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      Introduction

Wednesday had arrived with balloons, sheet cake, polished speeches, and a standing ovation that lasted just long enough to make Naomi Ellison wonder if everyone was applauding the end of her career or trying to convince her that she would be all right afterward. For thirty years, she had unlocked the front doors of the library before the sun had fully settled over the city, greeting familiar faces and shelving stories that carried other people through heartbreak, triumph, loss, and hope. She had always believed books found people exactly when they needed them. As she accepted hugs, flowers, and a framed photograph of the staff who had become her second family, she couldn't help wondering what story was waiting for her now that the carefully organized chapters of her own life had suddenly reached a blank page.

Retirement had sounded glamorous whenever friends talked about it over coffee. They imagined leisurely mornings, spontaneous trips, and afternoons with no clocks to answer to. Naomi had smiled along with them, but privately she had struggled to picture a version of herself that wasn't measured by opening hours, committee meetings, or the quiet satisfaction of helping someone discover the perfect book. Work had never been her entire identity, yet it had been the rhythm beneath every season of her adult life, carrying her through marriage, divorce, caring for aging parents, and watching her only daughter build a successful life hundreds of miles away.

Thursday morning arrived without an alarm.

For the first time in three decades, there was nowhere she had to be.

The silence in the house felt unfamiliar rather than lonely. Morning sunlight drifted across the hardwood floor while the coffee maker gurgled in the kitchen, and Naomi realized she had no appointments, no deadlines, and no reason to rush through breakfast. She wrapped both hands around a warm mug and stood by the window, watching neighbors leave for work as they always had, their routines continuing while hers had quietly dissolved overnight.

Instead of relief, she felt possibility.

It was delicate at first, almost too fragile to trust, but it settled into her heart with surprising confidence. She remembered a promise she had once whispered to herself years earlier after postponing yet another dream because someone else needed her attention. Someday, she had thought. Someday I will choose myself first, just once, and see where it leads.

Maybe someday had finally arrived.

She laughed softly at how intimidating complete freedom could feel after so many years of structure. There was no grand plan waiting in a notebook, no bucket list taped inside a cabinet door, only an ordinary Thursday morning stretching ahead with endless room to become extraordinary. She understood that the first choice didn't have to be dramatic. It simply had to belong entirely to her.

Naomi carried her coffee onto the back porch and let the warm breeze brush against her face. Birds argued cheerfully in the oak trees while somewhere in the distance, a church bell marked the hour, reminding her that time was still moving even if it no longer belonged to someone else's schedule. She smiled, took one slow breath, and decided that before the day ended, she would do one thing she had never done simply because it made her happy.

She had no way of knowing that one small decision would quietly reshape every chapter still waiting to be written.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



The First Free Morning





    

    
      Naomi Ellison woke at 6:07 on Thursday morning because her body, traitorous and loyal after thirty years of routine, had decided retirement did not apply to muscle memory. For a few seconds, she lay still beneath the pale blue quilt her mother had made when Naomi was pregnant with Camille, listening for the alarm she had forgotten to turn off, the one that should have been chirping from the phone on her nightstand with its usual bright insistence. Instead, the bedroom held a soft hush broken only by the ceiling fan’s slow rotation and the distant murmur of a sanitation truck making its way down Magnolia Street.

She turned her head toward the window, where early light pressed gently against the curtains, and waited for the familiar list to assemble itself in her mind. Staff schedule. Children’s literacy grant. Building maintenance request. The senior book club that always argued with cheerful ferocity over endings they considered too sad, too convenient, or too romantic to be believable. But the list did not come, and in its absence Naomi felt an almost physical loosening inside her chest, as if some invisible knot had been patiently untied while she slept.

The retirement party had sent her home with three flower arrangements, a glass plaque heavy enough to injure someone in a burglary, and more leftover lemon cake than any woman living alone should reasonably possess. Her colleagues had cried, which made her cry, which made Delphine, from circulation, cry harder than everyone, though Delphine had spent most of the last decade threatening to retire first. Camille had called from Atlanta during the reception, apologizing again for missing it because of a conference, and Naomi had told her daughter not to worry, because mothers were experts at saying the thing that protected everyone else from guilt.

Now there was no one to protect from anything.

Naomi sat up slowly, waiting for sadness to claim the room, but what came instead was a strange, clean uncertainty. She slipped her feet into house shoes and reached for her robe, pausing when she saw the framed photograph on her dresser: herself at forty-three, wearing a coral dress at Camille’s college sendoff, smiling so fiercely no one would have guessed she had signed divorce papers six weeks earlier. Back then, she had learned how to keep moving because stopping might have required her to admit how tired she was. This morning, for the first time in years, stopping felt less like a collapse and more like permission.

In the kitchen, the coffee maker coughed to life beneath cabinets lined with mugs from conferences, school fundraisers, and vacations she had mostly taken to places where someone else wanted to go. Naomi chose the yellow mug Camille had painted at age nine, the one with a lopsided sun and the words Best Mom Ever tilted across the side in purple glaze. She poured coffee, added cream, and stood barefoot on the cool tile while the house settled around her with small familiar sounds. Every object seemed to be waiting to see who she would become now that she was no longer leaving by 7:15.

She carried the mug onto the back porch and stepped into the air already warmed by late June. Her modest yard sloped toward a fence covered in jasmine, and the scent rose thick and sweet, mixing with damp grass and the earthy promise of a day that had not yet been claimed. Across the way, Mr. Haskins struggled with his recycling bin, a blue lid flapping open like an indignant mouth, and Mrs. Patel hurried to her car with a travel cup tucked under one arm and her purse slipping from her shoulder. The whole neighborhood moved in practiced choreography while Naomi stood still at the edge of her own unscheduled life.

She should have felt triumphant. People waited years for this, counted down on calendars, circled the last day in red, and talked about freedom as if it were a vacation package purchased in advance. Yet freedom, Naomi was discovering, was not only a door swinging open. It was also the shock of realizing no one was standing on the other side telling you where to go.

Her phone buzzed on the small porch table, and Camille’s name appeared with a heart beside it. Naomi smiled before answering, because no matter how grown her daughter became, that little heart still made something in her soften. Camille’s face filled the screen a moment later, polished and beautiful in a cream blouse, with the hurried energy of a woman calling between obligations.

“Happy first day of freedom, Mama,” Camille said, her voice bright enough to cover the clatter of what sounded like a hotel lobby behind her. “Are you sleeping in? Please tell me you slept in.”

“I woke up at 6:07,” Naomi said.

Camille groaned. “That is not retirement behavior.”

“My body didn’t get the memo.”

“You need a hobby immediately. Something dramatic but safe. Pottery. Salsa dancing. Birdwatching with attractive widowers.”

Naomi nearly choked on her coffee. “Why are the widowers attractive in this scenario?”

“Because this is my fantasy for you, and I refuse to populate it with men who wear socks with sandals unless they have excellent emotional intelligence.”

Naomi laughed, and the sound surprised her by arriving whole and easy. Camille had inherited her father’s sharp cheekbones but Naomi’s mischief, and even through the screen, even rushed and far away, she could still find the exact place to press until Naomi remembered she was a woman, not just someone’s mother. They talked for a few minutes about the conference, the weather in Atlanta, and the retirement party photos Camille had already demanded from half the library staff. Then her daughter’s expression shifted into something softer.

“What are you doing today?” Camille asked.

Naomi looked past the porch railing toward the jasmine trembling lightly in the breeze. “I don’t know yet.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

“It does.”

“But good terrifying?”

Naomi considered lying out of habit, then decided the first free morning deserved more honesty than that. “I think so. I’m going to do one thing entirely for myself today. I don’t know what yet, but I’m going to know it when I see it.”

Camille’s smile spread slowly. “I love that. Don’t make it practical, okay? No reorganizing closets. No returning library books. No buying vitamins because they’re on sale.”

“I resent how well you know me.”

“Choose something because it delights you,” Camille said, and then someone called her name off-screen. Her face tightened with regret, the old tug-of-war between daughter and professional woman playing across her features in a way Naomi understood too well. “I have to run, but send me proof. Whatever you choose, I want evidence.”

After the call ended, Naomi remained on the porch with the phone in her lap, and the word delights moving through her like a small bell. She could not remember the last time she had chosen a thing for delight alone. There had always been budgets, schedules, caregiving, committee obligations, and the careful economy of a divorced woman who learned not to need too much. Delight sounded luxurious, almost irresponsible, and for that reason alone, it began to feel necessary.

She showered, dressed in white linen pants and a sleeveless cobalt blouse she rarely wore because it seemed too bright for ordinary errands, then stood before the mirror with a jar of curl cream in one hand and unexpected nerves fluttering beneath her ribs. Her silver-threaded curls framed her face in soft coils, and the woman looking back at her did not appear young, which relieved her. She appeared seasoned, vivid, and perhaps a little startled by the possibility that wanting something might not be selfish after all.

By nine o’clock, Naomi was downtown, walking along Bayhaven’s waterfront district with no list and no destination. The morning had ripened into gold, scattering light across shop windows and the slow green water beyond the boardwalk. She passed the bakery with its cinnamon scent spilling onto the sidewalk, the florist arranging buckets of sunflowers outside, and the little stationery shop where she had once bought thank-you notes in bulk for library donors. Everything was familiar, but because she was not squeezing it between obligations, the town seemed to unfold at a slower, more generous pace.

She stopped in front of a storefront she had passed hundreds of times without entering. A hand-painted sign hung above the door: Blue Heron Art Studio. Beneath it, in smaller letters, someone had written Open Studio Thursdays — Come Make Something Messy. Naomi stared at the invitation longer than necessary, both amused and intimidated by its directness. Messy had never been her area of expertise.

Inside the window, shelves held glazed bowls in ocean colors, wind chimes strung with bits of glass, and a display of unfinished canvases leaning as if waiting for someone brave
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