
  
  
      
        
          Healing Love, Restoring Trust

          A Journey of Love, Redemption and Second Chances

		      
          Sophie Dane

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Sophie Dane 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Ethan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Charlotte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Note from the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sneak Preview
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Introduction


AJourney of Love, Redemption, and Second Chances (Friends Forever, Book 4) 
Ethan Walters has everything he needs—except purpose. Inherited wealth isn’t enough to fill the emptiness he feels, so he devotes his time to charity work, determined to make a difference in the world. But when one of the organizations he supports is accused of money laundering, Ethan finds himself wrongly implicated in a scandal that could ruin everything he’s worked for.
Charlotte Baker, a nurse with a heart of gold, has just emerged from a toxic relationship that left her questioning her ability to trust. She’s focused on her patients and doing good in her smalltown, but when she crosses paths with Ethan while helping a child supported by his charity, she’s drawn to him despite her fears.
As the investigation into the charity deepens, Charlotte stands by Ethan’s side, determined to help clear his name. But as they work together to unravel the mystery, they can’t ignore the powerful connection growing between them. Will they find healing in each other’s arms, or will their pasts—and the danger surrounding Ethan—keep them from the love they deserve?






  
  Chapter one
Ethan

Not The Hero Type


“Numbers don’t lie,” Liam says, flipping through the financial statements spread across our shared office table. “But these margins are either wishful thinking or someone’s creative accounting.” 
I tap my pen against the side of my coffee mug, half-listening, half-distracted by the sliver of sun catching on the corner of the window. The office smells like stale cinnamon rolls—probably from the box we forgot to toss yesterday—and Liam’s cologne, the expensive kind Mia probably picked out.
“Do you think it’s intentional?” I ask, scrolling through the client’s spreadsheet again. “Could just be sloppy bookkeeping.”
Liam arches a brow. “Intentional or not, it’s gonna be a mess to clean up.”
I nod, but my eyes are on my inbox now. Another unread email pings to the top. Subject: Volunteers Needed This Saturday – Belleview Children’s Outreach. There’s a little cartoon heart next to the sender’s name, and I don’t even think before I click “Sign Up.” My name auto-fills on the roster like muscle memory. I don’t read the fine print. I never do.
Liam glances up. “Did you just volunteer again?”
“Yup,” I reply, clicking back to the spreadsheet. “Children’s charity. Belleview. Saturday.”
“You know it’s Thursday, right?” he says, leaning back in his chair with that big-brother smirk. “You’ve got a weekend. And yet, here you are—saving the world again.”
“I’m not saving the world,” I mutter, but the corner of my mouth lifts. “Just doing something useful.”
Liam shakes his head, half amused, half exasperated. “Go save the day, I’ll save the client.”
“That’s our division of labor,” I grin, gathering the paperwork into a tidy stack. “You handle numbers, I’ll handle glue sticks and juice boxes.”
Saturday rolls in with a sleepy, overcast morning that smells like impending rain. Belleview is only a twenty-minute drive from Maple Ridge, but the city feels sharper somehow—bigger buildings, tighter sidewalks, more rushing.
I pull into the lot behind the rec center, where the charity event is already bustling. Tents line the grass out front, though a few are sagging in the corners like they’ve been wrestled by the wind. Kids dart between tables with painted faces and sticky hands, their laughter light and wild, like kites let loose.
The volunteer coordinator, a wiry woman in her fifties named Marla, waves at me from behind a registration table that’s buckling under the weight of donation bins and clipboards.
“Ethan! Bless your heart. You’re a little early,” she calls.
I shrug, offering a smile as I tuck my hands in my jacket pockets. “Thought you could use an extra set of hands.”
She chuckles, thrusting a clipboard at me. “You know the drill. Arts and crafts table today. Brace yourself for glitter.”
“I live dangerously,” I say, signing my name. “Where do you want me?”
She points to a corner under a slightly crooked canopy where a long table has been set with construction paper, markers, and more glue than seems safe.
I roll up my sleeves, crouch beside a box of art supplies, and start organizing. There’s something grounding about it—simple, hands-on, good work. And I don’t have to talk about money or legacy or expectations. No one here cares who I am beyond being a guy who can untangle a string of paper stars.
Kids start trickling over in clumps, faces painted like tigers and superheroes. A little girl with mismatched socks tugs on my shirt and asks for purple glitter glue. I hand it over like it’s a sacred relic.
But about an hour in, the energy shifts. Marla reappears, flustered, phone glued to her ear and frown lines deepening with every word.
I catch her eye. “Everything okay?”
She covers the receiver and lowers her voice. “The funds for the meal vouchers didn’t come through. We were supposed to have sandwiches delivered for the families by noon. The caterer just canceled.”
“Can’t we pay out of pocket? I’ll—”
“It’s more than that.” She sighs, worry spreading across her features like ink in water. “We were counting on that donor support. It’s not just today. If this funding gap continues, we’ll have to cancel next month’s outreach entirely.”
I glance at the kids—still laughing, still drawing—but there’s tension now in the air. Volunteers exchange glances. Parents hover, whispering. The kind of silence that comes before a storm, or before disappointment sets in.
“I’ll make some calls,” I tell her. “We’ll figure it out.”
Marla gives me a look halfway between hope and exhaustion. “I know your heart’s in it, Ethan. But sometimes good hearts get burned.”
Maybe. But I’m not the type to walk away when things go sideways.
Even if I don’t always know how to fix it.
I step a few paces away from the craft table, phone already to my ear, calling the one person I know who can wrangle sandwiches in under an hour: Derek.
“Tell me you have a slow lunch shift,” I say the moment he picks up.
Derek chuckles on the other end. “Ethan. This better not involve glitter.”
“Not today. It’s the Belleview Children’s Outreach. The caterer bailed last minute—something with funding delays. They’ve got no meals for families, and the kids are already running on sugar fumes.”
He’s quiet for half a beat. “How many people?”
“About seventy. Sandwiches, juice, something simple.”
“I’ll send it in an hour. On the house.”
I exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “You serious?”
“Always am. You’re doing good work, man. I’ll even throw in cookies.”
“You’re a saint.”
“Don’t get carried away,” he says, but I can hear the smile in his voice. “Send me the address.”
When I hang up, I immediately find Marla near the registration table. She’s talking to a volunteer, brow still furrowed, but she stops when I wave.
“We’ve got food coming,” I tell her. “Ironwood Table is taking care of it.”
Her mouth falls open. “You mean Derek’s restaurant? That’s high-end!”
I nod. “He’s sending sandwiches, drinks, and cookies. Plenty to go around.”
“Oh, Ethan.” She presses a hand to her chest. “I could kiss you. I won’t. But I could.”
“I appreciate the restraint,” I grin. “And listen—whatever happened with this funding issue? I’ll make sure next month’s event isn’t in jeopardy.”
Her eyes go glassy, but she manages a laugh. “You’re not just the handsome face around here, are you?”
“Don’t ruin my reputation,” I say. “Let’s feed some kids.”
An hour later, the air smells like warm bread and lemon-scented hand wipes. Parents huddle with plates in their laps, kids giggle with their mouths full, and the craft table looks like a glitter bomb went off—successfully.
Somehow, I’ve become the designated crown-assembler. Five kids surround me like tiny monarchs, each demanding a paper crown with very specific requirements.
“I want pink stars only,” a little girl insists, tapping the table like a CEO.
“And mine has to have three lightning bolts,” another says. “Three. Not two.”
“Yes, Your Majesties,” I say, mock-bowing, and they burst into laughter.
The chaos is glorious. Sticky fingers, squeaky shoes on pavement, shrieking giggles. I don’t know if this is saving the world—but it feels like it saves me from whatever version of myself I might become if I stopped showing up like this.
By the time the last family leaves and the volunteers begin to clean up, my shirt has paint on the cuff and a smiley face sticker on my chest. I peel it off, wave to Marla, and check the time—just past three.
Still early.

      ***The pediatric wing at Belleview Hospital smells like cherry sanitizer and optimism. The walls are painted with ocean murals—blue whales, smiling octopi—and the halls echo with muffled beeps and the occasional child’s laugh.
I walk in holding a toy firetruck and a bag of donated books. I’ve been sponsoring Miles for nearly a year now. Seven years old, sharp as a tack, with leukemia and a love for anything red and wheeled.
When I push open the door to his room, he lights up.
“Ethan!” he shouts, throwing his arms out dramatically like I’m a superhero stepping onto a comic book page.
“Hey, champ,” I grin, tossing him the firetruck.
He catches it like a pro, eyes wide. “Whoa. This is so cool!”
We talk about trucks, hospital food, and his new obsession with dinosaurs for a good twenty minutes. I listen. I laugh. I let him win at rock-paper-scissors twice. When the nurse walks in to check his IV, I take it as my cue to say goodbye.
“I’ll be back next week,” I promise, ruffling his hair.
“You better,” he calls as I step into the hall.
I’m still smiling when I round the corner—and slam directly into someone.
“Whoa—sorry,” I say quickly, stepping back.
She’s in scrubs—soft blue and crisp white sneakers, a stethoscope around her neck. Hair in a bun, a few loose tendrils curled by humidity. And her eyes—wide and hazel with flecks of gold—pin me like I’ve just walked into a firing line.
“Let me guess,” she says coolly, eyeing the glitter on my shirt. “You’re here to take selfies with the sick kids and post about how generous you are?”
I blink.
It takes me a full second to realize she’s not kidding.
She’s beautiful, yes—graceful posture, cheekbones that could probably cut glass—but she’s also staring at me like I’m a dog that just rolled through her flower bed.
“I—uh—no,” I manage. “I was visiting Miles. Just brought him some stuff.”
Her gaze flicks to the bag in my hand, then back up. One brow rises. “Oh. So you are the guy with the firetruck.”
I nod. “Guilty.”
Her lips twitch, like she’s holding back a smirk. “He said his ‘friend Ethan’ was coming, but I figured he made you up. Like Santa, only with better hair.”
I laugh despite myself. “You think I have better hair than Santa?”
“You’re taller too,” she deadpans. “Though the glitter’s a little suspect.”
I look down. Sure enough, a tiny pink star is stuck to my sleeve.
She catches me staring and finally extends a hand. “Charlotte Baker. I’m his nurse.”
“Ethan Walters,” I say, shaking it. Her hand is warm, confident. “Friend of Miles. Not a fan of glitter. Despite what it looks like.”
She smirks again, this time without trying to hide it. “We’ll see.”
And just like that, she turns and disappears down the hall, leaving me standing there like some idiot caught in a hospital hallway thunderstorm.
Charlotte.
Even her name fits—elegant, no-nonsense, maybe a little dangerous if you let your guard down. The kind of woman who doesn’t care about who you are, only about whether you’re real.
I watch Charlotte disappear down the hallway, thinking the conversation’s over—but of course, she circles back. She steps out of a nearby patient’s room, clipboard in hand, eyebrows already drawn in that skeptical nurse expression that probably makes grown men confess they’re not flossing.
“You said your name was Ethan Walters?” she asks, voice casual but eyes locked on me like she’s filing a report.
“That’s me.”
She leans one shoulder against the doorframe, crossing her arms. “You’re that Walters. As in Maple Ridge Walters.”
Here we go.
“Guilty again,” I reply, smiling in that calm way I’ve learned works with people who assume things about me. “But I promise, I don’t have a trust fund tattoo or anything.”
She doesn’t smile. “You wouldn’t be the first guy to slap your name on a donation and call it a good deed.”
I blink, taken aback by her tone. “I didn’t slap my name on anything. I’ve been sponsoring Miles for a while now. I don’t do press. I don’t even take pictures. Not really my style.”
“Oh, so this is all under-the-radar hero stuff,” she says dryly. “You just show up out of the goodness of your heart?”
Her words land sharper than they probably should. I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to rein in my irritation.
“Look, Charlotte—can I call you Charlotte?”
“You already did.”
“Okay, well, I get it. You don’t know me. And sure, yeah, people like me don’t have the best track record. But if you’re going to assume I’m some kind of PR stunt with legs, maybe you could also give me a minute to prove I’m not.”
She tilts her head slightly, considering. “You said you’ve been sponsoring Miles for a while.”
“Almost a year.”
She nods, slowly. “He talks about you a lot.”
“That right?” I ask, surprised by the shift.
“Says you play rock-paper-scissors like a chump,” she replies, deadpan.
That gets a laugh out of me. “He cheats.”
“He’s seven.”
“He cheats creatively,” I say. “Last time, he threw ‘fireball.’ Not a thing, by the way.”
Charlotte’s mouth twitches like she’s fighting a smile, but then the wall goes back up just as fast. “Still doesn’t mean you’re not performing.”
“Do you say this to every guy who visits a kid here? Or just the ones with clean shirts and messy reputations?”
She gives me a long look. “Just the ones wearing glitter.”
I hold up both hands. “Fair enough.”
We stand there a second longer than we need to. The hallway’s gone quiet now, the hum of the fluorescents filling the space between us.
Finally, she straightens. “I’ve got charts to finish.”
“Of course.” I nod. “Wouldn’t want to keep you from that very important... nurse paperwork.”
That earns me a pointed glare. “Try not to trip over your own good intentions on your way out.”
I chuckle under my breath as I head for the elevator. “I’ll do my best.”
Outside, the air has cooled. The clouds that hung low all morning have thinned out, making way for late-afternoon light that filters through the hospital’s trees in soft golden streaks. I slide my keys from my pocket and head to the parking lot.
I should be thinking about the client case Liam and I were handling this morning. Or the next charity event, Marla’s probably already planning. Or the fact that I’ve still got glue in my hair—I’m almost positive.
But all I can think about is Charlotte Baker.
That sharp tongue. Those steady hands. The way her eyes didn’t flinch when she looked at me—like she saw right through the good-guy act I wasn’t even trying to perform.
I should be annoyed.
Okay—I am annoyed.
But underneath that, there’s something else.
She didn’t flirt. She didn’t fawn. She didn’t even pretend to be impressed. And somehow, that makes her more interesting than anyone I’ve met in a long time.
There are women who want the athlete. The ex-celebrity. The guy who had a shoe deal once and whose face ended up on billboards by accident. But Charlotte?
She didn’t want anything from me. If anything, she wanted me to leave.
Which is... refreshingly brutal.
I unlock the car and slide into the driver’s seat, but I don’t start the engine right away. Instead, I sit there a moment, letting the silence settle.
Her voice echoes in my head.
“Try not to trip over your own good intentions.”
That was a shot, no doubt. But maybe... also a challenge.
I grin, despite myself.
Alright, Nurse Charlotte. Game on.






  
  Chapter two
Charlotte

Scrubs & Shields


I’m still thinking about him when I step back behind the nurses’ station, and that’s already irritating enough. 
Ethan Walters.
The name alone sounds like a brand of whiskey or some clean-shaven politician who flashes the press a charming smile while doing something shady behind closed doors. I don’t care how many kids he sponsors or how perfectly messy his hair looks. Something about the guy doesn’t sit right.
I need to shake it off.
“Don’t tell me you’re voluntarily filling out paperwork,” I say as I walk up to the counter.
Sophie glances up from her stack of folders, her red curls pulled back into a ponytail that’s started to droop by mid-afternoon. She’s in her early thirties, like me, but far more optimistic about people than I’ll ever be.
She grins. “Nope. This is punishment, not volunteering.”
“What did you do, curse at the vending machine again?”
“Worse. I rolled my eyes during Dr. Halvorson’s budget meeting.” She waves a hand over the spread of manila folders. “Now I’ve been tasked with manually updating donor information in the system. Which is exactly as exciting as it sounds.”
I lean against the counter, glancing at the highlighted names on her list. “You poor thing.”
She smirks. “Hey, speaking of donors… You’ll never guess whose name popped up.”
“Try me.”
“Ethan Walters.”
My spine stiffens, just a little.
“Figures,” I mutter.
Sophie catches the change in tone immediately. “Wait. You know him?”
“We met.” I keep my voice even as I pull out a clipboard and start flipping through patient notes. “Today, actually. He stopped by to see Miles.”
“Ahhh,” she says slowly, leaning on her elbows. “That explains your face. What’d he do? Try to name a wing after himself?”
I scoff. “No, but he came real close to walking around like he already owns the place. You know the type—perfect smile, charm polished to a mirror shine, shows up to sponsor a kid and walks out with a halo.”
“Wow.” Sophie blinks. “You didn’t like him.”
I tap my pen against the clipboard, harder than I need to. “He’s not real.”
“Charlotte…”
“He’s not. Guys like that? They’re all image. They do good things so they can post about it or feel better about themselves. I’ve seen it before.”
Sophie studies me for a long beat. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with him, would it?”
My chest tightens. She doesn’t say the name. She never has to.
Brandon.
The name still tastes bitter even in silence.
“He had that same vibe,” I say quietly, not looking at her. “Smiles in public, scowls in private. Always so concerned with what people see, not what’s real.”
Sophie softens. “I get it. But not everyone’s like that.”
“Maybe not,” I say, “but Ethan Walters walked into this hospital looking like a billboard and talking like a brand ambassador. That kind of shine doesn’t come without a motive.”
She raises a brow. “He did spend twenty minutes building paper crowns with Miles last month.”
I look up.
“You’re kidding.”
“Totally serious.” She shrugs. “And he donated four boxes of books last week. Quietly. Didn’t even stick around.”
I blink, the image of his grin suddenly at odds with what I assumed.
Still.
“Could be an act,” I say, but even to my ears, the protest is weaker than I want it to be.
“Or it could be genuine,” Sophie says. “Look, I’m not saying marry the guy. But maybe… don’t assume he’s the enemy.”
I exhale and push off the counter. “I’m not assuming he’s the enemy. I’m just assuming he’s not special.”
“Mm-hmm,” Sophie says with a grin as I walk away. “Keep telling yourself that.”
I head to Room 206 to check on Elijah, one of our long-stay cardiac patients. He’s eight, recovering from his second surgery in three months, and has the kind of bright, clever attitude that makes me feel ten times lighter just being around him.
“Guess what?” he says as I step in.
“You won the lottery and bought me a beach house?” I ask, pretending to gasp.
“Better. I made a fart noise with my arm and my armpit.”
I press a hand to my heart. “A double?”
He nods solemnly, pride radiating off him like sunshine.
I check his vitals, fluff his pillow, and write notes in his chart while he tells me about a dream he had involving a flying pickle that shot lasers from its eyes.
By the time I leave the room, I’m smiling despite myself. Elijah has that gift—pure joy, untouched by cynicism. It’s why I love this job. Even on the hard days.
But then, stupidly, my mind circles back to Ethan Walters.
And worse, Sophie’s words.
What if she’s right?
I close my eyes for a moment in the hallway, trying to will the thought away. I can’t afford to think like that—not again. I’ve done the thing where you start to believe a man is different. You make excuses. You ignore the cracks until they swallow you whole.
Brandon started with flowers at work. Notes tucked into my coat pocket. Smiles that said all the right things. He was magnetic, attentive, thoughtful—until he wasn’t. Until every compliment came with a condition. Until every choice I made had to go through him. Until I didn’t recognize myself in the mirror.
And I swore—swore—never again.
So no, I’m not falling for Ethan’s grin or his “I’m just a good guy” act. I don’t care if he plays rock-paper-scissors with kids or donates quietly or smells like cedarwood and clean laundry.
He’s not here to stay. People like him never are.
And I’ve already played the fool once.

      ***By Wednesday, the pediatric floor is buzzing—and not in a good way. It’s the kind of day when everything is louder, faster, and messier. The hospital is hosting a donor walk-through, and the staff has been prepped with military precision. That means fresh linens, tidy rooms, cheerful smiles, and enough balloons to qualify as a low-level parade.
I’ve already changed out of my scrubs twice. The first time because I spilled grape juice during a tricycle crash rescue in the playroom. The second because Sophie swore my neckline was “too tired to inspire confidence.”
“Donors are basically toddlers with wallets,” she says, pulling her hair into a tight bun as we stock activity bags. “Distract them with shiny things and keep them away from anything sticky.”
“Sounds familiar,” I mutter under my breath.
She smirks. “Still thinking about Mr. Glitter?”
I roll my eyes. “Not even a little.”
Lies. Bold, shimmering lies.
We’re in the hallway outside the rec room, where volunteers are hanging paper cranes from the ceiling and rearranging chairs like a Pinterest mom’s fever dream. I’m stuffing coloring books into gift bags, sweating slightly under my clean uniform, when I hear his voice.
Warm. Deep. Infuriatingly charming.
Of course.
I glance up and there he is, talking to one of the floor coordinators like he was born to be liked. Ethan Walters is in jeans and a button-down, sleeves rolled to his elbows, forearms casually crossed like he’s ready to lean against something and break hearts.
He looks like he just stepped off the cover of Modern Volunteer Monthly.
And naturally, because the universe has a twisted sense of humor, he turns his head and spots me.
I try to duck behind Sophie, who is currently arranging juice boxes like she’s building the Eiffel Tower. No use.
“Charlotte,” he says with that slow, unmistakable smile.
I straighten and turn, clipboard in hand like a shield. “Ethan. Back to collect more virtue points?”
He tilts his head. “Just here to visit Miles. And I heard there were balloons. I’m a sucker for free party décor.”
I ignore the smile tugging at my mouth and keep my tone even. “You always show up when the cameras are near?”
His eyebrows lift. “Are there cameras?”
“Don’t play innocent. Today’s a dog-and-pony show for donors. You’re what, the golden retriever?”
He actually laughs—laughs—like he enjoys this.
“I was thinking more Labrador,” he says, leaning in slightly. “Friendly, good with kids, and loyal to a fault.”
I blink. He smells like fresh laundry and something faintly woodsy, like pine and morning. Completely unfair.
“Must be nice,” I mutter, “to drop in once a week and get hailed as the floor’s savior.”
“Wow,” he says softly, “I really rub you the wrong way, don’t I?”
“Like sandpaper on a sunburn.”
He whistles. “You’ve got bite. I like it.”
“You like what?”
He grins. “You don’t fawn. It’s refreshing.”
“I’m not here to refresh you, Ethan.”
He chuckles, and that’s the last straw. I step forward and drop my voice. “Let me make something clear. These kids? They need stability. Not men who parachute in with charm and then disappear. I’ve seen it before. The kid starts to rely on you, then poof—you’re too busy or bored, and suddenly they’re the ones left hurting.”
His expression shifts. Just for a second, I see something flicker across his face—a flash of offense, maybe hurt—but it vanishes under that practiced smile.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he says, voice lower now, more serious. “I show up because I care. Not because I need attention.”
I cross my arms. “You expect me to believe that?”
“No.” He pauses. “I expect to prove it.”
Our eyes lock, and for a moment, the air feels different. Charged. Like the moment before a storm breaks or a first kiss that almost—but doesn’t—happen.
Then Sophie calls my name from across the hall, breaking the tension.
I step back. “Well. Enjoy the balloons.”
He gives a low laugh, and as I turn to leave, I hear him say, just loud enough for me to catch it:
“I’d enjoy them more if you were holding one.”
I don’t look back.
I won’t give him the satisfaction.
But as I stomp down the hall, clipboard clenched too tightly, I’m acutely aware of the flush creeping up my neck.
Because he’s not just charming. He’s dangerous.
And worst of all?
A very small, very stupid part of me liked the way he looked at me.

      ***By late afternoon, the whirlwind of the donor visit starts shifting down the hall, toward the surgical wing. I watch the clump of suited men and perfectly styled women parade past, the hospital’s public relations rep chirping like a tour guide. I catch Sophie’s eye, and we exchange a look over the juice box display.
“Think they noticed the handmade banners in the playroom?” she whispers.
“If they didn’t, I’ll tape one to the windshield of their Lexus,” I reply, deadpan.
She snorts into her clipboard and walks off to wrangle a volunteer who’s passing out stickers like confetti. I glance toward the group as they disappear around the corner. No Ethan.
Huh.
I would’ve bet anything he’d be front and center for the donor fanfare. But he’s not with them.
Maybe he left.
I start toward the break room, but something stops me—a familiar voice floating from Room 210.
Miles.
And Ethan.
I pause just outside the partially open door, not trying to eavesdrop exactly, but something about Ethan’s tone makes me still. It’s softer than before. Unrehearsed. Like he doesn’t know anyone’s listening.
“...but if I had to choose one superpower, it’d be teleportation,” Ethan is saying. “Imagine skipping traffic. I could be at Ironwood Table for pancakes, then zip over to a beach in Hawaii before lunch.”
Miles giggles, the sound bubbling up from deep in his belly. “That’s cheating.”
“Not if I bring you with me,” Ethan says. “We’ll teleport together.”
“You’d really take me?” Miles asks, voice small now, almost shy.
Ethan doesn’t miss a beat. “Of course I would. But you have to promise not to bring your hospital tray food. I don’t think Hawaii’s ready for green beans that bounce.”
Miles laughs again, louder this time.
Then, quieter: “Hey, Ethan?”
“Yeah, bud?”
“You’re gonna keep coming, right? Even if I get better?”
There’s a pause. I feel it more than hear it.
“I’m not going anywhere, Miles,” Ethan says finally, voice even. “Better, worse, bald, covered in glitter—doesn’t matter. You’re stuck with me.”
My throat tightens unexpectedly.
I wasn’t supposed to hear that.
That didn’t sound like a man performing for praise. It sounded like a promise. Real and rooted.
I step away from the door, giving them space. Maybe Sophie was right. Maybe I’m judging too harshly. But it’s too early to know for sure. One kind conversation doesn’t erase a lifetime of experience. 
I’ve seen men put on kindness like a costume. They know what to say, how to say it, when to turn on the charm. And Ethan Walters? He wears that charm like it was tailored for him.
Still, I can’t un-hear the sincerity in his voice.
And I can’t deny the way it’s sticking with me.
The hallway’s quieter now as I refill supply bins at the nurse’s station, the tail end of my shift giving me just enough energy to count bandage boxes and sort thermometer covers. Sophie’s off dealing with a paperwork error, and the only sound is the soft clink of plastic against plastic and the distant beep of monitors behind closed doors.
That’s when I hear the familiar footfall.
I look up and there he is—again.
Ethan walks toward the station like he belongs here, like he hasn’t completely upended my day with his smile and frustrating layers.
He stops right in front of me, expression easy but focused.
“I figured you’d still be here,” he says.
“Well, someone has to make sure the bandages don’t unionize,” I reply dryly.
He chuckles. “Look, I know I’ve earned about three eye rolls and a full ounce of skepticism from you today—”
“More like five eye rolls,” I interject.
“Noted,” he grins. “But I still wanted to ask you something.”
I arch an eyebrow, arms crossed.
“There’s a community dinner this Friday,” he says, casually leaning against the desk. “It’s part of the outreach program—Marla’s idea, not mine. But there’ll be food, music, zero glitter, and good people.”
I narrow my eyes. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you strike me as someone who doesn’t go unless invited. And maybe… someone who should stop judging books by their covers.”
I give a short laugh. “You think I’m the one doing the judging?”
“I know you are,” he says, but there’s no bite in it. 
Just honesty, and something else—playfulness, maybe. Hope.
I shake my head. “I don’t do community dinners.”
“Because of the food?”
“Because of the small talk.”
“Then don’t make small talk,” he says, holding my gaze. “Just sit. Eat. Watch. Or glare at me from across the room. That’s your call.”
I hate that he’s smiling again. Hate that it’s working.
“Fine,” I say, voice steady. “I’ll think about it.”
His eyes light up like I’ve handed him a win.
“That’s all I ask.”
He starts to walk away, but glances back once.
“Also,” he adds, “I saw you rearranging those juice boxes earlier. Very impressive. Future architect material.”
I toss a thermometer cover at his back.
He dodges it and laughs all the way down the hall.
And I don’t smile.
Not even a little.
Okay—maybe a little.






  
  Chapter three
Ethan

Charity Doesn’t Equal Character


The office smells like burnt coffee and ambition, and Liam’s tapping his pen like it owes him money. 
“I swear,” he mutters, leaning into his monitor, “this client’s books are messier than a kindergartener’s art drawer.”
I glance over from my side of the table, where I’ve just cracked open a set of financial statements we requested last week. “Well, that explains why they called us. Messy pays our bills.”
Liam grunts in agreement. He looks tired. Probably up late helping Mia finalize wedding details. The guy is one boutonnière mix-up away from a breakdown.
“I found something,” I say, straightening. “Here—look at the third quarter expenses. See that vendor name? It’s popped up twice before, but with slightly different spellings. Same address. Same EIN.”
Liam leans over, and for a moment, the only sounds in the office are the rustling of paper and the faint buzz from the ancient ceiling light we keep meaning to replace. “Shell vendor?”
“Feels like it,” I nod. “They’re funneling excess project costs through it. If we flag it in our report, it’ll give the board solid ground to demand a deeper audit.”
Liam grins, pleased. “You know, for a guy who looks like he belongs on a yacht, you’ve got a real gift for investigative finance.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I say, flipping the folder shut.
He stretches his arms behind his head and glances at the wall clock. “You heading to that community dinner tonight?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” I say. “Marla’s been working double-time getting everything ready. It’s kind of her baby.”
Liam groans dramatically. “Mia signed us up for cookie duty. I tried to get out of it, but apparently ‘just got off work’ isn’t a valid excuse when you live with a woman who color-codes her planner.”
I laugh. “You love it.”
“I love her,” he corrects, then sighs. “And if it gets me one step closer to wedding day without her murdering me, I’ll bake a thousand cookies.”
“Well, good news,” I grin. “Derek and Stacy are coming too. They’re bringing dessert from Ironwood. So even if you burn your batch, no one will notice.”
Liam perks up. “Thank God. Remind me to thank Derek with a bottle of bourbon.”
I gather up the papers and stack them neatly before grabbing my coat. “I’m heading over early to help Marla set up. You coming now or later?”
He waves me off. “Later. I still have to finish this financial suicide note, our client calls it a spreadsheet. Tell Marla I said hi. And try not to flirt with any nurses while handing out dinner rolls.”
I smirk. “No promises.”

      ***The community center in Belleview is glowing with warm lights and the scent of pulled pork and fresh cornbread. It’s simple—folding chairs, buffet tables, and strands of white fairy lights across the ceiling—but it feels inviting in that way only small towns can pull off.
Marla is in the center of it all, clipboard in hand, barking orders with the finesse of a general and the heart of a grandma. She spots me and waves me over with a relieved look.
“Ethan, my favorite!” she calls. “You’re just in time. The drinks table needs reorganizing, the serving spoons for the beans went missing, and the volunteer manning the name tags spelled Outreach wrong on the banner.”
“Tell me he didn’t write Ootreach again,” I say, taking the clipboard from her.
“He did. And he hung it crooked.”
“I’ll fix it. Where are the extra spoons?”
“In the bin labeled event essentials. Unless he spelled that wrong, too.”
I grin and head toward the kitchen. The scent of slow-cooked meat hits me as I pass through the double doors. The warmth is immediate and familiar, like walking into someone’s home on Thanksgiving.
As I rummage through the bin, I hear the front doors open again. Voices carry—laughter, heels on linoleum, the rustle of jackets. I hear Stacy before I see her, giving someone instructions on how not to stack cookies.
When I return to the main hall, Marla’s already buzzing between tables, checking tablecloths for stains no one else would notice.
I catch her between laps. “Spoons secured. Banner fixed. And Outreach now only has one ‘O.’”
She puts a hand on my shoulder. “You’re a lifesaver.”
“Nah,” I say, scanning the room. “Just a guy who follows instructions.”
She leans in a little, dropping her voice to a near whisper. “You know, when you first started volunteering, I figured you’d do it for a month, maybe two. Check it off some ‘be a better person’ list and move on.”
“Harsh, Marla.”
She smiles. “You proved me wrong. Again and again.”
I don’t say anything right away. Just watch a group of kids chase each other through the rows of chairs, the noise rising with their laughter.
“I didn’t come to prove anything,” I say eventually. “I just didn’t want to be the guy with money and no meaning.”
She squeezes my arm. “Well, you found something here. Even if you don’t always see it.”
I nod, throat tighter than it should be. “Thanks, Marla.”
She nods back, then disappears in a flurry of purpose.
I take a moment to adjust the utensils on the food table, lining them up just right. The hum of voices grows louder as more families trickle in. Familiar faces, new ones. Some I’ve helped at other events, some I only know by the way their kids light up at the sight of balloons.
And then— I hear the unmistakable sound of Derek’s laugh.
Then Mia’s voice, followed by Liam’s low grumble, “Remind me again why I agreed to come early?”
“You didn’t,” Mia replies cheerfully. “I said we were going to Target and then took a scenic detour.”
“You’re lucky I love you,” he mutters.
I turn around just in time to catch a cardboard box being shoved into my chest.
“Cookies,” Stacy says, breathless but beaming. “One of the boxes broke open in the car, and Mia made us reorganize them. I swear, if I smell snickerdoodle for another hour, I might combust.”
I grin and shift the box to my hip. “You’re doing good work. The sugar keeps the chaos from going feral.”
“I’ll remember that next time I need a motivational speech,” she shoots back.
Derek claps me on the back. “Everything looks great. Marla working you hard?”
“Always,” I nod. “She could run a country.”
“Honestly,” Mia says, surveying the room. “This is really sweet. And organized. Which I didn’t expect, considering you’re in charge.”
“That hurts,” I say with mock offense.
“You’ll survive,” Liam chimes in, then lowers his voice as the group starts to scatter to their various tasks. “But if you keep staring at the entrance like that, people are going to think you’re waiting for someone.”
I stiffen slightly. “I wasn’t—”
“You were,” he says, matter-of-fact. “And if I’m not mistaken, her name starts with a C and ends with a -harlotte who thinks you’re a walking PR campaign.”
I glance at him, but he’s already grinning like the smug little brother I never asked for.
“You’re imagining things,” I mutter, heading for the kids’ table to escape his smirk.
But he’s not wrong.
Because even in the swirl of happy chaos—kids decorating cookies, neighbors chatting, music softly playing from a Bluetooth speaker—there’s one presence I’m scanning for like it’s instinct.
And then I feel it.
Her.
Charlotte walks in like someone who doesn’t expect to stay long. Hands tucked into her coat pockets, expression neutral, shoulders squared like she’s prepping for an uphill climb. She’s wearing that same gray sweater I saw earlier—simple, soft—and her hair is pulled into a low ponytail, a few strands slipping out like they’ve given up obeying orders.
Our eyes don’t meet, but I see the moment she spots me. There’s a flicker of surprise there. Maybe even hesitation.
Before I can go to her, two kids tug on my sleeve.
“Ethan! Can you help me make my cookie look like a rocket?”
“Mine’s a unicorn with seven eyes!” the other says proudly.
I crouch down to their level, smiling. “Alright, that’s ambitious. But I like it. Who’s got the frosting?”
A frosting war breaks out in record time. Laughter erupts. One of the little girls smears blue icing across her face by accident and blinks up at me like she’s testing how far she can push the sugar limit. I wipe it off gently with a napkin, careful not to mess up her glittery pink hair clip.
When I look up, there she is.
Charlotte. Watching.
Not in the suspicious way she did before, but... different. Her arms are still crossed, but her expression has shifted. A crease between her brows like she’s thinking too hard. Like maybe she’s seeing something she didn’t expect.
I hold her gaze for just a beat.
She doesn’t look away.
And for a second, I wonder if the walls she’s built are starting to show a crack.
“Nice save with the napkin,” someone says beside me.
I turn to find Mia holding a tray of juice boxes. She follows my line of sight, then raises her eyebrows meaningfully.
“You’re wasting your best material on frosting,” she teases. “If you smiled at her the way you smile at these kids, you’d already be planning your honeymoon.”
I cough. “Mia—”
“Don’t ‘Mia’ me,” she says, grinning. “You like her. That’s obvious.”
“I don’t think she’s convinced I’m not a villain.”
“Then show her,” she shrugs. “She’s not wrong to be cautious. But she’ll see it eventually.”
I nod, slowly, and glance back toward the door.
Charlotte’s still there.
Still watching.
Only now, her arms have dropped to her sides.
And for just one second, I swear she almost smiles.
Almost.

      ***Charlotte eventually makes her way toward the tables, arms crossed, scanning everything like she’s mentally taking inventory of what’s too good to be true.
When she stops near the drinks, I give it a beat before casually making my way over, pretending like I’m just checking the lemonade levels.
She clocks me instantly.
“Are you always this hands-on?” she asks, eyebrow raised as she watches me restock napkins next to the plastic cups.
I glance sideways. “With napkins? Only when there’s a crowd. You never know when someone’s going to spill.”
“Right,” she says, tone dry. “Very heroic. Napkins today, Nobel Peace Prize tomorrow.”
I lean one elbow on the table and smirk. “You’re in a great mood.”
“Just surprised,” she replies. “I thought you’d be front and center with the big donors, giving inspirational speeches and signing autographs.”
I chuckle. “I didn’t realize you thought I had trading cards.”
“I’m sure someone’s made one,” she mutters. “Glossy finish. Charity edition.”
“Limited print,” I nod. “Comes with a holographic sparkle and a free apology letter to every nurse I annoy.”
Her mouth twitches—fighting a smile, but not quite winning.
“I’ve seen your type before,” she says, voice quieting. “Polished. Charming. Perfect timing when there’s an audience.”
“And what do you see now?” I ask, meeting her eyes.
She hesitates. Just for a heartbeat. “I don’t know yet.”
It’s not the answer I want—but it’s not nothing.
“I’ll take a ‘maybe’ over a ‘hard pass,’” I say.
“That’s not an invitation to try harder,” she warns.
I grin. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Before she can respond, I hear footsteps behind me and turn just as Stacy sidles up with Mia in tow. Both of them are holding paper plates full of cookies and fruit, clearly taking a break from setup duty.
“There you are,” Stacy says, nudging me with her elbow. “We were wondering if you’d finally scared off the woman who clearly wants nothing to do with your golden boy energy.”
“Not scared,” Charlotte says dryly. “Mildly annoyed, maybe.”
Mia laughs. “Oh, I like her already.”
“Charlotte, meet Stacy and Mia,” I say, gesturing between them. “Two of my favorite people, and the only ones allowed to roast me in public.”
“Hi,” Charlotte says, nodding, her voice slightly more polite now. “Nice to meet you.”
Stacy gives her a warm smile. “Now we know where his gaze lingered.”
Charlotte tilts her head toward me. “Oh?”
“Yes,” Mia answers before I can. “Nice to meet you.”
I glance at Charlotte, who’s watching Mia now, something unreadable passing across her face.
Before anyone can press further, Charlotte’s phone buzzes. She pulls it from her pocket, glances at the screen, and sighs.
“Hospital,” she says. “I need to go.”
Stacy immediately steps aside. “Of course. Thank you for coming, even for a little bit.”
Mia touches her arm gently. “Maybe next time you’ll stay long enough for dessert.”
Charlotte gives them both a quick, almost sheepish smile. “Maybe.”
She looks at me last.
Not a smile. Not quite.
Just a
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