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The marble hallway in the Chicago courthouse gleamed under fluorescent lighting, providing an almost sterile atmosphere. It was emotionally cold as compared to the heated arguments that often occurred inside the adjacent courtrooms. The low hum of hushed conversations in the hallways gave way to the sharp click of Beverly Howe’s designer heels, the sound echoing in the hallway. Many of the attorneys she had opposed had started the joke that if allowed, Beverly would brandish the pointed heels of her polished leather shoes as a weapon. It would be a more efficient way of going straight for the jugular.

Poised in a tailored navy suit that gave her an unassailable air of authority and confidence, she strode with purpose alongside her client. Stopping several yards down the hall, she adjusted her grip on her leather briefcase. She was every bit the picture-perfect image of a high-profile divorce attorney with a take-no-prisoners attitude. Her statuesque figure contributed to this image, as did her auburn hair, swept into a tidy chignon. Around her, murmured conversations ebbed and flowed, but her focus remained razor-sharp. At thirty-two, she was a rising star at Morgan and Davis, one of Chicago’s most prestigious law firms.

Her client, as was almost always the case, was a smug man whose wealth was eclipsed only by his arrogance. He beamed at her as if she were a magician who had just pulled off a stunning feat of magic. “Mr. Morgan was right about you. You’re one tough-as-nails bitch in the courtroom,” he crowed loud enough to turn heads. Extending a hand that sported a gold Patek Philippe Swiss watch, a wolfish grin spread across his face. “I came out better than even I expected.”

Beverly’s lips forced a tight, professional smile. She knew that he was so deeply immersed in his sense of entitlement that he wouldn’t register her polite detachment. “I’m glad the outcome was to your satisfaction.”

“Come now, Constantine.” The voice belonged to Beverly’s boss, Jonathan Morgan, co-founder of the Morgan and Davis law firm. As he strode over to them, his commanding presence eclipsed even that of Beverly’s. At nearly sixty, with silver that matched his impeccable gray suit, he carried himself like a man half his age. He clapped Constantine on the shoulder with the familiarity of a long-time friend. “I would never refer to Ms. Howe as a bitch.” His wink told Beverly that was precisely what he called her. “What did I tell you? Ms. Howe is one of the best in the business. You can’t go wrong with her representing you.” Mr. Morgan seemed to swell with pride, but Beverly thought it was more for the prestige of his law firm than pride in her.

Her client’s ex-wife emerged from the courtroom, tears streaking her cheeks. She clutched her attorney’s arm like a lifeline pulling her to safety from a harrowing experience. The ex-wife’s attorney shot Beverly a venomous glare as they hurried past, not the first time she had seen that look. The ex-wife lowered her head as they passed, focusing instead on the pattern in the marble floor.

“Sore loser,” quipped Constantine. Turning his head back toward Mr. Morgan, he chuckled. “You were right. I’ll be sure to call on her again for my next divorce!”

Laughter echoed through the hallway. Beverly offered no reaction, not that the two men noticed as they basked in their camaraderie. She stared at the floor, her throat tightening.

Constantine sauntered down the wall, still chuckling. 

Mr. Morgan turned to Beverly, his grin softening now that the friendly exchange was over. “That was exceptional work, Ms. Howe. I knew you were the right person for this case. Keep it up, and you’ll be a partner before you know it. That’s when the real work begins.”

“Thank you, Mr. Morgan. I’ll do my best to keep exceeding your expectations.” Beverly’s voice was devoid of enthusiasm, her nod automatic, but her mind drifted as she focused on his praise and promise. Was it real or superficial? How many more victories would it take to make partner? How many more notches in her soul? Beverly let out a sigh as Mr. Morgan disappeared into the crowd. She had won, as always, living up to the derisive sobriquet, the red baron. It referred to her auburn hair and the string of victories she had accumulated. Afterwards, the victories almost always felt hollow though. Beverly glanced back at the courtroom door from where the ex-wife had exited mere moments earlier. The faint echo of the woman’s sobs still lingered in her ears, the tear-stained face etched in her mind. Beverly felt as though she needed to leave immediately. The weight of her choices closed in on her, like the walls from a scene in an old action-adventure movie—except it was courtroom walls closing in on her. 

That evening, Beverly sank into the plush couch in her meticulously decorated apartment with its view of the glittering Chicago skyline, which was now blurred by a flurry of snow, causing the lights to seem to twinkle even though Christmas had now passed. Beverly stared into her glass as she swirled the red wine. Olivia, her best friend since her college years, as well as her polar opposite, sprawled beside her, barefoot, sipping from her glass of wine. Olivia was a whirlwind of curly hair and vibrant energy.

Olivia’s dark curls bounced as she spoke. “Let me guess, stereotypical rich jerk, right? Expensive watch, voice dripping with condensation.”

“Condescension,” corrected Beverly.

“Oh, yeah.” Olivia giggled, which caused Beverly to burst into laughter. “But didn’t you just want to throw ... I don’t know ...a legal pad or something at him?”

“A legal pad?” replied Beverly as she tilted her head.

“You’re line of work just doesn’t have anything around that’s good to throw at someone.”

“That’s because we’re all lawyers; we’d sue.”

“You need something like a hammer,” stated Oliva, as though she was still searching for an object in her mind.

“You mean like a gavel?”

“Oh, yeah! That would work.”

“He was an entitled jerk alright, but I felt so bad for the ex-wife.” Beverly lamented, staring into the crimson liquid. “She looked devastated. It’s the hardest part of the job—winning for someone who doesn’t deserve it and knowing that I’ve just made someone else’s life harder. Is it hypocritical to feel bad for someone after doing your best to work against them?”

Olivia tucked her feet beneath her and took another sip of her wine. “I think it’s called being human.”

“Sometimes, I hate my job. I take that back. Usually, I hate my job.”

“Then why keep doing it? You’re brilliant, Bev. You could do anything. Why this? Didn’t you originally want to be a public defender? Why don’t you quit and do that?”

For a moment, Beverly didn’t answer. Her gaze drifted to a framed photograph on an end table. In it, she stood arm-in-arm with her father on her law school graduation day. In that brief instant, that small slice of time, the photograph showed the smiles spread across both of their faces. Beverly could see the palpable pride that had welled within him. The memory was now bittersweet, a daily reminder of the man who shaped her life and the promise she had made to him. “You know why.” The words came out quiet, having worked their way through the tightness in her throat and the weight of memory.

Olivia followed her gaze to the framed picture. Her expression softening. “Your dad. Because you promised your father you’d take a high-paying job. I know how hard he worked to support you, the sacrifices he made.”

Beverly cut her off. “He worked too hard and died too young, He wanted me to have an easier life than he had. He worked late shifts, double shifts, anything to make sure I had opportunities that he didn’t have. To have the kind of life he never could. I couldn’t waste those sacrifices on a low-paying job.”

Olivia pressed her gently. “Bev, he wanted you to have an easier life, but this doesn’t seem like what he had in mind. You know that I got to know him well a few years before he died. It’s been six years since he passed away. I don’t think he’d want to see you this miserable. Besides, you’re working as hard as he did, just in a different way.”

“I can’t give up now,” replied Beverly softly. “Not when I’m this close to becoming a partner.”

“A partner in what? Misery? You need to take some time to enjoy life. When was the last time you took a vacation?”

Beverly blinked, caught off guard. “I ... can’t remember. It’s been years.” 

Beverly watched as Olivia rose from the couch; her energy wouldn’t let her sit still for long. She walked over to the law school graduation photograph on the end table and picked it up, looking at it closely. “He was so proud of you.” Olivia continued walking, stopping at a framed poster of the Three Stooges. She laughed at loud. “Your apartment is so posh. I can’t believe that you still have this old poster hanging on the wall. It doesn’t fit at all.”

Beverly smiled wistfully as she gazed at the vintage poster. She remembered how her dad had laughed when he gave her the poster and the pride in his voice when he referred to her as his lawyer. “Some of my best memories are of my dad and me watching the Three Stooges. He bought that poster for me as a joke when I graduated law school because it shows the Three Stooges as attorneys, and their firm is Dewey, Cheatem & Howe. He joked that since my last name was Howe, I could be part of that law firm. I just can’t bring myself to take it down. But I never thought the poster would foreshadow who I would become.”

“Do we cheat ‘em? And how,” repeated Olivia. “That’s funny. At least you’d have fun at that law firm. Maybe that’s why he gave you that poster—to remind you to laugh, even when work got tough”

“I think you’re right,” Beverly said, her voice tinged with nostalgia. Her face hardened. “The only time I laugh is when I’m with you.”

“You’ve got to get out of the rut you’re in,” declared Olivia. Suddenly, a smile lit up Olivia’s face, causing her eyes to twinkle mischievously. “Hey! Let’s take a vacation! How about the Caribbean? Sun, sand, beaches, no courtroom drama. The only order you would have to worry about would be what drink to order.”

“I don’t know, Liv,” hesitated Beverly. “I can’t just up and take a vacation on the spur of the moment.”

“Why not?” she grinned as she thrust her phone toward Beverly. “You just said it’s been years since you’ve taken one. Surely the Scrooge and Marley law firm will let you have some time away for good behavior.”

“It’s Morgan and Davis law firm.”

“See! You can’t even tell when a joke is being made. You definitely need a vacation. Call your boss. Right now!”

“I don’t want anything to jeopardize my chances of becoming a partner.”

“Like you taking a vacation would jeopardize that. Come on. It will be fun. Just the two of us, soaking up the sun!”

“I’ll think about it. Besides, it’s too late to call Mr. Morgan tonight.”

“That’s just an excuse. He’s probably still at the office, working.” Olivia strolled to the coat closet and grabbed her coat, scarf, and hat. “I’ll grant you a postponement on calling, but I’m not giving up!”

Later that night, as Beverly lay in bed staring at the ceiling, memories of her father played like an old film reel. Not being able to sleep, she pulled out an old shoebox of photos and sat cross-legged on her living room floor, as the memories lay before her. The photos were sorted chronologically. She saw pictures of herself as a baby with her mom and dad. Her parents looked so happy together. Then there were pictures of her as a toddler and then a little girl with her parents.

Then there was the photo of her as a little girl with just her dad. His expression was different, joy tinged with melancholy. She could see the love in his eyes for her, but those eyes showed a deep loss. She could barely remember her mother. The things she did remember were good, and she was glad she couldn’t remember her illness. But she could see through her dad’s eyes to the hole in his heart from losing her. Between the hospital bills and the loss of an income, her father had to work more. There were fewer pictures with them together, fewer memories to cling to.

Beverly skipped over the photographs of just her. Picking up the photo with him and her at her high school graduation, she could see the toll that work had taken on him. His face was lined with wrinkles, his hands calloused from years of factory work. But his smile was radiant because she was with his little girl. That term of endearment had embarrassed her as a teen. Guilt nagged at her now, causing her chest to tighten and ache. Feeling embarrassed in front of others because her father called her his little girl was silly. What she wouldn’t give now to hear those words from his heart in his voice.

As she thought back to the day of her high school graduation, she remembered how her dad had rushed from his shift at work to make it to the ceremony, still in his work boots and coveralls. “Someday,” he told her later that day, “you’ll make it so far that you’ll forget all about this factory town.”

“How could I ever forget?” she had replied.

The next photo showed him moving her into her college dorm room. There was Olivia in the photo, her ball of energy freshman roommate with the wild, curly hair. She and her father had taken an instant liking to each other.

Moving through a few more photos, she came to one of her graduation day from law school. It was similar to the one that was in the frame on her end table. His smile almost radiated from the picture. He had cried afterwards—quietly, because he hated making a fuss—but his pride was undeniable. He wore a suit. It was one of the few times she had seen him wear one. She remembered him wiping his eyes with his sleeve and then handing her a wrapped cylindrical tube that contained the poster. “This is it,” he had said. “This is the start of something incredible for you. You won’t have to work like I did. You won’t have to miss so much of your little girl or little boy’s life. You won’t have to worry about how to make ends meet. You see what manual labor has done to my body. Promise me you’ll use your education—get a good-paying job.”

“I promise, daddy.”

Shortly after her graduation from law school, his health began to decline. Years of physical labor had taken their toll. When she tried to take care of him, he wouldn’t hear of it. “You’ve got to get a good job so that you don’t end up with a worn-out body like this.” Olivia stopped by often to encourage her and to help with her father. And then, he was gone. The heart attack that claimed his life came far too soon. It had been sudden, leaving no time for goodbyes. He had poured all of his energy into giving her opportunities, making sure she never felt the weight of financial strain. On the night before his funeral, she had made the promise that still defined her life: to work hard, to succeed, and to make him proud.

Olivia’s arrival the next morning was like a burst of sunshine. Dressed in her usual eclectic style, she marched in carrying two cups of coffee and an air of determination. “Recess is over. Time to call and ask for the time off. I won’t take no for an answer. Just think—sandy beaches, warm sun, fruity cocktails! I’ve thought of a few options— the Bahamas, Turks and Caicos, the Virgin Islands.”

Beverly stared into her coffee, her reflection rippling in the dark liquid. She could almost imagine the blue rippling waters of the Caribbean. The imagery was enticing, but she hesitated as she gathered her thoughts. “Are you able to take the time off?”

“Hello! I’m an adventure travel blogger and photographer. I just have to photograph the frozen waterfalls at Starved Rock State Park tomorrow, and then I’m free.” Olivia picked up Beverly’s phone from the kitchen counter and handed it to her. “Call him.”

Beverly hesitated, the phone a lead weight in her hand. She paced the kitchen with her heart pounding. This was ridiculous. As an attorney, she faced tough judges, clients, and other attorneys all the time. Why was she letting a phone call ruffle her feathers? Beverly downed the coffee like a shot, remembering a little too late how hot it still was. She forced herself to make the call before she overthought it any further.

“Ms. Howe,” boomed the voice through the phone. “I hope this is not a prank call after too much celebrating from your win yesterday.”

“Oh no. I just wanted to ask you ...” She hesitated.

“Well, out with it.”

“I wanted to see if I could take some time away for good ...” She immediately shot Olivia a nasty look. Her comment about asking for time off for good behavior had stuck in her head. “I mean some vacation time,” she quickly corrected. “I don’t have any major cases at the moment.”

There was dead silence on the other end, and Beverly knew she shouldn’t have asked for the time off. Her stomach churned. “Mr. Morgan?” she called out tentatively.

“Sorry. I was just checking my caller id. This is Beverly Howe, isn’t it? I don’t ever recall you ever asking for vacation time.”

“If it’s a problem, I certainly understand.”

Mr. Morgan chuckled. “Just kidding with you, Ms. Howe. Actually, your timing is good. Nothing has been announced yet, but I’m going to assign you to a high-profile divorce case in a few weeks. It might do you some good to get away and relax. Take two weeks. That way you’ll be fully charged and ready to go when you get back. Do well with this case and you’ll be a partner in Chicago’s most prestigious law firm. Where do you plan to go?”

“My friend and I have talked about going to the Caribbean.”

“That will be a good escape from Chicago’s wintry weather. You should try the Virgin Islands. I’ve got a friend who has a place there.”

“The Virgin Islands, hmm!”

“Beautiful islands. If you need a place to stay, let me know. He owns some properties there. I can’ get you a good deal. Have a good time, but be ready to come back, if we need you sooner.”

“Yes, sir.” As she disconnected from the call, relief washed over her. She felt a flicker of anticipation, and she felt lighter than she had in months.

Olivia grinned from ear to ear, raising her coffee cup. “To the Virgin Islands, to freedom, and to finally enjoying life.”

Beverly and Olivia spent a few hours looking on Beverly’s laptop at the sights and activities on the various islands.

“Let’s find a place ourselves,” Olivia chirped. “I’m not sure I trust Mr. Morgan’s offer.”

“Whatever you say. You’re the traveler.”

They made their plane reservations and booked a two-week stay on the island of Tortola. Once Olivia left, Beverly began thinking about packing. They got some last-minute deals and were leaving in two days.

Little did Beverly know at the time that her well-earned escape would turn out much different than she ever could have expected.
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Photos of music legends and platinum records adorned the walls of Sonny Delray’s office. Despite the impressive décor, the tension in the room was as thick as the cigar smoke that at one time filled the space. Now, the sharp scent of lemon polish lingered rather than cigar smoke. Eric Cheatem leaned back in the overly large black leather chair, his rugged features betraying only the slightest hint of unease. The leather creaked as he shifted his body and glanced at his agent, Ari Reed, who sat beside him in his usual tailored suit. Ari was every bit the polished counterpoint to Eric’s laid-back charm. Ari was also the epitome of the stereotypical agent, fast-talking and one hundred ten percent behind you, until a bigger name on the other line called.

Across the desk, Sonny Delray remained calm, but Eric could tell a storm was brewing. Sonny leaned forward, his manicured fingers steepled as he fixed Eric with a pointed stare. “Eric,” drawled Sonny in a gravelly southern accent. “We’ve had a good business relationship over the past several years, haven’t we?”

“Yes, sir.” The tension in Eric’s chest coiled tighter.

“But no music in two years? That’s a problem. This business is about results.”

Eric nodded, jaws tense. The words were a punch to the gut, even though he expected them.

“Your brand of island music has always been a popular genre, but no hits, no contract renewal. It’s as simple as that.”

Although Eric’s insides churned, his voice remained steady. “I’ve just been ... stuck, you see.”

Sonny arched an eyebrow, unimpressed. Eric knew that Sonny had heard this line more times than any line in any hit song. 

Ari jumped in, his tone smooth and reassuring. “Eric will work through this block, Sonny. He’s just needs the right inspiration.”

Sonny leaned back in his chair, his arms folded. “Inspiration, huh? I’ve got plenty of songwriters with plenty of songs you can use. You may not make the same profit, but we could produce the tracks in no time.”

The offer hit Eric like a slap in the face. He had to unclench his jaws in order to speak. “No offense, Sonny, but I write my own songs.”

Sonny’s smile thinned, and his eyes narrowed to a cold stare. “Then you’d better start writing. Otherwise, we’re not going to renew your contract.”

Ari tried to lighten the mood, his hands raised in a mock gesture of surrender. “Maybe all Eric needs is a change of scenery. He needs to go back to the Caribbean, back to the island spirit. I’m sure that will get his creative juices flowing like rum in Jamaica.” He punctuated the statement with a nervous laugh. 

Sonny didn’t laugh. “I’m not in the business of thinking. I’m in the business of doing and making money.”

Ari’s smile dropped and was as flat as a pancake. “Of course ... I didn’t mean ... I mean ...”

“If going back to the Caribbean is what it takes, then book a flight.”

Ari’s face twitched and his voice stammered. “Excuse me. Did  ... did you say ... book a ... book a flight?”

“Yes. He’s not going to use the company jet.” Sonny turned his focus toward Eric. “It’s common carrier until you record something new. Now, I have a meeting with a potential new artist, and you two know what’s expected.”

The hallway outside Sonny’s office was quieter than inside, but the tension hung just as heavy. Ari ran his hands through his hair, mussing his meticulously combed hair. “Book a flight, he says.” Ari drew his arm in, his thumb pointing back toward Sonny’s door. “Can you believe that guy?”

Eric shrugged as reality sat in. “Face it, Ari. Three years ago, I couldn’t set foot on a commercial flight without being mobbed. Now? I’ll get noticed, sure, but it’s not the same.”

“I’ve not seen him this serious in quite a while. Sonny’s patience has a limit, and we’re standing right at the edge of it. You’d better come up with something. Fast.”

Eric sighed, pausing at the elevator. “A writer’s block is called a block for a reason. I can’t just turn a faucet and music starts coming out.”

“Find a way. You haven’t written anything new since your divorce.”

“That took a lot out of me.”

“You’re a country music singer. Those things are supposed to give you gold mines of material. You know. Tear in your beer kind of stuff.”

“That’s really old country music. Besides, I don’t write sad songs. I want to make people happy.”

“If you lose your contract, neither of us will be happy, and getting a contract with another label will be almost impossible.”

Eric nodded. The weight of the conversation settled on him like a lead blanket. The Caribbean had always been his refuge, his muse. Maybe going back was exactly what he needed—not just for his career, but to find the part of himself he’d lost along the way.

The clinking of ice in a crystal glass filled the quiet of Eric’s Nashville apartment later that night. He gazed out at the neon-lit skyline, but he didn’t notice it. His mind was miles away—lost in the memory of her. He had met her at one of his shows, back when the crowds were huge, the energy in the air electric. She had been front and center, her voice cutting through the noise like a song of its own. She was impossible to ignore, and that night he felt as though he were performing only to her. Between songs, he asked his stage manager to bring her back after the show. That wasn’t his style, but she’d made an impression.

When he met her after the show, he found her confidence both exhilarating and intimidating. They talked for hours. Her wit and charm caught in his mind, like a melody from one of his songs that he couldn’t shake.

Their romance was a whirlwind. It was as thrilling as writing a song—impulsive and full of passion and promise. Like most whirlwinds, it was showy but brief. It was number one on the charts, but, like all number one hit songs, wouldn’t stay there long. Both of them found out too late that she liked the idea of him better than she liked him. The Cassie he had fallen for soon faded, replaced by a woman he barely recognized, a woman who wanted the luxury and recognition a star’s life brought.

The divorce had been brutal. Her attorney—cutthroat and relentless— had taken him for more than he thought possible. Every negotiation was a personal attack, every concession a deep wound. She walked away with a staggering settlement. If not for a huge sum he had given to his parents, he would have been left with barely anything. His parents gave him the money back, despite his argument for them to keep it.

Eric was clenching the glass tightly when his mind returned to the present. He sat it down and strode over to the corner where his guitar was propped. It was like an old friend he hadn’t seen in years. Picking it up, he ran his fingers along the strings, his hand along its frame. He strummed softly, but the melody wouldn’t come. He wanted to make people happy with his music, to transport them with nothing more than his voice and guitar to a sunny beach. But after Cassie, the music had dried up; his muse was gone, and the silence that was left felt deafening.

Maybe returning to the Caribbean was the right idea. The thought tugged at him like a siren’s call. The Virgin Islands had always grounded him, inspired him. That was where his muse found him; maybe there was where she returned.
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