyone in your entire life. And you are terrified that your age, your stature, and your absolute fear of public messiness are going to make you look like an absolute fool."

He pulled out his phone, his thumb hovering over Casey’s contact name. He wanted to call her. He wanted to hear her melodic voice, her sharp laugh, and those jingling bangles over the receiver. He wanted her to reassure him that he was the only man she saw.

He typed out a short message:

––––––––
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William: Just made it home safely. Hope your finance work went smoothly tonight, Dimples. Sweet dreams.

He hit send and set the phone on the vanity counter.

Five minutes passed. Ten minutes passed. No reply.

William stood in the center of his large, silent bedroom, surrounded by five bedrooms of empty space, feeling the sharp, agonizing weight of his own growing insecurity hanging in the air.
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The morning sun rose over the rolling Texas hills, casting warm golden light across the manicured lawns of Highland Park. Inside her parents' spacious home, Casey stood in her bedroom dressing area, picking out her outfit for a Saturday date.

She selected a pair of fitted dark-wash denim jeans and a tailored white blouse with delicate lace detailing along the collar. She layered a crisp navy blazer over the ensemble, picked up her favorite dangling pearl necklace, and fastened it around her neck. On her left wrist, she slid a set of polished gold bangles that clinked with every subtle movement.

She paused at her vanity, catching her reflection in the mirror. A soft smile touched her lips, her deep dimples sinking into her dark skin. She picked up her signature perfume—a delicate blend of warm vanilla, night-blooming jasmine, and amber—and spritzed it lightly over her collarbone and wrists.

Her phone vibrated on the vanity table.

––––––––
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Care Bear: Good morning, Dimples. Looking forward to our day together. I’ll be at your apartment at one o'clock.

Casey tapped out a quick reply:

––––––––
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Casey: Good morning! I’m staying over at my parents' house in Highland Park today, so pick me up here instead. Text me when you’re close!

She packed her handbag, pulled her dark curls into a half-up style that framed her face, and walked downstairs to the kitchen where her mother, Jillian, was sipping black coffee.

"Heading out with William?" Jillian asked, her eyes warm as she looked over her daughter's outfit. "You look stunning, sweetheart."

"Thanks, Mom," Casey said, pouring a glass of orange juice. "He's picking me up in a little bit."

"Your father and I were saying how lovely it is to see you so happy," Jillian said, leaning against the kitchen island. "William is a fine man. Grounded, faithful, established."

"He really is," Casey admitted softly, stirring her juice. She paused, looking down at her bangles. "Sometimes he gets so caught up in what people might think, though. Especially at church."

Jillian smiled gently, shaking her head. "A forty-one-year-old CEO carries a lot of responsibility, Casey. He’s used to managing reputations and corporate image. But a real man learns that when God gives him a jewel, he doesn't hide it under a basket. Give him time to realize that."

Before Casey could answer, the low rumble of a powerful engine echoed from the driveway.

William stepped out of his pristine Jaguar, smoothing the hem of his dark fitted polo shirt. He adjusted his dark jeans and checked his reflection in the side mirror, brushing a hand over his mustache and beard.

He walked up the grand brick steps of the Hill residence and knocked on the carved front door.

A moment later, the door swung open, and Casey stood before him.

William’s breath caught in his chest. The midday sun hit her dark skin, making her look absolutely luminous. Her dark curls brushed against her navy blazer, and as she stepped toward him, that heavenly scent of vanilla and jasmine swept over his senses like a tidal wave.

"Hey, Care Bear," Casey greeted him, her dimples showing clearly as she beamed at him.

"Casey," William managed to say, his ocean-blue eyes locked onto hers. "You... you look completely breathtaking."

"Thank you," she grinned, her gold bangles clinking as she reached out to lightly touch his broad forearm. "Ready for our adventure today?"

"Lead the way," William said, opening the passenger door of his Jaguar for her.

The drive down toward Arlington was filled with continuous, effortless conversation. Casey talked animatedly about her preschool class, laughing as she described little Jaxson attempting to build a skyscraper out of wooden blocks during quiet time. William listened intently, resting one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the center console, occasionally chuckling at her expressive storytelling.

"So where are we going?" William asked as he merged onto the highway.

Casey leaned back against the leather seat, a mischievous glint in her dark eyes. "You'll see when we get there."

Twenty minutes later, William pulled into the parking lot of an outdoor roller-skating park. He stared at the wooden pavilion and the smooth concrete rink surrounded by colorful banners and retro music blasting from outdoor speakers.

"Roller skating?" William asked, looking over at her with wide eyes. "Dimples, I haven't put on a pair of skates since I was fourteen years old."

"Well, today is the day you relive your youth!" Casey chimed in cheerfully, unbuckling her seatbelt. "Come on, babe. Let's see if you can keep your balance."

"Casey, I weigh over two hundred pounds of muscle. If I fall, I'm going to crack the pavement," William protested, though a broad smile broke through his serious demeanor.

"I won't let you fall," she promised, stepping out of the car.

Inside the rental lobby, William laced up a pair of dark leather quad skates, feeling completely out of his element. When he stood up on the wooden floor, his broad frame wobbled precariously.

Casey glided effortlessly past him, turning around in a smooth circle, her navy blazer swaying with her movements. She extended both hands toward him, her dimples sinking deep into her cheeks.

"Take my hands, Care Bear," she coaxed softly.

William took her small, delicate hands in his broad grip. Despite her petite five-foot-two frame, Casey stood grounded, guiding him slowly onto the main wooden rink.

"See? You're doing it!" she cheered as they rolled slowly along the outer lane.

"I am currently using eighty percent of my core strength just to stay upright," William grunted, laughing as he concentrated on his footing.

For the next hour, William slowly regained his confidence on the skates. Every time he lost his balance, Casey was right there, holding his hands tight, her bright laughter ringing out above the music. They glided around the track together, her vanilla scent wrapping around him, her jingling bangles creating a rhythmic cadence against the upbeat
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