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			It was a winter evening when I met Lily for the first time. Her father and I had only been dating for a few months, and he had decided just that afternoon that today was the day. As with any parent with a young child, Lucas had been hesitant to make the introduction. He worried about what it would mean and how it would impact Lily. He worried about Jessica’s reaction, and, if I am being honest, he worried about me, too.

			I remember countless late-night discussions on the phone. How would Lily react to Daddy’s new friend? How would Jessica react to finding out that a new woman was in Lily’s life? How would Jessica deal with learning about Lucas progressing in a potentially serious relationship?

			There were so many things to consider. And for all those fears that Lucas had, I had my own. Was my heart big enough to love another child? As an empty nester with two grown children, did I want to explore a relationship involving a young child? Did I have the energy? Would she like me? Would my kids like her? How would my parents react? 

			The questions I asked myself were endless. It was frustrating because I had no answers. I had no crystal ball to help me look ahead at what would happen, not just at that first meeting but in the days and weeks to follow.

			But as we explored these feelings and emotions, one thing was clear—talking and thinking about Lily was doing something to me. It opened my heart, not necessarily to love another child but to Lucas. Seeing his love and concern for his child was something extraordinary. And I was feeling it so deeply. Here was a man who carried so much love for the people in his life despite all his past and present responsibilities. His fears were not just about his happiness but about everyone around him. But mainly about Lily, his only child.

			Coming out of a marriage where my own children’s father had betrayed me—and, ultimately, betrayed them—I was nervous. I’d lived through a relationship that had felt like a promise broken. And here I was, even though it was still quite early, contemplating the beginning of a new one, with a man whose commitment to his daughter was front and center in every word and every hesitation. In a way, that frightened me more than any question about Lily or Jessica, or even about my own readiness. Because in Lucas, I saw a love I hadn’t had in years, maybe ever.

			I tried to tell myself that I was prepared for the worst–that I could go into this introduction with low expectations, treating it as just another casual evening in case things fell apart. But the truth was, my heart was already cracking open in ways I hadn’t expected. Part of me was terrified that Lily wouldn’t like me, that she would feel my presence as an intrusion into her precious, small world. That she would feel threatened, still far too young to understand the relationship between a man and a woman—especially a relationship where that woman was not her own mother.

			In the days leading up to that evening, I found myself reflecting on my own children, Sarah and Jake, and the earlier days of raising them. The ache of those memories surprised me; I hadn’t realized how much I missed having children in the house until Lucas and I began discussing Lily. My days with Sarah and Jake had been filled with small routines and big dreams, but more than anything, with a sense of purpose that was comforting and steady, if not always easy. They were my life’s work, my heart walking around outside my body. They were my biggest source of joy. My biggest source of fear. My biggest source of worry. And yet, the most prized relationships in my world. 

			And now they were grown, with lives and dreams of their own. But that purpose had stayed with me, buried under the daily routines of life, waiting for something—or someone—to awaken it.

			And then there was Jessica. Although I had yet to meet her, she had become a presence in my life. I wondered what kind of mother she was and how she and Lucas had handled their separation and, ultimately, their divorce. Despite their differences, Lucas spoke of her with respect and gratitude in most cases, though I always suspected a layer of hurt lying not too far below the surface. To be honest, that vulnerability that he displayed from time to time only made my affection for him grow stronger. It showed his humanity and his ability to show his true feelings.

			That said, I admired that he took the high road and did all he could to portray the mother of his child in such a good light despite what might have happened between them. It would have been easy for him to criticize and frame her in a way that made him look like the hero. But that wasn’t Lucas. He was the kind of man who took his share of the responsibility and saw co-parenting as a partnership rather than a competition. 

			But even with all his assurances, I couldn’t help feeling uneasy. I knew enough about mothers to know that Jessica would be watching, assessing, and looking for signs of threat or instability. And I wanted, so deeply, for her to see me as safe. Not as a replacement or competition, but someone who might make her daughter’s life a little brighter, someone she could trust. I felt that desire, which only made the upcoming meeting more worrisome. It kept me awake at night—a cruel gift to my already lingering insomnia. 

			But on that winter evening, when Lucas called and asked me if I was ready to meet Lily, I stared at Lucas’s name on my screen for a long moment before picking up the call. It wasn’t like I knew why he was calling. How could I? We hadn’t planned to see each other that night because I knew it was his week with Lily. And I knew he’d call after he’d put her to bed—a ritual that had become one I could count on, night after night on those evenings that we would not spend together. 

			That evening, my house was quiet, the stillness that settles in during winter. And with no one home but me, what sound or energy could there be? That stillness and quiet seemed to amplify the anticipation and the uncertainty swirling in my chest. But deep down, there was a warmth—a small but growing confidence. And I answered the phone. It was as though my subconscious knew what the call would entail. It was his invitation. It was time to meet Lily. And my answer came without hesitation—yes. I knew I wanted this for reasons I couldn’t quite articulate. And so, despite the questions and nerves, I said goodbye for now, put on my shoes, turned off the lights, grabbed my coat and handbag, and headed out the door.

			When I arrived at Lucas’s home, I felt my heart racing, a nervous thrill mingling with the quiet sounds of his neighborhood. The front door opened before I reached it, and there he stood, grinning that familiar, gentle grin. He leaned in for a light kiss and then stepped aside so I could come in from the cold. 

			Lily was playing on the floor with a dozen or so stuffed animals. She had them lined up in rows, clearly playing teacher. Her stuffies were the students. It took my mind back, so many years to when Jake used to line all his toys up in a row. I shook my head, pushing that memory away. Tonight was about Lily.

			I knelt to her level, introducing myself as “Daddy’s friend, Emily.” She looked at me for a long moment as if trying to gauge my intentions. It struck me how perceptive children are, how their intuition often surpasses ours. Lily didn’t say much, only nodded slightly and continued to watch me. Slowly, she reached out and grabbed her father’s hand—was it a lifeline? Was this going to be over before it started? I worried that this was a bad sign, and I took a step backward, my eyes quickly searching out Lucas’s face.

			But before his eyes could meet mine, I noticed him give her a gentle tug. She had reached out to stand, clearly something made easier by her father’s strength. Once standing, she seemed to relax a bit. And after looking me up and down, I noticed the corners of her lips turn up just a bit. Was it a smile? I wasn’t sure, but I quickly assured myself it was not a frown, and what happened next was not what I expected. “Do you like Candyland?” she asked me.

			

			We spent the evening together, just the three of us, sharing stories and laughter. And, of course, Lily won every round of this beloved childhood game. At one point, Lily looked at me and asked, “Will you be coming back again?” It was a simple question, but it felt monumental. But was it monumental good or monumental bad? I couldn’t be sure. I could feel Lucas’s gaze on me, waiting as if he, too, wanted to know my answer. It was then that I realized this was definitely a ‘monumental good.’ At that moment, I realized that saying yes to Lily wasn’t just about being with Lucas. It was about accepting a role I hadn’t anticipated but one that had the potential to be extraordinary.

			“Yes,” I replied softly.

			That night, as I left Lucas’s house and stepped into the cold, crisp air, I felt a strange mix of fear and elation. I knew I had crossed a threshold that didn’t just lead to Lucas but to a future that would be filled with uncertainties and, hopefully, with love. As I drove home, the questions in my mind seemed quieter, replaced by a sense of calm determination. I didn’t know where this path would lead, but I knew I was willing to walk it one step at a time.

			Looking back, I realize that was the night everything changed. That was the night I met Lily, not just as Lucas’s daughter but as a child who would soon claim a place in my heart. And it was the night I allowed myself to hope again, to imagine a life where trust and love could coexist without fear.
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			It’s been a few days since I met Lily for the first time, but her image had become ingrained in my mind. Her red sweatpants with a matching hoodie. Her wide, curious eyes. The soft way she clung to Lucas’s hand, half-shielding herself from me while still leaning in just enough to make me hope she liked what she saw.

			I hadn’t expected her to stay with me the way she had, to occupy my thoughts so completely. I kept replaying the evening in my head, searching for hidden meanings in her small, simple gestures. The way she studied me, her eyes staying there a little longer each time I spoke. The quiet but determined question: “Will you be coming back again?” That question had struck something deep within me, leaving a small but profound ache behind.

			The truth was, I wasn’t sure how to answer her—at least not the answer I gave myself. My heart had been torn apart before, and while I’d stitched it back together over the years, it felt fragile still. That first meeting with Lily had been beautiful, yes, but it had also cracked something open in me, exposing fears I thought I’d buried long ago.

			In the last few days, I’ve done more thinking than writing, which was a problem. My manuscript was due in six weeks, and the cursor blinking at the top of my laptop screen seemed almost accusatory. I’d spent hours sitting at my desk, staring at my latest story—a book about a young boy named Caleb who was trying to figure out life after surviving a cancer diagnosis. It was a story I had loved crafting with both tears of joy and tears of hope. One I’d poured months of energy into. But now, my connection to Caleb felt strained and distant. I couldn’t help but think about Lily instead.

			Whenever I tried to write Caleb’s next chapter, I saw Lily’s little hand reaching out to Lucas, her absolute trust in him. I imagined what it might feel like to be the mother in my story, desperately trying to fill the void left by her husband, knowing she would never be able to replace, fully, what had been lost. The parallels unsettled me and made me feel exposed. Meeting Lily had stirred something in me that I hadn’t expected—a longing, not just to love but to be loved in return.

			My ex-husband’s voice surfaced in my mind, sharp and uninvited. “You’ll never be enough for anyone else,” he said during our final arguments. Back then, I believed him. I’d spent years trying to be enough—enough as a wife, enough as a mother, enough as a woman. I had built a life around him, our marriage, and our children, only to discover that he had built a second life without me. All of this had been like a cold, hard slap to the face, leaving me gasping for breath and questioning everything I had thought was solid in my world.

			I left him not long after that fight, packing his bags for him with shaking hands and a heart that felt too heavy to carry. I still remember when he walked in the door that last night and saw all of his things laid out, ready for him to take. He was irate, for sure. But without looking at me, he took his things, loaded them into his truck, and then he was gone.

			The decision hadn’t come easily. I remember sitting in the quiet of the house we had built together, the memories pressing in from every corner. The laughter of our children. The late-night conversations over cups of coffee—decaf for me, but fully loaded for him—the caffeine never seemed to keep him from sleeping. The promises we’d made when we were young and naive had seemed enough to carry us on through forever.

			Walking away from all of it had felt like walking away from myself. But staying in a loveless marriage would have meant losing even more. In the end, I chose to end things because I had to. For my own well-being, for my own survival. And though it took years, I’d learned to find pieces of myself again, rebuilding who I was outside of him.

			Now, years later, I had Lucas. And perhaps Lily, too. They were a package deal. And the quiet, growing hope that maybe, just maybe, I could be part of something good again. But the scars from my first marriage hadn’t faded. They whispered warnings to me now, reminding me of what it felt like to give your whole heart to something only to have it shattered.

			I leaned back in my chair, running my fingers over the keyboard without pressing any keys. My home office was quiet, save for the occasional rattle of the furnace kicking on. My desk, usually a place that inspired the best in my creativity, felt cluttered and oppressive. My manuscript was open on the screen with Caleb frozen in a moment of uncertainty. I sighed, shutting the laptop gently and picking up the mug of lavender tea that had long since gone cold.

			Maybe I just needed time—time to process everything, time to figure out where this road with Lucas and Lily was leading me. I was used to writing about young people finding themselves, overcoming obstacles, and working through life’s messy realities. But when it came to my own story, I felt as lost as Caleb.

			A soft knock on the door broke my thoughts. I turned to see Sarah poking her head in, her warm smile a welcome sight.

			“Hey, Mom. Thought I’d see if you wanted to grab lunch,” she said, stepping inside and glancing at my desk. Her brow furrowed. “You’re not writing?”

			“I’m... thinking,” I replied, offering her a weak smile. “What are you doing here?”

			“I was in the area and wanted to surprise you, “ she said, then crossed her arms, tilting her head in that way she always did when she knew I wasn’t being entirely honest. “Thinking about Lucas and Lily?”

			I laughed softly. “You know me too well.”

			“Of course I do,” she said, leaning on the edge of my desk. “And I know that meeting Lily probably stirred up a lot for you. But, Mom... you don’t have to have all the answers right now.”

			I nodded, grateful for her words, though they didn’t erase the questions swirling in my mind. “I just... I want to do this right. For Lucas. For Lily. For all of us.”

			Sarah reached out, squeezing my hand. “You will. I know you will.”

			Her confidence in me was so solid, so unquestioned, but it also made me wonder: Could I really trust myself to step into this new role, to be the partner and stepmother they needed should the relationship get that far? And more importantly, could I trust myself to let them in?

			As Sarah and I headed out for lunch, something we tried to do together at least once a month, the cold winter air nipping at our faces, I couldn’t help but feel that my story with Lucas and Lily was just beginning. And I simply had more questions than I had answers.
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			A few days had passed since Emily came to the house to meet Lily, but the memory of the evening seemed like the aftertaste of a strong drink—warm and comforting, yet stirring something deep inside me I couldn’t quite name. I couldn’t stop replaying it in my head: the way Emily had knelt to Lily’s level, speaking softly, carefully, like she had a delicate secret to share. The way Lily had stared at her, her wide eyes filled with curiosity and maybe just a hint of uncertainty. Then, Lily asked the question after they had finished several rounds of Candyland and when it was time for Emily to head back home. It was a question that had struck me straight in the chest: “Will you be coming back again?”

			It was such a simple question, but its weight wasn’t lost on me. For Lily, the people who came into her life and those who left were everything. I’d seen her excitement when a new teacher joined her school and her tears when a beloved babysitter moved away. At seven years old, her world was small but intensely meaningful. If someone made it in, they became a part of her foundation. And Emily? I wasn’t sure if she’d realized it yet, but Lily had already let her in.

			That realization had brought a tangle of emotions. On one hand, I felt relief that Emily had handled the meeting gracefully and that Lily had warmed to her as much as she had. But on the other hand, there was a gnawing doubt. What if I was wrong? What if this was all moving too fast? What if, after everything Lily had already been through, I was making a mistake by letting someone new into her life?

			I hadn’t felt this conflicted since Jessica and I split. Even now, nearly two years later, I wasn’t sure if I’d made peace with it. I’d held on to the idea of reconciliation for so long after our separation. I had been hopeful that we could somehow find our way back to being a family again for Lily’s sake, if not our own. I’d imagined us sitting at the dinner table together, laughing about something Lily had said at school—she had started second grade this year—putting her to bed and watching a movie like we used to in the early days. I wanted that for her so badly—a sense of normalcy and stability. I wanted Lily to have that nuclear family.

			But wanting something and making it work were two very different things. The last few years with Jessica had been hard, not because we didn’t care about each other, but because we seemed to have lost something between us. The spark, the connection—whatever made two people more than great co-parents—was gone. And the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if it had ever truly been there.

			I sighed, running a hand through my short hair as I sat at my drafting table, surrounded by the chaos of my latest project. The blueprints for a new boutique restaurant lay before me, half-finished sketches and notes scattered across the surface. I loved this part of the process—the brainstorming, the creativity, and the challenge of designing spaces that felt unique and personal. It was what drew me to architecture in the first place: the idea that a building could tell a story and bring on a feeling. I’d built a career working with mom-and-pop businesses, the kind of places that needed to stand out in a sea of big-box chains. Each project felt like a puzzle, and I thoroughly enjoyed finding the perfect solution to set the owners-to-be up for success.

			But today, my focus was shot. I leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling, my thoughts drifting back to Emily. Meeting her had changed something in me, too. She wasn’t just kind and thoughtful—though she was definitely both of those things. She was steady in a way I hadn’t realized I needed. She listened, really listened, and when she talked about her own kids, there was a warmth and pride in her voice that just felt so good to hear. After years of feeling like something was missing, Emily had walked into my life and filled the space so effortlessly that it scared me.

			“Daddy?”

			Lily’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. I turned to see her standing in the doorway, holding a stuffed bunny by one ear. She was wearing her favorite pajamas, the ones with tiny polar bears on them, and her hair was a tangle of curls from her bath. 

			“What’s up, sweetheart?” I asked, gesturing for her to come closer.

			“Can we call Olivia before bedtime?” she asked, climbing onto my lap without waiting for an answer.

			I laughed. “You just saw Olivia yesterday.”

			

			“I know, but I forgot to tell her about the new book Miss Harper read to us at school.” Her eyes lit up as she launched into a description of the story, and all my worries faded for a moment. This was what mattered. This was what I was fighting for.

			Lily and I had ended up at Cole’s house the previous night after dinner. He’d invited me over for drinks, and I needed the distraction. We’d been best friends since middle school, when his family moved to Minnesota from Oregon, and over the years, our friendship had been one of the few constants in my life. Cole’s wife, Rebecca, greeted us at the door with a warm smile before retreating to the living room, where Olivia was waiting to play school with Lily and their stuffed animals. I could hear their giggles start up immediately as I joined Cole in the kitchen, grabbing a beer from the fridge and settling onto one of the barstools.

			“So,” Cole began, leaning against the counter with a knowing look. “How’d it go with Emily?”

			“Straight to the point, huh?” I asked, rolling my eyes. But that was Cole. He didn’t waste time, and I appreciated that about him.

			“Come on, man. I’ve been waiting all week to hear about this. And Rebecca keeps pushing me to have her come over the next time with you and Lily. She won’t let up about it.”

			I laughed. That sounded just like Rebecca. “The evening went... well. Better than I expected. Lily liked her. Asked if she was coming back.”

			Cole raised an eyebrow. “That’s a big deal.”

			“Yeah,” I said, taking a sip of my beer. “It is.”

			“And you’re freaked out.”

			

			I sighed. “I’m not freaked out. I’m... cautious.”

			“Dude, you’re freaked out,” Cole said, laughing. “Look, I get it. You’re worried about Lily. And Emily. And yourself. But you’ve been walking on eggshells for the last two years, trying to make everything perfect for Lily. At some point, you have to trust yourself, man. You’re a good dad. You’ll figure this out.”

			His words stuck with me as the night went on, even as we shifted the conversation to hockey scores and summer fishing plans. I couldn’t deny that he was right. I’d spent so much time second-guessing myself, trying to be everything for Lily, that I’d forgotten how to take risks for my own happiness. But Emily? She was worth the risk. I just had to figure out how to let myself believe it.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			The past week had been a blur of words—though not nearly enough of them had made it into my manuscript. Since meeting Lily, my focus had been fractured - my thoughts tugged in too many directions at once. Poor Caleb still sat frozen in the middle of a scene I couldn’t seem to finish. I’d been staring at that blank space between paragraphs for days, unsure how to guide him forward. It wasn’t Caleb’s fault. It was mine. My mind kept wandering back to Lily and how she’d asked if I’d be coming back.

			

			I hadn’t seen Lucas since that night, either. Between his work projects and my desperate attempts to catch up on my book, we’d been limited to a few texts and our regular evening phone calls. I had missed him, more than I cared to admit. It was still such a new feeling to be missing a man. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I had missed Andrew, my now ex-husband. But tonight was date night, and I was determined to put everything else aside and enjoy it.

			As I slipped on my favorite earrings, I couldn’t help but smile at my reflection. These nights were our little ritual, a way to carve out time for each other even though life seemed to keep throwing hurdles and roadblocks, preventing time with one another. But as I smoothed the front of my dress and added a spritz of perfume, my mind wandered to the very first time I met him.

			It still made me laugh. That night, I had been at a dive bar, of all places—a spur-of-the-moment decision after weeks of chatting on the dating app, endless texts, and nightly phone calls that often lasted far too late. I’d been cautious, of course. You can’t be too careful these days. I’d done my homework—thoroughly. I’d even run a quick background check on him, which Lucas had found both amusing and perfectly understandable when I confessed it later.

			But we’d both been so busy that scheduling an actual meeting felt impossible until that one Friday. Out of nowhere, I suggested we just stop overthinking it and meet. Right then. That night. To my surprise, Lucas agreed immediately.

			“Why not?” he’d responded.

			I pulled up Yelp on my phone and started scrolling for a spot between where we lived. I saw the name and description of a classic-style American bar and grill. It sounded casual and unpretentious—perfect for a first meeting. I texted him, “How about this place?”

			“Works for me. Let’s do it,” he replied.

			The Yelp description had been far too generous. The place was dimly lit, sticky in that way only old bars can be, and smelled faintly of stale beer and fried food that should have been thrown out hours ago. My chicken was overcooked, Lucas’s burger was limp and uninspiring, and the server barely remembered we existed. But none of it mattered - not even a little.

			I remember the moment he walked in, and I realized how handsome he was in person. He had this calm confidence about him that immediately put me at ease. He spotted me right away and smiled—a real smile that reached his eyes.

			“Emily?” he asked, his voice familiar from all our phone calls.

			“Lucas,” I replied, standing to shake his hand. What else was I to do? A kiss seemed a bit too forward, even though I felt as if I already knew him.

			From the moment we started talking, everything else faded away. It was effortless, the way the conversation flowed. We talked about everything—work, kids, food, travel, even the little things, like our mutual dislike of cilantro. I laughed so much that night. I hadn’t realized how much I needed to laugh like that again.

			Before we knew it, the server came over, clearing his throat awkwardly. “Sorry to bother you, but we’re closing up.”

			Lucas looked at his watch, his eyes wide. “It’s midnight? Really?”

			I laughed, shaking my head. “I guess we lost track of time.”

			

			Outside, as we walked to our cars, he stopped and gently touched my arm. “I’d really like to see you again,” he said, his voice quiet but sure.

			I’d felt my heart flutter in a way it hadn’t in years. “I’d like that too,” I’d said.

			Now, as I adjusted my necklace and grabbed my purse, I thought about how far we’d come since that dive bar. Thankfully, we were now a bit more cautious about what restaurants we picked for our nights out.

			Lucas had picked an Italian restaurant a few towns over, one I had been wanting to try ever since I read about their famous wine pairings. I loved trying new places, and though Lucas was perfectly content with a sports bar and a burger, he always indulged me. He always laughed when he saw my face light up when we walked into a new spot.

			The hostess led us to a cozy table near the back when we arrived. The dim lighting and conversation around us created a warm, intimate atmosphere. I took a moment to absorb the surroundings—the flickering candlelight, the clink of wine glasses, the rich scent of garlic and fresh basil hanging in the air. Lucas watched me with a small smile, the kind that made me feel like I was the only person in the room.

			“You’re already in love with this place, aren’t you?” he teased as I picked up the menu.

			“Maybe,” I admitted, grinning. “But the night is young.”

			He laughed, unfolding his napkin and leaning back in his chair. “Well, let’s hope they live up to your high expectations.”

			The waiter arrived to take our drink orders, and as Lucas asked for a beer—no surprise there—I ordered a glass of their house Chardonnay. Once we were alone again, I found myself leaning forward, eager to talk about the one thing lingering in both of our minds: That first meeting with Lily.

			“So,” I began, swirling my glass of water, “How’s Lily been? Has she mentioned anything about... You know?”

			“You mean you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Only about a dozen times. She keeps asking when you’ll be back.”

			I felt a warmth spread through me, a mix of relief and something more profound. “Really?”

			“Really,” he said, his expression softening. “She liked you, Emily. I could see it that night. And honestly, it was a huge weight off my shoulders.”

			“That’s good to hear,” I said, taking a sip of water. “I just... I don’t want to rush anything. I know how important this is—for both of you.”

			Lucas nodded, his fingers drumming lightly on the edge of the table. “I’ve been thinking about that, too. I want to give you more time to get to know her, but I also want it to feel natural, not forced. Jessica and I have an every-other-week arrangement, starting Sunday nights. Maybe we can plan something for next week while she’s with me.”

			“An outing?” I suggested. “Something where she’s not just at home?”

			“Exactly,” he said, smiling. “And Sarah had mentioned she’d love to join us if we plan something. Maybe we can have her join us? She seems excited about all of this.”

			I couldn’t help but smile at the mention of my daughter. Sarah had been so supportive ever since Lucas and I started dating four months ago. From the moment I told her about him, she’d been supportive. She’d met Lucas a few times already, and she had put him at ease each time.

			

			“Sarah’s been amazing,” I said, my voice soft. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

			“She’s great,” Lucas agreed. “She’s so put together—and she’s so open and welcoming. I think Lily’s going to adore her.”

			I nodded. “Jake’s a little more reserved,” I added, the thought of my son bringing a different type of emotion to the surface. “He likes you, don’t get me wrong. But he’s... protective. Always has been.”

			Lucas smiled knowingly. “That’s not a bad thing. I get it. He wants to make sure you’re okay.”

			“And I think he’s still adjusting to the idea of me being in a relationship,” I admitted. “Before you came along, I was pretty set on being an empty nester. I was excited to pick up some new hobbies and spend more time with my friends. I think he’s worried that I’m giving all of that up.”

			“Are you?” Lucas asked, his tone a bit wary.

			“No,” I said quickly. “At least, I don’t think so. My life feels... fuller now since I met you. But I can see where he’s coming from. I just need to show him that this doesn’t mean I’m losing myself. If anything, I think I’m finding parts of myself I didn’t even know were missing.”

			Lucas reached across the table and placed his hand over mine. “I think you’re doing an incredible job, Emily. With your kids. Your books. With everything.”

			I squeezed his hand, feeling the meaning of his words settle into me. “Thank you,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

			The waiter arrived with our drinks, and we spent the next few minutes perusing the menu, the conversation shifting to lighter topics. Lucas told me about a particularly challenging project he was working on—a boutique bakery that wanted a design as unique as its pastries. I loved listening to him talk about these projects and how he wanted to do his part in helping set these small businesses up to be successful.

			As the evening went on, I felt calm. This was what I’d been missing during those long, quiet years after my divorce—connection, laughter, the unpretentious joy of sharing a meal with someone who cared. Lucas had a way of making everything feel lighter. Easier.

			By the time we left the restaurant, I knew one thing for sure: I wanted to be part of this. I wanted to be part of his life, of Lily’s life, of the future we were starting to imagine together. I knew it was early, and I had only met Lily once. However, the way I felt when I was with Lucas was unlike anything I had ever felt with Andrew. And while that thought made me sad, for the first time in a long time, it didn’t scare me. I was hopeful. 
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			Saturday mornings were usually slow and easy around our house, a chance to truly savor breakfast and enjoy the quietness of the weekend. But today, the air felt charged with anticipation—at least for one of us.

			Lily sat at the table, swinging her legs back and forth as she munched on a piece of toast spread with butter—her favorite breakfast. She was already dressed in her favorite overalls, a polka-dot long-sleeved T-shirt peeking out beneath the straps, and a pair of pink rain boots that were completely unnecessary indoors but perfect for our plans this afternoon.

			“Daddy,” she said between bites, “do you think I’ll get to hold more than one baby goat? What if they’re really wiggly?” She paused for a second, mid-bite. “Do baby goats bite?”

			I chuckled, leaning against the counter with my coffee in hand. “I think you’ll do just fine, kiddo. You’ve got a knack for animals. And yes, baby goats bite. But if you are gentle, they won’t feel the need to.”

			“Like when we fed the ducks at the lake?” she asked, her eyes lighting up at the memory.

			“Exactly,” I said. “You were the duck whisperer that day. I’m sure the goats will love you just as much.”

			Her excitement was bubbling over in the way it always did when she was looking forward to something new. And honestly, I couldn’t blame her. A nearby goat farm with baby goats, goat-milking demonstrations, and an afternoon with Emily and Sarah? It sounded like the kind of day I wished I could have had at her age.

			As Lily finished her toast and milk, I let my thoughts drift back to the past week. It had been good—really good. After our dinner at the Italian restaurant on Friday night, Emily and I spent Sunday at the Mall of America, exploring Nickelodeon Universe like a couple of kids ourselves. We screamed through the roller coasters, tried our luck at midway games, and shared a massive funnel cake that we absolutely did not need but enjoyed anyway.

			It had felt easy with her, as though we could shed the burden of responsibility and just be. That’s what I loved about being with Emily—she brought out a version of me that I hadn’t seen in years.

			The rest of the week had been quieter. Late-night phone calls after Lily went to bed had become the norm; our conversations ranged from her book-in-progress to my latest project and where things were with the bakery. I told her how I’d recently received a call from a small business owner looking to design a tree-house experience for their bed-and-breakfast, and Emily was fascinated. I had a feeling we would be one of the first couples to book a night.

			No matter what I had to say, she listened with a genuine interest that made me feel seen and understood.

			She had told me how Caleb, the boy in her story, was finally starting to feel more real again, though she admitted it was still slow going. She had recently connected with an oncologist who had agreed to review the book as a beta reader to ensure she had everything accurate. It interested me how much thought and care she put into her storytelling. I wasn’t much of a reader and had not thought about what went into writing a book. I quickly learned that there was far more to it than I thought.

			“Do you think Emily’s going to like the goats?” she asked, turning to face me with a purple scrunchie in one hand and a pink one in the other. I jolted a bit at the sound of Lily’s voice, having found myself lost in memories of my recent time with Emily.

			“I think she’s going to love them,” I said. “And I bet Sarah will, too.”

			Lily nodded, satisfied, before holding up the scrunchies. “Which one should I wear?”

			I pretended to study them carefully, as if the decision were of monumental importance. “Hmm. Tough call. But I think the purple one’s got goat-farm vibes.”

			She laughed, rolling her eyes in that exaggerated way only kids can pull off. “Goat-farm vibes. You’re so silly, Daddy.”

			“Hey, I’m just trying to keep up with the trends,” I said, ruffling her curls as she tied her hair back. I then noticed the confused look on her face, and my mistake became obvious—what seven-year-old knows what a trend is? But she didn’t ask for any clarification, so I left it to her imagination.

			As we got ready, I couldn’t help but feel my nerves start to twitch. Today was the first time Lily would spend extended time with Emily outside of our home, and it was the first time Sarah would be part of the mix. I knew Sarah adored her mom and had been nothing but supportive about our relationship, but there was always that little voice in my mind, wondering if today’s outing would go as well as I hoped.

			On the other hand, Lily seemed fine and ready to go. She chattered away about the goats as we packed her backpack with the things she would need for the day—water, snacks, and her little sketchpad. She loved to draw animals, and I had no doubt the goats would inspire a masterpiece or two.

			“Do you think we’ll see a goat that’s black and white? Like the ones in my picture?” she asked, holding up a drawing she’d done earlier that week. 

			“Could be,” I said. “But you never know. There might be some brown ones, maybe even some with spots.”

			“Spots would be cool,” she said thoughtfully. “I bet Emily would like a spotted goat. And the goat would match my shirt,” she said, looking down at her polka dots.

			

			“I bet you’re right,” I said, smiling. “She’s going to have a great time with you, you know.”

			“You think so?”

			“Absolutely,” I said. “She told me she’s really excited about today. And Sarah, too. They both can’t wait to spend time with you.”

			Her face lit up at that, and the twitching in my nerves subsided just a bit for a moment. This was what mattered—making sure Lily felt loved, supported, and surrounded by people who cared about her. And Emily was part of that now, whether I’d fully wrapped my head around it or not.

			By the time we headed out the door, Lily was practically bouncing with excitement, her backpack slung over her shoulders and her rain boots squeaking against the porch steps. As we got into the car, she turned to me with a grin that was equal parts mischief and joy.

			“Do you think the goats will try to eat my hair?”

			I laughed, shaking my head as I started the engine. “Only if it smells like hay.”

			“Daddy!” she squealed, dissolving into giggles.
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