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        Scenes depicted in this fictional work all involve consenting, non-blood-related adults over the age of thirty.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT IDENTITY CRISIS

          

        

      

    

    
      What does starting over look like?

      For Julia Ward, it’s happening a second time. After suddenly losing her husband years ago, she focused on raising her kids alone.

      Now she’s an empty nester who’s lost her sense of self. But when she decides to make a radical change and buy a fixer-upper bungalow in a whole different town, she inadvertently starts a chain reaction.

      Who knew that stubborn wallpaper can lead to everlasting love?
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      I sighed as I pulled into the driveway of my big, empty home. I’d just come back from one of the hardest days of my life—dropping off my youngest, my sweet baby, for his first summer session of college. As I stared through the windshield at the two-story colonial-style house that had once been so full of laughter, I’d never felt more alone.

      Tears threatened, but I somehow managed to grab my purse and keys, unlock the front door, and make it to the couch before collapsing into a sobbing heap.

      I’d been head over heels in love at nineteen, married with my first child at twenty, a mother of two by twenty-five, and a heartbroken widow just four days before my thirty-fifth birthday. Now my forty-third birthday loomed, and I was officially an empty nester—adrift, uncertain who I was beyond “Mom.”

      Spent. That’s what I was. Completely and utterly spent.

      A sound broke through the fog. Trill. Trill. What was that?

      My brain helpfully supplied: cell phone. Probably ought to answer it?

      I fumbled for it and lifted it to my ear.

      “Girl. How you holding up?” Amber’s voice, warm and familiar.

      “I’ve been better,” I admitted.

      “I know it sucks hard right now but think of the possibilities! You did a hell of a job, honey, and your kids have turned out to be awesome. But now, it’s your time. Have you thought any more about what you want to do?”

      I sniffled. “Honestly? No damn clue at all.”

      “That’s okay. It’s not like you’re required to plan the rest of your life out tonight. Just take some deep breaths, relax, and take care of you for a change.”

      A few more minutes of talking with Amber helped. A lot. By the time we hung up, I didn’t feel quite so lost. I stood, scrubbed my hands over my face, and declared to the empty room, “I may not know what I want to do with my life tomorrow, but tonight, a nice long soak is in order.”

      I detoured through the kitchen, grabbed a wine glass and a bottle of perfectly chilled merlot, then padded down the hallway toward my room. As I passed my home office, something made me pause. I glanced in, then stepped through the doorway and looked around—really looked—for the first time in, well, years, if I’m being honest.

      It was tidy. Like the rest of my house. Tidy... and so very dull. Everything in its place, but just the necessities. No spark. No personality. Just a workspace where I made a solid living doing bookkeeping.

      This room sums up my life right now.

      The thought lodged itself deep, and I carried it with me as I continued down the hall, through my bedroom, and into the bathroom. I set the wine bottle and glass beside the oversized tub, popped the stopper into the drain, and turned on the water.

      “Lavender, I think,” I murmured as I moved to the cabinet to retrieve the aromatherapy oil.

      I stripped down, climbed in, uncorked the wine, and poured a glass. Once the water rose high enough, I added a few drops of lavender oil, then leaned back against the bath pillow, closed my eyes, and took a sip.

      That’s when it hit me.

      I needed a makeover.

      Not of my body—I was perfectly content with how I looked. Sure, I’d gained a few pounds over the years, but didn’t most people approaching forty-three? I still caught appreciative glances from men now and then over the last decade. I just... didn’t care.

      I’d never dated again after losing Mitchell. Every ounce of my energy had gone into surviving the grief, into being both parents for our kids.

      Fuck anyone else’s opinion, my healthy self-esteem—suspiciously Amber-sounding—snarled. You’re gorgeous, just as you are.

      I smiled to myself.

      No. What needed a makeover was my office. That space. I needed to breathe life into it. And something told me this change needed to be big.

      As I sipped my wine, I let my mind wander, envisioning what my office could become. Ideas sparked. I felt… excited. Inspired. I decided I’d call Amber tomorrow and see if she knew any good contractors.

      When the water cooled, I unplugged the drain, stepped out, toweled off, and wrapped myself in my fluffy blue robe. I carried the wine and glass back to the kitchen, then headed for bed.
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      I stretched and yawned, then sat up in my king-sized bed and looked over at the alarm clock.

      “Dammit,” I muttered. “The last thing I wanted to be at six-thirty on a Saturday is awake.”

      But there was no way I was falling back asleep—not with my mind already buzzing—so I shoved the covers back and shuffled into the bathroom, yawning again as I turned on the shower.

      Fifteen minutes later, I toweled off, got dressed, and blow-dried my hair just enough to wrangle it into a ponytail. Then I headed to the kitchen, made myself a cup of tea, and settled onto one of the barstools at the counter.

      I picked up my phone and glanced at the time.

      Not even seven. Amber won’t be awake yet, I thought. Maybe I can start looking at design ideas?

      Except I had no clue what I even wanted. Much less where to start looking.

      Frustrated, I slid off the stool and headed for the fridge to see what might sound good for breakfast.

      And that’s when the thought hit me like a lightning bolt.

      Why not downsize?

      My brow furrowed.

      “Where the hell did that come from?” I whispered. “Jaden’s in the Army and Kyle’s away at college, but it’s not like they’re never, ever coming home again.”

      I scoffed at myself as I laid bacon slices in the skillet, hands moving on autopilot.

      But the spark had already caught. And instead of fading, it grew.

      The house Mitchell and I bought together was a five-bedroom. Only three had ever been used for their actual purpose. One had become my office, and the fifth… storage, mostly. Not even furnished.

      Doesn’t even have furniture in it, I admitted.
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