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Laugh

As much as you breathe

And

Love

As long as you

Live

~ Author unknown
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To pitch or throw oneself headlong or violently forward, as a horse does.

· Label slang - To bet heavily and with seeming recklessness on a race
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Brooklynn
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Hampton, GA       One dark night – Before

My throat feels dry. Dryer than I ever could’ve conceived. Cotton mouth has nothing on this. It is like the Sahara Desert has taken up permanent residence inside. My body feels as if producing any form of liquid is a forgotten function. I want to make it to the kitchen but that would defeat my current purpose.

The door. An exit.

Getting out of here is what needs to happen. I feel light-headed and weak but some part of me won’t let go. I’m still fighting. It goes against my very nature to give up. So ... I’m fighting. I’m fighting to stay alive and dragging myself to what I hope is new air ... some form of freshness, newness ... life.

I’m flying blind. That’s probably not the best phrasing. It would be if I were floating in the sky. The pain zipping through my body with every move I make is a reminder ... a constant torment screaming I’m not anywhere near the freeing winds that nearness brings. In fact, where I am is the exact opposite of my favorite place.

Straining even more to get the both of us to safety, my vision blurs further. The flames of the fire are chasing me, and my entire body seems like it quakes with fear it’s going to touch her.

She can’t ... I could perish in this thing as long as I knew ... she has to survive.

I don’t know what I’ll do if she doesn’t. Somehow, I know I’m going to make it out of this. Reaching out, I grab hold of something that isn’t the piece of furniture I thought it was. It turns out it is a person’s hand. I want to cry. The feeling of relief that washes over me is short-lived as I turn and realize I no longer have the extra weight that told me she was with me.

Again, my body fails me. My inability to produce water frustrates me just as much as knowing I don’t have the strength to lift myself up. I have to look like a flailing fish out of water. Yet, my loss of moisture doesn’t matter to me as much as it probably should. My thoughts are elsewhere as I lose the battle to control my eyelids. They begin to close as heaviness surrounds me. Darkness begins to settle over me. As I slowly lose consciousness, one question moves through my mind.

Where is my girl? Where is my daughter?

The question repeats in varying versions as my vision clears just enough to see a doorway not far from where I am. So close and yet so far. I have no further energy if she is not with me.

I lose.

I just didn’t know how much until it was too late. That’s always the way, isn’t it? Some part of my brain has accepted all of this and is ready to let go. That part of me knows there is nothing but pain on the other side of this. Pain, I don’t believe I will be able to handle. I’ve always been the believer, the fighter, the overcomer. Not this time. This time, it’s too much. The loss is too great. I can’t do this.

I feel a lone tear seep from the corner of my eye as my vision blurs once again and I slip away. A loud crash happens just as my eyes permanently close.
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Savannah, GA             April 8 – Saturday

One Year Later

Noise. Noise. There’s so much noise. More noise than a person would expect given the location of my damn house. In this house, I was promised peace and quiet. Solitude. That was one of the main reasons I wanted this palatial space. The little, ocean blue, two-story house has five bedrooms and three bathrooms. Everything about it screamed calm. Amid the chaos that my life has become, this house was everything I needed and more. It practically fell into my lap. It held up to the serenity and seclusion I required and relished for a nanosecond of a minute.

It’s my own damn fault. I’m to blame for snatching my attempt at peace away. Had I not moved my family into houses that are practically a stone’s throw away then I wouldn’t have had this issue. Nope. Not me. I thought having them around would be good for my psyche. Who knew bringing them here would be one of the many mistakes I’ve made over the last six years?  It took no time at all for them to make me regret bringing them to town and having them as close to me as they are.

Case in point. The precious, dulcet tones of one of the few women who has had the ability to worm their way into my heart. The pitch of her voice is countering the throbbing bass of the drum that is pulsing its painful beat inside my skull.

Another thing that’s your fault.

I ignore the insulting tone of the voice inside my brain. Instead, I pull a pillow over my head in a sad attempt to drown out the continuous conversation that’s getting closer with every breath I breathe. The pillow does nothing but muffle the continuous chatter that is coming up the hallway.

“Here we go again. I swear it’s starting to feel like moments of déjà vu.”

Her words are closer than they were before. I groan knowing she’s going to be in my room any moment now. 

“He’s been through a lot.”

“I know.” Her voice booms in the almost barren hallway. The voices stop and I breathe a sigh of relief until she clears her throat. I tense as she begins speaking again. “I understand that. We all have. He’s not alone in this. That’s the problem. It’s like he thinks he’s the only one who has had to adjust and reacclimate. He’s not.”

“Yep. You won’t let anyone forget that.” The male voice is recognizable as well. I should’ve known he’d be with her. “We should just let him sleep it off.”

“Again? It’s like that’s your ‘go to’ solution. Just leave him to his own devises and hope for the best. Right? That’s not what he needs. Somewhere inside of that non-confrontational head of yours, you know I’m right. He’s not coming out of this without a swift kick in his ass.”

She stops talking and it’s quiet for another breath of a moment. Again, I’m hopeful and again, I’m disappointed. It’s sounds like they’re directly outside my door. He’s apparently not finished with the subject because he’s suddenly speaking again.

“Just so you know, I’m letting that smart ass comment slide. For now.”

“It’s not like I tried to whisper the words. I said them clear enough for you to hear. There’s no reason for you to let anything ‘slide’. Not when I’m purposely ...”

That’s it!

I’ve heard enough and it’s obvious she’s not going to let go of her pursuit. Chucking the pillow which was previously over my head, I toss back the covers and my sheet before sliding out of the bed. Once I’m on my feet, a sudden breeze from the open balcony doors clues me in to my nakedness. I’m naked as a jay bird. I don’t exactly know how that happened. Much of last night is a blur. I don’t know what, if anything, went down while I was out. What I do know is I’m sick of the conversation that’s happening on the other side of that door.

I don’t bother to grab any of the clothes that are strewn about the floor, on the rack, or on the faux leather bench at the end of my bed. Kennedy is going to love this. The beautiful, former model is my current personal assistant and the wrangler of my wardrobe. She’s the one who ensures whatever brand names make it to my closet are things I’m going to want to put on my body.

Kicking a pile of clothes out of the way, I then fling the doors open.

“Enough already! I can’t listen to the two of you go back and forth any longer. Why are you here?”

I give them both an expectant look. The brown-eyed woman, Hope, gasps in shock at my state of undress. She turns her face away from me. Her dark brown hair with caramel highlights floats on the air as she tries to avert her gaze.

“Still quite impressive,” Graham states.

The light brown skinned male’s hazel eyes gleam with mirth as he smirks at me from behind Hope. He stands, looking over her shoulder then around me. He’s dressed in his usual business wear sans his suit jacket which is hanging from his fingers.

“Jack. Ass. Why do I even ... I don’t know which is worse. His constant disregard for any and everything or your blatant disrespect and disgusting comments.”

“Both? Why does it have to be a choice? Impressive package, great rack, kissable lips, fuckable mouth. I can’t help it if I’m able to appreciate all parts of the human body.”

Those words might surprise others but not me. That’s the type of shit I have to hear from this man. The first time he complimented me, I did ask him if he was trying to hit on me. It wasn’t the compliment; it was how he worded it that had me wondering which team he batted for. He told me he wasn’t going to confirm or deny anything but would say he appreciated the human body in all its forms. In the next breath, he stuck his tongue down our waitress’ throat. That was the end of that conversation. I haven’t questioned him since.

Graham is a man of action anyway. His actions scream louder than any words he will say. He’s proven it time and time again both in and out of the pit. My pit crew chief is a lover of all things about a woman. He hasn’t met a taco he’d turn down. Present him with a sausage and after he stopped laughing out loud, he’d leave that sausage where it stood.

His words not mine. 

He winks at me. We share a knowing look before we each nod towards Hope. Graham stands a half foot taller than Hope’s five-foot four frame. I’ve got him by a few inches. Mr. “Dark Ambition” flares his nostrils then widens his eyes before waggling his eyebrows. Leave it to Graham to be the comic relief in an awkward situation.

The “dark ambition” name is one that stems from his family. When he explains it, he says his brother gave him that nickname because he’s the darkest of his siblings. I don’t believe that’s the real reason. Yes, he’s darker than is sister and brother. I’m thinking someone discovered his proclivity to walking on the wild side or stepping into the dark side of bedroom antics.

Shaking my head, I slide through the space between the two of them then down the hall to the stairs that will take me to the main floor of the house. I hear movement behind me. As I reach the top landing, 

“Ugh Jax! Why couldn’t you put on some clothes before opening the doors?”

I chuckle as I keep moving towards my destination.

“Hope, you chose to use a key that was given to you solely for the purposes of emergency use. You know, things like the house is on fire or I’m locked out. Or ...”

“You’re playing the role of dumbass, drunken Jax who can’t recall important dates or family functions?”

Hope is the only person in the world who calls me Jax. She refuses to call me by the nickname everyone in the racing world calls me. It’s as if she feels it’s beneath her or something. I laugh at it, but it irritates others. Others like Graham.

I’ve made it to my destination, the kitchen, where preparations for breakfast are being made. Snagging a glass and some fresh-squeezed orange juice, I stand at the island then look back at Graham and Hope. It’s then that I notice she’s in a soft pink flowy dress with a floral design along the side of the skirt. She has on a single chain necklace with four hearts and the word love in the center. It’s the one she wears daily. The other necklace is one that runs the length of her torso. She also has on heels.

Hope isn’t the type to put on a heel just to show off the skill she has in wearing them. She’s the one to put them on because the function demands it. If she’s in heels, something important is happening. Her usual choice of clothing is a gray pullover, vest, and print leggings. Those have become her staples during the soccer season. It’s the standard soccer mom uniform.

Graham is in a pastel blue suit with large, black buttons. Beneath the suit jacket is a crisp, white button-down shirt.  He’s left the top three buttons open. His sneakers match his suit perfectly.

Seeing the two of them standing in the doorway waiting for me to clue into their unspoken point doesn’t help. It takes another beat for my alcohol-riddle brain to catch up.

“Fuck me!”

The words echo around the room as I really take it in. the kitchen is full of food. There’s a hell of a lot more here than I’d ever be able to consume.

“Not interested,” Graham announces.

“Neither am I,” Hope agrees.

I rush by them and make it to the stairs just as my front door opens. Taking the steps two at a time, I am a hungover track star as I race to prevent my mother’s birthday guests from seeing my bare ass. As I reach the doors to my bedroom, I hear my mother’s voice.

“Please tell me I’m going senile in my old age or something. I’m hoping that wasn’t my naked son I just saw running up those stairs.”

“You’re early. The team is still prepping things for everyone. We weren’t expecting you to arrive for another hour,” Hope says.

Her voice has gone up an octave as she tries to direct Mrs. Jeannine Shaw from her line of questioning.

“Nice try, My Darling Dear. Know that I know my son much better than most. I came early because I had a feeling it was going to take some extra encouragement to get that child of mine ready to celebrate me. I didn’t want to leave anything to chance. Am I to assume he’s up there showering and preparing to greet the guests for my party?”

“It shouldn’t take him long, Mrs. Shaw,” Graham offers.

“Graham, you know I love you like you’re one of my own but I’m going to ask you to stop blowing smoke up my ass. If I know him, he probably just woke up. It’s the reason I shifted the time of this event. I wanted to make sure to give him plenty of time to detox and make himself presentable.”

Mother Dearest speaks a little louder. I know it’s solely for my benefit. She wants to make sure I hear her. I’m quite sure anyone on the grounds heard. I should probably get the hell out of here. My balcony has a trellis. I could easily climb down it and escape all of this.

I might sound like the worst person alive, but most don’t know what it means to be her son. Yes, I’m the one who set this surprise in motion. It doesn’t mean I have to stick around for it. I shouldn’t be held accountable for my big ideas when I’m under the influence. I tend to get a little ambitious and overly giving when I’ve been drinking. Those spirits take over and my own spirit shifts into overdrive.

I’m sure my mother would love nothing more than to tell the story of the time her lovely son promised her an amazing breakfast full of all her favorites but didn’t decide to attend himself. She’d delight in telling everyone she knows how I ran away from a day of celebrating her just to fall into yet another bottle.

That would make her day.

“You changed the time? What time is it set to start?” Hope questions.

“Eleven. I made it a brunch instead of a breakfast. Kennedy made all the necessary phone calls for me. I guess she missed two.”

“Mrs. Shaw, you do know this was meant to be a surprise, right?”

“Hope, I know what the intentions were, but I don’t think I can take another one of his surprises. Besides, things have to happen the way they need. Let the chips fall where they may. I’m going to go settle on the deck. Guests should arrive in the next hour. Just signal me when things are settled.”

I lean against the doors. Banging the back of my head once into them, I make my decision. Pushing off the large, wooden panels, I set things in motion. It takes me no time to get showered and dressed. Or so I think.

When I exit the bathroom, I notice all the clothes that had previously occupied any open floor space are gone. My sheets are as well. I’m guessing Patrick is here along with the guests. Patrick is the first male housekeeper I’ve ever heard of in my life. I’d mentally hired him on the spot for that alone. When his references came through, I immediately made him an offer. He’s been one of the few employees who has been with me for the full six years I’ve called Savannah home.

Home is where mother is. 

Having that thought fresh in my mind, I exit my bedroom for what my mind believes is the second time for the day. I’m ready and prepared to head back to the main floor to face the music. I walk down the stairs to complete silence. For a place that’s supposed to host a “surprise” party for my mother’s sixty-fifth birthday, it’s awfully quiet. All the prep that was happening in the kitchen has ceased and not one soul is around.

Even Graham and Hope have disappeared. I walk through the rooms of the downstairs level wondering what happened to the party that I put in motion. Nothing. No one. Not one streamer. Not a balloon. Not a plate or a napkin are in sight. Not even the glass I’d used for my orange juice earlier.

I search for my phone. It takes me a minute to find it. It’s in an obscure place. It’s out on the deck on one of the sun chairs. I’m shocked to find I have missed calls and notifications. Hundreds of each. When I open the texts, I can’t make any sense out of what I’m reading.

The messages are asking if I’m doing okay. Offers of getting someone to help with my “issues” are made. Messages from Graham and Hope are the most upsetting. They both want to know “why”. They want explanations for my behavior at my mother’s party. What they are saying makes no sense.

A couple messages have pictures to go along with them. I don’t recognize anything from the photos. What throws me off the most is seeing the date on my phone. For a second, I think I’ve lost my mind. It’s not until I check a few online calendars that I see I’ve lost two days.

April 10 – Monday

What the hell?

How the hell did I lose two days? Forty-eight hours gone. Did I enter into some messed up vortex today? I stepped into the shower and took a swig of whatever was in the bottle in my bathroom. Fuck if I know what was in it. Whatever it was made me feel really good. Looking back on it, I probably shouldn’t have had that last drink. I’m one thousand percent sure it hadn’t been something I’d been drinking.

Given how I’m feeling, I can see why the two women I do remember being in my home suddenly weren’t here any longer. There are pictures of me with the faces of two females from my scattered memory. Other photos and video show me showing my “natural ass” as Graham would say.

I am sitting at the island in my kitchen with my head in my hands when I hear footsteps. Even if I hadn’t recognized the stride of his walk, I’d recognize the scent of his cologne. I know it because it was once one of my favorites before he stole my bottle as payment for making him wait an entire day for me to return home. That day, I’d apparently had meetings scheduled with some very important people who were supposed to be throwing a lot of money my way.

Graham covered my ass that day. It’s been something he’s had to do far more often than not. I don’t know how he does it or why he’s stuck by me all this time.

“This one was one for the record books. I never would’ve believed I’d see you do what you did the other day. You ready to get some clarity and stop fucking shit up?”

If I hadn’t already seen the photos and videos, then I’d be confused. I’d also be ready to get into Graham’s face. Since I’ve been painstakingly made aware of my own dumbassery, then I don’t need a recap.

“If you came to tell me just how much I fucked up then you can save your breath. I don’t need you to clue me in any further. I watched it all go down on my phone.”

He grunts, nods, then takes a seat not too far from me.

“So, you know Doc’s been here?”

Quickly lifting my head, I focus all my attention on the man who is more like a big brother to me than an employee. He shoots me a knowing grin before taking a sip of whatever is in his “to go” cup. Today, he’s rocking a t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers.

“When was he here?”

He chuckles before he takes another sip.

“He’s been here every day since the incident. Your mother said something about your eyes being off the one time you looked directly at her.”

“What? How did I look?”

“Your mother said you looked like a crazed man. We all know there was only one other time when you’ve ever looked out of your mind. Doc came over, took some blood, and checked you out. He told us that you were either doing drugs or were drugged.”

“I’m not doing fucking drugs. I haven’t touched them in forever. That one time was one too many.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Shit, I wasn’t even the one who bought the drugs.”

Graham nods his head before standing to walk around the counter to where I’m sitting. His big hands land on my shoulders then he squeezes. The pressure is just enough to get me feeling something other than the residual guilt from that incident a while back and the more recent one. The one I don’t remember from a couple days ago.

“Yeah, I know. That incident was more than enough to get you scared straight.”

“Not straight enough I’m guessing.”

“You saw the recordings. You can judge that for yourself.” He opens the fridge then pulls out a couple containers with fruit and nuts in them. “You had another visitor. Officer Kimball came by as well.”

“Officer Kimball? Why was she here?”

“She was here to return your things. Some female was picked up and had them on her. The woman confessed to slipping something into the drinks y’all had that night. She said something about her friend, whose plan it was, ending up in the hospital. She didn’t know what else to do.”

I turn to face him, and he nods his head as if he knows what I’m thinking.

“What the fuck, man? How the hell is this my life? I didn’t even know anything was missing.”

“You mean in the time you were drugged, being a jackass to your family and friends, or when you were unconscious again from a drugging?”

I snort while running my hands over my hair. I’ve allowed it to grow longer than I normally would. It’s helping me keep my anger and frustration in check right now.

“This is insane.”

“Here comes the tough question. It’s the one you don’t really want to face. You don’t have a choice anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have to come with me today. I think it’s beyond time for you to deal with all of this before something really bad happens.”

Standing up, I begin pacing the tiled kitchen floor.

“You mean like having my shit stolen or losing time? Bad things like that?”

“Yeah. You ready to finally do something about it?”

“It sounds like I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. Not that I plan on fighting you or anyone else on it.”

Twenty minutes later, I see I’ve been driven to a vanilla ... more French vanilla mansion with Italian Renaissance architecture. The gate in front opens to cemented steps. The towering glass doors to the right are made of mahogany wood. Tiled flooring on the porch leads to the massive door. 

If I didn’t know any better, then I’d believe we were going to someone’s home. Having lived in Georgia my entire life, it’s the norm to have a business run out of one of the many houses in the city. The nuance of such a thing isn’t something new and would be lost on me. It’s a regular thing here in Savannah.

Stepping out of Graham’s silver Mercedes-Benz, I am met with a crowd of people. In past TV and radio interviews, I’ve been asked if I’m used to this kind of recognition. I’m not. I don’t tell them as much. I usually respond with something like “It comes with the territory” or “It’s an adjustment”. They laugh then we move on to something else. No matter what I do or where I go, I tend to attract attention. How they found me here, I don’t know. Turning to my left, I lean into Graham so he is the only one who can hear me. 

“I’m thinking we need to talk to the security team. Someone has to be leaking my locations if all these people are here today.”

Graham nods then lifts his phone to his ear. It’s not his job to handle that type of thing. Usually, it’s my manager, GiGi’s, job to take care of things like this. She’s not here so my pit crew chief and closest friend is making the call on my behalf. Serves him right for taking my damn phone. I direct my next statement to the crowd.

“Hey everyone. I’ll sign whatever, just don’t trample each other to get an autograph.”

The women squeal and dance in place as I begin signing whatever they put in front of me. Being a race car driver can be exciting. The thrill, the rush of danger, the speed are all the things that made me want to do this. Having people scream my name, adoring fans, and fan clubs who support me are bonuses.

Didn’t think my reentry into therapy would start like this.
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Savannah, GA       April 10 – Monday

I’m so not ready for today. Why is the beginning of the week the hardest one to start? Mondays are the worst. This day has to get better. I’ve had enough already. My day started off like crap. An ice-cold shower because the hot water heater decided to go out. Head out to my car to find that I have a flat tire. I didn’t even have time to deal with it because I was running behind. I had things I wanted to get taken care of before going in to work. It’s one of my co-workers’ birthday so I was supposed to pick up balloons and a cake for her. The first Lyft I ordered was cancelled so I had to wait for the second one. That meant my day was even further behind. By the time I picked up my breakfast sandwich and coffee order, I had ten minutes to get to work. I barely made it in on time.

The last thing that happens to make this one of the worst Mondays ever occurs just as I arrive. As I am heading inside the building of the Hope Foundation House or HFH, I nearly trip because my sneaker string gets snagged on one of the corners of the last step.

“Brilliant! That’s all I need.”

As I right myself and fix my clothing, I’m met by the one person I don’t need to see right now. I’m not in the mood for her energy.

“It is a brilliant day, and I am going to make the most of it.”

Today she’s wearing her reddish-brown hair with blonde highlights up in two partial puffs and some of the curls are falling out of them. They dance around her head as she bops. Yes, she’s one of those who has “pep in her step” every, single morning, afternoon, and evening.

“J, I might actually lay hands on you today if you don’t bring it down a notch.”

My voice is a little lower than normal. My allergies have been going haywire. The sudden season change has me downing allergy medicine every morning. Something else I forgot today. The other thing I forgot was to put on deodorant. I’m trying to get inside and to my locker so I can remedy the situation as soon as possible.

Journee smiles as she pretends to lock up her mouth. I shouldn’t take out my frustrations on her, but I haven’t had my morning coffee. I’m one of those people who perpetuates those signs and t-shirts that say things like, “First coffee then I do all the things”. I am not a nice person before I get caffeine in my system.

Once I’ve dropped off my packages and put away the cake, I grab my breakfast. As soon as I’m back in the reception area, Journee is making her way back around. If she did her normative route, then she’s set to head up to the third floor to check on the patients up there. Those are our residential patients. Journee is the head nurse and a part-time scheduler here. She’s also one of my closest friends.

The most energetic bunny and nurse to ever walk the face of the earth stops by the desk and gives me a look before she begins to circle the nurse’s station. I take a drink of my coffee and close my eyes while allowing the blissful warmth to move through my body. A shiver runs down my spine. I have a full body reaction to it. I take another sip before I open my eyes.

When I do, I have three sets of eyes staring at me. One belongs to one of our regular doctors. The second belongs to one of the patients who happens to be new to the foundation. Of course, the third set belongs to Journee. All three sets look as if they are questioning what’s just happened. Journee leans over the counter to stare at me. She suddenly rushes around the desk to squat down next to me. Making a show of unlocking her lips while she leans in closer as everyone else turns to pretend like they aren’t listening to what we’re saying, Journee begins to ask her question.

“Hey honey, did you just ... um ...?” She looks around to see if anyone is looking. I smile to myself because she doesn’t see all of the periphery looks we’re getting. “Orgasm from a cup ... nope a sip of coffee? If so, I need to know where the hell you get your coffee.”

“Better yet, can we find a way to get this one laid.”

Mrs. Sexton’s words sound as if they echo around the main floor. If I were anyone else, I’d be beet red with embarrassment. I’m not so easily humiliated. This would be difficult to accept if it weren’t a regular kind of thing coming from the fifty-five-year-old with electric blue hair.

“This is why I love you, Mrs. Sexton.”

Journee laughs and those curls of hers bounce as she does. I smile to myself as I take another sip of the precious, liquid amazingness in my cup.

“She is one of our favorite people. Even if she tends to make inappropriate comments. Can’t a woman enjoy a cup of coffee?”

“Um ... there’s enjoying a cup of coffee then there’s enjoying a cup of coffee,” Mrs. Sexton teases.

Journee stands up then crosses her arms as she gives me side-eye. When she nods her agreement with the statement, I work not to come up with another response.

“Mrs. Sexton, did you need to make a pit stop before your session?” I ask the question in hopes it will get her off the topic that is turning my skin a shade of red I don’t want it to be. “We’ll be ready to begin our session in just a few minutes.”

“Nice try, Girlie. I don’t need to make a ‘pit stop’ or take a piss before our session today. I took care of that before I came here. I’m all set to go.” The older woman signs in then pulls her handbag up higher on her shoulder. Once it’s where she wants it, she continues. “If you don’t want to discuss your sex life, then just say the word. I might question why that is. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Men talk about their conquests all the time. Why can’t women? Unless that’s the real reason you don’t want to talk about it. Is the garden not being tended?”

I swear Journee’s skin is redder than mine. She is blushing worse than I am as we both try to figure out what to say in response to this woman’s inquiries. My dark pink scrubs and Journee’s burgundy ones seem to compliment this new flushed look we’re both wearing.

“Mrs. Sexton, I’m going to plead the fifth, finish my coffee, then I’ll see you on the stretch mat in five.”

The older woman smiles before she winks at me.

“Your secret’s safe with me, honey. See you inside.”

She pats my arm as she makes her way to the first therapy room on the left. As soon as she closes the door, I turn to face Journee who’s fighting back laughter.

“When I tell you that woman makes my day, every day, I so mean it.” Journee snatches a piece of my croissant from the open container as she stands. I swat at her but miss. “Thanks for this. You know, she raised some good questions. Questions I’d love the answers to. Later.”

Instead of responding to her, I grab the rest of my breakfast then head to the break room. Before I put my coffee and sandwich away, I take a quick bite then drink. A few deep cleansing breaths along with a couple affirmations and I am ready to start my workday. Hopefully, nothing else happens to make this an even more “manic Monday” than it already has been.

Three hours later and so far, nothing too farfetched has happened. Mrs. Sexton tried to set me up with her single grandson. I declined that setup. I don’t know why but I feel like her grandson would be a little young for me. I’m a twenty-five-year-old, single ... woman who has enough baggage to fill a passenger jet’s cargo bay. I would probably send that poor boy home crying to his therapist. If he didn’t have one, he would after spending time with me.

My second patient wasn’t as chatty. Since I only see two or three patients a day during the three days of week I work, that part of my day goes by quickly. Now, I am at my current love/hate part of the day. The quiet time. As we sit in complete silence, Noelle and I work through charting last week’s patient files. I’m proud of myself because I did follow one of the requests of my therapist’s. I’ve limited my interactions with therapy patients.

Number three of the psychiatrist’s suggestions was that I slowly return to work. I figured volunteering at the foundation would be better for me than trying to figure out my life at home. This made more sense. I’ve returned to duty part time and have been doing more administrative work than anything else. All the things most people are annoyed with or too busy to complete, I’m usually the one working on.

Noelle agreed with my choice. Noelle Embers is one of my other friends and my current psychiatrist. How she compartmentalizes the different aspects of our relationship as well as everything she deals with in her life is beyond me. The petite framed marathon runner is dressed in plum-colored scrubs today. Her white coat hangs on a coat rack near her office door. Her usually straight, jet-black hair is streaked with burgundy highlights and hanging loose around her shoulders today. Her soft peach tone skin catches the sunlight from the windows making her look like the goddess she is as she works. I can even see her freckles today.

My focus returns to the files sitting in my lap and beneath me. I’ve been sitting, staring out the window, lost in thoughts that dance across the late morning sky when muffled voices reach my ears. The commotion that grows louder on the other side of the door also catches Noelle’s attention. Talk about disturbing the peace.

Dr. Embers’ office is a warm beige with clear glass shelves on one side of the half wall of windows with the beige cover seat where I’m sitting. The other side is a wall of bookshelves. A taupe-colored couch with three white pillows and two red ones in the center sit under the shelves that house a variety of stone, glass, and clay items. Several silk tapestries hang in various parts of the office. Two hang over the dark wood bookcases. The one that hangs in the center of the wall above the couch matches the color of the walls perfectly. If it weren’t for the dark wood item it’s hanging on, I couldn’t see that it was a piece of fabric and not a mural on the wall.

I’ve found most of the office and rooms in this building have a wall of bookshelves. Hers has strategically placed color-coordinated books, boxes, a framed fan, a clock, a sandglass, and other things that are lit by a background light on each shelf. She also has a blood red desk chair. Her office color scheme is black or dark brown
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