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  ~1~


You’ve got to be kidding me! These snobby upstarts wouldn’t know a good thing if it hit them in the face! 
Hannah Jones deleted yet another rejection email. Of the dozen freelance inquiries she had sent out this last week, only two had not replied with short, terse dismissals. She slammed her laptop closed, causing letters to blow off the counter next to her. Floating to the floor, the bold print mocked her: Notice of Eviction.
She buried her head in her arms. How had things gotten so bad? Just a few months ago, she had bragged to her mom about her flamboyant city life. Sure, her apartment didn’t have room for more than a small loveseat, much less a kitchen table or desk, but the location made up for it. She lived right smack dab in the heart of San Francisco.
A horn blared outside, followed by some choice words that would have left her grandma fainting. Okay, maybe the property manager might have exaggerated the location a tad. Yet, Hannah had followed her dreams. Most kids from her small, mountain hometown never made it out. She had been determined to do so. 
Her older brother had as well, though he would probably end up back there once he finished his last tour for the coast guard. His daredevil ways suited his career. Luckily, his wife didn't mind living by the seat of her pants and had gotten quite used to all the time alone when he shipped out. 
A smile crossed Hannah’s face as she remembered the gift she bought their son, Hunter. She may have to eat ramen for the rest of the month, but thinking of the little five-year-old’s glee when he saw the remote-control car his auntie got him made it all worth it.
Her chest tightened. How could she afford to go home right now? She needed to use every minute of the rest of this year to find another job, or at least some freelance work. 
The Eviction Notice taunted her from the floor. Hopping off the stool, she purposely stepped on the letter with her stocking foot. The satisfying crackle propelled her to sink into her couch.
She flipped through the few channels on the television. Christmas movie, news, and another Christmas movie. She dropped the remote onto the wood floor in frustration. She missed cable.
Couldn’t she just pretend that Christmas didn’t exist this year? Her mom would be heartbroken if she didn’t come home again. She hadn’t been home for Christmas since her senior year in college. 
Guilt pulled at her, but shouldn’t she stay in order to keep looking for work? If she spent the last of her money on a plane ticket, she would have nothing left to come back to. It would force her to tell her parents that not only had she lost her job and hadn’t been able to find another one, but that she would also be homeless by the end of the month.
Her phone chimed with an email notification. She sat straight up and hastily retrieved it. Quickly scanning the text, her heart skipped a beat. Finally, someone responded with interest to her query! She read it a second time and then double-checked who it came from—the dog boarding place. She loved dogs! Her thumbs typed a quick reply. Wonderful! I will see you tomorrow at ten!
A job, finally! A pang of regret shivered through her. She had spent two years after earning her bachelor’s in marketing, working for a dream of a company, Banner & Bonner. They had hired her in their website design and copywriting department. Four months ago they promoted her to marketing consultant and a month later laid off.
Every other company she applied to said they had been going through the same thing. Too many companies were going to freelancers for their marketing. Freelance. It wasn’t what she had envisioned for herself, but was the only option that seemed to be left…that or returning home.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Hannah polished up her portfolio, stuffed it into her backpack, and took off on her bike. Parking was too expensive to even think about getting a car. The crisp air left her cheeks burning and her eyes watering. She should have scheduled an Uber driver.
Hannah leaned her bike against the hand railing and dug in her pocket for the scrap of paper she had scribbled the address on. The building looked decrepit, but the address numbers were correct. 
She locked her bike and straightened her pantsuit. Smoothing her hair, which tended to frizz in the foggy weather, she strode confidently to the splintered, paint-peeled door. Everything hung on her landing this account.
As soon as she entered the place of business, the smell of dog urine overwhelmed her. It took every ounce of her willpower not to cover her nose. A pimpled-faced kid with dull eyes looked at her from a desk in the corner. He glanced down at her feet and then back to her face.
“Uh, may I help you?” 
“Yes, I have an appointment with Mr. O’Hara.” If Hannah hadn’t needed the money so badly, she would have left right away. Without money for rent, she wouldn’t have a place to live come the first of the year. She took a deep breath and immediately regretted it, choking on the horrendous smell.
“You get used to it,” the kid said with a shrug. “Come on, I’ll take you back.”
Hannah had a difficult time believing a person could get used to such a stench, but she did her best to ignore the urge to vomit and followed the kid through the squeaking door. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she took a step back. Cages lined the walls, full of a variety of dogs. Some yipped excitedly, some howled in misery, but the ones that broke her heart the most sat there with their heads on their paws and had the saddest eyes. The scene reminded her of those humane society commercials.
“This is where the dogs stay the whole time?” Her hand covered her heart as it grieved for the poor creatures.
“Nah, there’s an exercise room beyond there. We walk each of them twice a day.” 
Hannah looked to where the kid had pointed. The stark room covered in concrete looked desolate. Panic surged through her. How could she help market a company like this? It went beyond a lack of selling points to a moral dilemma.
“Boss, that lady you said was coming is here.” The kid opened a door to a small office at the back of the kennel room. The floor had shaggy green carpet, the color of peas, and the furniture looked like a hodge-podge of yard sale items. “Here ya go.” The kid moved out of her way and then shuffled back down the dark hall between cages, never once looking at the dogs so eager for attention.
“Ah, the website guru. Close the door, would ya? I can’t hardly think with all that racket.” The man behind the desk pushed up his thick glasses and smoothed back his wiry, sparse hair.
She closed the door and eyed the dingy chair before sitting just on the edge. Her hands clutched her portfolio, unsure if she wanted to even open up this can of worms. An image of her arriving in her hometown with nothing to her name but a suitcase or two spurred her on. She took a deep breath.
“What kind of website are you looking for, Mr. O’Hara?”
“The best kind, of course!” He wheezed out a laugh before proceeding to tell her of all the points he wanted to configure into his marketing campaign. “You can do that right, Sweet Thing?”
“Name is Hannah. And yes, I know how to do all that. Do you have pictures, or do I need to take some?” Her mind started working on ways to highlight any selling points with the facility, but she couldn’t really see any.
“Yes, I do. Let me see here.” He shuffled through piles of papers underneath a half-eaten donut and a Styrofoam coffee cup that had left a ring on the paper. “Ah, here they are.” 
She scanned the images he handed to her. With each photo, her face turned a deeper shade of red. “These are not pictures of your facility.”
“That’s right. No way can I show them this pigsty and expect clientele. We’re working on fixing it up, but I need money coming in to do that.”
“I…I can’t do that,” she stuttered, twisting her hands in her lap. “That would be immoral.”
“It’s business, Sweet Thing.” He winked at her and leaned back in his chair until he almost tumbled backward.
Hannah’s heart fell. She couldn’t misrepresent a business. She would never forgive herself. “Mr. O’Hara,” she said as she took a deep breath, “I would be happy to build your website, but I cannot use these pictures. We will have to use pictures of your actual facilities.”
“Well, girl, you can either do it the way I see fit, or I can find someone who will.”
“Then I suggest you keep looking.” She rose from her seat, swung open the door, and escaped from the building. Her hands shook as she unlocked her bike. I should report that scoundrel, she muttered as she threw her leg over her bike and pushed off from the sidewalk.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hannah stacked the rest of her money on the counter. Her head fell and stuck to a hundred-dollar bill. It was decision time. She only had enough to eat for the next couple of weeks or get a plane ticket home. Could she really give up on her dream of living the city life? She pushed back from the counter. Did she have a choice?
Her answer came in the sound of her phone ringing. Flipping it over, she saw her parents’ smiling faces. She took in a deep breath before pushing the green button on her cell. “Hey, Mom.”
“Hi, Sweetie.” Her mom’s voice sounded strained, like held-in emotion.
“What’s going on?” A surge of fear left her skin prickling. 
“Oh, nothing. Just hoping you’ll be coming home for Christmas.”
“I told you, I need to work.” Yet, she didn’t sound very convincing, and she knew her mom caught onto that like a flea on a dog.
“Hannah, I…I need you to come home.”
“Is Dad okay?” The blood drained from her face. Last year her dad had a minor stroke. He fully recovered, but since then Hannah had felt like time sped by way too fast, and she worried for him.
“He’s fine, sleeping in front of the game like normal. His snore adds quite the ambiance to my Christmas music.” Her mother attempted a light laugh, but it didn’t fool Hannah.
“Are you going to tell me, Mom?”
“I would rather tell you in person,” she finally said, close to a whisper.
Hannah sighed. Her mother’s dramatic personality grated on her. She tended to over-exaggerate. Hannah gazed at the bills lying on her counter. 
“I really need to know. I have so much going on right now.” Guilt pierced her. The white lie wasn’t far from the truth. She had a lot going on, just not work.
“I…I have cancer.”
Hannah dropped the phone as her whole body went numb. Shock consumed her, and her breath ceased. Her mom had cancer. 
“Hannah, Sweetie, are you there?” Her mom’s muffled voice reached her from the floor.
Feeling as if she reached through a fog, she picked up her phone and placed it to her ear. “I’m going to book the next flight out. I’ll let you know my arrival time.”






  
  ~2~


Hannah stood next to her two large suitcases, her eyes tearing as she saw her apartment void of any personal items. It was convenient that she had rented a furnished place, but it hurt knowing she would no longer be inhabiting it. Guess leaving now would be better than being escorted out. A tear slid down her cheek as she saw her dreams dying.  
Her phone dinged with a message that her Uber driver was waiting on the road. With one last long look, she pulled her bags out of what had been her home for the last two years. As the driver helped load up her luggage into the trunk, her eyes caught sight of her next-door neighbor’s daughter smiling and waving as she rode Hannah’s bike down the street. At least someone was happy with this ordeal.
The city blurred by as she wiped at her eyes. This didn’t have to be goodbye. Maybe this was just a see you later. She nodded in confirmation of that thought just as her phone rang.
“Hey, Mom. I’m on the way to the airport.”
“Thank you, Sweetie. This means everything to me. I’m glad I don’t have to worry about you with the wonderful career you have going on, and I appreciate you pulling strings to come see us for a few days.”
Guilt warred in her stomach in a twisting pain. Now she really couldn’t tell her mom about being laid off, or that she had no place to return to. What was she going to do? Then she shook her head. It didn’t matter. Being there for her mom was all she cared about. She could figure out how to explain it to her mom later.
“Of course, Mom. I want to be with you.”
“I’m so happy to hear that. I hope it didn’t cause too much upset for you.”
“It doesn’t matter. Family comes first.” The comment soothed her. She was right, family did come first. She had been silly to think she shouldn’t go home for Christmas. Being alone on the holiday would have sent her into an even deeper depression. “I’ll see you soon, Mom.”
“Looking forward to it. Love you.”
“Love you, too.” Hannah set the phone on the seat next to her and placed her hand over her heart, wishing it to calm. Many people survived cancer. Her mom was a strong woman. She could do this. Either way, though, she wanted to spend as much time with her as possible.
Small twinges of regret filled her as she rode past her favorite restaurants and parks. She soothed those sensations with memories of the local drive-in, the ice skating pond, and other places back home in Wyoming that sent waves of comforting nostalgia, which lessened the remorse of leaving San Francisco. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Airplanes always intrigued Hannah. Her excitement grew as the fasten your seat belt light came on and the
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