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“THEY’RE ABOUT TO START firing folks again.”

Journey Garnett whipped around in her chair. Her coworker Christina had appeared behind her, hunched over and speaking in her usual hushed whisper. 

“What? Where did you hear that?”

“The grapevine is hot, girl. I’m surprised you haven’t heard it by now.”

“You know I don’t listen to office gossip. People say some of everything up in here.”

“This isn’t gossip, Journey. Some of the higher-ups confirmed it, though of course they don’t want to be the ones to come out and say it. Don’t want everybody panicking or whatever.”

Journey’s brow furrowed in concern. “Do you think it will hit this department? They just did some layoffs a few months ago.”

“You know they’re trying to tighten the purse strings around here. Word is, though, that it won’t affect us. Since we deal directly with these complaining customers, we’d be last on the list. It’s the behind-the-scenes departments they’re cutting, mostly.”

That made Journey breathe a little easier. She worked in customer service and while she didn’t love her job, she certainly couldn’t afford to lose it.

“I guess that’s good, though I hate to hear about anybody losing their job like that,” she mused. 

“Yeah, true. But most people up in here have some kind of side hustle, anyway. And you’re gonna be a big-time hair stylist, yourself. I’m still loving this dye job you did on my hair; got me feeling all glamorous and shit.”

Chuckling, Journey looked at Christina’s newly-dyed platinum blonde natural hair, which played well against her toasty brown skin. Between that and the short cut Journey had given her, Christina had been singing her praises ever since. 

“Yeah, I noticed how you’ve been strutting around here like Naomi Campbell or somebody.”

“Please. I have way better cheekbones.” Christina hopped off her perch on Journey’s desk. “Anyway, just wanted to give you the tea, since I figured you hadn’t heard. And you know they don’t want us spreading it and worrying everybody.”

“Of course. Wouldn’t want to give people a heads-up that they might be about to lose their livelihood. Better to have them blindsided.”

“You know how they do. Well, let me get on back to my desk. I’ll catch you later.”

Journey turned back to her computer as Christina sauntered off. She couldn’t help but be a little concerned, still, about the supposed layoffs. She’d been with Metro Service Group for six years and had survived multiple rounds of layoffs, but that didn’t mean she felt any more secure in her position than she ever did. Everyone knew they could be out the door at any time.

She tried to put it out of her mind and continue with her day. After hearing such unpleasant news, she was more anxious than usual to get out of there and home to her son, Theo.

Before she could do that, though, she had to see her ex-husband.

“I hope he keeps his word this time,” she muttered to herself as she pulled up to his home. “Dude stays in a freakin’ townhouse but can’t give me a couple hundred bucks a month for his son.”

She knocked on the door and checked her watch. When nothing happened, she knocked harder. Several more moments of nothing passed and she was yanking out her phone when the door flung open. Dino, her ex-husband stood there shirtless and breathless.

“My bad,” he said, waving her in. “I was on the phone and didn’t hear you knocking.”

“Uh-huh.” She stepped inside but stayed close to the door. “You got what we talked about?”

He looked away from her and brushed his long locs off his shoulder. “You want something to drink or some doughnuts or something?”

“No, Dino, I don’t want any doughnuts. If you could just give me the money so I can go and get Theo, I’d appreciate it.”

“What’s the rush?”

“I’m tired and I still have to get home and make dinner, among other things. And I’m just really not in the mood to socialize. Do you have the money or not?”

He ran a hand down his face. “Umm...”

“Dammit, Dino!”

“Look, I’m sorry! I had some unforeseen stuff come up but I promise, I’ll be able to break you off in a day or two.”

“Break me off? You’re not doing me some damn favor. Theo is just as much your child as he is mine.”

“I know that, J.”

“And as for that promise, you told me you were going to give me this money last week. Let’s not even talk about how behind you are.”

“You don’t have to keep telling me that. It’s not like I’m trying to be selfish. Once this business kicks off, money won’t even be an issue. I’ve got a conference call tonight, matter of fact.”

“Oh yeah? What kind of ‘business’ is it this time? Selling phone service? Protein shakes? Magic lotion?”

“What, you trying to be funny?”

“Nah, I’m serious. I don’t know why you keep wasting your time with all these pyramid schemes.”

“It’s multi-level marketing.”

“It’s a pyramid scheme.”

“Call it what you want to, folks get straight paid if they work ‘em right. And I’ve already got a string of folks ready to sign up under me.”

“Yeah, that’s what you said when you were doing the thing with the hair products made out of berries. You ended up with a room full of products you couldn’t even give away, let alone sell.”

“Why you always gotta bring up old stuff? That was two years ago.”

“And yet here you are doing the same stuff. Why don’t you get a real job?”

“Why, so I can be miserable working for somebody else doing something I hate like you? I wanna have my own thing.”

“I wanna have my own thing, too, and I will. But in the meantime, I’m doing what I gotta do. Theo needs stuff now. I don’t have the luxury of doing all this experimenting.”

“Yeah, okay. You know, this is partly why we got divorced, because you never believed in me. I had your back when you first started doing hair. But I guess that don’t go both ways.”

“Whatever,” Journey waved him off, turning towards the door. “I don’t have time for this.”

“Journey, hold up.” Dino hurried over to her, covering her hand on the doorknob with his. “Look, I’m sorry, all right? I don’t wanna fight with you.”

“Well, you should do what you’re supposed to do, then.”

“I’m gonna make it up to you, I promise.” He stepped close to her, leaning in to inhale her flowery perfume. “I can start right now, actually.”

Journey eased back, curling her lip and frowning. “Seriously?”

“Don’t act like you’re never down. Is that a new nose ring? It’s hot.”

“Back up off me, Dino.”

“And that dress is clinging in all the right places. Girl, you know you thicker than overcooked grits.”

She rolled her eyes. “Bye, Dino.” Pushing him away, she yanked open the door and stormed out, annoyed that she had wasted her time coming there. Even more so that he tried to get some after he flaked on her. Again.

It had been the same cycle with Dino ever since they got divorced a few years earlier; he’d get into another one of his “businesses”, promise her and Theo the world, and then make himself scarce when things didn’t turn out like he predicted. And he seemed to think a quick roll in the hay was supposed to make up for him not contributing financially. 

Journey shook her head. She could admit there were times that she’d given in to Dino, succumbing to weak moments. But the reason she’d filed for divorce in the first place was because she could never depend on him. And she still couldn’t. As usual, she’d just have to figure out how to make ends meet on her own.

She pulled up to her grandmother Olivia’s house and fluffed her twistout before smoothing her hands over her cheeks, trying to erase the frown from her face. Between her job and her ex-husband, she could almost feel the stress filling up her body like juice in a glass. But she didn’t want to show that in front of Theo, so she took a few deep breaths and tried to put on her game face.

Her mother’s loud voice hit her before she even got to the door, and Journey rolled her eyes. 

“This is gonna be a quicker visit than I thought,” she mumbled, knocking on the door.

It swung open, and Journey smiled down at her seven-year-old son. 

“Boy, what are you doing opening the door?” she scolded with a smile, entering the house. 

“Mama O is in the kitchen and Clarice is on the phone fussin’.”

“What did I tell you about calling your grandmama by her first name?”

“Well, whenever I call her ‘Grandmama’ she tells me not to ‘cause it makes her sound old and she don’t wanna hear that.”

“Lord...”

“Hey, baby,” Journey’s grandmother Olivia greeted as she rushed from the kitchen. “I was just finishing frosting these cakes. I told this boy I’d come get the door in a second.”

“I saw it was Mama so I went ahead and answered it,” Theo defended. “You always said don’t answer the door for strangers.”

Chuckling, Olivia came over to give Journey a hug and kiss on the cheek. “How was work, baby girl?”

“It was work,” Journey shrugged. “Just another day of endless calls and complaints.”

“It’s only temporary. You’ll be in business for yourself doing hair before you know it.”

“I have to go to cosmetology school first. This stuff I do on the side is cool but I wanna be all the way legit with it.”

“You will be. Just stay the course.”

“What’s Mama doing here? I could hear her from outside.”

“She’s back there, on the phone with Senior. They had another fight.”

“I figured. That’s usually the only time she comes over here.”

“One of these days I’m gonna change my locks. I’m getting too old for this kind of drama.”

“Please. I think you low-key like the soap opera Mama and Senior have been playing out for years. And as for all that ‘old’ stuff, you’re in better shape than Mama is. Probably me, too.”

“Girl, hush,” Olivia dismissed, but she couldn’t hide her pleased smile. Her firm size six frame was thanks to years of water aerobics and Pilates, and only eating meat on Sundays. Journey’s size doubled her grandmother’s, not that she cared. 

“Theo, go get your stuff so we can go,” Journey instructed. After he ran off, Journey looked at her grandmother. “Thanks again for watching him for me. I couldn’t believe how much they were charging for that after-school program. I’m already ready for summer break and we’re not even a week into this school year.”

“You know it’s no problem. The school is right down the street, anyway. No need in paying that money when I’m right here. Plus he keeps me company while I’m up in here baking and knitting folks’ stuff. I can’t believe how many orders for custom blankets I got after you put them on that Facebook.”

“I can. They’re awesome. I know I love the one you made for me.”

“Who knew learning how to knit forty years ago would be putting money in my pocket today. I’m supposed to be retired.”

“Yeah, but you know you don’t like just sitting around, Grandmama. Trying to get you to relax is a waste of time.”

“I relax plenty when I’m doing my crossword puzzles at night. I don’t mind staying busy doing stuff I like doing.”

“Exactly the point I’m trying to get to.”

When Theo emerged with his too-large backpack in tow, Journey hurriedly kissed Olivia good-bye and started to leave, anxious to get out of there before her mother Clarice finished her latest argument with Senior. She was in no mood to hear the latest grumblings about her stepfather (who was old enough to be her grandfather), knowing Clarice would be going right back home to him in a matter of hours. 

Right before she and Theo were out the door, he announced, “Oh yeah, Mama. My teacher gave me a list of stuff I’m gonna need for class. We’re supposed to have it by Friday.”

An immediate frown came to Journey’s face, but she tried to clear it. More stuff already? She’d already had to put all of the school supplies and new clothes Theo needed for the new school year on her credit card, which was something she tried not to use except for emergencies; the last thing she needed was more debt. 

Without even seeing the list, Journey knew she wouldn’t have the money for whatever was on it by Friday. She wouldn’t be getting paid for another week, and thanks to Dino flaking on her, she didn’t have any extra.

“Okay, umm...I’ll have to see what I can do, sweetie.”

“But she said we have to have it on Friday.”

“Well, she’s just gonna have to-”

“Theo, baby, go get me my glasses from my room for me,” Olivia jumped in. “They’re right in there on the dresser.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

When he was out of the room, Olivia took some money out of her back pocket and pressed it into Journey’s hand. “Here, baby. Use this.”

Journey looked at her gratefully. “You don’t have to do that, Grandmama. I would’ve figured something out.”

“Hush. If you don’t have it, you just don’t have it. I’ve been there plenty of times. Get whatever the boy needs. He doesn’t need to know where it came from.”

Unable to resist, Journey hugged her again, breathing a sigh of relief. It was one less thing to worry about, and she appreciated that. 

“It’s not gonna always be like this, baby,” Olivia whispered to her as Theo trotted back into the room, glasses in hand. “Just keep pushin’.” 

––––––––
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LATER, AFTER SHE AND Theo had dinner and he was getting ready for bed, Journey got a call from her friend Roz. 

“How was the j-o-b today?” Roz asked.

“Same as always. I’m sure your day was a lot more interesting than mine.”

“Did a couple of photo shoots.”

“See? Told you.”

“At least you know what you’re gonna be doing every day. I love being a makeup artist and everything, but sometimes the freelancing can be rather unpredictable.”

“Please, you’ve been killing it.”

“And you will be, too. When are you supposed to enroll in cosmetology school?”

“Soon. But if Dino keeps leaving me hanging like he did today, I might have to push it back yet again.”

“I told you to go ahead and put him on child support.”

“So he can end up in jail when he can’t pay it? He’ll be no good to me, then. At least now he can help pick Theo up and keep him every other weekend. Theo was just asking about going over there a little while ago.”

“I guess.”

“And it sounds like they’re getting ready to do more layoffs at work.”

“Oh no. Do you think they’ll lay you off?”

“The word is that our department is safe, but who knows. I’m trying not to worry about it. It’s not like we haven’t been through this before.”

“True. It’s gonna all work out, though. You’re still doing hair on the side in the meantime. I saw the latest style you did, on Instagram. I never thought I’d say purple braids were cute.”

“That client was right on time, too, ‘cause that money went towards fixing my cracked windshield. And you have a hard time saying any hair is cute, since you cut all yours off.”

“Oh, I love other people’s hair; I just don’t want to fool with any, myself.” Roz laughed, and Journey couldn’t help but join her. “Being damn near bald works for me.”

“I couldn’t do it. I love changing up my style too much.”

“Oh, I know. You’ve been doing that since the fourth grade. However Ms. Clarice fixed your hair, you changed it as soon as you got to school.”

“Well, that was because Mama didn’t even try to make it cute. I had to fix it myself if I wanted to look decent and not get clowned. That’s probably where my love for doing hair came from.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it. Oh, and don’t forget, we’re supposed to go and give Mom her monthly makeover tomorrow.”

“I’ll be there. Heading over right after work.”

“Good. I’ll probably get there before you do. You know Dad fired her nurse, right?”

“Another one? For what?”

“Who knows. I’m sure it’s a stupid reason, especially since Mom doesn’t even feel like she needs a nurse. Dad doesn’t really like having another guy in the house, but Mom insists on a male nurse because she doesn’t want other women around him. You know she’s paranoid about someone else catching his eye.”

“Just because she’s overweight?”

“Girl. You can keep it real. Mom is straight obese with a capital O. Let’s just call it what it is.”

“Well...I didn’t wanna be disrespectful.”

“You’re family; you know what the deal is with that. And there’s nothing disrespectful about the truth.”

“I guess. I’ve offered to try to help her get some of that weight off. But anyway, I’ll see you over there tomorrow. I’ve got some stuff I need to finish before I go to bed and get ready to do all of this again tomorrow.”

“Don’t be like that, Journey. You’re just paying your dues right now but before too long you’re gonna be doing these shoots and stuff right along with me.”

“I appreciate that encouragement, girl. ‘Cause I surely can’t go on like this forever.”

Chapter 2

––––––––
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“IT’S SO NICE OF YOU girls to come over here,” Roz’s mother Molly gushed as Roz and Journey got all of their supplies ready. “I’m sure you have better things you could be doing.”

“Come on, Ms. Molly; you know it’s no trouble,” Journey insisted. “I thought of a real cute style to do on your hair today.”

“What you do is always cute. Too bad it gets wasted with me just sitting around the house.”

“Well, Mom, I offer to take you out somewhere but you never want to go,” Roz reminded her. 

“I’m too fat to fit in your little car, and we both know it.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say stuff like that.”

“Why not? It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

“Well...you don’t have to stay fat.”

“Ugh. I’ve tried losing weight a thousand times and I always get discouraged. I admit it’s my fault I’m like this. After my parents were killed, I just stopped caring. It’s a wonder Clyde is still here. I know I disgust him.”

“Dad isn’t going anywhere.”

“Only because he feels obligated to stay. Not because he wants to be here. We hardly even-”

“Nope! I don’t know what you were about to say but I have a feeling that hearing it will make me want to burn my ears off. We get it; you and Dad have issues.” 

“Issues doesn’t even begin to describe it. I know he keeps hiring these nurses just to have someone to keep me from eating everything in sight when he’s not here; it’s not because I need one. At least I got him to agree not to hire any more. But I know you two don’t want to hear my whining.” Molly brushed her blonde hair out of her face and adjusted her position on the bed. “Journey, are you seeing anyone?”

“Oh no,” Journey scoffed. “Still single as a dollar bill.”

“Can’t imagine why. As gorgeous as you are?”

“Stop that,” Journey blushed with a smile. “A relationship would be nice but I haven’t even been out where I can meet anybody.”

“You don’t have to go out; do what I did and meet someone online,” Roz suggested. “Cooper and I have the ideal arrangement; we see each other once a month.”

“How is that ideal?”

“I’ve never wanted someone up under me all the time. By the time the next month rolls around, I’m good and ready for him. We have our weekend of togetherness, then he goes back to where he came from and I can go back to being able to fart in my own space as much as I want.”

“Really, Roz?”

“What? I’m just saying.”

“Yeah, well. As romantic as that arrangement sounds, I’d rather not even bother if I’m only gonna see them every once in a while. You ready, Ms. Molly?”

Molly nodded, adjusting herself again on the bed. “Sure, yeah.”

Journey went to work on Molly’s hair, while Roz started her makeup. Journey always liked doing this for her; they’d always gotten along great. Journey could remember when she and Roz were kids, Molly was the typical suburban housewife who made them brownies after school and hosted all the birthday parties. It was a vast difference from Journey’s mother Clarice, who wasn’t the warmest person to be around, and Journey started spending a lot of time at Roz’s place. And since Roz’s dad Clyde worked so much, it was usually just the three of them, having girl talk and doing other fun things that Journey didn’t get to do at home.

“Ms. Molly, if you want me to help you work out and stuff, the offer still stands,” Journey spoke up after a while. She skillfully worked the curling iron through Molly’s silky tresses. “We can drop some pounds together.”

“Please, you don’t need to lose any weight,” Molly dismissed, her eyes closed as Roz smeared a light moisturizer over her face.

“It couldn’t hurt. And I don’t work out much now so it’ll be good for both of us. I mean, I’m no expert or anything but I’d be more than happy to try to help, if I can.”

“It would be nice to have someone I trust. None of the trainers Clyde brought in here were a good fit for me. Some were so snide, some were condescending...like they were judging me for letting myself get like this.”

“That’s probably why Dad hired them. You know how he is about tough love,” Roz muttered.

“Yeah, well. I get that I need some discipline but I need compassion, too.”

“Compassion isn’t exactly Dad’s strong suit.”

“You certainly don’t have to remind me.”

“Well, you just say the word, and we’ll make it happen,” Journey commented.

Molly smiled up at her appreciatively. “I’ll certainly keep it in mind.”

“I’d offer to help you with that too, Mom, but you know I barely work out, myself.”  

“I know, Roz. Thank goodness you have your dad’s metabolism.”

“I still think Journey needs to be finding a man, while she’s working and doing hair and trying to be the next Jillian Michaels,” Roz continued. “You haven’t really had a serious relationship since Dino.”

Sucking her teeth, Journey sprayed a light holding spray over the pinned curls in Molly’s hair. “I guess you could say Dino kind of soured me on relationships. I’ll find someone eventually but right now, I’m just focused on Theo and getting into cosmetology school, and getting rid of some of this debt I’m in.”

“I wish you’d let me pay you for coming over here,” Molly said. 

“You’re family. I don’t charge family.”

“Hell, I do,” Roz chimed in as she waited for Journey to move to the side so she could resume her position in front of Molly. “Mom is the only one who gets this for free. Once you become a professional, you better start charging everybody or else every distant cousin you have will be coming around asking for the hookup.”

“You probably have a point with that.”

The three of them continued to talk as the friends worked on Molly. It was the only time Molly really enjoyed herself, since things between her and her husband Clyde had grown so strained. They hadn’t spent much time together in months, and she knew he resented her for gaining so much weight, among other things. Just thinking about how happy they used to be compared to how they were now almost brought tears to her eyes, but she fought to keep them at bay. She’d just cry in private, like she usually did.

After a while, Clyde came home. When he entered the bedroom where the three ladies were congregated, his eyes were empty when they looked at his wife, but brightened when they landed on Journey.

“Ladies,” he greeted, nodding. 

“Hi, honey,” Molly greeted hopefully, sitting up a little straighter.

Roz returned his nod. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, Mr. McMillan,” Journey looked up with a brief smile before returning to her task of painting Molly’s nails.

“Now, Journey, how many times have I told you that you don’t have to be so formal with me?” Clyde admonished with a smile. He went over and hugged his daughter, then gave Journey a familiar pat on the back, not wanting to disrupt her work. “You’ve known me too long for that.”

“Force of habit.”

“Dad, doesn’t Mom look hot?” Roz asked him pointedly, noticing how he hadn’t spoken to Molly directly yet. “You should take her out to dinner tonight or something. She looks too pretty to just hang out here.”

Clyde eyed his wife, resisting the automatic thought that hot was not a word that could be used to describe Molly, no matter what Roz and Journey did to her face and hair. Maybe twenty years ago it could, but not now that she’d let herself go like she had. 

He could see the way Molly was looking at him, though, as if she really wanted his approval. And he knew if he didn’t say something nice, he’d never hear the end of it from Roz.

“Yeah, her face looks really nice,” he finally commented obligingly. “That stuff around her eyes really brings out the blue. And I like how you did her hair, Journey.”

It wasn’t lost on Molly that he was complimenting Roz and Journey’s skills more than he was her, and she tried to keep the dejection off her face. She didn’t know why she expected anything different. As long as she looked the way she did, he simply wouldn’t be interested in her.

Roz just looked at him with a slight frown and tightened jaws, annoyed that he was treating Molly so indifferently. They’d had many arguments about that in the past and she knew they’d probably have another before the night was over with.

“Um, thanks,” Journey replied to him, noting the shift in the room. She was glad that she was almost done because she was ready to get out of there, all too familiar with that look Roz was shooting Clyde. “Those curls will look even sexier tomorrow, Ms. Molly. That carefree, tousled look really fits your face.”

Smiling at her appreciatively, Molly gently touched her bouncy tresses. “You’re such a sweetheart, Journey.”

“Yes, you are,” Clyde agreed, peering at her.

Blushing, Journey waved both of them off. “It’s nothing. Glad to do it. All right, Ms. Molly, let’s take your pictures.”

“Ugh, do we have to?” Molly whined. “You know I hate pictures.” 

“Yes, we have to. You look too good for us not to.”

“Well, I have some work to do, so I’ll be in the office,” Clyde announced, turning towards the door. 

“So you’re really gonna come home and just spend the evening holed up in your office, huh?” Roz called out as he started to leave the room. “Way on the other side of the house...”

“It’s not a mansion, Roz. And there is an intercom.”

“Have you had dinner yet? You and Mom can eat together.”

“It’s okay, Roz,” Molly looked up at her daughter. “I’m sure he has a big case coming up or something. I have some salads and fruit in the mini fridge over there, anyway.”

“There, see?” Clyde smiled triumphantly. “I make sure to keep that fridge stocked so she has everything she needs in here.”

“No, what she needs is-”

“Roz!” Molly grabbed Roz’s hand. “Just let it go. Please.”

Pursing her lips, Roz glared at her father as he walked out, but didn’t say anything else. 

Molly cast a sad glance towards Clyde before looking down at her lap. “Oh shoot, I messed up this pretty polish you just put on, Journey, I’m so sorry...”

“Don’t worry about it, Ms. Molly. I can fix it.” Journey reached for a bottle of nail polish remover and smiled at her reassuringly. “Nothing to apologize for.”

“Mom, I’ll order some takeout and we’ll have dinner together,” Roz offered. “I’m sure you don’t want to have some boring salad, anyway.”

“Well, Clyde ordered those from some chef he knows, so they’re pretty good,” Molly replied, unable to resist defending her husband. “It’s nice of him to go through all that trouble for me.”

“Shelling out money for some salads in a mini fridge isn’t going through any trouble. Dad has never had a problem spending money on you; he has plenty of money. How much time does he spend, though?”

“Roz...”

“I’m just saying. Time is way more valuable.”

“You know how your father is,” Molly sighed. “I know he still loves me. It’s just hard for him to see me like this.”

“Please stop defending him.”

Journey moved faster with re-doing Molly’s nail polish. This was how things usually ended up whenever Clyde came home; automatic tension. It was something Journey could never get used to and always hated being in the midst of.

A short time later, she stepped out of the room to call and check on Theo. He was spending the night at Dino’s, but Journey just wanted to hear his voice. She needed a pick-me-up, as she usually did after getting a ringside seat to the McMillan family drama. 

After talking to her son for a few minutes and going to the restroom, she started to head to the kitchen to get something to drink when she heard Roz and Clyde talking. Or more accurately, arguing. 

“Why do you keep doing her like that, Dad?” Roz hissed. Journey could just imagine her friend standing there with a hand on her hip, which was Roz’s usual stance when she was serving attitude. “Do you have any idea how that makes her feel when you act like she’s not even there?”

“Roz, you don’t live here anymore. You have no idea how things are when your mother and I are alone.”

“Oh, so you’re trying to tell me that you’re loving in private, but cold-hearted in front of company?”

“Excuse me?”

“You know what I’m talking about, Dad. You didn’t even speak to her when you got here. And I’m sure it wasn’t lost on her that you looked more excited to see Journey than you did to see her.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Dad, I really wish you would get over it. So Mom gained weight. She was distraught about her parents being killed. You don’t have any compassion for that?”

“I know the reason she put on all the weight. But believe me when I tell you that her appearance is not the sole issue, or even the main one. And maybe when you’re married yourself one day, you’ll understand that things don’t always stay the same after a while. I love your mother. I haven’t left her. I’m still here, providing her with everything she needs.”

“Yeah, except you,” Roz retorted snidely. “When was the last time you even hugged her? Or asked her how her day was, or how she was feeling? How about giving her all of your attention for a night instead of your legal briefs?”

“Look, Roz,” Clyde’s voice sounded tired. “There are just some matters I’m not going to discuss with you. Things always look different from the outside looking in. Molly and I have been married a long time. I promised to always be here for her, and I am. But don’t try to tell me what kind of husband to be. You didn’t watch your spouse sit and balloon up to damn near four hundred pounds, ignoring all of your efforts to stop her. I offered to get her counseling, therapists, whatever she needed, pleaded with her to let me be here for her, but all she wanted was more food. She shut me out for months. So I don’t need to be judged by you or anyone else, all right?”

Feeling uncomfortable listening to their conversation, Journey headed back towards Molly’s room, forgoing her intent to get something to drink. Right then, all she wanted was to get out of there.

She went to gather her things and say goodbye to Molly, and figured she’d just text Roz and let her know she’d left, since there was no telling how long she’d be in there fussing with Clyde. It was one time she was glad to be going home to an empty apartment.

Her car had other plans, though, because when she tried to start her usually-reliable Honda Civic, it didn’t make a sound. 

“Great,” Journey muttered. “That’s just great.”

She had just gotten out of the car and slammed the door in frustration when Clyde poked his head outside. “Everything all right?”

“No, my car won’t start. Guess the battery is dead or something.”

“Did you leave your lights on?”

Peeking inside the car, Journey sighed and cursed under her breath. “Yep. That’s exactly what I did. Like an idiot.”

“Don’t say that.” Clyde strolled outside, hands in his pockets. He had removed his suit jacket and tie, and the sleeves of his blue button-down shirt were rolled to the elbows. He eyed her before nodding towards the car. “It’s a simple mistake. Just pop the hood; I’ll get it taken care of.”

“Really? I’ve been meaning to get some jumper cables...”

“I have jumper cables. You can go on back in the house, if you want. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

“No, that’s okay; I can stay out here. Keep you company or whatever.”

“Great. I’ll just go get my keys and bring my truck around.”

“Thank you so much.”

Clyde nodded before wordlessly turning and going back into the house. After he pulled his Suburban around, he asked Journey casual questions about work and her son as he attached the jumper cables and they waited for them to do their job. Journey noticed how smoothly Clyde went about doing things, looking totally comfortable in his office attire fiddling underneath the hood of her car, not concerned about getting anything dirty. It was a side of him she’d never seen in all the years of knowing him. 

“You’re all set,” he announced once Journey’s engine was purring again. “I did take a peek at your oil level, though, and you should put some more in here soon.”

“Can I make it another week?”

“Oh yeah, you’ll be fine until then. I can get it for you, if you want. What kind do you use?”

“Oh no, Mr. McMillan-”

“What do I have to do to get you to stop calling me that?”

The question temporarily stumped Journey, though she wasn’t sure why. “Uh...I don’t know. I guess I just don’t feel right calling you by your first name.”

“Well, I wish you would think of something else. I’m not your teacher or somebody. I’d like to think you’re comfortable with me by now, right?”

The truth was, Journey wasn’t as comfortable with him as she was with Molly. She’d known them the same amount of time, but Clyde worked a lot while Molly had been a stay-at-home mother, so Journey spent way more time with Molly over the years. Over time, she grew to think of her as another mother figure. She didn’t have that same comfort level with Clyde. She liked him, respected him, but there had always been that modicum of distance that she never really thought about but had gotten used to. He was just her best friend’s dad who popped in between his various meetings and court cases and handed out money for them to go shopping or order pizza before disappearing again.

“Sure,” she finally answered, though she sounded awkward, even to herself. She didn’t know why she felt slightly uneasy all of a sudden. “Of course I do, yeah.”

“Good.” Clyde proceeded to unhook the cables and return them to the case he kept them in. Journey had never seen anyone have a whole briefcase for their jumper cables; they always just tossed them in their trunk and kept it moving. “You’re all set.”

“I really appreciate this, Mr...um, Mr. C.”

He smirked at her, giving a conceding nod. “That’s slightly better.”

“Is there anything I can do to repay you? I don’t have any cash on me right now, but-”

“Journey. Don’t insult me like that.”

“I’m just very appreciative. I know you said you had work to do and you probably don’t have time to be messing around with my car-”

“Stop. You don’t have to give me anything. I know you’re grateful.”

“I’m extremely grateful.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Winking at her, he closed his trunk and strolled back over to her. For the first time, Journey noted how neat his salt-and-pepper beard was, and that his skin was the color of toffee. The way he looked at her seemed different than usual. Journey couldn’t put her finger on how. 

“Okay, well...I’m gonna get on home,” she said, hating how awkward she still sounded. 

“Call and let us know you made it.”

“I’ll text Roz when I get there.” 

“Or you can call me...”

“I...don’t have your phone number, Mr. C.”

“We can remedy that right now.” He pulled out his wallet and retrieved a business card, handing it to her. “My cell is at the bottom.”

“Oh cool...thanks.” Journey slid the card into her pocket. 

“If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call me, Journey. I’m here for you just like Roz and Molly are.”

“That’s really sweet. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I’m serious. Whatever you need. I’ll do anything for you.”

He was standing there, hands in his pockets, looking right at her. His eyes didn’t flinch at all, conveying just how much he meant those words. Journey could imagine him fixing that glare on his opponents in court. 

“That means a lot,” she finally replied. Smiling at him, she went over and gave him a brief hug, feeling obligated. He hugged her firmly, with both arms, before she stepped back. He smelled like some kind of fancy soap. “Have a good evening.”

“You too, Journey.”

He stood and watched as she got in her car and backed out of the driveway. Journey waved at him as she drove off, anxious to get home to her remote and a big bowl of cookie dough ice cream. She didn’t even give thought to why her hands were shaking.

Chapter 3

––––––––
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A COUPLE OF WEEKS LATER, Journey was mindlessly typing away on her computer at work. The layoffs had in fact happened, but thankfully Journey’s department hadn’t been hit. She hated it for the people who got the axe, but she was hugely relieved to still be employed herself.

“You wanna go to lunch today?” Christina asked her, hopping onto her desk as she usually did. “Since we still have jobs and all.”

“Girl,” Journey chuckled and shook her head. “I brought my lunch. Eating out really isn’t in the budget like that.”

“It’s on me. I think I can spring for some wings.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I do a lot of stuff I don’t have to do. Come up in here every day looking fly, giving these repressed dudes a thrill...”

“Stop it.”

“But for real. Take that tired sandwich or whatever you brought with you back home and come out with your girl. I’m sure you could use a breath of fresh air by now.”

“It’s nine-thirty.”

“That’s all?? Damn, I feel like I’ve been up in here all day!”

Journey giggled as a new instant message alert popped up on her screen. She leaned in to read it, and her smile faded slightly when she saw it was from her supervisor. 

Christina noticed. “What’s wrong?”

“Owen wants me to come see him.”

“For what?” Christina twisted around, trying to peer at the message.

“He didn’t say.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sure it’s probably nothing,” Christina dismissed with a wave of her hand. “You know how Owen is; he tends to make mountains out of molehills sometimes.”

“Right,” Journey agreed, though she couldn’t help being a little nervous. Owen didn’t usually call them to his office; if he had something to say, he’d instant message or email it. For something super urgent, he’d call. Journey couldn’t help but wonder what was so important that he had to tell her in person so early in the day.
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