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      January

      January Edwards stared at the cardboard box on her kitchen counter, thinking she should go through it and pick out the stuff from her office that she wanted to keep.

      She’d tossed her belongings, mostly useless corporate swag and a few personal items, in the box on autopilot as she tried to process that she no longer had a job.

      The PeachTech logo on a coffee mug mocked her from inside the box. She'd grabbed it without thinking, muscle memory from three years of reaching for it during endless product roadmap meetings.

      "Due to organizational restructuring..."

      The HR director's words from this afternoon still echoed in her head, delivered with the kind of practiced sympathy that came from firing a dozen people before lunch.

      She should have thrown the mug at the man’s head.

      Apparently, three years of successful product launches, countless late nights debugging user flows with her work partner-in-crime, Cam, and a track record that spoke for itself meant nothing when the board decided to "pivot their strategy."

      She snorted softly. Good luck with that.

      A quarter of the company had gotten walking papers, and January knew that the remaining staff would have their hands full trying to do the work of everyone they’d just let go. But that wasn’t her problem anymore.

      She closed the box back up, deciding she’d deal with it later when she heard her phone buzz.

      January pulled her phone from her purse and saw seven missed calls from her mother. Seven.

      "Nope," she muttered, swiping the notification away. Brenda Edwards had an uncanny sense about family crises but her mother's particular brand of concern, which would inevitably morph into suggestions about how January should have seen this coming or what she should do next, was not what she needed after losing her job.

      Another item on her to-do list that she wasn’t dealing with right then: talking to her mother.

      January tossed her phone back into her purse, as if burying it would somehow make her mother's calls disappear.

      Now what? She glanced around at the walls of her townhouse. What did one do at two in the afternoon on a random Wednesday when they no longer had a job?

      The responsible thing would be to update her resume. January walked to her home office and opened her laptop, pulling up the document she hadn't touched in three years.

      The cursor blinked at the top of the page, like it was judging her. January squinted at her resume. The first bullet point said, “Strategic innovator…” She made a face. She barely remembered what that even meant. Her hand hovered over the keyboard, but her brain flatlined.

      After a beat, January closed the laptop a little harder than necessary.

      She wasn’t doing this right now. Absolutely not.

      The idea of job hunting, which she knew would be a full-time endeavor, felt like a weight on her chest.

      Picking up her separation packet from the box, January thumbed through the pages as she walked to her living room and sank into her couch. The severance package was better than she expected: three month’s salary. But was it enough time to find another product management position? With the holidays upon them, no one would be hiring for the next month. January let her head fall back against the couch, then grabbed the remote and flicked on the TV, needing noise to drown out the voice in her head predicting all the ways this could spiral into disaster. Her savings account could cover her mortgage and expenses for maybe three to four months if she was careful. Five if she ate nothing but ramen.

      She winced. She hated ramen noodles.

      A travel show filled the screen with some host with an annoyingly cheerful British accent standing on a pristine beach, turquoise water stretching behind her.

      "...and that's why Barbados has become one of the ultimate destinations for solo female travelers seeking both adventure and sanctuary," the host was saying. "The island's year-round warmth isn't just about the weather, it's about the people, the culture, the feeling that you can truly be yourself here."

      January almost changed the channel, but something in the woman's tone made her lower the remote. The host was interviewing someone now, a Black woman about January's age with sun-kissed goddess locs and an aura about her that was giving peacefulness and bliss.

      "I came to Barbados after my divorce," the woman was saying. "I'd spent twenty years defining myself through my marriage, my job, other people's expectations. I needed to reclaim who I was."

      January sat up straighter. The woman's words hit too close to home.

      "And how did you make that journey safely as a solo traveler?" the host asked.

      "I used an app called SisterStay. It connects women travelers with female hosts who offer more than just accommodation—they offer community. My host, Cheryl, didn't just give me a place to stay. She gave me a family of women who understood what it meant to rebuild yourself."

      Rebuild yourself. The words echoed in January's mind.

      When was the last time she'd done anything just for herself? Not for career advancement, not to meet someone else's expectations, but purely because she wanted to?

      Leaning forward, January stabbed at the volume button on her remote.

      "SisterStay has completely revolutionized how women travel alone," the host continued. "Each property is vetted, each host is a woman who's made her own brave journey, and every guest becomes part of a sisterhood that extends far beyond their stay."

      The camera panned across a charming property with vibrant turquoise walls and white shutters, where women of different ages and ethnicities laughed together on a terrace overlooking ocean waves.

      Something in January's chest tightened. She couldn't remember the last time she'd seen women look so free. So genuinely relaxed.

      Before she could talk herself out of it, January grabbed her laptop and typed "SisterStay" into the browser. The website was beautiful and simple, with testimonials from women who'd found exactly what they needed:

      "I arrived broken. I left whole."

      "This wasn't just a vacation. It was a reset button on my life."

      "For the first time in years, I remembered who I was before the world told me who I should be."

      She clicked on "Barbados" almost without thinking. There were several properties, but one immediately caught her eye—a gorgeous small villa run by someone named Cheryl Evans, described as "a London expat who traded corporate life for Caribbean sunshine and never looked back."

      January clicked on Cheryl's profile. The photo showed a woman with braids pulled into an elegant bun and a serene smile, standing on a sun-drenched veranda. Her bio read: "Former corporate lawyer on the partner track who burned out at forty. Started over at forty-two. Best decision I ever made."

      Started over at forty-two.

      January would be forty in less than three weeks. If this woman could start over at forty-two, surely January could figure something out at forty.

      The villa had ten guest rooms, each with a private bathroom and a small balcony facing either the gardens or the sea.

      A hammock strung between two tall palm trees sealed the deal. She could see herself sinking into that hammock watching the sunset while the ocean waves lulled her to sleep.

      January clicked on the pricing and felt her stomach drop. It wasn't astronomical, but it wasn't cheap either. Two weeks at the property would take a chunk of her savings. That was money she should be conserving for mortgage payments and groceries while job hunting.

      This was exactly the kind of impractical, irresponsible decision her mother would tell her not to make.

      January clicked to close the tab with the website.

      She should be practical. Update her resume. Start networking. Reach out to recruiters. Make a plan.

      She re-opened the tab, thinking she’d check the dates. If the villa was booked, there was her answer.

      The dates were available. Her severance package could cover it. She was turning forty in less than a month on January third. She could ring in the new year and her new decade doing something totally off brand for her: traveling alone to a new country just because.

      Excitement coursed through her, and she jumped up to grab her credit card from her purse.

      As she pulled her wallet out, January heard her phone buzz with a text. She pulled it out.

      
        
          
            
              
        CAM: Your mom called me. Put foot in mouth and she knows you lost your job 😟

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You OK?

      

      

      

      

      

      January stared at Cam's text, her thumb hovering over the keyboard. Of course her mother had called Cam. Brenda Edwards had a network of informants that would make the CIA jealous, and Cam had always been too polite to dodge her calls.

      She typed and deleted three different responses then decided to keep it simple.

      
        
          
            
              
        JANUARY: I'm fine. Just need some space to figure things out.

      

      

      

      

      

      His reply came immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        CAM: She’s worried…maybe let her know you’re not injured or dead in a ditch somewhere. Also what about your birthday?

      

      

      

      

      

      Right. The birthday. Brenda had been dropping hints about "special plans" for weeks, and January had been too buried in product roadmaps to pay attention. The thought of facing her family's concern, their questions about what came next, their careful optimism that she'd "land on her feet"—it felt impossible.

      January closed her eyes and sighed. Her mother's "special plans" were notorious for being well-intentioned but often misaligned with what January actually wanted. Last year it had been a blind date with the son of someone from her mother's church.

      
        
          
            
              
        JANUARY: Birthday TBD. Tell her I’m fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      She looked back at the SisterStay website, at Cheryl's warm smile in the host photo, at the promise of a place where she could just be January, not January the Product Manager or January the Disappointment or January Who Should Have Her Life Together By Now.

      She paused with her wallet in hand. This was crazy and impulsive. Financially questionable. Everything she wasn't.

      But then again, being responsible and practical had just gotten her fired two weeks before Christmas.

      What was the point of always playing it safe if it didn't keep you safe at all?

      Her fingers moved across the keyboard, entering her credit card info before her brain could intervene.

      Booking request for Sea La Vie, Barbados. Arrival: December 20th. Departure: January 4th.

      January's finger hovered over the "Confirm Booking" button.

      This was it. The point of no return.

      She thought about all the extra hours she’d spent at work, the box of belongings on her counter, the resume she couldn't bring herself to update. She thought about her milestone birthday looming and the expectations she'd spent thirty-nine years trying to meet.

      She thought about the women in Barbados, peaceful and free.

      January clicked "Confirm."

      The confirmation email arrived within minutes, along with a personal note from Cheryl: "Welcome to the SisterStay family, January. I can't wait to meet you and share the magic of this special place. Safe travels, sister."

      January stared at the screen, her heart pounding. She'd just booked a solo trip to a Caribbean island to stay in a strange house with people she didn’t know. Three hours ago, she'd been a rational product manager with a five-year plan. Now she was apparently the kind of woman who made life-altering decisions based on travel shows and impulse.

      Or maybe she was the kind of woman who finally gave herself permission to want something.

      Her phone buzzed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        CAM: Whatever you need. I'm here.

      

      

      

      

      

      She almost typed back that she was flying to Barbados in four days to figure out her life with the help of strangers. Almost. Instead, she put the phone down and started mentally cataloging what one packed for a two-week trip to reinvent herself.

      January had no idea what came next.

      But for the first time since walking out of that conference room, January felt something other than devastation.

      She felt the tiniest spark of hope.
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      Cam

      Cameron Carter stared at his phone, reading January's text for the third time.

      
        
          
            
              
        JANUARY: I'm fine. Just need some space to figure things out.

      

      

      

      

      

      He sighed, rubbing his jaw.

      I’m fine.

      Right. The woman who'd built her entire identity around being the best product manager at PeachTech was fine after getting unceremoniously dumped by the company she'd bled for. The same woman who'd stress-eaten an entire box of Girl Scout cookies from his desk during their last product launch was handling unemployment with perfect composure.

      Cam knew January well enough to translate what I’m fine meant: I'm falling apart but I'll die before I admit it.

      The layoffs had been quick and efficient, like a brutal corporate surgery. One minute they were all working on quarterly planning, the next minute HR was calling people into conference rooms. Cam had been in the break room when Ibrahim from January's product team walked past, box in hand, face blank with shock.

      "They got the whole product team," Ibrahim had said quietly. "January, too."

      Cam's stomach had dropped. He'd abandoned his coffee and headed straight for their floor, arriving just as January emerged from her cubicle with that damn cardboard box. She'd looked up, saw him, and something flickered across her face: hurt, embarrassment, determination, before the mask slammed back into place.

      The guilt of that sat heavy in his chest now. Why had he survived the layoffs when someone as talented as January hadn't? She was better at her job than half the people they'd kept. The only difference was that her entire team had been "restructured" while his had been deemed "essential."

      Corporate politics. That's all it was. And January had gotten caught in it.

      He'd wanted to say something, but what did you say to your favorite co-worker when she'd just gotten gut-punched?

      Sorry you got fired while I get to keep my job. Want to hang around till my day is over and grab a drink so we can talk about how unfair life is?

      Instead, he'd stood there like an idiot, watching her walk out of his life with a cardboard box and her chin held high.

      Now she wasn't answering her phone, and Brenda Edwards was about to call him for the second time today.

      As if summoned by his thoughts, his phone rang. Brenda's smiling face filled the screen—a photo from last month when she'd insisted on taking a selfie after he'd helped her set up cloud storage for her photos.

      "Hey, Miss Brenda," he answered, settling back in his desk chair. The office was mostly empty now, but he hadn't been able to bring himself to leave. Going home to his quiet house meant accepting that January was really gone.

      "Cameron, did you talk to January? She still hasn’t called me back."

      Cam closed his eyes.

      He could hear the worry threading through her voice and he wanted to reassure her that January would be okay. Brenda had a way of adopting the people January cared about, and somehow Cam had become one of her honorary sons.

      "She's... processing everything," Cam said carefully. "Today was really hard on her."

      "Hard?" Brenda's voice rose an octave. "Cameron, what happened?”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Had he really just outed January's firing to her mother? He'd assumed Brenda already knew. January told her mother everything—well, almost everything.

      "I thought you knew," Cam said after a beat. "I thought January told you about the layoffs today at PeachTech." He swiveled his chair away from his computer screen, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

      Silence stretched across the line, and Cam could practically hear Brenda's heart breaking through the phone.

      "Layoffs?" Her voice came out shrill and on the brink of shrieking. "My baby lost her job?"

      “Yeah,” Cam said. “Her whole team was eliminated today.”

      “Well, no wonder I haven’t heard from her today. She must be devastated. She should have called me.”

      "I'm sure there's a good reason she didn't tell you yet," Cam added quickly, trying to repair the damage. "It just happened a few hours ago."

      "She's probably just in shock," Brenda said, her voice softening. "January's always been so proud of her career. This must be hitting her hard."

      "January's always been that way, ever since she was a little girl," Brenda continued. "She will never admit when something’s wrong. Always tries to handle everything herself."

      Cam nodded, forgetting Brenda couldn't see him. "That sounds like January."

      "Oh, but this is perfect timing actually," Brenda said, her tone shifting from worry to determination. “She needs this party now more than ever.”

      Cam bit his lip. He was pretty sure the last thing January wanted was a birthday party when she had no job.

      "Miss Brenda, I'm not sure—" he started.

      "Cameron, I know what you're thinking, but hear me out. January needs to be reminded that her worth isn't tied to some corporate job. She needs to see how many people love her."

      Cam rubbed the back of his neck. "I understand that, but maybe now isn't the best time for a surprise⁠—"

      "The party is in two weeks," Brenda continued. "I've already put deposits down on the caterer, the venue, everything. Her cousins are flying in from California. My sister and her husband are driving down from Tennessee."

      Brenda had been planning this for months, calling him weekly with updates, asking his opinion on everything from the guest list to the menu. She'd been so excited, and so sure that surprising January with all the people who loved her would be the perfect way to start her new decade.

      And Cam had gone along with it because he'd never been able to say no to Brenda Edwards. Because he'd thought a family celebration might be different from the office parties January avoided. Because he'd secretly hoped that maybe, in the glow of birthday happiness, he'd finally work up the courage to tell January how he felt.

      He'd been a coward and an idiot.

      "Maybe we should postpone—" Cam started.

      "Absolutely not," Brenda said firmly. "That girl needs to know how loved she is, especially now. You mark my words, Cameron, if we let her hide away and feel sorry for herself, she'll spend her fortieth birthday alone in that townhouse eating ice cream and watching those awful shark movies."

      The scary thing was, Brenda was probably right. January's default coping mechanism was isolation, and losing her job would only make that worse.

      "I just don't think she's in the headspace for a party right now," Cam said.

      "Which is exactly why it needs to be a surprise. If we ask her, she'll say no and spend the day wallowing. But if we surprise her with everyone who loves her, show her that her worth isn't tied to some corporate job..." Brenda's voice softened. "She needs this, sweetheart. She needs to remember who she is outside of work."

      Cam rubbed his forehead, where a headache was building. The thing was, he agreed with Brenda. January did need to remember her worth and to be surrounded by love. But she also needed space to process her grief and ambushing her with a party felt like the opposite of what she'd asked for.
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