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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 and terrifying. She'd joined a book club that met at the local library, started taking yoga classes at the community centre, and had even signed up for a pottery course where she'd discovered she had absolutely no talent for ceramics but greatly enjoyed the meditative process of centering clay on the wheel.

Still, there was something missing. Something that all the self-improvement classes and carefully curated apartment décor couldn't quite fill.

Vivienne reached for her phone, scrolling through Instagram posts from friends showing off their Saturday morning farmers market hauls and their children's hockey tournament victories. Everyone seemed coupled up, partnered off, part of a unit that she no longer belonged to. She paused on a photo from her university roommate Sarah, who was celebrating her twentieth wedding anniversary with a romantic dinner at some upscale restaurant in Vancouver.

Twenty years. Vivienne tried to imagine what that would have looked like with Richard, and couldn't. The thought didn't make her sad anymore—just mildly curious about the alternate universe where they'd managed to grow together instead of apart. She wondered if it existed out there somewhere, in any sort of alternate reality.

She switched to Facebook, where the algorithm had helpfully suggested she might enjoy posts from several divorce support groups and articles about "Life After 40." One headline caught her attention: "Dating in Your 40s: Why It's Better Than You Think."

Dating. The word felt foreign and slightly ridiculous when applied to herself. When she'd married Richard at twenty-five, dating apps didn't exist. You met people at work, through friends, at university, or at bars with names like "O'Malley's" where you had to shout over the music to have a conversation. The idea of swiping through potential romantic partners like she was shopping for groceries seemed both efficient and completely overwhelming.

But here she was, forty-three years old, financially independent, emotionally available, and living in a city full of interesting people. When was the last time she'd felt attractive? When was the last time someone had looked at her with genuine interest, not the polite attention of a client or the familiar indifference of a spouse?

Vivienne caught her reflection in the black screen of her phone. She wasn't twenty-five anymore, but she wasn't ready for the retirement home either. Her auburn hair had some silver threads that her colourist artfully transformed into "highlights," and there were lines around her brown eyes that told the story of years of laughter, worry, and squinting at spreadsheets. She was in better shape now than she'd been in years, thanks to the stress-induced loss of appetite during the divorce and the subsequent discovery that she actually enjoyed running when she wasn't trying to fit it in around everyone else's schedule.

She was, she realized, actually quite attractive. More importantly, she was interesting—she had opinions, experiences, stories to tell. She could discuss everything from digital marketing trends to the latest Margaret Atwood novel, from the sorry state of Toronto's transit system to her theories about why sourdough bread was having a cultural moment.

Why shouldn't she date? Why shouldn't she put herself out there and see what happened? The worst-case scenario was some awkward coffee dates and funny stories to share with Jennifer. The best-case scenario was... well, she wasn't quite ready to define that yet, but it definitely involved feeling desired, appreciated, and maybe even falling in love again.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Vivienne opened the app store on her phone. There were so many options: Tinder, Bumble, Hinge, Match, something called OkCupid that sounded vaguely familiar from conversations she'd overheard at work. She started with Bumble, attracted to the idea that women made the first move. It felt appropriately feminist and forward-thinking for this new version of herself.

The profile setup was more complicated than she'd expected. Photos were the easy part—she'd taken several selfies during her pottery class phase, trying to capture the "effortlessly creative" vibe, and had some nice shots from Emma's university graduation where she looked appropriately maternal but not frumpy. The hard part was describing herself in a way that felt authentic without being either too revealing or too generic.

"Recently divorced marketing professional seeking genuine connection," she typed, then immediately deleted it. Too clinical.

"Lover of books, wine, and Saturday morning farmers markets," she tried next. True, but it made her sound like every other woman her age on dating apps.

She settled on: "Rediscovering the joy of making decisions for myself. Love good conversation, bad reality TV, and the perfect cappuccino. Looking for someone who can appreciate both my ambition and my ability to spend an entire Sunday in pyjamas reading."

It wasn't perfect, but it was honest. And honestly, she was tired of trying to be perfect.

The age range was another decision point. Men her own age? Older? She'd heard friends joke about dating younger men, but that felt like something other women did—confident, sexually adventurous women who knew what they wanted and weren't afraid to ask for it. Was she that woman? Could she be?

She set the range from thirty-five to fifty-five and called it a compromise with herself.

As she uploaded her photos and fine-tuned her preferences, Vivienne felt a flutter of something she hadn't experienced in years: anticipation. Not the dreaded anticipation of difficult conversations or disappointing outcomes, but the delicious uncertainty of possibility. Somewhere in this city, there might be someone who would appreciate her quick wit, her independence, her hard-won confidence. Someone who would see her not as a divorced woman of a certain age, but as Vivienne—complex, interesting, worthy of pursuit.

She activated her profile with her new bio before she could second-guess herself, then immediately closed the app and set her phone face-down on the coffee table as if it might explode.

Outside her window, the neighbourhood was coming to life. A couple walked by with their golden retriever, pointing at something in the distance and laughing. A woman about her age jogged past in expensive-looking athletic wear, earbuds in, completely focused on her own rhythm. Life was happening all around her, and for the first time in months, Vivienne felt ready to rejoin it.

Her phone buzzed against the coffee table. Already? She picked it up with trembling fingers, half-expecting some kind of technical error message.

Instead, she had three likes.

Three actual human beings who had looked at her photos and read her carefully crafted bio and thought, "Yes, I'd like to know more about this woman."

Vivienne laughed out loud, surprising herself with the sound. It echoed through the apartment, bouncing off the exposed brick and the carefully chosen artwork, mixing with the morning light streaming through the enormous windows. It was a good sound, she decided. The sound of a woman who was ready for whatever came next.

She opened the app to see if she’d connect with any of the men who had found her interesting enough to swipe right, her coffee growing cold as she entered this brave new world of modern romance.
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Chapter 2: Reality Bites
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Three days later, Vivienne's initial excitement had cooled considerably. She sat at her kitchen table with her laptop open, ostensibly working on a campaign proposal for one of her local breweries, but found herself checking her phone every few minutes like a teenager waiting for a text from her crush.

The reality of online dating, it turned out, was far less romantic than the possibility of it.

Of her original three likes, only two had actually resulted in matches. She had no idea who the third man was. She figured she must have swiped left on him.

The two matches she did have weren't exactly setting her world on fire either.

Match number one was Trevor, a forty-eight-year-old insurance broker whose opening message had been a simple "Hey there." When Vivienne had responded with a friendly "Hi! How's your weekend going?" she'd been met with radio silence for forty-eight hours. No follow-up, no explanation, nothing. She'd checked his profile obsessively, wondering if she'd said something wrong or if he'd found someone more interesting, before finally accepting that some people apparently treated dating apps like a casual video game rather than a genuine attempt to meet someone.

Match number two was Marcus, a forty-one-year-old graphic designer who seemed promising at first. Their conversation had started well enough—he'd complimented her profile photo and asked about her work in marketing. They'd exchanged a few messages about the challenges of creative industries and discovered a mutual appreciation for obscure Netflix documentaries. But after three days of sporadic messaging, their conversation had devolved into the kind of polite small talk she might have with someone waiting in line at the grocery store. When he'd asked what she was doing for the weekend and she'd mentioned that she might try another pottery class, he'd responded with "Cool" and nothing else. The conversation had died a natural death of mutual disinterest.

Even more discouraging were the men she'd swiped right on who had apparently found her lacking. Vivienne had spent an embarrassing amount of time crafting witty responses to profiles that had caught her eye, only to never receive a response in return. There was James, the English professor who loved travel and indie films—surely they'd have plenty to discuss. Radio silence. Mark, the chef who ran a small restaurant downtown and seemed to share her appreciation for good food and wine. Nothing. Even Paul, whose profile mentioned his two teenage children and recent divorce, suggesting they might have common ground in navigating post-marriage life, had apparently found greener pastures elsewhere.

It was humbling in a way Vivienne hadn't anticipated. In her professional life, she was confident, successful, and respected. Clients sought out her expertise, colleagues valued her opinions, and she'd built a reputation as someone who could solve problems and deliver results. But in the world of online dating, she was just another forty-something woman competing for attention with what felt like an endless parade of younger, more glamorous alternatives.

She'd started checking other women's profiles—something the app allowed her to do when she accidentally set her preferences to "everyone" instead of just men—and the comparison was sobering. Twenty-eight-year-old yoga instructors with perfect skin and adventurous travel photos. Thirty-five-year-old entrepreneurs running their own businesses while maintaining bodies that suggested they lived at the gym. Even women her own age seemed to lead more photogenic lives than her own, posing confidently in designer clothing at charity galas or candid shots of themselves laughing with groups of attractive friends.

Vivienne looked down at herself—faded jeans, a comfortable sweater that had seen better days, her hair pulled back in a messy bun because she hadn't bothered to style it properly for a day of working from home. When was the last time she'd felt genuinely glamorous? When was the last time she'd made an effort to be the most attractive version of herself?

Her phone buzzed with a notification, and she grabbed it eagerly, hoping for a new match or message. Instead, it was a promotional email from her grocery store about weekend specials on organic produce. The mundane reality of it made her laugh, though not in the delighted way she had when she'd first activated her profile.

Maybe she'd been naive to think this would be easy. Maybe the confident, desirable woman she'd imagined herself to be existed more in her head than in reality. Maybe forty-three really was too old to be starting over in the dating world, despite all the articles about how vibrant and sexy women over forty could be.

She closed the dating app and tried to focus on her work, but found herself opening it again within minutes. It was becoming a compulsive behavior, this checking and rechecking for signs of interest from strangers. She knew it was an insecure type of behaviour. Surely it said something about her character that she was so interested in all this. But she’d still do it, knowingly.

She'd scroll through new profiles, carefully considering each potential match, crafting what she hoped were appealing responses to their photos and bios, only to be met with the same indifferent silence.

The worst part wasn't even the rejection—it was the waiting. The constant low-level anxiety of wondering if someone would respond, if a conversation would develop into something meaningful, if she'd ever move beyond these stilted digital exchanges to an actual date with an actual person. She'd forgotten how exhausting the early stages of romantic pursuit could be, the emotional energy required to present the best version of yourself to someone who might lose interest at any moment.

Her sister Jennifer called just as she was closing her laptop for the day, ready to abandon work entirely in favour of a glass of wine and some mindless television.

"How's the dating app experiment going?" Jennifer asked without preamble. At forty-five, her sister had been married to the same man for twenty-two years and seemed to view Vivienne's venture into online dating with a mixture of fascination and horror.

"About as well as you'd expect," Vivienne said, settling onto her couch with her phone balanced between her shoulder and ear while she opened a bottle of Pinot Grigio. "Turns out it's not quite the romance novel I'd imagined."

"What do you mean?"

Vivienne found herself explaining the disappointing reality of people who didn't match, conversations that didn't converse, and the general sense that she was shouting into a void populated by men who had better options. Jennifer listened with the patience of someone who'd never had to navigate the world of modern dating and was grateful for it.

"Maybe you need better photos," Jennifer suggested. "Or a different app? I've heard Hinge is supposed to be more serious than Bumble."

"It's not the photos," Vivienne said, though she wasn't entirely certain of that. "I think I just had unrealistic expectations. I thought there'd be this whole world of interesting, available men just waiting to meet someone like me. Instead, it feels like trying to get someone's attention in a nightclub where the music's too loud and everyone's looking past you for someone better."

"Give it time," Jennifer said, though her tone suggested she wasn't entirely convinced either. "Maybe the right person just hasn't seen your profile yet."

After they hung up, Vivienne sat in her quiet apartment with her wine, looking out at the street where other people were walking their dogs, coming home from work, living their coupled lives. The silence that had once felt peaceful now felt oppressive, filled with the weight of her own expectations and disappointments.

She opened the dating app one more time, telling herself she'd just check quickly for any new activity. Nothing. The same few matches she'd already seen, the same lack of response to her carefully crafted messages, the same digital crickets chirping in the void.

Maybe this had been a mistake. Maybe she wasn't ready for dating after all, or maybe dating wasn't ready for her. Maybe she should focus on her pottery classes and book club, on building a full life that didn't require validation from strangers on the internet.

But even as she considered deleting the app entirely, she found herself swiping through new profiles, hope springing eternal despite all evidence to the contrary. Somewhere out there, she told herself, was someone who would appreciate her wit, her independence, her carefully curated life. Someone who would see past the limitations of a dating profile to the complex, interesting woman underneath.

She just had to keep looking.

The wine helped dull the sting of digital rejection, and by the time she went to bed, Vivienne had convinced herself that tomorrow might bring better luck. After all, she'd only been doing this for three days. Rome wasn't built in a day, and neither were meaningful relationships—even ones that started with a swipe right.

But as she lay in her bed, listening to the familiar silence of her apartment, she couldn't help wondering if she'd gotten excited too early. Maybe this was going to be much harder than she'd thought.
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Chapter 3: Drunk
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The bottle of wine had seemed like a good idea at the time.

Vivienne wasn’t usually a solo drinker, but after another week of lukewarm matches and ghosted conversations, she’d decided she deserved it. Fuck it, she’d thought, pouring herself a generous glass of Cabernet Sauvignon before flopping onto the couch. If dating apps are a wasteland, I might as well enjoy the scenery.

By the third glass, the bitterness of rejection had softened into something more amusing. She scrolled through Bumble with a loose grip on her phone, giggling at the absurdity of it all. Why was that guy holding a fish in every photo? Did he think women found trout erotic?

The wine hummed in her veins, warm and forgiving. Vivienne was watching some random movie with a few attractive men in it. They were younger. And quite attractive. And she was lonely.

She tapped her profile settings, squinting at the screen. 

Age Range: 35-55

Ugh. Boring.

Her thumb hovered, then—with a reckless swipe—dragged the lower limit down. 21.

She burst out laughing. Oh god, what am I doing?

But the thought was fleeting, drowned out by another sip of wine. Why not? She wasn’t looking for marriage. She wasn’t even sure she wanted a boyfriend. Not right now, anyway. She just wanted... something. A spark. A thrill. Proof that she wasn’t invisible.

She adjusted her bio with drunken determination, deleting her carefully crafted paragraph and typing:

43. Divorced. Looking for casual fun.

Want: Good wine, bad decisions, and someone who knows their way around a woman’s body.

Bonus points if you can actually hold a conversation afterward.

She stared at it for a beat, then cackled and hit save. Take that, algorithm!

The app refreshed. Her pulse raced faster and faster. She briefly wondered: would this prove to be a mistake?

She thought that maybe this would go well for her. Or, perhaps, it’d go horribly. But her life didn’t end after saving her new bio. She was still breathing, and she realized, things would be okay, no matter how this went.

She did a little bit of swiping, mostly swiping right on hot, younger guys. After several minutes of that, she put her phone down. She was about to click the button to turn her screen off, so she could get back to the movie.

And suddenly—her screen exploded with men.

Young men. Beautiful, stupid, glorious men. A bartender with sleeve tattoos and a smirk. A grad student whose hoodie clung to his shoulders just right. A soccer coach with sun-kissed skin and a profile that simply read: "Tell me what you want."

Vivienne’s pulse throbbed in her throat. She swiped right so fast her thumb cramped.

Matches. So. Many. Matches. They all started pouring in, one by one.

Her phone buzzed instantly.

Jake, 27: "Damn, you’re out of wine? What else are you out of?"

She grinned, typing: "Patience. Dignity. Clothing, if you play your cards right."

Another buzz.

Ryan, 24: "You’re actually 43? No way. You look like my prof’s hot wife."

She snorted. "Is that a compliment or a warning?"

Another.

Luca, 29: "Tell me your favourite wine. I’ll bring two bottles. One for drinking, one for... other things."

She wasn’t even sure what he meant by that. Still, heat pooled low in her stomach. She typed back: "Daring tonight, aren’t we?"

The responses kept coming—flirty, bold, hungry. Vivienne stretched out on the couch, her skin buzzing. This wasn’t just attention; it was worship. These boys (because let’s face it, they were boys) didn’t see a divorced middle-aged woman. They saw her. Vivienne. Smart, sexy, finally fucking free.

She took another swig of wine, her head spinning. The movie on TV was forgotten, some rom-com with a chiseled actor half her age making out with a coed against a locker.

I could have that, she realized. I could have him. Or someone like him. Just for fun. Just for me.

Her phone buzzed again.

Ethan, 22: "You’re trouble. I like trouble."

She smirked. "You have no idea."

And for the first time in years—maybe ever—Vivienne felt genuinely dangerous.
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Chapter 4: Hangover
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Vivienne's head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton and then hit with a sledgehammer. She groaned as sunlight streamed mercilessly through her bedroom windows, the brightness making her skull throb in time with her pulse.

What had she done last night?

The memories came flooding back in embarrassing waves. The wine. The bio change. The parade of twenty-something men sliding into her messages with increasingly creative propositions. She grabbed her phone from the nightstand, squinting at the screen through one eye.

Forty-seven unread messages.

"Oh, Christ," she muttered, scrolling through the carnage. Jake wanted to know if she was free tonight. Ryan had sent a shirtless gym selfie. Luca had apparently taken her wine comment very literally and included a detailed description of what he wanted to do with a bottle of Merlot that made her blush despite her hangover.

Thank God she'd passed out on the couch before doing anything truly stupid. The thought of waking up next to some eager twenty-two-year-old who probably called her "ma'am" made her stomach lurch—though whether from nausea or mortification, she couldn't tell.

She stumbled to the kitchen and made coffee with shaking hands, trying to piece together exactly how much of an idiot she'd made of herself. Her bio... oh God, her bio. She'd have to change that back before anyone from work saw it. Or her children. Or literally anyone she'd ever have to face in public again.

The coffee helped clear the fog in her brain, and after a long, scalding shower, Vivienne felt almost human again. She settled back onto her couch—scene of last night's crimes—and opened Bumble to survey the damage.

Most of the messages were exactly what she'd expected from her drunken experiment. But as she scrolled through the notifications, one new match caught her attention.

Sebastian, 25.

His profile photo showed a man with dark hair and serious eyes, wearing a well-fitted button-down shirt. No gym selfies, no fish, no aggressive poses. Just a genuine smile that reached his eyes. His other photos showed him at what looked like an art gallery opening, reading in a bookshop, and cooking in a kitchen that suggested he actually knew what he was doing.

His bio was refreshingly straightforward: "Architect who loves good design, better books, and the perfect espresso. Looking for someone who appreciates both deep conversations and comfortable silences."

Vivienne stared at his profile, her hangover momentarily forgotten. Here was a man—not a boy—who seemed like an actual adult. Someone who wouldn't ask her to role-play as his friend's mum or suggest creative uses for wine bottles.

She realized she had twenty-four hours to message him before the match expired. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, trying to think of something clever that didn't sound like it was written by someone who'd spent the previous evening soliciting sexual propositions from men young enough to be her students.

"Your kitchen looks like someone who actually knows the difference between sautéing and sweating," she typed, then immediately deleted it. Too desperate to prove she was sophisticated.

"I see you're a fellow bookshop lurker," she tried next. Better, but boring.

Finally, she settled on: "An architect who reads AND cooks? I'm suspicious. What's your fatal flaw so I know this isn't too good to be true?"

She hit send before she could second-guess herself, then immediately closed the app and set her phone aside. Unlike last night's digital feeding frenzy, this felt different. Important, somehow.

Now she just had to wait and see if Sebastian was as intriguing as his profile suggested—and hope her hangover hadn't permanently damaged her ability to have a normal conversation with a grown man.

Her phone stayed mercifully quiet for the rest of the morning, giving her time to change her bio back to something that wouldn't make her mother weep with shame. The parade of eager young men would have to find their thrills elsewhere.

Vivienne had bigger fish to fry.
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Chapter 5: The Reply
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Vivienne's phone buzzed three hours later, just as she was finally feeling human enough to contemplate actual food. She'd been making herself a proper breakfast—eggs Benedict, because hungover Vivienne deserved hollandaise—when the notification made her heart skip.

Sebastian: "My fatal flaw? I'm twenty-five and think I can keep up with a woman who clearly has her life figured out. The audacity is staggering, really."

She stared at the message, a smile tugging at her lips despite herself. Twenty-five. Jesus. But there was something about his response—self-aware, witty, confident without being cocky—that made her forget about the age gap for a moment.

She typed back: "Twenty-five? I was expecting something more scandalous. Like you put pineapple on pizza or think The Godfather is overrated."

His response came quickly: "I do put pineapple on pizza. And I maintain that Godfather III ruins the entire trilogy. Are you running away screaming yet?"

Vivienne laughed out loud, surprising herself. "I'm oddly charmed by your terrible taste. Though I'm concerned about your architectural skills if you think pineapple belongs on pizza. What's next, carpeted bathrooms?"

"Now you're just being cruel. I have standards. Marble countertops, hardwood floors, and yes—pineapple pizza. Some hills are worth dying on."

She found herself grinning at her phone like a teenager. When was the last time someone had made her laugh this easily? The conversation felt effortless, playful without being juvenile. He was flirting, yes, but with intelligence behind it.

"So," she typed, "architecture. Are you designing the next CN Tower or still figuring out how doorknobs work?"

"Somewhere in between. Currently working on a community centre in Leslieville. Nothing glamorous, but I like projects that actually matter to people. Though I did design a doorknob once. It was revolutionary. Very round."

"Revolutionary doorknob design. I'm impressed. And Leslieville—that's a good neighbourhood. Shows you have taste despite your pizza preferences."

"I have excellent taste in most things. Neighbourhoods, books, women who can make me laugh before noon on a Saturday..."

There it was—the flirtation wrapped in charm. Vivienne felt heat creep up her neck. He was good at this, she'd give him that. Smooth without being slimy, confident without being presumptuous.

"Flattery will get you everywhere," she replied. "What makes you think I'm laughing?"

"The fact that you're still talking to me despite discovering my controversial pizza stance. Plus, I'm imagining you have one of those smiles that starts in your eyes before it reaches your mouth. Am I close?"

She touched her face instinctively, realizing she was indeed smiling exactly as he'd described. How did he do that?

"Disturbingly accurate. Are you sure you're an architect and not a mind reader?"

"Just observant. Occupational hazard. I notice details—the way people move through spaces, what makes them comfortable, what makes them light up. It's all about paying attention."

Something in that response made her pulse quicken. The way he talked about noticing things, about paying attention—it felt like a promise. When was the last time someone had truly paid attention to her?

"And what details have you noticed about me?" she found herself typing, then immediately regretted it. Too forward? Too needy?

But his response eased her worry: "You're careful with words but not afraid of wit. You ask good questions. You make proper breakfast on Saturday mornings instead of cereal from the box. And you're probably wondering if you should be having this conversation with someone my age."

He'd hit every mark. Vivienne stared at her phone, impressed despite herself.

"The breakfast thing is just good self-care," she typed. "The age thing... well, you seem more mature than most men I've met who are supposedly age-appropriate."

"Age is just math. Compatibility is chemistry. And speaking of which—are you free tomorrow evening? I know a place that serves excellent pizza. No pineapple, I promise."

Her heart did something acrobatic in her chest. A date. An actual date with this charming, impossibly young man who made her laugh and seemed genuinely interested in more than just her updated bio.

She hesitated, fingers hovering over the keyboard. Was she really going to do this? Date someone eighteen years younger? What would people think? What would her children think?

But then she remembered how she'd felt last night—invisible, rejected, tired of playing it safe. Maybe it was time to stop overthinking everything.

"I might be free," she typed. "Though I should warn you—I'm very particular about pizza places."

"I wouldn't expect anything less. How about this: I'll scout locations and send you options. You can make the final call. Deal?"

"Deal. But if you suggest anywhere that puts corn on pizza, this conversation is over." Vivienne responded.

"Corn on pizza is an abomination. I may be young, but I'm not a monster."

She laughed again, shaking her head. This was insane. She was forty-three years old, agreeing to go on a date with a twenty-five-year-old architect who had revolutionary opinions about doorknobs and questionable taste in pizza toppings.

"Tomorrow it is," she typed. "We can figure out the details later."

"Perfect. Fair warning though—I'm going to spend the rest of today trying to impress you with my restaurant research skills."

"I look forward to being impressed."

As she set her phone down, Vivienne caught her reflection in the kitchen window. She was still smiling, her cheeks flushed with something that felt dangerously close to excitement.

Maybe this would be a disaster. Maybe she was setting herself up for disappointment or embarrassment or both. But for the first time since she'd downloaded the app, she felt genuinely curious about someone. Sebastian was young, yes, but he was also funny, thoughtful, and confident in a way that didn't feel like performance.

And tomorrow, she was going to find out if the chemistry that crackled through their messages would translate to real life.

Her eggs Benedict had gone cold, but Vivienne found she didn't mind. She had a date to prepare for.
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Chapter 6: Sebastian
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Vivienne arrived at Pizzeria Libretto ten minutes early, which gave her just enough time to panic properly. She'd changed outfits three times, settling on dark jeans and a silk blouse that was flattering without trying too hard, but now she wondered if she looked like she was trying to be younger than she was. Or older than she wanted to appear. Or—

"Vivienne?"

She turned, and her breath caught. Sebastian was even more attractive in person than his photos had suggested. Tall and lean, with dark hair that looked like he'd run his fingers through it and brown eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. He was wearing a simple black sweater and jeans, but something about the way he carried himself made it look effortless and expensive.

"Sebastian," she said, hoping her smile looked more confident than she felt. "You're very... tall."

He laughed, and the sound was warm and genuine. "Sorry, should I slouch? I can slouch."

"Please don't. I was just recalibrating my expectations." She was grateful when he didn't go in for a hug—the handshake they exchanged was brief but surprisingly electric.

"Table for two?" the hostess asked, and Sebastian nodded, placing his hand lightly on Vivienne's back as they followed her to a booth near the window. The gesture was casual, respectful, but she felt the warmth of his palm through her blouse.

They slid into opposite sides of the booth, and Vivienne was struck by how nervous he looked. It was oddly comforting—apparently she wasn't the only one feeling out of her depth.

"So," Sebastian said, opening his menu with exaggerated seriousness, "the moment of truth. Are you going to judge my pizza choices as harshly as you judge my architectural opinions?"

"Probably harsher," Vivienne replied, scanning the options. "Food is personal."

"In that case, I'm going with the margherita. Classic, respectable, unlikely to offend."

"Safe choice. I'm thinking the prosciutto and arugula. Sophisticated but not pretentious."

"Look at us, overthinking pizza like it's a personality test."

Vivienne grinned. "Isn't it, though? You can tell a lot about someone by how they approach food. Are they adventurous? Cautious? Do they share?"

"Are you asking if I'll share my pizza with you?" Sebastian's eyes crinkled with amusement. "Because yes, absolutely. I was raised properly."

"Good. Because I was definitely planning to steal at least one slice."

"I'd be disappointed if you didn't."

The server came by, and they ordered—margherita for him, prosciutto and arugula for her, and a bottle of Chianti to split. As the server walked away, Sebastian leaned back in the booth, studying her with those observant eyes she'd noticed in his messages.

"You're not what I expected," he said.

"In a good way or a bad way?"

"Definitely good. You're... I don't know. Funnier in person. More relaxed than I thought you'd be."

"I'm actually terrified," Vivienne admitted. "But you seem to bring out my better angels."

"Terrified of what?"

She gestured vaguely between them. "This. You. The fact that you're probably younger than some of my work blazers."

Sebastian laughed, and she loved the way his whole face lit up. "For the record, I'm probably older than some of your work blazers. And I also invest in quality outerwear," he joked in response.

"Very mature of you," Vivienne said, smirking back at him.

"I have my moments."

The wine arrived, and Sebastian went through the tasting ritual with the server—swirling, sniffing, nodding his approval—with an ease that reminded Vivienne he might be young, but he wasn't inexperienced. When their glasses were poured, he raised his in a small toast.

"To questionable decisions and excellent pizza," he said.

"I'll drink to that."

The wine was perfect—rich and smooth—and as they talked, Vivienne felt herself relaxing despite her earlier nerves. Sebastian was exactly as charming in person as he'd been over text, but there was something else too. The way he listened when she spoke, really listened, like her opinions mattered. The way he asked follow-up questions about her work, her interests, her thoughts on everything from Toronto's architecture to the best coffee shops in the city.

When the pizza arrived, they followed through on their plan to share, and Vivienne found herself leaning across the table to cut slices, Sebastian doing the same. Their hands brushed as they reached for napkins, and she felt that same electric spark from earlier.

"Verdict?" Sebastian asked, taking a bite of her prosciutto and arugula slice.

"Your margherita is perfect. Simple, classic, well-executed. Very you, actually."

"And your choice is sophisticated and complex. Also very you."

They were flirting, she realized. Not just talking, but actually flirting, and it felt natural in a way that surprised her. Sebastian wasn't performing or trying to impress her with elaborate stories or obvious lines. He was just... present. Engaged. Interested in her as a person, not just as a conquest or a novelty.

"Can I ask you something?" Vivienne said as they finished their second glasses of wine.

"Shoot."

"What made you swipe right on me? Honestly."

Sebastian considered this, twirling his wine glass between his fingers. "Your bio, first. It was smart without being pretentious. And your photos—you looked confident. Like you knew exactly who you were and weren't apologizing for it. That's... attractive."

"Even though I'm—"

"Forty-three, yes, you mentioned that. Several times, actually." His smile was gentle but teasing. "Age is just a number, Vivienne. Chemistry is chemistry. And we definitely have chemistry."

She felt heat creep up her neck. He was right—they did have chemistry. The kind that made her hyper aware of every casual touch, every lingering glance, every moment when he leaned forward to hear her better over the restaurant's ambient noise.

The server cleared their plates and asked about dessert, but Sebastian shook his head. "Actually," he said, turning to Vivienne, "there's this great cocktail bar just down the street. Cocktail & Sons. They make incredible drinks, and it's got this old-world speakeasy vibe. Want to continue this somewhere with better lighting?"

Vivienne hesitated. It was already half past eight, and she had work tomorrow. A sensible person would call it a night, go home, maybe text him later to say she'd had a lovely time. A sensible person wouldn't risk extending an evening that was already dangerously enjoyable with someone dangerously attractive.

"I should probably head home," she said, though even as she said it, she knew she didn't want to. "I have an early meeting tomorrow."

"We don't have to stay long," Sebastian said, and there was something in his voice—not pressure, but genuine disappointment at the thought of the evening ending. "One drink. I promise I'll have you home at a reasonable hour."

She looked at him across the table, at those dark eyes and that easy smile, at the way he'd made her laugh all evening without once making her feel self-conscious about their age difference. This was probably a bad idea. This was definitely a bad idea.

"One drink," she heard herself saying. "But if it's terrible, I'm blaming you."

Sebastian's grin was victorious and boyish and absolutely devastating. "Deal. Though I should warn you—their Old Fashioneds are dangerously good."

As he signalled for the check, Vivienne tried to ignore the voice in her head telling her she was making a mistake. She was having too much fun to listen to reason right now. And honestly, when was the last time she'd had this much fun with anyone?

"Lead the way," she said, and tried not to think about how much trouble she might be getting herself into.
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Chapter 7: A Second Location
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Cocktail & Sons was everything Sebastian had promised and more. The speakeasy-style bar was dimly lit with Edison bulbs and exposed brick, filled with the low murmur of intimate conversations and the gentle clink of perfectly crafted drinks. Sebastian had secured them a corner booth that felt deliciously private, and Vivienne found herself sliding closer to him than strictly necessary to hear over the jazz quartet playing near the bar.

"You weren't kidding about the Old Fashioneds," she said, taking another sip of what was definitely not her first drink of the evening. The whisky was smooth and warming, and combined with the wine from dinner, she felt pleasantly loose-limbed and bold.

"I never lie about cocktails," Sebastian replied, his own glass nearly empty. "It's against my personal code of ethics."

"What other ethical standards do you live by?" Vivienne asked, surprised by how flirtatious her own voice sounded. The alcohol was definitely talking, but she found she didn't care.

Sebastian leaned closer, his shoulder brushing hers. "Always hold the door. Never leave someone waiting. And if you're going to break a rule, make sure it's worth it."

"Are we breaking rules tonight?"

"You tell me. I'm pretty sure this qualifies as more than one drink."

Vivienne laughed, gesturing to their empty glasses. "We are being very thorough in our assessment of their cocktail program. It's practically research!"

"Exactly! Due diligence." Sebastian couldn’t help but agree with her.

The server appeared as if summoned, and before Vivienne could protest, Sebastian was ordering another round. She knew she should stop him, should remind him about her early meeting, should be the responsible adult in this situation. Instead, she heard herself saying, "Make mine a whisky sour this time."

"Living dangerously," Sebastian observed.

"You have no idea."

As the night progressed, their conversation became more personal, more intimate. Sebastian told her about growing up in Montreal, about his parents' expectations that he'd become a doctor like his father, about choosing architecture because he loved the idea of creating spaces where people could be happy. Vivienne found herself sharing stories she rarely told anyone—about the loneliness of her marriage's final years, about the terrifying freedom of starting over, about how she'd forgotten what it felt like to be genuinely excited about someone.

"I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop," she admitted, the whisky making her more honest than she'd intended. "For you to turn out to be secretly awful or for me to remember why this is a terrible idea."

Sebastian's hand found hers on the table, his fingers tracing patterns on her palm that made her pulse race. "Maybe it is a terrible idea. Maybe we're both going to regret this tomorrow."

"And?"

"And maybe that's exactly why we should see where it goes." Sebastian’s grin spread across his entire face, much like a wildfire burning quickly out of control.

The touch of his fingers was electric, sending sparks up her arm and straight to her core. When was the last time someone had touched her like this—not carelessly or out of habit, but with intention, with want?

"You're trouble," she said, echoing the message from one of her app matches, but meaning it entirely differently now.

"You're one to talk. Do you know what you're doing to me right now?"

The question hung between them, charged with possibility. Vivienne looked at Sebastian—really looked at him—taking in the way his eyes had darkened, the way his thumb was now stroking across her knuckles, the way he was leaning toward her like he was fighting not to close the distance between them entirely.

"What am I doing to you?" she asked, surprised by her own boldness.

"Making me forget every reason why I should take this slow. Making me want to do very inadvisable things in a public place."

Vivienne could feel her face flush. Her cheeks burned. The smart thing would be to pay the tab, go home separately, maybe text him tomorrow about getting together again soon. The smart thing would be to preserve the perfect tension of this evening, to not rush into something she might regret.

Instead, she found herself leaning closer, her lips nearly brushing his ear as she whispered, "What if we didn't have to do inadvisable things in a public place?"

Sebastian went very still. "Vivienne..."

"My apartment isn't far from here."

The words hung in the air between them, impossible to take back. Vivienne's heart hammered against her ribs as she waited for his response, suddenly terrified he might say no, might remind her that they'd just met, might be the responsible one she was apparently incapable of being tonight.

Instead, Sebastian's hand tightened on hers, and when he turned to look at her, his eyes were dark with want.

"Are you sure?"

The question was gentle, checking in with her even as she could see the desire written across his face. It was exactly the right thing to ask, the considerate response that somehow made her want him even more.

"I'm sure," she said, and meant it completely.

Sebastian didn't hesitate. "Then let me get the check."

He signalled their server with an efficiency that suggested he was as eager to leave as she was, pulling out his wallet and dropping bills on the table without even looking at the total. Vivienne watched him, admiring the confident way he moved, the way his sweater stretched across his shoulders as he reached for his jacket.

"Should we—" she started to ask about calling separate cars, maintaining some pretense of propriety, but Sebastian was already pulling out his phone.

"Uber's three minutes away," he said, his hand finding the small of her back as they made their way toward the exit. "Unless you've changed your mind?"

"Not a chance." Vivienne’s confident response surprised even herself.

The cool night air hit them as they stepped outside, and Vivienne shivered—whether from the temperature or anticipation, she couldn't tell. Sebastian immediately shrugged out of his jacket and draped it around her shoulders, the gesture both gentlemanly and possessive in a way that made her knees weak.

"You don't have to—"

"I want to," he said simply, and something in his voice made her believe him completely.

The Uber pulled up—a black sedan that felt appropriately anonymous—and Sebastian opened the door for her, sliding in beside her and giving the driver her address. As the car pulled away from the curb, Vivienne felt the weight of what they were doing settle over her. She was bringing a man she'd met twenty-four hours ago back to her apartment. A twenty-five-year-old man who made her feel things she'd forgotten she was capable of feeling.

Sebastian seemed to sense her sudden nervousness. His hand found hers in the darkness of the backseat, squeezing gently.

"We don't have to do anything you don't want to do," he said quietly, his voice meant only for her. "We can have coffee. Talk more. See what happens."

The kindness in his voice, the way he was giving her an out even as they sat together in the back of a car heading toward her bedroom, made her decision for her. This wasn't just about attraction or alcohol or the thrill of doing something reckless. This was about Sebastian, specifically—his intelligence, his charm, the way he made her feel like the most interesting woman in the world.

"I know," she said, squeezing his hand back. "I want to see what happens too."

The city lights blurred past the windows as they rode through the night toward her apartment, toward whatever came next. Vivienne closed her eyes and tried not to overthink it, tried to just exist in this moment of possibility and desire and Sebastian's warm hand in hers.

Tomorrow she could worry about consequences. Tonight, she was going to see where this dangerous chemistry led them.
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Chapter 8: Apartment
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The door was practically no sooner shut behind them than clothes were coming off.

Immediately as they’d stepped inside, the kissing had begun. Hot, passionate, and even a bit messy. But the intensity of the kissing told each of them what was on the other’s mind. And that’s when the clothing started to disappear.

Soon enough, they were taking gradual steps across Vivienne’s apartment, while slowly removing clothing items, before immediately returning to making out again. It was a bit challenging, but they probably would have felt more awkward if each of them weren’t drunk.

Clothes hit the floor, piece by piece, scattered in a trail leading toward the bedroom. His belt buckle clinked, her zipper hissed, and soon there was nothing but skin—smooth, warm, and eager. Vivienne’s breath hitched as Sebastian’s lips left hers, trailing down her neck, nipping lightly at her collarbone. Her fingers twisted in his brown curls, pulling him closer, urging him on.

“Come on.” Vivienne led with a smile, holding Sebastian’s hand as she pulled him into her bedroom with haste.

The door clicked shut, and Vivienne’s back was pressed against the wall, her lips already claimed by Sebastian’s. His hands were everywhere—tangling in her auburn hair, sliding down her back, gripping her hips as he pulled her closer. She gasped into his mouth, her own hands gripping his back, nails digging into him, just slightly.

“Sebastian...” she whispered, her voice husky, her chest rising and falling with each shallow breath. His name felt like a secret, something she’d kept locked away for too long.

He groaned against her skin, his hands sliding down her sides, gripping her hips tightly. “Vivienne,” he murmured, his voice low and rough, sending a shiver down her spine. “You’re so beautiful.”

She laughed softly, her heart swelling with pride. Eighteen years older, and still, he looked at her like she was the only woman in the world. His hands cupped her face, pulling her into another deep kiss, his tongue sliding against hers in a rhythm that made her knees weak.

They stumbled toward the bed, their bodies pressed together, their lips never parting. The bedframe caught her shin, and she winced, but Sebastian’s hands were there immediately, soothing the spot with his fingers before joining her in the bed, exploring her curves with a reverence that made her feel like a goddess.

The bed was soft beneath her as she fell back, Sebastian following her down, his body covering hers. His weight was comforting, grounding, and she arched into him, her hands roaming over his broad shoulders, down his back, feeling the muscles tense beneath her touch.

He kissed her again, slow and deep, before pulling back to look at her. His brown eyes were dark with desire, his chest heaving as he took her in. “You’re incredible,” he breathed, his fingers tracing the curve of her breast, his touch feather-light but enough to make her gasp.

“Sebastian,” she whispered, her hands sliding down to his hips, pulling him closer. “I need you.”

He didn’t need to be told twice. His lips found hers again, his hands roaming her body, setting her skin on fire. His fingertips brushed over her nipples, teasing them into hard peaks, and Vivienne moaned into his mouth, her hips opening up towards him.

“God, Vivienne,” he groaned, his voice strained, his body trembling with need. He shifted, his hips settling between her thighs, and she could feel him—hard and ready—pressing against her. His cock felt firm, sitting atop her, not quite entering her yet. Her breath caught, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he rocked against her, the friction sending sparks through her entire body.

“Please,” she begged, her voice barely a whisper, her body aching for him.

He kissed her again, his lips soft but insistent, before reaching between them, guiding himself to her entrance. The first press of him against her was enough to make her cry out, her back arching, her hands gripping his shoulders tightly.

“Look at me,” he whispered, his voice husky, his eyes locked on hers. She did, her breath hitching as he pushed into her, slow and deliberate, filling her completely.

“Oh God,” she gasped, her nails digging into his skin, her body adjusting to him, to the stretch and the heat and the perfect fullness. Sebastian groaned, his forehead resting against hers, his breath hot against her skin.

“You feel... incredible,” he murmured, his hips rocking against hers, setting a slow, steady rhythm that made her toes curl.

Vivienne moaned, her hands sliding down his back, feeling the muscles flex as he moved. She kissed him, her lips desperate, her body craving more. Her hips rose to meet his, urging him on, deepening the connection between them.

“Oh yes, Sebastian! Just like that!” she cried.

Sebastian’s pace quickened, his thrusts becoming harder, deeper, and Vivienne’s moans grew louder, more urgent. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer, her body trembling as the pleasure built, threatening to overwhelm her.

“Don’t stop,” she begged, her voice breaking, her nails scraping down his back. She knew she might be leaving marks on him. She was just too overwhelmed to care.

“I won’t,” he promised, his voice sounding confident, his hips moving faster, driving her closer to the edge. He tried to maintain that consistent pace, as he could tell from her noises and her facial expressions that she was really enjoying it.

Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper, and Sebastian groaned, his breath coming in ragged gasps. His lips found hers again, his kiss desperate, his hands gripping her hips tightly as he fucked her with a passion that left her breathless.

“Sebastian,” she whimpered, her body tightening, the pleasure coiling tighter and tighter until she couldn’t hold on anymore. “You’re... you’re gonna make me...” Vivienne hesitated as Sebastian moved his hand to her throat. He continued to pound down into her, holding her firmly. As if she belonged there, underneath him. As if she were his.

She seemed almost stuck in that moment. Trapped in that immense pleasure. Her only solace the eye contact between the two of them. As she took every inch of him, she couldn’t help but stare directly into his eyes, and he right back. The powerful thrusts continue as the two exchanged nary a word.

Something about staring like that was doing something to Vivienne. She found it so sexy. She never wanted it to stop. The two continued like that, with him holding her throat and filling her, as she meekly stared back up at him. Then, her plan of staying like this forever was suddenly interrupted.

Her orgasm hit her like a wave, crashing over her, her body trembling, her nails digging into his skin as she cried out his name.

“Oh! Oh! OH SEBASTIAN!” Vivienne cried.

Sebastian groaned, his hips stuttering, fucking her faster as her moans were taking him with her. He thrusted fast as he could, his body trembling as he followed her over the edge. He pulled out just in time, his release spilling over her stomach, hot and thick as he panted, his forehead resting against hers.

For a moment, they stayed like that, their bodies pressed together, their breath mingling as they came down from the high. Then Sebastian kissed her, slow and sweet, his hands gentle as they brushed the hair from her face.

“Wow, you’re amazing,” he whispered, his voice filled with awe.

Vivienne smiled, her heart swelling with pride. “Holy hell! So are you,” she murmured, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw.

She didn’t remember much from the rest of that night. They must have passed out, shortly afterwards.
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Chapter 9: Awkward
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The sunlight streaming through Vivienne's bedroom curtains was far too bright for how her head felt. She blinked slowly, her mouth dry as cotton, trying to piece together where she was and why there was a warm body next to her in bed.

Sebastian.

The memories came flooding back in fragments—the bar, the kissing, the trail of clothes across her apartment floor, the way he'd looked at her like she was the only person in the world. Her cheeks burned with a mixture of embarrassment and something else she didn't want to examine too closely.

She glanced at the clock on her nightstand. 7:23 a.m. Shit. She had a video conference call with her team at 9:00, and she needed Sebastian gone before then. Not because she was ashamed—well, maybe a little—but because she worked from home and her apartment was small enough that any noise would carry straight into her home office.

Sebastian stirred beside her, his arm tightening around her waist for a moment before his eyes fluttered open. When he saw her looking at him, a slow smile spread across his face.

"Morning," he said, his voice rough with sleep.

"Morning," she replied, suddenly hyper aware that they were both still naked under the thin sheet. The confidence she'd felt last night seemed to have evaporated with the alcohol in her system.

They stared at each other for a beat too long, neither quite sure what came next. This was uncharted territory for both of them.

"So," Sebastian said finally, propping himself up on one elbow. "That was..."

"Yeah." Vivienne pulled the sheet up higher, covering herself more completely. "It was."

Another silence. Sebastian ran a hand through his disheveled brown hair, and Vivienne found herself watching the movement before quickly looking away.

"Listen," she started, then stopped. How exactly did one handle this situation? "I hate to be that person, but I actually have to get ready for work soon."

Relief flickered across Sebastian's face—apparently he'd been wondering how to navigate this morning too. "Of course! No problem at all. I should probably head home anyway, shower, change clothes." He gestured to his wrinkled shirt on the floor.

"I work from home," Vivienne explained quickly, not wanting him to think she was just trying to get rid of him. Well, she was, but not for the reasons he might assume. "I have a video call at nine, and my apartment's not exactly soundproof."

"Totally understand." Sebastian sat up, the sheet pooling around his waist. Vivienne tried not to stare at his chest. "Mind if I use your bathroom first?"

"Of course, go ahead."

He slipped out of bed, completely unselfconscious in his nakedness as he gathered his boxers from the floor. Vivienne watched him go, then immediately felt weird about watching him go, then felt weird about feeling weird about it.

While he was in the bathroom, she quickly pulled on a robe and started gathering his scattered clothes—his shirt by the bedroom door, his pants in the hallway, his belt by the couch. The physical evidence of their night together felt almost surreal in the harsh light of morning.

When Sebastian emerged from the bathroom, she had his clothes folded in a neat pile on the kitchen counter.

"Thanks," he said, pulling on his pants. "You didn't have to do that."

"It's fine." She busied herself making coffee, needing something to do with her hands. "Coffee? I mean, if you have time. You probably want to get going."

"Coffee would be great, actually."

Vivienne wasn’t sure if she’d regret having offered. She hoped things wouldn’t be too awkward, now that they’d have to chat for a bit longer.

They moved around each other carefully in the small kitchen, hyper aware of every accidental brush of shoulders or fingers. The easy chemistry from the night before had been replaced by something more tentative, more uncertain.

Sebastian buttoned his shirt while Vivienne poured two mugs of coffee. She handed him one, and their fingers touched briefly around the handle.

"Thanks," he said.

"You're welcome."

They stood there sipping their coffee, stealing glances at each other between looking anywhere else in the apartment. Vivienne found herself studying her kitchen backsplash with intense interest.

"So," Sebastian said finally. "Last night was..."

"Really nice," Vivienne finished quickly. Too quickly.

"Yeah. Really nice." He cleared his throat. "I mean, I had a great time. With you. Obviously."

"Me too. Obviously."

More silence. Vivienne took another sip of coffee and immediately burned her tongue.

"I should probably..." Sebastian gestured toward the door.

"Right, yes. Your shower. And I need to..." She waved vaguely toward her home office.

"Your meeting thing."

"Right. The meeting thing." This was starting to freak Vivienne out. It was going exactly as awkwardly as she’d hoped it wouldn’t.

Sebastian finished his coffee and set the mug in the sink. "Thank you. For the coffee. And for... everything." There was a certain sincerity in the way he said it, that let Vivienne know he truly meant it.

Vivienne felt her cheeks warm again. "Thank you, too."

He gathered his jacket from the chair where it had been thrown, and they walked to the front door together. The same door they'd practically fallen through the night before, all hands and mouths and desperate need. Now it felt like walking the green mile.

Sebastian paused with his hand on the doorknob. "I'll, um. I'll see you around?"

"Yeah. Definitely. See you around."

He leaned in like he might kiss her, then seemed to think better of it, settling for an awkward pat on her shoulder instead. Vivienne immediately wanted to crawl into a hole.

"Have a good day at work," he said.

"You too. I mean, have a good day. At whatever you're doing today."

"Right. Thanks."

He opened the door, stepped into the hallway, then turned back. "Vivienne?"

"Yeah?"

"I really did have a great time."

Despite all the awkwardness, she found herself smiling. "Me too, Sebastian."

He smiled back, and for just a moment, the weird tension lifted. Then he gave a little wave and headed down the hallway toward the elevator.

Vivienne closed the door and leaned against it, letting out a long breath she didn't realize she'd been holding. She looked around her apartment—at the coffee mugs in the sink, at the indent in the couch cushion where Sebastian had sat, at the bedroom where the sheets were still rumpled from their night together.

What the hell kind of mistake had she just made?
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Chapter 10: Reaffirmed
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Her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter twenty minutes after she finished work, just as she was closing her laptop and standing up from her chair.

Sebastian: Thanks again for this morning. Hope your meeting went well!

Vivienne stared at the text for a full minute before typing back.

Vivienne: No problem at all. Thanks for being so understanding.

She hit send, then immediately wondered if that sounded too formal. Before she could overthink it further, another text came through.

Sebastian: This might be forward, but I'd like to see you again. Maybe somewhere with less alcohol involved this time? 😅

Her heart did a little flip. She started typing several different responses, deleting each one.

I'd like that too. Delete. That sounds nice. Delete. Yes, I think that would be good. Delete.

Finally, she settled on: I'd like that. Though I should probably warn you I'm much more awkward sober.

Sebastian: Impossible. You were perfectly charming at dinner before we started drinking.

Vivienne: Was I? I barely remember that part.

Sebastian: You were. Trust me.

She smiled despite herself, then realized she was smiling at her phone like a teenager and felt ridiculous.

Vivienne: When were you thinking?

Sebastian: This coming weekend? Saturday afternoon maybe? We could grab lunch, walk around downtown?

Vivienne: That sounds nice. Very... normal.

Sebastian: Normal is good. Normal is safe.

Vivienne: Safe is probably what we need right now.

Sebastian: Agreed. Though I have to say, unsafe was pretty amazing.

Vivienne felt her cheeks burn and was grateful he couldn't see her reaction through the phone.

Vivienne: Sebastian!

Sebastian: Sorry, too much?

Vivienne: No, it's just... we're texting about it now and I don't know how to act.

Sebastian: Want to call instead? Might be easier to actually talk.

She stared at the suggestion. Texting felt safer, more controlled. Phone calls were immediate, no time to craft the perfect response. She didn’t want to revert back to the awkwardness of this morning.

Vivienne: Okay. But give me five minutes to finish hyperventilating.

Sebastian: 😂 Take your time.

Vivienne set her phone down and took several deep breaths. This was ridiculous! She was a grown woman. She'd had a one-night stand with someone she liked, and now they wanted to see each other again. This was normal adult behaviour.

Her phone rang exactly five minutes later.

"Hi," she said, answering on the second ring.

"Hi." His voice was warm, familiar. "How's the hyperventilating going?"

"Better now, actually." And it was true—hearing his voice made some of the weirdness dissipate. 

"How are you feeling? About... everything?" she asked.

"Honestly? A bit confused, but in a good way." She could hear him moving around, probably pacing. "I keep thinking about last night, and this morning, and wondering if I imagined how right it felt."

"You didn't imagine it." The words came out before she could stop them.

"Good. Because I was starting to worry I'd misread the entire situation."

Vivienne laughed, surprising herself. "Sebastian, you did not misread anything. Trust me."

"Okay, good. So where does that leave us?"

"I don't know," she admitted. "I've never really done this before."

"What, dated someone younger?"

"Dated someone... yes, younger. Or had a one-night stand that I actually wanted to turn into something more. Take your pick."

"Well, for what it's worth, I've never dated someone older, so we're both figuring it out as we go."

"That's oddly comforting."

"So Saturday then? Lunch and a walk? Very innocent, very public?"

"Very safe," she agreed. "Though I should probably warn you, I'm definitely going to be weird about it."

"What kind of weird?" Sebastian hoped she was flirting with him again.

"I don't know yet. I haven't had time to figure out my particular brand of weird for this situation."

Sebastian laughed, and the sound made her stomach flutter in a way that had nothing to do with nervousness. "I look forward to discovering it."

"Don't say I didn't warn you."

"Noted. Should we say noon? Meet at that little café on George Street?" Sebastian asked.

"The Roasted Bean?"

"That's the one."

"Perfect. I can walk there, work off some of my nervous energy beforehand."

"Vivienne?"

"Yeah?"

"For what it's worth, I'm nervous too. But also really looking forward to it."

"Me too," she said softly. "Both the nervousness and the looking forward to it."

"Good. I'll see you Saturday then."

"See you Saturday."

After she hung up, Vivienne sat back in her desk chair and realized she was smiling. Really smiling, not the anxious grimace she'd been wearing for most of the day. Maybe they could figure this out after all.
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Chapter 11: Second Chances
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The week had crawled by with agonizing slowness. Vivienne found herself checking her phone constantly, rereading their few text exchanges, and changing her mind about what to wear at least six times. By Friday night, she had three different outfits laid out on her bed, each representing a different version of herself she might want to be tomorrow.

Casual Vivienne: jeans, a soft sweater, and comfortable walking shoes.

Put-Together Vivienne: a sundress with a light cardigan and ballet flats.

Trying-Too-Hard Vivienne: a blouse with dress pants and heels that would be torture by the end of the day.

She'd gone with Casual Vivienne in the end, though she'd spent an embarrassing amount of time on her makeup that morning, going for what she hoped looked like effortless beauty but had actually taken forty-five minutes to achieve. For Vivienne, that was much longer than she usually spent.

Now, standing outside The Roasted Bean at 11:58 a.m., she was second-guessing everything. Her palms were sweaty, her stomach was doing gymnastics, and she was pretty sure she'd already checked her reflection in the café window three times.

"Vivienne?"

She turned to find Sebastian walking up the street, and her breath nearly caught in her throat once more. He looked... good. Really good. Dark jeans, a navy button-down with the sleeves rolled up, and a smile that made her forget why she'd been nervous in the first place.

"Hi," she said, probably a little too breathlessly.

"Hi yourself." He stopped in front of her, close enough that she could smell his cologne. "You look beautiful."

"Thank you. You look pretty good yourself."

They stood there for a moment, both smiling, and Vivienne realized that some of her nervousness had melted away just at the sight of him.

"So," Sebastian said, gesturing toward the café door. "Ready for the most carefully planned casual lunch in the history of casual lunches?"

Vivienne laughed. "You have no idea how many outfits I tried on this morning."

"Three?"

"How did you—"

"Lucky guess. I went through four shirts myself."

The two couldn’t help but laugh together. The confession made her feel infinitely better. 

"Well, I'm glad we both settled on something that works."

Inside, they ordered coffee and sandwiches, falling into easy conversation while they waited. Sebastian told her about his week at work, some ridiculous story about a client who wanted to redesign their entire lobby to match their cat's personality. Vivienne found herself genuinely laughing, not the polite chuckles she usually managed on dates, but real, from-the-belly laughter.

"I'm sorry, did you just say the cat's name is Sir Whiskers McGillicuddy?" she asked, wiping tears from her eyes.

"I swear on my mother's grave. Well, not my mother's grave because she's still alive, but you get the idea."

"And they wanted the website to be... orange?"

"Orange with purple polka dots, because apparently that represents Sir Whiskers' 'playful yet sophisticated nature.'"

"Oh my God, please tell me you guys took the job."

"Are you kidding? The deposit alone paid my rent for two months."

They collected their food and found a table by the window. The conversation flowed as easily as it had that first night at dinner, before the alcohol and the intensity and the morning-after awkwardness. This felt natural, comfortable, like they'd been doing this for years instead of days.

"Can I ask you something?" Sebastian said, halfway through his sandwich.

"Shoot."

"What made you say yes to this? To seeing me again, I mean."

Vivienne considered the question, twirling a piece of lettuce around her fork. "Honestly? Because when you called, and we started talking, it felt... right. Easy. Like maybe we could figure out how to do this without it being weird."

"And how are we doing so far?"

"So far, so good." She smiled. "What about you? What made you want to see me again?"

"Besides the obvious?" He grinned when she blushed. "I keep thinking about that conversation we had at dinner. Before everything got... intense. You're funny, and smart, and you actually listen when I talk. Do you know how rare that is?"

"I'm sure you're exaggerating."

"I'm really not. Most people just wait for their turn to speak. You actually engage."

Vivienne felt warmth spread through her chest. "Well, you're interesting to listen to."

"See? There you go again."

After lunch, they walked down George Street toward Millennium Park, their shoulders bumping occasionally as they navigated the weekend foot traffic. The autumn air was crisp but pleasant, and Vivienne found herself relaxing more with each step.

"So what's the plan?" Sebastian asked as they reached the park entrance.

"I thought we could walk the trails? There's a nice loop that goes around the pond. Unless you had something else in mind?"

"That sounds perfect. Lead the way."

The park was busy with families and couples enjoying the Saturday afternoon. They fell into step beside each other on the paved trail, close enough that their hands occasionally brushed as they walked. Vivienne found herself hyper aware of each contact, wondering if he was doing it on purpose.

"It's beautiful here," Sebastian said, looking out over the pond where a family of ducks was paddling lazily.

"It's one of my favourite spots in the city. I come here when I need to think."

"What do you think about?"

"Work, mostly. Life decisions. Whether I should repaint my kitchen."

"What colour are you considering?"

"I keep going back and forth between sage green and navy blue."

"Sage green," Sebastian said without hesitation.

"Really? Why?"

"It would look beautiful with your hair."

The compliment caught her off guard, and she felt heat rise in her cheeks. "That's... not typically how people choose paint colours."

"Maybe not, but it's how I'd choose them for you." The compliment only served to make her blush even more.

They walked in comfortable silence for a while, watching other park-goers feed the ducks and push children on swings. There was something peaceful about it, something that made Vivienne feel like she could do this forever—just walk beside him, occasionally brushing hands, sharing comfortable silences and easy conversation.

"Can I ask you something personal?" Sebastian said as they rounded a bend in the trail.

"How personal?"

"Medium personal."

"Okay, shoot," she replied.

"What's the longest relationship you've ever been in?"

Vivienne considered whether to give the safe answer or the honest one. "About 20 years. We were married for 18. His name was Richard. We finalized our divorce 6 months ago."

"What happened?"

"He cheated on me. It’s a long story, but that’s the gist of it, anyway."

"Oh. I’m sorry. How awful that must have felt! I can only imagine. Do you regret marrying him in the first place? Or do you wish it was something you could have worked through?"

"No, I don’t regret marrying him. Mainly because of my kids. I love them so much! But I don’t know... I don’t think I would have changed a thing. It’s really hard to say."

They'd stopped walking without realizing it, standing beside a bench that overlooked the pond. Sebastian was looking at her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

"What about you?" she asked. "Longest relationship?"

"Two years. Sarah. We broke up also about six months ago."

"What happened there?"

"She thought I was too immature. She was just two years older than me. But apparently, my job was beneath her. I was 'embarrassing' her at work functions."

Vivienne winced. "Ouch."

"Yeah. It didn't do wonders for my confidence in the age-gap department, either."

"Is that why you were nervous about... this?" Vivienne asked.

"Part of it. I keep waiting for you to realize I'm too young for you."

Vivienne turned to face him fully. "Sebastian, you're one of the most mature people I've met in a long time. Age is just a number."

"You really believe that?" he asked.

"I'm here, aren't I?"

He smiled, that slow, genuine smile that made her stomach flutter. "Yeah, you are."

They resumed walking, but something had shifted between them. The conversation felt deeper, more intimate, like they were moving past the surface-level getting-to-know-you phase into something more substantial.

"I have another confession," Sebastian said as they completed the loop around the pond.

"Oh no, what now?"

"I may have looked up your company online this week."

"You did not." Vivienne was actually stunned.

"I did. Very impressive, by the way. That campaign you did for the tourism board last year was brilliant. If that was you."

"It was me! I was the lead on that project! You saw that?"

"I saw everything. You're incredibly talented, Vivienne." Neither of them could keep themselves from blushing at this point.

She felt a flush of pride mixed with embarrassment. "Thank you. That means a lot coming from someone as intelligent as yourself."

"I'd love to hear more about it sometime. About your work, I mean."

"Really?"

"Really. I'm genuinely interested in what you do."

They'd been walking for over an hour, and Vivienne could feel her feet starting to protest in her sneakers. "Want to sit for a while?" she suggested, nodding toward an empty bench.

"Please. My feet are killing me."

They settled onto the bench, stretching their legs out in front of them. The afternoon sun was warm on Vivienne's face, and she found herself studying Sebastian's profile as he watched a group of kids feeding the ducks.

"You're staring," he said without looking at her.

"Maybe a little."

"What are you thinking about?"

"How this is nothing like I expected it to be."

"Good different or bad different?" Sebastian asked.

"Definitely good different. I was prepared for it to be awkward, but this feels... natural."

"It does, doesn't it?" He turned to look at her. "I keep forgetting to be nervous."

Vivienne chuckled, "Same. Although I have to admit, I'm getting pretty hungry."

Sebastian checked his watch. "It's almost four. We've been at this for hours."

"Has it really been that long?"

"Time flies when you're having fun, I guess."

Vivienne's stomach chose that moment to growl audibly, making them both laugh.

"Okay, that settles it," Sebastian said, standing up and offering her his hand. "We’re definitely getting food!"

"Are you sure? We said lunch and a walk."

"We did lunch and a walk. Now we're doing dinner. Or a snack. Your choice. Unless you don't want to?"

She took his hand, letting him pull her to her feet. "I'd love to have dinner with you. Or a second lunch. Whatever this is."

"Good. Linner it is! I know just the place."

He led her to another small Italian restaurant just outside the park, the kind of cozy neighbourhood place with checkered tablecloths and candles in wine bottles. It was exactly the sort of restaurant Vivienne would have chosen herself. He was lucky she really liked Italian.

"How did you know about this place?" she asked as they were seated at a corner table.

"I live about six blocks from here. I come here when I don't feel like cooking."

"Which is how often?"

"More often than I care to admit. I'm a terrible cook."

"I find that hard to believe," Vivienne responded.

"Oh, it's true. I once set off the smoke alarm making scrambled eggs."

"How do you burn scrambled eggs?"

"Very carefully, apparently."

The server brought them menus and a basket of warm bread, and they settled into the comfortable rhythm they'd established throughout the day. The conversation ranged from food preferences to travel stories to embarrassing childhood memories, each topic flowing naturally into the next.

"Okay, most embarrassing moment," Sebastian said, twirling pasta around his fork. "Go."

"Most embarrassing ever?"

"Top three will do."

Vivienne thought for a moment. "Okay, but you can't judge me."

"I promise."

"I was giving a presentation to a really important client last year. Big boardroom, lots of executives, my boss's boss was there. I'm in the middle of explaining our strategy when I realize everyone's staring at me weird."

"Oh no."

"Turns out I'd been walking around for twenty minutes with my skirt tucked into my pantyhose."

Sebastian nearly choked on his wine. "You didn't."

"I did. Full view of my underwear to the entire executive team."

"What did you do?"

"What could I do? I excused myself, fixed it, came back, and pretended nothing happened. We got the account, so I guess it worked out."

"That's mortifying and impressive at the same time."

"Your turn."

Sebastian grinned. "Last month, I was on a video call with a client. Big presentation, similar to yours. I'm doing great, feeling confident, really selling the concept."

"And?"

"My cat decided that was the perfect moment to knock over a full cup of coffee directly onto my laptop. While I was screen-sharing."

"Oh God."

"The screen went black, I started swearing, and when I finally got back on the call, the client's first words were, 'Well, that was entertaining!'"

"Did you get the job?"

"Amazingly, yes. Turns out the client has three cats and completely understood. They actually thought it was funny!"

By the time they finished dinner, the sun was setting, casting a golden glow through the restaurant windows. Vivienne realized she didn't want the day to end.

"This has been perfect," she said as Sebastian paid the check again despite her protests.

"Has been? Past tense?"

"Is being perfect. Present tense."

"Good. Because I'm not ready for it to be over yet,” Sebastian admitted.

"What did you have in mind?"

"A walk back to your place? Assuming you don't mind the company, of course."

Her heart skipped. "I'd like that."

They strolled slowly through the downtown streets, in no hurry to reach their destination. The evening air was cool but comfortable, and Vivienne found herself walking closer to Sebastian than strictly necessary.

"Can I ask you something?" she said as they turned onto her street.

"Always."

"Are you glad we did this? Today, I mean."

"Are you kidding? This has been one of the best days I've had in months."

"Really?" Vivienne asked him, slightly surprised.

"Really, yes. I mean it! What about you?"

"I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop, for something to go wrong."

"Why?" Sebastian asked her.

"Because things like this don't usually happen to me. Good-looking younger men don't usually want to spend entire days with me."

Sebastian stopped walking and turned to face her. "Vivienne, you need to stop selling yourself short. You're incredible."

"I'm really not—"

"You are. You're beautiful, and funny, and smart, and kind. Any man would be lucky to spend time with you."

She felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes. "You don't have to say that."

"I'm not saying it because I have to. I'm saying it because it's true."

They were standing in front of her building now, under the soft glow of the streetlight. Sebastian reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering against her cheek.

"Vivienne?"

"Yeah?"

"I'd really like to kiss you right now."

Her breath caught. "I'd like that too."

He leaned in slowly, giving her plenty of time to change her mind. When his lips met hers, it was soft and sweet and perfect. Nothing like the desperate, alcohol-fueled kissing from their first night. This was tender, deliberate, full of promise.

When they broke apart, Vivienne was breathless.

"Wow," she whispered.

"Yeah. Wow."

They stood there for a moment, foreheads touching, both smiling.

"So," Vivienne said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"So."

"Would you... would you like to come up? For coffee, or... whatever."

Sebastian's smile widened. "I'd love to."

This time, when they walked through her front door, there was no desperate fumbling with clothes, no frantic kissing. Instead, Sebastian took her hand and pulled her close, kissing her again with the same gentle intensity as outside.

"This is different," Vivienne murmured against his lips.

"Better different?"

"Much better different."

And as Sebastian's arms wrapped around her waist and she melted into his embrace, Vivienne realized that maybe, just maybe, she'd found something worth taking a chance on.
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Chapter 12: So Tender
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The apartment felt different this time—warmer, more intimate. Sebastian's hands found the small of Vivienne's back as she closed the door behind them, pulling her gently against him.

"Hi," he whispered, his forehead resting against hers.

"Hi yourself."

Their lips met again, slower this time, more deliberate. Vivienne's fingers traced the line of his jaw before tangling in his hair, and she could feel his smile against her mouth.

They moved together across the living room, pausing every few steps to kiss again, to touch, to simply look at each other. There was no urgency this time, no desperate fumbling. Just the quiet certainty of two people who had found something worth savouring.

Sebastian's thumb traced along her cheekbone, his eyes searching hers. "You’re so beautiful,” he said, as he admired her.

“Thanks,” Vivienne said, blushing. “And you’re so handsome.” She smiled as she kissed him right back.

The kissing slowly began to escalate from there—increasing in pace and intensity. Each of them wanted one another. But they also remembered their mutual promise to take things more slowly.

Gently, Vivienne began to pull at his hands. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment. It took Sebastian a second to understand what she was getting at.

“You're sure about this?" he asked.

"Very sure," she breathed, taking his hand and leading him toward the hallway.

At the threshold of her bedroom, they paused. Sebastian cupped her face in his hands, kissing her with a tenderness that made her knees weak. Vivienne leaned into him, her heart racing not with nerves but with anticipation.

"This time," she whispered against his lips, "we take our time."

"All the time in the world," he agreed, and kissed her again.

The moment the bedroom door clicked shut behind them, Vivienne felt the weight of his gaze on her, heavy with desire. Sebastian’s hands slid down her arms, his touch sending shivers through her. He leaned in, his breath warm against her ear. “You have no idea,” he murmured, “how long I’ve waited to have you like this.”

Vivienne’s heart thudded as she turned to face him, her fingers trembling as she reached for the buttons of his shirt. “Show me,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Sebastian’s hands gripped her hips, drawing her closer. He kissed her deeply; a kiss that felt never-ending. She kissed him right back.

Their bodies pressed together, Vivienne could feel the heat radiating off him as she slowly undid his shirt, one button at a time. When it hung open, revealing his toned chest, she traced her fingers along his skin, marveling at the way he shivered under her touch. Sebastian’s hands slipped under her blouse, his fingers splaying across the small of her back, pulling her even closer. Their eyes met once again, but this time, they were darker than before.

She was the first to break away. Vivienne took steps toward the bed, still staring into Sebastian’s eyes. She knew he wanted her, and she knew that he was ready. To tease him, she slowly peeled her blouse off her shoulders, her neck, her arms, exposing her bra. She tossed the blouse to the side of the bed. Then she made a gesture with her finger, summoning Sebastian toward her.

For a moment, Sebastian hesitated, but he joined her soon enough. He grabbed her face and kissed her all over—on the forehead, the cheeks, the nose, and most importantly, her lips. Vivienne responded with kisses to his cheek and neck, to which Sebastian let out a sigh of pleasure.

He managed to pull away, chuckling. “You’re not the only one who’s been wanting to do this for ages,” he said. Vivienne smirked as he began moving kisses down her body. From her collarbone to the curves of her breasts, she felt a rush of adrenaline. A moan escaped her lips, and her fingers instinctively curled around the sheets.

“Please tell me I’m not dreaming,” Sebastian murmured against her skin. Vivienne let out a breathless laugh. “You’re not,” she assured him, her fingers tangling in his hair. He looked up at her, his brown eyes dark with need. “Good,” he said, his voice rough. “Because I’ve been thinking about this—about you—all week long.”

Sebastian kissed her again, this time with more urgency. Vivienne’s hands slid down his back, feeling the muscles tense under her touch. He trailed his fingers along the edge of her bra, teasing the strap. “Can I?” he asked, his voice thick with desire. Vivienne nodded. “Yes.”

With a deliberate slowness, Sebastian unhooked her bra. The moment it fell away, he exhaled sharply, his gaze fixed on her bare chest. “You’re perfect,” he breathed, his hands skimming lightly over her breasts. Vivienne arched into his touch, her breath hitching as his thumbs brushed over her nipples, sending waves of pleasure through her. “God, Sebastian,” she gasped, her fingers gripping his shoulders. “I need you. Again.”

Sebastian kissed down her stomach, his lips leaving yet another trail of fire in their wake. Then, he guided her backwards onto the bed, his hands sliding down her thighs as he kissed up her legs.

Vivienne’s breath caught once more as Sebastian reached the hem of her skirt, his fingers sliding underneath it. He looked up at her, his eyes dark and hungry for her, and she nodded. “Please,” she whispered, her voice trembling with need.

Sebastian peeled her skirt off slowly, his hands lingering as it fell to the floor. With a gentle pressure, he parted her thighs, his fingers tracing the lace edge of her panties. “Beautiful,” he murmured, his breath hot against her skin. Vivienne shivered, her hips lifting slightly as he teased her through the fabric. “Sebastian,” she pleaded, her voice breaking. “I need you to touch me.”

He didn’t hesitate. With a single motion, he slid her panties down her legs, tossing them aside. Vivienne gasped as he settled between her legs, his eyes locked on hers. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said, his voice thick with admiration. Then, he pressed a kiss to the inside of her thigh.

Vivienne’s fingers buried themselves in his hair as he kissed lower, his breath warm against her core. When his tongue finally touched her, she cried out, her back arching off the bed. “Oh my God,” she moaned, her hips rocking against his mouth.

Sebastian’s tongue moved with purpose, circling and pressing in just the right spots. Vivienne’s moans grew louder, her hands pulling his hair as the pleasure built inside her. “Yes,” she gasped, her thighs trembling. “Just like that.”

The pressure inside her was almost too much, and she could feel herself teetering on the edge. “Sebastian,” she cried out, her voice shaking. “I’m so close. Don’t stop!”

He didn’t. His tongue worked faster, his fingers teasing her entrance until she couldn’t take it anymore. With a loud cry, Vivienne came, her body shaking with the intensity of her release. Sebastian held her hips steady, licking and kissing her through it until she collapsed back onto the bed, her chest heaving.

Sebastian kissed his way back up her body, his lips claiming hers in a deep, passionate kiss. Vivienne could taste herself on his tongue, and the thought made her moan into his mouth. “You’re incredible,” he murmured against her lips.

“So are you,” she whispered. “Now I need you inside me.”

Sebastian’s eyes practically smirked at her words, his hands fumbling with his belt. When his pants finally hit the floor, Vivienne’s gaze fell to his erection, her breath catching at the sight of him. He stopped for a moment to smile at her. “Ready?” he asked, clearly eager to have her.

Vivienne nodded eagerly. “Yes. Please, Sebastian. I need you.”

He positioned himself between her legs, guiding his tip to her entrance. He spat on himself, before rubbing his manhood against her. She watched, letting him work how he pleased. Then, slowly,  he pushed his way in. She gasped. He leaned in to kiss her; she kissed him back. “You feel so good,” he groaned. She groaned back. “So do you!”

Sebastian pushed further and further, inch by inch, until he was entirely inside her. He lingered there for a second, moving only very slightly. He didn’t want to start out too rough for her. “You okay?” he asked.

“I’m more than okay,” Vivienne said, smiling. She then wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him into another kiss. Sebastian responded by beginning to thrust in and out of her. Slowly at first, but he quickly picked up the pace. Vivienne let out moan after moan, feeling herself get closer and closer to orgasm with each thrust.

“Does it feel good?” Sebastian asked.

“Yes,” Vivienne panted. “Yes, it feels amazing. Don’t stop.”

Sebastian obeyed, his thrusts growing faster and deeper. This time, Sebastian was closer to the edge than Vivienne was. She wrapped her legs around his waist, locking him in place and pulling him even deeper. He groaned, his forehead pressed against hers, as he sought his own release.

When Vivienne’s body tensed around him, nails clawing his back, Sebastian could do little but buck his hips faster. “Oh yes! Oh God!” he moaned, loving how she felt as she surrounded him.

“Yes, give it to me. Give it to me Sebastian!” That encouragement from Vivienne, combined with the way she was wrapped around him, was all he needed. He continued thrusting, knowing it was too late to stop now.

Vivienne’s face—so confident, so beautiful—pushed him to the brink. Sebastian let out a grunt, and pulled out at the last second, spilling himself all over her chest.

“Fuck! Oh fuck! You feel so fucking good!” he cried out, while Vivienne enjoyed how hard she’d just made him cum. She took the reward he’d just given her as a compliment.

“My God,” Vivienne said. She leaned back into her bed. For a second, she didn’t feel like a 43-year-old woman at all. Instead, she felt like she was 19, or maybe 25, like Sebastian. The two caught their breath, but Vivienne soon saw Sebastian moving toward her again. “What are you doing?” she asked.

Sebastian climbed on top of her again, grabbing her by the wrists. “Another round.”

“Okay, on one condition.” Vivienne smiled as she knew exactly what she wanted from him this time.

“Oh yeah? What’s that?” he asked.

“Let go of my arms for a second,” Vivienne said. Sebastian obliged.

"Come here," she said, rolling onto her side and patting the bed behind her. "I want to feel you close to me."

Sebastian's eyes darkened with renewed desire, and he moved to position himself behind her. He pulled her back against his chest, his arms wrapping around her waist as he kissed her shoulder. Vivienne let out a soft sigh of contentment, her body melting against his.

"Like this?" he murmured, his voice low and husky.

"Just like this," she replied, her eyes fluttering closed as she savoured the feeling of his hard body pressed against hers. Sebastian's hands roamed her body, cupping her breasts, squeezing her waist, and finally settling on her hips as he pulled her against him. She could feel his growing erection against her back, and a thrill of anticipation ran through her. This was exactly the position she’d been fantasizing about.

"You feel so big," she whispered, her hips grinding against him. Sebastian groaned, his teeth nipping at her earlobe as he began to move against her. His hands gripped her hips tightly, using them as leverage to grind against her ass.

Vivienne reached back, her hand wrapping around his length, stroking him slowly as he continued to grind against her. She could feel all the combined juices from each of them slickening her hand, and she used it to stroke him faster, her breathing growing more ragged with each passing second.

Sebastian's grip on her hips tightened, and he pulled her up onto her knees, positioning himself at her entrance. She didn’t hesitate to follow his lead. Immediately, he was mounted behind her. He slid into her slowly, inch by inch, both of them moaning as he filled her completely. His hands gripped her hips tightly, his fingers digging into her soft flesh as he began to move.

"Fuck, Vivienne," he groaned, his hips snapping against hers as he drove into her. "You feel so fucking good!"

Vivienne pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts with her own as she cried out in pleasure. "Harder," she begged, her voice trembling. "Fuck me harder, Sebastian!" What had started as practically a whimper ended up sounding like a strict command.

He obeyed her, his hips moving faster, his thrusts growing more powerful as he pounded into her. The sound of their flesh slapping together filled the room, mingling with their moans and gasps of pleasure.

“Fuck yeah!” Sebastian moaned, giving her ass a hard smack. “Yes! Give it to me, Sebastian!” Vivienne moaned in response.

Vivienne's body trembled, another orgasm building within her as Sebastian continued to drive into her. His grip on her hips was so firm. So tight. It was possessive. She knew he wouldn’t let her go anywhere. Not even if she tried.

Just the thought of it drove her wild. Then, she cried out, her body tensing as she came undone, her inner muscles clenching around him as she rode out her orgasm.

“Fuck Sebastian! Yes PLEASE! Just like that! Don’t stop fucking me!” she cried, her face turning red as she enjoyed every moment; each wave of pleasure.

Sebastian groaned, his thrusts becoming erratic as he chased his own release. "Where do you want it?" he panted, his voice rough with need. "Do you want me cum on you?"

Vivienne nodded rapidly, her hair sticking to her sweat-slicked face. "Yes," she gasped. "Cum on me. I want to feel it. I want to feel you."

With a growl, Sebastian pulled out of her, his hand wrapping around his length as he stroked himself quickly. Vivienne turned to look at him, her eyes wide with anticipation as she watched him pleasure himself.

"Fuck," he groaned, his body tensing as he came, ropes of cum shooting out onto her back. He stroked himself through his orgasm, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he painted her with his release.

It started to drip down her body. Her back, her sides, her ass, even her legs. Vivienne reached up, her fingers tracing patterns in the cum on her back as she looked at him with a satisfied smile. Just watching her nearly made Sebastian cum again. He’d never seen confidence like that before. There was something sexy about a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

"That was incredible," she whispered, her voice hoarse from screaming his name.

Sebastian leaned down, pressing a gentle kiss to her lips as he pulled her back against his chest. "You're incredible," he murmured against her skin, his arms wrapping around her tightly. "I'm so fucking happy I found you."

Vivienne sighed contentedly, her eyes fluttering closed as she snuggled back against him. "Me too," she whispered. "Me too."

They lay there for a moment, their bodies still joined, as they came down from their high. Sebastian pressed a gentle kiss to her shoulder, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on her skin. "I mean it, I’m so glad I met you, Vivienne," he whispered, his voice filled with emotion. "I don’t think I’ve ever experienced anything that passionate before."

Vivienne turned to face him, a soft smile playing on her lips as she cupped his cheek. “Good! I’m so happy to have met you, too, Sebastian," she replied, her eyes shining with pride and unshed tears of happiness. "More than you'll ever know."

They kissed softly, their lips lingering against each other as they savoured the moment. Exhaustion washed over them, and they pulled the blankets up over their bodies, holding each other close as they drifted off to sleep, content and completely satisfied in each other's arms.

Whatever happened between them going forward, the future looked bright. As bright as could be.
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