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Dedication

For every woman who’s ever been told her best years were

behind her—this is for you.

For the ones rediscovering themselves after loss, for the ones

growing fiercer with age, and for those finding magic in the

most unexpected places.

Midlife isn’t an ending. It’s the spark that lights the flame.
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​Chapter One
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The Smoke Beneath the Skin

The first betrayal isn’t the curtains catching fire—it’s that invisible snap inside Vivian when her mother’s voice slices the room, thin and cold as ice on glass, and something under Vivian’s skin answers like a struck match that refuses to behave.

Smoke doesn’t bloom from the old damask in a theatrical plume; it snakes—one impossible, blue-grey thread—curling from nowhere near Vivian’s collarbone to the windowsill like a secret she didn’t consent to tell, and the house takes notice the way old houses do: quietly, judgmentally, already remembering.

“Standards,” Estelle says, the word clipped so neatly it could cut, eyes on the boxes by the door like they’re a moral failing instead of Vivian’s entire life collapsed into corrugated cardboard, and the heat inside Vivian surges—hotter than a pamphlet ever warned, sharper than a symptom chart—until the wallpaper seems to pulse and the air tastes metallic, battery-tongued and wrong.

She tells herself it’s a hot flash, because the world has a tidy name for women who run unexpectedly hot; then the tendril of smoke unfurls again, and the tidy name feels like a lie that keeps women small.

Estelle blames dust in the pelmets and drafts in the bones of the house, shooing the air with a small queenly hand, and the smoke thins obediently as if the house prefers her version of reality—most things in Oakhaven do.

When the heat retreats, it leaves her trembling and damp at the upper lip, with the peculiar certainty that the warmth wasn’t in the room at all but banked under her skin like coals waiting for their reason, and she is both unnerved and, God help her, a little relieved to feel anything as clear as fire.

Upstairs, her childhood room is preserved like a pressed flower, still smelling faintly of lavender sachets and old paper, and outside the lace-curtained window, Oakhaven looks tired rather than quaint, its paint peeling and its oak-lined streets gone grey at the edges, matching the quiet in Vivian that grief hollowed out and life’s restructuring finished.

She presses a hand beneath her breastbone and feels nothing on her palm, no heat at all, while inside something watchful glows like a sun-warmed river stone and refuses to be explained by hormones or the careful clinical voice she used to reserve for executive decks and performance conversations.

She thinks of Maeve then—Estelle’s mother, the one the town called “fanciful” because women with unusual senses are always “fanciful” until they’re necessary—and the idea is ridiculous enough that she laughs once, without humor, at the window, at the town, at the life that evaporated in six weeks into death, redundancy, and a realtor’s sign that doesn’t care how good a marriage or a career felt while it lasted.

The laughter is a crack in the dam, and memory rushes through: Mark leaning against their city counter, sunlight catching the lines near his eyes as he teased her about “retirement home mugs,” and the ache is fresh enough to make her sit down hard on the bed, air gone, a hollow punched in her.

Downstairs again, the house opens into the living room, and the cold stone fireplace pulls her the way unlit hearths pull people raised to believe flame equals company, and she lays a fingertip to a charred log with no real plan except to feel something honest, anything honest.

The vision sucker-punches her—mint crushed green in wet hands, ozone sharp like a storm inhaled, a chant not in her language but in her bones, love so fierce it hurts, fear so cold it burns—and she yanks back, staggering, alive with someone else’s emotions stamped onto dead wood as if ash could develop photographs of the living.

Menopause doesn’t do that, she thinks, ridiculous in its accuracy and its terror, while the house listens in a silence that feels neither empty nor kind and the air smells faintly of old letters and secrets preserved because some women were careful and some were brave and some were both.

“Book club,” Carol Baxter says at the back door the next day, holding a foil-wrapped casserole like a small-town passport and radiating the kind of optimism that borders on menace, and even in the first five seconds, Vivian can tell people in Oakhaven hand out casserole the way cities hand out advice: generously, and with an agenda.

“It’s really more of a support group,” Carol confides—women of a certain age and all that—and Vivian surprises herself by saying yes, because somebody else’s living room sounds safer than her own mind and because she’s already learned smoke can tell on her, and that possibility requires witnesses.

Lena’s house smells like beeswax and chamomile and something older, and the circle is four women Vivian almost remembers in the way small towns store faces in a pantry for later: Mara with earth under her nails, Nina coiled like a spring that reads spreadsheets, Tasha still as deep water, and Lena, whose gaze is kind and unblinking in a way that says she’s good at listening to things that don’t talk.

They don’t discuss the book; they never were going to—menopause, drafts that breathe, pipes that roar like herds, roses that bloom out of season, and zucchinis that collapse overnight, dreams so vivid they wake with words in their mouths—and Vivian hears her own denial go brittle even as she is making it.

“It’s stress,” she says, too loudly, hot flash quick and defensive, and the pitcher of lemonade on the table answers like it’s been waiting, beginning as a shiver and building to a rolling boil in seconds, steam curling lemon-sweet into the stunned quiet while everybody watches the laws of the kitchen give up.

Nobody moves; nobody breathes; nobody says witch because that would be rude. Lena’s eyes find Vivian’s across the table and hold there, no blame in them at all, just the steady acknowledgment of a threshold crossed together, whether they planned to cross it or not.

Later, in the dark outside, Vivian sees a sedan parked a little too carefully between streetlights. The prickle up her spine is older than cities and newer than drones, and she walks faster because even small towns know the shape of a watcher when they see one.
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Ashes of the Old Life

Morning arrived the way a veil falls—slow, colorless, and strangely intimate. The room held its breath around her: a slanted ceiling, thin lace on the window, the faint perfume of lavender that didn’t soothe so much as confirm how long the space had been sealed. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, then the weight of a life undone settled across her chest with the same heavy certainty as the quilt across her knees.

The house had a pulse she could hear if she was very quiet. Floorboards sighed at a distance, pipes cleared their throats, a clock ticked with the grave authority of something too old to be hurried. She tested her ribs with a breath and found a tremor there—nothing dramatic, only the faint heat of a coal that had survived a long night.

Downstairs, the kitchen was bright and exact. Coffee hammered the air with its bitter insistence; a grapefruit yielded obedient sections to a blade; the table was wiped to a shine that suggested a hope she didn’t feel. “Sleep?” her mother asked without turning, as if the question could be squared and stacked with the plates. “Enough,” she said, though “enough” covered very little now.

She lifted a mug that had outlasted three generations of hands and watched steam tangle and vanish. The swallow was too hot, yet oddly welcome; sensation, at least, proved she hadn’t turned to smoke in the night. “There’s oatmeal,” her mother offered, the spoon tapping the rim of a pot with small, ceremonial precision. What she wanted was outside, where air could move without asking anyone’s permission.

“I’ll walk,” she said, and took her coat as if it might be a map.

The town greeted her like a photograph left in the sun. Paint peeled in dignified curls, storefronts lowered their eyes, hedges labored under the weight of no one’s attention. Leaves clung to the last branches like secrets, the rest gathered in gutters like a soft, brown tide. Under it all was a quiet so deep it seemed to have a texture—quilted, heavy, stitched with a patience that outlasted years.

Her feet remembered the way to the library even if the town had forgotten it. The building sat on its rise like a retired general, granite shoulders squared against neglect, glass cloudy with long breaths. A thick padlock threaded the doors together as if afraid the unread would escape. On the steps, weeds wrote their thin alphabet through cracks, spelling nothing she could decipher. The sight winded her more than the hill had; the word for that feeling was grief, though not only the kind that wears black.

“It’s a shame,” said a voice to her left, warm as a sweater that still holds someone’s shape. She turned and found a woman near a stubborn ring of chrysanthemums—the colors like bruised fruit, still beautiful because they refused not to be. Recognition clicked into place slowly, the way a distant song finds its chorus. “Mara?” she said, trying the name on the air. “You’re back,” Mara answered, and let the statement stand without a question mark where sympathy could have gone.

They stood together before the surrendered doors and did not talk about what had been lost. The conversation found its own level, as water does: a neighbor’s garden uprooted by an early wind, a river running high when it had no business doing so, a sense that something under the surface had rolled over in sleep and would not settle. “The season turning,” Mara said, but her tone suggested more than weather. The words pressed against an ache she was trying not to name, and that was enough for now.

On the way home, the streets looked neither kinder nor worse, only more precisely themselves. A lamppost flickered in that stubborn way some lights do, as if practicing. She passed a window where a lace curtain held back a roomful of afternoon like a cupped hand holds water. The residual warmth in her chest—quiet until then—answered the day with a low hum, not warning, not alarm; more like recognition.

The living room received her the way old furniture does, unstartled by anyone’s return. The fireplace was an empty mouth with old ash on its tongue. There were half-burnt logs on the grate like thoughts someone had put down mid-sentence. She reached for one without deciding to, the way the body sometimes knows a solution the mind has not yet guessed.

Her fingertips found charcoal, fragile as a moth’s wing and as stubborn as bone. What followed was not sensible. It arrived like a storm over the ridge—first a pressure in the air, then a scent before sound: green metal and bruised mint, and the iron breath that precedes lightning. Then the sound: not the creek she knew but a river in a mood, fat with rain and intention, muscular and sure of its path. Beneath it threaded something older than language, a bass note that was almost a chant. Emotion was the last to arrive—the kind of love that rearranges the furniture in your ribs, immediately followed by fear as clean and cold as river stones. None of it belonged to her, yet she carried it for the length of a breath that felt like a lifetime and then let it go.

The room reassembled itself with an audible click of silence. She stood with her hand flung back, the way a person does after touching a fence and learning it is live. The wallpaper resumed its flowers, critically faded. The air offered lavender and furniture polish like apologies.

She sat because standing suddenly felt like the kind of work you ought to be paid for. The chair did not soften as a reward. Her heart beat against its cage like a creature who has remembered the door is there. She tried to catalog what had happened, to name it as one names storms or stages of grief or the useful parts of a plant, but the language would not be bossed. What she knew was simpler: the world had borrowed her senses for a moment and returned them changed.

The house listened. That was how it felt—as though the rooms had tipped, just slightly, in her direction, the way people lean in when a story is about to start. The quiet was not empty; it was charged, like wool against skin: invisible spark, the hint of a coming click.

She thought of the locked doors on the hill, of weeds writing patience into stone, of a town making itself small to survive. She thought of a woman by a ring of late flowers, naming weather and meaning something else. She thought of heat that did not burn and terror that did not take. The images arranged themselves without her consent into a sentence that was less explanation than promise: There are ashes. There are coals. And there is the hand that stirs.

When she finally stood, the room did not protest. Outside, a lamppost found its steady light. In her chest, the ember did what embers do—it waited for air. And the house, which had been patient longer than anyone she knew, seemed to agree. It set down its silence gently, like a book about to be opened. She did not yet know the words. She knew only that the page had been turned.
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Book Club of the Bewildered

Three days, the boxes hold their ground like a cardboard barricade, and Vivian wages a quiet campaign against them, starting with the ones labeled Kitchen. She unearths chipped mugs with coffee-stained crescent moons, spices long faded to faint ghosts of cumin and heat, relics from a life she isn’t sure belongs to her anymore. It gives her hands something to do while her mind keeps circling back to the fireplace—the scent of crushed mint and ozone, the shock of a feeling that wasn’t hers, the ember of heat housed somewhere she can’t name.

The knock at the back door startles her into dropping a spoon. Carol Baxter stands on the stoop, beaming as if she’s smuggling sunshine under the foil of a casserole. Tuna noodle, Vivian’s nose supplies, that metallic tang wrapped in nostalgia and sodium.

“Welcome back proper,” Carol chirps, holding the dish aloft like a trophy. “And—well—thought I’d invite you along tomorrow night. Book club at Lena Morris’s. Very informal. Mostly chat.”

“Book club,” Vivian repeats, and the words ring a little hollow in a house that keeps breathing out ghosts.

Carol leans in, conspiratorial and loud at once. “It’s more of a support situation, really. For women of a certain age.” Her eyes brim with knowing sympathy that lands like a burr on Vivian’s skin.

“What book?” Vivian asks, out of reflex more than interest.

“Historical romance. Or something.” Carol waves a hand. “We barely talk about it.”

Vivian’s loneliness and curiosity align just long enough to surprise her. “Okay,” she hears herself say.

The following evening, Lena’s Victorian cottage sits on its little rise like it inhaled twilight: ivy spilling from window boxes, pansies in bruised purples and dusk-yellow. Inside, the living room glows—beeswax and chamomile, incense threading through air already green with plants that seem to lean closer when voices begin. Books overflow their shelves and make soft little forts along the floor; crystals wink in corners like attentive eyes.
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