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    Hello to all my readers, new and old!
I wanted to say thank you so much for reading this book. It is a labour of love for me to work on my craft!
As a show of gratitude for you all enabling me to live my dream, please visit my Substack page. I often give out free e-books for my fans over there. And the best part is, there is ZERO cost. It will always be 100% free to follow me and my stories over there.
If you'd like to claim your FREE e-book, head to https://msnaughtee.substack.com/

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Empty Nest
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The cedar-lined closet smelled of Arnold—a scent of crisp cotton, faint cigars from a bygone era, and the underlying, slightly chalky aroma of his new medications. I folded another linen shirt, my fingers smoothing the precise creases he demanded, and placed it in the open suitcase on the king-size bed. Outside our estate’s wall of windows, Lake Muskoka was a sheet of hammered lead under the late September sky, the vibrant fire of the maples already beginning to smoulder into rust.

“You’re sure you packed the Adalat? The little blue one?” Arnold’s voice, always a decibel too loud, as if perpetually competing with boardroom murmurs, cut through the quiet.

“Top left pocket of your toiletry bag, Arnie,” I said, not turning around. I used the diminutive he hated, a tiny rebellion lost on him. I heard the rustle of him checking anyway. He trusted his own verification above all else.

At thirty-eight, I felt a strange superposition of states here at the cottage—both invisible and hyper-visible. The wife. The caretaker. A decorative piece in a stunning, empty gallery. Arnold, at fifty-five, was a monument being slowly weathered by the very empire he’d built. His once-ruddy complexion had paled, and a new network of fine veins mapped the stress across his cheeks. The business—something opaque about “optimizing supply chain logistics” that made my eyes glaze—was a relentless beast. This month-long retreat was supposed to be a recharge, but after two weeks, the beast had clawed him back. A “critical flux in the Toronto office” required his presence. Consultant bullshit. It always “required him.”

“Chuck from the office will handle the preliminary numbers, but you know how it is. The client wants the patriarch,” he said, coming to stand beside me. He placed a hand on my lower back, a gesture that felt more proprietary than affectionate. “Only be a week. Ten days, tops. You’ll enjoy the peace.”

The peace. A synonym for the profound, echoing silence of a six-thousand-square-foot timber-frame house. The place wasn’t so much a cottage as it was a modern estate property, a first-rate mansion built as a display to affluence and success.

The “peace” meant more of the same. The company of novels I’d already read, walks where the only sound was the crunch of my own steps on the gravel lane, and dinners where I’d talk to myself as I’d cook to keep my sanity.

“I’ll manage,” I said, offering a smile that felt thin on my face. “Just don’t forget to actually take the pills. No skipping because you’re ‘in the zone,’ Arnold.”

He grunted, a non-committal sound, and checked his platinum Rolex. Time, the one true master. “Car’s coming in twenty. You’ll be alright? The generator’s been acting up. Call the maintenance guy if it kicks off.”

“I’ll be fine.” Lonely, but fine, I thought.

The goodbyes were efficient, like all our rituals. A dry kiss on the cheek, the weight of his gaze already shifted south, towards the city and its demands. I stood on the broad stone steps, hugging myself against the chill as the black town car swallowed him whole and whispered down the long, tree-lined drive. Just like that, the solitude descended, thick and absolute.

The afternoon bled away. I tried to settle with a book in the great room, but the crackle of the fire I’d built seemed mocking in its cheer. I wandered to the kitchen, poured a glass of Pinot Noir too early, and watched the dusk paint the lake indigo. My reflection in the window was a ghost staring back at me: Lauren, the lady of the manor. Auburn hair still vibrant, eyes that Arnold said were my best feature (hazel, he’d call them, though they were more green), a body I worked hard to maintain with laps in the lake and yoga on the dock. A well-kept asset. The thought tasted bitter, and I washed it down with the wine.

By ten, the emptiness had a sound—a high-pitched hum in the ears. I went through the locking-up routine, a lengthy process involving deadbolts, alarm panels, and checking the massive lower patio doors. Our property was one of only four on this private point of land, each estate sitting on several acres, shrouded by pines and birch for privacy. The closest was directly across the lane, the old Henderson place. A family from
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