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I folded Erica's blouse carefully, the silk smooth beneath my fingertips as I placed it into her open suitcase. The early morning light filtered through our bedroom curtains, casting everything in a soft glow that made her auburn hair shine as she moved between the bathroom and closet.

"Do you think I'm packing too much?" she asked, emerging with an armful of toiletries.

"For a pharmaceutical sales conference? Never." I smiled, watching her methodically arrange her makeup bag. "Besides, you always say it's better to have options."

Erica shot me a look, her green eyes narrowing playfully. "Are you making fun of me, Scott Anderson?"

"Wouldn't dream of it." I crossed to her, sliding my hands around her waist from behind. She smelled like jasmine, a scent I'd grown to associate with home over our years together. I pressed my lips against the curve of her neck, and she leaned back into me with a contented sigh.

"I'm going to miss this," she murmured, covering my hands with hers. "A whole week is too long."

"We'll survive." I squeezed her gently before releasing her to continue packing. "Besides, think of all the fancy hotel amenities you get to enjoy without sharing."

She laughed, the sound light and familiar. "True. Though I'd trade all the hotel shampoo in the world for waking up next to you." Her expression softened as she added another pair of shoes to her suitcase. "And I hate being away from Chrissy for so long."

"She'll be fine," I assured her, though I understood her concern. Our two-year-old daughter was the center of our world. "We've got FaceTime, and I've taken time off to be with her. Plus, Hailey will be here during the day."

"Hailey," Erica repeated, a smile playing at her lips. "She's been such a godsend. I don't know what we'd do without her."

"Probably be constantly exhausted and never have date nights," I joked, handing her the stack of neatly folded blouses.

"True." Erica paused, her hands stilling on the clothes. "You know, I'm really glad we found her."

Something in her tone made me glance up, but she was already turning away, heading back to the bathroom.

"Did you print your boarding pass?" I called out.

"Already in my purse," she replied, her voice echoing slightly from the bathroom. "Along with my itinerary, hotel confirmation, and rental car details."

"Of course they are." I chuckled. Erica's organizational skills were legendary—one of many things I admired about her.

She returned and sat beside me on the bed, our shoulders touching as we worked together. Her fingers brushed mine as we reached for the same item, and she lingered, intertwining our hands.

"Promise you'll call every night?" she asked, her professional confidence momentarily giving way to vulnerability.

"Every night," I confirmed, lifting our joined hands to kiss her knuckles. "And you'll get so many pictures of Chrissy that your phone will run out of storage."

Erica laughed and leaned into me. "Good." She rested her head on my shoulder for a moment before straightening up with renewed purpose. "Now, I've left detailed instructions for Chrissy's schedule on the fridge. Her favorite snacks are—"

"In the second drawer, I know." I smiled at her motherly concern. "And she likes the blue cup for milk, the yellow one for water, and absolutely no green vegetables unless they're hidden in something else."

"See? This is why I married you." She kissed me quickly before standing to zip her suitcase. "You pay attention."

I watched her move around our room with practiced efficiency, struck by how lucky I felt. After seven years of marriage and one perfect little girl, I still found myself marveling at the life we'd built together.

The doorbell chimed just as I was helping Erica close her overstuffed suitcase, the sound echoing through our still-quiet house.

"That must be Hailey," Erica said, glancing at her watch. "She's early."

"I'll get it. You finish up here." I gave her shoulder a squeeze and headed downstairs, running a hand through my hair to make myself somewhat presentable. It was barely 7:30 AM, and I was still in my pajama pants and a faded t-shirt.

When I opened the front door, Hailey stood on our porch, the soft morning light creating a halo around her platinum blonde hair. She wore ripped jeans and a simple blue top that matched her eyes, a backpack slung over one shoulder.

"Morning, Mr. Anderson!" Her voice carried that infectious energy that made her such a hit with Chrissy. "I hope it's okay that I'm early. My first class got canceled, and I figured I could help with the morning rush before Mrs. Anderson leaves."

"You're a lifesaver, Hailey," I said, stepping aside to let her in. "And please, I've told you a dozen times to call me Scott."

She laughed, the sound light and musical. "Right, sorry. Old habits."

As she passed by, I caught a hint of something floral—her shampoo, maybe. I'd always appreciated how put-together Hailey was for someone just starting college. In the six months she'd been working for us, she'd proven herself incredibly reliable, showing up on time, often with creative activities planned for Chrissy.

"Is the little princess still asleep?" she asked, setting her backpack down in the hallway.

"Out like a light. She was up a bit late last night—too excited about helping mommy pack." I smiled, thinking of Chrissy's determined little face as she'd "folded" Erica's socks.

Hailey nodded, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "I brought some new picture books I thought she might like. And I was thinking we could make those handprint butterflies I showed you last week—if that's okay?"

"Sounds perfect. You know Chrissy adores arts and crafts." I led her toward the kitchen. "Coffee? Erica made a fresh pot before you got here."

"That would be amazing. I had an early study session before my class got canceled." She followed me, her movements graceful and self-assured.

I grabbed a mug from the cabinet, aware of how comfortable this routine had become. Hailey was simply part of our household rhythm now—the college student who somehow managed to be more organized than most adults I knew, who always had Chrissy giggling within minutes, who remembered how everyone took their coffee without being reminded.

"Cream, no sugar, right?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

"Perfect memory," she said with a smile, accepting the mug with both hands. Our fingers brushed briefly, and she gave me a quick, appreciative nod.

"I hear our reinforcements have arrived," Erica called, coming down the stairs with her suitcase bumping behind her.

"Just in time to save the day," I replied, watching as Hailey immediately moved to help Erica with her luggage.

"Let me help you with that," Hailey said, taking the heavy suitcase from Erica's hand and setting it by the front door.

"Thanks, honey." Erica glanced at her watch and sighed. "The Uber will be here in twenty minutes. I need to make sure everything's set before I go."

I watched as my wife transformed into what I affectionately called "Command Center Erica," her organizational powers reaching their peak during transitions like this. She moved through our home with purpose, pulling a folder from her purse and placing it on the kitchen counter.
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