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			A Letter to My Readers

			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for picking up Jessica’s New Beginning, the second book in what has become my Starting Over Trilogy. This story touches on themes that may feel deeply personal to some and unexpectedly emotional to others. So before you start reading, I want to share a few notes about the content.

			This book includes familiar and beloved tropes:

			
					Single dad navigating grief

					Slow-burn second-chance romance

					Found family and blended family dynamics

					A reluctant but big-hearted heroine rediscovering love

			

			It also explores sensitive and potentially triggering topics, such as:

			
					The loss of a spouse

					The challenges of co-parenting and step-parenting

					Grief and emotional trauma

					Parental illness and loss

					Divorce and the long road of healing

			

			While this is a work of fiction, it’s rooted in real emotions, and I hope that you will find moments of comfort, connection, and clarity within the pages. If you see yourself in Jessica, Will, or anyone else along the way, know you’re not alone. And if you simply came for the love story, I hope it will make you smile, ache a little, and believe in beginnings.

			With love and gratitude,

			Ann
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			Metaplastic breast cancer.  The words hit like a freight train. No soft landings, no sugarcoating. Just cold, clinical facts delivered in a quiet room that suddenly felt too small. The doctor looked me in the eyes and told me the truth: we caught it early, but with this type of cancer, early didn’t guarantee much. My five-year survival rate was 32%.

			I remember nodding slowly, even as my ears buzzed and my brain tried to buffer reality. Thirty-two percent. It could have been thirty-three. I wasn’t a gambler, but that didn’t feel like odds I could bet on.

			Will came with me to that appointment. He held my hand and asked all the questions I couldn’t. That was who he was. My solid place to land. Strong. Loyal. Protective. He cried later, when we were alone in the car. I didn’t. Not then. I couldn’t afford to fall apart yet.

			Nine months later, my body told me what I already knew. Time was slipping. My joints ached constantly. I needed help just getting from the bed to the bathroom. The dizziness was nearly constant. I was exhausted. My vision blurred more days than not.

			I didn’t need another scan to know. The end was coming.

			But I had things to do. I wasn’t going to leave without a trace.

			Each morning, as long as I could, I wrote letters.

			To Max, my beautiful boy with his thoughtful eyes and quiet strength. There was a letter for his next birthday, for the day he got his driver’s license, and for when he graduated. One for his wedding day. And one for the day after I died.

			To Sophie, my gorgeous little girl, all sparkle and fight. I wrote letters for her, too. Pep talks disguised as birthday cards, advice hidden in silly stories. And one goodbye she’d open when she was ready.

			I wrote two letters for Will.

			The first was everything I needed him to know: how fiercely I loved him, how grateful I was to have been his wife, how I’d choose him again in every lifetime. I asked him to keep his heart open to our children. To keep talking about me, even when it hurt. I needed him to help keep me alive, at least in spirit.

			But there was one more thing I needed him to hear. And it deserved its own letter.

			That second letter tore something out of me. I could barely write through the tears. I wasn’t ready to say it. I didn’t want to. But I knew I had to. I needed Will to understand that it was okay to love again, completely. He’d never do it if he thought it was a betrayal. So I gave him permission. I gave him my blessing.

			And now… There was one final letter to write. To her. The woman who would hold his heart next.

			Yes, I stole the idea from Safe Haven. That Nicholas Sparks book always left me with enough tears to create a puddle, and the movie wrecked me each time I watched it. But writing this letter felt right. Even if I couldn’t come back as some magical ghost to guide her, I wanted this future woman in Will’s life to hear from me. I wanted her to know a few things before she stepped fully into his life.

			She needed to understand what she was walking into. And she needed to know the rules.

			Rule One: Love Will with everything you’ve got. He doesn’t give his heart lightly. If he gives it to you, treasure it.

			Rule Two: My kids are my soul. Max and Sophie will need your patience, your humor, and your unwavering presence. They may not make it easy. Love them anyway.

			Rule Three: Be honest. Be open. Protect Will’s heart as if it were your own. Because I know what it means to carry it, and I’m trusting you to carry it next.

			I know you’ll never truly meet me. But I hope you see me in the family you become a part of. And I hope you know how much it means to me that he found someone brave enough to love him after what he has lost.

			And now it was time. Time to write my final letter.
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			To the Woman Who Loves Him Next,

			You don’t know me, but I’ve thought about you more than you can imagine.

			If you’re reading this, then it means you’ve already met Will. Maybe you’ve already fallen for him. Perhaps you’re wondering if you’re strong enough to love a man who’s lived through tremendous loss.

			Let me say this: if he chose you, you are.

			Will is the kind of man who remembers anniversaries and notices when your coffee order changes. He’s the guy who will rub your back when you’re sick and argue with doctors if something doesn’t feel right. He’s a little stubborn. He overthinks things. But he will love you with everything he has.

			I was lucky to be his first great love. You are fortunate to be his next.

			

			Please don’t let guilt keep you from being happy. I want you to be happy. I want him to be happy. I want you both to laugh more than you cry.

			And I want you to know that I see you.

			Thank you for loving him. Thank you for being brave enough to step into a life that once included me. He is yours now. Take care of him.

			And if you ever doubt yourself, just remember that he deserves love. And so do you.

			With peace and hope,

			Katie
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			The steamy onscreen kiss practically fogged up my living room television.

			Lily’s leggings were soft in my hands, a little too small for her now, but still in the laundry rotation because she insisted they were “super lucky.” I folded them neatly and set them on the growing stack beside me, half-watching the movie playing on the TV.

			Some late-night romance I’d landed on, purely by accident. Or maybe not. The chemistry between the leads had been building for the past thirty minutes. Subtle glances, hands brushing just a second too long. It was the kind of tension that sits low in your gut and dares you to ignore it. And now, it had snapped.

			He pulled her to him in one quick motion, like he couldn’t bear another second of space between them, and turned, pinning her gently but firmly against the wall. She gasped, but it was clearly not in protest. Her hands flew to his hair, fingers threading through like she’d done it a thousand times before and couldn’t remember a single time where she didn’t want more.

			And then came the kiss.

			It was the type of kiss where nothing was left unsaid. I imagine it was the kind that said, I’ve been thinking about this since the moment I saw you, and I won’t stop thinking about it after. It was slow yet filled with hunger, a perfect mix of restraint and need. I want you. I want you to want me. His hand moved lower to her waist, then up to her jaw, her cheek. He was exploring, grounding, claiming. Her back arched, rounding off the wall as her body leaned into his. It was ‘sexy’ at its finest.

			I shifted on the couch, my skin suddenly feeling too warm. That kiss. That desperate, worshipful, where have you been all my life kind of kiss. I remembered that kind of kiss. Barely.

			I hit pause on the television. Not because I wanted to, but because I needed to.

			I leaned back into the couch, letting my head drop against the cushions. The silence in my apartment pressed in from all sides. I arched my back like the woman on the screen. And practically before I started, I stopped. A blush crept onto my cheeks, and I sighed in frustration. I looked at the folded pile of Lily’s laundry, Mr. Fluffles, Lily’s stuffed bunny that was perched in the opposite corner of the couch, then at the empty wine glass on the coffee table, and let out a small laugh. But it wasn’t one of those laughs full of joy and humor. It was more like, Is this really my life? Am I really all alone?

			What a scene. What a life I imagined for that female character. It had been a long time since I’d been kissed like that and touched like that. Wanted like that.

			Lucas used to. Back in the beginning, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. It had been hot, messy, real. And often. We used to sneak in sex before dinner reservations, after work, in the shower, against the door. Wherever, whenever. It didn’t matter. But then came more responsibilities. Careers. Then Lily.

			And everything shifted.

			Passion was replaced with practicalities. Spontaneity got replaced by demanding work schedules. Lucas would stay up late working on architectural plans for his latest project. I would be in another room studying for an upcoming exam. As such, the nights turned into me in one room and Lucas in another. Separate television shows, but likely the same resentment. The physical stuff didn’t stop right away, but it gradually faded into a routine, like it was just maintenance. Sex was something we did because we thought we should or because we knew at least that we were good at it, but not because we couldn’t wait to consume one another.

			I missed sex that meant something. And I missed sex that didn’t. I missed being looked at like I was a fire someone wanted to burn in. I sighed and stared up at the ceiling. Was I even ready to feel that again? To want it? To want someone? I wasn’t sure.

			The ringtone startled me out of my thoughts. I groaned as I reached for my phone, nearly knocking over the laundry basket in the process. Mom flashed across the screen—great timing, as always.

			“Hey, Mom,” I answered, trying to sound casual, wishing the blush away from my cheeks.

			“Well, there she is,” my mother said, voice crisp and bright. “I was starting to wonder if you’d forgotten how phones worked.”

			I bit back a sigh, bracing myself for the lecture that I knew was to come. “It’s been a busy week. I just put Lily’s laundry away and was about to—”

			“I haven’t seen that little girl in ages,” her mother cut in. “I miss her, Jessica. Maybe you could bring her up this weekend? If you’re not too busy doing… whatever you do these days.”

			There it was. The subtle jab about whatever it is that I do these days. My mother had made plenty of comments in recent years about how nice it must be to be a half-time mother and to have half of my time available to do as I please. It was the ‘you-don’t-have-her-full-time-anymore’ guilt trip. Carol, my mother, was a master at it. And why did it matter what I did on my own time?

			“I’d love to bring her up, Mom,” I said, working hard to calm my voice. “But we’ve got her birthday coming up, remember? And I’ve got a packed schedule at the clinic. I’ll call you when I have a free weekend, okay?”

			She gave a soft “hmm” like she didn’t quite believe me. “Well, I’d hate to think she’s spending all her time with Emily.”

			I closed my eyes. “She’s not. She’s with her dad. And Emily’s part of the picture now, whether we like it or not.” In all honesty, Emily was beginning to grow on me. She seemed good for Lucas. And dare I say it, Emily was good for Lily, too.

			My mom was quiet. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I added, already wanting to be off the phone.

			“You always say that,” she said, but her voice had softened. “Tell Lily I love her.”

			“I will. Night, Mom.”

			“Night, Jess.”

			I hung up and tossed the phone onto the coffee table, a little more forceful than I meant to. Trying to shove the frustration away from my thoughts, I leaned forward and grabbed the remote again. Maybe I should just finish the movie and call it a night. But as I pressed play, I let a thought take root.

			I didn’t want to be alone forever. Lucas was moving on. I could move on, too, right? I wanted a connection. I wanted something messy, complicated, sexy, and real. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon. Definitely soon.
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			The patio at Cafe Astoria in St. Paul was still open, and I was grateful for it. The early October air had that crispness that hinted at the cooler days ahead, but the sun was still strong enough to make sitting outside pleasant, as long as you wore a light fall jacket.

			I tugged my denim jacket tighter around me and sipped on my apple cider cocktail. Across the table, Liz was picking at her salad, already deep into a story about her latest client at the nonprofit where she worked.

			“So then this guy tells me, dead serious, that his donation should come with naming rights for the front door. The front door, Jess. Like, ‘Welcome to the Johnson Family Entrance.’ Who even says that with a straight face?”

			I laughed, nearly spitting out my drink. “Did you tell him no?”

			“I told him he could have a commemorative doormat. He didn’t laugh. But I did. And then my boss called me into her office. Again.”

			“You’re going to get yourself fired one of these days.”

			“Nah,” Liz said, spearing a cherry tomato with her fork. “I’m too charming. And they know no one else would put up with the crap I do.”

			We lapsed into an easy silence, the kind that only old friends can share without trying to figure out what to say next. I leaned back and let myself enjoy the fall sunshine and the buzz of conversation from the patrons at the other tables around us. It felt good to be out. It felt... normal. I needed more normal.

			“So,” Liz said, setting down her fork and leaning in slightly, eyebrows raised. “When are you going to get with it?”

			I blinked. “Get with what?”

			“Dating. A love life. A real, live man. Jess, it’s been two years since the divorce was finalized. You’re not a nun.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Wow, subtle.”

			“I’m serious! You’re hot. You’ve got that sexy, confident, thirty-something thing going on. You’re smart, funny, and you’ve got great hair. Seriously, people would kill for your blonde waves. You’re telling me you don’t want to see what’s out there?”

			“I mean, it’s not like I haven’t thought about it,” I said, picking at the edge of my napkin. “But the idea of getting dressed up and going on awkward dates just makes me tired. I don’t think I have the energy for that. It would be so much different than it was a decade ago.”

			“Ugh, not if you do it right. Dating apps, babe. You get to filter the weirdos out before you waste a Friday night on them.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen the guys on those apps. Half of them are posing with fish or their cars or flexing shirtless in their bathroom mirrors. It’s gross. I mean, what guy thinks a girl wants to see that on their dating profile? Yuck.”

			“Which is why you need me. I’ll do the filtering.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			Liz reached across the table, trying to grab my phone. But I was too quick for her. My reaction time had improved since becoming a mother. I yanked the phone away, laughing. “Nope. Not happening.”

			“Come on! Just let me make you a profile. You don’t even have to swipe. I’ll set you up with a decent guy who doesn’t use the word ‘babygirl’ in texts.”

			“Tempting. Still no.”

			Liz sighed dramatically. “Fine. But promise me you’ll at least think about it.”

			I hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

			“That’s all I ask.”

			I looked down at my drink, the ice in the cocktail starting to melt. “Okay, confession time. You know how I told you I was folding laundry the other night?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Well, I got sucked into this ridiculous old romance movie on TV. Like full-on, steamy, 90s hot. Shirtless construction worker falls for the sassy good girl librarian type.”

			Liz grinned. “Ooh, and?”

			I could feel my face heat. “Let’s just say it’s been a long time since a movie made me feel like that. And I didn’t hate it.”

			Liz clapped. “That’s what I’m talking about! You’re ready. You’ve got the lust, girl!”

			“Good grief, Liz. The lust? Who even says that? Besides, I didn’t say that. I just... maybe I’m not as closed off as I thought to starting a new relationship.”

			“Good. That’s how it starts. A little spark.”

			I smiled, a real one this time. Maybe Liz was right. Perhaps I was ready for something. Or someone. It didn’t have to be serious. It didn’t even have to be love. But connection? A little fun? That didn’t sound so bad.

			As we finished our lunch and Liz launched into a new story about her own, albeit comedic, dating life, I felt lighter than I had in weeks. The October sun warmed my shoulders. Could the future be beginning to feel like less of a question mark? Maybe. I just needed to get through these next few weeks first. Lily’s birthday. The holidays. Then we would see. Perhaps it really was time to move forward.
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			The moment I stepped out of Cafe Astoria, the early October breeze kissed my cheeks, and I pulled my jacket tighter around me. It wasn’t quite scarf weather yet, but the air carried the kind of chill that hinted we weren’t far from it. Jessica and I had taken the corner patio table, like we always did when the weather allowed, and for a moment, it almost felt like the old days.

			Almost.

			I paused on the sidewalk, glancing back through the glass windows where I could still see Jess sipping the last of her apple cider cocktail. She had moved inside when I left. She had that look on her face. You know the look. The look that said she was going to overthink everything we just talked about. I knew it well.

			Jessica and I had been through it all together. We met in Mrs. Hammond’s third-grade class, back when we both still thought boys had cooties and Lisa Frank folders were, like, totally cool. Over the years, we traded secrets, lip gloss, hair ties, and life lessons. Crushes came and went. There were awkward middle school dances, high school heartbreaks, late-night sleepovers filled with whispered hopes followed by whispered tears. And then, real life happened.

			When Jess met Lucas, she was over the moon. I remember the first time she told me about him. We were sitting in the back booth at Perkins at midnight, splitting a basket of fries like we were still seventeen. Her eyes were sparkling, and she was practically glowing just talking about him. “He listens,” she’d said. “Like really listens.” I knew how important it was for Jessica to have a good conversation with whoever she was dating. 

			And for a while, he did listen. It was like that older man thing, well, not that much older, was really working for Jess. And for a while, they were happy. But somewhere along the way, things started to crack. It was subtle, but things began to unravel. I was there for those calls, too. The quiet, late-night phone calls where her voice shook and she tried to explain how they just kept missing each other. How being in the same room started to feel lonely. It was like watching someone slowly deflate.

			And then Lily came. That sweet girl was the glue that held Jess and Lucas together for a long time. But glue can only hold for so long when the foundation is crumbling; an ironic thought since Jessica was married to an architect, someone whose primary job was to build structures built to last. Yet in the case of Jess and Lucas, they held on for almost five years before it was time to call it what it was. Over. Sometimes, I wondered if they were ever meant to be. At all. 

			I sighed and started walking toward my car. The leaves were just beginning to change, the edges of the maples tinged with red and orange. Fall was always my favorite. The air gets crisper, the men start layering, and I’m a sucker for a guy in a long-sleeved Henley and jacket. It feels like a fresh start for both fashion and life.

			Speaking of men...

			Let’s just say my love life doesn’t look like Jess’. I believe in love, sure. But I also believe in good sex, good conversation, and knowing when it’s time to move on. I don’t keep a guy around just to avoid being alone. I keep a guy around if he’s fun, hot, and worth my time. If he checks two of those three boxes, we’re good for at least a few weeks.

			

			I’m on a first-name basis with my nurse practitioner. I schedule my appointments like clockwork and keep my drawer stocked with the good stuff. I’m not out here catching feelings, or diseases, for that matter. I’m catching orgasms. And lots of them.

			And Jess? Jess needs a little of that energy. Not necessarily the rotating roster (though I wouldn’t judge), but the confidence. The reminder that she is sexy, wanted, and so damn ready for something that isn’t wrapped up in play dates, PTA meetings, or her latest patients.

			I mean, the girl was blushing just describing a makeout scene from some trashy romance flick the other night. “His hands were in her hair!” she’d gasped, like she hadn’t felt that in decades.

			Girl.

			So yeah, I’m gonna help her out. She didn’t hand over her phone to let me create a dating profile (yet), but that just means I have to get creative. Maybe a casual happy hour? A friendly trivia night at that new brewery where the bartenders all look like they came off an Armani commercial?

			A double date.

			

			That’s what we’ll do.

			I’ll find some non-creepy guy from the upper half of my contacts, someone with a friend who can carry on a conversation, and maybe looks decent in jeans, and we’ll go out. Drinks, apps, light flirting. Nothing serious. Just enough to get her heart rate up again.

			Jess has been sitting in the shallow end for too long. It was time for her to dive into the deep end. Something fun, even if it means a fast fling.

			That said, she’s not going to be alone forever. Not if I have anything to say about it.
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			The day before Lily’s birthday party always felt like a mix of chaos and joy, but this year, it felt like a little more of both. I had flour streaked across my cheek, the kitchen counters were a mess, and my entire apartment smelled like chocolate and vanilla extract. The polar bear cake, her special request this year, was halfway frosted and still needed its finishing touches. Somehow, my seven-going-on-eighteen-year-old daughter had decided polar bears were her favorite animal, and when she wanted a polar bear cake, I took that request seriously.

			Baking had become a ritual for me, something that started after Lily was born. In those long, late nights when I was trying to build my career as a licensed physical therapist and couldn’t sleep because my mind was preoccupied, I would bake. It gave me something to do with my hands, something that made the house feel warm, and it filled the silence with purpose. Now, it had become a tradition. A tradition that made Lily’s birthdays feel extra special.

			I was elbow-deep in buttercream when my phone rang. I leaned over with my forearm, smudging the screen just enough to see Liz’s name pop up. I smiled and wiped my hands quickly on a dish towel before answering.

			“Hey, Cake Queen,” Liz said, skipping over the usual pleasantries. Though let’s face it, Liz is not into pleasantries to begin with.. “Tell me you’re not still elbow-deep in fondant animals.”

			“Just buttercream today. And if you must know, the polar bear looks adorable,” I said, glancing at the half-decorated cake with pride.

			“Of course, you made homemade buttercream. You always go all out,” Liz said, her voice softening. “Listen, I had an idea.”

			Uh-oh. Liz’s ideas usually involved a lot of nudging and a little emotional blackmail.

			“Should I be scared?”

			“No more than usual. I’m thinking a double date. You, me, two guys, Friday night next week. Just drinks. Casual. No pressure.”

			I paused, one hand on the piping bag. “Liz, come on. Lily’s party is tomorrow. I have a million things to do.”

			“Which is exactly why you need a break after the chaos.”

			“I don’t know...”

			“Tony’s the guy I’ve gone out with a few times. You’d like him. And he’s bringing his friend Jeremy. Software engineer. Totally normal. Not a weirdo, I swear.”

			I snorted. “You always say that.”

			“Because it’s usually true. Usually. But seriously, he’s smart, has a good job, and likes bookstores. That’s like basically your dream man.”

			“You’ve been stalking him already?”

			“Of course. It’s called research. So?”

			I bit my lip. My immediate reaction was to decline. I’d decline politely, of course, but something about Liz’s voice told me she wasn’t going to drop it. And if I had to be honest with myself, I didn’t want her to.

			“Alright,” I said slowly. “But only drinks. And I need to see if Lucas can take Lily for the night.”

			“He will. He and Emily are basically super-parents now.”

			I rolled my eyes but smiled. “They’re just dating,” I reminded her. “And you’re relentless.”

			“You love me for it. Friday night, my place at six.”

			We ended the call, and I returned to Lily’s cake, my mind suddenly not as focused on polar bears. A date. Well, kind of. It felt weird, thinking about getting dressed up for someone who wasn’t Lucas. But maybe it was time.

			I tapped a few keys on my phone, pulling up my messages. Lucas would say yes. He always did when it came to Lily. And he had Emily now, someone who loved our daughter, and someone Lily clearly adored.

			I took a deep breath and sent the text. Then I looked down at the polar bear cake.

			“Alright, Frosty,” I whispered. “Looks like your mom’s getting back out there.”

			The bear didn’t respond, but I swore he was smiling a little more than before

		

	
		
			.
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			The early November sun was already sinking as I drove toward Liz’s place, golden light streaking through the bare trees that lined the familiar neighborhood. We had sold the home we had lived in together during our relationship, unfortunately, barely breaking even with the sale. Lucas had bought his current home after the divorce, and I had moved into a small two-bedroom apartment.

			Seeing Liz’s tree-lined streets made me feel a bit sad, thinking about what I had lost when Lucas and I had sold our home. And in truth, Lucas’ new neighborhood, not our old one, felt just like the one I had always envisioned for myself. Maybe someday I would be a homeowner again. I glanced at the clock on my dashboard. There was plenty of time before our double date, though I was already feeling jittery. I wasn’t sure if it was nerves or excitement. Maybe both.

			As my car idled at a red light, my mind drifted back to last weekend—Lily’s birthday.

			We’d held the party at Lucas’s house, just as we had the year before. Ten of Lily’s friends from school showed up, loud and excited, stomping through the backyard trail Lucas had turned into a treasure hunt. Or, as Lily would correct me, an ‘adventure trail’. The big red baskets were a hit, and the way Lily’s eyes lit up every time someone found a hidden surprise. Well, it was enough to make my throat tight.

			And of course, Emily was there.

			I’d been bracing myself to dislike her, even though I had met Emily once before over coffee. I already knew she was someone I would like, despite my intentions. I felt like I should feel territorial or threatened. But she’d made that so damn hard. Emily was warm, thoughtful, and just the right amount of involved. She helped Lily tie her shoelaces when the kids were off on their adventure walk and passed out juice boxes like she’d done it a hundred times before. She wasn’t trying to replace me, and I could see that. Still, watching the way Lily beamed up at her gave me a twinge of something I didn’t like admitting. Not resentment, exactly. Jealousy, maybe.

			Lucas had told me a few weeks ago that he and Emily planned to move in together. Not right away, but after the holidays, once Emily sells her house. But even with the cushion of time, the idea had stunned me.

			It wasn’t that I wanted him back. We’d grown apart long before our marriage ended, and I didn’t miss the version of us we’d become. And I didn’t regret asking Lucas to leave. I stood by my decision to end our marriage. But hearing he was building something new, something serious, with someone else so soon still hit me sideways. Our divorce was just over two years old.

			I was happy for him, I really was. But part of me was beginning to wish I had someone, too.

			I pulled into Liz’s driveway and took a deep breath before heading up to her door. She opened it the second I knocked, already halfway into her coat.

			“You ready?” she grinned. “Tony’s picking us up. And I warned Jeremy you’re a total knockout, so don’t make a liar out of me.”

			“Ugh,” I groaned, laughing. “You’re impossible.”

			“You love me.”

			“Unfortunately.”

			Tony’s SUV pulled up out front, and I followed behind Liz. She opened the passenger door and slid into the passenger seat next to Tony, leaving the back for me. No introduction. I was on my own, and my heart rate quickened as my nerves started to take over. Thankfully, Jeremy stepped out of the back seat. I immediately noticed his height. He was tall, lean, with a nice smile and warm eyes. Definitely attractive. He turned to me with a soft, “Hey, Jessica, nice to meet you,” and extended a hand.

			I shook it and felt the first flush of warmth creep up my neck. Damn. That voice. That clean, good-man smell. For a second, I remembered the movie I’d watched just a few weeks ago. The way the man had kissed the woman, pushed her against the wall, his hands threading into her hair. Her hands in his. Heat flared in my belly as I remembered arching my back against my couch, and I squirmed slightly, hoping no one noticed. I quickly made my way to the other side of the SUV to climb in.

			Dinner was at a new spot downtown. It was modern, dimly lit, cozy. Perfect for conversation. We sat across from each other, and Jeremy and I started talking easily enough. He asked questions, seemed genuinely interested in my work as a physical therapist, and shared a little about his job as a software engineer for a local law firm.

			

			He was smart. Kind. Funny in a subtle way. He was super fit, likely due to his love for hiking. And so very good-looking.

			And yet... nothing. There was no spark. No butterflies. No zing. No undercurrent of chemistry pulling me toward him.

			My body might have reacted at first. But that was likely because I was out of touch from being too long without a connection. And he was incredibly good-looking. But the more we talked, the clearer it became. Jeremy wasn’t the one. Not even close. Not for me. 

			I was perplexed. There was absolutely nothing wrong with Jeremy. So why didn’t I feel something? I glanced at Liz across the table, watching her laugh at something Tony said, her hand resting lightly on his arm. That was Liz. She was comfortable with light, casual affection. She could sleep with someone for fun and walk away without overthinking it.

			I wasn’t wired that way. I needed more than a pretty face and polite conversation. I wanted someone who made me laugh, who challenged me, who understood that my life came with an eight-year-old girl who loved polar bears and asked deep questions at bedtime.

			Jeremy smiled across the table. “So, what’s your favorite kind of dessert?”

			I blinked. “Um, cake. Chocolate. Definitely chocolate.”

			“Classic. You make it yourself?”

			“Actually, yeah,” I said, suddenly lighting up. “I just baked one for my daughter’s birthday. It had a polar bear on it. Her request.”

			He chuckled. “Nice. You must be a cool mom.”

			I smiled politely. But it felt flat. He was trying. I was trying. But sometimes trying just isn’t enough.

			Later that night, after the goodbyes and the polite “we should do this again sometime,” I slid into the driver’s seat of my car and sat there a minute. I hadn’t even needed to text Liz to confirm what we both already knew. Jeremy was a good guy, just not my type.

			As I started the engine and backed out of Liz’s driveway, my thoughts drifted again. To Lily. To Emily. To Lucas. And to the possibility that maybe something unexpected was waiting for me out there. It had to be, right? I nodded to myself. Yes, the answer was absolutely, yes.

		

	
		
			   

			[image: ]

			November had crept in with a chill that didn’t let up, and somehow, without warning, I blinked and found myself staring down the barrel of December. The fall had been such a blur, I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d made it through. Between Lily’s birthday party, a handful of late nights at the hospital, and the looming holidays, I had barely had a moment to breathe.

			But nothing could have prepared me for the call that had come the month before, not long before Thanksgiving.

			It had been a Tuesday. My phone rang just after 8 p.m., just as I was putting away dishes from dinner. I didn’t recognize the number, but something in my gut told me to answer.

			

			“Hello?” I said cautiously.

			“Hi,” a woman’s voice replied, hesitant but steady. “Is this Jessica?”

			My stomach tightened. The voice wasn’t familiar, and the uneasy tone set my nerves on edge. “Yes, this is Jessica. Who’s calling?”

			“My name is Janice Wilson,” she said. “I... I’m not sure how to say this, but I found your phone number on a business card in Lucas’ wallet.”

			My heart skipped a beat, and a cold knot formed in my stomach. “Excuse me?” I said, gripping the phone tighter. “Why do you have Lucas’ wallet? What’s going on?”

			The woman hesitated, and I could hear the strain in her voice. “I’m sorry—I don’t mean to alarm you. My husband and I own the property where Lucas was working today. He had an accident.”

			“An accident?” The word barely made it past my lips.

			“Yes,” Janice continued, her voice softening. “Well, he almost fell out of a tree. Thankfully, we got there—” the woman paused. “Sorry, that’s not important. He was able to climb down once Richard put the ladder back in place. He seemed fine at first—but then... Well, he collapsed. We called 911 immediately, and the paramedics took him to the hospital.”

			I didn’t realize I had been holding my breath until I felt the air rush out of my lungs. My legs wobbled, and I sat down on the kitchen barstool. “Where is he now?” I asked, my voice trembling.

			“I think they were taking him to a hospital in St. Paul—the big one with the trauma center,” Janice said, her voice filled with desperation. “You know, that big one along I-94? For the life of me, I can’t remember the name at the moment. Anyway, I found your number and thought you might be someone close to him. Your business card was the only one in his wallet.”

			I didn’t hear the rest of what she said. I knew which hospital. As soon as the woman had said trauma center, I knew. The phone had slipped from my hand, clattering to the floor. How could this be happening? I had thought. 

			In any case, I had called Mrs. Hanson, our neighbor from two doors down, and asked her to come sit with Lily. I’d barely explained what was going on when she was already grabbing her knitting bag. Five minutes later, I was in my car and speeding to the hospital, heart racing and mind spinning.

			By the time I arrived at the hospital, I was shaking and pacing the hallway outside the ER doors. A nurse had come out, asked if I was Jessica, and then told me Lucas had specifically requested to see me.

			That had startled me.

			Not because I didn’t want to see him, but because I knew he had someone else now. But in that moment, maybe he hadn’t known Emily and her family were already arriving. Maybe he just needed someone familiar. Someone who’d been through all the ups and downs. Someone who would come without question.

			When I entered the dimly lit hospital room, Lucas looked pale and tired, but very much himself. He managed a small grin when he saw me. “Hey,” he said weakly.

			“Hey, yourself,” I whispered, stepping closer. I took his hand. It was still warm, still strong. I held it between both of mine.

			“You scared the hell out of me,” I said, trying to keep my voice light, even as my chest tightened.

			“Scared myself, too,” he admitted, chuckling. “Dr. Patel’s already on my case about my diet. I’m guessing I won’t see any more late-night pizza runs.”

			We’d exchanged some light banter before I told Lucas that Emily had arrived. I left the room and returned to the waiting room, letting Emily know that Lucas was asking to see her. It had felt so strange, this exchange with another woman about a man I had once loved. But I could see the relief in Emily’s eyes.
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