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Ryan pulled into the garage. From the moment he opened the car door, he could hear the yelling. He took a deep breath, climbed out of the car, and hesitantly walked into the house. He entered a modern kitchen so meticulously kept that it almost hummed with sterile order. The all-too-familiar voice continued, "You cannot leave your dishes in the sink. Does it really take that much to load them into the dishwasher?" Ryan looked up and saw his two girls, Liz and Izzy, on the other side of the counter, staring at what was going on.

She continued, "For fuck's sake, I unload it every morning before I go to work! Is it that much just to open the dishwasher and put it in there?" As Meg yelled, she dramatically demonstrated opening the dishwasher and putting a bowl into the rack, then slamming a spoon into the holder.  In doing so, a knife jutting up from the rack, piercing her finger in a searing flash of pain. She howled.

She jerked her hand and went to kick the dishwasher closed. However, in opening it in such dramatic fashion, she had dislodged one side from the hinge, and the bottom-left side of the door clunked onto the ground and fell partially open. Meg's scream tore through the house, a raw sound that ripped a hole through the house and left a ringing silence in its wake.  The two girls took a step back.  She grabbed a paper towel for her bleeding finger and collapsed to the ground, face in her hands.

Ryan looked up at the girls; their small shoulders slumped, looking less terrified and more sad at what had just transpired. Ryan set his backpack on the counter and waved the girls off. They turned and quickly whisked away to their rooms. Ryan moved, a quiet presence of calm efficiency, crouching like a baseball catcher to swiftly reset the dishwasher's hinge and click it closed. He then turned his back to the dishwasher and sat down alongside Meg.

“Tough day,” Ryan started.

“Just leave me alone,” Meg snipped back. 

“I just don't think it's worth getting that worked up over a couple of dishes in the sink.” 

“I'm surprised you even know where the sink is!” Meg trailed off, putting her head back down in her hands.

Ryan sat and thought for a minute. He was debating whether this was the right moment to tell her. He leaned back, looking up at the ceiling, and said, “I think you got blood on the ceiling.”

“I'm tired of having to do everything around here. I swear you would all starve and live like vagrants! My work is no better. The holidays are coming, and now they want me to handle the orders for the season in addition to stocking the inventory. I just don't see how it's possible. They gave me the outdoor patio section at the start of summer, and now I'm supposed to handle all of the ordering for the garden department as well. Then they hired two new people and handed them to me to train. I never got to interview them... They're idiots, Ryan! One is the niece of our regional manager.” She threw her hands up.

Meg did not let up for a breath and was now standing back up. “How am I supposed to tell Jason this person is an idiot without getting myself fired? The other kid is no better, he has to sit down every five minutes and puff his vape.  I told him he wouldn't need to sit down so much if he would quit that vape. He looked at me like I'd just killed his puppy. I thought he was going to cry!  Then I go to pick up the girls, I'm already running late, and some motorcycle gang decides they're going to block the intersections so the whole gang can stay together—never mind my light is green. He just pulled in front of me, held his hand up, and stopped us all. That’s bullshit!  They can wait at a red light like the rest of us!”

Ryan had rejoined her at the counter, placing his hands firmly on the counter surface. His voice took on an edge of urgency. "All this... it really isn't worth getting that upset over. You should..." He caught himself abruptly, recognizing the dangerous territory his words were about to enter, and fell silent, the unfinished thought hanging between them. 

Meg looked up, even angrier. 

Ryan restarted. “You can't let your work dump everything on you. You need to learn to say ‘No.’ If those kids aren't right for you, tell Jason to push them somewhere else. The Tuscany Garden Center has other departments that need staff.”

“Can’t you ever just listen to me? I don't need you to solve my problems. Sometimes I just need you to let me vent, nothing more.” Meg was at a full roar as she finished the sentence. She started to storm out of the kitchen and paused by his backpack on the counter. Meg picked it up, held it in the air, looking over at Ryan. “Can you help put stuff away?” She threw the bag over at Ryan and stormed out of the room.  

Ryan lay in bed that night, reaching over to put his hand on her hip, only to have it swatted away. He lay there, remembering what it was like when they met, how much they enjoyed touching each other in bed. Twenty years later, the once eager touches, replaced by distant silences. He had something to tell her, something he'd done. He just didn't know how to tell her.
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Ryan woke to his alarm, but the empty bed beside him held only the lingering indent where Meg had slept, a stark reminder of his solitude. He could hear one of his daughters in the kitchen as he dressed and went through his morning routine. Ryan walked down to the kitchen, where he found Liz, her hair tousled like her mother's, as she made a sandwich for the day. He planted a tender kiss on her forehead, eliciting only a teenage grunt...The universal sign, he knew, of her enduring, if unspoken, affection.  

Ryan woke with a clear, unwavering plan.  Meg desperately needed a change. The combined weight of her daily stresses and anxieties had simply become too much for Meg to bear. Ryan was convinced he could help her. And he knew exactly how.  He had already made plans for the day to reveal his big surprise for Meg. He had booked a 20th-anniversary trip for them, a carefully planned escape from their everyday grind, designed to rekindle their connection. It wasn't just a getaway; it was an intentional break from the relentless demands of work, kids, and daily life that had distanced them over the years. This trip was his way of showing her that their relationship was worth fighting for, a chance to rediscover the passion they once shared.

His job, a service writer in fleet management rather than a dealership, offered the flexibility he needed. But before he had the luxury of working from home and setting his own schedule, he'd spent years earning his place. Ryan began as a diesel mechanic, working long, grueling days that left him physically exhausted. He'd worked his way up from the greasy shop floor, covered in oil and grime, to the front office, where he used his hard-earned knowledge to manage a fleet. 

Ryan's immediate plan was to surprise Meg at work, meeting her for lunch as the first step. He had already spoken to Jason, her boss, and requested the week off for her. She was a valuable member of the Tuscany Garden Center team. She was the undisputed town authority on plants, a walking encyclopedia whose recommendations had blossomed in half the gardens across town. Even Jason, her manager, acknowledged she needed a break.

Ryan quickly wrapped up his morning schedule and packed his things from home to head over to the garden center. He stopped by a nearby grocery store for some flowers, thinking it ironic. He agonized for a while over the selection, keenly aware that Meg's encyclopedic knowledge of flowers meant his choice needed to be perfect to impress her truly. He finally settled on a single live orchid, a quiet symbol of his hopeful intent. Paying at the counter, a wave of excitement propelled him as he started his drive across town.

Meg's workday began in the pre-dawn quiet, long before 6 AM. She took care of watering all the plants in the morning before customers arrived, and planned out where the new inventory would be set up each day. The store had been open for a full half-hour when her two new recruits finally sauntered in around 8 AM. She shook her head and sent Rachel, the regional manager's niece, over to set up the latest delivery of mums. She sent Cody over to start setting up the artificial Christmas trees.

The day had been slow, allowing Meg to accomplish most of what she wanted to get done. Around 11:30, a car pulled up in front of the gate. Meg poked her head around the corner. She didn't know much about cars, but even she recognized the unmistakable presence of wealth, specifically the distinctive Trident emblem on its grille. The customer didn't even bother with a parking spot, a common enough annoyance from those rushing in for flowers, but still a blatant disregard for the rules. It happened all the time.

She reversed her direction, her steps purposeful, meeting the customer as he casually strode through the gate. “That’s not really a parking spot,” she stated, her voice clipped.

The customer looked up at her, then back at the car, responding, “Sorry, I just needed to run in for some flowers quickly.”

“Can I help you?” Meg responded, annoyed, already sure he had no intention of moving his vehicle. The quickest solution, she decided, was simply to get him what he needed and get him out the door as quickly as possible.

The man was dressed in nicely pressed slacks, well-polished shoes, and an Oxford shirt with a sport coat. His ensemble was casual yet perfectly refined. He was meticulously groomed and strikingly handsome. Now, a practiced charm unfurled across his features. “I’m sorry, my name is Troy. Have we met?

“I doubt it.”

His strong jaw tightened as he glanced down at her nametag, then lifted to meet her eyes. A slow, knowing smile spread across his face as he murmured, “Meg Lancolm?”

“Meg Laneto, now.”

“Ah, yeah, you married that Ryan guy. He hung out with my brother.” Meg's annoyance visibly sharpened. “What kind of flowers are you looking for?” she asked, her tone flat. 

“I need you to help me with that. It's my mom's birthday. Do you have any recommendations?” He crouched down near a cluster of flowers, idly pointing at a yellow one. “How about this one?” he asked, as if the choice held no significance. 

“Yellow orchid. Nice choice, if you want to tell your mom she's a good friend,” Meg snarked back. 

Troy paused and smiled. “Well, yes, but no... not what I had in mind.” Troy continued, “You had a brother my age, Greg. We used to hang out when we were young. I remember you well. I hate to admit it, but I had a bit of a crush on you.” As he said it, his gaze held hers, then deliberately drifted from her head to her toes, a slow, appraising sweep.

Meg looked up at this strikingly handsome man, and despite herself, a flush crept into her cheeks. It was difficult not to feel flattered by such pointed attention. She blushed. Meg was still an attractive woman. She maintained her slender figure through childbirth and the years. Her hair was long and tied back in a ponytail, but a couple of strands swung back and forth in front of her green eyes. She stood next to the man, suddenly conscious of her clothes and how she looked.

“Pink. You probably want to get your mom a pink orchid. It's a symbol of unconditional love.”

Troy looked down at the rack of plants and swiped up the pink orchid. Meg stood adjacent, nervously shifting her weight back and forth between her feet, pushing her hair back over her ear while Troy inspected the plant. Troy looked up at Meg, a glint in his eyes. His hand, quick as a strike, swept her hair back behind her ear, and then he moved, his lips on hers before she could even register the invasion.

Meg froze, utterly stunned by the sheer audacity of his act. Her body remained locked, unable to conjure a single movement as Troy slowly pulled away. He walked over to the checkout counter operated by Cody, paid for his flowers, and walked out the gate.

What Meg didn't see was Ryan standing out in the parking lot. He had just walked up to the fence, holding his yellow orchid in his hand, looking for Meg. He arrived just in time to see Troy’s hand intimately caress his wife’s hair, then lean in for a kiss. Her body seemed to offer no resistance. He stood outside the fence, watching as Troy pulled away in his Maserati. Ryan watched as Meg, with an unsettling composure, straightened up, tucked her hair behind her ear one last time, and simply returned to rearranging the plants, as if to fill the empty space Troy had left.

Ryan's fingers slipped through the fence's holes, briefly grasping the cold metal, before he reeled back, darting for his car, the yellow orchid still clutched in his hand. The fence rattled with his hasty release. Meg glanced up, saw nothing amiss, and with a shrug, returned to her work. Back in his car, Ryan looked over at the orchid on his passenger seat, trying to figure out what he had just witnessed.  He remembered Troy Belmont, a rich kid from a wealthy family, a man whose privilege manifested as a casual arrogance and boundless entitlement, including when it came to women. Ryan had always seen him as someone Meg would instinctively disdain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​3

[image: ]


Hailey let the front door fall shut behind her, then sagged against it for a moment, every fiber of her being fighting the desperate urge to simply collapse. The walk-up apartment was small, with just one bedroom, a cramped living room that doubled as a dining space, and a tiny galley kitchen. The off-white walls offered little cheer, and the faint, stubborn scent of musty carpet clung to the air, defeating every air freshener she tried to unleash on the unforgiving odors that lingered.

Just off a double shift at her part-time job, she carried its weight in every aching joint and the fiery soles of her feet. Even so, she had to push through. The flight to Nice departed in less than twenty-four hours, yet her suitcase remained in the middle of the living room, a yawning, half-empty reminder of impending adventure.

"I'll pack after I shower," she told herself, flipping on a single floor lamp to chase away the gloom. Through the thin wall, she could hear her neighbors arguing about a borrowed phone charger. Not even the petty squabble next door could touch her rising anticipation. For the first time, she and her friends were leaving the country, and the thought transformed her shabby apartment into a vibrant launching pad for bigger things.

Still heavy with exhaustion, she barely registered the familiar silhouette that solidified in the kitchen doorway: her dad.  He'd let himself in with the spare key she'd given him ages ago, a familiar intrusion he always framed as 'just checking on her.' He stood in the dull glow of the single overhead light, hands shoved in the pockets of his worn-out jacket.

“Dad?” she said, startled. “I thought you weren't coming by until tomorrow.”

He offered a shrug, a small, tentative smile barely reaching his eyes. “Figured I'd catch you tonight, since you're leaving soon.

Hailey took a step closer and dropped the bag still clasped in her hands by the couch. Each time she saw him, the subtle shifts were more pronounced: his hair thinning further, the soft lines on his face etching themselves deeper. Yet, despite the deepening lines, his eyes held the same warm, reliable presence that had always anchored her.

“Do you want tea or something?” she asked, moving into the kitchen by habit.

He shook his head. “I'm alright. I don't want to be any trouble.”

“It's no trouble,” she insisted, pulling open a cupboard. Inside, a humble collection: exactly two mismatched mugs, a box of chamomile tea, and instant coffee. “You're my dad. Making you tea is the least I can do.”

She set the kettle on the stove, and for a moment, neither of them spoke. The apartment’s quiet hung heavy, almost deafening, broken only by the persistent hum of the ancient refrigerator.

“So,” he began softly, “you’re really going to Europe. France, right?”

Hailey nodded and fiddled with the kettle knob. “Nice, specifically. Then, maybe we will consider a day trip or two to Monte Carlo. Claire has it all planned out.”

He offered a faint smile, one that never quite touched his worried eyes. “You’re excited?” he asked, the softness of his voice a thinly veiled probe.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I am.”

A brief silence stretched between them. He cleared his throat, the slight sound was loud in the apartment's quiet, then leaned heavily against the worn Formica counter. “Look, I know you’re grown. You can handle yourself. Just be careful, alright?”

She studied his face, a knot of worry tightening in her stomach, but she forced her expression neutral. 

"I will. We have each other's backs," she said, the words sounding more like a promise to herself than a statement of fact. His gaze drifted to the half-packed suitcase, a silent testament to her inexperience. "I trust you, Hailey. I do. But you haven't really seen the world yet, sweetie. It's good to be excited, but I need you to be cautious."

The kettle's shrill whistle pierced the quiet, and Hailey poured steaming water into a mug. As she handed it to him, a faint tremor in his hand did not escape her notice. A pang of guilt tightened in her chest, a silent protest against the worry she was etching into his features, even as she affirmed her undeniable right to new experiences.

“Thanks, kid,” he murmured, blowing on the tea.

Hailey set the kettle aside and crossed her arms. “I’ll call when I land, or text you, whichever is easier.”

He nodded. “That would help me sleep at night.” His gaze, lingering on her face, softened with a profound pride. “I'm proud of you, you know. You’re not letting fear hold you back.”

She offered a small, grateful smile. “I'm doing it for me, but also, I think Mom would have liked knowing I'm finally going out there.”

He held her gaze for a long moment, the lines around his eyes deepening with a shared understanding, and simply nodded. They never spoke at length about her mother. The divorce and her frequent absences had made it a sore topic. Still, the mention hung in the air, a silent, weighty acknowledgment of the self-reliant woman Hailey had become.

After a few sips, her dad set the mug down and moved to the battered suitcase. “Need help packing?”

She laughed and shook her head. “I am not sure you are prepared to pack my underwear these days. Besides, you would lecture me on bringing too many shoes or something.”

He stepped back from the suitcase, holding his hands up in the air.  His face softened as the tone became lighter. “I’ll keep my comments to myself. Just remember, there are people back here who love you and worry about you, always.”

Hailey stepped forward and gently squeezed his arm. “I will. I promise.”

He patted her hand, then picked up his jacket. As he walked to the door, Hailey followed. “Goodnight, Dad,” she whispered. “And thanks.”

He mustered a final, reassuring smile. “You got this, kid.” The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Hailey steeped in the lingering echo of his concern.

She stared at the chipped paint of the old wooden door, a quiet moment of contemplation before the adventure she'd always dreamed of. Then, with renewed determination, she stepped into the living room and knelt by the open suitcase.

'Just a couple more shirts,' she mused. 'And perhaps, just one extra pair of shoes.’
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Ryan arrived home later than usual. Dinner was already prepared, with the kitchen clean and a plate neatly placed in the microwave. Ryan went to set his bag on the counter and thought twice about it. Instead, he reached back and hung it on a hook behind him. Meg was across the room reading a book, with her legs pulled up in the chair like a feline in her nest and a blanket over her lower body.

Ryan set the yellow orchid quietly down on the counter, then moved to the microwave to retrieve his plate, careful not to interrupt her reading. She would know he was there. The opening and closing of the garage door was always easily heard. Ryan sat down at the kitchen table, unsure of how to begin the conversation. Ryan was naturally slow to speak, but he listened a lot.  Picking up a fork, he began to push his food around his plate.

Meg spoke before he could say anything. “Did you decide you wanted to be friends again?”

Ryan wasn’t sure he understood what she just said, so he could only stutter out a muffled “What?”

“Friends,” Meg repeated. “Do you want to be friends again? The yellow orchid is a sign of friendship. I figured you were trying to make up with me.”

Ryan paused, looking up from his food. He had to process for a moment before he spoke in a subdued voice, “Yeah, that was the plan.”

Meg stood up. “Poor choice of orchid to pick up for your loving wife.”

Ryan looked back down at his food, threw his fork down on the plate, and shoved the plate away.  “Is that not the right color?”

Meg was up now, a quiet presence as she walked by. She swiped up his plate and paused by Ryan. “You look upset,” she observed.

“I suppose,” Ryan answered. “It was a tough day.”

Meg rinsed the dishes in the sink. They sat in silence for a moment. Meg was replaying the functions of her day, and Ryan sat contemplating the day's events.  Meg broke the silence with a sigh. “I had a better day..." That one kid, Cody, will probably work out, but I am still not sure about the girl. The customers were out of control today.” She wandered over to the orchid and added, almost idly: “I helped one customer pick out an orchid today...not yellow.”

Ryan sat and listened. A vein on his neck was starting to pulse visibly. He recalled seeing Troy walking out with a plant similar to his. He guessed it was an orchid. The Maserati was parked at the front entrance, not even in a parking spot. 'His family probably owned the store,' Ryan thought to himself. His mind raced with questions about how often this was going on. Yet, Meg did not seem very disturbed by it. She had a good day. What makes this a good day?

Meg went over and examined the orchid, seemingly moderately pleased. She inspected the soil and pot, gently flexing the stem and feeling the flower petals. “It’s a nice plant,” she murmured.

Ryan said in a very plain voice, “Is it as nice as Troy’s?”

Meg’s hand froze mid-movement over the plant. A hot flush crept across her skin. Without even turning to look at Ryan, Meg stated, her voice sharp with accusation, “He came in today and bought an orchid... how did you know that? Were you checking up on me?”

“Looked like he did more than just buy an orchid to me,” Ryan snipped back.

“He’s a dick! He had no permission. And why are you watching me at work? That’s creepy!”

“Don’t gaslight me! I just happened to walk up and see some rich guy playing with my wife’s hair and kissing her. Go ahead, tell me how you would react!” Ryan’s voice escalated without a pause for an answer. “And yeah, he is a dick. I have known him for a long time.”

Meg smacked her hand on the counter, the sound sharp in the kitchen. “I did not tell him he could! He did it before I even knew what happened.”

“You didn’t look like you resisted.”

“I didn’t know what to do.”

Ryan was full-blown yelling at this point, his voice a raw roar: “Did you slap him? Did you kick him out of the store? Or kick him in the nuts? No! He just checked out and left his personal parking spot. Can I park there now too?”

Meg put both hands on the counter. “I said I did not let him.”

Ryan was irritated by this point. He reached down for his phone and touched it dramatically, as if deliberately pressing buttons on an old dial phone. Meg’s phone let out a ding, and Ryan started: “You want to know why I was there? It’s on your phone. I came there for a reason, a very particular reason. Instead, I found you making out with another guy.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” Meg announced as she walked back over to the chair to get her phone.

“I’m not the one trying to live in a soap opera, with a boyfriend and a husband.” Ryan strode past the kitchen counter, reached out, and gave the orchid a light shove. It swan-dived to the floor, shattering its pot in a cascade of ceramic and soil. Without another word, Ryan continued straight for the front door and walked out of the house.

Meg picked up her phone and opened the link. It was an itinerary that included flights to Nice, France, and a hotel booking. Meg looked up at the door that had already closed and sat back down in her chair, a lump forming in her throat as the realization of what Ryan had done for her.  She realized the flight was tomorrow night.  Much later, already in bed, she lay awake, replaying the day’s fight over and over in her head, and she heard Ryan come in the door. He never came up to their room.  Only after the house fell silent did she finally drift off to sleep.

Meg woke to her alarm and instinctively rolled over to check if Ryan was there. She knew he wasn’t, but the empty space confirmed her expectation. The morning routine took over, pulling her through the motions of getting ready for work and heading downstairs, where Ryan still slept on the couch. She quietly made her coffee, then slipped out of the house. Ryan’s eyes opened at the soft click of the door, disappointed she hadn’t stopped by, but not surprised. He rolled back over, waiting for his alarm.

Meg arrived at work with a long list of tasks ahead of her. She pulled on her store apron and walked into the still mostly dark store. The two newbies finally strolled in close to opening. She handed them off assignments, then opened the gate. Jason, the store manager, walked out to the garden area and came up behind Meg, tapping her on the shoulder. As if Meg was hit with a jolt of electricity, she spun around, a small garden shovel suddenly wielded in her hand like a knife.

“Oh, steady mate! No need to shank me,” Jason garbled out, jumping back and flinging his hands into the air.

“Jason, why are you talking in a British accent?” Meg wiped the dirt from her hands across her apron, a flat assessment in her voice. “It’s awful.”

“Blimey, didn’t expect to see you on shift today,” Jason, still in character.

Meg paused, shaking her head, trying to disconnect from his accent. “What are you talking about? I always work Friday to set you up for the weekend.”

Jason got uncomfortable. He thought for sure Ryan would have told her by now. He was not sure what to say.

Meg eased his burden, answering her own question. “Oh, you mean the trip.”

Jason relaxed a little, a visible tension easing from his shoulders. “Bloody Hell, I was worried he’d not clued you in,” he blurted.

“Jason, stop.”

Jason’s voice returned to normal. “He asked me if you could have off today and all of next week. He figured you would need today to pack.” Jason circled back around in front of Meg, his curiosity evident as he continued: “How did he tell you? Were you surprised?”

“Jason, it’s none of your business.”

They had known each other for over ten years, their professional lives intertwined at this very place. Jason idly poked at a couple of plants, shuffling them around to organize. Before Meg even fully looked up, a single glance from her was enough. Jason stopped, hands raised, instantly knowing he should not be messing with her plants. “Do you need me to write up a report on that guy from yesterday?”

Meg’s head snapped up, her eyes blazing at Jason.

Jason stepped back another step, adding, “I saw it on the camera.” He slipped back into his British accent: “He’s a loaded tosser...a wanker.”

Meg looked back down, rearranging the plants, and mumbled, “Christ, was everyone watching me yesterday?” Then she added a little louder, “No, Jason. I can handle him if he comes back.”

“If he pops back again, it’s me he will tangle with, no question,” Jason spun around, planting his feet in a stiff, military-style stance as if that were somehow British.

“You’re an idiot, Jason,” Meg mumbled once again under her breath, a weary shake of her head accompanying the words.

“I heard that.”

“Good,” Meg called back. “Someone needs to tell you.”

Lunchtime came, and Meg checked her phone, in her notifications was a plane ticket to add to her wallet. She opened the ticket. Gate C24, Boarding at 10:15 pm. She thought to herself how late that was, but it seemed to make sense given such a long flight. She hit ‘add to wallet,’ but was still unsure if she could make it or even wanted to make it. Meg stood back up and went back to her shift. 

Meg finished her shift and looked down at her phone notifications. There were two new ones. The first was a reminder that she had a flight today, and the second told her how far she was from the airport. Meg swung over to the school as she always did on Fridays. She saw Liz walk out early with the bus riders, she did not even look over at the cars today. Meg rolled down the window and called out, “Hey, you riding with me?” as Liz approached the end of the sidewalk. Liz looked startled."

She reluctantly reached out for the handle and hopped into the car. "I thought I was riding the bus today," she said, acting a little dejected.

"I'm confused. I pick you up every Friday?"

"Yeah, but Dad said to take the bus."

Meg sighed. "Well, I'm here, so no need to take the bus."

Liz still had a sad face on. "Is Aunt Heather still coming over?"

"Oh, is that what this is about? You wanted to spend time with Heather, not me!"

"She was planning some shopping trips this weekend. What happened to the trip you and Dad were taking?" 

"I'm not sure if we are going." 

"Why?" 

"I don't know." Irritation rang in her voice.

“Was it because of the fight last night?”

Meg stopped, looking briefly over at Liz. 

Liz continued. "Don't kiss other men, Mom." 

"Oh, just shut up."

By this point, Meg was irritated. She whipped the car into the driveway, throwing it into park. Once Liz's head stopped jerking back and forth, she looked at her mom, scowling, and quickly got out of the car. Meg swiped up her purse and followed her daughter into the house. Liz had already gone up to her room, knowing she had lit the wick. Meg spotted a note on the counter, set her bag down in the bin, and picked up the note.

Meg, 

I booked us flights on American. Flights board at 10:15 PM and take off at 10:55 PM. We have a redeye into London, then a couple of hours' layover to catch the next flight into Nice. I booked a hotel for us in Nice, outside of Old Town. I have a dinner meeting, but I'm all packed and ready to go. I will meet you at the airport. Heather is coming over to watch the girls. I already spoke to Jason, and you have all next week off. I hope you come. I want you, too.

Love, Ryan

Just then, the front door opened, and Heather walked in. She threw her bags onto the counter. Meg looked at the bags, then at Heather. Heather held up her hand at Meg and started in, "Oh no, this is my house this week. It will be intact when you get back. You were not even supposed to be here... and why are you here?" 

"Ryan and I fought last night." 

"Yeah, what about?"

"He saw another guy kiss me. I didn't ask for it, but he did it before I even knew what happened."

"So you're mad at Jason? I'm confused." 

"He accused me of cheating." 

"Did you deck the guy?" 

"No, I sold him some flowers." 

"Listen, if you're not going to use your ticket, can I borrow your ID?" Heather asked.

"Funny." Meg held up her middle finger.

"No one would know. People think we are twins. Ryan and I will even get separate rooms. Not that it matters. He would go through hell in a gasoline suit for you." 

Meg stopped and looked down at the letter.
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Ryan sat at a restaurant bar, sipping a bourbon on the rocks from a very clear crystal glass. The dark bourbon blended with mahogany-stained bartop, and only the frost of the ice cube stood out.  He had meticulously planned a dinner before their flight, thinking a couple of drinks would help them sleep on the plane. He had even booked the chef’s table at his old friend Chef Ray's restaurant, where Ray had planned some of their favorite dishes for the night, complete with a private menu.

BBQ  Ribs

smoked overnight in Confit, deep fried, and sauced

Ahi Tuna Tacos 

filled with crisp slaw and a spicy sriracha sauce

Brussel Sprouts

seasoned with lemon parmesan with peppered bacon

Crème Brûlée 

topped with flaming Grand Marnier

None of this was on his menu anymore. 

Ray could see Ryan through the open kitchen window that looked out down the side of the bar. He wandered out to poke the bear. "Are you flying solo tonight, literally?" 

"Who knows? Honestly, I didn't even tell her about dinner." Ryan leaned more heavily on the bar as he took a sip of his drink. 

"What did you do wrong?" 

"Honestly, I don't even know."

"Think hard. You're an idiot. Remember, I know you from before, Meg," Ray smartly snapped back.

"You remember that guy Troy, he was a few years younger than us?" Ryan looked up at Ray, and a darkness loomed in his stare.

Ray just put his head down, shook it side to side, and answered back, "He really was a dick."

"I saw him kiss Meg at her work."

Ray went pale. He could only mutter a “What?” as his mind raced. He and Troy had history. When they were still in high school, Troy had tried to force himself on Ray's sister. Luckily, Ray was downstairs and heard the scuffle, only to storm in and find his sister's shirt ripped. His parents weren’t home, so Ray, a couple of years older, knocked Troy around some. Troy's parents filed charges, which were eventually dropped, and nothing happened once Ray's sister told her story. Nothing happened to Troy either.

Throughout the years, they had heard various instances of Troy and his antics. Rumor has it that Mom and Dad's money bought him out of more than one situation. 

After some silence, Ray continued, "She cannot be around him...I will tell her. It does not make sense." He picked up his phone. 

"No shit, Sherlock," Ryan snapped back."Put your damn phone away. I will handle it. I know the stories about him, too. I don't think Meg does." 

Ray spun around, grabbed a fresh glass, and tossed in a giant ice cube. He picked up an oval bottle from the high shelf and slowly poured a fresh drink. He cleared away what was left of Ryan's drink and placed the fresh one in front of him.

"Blanton's, huh, not even an Old Rip situation?"

Ray winked, "Not yet, not until we bury the body."

Ryan held up his drink as Ray disappeared back into the kitchen. Ryan was determined to go on that trip. He had always wanted to go to Europe, not just as a casual tourist, but as a student of history. He had an insatiable desire to see the ancient cities that had stood the test of time, enduring countless wars, revolutions, and the rise and fall of empires. For him, visiting these places was about walking in the footsteps of history and experiencing the profound weight of the past firsthand.

Ryan sat alone at the bar, watching people come and go for dinner, trying to think about what he would do by himself in Nice.
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Ryan sat in the airport chair, anxiously waiting at security. He had waited outside security for a bit, looking for Meg, but then decided to work his way through the line and get to the other side of the barrier. Ultimately, he had only moved 30 feet across the airport because their gate was right in front of the checkpoint. Ryan chose a seat that was out in the open, facing the security gate, making it easy for Meg to see him.

An announcement came over the PA: "We will now begin boarding Flight 1849. Anyone who needs special assistance boarding, those traveling with children, and military members may now board."

Ryan sat with his knee bouncing, watching the security passage. He checked his phone again, already knowing there was no new message. He would have heard it. The airport was bustling around him. The constant chatter of people was occasionally broken by the screech of a bad luggage wheel. None of it fazed Ryan. He just kept scanning for Meg's auburn-highlighted hair and her chevron travel sweater. She wore the same sweater on every flight.

"Now boarding Group 1 and Travel Advantage members," came over the PA. It was scratchy and made Ryan's eyes crinkle a little. He had this trip planned for months. It was just the two of them. It was finally a chance to reset and disconnect from work and the rest of the world. The plan was for them to reconnect. Instead, it was the worst fight they've
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