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Chapter 1 | Shopping Therapy
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Cali floats into my condo like the effervescent butterfly that she is and stands before me sporting a hot pink boucle miniskirt with a matching cropped blazer. Her heels are at least five inches high and the points on the toe boxes are so sharp she could kill cockroaches in the corners of the room. If I had cockroaches, that is. She takes one look at me and huffs. 

“What the hell is the matter with you? It’s like,” she checks her gold Cartier watch and reports, “Like almost two o’clock in the afternoon. Why are you still in PJs?”

“I’m depressed,” I mumble, curling my blanket up tighter to my chest on the couch.

“No, honey. You’re not depressed. You’re bummed, big difference. Get up and get dressed. I’m taking you out for a late lunch. Or early dinner. Whatever,” she declares while gesticulating with her hands on either side of her head.

“I’m not up to it, Cali. Can’t you just let me wallow for a day?”

Cali parks herself next to me on the couch, shifts the blanket away from around my feet and smacks my heels with her hands so I’ll move them. “Babe, this is not like you. I know you’re feeling weird about being divorced, but shit happens to the best of us. I’ve been through this twice. It sucks ass, but you need to find your vibe and move on.”

I sit up straighter on the couch with my back against the armrest. I weave the blanket edge between my fingers as I try to articulate how I’m truly feeling. “Did I let go of the only man I’ve ever loved for my own selfish needs?” I look over to Cali, and she expresses a loud sigh, then nods. 

“Yes.” She pulls my feet up over the top of her lap, then rubs my toes between her fingers to massage them. “But hear me out. Wants are selfish. Needs aren’t. Needs have to be met. That’s why you two were quietly quitting your marriage for the last five years.”

She’s right. How did I not see this until now?

“What were your options? Cheat on him to get what you need, or divorce and try to find someone else to fulfill you? You did the right thing, Liv.”

Cali’s massaging of my toes got firmer and firmer until I had to retreat them from her death grip and sharp fingernails. She meant well, but holy hell, I thought she was going to break a few of my toes off. I nod again and resign to her common-sense rant being exactly what I needed to hear. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll get in the shower. Where do you want to eat?”

“Somewhere close. My fucking feet are killing me in these shoes.” 
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I smile and laugh at her. She’ll wear anything that makes her look like she stepped off the pages of Vogue magazine, even if it means sacrificing a few toes...like she did mine.

The following morning’s sun nearly blinded me through my open deck doors as it popped out past the adjacent condo tower. It would be a shame to draw the curtains when sunlight is so welcome in a city renowned for its rain. And the sun felt cathartic. 

I close my eyes, standing before the sliding doors, basking in the warmth, but the ringing of my cell phone abruptly interrupts my contentment. Brushing my hair away from my eyes, I reluctantly attend to the incessant ringing sound coming from my kitchen.

“Hello.”

“Liv Beckinsale? This is Alyssa from Clarkson, Davis, and Wright.”

“Hi, Alyssa.” 

“I’m calling to let you know your divorce is finalized,” Alyssa says in her typical bright, youthful tone. 

I pause briefly, wondering whether sharing this information with such a happy tone in her voice wasn’t something the young legal assistant should reconsider. It’s nice that she has such a pleasant phone manner, but she couldn’t possibly know if this was happy or sad news being shared. In the grand scheme of things, though, I had resigned myself to admitting that it was good news. Cali helped me understand that. I’m the one who instigated the divorce proceedings, and thus I should be happy to hear the process is complete. 

“Thank you for letting me know, Alyssa. Have a nice day.” As I end the call, a hint of sadness envelops me again. I chide myself for letting my lingering doubts seep in every time I think of Carter. You never imagine a marriage you thought would last a lifetime ends with a phone call from a stranger. When we say our I do’s, we don’t mean just for now. We are hopeful. Blissfully hopeful that the person we are marrying is the one. But times had changed for us over twenty years. And as of today, Carter Beckinsale is no longer my husband.

I put the kettle on the stovetop and sort through the cupboard next to the stove to decide which flavour of tea I desire. And while the water boils, I can make my daily check-in phone call with Cali. Tucking my cellphone between my chin and my right shoulder, I grab a coffee mug and wait for the high-pitched sound of the kettle whistle.

Cali has been my true soulmate since we met in high school. She moved here from California with her family in ninth grade, and we’ve been inseparable ever since. Her name is Catalina, but we all called her Cali from day one. “Cali?”

“Yes, Liv, good morning... You’re not bummed again, are you?”

“No. I got a call from my lawyer’s office. The divorce is final.”

“Ooh – that’s awesome!” Cali says. “The hard part is over and the great beyond beckons you.” 

“Yes, well, I have just one question before I enter the great beyond,” I say, now feeling slightly confused.

“What’s that, Liv?”

“Hold on a second. The kettle is boiling, and I can’t hear you over the whistling.” I pull the kettle off the stove and turn the burner dial to the off position. “Okay. So, now that I’m no longer Mrs. Liv Beckinsale, who the hell am I?” 

Cali laughs harder at my question than she probably should have but having been in my shoes a year earlier when she divorced husband number two, she likely understood my minor moment of confusion. 

“Well, my artistic side wants to tell you that you can be whomever you want to be, but I don’t think that actually answers your question.”

“No, it most certainly does not. You’re no help there, buddy,” I reply.

“Sorry, I was trying to lighten your mood. But in case you’ve forgotten, your maiden name was Nelson, so I’m guessing your new title, same as your old title, is Ms. Liv Nelson,” Cali confirms. “Well, if you officially change it back, that is.”

“I guess you’re right. Why didn’t I think of that?” 

In her cheeky smug undertone she says, “You always knew I was the smarter one, so I won’t tease you about it. I got drunk the first day of being a single woman again. I highly recommend it.” 

“That’s it? That is your sage advice for me? Get drunk? I think I need a new best friend.” 

“Well, the other option is shopping therapy, but in all honesty, two bottles of wine are cheaper than a bunch of slutty new clothes you’ll regret buying four hours after you bring them home.” 

“Okay, wine it is,” I say and sigh. “Am I supposed to drink it all by myself or are you going to join me?” I ask while I tend to the three beautiful Trichophilia orchids in the centre of my kitchen table.

“Oh, I’ll be there, Hun. I’ll even buy the wine and bring Chinese food!”

“You’re the best,” I say, smiling to myself. “I take back the comment about needing a new best friend.” 

“All is forgiven. I’ll see you about five-thirty.”

I end our call and look out the kitchen window of my fourteenth-floor downtown condo. The sun is still shining, and despite Cali’s negative take on shopping therapy, I am very much up for buying some new clothes – slutty or otherwise.
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Chapter 2 | The Big Four-0h
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Since our daughter Grace has recently graduated from high school and has taken on a position in Carter’s landscape supply company as his secretary, she is now well on her way into the real world. Our divorce would be easier for her to understand and deal with after graduation. Grace has always been close to Carter, so I don’t need to worry about her if I spend extended time away. I need to set some time aside to talk with Grace so I can understand how our divorce has affected her. This can't have been easy for her either. 

I take a deep breath as I reaffirm my decision in my head and my heart. I wasn’t his wife for so long that I started to refer to him as my roommate, not my husband, and most certainly not my lover. That should have been my first red flag.

With three fully operational branches of Carter Landscape Supplies in full swing, and Carter’s dad retired, Carter is busier than a dung beetle in a pigsty. Carter lives and breathes his oversight of a large-scale operation. For many years, it has been his dream to expand beyond what he and his father built. I begrudge his success only because it impacted our relationship, yet in all fairness, I could have tried harder to make him see how his absence was affecting me. 

While trying to reassure myself as I trace my fingertips gently over my cheeks, analyzing my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I say, “Forty isn’t old anymore.” My ‘talk out loud to myself’ statement was important. I need to stay positive, now more than ever. 

I pull myself together, shower, get dressed and apply my makeup, then I sit down at the kitchen table to review my finances with another cup of tea and a box of my favourite chocolates within arm’s reach. With my alimony payments from Carter, my half share of the landscape company in a payout, and the agreement to take over sole ownership of the lake house instead of a share of our downtown penthouse, I’ll be comfortable financially. Having worked with Carter for twelve years as his stock agent and sales manager, I’m confident in my ability to find work elsewhere if unemployment bores me. But that kind of work isn’t what interests me. In my heart, I’m an artist. Although painting watercolours is for pleasure rather than a business endeavour, the thought of one of my paintings hanging in someone else’s home appeals to my ego. “Dreams, dreams, and more dreams,” I mutter.
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For now, I’ll use some of my money to enjoy a few holidays to places I’d always wanted to see. I’ll take that time away to review the long-term plans for my new future. I’m free now, but once I speak these words aloud to myself, I become nervous about what exactly “free” means to me.

Cali arrives just slightly later than I had expected, but she was rarely on time. She likes to say she invented the phrase “fashionably late” when given the gears over her lack of punctuality. Her hands were full of bags of Chinese food and two bottles of red wine, as promised, when she buzzed my suite from the main entrance. 

I admire Cali. She still works in real estate, even though her ex-husband, Garret’s settlement with her after their lengthy and bitter divorce was a handsome sum. She loves finding the perfect property for people and is damned good at it. In contrast, my career was given to me – sales and purchasing – not my true calling. 

“So, how the hell are you?” Cali asks with sincere concern while unloading her bags onto the kitchen table next to the orchids and leaning into my face to peck on my cheek.

“I’m fine, Cali. Really, I’m fine.” 

“And what about this condo? Do you plan to stay here forever or find something else down the road?” 

I open one of Cali’s bottles of wine and pull out two wine glasses from the glass cabinet. “Carter and I are joint owners on this property. We bought it for our out-of-town guests to use—and as an investment. When I decide to sell, we’ll split the profits. As for our other assets, we agreed that he’d sign over the lake house to me instead of me taking money for half the value of the penthouse, which is perfect because I was the only one who ever went there.” I pour the red wine into the glasses and hand one to Cali. “And I plan on spending my summers there every year to relax and paint and drink copious amounts of wine on the dock. Speaking of the lake house, it’s been too long since you joined me up there.”

“I know, Liv. I would love to take next summer off and bum around with you up in lake country. I haven’t been on a good wine tour in ages.” She sips her wine and then looks through her purse to find her cellphone. “I’m going to put a note in my calendar now to remind me.”

I lean my hip against the edge of the countertop. “Perfect. I’m going to the lake for the last two weeks of August next summer to decide how I want to redecorate and then close it down for the fall and winter. This will give me time to devise my makeover plans for the spring.” I move to the kitchen table to sit next to Cali and gaze out the window, appreciating the intermittent glow of the late afternoon sun between wafts of clouds reflecting on the other downtown buildings.

I pose a question I’ve had in the back of my mind for a few days now. “I wanted to talk to you about going on vacation with me, Cali. Not just the lake house. My first trip is going to be to Tahiti. For years, I’ve yearned to stay in one of those over-water bungalows, and now nothing is holding me back. I’m booking the trip this week, and hopefully by the first week of September, I’ll be on a flight there for a two-week getaway.” I hold the last of my glass of wine up in the air to decide if I want a refill before we unwrap dinner.

“Seriously? Tahiti? How exotic! I’m totally in. Find out what dates are available and let me know. I just need to give the office a week’s notice. There are enough crew on the team to take over for anything I have in the works. This is going to be amazing, Liv,” she says, punctuating the word amazing in a sing-song way. She raises her wine glass to clink hers with mine.

“Yay! I’m so excited. Best divorce present ever!” I say.
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Chapter 3 | Indulgence
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Just after lunch, Cali calls me on her cell asking to take me out on the town for some girl fun at her favourite dance club. It has been several years since she and I partied at a club, and I am hesitant to agree. 

“Aren’t we a little too old to be clubbing?” I ask.

“We are not too old, Liv. Okay, maybe you’re too old, but I sure as shit ain’t! Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately? You look amazing. Put on your sluttiest dress and meet me out front of your place at eight o’clock.” 

At 7:55 pm, I’m standing outside in a low-cut form-fitting red cocktail dress that makes me feel more naked than dressed. I couldn’t feel more uncomfortable or awkward. This isn’t my jam, but Cali has a way of dragging me out of my comfort zone, and so here I am. All that I can think about is that I haven’t chosen the right shoes to go with this dress. And Cali is fashionably late as expected. One of these days I’m going to purposely be ten minutes late and then I won’t have to chide her for her tardiness. I glance at my cellphone to check the time: fifteen minutes after eight. I head back inside to the lobby as I feel like I could be mistaken for someone waiting for a downtown drive-by date on a street corner in Vancouver.

Finally, Cali arrives in an Uber—twenty minutes late, and I am none too happy about it. “Why bother telling me you’re coming at a specific time when you know you’re going to be late, Cali,” I say climbing into the back seat.

“Baby, I’m sorry. It wasn’t my fault this time, I promise I actually tried to be on time just for you. My Uber driver got a flat tire, so I had to wait to be rescued by a second driver.” 

“You have the most creative excuses,” I huff. “I could have walked to your place twice over in the time it took you to get here.” 

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. This isn’t how I wanted our night out to start, Liv. Please believe me,” Cali pleads. “It isn’t my fault.” 

“Fine. But you’re buying the drinks tonight.” 

“Yes Liv. Now can we please forget about the rough start and get into a party mood?”

“Where are you taking me tonight?”

“We’ll start at the Sin-Bar on Sinclair Street and if it’s a bore, we’ll move on.”

Cali manages to make wherever she lands the happiest place on earth. Even if a club or restaurant is boring, she’ll find some way to make the experience worthwhile. She can turn a boring conversation with anyone into something lively. It is what I like to call the Cali effect, and it never ceases to amaze me and anyone else who knows her.

The music at the Sin-Bar is much better than I anticipated. As we dance to a few songs and drink a few rounds, a couple of guys sitting at the booth behind us are eyeing us up. 

I steal a glance over at Cali and see her doing her thing, analyzing the room and the possible male options for a tease session while she wiggles her hips to the beat of the music on her bar stool.

“So?” I ask between sips of my red wine. “What are your thoughts, Cali? Is there anyone here you think worthy of our attention?” 

“Yup. Those two,” she says, elbowing me and pointing just behind her.

“Are you sure? They look like they haven’t been laid in months.”

“I’ve taught you well Grasshopper,” Cali says, laughing at me.

“I think they’re coming over,” I whisper into Cali’s ear. 

“I know, Liv. I can hear their heavy breathing from forty paces,” she says dryly. Cali continues to enjoy the beat of the music, sipping her martini, pretending she doesn’t know the booth boys were ready to pounce.

“Excuse me,” the blond one says, addressing Cali. He leans on his elbow over the edge of the bar beside her, waiting for her response. “Are you two waiting for someone or can we buy you a drink?”

Cali turns her head just enough to see his face out of the corner of her eye. It is the “I can’t believe you interrupted me” face she is also famous for. “Sure, why not,” Cali says without looking at him square in the eyes.

I smack Cali on the arm, reminding her that the booth boys were being polite and offering to buy us drinks. “Isn’t that what we’re here for?” I ask under my breath. I roll my eyes back into my head and spin myself around on the bar stool to smile at the booth boys. “Ignore her. She’s had a rough day and hasn’t had enough martinis yet to make up for it.”

“Ah, seems legit,” the blonde one says and grins. “I’m Paul, and you are?”

“Liv,” I say.

“Leave?” he asks. “But I just ordered another beer.”

“No, Liv. L-I-V. Pronounced Liv. Everyone has trouble with it. This is Cali,” I say, while I reach to shake his hand.

“Nice,” he smiles and nods in understanding. “This is Brendan,” he says, pointing at his bar mate standing next to me.

“Would you be interested in dancing before buying us drinks?” Cali asks.

“After you,” Brendan says and nods.

While Cali and Brendan danced, I took a moment to get to know Paul. He seems sweet. "What kind of work do you do Paul," I ask.

"I'm a heavy-duty mechanic specializing in helicopter maintenance."  

I can't hold back my surprise at his unique job. "Wow. That sounds interesting. Did you plan to work in that field, or did you follow in your father's footsteps?"

Paul's smile widens slowly as he leans closer toward me to answer my question. "My father was a mechanic, but he worked on farm machinery for most of his career. You are the first person to say more than 'okay' when I've told a woman what I do for a living."

I nod and raise my glass to clink with his beer bottle. "I'm a woman of many questions," I say and force a one-eyed wink since I'm not good at doing the sexy wink like Cali is. Paul laughs and sips his beer. I think my genuine interest helped him relax, and now we are at ease with each other. 

"What do you do?" he asks.

"I am between jobs. It is a long and boring story, but I plan on focusing on my art, painting that is, for the time being."

"Do you sell your paintings? What kind of paintings?"

"Watercolour landscapes, mostly. I don't have a website yet." 

"Hmm," he says, then nods approvingly at me. I'm not sure what that means, mind you, having a proper conversation in this loud environment isn't ideal, so we decide to join Cali and Brendan on the dance floor.

We continued to dance, chat and drink with the booth boys for the balance of the night. I never asked how old they were, but they didn't seem to mind hanging with us, even though the age difference was obvious. I thought Cali might take Brendan home with her, but at the last minute, she turned cold, leaving the poor boy wondering what he’d done wrong. I wasn’t interested in taking anybody home with me. This was Cali’s idea of a night out to burn off the week of stress. I made that decision long before Cali picked me up in the Uber at eight twenty, and I tried my best not to lead Paul on, including insisting that I pay for my drinks. I didn’t want him to get the wrong impression. I was happy to have someone to dance and talk with without worrying about any possible strings attached.

I get an a-ha moment on the way home from the club when I realize that Cali wasn’t interested in getting laid by some random guy at a club. She likes to pretend that it’s her game, but I know there were only a handful of guys Cali would let slip off her panties to over the years that weren’t Jason. 

Cali and Jason seem to have the strangest relationship – twenty-year on and off fuck buddies who’d never agreed to be anything more than that, even though they should have been. The only time they stopped was when Cali was married.

I kiss Cali on the cheek as she leaves the cab in front of her condo. “Thanks for the night out, Cali. I can always count on you to put the word party back into my vocabulary,” I say, giggling at her.

Cali smiles with one eye struggling to stay open or focused, then waves sloppily back at me. “Goodnight, my lovely Livvy,” she says. And then the cab driver whisks me down four blocks back to my condo. Now, all I can think about is how quickly I can get these damned shoes off.
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It is the twelfth of August, and I have my bags packed for both the two-week trip up to the lake house and the upcoming vacation in Tahiti with Cali.

Before I head out the door to load my lake house suitcases into my car, I give the orchids on the kitchen table a fresh spritz of water on their leaves and a drink of water in their containers knowing I’ll be away for two full weeks. When I reach the lobby, I check my mailbox one last time and find a greeting card without a return address on the envelope.

Opening the envelope, I see that the front of the card has a picture of a bulldog with its tongue hanging out as if to be giving the receiver a raspberry. Inside the words “Good Riddance” are written boldly, followed by the name Josephine. I burst out in a fit of laughter. The card is from my ex-mother-in-law, who has hated me since the day we met. 

“Well, good riddance to you too, you insufferable cow!” I blurt out while still laughing. “Oh, if Josephine only knew how much her card had made my day,” I say smiling while locking the mailbox and heading to the parking garage. 

The drive to the lake house is roughly four hours long, but the scenery is spectacular. I always look forward to the journey. I pick up some groceries and two decorating magazines to peruse for ideas while I enjoy the last days of summer. 

My neighbours Karl and June up in lake country are full-time residents and graciously keep an eye out for my property when I’m away. In the back of my mind, it seems such a waste that the house sits unused for three-quarters of the year, but snow and inclement weather isn’t my thing.

I’m in my happy place having arrived at the lake in time to enjoy a quick swim in the teal-blue lake water before making lunch. The house is all mine now. Nobody can ever take away my favourite getaway, and I’m excited to make it my own, clear out all the old furniture and buy new pieces, replace the flooring, update the kitchen and bathrooms, and hire a painter to brighten the place up. It has been the same, tired old vacation house for the last fifteen years since me and Carter decided to buy it. The only upgrade we made over that time was adding a garage to store the boat, excess water-skiing equipment, and garden supplies. The house is long overdue for a face lift, and I’m eager to get started.

After my enjoyable swim in the inviting waters off my dock, I quickly dry off and head upstairs to the kitchen to make myself a canned salmon sandwich on rye and pour a nice refreshing cocktail. I settle myself on the spacious deck in the bright warm sun and start flipping through the pages of the decorating magazines, as speedboats zip past in the distance. “If only the weather here was like this all year, I’d never leave,” I say aloud and sigh.

Within an hour of my arrival, my neighbours Karl and June wave at me from the front deck of their home. “Hi Liv! So glad to see you. When did you get in?” June inquires excitedly.

“About an hour ago,” I reply as I rise from my chair to lean over the deck railing. “I’m here for two weeks, so we’ll have to make sure to share a few meals together while I’m here.” 

“Yes, yes. Are you busy for dinner tonight?” June asks. “We can make an extra plate for you. Are you here alone, or is Grace here too?” 

“It’s only me here. Grace is working for Carter now at the landscape supply main branch and, well, there’s lots of other news I will share with you. What time are you serving dinner?”

“Five-thirty. Karl is going to barbecue steaks. You like your steak medium rare if I recall?” 

“Yes, that’s perfect. Can I contribute anything?”

“No, no. Just bring yourself.”

“See you then.” I raise my drink glass towards June as we part ways.

I’ve finished my lunch and cocktail and decide to take a quick nap in the lawn chair before dinner with the neighbours, relaxed and dreaming of my upcoming trip to Tahiti.

It is well past four-thirty when I wake from my deck nap. The sky has clouded over a bit, and the sun is dancing between puffs of clouds looking for a spot to highlight the lake in various on-again, off-again intervals. I remove my sunglasses as a warm breeze flows across the deck, gently flipping the pages of one of the decorating magazines one page at a time, as if a ghost were reviewing the articles. I stretch before heading inside to take a quick shower and change my clothes. Not wanting to show up to June and Karl’s empty-handed; I grab two bottles of red wine from the cabinet and tuck them into a canvas beach bag along with my cellphone and keys.

June and Karl greet me with big hugs. “So nice to see you both again. How is everyone?” I ask, bursting into a joyful smile.

“We’re doing great. You look so trim—have you lost a bit of weight?”

“I’ll take the compliment and pretend you don’t need new glasses, June,” I joke. “No, I haven’t lost any weight.”

Karl glances over his shoulder toward us. “So, what have you three been up to since last summer?”

“Hmm, where to begin?” I say and smile   forcibly. “Well, Grace graduated high school at the end of June – wonderful ceremony. She did very well in her last year with almost straight A’s across the board. We are quite proud of her.”

“She’s a bright one. Tell her we said congratulations,” June says.

“I will, thank you. There’s some other news that I think I should share with you guys,” I add.

“Oh? What’s that, Liv?”

“Carter and I are divorced,” I say sombrely.

June seems confused. “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. What happened between you two? You always seemed so happy.”

“We, well we, I don't know what to say, June. We drifted apart and couldn't find our way back."

“How did Grace take the news?”

“Surprisingly well. Maybe she knew what was going on before we did. Carter and I are not bitter with each other, which I'm sure, for Grace, is helpful. Anyway, in the settlement, I got the lake house, and he and Grace will stay in the downtown penthouse. I didn't want to uproot Grace from the only home she's ever known. None of this is her fault.”

“Do you plan to remarry, or are you going to wing it for the next while?” Karl asks while flipping the steaks over the flickering flames of the barbecue. I hear the sizzle of the steaks as they are flipped, and my mouth begins to water in anticipation.

“I’m going to travel to far-flung places that Carter never had time to visit with me. I’m going to drink brightly coloured cocktails on white sand beaches, take cruises through the tropics. You know, live the life I want to live while I have the time and the funds to pull it off,” I confess.

June pitches her eyebrows high. “Alone?”

“Yes, mostly. Cali is going to join me on a two-week vacation to Tahiti the first week of September, then I’ll figure out what my travel plans and timeline are like after that trip. I’m splurging for one of those overwater bungalows. I can’t wait!” My excitement can’t be contained while I reach for a taco chip from the centre of the deck table.

“Aren’t you the least bit nervous about travelling alone?”

“Maybe a little. What's an adventure without a little uncertainty? But,” I say while trying to finish chewing the taco chip before replying, “if I stick with tour groups and book my excursions with reputable places, I should be quite safe.”

“You’re a braver soul than I,” June replies.

“I’ll be fine, June. You worry too much.” I reach for my bag on the floor next to my chair. “Listen, I brought two bottles of red wine to drink with dinner. Let me crack one open and we can sip a glass before Karl finishes up with the steaks.”  
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Chapter 4 | Tahiti
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I manage to paint one watercolour on canvas while sitting on the dock and decide I will hang it up over the fireplace once the spring renovations are completed. It feels good to clock back into my creative side, and it only took me a few minutes to get my mojo back. I set my cleaned brushes and paints back inside my paint kit, then stand to view my painting from a few steps back. June yells from her deck, “That’s beautiful, Liv!”

I turn and smile at June. “Thank you!” I call back. 

The afternoon sun is too hot, so I settle into my living room to read a book. While I find the page where I'd left off, I realize I’ve had several solid nights’ sleep in a row. This place is magical. I feel grounded here like an endemic plant to the region. The peace and quiet, (and the wine) help. 

Sadly, my time at the lake has gone by too quickly. I wave goodbye to Karl and June before I crank over the engine of my Jeep and back out of my driveway. As swift as this visit seemed, nothing is stopping me from coming up again in early fall. I’ll have to chat with Grace about that, as I'm sure Carter will give her a few days off to spend with me after the busier summer garden season has passed.

Upon returning to my condo in Vancouver, I texted Cali to confirm our flight times for Tahiti. It is all set. In last-minute preparations, I also text Grace a reminder not to forget to go to my condo once a week to check on my plants. 

Me: “Hey, Grace. The blooms are starting to fade now, so give them half a cup of water each and remove the spent blooms as you see them dry out. Thanks, Sweetie.”
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I rummage through my refrigerator to see if there is anything I need to eat before it turns mouldy to make sure I don’t have any gross surprises in the fridge when I return. I have to laugh at how empty my fridge is. As a newly single person, I find I’m eating out for most meals or having food delivered in cardboard boxes, rather than cooking nearly every night as I have done for twenty years as a mother and wife. 

––––––––
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The journey to Tahiti is a long one with two stops—one in San Francisco and a second in Hawaii—before reaching the capital Papeete. Once Cali and I have been guided to our overwater bungalow, the stress of getting here melts away. The scene before us is almost too beautiful to believe. The photographs I’d seen of French Polynesia were dazzling, but to finally see it with my own eyes, I am almost brought to tears. “That’s it,” I report to Cali. “I’m not leaving until I’m dead.”

“Me neither. This is too ridiculous to believe,” Cali agreed.

“What do we do now?”  “Whatever you want,” Cali says, dropping her bags at her feet. “This is your glory moment. Don’t bother to take off your clothes. Just jump right into the ocean and enjoy.” 

“That is the best suggestion I’ve heard all year!” I state, unceremoniously dropping everything in my hands and diving into the translucent teal waters at the edge of the bungalow. Cali smiles and laughs, watching me enjoy this lifelong dream moment.

I yell from the depths of my turquoise paradise, “What the hell are you still doing on the dock, Cali? Get your beautiful ass into this water right this minute!”

“I was admiring how amazing you look in that water, Liv. I’m right behind you, just as soon as I take a picture of that unbelievable smile on your face,” Cali calls back. “Okay, picture taken. Move out of the way, my friend, because I’m going in via cannonball!” 

And with that, Cali takes a running jump off the dock and lands ass first with her hands wrapped firmly around her knees in the crystalline water right next to me. Once she surfaces, she looks at me and the two of us laugh at each other like we were back in ninth grade.

“I love that you decided to come with me, Cali. I don’t know what I’d do without you sometimes.”

“I’m as happy as you are to be here,” Cali says and smiles as she splashes her palm into the surface of the water towards me.

“I’m hankering for a cocktail. Something totally tropical and colourful. You in?”

“You don’t have to ask me once!” Cali confirms with a broad smile.

Our first full day in paradise was exactly how I dreamt it would be. In the following days, Cali and I signed up for anything we could. We went parasailing, snorkelling, shopping, hiking, sampled all the local foods, relaxed in the hammocks with cocktails and rode bicycles around the island. After our first full week in paradise, we were exhausted. We decided to trim down our activities and do more relaxing things, like morning walks and photographing the various surreal beaches our toes had the pleasure of touching. At first, Cali found it harder to do nothing than I did, but eventually she resigned herself to just being there, as that was the reason for her agreeing to accompany me on this dream vacation.

“You know, Liv,” Cali says over seafood dinner at the edge of the beach. “I think we need to talk more about your divorce. This was a major step for you, and I'm not sure you've come to fully absorb how different being single is going to be.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, as much as Carter was the easiest guy in the world to divorce, I’m sure there are some things floating around in the back of your mind that you haven’t said out loud to me yet,” Cali says, staring me eye to eye. “I think you need to let it all out, and I’ll just sit here and listen.” 

“Honey, I appreciate your concern, but there is literally nothing to say that hasn’t already been said.” I set my fork down and dab at the corner of my mouth with my napkin. I lean back into my woven bamboo chair and glance up at her. I shrug, then say, “We lost interest in each other a long time ago—you know that. And it took us way too long to realize we didn’t need each other anymore. Now that I’ve pulled the plug and freed myself from that loveless relationship, I’ve never felt happier. I should have done this years ago, but I didn’t want to upset Grace. And in all truth, I was scared of the consequences of divorce. So, I waited either for our relationship to magically rekindle or for Grace to graduate. She graduated, and I stayed true to my decision. It’s not as scary as I first thought it would be.” 

I lean forward and lay my forearms on the edge of the table. A strong but warm gust of wind whistles through the open-air restaurant and the draped ends of our white tablecloth flutter around our legs. I take a long sip of my tropical cocktail and continue. 

“The only challenge now is to figure out what I want to do with myself now that I have no obligations to even cook dinner, let alone show up for work, or pretend I like my mother-in-law.” I break out into laughter. “Oh, and you’re going to love this!” I say, smiling while setting my cocktail back down on the tabletop. “Josephine sent me a greeting card by snail mail. It said ‘Good Riddance’ inside, written in huge letters. I laughed so hard at it. That insufferable cow thinks she got the last word,” I say, pausing a bit before adding, “But fuck it.” I hastily grab my drink and drain it of its contents before my honest feelings are exposed. “She did get the last word, and I hate her even more for that.” 

I am suddenly overwhelmed with emotions. What's wrong with me? I abruptly stand from the table and run down to the shoreline, while Cali sits speechless across from my empty chair. She chases after me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders from behind and says, “I’m so sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to make you cry. Please forgive me.”

I fold my arms over hers and force myself to gain control. “Truth be told, I hated Josephine as much as she hated me, and every time we had to share the same air in a room, I dreaded the thought that I was breathing in her exhaled fire breath,” I say and sniffle as I wipe the tears off my
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