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I arrived at Amanda's doorstep at exactly 7:00 PM, clutching a bottle of Cabernet that had cost more than I'd typically spend. My palms were sweaty against the glass, and I wiped my free hand against my pants before reaching for the doorbell.

Three months of dating Amanda had been wonderful—easy in a way relationships hadn't been since my divorce. But tonight felt like a turning point. Meeting her daughter, Cassidy, was a milestone we'd been circling around for weeks.

"She's protective," Amanda had warned me over coffee last weekend. "And we're... well, we're still figuring things out sometimes." The way her eyes had darted away told me there was more complexity there than she was letting on.

I straightened my collar and ran a hand through my hair, checking my reflection in the glass panel beside her door. At forty, I still looked decent—the gray at my temples giving me what my mother optimistically called "distinguished character" rather than just making me look old.

Taking a deep breath, I pressed the doorbell and listened to the chime echo through the house. My rehearsed greeting played through my mind: casual but respectful, friendly without trying too hard. First impressions mattered, and winning over Amanda's daughter felt crucial to any future we might build together.

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, suddenly aware of how my button-down shirt felt slightly too tight across my shoulders. The wine bottle felt slippery in my grip as I waited, heart thumping with an anxiety that seemed disproportionate to simply meeting a young woman who happened to be my girlfriend's daughter.

But I knew why it mattered so much. Amanda's face lit up whenever she spoke about Cassidy—pride and love radiating from her in waves. Whoever this young woman was, she was the center of Amanda's world. And if I wanted to be part of Amanda's life, I needed to find my place in that equation too.

The door swung open, and Amanda's warm smile immediately eased some of my tension. She wore a simple blue dress that hugged her curves in all the right places, her honey-blonde hair falling loose around her shoulders instead of in her usual work ponytail.

"Steven!" She leaned forward to kiss my cheek, her familiar scent of vanilla and something floral wrapping around me. "Right on time as always."

I handed her the wine bottle. "I hope this pairs well with dinner."

"Perfect choice." She ushered me inside, her hand finding mine with a gentle squeeze. "Dinner's almost ready. I just need to check on the roast."

The house was cozy—tastefully decorated with framed photographs and comfortable furniture that spoke of a well-lived-in home. I followed Amanda through to the kitchen, admiring the domestic scene: table set for three, candles waiting to be lit, something delicious simmering on the stove.

"Can I help with anything?" I offered, slipping off my jacket.

"Just make yourself comfortable," Amanda replied, turning to open the oven door. "Cassidy should be down any—"

"I'm here."

The voice came from the doorway behind us—soft but somehow commanding immediate attention. I turned, and my first thought was one of relief. Amanda's daughter was tiny—barely over five feet tall, with a slender build that made her seem almost fragile. Her platinum blonde waves framed a pretty, heart-shaped face. Nothing intimidating about her at all.

But then our eyes met.

Those eyes—the same striking blue as her mother's—held mine with an intensity that sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. Despite her size, she suddenly filled the room with her presence. She wore a simple black skirt that showed off surprisingly long legs for her height, paired with a fitted top that highlighted curves I immediately tried not to notice.

"You must be Steven," she said, her lips curving into a smile that seemed to suggest she knew something I didn't.

"Yes—it's great to finally meet you, Cassidy." I stepped forward, extending my hand. "Your mom talks about you all the time."

She took my offered hand, but instead of the quick shake I expected, her fingers wrapped around mine with deliberate pressure. Her hand was small but her grip surprisingly firm, holding on a beat too long while those penetrating eyes seemed to catalog every detail of my face.

"All good things, I hope." Her voice had a musical quality, but there was something beneath it—a confidence that seemed beyond her twenty years.

"Of course," I managed, suddenly aware that my palm was sweating again. I pulled my hand back, wiping it discreetly against my pants.

"Cassidy just aced her developmental psychology midterm," Amanda announced proudly, oblivious to the strange tension I felt crackling in the air.

"Psychology, huh?" I cleared my throat. "That's impressive."

"I find people fascinating," Cassidy replied, her gaze still fixed on me. "What makes them tick... what they hide... what they might not even know about themselves yet." She tilted her head slightly. "Don't you think that's interesting, Steven?"

The way she said my name—drawing out the syllables just slightly—made the hair on my arms stand up. I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being assessed, measured against some standard I couldn't see.

"I, uh—sure. People are complex."

Amanda bustled between us with the wine bottle. "Steven brought a lovely Cabernet. Why don't we open it while I finish up?"

"Excellent idea," Cassidy said, finally breaking her stare to look at her mother. "I'll get the glasses."

As she moved past me, the faint scent of something exotic—sandalwood maybe?—drifted in her wake. I exhaled slowly, surprised to realize I'd been holding my breath.

What the hell was wrong with me? She was just a confident young woman, that's all. Nothing to feel unsettled about.

But as I watched her efficiently retrieving wine glasses from a cabinet, moving with a dancer's grace through her mother's kitchen, I couldn't shake the feeling that this dinner was going to be nothing like what I had prepared for.

The wine poured easily, dark and rich, as Amanda brought the roast to the table. I took my seat across from Cassidy, grateful for the wooden barrier between us.

"This looks amazing," I said, focusing my attention on Amanda. "You didn't have to go to all this trouble."

"Mom loves playing hostess," Cassidy remarked, her voice lilting. "Nurturing is in her blood. Isn't that right, Mom?"

Amanda beamed, clearly pleased by her daughter's assessment. "I just wanted tonight to be special. It's not every day my two favorite people meet."

I reached for my wine glass, needing something to do with my hands. As I took a sip, I caught Cassidy watching me over the rim of her own glass, her eyes following the movement of my throat as I swallowed.

"So, Steven," she said, setting down her glass with deliberate care. "Mom tells me you're in architecture. Building things must be so... satisfying."
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