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F

riday was always my favorite day of the week. It usually meant a casual day in the office, a group lunch with all of my employees, then happy hour and dinner at one of the swank cafes in San Diego. “I’ll see you in a few hours, okay pretty girl?” I gave my collie, Belinda, a pet on the head and then walked out the door to my front porch. The sun was shining and the flowers that my landscaper had planted last week were now in bloom. I stood still for a second, breathing it all in, then walked down the driveway to my brand-new Lexus. Life was good I felt like I had nothing to worry about, except maybe the last financial report from my business department.

I climbed behind the wheel and started the ignition, just in time to catch Belinda nosing her head past the curtains so that she could look out the living room window. I chuckled and then turned on the radio. “Looks like yet another beautiful day in the Mission Valley, folks. Make sure you set some time aside to head out to one of the local restaurants tonight like Mizzie’s Café. They’ve got fresh seafood appetizers, drinks, and music, all for an entry fee of just thirty dollars. I rolled down my window as the DJ rambled on, then drove away from my house and headed to the end of my street.

“Morning, Jennie,” I smiled as I walked past the HR front desk.

“Hi, Tyler. How are you?” she asked.

“Doing well and can’t complain. It’s Friday!” I exclaimed, then walked to the coffee station.

“We just brewed some hazelnut,” she added with a smile.

“Perfect.” I said, taking out my travel mug and filling it to the brim. “any chance you ladies updated my calendar?” I asked, taking a sip of the coffee. “This is good, by the way.”

“Let me go check. I think Brenda typed up the latest calendars just a few minutes ago,” she said. “I know you have a trip coming up. I just need to remember if it’s next week or the following,” she added, biting her lower lip.

“I have a few extra minutes to wait,” I said cheerily.

“Okay. Let me go connect with Brenda,” said Jennie. “She’s in the copy room.”

“Cool,” I said, leaning on the front counter. It was almost ten and I figured that as long as I got into my office by ten thirty, I’d have a good two hours to get my paperwork completed. Just as I was about to take another sip of my coffee, Jennie came out of the copy room with a paper in her hand.

“Here you go, sir,” she said with a smile. “You trip is scheduled for Tuesday and it looks like you are heading off to san Antonio.” Jennie smiled and handed me the paper, then turned around and bounded back toward her desk area. I nodded my head, trying to visualize the week ahead.

“Thank you very much,” I said, taking one last sip of my coffee before heading down the hall. “San Antonio,” I said to myself as I pressed the button on the elevator. “I haven’t been there in about two months,” I added as the door opened. I stepped on, joining four of my employees. “How are we all doing this morning?” I asked.

“Good, Tyler,” said Rain. “I’m glad it is finally Friday!” she added, lifting an arm victoriously into the air. We all laughed and nodded.

“Don’t forget that we’re all meeting down at Vixen’s tonight.” I straightened my tie and then adjusted my laptop bag on my shoulder as the elevator stopped and the door opened.

“See you there later, Tyler!” said Mandy as I stepped off the elevator and walked toward my office. If there was one positive attribute that I liked to think gave me a leg up in the tourism industry, it was my ability to connect with people who gave me the chance to be real with them. I took pride in having an open-door policy at Oasis Journeys, the company I founded almost five years prior. I knew that I had a solid team that was always ready to tackle the next project and I admired the fact that everyone I hired felt proud to be employed here.

“Hey.” Joel Bixton, my right-hand man walked into my office, a coffee cup in one hand and a powdered doughnut in the other. “How you doin’?” he asked, sitting down on my purple armchair. “I got here at seven, dude. Cranked out all those invoices, re-posted all the ads on Facebook and then responded to like fifty emails.” He took a sip of his coffee, then had a bite of his doughnut.

“That’s impressive,” I said with a chuckle as I powered on my laptop and opened up the blinds. My office was on the south side and had a picturesque view of the Mission Valley, something that made coming into the office on a daily basis a real treat for me.

“Yeah. I figured if I got it all done before one, I could cut out of here a little early, get my errands done, then meet up with you guys for happy hour,” he added, nodding his head. I laughed.

“Dang.” It was always fun having Joel aboard because he worked hard, had a positive attitude, and brought a zestful spirit to the operation. I admired his tenacity and his forthrightness, as well. “That’s a pretty calculated day.” He nodded.

“Sure is. I don’t fuck around with Fridays.” He took one last bite of his doughnut, brushed off his hands, then stood up and walked to the window. “But I will say?” He cocked his head to the side and turned around. “I wish I was the one who got to fly to San Antonia in three days.”

“Oh, no you don’t.” I shook my head and took a sip of my coffee. “You would not feel like getting up at five, rushing to the airport, then waiting for your flight.” I sat down at my desk and scanned my computer screen. So far, it looked like I was swamped with emails that required responses, which was nothing new, but not necessarily on my list of desired activities this early in the morning.

“Oh, come on,” said Joel. “You get to see all kinds of cool places and I’m sure there’s plenty of hotties wherever you go, too.” He chuckled and took a sip of his coffee.

“Well, I won’t deny that.” I laughed and then straightened up a few papers on my desk while taking another sip of my coffee.

“And you get to see something besides the four walls inside this office.” He laughed and then walked to the window. “I know that I’d love to see something besides San Diego.” He sat back down on the purple chair and the sighed. “Anyway. You leave on Tuesday, so I’ll take over the PD for that day. And...” He paused and then scrolled through his phone. “It looks like there’s a public speaking event in the conference room on Wednesday so I can lead that, as well.”

“Hey, man. Thanks for taking over. I know you require no instruction on how to handle any of these things.” I was relieved for yet another great characteristic that Joel exuded because it made me feel confident in being able to leave town for a few days. “But hey. Don’t get it twisted. I like traveling and seeing new places, like you mentioned. But I also get kind of tired of packing up and going all the time. I think I’m at that point where I just want to settle down. You know?” I asked.

“I get it. But you should feel lucky. It’s nice to be able to get out and do something different when you can.” Joel smiled and then stood up. “Right?”

“Yes. Totally. I’m not saying that I don’t like the new places. It’s just that sometimes, for as much as I love Oasis, I think about throwing in the towel. Like, calling it a day and retiring.”

“Well, consider yourself lucky that retirement would even be an option at the ripe old age of thirty-four,” laughed Joel. I chuckled myself because it did seem kind of funny. Who else did I know that would be able to live comfortably for the rest of his life if he were to stop working in his thirties? I couldn’t think of anyone except myself.

‘“I guess I am pretty lucky,” I said after a pause.

“You serious?” Joel laughed.

“Yeah. Why?” I asked.

“Because I would have to work until I’m eighty years old at this pay rate to even think of retiring,” laughed Joel.

“Oh. I see what you’re saying. Well, shit, man. I’ll put in a note down at payroll and see about getting you another raise,” I said. “Would that be of any help?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Joel. “And I’m not complaining, really. It’s just that I think you got it good,” he added. “I would love to get on a plane and go check out another city. I’ve been in San Diego all my life and I haven’t traveled much, either.”

“I’m putting a note in for them,” I said. “You will see a pay raise in the next two weeks. that way, you can start counting down the days to your retirement just like me. Sound like a game plan?” I asked. Joel nodded.

“Thanks, man.” He walked across the room and then stood at the doorway. “I’m gonna get back to my office so I can stay on schedule like intended,” he said. “Thanks for putting in for the increase. This is the best news I’ve had all day.”

“You’re welcome, man. I couldn’t do half of what I do here if it weren’t for you.” I nodded my head with sincerity. It was true. Joel had been the best addition to the team in years and for that, I was thankful. I waved as he walked out of the room, then looked back down at my emails. Just as I was about to respond to the first one in the list, I popped up out of my seat. “Hey!” I called out the door. “You’re going to lunch with us over at Caleb’s. Right?” I asked.

“Sounds good. What time?” asked Joel.

“Two,” I said.

“I’ll be there,” said Joel.

“Cool,” I said, then walked back to my desk and sat down. It had been a relatively unproductive morning, but I wasn’t too worked up about it. I had gotten so much paperwork dealt with on Monday and Tuesday that I felt as if Friday was more of a coasting day. I was honestly more interested in what was on Caleb’s menu than I was in responding to emails. That said, I scrolled through my phone to see what new appetizers they had, then leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. Before I knew it, I had dozed off and was dreaming about Texas.

“Tyler?” I jolted awake in my chair when I heard Mandy, my secretary, at my door. “I just wanted to let you know that I put in those five documents that were supposed to be sent off to Trader Mike Tours.”

“Thank you!” I said, suddenly wide awake.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “See you at Caleb’s I a few minutes,” she added as she walked away. I checked my phone and realized it was one forty-five. Where had all the time gone? I asked myself. I rubbed my eyes, then got up from my desk and walked to the window. It was bustling downtown as usual and looked to be about as sunny as it had been earlier. I was eager to get out and have something to eat since I’d skipped breakfast in anticipation of our Friday lunch.

“See you all at the restaurant,” I called into the IT office as I walked down the hall to the elevator. Once at the end of the hall, I pressed the button and waited for the doors to open. The bell dinged and a group of employees stepped off. “Greetings, all.” I said, then got in and pressed the button to close the door. I rubbed my brows, realizing I was tired even though I hadn’t done much work. I attributed it to all the late nights I’d put in Monday through Thursday, then decided it was okay to give myself a pass for Friday.

I walked past HR and turned the corner for the corridor that led to the parking lot. It felt good to be heading out to see a group of my employees at Caleb’s. I considered it an integral part of our functionality and culture as a company to share time outside of the office and I knew that my employees appreciated the effort I made to make such events happen. I walked out to my Lexus, hopped in behind the wheel, then started the ignition and pulled out of the lot. Caleb’s was only a ten-minute drive to the West, so I got there right before two, parked out front and walked up the steps to the front doors.

“Hey, man!” called Joel as soon as he saw me. “We got a table in the back. Come on,” he said, waving his hand. I walked behind him through the crowded lobby, then joined the group at the large table seated by the window.

“Nice to see so many people could make it,” I said with a smile as I sat down. The waiter arrived a few minutes later and took our drink orders, then disappeared to the bar.

“Hey, man,” said Joel as we got settled. “They’ve got the best clam chowder in San Diego. I’m ordering it for sure.” He scanned the menu and I chuckled. Joel was our resident foodie and I always loved the fact that if I wanted to find out more about a certain restaurant, he was always able to deliver certifiably accurate reviews.

“I’m torn between that and the minestrone.” I bit my lower lip and then sat the menu aside. “But before I forget,” I said, looking at Joel. “I was thinking about what you said today about the trip and me retiring and all that.”

“Yeah?” asked Joel, taking a roll out of the basket that had just been delivered.

“Well, I think you oughta come.”

“What?” he asked, wide eyed.

“Yeah. Get a ticket in the next day or so and fly out with me. I could actually use the help in a few of the meetings that I’ve got scheduled.

“But what about all the stuff here that I was going to be taking control of while you were gone?” he asked.

“Mandy can do it no problem.” I shrugged and then reached for one of the rolls.

“Okay, dude,” said Joel as he stuffed the rest of the roil in his mouth. “If you mean it.”

“I do,” I said, looking up as the waiter came to the table with our drinks. “I think you need a break from the office as much as I do,” I said, looking up as the waiter handed me my lager. “Thanks,” I said to the waiter, immediately taking a sip.

After we’d all placed our entrée orders, I scrolled through my phone and leaned over toward Joel’s’ seat. “Look, man.” I showed Joel a website for flights to San Antonia. “I got one for less than two fifty on this site.”

“Cool,” he said, “I’ll check it.”

“I don’t know why I didn’t ask you to fly out sooner. I think I was so caught up in making sure that I got all those last-minute tours taken care of for Santa Monica.” I took a sip of my drink, then surveyed the table. Almost half the design department and all of the IT crew had come out for lunch. That made me feel proud. I looked out the window and smiled. I was truly a lucky guy and I knew that I had developed a team that I could count on for years to come. That, in itself, was something to be happy about.

“Hey, Tyler. Thanks for taking us out!” called Rhonda form her end of the table. I smiled and held up my glass.

“You are welcome,” I said. “And thank all of you guys for making Oasis Journeys the most successful travel company in all of San Diego.” I held up my glass and everyone else lifted theirs. “Here’s to a successful and wonderful crew,” I said. With that, we all took sips of our drinks and dove into our appetizers which had just come out to the table. I was fortunate to be right where I was, in a room full of employees who I respected and valued. Life, it seemed, couldn’t get much better.
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“G

irl, you are going to be the bomb!” My best friend, Marni, threw her arms around my shoulders and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I mean it. You are gonna do so well out there,” she said. “After all, they say that up North is where all the strong-willed folk end up.” Marni gave my hand a squeeze, the took a sip of her Zinfandel.

“Oh, Marni. You are always so optimistic.” I tucked a tress of hair behind my ear and took a sip of my champagne. “I hope you’re right. I mean, what could be the worst that happens Right?” I asked.

“I guess you would just come back to Cali,” said Marni with a shrug. “But with all your talent as a designer? I think you’re gonna do just fine out there.”

“You are going to love it out there!” said Rebecca., walking toward the gazebo where Marni and I had taken refuge on a wicker swing. “My Aunt Yani lives out there and she says that it’s the best. Boston is her absolute favorite city, and she has been all over the United States. I trust her judgment,” she added with a nod.

“Thanks, ladies. I love you both so much and I hope you’re right. I think for me, the most important part of all this is that I feel safe and supported. You know?” I asked.

“You got that right,” said Marni, sipping on her wine and tossing a leg over the arm of the chair as she leaned back against a pillow. “You sure have been through some shit.”

“That’s for sure,” agreed Rebecca.

“Hey, ladies. What’s this gazebo party all about?” asked Jami as she wandered over to join us. “I think I’ll have to come take part,” she added with a giggle.

“Squeeze on in.” I laughed and scooted over on the swing to make room.

“I love you, Holly,” said Jamie as she took a sip of her drink. “And I know you are gonna be so much happier once you get away from here for a little while,” she added. “Shantel is on her way out here with cake. Just so ya’ll know,” added Jamie with a laugh as she sipped her drink.

“Speak of the devil!” Marni threw her am up in the air and then slapped her knee as Shantel came around the side of the gazebo, balancing a pink iced cake on her palm. “Jamie just announced that you were on your way out here with cake and sure as shit. Here you are,” she said. We all laughed.

“I think cake sounds like the perfect addition to this party,” I said as we all leaned in to see what Shantel had created.

“Wow!” oohed Jamie. “That is one gorgeous cake,” she said.

“You aren’t kidding,” said Marni with a smile.

“Shantel, you always go above and beyond,” I said, shaking my head, as she set the cake on the teak wood table.

“Aw, girl,” she said with a grin. “You know that you deserve it,” she added. “And if this is going to make you feel better about your bon voyage, then I say we all sing and dig in!” She stood back, hand on hips and then looked at all of us. “I know that we’re all having fun, but I am getting a little teary-eyed because I’m gonna miss you so much,” she said, then wrapped her arms around me and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

“Thanks, Shan,” I said, holding back the tears.

“You just have to promise us that when you go to your first Boston Red Sox game, you get us all mementos,” said Jamie.

“You got it,” I said.

“Okay, ladies. Let’s sing. I guess instead of happy birthday, let’s make it happy goodbye,” said Shantel.

“Aw,” said Jamie. “This is making me sad.”

“Well, that’s what cake is for,” said Marni with a laugh.

“Okay, ladies. Here we go!” “Happy goodbye to you. Happy goodbye to you, Happy goodbye dear Holly,” she said, batting her lashes. “Happy goodbye to you.”

“You ladies are all seriously the best.” I looked at the beautiful cake with the perfectly piped icing and then I cried. “Aw, girls. I am so excited to got to Boston, but I’m gonna miss you all so much,” I said with a nod.

“And we are gonna miss you, too.” Shantel gave my arm a squeeze and then leaned her head against mine. “But we are all just a text, call and plane ride away,” she added.

“That’s the truth,” said Jamie. “And if you end up falling in love with Boston, then us gals are just gonna have to come out there and visit you.”

“That sounds like the best outcome to plan for,” said Marni, smiling.

“I agree.” Shantel wriggled her nose and then cut into the cake. She placed slices onto pink paper plates, then handed them out to Marni, Jamie and me.

“Here you go, ladies. I hope you love it.” Shantel sat down and handed out napkins. I took a bite and closed my eyes, savoring the sweetness that seemed to simply melt away inside my mouth.

“Thank you, loves,” I said. “You have all made this such a lovely day,” I said as we all enjoyed our cake and wine. “I’m going to remember this day forever,” I added.

“The cake is amazing,’ said Jamie as she licked the icing off her fork.

“Yes, Shantel. I’m still not sure why you aren’t a baker. I mean, I know you’re good at running a legal firm, but damn,” said Marni.

“Thanks,” said Shantel.

“We love you so much.” Marni gave me a hug and then took another bite of her cake.

“I will be sure to keep each of you posted as the days go on,” I said, taking a sip of my wine. “And rest assured. I’m going to sleep easy knowing that there is no more Chad in my life.” I felt the smile flatten on my face just from speaking his name. I didn’t even want to think about all of the heartbreak he had caused, the anguish he had put me though. I wanted to stay right where I was, under the well-lit gazebo sipping wine and eating cake with my girls. But life had to go on, I told myself as I looked up and over toward the valley.

“I’m gonna get all the leftover cake inside when you gals are done here,” said Shantel, standing up and cleaning like the Mom she was.

“I’m just going to stay out here all night and drink wine. Okay?” I asked. Marni and Jamie laughed.

“Girl, you gotta get in there and ack that suitcase. What time does your flight leave?” asked Marni.

“I think the flight leaves at ten.” I nodded my head and sipped my wine. “But I’m pretty much paced up already.” I had gotten some of my favorite clothes ready the night before and set them next to my suitcase. Shantel had offered to stay over and help me get off to the airport the next morning.

“Well, we ought to let you go and get ready. If it were me, I’d get packed and then take a nice hot bath.” Jamie nodded her head and took one last sip of her wine. “That’ll put you into a nice sleep, for sure.” She smiled and I laughed.

“Good plan,” I said, standing up and clearing away some of the plates.

“All right, ladies, I’m heading in,” said Shantel. With that, we all got up and carried in the empty wine bottles, glasses, and plates. It was almost six and the sun, while still high above the valley, was beckoning to set any minute now. I opened up the sliding glass door and let everyone in, then walked to the kitchen sink and set the glasses in the basin.

“Thank you all so much again for coming over. I feel so loved and supported.” I gave Marin and Jamie hugs, then walked them to the door.

“I am going to text you first thing in the morning to make sure you got to your plane on time,” said Marni with a wink. I laughed.

“Thanks, “I said, giving her a hug.

“And I’m gonna call you as soon as you land to make sure that you get to your hotel,” said Jamie.

“Thank you,” I said, giving her a hug,

“You are so welcome. I love you,” said Jamie.

“Bye, ladies.” Shantel waved and then closed the door. I plopped down on the couch,

“This was a really nice day,” I smiled and clutched a pillow on my lap.

“It was,” agreed Shantel. “And now, we can spend the test of the night watching movies and drinking wine,” she said with a huge smile.

“I’m so glad we get hang out tonight,” I said, pulling an afghan down around my shoulders.

“Me, too,” said Shantel. I handed her the remote and then lied down.

“Here you go,” I said, “Let’s watch The Funny Hunny,” I said, turning on the television.

“I love this movie,” said Shantel, laughing as we both got cozy on the couch.

“Yeah, I remember watching it one night with Chad,” I said. “It was after we’d gone to dinner and come home, drunk.” I laughed, then rolled my eyes. “I thought he would love it, but he told me it was stupid and that it was a real testament to my intelligence,” I added. Shantel shook her head.

“See?” she said. “All the more reason for you to not have anything to do with that guy. I just can’t believe some of the stuff you tell me about him.”

“I know. It really is crazy when I think back on all of it.” I closed my eyes as the movie started, unable the shake the past. “I’m so happy that he’s gone,” I said. “But it’s still like he is with me,” I said with a shudder.

“I think you need to go see one of those energy healers or something. You know. Get someone to like cleanse you of all his energy,” laughed Shantel.

“Hey. I’ll do whatever it takes. But for now? If it means going to Boston? A place that I’ve always wanted to visit? I’ll take it.” I nodded my head and chuckled. “I just hope that I really like it for as much as I’ve hyped it up.”

“I’m sure you will,” said Shantel.

“I hope,” I said, a tear coming to my eye. “I never thought in a million years that my life would have come to this. I thought I would have been married by now, living up in the Hills or something” I wiped away the tear and then leaned back on the pillow.

“Well, you can’t spend your life wondering why things didn’t turn out the way you thought they would,” said Shantel. “I’m sure there are a ton of people wishing their lives would have turned out a lot different than the way they did,” said Shantel with a sigh as she moved over and gave me a hug. “I happen to think have a great life. You just happened to get hooked up with a nasty jerk for the last three years.”

“You’re absolutely right,” I said with a nod. “I need to stop focusing on the negative and find a way to move forward. This trip to Boston will be a step in the right direction,” I said, reaching across the table for a tissue.

“That’s more like it,” said Shantel. “Chin up, sis” she added.

“Thanks,” I said. “I need to find a way to stop feeling like Chad took away years of my life. All the verbal abuse I endured...” My voice trailed off as I thought back to one night in particular when Chad had berated me in front of an entire diner party. I’d felt so humiliated. It was one of those memories that just wouldn’t disappear and for that, I hated him.

“I know you went through a hell of a lot,” said Shantel. “But it’s behind you now.”

“I know,” I said. “But part of me resents him so much because now it’s kind of like I’m running away. If it weren’t for him, I’d be staying right here in San Diego, probably planning a move to Santa Monica or someplace relatively close. I sure wouldn’t be heading off to Massachusetts,” I said with a sigh.

“But Holly, you can’t frame it that way. Look at this as a golden opportunity. You might not have even had Boston on your radar if it hadn’t been for what you went through. And something really good might come of this.”

“Yeah,” I said, “You’re right. But I’m going to miss you and my family so much,” I said.

“We’re going to come visit you. No sweat,” said Shantel. “I’ve personally always wanted to visit Boston, so this is the perfect opportunity.” She gave me another hug and then turned on the movie. We both sat back and watched the beginning of The Funny Hunny, poured ourselves a little more wine and giggled at the opening scene where a tall man dressed as a rabbit walked across a tightrope, his pants splitting down the side as he attempted to balance himself.

“Thank God for comedy,” I said as I lifted up my glass.

“Touche!” said Shantel. We both laughed, took sips of our drinks, and then looked up at the screen. As I watched the man make his way across the wire, I likened his position to mine in a weird sort of way. Life really was a balancing act of sorts. Sometimes, I mused, you just had to rip your pants a little bit to get where you needed to be.

Chapter 3 –Tyler POV Monday

I woke up around six in the morning to finish packing for San Antonio. I had folded most of my work clothes and placed a few pairs of sweatpants in the bottom for use at the hotel gym. I knew there were some cool art museums in the area, too, so I stuffed a few causal shirts and a pair of jeans in the bottom, then zipped it up and set it beside the steps. I wasn’t a big fan of flying, but I did it so that I could see the cool places that my world had to offer. My line of work sort of demanded it, too. If I wanted recognition as a successful tourism manager, then I’d have to stick my neck out and leave the comforts of home when it was required.

“Welcome to the week, San Diego. I hope you’re all ready for some picture-perfect weather because there’s about five days in a row of it coming your way,” chirped the DJ when I turned on the radio. I walked to the edge of the steps and then thought about my suitcase. Did I really have enough packed? Would I need anything else when I got out there that I hadn’t thought of while I was home? I hoped I was as prepared as I was supposed to be. It was only going to be a three-day trip, anyway, so I was pretty confident I had all that was needed.

After taking a shower and brushing my teeth, I got dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I had taken the day off from work so that I could run some last-minute errands. My mother had also asked me if I would stop over her house to see her before I left, so I carried my suitcase down the steps, then brewed a pot of coffee and looked out the window. It was sunny outside, as usual and I wondered if the weather would be just as inviting in Texas. “Well, I hope you have as much fun here without me as possible,” I said to my collie, Daphne, as I made my way through the kitchen. “Don’t you worry. Aunt Ziggy will take good care of you,” I added, kissing her on the nose.

After I’d poured myself some coffee and fixed it up with cream and sugar, I stepped out onto the patio and surveyed the view outside. My yard was landscaped with gorgeous bushes and flowers, thanks to my mother’s urging. She was an avid gardener, so she always shared colorful ideas. I turned on the water and gave everything a good shower, then wound up the hose and coiled it up next to the house. Daphne barked at the door, so I let her out, then walked to the cabana area where my koi pond was situated. I turned on the pump, fed the fish and then checked the time. I was right on schedule for doing my errands and getting to my mother’s by noon. “Come on, Daf!” I called out. She came running from poolside and waited at the door, tail wagging to get inside.

I wiped off the kitchen counters, then turned off the coffee pot. “Here we go,” I said to myself as I carried my suitcase to the door, rolled it out onto the porch, then stepped out front Daphne ran to the door, her head cocked to the side in question. “I told you already, girl. I have to leave town for a few days.” I chuckled and gave her a kiss on the head, then closed the door and walked down to my Lexus. I opened the door, climbed behind the wheel, the started the ignition.

“Bet you don’t know what lies ahead,” sang the Delroys when I turned on the radio. I shook my head and laughed. Who did know what lied ahead? I wondered. It had been years since I’d last been to Texas. Even though it was just a state away, I realized that I didn’t go there as much as I went to other states. I was lucky, in a sense, that I had the opportunity to travel the way that I did because it gave me the chance to meet new people and expand my business opportunities. At the same time, I felt that familiar anxiety creeping in.

“Tell me what lies ahead,” I sang as I drove down the street. It took some effort, but I told myself that the trip would be fun, that Joel and I would have a good time. Yet for some reason, I still worried. I didn’t like being far from home. I would much rather stay right in San Diego and just put my efforts into getting work completed from the comfort of my office. I drove down Cactus Court, caught up in my thoughts, until I reached my mother’s home. It was a two-story adobe, landscaped with the most beautiful plants I’d ever seen. My mother was sitting out front on the porch when I arrived.

“Hi, honey!” she called as soon as I pulled into the driveway.

“Hey, Mom.” I climbed out from behind the wheel and walked up to the porch. “How you feeling? How are those hips?” I asked with a chuckle.

“I’m doing okay!” she said with a smile. “I asked Bennie next door to help me get out front so I could enjoy my plants for a little while,” she added.

“Yeah. It sure is a sight to behold,” I said, looking at the scenery. “Do you have Paulo coming over for the next few days to help you keep up with it?” I asked. My mother nodded.

“Yep. We are all squared away.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I was worried that you might not have anyone who would be available on such short notice. I really wasn’t expecting to be flying to San Antonio this week.”

“Oh, Tyler,” said my mother, “You know that it’s no big deal.”

“Sure, it is. I’m always around to help out but now you have hip replacement surgery and

it happens to be the same week that I have to go out to these conferences with Longhorn Travel.”

“Oh, It’s fine. Bennie took a few days off work and I’ll have a few people in and out for PT. We’ve got it covered.”

“I hope so. If you need anything, please call me and let me know. I will get right on a plane and head back home.”

“You are a real sweet kind, Tyler.” She gave me a wink and I sat down on one of her cherry wood chairs that faced the yard.

“Well, I love you. And I know Bennie has a lot going on with the company. I don’t want him feeling overwhelmed.”

“I am fine,” said my mother, reaching out for my hand. I nodded my head and sighed.

“If you say so.” I smiled and then stood up.

“I’m telling you the truth,” she said with a laugh. “I even have Betty Taylor and Elva Twain from the church coming over to help.” She nodded her head with a confident smile. “I have a lot of help.”

“Okay.” I took her word for it since I knew that Bennie was a great neighbor and always looked out for my mother’s best interest. “But just so you know? I would much sooner take an early retirement than fly to San Antonio.” My mother leaned forward and laughed out loud.

“Son, if you want to retire? Then I say go for it. You don’t want to spend your whole life behind a desk inside an office. I can tell you that with honesty.” She nodded her head and then sighed. “I know from having lived with your father. It’s not the way to do it. You want your life to be memorable, full.” My mother’s face grew nostalgic and I watched her with a pang of sadness while she looked out across the yard.

“Hey, there, Tyler.” Bennie from next door walked outside and waved.

“Hey, Bennie!” I called back with a smile. “How you been?”

“You know, Tyler? I can’t complain.” Bennie shrugged and smiled, then walked across the driveway to my mother’s porch. “I’m having fun with some new hobbies now that I’m retired, and I get to help out your mom.” Bennie smiled and then sat down on one of the chairs next to my mother.

“I think I got really lucky when Bennie moved in over here.” My mother smiled and nodded.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I feel a lot better knowing that she has someone that she can count on right next door.”

“Yep. I’m always here if either of you need me. You hear?” asked Bennie. I nodded.

“Thanks.” I smiled and then looked down at my hone to check the time. It was almost one and I still had to get to the post office. I got up and was just about to say goodbye to my mother when I got a text from Joel.

“Hey, dude. I’m sorry to send you this text but I’m not going to make it to Texas. I’ve got the flu.”

“What?” I asked, smacking a palm across my forehead. How could this be? I asked myself.

“What’s the matter, honey?” My other sensed my dismay.

“Oh, it’s Joel. He’s got the flu and won’t be coming with me.”

“Oh. That’s too bad,” said my mother.

“Yeah,” I said instantly filled with anxiety. “It certainly changes the way the trip is going to run,” I said. “But it’ll be okay.” I texted Joel back that I hoped he felt better soon, then slid my phone into my pocket. “Well,” I said to my mother. “I’m going to head out.”

“Okay, honey.” My mother reached out and gave me a hug, then watched as I walked slowly down the driveway to my car. I climbed inside and turned on the ignition, then sighed. I didn’t want to go to Texas at all now, but I knew that I had to hold up my end of the bargain. After I’d taken a deep breath and told myself that it was all going to be fine, I pulled away from my mothers’ house and drove to the Stop sign. From there I made a left and headed toward the post office. Before going inside, I closed my eyes and imagined having a great flight, vacation, and travel experience. Why was it so hard for me to lose the worry? I asked as I bought a book of stamps. I didn’t have the answer to that question and figured it didn’t matter much, anyway. I was headed to the Lone Star state today and that was all I could foretell.
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hen Shantel and I woke up on Monday morning, it was almost eight. I had purposely scheduled my flight for noon so that I could have a leisurely morning, one complete with homemade breakfast. “Hey, girl.” Shantel had thrown on a robe and gone down to the kitchen where she was eagerly scrambling eggs and frying bacon. “I’ve got you a Boston Red Sox Special coming right up!” she said with zeal.

“You rock, Shantel.” I lumbered into the kitchen, still a little groggy even though I’d showered and brushed my teeth.

“You look great!” said Shantel. “I love the Red Sox hoodie,” she said with a wink.

“I’m excited. I can’t deny it. Am I a little nervous?” I asked. “Yes.”

“That’s to be expected,” said Shantel as she added folded some peppers and cheese into the eggs. I sat down at the marble top counter and took a sipo of the orange juice she poured. Then I looked out the window as the hummingbirds landed on a bright red nectar feeder. Their wings moving at what appeared to be a hundred miles a minute.

“I know. I’m sure it is going to be great. I just still worry about missing you and the girls.”

“We told you that as soon as you’re settled in, we are going to be right there to visit and let you show us all around.” Shantel gave me a huge smile and then scooped a spatula full of eggs on to a blue ceramic plate. ‘now you just eat your breakfast and skedaddle, so you don’t miss that flight,” she added with a wink. I laughed and took a bite of my eggs, then had a sip of my orange juice.

“This is delicious,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” said Shantel. She scooped some eggs onto her own plate, then sat down next to me and dug in. “I’m excited for you. I think it’s gonna be a welcome change.” She nodded her head and continued eating, then got up and poured us both coffee. Before I knew it, the sun had risen up well beyond the valley and it was time for me to get going. We cleared off the counter, then walked out front.

“Well, here we go,” I said, climbing behind the wheel of Shantel’s BMW. She had offered to drive me to the airport which was a generous offer in addition to all that she’d done for the party and breakfast.

“I’ll text you as soon as I get there!” I waved, walking away with my suitcase in tow.

“Talk to you soon!” called Shantel with a huge smile. I held back a tear and forged ahead through the crowded baggage claim area, then made a left and headed for my departure area. Once there, I checked in and plopped down on one of the plastic seats that faced the takeoff area. I was too upset to do much of anything so I slipped on a pair of earbuds, then zoned out to some music until we were called on to board. I spent the next fifteen minutes thinking about my past. What would I be doing right now if I weren’t heading to Massachusetts? Would I still be with Chad? Would he and I even be living together anymore? I sighed, then stood up to get in line for boarding.

Our flight took off about fifteen minutes after we’d gotten in our seats and I looked out the window, eager to get above the clouds. “Welcome to Flight Sixty-Seven, with service to De Moines,” said the pilot once we were almost at cruising altitude. I closed my eyes and imagined myself already safe in Boston. All I could think about was how much of an adventure I was now set out on. The world, as they said, really was my oyster. The only problem was that I wasn’t feeling as confident as I might have been feeling months prior. Unfortunately, Chad’s abuse had left me with some lingering insecurities, and I was going to have to dig myself out of the emotional hole that he’d put me in.

I fell asleep about twenty minutes into the flight. It was just as well because when I finally did open my eyes, we were getting ready to land in Iowa. I looked out the window and observed the landforms below, all of them growing larger in my view as we all prepared for landing. “Flight attendants, please prepare for landing.” The pilot spoke over the speaker once more, then got us into landing mode. I made sure my seatbelt was fastened correctly, then enjoyed the remaining ten minutes that it took to get us on the ground. Once we’d landed and gotten down the runway, I gazed outside, wondering what the sleepy city of De Moines offered.
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