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			Chapter 

			I

			Beth sat in the driver’s seat of the gray Chevy Spark driving at a speed of seven miles per hour, sobbing heavily into the steering wheel, while battling another day of California traffic. Chris Stapleton’s “Fire Away” was playing on the radio as she was trying to focus on the road through her tear-filled green eyes. This has become part of the normal routine. Get up at 3 a.m., drive an hour and a half to work, spend ten or eleven hours at her job – which was becoming more and more difficult with some of the people that were working there – then cry or scream on the average three-hour drive home, hopefully to arrive before 7 p.m. Then it is time to quickly eat something, check on the kids, shower, and go to bed. Only to do it all over again tomorrow. She has been grinding out this ridiculous schedule for the last seven years. There are many days when she has visualized driving into the side of a semi only to be reminded that if that was going to do what she intended, she probably needed to be driving faster than 10 miles per hour for it to be effective.

			On the weekends, she is consumed by the kids’ activities. Which is not a bad thing, she loves her kids. She loves who they are becoming. She is realizing sadly that she has lost herself. She is stuck in a cycle of self-improvement and depression. Every time she finds a path to honor her needs, she quickly realizes that there are not enough hours in the day and ends up literally exhausted by the thing that was supposed to bring her joy. It has been a self-defeating cycle that has turned into depression and anxiety.

			While her work and work schedule have become increasingly difficult over the last five years, her home life began falling apart faster than she wanted to admit it. She was married at a young age and tried to play the part of a good wife over the past decade. After spending the previous three years in therapy trying to find the magic reason that she was sad all the time, Beth was reluctantly realizing that she needed to get out of her marriage. And had finally announced it to her husband a few months prior. This had been a shock to the entire family and now navigating through the already overfilled, overcommitted time slots was proving too much to handle.

			She felt as though she was drowning, with each new problem a wave that was slowly drowning her. She was becoming afraid to ask the few people who cared about her to continue to bail her out. She was convinced that the life rafts that she had called upon before were tired of coming to the rescue. The hope she was holding onto that things were going to get better was slowly slipping out of her grip.

			So, on a Tuesday afternoon during her ridiculous commute home, after ugly crying for what she decided was the last time, Beth decided enough was enough. She was going to end the pain, end the neediness, and end it all. She would send a few of her people notes to make sure they knew that she loved them. She would find a nice obscure spot in the middle of her happy place so that the last thing she saw was something that brought her joy. This weekend was the time. She packed her goodbye bag with all of her prescriptions, a fifth of tequila, and a rope from the garage. She planned to park her car down one of the orchard roads away from the refuge, and walk back into her spot so people would not suspect she was there. The plan was complete. Now she must wait.

			This refuge was where she went to escape on any typical day. It was peaceful and quiet. And, for California, quite obscure as there were never really many people there. There were tons of plants native to the central valley and the birds in the refuge were always a joy to watch. It was a calming experience. It helped her to center and realign with herself on her hour plus walks through what she considered her happy place. The refuge was magical.

			Today she was walking her normal trail with a different purpose. She was there to let go, but in a completely different context than what she had done in the past. Life in the last few months had become more than she could handle, and she wanted to take one final visit to her sanctuary. She had already chased three of the bottles of pills with half of the tequila. Her goodbye bag on her back. It was time to find her final resting space.

			As she walked today, she noticed there was much more activity from the creatures than normal. Only about a half mile into the trail, she had already seen several rabbits, some quail, a deer, dragonflies, butterflies, and a few hawks. It was always instant peace when the animals seemed oblivious to her presence. She continued on her walk. There was a certain section of the trail where the trees were covered in what looked like white webs. It looked like snow in this area. Like something out of a fairy tale. She eagerly anticipated this every year as she would walk through. Glancing into the trees that folded down, like an invitation to another land. The foliage across the trail was pretty heavy when she came to this area and she almost tripped when she was gazing at the white covered trees. As she was peering into the woods looking for the perfect spot to finish herself off, she tripped over a root that was growing across the path. She fell headfirst on one of the white covered logs splitting her forehead open and knocking her unconscious. A puddle of blood was forming on the ground around her.

			The roots wrapped around her ankles and quickly dragged her off the trail into the abyss, before anyone could tell that she had been there.

			When she awoke, there was a reddish-brown skinned woman with light brown hair and opalescent eyes that seemed to transport Beth to another world when looking into them. There was a peaceful look on her face when Beth looked over at her, dazed by what had happened.

			“My name is Phoenix,” the woman said. “It looks like you bumped your head. You are safe now.”

			“Where am I?” Beth asked as she looked around and realized she had no idea where she was. She was in an older-looking log cabin. It was small, but quaint. There was a fire going, with a pot of something cooking over top of it. She was laying on a couch covered in an old homemade quilt.

			“Ouch,” she said as she tried to sit up. The pain in her head sent a white light through her entire being.

			“Just rest,” Phoenix said as she came over to tend to Beth’s wound. “You took quite a fall. I got there just in time.”

			“Her voice is so comforting, so calm,” Beth thought. “Who is this woman? Why is she helping me? Where the hell am I?”

			Phoenix placed a warm, moist dressing to Beth’s wound, and before Beth could ask what it was, she was unconscious again.

			When Beth awoke this time, Phoenix was not there. Beth stood up, shakily as the pain in her head was not completely gone. She felt her forehead and could feel where the blood had dried around the swollen wound. She noticed a lot of plants around the cabin. And she could hear birds and water flowing like a stream outside. It reminded her of the happy place she would be at when doing guided meditations. She stepped outside of the cabin to see Phoenix float in with beautiful red and orange wings spread out as she stepped near a garden at the end of the path leading up to the cabin.

			“Wait, what?” Beth stammered out loud as she tried to understand what was happening.

			A sly grin stretched across Phoenix’s face as she walked up to Beth. She continued on as though this was normal.

			“How does your head feel dear?” Phoenix asked.

			“Like I was hit by a truck,” Beth responded.

			“Well, you were hit by a tree,” Phoenix replied. “It’s time to get you cleaned up, we have quite a journey ahead of us dear.”
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