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Stuck At the Airport

Late Monday evening...

Judy Rubio was cold and tired. Spending the night at the airport had not been part of her plans. As a retired airline employee, she had planned her trip to Los Angeles well. She checked the flight loads and car rental prices daily. She did not need a hotel, for her sister, Felicity, had insisted she stay with her for the wedding. Judy had flown in on the Wednesday before the wedding on Sunday, then she picked up a rental car and would fly back on Monday afternoon. With the heavy traffic and the long security lines at LAX airport, she even planned to leave her sister’s house three and a half hours before her flight was scheduled to depart, giving her plenty of time to get to her gate and hopefully get a seat close to the gate’s podium. Judy learned from all her years of traveling to stay close to the podium because you would never know when the agent at the gate would use the paging system or talk loudly to those at the gate when calling the names of the standby passengers.

What Judy had not planned for was the weather. She had not calculated that the East Coast airports would close because of Tropical Storm Sandy. Tropical Storm Sandy started as a small tropical depression in the Gulf, but it quickly formed into a tropical storm that moved through northern Florida and all along the East Coast. This meant the airlines could not fly their aircraft in or out of those airports. Airlines tended to use the same aircraft on multiple flights during the same day. This meant if an airplane was grounded on the East Coast because of bad weather, that aircraft, which was designated to head to the West Coast, would leave the rest of the airplane’s scheduled trips canceled. And, canceled flights meant stranded passengers.

So, when Judy checked her listing before heading to the airport, her flight looked tight, but she had a chance of getting on. With her airline retiree classification, she was number three on the non-rev standby list, with five seats available. The two flights before her flight looked good, too, so Judy didn’t see any problem with her getting on her flight. She had already checked in on the airline’s app the night before, and she was ready to go home. Judy was exhausted from the wedding. She had forgotten how busy a wedding could get when helping with the food preparations, decorating the church and banquet hall, and not to mention all of the fun at the reception in seeing family you had not seen in a long time.

As soon as Judy got off the rental car’s shuttle, she knew something had gone wrong. There were too many people standing outside the airport in a long line. Everyone stood with long faces, their luggage in tow. Knowing she could only have two carry-on items, Judy had packed light. Her purse was big. Big enough to carry all sorts of things she couldn’t fit in her carry-on bag. Her purse brought plenty of snacks. Snacks in her bag were a necessary part of her traveling life. Depending on the terminal, airport food was expensive, and sometimes, the choices were limited. The thought of paying thirteen dollars or more for a small round individual pizza and a medium-sized drink made her cringe.

Judy had flown enough times as one of the airline’s non-revenue passengers to know she had to bring something to eat. As a non-rev, you never knew when you would get bumped off a flight. Even if you were already boarded and had your seat belt on, you never knew when you would be called off a flight at the last minute to give your seat to a paying passenger who had arrived late at the gate. The only time you were safely boarded on a flight was when the airplane’s doors were closed, the aircraft had taxied away from the gate’s jetway, and you were on the runway in line for take-off.

As Judy entered the terminal, it was utter chaos. There were long lines of people everywhere, from the self-check-in kiosks to the baggage drop-off area to the security line. Her heart dropped. Judy only had to get through security, but the line was long and didn’t seem to move. She looked at her watch. She still had plenty of time to get to her gate before her flight was scheduled to depart. The airline always advised its passengers to arrive at their gate one hour before departure for situations like this, but the lack of movement in the lines caused Judy to be concerned. She usually didn’t like to use her ‘airline privileges’ of cutting through the security line by showing her badge to the TSA agent and going through a little bit quicker, but it seemed that today was one of those days where she was inclined to use it. Of course, there was always the possibility that the TSA agent would tell her to get to the back of the line like everyone else. Judy walked towards the small, discreet area where airport employees could bypass the security line and go straight to one of the TSA agents stationed behind a small podium where they scanned your boarding pass and checked your identification.

Judy showed her retiree badge to the big TSA agent who was standing to the side of the small plastic gate. The female agent in the royal blue uniform looked down at Judy, glanced at the badge, and almost immediately rolled her eyes. She looked tired, as if she had been at her station for too long that day, and didn’t need another passenger wanting special treatment. The agent, by the name of Hopkins, raised her arm as if to point Judy back in the direction of the long line Judy had walked by when she stopped and looked at Judy.

“Wait... Are you an Ex-Con?” asked Agent Hopkins.

Judy had not heard that phrase in a long time. Ex-Con had been a catchphrase used by the airline’s employees when their airline merged with another airline. The other airline’s name slowly took over everything Judy had considered her airline. The only thing that survived of her old airline was the airline’s logo and colors, and even that was slowly changing. Judy thought the new logo and colors were ugly and didn’t care for them.

“Yes, I am,” said Judy as she smiled at the TSA agent.

“I thought so,” said the agent. “Come on through.”

The agent moved the little plastic gate aside and let Judy walk through it.

“How did you know I was an Ex-Con?” Judy asked as she looked at Agent Hopkins with bewilderment in her eyes. Her badge showed the name of the airline that had taken over. So, for the agent to guess correctly made Judy wonder how she knew.

“There’s a look about you. My mom’s an Ex-Con too,” said the agent with a smile. “She retired after thirty years.”

“What’s your mom’s name? Maybe I know her.”

“Candace Hopkins... but I doubt you know her. She’s been in Tampa for over twenty years.”

“Candace...” Judy thought of the name and pondered on it for a few seconds. “Did she ever work in the engineering department at the LAX maintenance base?”

“Yeah...”

“And moved to the Tampa reservations office when the maintenance base closed?”

“Yeah!”

“I know your mom! We worked in different departments, but we worked closely together. Oh, how funny to meet her daughter like this! Listen, this is my number,” Judy said as she handed her business card to Agent Hopkins. “I don’t know if she’ll remember me or not, but I remember her. If she doesn’t remember me, tell her I’m the one who experimented with a paper airplane attached to a helium balloon. We both had a good laugh until one of the managers entered the hallway and almost had a heart attack when he came around the corner and saw this miniature airplane coming straight at him.”

“My mom told me about that. I’ll give her your number.”

“Please do... and thank you.”

“We have to take care of each other.”

Judy went through security and arrived at her gate within plenty of time. She looked at the airline’s app again. The flight was scheduled to depart on time, but it was now overbooked by fifteen passengers. This did not look good. Judy’s heart sank again. She checked the status of the previous flights. They all departed late, and all the seats were taken. The gate area was packed, with not an empty seat in sight.

“I hate this airline,” a woman said, seated near the gate’s seating area. “Every time we travel on this airline, something always goes wrong.”

“Honey, you know the airlines can’t control the weather,” said her male companion, whom Judy presumed to be the woman’s husband.

“It’s Hurricane Season! It comes every year! It’s not as if it comes as a surprise! They should have planned for this!” was the woman’s angry response.

Judy wholeheartedly agreed with the woman, but she also knew that there are all kinds of things the airlines can plan for and still have passengers stranded at the gate.

Time went by, and every time Judy checked the airline app, her name went further and further down the standby list. Paying standby passengers from earlier flights had been bumped from flight to flight, and by the time her flight left the gate, two hours late, Judy had become number twenty-six on the standby list. For the rest of the day, Judy went from one gate to the other, hoping against hope that she would get on a flight that day. The last flight of the day, scheduled to leave at half past midnight, didn’t leave the gate until three in the morning. Without her. She had texted her daughter throughout the day about her delayed departures from LAX. Judy had thought about leaving from Ontario or Santa Ana’s John Wayne airport, but they had fewer flights to Houston, and it would not have been worth the chance.

Her daughter, Monika, was accustomed to these types of delays. Monika worked for the same airline as a Gate Agent Supervisor at IAH, Houston’s George Bush Intercontinental Airport. She had grown accustomed to ‘bad weather day’ delays. Monika and Judy lived together in a house that was no more than twenty minutes away from the airport. Not a day went by that they didn’t hear the roar of the engines starting up around five-thirty in the morning or hear an airplane fly over their house.

Monika had followed her mother’s flights and knew that unless a miracle happened, her mother would not be getting home until late the next day or possibly the day after. The bad weather on the East Coast was throwing the airline’s scheduled itineraries out the window. With thunderstorms forming off the Pacific Ocean at LAX, the flights may be delayed even more than they were at the moment.

❅ ❅ ❅

Early Tuesday morning...

Judy had fallen asleep at Gate 64, but it was not a restful sleep. The airport always seemed to be colder at night. She didn’t know if it was because the airport was right off the Pacific Ocean or because there usually weren’t that many people in the airport at that time. But that night, the gate area was still cold, even with a gate lobby full of disgruntled passengers. She had brought a travel fleece blanket with her to use, but she had lent it to a young mother with two small children, the older of the two complaining he was cold. The young mother, unable to find his jacket amongst all the things she had with her, was on the verge of tears when Judy offered her blanket to the young woman.

“Here,” offered Judy. “I’m sure your little boy will get more use out of it than I ever will.”

“Are you sure?” asked the young woman, her eyes glassy with unshed tears.

“I’m a light sleeper,” encouraged Judy as she placed the blanket in the young mother’s hands. “I won’t be getting much sleep tonight.”

“Thank you.”

Judy had always felt bad for single parents traveling with more than one child. She didn’t know how they handled it. When she and her late husband, Luis, traveled with their four kids, they shared the responsibility of watching over the kids. Until the boys were of adequate age, Judy would be the one to take the boys to the restrooms while Luis watched the other children. If one or more of the kids were too energetic, Luis would take them around the airport on a phantom treasure hunt, having them search for objects not found in airports, like magnets of green elephants with donkey ears. This way, the kids would burn up some energy and not be so bothersome to the other passengers in the gate’s lobby, and it would cost them nothing but time.

At five-thirty that morning, Judy roused herself from her two-hour nap when she heard the announcement that the airplane for the next flight to Houston would be arriving at the gate in a few minutes, and once they serviced the aircraft, they would start the boarding process. In a way, this was a good sign. It didn’t mean she would get on this particular flight, but the airplanes were starting to fly again, which meant that passengers would soon be getting to their destinations. Hopefully, Judy will be home sometime today. Hopefully.

Judy looked at the app again and saw that she was number twelve on the standby list. She looked at the seating map, which showed no seats available on the flight. She was tempted to go to the restroom and freshen up a bit, but Judy was hesitant to do it. What if she went to the restroom, and they called her name? She would get passed over, and then Judy would have to wait all over again to see if she’d get on the next flight. It had happened to one of her coworkers, and they ended up stuck at an airport for an extra day.

There had been times when Judy and her family had only made a flight because the standby passengers ahead of them on the list were not at the gate when their names were called out. Those passengers would get removed from the list, and ‘Passenger Rubio, party of six, please come to the podium’ would be announced. Judy and Luis knew that the moment their names were called out, they had to immediately make their presence known.

Judy didn’t want to take the chance of missing this flight, so she touched up whatever makeup she could salvage and waited at the gate. The young mother approached Judy and returned the fleece blanket to her.

“Thank you for the loan. I had left my son’s jacket last night at the security checkpoint. One of the TSA agents searched the pockets and found my son’s name on a toy. They searched for him on a passenger list and brought it over to me a few minutes ago.”

“You’re welcome,” said Judy as she took the blanket and tied it to her carry-on bag. “I’m glad you were able to get the jacket back. It can be a hassle traveling with kids all by yourself.”

“It sure is,” said the young mother. “Thanks again.”

“No problem.”

A few minutes later, Judy saw the gate door open, and a group of passengers came through the doors. They all looked as tired as she felt. She was sure many of them had also spent the night at its originating airport. At least, they looked like it. She didn’t know why, but every time an airplane arrived at a gate, she looked at the passengers getting off the plane, half-expecting to see someone she knew. She never did, but she always looked expectantly at them as if she would. Judy noticed that there always seemed to be a gap as the passengers got off the airplane. There would be a steady flow of passengers getting off, followed by a brief pause of one or two minutes. Then, another flow of passengers walked through the gate door. She didn’t know if it had to do with people waiting for passengers to pass before they could go a few rows back towards the aircraft’s rear to retrieve their bags and then proceed forward again to disembark from the airplane. But there was always a gap, like now.

As she sat in her not-so-comfortable seat, Judy was waiting for the second group of passengers to start when this big man of imposing size came through the gate doors. The man was tall. He was tall enough that if he had worn the cowboy hat he was holding in his hand, it would have been knocked off by the top frame of the gate door.

Judy sat up straighter in her seat to get a better look at the man. He wasn’t particularly good-looking. The man had a hard, gruff look about him. The kind of look that told her he didn’t take anything from anybody. But as Judy continued to look at the man, she saw he had kind eyes. But he was so... big! Maybe the word ‘big’ wasn’t the word she was searching for. Large? No, not large. She didn’t like the word ‘large’ for a man. It reminded her too much of the movie ‘Popeye’ when Olive Oyl sang the song about her boyfriend Bluto being Large. Hefty? Yeah! That’s the word she was looking for. The man was hefty. He was unshaven, and his shirt was wrinkled, which was expected on a delayed flight that had you traveling in the middle of the night. She knew it was rude to stare. Nonetheless, she couldn’t help but stare at the man who seemed to be getting bigger and bigger as he walked closer to her.

The man stepped out of the other passengers’ path so they could surround the Gate Agent who had greeted them upon arrival with their questions. He seemed to be looking around for someone or something, and then looked down at Judy. His eyes seemed to pin her down to where she sat. He smiled kindly at her. Judy’s big eyes blinked twice. Was he looking at her or someone behind her? She turned around and didn’t see anyone looking back at Gigantor. She didn’t want to look like an idiot thinking he was looking at her instead of someone else. She hated when that happened.

“Hi, Judy,” said the giant stranger in a deep, friendly voice.

“How did you know my—” Judy started.

“Your badge,” said the stranger as he pointed to Judy’s retiree badge.

She had forgotten she had been wearing her badge. The airline had made it a point that all active or retired employees wear their badges when traveling. Whether for business or pleasure, they had to wear their badges at all times.

“I’m Mark Allen,” said the man as he stuck out his big hand and engulfed hers in a gentle handshake. “Can you help me out?”

“I’ll try,” responded a slightly surprised Judy. “If you’re looking for the men’s room, they’re around that wall over there.”

“No,” said Mark with a shy smile. “I don’t need the men’s room. I’m looking for the Baggage Claim area and Ground Transportation. Your co-worker there seems to be busy at the moment. I always tend to get turned around in airports.”

“Oh, sure, that’s easy,” said Judy as she raised herself and stood next to Mark Allen, her shoulder barely meeting the level of his chest. “You go straight that way. When you get to the end of it, you’ll see escalators to your right with signs leading you to the luggage carousels below. When you get your bags, head outside, and there will be colored signs for the type of transportation you’re looking for.”

“Thank you, Judy,” said Mark Allen as he shook her hand again and started in the direction she had pointed to him.

Judy’s eyes followed Mark Allan’s retreating figure until he had disappeared out of sight. She sat back down and watched the remaining passengers get off the airplane, not truly seeing them. She was thinking of Mark Allan. What a strange man he was. He was big and tall enough to demand attention from everyone, but he seemed friendly and considerate of others.

“Your friend sure is a big one,” said the woman who had slept throughout the night, keeping Judy and others awake with her loud snoring.

“He’s not my friend,” Judy corrected the woman quickly.

“He’s not? It seemed to me as if you knew each other quite well,” the woman said sarcastically, not liking Judy’s attitude.

“Nope. I don’t know him from Adam,” Judy said curtly, not wanting to get into a conversation with the woman who had kept making low, snide remarks to no one in particular about the passengers as they came through the gate’s door. One snide remark after the other. As if she were better than all of them. As if her poop didn’t stink.

Judy rechecked the app. She was still number twelve on the standby list for the flight, but the flight was overbooked. At that moment, she wondered if she was going to get home at all that day. The battery on her phone was almost dead. She looked for a charging station but didn’t see any nearby. Half an hour later, passengers were lining up to board the flight. The agent behind the computer monitor stated the courtesy announcement for parents with small children, passengers needing a little extra time to board the airplane, and military personnel could begin boarding. Then the Group One passengers were welcomed to board the aircraft. Then Group Two, Group Three, Four, and Five. By the time the flight left the gate, Judy was number ten on the standby list, which was a good thing. It meant that paying standbys were getting on flights they had been rolled over to. She might get out of LAX sometime that day.

But it seemed that was not going to happen. Just like the day before, Judy went from gate to gate, hoping to get on a flight back home. In one of the gate changes, Judy sat near a charging station, and she was able to charge her phone. Judy called Monika to give her an update, and Judy talked to her sister, Felicity, for a few minutes. Her sister didn’t understand why Judy had spent the night at the airport when she could have come to her house and slept on a perfectly comfortable bed.

“Feli, I’ve told you. By the time I would have arrived at your house, I would have to head back to the airport. It would have been a wasted effort.”

“But at least you could have had a good meal instead of that nasty airport food.”

“The food at the airport is not nasty,” laughed Judy. “Just expensive for small portions.”

“I feel bad for you.”

“Don’t be. I wouldn’t have missed Mikayla’s wedding for the world! I had such a good time.”

Felicity laughed as she remembered her daughter’s wedding reception. Everyone seemed to have had a good time. Mikayla’s wedding seemed more like a family reunion than a wedding. Felicity and Judy’s cousins from Washington, Oregon, Texas, Florida, and Connecticut had come to the wedding. With all of the aunts and uncles passing away within the last few years, their generation was the generation that needed to form a bond of togetherness.

“Do your caderas hurt?”

“My caderas, my juanetes... even my shoulders hurt,” said Judy as she absently touched her shoulders and rolled them around.

“Well, we did put you to work in setting up the reception hall until two o’clock in the morning.”

“Not to mention the last-minute rush to make the bocaditos.”

“Don’t even mention bocaditos to me. That dog is still sick to his stomach after eating the bocaditos we had made for the reception.”

“What about Raul Jr.? Is he still in the dog house?”

“Oh, yeah! My son has hopefully learned his lesson. Before taking off to be with his friends, I’m sure he’ll put the dog safely outside with food and water. But for now, every time the dog gets sick, he has to clean up the mess.”

“Ay, pobrecito,” said Judy.

“Don’t pity the boy. He is eighteen years old, and Raulito had only one responsibility: to take care of the dog while we prepared for the wedding. He failed, big time! The punishment suits the crime,” said Felicity.

Judy heard the next flight to Houston being announced over the PA system. The gate was being changed to the next gate over. She listened to the people around her groan before they began to shuffle themselves and their possessions to the new gate.

“Listen, Feli, I have to go. They announced the gate number for my flight,” Judy said quickly.

“Okay, bye. I hope you get on this one. How long have you been at the airport?”

Judy looked at the clock on her cell phone.

“Ummm— a little over twenty-four hours,” said Judy.

“Ay, Judy, que pena,” said Felicity, wishing she could do something for her sister.

“Come on, Feli. You should be used to this by now.”

“I know... I know, but still. I feel so bad for you.”

“Well, don’t. It was well worth it. I had a great time seeing you and the family.”

“Okay... I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Judy ended the call on her cell phone and looked at the black screen with a smile. She had a great time at the wedding. Even with the last-minute rushes needed to make the wedding perfect for her niece... Judy had had a blast. She couldn’t put all of the blame for her lack of sleep on the woman with the snide remarks. Judy could only blame the woman for one-third of her issues that night.

One of the reasons was the airport. It was cold, bright, and loud. The second reason was the loud snoring from the woman, and the final reason she couldn’t sleep was her feet. Judy had not worn heels for a long time. So, for her to wear her heels all day and dance in them all night, no wonder her feet hurt. The pain reminded her why she didn’t wear heels as often as she used to. Even putting on her black flats that Monday morning had been a problem. Her feet were swollen, and they hurt. Every cell in her feet cried out in pain. She walked around like those little Chinese women who had their feet bound by cloth. The only difference was that her feet looked nothing like lotus feet. Her feet looked more like giant, lumpy mushrooms ready to explode.

Judy went to the next gate, then the next one, and then the next one. The eight o’clock at night flight had left. She had been number nine on the standby list, with ten seats available. Her heart leapt with expectation and excitement. She was elated when her name was called and asked to line up against the wall. They had to do a headcount to ensure they had available seats. As Judy stood there, waiting patiently to be told she could board the flight, a family of six showed up at the gate. They had come running up to the gate and were out of breath. They were connecting through Los Angeles to get to Houston to fly back home to London, England. Seeing the family of six show up at the gate, Judy wanted to cry in frustration. She wanted to cry right there where she stood, like a spoiled, cranky baby. Judy saw the agent check them in on the computer system, print out their boarding passes, and then insisted they run from the podium, through the gate doors, and down onto the awaiting aircraft. Judy didn’t bother checking the app when that flight left the gate. She would be rolled over to the next flight, which was not scheduled to depart for another four and a half hours.

❅ ❅ ❅

Early Wednesday morning...

“Mrs. Rubio?”

Judy heard her name being called from far away.

“Mrs. Rubio?

The same voice was calling her name, only this time giving her a gentle shake.

Judy’s bleary eyes fluttered open, trying to focus on the person standing over her. She sat up straight in her seat. Lack of sleep made her, for a few moments, unaware of where she was.

“Mrs. Rubio?” asked the uniformed agent.

“I’m... I’m Judy Rubio,” answered Judy, a morning frog lodged in her throat.

“Here’s your seat assignment, ma’am,” said the agent.

“What? I don’t understand,” said Judy as she looked at her watch. The next flight wasn’t for another hour. This wasn’t making any sense. Was she dreaming in a dream within a dream? Maybe she was hallucinating?

“We have a ferry flight heading to Houston in a little bit, and all non-revs have been given seats on it, avoiding having them wait for the first flight of the day, which is already overbooked. Are you interested in getting on the ferry flight?”

“Yes! Yes! I’m very interested. Thank you! When do we leave?”

“We’ll start boarding in twenty minutes,” said the agent with a gentle smile. He had seen Judy Rubio go from gate to gate for the last two days and was surprised to see her again this morning. He thought for sure that she would have been in Houston by now. Thank goodness for the ferry flight.

Judy stood up from her seat. She had time to go to the restroom. Throughout the last two days, Judy had tried to freshen up as much as possible, but she still felt yucky. She couldn’t wait to get home, take a shower, and sleep for a real... long... time.

In the ladies’ room, Judy washed her face and teeth. She had put her hair up in a messy bun, and it had stayed that way, messy. She reapplied her deodorant and tried to straighten out her clothes, but she still looked like her hair did. Messy. It wasn’t until she got back to the gate that she looked at her seat assignment. She had been given a window seat towards the rear of the aircraft. She didn’t mind the back of the plane. If no one else sat in her row, she’d lift all of the armrests, and she’d be able to sleep across the seats.

As she waited to board the airplane near the gate, she heard a man talking to the agent at the gate’s podium.

“Excuse me... But is there a flight that leaves earlier than the five-thirty flight?” asked the man.

The voice belonged to the man who had asked her for directions to the baggage claim area. What was his name, and what was he doing at the airport so early in the morning?

“No, sir, we do not,” said the agent behind the computer screen, not even bothering to look up at the passenger right in front of him.

“But I heard some people saying they are on a flight that leaves in a few minutes,” said the man.

“Those passengers are standby passengers. The flight they are referring to is a ferry flight, sir. No services will be provided. We cannot put you on the ferry flight if you have a confirmed seat on another flight. The passenger log has already been submitted to the Captain. My hands are tied. There is nothing I can do for you, sir.”

“Gerald?” said a voice that seemed to come from out of nowhere.

The agent almost jumped at the mention of his name.

“Oh! It’s you, Captain Phillips. What can I do for you?”

“Why don’t you stop following the rules and put this man on the flight?” asked the Captain.

“But, Captain, he’s a paying passenger—”

“Sir,” said the Captain. “Do you realize that on this flight, no services will be provided to you as a paying passenger? We’ll have water, but that’s about it. No meals... no sodas... not even those cute little bags of peanuts or pretzels will be on this flight.”

“That’s fine by me. I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“Fine. Gerald put this gentleman on the flight. While you’re at it, check and see if any other passengers on the five-thirty flight want to get on this flight. With the strict understanding that no services will be provided to them.”

“Right away, Captain,” said Gerald, irked that he now had to do more work for himself should more passengers be willing to leave on the ferry flight.

‘Nooooo!’ thought Judy in panic as she sat in her seat, watching Gerald’s fingers fly across the keyboard and then slightly bend over to his side, waiting for the machine to print out the new seat assignment. ‘If they ask the other passengers... I’ll lose my seat! I’ll never get home!’

“Here you go, sir. Take a seat, and we’ll be boarding shortly.”

“Thank you, Gerald. I didn’t mean to cause you any problems, but I need to get back home as soon as possible,” said the man as he accepted the new boarding pass from Gerald.

The trip to Los Angeles had been a waste of time for Mark and the investors. He had been referred to the investors by an old client of his, but Mark was not a skyscraper kind of architect. The investors were looking for an architect who could design something similar to the Wilshire Grand Center, which was over seventy stories high. The highest story Mark had built was a five-story office building that filled the entire block.

Judy watched as Mark moved away from the podium and found a seat somewhere behind her. She sat there in silence, with her blanket wrapped around her. Judy slowly blinked once, and her eyes stayed closed. She did not know that she had fallen asleep until she heard Gerald state, ‘All rows, all passengers’ over the gate’s PA system. It would have been her bad luck to sleep through the whole boarding process and have to wait for the next flight out. Judy quickly grabbed her things, walked over to the gate, placed her ticket on the scanner, and waited for the green light so that she could proceed down the jetway and to her seat. But she didn’t get a green light. The light was red, and the machine made that awful noise, letting the agent know something was wrong with her boarding pass.

“Let me check,” said Gerald as he took Judy’s boarding pass.

Judy’s heart sank. Was she not going home? Her eyes got as big as saucers. She wanted to cry.

Alrighty... We had to switch your seat, Mrs. Rubio. We’ve added extra cargo, and it's all about ‘Weight and Balance.’ You understand, right?

“As long as I get on the flight. I don’t care if it’s in one of the galley cart compartments. I just want to get back to Houston.”

“I know, honey. You’ll be home soon. Have a good and safe flight.”

“Thank you, Gerald.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie.”

Judy walked quickly through the gate’s door and headed towards the aircraft at the end of the jetway. She glanced at her ticket and noted she would now be seated in 3A. That meant she had a window seat in First Class. Judy smiled with a lopsided grin. It figures she’d get First Class on a flight that provided no service. But Judy would take it. The flight wasn’t costing her anything... one of the few benefits she had received when she was let go from the airline. Judy looked at her seat; there was no one sitting in the seat next to hers. That was good, but there was a big console between the two seats, which was bad because she would not be able to lift the armrest and lie across both seats. That was okay. She would recline as soon as they were airborne. She placed her big purse in the overhead compartment, then lifted her carry-on to place it next to her purse, but found her upper arm strength to be lacking. She knew she had overpacked her bag, but didn’t realize how much she had overpacked it. She tried it again, only this time she found her bag to be taken away from her hands.

“Here, let me help you, ma’am,” said the familiar male voice. What was his name?!

“Thank you,” Judy said gratefully. She hoped he didn’t recognize her because she knew she looked awful, and probably didn’t smell that fresh either. Not to mention she couldn’t remember his name!

Mark placed Judy’s carry-on into the overhead compartment and closed its door, making sure it was locked in place.

“You’re welcome—Judy? What are you doing here? I thought you had left already!”

“It’s one of the many perils of a retired airline employee,” Judy said as she took her seat next to the window.

“How long have you been waiting to catch a flight at the airport?”

“Since Monday afternoon.”

“Really? Wow! You must be exhausted.”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“I’m seated across from you,” he said as he pointed to his seat. “So if you need help with your luggage, let me know.”

“I will. Thanks, Mark,” said Judy. Mark! That was the man’s name! Mark Allen! Yay! Her brain was still working! It hadn’t gone and died on her!

“You bet.”

Judy placed her cell phone in the small pocket in front of her and then wrapped her fleece blanket around her. She fastened her seatbelt around the blanket, making sure the flight crew could see the seatbelt. Judy took a deep breath and sighed. She was finally going to get home. She closed her eyes and immediately fell asleep.

Mark sat in his assigned seat. He had the window seat across from Judy. He pretty much didn’t care for window seats. For a man his size, they made him feel like he was being placed in a closet. He preferred aisle seats himself. Maybe while they were up off the ground, he could move to the aisle seat. He looked over at where Judy was sitting. Judy’s eyes were closed, her slightly open mouth, and she was fast asleep. He smiled a little. He had not recognized her when he had passed by her at the gate lobby area when they started boarding. Her face was free of makeup, her hair was in disarray, and her skin was slightly pale. He attributed it to the stress of trying to get home and lack of sleep.

As they pulled away from the gate, Mark was expecting the Captain to make the usual announcement regarding their flight number, their destination, and their flight crew’s home base station. Still, because it was a ferry flight, the Captain only thanked everyone on board and said they would soon be lifting off. He made a special announcement regarding the fact that there was a storm off the Pacific Ocean and that they might experience some turbulence upon take-off.

Mark closed his eyes and shook his head. He hated take-offs and landings, but he especially hated them in bad weather. Mark knew airplanes were made to withstand certain types of bad weather, but it still didn’t stop the weather from rocking the inside of the aircraft back and forth, up and down.

For years, he had had no problems flying until he flew to Denver, CO, for an architectural conference. The airplane had started its descent, and he had been looking out the window. It was nighttime, and everything looked clear. Suddenly, the airplane began to pitch sideways, up and down, as if it were out of control. Mark could only hold on tightly to his armrests with white knuckles and closed eyes as he asked the Lord to help him. He later found out that the aircraft had been caught up in some katabatic winds, where winds from a higher elevation roll down the mountain slope under the force of gravity. In the end, Mark didn’t care what the pilot had called them. All he knew was that he never wanted to go through something like that ever again.

The jolting rumble of the airplane woke Judy up from a dead sleep. She looked out the window and noticed they were over the ocean and banking left. She looked at her watch and saw that she had only been asleep for about fifteen minutes, but it felt like she had been sleeping in her grave.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” came the voice over her head. “This is First Officer Kerry. As the Captain had mentioned, we will be experiencing some turbulence for the next few moments—”

“Some turbulence,” muttered Mark, his eyes closed and his hands glued to the armrests. “More like a ten-point-two earthquake.”

“... Please stay seated until the Captain has removed the ‘Fasten Seat Belt’ sign.”

“Don’t worry, brother, I’m not budging,” said Mark under his breath, his eyes still closed.

“We will be slowly rising above the storm—” continued First Officer Kerry.

“Not fast enough for me,” said Mark in his unmovable, petrified position.

“... and we will maintain a level of thirty-seven thousand feet, where we hope to have a smooth flight to our destination.”

“Thank God,” said Mark.

“Our flight path will be slightly different due to the scattered storms over the northern regions of Arizona and New Mexico. We shall fly south to the San Diego area and then head east. There should be a spectacular sunrise on the aircraft’s left side in about twenty minutes. A great photo opportunity for those who are secret photographers at heart.”

Mark heard the whole spiel the First Officer was giving, but he wanted to get to the smoother part of their flight. He didn’t care about what route they were taking or how high they would be traveling in... or photographing the sunrise. Who takes pictures of sunrises while flying?

For a quick moment, he looked over at Judy. She had fallen back to sleep. He saw her when she woke up after the first bouts of turbulence had hit the aircraft, but she had fallen asleep almost immediately. He thought Judy was either a seasoned traveler where turbulence didn’t bother her, or she was so exhausted she didn’t have the energy to be scared.

Ten minutes later, as promised, the turbulence became less until it seemed that the aircraft had reached a level of nirvana. The plane was flying smoothly. Mark unclenched his hands from the armrest, opened his eyes, leaned back, and took a long, steadying breath.

‘This...this is what God’s peace should feel like,’ thought Mark before he heard a ping sound from above his head. The ‘Fasten Seat Belt’ sign had been turned off. There was a fat chance he’d unfasten his seat belt for the remainder of the trip until they were at the gate on terra firma.

He looked out through his window. It was still dark on his side of the airplane. He couldn’t see very much out there. But he noticed that the sun was starting to peek through on Judy’s side of the aircraft. He tried to take a look from his seat, but the window was small, and he was too far to see anything other than light coming through it. He noticed Judy’s head was facing the window and wondered if the sun would pierce through her eyelids and wake her. He didn’t have long to wait. Judy turned away from the bright light, scrunching her face as she did. She looked straight ahead for a few seconds before quickly blinking her eyes and adjusting them to the light. He saw her turn her head towards the window and immediately grabbed her cell phone. Something must have caught her eye. She was taking pictures of it. He could barely see the display screen of her cell phone. It looked like the sun and some clouds, but he wasn’t sure. He wished he could see what she was taking pictures of. He wondered if he could invite himself over to sit next to her so that he could take a look at what had her so fascinated out there.

“Judy... Hey, Judy,” he whispered, loud enough for her to hear.

Judy stopped taking pictures and turned away from the window to look at Mark.

“Do you mind if I come over? My side is still dark, and I can’t see anything. Your side of the world looks pretty amazing.”

“Sure, you can, and it is amazing,” said Judy as she went back to looking through her phone’s camera and took some more pictures. She loved taking scenic photos from an airplane whenever she got a window seat, which wasn’t often. Judy usually got the ‘non-rev special’ seat assignment. Seated between two strangers who didn’t want to talk to each other or her.

Mark unfastened his seatbelt and gingerly stepped out into the aisle. He didn’t know how many times he had gotten out of his seat only to smack his head on the Passenger Service Unit that was directly above his head. He quietly sat next to Judy, not wanting to disturb any of the nearby passengers who had closed their blinds and were sound asleep. Judy leaned back from the window a little so that Mark could look at the outside world from an eagle’s perspective.

The view was spectacular. The aircraft was now flying between two long masses of clouds. Mark could see the sun’s rays peeking over the lower set of clouds. The colors were magnificent! Different shades of yellow, blue, pink, purple, red, and orange. As he looked at the view in silence, Judy looked at the pictures she had taken. The photos could not compare to what she saw, but they were good enough for her. Judy deleted some images from her phone because they looked identical to the pictures before or after. She had to learn to pace herself with photos like these. She wanted to capture everything, but the camera did not have her eyesight. What her eyes saw wasn’t exactly what her phone’s camera could capture in a picture and give justice to the amazement of God’s natural beauty.

“Those are good pictures,” Mark commented on the pictures he saw on Judy’s phone. “You have a good eye for natural settings.”

“Thanks,” she said as she continued looking through her pictures, angling her phone so that Mark could look at them without turning his neck in an awkward position to see them.

Judy looked out the window again and gasped at the view. The sun was higher, and the colors on the clouds were deeper. The clouds were so thick she wondered if she would be able to walk on them if she were to step out onto them. She knew she couldn’t, but she wondered what it would feel like. Walking in between the clouds.

“Do you mind?” Judy asked Mark as she touched something on the screen, and the camera view came back on. “I don’t know when I’ll get another chance to take pictures like this.”

“No, no. You go right on ahead,” said Mark.

For the next few minutes, Judy continued to take pictures of the rising sun as it flared up both cloud banks with brilliant colors, and then the airplane banked left again, and the sun was no longer on Judy’s side of the aircraft. The airplane was now flying due east. Straight in the direction of the sun, so the imagery of the colorful clouds was... different. The clouds were now different, rolling shades of white and light gray. The darkish sky was now the usual sky blue. Judy still thought it was a great view, but she had plenty of those types of pictures at home. She didn’t bother to take any more photos of the view.

“Hey... I hope I’m not giving you the wrong impression here, but... here’s my business card,” said Mark as he reached for his wallet and handed Judy one of his business cards. “When you can, send me a few of those pictures you took. That’s my cell number, my work number, and this is my email address, work, and home.”

Judy looked at the business card. Allen’s Construction & Remodeling was what the card stated.

“Yeah, sure. I can send you some right now if you want,” offered Judy.

“That will suit me fine,” replied Mark.

Within a few movements, Judy punched Mark’s number in her messages app, selected a few pictures, and sent them to him. She placed his business card in one of the small pockets of her pants.

“I’m not very tech-savvy, so I’ll check my phone once we get into Houston,” said Mark.

“Yeah, me neither. I hope you get them. My daughter tells me I can text from the airplane, I just figured it out on my way to Los Angeles.”

There was a long, awkward stretch of silence between Judy and Mark. Mark didn’t know if he was welcome to stay sitting next to Judy for the rest of the duration of the flight or if she wanted her personal space so that she could go back to sleep now that the view from her window had become... blah.

“Well, I think I’ll go back to my seat and let you sleep,” said Mark softly, noticing the circles underneath Judy’s eyes. He could tell she was tired and ready to fall asleep on the spot.

He quietly got out of the seat he had been occupying and returned to his seat. He looked out the window. His view was now the same as Judy’s. As soon as he had fastened his seat belt, he looked in Judy’s direction. She had fallen back to sleep. He leaned his head against the side of the cabin and looked out the window. All he saw were waves of puffy white and gold clouds.
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Chapter Two
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Chance Meeting

Mark must have fallen asleep during the flight because the next thing he knew, the aircraft’s tires hit the ground, jolting him awake, and immediately thrust him forward with some force as the brakes and thrust reversers kicked in. Luckily, Mark had kept his seat belt tightly fastened throughout the rest of the flight, or else his face would have smacked up against the seat in front of him.

Judy had also been startled awake from the landing. As soon as she wasn’t being propelled forward every time the brakes were applied, she removed her fleece blanket, folded it, and held onto it. Both her oversized purse and carry-on bag were in the overhead bin. She would have to wait before tying her blanket to the carry-on.

They finally arrived at a gate. The ground personnel were not prepared for the arrival of the ferry flight, so the aircraft had to wait out on the tarmac for a good ten minutes before they were assigned a gate. When the much-awaited ‘Unfasten Seat Belt’ ding sounded, everyone unfastened their seatbelts. Some passengers immediately entered the aircraft’s aisle and opened the overhead bin, taking down their luggage and placing it in the aisle with them.

Mark opened Judy’s overhead bin and brought down her carry-on bag and oversized purse, which seemed to weigh more than the carry-on. Judy tied her blanket to the carry-on and placed the straps of her purse on her shoulder. He then proceeded to take down his carry-on piece of luggage.

“Thank you, Mark,” said Judy as she reached inside her purse, searching for something. When she found it, she pulled it out. It was her business card holder, and she took out a business card. “Listen, if for some reason you didn’t get the pictures... this is me.”

Mark looked at the business card and smiled.

“Git-R-Dun?” he asked.

“I run an errand-running business. That’s all my info on the card.”

“Yeah, sure,” Mark agreed as he took her card and placed it in his back pocket.

The aircraft door opened, and the receiving gate agent greeted them by stating the city they had arrived at, Houston. The agent also gave the passengers information regarding connecting flights and baggage claim. It didn’t take Judy long to get off the airplane. She was surprised to have Monika waiting for her at the end of the jetway.

“Hi, Mom,” said Monika as she took her mother’s purse, knowing it was probably stuffed with everything but the kitchen sink.

“What are you doing here, baby? You didn’t come here for me, did you?” asked Judy as they walked away from the other passengers.

“No, I—” started Monika.

“Nice to have met you, Judy,” said Mark as he passed Judy, and he presumed the girl with Judy to be her daughter.

“You too, Mark. Thanks again for helping me with my bags,” Judy said as she smiled at the nice man. “And don’t forget... if you didn’t get the pictures I sent you, let me know.”

“Sure will. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Monika looked at the big man and then looked at her mother.

“Who was that?”

“That’s Mark Allen. I met him the other day at LAX.”

“Something you want to tell me?” asked Monika as her eyes followed the tall cowboy.

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s someone I met at the airport. I’ll probably never see him again. You know how it is. Perfect strangers meet at an airport and exchange numbers, but you know you’ll never talk to them or see them again.”

Judy’s phone dinged, letting her know she had a message.

It was an unknown number. Judy opened up the message.

‘Got them. Thank you,’ it said. Judy had to look at the previous message to see what it was all about. It was the pictures she had sent Mark.

‘Great! You’re welcome,’ she replied, then locked the phone’s screen and put it in her purse.

“Who was that from?”

“Mark. He was thanking me for the pictures I sent him.”

“What pictures? Of the wedding?”

“No...” laughed Judy. “I had taken pictures on my phone of the sunrise between the clouds from my window, and he asked me to send him a few of them. So, I did. He thanked me for sending them. Now, tell me. Why are you here on your day off?”

“After all you’ve been through, I wanted to surprise you and greet you at the gate.”

“And you had nothing better to do than show up at work to meet your mother?”

“Actually... I wanted to show you something,” said Monika as she put her left hand up to the side of her face. Monika’s smile was beaming.

Judy looked at the ring on her daughter’s finger. It was gorgeous.

“Oh, honey... when did this all happen? Why didn’t you say anything before now?” asked Judy as she gathered Monika into her arms and hugged her with tears in her eyes.

“It was right after I FaceTimed Mikayla and Klauz during their wedding reception. Kevin took me to Tony’s in River Oaks. I don’t know how he did it, but he had it all planned out with Mikayla’s help. Our table was set up with romantic candles, and he had an Italian accordion player playing softly in the background. I can’t describe it, but it was all so beautiful. We had finished FaceTiming with Mikayla and Klauz when the waiter came to our table, placed a dessert plate with this small black velvet box on it, and placed it between us. Kevin reached over, opened the box, and then told me that God had engraved my name in his heart and that it had not started to beat until I came into his life.”

Judy and Monika had started walking away from the gate by then, and even though there were people everywhere, Judy felt as if it was just her and Monika.

“Oh, how romantic. I’ve always liked Kevin. I liked him before you did.”

“He told me he had your permission and blessing, so why were you surprised when I told you about my engagement?”

“Well... he asked me for your hand in marriage months ago, and when nothing happened, I figured he would ask you in his own sweet time. After all, he is a Planner. I’m so happy for you, baby. Have you set a date yet?”

“No, not yet. But we’re thinking maybe a year or so. You know how Kevin likes to plan and budget things out.”

“Well, he is a Line Planner for the city of Houston at the airport. Planners are analytical and detail-oriented.”

“It’s part of his DNA, and he’s good at it. Not only did he plan on getting your car and leaving it at home when he heard that you were stuck in LAX, but he’s also at the Cell Phone Lot waiting for me to call him to come and pick us up. He wants to take you out to breakfast at Denny’s, where you and Dad used to have your Saturday morning breakfasts. He loves that tradition you and Dad had. I hope you don’t mind going?”

“Of course not. I’m tired, but I’m also hungry for real food.”

❅ ❅ ❅

“Hey, Dad, I hope you don’t mind stopping here to get some breakfast. I left the house before Olga woke up, and I didn’t want to wake her. Junior has been teething and kept us up most of the night. All I’ve had so far is a bottle of water,” said Dave as he sat across the table from his father.

“Nope... not at all. I’m hungry myself,” said Mark as he placed his cell phone on the table. Every couple of minutes, it would vibrate, and he couldn’t figure out why.

“Aren’t you going to check and see who that is?” asked Dave.

“I keep checking, and I don’t see anything new on my phone. I’m still not used to this new iPhone you got me. What was wrong with my old Samsung, if I might ask?”

“Nothing was wrong with your old phone, Dad... I thought it would be better if we all had the same type of phone. The iPhone can do a few things that Samsung cannot. Here, give me your phone. I’ll check it out for you.”

Mark handed his phone over to his son. Dave took the phone and looked at it. Mark had a text message from an unknown number.

“You have an unread text message, Dad,” said Dave. “You want me to look at it for you?”

“Sure... I have no secrets,” said Mark as he continued to look over the menu. “By the way, thank you for picking me up earlier than planned.”

“No biggie. It was only an hour difference,” Dave said before opening the text message. Dave read the message out loud to his father. He scrolled up a little bit and saw some pictures that had been sent to his father.

“Who is this person that sent you pictures of clouds?”

“Oh, that’s Judy,” said Mark as he looked at the menu. He wanted something meaty to eat.

“And who is this Judy that you have forgotten to mention to me?” asked Dave lightheartedly.

“Oh, she’s a woman I met at the airport in LAX. She used to work for the airline. She’s a retiree or something like that. I first saw her on Tuesday morning when I first got into LA, and she was still at the airport this morning when I was trying to get out on an earlier flight. She had been at the airport since Monday afternoon. Can you imagine being stuck in an airport for over thirty-six hours? I’m telling you... Being an airline employee isn’t as exciting as you’d think. I’m ready to order.”

“Do you want me to save her phone number to your contacts?”

“Nah... I won’t see her again. Save those pictures to my cell for me, though. You’ll have to show me how to do that later on. Technology... I tell ya... It’s a blessing, but for some old-timers like me, it could be a curse too.”

“Dad, you’re not an old-timer. You’re only fifty-six years old,” laughed Dave. His father always talked as if he were much older than he was.

Their waiter, Orlando, came with their coffees and asked if they were ready to place their order. He wrote down their orders as Mark requested the Grand Slam with extra meat on the side, and Dave ordered the Meat Lover’s Omelet with salsa. Orlando was leaving their table when he greeted a new group of customers who had come through the door.

“Hey, Ms. Judy... welcome back to Denny’s,” said Orlando, happy to see an old faithful customer. The restaurant was busier than usual that morning. The tables filled up rather quickly. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to wait a few minutes for a table to be free.”

“That’s fine, Orlando. Do you know how long it will be?”

Orlando looked at the tables and saw a family of four getting up from their table. “Just a few minutes to clean the table over there.”

“That’s perfect,” said Judy as she glanced around the restaurant. As usual, Judy saw someone she knew and was very fond of. Mrs. Zambrano was sitting at her usual table, having her usual cup of coffee and waving Judy down.

“Judy! Judy!” said Mrs. Zambrano. “Come here! Come here! I have such exciting news to tell you, my dear friend!”

Mark looked up at the mention of Judy’s name. There were plenty of women by the name of Judy, so he wasn’t expecting Judy, the same woman he had shared cloud photos with, to be the same Judy going over to a table with her daughter and a young man.

“Hello, my dears,” said an excited Mrs. Zambrano. “Here, sit down.”

“Hello, Mrs. Zambrano,” said Judy as she sat. “What has you all excited?”

“Well, you won’t believe this, but my son in Florida, the aeronautical engineer, is moving back to Texas and wants me to move in with him and his family,” said the elderly lady. “They should be here soon. We’re having a celebratory breakfast. He found a house, and they are signing the papers today.”

“That’s wonderful news!” said Judy, happy for her friend.

“I know what you’re thinking, but my daughter-in-law and I get along marvelously. Besides, the house he bought has another house on his land. It’s a mother-in-law suite.”

“Have you seen it?” asked Monika.

“Oh, yes, my dear. It’s an adorable two-bedroom cottage. It looks like something out of a Miss Marple Mystery. Here. Let me show you the pictures I took.”

While Mrs. Zambrano showed pictures of her new, soon-to-be home, Judy glanced up and noticed Mark Allen looking at her. She smiled and waved at him.

Mark smiled and waved back at Judy. Dave turned around and spotted a small group at a table.

“Who’s that?” asked Dave, curious that his father knew them. The Allen family didn’t have many people they knew near this area.

“That’s Judy, and I’m presuming that’s her daughter with her. I saw the girl waiting for Judy at the gate as we were getting off. The guy... I don’t know who he is,” said Mark.

At the front door, a family of six came through and went straight to Mrs. Zambrano’s table.

“Sorry, we’re late, Mom,” said Mrs. Zambrano’s son. “But we got turned around and had to backtrack.”

“That’s all right, dear. This is my neighbor, Judy. Her daughter Monika and Kevin, Monika’s boyfriend,” said Mrs. Zambrano, introducing everyone.

“Ummm... Correction,” said Monika as she lifted her left hand for all to see the ring Kevin had placed on her finger. “Kevin is my fiancé.”

“Congratulations!” exclaimed Mrs. Zambrano. “I hope I get invited to the wedding.”

“You can count on it,” said Monika. “Just give me your new address before you move.”

“We’ll get out of your way,” said Judy as she scooted out of the booth. “And let you celebrate your new home.”

Judy, Monika, and Kevin were heading back to the podium when Mark stood up and waved for them to come over.

“Hey, Judy! I want you to meet my son, Dave,” said Mark, happy to see Judy again. “Dave, this is Judy. The lady who took those pictures.”

Dave stood up and shook Judy’s hand. 

“Nice to meet you, Judy. I saw the pictures you sent my dad... very nice.”

“Thank you. Nice to meet you, too,” said Judy. She introduced Monika and Kevin to the two men, who looked like father and son.

“I would ask you to join us, but there’s no room,” Mark said apologetically.

“That’s okay. Orlando is getting us a table—”

“Your table is ready, Ms. Judy,” said Orlando as he approached Judy’s group.

“It was good seeing you again,” said Judy as she left father and son at their table.

Monika and Kevin excused themselves as the waiter escorted them to their table on the other side of the restaurant.

“Likewise,” said Mark before taking a sip of his coffee.

Their breakfast plates arrived, and Mark said grace over their meal.

“So... you sure you don’t want me to save Judy’s phone number to your contacts, Dad?” Dave asked his father again, a glint of interest in his eyes. “She’s cute for someone stuck at an airport and wearing no make-up. Ms. Judy seems like a nice and interesting lady.”

“Just the pictures, son,” was Mark’s stern response. He knew what Dave meant, but he was not ready to start dating again. He liked Judy, but as a woman you happen to have a chance meeting with, knowing you’ll never see them again. “Just the pictures.”

❅ ❅ ❅

“Mark seems to be a nice man,” commented Kevin as he took the menu from Orlando, giving Monika a curious look.

Monika smiled at Kevin but shook her head as if saying, ‘Don’t go there.’

“I guess so,” responded Judy as she looked over the menu. She could go for a burger, even if it was breakfast time. “I only just met him. You really can’t go by first impressions. You two are the perfect example of first impressions.”

“But you sent him pictures... from your phone. He has your number now, and you have his,” said Kevin teasingly.

Both Judy and Monika gave him ‘the look’.

“All right... all right. I’ll back off on the ‘Love is in the air’ mode,” said Kevin with a winning smile.

“All I know about the man is that he has a construction company,” said Judy. “I put his business card in my purse somewhere.”

“Construction company? Really? I wonder if they do remodeling. Are they any good?” asked Kevin, his hopes of getting his mother her ‘She Shed’ completed rising in him.

“I don’t know, Kevin... I just met the man. You’d have to check him out yourself. Here, take his card,” said Judy as she pulled out Mark’s card from her wallet and handed it over to Kevin. “I won’t be needing it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to keep the card, Mom? He’s kinda good-looking... for someone his age,” teased Monika.

Judy gave her daughter ‘the look’.

“Thanks, Judy. I’ve been wanting to help my parents add another room to their house. Mother wants a ‘She Shed’ but doesn’t want a completely separate building. She pretty much wants a room that looks like a small office with a little kitchenette and bathroom,” said Kevin. “But I’m not a carpenter, all thumbs, I’m afraid. I can draw the plans for it; I just can’t use a hammer to save my life. I’ll call them later today.”

“Or you can talk to them before they leave,” suggested Monika. “As our Bishop always says—”

“Do what you have to do when you have to do it so that you can do what you want to do when you want to do it,” said Kevin in unison with Monika and Judy.

❅ ❅ ❅

While Mark and Dave talked about Mark’s trip to Los Angeles and the projects being worked on that day, Judy, Monika, and Kevin talked about the young couple’s engagement and Judy’s trip to Los Angeles for Mikayla’s wedding.

“Oh, man, I had such a good time... my hips and feet still hurt from all that dancing,” said Judy as she bit into her burger. “I learned that dance we saw on YouTube a few months ago.”

“The Git-Up?” asked Monika.

“Yeah, that one. Scott knows every line dance out there, and he showed me how to do that one. I’ll be able to dance it at your reception if my hips get back into working order by then.”

“Ay, Mami! Your hips will be fine in no time,” Monika laughed.

“I have to remember to wear flats... no heels.”

“I don’t know how you ladies feel about it, but I would like to have our reception near a body of water with wide-open skies.”

“Oooh... I like that idea,” said Judy, visualizing the beautiful pictures that could be taken with reflective waters, tiki lights, candles, and a pier.

“Earth to Mom,” said Monika lightly. “I love you to pieces, but please... please... don’t start getting all OCD on me regarding the wedding.”

“I promise, I won’t go all OCD on you... But I would like to help out,” said Judy with a laugh.

“Don’t worry, Judy, I have research plans for you,” Kevin said before taking another bite out of his chili cheeseburger. After swallowing and wiping his mouth, he added. “I’ve already emailed you the list. I want to hire you for your services.”

“I can’t charge you!” exclaimed Judy. “Consider it a wedding gift.”

“No. I insist you charge me for your services,” Kevin said.

“Okay... a dollar an hour,” said Judy with a laugh.

“Agreed,” said Kevin as he stuck out his hand to shake Judy’s hand. “A gentleman’s agreement.”

“Done,” said Judy as she shook his hand. She had always liked Kevin.

Monika looked at Kevin, surprised that he had already been planning their wedding.

“Just how long have you been planning our wedding?” she asked him.

“As soon as your Mom gave me her blessing,” replied Kevin.

“But that was months ago...” stated Judy.

“Hold that thought, Judy. I see Mark and Dave up at the podium, paying for their food,” said Kevin as he got up from his seat and headed in the two men’s direction.

“Looks like your man is on a mission,” said Judy as she took another bite of her burger.

“He has been having problems finding someone who can do what they want. You would think it would be a quick, easy project, but it’s not. Kevin is not an architect, but he can visualize how he wants his Mom’s new room to look.”

Kevin came back to their table. He was one happy camper.

“So?” asked Monika.

“Mark will go to my parents’ house this weekend. He’ll come after I get off work. I’ll show him my plans, and he’ll see if he can incorporate them into an architectural drawing. It turns out Mark is a semi-retired architect.”

“Really? That’s great, honey! We can Google him and read the reviews on their website,” said Monika, grateful that Kevin had finally found a person who could potentially help him with his project.

“I think your meeting with Mark was a Godwink moment. This little acquaintance of yours looks very promising,” said Kevin as he looked at the business card, hoping that ‘Allen’s Construction & Remodeling’ was the answer to his prayers. He didn’t think adding a room to his parents’ house would be tricky, but searching for a good construction company had been frustrating. “Oh, and I’m sorry about teasing you... about Mark. Turns out Mark is married.”

“How do you know that?” asked Monika.

“He’s wearing a wedding ring.”

“Oh,” said Monika, a little disappointed. Now that Monika was getting married, she knew she would leave her mother to be with Kevin. Monika didn’t want her mother to be alone. She couldn’t picture her mother coming home to an empty house. Monika looked at her mother. Her mom was full of life. Monika hoped and prayed that Judy would meet a man who would marry her and make her happy. Her mom deserved to be happy again.

Monika looked down at her mother’s hands and noticed that Judy was wearing her wedding ring, even though she had been widowed for a few years. She wondered if Mark was truly married or widowed, but still wearing his wedding ring like her mom was.

❅ ❅ ❅

“That was very nice of you, son, paying for their meal,” commented Mark a few minutes into their drive home. His stomach was full, and he was content with life. He hoped Judy and her family were as happy as he was.

“I learned from you, Dad. You always paid for people’s meals... even when it wasn’t in style. Besides, you can never out-give God.”

“True... very true,” said Mark.

“Not to mention that we might have a new project for you to work on this weekend. I don’t believe in luck, Dad. I think you were meant to meet Judy when you did.”

“Yep... probably. Maybe we’ll start up some business contacts on this side of Houston. All our business has mainly been in the Galveston area.”

That wasn’t exactly what Dave had meant, but he would let it go... for now. His father had been a widower for ten years now, and he didn’t like the thought of him having to spend the rest of his life alone. Dave and his four brothers agreed it was time for their father to start dating women and find someone special, but Mark had other plans.

Mark wanted none of that online dating stuff. He wasn’t against the idea of meeting someone, but what he didn’t like was for some automated system to tell him who was or wasn’t compatible as a potential relationship for him, according to their Osmatic algorithm, or whatever it was that the computer went by. He wanted a relationship to come naturally, just as it had with his Rosa. Even chance encounters with women like Judy would be preferable to a computer making decisions for his future.

“Do you want me to drop you off at your house? Or do you want to go into the office?”

“If it’s all right with you, I’d prefer to go home and take a small nap. You know I don’t fly well.”

“You’re the boss.”

“Not anymore, son. By the end of the month, you and your brothers will be the bosses, and I’ll be just a contract worker for the five of you.”

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, Dad,” Dave said hesitantly. “We had a meeting—”

“Who had a meeting?” asked Mark.

“Me and the other four Allen sons,” said Dave.

“What was the meeting about?”

“Your retirement.”

“What about my retirement?”

“We don’t want you to retire, Dad.”

“Now, hold on one minute—”

“We will handle the physical side of the business. We know how to do our jobs, Dad,” said Dave. “But Dad, you’re the face of the company. People know you, and they trust you. You’re the wheeler and dealer of this company. That’s just not our forte. You don’t have to go to the sites. That’s our responsibility, and we’re good at it.”

Mark sat in his seat, watching Houston traffic at its worst. Where had all these cars come from? What Dave had said was true. The boys were great on the job sites, but he was the one who did the negotiations. He loved working with his hands, but he enjoyed working on getting new business into the company even more.

“Okay. You and your brothers have been demoted to Project Managers again, and you guys will bring in the donuts for the morning meetings.”

❅ ❅ ❅

“Are you sure?” Judy asked Orlando. “Who did that?”

“I’m not allowed to say, Ms. Judy. That’s the whole purpose of paying for someone’s meal. It’s all hush-hush,” said Orlando with a bright smile. “Besides, I wasn’t the one who closed the check.”

“Do you think it could have been Mark and Dave who paid our bill?” Judy asked Monika and Kevin. Judy had been used to paying for someone’s meal, but this was the first time someone had paid for hers.

“Mom, we’ll never know who did it. We’ll pay it forward when we get the next opportunity,” said Monika.

‘If it had been them, that was very nice of them to do so,’ thought Monika.

“You’re right. Now, if you’ll take me home... I have a shower and a bed, luring me into a promised blissful oblivion. I’ll probably wake up in time for dinner.”

“Cilantro’s Mexican Grill?” suggested Kevin.

“Oooh... Ahhh... you’re a man after my own heart,” said Judy as she covered her heart.

“Not really... I’m a man after your daughter’s heart,” said Kevin, raising Monika’s hand to his lips and softly kissing it.

“You already do, baby. You already do,” said Monika softly as she leaned across the console between them and kissed him on the cheek.

Judy sighed with complete contentment. Monika was the youngest of her four children. Judy and Luis had married right after Judy graduated high school, and by the time she had turned twenty-five, she had had four children, and they were all roughly two years apart. By the time she was forty, two of her oldest had married and made her and Luis grandparents of three darling grandchildren. Luis had passed away from a blood clot when she was forty-five, and now that she was fifty and her youngest was getting married sometime in the future, she wondered if she would start feeling like an empty nester. Would she go buy a Winnebago and ride across America? Or sell her home and move to somewhere like Cody, WY? That had been her favorite place to go with Luis.

❅ ❅ ❅

“I’ll talk to you later, Dad. Meeks’ men are watching me,” said Manuel Koch over the single prison phone in his sector.

“You be careful now, son,” said Virgil Koch. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad,” said Manuel before placing the receiver back on the phone. Talking with his father had been hard, but not for the same sentimental reasons everyone seemed to have when talking to members of their family.

Because prison phone calls were recorded, Manuel and his father had to talk in code. This prevented whoever might be listening in on their conversation from deciphering what they had been talking about.

“Who was that, Mr. Koch?” asked the new secretary.

Virgil looked up at the young woman standing near his desk. What was her name? He could never remember their names. They never stayed long enough for him to remember their names.

“That was my son, Miss—”

“Dayer, sir... Wilma Dayer,” interjected Wilma coolly. She had worked for Mr. Koch for over a week and resented the fact that he still hadn’t remembered her name. The agent at the employment agency told Wilma that working for Mr. Koch was pretty much a simple secretary’s position. She had to answer the phone, take messages, and take orders for customers when needed. It was a good-paying job, but for some reason, the people the agency had sent over to Koch’s Floor & Tiling didn’t stay there very long. Wilma needed this job, and she would remain at her job for as long as possible.

“Wilma. Right. Sorry... old noodle,” said Virgil as he pointed to his head. “That was my son, Manuel. He’s in Huntsville prison.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Wilma, a look of sadness in her eyes. Being in prison was not a pleasant place to be. She should know.

“Don’t be. He takes after me. I’ve been in prison more times than I can count. Yet, here I am, the owner of a hardware store,” said Virgil, his arms spread out as if he owned a whole kingdom.

“It’s good to know people can rise above their circumstances,” said Wilma as she handed Mr. Koch the message she had taken while Mr. Koch was on the phone with his son.

Virgil took the message from Wilma. His smile faded as he read the message. Bruce Worrell had called and wanted Virgil to call him back as soon as possible. Virgil looked at the calendar. The third Thursday of the month. Like clockwork. If anyone had ever been a thorn in his side, it was Bruce Worrell.

“Thanks, Wilma,” said Virgil. “I’ll call Mr. Worrell back when I come back from lunch.”

“But he said for you to call him back as soon as possible, Mr. Koch. He sounded—”

“I said I’ll call him back after lunch,” said Virgil as he glared at Wilma.

“Yes, Mr. Koch,” said Wilma as she retreated from Virgil Koch’s office.

“And close the door behind you!” yelled Virgil.

“Yes, Mr. Koch,” said Wilma quietly before closing the door and heading back to her desk.

❅ ❅ ❅

After Dave dropped Mark off, Mark took a shower and got dressed in a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. He wanted to take a nap, but he knew if he did that, he would have problems falling asleep when it came time for him to go to bed. He went to the backyard and sat on one of the chairs on the porch. He always sat in the chair that was on the right. The chair on the left had been Rosa’s. He had grown accustomed to the chair being empty.

When Rosa first passed away, it had been hard for him to sit on the back porch alone. Sitting there, he reflected on the silly things they had talked about while drinking their coffee or sweet tea. Things such as when their boys would get married, they’d babysit the grandkids and spoil them rotten. They would travel to Europe and buy things they did not need. They would grow old together and live to be one hundred and ten.

“Well, Rosa, my dear,” Mark said with a sigh to the empty seat. “Those were nice dreams... too bad we didn’t know how wrong we got it. We never saw it coming... never saw it coming.”

❅ ❅ ❅

Rosa had been coming home from a ‘Ladies Dinner’ held at their church’s small banquet hall. She had dropped off one of the ladies from the church at her home and was crossing a small street intersection when she was struck by a speeding driver who had failed to stop at the intersection. The young woman, who had been driving recklessly, suffered broken ribs, a broken arm, and a broken leg.

Rosa’s airbags had deployed, but she had suffered a coup-contrecoup type of brain injury. For weeks after the accident, Rosa suffered from headaches, dizziness, and seizures. The family had hired a caregiver to help with the house’s upkeep and to be a companion for Rosa throughout the day until Mark or someone from the family came home to take over.

One day, when Mark saw Mariana’s phone number on his caller ID, he knew it was bad news.

“Hello,” answered Mark quickly.

“Mr. Allen,” said Mariana with a voice thick with tears. “You’re needed at home, sir. The ambulance has taken Mrs. Allen. I’m so sorry, Mr. Allen, but she’s gone.”

There was a long pause on the phone. The pause was so long that Mariana thought the phone had gone dead.

“Mariana, what happened?” asked Mark as he tried to comprehend what Mariana had just said.

“We were in the kitchen, having a nice chat. I got up to go to the sink to rinse some cups, and I heard this thump behind me. When I turned around, Mrs. Allen was on the floor. She didn’t look to be having one of her seizures or anything like that. She lay there... her eyes were closed, and she had this peaceful look on her face... as if she had just fallen asleep.”

“I’ll contact the boys and let them know what’s happened. I’ll head to the hospital to see if there is anything that I need to do.”

“Yes, Mr. Allen,” said Mariana tearfully. “I’ll finish cleaning here, and then I’ll head home.”

“Yes, yes. Of course, Mariana. Thank you. I hate to ask this of you, but would you mind staying on assignment with us for a few more days? At least until the end of the month? I’m not sure what to—”

The realization of losing his dear Rosa shook Mark to his core. The pain of losing Rosa caused Mark to lose his ability to talk. He sobbed quietly on the phone.

“Of course, Mr. Allen. Whatever you wish,” was Mariana’s response. She felt terrible for the Allen family.

Rosa Allen had been a precious gem to her husband and her sons. Mariana had never seen such strong family ties. Usually, when tragedy or illness first struck one of her patients, she noticed that in the beginning, the family would come to visit frequently, but the visits were less frequent as time went by. The Allen family had been different. Mr. Allen had cut back on his hours to spend more time with his wife, and the Allen boys took turns visiting their mother.

According to the coroner’s report, Rosa had had a severe seizure that had come upon her quickly and quietly. There was nothing anyone could have done to help her.

Her body had been cremated, as she had requested. Her ashes had been placed in an urn she had chosen a few weeks before her death. The urn had been placed in a shaded area in the backyard. Rosa didn’t like the heat and had made Mark promise her that he would put the urn under one of the big trees, which shaded the yard all day long.

Every morning, with his coffee cup in his hand, Mark would walk over to that shaded area and brush off whatever leaf or bug had landed there. Rosa never did like bugs, but she didn’t kill them either. He would greet her ashes in the mornings and wish them a good night before bed. He knew she wasn’t in those ashes; her spirit had gone on to be with the Lord, but it comforted him to talk to someone, or something, at those quiet times when he felt most alone.

❅ ❅ ❅

Mark drew himself back to the present. He looked at the empty chair and smiled at it.

“I met a lady at the airport, querida. She takes pictures of clouds. She took some pretty good ones during my flight home. But I’m sure you know about that already,” said Mark as he looked at his cell phone and opened up the gallery app that Dave had saved the pictures to. “They are pretty good. She has a good eye for picture-taking. Her name is Judy, and there’s no need to get jealous. Judy is just a woman I met at the airport.”

As he looked at the photos, an idea struck him. His sister-in-law loved these types of images. She had her little printing shop and was always looking for natural pictures as backgrounds for business cards and invitations. He’d forward them and see if she wanted them. He texted Lilly the photos and almost immediately got a response from her.

“Hi, Mark,” started the text. “These are good pictures. Can I use them? Did you take these?”

“Hi, Lilly... No, I did not, but I know the lady who did.”

“Great! Ask her if I can use them. And ask her if she has any more.”

“Okay,” was his response.

“Thanks!”

❅ ❅ ❅

Mark spent the next ten minutes searching for Judy’s text message, but couldn’t find it. He wanted to let her know that Lilly liked her photos, and if she had any more that Lilly could use, but he couldn’t find Judy’s text. He was so frustrated with his new phone that he wanted to fling it across the backyard, but didn’t. Instead, he called Dave.

“Hey, Dad,” answered Dave as he drove to the grocery store for more baby wipes and milk. “What’s up?”

“My frustration level,” said Mark, growling into the phone.

“Why? What’s wrong?” chuckled Dave into the phone. It had to be something technological to get his father this riled up.

“I can’t find Judy’s text. Did you delete it?”

“Yes, I did... per your instructions, Dad. I asked you if you wanted to save her number—”

“I know... I know... It’s all my fault. Now, what am I going to do? I sent your Tia Lilly the pictures Judy sent me, and now Lilly wants to know if Judy will allow her to use them and if Judy has any more Lilly can use.”

“We’re seeing Kevin this weekend. Tia will just have to wait until then.”

“I guess you’re right. I’ll let Lilly know. Thanks, Dave,” said Mark.

“No problem, Dad.”
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Chapter Three
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Feeling Rejected

After her shower, Judy slept long and hard as soon as her head hit the pillow. Because of Monika’s shift changes, they had purchased blackout curtains for all the rooms in the house, and Judy loved them.

Kevin and Monika had come to the house around six o’clock that night to take Judy out to eat Mexican food. They took her to Cilantro’s Mexican Grill, where the servers knew exactly what she wanted. When she first started going there, she tried different dishes but always returned to the Fiesta Burrito with a spicy guacamole sauce that wasn’t on the menu. It was the best!

“Mom, Kevin, and I are planning on going to the Kemah Boardwalk tomorrow. Do you want to come with us?”

“That’s sweet of you, honey, but I have a full day’s schedule tomorrow.”

“What do you have on the schedule?” asked Kevin.

“Well, the magnetic sign for the van is ready to be picked up. I have to be in The Woodlands and wait for the new appliances to be delivered between ten and two. Then at three, I have to pick up Mr. and Mrs. Lafferty from the airport and take them to their daughter, Priscilla’s, house. She wants me to stay with them until she gets home from work. She wants to get them a caregiver. Someone who will take care of them during the day, and she’ll take care of them at night. They’re getting older, and she’d feel better if they had someone with them during the day while she’s at work.”

“Wow! You will be a busy girl tomorrow. It looks like Git-R-Dun is really working out for you, Mom,” said Monika, happy that her mom was starting to form her path in business.

“It keeps me out of trouble,” said Judy with a laugh.

❅ ❅ ❅

Judy remembered when the two airlines had merged. She had been told well in advance that her position was going to be eliminated due to the new electronic system the airline was developing. She understood that these things happened when companies merged. She was fine with it. She was also told she could apply to any qualifying position within or outside her department. She had to notify HR that she was interested in a position, and HR would set up the interview. Judy understood that, too. She thought it was very generous of the airline to do that for its employees.

What bothered Judy was that her manager, Bianca, had hired three new employees, with plans of hiring more personnel, yet she, Judy, a long-term employee, had not been considered for any of those positions. Did Bianca think of her as untrainable? Was she too stupid to understand more complicated tasks within her department? Judy knew that with the proper training, she could be trained to learn more intricate tasks.

What Judy did not consider ‘good training’ was the five minutes Bianca had spent training her on the more complicated tasks of the department, only to be interrupted when Bianca took a personal phone call from her ex-husband. Then, almost as soon as they resumed Judy’s training, Bianca received a reminder of a Division head meeting.

“We’ll resume this tomorrow,” Bianca had said before heading to the meeting.

Judy’s training never resumed. Six months later, in front of a departmental staff meeting, Bianca chastised Judy for not reminding her about the training they had started. Judy, upset with Bianca and her future employment status with the airline, spoke out of turn.

“Bianca, for the first four weeks after my five-minute training session with you, I approached you daily about my training. Your response? I don’t have time to train you today. Then I came to you every week for the last five months. You still didn’t have the time to train me. Why tease me and give me false hope of staying with the airline, knowing that you were setting me up to fail? Why did I have to be trained only by you? Why not hand me off to one of the other girls in the department who has almost as much experience as you do but is nowhere near as busy? I could have been trained by that person, but you have to micromanage everything. You have to be the only trainer. You have to be the one to attend the meetings. You have to be the one in control of your family. How can I learn anything new if you don’t give me the tools to do so? I’m sorry, but your failure to train me is not a reflection of my ability to learn something new.”

After that encounter, Judy notified her HR representative of her interest in positions within the airline that she was qualified for. She was told to apply for the position and that they would set up the interview. She applied and went to the interviews, only to find out later that someone within that department had been hired. At one point, she had almost been offered a position, but a job freeze occurred at the airline, and she was told that once the position was reopened, they would offer her the job. Two months later, Judy was advised that the position was closed out and removed from any future job postings.

On a Tuesday, Judy was walking towards her cubicle when she felt like she had walked into an invisible dimensional portal of ‘Peace’. She thought it strange that she would feel God’s peace hit her that way and did not think too much of it. Two days later, Judy knew why it had happened.

Thinking she had two more months before leaving the airline, Judy was called into one of the conference rooms. As she entered the room, Judy was met by Bianca and an HR representative. In that meeting, she was notified that her last day with the airline would be the following Thursday, the day before the three-day weekend. Judy signed some papers and left the room numb. How was she going to tell Luis that she was being let go sooner than they had planned? She would be given a six-month severance package, which would tie them over until she found another job outside of the airline. But what if she didn’t find another job within those six months? What then?

Judy had applied outside of the airline and talked to a few recruiters. They liked what they saw on her resume, but they would not recommend her for the technical positions she had applied for. Judy had the experience but didn’t have the required technical educational background. They also couldn’t recommend her for an Administrative Assistant position because she was overqualified and would not stay in that position for very long.

When Judy got home that night, she gave Luis the bad news. She was only going to be employed for one more week. She had sobbed that night as she held onto Luis for comfort. She felt hurt and betrayed by the people she had become friends with and rejected by the company she had dedicated her life to. They didn’t care about her! She was just someone they wanted to get rid of.

Luis held Judy in his arms until she stopped crying. He knew how much she loved the people she had worked with for over twenty years. Luis knew there were no words he could say that would make her feel better. All he could do was hold her in his arms and kiss her tear-streaked face.

“What are we going to do, Luis? No one wants to hire a forty-five-year-old woman with no education. All I’ve done has been aviation-related for over twenty years. I have no other training,” cried Judy, fear in her eyes.

“Querida,” said Luis. “God is not surprised that this has happened. He is a faithful God and a loving Father. He will open a door for you. I’m sure you’ll find something before the six months are over.”

“You think so? You believe that?” asked Judy, hope slowly rising in her eyes.

“Either God is the God He says He is... or He’s not God at all, and we know He is God of all,” said Luis confidently.

The next day, working at her station, two hours into her daily responsibilities, this sense of ‘no more stress’ came over Judy. She was lighthearted and felt so free. She smiled at her situation. Next week, it will be the end of her era with the airline. The department she worked in was a high-visibility department. No one would care if the Planning Department ordered too many nuts and washers for a station. But if something were to happen in her department, the whole airline would find out about it. It was a stressful department, and the thought of no longer being under a microscope had removed the world’s weight off her shoulders.

When Judy approached Bianca to see if she could come into the office on Saturday to take her things home without the whole office knowing what had happened, Bianca agreed to Judy’s request. Bianca looked miserable.

“Are you okay?” asked Judy.

“I’ve never had to let anyone go before. I feel so bad,” said Bianca, her face clearly showing her distress. Bianca had been sure that Judy would have been picked up by another department by now and was surprised that she had not.

‘Then, why didn’t you put me in another group within the department? Why hire new people instead of keeping me on? Am I that stupid that you don’t want me in your department?’ thought Judy bitterly. The speed at which the airline was getting rid of its old employees and hiring new ones. It didn’t make sense to Judy. She guessed it was all about the money. It would cost the airline more to pay for someone with years at the airline than it would for new personnel. It didn’t matter to the company the experience and dedication of an employee. The bottom line was making the airline profitable.

Judy answered Bianca the only way she knew how.

“I know you won’t understand this, but I’m not worried about my future. Yes, I have to be honest with you. I’m a little resentful that I was not considered for one of the other positions in the department, but if God wants me to move on... I’ll move on.”

“You’re not upset with me?” asked Bianca.

“Honestly? If you had asked me earlier how I felt about you, I would have told you that I had been stabbed in the back by you and the other managers. But now? No. God, Luis, and I had a long talk last night. I know God will take care of my family and me. I do not know what the future holds, but I know God has a hold of me, and He won’t let me go.”

“I wish I had your faith,” said Bianca with unshed tears in her eyes. Bianca’s phone rang, ending their conversation for that day.

❅ ❅ ❅

Early Saturday morning, Judy and Luis were loading Judy’s things into boxes. They had brought Luis’s big pick-up truck, and within an hour, everything but the necessities had been taken down and placed in boxes. Judy and Luis were about to leave her cubicle when four women from Judy’s immediate department showed up.

“Hey, Judy... Luis! I didn’t know you were coming in today,” said Lyndsey, Judy’s Assistant Manager.

Judy was a little surprised at Lyndsey’s statement. Didn’t Lyndsey know that she was being let go from the company? Was her departure unknown to others?

“No... Ummm... I’m here to pick up my things. This coming Thursday is my last day. Didn’t you know?”

There was a sense of a dark, foreboding awakening. The four women went quiet, and their expressions quickly changed to bewilderment. Did they hear what they thought they heard?

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I knew nothing of this,” said Lyndsey, her face paler than it had been a few moments before and tears in her eyes.

The other women said the same thing. They didn’t know this was her last week.

Judy and the others talked for a few more minutes, and then Judy hugged them all before she and Luis left with her worldly possessions. Halfway home, Luis suggested they go to Denny’s for breakfast.

“I’d like that,” Judy said. “I already know what I want.”

“I know what you want... a cheeseburger with a chocolate shake,” said Luis.

“And that’s why you are my Prince Charming,” said Judy with a gentle smile. She felt bad for the girls in the office. She was getting out of that world with the dark clouds, whereas they were still under it, and they didn’t know it.

Judy and Luis had their breakfast at Denny’s. Luis had taken a couple of days off from work, so they were in no hurry to eat their breakfast.

“How did it feel—telling the girls that you had been let go and that this was your last week?” asked Luis as he looked across the table at Judy, concern in his eyes.

“It felt weird,” replied Judy honestly. “I thought that Lyndsey knew what was going on. I mean, she’s my Assistant Manager.”

“The airline is going through a difficult transition, querida,” said Luis as he took hold of her hand. “I think that if everyone found that you were being let go... you, one of the ones with more than twenty years of service, was being let go... what will the airline do to those at the same level? You’ll probably have a mass exodus from your department. I know of a few people planning to leave the airline and work for one of the airline’s competitors.”

“I heard that too,” said Judy. “It’s sad, don’t you think? Breaking up the family the way they are doing it?”

“Breaking up the family?” questioned Luis.

“Yeah... the airline family. We were the worst airline a few years back, but we got the right CEO and became the best airline in the world. A lot of the employees put in a good effort to make this airline the best... and then something changed within the higher-ups, and then out of the blue, the airline merged with one of its competitors. The employees had no say in the merger. It’s almost like kids from two families forced to live together when their parents got married.”

“How do you think everyone will react once they find out what’s happened to you?”

“I don’t know. But I will tell you this... yesterday, I was working on a project, and I felt this strange feeling of something lifting off me. I was happy, and to be honest with you, I can’t wait to leave,” Judy said as she smiled at Luis.

Luis laughed. Only God can change people’s lives from darkness to light. He didn’t know what God had planned for Judy and himself, but it would be good because all good things come from God.

❅ ❅ ❅

“Sorry, Lilly. I got rid of her number,” Mark had told Lilly over the phone later that day.

“Uy! Marco!” said Lilly, always calling him by the Spanish version of his name. That’s when he knew she was frustrated with him.

“How was I supposed to know that you’d want to use them and get more?”

“Because you know my business is all about copyrights. I can’t use Judy’s photos unless I have her permission. Why send me pictures if I can’t get her permission?”

“Listen, I’m meeting her future son-in-law this weekend. I’ll get her number from him then,” said Mark, giving Lilly a peace offering.

“You better not forget, Marco,” said Lilly in a threatening voice.

“I won’t. You know... you’re still my favorite sister-in-law, but don’t tell the others. They can be so competitive.”

“I know! Every time we get together, I always call them up to make sure we don’t bring the same food to the potluck,” Lilly said with a chuckle.

“You will always be my favorite,” said Mark with a smile.

“I better be... Good night, Mark.”

“Good night, Lilly.”

Throughout the day, Mark had run some errands that needed to be done. Pick up his dry-cleaning, get an oil change for his car, go to the barber for a haircut, and do some grocery shopping. He was out of bread, eggs, milk, and coffee creamer. Before he knew it, it was dinner time. He wasn’t a cook, and his daughters-in-law knew it. They all took turns cooking extra food for dinner and giving their husbands containers to take to work so that they, in turn, would hand them over to Mark to have for dinner.

“Let’s see...” said Mark as he looked inside the refrigerator. “There’s Katy’s meatloaf, Olga’s tilapia, Susie’s spaghetti, Jennifer’s enchiladas, and Lupe’s beef stew. One thing was for sure, his sons had married themselves some good cooks because they would have all starved if it hadn’t been for their wives’ cooking.

❅ ❅ ❅

Mark had finished dinner and was in the living room enjoying an old John Wayne movie when his oldest son, Samuel, called him on the phone.

“Hey, Dad,” said Sam.

“Hey, Sam,” returned Mark in greeting.

“Dad, I know you don’t want to talk about it, but we need to hire a replacement for Helen. She’s not coming back, Dad, and you won’t be betraying her if you find someone else to take her place.”

“And how do you know this? Helen has worked for us for over fifteen years, Sam.”

“I’ve been talking to her, Dad. She is retiring and will soon get her Social Security and pension check. She says that she’s willing to help train the new person. I’ve also talked to Sheryl at the women’s shelter, and she has a candidate she thinks is a good fit.”

Mark heaved a heavy sigh of frustration. He loved Helen! She was the best Secretary he had ever had. She knew how to do everything. She even knew how he liked his coffee and which jelly donuts he preferred. Mark didn’t like the idea of finding Helen’s replacement, but he knew it had to be done. The office was starting to look disorganized, and presentation matters when new potential clients come through the door.

“Okay, I give. I’m assuming you have an appointment set up for an interview already?”

“Stacey Barron is her name. Her interview is at ten-thirty tomorrow morning, and Dad, give her a chance, okay? She may not be Helen, but she could be just as good.”

“When have I not been fair? Half the guys we have working for us are former inmates.”

“And they’ve been the best guys we have ever hired. They are hard workers, providing for their families. Some needed a little bit more guidance than others, but we have an excellent crew.”

“You’re right. Okay, so Stacey Barron at ten-thirty tomorrow... got it. She’s on my calendar.”

“I see you’re starting to get the hang of your new phone.”

“Only because your son, Jeremy, showed me how to do it.”

“Good night, Dad,” said Sam with a chuckle.

“Good night, son,” said Mark before hitting the end button on his phone, then hitting the remote button for the TV, and continued watching the John Wayne movie.

The movie finished around nine o’clock, and Mark didn’t feel sleepy or tired. He went to the kitchen and placed the dirty dishes in the dishwasher. Mark then went to his study and got on his computer to check on his emails. As he checked his emails, he suddenly remembered that Judy had her own business. Something to do with running errands, and the name of her business had something to do with Larry, the Cable guy. What was the name of her business? He Googled errand-running businesses, and he got a slew of businesses on his search; and they all seemed to be in his area. He didn’t know where Judy lived, so he didn’t know what area in Houston to search. But then he wondered if she lived near the airport. Judy and her family ate at the Denny’s near the airport. But he and Dave ate at the Denny’s near the airport, and they lived in Seabrook. Regardless, that bit of information could help him search for her. He refreshed his internet search and almost immediately found her company. Git-R-Dun! He looked at his watch. It was a little after nine-thirty. He wondered if it was too late to contact her. Well, if she were asleep and her phone was on silent, she wouldn’t know he had sent her a message until the morning. This was fine because Lilly already knew he would get in touch with Kevin on Saturday and get Judy’s information from him then. But what if she was asleep and didn’t have the phone on silent? What then? He’d apologize, that’s all. What if the number on the internet wasn’t the right number? It had to be! How would she get new clients if the number wasn’t correct? Why was he debating so much about this? He just wanted to get back into Lilly’s good graces, right? Yes, that’s it! He just didn’t want Lilly to stay mad at him. That was his story, and he was sticking to it.

‘Judy, this is Mark Allen. Please call me when you get the chance,’ was the message he sent her. Back at the airport, he hadn’t saved her number to his contacts. What for? He wasn’t going to see her again anyway. Now, Lilly was the one who needed Judy’s contact information, so he'd better save Judy’s number this time, right?

He saved Judy’s number in his contacts, and then he put his phone on his nightstand and went to the bathroom to change into his pajamas. A few minutes later, he lay on the bed, turned the TV on, and then turned on the DVR. He liked watching the HGTV channel. He had recorded some of his favorite shows. Mark was about to watch a show when his phone began to play the ‘Unknown Caller’ ringtone he had as his default ringtone. He looked at the phone but didn’t pick it up. It was late, so why would a telemarketer be calling him? He let the call go to voicemail.

Mark was a little snackish, so he went to the kitchen and grabbed some cottage cheese with crushed pineapples, and took the bowl into his bedroom. After settling into his bed, his phone chimed. Letting him know that someone had left him a voicemail. He looked at his Missed Calls tab and saw that the call was from Judy Rubio. He listened to the message.

“Hi, Mark. It’s Judy Rubio,” said Judy, surprised to be leaving a message. “You texted me and asked me to call you... But you’re not answering, so I’m leaving you a message. Call me if you still need to talk to me. Bye.”

Darn it! Mark looked at his phone and Judy’s contact information. He realized he had set her up on his default ringtone instead of setting her up with a ringtone that would let him know that it was someone in his contacts. He immediately called Judy back.

“Hello?” answered Judy.

“I hope I didn’t wake you with my text.”

“No, you didn’t wake me. I’m having trouble falling asleep. I slept long and hard after breakfast, and my inner clock didn’t know what time of the day it was. But enough about that. How can I help you?”

“My sister-in-law, Lilly, owns a small printing company and uses photos like the ones you took of the clouds for the background design on business cards, invitations... things like that.”

“Okay... but what does that have to do with me?” asked Judy as she silently motioned her hand for Mark to say what he wanted, even though he couldn’t see her.

Judy knew she was being cranky and short-tempered. She was tired, but she couldn’t sleep. And when she couldn’t sleep, Judy was a super cranky baby. Mark Allen wasn’t making any sense, and at the moment, she didn’t have the patience to try to figure out mysteries.

Judy took a deep breath and sighed. She knew she was in the wrong. She shouldn’t have taken it out on Mark. She had to apologize.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so rude to you.”

“That’s okay. I understand. Believe me,” said Mark with a chuckle. “I’ll start from the beginning. I sent Lilly, my sister-in-law, the photos you sent me, and she likes them. She would like to get your permission to use them at her business.”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I don’t see why not,” said Judy.

“And she wanted to know if you had any more pictures like that?”

“Yes... loads of them.”

“Great! I’ll have her call you, and you two ladies can make the necessary arrangements.”

“Okay... sounds like a plan.

“More like a Godwink moment,” said Mark.

“That’s the second time I’ve heard that expression today. Kevin said it first at the restaurant when he found out that you have a construction company, and he needs one.”

“Well, I hope that we can help him out.”

“I hope so too,” said Judy.

There was a long pause on the phone. Judy wondered if she should end the call or not. After all, she had not expected to be in contact with Mark Allen ever again after today. “Well, good night, Mark.”

“Good night, Judy,” said Mark before he ended the call.

❅ ❅ ❅

As Mark took his wallet out to place it on the nightstand, something fell out of his back pocket. He bent over to pick it up. It was Judy’s Git-R-Dun business card. He had forgotten she had given it to him when they were getting off the airplane. He had had her information with him all the time. He could have given Judy’s number to Lilly when she had asked for it. There had been no reason for him to search for Judy’s business online. There had been no reason for him to contact Judy so that she and Lilly could get together and sort out their business.

“You’re a doofus,” said Mark to himself as he sat on his bed. He took a picture of Judy’s business card and sent it to Lilly with the message, ‘Here is the information you needed for Judy, the woman who took the pictures between the clouds.

With that done, he didn’t need to see, talk to, email, or text Judy Rubio ever again. Whatever happened between Judy and Lilly would be their own business. No need for him to keep Judy’s contact information. He looked at Judy’s business card and threw it into the little trash can he kept near the nightstand.

Mark lay down on his bed, grabbed the remote control, and pressed the ‘start’ button. The show began. As he watched the show, something kept nagging at him. He paused his show and sat up. Sitting on the bed, Mark looked down at the trash can where he had thrown Judy’s business card away and quickly grabbed it out of the trash can.

“You never know when I might need her services,” said Mark as he looked at the business card. “Judy Rubio, you have been a constant... thing... throughout my day. I don’t know why, but there must be a reason for it.”

Mark continued to look at Judy’s business card. It had a caricature of Judy on the front with all of her information. He smiled at the card. The caricature resembled Judy, and looking at Judy’s face brought a smile to Mark’s lips.

❅ ❅ ❅

The following morning, Mark found himself looking over a woman’s resume. She had been sent there from a homeless shelter for women that his church supported. She had minimal work experience for someone who was thirty years of age. There were a lot of gaps in her employment history, and when she did work, she wasn’t there very long. He had doubts about Stacey Barron, but if Sheryl from the shelter recommended her, he figured he would at least interview her.

“Well, Stacey, tell me a little about yourself,” Mark said as he leaned back in his chair and looked at Stacey with her resume in his hands.

“My name is Stacey Barron... I’m thirty years old... I was born and raised in Cerritos, CA. I graduated from Cerritos Jr. College with an Associate’s degree in Art. I got married and moved to the Houston area a few years back. As you can see, my work history is not the best in the world,” Stacey said honestly. She had made bad decisions in her life, especially in her choice of a husband, which led her to be at the homeless shelter for abused women.

“I see that. Can I ask why?”

“Bad decisions... bad marriage,” Stacey said nervously.

“How long have you been married?”

“I’m divorced now. My husband—ex-husband- is in prison for Capital Murder.”

Mark’s eyebrows rose in surprise. Talk about being honest.

“Yeah... You know what? I think this interview was a bad idea,” said Stacey as she picked up her battered purse and stood up from her seat. She never got beyond this point in an interview. She didn’t know why she had expected something different today.

“Why do you say that?” asked Mark in confusion.

“Every time I mention my ex-husband being in prison... I get the same response you gave me, and the interview is cut short with a Thank you for coming, and we’ll let you know. I never hear back from anyone.”

“You don’t have to say anything about your husband during your interview. You can always say you’re divorced and leave it at that.”

“I could... but they’d eventually find out.”

“Well... That tells me about your ex-husband. It doesn’t give me one clue about you and who you are,” said Mark. “Please sit down and be honest with me.”

“Of course,” said Stacey as she sat back down. She felt herself getting emotional. Living in a shelter for abused women was not the future she had planned out for herself. She hated the situation she was in.

“Why the big gaps between jobs, and when you did work, why the short periods of employment?”

“I would find a job and be there for two or three weeks, and the paychecks started coming in, Ed, my ex-husband, would start using the money I made to get drunk or high. He was not a very nice person when he was... that way—”

“He would beat you,” stated Mark.

“Yes. I didn’t want my employer to see the bruises on my face, so I started missing work. They would eventually let me go because I was missing so much work. The big gaps between jobs were the times I was unemployed. It’s hard for a woman to find a decent job when you have a jail record.”

“You have a record?”

“Yes... I thought Sheryl shared that with you. She said you knew all about it.”

“Sheryl probably told my son Sam about it. He conveniently forgot to tell me,” said Mark with a frown. “What did you go to jail for?”

“Stealing. I only did it once. I knew it was wrong, but Ed was very insistent that I steal from my employer. So, I took some products from the warehouse, and Ed sold them to some friends of his. I was caught on the security camera, and the rest is history.”

“We have some expensive inventory on the property. If we were to hire you, what are the chances of you stealing happening again?”

“No chance at all... There’s no Ed in my life,” said Stacey with certainty.

“What about a future Tom, Dick, or Harry?” asked Mark as he looked at Stacey. He liked her. He liked her spunk and her honesty.

“I’m single with no attachments or allegiance... to anyone,” said Stacey, her eyes self-assured.

“Can you type?”

“Yes.”

“Answer the phones?”

“Yes.”

“Know your ABCs and 123s? There will be some filing that will need to be done. Helen, the lady you might be replacing, left us because of her husband’s health issues a few months ago, and we haven’t found the time to do the filing.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know how to fax, scan, and copy?”

“If you show me the equipment, I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”

“What about email?”

“Yes.”

“Know how to make coffee?”

“Yes.”

“I mean good, strong coffee.”

“How strong do you want it? Instant or espresso? I even know how to make the foam in Cuban coffee. I worked in a small coffee shop for a few months.”

Mark was impressed. Not everyone can do the foam.

“Can you drive?”

“Yes, but I don’t have a car or insurance.”

“That’s okay. Our vehicles are covered regardless of who is driving them. You need a valid driver’s license, though.”

“I have that.”

“How did you get here if you don’t have a car?”

“I rode the bus,” answered Stacey.

“How do you plan on getting to work?”

“I’ll ride the bus. I know which bus routes to take to get here.”

“Okay... I'll tell you what. Let’s try ‘us’ out for a month. If we like you, and you like us, we’ll see where we stand at the end of the trial period.”

“You’re offering me the job?” asked a surprised Stacey.

“Temporarily... Yes,” said Mark.

“Thank you, Mr. Allen. I promise you, you won’t regret it,” Stacey said excitedly as she stood up and extended her hand out to him in gratitude. She was so happy! She couldn’t believe it! When she was almost out the door, she turned around and walked back up to Mark.

“I forgot to ask you...” she said hesitantly.

“Salary starts at four hundred dollars a week,” said Mark, assuming he knew the question Stacey was going to ask. “Benefits come after the three-month probation period.”

“No... that’s not the question I was going to ask. I’m grateful that I’m being given a chance to work again. My question was, what time do you want me to be here in the mornings? And when do you want me to start?”

“With today being Friday, you can start this coming Monday. We’ll have you do your paperwork when you come in. Your hours are seven to four. If we need you to stay later, we’ll pay you extra, of course, and we’ll get one of the guys to take you home.”

Mark noticed the look of hesitation on Stacey’s face when he mentioned one of the guys taking her home. Maybe she was embarrassed about where she lived.

“I would prefer to take the bus home if you don’t mind,” she stated.

“If that’s how you want it.”

“I do.”

“That’s fine.”

“Thank you, Mr. Allen.”

“Before I forget... do you have a cell phone?”

“No. I can’t afford one at the moment.”

“Take this one,” Mark said as he pulled a cell phone and its charger out of his desk drawer. “It belonged to Helen. No personal calls... business calls only. We’ll probably send you on errands to some of our sites. Things like that.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Allen. My family stopped talking to me years ago, and I’ve lost whatever friends I had,” said Stacey as she accepted the cell phone. “And thank you again, Mr. Allen, for giving me this opportunity.”

“On Monday, come in at eight o’clock... Helen will be here to give you a two-day crash course, and then you’ll go solo the rest of the week.”

“Yes, sir... Monday at eight o’clock. I’ll be here.”

After Stacey had left his office, Mark picked up his phone and dialed Sam’s number.

“This is Sam,” answered Sam on his phone.

“Hello, Sam, this is your father,” said Mark in a serious tone.

“What’s wrong? Didn’t the interview go well?”

“Did someone forget to tell their dear old Dad that he was interviewing a woman with a criminal record?” asked Mark suspiciously.

“Stacey told you about that, huh?”

“She did.”

“Well... at least you know she’s honest.”

“I’ll give her credit for that.”

“When does she start?”

“Monday. Helen will train her for two days, and then we’ll see what she’s made of. She’ll have big shoes to fill. Helen knew what I wanted or needed even before I did.”

“I know, Dad. You loved Helen. She’s the one who whipped you back into shape after Mom passed away. As soon as the spirit of Eeyore came upon you, she’d get you out from under it.”

“That she did, son. That she did,” said Mark, remembering the late in the evening calls he had made to Helen when the overwhelming feeling of not having Rosa by his side was too much for him. Helen had been a true friend and hadn’t complained when he invited her to meet him at an all-night diner just to have a cup of coffee and apple pie on a late Friday night.

The weekends were the hardest to get through for Mark. During the week, he had work to take his mind off things. But the weekends? They were the worst. He dreaded going home on Fridays. Going home on Fridays meant long, lonely hours before he would find himself back at work on Mondays. When Rosa first passed away, the boys and their families would come over. Watching the grandkids brought life into the house. Eventually, as time passed, everyone had their own lives to live and families to take care of, and Mark would find himself alone in a house that was too quiet for his liking. It wasn’t until her passing that Mark realized how much noise Rosa had made every night before getting into bed.

They would be in the den watching something on the television, and Rosa would get up, telling him she was going to bed. He would turn off the television, put on his pajamas, and get into bed. Thirty minutes later, Rosa would show up and get into bed with him. Mark would ask her why it took her so long to get to bed, and Rosa would tell him that she remembered she needed to wipe down the kitchen counter. While wiping the counter, Rosa remembered to set up the coffee maker for the following morning, which led to putting the dishes away so that the dishwasher would be clean and clear for the next day’s dishes. Then, as she passed the laundry room, Rosa told Mark that she remembered she had towels in the dryer and needed to fold them and put them away.

❅ ❅ ❅

“Am I forgiven for not telling you about Stacey’s record?”

Sam’s question brought Mark back to the present.

“You’re forgiven.”

“So, did you like her?”

“At first, I did not,” responded Mark.

“Dad—”

“Now, now, let me finish. I was doing this interview under duress, so she had that going against her. My questions were blunt regarding her work experience and the gaps in between employment.”

“I had asked Sheryl about them, too, and she gave me the story on Stacey.”

“Which would have been nice to know before doing the interview,” said Mark.

“I didn’t want to cloud your judgment on Stacey, Dad,” said Sam. “So... did you like her?”

“I did. Stacey was honest with me about her past. But to be honest, she got the green light when she said she knew how to make the foam in Cuban coffee.”

Sam chuckled. His Dad had grown accustomed to drinking Cuban coffee with his friend Osvaldo Machado, the baker, whose bakery was across town from their business. For him, Sam thought Cuban coffee was too strong on its own, but with a glass of hot milk, plenty of sugar, and freshly baked Cuban bread with butter... Oh, it was good!
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Chapter Four
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Fleeing Cuba

At one of Osvaldo’s backyard parties, Mark and his family were introduced to Pedro, Osvaldo’s father. Osvaldo was a young child when Fidel Castro ushered in a new era in the Cuban way of life. Being four years old when Osvaldo’s parents and siblings emigrated from Cuba to the United States, he did not remember much of what had transpired.

That day, when almost everyone had gone home, Pedro told Mark and his family how it came to be that he and his family had fled Cuba to save themselves from being imprisoned and executed because of their not being loyal to Castro’s government.

“In those days, there was a lot of fear in the Cuban people,” Pedro stated with his Cuban accent. “You did not know who to trust. Your friends, your neighbors... even your family. If you said anything against Castro, even if it was a small complaint about anything... You were always afraid of who had heard you say it because you never knew if you would be picked up by the local militia and disappear for a few months or never be seen again.”

“So, you were guilty before you were found innocent?” Sam had asked.

“Eso! You see, Cuba had always had a tumultuous political past. The first president of Cuba was from the Republican Party of Havana. Then, the next President was from the Liberal Party, the next one was from the Conservative Party, and so forth. Everyone thought they knew what was best for Cuba. There was racism and social inequality, contributing to the next party winning the elections.”

“Like what?” asked Sam.

“For instance, you had your glittery and shining lights of Havana versus the country where you had your tobacco or sugar cane fields. There was a vast difference in wealth. Tourists would come to the big cities, stay in nice hotels, eat at various restaurants, and gamble in the casinos. There was always work in the big cities. In the country, work was seasonal and back-breaking. Many families barely survived on the meager money they made. There was a difference in the quality of education between living in the city and the country. There was a lot of racism. If I remember correctly, one of the Presidents of Cuba was a mulatto, and he was denied entrance into one of Havana’s establishments because of their racial policies. Can you imagine being President of Cuba and denied entrance to a business because of your skin color?”

“We had that here in the US,” said Mark.

“There was a lot of injustice in Cuba. For some Cubans, Cuba was not the paradise people say it was before Fidel Castro took over, but it was not the hellhole others say they lived in. People will remember Cuba as the place where they lived and how they lived.”

“How about you? How do you remember Cuba?” asked Mark.

“I was blessed to grow up in both worlds. I knew the struggles of working hard in the country, but I was sent away to get an education in a nearby province. My mother was born in the United States, right here in Texas. She was a young child when her mother passed away. My mother’s older sister took charge of my mother. Before Fidel Castro, there had been a relationship between Cuba and the United States. American workers came to Cuba, and Cubans went to America to work. My aunt, my uncle, their kids, and my mother moved to Cuba because of the employment opportunities there.”

“I didn’t know Americans lived in Cuba,” stated Dave.

“Oh, yes... the Americans had jobs and property over there. Cuba was America’s paradise island. Not all things American were good, but it was better than what became of her. Anyway, my mother met my father, they fell in love and got married, and they had six kids. This was before the Cuban Revolution. During and after the revolution, things got more than a little crazy. My father was a very strict disciplinarian—”

“What do you mean by strict?” asked Matthew.

“Let’s see... one time, one of us kids, after doing our chores, had left the broomstick with the bristles down. When my father got home, he saw the broomstick. He asked who had left the broomstick with the bristles down. No one confessed because we knew we would get in trouble. So he got us all to sit around the dinner table, had us place our hands on the table, and one by one, he hit our hands with his belt,” replied Pedro.

“That’s not disciplining your children! That’s child abuse!” stated Matthew.

“My father did not make a lot of money, and having a wife and six kids to feed and clothe was difficult. You see, when a broom is left with the bristles down, the bristles get used up quickly. If something gets used up quicker because of negligence, you must buy a replacement quicker. When you don’t have money to buy a new broom...? It can be frustrating for a man who cannot provide for his family. So what is a man to do but discipline his children, they will learn not to let it happen again.”

“I can understand your father’s frustration,” said Mark. “But that was not the way to handle that situation. Didn’t your mother step in to protect you and your siblings?”

“She did—every time. But my father was abusive in how he dealt with my mother. They were married for nearly twenty years. She eventually divorced my father, which was not easy, with six children nipping at her heels. Once Castro was in power, she returned to the U.S. as other Americans were doing. The Americans were not so welcome at that time. My mother had gone to reestablish her citizenship, but when she tried to return to Cuba to get her things and start getting us over to the U.S., she couldn’t. Flights between the two countries were either very few or suspended altogether. I remember going to the airport every day for two weeks, waiting for her return. She never did.”

“Couldn’t she call to tell you she couldn’t get back?” asked Mark.

“No. Communications between the two countries became restricted. Not everyone had a telephone. The calls would either not go through, and if they did, you had very little time before they would get disconnected.”

“I heard that operators were listening in on people’s conversations... is that true?” asked Mark, not understanding how a country of great potential would choose to go backward.

“I heard that too, but I do not know,” said Pedro. “I do know that letters were censored.”

“Censored? How?” asked Dave.

“Parts of letters were either blacked out or cut out,” answered Pedro.

“So, what happened to your mother?” asked Sam.

“Back in the U.S., she claimed all of the family. Even though we were all grown and married with children, my mother claimed all of us. My wife and I thought it would be best for us, as a family, to leave Cuba. We did not think Cuba would be under Castro for long, just like the other political regimes before. The country was already using ration books for food and gas. The electricity was going out in one section of the island or another. We figured that Cuba would be free once more and that we would return to her like a repentant lover. But that was not the case.”

Sam remembered being entranced by Pedro’s story of how he had to escape before getting caught by the authorities. Pedro continued his story by saying that back then, sisters and brothers would turn their family members over to the authorities because they felt strongly about what Castro stood for.

Pedro and his family had received their visa permits to immigrate to the United States because of his mother’s American citizenship, and they would be leaving in two weeks. A guard was sent to their home every day before leaving the country to ensure they were not secretly taking anything of value to America. A few days before they were to leave, Pedro said that one night, when the lights had gone out in the neighborhood, in a fit of anger, he blamed the poor conditions of the country on Castro and his lack of providing the simplest of necessities to its citizens. Pedro’s sister, Elpidia, a revolutionary loyalist, had been there visiting the family when he made the statement. A few days later, Pedro was away in Camaguey, another province of Cuba, working on a construction job when he received a package from his wife, Margarita. In the package was a letter and some of his clothes, all of Pedro’s legal documents, and his airplane ticket. He read the letter. Margarita was warning him not to return to their home because if he did, he would be captured and executed for treason.

As he continued to read Margarita’s letter, his face became pale. His sister, Elpidia, had come by the house with two armed soldiers, one resembling Che Guevara and the other Fidel Castro, and a driver. Elpidia had asked where her brother was. Margarita explained in the letter that she had told Elpidia that Pedro was in Camaguey and wasn’t expected back home until late the next day. Elpidia stated she was sorry to have missed Pedro and that she would come back the next day to wish him farewell before the family went to America. Then Elpidia, the two soldiers, and the driver left.

Margarita then said that later on that night, the driver returned to the house by himself through the back roads. The driver told Margarita to get a message to Pedro if she could.

“Tell your husband not to come back to the house,” he told her adamantly in a low voice.

“Why?” asked Margarita in a worried whisper. Seeing the driver returning to her house made her nervous. Margarita knew that many people had been betrayed by family and friends to capture those who were considered political traitors. If they were not for Castro, they were against him. Pedro’s Christian views were not seen favorably by Castro’s loyalists. Pedro was considered a radical traitor to Castro because of his faith in Christ as his savior and provider, and not in Castro and his political theory.

“Because... if your husband returns to the house, I guarantee you that he will be captured and executed for treason. His sister, Elpidia, has named your husband a traitor to the military authorities. They have been given authority to take him away and execute him.”

“Are you sure? I can’t believe Elpidia would do that to her brother,” whispered Margarita.

“She will, and she has,” said the driver. “Please, if there is any way you can get a message to him... do it, and do it now.”

“Yes... yes. I think I can do that. One of our neighbors is going to Camaguey to work on the same job site Pedro is at.”

“Whatever legal documents and clothing you can send him, do it. When do you leave Cuba?”

“In four days,” answered Margarita, fear settling in her heart. Would her husband be executed for something so silly as complaining about the lights going out?

“Okay... listen, don’t send all of his clothes to him. It has to look like he is coming back home before you leave Cuba. The authorities mean business. They are after your husband. If your husband shows up at the airport on the day you are scheduled to leave Cuba, he will get picked up, and you will have to leave without him. Do you hear me? You will have to leave without him. This is your only opportunity to protect your husband and leave this country.”

“Why should I trust you? How do I know you’re not with them and telling me all of this just to trick me into helping you find my husband and taking him away?” asked Margarita, anger rising in her.

“You have every right not to believe me, but your husband was generous to my family a few months ago. He wanted nothing in return. This is my opportunity to pay him back.”

“What did Pedro—?”

“Listen, I don’t have much time—I don’t believe in God, but I know you and your family do. Now is the time, Margarita, to cry out to your God. Only your God can do this miracle for your husband.”

Pedro told Sam how he cried himself to sleep that night. The pain of being betrayed by his sister was gut-wrenching. The thought that he might have put his family in harm’s way was twice as hard for him to accept. Because of his outburst, he and his family were in peril.

The next day, Pedro was woken up by heavy rain and a lightning storm. The sound of the rain was so loud it was almost deafening as he sat on the bed listening to the rainfall. After getting dressed, he watched as the other men who shared the common room with him started waking up. A violent knock came at the door, and a big, towering man Pedro had never seen before stood in the doorway.

“Who in here is ready to go?” asked the towering stranger.

The men looked at each other. They had barely gotten out of bed, and this man wanted to know who was ready. Who did he think he was?

“In this weather?” asked Pedro, looking at the weather outside and then at the man standing in the doorway. This man must be crazy! The rain and the dirt outside had surely turned the ground into one big mud pool.

“Does it matter? Who are you?” asked the stranger.

“I’m Pedro Machado,” answered Pedro.

“Are you dressed and ready to go?” asked the towering stranger, impatience written all over his face and body language.

“Yes, I’m ready,” said Pedro.

“Good. Come along with me. I need a driver,” said the stranger impatiently. “Let’s go then... grab your things.”

“I’m willing to go if Pedro doesn’t want to go. I need five minutes,” said Modesto as he scrambled to gather his things.

“That’s five minutes I don’t have,” said the stranger with an authoritative voice. “But don’t worry... I’ll be back for you in a few days, Modesto.”

“How do you know my—”

“Let’s go, Pedro Machado,” hollered the stranger in agitation. “I don’t have any time to spare.”

Pedro quickly grabbed his things, including the package with the clothes and documents Margarita had sent him the day before, and followed the stranger to one of the construction trucks.

Both men ran to the truck and got in it. The truck was one of the oldest trucks in the fleet, and it had left the construction crew stranded on the road more than once. Pedro was skeptical that it would get them where they needed to go. Pedro turned on the engine, and it purred like a kitten. He checked the gas gauge. It was ‘Full’. How was that possible? He hadn’t seen a gas gauge on ‘full’ in a car, let alone a truck, in months.

“What’s wrong?” asked the impatient stranger.

“The gas tank is full,” Pedro had said in wonderment.

“There was a special delivery made late last night. Come on. We’re on a tight schedule.”

“Where are we going?”

“To Varadero.”

“Varadero? But that’s like a fifteen-hour drive!”

“Yes, and we have to arrive at our destination by nine o’clock tonight, or it will be too late.”

“But that’s impossible. The roads will be—”

“Just drive, Pedro. The more you talk, the more time we lose.”

Pedro shifted the truck into gear, and it moved forward slowly when he put his foot on the gas pedal. The truck slowly picked up speed, and before he knew it, they were on the road, the truck running as smoothly as if it had just left the assembly line.

During the drive to Varadero, the stranger gave Pedro directions to shortcuts, which seemed to bypass all checkpoints. A few hours into the drive, Pedro started getting hungry. Pedro had missed breakfast in going with the stranger, who had yet to introduce himself.

“Are you hungry?” asked the stranger.

“Yes,” answered Pedro honestly. “I didn’t have any breakfast before we left.”

“I apologize for that. I was in a hurry to leave. In a minute or two, there’ll be a small fruit stand. We’ll pick up something from there. You have your ration book with you?”

“Yes... but—”

“Here we are,” said the stranger as he motioned for Pedro to pull over to the fruit stand.

As instructed, Pedro pulled over, and the stranger took Pedro’s ration book and got out of the truck. A few moments later, the stranger returned and told Pedro to switch seats.

“This way, you can eat, and I’ll drive,” said the stranger. “We have to keep moving.”

“What about you? Aren’t you hungry? Didn’t you get yourself anything to eat?” asked Pedro.

“I’m not hungry,” said the stranger with a smile.

Pedro hadn’t noticed it before, maybe because he had been busy driving and watching the road, but the man next to him, his whole demeanor, seemed to be that of a peaceful man. His facial features were... different. He even smelled different.

When Pedro looked inside the bag, he was surprised at its contents, particularly the white box. Pedro went to take the white box out of the bag and quickly pulled his hand back. The box was hot. He gingerly placed his fingers around the box and slowly pulled it out. He opened the box and stared at its contents. Yellow rice with shredded chicken. He hadn’t had chicken in a long time. Whatever chicken his family had received, when it was available, from their ration books, he had given his portion to his wife and his kids.

“How did you get this?” asked a shocked Pedro.

“I gave the man your ration book,” said the stranger.

“You what?!”

“Don’t worry. It’s all being taken care of.”

Although Pedro was outraged that the stranger had given his whole ration book to the fruit vendor, he was also hungry.

“There’s a spoon in the bag,” instructed the stranger.

Pedro scowled as he looked at the stranger with the happy face. The stranger didn’t seem to have a care in the world.

“I wish my wife, Margarita, could see this meal.”

“She’ll make those meals for you again in a few days.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Pedro as he started to eat the delicious meal. He didn’t know why, but he sensed that he could tell this stranger all that had happened in his family. “My sister has betrayed me. The authorities will be waiting for me at the house and the airport.”

“But you’re not scheduled to leave Cuba for another two days, right?”

“Yes. Wait a minute. How did you know I was—”

“What if I were to tell you that you’re leaving Cuba tonight?”

“What? That’s impossible!”

“Nothing is impossible for God,” said the stranger, a light in his eyes Pedro had not noticed before. They were practically glowing.

“But I don’t understand—”

“Do you trust me?”

Pedro looked at the stranger. Did he trust him? Oddly enough, he did.

“Yes, I trust you.”

“Good, now eat up. It will be a long time before we stop to eat again.”

Pedro enjoyed the hot meal. The fruit vendor must have heavily packed the yellow rice and the shredded chicken because it seemed a long time had passed before Pedro got to the bottom of the white box. He was stuffed and content but thirsty. He looked in the bag and saw a glass bottle of soda. He thought it strange that he had not seen it before. Maybe it had been there all along, but he hadn’t seen it because of the fruit in the bag. Almost as soon as he finished drinking the soda, the stranger pulled over and told Pedro to start driving again.

“Can I ask you something?” asked Pedro.

“Sure,” replied the stranger.

“Back there... at the fruit stand. How did he have hot food available? He’s out in the middle of nowhere. I don’t see how he could have hot meals available for drivers passing by.”

Michael thought about his response and chuckled.

“All I can say is that he has connections.”

“The black market?” suggested Pedro.

“Even better,” was the stranger’s response.

Pedro chuckled, understanding that the stranger could not divulge any secrets of the underground black market in Cuba.

It had been known that people in the black market and their patrons had been sentenced to years in prison for selling and buying merchandise in the black market. One man had been sentenced to ten years in prison for buying ten pounds of meat from a rancher. The rancher had been sentenced to twenty years in prison for selling meat to different persons after one of his cows died.

The hours went by, and checkpoints were bypassed. At one point, Pedro knew that he was close to his house. He wondered if he could just pass by and see his family for a few minutes.

When Pedro asked the stranger about seeing his family for a few minutes, the stranger flat-out refused Pedro’s request.

“If you go home tonight, you will be dead by tomorrow morning,” said the stranger.

Pedro struggled with the thought of not seeing his family when he was so close. Pedro felt as if his heart was breaking, but after one look at his companion, he accepted the stranger’s response and continued driving to Varadero, still not knowing where his final destination would be. The stranger had said that he was leaving Cuba tonight, but had not given him any information as to how that was going to happen. The stranger hadn’t even told him about where they were going in Varadero.

The stranger told Pedro to take a particular road at roughly eight forty-five at night. This road, Pedro knew, would lead him to the Varadero airport.

“We’re going to the airport?” asked Pedro in surprise.

“Yes.”

“But they’ll be waiting for me! You tricked me!” Pedro exclaimed angrily.

“Listen to me, Pedro. At this very moment, your sister, Elpidia, is arriving at your house. She is expecting you at home. She’ll stay there until you arrive from Camaguey. But you’ll never show up. You’ll be on your way to the United States.”

“What?! I don’t understand. My ticket isn’t for two more days. I can’t leave Cuba until then!”

“Pedro, listen to me closely. In a few minutes, we are going to walk into the airport. We will check you in, and you will go straight to the gate and onto the airplane. The flight will leave the gate at nine o’clock. At five minutes past nine o'clock, a messenger will arrive at your house, letting your wife and your sister know that you were able to catch an earlier flight. Now come on, I have a mission to complete.”

Pedro pulled the truck into an empty parking space near the airport’s entrance door. Because of the embargo, functioning automobiles were few and far between in Cuba, and Pedro had his pick of parking spaces. Pedro got out of the truck and gathered his things.

The stranger led Pedro to the check-in stand. Pedro gave the girl at the counter all of his documents. He knew for sure that he would be denied boarding because of the date on his ticket, but the girl made a few entries on the keyboard and issued Pedro his seat assignment, not once looking at the stranger. The stranger grabbed Pedro’s arm and hurried him through security, where Pedro had to show all his documents to the armed Cuban soldiers manning the security checkpoint. The soldiers were holding rifles, and Pedro knew they wouldn’t hesitate to use them once they found out he was leaving Cuba without proper authorization.

Pedro’s fear level rose at the sight of the weapons the soldiers were holding. He wondered if they were aware that he was to be captured. Pedro had heard the fearful rumors of how people had run out onto the runway as airplanes began to speed down the runway, hoping to be able to climb onto the landing gear of the aircraft before it went into the belly of the aircraft, only to be shot down by airport soldiers. The escapee’s body would lie dead on the runway as the aircraft bound for the U.S. continued on its path. News coverage and pictures of the dead body were headlines for the Castro propaganda, placing fear in anyone’s attempts to leave Cuba illegally.

“Go ahead, Señor Machado,” said one of the soldiers to Pedro, never addressing or asking the stranger for papers.

Then the stranger led Pedro to one of the gates. The gate agent checked Pedro’s documents and then took Pedro’s ticket and tore the ticket stub off before returning the rest of the ticket to Pedro.

“Have a safe trip, Mr. Machado,” said the smiling gate agent, looking only at Pedro as if the man standing next to him didn’t exist. “You’re our last passenger. We thought you were going to miss it.”

“I don’t know what to say,” said an astonished Pedro.

“Say nothing. You believe in miracles, don’t you?” asked the stranger.

“Yes... But... who are you?”

“My name is Michael,” said the stranger with a big smile.

“Thank you, Michael,” said Pedro with a smile of understanding as he shook Michael’s hand.

Pedro quickly walked through the gate’s door and onto the airport’s tarmac before climbing the metal jetway stairs. The stewardess at the airplane’s entry door directed Pedro to his seat.

“You must be one of our special passengers,” said the stewardess in broken Spanish with a big smile on her face.

“Why do you say that?” questioned Pedro as he looked up at the American stewardess.

“We weren’t scheduled to make this trip for another three days, but we got the call this afternoon that we had special cargo to pick up. Well... you and a few others,” said the stewardess as she indicated to the other passengers on the airplane.

Pedro looked around him and noticed the other passengers. They looked as harried and as scared as he felt. Had they also been betrayed by a neighbor, a friend, a family member? Maybe they had been rescued from being executed also? Had they been brought here by a stranger like he had? God only knew what he and the other passengers had gone through to get to where they were.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are ready for take-off,” said the male voice in Spanish over the airplane’s PA. “Tonight is a bittersweet night. We understand that you will be leaving Cuba, and some of you will never see her again. Cuba may be gone from sight, but never from your heart. You will miss her sun, her skies, her warmth, her smell, and her kiss. But she will never leave your heart. Your new home... well, let’s just say that your new home will be what you make of it.”

❅ ❅ ❅

“I thought you said that my brother would be home tonight!” Elpidia yelled at Margarita.

“Well, yes, he was to be home by now. I wonder if something has happened to him,” said a worried Margarita. She did not know if Pedro had received her message. She prayed that Pedro would not walk through the front doors of their house.

With forethought, Margarita had asked her neighbors if they could watch the children that night. All her married life, Margarita had been exposed to Elpidia’s poisonous words, and she didn’t want the children to witness the violence that could potentially arise if Pedro showed up.

“What kind of wife are you that you don’t know where your husband is?” asked Elpidia angrily, the words angering Margarita.

‘At least I know how to keep my husband,’ thought Margarita. ‘Unlike you, you heartless, wicked old spider! Your husband couldn’t wait to be rid of you.’

One of the soldiers who had arrived with Elpidia, the one who resembled Che Guevara, had gone throughout the house, checking drawers and closets.

“His clothes are still here,” stated the soldier.

“Why wouldn’t they be?” asked Margarita, grateful she had taken the driver’s advice. “He’s coming home tonight.”

At exactly nine o' five, there was a knock at the door.

Margarita hesitated to answer the door. Could it be Pedro? She hoped not. Besides, Pedro didn’t need to knock on his own front door.

“See who it is, you stupid woman!” said Elpidia angrily.

“Yes, of course, Elpidia,” Margarita said as she went to the door and opened it.

‘Please don’t let it be Pedro, Lord! Please don’t let it be Pedro!’ Margarita prayed quickly.

At the door stood a big man with a big, friendly smile.

“Yes? May I help you?” asked Margarita as she looked at the big man.

“Margarita?” asked the big stranger at the door.

“Yes.”

“Hi. I’m a friend of Pedro’s, and he asked me to give you this.”

“My husband? Where is he? Is he okay?”

“Yes... Pedro’s fine. If there is no reply... I shall say good night,” said the stranger as he waited at the door for a response from Margarita.

Margarita took the note from the stranger and began to read it. Her eyes filled with tears as she smiled. She immediately hugged the stranger. Her tears were of relief and great happiness.

“Thank you,” she muffled into his shoulder, her tears wetting the stranger’s freshly starched white guayabera.

“What does the note say?” asked Elpidia angrily.

“That Pedro has gotten on an earlier flight to the United States and that he’ll see us in three days,” Margarita said, tears of gladness flowing down her cheeks. Her husband was safe! Pedro was safe! She didn’t have to worry about him being captured, tormented, and executed anymore.

“What?!” exclaimed Elpidia as she ruthlessly grabbed the note from Margarita’s hand.

“You said he would be here tonight,” said the soldier who looked like Fidel Castro to Elpidia in a low growl. “Now, he’s gone.”

“He was supposed to be here,” said Elpidia before she began to read the note.

After reading the message, she ranted in anger. In her rage, she shredded the note into pieces. Then she looked at the stranger, pure evil in her eyes. She didn’t recognize the man. He was not from that area. He was not one of the neighbors. She would have remembered someone so big.

“Wait!” demanded Elpidia at the stranger as he turned around to leave. “You’re not from around here. Who are you?”

“You’re right. I’m not from around here. My name is Michael.”

“So, my brother left?! Just like that?! Without coming home and saying goodbye to his family?!” asked Elpidia as she glared at Michael. “I don’t believe you. My brother would never do such a thing.”

“You’re right. He wouldn’t leave his family without saying goodbye, but you were going to turn him over to the authorities,” said Michael with a sly smile. “You left Pedro no other choice.”

“That’s not true!” shouted Elpidia. “I wasn’t going to turn him over to the authorities!”

The soldier glared at Elpidia.

‘Stupid woman! She couldn’t be trusted,’ he thought.

“Don’t lie, Elpidia,” said Michael as he gently shook his head.

“How do you know my name?” asked Elpidia before the Che-looking soldier cut her off.

“You told your brother we were coming, didn’t you?!” yelled the soldier at Elpidia. “You lied to us!”

“No! No! I didn’t tell him anything. Why would I? I was bringing him to you! I didn’t tell him anything!” repeated Elpidia, fear forming in her heart. What had she done? She was loyal to Castro and his political system. Her brother was the traitor, not her! Pedro was the traitor! Not her!

“Who are you?” asked the soldier. “Where are your papers?”

“Like I told Elpidia, my name is Michael. I don’t have any papers,” replied Michael before looking at Margarita and taking her hands into his. “Don’t worry about Pedro. He’s in good hands. He’ll be waiting for you and the children at the Miami airport when you arrive.”

At that moment, Margarita was elated and fearful. She was happy that Pedro was safe, but she feared what Elpidia might do to her and the children in her anger over being unable to capture Pedro before he left Cuba.

“Maqui,” Michael said softly with a knowing smile, using the nickname Pedro had given Margarita. “Don’t worry. I can assure you that no harm will come to you and the children. Pack your things and be ready to leave as you had planned to do. Everything will be all right. Do you trust me?”

Margarita looked into Michael’s peaceful eyes.

She nodded her head. “I do.”

❅ ❅ ❅

Elpidia, the Castro loyalist that she was, had rejected her mother’s claim of her American citizenship. In a document that she had personally handwritten, she stated that she never wanted to leave Cuba. This handwritten declaration would come to haunt her over and over again for many years.

Fifteen years after the revolution, the conditions in Cuba had not improved. Even with the backing of Russia, people were still limited in the types of foods available to them. Even the milk for children, after a certain age, was provided only in powder form. The blackouts were more prominent, and even over-the-counter medications were not as readily available. Elpidia, using her late mother’s American citizenship, put in her request to leave Cuba. She would go through the whole process of filling out the forms and getting family references and finances, only to have a specific document, handwritten by Elpidia years before, waved in front of her face.

“What is this?” asked the soldier behind the worn-out table as he pointed to a particular line on the slightly yellowed paper.

Elpidia looked down and saw the handwritten document she had made and signed years before.

“My signature,” she said, her throat going dry.

“And what does this document state?” the soldier continued to question her.

“That I, Elpidia Machado de Brache, have no desire to leave Cuba,” said Elpidia with a low, humble voice. “I desire to stay in Cuba for the rest of my life.”

“And yet, here you are, fifteen years later, wanting to leave Cuba... your birthplace... the country that has provided you with free food, housing, and education for all these years. Where else can you get free medical attention and education for your children and grandchildren?” asked the soldier menacingly. “What makes you think you will ever leave paradise?”

“I didn’t know it was going to be like this,” stated a tearful Elpidia.

“There is no such thing as a Utopia, camarada. That is only in fairytales like the Bible and other books of rubbish. If you are looking for paradise, you’re already living in it.”

Elpidia looked at the soldier. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

“Ahhh... so you recognize me, do you not?” asked the soldier.

“Yes... But I don’t know from where,” admitted Elpidia.

“I’m the driver who took you to your brother Pedro’s house with the two soldiers. Remember? The day you were going to turn him over to the authorities? But he escaped the country.”

“Well, I didn’t help him escape,” said Elpidia emphatically. Had she known the trouble she would have gotten into because of that situation, she would never have told the authorities about her brother.

“Oh, I know you didn’t help him escape. You were willing for him to be executed as a traitor because of a little complaint about the blackouts... for wanting to leave Cuba. You see, it would have been so much easier if those who truly believed in our cause had stayed, and for those who did not to... simply leave the country. If they do not like the politics, then go. But the heart of man is to be at war. Those who left believe in fairness, in being equal... no man better than another. We believe that too. No man is better than another. A doctor has no more value than a garbage man—”

“But a garbage man has no hope of becoming a doctor,” said Elpidia.

“The Cuban people can still prove that the Communist system works... if people like you didn’t abandon it so quickly.”

“So, quickly? It’s been fifteen years! How long should people have to struggle to get a decent, nutritious meal? To have clean running water and electricity? To have medicines on the shelves that they can buy?”

“These things take time, camarada. You will have to stay in our wonderful country a little bit longer. Your request for emigration has been denied.”

Elpidia sent in her paperwork for the possibility of leaving Cuba every three to five years. Every time it came down to her final interview, the signed declaration she had made so many years before would be waved in front of her. She would have to verbally read out loud to the official military soldier holding her fate in their hands what she had declared so many years ago... that she never wanted to leave Cuba.

At seventy-seven, Elpidia was given a Visa to visit the United States for three months. In that amount of time, she visited Pedro and his family. She asked Pedro and his family for forgiveness. She went to church with the family, and with a repentant heart, she accepted Christ as her Savior. Her family tried to get her an extension on her Visa, but the Cuban government rejected the extension.

Elpidia had returned to Cuba a different woman. Neighbors and friends noticed the difference immediately. She was cheerful and giving. She had only been back in Cuba for two months when Pedro got a message from one of Elpidia’s neighbors. His sister had passed away in the middle of the night. She had passed away quietly and peacefully.

Pedro had wept for his sister, but they were tears of peace and comfort. Although his sister was gone, he knew he would see her again.

❅ ❅ ❅

“Hello, Sam? You there?” asked Mark over the phone.

“Yeah, I’m here, Dad. I was just thinking of Pedro, Osvaldo’s Dad, and how he and his family left Cuba the way they did.”

“I’m just glad he did,” said Mark.

“So you think Stacey will work out?”

“I don’t know,” said Mark with a chuckle. “Osvaldo does make a mean cup of Cuban coffee.”

“He sure does,” said Sam with a smile. He wondered if it was too late to pick up two loaves of Cuban bread for tomorrow’s weekend breakfast. The kids loved being able to dunk their buttered bread into their café con leche and make a mess in the kitchen. Sam called Osvaldo.

“Hey, Osvaldo. Do you have any flautas de pan available?” asked Sam.

“Hey, Sam! For you? Always,” said Osvaldo with a chuckle.
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Chapter Five
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Judy’s New Connection

Judy was waiting for the appliances to arrive when she received a text message from an unknown phone number. She looked at the text message.

‘Hi Judy, I’m Lilly, Mark Allen’s sister-in-law. He sent me your pictures. Please call me when you get a chance,’ it stated.

Judy tapped on the text message’s phone number and pressed ‘Call’. The phone rang once before it was picked up.

“Hello, Judy?” asked the voice at the other end.

“Yes... Is this Lilly?” asked Judy.

“Yes. Hi... I don’t know if Mark told you anything about me and what I do.”

“He wasn’t very clear when we talked last night. He gave me a vague summary of what you do.”

“Okay... I own a small printing company over here in Baytown. We do invitations, brochures, flyers, business cards, curbside signs, door signs and if we don’t do the job people are looking for, we usually know who can.”

“Really? I wish I had met you sooner... or at least met Mark sooner, since he’s the one who introduced us to each other,” said Judy as she sat at the kitchen table eating her leftover Little Jasper’s pizza. She usually got bored waiting for appliance deliveries, and when she got bored, she ate.

“Why do you say that?” asked Lilly over the phone.

“You know those magnetic signs people put on the sides of cars promoting their business?”

“Yeah...”

“Well... I designed my business card through this company near my house. They did a good job. I liked them. So, I asked them if they made magnetic signs for cars, and they said they did. I placed an order with them, wanting them to use the same design as my business card. They said it would take two weeks. It took them over four weeks to let me know the signs were ready. I went to pick them up today, and they looked nothing like the design on my business card, and they were smaller than agreed upon. Then, when I complained to the manager about it, he told me they could fix it, but it would cost me extra because I wanted a custom print job. I was so mad! Why should I pay him to correct the mistake he made? I refused to pay him and walked out of the store.”

“As you should have,” said Lilly. “Listen, I had asked Mark for your number, and he sent me pictures of your business card... Is that the design you want to put on the side of your car?”

“Yes,” said Judy.

“Maybe I can help you out,” offered Lilly.

“That would be great if you could,” stated Judy.

“Yeah... we can definitely do this for you,” said Lilly as she talked to Judy on the speakerphone while looking at Judy’s design. “I like the name of your business. What kind of car do you drive?”

“I have a used postal office service van... It’s one of the bigger models,” Judy said.

Before contacting Judy, Lilly had looked up Judy’s website and thought the website was cute. The reviews were entertaining, and she had a good rating.

“Is it the vehicle on your website?”

“Yes, but I know it’s not at the right angle to show you the whole thing.”

“Hmmm... yeah, I see what you mean. Do you think that you would be able to come by our office so that we can get the dimensions of your vehicle’s doors? This way, we can make sure the signs are to your liking, not too big and not too small.”

“I’d have to check my schedule. Can I get back to you later today?”

“Sure... no problem... but the real reason I had wanted to talk to you was to see if you had any more photos that you’d be willing to share with me. Of course, I wouldn’t use all of them, but I’d use them as backgrounds to whatever I’d be printing.”

“Well, sure. If you want to use the pictures, go ahead.”

“Thanks... I’ll email you the release form... Oh, wait. My son is working on fixing our system, so I can’t email you the form. I’ll have to fax it over to you. Do you have a fax machine?”

“No, sorry, I don’t,” said Judy. “At home, I have a scanner and printer. What’s wrong with your computer system?”

“Ugh! Long story short. I had the son of a friend of mine work for me. Word to the wise, never hire friends or family—”

Judy chuckled. “That’s why I’m the owner and the only employee of my company.”

“The guy thought because I was friends with his mom that he didn’t have to show up to work on time, stay late if we had a project that was due... You know, actually work. He felt entitled to get a full paycheck even though he came in late every day, took more than an hour for lunch, and left ten to fifteen minutes before he was scheduled to leave.”

“I don’t see why you have a problem with that,” interjected Judy sarcastically.

“He got upset with me when I started to dock him the hours he didn’t work,” said Lilly.

“Wow... you’re a mean boss,” joked Judy.

“You’d think I was having him make bricks out of hay and mud,” said Lilly with a laugh, liking Judy’s sense of humor. “Anyway, he had this project due Saturday morning and was nowhere near finishing it. So, when he asked if he could leave extra early the Friday before, I told him he couldn’t leave until the project was done. The project wasn’t that big, and he had a month to finish it, but with him not showing up to work as he should have, he fell behind on it. Even though I told him he couldn’t leave early, he took off anyway. My husband and I worked well past midnight to finish his project and have it ready for the customer to pick up that Saturday morning, and by Saturday afternoon, our website was down, and he never showed up for work again. So, we figured he did something to the computer system that affected our website, and my son is trying to fix it.”

“How are you and your friend?” asked Judy. “Still friends?”

“Oh, we’re still friends. She had warned me not to hire him, but I thought I’d give him a chance, and now he wants to get unemployment.”

“What?!”

“He’s been denied, and he’s blaming me for it.”

“Did you fire him?” asked Judy.

“Nope. He didn’t realize that you can’t quit your job and go straight to getting unemployment benefits,” Lilly said with a triumphant tone in her voice. “Hmmm... I know! I’ll fax it over to Mark. He can scan it and email it to you. You then sign the release form and send it back to Mark, and he’ll fax it back to me. This way, I can start using your photos right away. What do you think?”

Lilly knew she didn’t have to use her business email to send Judy the release form; she could use her email for that, but for some reason, she wanted Mark to get involved in her business dealings with Judy. Sometimes, what looks good on the internet isn’t exactly what you get. Lilly wanted Mark to be there if something went wrong with Judy. She wanted Mark to be her buffer.

“Sounds like a plan... Oh, the delivery guys showed up... I’m going to have to let you go.”

“You getting new appliances?”

“No way. I can’t afford these new fancy ones. Instead of people wasting time away from work and losing money while waiting for the delivery guy, they hire me to be the one waiting on the delivery guys.”

“People pay you to wait for appliances?”

“All around, it’s cheaper for them to hire me to do it. I run errands for people. I charge by the hour for some errands, and for others, I charge a flat fee. Some of my clients are small business owners, and instead of having an employee go to the bank to make deposits or go to the post office to drop off packages or pick up mail, they use my services, and I do it for them.”

“Heyyy! That’s a really good idea! You can set up your schedule.”

“Yes, but I usually ask the client if the job has to be done exactly on that date and time. If the client says ‘No,’ I’ll work around it. But if the client says ‘Yes,’ then I may have to decline the job and refer them to someone else to do the job. Sometimes, I’ll be out of town or unable to do the job because I have another job that I’m working on, and I’ll be cutting it close. I prefer not to take the job than to not fulfill my obligation with a client and let the client down.”

“Are you on Facebook? Is your business on Facebook?”

“Yes.”

“Okay... I see you. I sent you a Friend request. But I have to warn you, I don’t do much on Facebook. My husband, on the other hand, is a Facebook stalker. He knows more about my brothers and their families than I do. He knows which niece has broken up with her latest boyfriend and when they’ve gotten back together.”

“I know what you mean. To me, Facebook can become a bit overwhelming, and whenever I post something, there is always someone I will tick off. So, I rarely say or post anything anymore. I wish people happy birthday or happy anniversary... post pictures, but I don’t add any comments to someone’s post. Oopps... Listen, I have to go. I’ll let you know when I can go down to ‘Click it & Print it’ sometime tonight.”

“No problem, and thanks! I’ll let Mark know to keep an eye out for the release form,” said Lilly.

“You’re welcome. Bye,” said Judy.

“Bye.”

❅ ❅ ❅

“Mr. Koch?” asked Wilma from Virgil Koch’s doorway, waiting for Virgil to acknowledge her. Wilma had learned not to enter Mr. Koch’s office without his permission on the first day she started working at Koch’s Floor & Tiling.

“Yes, Wilma,” Virgil said, motioning for her to enter his office.

“Here are the paychecks for this week’s payroll,” said Wilma, entering the office and placing the stream of checks on Mr. Koch’s desk.

“Hungry vultures,” grumbled Virgil as he started signing paycheck after paycheck. “Can I ask you a question, Wilma?”

“Of course, Mr. Koch,” said Wilma.

“Have you looked at these paychecks?”

“I’m sorry,” responded Wilma. “I don’t understand the question.”

“Have you taken a good look at these checks? The amount of taxes being taken out... things like that,” stated Virgil. “The employment agency said that you had some experience in payroll. Do you think the amount of taxes being taken out is correct?”

“To be honest, Mr. Koch, I have not,” said Wilma. “I look at mine, of course, and I don’t see anything wrong with it. They take out the maximum allowed.... Single... zero.”

“Someone told me that you had commented on how well my drivers are getting paid—”

“Well, yes. I only mentioned it to Jazz because of the number of beautiful trucks in the employee parking lot. The guys must be getting paid well to afford them.”

“They get paid to be loyal,” said Virgil as he finished signing the last check. He had thought about getting one of those pre-signed paychecks, but he didn’t trust his employees. He would be losing money left and right if he did that. “Here you go. All done.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Wilma as she took the signed paychecks and left Virgil Koch’s office. She made a mental note never to mention or discuss anything regarding work with Jazz. Jazz had been the only one she had talked to about the nice trucks the guys at work had. She had wondered if Mr. Koch was hiring any more drivers. Her brother was looking for a job. But after being at the job for two weeks, she didn’t feel this was the right place for her brother. Something wasn’t right. They didn’t have a constant flow of walk-in customers, yet money was coming in. Wilma thought of two ways in which Mr. Koch could be making a profit. One way was online customers, and the second way to keep a company afloat was by making or selling drugs. Wilma prayed it was the online purchases but feared it was the latter. If Koch’s Floor & Tiling was dealing with drugs, she was violating her parole.

❅ ❅ ❅

Saturday

“Is Dad here?” asked Jonah as he poked his head inside the office he shared with his brothers. Seeing only Dave and Sam in the room, he entered and closed the door behind him.

“What are you doing?” asked Sam suspiciously.

“Shhh... I don’t want Dad to hear,” said Jonah in a whisper.

“You don’t want Dad to hear what?” asked Dave.

“You know how we’ve been teasing Dad about that lady, Judy?”

“Yeah...” said his other two brothers in unison.

“Well, we gotta stop teasing him about it. Tia Lilly has ‘friended’ her on Facebook, and I did some checking up on Judy—”

“You mean you’ve been stalking Judy,” said Dave with a chuckle.

“Checking... stalking... It’s the same difference,” replied Jonah with a smile.

“What did you find out about Judy?” asked Sam. He was curious about Judy. The woman seemed to have come from out of nowhere.

“She’s already married. To a Luis Rubio.”

“Wait a minute... how do you know all this?” asked Dave.

“Facebook sent me one of those notifications about potential friends. I didn’t know who Judy Rubio was or why I would get the notification. I saw that Judy’s one mutual friend is Tia Lilly. That’s when I checked up on her,” Jonah said, sitting down in his chair.

“And she’s married,” stated Sam.

“Yes. To Luis,” answered Jonah.

“Okay... No more teasing, Dad, about Judy in the sky with diamonds,” said Dave.

‘Darn! I liked Judy for Dad,’ thought Dave.

❅ ❅ ❅

Saturday night, Judy found herself exhausted. In the morning, she did a few revenue-earning errands, and then she drove to Baytown to meet Lilly at ‘Click-It & Print-It’ about the magnet signs for her van. Monika and Kevin had invited her to join them for a late lunch after they had met with Mark and his son about Kevin’s parents’ little construction project. Judy kindly declined their offer. She didn’t know how long she would be with Lilly in getting an estimate. Judy didn’t want them to have to wait for her if she ran late.
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