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Gabi

“Would you like to start with a drink while you wait?” asks the server.

“Yes, please. I’ll take a sundown cobbler.” I need this drink after the day I’ve had... and only my third day back in the office after my vacation. Shocker of all shockers, my boss, Adam, called me into his office this morning with the good news that I would lead a new project that several members of my team wanted. I received congratulations from everyone, except for Joseph. He has our leaders fooled that he’s a team player, but everyone in the office knows the real deal. He’s passive aggressive on a good day and not happy that I received an opportunity he thinks he earned.

I visibly shake off the memory of the hard stare directed at me from Joseph when our boss made the announcement. Enough already... I take a deep breath and think of happier thoughts. Jake’s smile immediately comes to mind... well that and his six feet three of pure sex on a stick. Fine with a capital F doesn’t begin to describe Jake and don’t get me started about his six pack and green eyes. When he started a conversation with me at the bar our first night of the cruise, I damn near looked around to see if he was talking to someone else.  

He’s called every day since we returned from our vacation. I tried to play hard to get, but Jake broke through the wall that I erected by being super sweet and attentive. I’m not sure what I would have done without him since my best friend, Samantha, met a guy while we were waiting in line to check-in and spent practically every day with him. 

Convinced that we were having a cruise fling, I sent Jake a text at the end of the cruise, thanking him for the best vacation ever. Jake walked down to my room and cleared up the confusion by letting know he wanted to see me after the cruise. I wanted to continue seeing Jake as well, but I was afraid to go for it. I smile, knowing only two more days until Jake arrives for the weekend. 

Sam texted me about twenty minutes ago that she was just leaving work. I’m tacking on an extra 15 minutes since the parking situation at P6 at The Line in downtown Austin leaves even the most patient person frustrated with too few parking spots for the hottest happy hour spot in the city. With my office being two blocks over, I leisurely walked, using the time to decompress. “Thank you.” I absently say as the server places the drink in front of me. I take a big sip... just what I needed. The delicious blend of fresh berries and citrus provide a perfect balance to the splash of vodka and prosecco. The stress of the day fades away as I admire the view of Town Lake from the rooftop vantage point.

I’m scrolling through the photos on my phone while I wait for Sam and stop on a picture that Jake took of us when we were parasailing. I’d never parasailed before. My fear almost kept me from trying something new. In the photo, I’m smiling from ear to ear as I point to our ship in the distance. I didn’t even realize that he’d taken the picture until he sent it to me last night.

Whatever this is with Jake, I plan to try to give it a chance and live in the moment. I’m not going to lie... I’m scared out of my freaking mind right now.  Sweet, nice, and a pure gentleman all come to mind when I think of Jake, but is this all an act? Is he real? Anyone can pretend to be someone that they’re not for a week while on vacation.  I don’t have a good track record and have had one guy after another disappoint me. Why would this be different?

“Hey ladybug, what’s the frown for?” asks Sam.

“Oh, don’t mind me. Looking at a picture that Jake sent me from the last day on the cruise, then I immediately switched to not believing that he’s for real. I’m afraid he’s too good to be true. Anyone can pretend to be someone they’re not for seven days.”

“Hey, I hear you. I’m probably the wrong person for you to have this conversation with right now. Derek is officially ghosting me. During the cruise last week, he slipped up while talking about what he was going to do when he got home. Can you believe that he never told me where he lived? He always answered with vague responses. At first, his elusiveness agitated me, then I went with it. Once he showed his true colors, I made sure I guarded my heart and channeled my inner Rihanna. He knew what he was doing in the bedroom so c’est la vie. From that point forward, my alter ego made sure she took care of our sexual drought.” 

“Damn Sam. I’m so sorry, girl. What should we do? Remember, in high school when we took everything your then boyfriend had ever given you, drove to Galveston and used it to start a bonfire on the beach?”

Sam looks wistful as the server brings her drink and sighs. “I do... that was so gratifying. It’s probably good that I can’t find his ass. You and I have too much to lose to catch a case at this point in our lives.”

We both laugh. Sam and I have been friends since Ms. Reed’s third grade class. Paired together to help Ms. Reed after school as a reward for reading all the books on the summer reading list, we became instant friends. Sounds like we both needed this mid-week break. “How’s work?”

“I bet you’re not surprised. Today’s my first day back and everything still got on my nerves. I’m having a hard time with re-entry. Everything that could go wrong went wrong. My major client didn’t want to work with my assistant. I spent most of my day working with their preferred supplier. The client almost lost the inventory if I hadn’t called in a favor. Enough about me. You know that I’m jealous, right?”

I scrunch my eyebrows together while tilting my head. What the hell is she talking about? Then Sam continues, “You still have that well-sexed look. You’re damn near glowing.”

I feel my face heating but decide not to respond to her comment not wanting to pile since she’s dealing with Derek ghosting her. “Jake has called every day and still plans to visit this weekend. Fair warning, I may call you a few times to pull me off the ledge. I wish I could stop the inner dialogue, but I’m waiting for the next shoe to drop.”

“I told you this a few times on the ship and I’ll say it again. Take one day at a time. He didn’t ask you to marry him. He wants to know you better. Can you do that?”

“I’m going to try. I promise I will, but this is unfamiliar territory for me. Remember what happened with the boyfriend, who shall remain unnamed? In retrospect, I had so many red flags, but never addressed them and ended up wasting two years that I’ll never get back. I gave one reason after another. Some I excused as him having a bad day and other times, I summed up the issue as me just being cranky or that it was that my time of the month. I made myself a promise that I’m not doing that anymore. I will leave a relationship at the first sign that he doesn’t see me for me or attempts to change me. I won’t sacrifice who I am for a man. I need to remain true to myself. It may mean that I stay single for the rest of my life, but I’m ok with it.”

Sam raises her glass. “Amen, sister.”
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Gabi

“Gabi, why did you send me this 911 text? Are you okay?”

“Sam, I’m freaking the fuck out. Jake will be here in less than 24 hours. I’m not sure if I’m more afraid that he’ll be here tomorrow or that he won’t show up.”

“I can tell that you are two point four seconds away from a major meltdown. I’m actually on your side of town. Let me turn around. We’ll order a pizza and open a bottle of wine.”

“You’re the best Sam. What would I do without you?” Just knowing that she’s on her way calms me down a little.

“See you in five.”

[image: image]

I’M LITERALLY PACING by the time Sam walks through the door. She takes one look at me. “I thought you were on the edge, but you look like you’re ready to run away. Take a seat.”

Sam walks into my newly renovated kitchen. I splurged on the state-of-the-art Sub-Zero side-by-side stand-alone full-size refrigerator and freezer. The gray marbled granite countertops with glass-front cabinets in a muted bluish gray pull the design together. I would normally be in the kitchen either baking cookies, banana bread, or a cake, but I’m so wound up that I was afraid I’d add baking soda when I should add only baking powder. No, I knew I had to stay away from the kitchen.

Sam filled two large glasses with red wine. God bless her. I hit the friend lottery with her. She has been there for all my major stages, to include my awkward braces and thick glasses stage. If it wasn’t for contact lens, I’m pretty sure that Jake wouldn’t have looked twice.

I’m about to speak when Sam holds up her hand. “Drink first.”

I give her the side eye because I’d rather have my righteous meltdown. I listen to her instead and take a moment to take some deep breaths in between drinking down a healthy amount of my wine. 

“Ok, Go.”

“Sam, I was fine until about an hour ago. I started thinking about seeing Jake for the first time since the cruise and kept getting more and more anxious by the minute. What if he realizes he doesn’t like me at all? Or what if Travis got him to realize that he should not start anything with me, especially since I’m black? Or what if he told his twin sister about me and she...?”

“You are on a roll there. I’m not sure if I should just sit here and let you keep listing all the potential scenarios (that may never happen, by the way) or demand that you finish the entire bottle of wine before I let you continue.”

“Help, Sam. As you can tell, I’m really about to lose it and what makes matters worse, saying it out loud doesn’t make me feel any better. These questions continue to replay over and over in my head.”

“Ok, Gabi, I’m here and wait for it... I plan to spend a night. This is how I perceive it. You can tell me if I’m close or nowhere near the mark. I think that the idea of trying to explore where this goes with you and Jake has you worried that this may be a repeat of your disaster of a relationship that you had with... apologies upfront, but I’m going to say his name, Richard. How am I doing so far?” I nod, so she continues. “I am happy to see I am on track. I recommend you stay in the moment and enjoy the time that you spend together. If you need to, pretend that you’re still in your bubble on the cruise. Discover where this goes.” 

“You’re right about whatshisface. I wasted two years with him. As I reflect, I realize that I’d convinced myself that as long as I did everything that he wanted me to do by changing my wardrobe, hair and makeup that I’d become his vision of the perfect girlfriend. Even with me making all the changes, he still had an affair with his co-worker. The worst part was that she’d always been super friendly to me whenever I went to a work function. I always thought something was up with that ho. Shit–I actually thought our future included a wedding and two point three kids
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