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      Charlie’s guitar is his constant, the one thing that’s never let him down—unlike love. His music is his refuge, but every strum of the strings is a bittersweet reminder of how Jennifer left him in the dust. He’s all about the rockstar life until a single, life-altering phone call brings back all the fear and pain he’s tried to mute. A secret revealed, pure and life-changing, threatens to upend his world. Fatherhood is the last encore he ever expected, and Charlie’s not sure he’s ready for the spotlight it brings.

      Chloe’s got her eyes set on the prize: LA is the canvas for her dreams, and she’s coloring it with hard work and college victories. But her gig managing a rock band’s frontman adds an unexpected shade to her plan, especially when the bassist, Charlie, steps into the picture. He’s the embodiment of every melody she’s ever loved, and when he needs help, Chloe’s there with open arms—and a heart that’s all in. Yet, in the shadows of their growing connection, she harbors a truth that eats at her. Time is ticking, and her secret could shatter everything. Will Chloe’s revelation be the chord that harmonizes their lives, or will it be the note that silences their song?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          CHARLIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One month ago

      

      

      Driving through the LA madness, I’m flooring it way more than I should, trying to dodge a run-in with the cops. I can't afford to lose my license, but I'm running so damn late for the party. Emma and Jax are gonna have my head for this. And let me tell you, there's nothing more terrifying than a pregnant woman on a hormonal warpath; they'll verbally slay you for slipping up. And luck would have it, Samantha and Jillian are both expecting too. It's like a minefield of mood swings. Jesus Christ, thank God I'm single! Damn, women can be intense. They push you, wanting the world, and when you hand it to them, they're eyeing the stars next.

      Darkest Symphony is killing it right now, and I'm thrilled to be part of this wild ride. We're tight, more than just a band—a family. Love's been going around like the common cold, and somehow, Liam and I dodged it. He did. Me? More like I've burned my soul and I'll be fucked if I'd let another chick to mess with my life. I'm done with relationships. Women are batshit crazy and everything they think it's true, whether it's a lie or not. I'm done, better single and with no strings.

      Jill's name lights up my phone, and I'm cursing under my breath as I answer.

      “Charlie, are you close?” Her voice is hushed, like she's got to be covert about checking up on me.

      I swerve around a couple of cars, threading the needle on the road as I hit Jax's private drive. “Pulling in now, little one,” I say as I slide into a parking spot.

      Jill's there waiting, arms akimbo, as I kill the engine and step out. “When are you gonna learn how to set an alarm, Charlie?”

      I laugh it off, scratching the back of my neck as I close the distance. “But I cherish my beauty sleep.” I scoop her up in a brotherly hug, planting a kiss on her forehead. Jillian, our band's dynamo, has soared, and I couldn't be prouder.

      Then Emma's voice cuts through the air, a playful threat as she gestures at the grill. “Charlie, you're on dish duty tonight!” The price of being fashionably late, again.

      “My bad, I can do them no worries.” I take the trail off her hands as I kiss her cheek. Balls, I did them the last time and the time before. Fuck my life!

      Dex and Jax are beckoning me over with that 'you're late' smirk. “About time you showed up,” Jax teases, clapping me on the back.

      “At least I get to sleep in while you guys are on daddy duty.” I shoot back with a laugh. Dex, the beat master of our group, tosses me a cold one, and our bottles clink in that perfect 'cheers' moment.

      But then, Samantha, Dex's better half, is rushing over with urgency painting her face. “Babe, we gotta jet.”

      “See, that's why being single is a fucking bless.” I laugh as I take a swing of beer.

      Dex's smile drops like a hot riff at a funeral. “What's wrong?”

      “Jen,” her eyes flicking to me for just a second, “She’s in hospital.” Dex hands his beer off and bolts. What is going on? Should I ask what happened to her? Or even better pretend I don't give a shit about her after she took my heart and threw it in the hell.

      “You better move your ass.” Sam says sharply, already turning away.

      “Sam, wait.” I have to set this straight. “Jen made her feelings crystal clear—she can't stand me. I'm over chasing shadows. She's moved on, and so have I.” The words taste like vinegar. The truth is, she's moved on, but me? I'm stuck. I've never been the guy to chase, but for Jen, I ran myself ragged, back and forth from LA to Austin, racking up miles and heartache.

      “She's having your baby, Charlie.” The world tilts on its axis as Sam drops the bomb. Her voice is laced with impatience and something that sounds a lot like sympathy.

      I nearly choke on a bitter laugh. The memory of Jen introducing me to Nick, her supposed ex, still burns. We'd been dating for a solid three months before she blindsided me with her pregnancy news, claiming Nick was the dad. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but Nick's the father,” I retort with a scoff.

      Her frustration boils over. “Nick's her brother, Charlie! Get a move on! Jennifer needs you, you idiot!” Her tears catch me off guard, and I'm suddenly in motion, abandoning my beer as I tail them to the car.

      I'm reeling, trying to sort through the chaos. This has got to be some sick joke, another one of Jen's twisted games. She got under my skin like no one else, made me fall hard, and then used me as a pawn to get back at her ex. And now she's pulling this stunt?

      “Isn't it too soon for her to be having the baby?” Dex's voice knotted with panic.

      “It's her eighth month. We just gotta pray everything's alright,” Sam fingers flies over her phone.

      “Can someone tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      She spins to me with a fierceness that's downright scary. “She's having your baby, Charlie. She wanted to keep it from you. Now shut the fuck up and let me call Nick.”

      My mind is a tornado of denial and confusion. I'm careful, always careful. “How could she hide this? Why?”

      “Her health, Charlie. She didn't want you to worry.” Dex states as we get to the airport.

      Once we're airborne, I pin her with a stare that's all the demand I can muster. “Spill it, Sam. I want the truth, all of it, or so help me...”

      Sam's face is a canvas of seriousness as she rubs her belly, settling into a chair with the weight of the world on her shoulders. “You better take a seat, Charlie. What I'm about to spill is confidential.”

      I drop into the opposite seat with a snort. “Confidential, my ass. Is this some kind of sick joke?”

      She's steady as a rock, her voice even. “No joke. After you guys broke up, Jen found out she was expecting.”

      I bark out a laugh, full of disbelief. “Oh, and she kept it quiet because?”

      Dex slams his fist onto the table, his patience snapping. “Stop acting like a fucker, Charlie! She might not make it through labor!”

      Blood runs cold in my veins; their words slice through me. “Is that for real?”

      Sam nods, her eyes somber. “She's got a heart condition—pregnancy could kill her. But she chose it anyway.”

      I can't wrap my head around it. “ Why on the fucking earth if she knew she may not survive?”

      “Because she loves you, Charlie.” Sam's voice cracks, her revelation hitting me like a freight train.

      “Look, I'm not saying I don't believe you two, it just seems surreal, okay?” I run my hands down my face, the world blurring. “I've been a fool, chasing ghosts, camping outside her door.” The admission burns my throat. My heart starts to ache just reminding how easy she gave up on us. Because of a fucking picture. “That last time... Nick was there. It shattered me.”

      “Nick's back from deployment. He urged her to reach out to you,” Sam continues, “but she'd vanish if we breathed a word.”

      “ You said it's confidential. Why?” I fiddle with my ring, anxiety gnawing at me.

      Sam exchanges a loaded glance with Dex. “She's written her will, Charlie.”

      My voice fails me, the gravity of the situation leaving me speechless. “Her heart... is it really that bad?”

      Guilt crushes me, thinking of the photos, the lies that tore us apart. I fought to clear my name, won in court, but Jen's faith in me had crumbled.

      Sam sniffs, wiping her nose. “The docs doubted she'd make it this far.”

      Dex sets water before her, his own worry etched deep.

      “But if they were wrong about that,” I grasp at hope, “maybe they're wrong about now too.”

      Sam's head shakes, the motion slow, laden with dread, and I swear my heart stalls in my chest. “Nick's saying she's fading fast, Charlie. They're rushing a C-section to spare her heart any more strain.”

      I'm glancing at my wristwatch like it's a lifeline, the seconds until landing stretching into eternity. She can't leave me again, I'm not ready to let go. There's a hurricane of words inside me, apologies, confessions, anger for keeping me in the dark.

      “How's the baby?” I manage to ask, fighting to steady my pulse.

      “Your little girl's a fighter. Jen's been meticulous with the health checks, making sure she's nothing short of perfect.” Sam's voice wavers, a hint of a maternal glow despite the tears.

      “A girl?” The words carve out a smile amidst the turmoil, my hands balled into fists under the table. I've been sidelined from the biggest moment of our lives. If Jen's aim was to hurt me, this revelation cuts deeper than anything before.

      Dex drops his phone on the table, a weary exhale escaping him. “We've got wheels ready at the airport. My parents are heading back, too.”

      The world narrows down to the thought of my daughter, Jen, and the ticking clock. I'm about to become a father, and I'm praying like hell I don't lose the love that ignited it all.

      I lock eyes with Sam, desperation clawing at my voice. “What's gonna happen?”

      “Best case? Jen chews me out for dragging you along.” She fires back with a half-hearted attempt at humor.

      A surge of bewildered anger sweeps through me. “Hold up, she would've kept this under wraps forever?”

      Sam's head is a slow shake, her phone interrupting with a tone that makes us both jump. “No clue.” She scans the message, her voice a thread. “They're rushing her out, contractions have started.”

      “Is that... good?” I'm clueless, a rookie to all this baby business. Sam's body trembles in Dex's embrace, no answer coming, and my insides twist into knots. “Contractions, are they supposed to happen?” I push out the words, my hands betraying a tremor.

      “I don't know,” she breathes, wiping away tears. “Hurry, we're nearly there.”

      “She can't leave me.” The words are a growl as I storm off the jet, scanning for our ride. “Where's the damn car?”

      Like a scene from a movie, a sleek black car glides up just as we hit the tarmac. The drive to the hospital feels eternal, each second an eternity. My mind's a blank slate, save for one burning certainty: Jen owes me answers, and I'm not leaving until I get them.

      

      I'm threading through the hospital maze when Nick's frame hovers into view. “Nick!” My voice cuts through the sterile silence, my feet pounding the floor as I close the distance. He looks up, eyes swimming with tears, and I swear my heart slams into a brick wall. I stagger back, my spine meeting the cold wall with a thud as I slide to the ground. This is a nightmare; it has to be. My world narrows to a pinprick, everything else fading to black.

      Then Dex's hand is on my shoulder, shaking me back to the present. His palm connects with my cheek—a sharp wake-up call. “Thank fuck, man! The doc needs you and Nick,” he barks, pointing urgently.

      I haul myself up, feeling like I'm moving through molasses, each step a herculean effort.

      The neonatal unit is a beacon of hope and fear, and the doctor gestures to a tiny form in an incubator. “She's a little fighter. Just needs some time to gear up for the world.”

      “Is she... okay?” The words barely crawl out of me. I'm riveted by the sight of her, this tiny miracle, and my arms ache to cradle her, to promise her the stars.

      “She's healthy, just came a bit early. All this gear is precautionary. She's ready to be fed and you can try the Kangaroo care soon.” The doctor's voice is steady, reassuring.

      I flick a glance at Nick. There's no fight in me, just an overwhelming need to be close to my girl, our girl. My daughter.

      “If you don't feel like it, I'll go in.” Nick's offer hangs in the air as the doctor waits. I'm still reeling, caught in the gravity of the moment.

      “What exactly is Kangaroo care?” I'm asking, but my eyes never leave that little life behind the glass.

      “It's skin-to-skin contact,” Nick fills in. “Ready to hold her?”

      “She's my daughter, Nick.” The snap in my voice surprises even me. I immediately backtrack, “Sorry, man, I didn't mean to⁠—”

      He cuts me off with a reassuring clap on my back. “Go on. Evelyn needs her dad.”

      “Eve,” the name slips from me like a vow as I step forward. The nurse instructs me on the ritual of scrubbing in. The moment Eve's cries pierce the air, every paternal instinct I never knew I had ignites. I'm holding her, this tiny, perfect piece of me, and her cries subside into a whimper against my skin. “Hey, Eve, Daddy's right here.”

      “Hi, I’m Rose. Do you want to give her a feed?” The nurse offers, disrupting the sacred quiet.

      I'm clueless, “I... I've never done this before.”

      “Just take a seat,” she coaches me, and I'm following her lead like it's gospel. Eve rests in the crook of my arm, the bottle to her lips, and I'm holding my breath, afraid to break her.

      “It's not so bad, see?” Rose's smile is a lifeline as she steps away.

      I'm a dad. The realization hits, tears blurring my vision, my head falling back in overwhelmed relief. But then Eve stirs, crying again, and my heart pounds a frantic SOS.

      “Rose!” I'm near panic. Did I do something wrong?

      She's back in a heartbeat, guiding Eve onto my chest. “She's picking up on your stress. Take a deep breath, rock her gently.”

      And just like that, I'm a rock in a stormy sea, swaying my daughter, my world, in my arms.

      “You sure I didn't hurt her?” The uncertainty claws at me.

      Rose gives me a reassuring look. “She's just adjusting to everything new. She's got to get used to breathing and eating on her own.”

      I nod, whispering to Eve under the blanket's soft pink embrace. “It's you and me, kiddo. We're gonna figure this out together, right?” Watching her yawn, something profound stirs within me. I'm in awe. This little life is part of me, and I've never felt prouder.

      With Eve settled back in her incubator, I steel myself to face the others. Nick, Sam, and Dex are deep in conversation, but I cut through the silence with a hug for Nick. Despite my hurt over their secrets, he's grieving a sister. “She's always been stubborn as fuck,” Nick admits with regret.

      “I just wish things could've been different,” I whisper, haunted by the fear of losing Eve too.

      Nick catches my eye, understanding. “I would never take her from you. Jennifer wanted you to take care of her and if you don’t want to, then I'll do it.”

      But I can't face another loss. “I'll figure it out. I have to.” I insist, just as the doctor emerges.

      “We need to log her birth,” He looks at us while opening the folder and starts to write something down. “Her name?”

      I don't hesitate. “Evelyn Lancaster.”

      The nurse peers at me in adoration and it makes me sick already. I turn my head to her, I know she has recognized me, “I don't want the news to be spread, otherwise my lawyer,” I point to Samantha, “will take care to charge you and the whole hospital.”

      “We'll respect your privacy,” the doctor assures before shifting topics to Jen's documents. “I'll handle the costs,” I state firmly, scribbling my signature for Eve.

      “Can I see Jen?” The question is a lump in my throat.

      He nods, leading Nick and me to the OR.

      The sight of students around Jen's bed ignites Nick's fury. “Out.” he thunders at the people in the room. “My sister is not a canvas.”

      “That's why she's not at the morgue? For your students?” I boast as the doctor steps backward.

      “It's not as it seems…”

      “She's not a cavy, but a human being.” I yell at him. “Get her documents ready.” He nods and I walk back into the room. Jen's hand is ice in mine, a stark contrast to the warmth of our daughter. Nick hands me her necklace, a memento of our love.

      “Why didn’t you want to believe me?” My voice cracks, begging for an answer I'll never hear.

      “She did believe you but she knew you wouldn’t let her keep the baby if you’d found out about her condition.” Nick explains, but it's a hollow comfort.

      “And you choose to take my heart away twice.” I stare at her. “Please open those eyes.” My voice is barely a whisper while I squeeze her hand.

      “Come on, Charlie. We need to let her go.” Nick's hand on my shoulder pulls me back to reality. “Eve needs you now.”

      I clutch the necklace, a lifeline, as we leave the OR. Sam and Dex are busy on calls, but when Rose signals visiting hours are ending, my decision is already made.

      I'm staying. Eve won't be alone tonight, not if I can help it. She's got her dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            CHARLIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I've been riding the rollercoaster of fatherhood for the last 48 hours, diving headfirst into the world of newborns. My little Eve is nothing short of a miraculous bundle of joy. There's this unparalleled warmth that envelops me when she snuggles on my chest, a feeling so profound it's beyond words. Time has slipped through my fingers, and I'm on a mission to soak up every moment, though I deeply wish Jen could witness the magic with us. But her spirit lingers; I'm determined to ensure our daughter knows the bravery and grace of her incredible mom.

      After the routine of feeding and a battle with the stinkiest of diapers, I tuck Eve back into her cozy incubator. Holding her tiny hand, I'm a fortress of love and protection.

      “Charlie,” a whisper, a beacon of comfort shakes me.

      Blinking away the fog of exhaustion, I greet Em, puzzled yet relieved. “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      “Quick, before we get caught by the nurse,” she smiles, her gaze lingering on Eve's peaceful slumber. “She's absolutely breathtaking.”

      As I rise and stretch, a proud grin takes over. “Can you believe I helped create such gorgeousness?” Stepping out with Emma, we're greeted by Rose and the sudden realization hits me.

      “You've been avoiding our calls, Charlie,” Emma wraps me in a hug, her empathy palpable. “I'm so sorry about Jennifer.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur, the weight of gratitude and sorrow mingling, “Life's thrown me another curveball.”

      “Hey, you've got a baby now. No room for self-pity,” she chides gently, leading me to the waiting area where our friends are gathered, a sight that nearly brings me to tears their presence a balm to my weary soul.

      “Guys, this is...you didn't have to,” I stammer, emotion choking my words.

      Jill steps forward, her embrace firm and reassuring. “You're in dire need of a shower,” she laughs, pointing to a bag of essentials.

      I chuckle, shaking my head. “Eve hasn't complained yet!”

      “We can't wait to meet her,” she says, her hands clasping mine, while Liam and Jax approach. “I'm sorry for Jennifer.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I slump into the chair, feeling every pair of eyes in the room fixed on me, a cocktail of sympathy and concern in their gaze. “Honestly, I'm at a total loss. This whole situation feels surreal. I'm torn between mourning her absence and reveling in Evelyn's arrival.”

      Sam scoots closer, her warmth a small comfort in this sea of confusion. She takes my hand, her grip firm and reassuring. “I believe Jen would want you to find joy in being a dad to Evelyn. Celebrate her life by embracing the happiness your baby brings. Jen's memory, her love, it's eternal, living on in your heart and through the stories you'll share with your daughter. You didn't get nearly enough time, but in Evelyn, part of her lives on.”

      “It's like a punch to the gut, realizing we've let so much precious time slip through our fingers,” I confess, the words spilling out with a surprising serenity. There's a peace that comes with acceptance, a calm in acknowledging that despite pouring every ounce of my being into keeping her close, she chose a world without me. The 'what ifs' haunted me, pondering what magic could have unfolded if she'd gambled on us one more time.

      “They need to be prepared and if I see paparazzi around I'll want their head.” Angel walks toward us with Luke and some other guy of the security. “Charlie.”

      I rise, wrapping her in a hug filled with years of history. “Thanks for being here.”

      “We're family,” she states simply, pulling back to give me a once-over, a sparkle of joy in her eyes. “Congrats on the new addition! Where's the little princess?”

      With a heart swelling with pride, I guide her to the NICU window. “Evelyn's getting a bit of a head start in the incubator since she arrived ahead of schedule, but she's a fighter,” I beam. There, Rose cradles Eve, offering us a window into pure innocence.

      “She's absolutely perfect. Let's just hope she skips on inheriting your questionable habits,” Angel teases, her attention momentarily hijacked by her phone. “The concert's been pushed to July. That's the best I could wrangle.”

      “Fuck!” I rub my face in exasperation, “It completely slipped my mind.” I have two months to get back into the routine. Okay, I can do that.

      “That's why you have me,” she quips, elbowing me gently. “The docs say Eve might be home in a couple of weeks.”

      “Was hoping for sooner,” I admit, my gaze lingering on my daughter, a tiny beacon of change. “Looks like life's about to get a whole lot different.”

      “And say goodbye to lazy mornings,” she laughs, her phone buzzing relentlessly. “Gotta take this,” she excuses herself as Emma steps in closer.

      Wrapped in the warmth of her embrace, I let my arm rest comfortably around her shoulder. “I'll spoil her rotten,” she declares with a glint in her eye.

      “I never doubted that for a second.” But then, a wave of uncertainty washes over me. “But what if I screw up? I mean, I don't know the first thing about taking care of a baby.”

      She gives me a reassuring look, the kind that only comes from someone who's been in the trenches. “Well, it's a good thing I've got three kids under my belt and Angel's got her four. We're not gonna let you fail. But,” she pauses, her tone shifting to something more serious, “you're gonna need a babysitter.”

      The idea hits me like a bad joke. “No way,” I shake my head vehemently. “I can't just hand my daughter over to a stranger. Right now, all I can think about is Eve.”

      She rolls her eyes, a playful scoff escaping her. “Come on, you know I've got Nicole, Francine, and Chloe. They're like family to me, and I bet Chloe would jump at the chance to help you out.”

      The mere mention of Chloe's name sends a ripple through me. Her laughter echoes in my mind, and I can vividly recall the joy she radiates when she's with the kids. The last time I saw her, she was a blur as I rushed out of the manor, too caught up to even offer a greeting. “But isn't she a bit young to handle a newborn? Your kids are practically preschoolers.” Chloe has this magical way with babies, though. Emma's little demons are completely enchanted by her. And I have to admit, there's something about her presence that always lifts my spirits.

      “She's the top pick and juggles babysitting with her college schedule. That's probably why she's not always around. She's training to be a teacher, and trust me, her positivity is downright infectious. Plus, she's completed a first aid course, which is crucial in case Evelyn needs immediate care,” she explains with a reassuring tone that eases my worry, if only slightly.

      Leaning against the cool wall, I find myself gazing down at my shoes, lost in thought. “I need someone who can stick by us, someone who can travel with us on tours. There's no way I'm leaving my little girl with someone I barely know while I'm halfway across the country,” I admit, the weight of my new reality pressing down on me.

      “You're already proving you're going to be a great dad by prioritizing Eve's needs. But you'll have to chat with Chloe about this. It's not my call to make.”

      I manage a small laugh, “Guess you'll be getting a few panic calls from me then. Thanks, really. I'll talk to her once I'm back home. For now, my focus is on Evelyn, and yeah, I've got that funeral to arrange too.” Sighing heavily, I close my eyes, letting my head rest against the wall, overwhelmed by the mounting responsibilities yet unwilling to leave the hospital.

      “I'm heading back to LA tonight with Angel. Harry's come down with a fever again, but I couldn't miss meeting the newest addition to our family. Jax will stick around, though, in case you need anything,” she informs me, her voice laced with concern.

      “Thanks for being here. It means the world to me.”

      “Don't mention it.” She pulls me into a comforting hug. “I've got your back, boo. And I'll give Chloe a heads-up that you'll be reaching out.”

      As she releases me, I step back into the room, just in time for Evelyn's feeding. Nick sneaks in, even though technically he shouldn't, but Rose doesn't make a fuss this time.

      “Good morning, Charlie. Are they with you?” He nods toward the doorway.

      “Yeah, they're more than friends; they're family.” Gently patting Eve's back until she burps, I smile softly. “Say hi to Uncle Nick, little one.”

      He's practically vibrating with anxiety, his hands flailing as if trying to ward off the very idea. “Oh no, I'm not good with babies,” he protests, his voice edged with panic.

      Without missing a beat, I gently place Eve into his tentative arms. “Just think of her like a bomb. If you drop her, it could be catastrophic,” I warn him, my voice even but firm.

      “A bomb?” His eyes go wide as saucers, disbelief etched across his face. “She's way too adorable to be a bomb, right, Eve? But don't worry, I'll handle her with care.”

      Glancing at Rose briefly, I then turn back to him. “Can you stick around for a bit? Jill mentioned I could use a shower.”

      “Sure, how hard could it be?” He's already softening, his finger gently brushing Eve's cheek, utterly enchanted by her. “Who's Jill?” he inquires, curiosity piqued before he quickly backpedals. “Ah, never mind. Not my place to ask, sorry.”

      “Jillian's a friend of mine, and she's married to Mr. Muscle over there,” I nod toward Luke on the other side of the glass. “I'm not exactly relationship material.” The wound left by Jennifer is still raw, a constant reminder that I'm better off alone. “It's just me and Eve now.”

      “Never say never,” he murmurs almost to himself. “Everyone deserves love.”

      I can't help but recount the past. “I thought Jennifer was the one, but she walked out before even knowing about Eve. I wasn't perfect, but I never strayed.”

      He settles into a chair, a serious look on his face. “I know, and deep down, she did too.” Fishing out his keys, he offers them to me. “Take my truck, and if you need a place, Jen's apartment is nearby. You might find something there that you need.”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely. Make yourself at home,” he insists, just as Eve decides to make her presence known in the most aromatic way possible. “Holy—Jesus!” His exclamation is a mix of shock and disgust, and I can't help but chuckle as I twirl his keys on my finger, giving him a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

      Heading for the door, I throw a playful glance back. “Catch you later, Uncle Nick.”

      “Charlie, wait, what do I do?” His voice is laced with panic, a stark contrast to Rose's laughter. It's a mystery to me how such a tiny, adorable human can produce something so impressively stinky.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As I pull into the familiar lot of Jen's apartment, with Jax doggedly tailing me despite my insistence on facing this alone, a knot forms in my throat. Sliding out of Nick's truck, I clutch the bag Jill had thoughtfully packed for me, my heart heavy with memories. This place, steeped in the echoes of laughter and heated debates, feels like a mausoleum of our shared past. The last time I stood here, my heart shattered against that door, and now, here I am again, paralyzed by the weight of what lies beyond it.

      Jax's presence at my side, his hand a comforting weight on my shoulder, breaks through my reverie. “You sure you want to do this solo?”

      Turning to face him, I'm torn. “Honestly? I'm not sure anymore. Jen... she was everything to me, and despite it all, I can't muster any hatred for her. But that door... it's like staring into the abyss.”

      Without hesitation, Jax takes the keys from my grip. “Charlie, little Evelyn is the best of both of you. Jen will always be the mother of your child, and no matter the turmoil between you, she's woven into the fabric of your life.”

      The sound of the lock disengaging sends a jolt through me, but I step through the threshold, propelled by a mixture of dread and determination. Inside, the apartment is a shrine to preparedness for a future that will never be—tiny toys and baby essentials scattered about, a poignant reminder of my own unpreparedness. Photographs of Jen, her smile as infectious as ever, tighten the vice around my heart. In my memories, she'll forever be that vibrant, defiant spark.

      Drawn as if by a magnet, I find myself in the bedroom. Her nightgown lies neatly folded on the bed, surrounded by an array of unfamiliar baby items, and beside them, a notebook. My hands tremble as I caress its cover, then flip it open. It's her diary, a portal into her thoughts, and there, amidst the scrawl, my name anchors me. Page after page, I'm an unwelcome voyeur into her intent to excise me from her life. The pain is sharp, a betrayal not just of our love but of the future we unknowingly crafted together. The revelation of her moving on, of Kevin, of Zane, while carrying our child, stings with a unique venom. In a fit of anger, the diary sails across the room, a pathetic echo of my heartache. True, I wasn't a saint—I had my distractions, my flings—but this... this cuts deeper. She knew. She knew about Evelyn and still chose to erase me.

      In the deafening silence of the apartment, amidst the ruins of what could have been, I stand alone, confronting the reality that perhaps I never truly knew Jennifer at all.

      Jax remains rooted to the doorway, a silent sentinel, as he retrieves a sheet fluttering out of the diary. “You okay?” His voice is steady, but I can hear the undercurrent of concern.

      “She had others,” I spit out, the words tasting like bile in my throat.

      With a calmness I can't fathom, he smooths out the paper, reinserts it into the diary. “She wanted to move on. You can't fault her for that.”

      Rising to my feet, I jab a finger at my chest, my emotions boiling over. “And why not with me? What did I do that was so wrong? Wasn't I enough? She was carrying my child, yet she was with someone else.”

      “Charlie,” he sighs, offering me the diary, a gesture I barely register. “Sometimes, we don't realize what's best for us until it's gone.”

      “But you found Emma, Dex has Samantha,” I counter, throwing my hands up, my frustration peaking. This notion that fate miraculously works things out seems like a cruel joke. “Even Jillian found her match. So, it's gotta be me. I'm the problem.”

      “You're not the problem, Charlie,” Jax's gaze locks with mine, a silent plea for understanding. “You just haven't found the one meant for you yet. She's out there, waiting.”

      “I'm through with chasing shadows,” I declare, the weight of my resolve heavy in my voice. “Eve is my world now.” I push past him, heading for the bathroom, eager to escape this conversation.

      “How do you know Eve is really your daughter?” His question stops me cold.

      I whirl around, disbelief etched into every feature. “What are you talking about?”

      “Jen had a DNA test done. She wasn't sure if Eve was yours. Which makes me wonder what makes you so sure?”

      The revelation hits like a freight train. “She did what?” Anger surges, hot and uncontrollable, my heart racing. “Eve has my birthmark on her forearm. It's a part of me.” With that, I barrel into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me, the need to escape the pain, the betrayal, overwhelming.

      After the quickest shower of my life, I emerge to find Jax making coffee. “Was that really necessary?” I ask, my voice cold, as I snatch my jacket from the chair.

      In this moment, with emotions raw and truths laid bare, the complexities of love, loss, and the ties that bind us are all too real. And yet, amidst the turmoil, the certainty of Eve's connection to me remains unshaken, a beacon in the chaos that is my life.

      “Sit down, dumbass. You can't hate her; you don't know what she needed it for.”

      Perching myself on the stool, the weight of the world seems to press down on my shoulders, hands cradling my head. “It's not about hate,” I mumble, feeling the sting of disillusionment. “I'm just... I'm disappointed in myself. I truly believed she was 'the one.' And now, it's like she couldn't erase me fast enough from her life—and Eve's.”

      He sets a cup of coffee in front of me, the rich aroma failing to lift the fog of my thoughts. “What if I told you that that’s not a DNA test and her reason for the test was to ensure Eve didn't inherit her heart condition?”

      His words hit me like a gut punch, a mixture of guilt and sorrow swirling inside. “Samantha mentioned Jennifer was obsessive about Eve's health checks.”

      “And yet, the DNA test threw you?” He arches an eyebrow, a silent challenge in his gaze.

      I trace the rim of the cup absentmindedly, the warmth barely registering. “Her diary... it revealed she'd been with others after me. She might've kept Eve a secret from me forever. How is that not cruel?”

      “You still love her, don't you?” His question is soft, probing the wound that's far from healed.

      I let out a long sigh, the memories of us flooding back. “I guess I do. It was more than just physical with her; it felt real, different.”

      “Life's not just black and white, Charlie. You've got to come to terms with the grey areas. Nobody's perfect. Forgiveness and moving forward—that's what matters.”

      “I'm terrified of screwing up as a dad, Jax.” Admitting my deepest fear feels like baring my soul. “I've been up all night, pouring over baby books, but it's not the same. I'm not you.”

      His laughter, warm and genuine, fills the room, offering a sliver of comfort. “Man, there's no handbook for fatherhood. Every kid is unique. Trust me, you'll find your way—it's more instinctual than you think.”

      Looking up, I search his face for any sign of doubt, needing to believe his words. “You really believe that?”

      “Evelyn will make her needs known, and you've got me and Emma in your corner.”

      Gratitude wells up inside me, and I pull him into a hug. “Thanks. Emma mentioned she might know a nanny for Eve, but honestly, I wouldn't even know what to ask beyond checking her references.”

      He fixes me with a discerning look. “Francine, Nicole, or Chloe?”

      “Chloe.”

      “You're in good hands, then. I can personally vouch for her. She's not only studying to be a teacher, but she's got this gentle way about herself, loves reading to the kids. Yvette's language skills are off the charts for her age, knows her ABCs and everything. Chloe's got those two—Yvette and Meghan—competing on who can write better. She's got the makings of a fantastic teacher, and you'd be lucky to have her.”

      Hearing Jackson speak so highly of Chloe piques my interest. Despite seeing her around at various gatherings, our paths never really crossed enough for a meaningful conversation. “Alright, I'll take your word for it. But I need someone who can stay full-time, a live-in nanny.”

      “Don't worry, Sam's got all the details for drafting up a contract, covering everything from salary to privacy. Look at you, already ticking off the dad boxes,” he teases, his phone vibrating with an incoming message. He pulls it out, quickly firing off a reply. “Ready to head out?”

      I stand, downing the last of my coffee and giving the cup a quick rinse. “Yeah, there's a little princess waiting for me, and I can't wait to hold her again.”
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      I stride toward Yvette, whose frustration is about to boil over. The red star stubbornly refuses to nestle into the blue square slot, and Yvette, in her impatience, attempts to force it into submission rather than seeking its rightful place. “What color is this, Yvette?” I inquire, a gentle prompt to guide her.

      “Red,” she bellows, her tiny feet stomping in vexation.

      “Exactly, and where does the red belong on the board?” I guide her gently, watching as she points to the star's correct home. “Have you tried seeing if it fits there?” With a push, the star slides in perfectly. Her face lights up with joy, a radiant smile spreading across her features as she claps her hands and plants a sweet kiss on my cheek. “Awww, thank you. Now, would you rather paint or read next?”

      “Paint,” she squeals with delight, her enthusiasm infectious. Just then, Emma enters the living room, accompanied by Nicole, the other nanny. Jax and Emma are wonderful, and their three little ones are absolutely adorable, capturing the hearts of everyone they meet. Working for them, I feel more like a member of their family than just another nanny. It's incredibly rewarding to watch their children grow and achieve new milestones.

      “Mommy,” Yvette cries out, running toward Emma with arms wide open.

      Emma, despite her pregnancy, lifts her effortlessly, twirling her around in a loving embrace. “Hey, muffin, did you miss me?”

      “No,” Yvette responds, her innocent honesty prompting Emma to feign a pout.

      “No?” Emma's playful retaliation comes in the form of tickles, eliciting peals of laughter from Yvette. “Then I guess I won't share the secret Uncle Charlie told me.” The mention of his name causes my heart to skip a beat, memories flooding back. It's been weeks since the chaotic afternoon when Samantha and Dex disappeared with him, leaving behind a trail of questions and concern. I can't help but wonder what became of him.

      Noticing Emma's glance in my direction, I quickly busy myself, hoping to mask my sudden interest. My feelings for Charlie are a closely guarded secret, one I'm not ready to reveal, especially if it might jeopardize my position here.

      “Nicole, I'll be returning late this afternoon. Pop will assist you with the kids since I'm taking Chloe along with me,” Emma announces, breaking into my thoughts.

      As I gather the scattered toys, I can't help but approach her. “Is everything alright?”

      “Absolutely,” she reassures me with a smile, her eyes twinkling with a hint of mischief. “I need your help, and I want you to grab your bag and come with me. We're going shopping.” Her wink is conspiratorial, piquing my curiosity. “But first,” she grabs two cookies and hands one to me, “I need a snack.” Her giggle is contagious as she slips her jacket on, cookie playfully positioned between her lips. Her pregnancy cravings are in full swing, especially for sweets.

      As we climb into the SUV, Venya, her ever-watchful bodyguard, greets us with a nod. “Where to?”

      “We're about to welcome a new little member to the family. Evelyn's just a few weeks old and she'll be coming home in two weeks. I've got to get Charlie's place baby-proofed,” she shares with us, her voice tinged with a mix of excitement and apprehension.

      “I had no clue Mr. Lancaster was expecting,” I murmur, fastening my seatbelt. He's always been so private, never once introducing us to anyone despite those tabloid snapshots of him with various models. But a baby? That completely blindsided me.

      Emma offers a smile, though it's shadowed by sadness, failing to light up her eyes. “It caught us all off-guard,” she confesses, showing me a photo of the tiny baby.

      “Such a sweetheart.” My heart softens at the sight. Evelyn has inherited Charlie's nose and lips. “They're coming home to an unprepared house?” It strikes me as odd, considering most parents obsess over having everything perfect before the baby's arrival.

      With a heavy sigh, Emma squeezes my hand. “Chloe, what I'm about to share must remain a secret, okay?” I nod, understanding the gravity of her words. Leaking this information could cost me my job. “Charlie only found out about Evelyn Last week. He's going to need help, and I want you to care for her.”

      “Me? What about her mom?” The thought that he might have taken the baby from her mother because she kept the pregnancy a secret horrifies me. But then, another worry crosses my mind. “Wait, are you firing me?” Anxiety tightens its grip as I await her response, fearing the loss of a job I love.

      “No, Chloe, you're the best nanny we've ever had, and I've personally recommended you.” Relief washes over me as my panic ebbs away. “Unfortunately, Jennifer, Evelyn's mom, passed away during childbirth.”
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