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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 audiobooks and 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 audiobook, head to https://msnaughtee.substack.com/
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Chapter 1: A Fresh Start
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The silence was the first thing Vivienne noticed every morning. Not the peaceful kind of quiet that comes with meditation retreats or lazy Sunday mornings, but the stark, echoing absence of another person's breathing, of coffee being made in the kitchen while she showered, of CBC Radio News playing softly from the bedroom clock radio. This morning was no different as she padded barefoot across the hardwood floors of her new apartment, her silk robe trailing behind her like a ghost of her former life.

Forty-three years old, and she was starting over. Again.

The apartment was lovely—she had to give herself credit for that. The real estate agent had called it a "sophisticated urban retreat," which apparently translated to exposed brick walls, enormous windows that flooded the space with natural light, and rent that made her financial advisor wince. But after eighteen years of marriage in a suburban McMansion with beige walls and matching beige furniture chosen by committee, Vivienne craved colour, texture, and most importantly, decisions that were entirely her own.

She'd painted the living room a deep teal that reminded her of the Caribbean vacation she'd always wanted to take but never had. The bedroom was a warm coral that made her think of sunsets, and the kitchen—well, the kitchen was painted a bold mustard yellow that her ex-husband Richard would have called "garish" and "attention-seeking." Perfect.

Vivienne poured herself a cup of coffee from the fancy espresso machine she'd bought herself as a divorce gift—another purchase that would have sent Richard into one of his lectures about fiscal responsibility. She settled into the vintage velvet armchair she'd found at a nearby antique shop, tucking her legs beneath her as she gazed out the window at the tree-lined street below.

The neighbourhood was perfect for this new chapter of her life. Mature maples and oaks created a canopy over the sidewalks where young professionals walked their dogs before heading to work, where retired couples tended to small front gardens, and where the occasional family with teenagers reminded her that life came in all different configurations. It wasn't the sterile subdivision where she'd raised her two children, with its uniform lawns and unspoken rules about hedge heights and acceptable paint colours.

Emma and Josh were grown now—twenty-one and nineteen respectively—and while they'd been supportive of the divorce in that carefully diplomatic way adult children managed, Vivienne knew they were still processing the reality that their parents' marriage had been more performance than partnership for the last several years. Emma was finishing her degree at Queen's University, majoring in psychology with a minor in judging her mother's life choices, while Josh was in his second year at TMU, studying film and calling home just often enough to ensure his meal plan money kept flowing.

Both had visited the new apartment exactly once, pronounced it "very you, Mum," and then retreated to the familiar chaos of university life. Vivienne didn't blame them. At their age, their parents' romantic lives fell somewhere between "irrelevant" and "mildly disturbing" on the scale of things they wanted to think about.

The divorce had been finalized six months ago, but Vivienne had been emotionally divorced for much longer than that. The marriage had died a slow death of accumulated disappointments, unmet expectations, and the gradual realization that she and Richard had grown into completely different people who happened to share a mortgage and a Netflix password. The final blow had come when she'd discovered he'd been having an affair with his dental hygienist—a cliché so painfully predictable that Vivienne had actually laughed when she'd found the hotel receipts.

Richard had moved in with Stephanie the dental hygienist two weeks after the papers were signed. Vivienne had moved into this apartment and promptly had what her sister Jennifer called a "controlled breakdown," which involved a lot of wine, several rom-com marathons, and a complete reorganization of her priorities.

She'd kept her job at the marketing firm downtown—twenty years of building campaigns for everything from craft breweries to tech startups had given her a skill set that was both creative and analytical, perfect for her methodical approach to rebuilding her life. The work was satisfying, her colleagues were supportive, and her boss had been surprisingly understanding about the occasional tear-filled bathroom break during the worst of the divorce proceedings.

But it was the evenings and weekends that stretched endlessly ahead of her, filled with a freedom that felt both exhilarating
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