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Chapter 1
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The last thing Charlie Bennett saw of Orange Blossom Springs was the apartment complex where she'd been living for the past six months, ever since she'd finally worked up the courage to leave Ryan and the house that had never really felt like home. She'd loaded everything she and Tyler owned into a Honda Civic and a small U-Haul trailer, leaving behind the cramped two-bedroom that had been their temporary refuge while she figured out what came next. 

Two and a half hours later, she was beginning to wonder if she'd made a terrible mistake.

Charlie had always imagined her first glimpse of Summer Haven would be magical—perhaps catching sight of the turquoise water sparkling in the afternoon sun, or the iconic Salt Pier stretching into the Atlantic like something from a postcard. Instead, she got a close-up view of a faded bumper sticker that read "My Other Car is a Surfboard" as she slammed on her brakes, her Honda Civic skidding to a stop just inches from the rusty pickup truck that had suddenly swerved in front of her.

A golden retriever sat panting in the middle of the street, tail wagging like this was the best game ever invented.

Of course, Charlie thought grimly. Of course there's a dog.

"Mama, doggy!" Tyler announced from his car seat, kicking his dinosaur-socked feet with delight. At three, he found pretty much everything exciting, including near-collisions involving loose pets on unfamiliar streets.

Charlie gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white as she watched the driver's door of the pickup swing open. This was exactly what she didn't need right now. She'd been in Summer Haven for exactly seventeen minutes, and she was already about to get into her first argument with some careless local who probably let his dog run wild through traffic.

Just like Ryan, she thought bitterly. Never thinking about consequences. Never considering that other people have to deal with the mess.

The drive from Orange Blossom Springs had been long and emotionally exhausting. Tyler had asked the same rotation of questions every thirty miles: "Are we there yet?" "When will we see our new house?" "Is Daddy gonna visit us?" And the one that broke her heart every time: "Did I do something bad, Mama? Is that why we had to leave?"

She'd practiced her answers during the sleepless nights before they left, lying in the guest bedroom of her sister's house where they'd stayed for two weeks after she'd finally walked out. Simple, age-appropriate explanations that wouldn't make Tyler feel responsible for the implosion of his parents' marriage. But every time he asked, Charlie felt like she was failing him all over again.

Just like Ryan, she thought bitterly. Never thinking about consequences. Never considering that other people have to deal with the mess.

The man who emerged from the pickup was tall and sun-weathered, with tousled dark blonde hair that looked like he'd just rolled out of bed—or off a beach. He wore a faded Fleetwood Mac t-shirt that had definitely seen better days, and as he jogged toward the golden retriever, Charlie could see his face was tight with frustration.

"Wally, you idiot," he muttered, grabbing the dog's collar. "What did I tell you about the gate latch?"

Charlie rolled down her window, her patience—what little remained after four hours on the road with a toddler and a trailer full of her broken dreams—officially gone. "Excuse me!"

The man looked up, and she got her first good look at ocean-blue eyes that were more annoyed than apologetic. "Yeah?"

"Your dog ran right into traffic. I could have hit him. I have a three-year-old in the back seat."

He straightened, one hand still on the dog's collar. "My dog?"

"Well, you just called him by name."

"Wally belongs to my cousin. I was dog-sitting and the little escape artist figured out how to open the gate." He ran his free hand through his messy hair. "Look, I'm sorry you had to brake, but—"

"Sorry I had to brake?" Charlie's voice rose, carrying all the frustration and fear and exhaustion of the past year. "I nearly rear-ended you because you swerved without looking. What if I'd been going faster? What if—"

"But you weren't," he interrupted, "and you didn't. Everyone's fine."

Everyone's fine. God, she was so sick of men dismissing her concerns with those exact words. Ryan had said the same thing when he'd maxed out their credit cards without telling her. When he'd missed Tyler's first steps because he was "networking" at some bar until 2 AM. When he'd forgotten to pick Tyler up from daycare three times in one month, leaving their son confused and abandoned while Charlie scrambled to leave work early.

Everyone's fine, Charlie. You worry too much, Charlie. It's not a big deal, Charlie.

"You don't get to decide if everyone's fine," she snapped. "You don't know me. You don't know what I've been through to get here, and you certainly don't get to tell me how I should feel about some stranger's irresponsible—"

"Whoa." He held up his free hand. "Look, lady, I said I was sorry about the dog. I didn't realize this was going to turn into a therapy session."

Charlie felt heat flood her cheeks. Great. She'd been in town less than twenty minutes and she was already the crazy divorced lady having a breakdown over a minor traffic incident. This was exactly the fresh start she'd been hoping for.

The drive down had been punctuated by Tyler's increasingly anxious questions. Around Gainesville, he'd started asking if their new house would have his night light. By the time they'd stopped for lunch in Palatka, he was asking if the new place would have a yard where he could bury his toy dinosaurs like he did at their old apartment.

Each question was a small knife twist, reminding Charlie of everything she was taking away from her son. The familiar pediatrician who'd known Tyler since birth. The neighbors at their apartment complex who waved every morning. The library where they'd done story time every Thursday, even after she'd left Ryan and moved across town.

She'd left behind a life that had looked perfect from the outside for years—the marriage to the successful husband, the stay-at-home mom routine she'd thought she wanted. But even after she'd finally gotten the courage to leave, starting over in the same town had been impossible. Everywhere she went, she was "Ryan's ex-wife," the woman who'd "broken up the family," as Ryan's mother had put it during one particularly brutal custody exchange.

"Mama, the doggy is pretty," Tyler piped up, apparently oblivious to the tension crackling between the adults. "Can I pet him?"

The stranger's expression softened slightly as he looked at Tyler. "He's friendly, but maybe when you're not in the car, buddy."

"What's his name again?" Tyler asked with the kind of serious intensity only a toddler could muster.

"Wally."

"That's a funny name for a doggy. I'm Tyler. This is Mama." Tyler's voice took on that matter-of-fact tone he used when explaining important things. "Mama's sad because Daddy doesn't live with us anymore, but we're gonna live at the beach now and it's gonna be better. Mama said so."

Charlie wanted to crawl under her car and disappear forever. "Tyler, honey, we don't need to—"

"The beach is pretty good for sad mamas," the man said quietly, and something in his tone made Charlie look at him more closely. "You picked a good place to land."

For just a moment, the irritation in his eyes was replaced by something that looked almost like understanding. Charlie felt her anger deflate slightly, leaving her feeling hollow and exhausted. When was the last time someone had spoken to her with genuine kindness instead of judgment or pity?

A car honked behind them, and she realized they were blocking traffic on what appeared to be Summer Haven's main drag. Through her windshield, she could see quaint storefronts with hand-painted signs and sidewalks dotted with palm trees and colorful planters. It was exactly the kind of place she'd dreamed of when she'd finally worked up the courage to leave Orange Blossom Springs and everything that had gone wrong there.

The morning she'd left, Tyler had stood at the window of their small apartment, pressing his face to the glass as Charlie loaded the last of their belongings into the U-Haul.

"Mama, what if I forget what our old apartment looked like?" he'd asked, his voice small and worried.

Charlie had knelt beside him, her heart breaking for the hundredth time that week. "Then we'll remember it together, baby. We'll remember the good parts."

"What if I forget Daddy?"

"You won't forget Daddy. Daddy loves you very much, and he's going to call you all the time. He's just... Mama and Daddy need to live in different houses now. But that doesn't change how much we both love you."

It was the truth, as much as she could tell a three-year-old. Ryan did love Tyler, in his way. He just loved himself more, and Charlie had finally stopped believing that would ever change.

"I should probably get going," she said, her voice quieter now. "I'm supposed to meet my new landlady at three."

"Right." He stepped back toward his truck, Wally trotting beside him. "Drive carefully."

It wasn't exactly an apology, but it wasn't hostile either. Charlie nodded and waited for him to move his truck so she could continue down Main Street.

As she drove past the Driftwood Café and Harper's Book Nook, Tyler kept up a running commentary about everything he saw—"Look, Mama, an ice cream store!" and "That house is purple!" and "More doggies!"—but Charlie found herself thinking about the stranger's words.

The beach is pretty good for sad mamas.

Had it been that obvious? She'd thought she was holding it together pretty well, considering she was starting over in a new town with nothing but a toddler, a trailer full of secondhand furniture, and the shattered remains of what was supposed to have been her happily ever after.

The hardest part hadn't been leaving Ryan—by the time she'd moved out six months ago, their marriage had felt more like a business arrangement anyway, with Charlie managing the household and Tyler while Ryan managed his image and his affairs. The hardest part had been trying to rebuild in Orange Blossom Springs, where everyone knew their story and had opinions about her choices.

She'd tried to make it work in their hometown. Rented the little apartment, found a part-time job, enrolled Tyler in a new daycare. But Orange Blossom Springs was Ryan's town, full of his family and his friends and his version of what had gone wrong. Charlie had felt like she was suffocating all over again, just in a smaller space.

She'd been Ryan's wife, Tyler's mother, the woman who organized the neighborhood barbecues and remembered everyone's birthdays and made sure their Christmas cards went out on time. But somewhere along the way, she'd stopped being Charlie—the woman who'd wanted to travel, who'd dreamed of starting her own marketing business, who'd believed in love that felt like partnership instead of performance.

You worry too much, Charlie. That's what Ryan had always said. Right up until the day she'd found the credit card statements hidden in his gym bag and realized that maybe she hadn't been worrying enough. The hotel charges in cities where he claimed to be in meetings. The restaurant bills for two when he was supposed to be working late alone. The jewelry purchases she'd never received.

"Mama?" Tyler's voice pulled her back to the present. "Are you sad again?"

Charlie glanced in the rearview mirror at her son's concerned face. Tyler had developed an uncanny ability to read her moods over the past few months, and she hated that her three-year-old felt responsible for managing her emotions.

"I'm not sad, baby. I'm just... thinking."

"About our new house?"

"About our new adventure." Charlie forced a smile into her voice. "Remember what we talked about? Sometimes when one adventure ends, it means a new one is ready to begin."

"Like in the dinosaur book? When the T-Rex finds a new place to live?"

"Exactly like that."

She pushed the thoughts away and focused on Tyler's chatter, following the GPS directions toward Seaside Drive. Whatever else happened in Summer Haven, it had to be better than the mess she'd left behind. It had to be.

The past year had been a blur of lawyers and paperwork and well-meaning friends who kept asking if she was "sure about this"—first about leaving Ryan, then about leaving town entirely. As if walking away from a marriage where she felt invisible was a decision she'd made lightly. As if starting over as a single mother in a new place was some kind of whim instead of the hardest thing she'd ever done.

But as they'd driven through Florida's rolling hills and citrus groves, past small towns with names like Brooksville and Inverness, Charlie had felt something she hadn't experienced in years: possibility. Not the kind that came from wishful thinking or ignoring red flags, but the real kind that came from finally choosing herself and her son over the illusion of security.

"Mama, are we at our new house yet?"

"Almost, baby. Almost."

The turquoise water came into view as she turned onto Seaside Drive, and despite everything—the dog incident, the anxiety about meeting her new landlady, the uncertainty of what came next—Charlie felt a little flutter of hope in her chest. The ocean stretched endlessly toward the horizon, vast and full of promise.

Maybe the grumpy stranger with the escape-artist dog was right. Maybe the beach really was good for sad mamas.

She was about to find out.
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The coral-and-teal condo complex at 1247 Seaside Drive was even prettier than the photos online, with its white trim and ocean-facing balconies draped in blooming bougainvillea. Charlie pulled into the small parking lot, noting the eclectic mix of vehicles—everything from pristine SUVs to a Volkswagen van covered in surf stickers. 

And there, in the spot marked 4B, sat the rusty pickup truck with the surfboard bumper sticker.

No, Charlie thought, her stomach dropping. No, no, no.

"Mama, is this our new house?" Tyler asked, pressing his face to the window.

"I... I hope so, buddy."

She parked next to a gleaming white Cadillac and sat for a moment, staring at that pickup truck and trying to convince herself it was a coincidence. Maybe Mr. Grumpy-with-the-Escape-Artist-Dog just happened to be visiting someone in her building. Maybe he was the maintenance guy. Maybe—

Charlie was still trying to summon the courage to get out of the car when she noticed a woman emerging from the building's main entrance. She was probably in her seventies, with wild gray curls barely contained by oversized sunglasses, and she wore a flowing muumuu in shades of turquoise and coral that matched the building's paint scheme. Despite her age, she moved with the energetic bounce of someone half her years.

The woman stopped in the middle of the parking lot, looking between Charlie's car and a piece of paper in her hand with obvious confusion. Then her gaze landed on Charlie through the windshield, and her expression shifted to something that looked like delighted surprise.

"Oh my stars," Charlie heard her exclaim, though the words were muffled by the car windows.

The woman hurried over, her muumuu billowing behind her, and tapped gently on Charlie's window.

"Excuse me, honey," she called through the glass. "Are you by any chance Charles Bennett?"

"Um, Charlie, actually," Charlie said, climbing out of the car.

Myrtle stopped short, her sunglasses sliding down her nose as she stared. "Oh my stars. You're... you're a woman." Her gaze dropped to Tyler, who was attempting to climb out of his car seat. "And that's... that's a child."

"Yes?" Charlie said uncertainly, helping Tyler down. "Is that... a problem?"

"Oh, honey, no! Not a problem at all!" Myrtle's face broke into a delighted grin. "It's just that my computer system had you down as Charles Bennett and Tyler Bennett - I thought you were two single men looking for a roommate! This is going to be much more interesting!"

Tyler had found his footing and made a beeline for the nearest palm tree. "Mama, it's a tree at the beach!"

"It's a palm tree, sugar," Myrtle said, her voice full of wonder as she watched Tyler with obvious delight. "We've got dozens of them. Now, Charlie, I have to tell you, this is quite the mix-up. My computer system matched Charles Bennett and Tyler Bennett - two single men - with Jude Whitaker, who's looking for quiet roommates for his four-bedroom place."

Charlie's chest tightened with sudden dread. "Jude Whitaker?"

"My nephew! He's a music producer. Very talented, works with bands from all over Florida." Myrtle beamed with obvious pride. "I thought it would be perfect - three bachelors sharing expenses in a beautiful beachfront condo."

The dread in Charlie's stomach crystallized into full-blown panic. A music producer. The same grumpy man from the street incident. And they were supposed to live together for... "What exactly are the lease terms?"

"One full year, renewable," Myrtle said cheerfully. "Gives everyone time to really settle in and become family."

One year. Charlie's mouth went dry. She'd already given notice on her apartment in Orange Blossom Springs, her old job was officially over, and every penny she had was tied up in this move. If this arrangement didn't work out...

She couldn't go back. She wouldn't go back to Ryan's disappointed sighs and passive-aggressive comments about her "overprotective parenting." Not to the pitying looks from neighbors who'd watched their marriage implode. Not to the suffocating feeling that she was failing at everything that was supposed to matter.

"Tyler, stay close, please," she called as he wandered toward a fountain.

"The complex is completely safe," Myrtle assured her, already heading toward the building. "Gated community, lovely neighbors, and there's a fenced courtyard out back where little ones can play. Come on, let's go up and get you settled. Jude's expecting his new roommates."

Charlie felt like she was walking through quicksand as she followed Myrtle up the exterior staircase to the second floor, Tyler's hand firmly in hers. Her son chattered excitedly about everything he saw—the colorful doors, the hanging plants, a cat sunning itself on a balcony—but Charlie barely heard him over the sound of her own heartbeat.

They stopped in front of a door painted cheerful turquoise with a brass "4B" mounted beside it. Myrtle knocked briskly.

"Jude, honey! Your new roommates are here!"

Charlie heard footsteps inside, and then the door swung open to reveal the same sun-weathered face, the same tousled dark blonde hair, the same ocean-blue eyes that had glared at her from beside his pickup truck.

The moment stretched between them like a held breath.

"Wait." Jude looked from Charlie to Myrtle, his expression shifting from polite expectation to confusion. "This is... Charles? And Tyler?"

Tyler, oblivious to the tension, pointed at Jude and announced brightly, "That's the man with the doggy!"

"You've got to be kidding me," Charlie muttered.

"The doggy wasn't mine," Jude said automatically, then shook his head. "Myrtle, you said Charles and Tyler were two guys looking to split rent. You never mentioned..." He gestured helplessly at Charlie.

"Well, the computer saw Charles Bennett and Tyler Bennett applying together," Myrtle explained, looking both sheepish and absolutely enchanted by Tyler, who was now peering around Jude's legs into the condo. "I thought you were getting two bachelor roommates to help with expenses. I had no idea Charlie was a woman, or that Tyler was her little boy!"

"Can we see inside?" Tyler asked, tugging on Jude's shirt with the fearless confidence of a three-year-old. "Mama said we get to live at the beach now."

Jude looked down at Tyler, and Charlie watched his expression soften despite his obvious shock. "Yeah, buddy. You want to see your new room? It's got a really good view of the ocean."

"Is there fishies in the ocean?"

"Lots of fishies."

"Oh, for heaven's sake," Myrtle interrupted, pushing past both adults into the condo. "Come on in! You can work out any little details while I show you around. Water under the bridge!"

Charlie and Jude stared at each other in the doorway, the weight of their situation settling over them like a heavy blanket.

"So," Charlie said finally. "A full year."

"A full year," Jude confirmed, his voice grim.

"And you're a music producer who works from home."

"And you have a three-year-old who probably needs things like naps and bedtime routines."

They looked at each other for another long moment, both clearly calculating the impossibility of their situation.

"This is going to be a disaster," Charlie said quietly.

"Complete disaster," Jude agreed.

"Come on, you two!" Myrtle called from inside. "Tyler wants to see his room!"

Charlie picked up her son's hand and stepped across the threshold, Jude moving aside to let them pass. As she entered what was apparently going to be her home for the next twelve months, Charlie couldn't shake the feeling that her fresh start had just become infinitely more complicated.

The condo was gorgeous, she had to admit, and much larger than she'd expected. Floor-to-ceiling windows showcased a breathtaking view of the Atlantic, where late afternoon sunlight painted the water in shades of gold and turquoise. The living space was open and airy, decorated in coastal whites and blues with weathered wood accents that managed to look both sophisticated and comfortable.

But it was also clearly a bachelor's space. Expensive-looking sound equipment dominated one corner of the living room, guitars were propped against walls, and the coffee table was covered in music magazines and what appeared to be mixing boards.

Tyler immediately noticed the sound equipment, his eyes widening as he took in the impressive array of buttons and lights.

"Tyler, hands off," Charlie said quickly, intercepting him before he could reach the mixing boards.

"It's okay," Jude said, though Charlie noticed he moved closer to his equipment. "Just looking, right buddy?"

Tyler nodded seriously, studying the equipment with the intense focus only a three-year-old could muster.

Myrtle was already leading them down a hallway toward the bedrooms. "Now, the master suite is down that hall," she gestured toward one end of the condo. "That's where Jude has his bedroom and office set up. And over here..." She led them toward the opposite end. "These two bedrooms will be perfect for you and Tyler."

Charlie peered into the smaller room first and couldn't help but smile. Someone had painted a cheerful underwater scene on one wall—fish and seahorses and dancing seaweed in bright blues and greens. A twin bed sat against the window, and there was plenty of space for Tyler's toys.

Tyler's face lit up when he saw the painted fish. "Look, Mama," he whispered, as if speaking too loudly might scare them away.

"The previous tenant painted that," Jude said from behind her. "Had two little kids. When they moved out, Myrtle couldn't bring herself to paint over it."

"It's perfect for him," Charlie said softly, watching Tyler trace the painted fish with his finger.

The room next door was larger, with a queen bed and a small desk by the window. It was simple but comfortable, and the view of the ocean was stunning. Charlie could see herself working at that desk, looking out at the water while she wrote copy for hotels and tourism clients.

"This is perfect," Charlie said, running her hand along the desk surface. "I work from home—marketing and copywriting—so having a dedicated workspace will be wonderful."

"What kind of marketing?" Jude asked, and Charlie detected genuine curiosity in his voice.

"Mostly hospitality and tourism. Hotels, restaurants, vacation rentals. I help them with their websites, social media, promotional materials." Charlie felt herself warming to the subject despite the awkwardness of the situation. "I actually have a couple of projects lined up here in Florida that I'm excited about."

"That's wonderful, honey," Myrtle said. "You'll fit right in here. Summer Haven's always looking for people who understand the tourism business."

As they continued the tour, Tyler stayed close to Charlie, taking everything in with quiet curiosity. He discovered the balcony overlooking the ocean and pressed his face to the glass, watching the waves. The kitchen made him smile when he saw the breakfast bar. And when he spotted the courtyard through the living room windows, he tugged gently on Charlie's shirt.

"Playground?" he asked hopefully.

"There are several families in the complex," Myrtle assured him. "I'm sure you'll make friends in no time."

But Charlie was noticing the potential problems. Jude's guitar collection seemed to be scattered throughout the common areas. The living room clearly doubled as some kind of workspace, with music equipment and cables snaking across the floor. The kitchen, while beautiful, was organized with the precision of someone who lived alone and had strong opinions about where things belonged.

"So," she said carefully, "how does this usually work? With the common areas, I mean."

Jude and Myrtle exchanged a look.

"Well," Jude said slowly, "my last roommate was also a musician. We had... compatible schedules."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning he worked at night and slept during the day. So I could record whenever I needed to, and he could practice when I wasn't here."

Charlie felt her heart sink. "Tyler naps from one to three every day. And bedtime is seven-thirty."

"Seven-thirty?" Jude looked genuinely surprised. "Every night?"

"Every night. He's three. He needs routine and consistency."

The silence that followed was loaded with implications.

"Well," Myrtle said brightly, "I'm sure you two can work something out! That's what roommate agreements are for!"

After Myrtle left with promises to "check on them in a few days," Charlie and Jude found themselves alone with Tyler, who was sitting on the floor examining one of his toy dinosaurs.

"Are those all different?" Tyler asked, noticing Jude's guitar collection scattered around the living room.

"They make different sounds," Jude explained, settling onto the couch. "This one is quiet, this one is louder."

Tyler nodded thoughtfully, as if this made perfect sense.

"Actually," Jude said, "let me help you with that. The U-Haul, right?"

Charlie was surprised by the offer. "You don't have to—"

"Four flights of stairs with boxes and a three-year-old? Trust me, you'll want the help."

As they headed downstairs, Tyler walking carefully between them and stopping occasionally to look at interesting things, Charlie found herself stealing glances at Jude. He'd been more patient with Tyler than she'd expected, answering his few questions without seeming annoyed. Maybe this disaster wouldn't be as complete as she'd initially thought.

Of course, they'd only been roommates for twenty minutes. There was still plenty of time for everything to fall apart.

The U-Haul was packed with the careful efficiency of someone who'd had to fit their entire life into a small space. Charlie had labeled everything meticulously—"Tyler's Room," "Charlie's Room," "Kitchen"—though looking at the boxes now, she wondered how they'd fit everything.

"This is it?" Jude asked, surveying the trailer's contents.

"We don't have much," Charlie said, trying to keep the defensiveness out of her voice.

They worked efficiently, Tyler helping by carrying his small backpack and staying out of the way.

"Can I? Really?"

Charlie looked at Jude, who shrugged. "It's completely fenced. I can see it from the living room windows."

"Stay where I can see you," Charlie called as Tyler raced toward the playground equipment.

Setting up her workspace proved to be simpler than Charlie had anticipated. The desk by the window in her bedroom was perfect for her computer and the view of the ocean would be inspiring during long writing sessions. She arranged her laptop, external monitor, and the small printer she'd managed to fit in the U-Haul, creating a functional office space that felt both professional and peaceful.

"Need help with anything else?" Jude asked, appearing in her bedroom doorway.

"I think I've got it. The desk placement is perfect—great light and an amazing view for when I'm working."

"Yeah, that window gets good light all day. And there's a Wi-Fi extender in the hall closet if you need better internet signal back here."

Charlie looked at him with surprise. "That's... actually really helpful. Thank you."

"No problem. We're roommates now, right? Might as well make it work."

As the afternoon wore on, they developed an efficient rhythm. Jude helped arrange furniture while Charlie unpacked Tyler's things, and Tyler played quietly with his toys, occasionally asking a simple question or showing them something he'd found.

"Different people need different computers," Jude was explaining when Tyler noticed their laptops.

"Why?" Tyler asked.

"Your mama needs hers for writing, and I mostly just check email."

Tyler seemed satisfied with this answer and went back to arranging his dinosaurs.

By evening, Charlie had managed to create a functional workspace and Tyler's room looked like home, complete with his night light and the small collection of stuffed animals that went everywhere with him. The condo was starting to feel less like a bachelor pad and more like a place where a small family could actually live.

"Mama, I'm hungry," Tyler announced as the sun started to set.

Charlie realized she hadn't planned dinner, too focused on moving in to think about practical things like food. "Let me see what I can figure out..."

"There's a decent pizza place that delivers," Jude offered. "If you want. I mean, it's been a long day."

"Pizza!" Tyler shouted. "Can we have pizza, Mama? Please?"

Charlie looked around the condo—boxes still scattered around, Tyler clearly exhausted despite his excitement, Jude being unexpectedly helpful despite the circumstances.

"Pizza sounds perfect," she said.

As they waited for food to arrive, Tyler curled up on the couch between them, his energy finally starting to fade. The ocean was visible through the large windows, and the sound of waves provided a soothing backdrop to the day's chaos.

"Jude?" Tyler said sleepily.

"Yeah, buddy?"

"I like our new house."

"It's a pretty good house," Jude agreed.

"Are you gonna be our friend?"

Jude glanced at Charlie over Tyler's head. "I think I'd like that."

Charlie felt tears prick her eyes—exhaustion, relief, and something that might have been hope all mixed together. It wasn't the fresh start she'd planned, but maybe it was the one she needed.

"Me too," she said softly.

Outside, the first stars were appearing over the Atlantic, and Charlie thought that maybe, just maybe, they were going to be okay.
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