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        Maya

      

      

      

      I made my way down the boarding bridge. It had been a long flight, and I’d never been more ready to disembark a plane than I was right now. It was the worst flight I’d had in the past five years. The turbulence was so bad I’d spent the last hour with a sickness bag in my hands. That hadn’t happened since my first flight four years ago.

      Being a travel writer had its perks. I got to see amazing parts of the world—parts I probably wouldn’t have gotten to see otherwise. I loved Fiji, Hawaii, and Bali, and probably would live in all three if given the chance. However, there were places I’d visited that I hated. Australia, for instance, while beautiful, was home to some of the most venomous creatures ever. While I was in Vanuatu, I experienced both a cyclone and a volcanic eruption. Not something I’d recommend. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

      Tonight was Christmas Eve-Eve-Eve. It was something silly my brother and I had come up with as kids to count down the nights before Christmas. I was homesick, and I was so close to home I could taste it, and then the plane had to make an emergency landing in Minnesota because of the storm that had hit. As soon as I entered the airport, I made my way over to the attendant at the desk.

      “Miss, excuse me. Miss, I need some help.” The woman stood with her face in her computer screen, not paying any attention to me. “Miss, did you hear me? I said I could use some help, please.”

      She turned her cold grey eyes on me and gave me a horrific look. “One moment,” she barked, shuffling around some papers, typing more things into the computer before looking up at me. “How can I help?”

      “I was en route to Boston. They instructed the plane I was on coming from Tahiti to land here because of a storm or something. I need to know which gate I need to be at so I can catch the new flight to Boston.”

      “Miss, look around. The FAA has grounded every flight until further notice. There is nothing going in that direction.” She picked up the papers on the small desk. “The best thing you can do for yourself right now would be to head over to the customer service desk and see if they can get you a hotel room for the night.”

      I stood there, mouth agape, and watched as she shoved the handful of papers into her small bag and took off into the crowd without a care.

      Irritated, I looked around. Then I noticed the long line of people at the desk she’d pointed to. I let out a sigh, made my way over to the back of the line, and waited.

      Sometime later, I let out a yawn as I glanced at my watch. I’d been in line for a little over an hour. My body ached. I was tired, and I had a headache. I wondered if standing in this line was going to get me anywhere or if I should just abandon it now and go buy myself a lottery ticket. From the looks of it, I had a better chance of winning tonight’s draw than I did of getting home tonight. I yawned again, just as I heard a woman’s voice yell next in line.

      “I said next in line.”

      I turned to look. She’d been talking to me.

      I smiled as I approached the counter. “Yes, my flight got re-routed because of the storm, and I need a room for the night.”

      She chuckled and muttered something under her breath as she typed furiously into the computer, shaking her head the entire time.

      “What’s the problem?” I questioned.

      “Nothing. Each of you is the same. You expect me to work miracles.” Then she shrugged her shoulders and looked at me. “Sorry, looks like we are all out of rooms.”

      “How can you be all out of rooms?”

      “Miss, look around. I lost count of how many flights they have grounded. Everyone here is going to be spending the night at the airport.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I can and I am. There are no more rooms available here or at any hotel in the area.”

      She slapped a closed sign down on the counter, and everyone who was behind me let out a groan. I sighed, took my bags, and made my way over to sit down and figure out what it was I was going to do to get back home.

      I quickly sent a message to my parents, and then my stomach let out a huge growl. It had been hours since I’d eaten. In fact, when the turbulence had started on the flight, we were supposed to get drinks and snacks but that had been put on hold. I glanced around. All restaurants in the area were packed. I finally spotted a vending machine over in the corner that still had a few snacks.

      I made my way over and studied what remained. A couple of my least favorite chocolate bars were there, followed by the only chips I couldn’t eat since I’d made myself sick on them when I was in my teens. They had a ripped bag of trail mix and the worst tasting protein bars I’d ever eaten. Then, as if I hadn’t spotted it before, there sat the very last package of pop tarts. I looked at the vending machine and carefully typed in my selection and waved my phone over it to pay, only it didn’t beep. Then I noticed a sign that read cash only. I rolled my eyes and pulled my purse around and dug for my wallet. Who carried cash anymore? I didn’t even know if I had enough to buy the overpriced package of pop tarts. I searched for my wallet, coming up ten cents short. Panic set in as I searched the bottom of my purse and finally found my last dime. I put the money into the machine and watched as the spiral arm turned, and just when the pop tart was ready to fall, it stopped.

      “Dammit,” I muttered as I kicked the machine.

      I looked at the dangling package, anger filling me. The vending machine gods were mocking me. I could almost hear them laughing as I tried to determine my best method of attack. Kicking, hitting, or shaking the hell out of the vending machine until that packet fell were my only options. I placed my purse at my feet and slid my bag off to the side and was about to shake the machine when someone shoved a microphone in my face.

      “Windy Rain reporting from the airport here in Minnesota where thousands of passengers are stranded because of bad weather. Tell me, how do you feel about being stuck here tonight?”

      I looked over to my left to see a large camera pointed in my direction as this Windy Rain person stood there with a dumb-looking smile on her face. How did I feel about being stuck here? How did she think I felt being stuck here?

      She said nothing, and when I didn’t respond, she smiled and said, “How is this delay going to interrupt your holiday plans?”

      I looked back to the dangling package of pop tarts hanging in the vending machine and could feel the tension rising to my shoulders and neck.

      “Well, Windy, let’s see, shall we? My holiday plans? Well, I was trying to get home, to spend the holidays with my family, but that’s ruined, and instead I am stuck here. Just like these pop tarts,” I said, knocking my fist into the glass door of the vending machine, giving her a death stare. “I was going to eat these for dinner, but like my holidays, c’est la vie. There are no more hotel rooms. I’ve spent close to twelve hours on a plane already, and I was looking forward to being home in my bed tonight. So, Windy, why don’t you tell me how you think I’m doing?”

      She pulled the microphone away from my lips, and with a shocked expression, turned back to the camera.

      “It appears that just like every holiday traveler here in the airport, tensions are high,” she sang into the microphone as she walked away from me, heading toward another unsuspecting person.

      “I’ll give her tensions are high,” I mocked as I watched her walk away before turning my attention back to the vending machine in front of me that held my pop tarts hostage.
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      Liam

      

      I watched her as I sat at a table near where she stood kicking the crap out of the vending machine. She was cute. She was feisty, and she certainly wasn’t afraid to take charge of a situation. She’d handled the reporter with ease. In fact, it had brought a smile to my lips.

      I couldn’t help but smile when she raised her hands over her head and began doing a dance in front of the vending machine. Then she reached down and pulled a foil pack from the dispensing area. As she approached my table, I took another look at her. Her ponytail swung from side to side. She looked comfy in a pair of black yoga pants and a sweatshirt, and now that she had food in her hands, she looked a little more relaxed.

      She stopped just beside my table and looked around the enormous area, defeat settling on her face. There had been nowhere to sit for hours. I’d watched people come and go. She spun around, looking behind her, and when she thought she’d found a spot, she left, only to stop when someone else sat down in it.

      “You can sit here if you like,” I said loud enough for her to hear.

      She glanced over at me as I nodded to the empty seat across from me. “There aren’t many tables left, and at least these seats are cushy.”

      She smiled cautiously, and then looked around.

      “Are you speaking to me?” she questioned.

      “I am. Take a seat. I promise I won’t touch your pop tarts,” I said, nodding to the package in her hand.

      Her cheeks reddened. “Oh god, you saw all that didn’t you?”

      “I did. I will say I have never seen someone so determined to get a package of pop tarts before.”

      She laughed, then wheeled her bags over and placed them under the edge of the table beside mine and slid into the booth. “In my defense, they were the only thing in there that I liked.”

      “Hey, there’s no judgment on my part. I just found it amusing. I’m Liam.”

      “Maya.” She smiled, ripping open the package of pop tarts and sliding one out of the package, taking a bite.

      An employee from the little cafe across the way came over with a tray of eggnog. “Can I offer you each one?” the lady asked.

      I glanced at Maya and each of us nodded. The lady placed two small glasses of eggnog down on the table then continued to the next table.

      “Eggnog without rum. I don’t know how I’ll be able to get it down,” she mumbled to herself, looking at the small glass.

      I reached into my bag and removed two small bottles of rum I’d been saving for my flight. I hated flying, and downing two of these small bottles before getting on the plane were normally enough to take the edge off. I shoved one across the table to Maya, and as soon as she saw it, she smiled.

      “Nothing like eggnog and rum.” I smiled.

      She slowly reached for the bottle, but before she opened it, she slid the package of pop tarts to me and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Hey, I’m not taking your other pop tart. I don’t need you taking out your aggression on me like you did that machine over there.” I winked.

      “I insist,” she said, cracking the small bottle of rum open and dumping the contents into the eggnog, stirring it with her finger before taking a sip, while I did the same. “After all, you saved me from having to drink this thimble of eggnog down.”

      I chuckled. “Where were you headed?” I questioned, pulling the pop tart from the package and breaking it in half.

      “I’m a travel writer. I was on my way back from Bora Bora, heading home to Boston for the holidays. What about you?”

      “Wow! You travel all alone?”

      “I do.”

      “Huh, I would have thought you’d have had someone with you.”

      “Someone as in a guy?” she questioned, taking a drink of her eggnog.

      “Perhaps.” I shrugged.

      Maya leaned forward and looked me in the eyes. “Liam, do I look helpless to you?”

      I swallowed hard and shook my head. “You, um, you seem very capable. I didn’t mean it to insult you.”

      Maya laughed. “That’s what growing up with JJ will do. He tortured me regularly. Ever since then, everything seems easier, even deciding when to leave,” she said, reaching across and breaking off half of the pop tart that was left and shoving it back over to me.

      “Over JJ?” I questioned.

      “No, over Matt.”

      Confused now, I looked at her. “Matt is another brother?”

      “JJ is my brother. Matt is my ex. I thought we were forever. He thought we were… for now.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “Yep. It was a Christmas surprise from hell,” She said, rolling her eyes and making a funny face.

      “Dare I ask?” I chuckled at her expression.

      “Oh, you know. Just another Christmas gone wrong. I came home for Christmas break from school. I was in my senior year at college to find he’d brought a girl home to meet the family. He played it off as if she were just a friend without a place to go for the holidays, but then I found out that he proposed.”

      “Oh, come on. Seriously?”

      Maya nodded her head and shoved a piece of pop tart in her mouth. “Not kidding. His excuse was the distance was killing him. So, I swallowed my hurt and the fact that he cheated on me, and at the end of senior year, I focused on me. So, I applied for jobs everywhere but Boston.”

      “So, you ran away?”

      She looked at me and shook her head. “No. I took control of a situation that I had no control over, and I’ve been doing it ever since.”

      “Otherwise known as running away.” I winked.

      She let out a huff and then smiled. “God, you sound like JJ.” She rolled her eyes and took another bite of her pop tart. “Now, what is your story? What are you running away from?” she said, smiling.

      “Well, I’m with the military, and I’m headed to be with my best friend for the holidays. I’ve spent the last five years with Whitty, and I see no reason to break tradition.”

      Maya nodded. “So, this Whitty, how did you meet?”

      “Through work. He was in the military for a bit with me and we just seemed to hit it off. Once he left, our paths ended up crossing a few more times that first year. I was back in Boston five years ago at Christmas to teach a course and ran into Whitty. He was taking the course I was teaching, and he invited me to stay with him and his family for the holidays. So, I took him up on the offer and spent the holidays there instead of at the hotel alone, and now it’s a holiday tradition.”

      “That was really nice of him.”

      I nodded. “Yep. We’ve had a lot of adventures together over the past five years, but most of all, he’s like the brother I never had.”

      “What about your family?”

      I shook my head. “My family is my military family. Otherwise, I have none. I do not know who my parents are. I was in and out of foster care until I was eighteen. In and out of more homes than I can count.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It doesn’t bother me to talk about it.”

      “So, this Whitty, he’s like the brother you never had?”

      “Yeah, he’s quite the guy. I’m lucky to have him and his family, to be honest. They welcomed me in with open arms.”

      “Wow sounds like a special friendship. I’d love to meet him and hear about all your adventures. It’s probably my favorite part of my job, getting to know people.”

      “Well, I’d love to meet the guy responsible for making you so tough.” I winked. “I don’t know how comfortable I’d be having my sister travel the world alone.”

      “It comes with its fair share of danger, but you soon gather a sense of who you can trust and who you can’t.”

      I smiled. “Well, I hope I don’t give you those danger vibes,” I said, winking.

      She was beautiful when she smiled. I could barely take my eyes off her, and when she lifted those blue eyes of hers to mine, I prayed I didn’t appear as some creep. “Just the opposite. Right from the second you invited me to sit with you, I knew I was in good company.”

      “Good, I’m glad.”

      We talked well into the night. We even shared a basket of fries and more stories, allowing the time we had to wait to pass quickly. I was about to point out that the sun was rising when a woman screamed, causing us both to jump. We looked over and saw a bunch of people gathered at the large window.

      “Look! A plow!” one man exclaimed.

      “Looks like they are clearing the loading area,” another lady replied.

      “Looks like we may get our holiday wishes after all,” another lady cried as she hugged her daughter.

      Maya turned and looked at me, smiling. “Looks like we both may get our wish after all.”

      I nodded and smiled and was about to say something when the overhead speaker came on, directing people to check in with airport staff. Once the announcement had been made, I looked over at Maya.

      “Thank you for the company. It was wonderful to get to spend the evening with someone.”

      Maya had already slipped out of the booth and gathered her stuff, slinging her purse over her shoulder and was about to walk away.

      “Wait. I just wanted to thank you. It was nice. However, I don’t think you need to rush. We can always head to the counter together. We are heading in the same direction, after all.”

      “That is true,” Maya said, smiling. “To be honest, I’d love nothing more than more of your company.”

      I slid from the booth and gathered my things, and together we made our way over to one of the airport employees.
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      Maya

      

      I shoved my suitcase in the overhead bin, slipped my sweater on, and sat down in my seat. Turned out that Liam and I were on the same flight, so we requested we sit next to one another. I secured my seat belt then looked at Liam, who sat there looking pale.

      “It sure is luck we ended up on the same flight, huh?” he said, swallowing hard.

      I could see a light sheen of sweat on his forehead, and I noticed he was clenching the armrest tightly.

      “Are you okay? You look a little nervous.”

      He gave me an awkward smile and swallowed hard. “Nervous flyer…”

      I couldn’t help but giggle. “Um…Liam…how the hell did you jump out of a plane and off a bridge if you are a nervous flyer?”

      “Those two things are completely unrelated.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “No, they aren’t. The only difference is that you are jumping out of the plane. Please tell me you’d rather be safe in one than jump out of one?”

      “Can’t say that I would, to be honest. I’ll be okay. I normally take a couple of shots before I fly, just enough to take the edge off.” He smiled crookedly at me.

      It was then I realized he had given me one of those tiny bottles of rum, which I knew for a fact he was probably saving for this flight. I adjusted my sweatshirt, then held out my hand for him to take.

      “Oh gosh, you don’t need to hold my hand. I’ll be fine,” Liam said, still gripping each armrest tightly.

      “I do. I would like to use the armrest as well, and this seems to be the only way I’ll get to.” I softly smiled.

      He slid his large hand into mine and closed his eyes while steadying his breathing while we taxied out to the runway. Soon we were in the air, and Liam had still not let go of my hand.

      The plane was quiet, and once we’d had a drink and a snack, we both reclined our seats back. I opened my eyes when I felt Liam squeeze my hand tight. I lifted my head and placed it back down to find a wet spot on his shoulder. Embarrassment flooded me as I pulled my hand from his and used the hood of my sweatshirt to wipe the drool from the side of my face. I wanted to die. I’d drooled on his shoulder.

      “We are just about to land,” Liam whispered.

      I couldn’t even face him, but he grabbed my hand. “It’s okay. I don’t care that you drooled on me.” He winked.

      I wanted to die. I leaned back against my seat; I never wanted to look at him again, and as soon as we said goodbye after we landed, that was exactly what I planned on doing.
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        * * *

      

      “My brother is supposed to be here to pick me up,” I said, searching for him in the crowd of people. “I just don’t see him anywhere.”

      “Well, Maya, it was a pleasure. I need to grab my luggage and then go meet Whitty.”

      “Thank you for everything. It was nice to spend time with someone. It helped ease some of the holiday travel stress.” I smiled.

      “My pleasure. It’s not every day I get to spend time with a cutie like you. Especially one who drools on my shoulder. Anyway, keep being feisty, and I look forward to reading your travel blog.”

      I’d given him the name of my blog while on the plane. He said he had been wanting to visit Vanuatu, and I told him I was sure I could change his mind.

      “I’ll also keep my eyes peeled for your blog about your flight home. Just make sure that you don’t name me something silly.”

      I smiled. “I promise I won’t.”

      “Oh, but make sure you keep the part about the drool. It was my favorite.” He winked.

      I could feel embarrassment flood my cheeks as he smiled at me.

      “Merry Christmas, Maya. Safe travels to wherever your next adventure leads.”

      He gave me one last smile and then Liam disappeared into the crowd. As he walked away from me, I noticed just how big and muscular he was and imagined what it would have been like to be held by that man. One could dream, I thought to myself, and let out a deep sigh. There was no use in wishing for it because I knew that a relationship wasn’t in the cards for me. Instead, I turned to the two large doors on my right and pushed them open. Immediately, I began searching the crowd for my brother. Finally, I spotted him leaning against the coffee shop counter, checking his phone for messages.

      I walked over to where he was. “Well, well. Hey, JJ.”

      “Maya! It’s about time. I was getting worried.”

      I waved his worry away with a swipe of my hand. “Tell me about it. Sorry to be late,” I said, wrapping arms around his neck and giving him a hug. “What do you say we get out of here? I am exhausted.”

      JJ glanced at his watch. “I’d love to. You know how I hate having my sleep interrupted, but I’m also waiting for a buddy of mine.”

      “What? You said nothing about a friend of yours. Nor did Mom.”

      “Well, your flights were coming in close to the same time. He shouldn’t be too long. He sent me a message a bit ago, letting me know he just needed to get his luggage.”

      “It’s fine. I just want to get out of this airport. I’ve just spent a lot of time with strangers this holiday and was looking forward to spending time with nothing but family. Now I guess I’ll be spending it with strangers at home as well.”

      JJ chuckled. “Don’t worry, it will be like having another big brother. Instead of only needing to put up with me, you’ll have to put up with me and another one.” He winked.

      I glanced over my shoulder and spotted a sign for a women’s washroom. If I had to wait, I needed to use the washroom. I cleared my throat. “Look, leave without me, and I’m telling Mom. I just need to use the little girls’ room. Be useful and buy me a coffee, would you?”

      “If I do that, then we will need to stop on the way home!” JJ yelled as I walked away. I couldn’t help but laugh. It was good to be home.

      Twenty minutes later, I made my way back through the crowd. The line had been torturous for someone who’d had to go for a while. I shoved my way through the people and spotted my brother still standing in the same spot, now speaking to someone who had their back to me. At least now we’d be able to get going, I thought to myself.

      I walked over and grabbed the cup that sat beside my brother’s, paying no attention to the guy he was speaking to. I grabbed the handle of my suitcase, certain that they’d be ready to run out of there, when my brother tapped me on the shoulder.

      “What?”

      “Maya, I’d like you to meet Tank.”

      I stood up, a look of shock lining my face, I was sure. The nickname suited him, and I knew my cheeks were on fire as I stood there staring at Liam.

      Instead of greeting me, he smiled. “Here you were worried you’d never see me again.”

      I glanced at my brother. I could tell he wondered what the hell he was talking about. I stood there ready to die because all I could think about was the puddle of drool I’d left on his shoulder.

      “You two know one another?”

      I nodded as Liam filled my brother in while we made our way to the car.
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      Liam

      
      I grabbed the remote and flipped the channel, rolling onto my side as my stomach let out a large growl. I glanced at the clock beside the bed. I’d been in bed almost two hours and still hadn’t fallen asleep. Joe and I had been the last to go to bed. First had been Andy and Marlene, Joe’s parents, and shortly after that, Maya had turned in.

      My stomach let out another growl, and I kicked the covers off. I needed something in my stomach, or I’d never get to bed. I’d barely eaten anything at dinner, and I knew I’d pay for it. I knew Marlene had wrapped and put away the rest of the apple pie, and it was calling my name.

      Quietly, I climbed the stairs from the basement and made my way through the dark house to the kitchen. Pulling open the fridge door, I grabbed a small plate from the cupboard and pulled the pie out of the fridge. I cut myself a piece and shoved it onto the plate, wrapping the rest of the pie back up and shoving it back in the fridge. I then grabbed a glass and filled it halfway full of milk.

      I closed the fridge door, turned around to take a seat at the breakfast bar, and jumped. Standing there, quiet as a mouse in the shadows, was Maya.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” she whispered, stepping into the kitchen and flipping the light on over the stove before reaching for a glass in the cupboard.

      “It’s okay. I wasn’t exactly expecting anyone to be up.” I chuckled.

      “I was thirsty.” She turned the water on and filled up her glass.

      My eyes ran down the length of her body. She looked adorably sexy in a tight tank top and baby doll shorts. My eyes lingered on her perfectly round ass. I swallowed hard. I’d found her attractive at the airport, but this was different. She cleared her throat, and I tore my eyes away from her. Had she known I’d been watching her the entire time? Had she seen my lingering gaze? When I looked at her, I realized the pink hue on her cheeks in the dim light. Only she wasn’t looking at my face. Instead, her eyes were fixed on my shirtless chest.

      She picked up her glass and placed it in front of the seat she sat down on at the breakfast bar, while I did the same. We sat there in quiet, me eating and her drinking, saying nothing to one another. Then she cleared her throat as she watched me lift a forkful of pie to my mouth.

      “I really need to apologize to you about the drool. It mortified me when I turned around and saw that you were…”

      I chuckled. “Maya, seriously, please don’t worry about it,” I said, digging my fork into the pie
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