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  I started Early – Took my Dog 


Istarted Early – Took my Dog – 
And visited the Sea –
The Mermaids in the Basement
Came out to look at me –

And Frigates – in the Upper Floor
Extended Hempen Hands –
Presuming Me to be a Mouse –
Aground – opon the Sands –

But no Man moved Me – till the Tide
Went past my simple Shoe –
And past my Apron – and my Belt
And past my Boddice – too –

And made as He would eat me up –
As wholly as a Dew
Opon a Dandelion's Sleeve –
And then – I started – too –

And He – He followed – close behind –
I felt His Silver Heel
Opon my Ancle – Then My Shoes
Would overflow with Pearl –

Until We met the Solid Town –
No One He seemed to know –
And bowing – with a Mighty look –
At me – The Sea withdrew –

Emily Dickenson
(Bold and Italics added)
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  Prologue


It was cold the day we buried my husband. The barren cemetery, which boasted green foliage and bright flowers in the spring, lay painfully colorless and the lack of beauty reflected the emptiness in the seat of my soul. James passed unexpectedly, a heart attack at only fifty-two years old. I felt guilty that he died this way. Surely, the stress of single-handedly supporting our family and building his company drove him to an early grave. 
My mind wandered as the preacher talked about how James was in a better place. Unquestionably, the best place for James was with his family. Down the road, the limousines stretched in a long line. James was well-loved and, more importantly, respected. 
Since our son, Jimmy, had been in grade school, James tutored him to oversee the company one day, but Jimmy, only a junior in college, was not ready. I glanced over at him. He seemed more childlike than I had seen him in years. His usual confidence and strength were gone. He stood just as crushed as Maddy and I. 
Madison, our daughter, married only four months before. I felt very thankful that James lived to walk her down the aisle and that Maddy married a strong, compassionate man who comforted her in her grief. Stephan kept his arms wrapped around her, trying desperately to shield her from her pain. 
Jimmy and I had no one to hold us. We were left to bear our fates alone. I sat up a little taller in the cold metal chair, trying to be strong for my grown children on the worst day of their lives.
“Our Father, who art in Heaven…” the minister proceeded, and my mind moved to all the times that James encouraged me to grasp the responsibilities of the business he built. I was never interested. I much preferred pampering my family. I never imagined we would run out of time. 
So I remained at home, basking in the glory of my own life’s love. I adored my family and enjoyed preparing interesting dishes each night. I appreciated the respect of being a school volunteer for the children, even gloating in the attention of the organizations I helped. True, these past few years, since the kids had grown up, I lacked sufficient stimulation, but there was Maddy’s wedding to plan and her home to help decorate. 
Now, sitting on the hard chair, wrapped in scarves and a heavy coat, looking at my husband’s coffin, I wished I had listened to him. I must step up as President and owner of a company I barely know anything about until Jimmy can finish college and take over. I must be the matriarch of my small family. 
Whatever inner strength I’d incurred as James’s wife, I must make the very best use of it to help us all to heal and move forward. I was ill-prepared. The thought of all I’d need to be created a pang in my side and I felt nauseous. I swallowed hard to keep from being sick. For the first time since I arrived, the cold air felt good on my cheeks.
“May God’s grace be with you all in the weeks and months ahead. Find solace James is with you in spirit as you continue to live your lives. Allow God’s comfort to help you heal from this mighty loss. Let us pray…” The minister was a family friend, so tall and lean and old that he resembled a ghost. I guessed I would attend his funeral before long. Why is it that some people live so long, and others are taken too soon? 
James was an honorable man, a faithful husband, and a doting father. He had not deserved to die at such a young age. My only comfort was that he did not suffer. Now fate left us to suffer in his absence. As the minister finished his prayer, people offered their condolences. I smiled at them and, even in my numb state, I found I was comforting them. One by one, I assured them that James knew they loved him. One by one, I looked at their nameless faces and wondered why they were here.
At last, it was my children and me giving James a final goodbye. Maddy, beyond words, only wailed loudly. I comforted her to no avail and at last, Stephan helped her to the car. 
Jimmy placed his hand on the casket and promised his father that he would take care of Maddy and me and that he would make James proud by building his company, the business that James had built from the ground up since college, to the next level. It seemed odd that Jimmy would think of the corporation now, although I was just thinking the same a few moments ago. 
James and the company were one, and now that he was gone, it will be the closest reminder we have of him. Jimmy took my arm, but I motioned for him to go to the car without me. I wanted a moment alone with my husband—one last, final, intimate moment.
I stepped close to James’s coffin, eyeing the gravediggers from afar, waiting. They could wait. Before I could speak my last words to my husband, grief choked me. I looked towards the car to ensure my children were okay as I smothered the sobs. I will grieve later, alone, in my pillow, but for now, I must bear this cross as a queen.
“James, I’m sorry I didn’t help more. You might be alive if I had.” This was harder than I thought it would be. “We had so many good times, didn’t we?” My mind wandered to our wedding, the birth of our children, our family vacations, our morning coffee routine, and our goodnight kiss ritual, and then, I remembered the gravediggers waiting. 
“I’m not going to let all your work, your life really, fall apart. I’ll take your place and I’ll work day and night if I must to keep it going until Jimmy can take over. He’ll do a fine job one day.” 
A fresh sob caught in my throat. I tried to stifle it, yet the heaviness of the day overwhelmed me. Either the weight of my ultimate promise or the suffocation of grief hit me suddenly, and I felt faint. In what universe could I fill James’s shoes? I am inept. What if I fail? All of James’s hard work will be wasted and will be ruined because I was not capable of fanning the torch now that he’s gone.
My breath shook as I continued my promise to James. I grabbed hold of something near me. Hold on. You’ve no choice now but to stay strong. I could scarcely catch my breath. I felt as if someone punched me and I reached out, trying to grab something, anything, to hold me up. I saw Jimmy running towards me as the lights went out. 






  
  Four Years of Distractions

Mia


“Ginnifer, check with Tom on those changes for the financial report, will you? I need the revision finished and polished in time for the meeting this afternoon.” My assistant, Ginnifer, possessed the most thorough and all-encompassing ability to fulfill my needs. She had been a gem these past four years, as I tried desperately to maintain our business. She winked at me to let me know she was on it; probably, she’d already undertaken the feat before I requested it of her. 
James ran the company he’d built all his adult life the way I ran our home, with a disciplined structure. Although I had neither the social personality that James had nor the charismatic smile, I felt the company had not suffered from my more straightforward, dictator-style of leadership. 
Everyone here continued to work for James, even though he’s gone, out of respect for him. My being here only reminded them they must give their all for him as I did daily. The hours, though grueling, were a welcome distraction at the beginning of my grief. The house became much too big now for only me and I did not savor being alone in it any longer. My life had changed drastically since that fateful day. 
“Mrs. Montgomery, would you like me to order coffee and Danishes for the meeting, or would you prefer seltzer water and fruit?” 
“Um, why don’t we try that new café around the corner that just opened? See what they carry. I’d like to introduce ourselves to them, anyway; maybe they need their menus printed.” 
I always tried to find a few minor jobs here and there for our small printing company. Our business maintained our annual profits. In fact, we did well overall; however, because I was more risk-averse than the average person, I sometimes felt we were barely hanging on. In my mind, all it would take was one poor year and our livelihood would be in jeopardy. Realistically, we were probably not that bad off. I just wished I could accumulate a little more security, so I didn’t feel the pressure as acutely.
Jimmy argued with me a week or so after James’s funeral about working for the firm. He wanted to leave college and start immediately, zealous to become a man. I would have nothing of it. He insisted he was prepared to run it because of James’s instruction, and he was probably right, but I wanted him to finish college and enjoy as normal a life as possible before he had to bear the burden of adulthood. 
After his graduation, he came on board with passion and new ideas, and I had to rein in his enthusiasm before he made irresponsible decisions. His gift for business is evident, yet he lacks the wisdom to proceed carefully. 
These past three years working together have been difficult for both of us—for him because he wanted so badly to venture into his new position as President, and for me because I must contain his enthusiasm until he is ready.
“Let Earl know the time has changed to four o’clock. Oh, and Ginnifer? Please have maintenance clean the conference room beforehand. I’ve noticed the room needs a good dusting. Have them dust the picture frames and window seals as well, will you? Thank you.”
“Of course.” She immediately picked up the phone to call maintenance and I went to my office. I did not change James’s office much. I feel close to him here. The rich mahogany judge’s panels against the warm dark green walls give a comforting ambiance to the office. I felt safe here, cocooned within a cozy blanket despite the color being darker than I usually prefer. The pictures of our children and me still decorated the bookshelves. I only added a few more of James for my benefit. His college diploma still hangs on the west side wall, but now mine hangs beside his. 
The same dark wood and heavy furniture that James picked out over twenty years ago still looked beautiful, speaking volumes for his ability to choose good quality. His large brown leather chair, too big for my slight frame, maintained his faint cologne fragrance. Occasionally, I sprayed a small portion of it to enliven it a bit. The comfort of his scent gave me the stamina to go on and I savored the feeling of his presence in this small way. 
As I looked around for a moment, taking in all the photographs of our life together, the familiar knot in my gut began. I sat at his desk, my desk now, taking deep breaths to avoid another panic attack, which I frequently had now. Once I regained control, I didn’t allow my mind to return to the painful memories of past happiness. I distracted myself as usual. 
“Ginnifer,” I buzzed her on the phone intercom, “Do you have my calendar? I don’t see it.”
“Yes, I was updating it for you. I’ll bring it right in.” She tried to get me to use the calendar on my smartphone, but I could never get used to all the new technology. I enjoyed a few features but found it more convenient to have a hard copy calendar on my desk to which I could easily refer.
“Here you go.” Ginnifer is rather tall for a woman, taller than I am, for certain. She worked for James for twelve years before he died. Her knowledge of the corporation’s day-to-day procedures was a tremendous asset and her expertise in reading my mind helped as well. She was attractive for her age and well-poised. Her husband had health issues that kept him from working full time, and her salary was their primary source of income. I wished often that we could give her a raise, but our budget never seemed to allow for expansion. 
“Thank you, Ginnifer. Do you have a minute?”
“Of course. What can I do for you?”
“Have a seat. Let’s chat.” I motioned for her to sit in one of the two chairs opposite my large desk. Lately, I’d been troubled by a foreign, empty feeling that threatened to overtake me. I had a stronger than normal need to connect with someone. 
My life had become about work, nothing more. I used to enjoy friendships but no longer seem to have the inclination or the time. The puzzled look on her face told me I needed to spend more time getting to know her. We rarely had a conversation outside of business.
“How’s your husband?” Her look of astonishment assured me I had not shown my compassion for her situation enough. I knew I should show my employees that I truly do care for them. It just felt overwhelming to me to interact personally with them. It was all I could do to continue all the communication required for business.
“He’s doing well for now. The doctors feel they may have his condition under control for the time being. Thank you for asking.”
“Ginnifer, I’m embarrassed to ask; I feel I should know, but, what is his condition?” She looked down at her hands resting on her lap and I worried I had been too forward or overstepped my bounds. “I’m sorry, Ginnifer. I’m not trying to pry. I do a poor job of communicating, too straightforward sometimes. I just wanted us to chat for a moment, and I wanted to make sure you are all right.” She looked up as I spoke and gave me a sad half-smile.
“It’s fine Mrs. Montgomery. He has several conditions- rheumatoid arthritis, diabetes, and fibromyalgia. He has good days and bad, but lately, he’s done quite well. He even began working part-time, doing his carpentry again. He seems well for now. It is so thoughtful of you to ask.” Ginnifer was one of those people who always saw the best in everyone and weathered life’s storms better than most. 
“How are your children doing?” I remembered somewhere in the back of my mind that she had children. Yes, there were a few pictures on her desk.
“Very well, thank you again for asking. Caitlin is enjoying D.C. and Cameron just bought a house a few blocks from us. I keep hoping I’ll have a grandbaby someday, but I’m about to give up. Speaking of grandchildren, does Maddy plan on having grandkids for you soon?” 
I thought when Maddy married she would probably be pregnant by the end of that year, but after four years she still maintained that she was not ready. She enjoyed her teaching job and Stephan was doing well at the bank; however, when I asked about grandkids, she said that they were not ready to settle down yet. 
I was selfishly glad. I envisioned enjoying leisurely lunches and shopping trips looking at baby items with her once she was expecting. Now, I sometimes work sixty hours or more a week, and even when I am off, I feel too exhausted to shop. I also dreamed of making a nursery at my house as well so that I could watch the baby while she worked, but I could not do that now, either. The loss of that dream made tears sting my eyes, and I quickly blinked them back, regaining my composure.
“No, Maddy and Stephan are taking their sweet time, but I’m all right with that because I don’t seem to have the time to be a grandmother anymore.” We laughed a false laugh, trying to break the melancholy tone. I looked down at my calendar she brought to me. She marked my birthday with a bright marker for the end of the month and it surprised me. “Are you reminding me of my birthday?” I asked with a wry expression.
“Well, it seems to me that you deserve to celebrate your fiftieth birthday and, since you seem to overlook it each year, I thought I’d make sure you had plenty of notice this year.” She smiled at me, and I chuckled. She was right. I had celebrated nothing since James’s passing or taken a vacation, but I could not this year either. The company ran from month to month, and it would sorely miss me if I were to take time off. I spent most weekends here, which suited me just as well. 
I felt all alone in my once-happy home that used to bring so much joy. It felt more like a cold, empty tomb now, and being there sucked all the life from me. Maybe I would prepare dinner and have the kids over for my birthday, as I’d done since James passed. 
“Thank you, Ginnifer. You are a rare gem. I wish we could compensate you better.” Since James’s passing, I’d put a freeze on all raises. Our little company struggled. James never mentioned all the stress he handled to keep it afloat. I wasn’t sure how he managed annual raises and bonuses, but it was clear to me that we must maintain the status quo until we were more stable. The fear of losing the company spurred me onward and filled me with paralyzing fear.
“I enjoy my job, Mrs. Montgomery. Tommy and I get by and I’m thankful to have employment.” She stood up, sensing that we were done. When she got to the door, Jimmy almost knocked her backward as he rushed inside.
“Mother, oh, sorry Ginnifer. Are you okay?”
“Yes, Jimmy, I’m fine,” she said as she rubbed her shoulder. “I enjoyed talking with you, Mrs. Montgomery.” Before I could respond, she was gone.
“What is the big rush, Jimmy?” He had that familiar sparkle in his eye that I had seen a lot lately. He’d been talking with another company about collaborating with them to do all their out-source printing. He was such a dreamer. I could tell by the look in his eyes that he had yet another proposal to share with me.
“Mother, I really wish you’d give me just ten minutes of your time so I could show you how this would benefit us.” He came toward me with papers in his hand, a smile on his face, and a gleam in his eyes. He loved working here and it broke my heart to put a damper on his ambitions to expand constantly. 
“Jimmy, we’ve gone over this a hundred times. Our company is just not financially able to enlarge enough to fulfill an obligation as you are proposing. You don’t understand what all is involved with something like this. Besides, I don’t like the idea of giving another company any control of our organization. It’s called Montgomery Engraving & Lettering for a reason.” 
I stood up, already feeling suffocated by his argument before he started. He had proven an enormous asset since he joined forces with me, but when he tried to expand our company, he tended to think too big. It was up to me to keep him grounded. The constant pressure he put on me stressed me out. I instinctively began my deep breaths to regain my equilibrium.
“Mother, it wouldn’t be relinquishing our control. It is more of an extension of our company. This could exponentially increase our revenue. Why are you fighting me so hard on something that could help us? We live with a daily fear of one terrible month doing us in, and this could change all of that.”
“Jimmy, you try to go too big, too fast. We need to be more stable before we even think of expanding! We must continue to maintain what we have while we get a few more jobs locally. The company would have to double, no, triple, our production space to fill even half the orders a company that size would need. That kind of expansion cannot come overnight. Maybe once we are a little more stable, we can expand somewhat, but what you’re proposing is simply a fantasy.” I hated having to be so forceful with him, but he truly did not allow me to make a simple statement. 
“Why do you continue to see things only as they are rather than as they could be? We are a reputable company, and this huge corporation could help us expand. This could pay colossal dividends for everyone that works here.”
“Jimmy, I’m not going to argue with you today. That company, or any company for that matter, will not help us grow so we can meet their needs. They can easily find a printing company that is already big enough to meet their needs. If they promise to help us expand, they have an ulterior motive. Trust me on that.” 
He opened his mouth to speak, but I held up my hand, which was my signal that I had had enough. 
“No more about this. Why don’t you join us for the budget meeting this afternoon? Maybe if you could see this company from my perspective, you’ll understand where we are right now and why that kind of expansion is out of the question.” His eyes lit up as if I had given him a motorcycle on Christmas morning.
“You mean it? That would be awesome!”
“Yeah, well, you might not think it’s so ‘awesome’ once you get there. The meetings are rather boring except for the occasional spat between Morgan and Fitzgerald when the budget doesn’t balance. It’s at four o’clock this afternoon. Don’t be late.” 
“I won’t be late. Thank you, Mom. Thank you so much!” he said breathlessly with excitement. I had not realized allowing him to be a part of a mundane meeting would thrill him so much. I made a mental note to include him from now on. 
He rushed around my desk and hugged me and kissed my cheek. The simple gesture almost brought me to tears, and when I looked at him, I realized he felt the same connection.
“Jimmy, are you all right? I know we don’t talk, not personally anyway, as much as we used to before,” I could not say it. We had not talked about James’s passing much at all since he returned from college. It was as if neither of us wanted to admit we were in this predicament because of James’s death. Maybe we felt that if we did not talk about it, then it would render the grief powerless. 
Despite the years that had gone by, James’s spirit was still strong. Jimmy and I both worked hard to keep his spirit alive, to keep his dream alive, and somehow to keep our emotions in check while here. Neither of us brought up the reasons for this. “Well, you know, since your dad died.” There. I said it. It needed to be said, and I said it. Jimmy hugged me, then pulled me away and looked me in the eye.
“Mom, I’m fine. I miss him terribly, of course, but I feel like he’s watching over us, you know, helping us. Do you?”
“Yes, baby, I feel his presence every day. I wouldn’t be able to do what I do without it. Sometimes, when I don’t know what to do or which decision to make, I think, ‘What would James do if he were here?’ Then, well, I guess I knew him so well that I could usually figure out what he was going to do in a situation even before he knew it, so, like magic, I usually have my answer.” Jimmy dropped his hands from my shoulders.
“That seems strange to hear you say that Mom, because I know that Dad’s plans for this company were to expand and grow, and, as he used to say, ‘leave us an empire’ so I don’t understand why you’re so closed to the idea.” Well, our connection was good while it lasted. Jimmy was back on his pitch. I dropped into James’s large leather chair, exhausted by the confrontation.
“Jimmy, not again, not now, please. All I want is for the company to get a little more stable. I’m not trying to get rich, just financially secure. It’s more stressful than you can imagine having all this on your shoulders, Jimmy. You’ll see one day.”
“Mom,” he spoke unusually calmly for him, “I’m so sorry you had to take all this on. I’d give anything if you could find a man like Dad to take care of you, or at least get to where you didn’t have to stress so much over all this business. I know you never desired to be a corporate executive.” His uncharacteristic tenderness touched me. I had no idea his insightfulness had picked up on the anxiety of my dilemma. The intimacy between us felt strange and uncomfortable. We both knew my situation had forever altered my life and nothing would change that. 
“I’m fine, baby,” I said automatically. He glanced at me, almost spoke, stopped himself, then began again.
“Mom, what do you plan to do for the rest of your life? Keep stressing over this job and carrying this burden Dad never intended for you to carry? You need to find your mojo again. You used to be so happy.”
“I’m still happy, just in a different way. There’s a lot to this job that you don’t get yet, Jimmy, but you will once I pass the baton to you. Some days, I don’t know how your father did it.”
“He was made for this, Mom. He had the training and education, and he loved it. This was never your desire, and you didn’t have all the training and education for it. Of course, it’s harder for you. I know you’ve been working hard to keep everything afloat. I’m trying to be patient, but I want to remind you I did get the education for it and Dad made sure he groomed me for it. I also have a desire for it. Mom, forgive me for saying this, but most of the time I feel like you’re only hanging on to this to cling on to Dad, not because of the job.” He took a deep breath and continued.
“You know, you can still love and honor him, but let go of that life. He would want you to find happiness, your kind of happiness. You deserve that. You’ve worked hard to keep us all strong, but at some point, you’ll need to move on to the next phase of your life, the life after the grief. Maddy and I talked about it, and we feel you’re, well, kinda stuck. You need to let go and move on.”
“Jimmy, you and Maddy have no idea yet what being an adult feels like. You often must do things that might not make you happy. I’ve worked hard, yes, to keep this company afloat because it was your dad’s life work, and it is your future. I can’t just sit down and grieve and let the entire world fall apart. There is work to be done. I’m needed here. I can’t just stop.”
“Mom, you could if…”
“Just be at the meeting this afternoon and you’ll understand better why that is an impossibility for now.” I had to cut him off before tears stung my eyes. He sighed, deeply frustrated.
“All right, Mom, but don’t think I’m going to be this easily deterred.”
“Never, my son!” I laughed. “You? Never!” We laughed together, and then he left. Jimmy seemed to think that I didn’t trust him to do more. It wasn’t that exactly, although I felt he needed more grooming. Running a company was a huge undertaking. It kept me occupied in every way, especially my thoughts. 
Even at home each morning as I sipped my coffee alone, I read reports, looked at budget ledgers, or simply processed information. The constant taking in of information helped to fill the void of James no longer sitting across the table from me, conversing about the headlines or weekend plans. 
I didn’t sit at that table any longer, preferring instead to sip my coffee in the sitting area of our bedroom or, as I put on my make-up. 
Just before James had his heart attack, I planned to remodel our home. I’d loved the dark colors and warm, cozy feeling of the décor when we’d moved decades before, but the thought of bringing in bright colors that had grown so popular stimulated me. 
Now, I had no time nor inclination to redecorate our home. What is the point? I was rarely there and, besides; I didn’t think my heart could take changing it from what it had been when I shared it with James. Changing anything would feel like burying him all over again. 
Even when I dared to sit at our breakfast table, all the pain and grief flooded my soul and left me inconsolable. Since there was no one there to console me, I chose long ago to push that grief down, so I moved where I ate, changed my routine, or refused to do anything that reminded me I was all alone now. 
I sometimes wondered what it would feel like to have a new love, or maybe at least a companion to fill this abyss. But I knew in my heart that no one could ever take James’s place, not in my home or my heart. 
I’d been fortunate to have experienced true love once in my lifetime. That was more blessings than so many others received. I couldn’t dare to dream that I could ever have that again. So, I hurried through my life, jumping up in the morning and sipping my coffee as I dressed and poured over reports, rushed to the office, and moved head-on all day until I was exhausted. 
Then, as late as I could make myself stay at the office, I did, either picking up a bite to eat on the way home or heating a frozen dinner. After a few glasses of wine and a sleeping pill, I usually got my mind to turn off long enough for sleep to take me away to that blissful place where I barred stress and grief from entering normally.
The meeting was standard business—covering last month’s budget and going over this month’s expectations. June and the summer months typically showed a measure of increase, so our conversation was light and several of the board members expressed optimism. Jimmy sat quietly in his seat, content just to be included. 
Every board member already knew Jimmy well, of course, and yet, Jimmy’s presence in the meeting today seemed significant. After the meeting, everyone voiced their approval of Jimmy and the job he was doing. 
As I left the room, I overheard Mr. Jenkins telling Jimmy that his proposal intrigued him. I would have to speak with Jimmy regarding talking to the board members about such ludicrous ideas.
When I got home that evening as I sipped my wine while waiting for my frozen dinner to cook in the microwave, I contemplated Jimmy’s suggestion. Just as I sat in my chair in my bedroom to eat, a wave of emotion overcame me. I look around the room. James was everywhere. I could feel his presence, see his photos, remember him dressing for bed, and the smell of his cologne as he snuggled up next to me. The tears came in a drove, incapacitating me. 
I moved my dinner to the side table just before it hit me. I fell to my knees and collapsed on the floor. This was why I wouldn’t allow myself to think of his loss. My heart couldn’t take it. I cried. I screamed. I kicked the nearby mattress of my bed with my bare feet. 
My mind blurred and I tried desperately to empty this abyss of death from my soul. Jimmy was right. I couldn’t continue like this, but the alternative was to face my life, my empty, purposeless life. And that was no alternative. 
I lay on the floor until I fell asleep, waking the next morning with sore muscles and aching joints. I was feeling my fifty years. Somehow, the body kept up with time. How much longer could I play the part of a role for which I was never cast?
The month flew by, and I could tell the children were up to some sort of surprise for my birthday. I suggested they come over for dinner, but they would not hear of me cooking on my birthday again. They insisted on our eating at our favorite restaurant.
Throughout the meal, Maddy and Jimmy both seemed uncontainable. Even Stephan appeared more animated than usual. When we finished dessert, Maddy slid a small box over to me.
“Mom, this is a gift from all of us. It is non-refundable and non-negotiable. We discussed it and decided you have no choice but to accept it.” Maddy’s stern manner was unusual for her. I sensed this was probably her ‘teacher voice’ she used at school to keep the children in line, and smiled at her attempt to take charge.
I was hesitant. Maddy, usually the most laid-back of the group, seemed more determined than the boys to ensure that I loved the gift. “Of course, I’ll love it. I always love what y’all give me.” As I ripped the paper off and opened the box, I saw tickets. “What’s this?”
“Two tickets to Imagination Island in the Bahamas. And before you use it as an excuse, I knew your passport expired, so I made sure this island is in the U.S. territory, so you don’t need it. We know you have worked crazy hours for years and, well, we are giving you a vacation—-one ticket for you and one for Belinda.” 
I did not know what to say. I did not feel I could leave the company for a week. Belinda was my best friend once upon a time, but we had not even had lunch together in months. My busy schedule kept me from nurturing our relationship and we had grown apart over the years. Of course, I would love to catch up with her and relax and laugh together as we used to do, but there was no way it was possible any longer. Besides, we had little left in common now that my life had taken a turn.
“Kids, this is really nice, but I can’t accept it.” They each immediately began shaking their heads and arguing with me. I held up my hand. “Kids, there is no sense in fussing about this. I just can’t. Why don’t you change the tickets for you and Stephan,” I said as I looked at Maddy, who was still shaking her head.
“Mom, seriously? We went through a lot of trouble to get those for you, and Belinda is already excited. You are working yourself to death and,” she began to tear up, “We don’t want to lose you like we did Dad.” I watched, stunned. How could I respond to that argument? I softened immediately and reached across the table to place my hand over hers.
“Maddy, I understand your feelings, but who would take care of the company if I were gone?”
“I will,” Jimmy spoke up. I should have known he would be more than willing to take my place. He’s probably the one who came up with the idea to send me away.
“Jimmy,” I gave him a knowing smile, “that’s sweet but I hardly think—,” he cut me off.
“Mom, you are always thinking. That’s your problem. You overthink everything. I am perfectly capable of taking care of the company for a month while you’re gone.”
“A month!” I exclaimed. I did not look at the tickets closely, and now I did. Yes, the tickets were for a month. “There is no way.” My voice escalated as the comprehension of what they proposed dawned on me.
“Well, Mother, Dad thought the same thing—that no one could do his job except him, or the place would fall apart and yet we seem to have managed somehow. Are you going to wait until you drop dead and then I have to learn without prior help, like you had to do?” 
The audacious statement stung my face like a hard slap. I wanted to say something, but nothing I could think of sounded like a plausible argument. 
Both my children had always been very respectful towards me and rarely voiced any opposition. That they both now joined in this mission to force me into a vacation came as a revelation to the extent of their conviction regarding it. Jimmy realized too late that his proclamation had hurt me.
“Mom,” his voice, softer now, as he leaned toward me and put his hand over mine protectively, “all I’m saying is, we are all worried about you. You know I’m capable of taking care of the affairs of the company for a month. I’m probably more prepared than you were when you took over. And, as your own board members stated in the meeting, the summer months are the best time for the company.” He took my hand, and we locked eyes. 
“Mom, go. Enjoy yourself and reconnect with Belinda. If I need your help, I’ll call. I promise.” I truly did not want to go, but I felt cornered. The looks on their faces told me I had no case to argue. Nothing I could come up with would stand a chance against theirs. 
“You should go. Enjoy yourself. Take a break.” Stephan added sympathetically. I remembered the breakdown I had on my bedroom floor just a few weeks ago, how I’d allowed myself to fall apart, questioned my future, and stuffed down my emotions. I didn’t want to have a month to deal with this. I wanted to keep pretending I was fine. 
My first reaction was anger at my children for forcing this upon me, but then I looked at their faces with nothing but concern and love for me. They were truly worried they’d lose me like they lost their father. How can I refuse a generous gift from my caring children to get some R&R when all they want is for me to find happiness?
“Okay. I’ll go,” I whispered, defeated. I reasoned with myself that it was only a month to appease them and set their fears aside. I’d have to handle a month away, then I would come back to business as usual. They erupted into cheers and applause, and I could not help but smile. “When do I leave?” I looked at the tickets again.
“Monday morning,” Maddy exclaimed before I could find the information on the tickets.
“Monday morning? There’s no way I can get everything done I need to do before I go!” And even as I spoke the words, I knew I would be on a plane headed for Imagination Island on Monday morning. 
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My plane left on time, but I was on it alone. Belinda got severely sick during the night and her husband, Jerry, took her to the emergency room. I tried my best to postpone the trip, but she insisted I go, and she would join me as soon as she was feeling better in a day or two. So, here I sat, in first class no less, by myself, alone again. 
Fatigued from the last-minute preparations and the rush to have everything completed before my departure, I closed my eyes to rest. I spent all Saturday at the office with Jimmy, showing him my files and explaining each necessary responsibility. I also attained a power-of-attorney to give him control while I was gone or in the event of my death. I was not taking any chances on our company falling into the wrong hands should the unthinkable happen. 
On Sunday, Maddy insisted we go shopping to purchase a new wardrobe for me. Apparently, I had neglected to shop for the past four years, and I was long overdue for a makeover. 
We bought new dresses, swimsuits, Capri’s and shorts, and even new nightwear and underclothes. Each outfit was bolder and more daring than I would ever have picked out for me. Maddy kept teasing me that I would attract a new man with my new wardrobe. If Maddy had gotten her choice, I would have thrown away all my old clothes, but I at least won that battle.
I tried to nap on the flight, but the trip from Atlanta to Imagination Island was only about two hours. By the time the attendants got us seated, explained procedures, passed out drinks and snacks, picked up our trash, and I went to the restroom, we were here. The moment I stepped from the airplane, the intense heat hit me. Atlanta’s summers are hot, but the sun seemed so much brighter here. 
This past weekend in Atlanta, the weather had been dark and stormy and the contrast to this bright, startling sun made me blink several times to adjust my vision. 
As I disembarked, a hotel van waited, ready to take me and several other passengers to the resort. The excitement in the air was thick with anticipation, each traveler eager to get to their destination and planning what they will do first. 
It was a brief ride and in no time, I arrived at the resort, checked in, and found my way to my room. The room mesmerized me, exquisite with its tropical bright colors and wall-sized window boasting the open ocean view. Even after unpacking and changing into a cool sundress, it was only lunchtime. 
After letting Maddy know I arrived safely and thanking her for her fashion choices that fit in so perfectly here, I enjoyed a seafood salad at the hotel’s lunch restaurant. I felt a little conspicuous in my new sundress with its bright yellow flowers and white background, but I looked like every other tourist, so I decided not to dwell on my self-consciousness too much. All the bold color choices that would stand out so oddly at the office looked perfectly normal here. 
After lunch, I felt a little lazy, so I walked to the beach, just a short distance. I planned to retreat to my room to take a nap after my beach excursion. Yet, once I arrived at the open expanse of the sea, the saltwater fragrance, and the refreshing breeze, I decided I would nap on one of the cots on the beach instead. The splash of the ocean waves captivated me as I lay comfortably in the shade. 
The light lunch divinely filled me without me feeling overstuffed. A full bar was situated right on the beach where servers gladly brought refreshing tall drinks, complete with umbrellas and fresh fruit. After a light vodka spritzer, I finally dozed, secure under the umbrella canopy with plenty of sunscreen. The natural rhythm of the ocean waves slapping against the white beach lulled me from dangerous thoughts. Even if Belinda did not make it for several days, I would enjoy myself relaxing and resting. 
I awoke slowly, having slept better than I had in years. I looked around to find a server. They were all dressed alike, with white short-sleeved button-down shirts and tan shorts. Finally, after a few minutes, a tall man who looked of African-Caribbean descent stepped right up to my beach cot. He stood gazing at the ocean.
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