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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all the wonderful women in my life that keep me grounded and honest.

I also want to thank my beautiful husband for supporting me every step of the way.


Some trips change your location.

The right ones change your life.







Chapter 1: TSA Gon’ See Everything

By the time we got to Hartsfield-Jackson, I already needed a nap, a prayer, and for at least one of my best friends to be legally separated from me for the next twelve to fifteen business hours.

Not because I don’t love them. Because I do.

But love and irritation live close together when you’re traveling with grown women over forty who still act like the airport is an audition for a lifestyle campaign.

“Why are y’all this loud before sunrise?” I asked, dragging my carry-on behind me with one hand and my tote with the other. “It is too early for this much personality.”

Tamra turned around so fast her silk press almost filed a complaint. “Because some of us prepared for international travel like we have sense, Simone.”

There she stood outside Terminal F in a matching travel set the color of expensive oatmeal, gold hoops, white sneakers, oversized sunglasses she did not technically need yet, and a passport wallet tucked under her arm like she might be boarding us personally. Tamra Collins did not believe in looking rattled in public. Delayed flight, wrong gate, missing bag, surprise weather, emotional collapse—she wanted all of it handled before it had the chance to become visible on her face.

Then there was Misha.

Misha had on huge sunglasses in the dark, a fitted two-piece airport set in some soft cream color that looked innocent until you noticed her body in it, and a hat wide enough to suggest she had no plans to be humble on foreign soil. Her lips were glossy. Her skin was glowing. Her earrings were unnecessary, which meant they were correct.

Misha dressed like inconvenience had never touched her a day in its life.

I knew better.

When she was stressed, she got prettier on purpose. It was part habit, part defiance, part emotional support system in lip gloss form.

She lifted her coffee and grinned. “I’m loud because the Lord woke me up and said, ‘Go be international, my child.’”

I looked at her. “The Lord ain’t say that.”

“You wasn’t on the call.”

“I promise you I serve the same God and He do not sound like City Girls with a passport.”

Misha bent at the waist laughing right there on the curb, nearly losing her hat. Tamra pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Can y’all act like y’all have traveled before?”

I stared at her. “Tamra. We went to Miami in 2004 and you cried because Spirit charged you for a carry-on.”

“That was domestic poverty trauma,” she said. “This is different.”

That right there was us.

Twenty years of friendship and we had somehow become louder, sharper, richer versions of the same girls we’d been at Clark Atlanta.

Tamra had always been the one with a plan.

Misha had always been the one with a story.

And me?

I had always been the one saying what everybody else thought but had just enough sense not to say out loud.

Apparently I had missed some of that sense.

My phone buzzed in my hand.

Cee: Y’all in the airport yet or still at home pretending y’all international?

I sighed.

My cousin Caryn—Cee to the family and everybody else who valued their peace—had been in my business since yesterday.

I texted back: Mind your local business.

Her answer came before I finished locking my screen.

Cee: Too late. Bring me something expensive and inappropriate.

I snorted.

Tamra looked at me. “What?”

“Cee being exactly who she is at six in the morning.”

Misha smiled. “Tell her I want a welcome-home brunch when we land.”

“She does not need more excuses to spend money.”

“Rude,” Misha said automatically, then took a sip of coffee and moved on with her life.

That was Misha. Quick reaction. Tag the moment. Keep it pushing.

Tamra was already walking toward the entrance. “Come on. Our flight boards in an hour.”

“An hour?” I said. “Girl, you got us here so early the airport staff still stretching.”

“You’re welcome.”

“No, this feels hostile.”

Misha hooked her arm through mine as we walked inside. “Don’t start. We are going to Thailand. Bangkok. Markets. spas. beaches. linen-wearing men with emotional intelligence.”

I stopped walking. “See, that right there. That last part. That’s how women get set up.”

Tamra didn’t even turn around. “No, you get set up because you think every man with nice forearms and eye contact might be your husband.”

“That is not true.”

“It is extremely true,” Misha said.

I adjusted my tote on my shoulder. “First of all, sustained eye contact is intimate. We need to stop acting like it’s not. Second of all, I am not looking for a man in Thailand.”

Both of them looked at me the exact same way. That deeply irritating best-friend look. The one that says we know you too well to respect what you’re trying to sell right now.

“Okay,” Tamra said.

“Don’t ‘okay’ me.”

“Okay,” Misha said too.

“I hate both of y’all already.”

That was a lie. I loved them down to the floorboards.

And that’s part of the problem when women have known you for twenty years. They stop honoring the polished version of yourself you hand out in public. They know your old heartbreaks. They know your defense mechanisms. They know the exact tone your voice gets when you’re interested and trying to sound indifferent.

Unfortunately for me, both of these heaux remembered everything.

We got to the security line and all dignity left the chat.

First, Misha got flagged because she had three different oils in her bag, all in travel bottles with no labels like she was smuggling mystery moisture through international airspace.

The TSA agent held one up between two fingers. “Ma’am, what is this?”

Misha smiled like they were at brunch. “Depends who asking.”

The agent didn’t blink. “Security is asking.”

Tamra whispered, “I rebuke this.”

I leaned over to look. “Girl, is that hair oil or face oil?”

Misha lowered her voice. “One is for my scalp, one is for my skin, and one is because long flights dry out your whole feminine morale.”

I folded right there in line.

The TSA man closed his eyes for a second like he did not get paid enough for women over forty with carry-ons and opinions.

Tamra looked up at the ceiling. “I cannot travel with y’all. I’m serious. I have a real job.”

I pointed at the bottle. “That one look like straight grapeseed oil from Kroger.”

“It is multi-use.”

“It is suspicious.”

The TSA agent set the bottles aside. “They’re over the liquid limit.”

Misha gasped like he’d snatched medication out of her hand. “Sir. Those are essentials.”

“So is water,” he said deadpan, “and you can’t bring that either.”

I had to grab the rail to keep from sliding down laughing.

Now one thing about me: part of my job is reading what people think they’re giving off versus what’s actually landing. I do it for brands all the time. Tone, image, audience, intention, all of that. I help people make their businesses sound like themselves and not like they copied a personality off the internet.

Human beings, unfortunately, do not come with strategy decks. Still, you learn things. You learn which people are full of it, which people are bluffing, which people want to be perceived a certain way and can’t quite pull it off.

You also learn that airport security officers do not enjoy improv. By the time Misha’s oils got tossed, Tamra got pulled aside too.

Not because she did anything wrong. Because the underwire in her emergency-support bra apparently looked aggressive on the scanner.

I am a loving friend.

A supportive friend.

A ride-or-die friend.

So when the female TSA agent said, “Ma’am, I’m going to need to pat you down,” I did what any mature, emotionally developed best friend would do.

I turned away and bit my fist so hard I nearly left teeth marks.

Tamra looked at me with murder in her eyes. “Simone.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“You are bent in half.”

“I’m having a respiratory event.”

“Grow up.”

“I am grown,” I whispered. “That’s why this is so funny.”

Misha leaned against the bins, weak with laughter. “Rude.”

The female TSA agent, to her credit, remained deeply professional while Tamra stood there with the rigid dignity of a woman determined not to let public embarrassment wrinkle her outfit.

That was Tamra all over.

Even now.

Even at security.

Even while being patted down because her bra had structure and principles.

She’d rather die than look undone in public. Finally, karma came for me too. Of course it did.

My bag got flagged.

The agent unzipped it, moved aside my sandals, my laptop, my lip products, my notebook, my extra charger, and then paused. Very slowly, he lifted the item in question. A satin bonnet.

Silence.

Not normal silence either. That heavy, embarrassing silence that makes you feel your ancestors backing up from the scene because they don’t want to be involved in what you say next.

The man looked at me.

Then at the bonnet.

Then back at me.

“What is this?”

Now see. There were several acceptable answers available to me in that moment.

I could have said:

“It’s a hair bonnet.”

That was right there.

Easy.

Simple.

Adult.

Instead, I looked that man in his federal face and said, “Cultural preservation.”

Misha collapsed against the conveyor belt.

Tamra whispered, “I’m going to hell.”

The TSA agent stared at me for one second, then nodded once and said, “Understood.”

That took me out so bad I had to grab my own bag to stay upright.

By the time we got through security, Tamra looked like she wanted to dissolve the friendship and Misha looked spiritually renewed.

I slipped my shoes back on and said, “Well. That was humiliating.”

Tamra snatched her tote up. “For all of us.”

Misha adjusted her sunglasses. “No. That was a testimony.”

“A testimony to what?” I asked.

“That grown Black women are not meant to be rushed through plastic bins and under fluorescent lights.”

“Okay,” I said. “Now that part is true.”

We started toward the escalators, and a man in business casual with too much confidence cut right in front of Tamra close enough to bump her bag without so much as an excuse.

Tamra stopped short.

Before she could say anything, I looked at him and said, “Oh, you’re not gonna ‘excuse me’ that?”

He turned halfway, clearly annoyed somebody had checked him. “I’m in a hurry.”

I smiled the kind of smile that lets people know they’ve made the wrong assumption about who they’re dealing with. “That’s not a reason to stop being raised.”

His expression tightened.

Misha murmured beside me, “Rude.”

He gave me one of those looks men give women when they think irritation should make us quieter.

It does not.

I tilted my head. “No, go ahead. Keep walking. But let’s not act like being late turns you into the only person with a gate.”

Tamra touched my elbow lightly. Not to stop me. More like to say yes, that’s enough, I appreciate the service.

The man muttered something under his breath and kept moving.

I looked after him. “That’s what I thought.”

Misha smiled. “See, this is why I travel with you.”

Tamra started walking again. “No, this is why I travel with Xanax in principle.”

We rode the escalator up, all three of us finally on the same side of security and still somehow in one piece.

That was when it hit me. We were really doing this.

Thailand.

Bangkok.

Not a girls-trip group text fantasy.

Not a “one day we should” conversation over overpriced cocktails.

Not one of those plans women make when they’re exhausted and almost forty and talking big because life has been too loud. We were actually doing it.

And underneath all the joking and the luggage and the oils and the bonnet testimony and Tamra trying not to die from secondhand embarrassment, I felt it.

That little click in my chest. The one that happens when something is starting. Not just a trip. Something else.

I should’ve known right then life had plans. Because trips like this? They never just stay about the trip.

Not when women have been carrying too much too beautifully for too long. Not when one is tired in a way she hasn’t named yet. Not when one is glowing harder than she should be.

And not when I—who make a very good living reading what’s really there under what people present—was about to meet a man I would not know how to file neatly anywhere in my life.

At the gate, Tamra immediately took charge of seating us in a way that gave her the most order and the least exposure to public foolishness.

Misha went looking for snacks she did not need.

I sat down, stretched my legs, and checked my email out of muscle memory. A client had replied to a launch deck with three paragraphs of confusion about messaging I had already fixed for them yesterday.

I closed the email.

No.

Not today.

Bangkok could have me before branding foolishness did. My phone buzzed again.

Aunt Val: Y’all made it through security?

I smiled. Barely, I typed back.

Her answer came slow, like Aunt Val had taken a sip of coffee and already knew more than she was going to say.

Aunt Val: Behave yourselves. Don’t go over there acting American and confused.

I texted: That feels targeted.

Aunt Val: It is. Especially you.

I laughed quietly to myself.

Tamra came back with bottled water and sat down beside me. “What’s funny?”

“Aunt Val thinks I’m the weak link internationally.”

Tamra didn’t even blink. “She’s right.”

“You know what? I’m getting tired of the family disrespect.”

Misha dropped into the seat across from us with chips, gum, candy, and what looked like enough snacks for a church lock-in. “No, you’re getting accurately assessed. Different thing.”

I looked at her bag. “What is all that?”

“Preparedness.”

“That is my line,” Tamra said.

Misha gave her a look. “No, yours is control. Mine is abundance.”

I leaned my head back against the seat and looked at both of them.

Tamra, all polish and tension and order.

Misha, all brightness and gloss and unnecessary accessories.

And me, sitting between them with a carry-on full of devices, moisturizer, opinions, and enough experience to know when a trip had more waiting in it than we bargained for.

Neither of them looked ready for what was coming.

Which is exactly how I know neither did I.




Chapter 2: Thirty Thousand Feet of Bad Decisions

By the time we got on the plane, I was already emotionally overdrawn.

Not exhausted exactly.

Not yet.

Just irritated in that specific pre-flight way where your edges feel dry, your patience feels thin, and everybody around you suddenly seems too alive for the hour.

Tamra marched down the aisle like she personally financed the aircraft. Boarding pass in hand. Tote on shoulder. Face set in that calm expression she wore whenever she was trying not to let the room know how much she needed things to make sense.

“Twenty-eight A, B, and C,” she said, stopping at our row. “Perfect.”

Misha looked at the seat numbers and made a face immediately. “I don’t want middle.”

Tamra turned slowly. “Then you should’ve paid for the seat you wanted.”

“I paid in friendship.”

“That currency is weak.”

I slid into the window seat before they could turn aisle boarding into a legal proceeding. “I need the window. I like seeing where my panic is located.”

Tamra sat on the aisle with a huff. Misha dropped into the middle seat like she had been assigned a lifestyle she did not consent to.

“This is hateful,” she muttered, fastening her seat belt. “Pretty girls need space.”

Tamra was already wiping down the tray table, armrests, buckle, and probably the sins of the previous passengers. “Pretty girls need to book earlier.”

I watched her for a second. “You know I love you, but this is getting close to a condition.”

“This is called standards.”

“This is called trauma with a neck pillow.”

Tamra ignored me and handed me a wipe. “Wipe your seat belt.”

“I’m not licking it.”

“You don’t know what people do.”

I looked at the belt. Then at her. “Tamra. We all know what people do. That is why your friend over here tried to smuggle mystery oil through security like contraband femininity.”

Misha gasped. “Please let my products rest.”

“No.”

“You are obsessed with my hydration.”

“I am disturbed by your confidence.”

That got us all laughing again, and for a little second, everything felt like what we had expected the trip to be:

funny,

light,

ours.

Then I looked around the cabin and felt that weird airplane shift settle in.

Planes humble everybody.

You can be rich, fine, emotionally evolved, moisturized, and wearing a matching travel set. Once you’re buckled into a narrow seat beside strangers with no spatial awareness and a child coughing behind you, you are just livestock with a passport.

The man across the aisle was asleep before we’d even pushed back from the gate. Mouth open. Head leaning. Spirit fully checked out.

I stared at him. “See, this is what I mean.”

Tamra didn’t look up. “About what?”

“Men. Their survival instincts are underdeveloped.”

Misha leaned over me to look. “He really is asleep.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Just unconscious around strangers. Couldn’t be me.”

“That’s because women sleep with one eye on the purse and one eye on the nonsense,” Misha said.

“Exactly.”

Tamra folded her wipe with crisp finality. “Can y’all stop narrating strangers?”

“No,” I said.

“Also no,” said Misha.

The flight attendants started the safety demonstration, which everybody ignored the way grown people always do until turbulence reminds them mortality is a group project. I was halfway through pretending I did not hate takeoff when Misha grabbed my forearm.

“Wait.”

“What?”

She lowered her voice. “Three rows up. Left side. Fine.”

I followed her gaze.

And she was not wrong.

Tall, from what I could tell sitting down.

Dark hair.

Clean profile.

Broad shoulders under a black T-shirt that fit him in a way that made me suspicious of my own timing.

And one of those calm faces too. The kind that made a woman think dangerous things like maybe he reads and maybe he apologizes properly.

I sat back and made a small sound. “Mm.”

Tamra looked up immediately. “What ‘mm’?”

Misha grinned. “Exactly.”

I looked at both of them. “Don’t start.”

“That was your interested noise,” Tamra said.

“I don’t have an interested noise.”

“You absolutely do,” said Misha. “It’s either ‘mm’ or your eyebrow goes up and you start sounding like a legal statement.”

“That is slander.”

“No,” Tamra said. “That is history.”

I crossed my arms. “He’s just objectively attractive. That doesn’t mean anything.”

They both looked at me.

Then said, together, “Okay.”

I stared at them. “I hate when y’all do that.”

“Do what?” Misha asked.

“Use agreement as disrespect.”

Tamra smiled faintly. “We know you.”

And that was the problem.

Women who know you too long stop respecting your revisions of yourself. They remember every era. Every fake indifference. Every man you said didn’t matter right before he absolutely did.

Misha leaned back and smiled wickedly. “Remember Rashad?”

I turned slowly. “No.”

“Yes you do.”

“No.”

“The poetry one.”

I looked straight ahead. “I reject this conversation.”

Tamra laughed softly. “Not the poetry one.”

“Yes, the poetry one,” Misha said, delighted now. “That man made eye contact with Simone one time at a student mixer and she spent the rest of the semester acting like she didn’t care while caring in a fitted top.”

“That is a disgusting exaggeration.”

Tamra folded her hands in her lap. “You said—and I quote—‘He looks like he would know how to apologize properly.’”

I took a breath. “That was a weak season in my life.”

“That was college,” Misha said.

“That was evidence,” Tamra added.

I wanted better friends.

That’s what I told myself anyway.

The truth was, I loved the way they knew me. Even when it was embarrassing. Especially then.

The plane started taxiing and I reached for the armrest on instinct.

Misha looked down at my hand. “Girl.”

“I don’t like takeoff.”

“You fly.”

“I endure flying. That is not the same thing.”

Tamra looked over then, and her whole face softened just a little. That’s one thing about Tamra. Even in all her polish and control and dry little comments, she knows exactly when to stop being funny and be useful.

She put her hand over mine and squeezed once. “Breathe.”

I looked out the window. “I am.”

“You are holding your shoulders in your ears.”

“That is my business.”

“It’s my business now.”

Misha laughed. “Look at y’all. One panic attack from intimacy.”

The engines got louder.

The plane picked up speed.

My stomach dropped into my kneecaps.

I closed my eyes.

Takeoff always makes me feel like human beings have overestimated themselves.

The wheels lifted.

I made a noise I will not be documenting for history.

Misha burst into ugly laughter.

“Was that you or the plane?”

“Shut up.”

“Simone Haze is fighting for her life.”

“I am,” I said through my teeth. “And neither one of y’all is ministering.”

Tamra squeezed my hand again. “You’re okay.”

And eventually, because physics loves humiliating a woman, I was.

Once we leveled out, my body unclenched enough for vanity and irritation to return, which is how I knew I was stabilizing.

Tamra started pulling snacks out of her tote like she had packed for migration.

Almonds.

Crackers.

Dried fruit.

Mints.

A protein bar.

Something wrapped in foil that looked raised by a Southern auntie.

I stared at her. “What is this?”

“Preparation.”

“No. This is pantry behavior.”

“You’re welcome.”

Misha leaned over. “That looks like a fourth-grade field trip lunch.”

“It looks like survival,” Tamra said.

I picked up the dried mango. “It looks like control.”

She gave me a look. “Same result.”

That was Tamra all over.

She liked to know what came next.

Liked to be ready before the room demanded it.

Liked to smooth uncertainty down until it looked manageable.

Most people would call it discipline.

I knew better.

Tamra did not believe in looking unprepared, undone, or unaware in public.

That wasn’t just personality.

That was something older.

At the time, I didn’t know how deep it ran.

I just knew the more uncomfortable she got, the more polished she sounded.

We ate quietly for a while after that.

The cabin settled into that strange flight rhythm. Screens glowing. Somebody coughing too loud. A baby fussing like air pressure had personally wronged him. The whole plane wrapped in a kind of forced intimacy nobody had chosen but everybody had to honor.

That’s when conversations get dangerous.

Altitude does something to people.

Maybe it’s the closeness.

Maybe it’s confinement.

Maybe it’s knowing nobody can walk away cleanly.

Whatever it is, people start saying things in the air they’d never say standing upright on the ground.

Misha leaned back and sighed. “I really needed this trip.”

Tamra nodded without looking at her. “Same.”

I turned to look at both of them. “That sounded loaded.”

Tamra kept her eyes on the seatback screen. “Everything doesn’t have to be loaded, Simone.”

“Coming from you, that means it absolutely is.”

Misha smiled but the smile didn’t fully land. “I’m serious. I needed to get away.”

There was something off in her tone.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

Just wrong.

A bright layer over something heavier.

That was Misha’s tell.

When the room got tense, she got shinier.

Prettier.

Lighter in the mouth.

Like she could soften fear by making it easier to receive.

I studied her face a second longer.

She looked good.

Of course she did.

Skin shining. Hair still together. Lip gloss doing exactly what it was supposed to do.

But there was a tightness around her mouth I didn’t like.

“You okay?” I asked.

She looked at me and smiled too quickly. “Yeah.”

That answer sat there like a cheap wig.

Wrong and obvious.

Tamra heard it too.

I could tell by the way she shifted.

But before either of us pushed, the drink cart came.

Now airline drinks are a setup.

Too little to fix anything.

Just enough to encourage bad ideas.

The flight attendant smiled with the dead-eyed grace of a woman who had repeated herself to strangers for years and survived anyway. “Can I get you ladies something to drink?”

Tamra ordered sparkling water.

Of course she did.

Misha ordered white wine.

Of course she did.

I said, “Can I get ginger ale and one of those little bottles of tequila?”

Tamra turned her head slowly. “On an international flight?”

I shrugged. “I’m trying to meet the Lord less anxiously.”

The flight attendant smiled. “You sure can.”

Misha lifted her cup. “To Thailand.”

“To rest,” Tamra said.

“To not getting scammed, sick, robbed, spiritually tested, or trapped in matching linen with a liar,” I added.

They both clinked my cup anyway.

We drank.

Then we drank again.

Not enough to get sloppy.

Just enough to get softer around the edges.

And once that happened, Misha made the exact mistake I knew she would.

She brought up men.

“I think,” she said, swirling her wine like somebody’s rich aunt with a burner phone, “none of us should leave Thailand the way we came.”

Tamra frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means transformation,” Misha said. “Rebirth. Awakening. Vacation penis. Whatever the spirit allows.”

Tamra nearly inhaled her sparkling water. “Misha.”

“What?” she said. “I’m saying be open.”

I looked out the window into pure black sky. “This is why girls trips end in matching court dates.”

Misha ignored me and pointed. “Simone definitely needs to be open.”

I turned to look at her. “Why am I always the mission project?”

“Because,” Tamra said in that calm, devastating tone of hers, “you are one heartbreak away from becoming an emotional doomsday prepper.”

I blinked. “That was rude.”

“Rude,” Misha said automatically.

I pointed between the two of them. “See? This is abuse.”

“No,” said Tamra. “That is observation.”

I leaned back and crossed my arms. “Maybe I’m just protecting my peace.”

Tamra looked at me then.

Really looked.

And said, “Peace and isolation are not the same thing.”

That line hit me so clean it made me mad.

Because first of all?

Rude.

Second of all?

It sounded stored.

Like she’d unpacked it at home and brought it on the trip in a carry-on.

I turned toward her. “You got something you want to say?”

Her face changed.

Just for a second.

A flicker.

Like maybe she did.

Like maybe a whole speech was standing behind her teeth.

Then the door shut again.

“No,” she said. “I’m just saying.”

Misha looked between us. “Well this got dark fast.”

I kept my eyes on Tamra. “Interesting.”

Tamra adjusted the blanket over her lap. “Don’t start.”

I laughed once, quietly. “You know what’s funny? The friend who tells everybody else not to isolate usually be hiding a whole documentary.”

Nobody spoke.

And there it was.

That tiny silence that tells you the room has bumped into something real.

Misha moved first. “Okay. Since everybody wants to get intense at cruising altitude, let’s play a game.”

Tamra sighed. “No.”

“Yes,” Misha said. “Grown-woman game. We each say one thing we’re leaving behind in Atlanta.”

I groaned. “That sounds like a healing retreat for women who say ‘journey’ too much.”

“It does,” she said. “Now participate.”

She pointed at Tamra. “You first.”

Tamra narrowed her eyes. “Why me?”

“Because you’re the oldest.”

“I am four months older than
























































































































































EPUB/images/cover.jpg
{aze Series :I,xd! i

|
'

i | % § A% rltten by Sy ROblnSOIf $ L % 5






