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Chapter 1: The MILF
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The first, long sip of chilled Pinot Grigio was the true start of Judy’s day. It wasn’t the 7:00 a.m. alarm, nor the gentle hum of the automated coffee maker that had brewed her a perfect dark roast. It wasn’t even the satisfying, sun-drenched stretch after her morning yoga session. It was this moment, around 1:30 in the afternoon, when the hot summer sun—filtered through the delicate leaves of the Japanese maple in the backyard—dappled the pages of her novel and warmed the skin of her bare shoulders. This was when the silence of the large bungalow shifted from something lonely to something luxurious, a blanket of her own choosing.

She let out a soft, contented sigh, her toes curling against the smooth, warm stone of the patio. Their home was a masterpiece of West Coast modernism, a sprawling single-storey structure of glass, bleached cedar, and pale stone that seemed to grow organically from the lush landscape of Kelowna’s Upper Mission. From her lounger, she had a perfect, cinematic view back into the heart of the house: the great room with its vaulted ceiling, the minimalist fireplace, and the artwork Harold had insisted on—large, abstract pieces that were more investment than passion.

Harold. The name, even in her thoughts, sounded solid, respectable, and slightly dusty, like a leather-bound law book. Harold was at the firm, of course. He was always at the firm. For a man of sixty-two who had more than enough money to retire ten times over, his dedication to corporate law bordered on the monastic. Their conversations had become a series of polite, passing memos: “Dinner with the Fitzgeralds on Friday, don’t forget.” “The landscapers are coming Tuesday.” “Transfer went through for the AmEx.”

He was a good man, a provider in the most exhaustive sense of the word, but he was more a presence in the house—a favourite chair he sat in, the faint scent of his cologne in the ensuite—than a person she truly shared it with.

So, the house and its sprawling backyard had become Judy’s domain, her gilded cage and her sanctuary all at once.

She took another sip of wine, the crisp acidity a perfect counterpoint to the day’s warmth. At forty-five, Judy knew she was the subject of envious whispers at the country club charity events—"God, has Judy Naughtee even heard of ageing?"—and the not-so-subtle glances from Harold’s younger partners. She’d worked for it. Her days were a carefully curated regimen of maintenance and leisure. Mornings were for reformer pilates in the home gym, lengthening and strengthening the muscles that life, and gravity, constantly conspired against. Afternoons, like this one, were for tanning.

She wore a simple but devastatingly effective navy-blue bikini, the cut classic enough to be elegant but sharp enough to highlight the fact that two decades of yoga had kept her stomach flat and her posture regal. Her skin, thanks to a disciplined rotation of high-SPF tanning oils, was a smooth, golden honey, a shade she knew complemented the rich, chestnut brown of her hair, which fell in loose, beachy waves around her shoulders. She was, as her best friend Sarah had declared after three mimosas last week, “a total MILF, and not the suburban minivan kind. The real kind. The kind any man, or even teenager, would want.”

Judy smiled at the memory, a faint blush warming her cheeks. It was ridiculous, of course. But in the quiet solitude of her beautiful backyard, she could admit it was also a little thrilling.

Her gaze drifted from her book, over the shimmering turquoise surface of the pool. It was a masterpiece in its own right, a lagoon-style pool with a vanishing edge that made it seem to pour into the lush, green canopy of the forested slope below. Water lapped gently against the quartzite coping, a soothing, rhythmic sound. The air smelled of chlorine, sun-warmed cedar, and the faint, sweet perfume of the star jasmine climbing the back fence.

This was the height of summer, and the pool was the centrepiece of the property. It was also the source of a minor domestic crisis. Their previous pool maintenance fellow, a reliable, grandfatherly man named Bob, had retired to Vancouver Island at the season's start. The company had sent a revolving door of replacements, none of whom could get the chemical balance quite right or remember to trim the water-feature orchids. Harold, in a
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