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The movers had been gone for three hours, leaving behind a forest of cardboard boxes that Catherine had no energy to unpack. She stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of her 27th-floor condo at One St. Petersburg, watching the sun bleed orange and magenta across Tampa Bay, her silk blouse already clinging with the first hot flash of the evening.

At fifty-four, she had traded thirty-one years of Hudson Valley winters for this—humidity that made her breasts feel foreign and heavy against her ribs, and a view that reminded her with every shimmering wave that she was starting over whether she was ready or not.

She pressed her forehead against the glass, letting the cool surface draw some of the heat from her skin. The hot flashes had started three years ago, arriving like guests who refused to leave—first just at night, soaking through her La Perla nightgowns, then during the day at the most inconvenient moments. Board meetings. Gallery openings. The final mediation session with Richard where she'd fanned herself with the settlement papers while his lawyer pretended not to notice.

Dr. Patel had prescribed the hormone replacement therapy six weeks ago, just before Catherine had signed the closing documents on this condo. "You'll notice changes," she'd said, her tone clinical but kind. "Energy levels. Mood. Sleep. And yes, libido. Some women find it... significant."

Significant. Catherine almost laughed at the understatement. What she'd felt in the years before the HRT was a slow dimming, like someone gradually turning down a dial she hadn't known existed. Sex with Richard had become mechanical, then infrequent, then nonexistent—though she suspected he'd been finding it elsewhere for years. She'd stopped caring. Her body had become a thing she maintained out of habit, not desire. She went through the motions: the trainer three times a week, the nutritionist's meal plans, the quarterly Botox that Richard insisted upon. But she felt nothing. Wanted nothing.

Now, six weeks into the hormones, she felt everything.

The heat that flushed through her wasn't just the hot flashes anymore. It was deeper, more insistent. She'd wake in the middle of the night with her hand between her legs, her body already arching toward a pleasure she'd almost forgotten existed. At two that afternoon, while the movers were still assembling her West Elm bed frame, she'd locked herself in the guest bathroom and masturbated with a vibrator she'd bought at a boutique in SoHo last week, the purchase made with the same furtive shame she'd once used to buy cigarettes in high school. She'd come thinking about nothing—just the sensation, the pure electric need that had been dormant for so long she'd assumed it was gone forever.

It wasn't gone. It had just been sleeping.

Her iPhone buzzed against the granite countertop, pulling her from the window.

Marcie from Tampa: You're really here! Finally!! Dinner tomorrow night? Tyler's place has amazing small plates. My son the bar owner. I still can't get over it.

Catherine typed back a yes, a small smile crossing her face. Marcie Sullivan—Marcie Holloway back when they'd shared cigarettes between shoots in Manhattan, both of them twenty-two and certain the world owed them everything. They'd drifted apart over the years, Catherine ascending into Richard's world of Hudson Valley estates and charity galas, Marcie getting pregnant by a musician who was gone before Tyler could walk. But they'd stayed in touch, loosely, the way women do when they recognize something essential in each other.

Catherine had visited Marcie in Tampa six years ago, a long weekend escape from Richard's constant criticism. She remembered sitting on Marcie's patio in Hyde Park, drinking wine and watching the Spanish moss sway in the oak trees, thinking: If I ever leave, it would be somewhere like this. Warm. Slow. A place where no one knew her as Richard Ashford's wife.

Now Marcie was her only friend within a thousand miles, and her son Tyler owned the trendiest bar in downtown St. Petersburg. She'd seen Tyler maybe three times in his entire life—once as a gap-toothed seven-year-old running through Marcie's walk-up in Hell's Kitchen, then as a lanky twenty-two-year-old bartender at Marcie's second wedding, pouring champagne with the bored efficiency of someone who'd been serving drinks since he was sixteen. Now he was thirty-one, owned a place called The Cantilever that Catherine had read about in the airline magazine on her flight down. The article had called it "a masterclass in craft cocktails and understated cool."

The hot flash finally receded, leaving her skin tingling and damp. She peeled off the silk blouse and stood in her bra, letting the air conditioning wash over her. The bra was new—a delicate French lace thing she'd bought on impulse, cream-colored against her pale, freckled skin. She caught her reflection in the darkening window and looked away quickly, the old habits of self-criticism still deeply grooved.

Richard's voice lived in her head like an unwanted tenant: You're not presenting well, Catherine. The Botox isn't taking under your eyes. That dress makes you look matronly. He'd said it last year at the Met Gala after-party, his sixty-two-year-old hands trembling as he adjusted his Tiffany cufflinks. She remembered watching his reflection in the mirror, seeing a man whose own body was betraying him—the slight tremor, the way he couldn't perform without pills anymore, the panic that flickered behind his eyes whenever she caught him looking at younger women. He'd spent thirty-one years molding her into his vision of the perfect wife, and now he resented her for reminding him of his own mortality.

She'd met him when she was twenty-one, fresh from a small town in Vermont, modeling for department store catalogs and dreaming of something bigger. Richard had been thirty, already wealthy from his family's investment firm, and he'd spotted her across a room at an industry party. "You're going to be mine," he'd said, with a confidence she'd mistaken for romance.

She'd been dazzled. He was handsome, charming, attentive. He bought her things, introduced her to people, opened doors she hadn't known existed. It took years to understand what she'd actually signed up for.

The control had started small—suggestions about her wardrobe, her hair, the way she spoke at parties. Then it escalated. He chose her friends, her schedule, her opinions. Nothing she did was ever quite right. The compliments that had once flowed so freely dried up, replaced by constant small corrections. Don't hold your wine glass like that. Stand up straighter. Why did you say that to the Hendersons? You embarrassed me.

She'd internalized all of it, believing she was the problem. For decades, she'd twisted herself into shapes trying to please him, trying to become the woman he seemed to want. It was never enough. She was never enough.

The implants had been his idea. She'd been forty-nine, her natural breasts still full and beautiful, but Richard had seen a picture of some tech billionaire's wife and decided Catherine needed to be "refreshed." She'd agreed because she always agreed, and afterwards he'd looked at her new 34DD chest with the same critical eye he applied to everything else. "The left one sits slightly higher. Did you notice that?"

She noticed everything. That was the problem.

The divorce had been surprisingly civilized, mostly because Richard wanted it over quickly. He'd already moved on to a thirty-four-year-old gallery assistant who laughed at his jokes and didn't know enough to see through him yet. Catherine had taken the money—enough to never work again—and left him to his illusions.

Now she stood half-naked in a luxury condo in Florida, fifty-four years old, and she had no idea who she was supposed to be.

She walked to the box labeled "bedroom" and dug until she found her robe—a silk kimono in deep emerald that she'd bought for herself last month, the first piece of clothing she'd chosen without wondering what Richard would think. She wrapped it around her body and returned to the window, watching the last of the sunset fade into purple dusk.

The city below was coming alive. She could see the lights of Beach Drive, the restaurants and bars filling up with people who had plans, purpose, connections. Somewhere across the bay was Marcie, probably on her patio with a glass of wine, happy that her old friend had finally escaped.

Catherine pressed her palm flat against the glass. The skyline glittered like a promise she wasn't sure she could keep.

She thought about what came next and found only questions. What did she want? What did she like? What would she do with all this freedom that felt more like vertigo than liberation?

The only thing she knew for certain was what her body wanted. The HRT had reawakened something primal, something that had nothing to do with Richard or his opinions or the decades she'd spent performing a version of herself for his approval. When she touched herself now—and she touched herself often, more than she had since she was a teenager—it felt like reclaiming territory that had been occupied by foreign forces.

She was fifty-four. Divorced. Alone in a new city. And for the first time in longer than she could remember, she was wet.

The thought made her laugh—a surprised, slightly wild sound in the empty condo. She tightened the robe around her waist and went to find a wine glass, stepping over boxes that contained a life she was still learning how to unpack.

Tomorrow she would have dinner with Marcie. She would start figuring out what this new chapter looked like. Tonight, she would drink wine and watch the city lights and let herself feel whatever she was feeling, without apology, without performance, without Richard's voice telling her she was doing it wrong.

It wasn't much of a plan. But it was hers.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Cantilever was everything the airline magazine had promised and then some—a warmth that photographs couldn't capture, the particular alchemy of good lighting and better cocktails and a crowd that seemed genuinely happy to be there. Catherine arrived ten minutes early, her nerves tight beneath the navy dress she'd chosen after trying on three others. She hadn't been this anxious about dinner since her first date with Richard, thirty-three years ago. The thought was absurd—this was just Marcie, her oldest friend—but everything felt weighted now, freighted with the significance of first steps.

Marcie was already at a high-top near the window, waving enthusiastically. She looked exactly like herself—blonde hair going silver at the temples in a way she'd clearly decided to embrace, her fair skin weathered just enough by Florida sun to suggest a life lived mostly outdoors. She'd gained weight since Catherine had seen her last, wore it comfortably in a way that Catherine envied. Marcie had never been the kind of woman who apologized for taking up space.

"Oh my God, you're really here," Marcie said, pulling Catherine into a hug that smelled like jasmine perfume and white wine. "I still can't believe it. Catherine Ashford, living in St. Pete. The world has gone insane."

"Catherine Mitchell," she corrected, sliding onto the stool across from Marcie. "I took my name back."

"Even better." Marcie signaled to the bartender. "We need champagne. The good stuff. Tell Tyler his mother is calling in a favor."

The bartender nodded and disappeared, and Catherine took in the space around her. The Cantilever was impressive—exposed brick and steel beams, a wall of windows overlooking the street, a bar that seemed to float without visible support, which she assumed was the architectural joke behind the name. The crowd was young but not exclusively so, well-dressed without being pretentious. Jazz played at exactly the right volume, audible but not intrusive.

"Tyler did all this?" Catherine asked.

"Every bit of it. Designed the space, created the cocktail menu, hired the staff. That boy has been working since he was fifteen, you know. Bussing tables, barbacking, working his way up. When he told me he wanted to open his own place, I thought he was crazy. Twenty-eight years old, no investors, just savings and a business plan." Marcie shook her head, pride evident in every line of her face. "He proved me wrong. Proved everyone wrong."

"That's remarkable."

"He's remarkable. Though I'm biased." Marcie's face softened into something warmer. "And he's finally settled down, too. His girlfriend Lauren—you'll love her. She's an attorney, works with local developers. She was actually on the team that built the new pier."

"Really?"

"Mm-hmm. She's forty-two, incredibly smart, keeps Tyler grounded. They've been together almost two years now." Marcie smiled. "I never thought I'd see the day, honestly. He dated a string of twenty-somethings for years—bartenders, servers, the occasional tourist. But Lauren's different. She's a grown-up. I think that's what he needed."

Catherine nodded, filing the information away. Tyler with an older girlfriend. An attorney. It painted a different picture than the lanky twenty-two-year-old she remembered pouring champagne at Marcie's wedding.

"But enough about my kid," Marcie said, leaning forward. Her eyes searched Catherine's face. "Tell me everything. How are you really? How does it feel to be free of that pompous asshole?"

Catherine laughed, surprised by the bluntness. In New York, no one talked about Richard that way—at least not to her face. "It feels... strange. Good, I think. But strange. Like I've been wearing a costume for thirty years and I just took it off and I don't recognize my own skin."

"That makes sense. You were so young when you married him. What, twenty-two?"

"Twenty-three. We dated for two years first."

"Two years of him grooming you to be exactly what he wanted." Marcie's voice was gentle but unflinching. "I remember, Catherine. I remember how you changed. The way you dressed, the way you talked. Even the way you laughed got quieter."

Catherine felt a twist in her chest. "You never said anything."

"Would you have listened?"

The question hung between them, honest and unanswerable.

Before Catherine could respond, a man appeared at their table carrying a bottle of Veuve Clicquot and two flutes. "Mom said to bring the good stuff," he said, and Catherine looked up and saw Marcie's son—unmistakably, though the years had changed him. He'd lost the lanky awkwardness she remembered from the wedding, settled into himself in a way that showed in how he carried his shoulders, his hands. He had his mother's fair coloring, sandy brown hair pushed back from his forehead.

"Catherine," he said, pouring the champagne with practiced ease. "It's good to see you again. Mom's been talking about you moving down here for months."

"All good things, I hope."

"Mostly." His smile was warm, but his eyes were quicker—an intelligence assessing her without being obvious about it. "She mentioned you're starting over. That takes guts."

"Or desperation."

"Sometimes they're the same thing."

He set the bottle in an ice bucket and met her eyes directly. "Welcome to St. Pete. If you need recommendations—restaurants, beaches, places to avoid—I'm usually here. Just ask."

"Thank you. This place is beautiful, by the way. You should be proud."

Pleasure crossed his face—or surprise that she'd offered a genuine compliment. "I am. Took a while to get there, but I am." He glanced at his mother. "I'll check on you two later. Enjoy the champagne."

Catherine watched him walk back toward the bar, navigating the crowd with easy familiarity, stopping to exchange words with a server, checking on a table near the window. He moved like someone who knew exactly where he belonged.

"He's impressive," Catherine said, meaning it.

"He's a good man." Marcie raised her glass. "To new beginnings. And to finally having you close enough for regular dinners."

They clinked glasses and drank, and the champagne was cold and perfect and tasted like possibility.

The conversation flowed easily after that, the way it does between old friends who have too much to catch up on. Marcie told her about her life in Tampa—the yoga studio she'd opened five years ago, the on-again-off-again boyfriend who was currently off, the condo in Hyde Park that she'd finally paid off last year. Catherine told her about the divorce, the settlement, the strange vertigo of waking up every morning with no one to answer to.

"And the loneliness?" Marcie asked, her voice softer now. "How are you handling that?"

"I've only been here a day," Catherine said with a small laugh. "Ask me again in a month."

"Fair enough. But I mean it—call me anytime. I'm only across the bay. And Tyler's here most nights if you need somewhere to go that isn't your empty condo."

"I appreciate that. More than you know."

Marcie studied her for a moment, then leaned in. "Can I ask you something personal?"

"Of course."

"How long has it been? Since you felt like yourself?"

Catherine considered the question. The honest answer was that she wasn't sure she'd ever felt like herself—or rather, she'd lost track of who that self was supposed to be. But she understood what Marcie was really asking.

"A long time," she said quietly. "Though lately... something's shifting. I started hormone replacement therapy about six weeks ago, and it's—" She hesitated, then decided to be honest. "I feel like I'm twenty-five again. In certain ways."

Marcie's eyebrows rose. "You mean—"

"I mean I'm climbing the walls, Marcie. I haven't felt like this in years. Decades, maybe. And I have no idea what to do about it."

To her credit, Marcie didn't laugh. She leaned back, considering. "When's the last time you had sex? Good sex, I mean. Not obligation sex."

Catherine thought about it. The answer should have been easy, but it required excavating through layers of disappointment and duty and Richard's increasing inability to perform without pharmaceutical assistance. She thought about the last time she'd actually wanted it, actually felt that ache of genuine desire.

"A long time," she said again.

What she didn't say—what she couldn't say, not even to Marcie—was the memory that surfaced unbidden. Tulum. Eight years ago. The one exception to decades of obligatory, unsatisfying sex with Richard.

She could still see it perfectly. The resort suite with its white linen curtains billowing in the Caribbean breeze. She'd been forty-six, reading in bed, when Richard had returned from the bar with a young man in tow. American. Twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. Tall and tan.

"I met Marcus at the bar. We got to talking." Richard settled into the velvet chair with his scotch, gesturing for Marcus to wait by the door. "I told him my wife was upstairs. Beautiful. Neglected." He took a sip. "Consider it a gift, Catherine. God knows I haven't been—" He stopped. "I owe you this."

Catherine felt the shock like ice water. "You owe me?"

"Don't make me say it." His voice was flat, but something flickered behind his eyes—guilt, maybe, or the closest Richard could come to it. "We both know the marriage hasn't been what it should be. I'm giving you permission. I want to watch."

Who the fuck does he think he is?

She opened her mouth to tell them both to get out—and then she looked at Marcus. Really looked. At the hunger in his eyes, the way they moved over her body with undisguised want. Nothing like Richard's clinical assessments.

Something cracked open inside her. The humiliation curdled into spite, into fury, into something that felt dangerously like revenge.

She let the sheet drop. Stood. Pulled her negligee over her head and let it fall.

"He wants you to fuck his wife," she said, her voice steady, her eyes locked on Marcus. "Do you want to fuck me?"

Richard shifted in his chair, surprised. This wasn't his script.

"God, yes," Marcus breathed.

What followed was a frenzy—his mouth on hers, her hands finding his cock, thick and hard and pulsing, nothing like Richard's pharmaceutical erections. She pulled him onto the bed and lost herself in it—the raw hunger of a stranger's body, sounds she'd never made in her marriage, filthy words spilling from both of them that Richard had never heard from his proper wife.

Then she pushed Marcus onto his back and climbed on top—facing away from him, facing Richard. She sank down onto Marcus's cock and started to ride. The tropical heat was suffocating, sweat running down her spine, dripping between her breasts. Richard could see everything now—her body rising and falling, Marcus's cock disappearing inside her, her hand moving between her legs, fingers rubbing her clit in frantic circles.

"Yes," Marcus moaned beneath her. "Just like that. You're so beautiful. Fuck—I'm close—"

"Pull out." Richard's voice cut through the room.

Catherine's eyes locked onto her husband. "Don't you fucking dare."

She slammed down harder, grinding, her fingers working faster. Marcus groaned, his hands gripping her hips, and she felt him swell inside her. He cried out, thrusting up, and she felt him pulse, felt the hot flood of his release. She kept pounding, kept riding through it, her fingers relentless—and then it hit her. The orgasm crashed through her and she squirted, a hot gush spraying forward as Marcus's cum leaked out around his cock, both of them dripping down onto the sheets. Some of it reached Richard's shoes, the cuffs of his pressed linen pants. She heard him make a sound—surprise, disgust, she didn't care. She was still coming, still gushing, still grinding down on Marcus as he shuddered beneath her.

They collapsed together, drenched. For a long moment, she forgot Richard was even in the room.

When she finally looked at her husband, his expression was cold. Not aroused. Something that looked almost like fear.

"Well," he said flatly. "That was certainly... something."

He never asked her to do it again. And he never let her forget it—using it as a weapon for eight years, justification for affairs she suspected but could never prove. "We both know what you're capable of," he'd say.

But Catherine held onto that night differently now. The power. The wildness. The proof that she was more than Richard had ever let her be. If she could be that woman once, she could be her again.

"Earth to Catherine." Marcie's voice pulled her back to the present. "You went somewhere just now."

"Sorry." Catherine shook her head, feeling the flush in her cheeks. "Just... thinking."

"About?"

"The past. Things I should have done differently."

"Well, stop that." Marcie reached across and squeezed her hand. "You're here now. That's what matters."

Tyler appeared again, clearing their empty glasses and asking if they wanted another bottle. "You two look like you're solving the world's problems," he observed.

"Just mine," Catherine said. "Your mother is giving me advice on starting over."

"She's good at that." He smiled at Marcie with obvious affection. "She's had practice."

"Watch it," Marcie warned, but she was smiling too.

"I'll send over some food," Tyler said. "You need to try the pork belly. Life-changing."

He moved on to another table, and Marcie shook her head fondly. "He's always been like that. Too perceptive for his own good. His father was a musician who couldn't remember my birthday, but Tyler notices everything." She smiled. "Lauren says it's unnerving sometimes. She'll come home stressed about a case and he'll already have a bath drawn and wine poured before she says a word."

"That's sweet."

"It is. She's good for him."

They stayed for another hour, picking at the small plates Tyler sent over—tuna tartare, burrata with grilled peaches, the life-changing pork belly. By the time they hugged goodbye on the sidewalk, the night warm and thick with the smell of salt water and jasmine, Catherine felt something she hadn't felt in months: hope.

She walked back to One St. Petersburg slowly, taking the long way along the waterfront. Tomorrow she would start unpacking properly. Tomorrow she would begin learning this city, figuring out who she was in it. Tonight, she let herself feel grateful for old friends and new beginnings, and tried not to think too hard about everything she still didn't know.

The weeks that followed revealed St. Petersburg to Catherine in pieces. She learned the city the way she'd once learned Manhattan—on foot, in the early mornings before the humidity became unbearable, when the streets still held the cool ghost of night. She walked Beach Drive with its canopy of banyan trees and outdoor cafés already setting up for brunch. She wandered through the Saturday Morning Market, buying things she didn't need—local honey, handmade soaps, a watercolor of the pier from an artist who couldn't have been older than twenty-five. She sat on benches in Vinoy Park and watched pelicans dive into the harbor, their prehistoric silhouettes somehow both graceful and absurd.

It was nothing like the Hudson Valley. Nothing like the stone walls and bare winter trees, the dinner parties where everyone knew everyone's net worth, the constant performance of being Richard Ashford's wife. Here, no one knew her. No one expected anything. She could wear linen pants and sandals and let her red hair air-dry into waves that Richard would have called "unkempt." She could eat lunch alone at a counter without wondering who might see her, what they might report back.

The anonymity was intoxicating. Also terrifying.

She unpacked slowly, treating each box like an archaeological dig into a life she was still trying to understand. The kitchen came first—her copper pots, the Le Creuset Dutch oven she'd never actually used because Richard preferred they have a private chef. Then the bedroom, where she made her new bed with sheets that were hers alone, a California king that felt vast and empty and full of possibility. The second bedroom she left untouched, boxes stacked against the wall. She didn't know yet what that room would become.

Dr. Patel had been right about the hormones. Catherine felt more awake than she had in years, more present in her own body. The hot flashes continued, but they were manageable now, brief interruptions rather than full-system shutdowns. And the other effects—the ones Dr. Patel had delicately called "significant"—showed no signs of diminishing.

She woke most mornings already aroused, her body so awake that even the brush of sheets against her skin felt charged. She masturbated in the shower, in bed, once on the balcony at sunset with the city sprawled below her, invisible behind the tinted glass. She came easily now, sometimes two or three times before she could convince herself to start her day. It felt like making up for lost time, like her body was demanding back pay for years of neglect.

The Cantilever became her anchor. She went back three days after that first dinner with Marcie, then again the following week, and the week after that. The staff learned her order. She always sat at the same spot near the window. It became the closest thing she had to a routine.

The loneliness was still there, though—that specific emptiness of being new somewhere, of having no one to call when she discovered a perfect little wine bar on Central Avenue, no one to meet for spontaneous coffee. She FaceTimed her sister in Vermont, had long phone calls with a college friend in Boston, exchanged texts with acquaintances from New York who seemed genuinely surprised she'd left Richard. But none of it quite filled the gap.

Three weeks after her arrival, she sat at her kitchen island with a glass of wine and opened her laptop. The city glittered below her, full of strangers, full of possibility. Her body was restless again, that low heat that never fully switched off anymore.

She typed "dating apps for over 50" into Google and started to read.

An hour later, she'd downloaded three apps and created a profile on each. She used recent photos—her face visible, smiling, looking like someone who had her life together even if she wasn't sure she did. She wrote something simple about being new to the area, looking to meet interesting people, seeing what was out there.

Her finger hovered over the button that would make her profile live. This was real. She was really doing this. After thirty-one years with Richard, she was putting herself out there, advertising her availability to strangers, hoping one of them might want to touch her the way she needed to be touched.

It was terrifying. It was also the most alive she'd felt in years.

Catherine pressed the button. Her profile went live.

Somewhere in the city, her phone buzzed with her first match. She didn't look at it yet. Instead, she stood at the window with her wine, watching the lights of St. Petersburg spread across the dark, and sat with the fear and the wanting, tangled together, both finally hers.
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The dating apps were their own kind of education.

Catherine had never swiped before—the gesture felt ridiculous at first, this sorting of human beings into yes and no piles based on a few photos and a paragraph. But she learned the rhythm quickly. Left for the men who posted fish pictures, who wrote "just ask" instead of actual bios, who listed their height like it was a qualification. Left for anyone who mentioned "no drama" or "looking for my partner in crime." Left for the gym selfies, the bathroom mirrors, the sunglasses-in-every-photo mystery men who were clearly hiding something.

Right was harder. Right meant maybe. Right meant possibility. Right meant opening herself up to disappointment.

The first few matches went nowhere—stilted conversations that died after a few exchanges, men who opened with "hey beautiful" and had nothing to follow it up with, one who asked for nude photos within three messages. She almost deleted the apps entirely.

Then David appeared.

His profile was different. Actual photos—not selfies, but pictures that looked like they'd been taken by friends at dinner parties, on sailboats, at what looked like a gallery opening. Salt-and-pepper hair, kind eyes, a jaw that suggested he'd been devastating in his thirties. His bio was brief but literate: "Architect. Divorced. Rediscovering what makes me happy. Looking for good conversation and wherever that leads."

She swiped right. They matched immediately—he must have already swiped on her—and his first message arrived within minutes: "I have to say, you have the most striking eyes I've seen on this app. And I've been on it longer than I'd like to admit."

They messaged for three days before he suggested meeting. "I'm in Sarasota, but I'd love to come up to St. Pete. There's a rooftop bar at the Birchwood on Beach Drive—great views, good cocktails. Thursday at seven?"

Catherine appreciated that he'd done the research, picked a nice place. It felt like a green flag.

"That sounds perfect," she typed back.

Thursday arrived with the particular anxiety of a first date at fifty-four. She tried on four dresses before settling on a simple black sheath that showed off her shoulders, gold sandals, her hair blown out and falling in soft waves around her face. She'd done her makeup more carefully than usual—smoky eyes, a red lip that felt like armor.

The walk to the Birchwood took eight minutes. She arrived five minutes early and took the elevator to the rooftop, her heart hammering against her ribs. The space opened up before her like a postcard—fairy lights strung between potted palms, the bay spreading out beyond the railing in shades of black and silver, downtown St. Petersburg glittering to the south. The breeze was warm and carried the faint salt smell of the water.

David was already at a corner table, rising when he spotted her. He was taller than she'd expected, his linen shirt perfectly pressed, his smile easy and immediate.

"Catherine." He kissed her cheek, his cologne subtle and expensive. "You're even more beautiful than your photos."

"You're not so bad yourself."

The conversation flowed. He asked about her move from New York, her impressions of St. Petersburg, what she was hoping to find in this new chapter. He listened when she answered, asked follow-up questions, didn't interrupt or redirect everything back to himself. He talked about his architecture firm, his projects along the Gulf Coast, the sailboat he kept at a marina in Sarasota.

By the second drink, Catherine felt herself relaxing. This was good. This was what dating was supposed to feel like. David was attractive and attentive, and when his hand brushed hers across the table, she felt a flicker of heat.
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