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			A Letter to My Readers

			First, if you’re here and about to read Liz’s Forever After, thank you. Whether you’ve already followed along with Emily’s Next Chapter and Jessica’s New Beginning or you’re picking up this book as a stand-alone, I’m so grateful that you’re here.

			Before you dive in, I’d like to share a bit of context. For those who’ve read the previous books in my Starting Over Trilogy, you’ll notice this story feels a bit different, and that’s because Liz herself is different.

			Liz isn’t exactly starting over in love, at least not in the same way Emily and Jessica did. For her, this story is about learning to open her heart for the long term. It’s about realizing that it’s okay to love again after loss, even when that loss wasn’t romantic in nature.

			But that’s not the only thing that sets this book apart. In Liz’s Forever After, you’ll find a touch more heat and spice than in the previous stories. That’s not because Emily or Jessica weren’t intimate beings; it’s because Liz and Matt’s connection called for a different kind of storytelling. I wanted to explore how our relationship with intimacy can evolve as we get older, and how it doesn’t have to lose its spark.

			Now, I’m not saying Liz is “old.” She’s in her late thirties. She’s vibrant, confident, and figuring out what lasting love means on her own terms. But I’ve noticed that in many steamy romances, the protagonists are often in their twenties or early thirties. Since this trilogy is meant to celebrate love at every stage of life, especially in midlife, I wanted to shine a light on the passion, depth, and joy that can exist in those middle years, too.

			And yes, I do it in a big way (at least, big in my eyes).

			Before you begin, I want to be upfront about the tone and themes of this book. Like my others, it carries heart and hope, but it also leans into desire, healing, and emotional sincerity.

			Tropes you’ll find:

			
					Later-in-life romance

					Widowed dad

					Found family

					Healing after loss

					Slow burn with plenty of heat

			

			Potential triggers:

			
					Grief and references to past loss

					Discussions of parental death and trauma

			

			Please remember, this is a work of fiction. The characters, their stories, and yes, their intimate moments, come from my imagination (with a little inspiration from some favorite books and movies).

			If you see parts of yourself in Liz, Matt, or anyone else along the way, know you’re not alone. And if you’re simply here for the love story, I hope it makes you smile, ache a little, and believe, wholeheartedly, in new beginnings.

			With love and gratitude,

			Ann
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			When I met Matt  for the first time, I won’t lie. He’d practically left me tongue-tied and at a total loss for words.

			I’d been at Will’s house, helping him pack overnight bags for himself and his kids. Jessica’s mom had died the day before, and Will needed to get up to Duluth as soon as possible. My job was to keep things moving. Bags packed, coffee poured, kids located and in a responsible adult’s care, so Will could go. I was the practical friend. The problem-solver. The one who didn’t lose her cool.

			And then Matt showed up.

			It was 8:15 a.m. I remember the time because I glanced at my phone right before the knock at the door, wondering if the caffeine I’d chugged was ever going to kick in.

			When the door opened, everything sort of… tilted.

			He wasn’t what I expected. Not even close. I don’t know what I had expected, if anything at all. Some frazzled dad in an old hoodie, maybe, or a neighbor in gym shorts and Crocs. But what stepped through that door was six-foot-plus of calm, quiet, maddeningly attractive competence.

			Matt.

			

			He had that rugged-clean look that shouldn’t make sense but does, like he belonged equally at a hardware store or a wine bar. His jeans fit really well, in that unfair way jeans do when they’ve molded themselves to a man who actually does things like shovel driveways and fix stuff. His T-shirt clung in all the right places, and his arms, God help me, his arms looked like they could lift a sofa, a child, and possibly my entire mood, all at once.

			There was scruff on his face, the kind that said I woke up like this instead of I gave up trying. A hint of gray at the temples. Sun-warmed skin. And warm, brown-gold eyes that flicked over the chaos that was taking over Will’s living room before landing on me.

			And that was it.

			Something low in my stomach did a little flip. My heart kicked once, maybe twice, then apparently decided to practice for a marathon. I suddenly became hyper-aware of every awkward thing about myself, like my messy ponytail and the coffee stain on my sleeve from the drive over. I briefly considered hiding behind the couch.

			Instead, I did what I always do when I’m flustered: froze completely.

			I’d been running the morning like a well-oiled crisis-response team until that man walked in. One second, I was delegating, thinking about the quickest route to Duluth, and the next, I was staring at this broad-shouldered stranger, wondering if it was possible to develop a crush before 8:30 a.m.

			The worst part was that he wasn’t even trying. He had this effortless dad-next-door energy. No cologne. No hair gel. Just Matt. The kind of guy who probably owned flannel shirts that actually served a purpose.

			And I swear, the man radiated control. Like he’d never once forgotten to pay his electric bill or overwatered a plant. The complete opposite of me, standing there internally hyperventilating and pretending to reorganize Will’s mail on the front table so I didn’t stare directly at his face.

			Okay, fine, not only his face. His everything.

			Because here’s the thing: from the second he stepped inside, I could tell he was a good man. The kind of man who shows up when someone calls. The kind who doesn’t panic in chaos. He wasn’t loud, didn’t announce himself, didn’t make the moment about him. He quietly took over like the universe had given him the memo: Your move, Matt.

			And then there was the walk. That easy, confident gait of someone who knows exactly where they’re going and doesn’t need to rush to get there. His back muscles shifted under that T-shirt as he crossed the room, and I’m not proud to say I may have stopped breathing for a moment.

			When he bent to pick up one of the kids’ duffel bags, I caught a glimpse of denim-covered perfection and immediately looked away, pretending to admire a potted plant that turned out to be fake. Smooth, Liz.

			And his voice, low, even, with that faint morning roughness that could read bedtime stories or ruin your good intentions without even trying.

			There was this smell too, not aftershave or cologne, but something clean. Laundry detergent and coffee, and late spring air. The kind of smell that hits you in the chest and settles there like a memory you’ll keep.

			I told myself I was being ridiculous. This man was here to help Will, not to audition for a role in my fantasies. He probably had a nice, stable life, a calendar full of PTA meetings, and a minivan filled with snacks. I, on the other hand, was the single friend who occasionally forgot to buy milk and kept cocktail mixes where the orange juice should go.

			And yet, there was something about him that drew me in, like I’d known him before, or maybe like I was supposed to. He wasn’t flashy or showy. He didn’t flirt or preen. He just was. 

			I found myself stealing glances as he helped the kids gather their things and loaded their backpacks into his Jeep parked at the curb. The morning light hit his face through the window, and I noticed the faintest smile as Sophie said something that made him laugh. It was a good laugh, real and unguarded.

			And then he was gone, just like that.

			Jeep doors shut. The engine started. He pulled away from the curb, gave a little wave, and disappeared around the corner. The kids and the family dog, gone, with this beautiful man.

			I stood there for longer than I’d like to admit, still holding the travel mug I’d meant to give Will, my pulse nowhere near normal. What the hell had happened?

			I’d known this man for less than 15 minutes, and yet my entire nervous system seemed to be behaving like a teenager at a concert. I tried to shake it off, muttering to myself about hormones or caffeine or maybe the universe playing a joke. But it didn’t work. That feeling lingered.

			I’d told myself for years that I wasn’t interested in getting attached. I’d built a good life. Independent. Self-sufficient. No strings. No messy heartbreaks. Just me, my job, my cozy little house, and an occasional cocktail on the patio. Simple.

			But as I watched that Jeep disappear, I realized something unsettling. For the first time in a long time, simple didn’t feel quite enough.

			I hadn’t expected to meet anyone that day—certainly not someone who could short-circuit my brain before breakfast. Still, the thought stuck with me all the way to Duluth: that calm voice, those warm eyes, that quiet strength.

			I didn’t know his story yet. Didn’t know about the tragedy, the kids, the weight he carried. Not at all. All I knew was that something had shifted. And I wanted to see him again.
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			I don’t even know what to think. What was I doing kissing Matt already? We barely knew each other. I mean, I love kissing and all that, but I’m not typically a kiss-on-the-first-date kind of girl. But fuck, he is hot. And I mean Scott Eastwood hot. Who has biceps like that? Trust me, I felt them when he pressed me against the driver’s door of his Jeep.

			And don’t even get me started on the way he leaned in, like it wasn’t a question, like it wasn’t even up for debate, like the only logical thing to do was kiss me. And I kissed him back. Hard. 

			I know, I know. My long-time therapist, Frank, is going to tell me there’s nothing wrong with kissing on the first date. He’s going to tilt his head, give me that calm look that therapists have, and say something like, “Liz, sometimes chemistry happens.” But kissing Matt? This guy has kids. Kids. Plural. I’ve never dated anyone with kids before.

			And here’s the kicker: I’m totally not ready for kids. At least I don’t think I am. Okay, yes, I love kids, especially when they belong to someone else, and I can hand them back after filling them full of candy. And any kids that Matt made? They must be ridiculously adorable. But the truth is, I’ve never seriously considered dating anyone who came with a built-in family. And that’s exactly what Matt brings to the table. A ready-made package deal. A family that already exists, with history and routines and bedtime schedules. Me? I’m the woman who orders takeout at ten o’clock and falls asleep halfway through a zombie movie.

			The majority of my dating life has revolved around apps like Match.com, Bumble, and yes, even Tinder when I’ve felt like scraping the bottom of the barrel. Every few months, one of those apps gets me a date that turns into some fun for a while—a few weeks, maybe a couple of months. Then things fizzle. Not because the guys are terrible. Well, sometimes because they’re terrible. But more often than not, they want more than I’m willing to give. They start using words like “serious,” “long-term,” and “future.” And I panic.

			And let’s face it: I’m not some spring chicken. The fact that I even use phrases like spring chicken tells you everything you need to know. I’m pushing forty. Thirty? Long gone. I’m in that in-between stage where half the people I know are getting married again, and the other half are obsessing about their cholesterol. Then again, I haven’t even had my first mammogram yet, but still. The men I’ve dated? Mostly divorced, no kids, or never married. They don’t come with baggage beyond a dog that still sleeps in the bed.

			But Matt? He’s different.

			What am I getting into?

			And to make matters worse, Will saw us kissing. He was literally right there in the parking lot when Matt leaned in. Will, who happens to be Matt’s best friend since elementary school, not to mention Jessica’s boyfriend. He’s totally going to tell Jessica, and she is going to call me and be like, What the fuck, girl?

			

			Then again… maybe not. I assume she’s still a little mad at me for asking her if she’d ever get married again, while Will was sitting right there. But come on, it’s a logical question, right? Will’s a widower, Jessica’s divorced. They’re not kids. They’re old enough to know what they want, and they’ve both been through enough to make them think twice about forever. And yeah, maybe my timing was off, but that’s me. I don’t do filters.

			Anyway, right after Matt pulled away from that kiss, he told me he’d call me, which is hilarious because I didn’t even give him my number. Then again, Will will get it from Jessica, and then he’ll give it to Matt. It’s basically a done deal.

			Oh, God. What am I going to do?
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			By the time I get home, my brain is spinning in circles. My house feels both too quiet and too loud at the same time. I head straight for the kitchen because if there was ever a night that called for a cocktail, this is it. I pull down the fancy bottle of gin I bought at the liquor store last week. Yes, I splurged on the fancy bottle, don’t judge. I start mixing. One and a half ounces of gin, half an ounce of St-Germain, a splash of lemon juice, and a quarter ounce of simple syrup. I muddle a couple of cucumber slices with a few mint leaves, toss in some ice, and shake until my arm hurts. By the time I strain it into a glass and crown it with a mint sprig, I feel like I’ve earned it. I really do need to try shaking it up with my other arm. If I keep mixing cocktails like this, my right arm is going to be nicely sculpted while my left arm screams out in loneliness.

			The glow of the TV fills the room as I scroll through Netflix, trying to find the most ridiculous zombie movie I can. Zombieland. That’ll do. Comfort food for the soul. Nothing like the undead to make you forget you kissed a man with two living, breathing children.

			I take a sip and groan into the glass.

			Liz, what the hell are you doing?

			I pull out my phone. My fingers hover over Jessica’s contact. Should I text her? Should I pretend nothing happened? If I don’t say anything, she’ll definitely find out from Will. But if I do say something, she’ll have that tone. You know, the one that’s equal parts I-love-you and I’m-judging-you.

			I type: So… funny story. I may have kissed your boyfriend’s best friend tonight.

			Delete.

			Type again: Don’t freak out, but…

			Delete.

			I toss the phone aside and lean back against the cushions, clutching my cocktail in one hand and turning up the volume on the remote with the other.

			The truth is, I liked it. The kiss. The way he tasted faintly of hops from the IPA he ordered. The way his hands slid around my waist like he was already familiar with my curves. The way I forgot for a second that he comes with a past I might not be ready for.

			I liked it too much. And that’s what scares me.
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			A little later, after I’ve half-watched half an hour of zombies gnawing on screaming teenagers, I realize I’ve been staring at the screen without absorbing a single second of the carnage. My mind is too loud. I keep glancing at my phone on the coffee table, waiting for a buzz that doesn’t come. No text from Jessica. No text from Matt. Only silence.

			

			By the time I crawl into bed, tipsy from gin and way too much thinking, my phone is still sitting on the nightstand, black screen staring back at me. Not that I expected Matt to text. He said he’d call, and he seems like the kind of guy who actually means it when he says stuff like that, which is even scarier.

			Because what if he does call? And what if I answer?
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			The next morning, my head feels heavy. It’s not from the gin, but from the weight of overanalyzing. I roll over, grab my phone, and finally type out a message to Jessica:

			Hey. Can we talk?

			I hit ‘Send’ before I can second-guess myself. Then I stare at the screen, waiting and waiting. Nothing. No response.

			Groaning, I throw back the covers and drag myself out of bed.After brushing my teeth and pulling on my black Lululemon leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, I lace up my running shoes—the fall air outside bites when I step into it, sharp and unforgiving. But a run is exactly what I need right now to clear my mind from everything related to Matt and Jessica.

			It’s only later that night, after I’ve spent the day replaying the kiss with Matt on a loop, that my phone finally buzzes. Jessica. A response.
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			Holy shit. What a night.

			I’d met Liz only briefly once before, and not really under the best of circumstances. Will’s girlfriend, Jessica, whom I’d heard a lot about but barely knew, had lost her mom, and Will needed me to take Sophie and Max so he could head up to Duluth with Liz and be there for her. That first meeting was a blur of quick introductions and Will throwing an overnight bag together while looking like he might jump out of his skin.

			My first impression of Liz had been good. Better than good. She was so dedicated to her friend that she’d flown home on a redeye from a conference and then driven straight to Will’s to tell him, no, order him, to get his ass in gear and go north to be with his woman. And honestly, if I’d known earlier what was going on, I would’ve kicked him in the ass myself. He knows what loss feels like. What an idiot for not taking action sooner. But whatever, Will is Will, and he later admitted he hadn’t had his phone on him when Jessica was trying to reach him. He still should’ve called me the night before, but I’m not his mom. I rolled with it.

			Anyway, that was the night I clocked Liz in the doorway. Messy ponytail, travel sweater, zero makeup, all-purpose. She moved like a person who solves problems and expects everyone else to keep up. I liked that. A lot.

			But tonight? Tonight I actually got to see her—and holy hell.

			She sat in Prohibition Bar like she owned the place. Hair down in loose waves, long and dark and shiny in that low, golden light; eyes a deep brown that I couldn’t look away from. She laughed with her whole face. She had that jacket draped over her shoulders like she’d recently stepped off a Hollywood runway. And when I sat beside her, the smell of rose petals floated my way, combined with a whisper of gin, and I had to remember how to breathe.

			That mouth on her, no, not the one I later kissed. I mean what she said. Liz can talk. Not in a steamroll way, but she’s articulate, quick, and fearless. She works for a nonprofit that teaches financial literacy to adults who’ve been shut out of those tools. The stuff most people pretend they understand; she actually helps people grasp it. She told a story about a grandmother who’d cried when she finally opened a savings account and knew how to use it. The way Liz said it, matter-of-fact and proud, not performative, hit me hard. She clearly had a purpose in this world, and she was someone who showed up.

			And then she said the wrong thing. Or, depending on how you look at it, the direct thing at an inconvenient time.

			“Do you think you’ll ever get married again?” she asked Jessica, while Will was sitting right there. The table went still, then the air changed. Jessica excused herself, and I watched Will give Liz a look that said, not now. I should’ve been annoyed with him. Instead, I was curious. The question had roots. It didn’t feel mean. It felt like truthfulness and simple curiosity rolled into one. Liz stared at her empty glass like she wished she could crawl into it, but she didn’t backpedal. She didn’t throw out some fake apology to smooth the room. She waited. Owned it. I’ve been on dates with women who would’ve pivoted to a story about their cat. Liz held the moment in her hands and let it be messy. I respected the hell out of that.

			What I really wondered, though, was why this woman wasn’t married herself. Who wouldn’t want her? You don’t get this combination of brains, heat, humor, and spine very often. There had to be a story. I found myself wanting to know it.

			The rest of the night loosened up. We broke into the burger-versus-burger war, Matt’s Bar or 5-8 Club, and then fell down a rabbit hole about Fat Lorenzo’s pizza. We compared middle school dance disasters. At one point, Liz said she was into all things zombie, books, movies, pop culture, you name it, and I nearly spit my drink because those eyes of hers could have sold me on vampire, no problem. I told her that. She shot me a look like ‘don’t start’, and grinned anyway.

			When it was time to go, we all walked out together. The air had that crisp fall bite to it, city lights, a wet sidewalk sheen, and the smell of exhaust and cold air. I had secretly hoped Will would head home with Jessica. In fact, I’d basically counted on it. I’m a planner. Always have been. My life runs on calendars and kid schedules and the way you hold down a house without dropping anything. But there’s planning, and then there’s this. This instinct fired in my chest when Liz stepped a little closer to me on the sidewalk, like she wasn’t done yet.

			I pressed my palm to her waist and felt that intake of breath under my hand. I leaned in, and she was right there with me. No hesitation. I braced my other hand on the driver’s door and kissed her like I meant it, because I did. She tasted like lemon despite the gin and something floral, and for a second, I forgot every damn thing in my life that wasn’t her mouth. Then Will cleared his throat, and the second snapped back into place.

			Plan, foiled.

			But I wasn’t done. Not by a long shot. I watched her walk away, traded a few words with Matt that I can’t remember, and watched her drive off with a wave that burned behind my ribs.

			Before Will and I drove away, I climbed into my seat and sat there, hands on the wheel, staring at the reflection of the streetlights in the windshield. I haven’t felt that in years. Not a generic attraction, not the okay-kind-of-nice glow you get after a passable date. This was a pull. Center of the chest, undeniable. And then Will cleared his throat and brought me back to the present moment.

			That night after I got home, I made sure to pay Ella and relieve her of her babysitting duties so she could head out. She’d recently turned seventeen a few weeks earlier and had only recently started driving. It had taken her a couple of tries to pass her test, as she’d told me proudly the week before. I’d made a mental note not to let her drive my kids anywhere yet, not because I didn’t trust her, but because I didn’t trust the other idiots on the road. Before she left, I told her to text once she got home safely. She did, ten minutes later.

			After the house went quiet, Alexa flickered into my head the way she sometimes does in those small, unoccupied pockets of time. She’d have hated that bar tonight. It would have been too loud, too dim. And she used to laugh at me for pretending I knew anything about cocktails. The memory washed over me, warm and clean, not sharp like it used to be. Alexa and I were a good story cut short. 

			That truth will never change. A good marriage, yes, but over, and not in a way that I ever could have anticipated. But that’s what accidents are, right? They’re unexpected. Life-changing. And in Alexa’s case, life-ending. But I’ve learned how to carry it without breaking my back. How to hold her memory and still let sunlight into the rest of my life. It took a long time to say that without feeling like I was betraying her.

			I’ve dated since she died. I wanted to. Needed to. But those months with other women always followed the same shape. We’d go out a few times and have good dinners and decent conversation, and then there’d be a moment where I could see them trying to slip into a role I didn’t ask them to fill. They’d tilt their head and call me so strong and then start talking about meal plans for the kids and how I must be exhausted, and I’d feel this quiet door slide shut inside my brain. My heart, too. I don’t need a caretaker. I don’t need someone to fix my life. I’ve built a life. I need, no, I want, a partner. Someone who stands next to me, not in front of me or behind me. I’ve said that out loud more times than I can count, and most people nod like they get it. Then they fall into the same pattern anyway.

			

			But something told me that Liz wouldn’t fit into that pattern. She felt like an equal.

			I texted Will: Send me Liz’s number, would you?

			He responded with a thumbs-up and a high five. I put the phone face down and let my head hit the back of the couch.

			As I waited, I thought about the first time Alexa took off on a Saturday run at sunrise, and I tried to keep up. She smoked me in the first mile and then circled back, laughing, to take my hand and pull me forward. “You’ll find your rhythm,” she said. “Don’t muscle it.” She had a way of making progress feel simple. I miss that. Not the pain of missing, though that still visits, but the everyday pep talks—the routine of being seen.

			I want my kids to have that again, being seen by a grown woman who isn’t trying to replace their mother and isn’t afraid of grief. It’s a tall ask. I know that. I also know I won’t introduce anyone to Annie and Owen who I don’t think could stand in a room with the whole story and stay.

			Which is why that kiss mattered.

			My phone buzzed: Will again, this time with a contact card. Liz Franco. He followed it with: Don’t be a moron. 

			I laughed out loud. Coming from the guy who once waited two months to tell Jessica how he felt, that was rich. I typed thanks and left it there.

			I didn’t text Liz. Not tonight. She’s the kind of woman who deserves a real call, and I said I’d call. I will. Tomorrow. Let the evening breathe. Let her choose, too. It’s been a long time since I felt this way, and I don’t want to rush it because I’m excited like a teenager. I want to do it right. Not sure that I knew exactly what was right.

			I prepped the coffee maker for the morning. It was a habit. I fuel myself with caffeine these days. And as I poured in the grounds, I thought about what I’d say when I called. Hey, it’s Matt. Last night was… something. Can we do this again? Too formal. I can’t stop thinking about that kiss. Too much. I had a great time and would like to take you out, only us. That sounded like me. That sounded like a man with two kids, a mortgage, and the urge to put the truth on the table without dressing it up.

			After the coffee maker was programmed, I started making my way toward my bedroom. In the hallway, I paused outside Owen’s room. He’d left his door cracked. He always does. Eleven and still wants to know that I am close by. I nudged it open an inch and looked in, smiling at the way his arms tangle in the blanket, the mini basketball under his bed, the poster of the Loons soccer team crooked over his dresser. 

			Across the hall, Annie had fallen asleep with a book open on her chest. She’s thirteen and pretends she’s immune to comfort, but she’ll still lean into my side during a movie if she thinks I’m not paying attention. I stood there a minute and let that familiar swell fill my chest. 

			As I stared at Annie in her bed, my thoughts went back to Liz. The thing is, I don’t date in a vacuum. If Liz and I go anywhere, it won’t only be about us. It’ll be late-night rides home from practice, science projects, and calendars on the fridge. It’ll be school concerts and the jokes we only tell in our kitchen, and the hard conversations you can’t skip.

			I’m ready for that, if it’s with the right person. I’ve been ready longer than I care to admit.

			I turned off the hall light and headed to my room. I sat on the edge of my bed and thought about the way Liz looked up at me in the parking lot. She’d been curious, like she’d decided to jump a second before I did—that spark. I haven’t felt it in years. Not since Alexa, not since before the visit to the hospital to confirm that yes, it was my wife on the gurney. Not since before the funeral potato casserole, before I learned how to do hair for a little girl who missed her mom. I don’t need that spark to breathe. But God, it felt good to feel it again.

			I stripped down to my boxer briefs and T-shirt and made my way under the covers. I stared at the ceiling. I could hear the heat kick on, the muffled thunk of the vent. My phone lit up once more. It was Will again: Don’t overthink it. She liked you.

			I shook my head, placed my phone on the charger, and ignored it for the time being. Quiet hope slid into my chest and made a home there. I didn’t want to scare her away.

			Tomorrow, I’ll call. I’ll ask her out—just the two of us, with no group chatter to hide behind. I’ll tell her I meant the kiss, and I’m not looking for someone to step into a part they didn’t audition for. I’m looking for Liz—the woman with the fearless question and the big laugh and the lemon-gin taste on her lips.

			And I’ll wait to see if she gives me a chance.
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			Liz and I had pretty much mended things the day after the double date. The truth was, Liz was my best friend, and I loved her. So even though she had put me in an uncomfortable position, I had told her we could move forward.

			It had been a simple exchange, really. 

			I had tapped open our latest text thread and typed:

			Me: I’m not ready to talk about this now, but I know you didn’t mean what you said to come off the way it did. I’m not ready to talk marriage quite yet, okay? So let’s move forward and not talk about it right now.

			I had to reread it three times before hitting send. It wasn’t everything I wanted to say, but I had decided it would have to be enough. And then Liz had responded. 

			Liz: Okay. I love you, Jess.

			And that had been that. It had been exactly what I had needed, at least from Liz. But I still couldn’t keep thoughts of marriage out of my head. It wasn’t that I didn’t love Will. I did. There was no question about that. I’d never felt this type of comfort in a relationship before. With Will, it was this easy partnership that somehow felt both exciting and safe. But the idea of getting married again scared me. Not in a logical way. My divorce from Lucas had been hard, yes, but it had been the right choice. I’d found myself again afterward, piece by piece. I’d built a life that was mine. And now, with Will, everything felt different, better, even, but the thought of another marriage made something in my chest tighten.

			It wasn’t fear of Will. It was fear of loss. I pushed the thought away and turned my focus to Liz.

			Will had told me about the kiss between her and Matt. I’d been surprised, not by the fact that Matt was interested, but by how fast it happened. I didn’t know Matt well. We’d only met a few times, mostly in the chaos of kid handoffs or dates where we all ended up talking about everything but ourselves. But I’d known Liz forever. Since middle school, actually. We’d survived bad perms, first heartbreaks, college applications, and our twenties together. And in all that time, I’d never known Liz to be impulsive like that. Not when it came to something real.

			Sure, she dated. Plenty. She liked companionship, and she was good at it. She was charming, fun, and funny. But she also had rules. Liz didn’t do first-date kisses. She didn’t do second-date anything unless she was sure she liked the person. So what was that kiss about?

			I wasn’t sure if Liz knew much about Matt’s story. I’d learned it from Will a while back, one night after we’d put his kids to bed. We were sitting on his couch, drinking tea, when he told me how Matt lost his wife, Alexa.

			It had been late afternoon, a regular weekday. Alexa told Matt she was running to the grocery store to pick up more formula for Owen, who was about eight months old at the time. Annie was shy of three. Matt had stayed home, thinking she’d be back in half an hour. He fed Owen, cleaned up some toys, and flipped through a few emails.
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			When half an hour turned into an hour, he sent her a text: “Everything okay?” No response. He assumed she’d gotten distracted, maybe chatting with someone in the aisle, maybe deciding between brand-name or store-brand diapers. He didn’t think much of it.

			Then Owen started fussing. The baby had finished his last bottle and wanted his mom. Matt tried another text, then a call. Nothing.

			When the doorbell finally rang, he’d been holding Owen, standing in the living room while Annie watched Bluey on the couch. He opened the door to find two uniformed officers on his porch. And he knew.

			Alexa never made it to the store. She’d been crossing through an intersection on a green light when a dump truck driver fell asleep at the wheel. They later said it was sleep apnea. He drifted right through the intersection, straight into her car. She died instantly. They had to cut her out of the vehicle, a process that took more than an hour.

			

			Matt had to go to the hospital to identify her body, his two kids in tow.

			When Will told me that story, I cried. I couldn’t even imagine what that kind of grief felt like. Will had walked me through his own loss when Katie succumbed to cancer. It had been slow and painful. But an instant like that? No warning, no time to say goodbye? I didn’t know how anyone survived that.

			And Liz… Liz had her own ghosts.

			She’d been twenty-two when her parents were killed by a drunk driver in Two Harbors. They’d been heading out for a weekend away when a man blew through a stop sign and hit them head-on. Both were killed instantly. The fire chief at the scene had known Liz’s dad and recognized the car. He was the one who told her. She hadn’t even had to identify their bodies. Fingerprints confirmed everything, but it hadn’t spared her from the reality. Her parents were gone, just like that.

			That’s the kind of loss you don’t get over. You simply learn to carry it differently.

			And that’s what worried me. What would happen when Liz found out about Matt’s past? Could she handle knowing that his story mirrored her own, almost eerily so? It wasn’t the same, of course. Different cause, different circumstances. But the trauma ran parallel. Would it bring them closer or rip open old wounds she’d worked so hard to scar over?

			Will had said that Matt was in a good place, that he’d done the work to rebuild. And from what I’d seen, that seemed true. Matt didn’t talk about Alexa like a ghost haunting him. He talked about her like a chapter in his life that still mattered but didn’t define everything. He’d kept his balance, somehow.

			

			Still, I worried about Liz.

			And, if I were being forthright, I was a little unsettled by how convenient this all was. My best friend dating my boyfriend’s best friend? It had the makings of a sitcom. If it worked, it would be perfect. If it didn’t, it would be an absolute mess.

			That said, I had to admit, the two of them looked good together. The kind of good that made people turn their heads in restaurants. Will and I had talked about it the night before.

			“She’d be good for him,” he’d said, rinsing dishes while I wiped the counter. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Matt look that… relaxed.”

			“Relaxed?” I asked. “You mean happy.”

			“Happy,” he said, smiling a little. “Yeah. That too.”

			I’d told him about Liz’s text that morning after the date, and he’d grinned. “You need to let that go,” he said. “Liz was being Liz, and she certainly didn’t mean to hurt you, or embarrass you, if you’re not ready to
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