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Chapter One


Proverb on gambling: Luck never gives, it only lends.



Courtney Langford hadn’t run this fast since her softball days in college.

“Son of a bitch!”

Her breathless expletive echoed around the empty seating lounge—a lounge that minutes ago would have been congested with noisy, anxious travelers. She’d give just about anything to be in the midst of that bedlam right about now—spilled coffee, whiny kids, cranky people, luggage to trip over. All of that was preferable to the silence that greeted her now, because it meant only one thing.

Courtney summoned her trademark confidence and instinctive self-assertion and bounded up to the airline receptionists wearing regulation blue jackets and bored expressions. She was reasonably sure she could convince them to call back the damned plane, the one that was now reversing out toward the tarmac. There were no impossibilities to Courtney, only challenges.

“I need to be on that plane!” Sweat tickled her scalp and her voice was hoarse with adrenaline. The male and female duo, stony-faced and as bereft of personality as their starched uniforms, didn’t raise so much as an eyebrow at her.

“Sorry, ma’am. There’s nothing we can do.” It was the girl who spoke, her tone as neutral as her brown eyes and brown bob. She wasn’t a girl, actually. She was probably in her late twenties. But Courtney, at thirty-eight, considered any woman that much younger than herself to be a girl.

Courtney shook her head furiously. Wrong answer. “You don’t understand. I need to be on that plane.”

“What’s your name?” asked the guy with a badge that identified him as Bill. Bill as in bland. Bill as in not particularly brilliant. Bill, who’s being way too fucking calm!

Crap. They didn’t need her goddamn name. They needed to get that plane back here. Frustration raised her voice even as she acquiesced to his demand. “Courtney Langford.”

At his computer, Bill punched a few keys. “You were supposed to be on that flight.”

No shit, Sherlock. With effort, Courtney held her tongue.

“We had to pull your bag when you didn’t show. I can direct you to baggage claim.”

“You don’t understand, Bill. I don’t need my bag. I need to be on that flight or I’ll miss an important meeting. I have a colleague already on the plane waiting for me.”

The plane was teasing her, rubbing her nose in her lateness, as it backed out further and further. Its silver fuselage gleamed with the shimmer of a coin under water, barely out of her reach.

Bill tapped the computer keys again, the click click reminding her of the seconds ticking away. “The best we can do is put you on the next flight, which leaves in ninety minutes, though you’re welcome to try another airline.”

Courtney’s sigh came out as a groan. The two of them could care less if she was going to be late for a wedding, a funeral, an assignation with a lover, a doctor’s appointment, a job interview. Clearly they had heard it all before and then some. There was no point in explaining that she was to meet with one of the East Coast’s top advertising agencies to work on the final ad campaign for Microsoft’s newest Xbox game. The meeting would have to wait for her. Her boss would not be happy, though, because time was money. And right now she was wasting both.

“I’ll check with a couple of airlines and get back to you,” Courtney replied curtly. She was resigned to being late, but she would at least put up a fight.

It was far too early on the West Coast to call Nan, her administrative assistant, to help her sort out this fiasco. Danny was on the plane, but she wouldn’t be able to reach him either. All the passengers by now would have been told to shut off their electronic devices. She would have to try and get to Boston as quickly as she could.

Oh, hell. She worried about Danny, but he wasn’t a child. He would figure out for himself that she would catch up with him later. In her haste to try to make the plane, she’d forgotten to call him earlier—had even forgotten to turn her phone on. Sorry, Danny boy, you’re on your own for a while.

At a bank of nearby courtesy phones, Courtney quickly tried three other airlines. Every flight to Boston out of Chicago for at least the next hour was filled, putting her back to square one. Contrite, but barely, she returned to the check-in desk and ordered Bill to put her and her luggage on the next flight to Boston. Rubbing weary eyes, she settled in for the wait.

Courtney slumped in a plastic chair that was about as comfortable as a church pew. She hadn’t felt this tired in a long time, her limbs limp like noodles, her eyes as scratchy as sandpaper. She’d flown in late the night before—the routine she followed any time she had to go to the East Coast for a morning meeting. Spend the morning at Microsoft in Redmond, outside Seattle, catch an afternoon flight to Chicago or even Detroit, get a decent night’s sleep, then take an early flight to her final destination. It worked seamlessly. Or had, until now.

Her big mistake last night had been going to the hotel bar for a couple of drinks. Well, that part hadn’t been the mistake. Flirting over martinis late into the night with a very beautiful flight attendant on a layover had been the mistake. 

When the proposition finally came, Courtney managed to resist, even though the voice in her head kept asking incredulously if she was crazy. For the first time in a long while, she had been truly tempted. The flight attendant was scorching hot, and the conversation, about all manner of things unrelated to computers and games, had been a welcome distraction. 

But, stubbornly, Courtney wasn’t the type to go for a one- or two-night stand. She never had been, really, and although she was totally single, she couldn’t persuade herself to throw caution to the wind and go for it. It wasn’t that she had some great moral aversion to it or anything, and she certainly liked sex as much as the next woman. It was the whole getting-to-know-a-stranger thing, fumbling around in the dark and then, she supposed, having to pretend to come, that put her off. It was much less complicated to read a book and drink a glass of wine or watch a late movie on TV. 

And so, reluctantly, she’d said no thanks to the gorgeous blonde in the bar and dragged herself back to her room for a few hours of grumpy tossing and turning. She didn’t fall into restful sleep until what seemed like mere minutes before her alarm clock sounded. She had a fuzzy recollection of shutting off the offending noise. She didn’t wake again until thirty minutes before her flight was scheduled to take off.

Courtney glanced at her Movado watch—a tangible reminder of Celine’s sudden and still-puzzling departure. She had given the watch to Courtney at Christmas. By New Year’s, she was gone. Courtney blinked away the memory. She didn’t need thoughts of her ex compounding her pissy mood. 

She focused again on the dial. It was 6:12 a.m., still the middle of the night back in Redmond and too early to catch anyone at the ad agency in Boston. Oh, shit. She felt helpless, as though she’d stepped back thirty years in time. She was almost always attached to her BlackBerry or laptop, wired to the rest of the world, but now, there was nothing she could do but sit, wait and stew in her own regret for making such a stupid mistake. Hell, she hadn’t slept in and missed something important like this since the math midterm she slept through when she was a college freshman. This was simply inexcusable. She was a professional, and professionals didn’t make amateur mistakes like this.

Courtney rose and hurried to the nearest Starbucks kiosk, hoping a jolt of caffeine would get her back on track and smooth the nightmare this day was becoming. She took a long, satisfying sip of her large Sumatran coffee and closed her eyes for a moment. In her mind’s eye she saw her mother, heard her telling her, as she always had in life, to stop being so hard on herself. 

It was true, all her life Courtney had been harder on herself than anyone else. A bad mark in school, failing to make the softball team in her freshman year of high school, whatever. She hadn’t cared in the least what anyone else thought of those things. She was the one who beat herself up for days over her failures, vowing to never let them happen again no matter how hard she had to work. She hated screwing up and would do whatever she had to do to make up for it. She knew she would be castigating herself over the missed flight for at least the next week. She pitied her colleagues and anyone else she’d be coming into contact with. 

Courtney smiled to herself. “All work and no play” was what her mother would say to her if she were here now. Does that mean I should have played a little with what’s-her-name last night? Gone a few athletic rounds with her between the sheets? Well, maybe she should have. But she’d still have been late, she’d still be pissed at herself and, what the hell, she probably still would have had to fake an orgasm.

She sighed to herself, not quite able to loosen the invisible chains she so often wrapped herself in. It was exhausting being so uptight all the time, so hard on herself and others too. Her mom had once told Courtney that she was more severe in nature than the Pope himself. Well, Courtney had proven that theory wrong at least once—at the women’s Hot Flash dance in Portland three years ago. If her mom had been looking down on her that night, she’d have thought someone else had taken over Courtney’s body. Somebody a hell of a lot wilder and crazier. Someone who most definitely did not resemble either her daughter or the Pope.


Courtney was still alternately amused and horrified by what she’d done at that dance. She’d had a few too many drinks after a day in the hot sun and, at the relentless encouragement of her boisterous friends, went absolutely nuts to Rick James’ Super Freak. She’d been super freaky, all right. Stripping down to her sports bra and boxers and dancing on a table, air grinding like there was no tomorrow…she didn’t even remember what all. Oh, Jesus. It’d been the most fun she’d ever had, but also the most embarrassing. For months afterward, women on the streets of Portland and even Seattle had smiled knowingly at her or winked in acknowledgment. A few had even handed her their phone numbers or tried to high-five her. She’d been so humiliated, she briefly considered asking for a transfer away from the Pacific Northwest.

There had been another reason to regret that night, unfortunately. For that was the night she met Celine, who, after witnessing that dance floor display, had decided that Courtney was the coolest, most adventurous dyke on earth. What a joke that turned out to be. By the time Celine realized what Courtney was really like—working sixty hours a week, then hiding out alone with a good book on her down time—they’d begun shacking up together like an old married couple. Dinner at eight, bed at ten, Courtney up by dawn so she could get a session in at the gym before her workday started. Weekends she spent on her BlackBerry or trying out game ideas from one of her developers. It was a routine that Celine couldn’t accept, as it turned out.

Courtney glanced at the time again. Her flight to Logan Airport would start boarding any minute. Thank God.

 At that same moment, in Boston, a loud thunderclap rolled in from the ocean and reverberated off skyscrapers tinged pink by the rising sun, breaking the calm of a glorious April morning. Still at her Chicago gate, Courtney flinched, as though an invisible hand had given her a small shove. Shaking off an odd feeling of foreboding, she gathered up her carry-on bag and joined the others queuing up for the plane.



Courtney spent the entire two-hour flight on her netbook, working on budget projections. It occurred to her momentarily how right Celine had been about her being a workaholic. Tough shit. She could work as much as she wanted now. Celine was gone; there was no one to bitch about it. It was heavenly to work without the guilt. 

Courtney felt her neck muscles relax. She enjoyed her work. It challenged her and made her feel like she had a purpose—a purpose much in demand by her company. She was the manager of the division that created Xbox games and was paid handsomely for it. She owned a healthy portfolio of company stocks and had been given an Audi S4 as a bonus a year ago. She was appreciated at work. Which was a hell of a lot more than she’d felt at home the last couple of years.

Courtney dismissed thoughts of her nonexistent home life. There was no point to the exercise. Instead she drafted a long e-mail to her department sub-head. She wouldn’t be able to send it until after she landed, but it was one more item to strike off her mental to-do list.

No one on the plane suspected anything was wrong after they landed in Boston until the wait on the tarmac began to stretch out. The plane’s door remained closed, keeping them trapped in that tin can like so much tuna fish. Fifteen minutes passed and still they weren’t allowed to disembark. Courtney sighed loudly, unfastened a button at her collar to cool herself. This was going to make her even more late for her meeting, dammit. She flagged down a flight attendant.

“What’s going on?”

She was answered with a shrug and a lame smile, as though this sort of thing happened all the time. “Probably a ground crew issue, ma’am. I’m sure we’ll be out of here any minute.”

Yeah, right, Courtney thought. It’s just not my fucking day.

No sooner had the thought begun burning in her mind than the plane’s door opened and passengers began streaming out. Finally. Courtney breathed a sigh of relief, her thoughts catapulting ahead to her meeting and how she’d kept everyone waiting. Her long strides carried her through the enclosed ramp. She shot ahead of most of her fellow passengers, intent on getting her luggage and a cab as quickly as she could. She chose not to turn on her BlackBerry yet. She could do that in the cab.

She entered the terminal, searching for the sign that would point her to the baggage area, her mind going a mile a minute with all the things she had to do. It took several moments to register that something was terribly wrong. The sharp scream of a woman stopped her in her tracks. There were muffled cries and sobs too. Whispered conversation that was somber and urgent. The atmosphere was incredibly still, almost funereal, and there was a heaviness in the air, as though something had sucked all the oxygen out of the massive airport.

Courtney glanced around. There were small groups of people huddled together. Some were crying, others were comforting them. Priests and pastors sat or walked slowly with people, holding onto their arms tightly. Airline officials, looking grave and a little scared, clutched clipboards or cell phones like lifelines. They were trying to look helpful but clearly they were overwhelmed. 

What the hell is going on?


Courtney had traveled many thousands of miles throughout her career, and she had never seen anything as bizarre as this. It was like being in the eye of a hurricane, because in spite of the stillness, it felt as though malevolent and chaotic forces were swirling around them. She felt her face drain of color. The metallic taste of fear filled her mouth. Something most definitely was horribly wrong.

“Excuse me.” Courtney tugged the sleeve of the nearest airline employee. “What’s going on around here?” 

The employee, a middle-aged African American woman, scrutinized Courtney for a long moment. She looked frayed, exhausted, like she was having a much worse day than Courtney. “Flight 351 from Chicago crashed into the ocean two hours ago. Families of the passengers are congregating here. If you have no further business here, ma’am, I respectfully suggest you move along.”

Courtney blinked hard, taking in the tableau of sorrow around her. It was surreal...almost like a scene from a movie. Except it was all too real. These were real people, people whose loved ones had just been killed. They were devastated, horrified, lost. Some looked adrift, numbed by shock. For others, the reality of what had happened was painfully sharp. 

It was too much for Courtney to comprehend. She resumed her trek to the baggage claim area, moving along at a much slower pace. She wanted to get the hell away from this place and yet she was inexplicably connected to it. 

Halfway to the baggage area her legs suddenly gave out. She sagged against a wall, her heart pounding furiously in her throat. Holy shit! I was supposed to be on that flight. 

She doubled over, fighting the urge to vomit. She forced deep, even breaths into her lungs, the way she’d been taught at a stress management workshop for managers a long time ago. 

Except...I wasn’t on that flight. I wasn’t on it, and there’s nothing I can do about it now. 

A moment later another realization slammed into her. Danny was on that plane. 

Oh, my God! She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t feel anything in all this emptiness. Her reality—the order of her world—had been neatly excised in the few seconds it took a plane to plummet into the sea. How could Danny, her young, hotshot game developer, that great kid with the killer dimples and teddy bear eyes, be dead? And how could she still be alive?

Finally, like a camera lens coming into focus, her thoughts began to coalesce. She had a meeting to get to, a job to do. Yes, the meeting she was two hours late for—that was what mattered now. She had to get her feet moving again, had to get there and get on with it. She did not want to be stranded here with the others who were trying and failing to make sense of it all.

Courtney forced herself to straighten up and take another deep breath, commanding herself to stay calm. She would not think about the alternative. Couldn’t think about it. Could not fathom the fact that she could be dead instead of standing here. Dead like Danny.


She clenched her jaw, firming her resolve. She was not going to become part of the collateral damage of Flight 351’s crash, dammit! She was not going to be a victim of this tragedy!

Courtney pushed herself forward, not even feeling the ground beneath her. She had places to be, things to do, people to see. Soon she was no longer walking, she was running.



The frantic e-mails from Nancy, her assistant, were heart-wrenching, but not as heart-wrenching as the e-mail that Danny must have sent when he got on the plane and saw that Courtney wasn’t there. It had popped up the minute she finally remembered to turn on her BlackBerry in the cab. She couldn’t get his words out of her mind. Miss you boss, where the heck are you? Will carry on without you for now.

His e-mail had been followed by a dozen more, increasingly frantic, from Nan, who was old enough to be Courtney’s mother and who often watched over like a surrogate parent. Steeling herself, Courtney punched in Nan’s phone number. She answered halfway through the first ring, sobbing uncontrollably when she heard Courtney’s voice. She’d desperately been trying to reach Courtney and Danny ever since hearing about the crash and realizing their itinerary placed them on the fatal flight.

In the back of a taxi, her phone at her ear, Courtney tried to calm Nan down. The older woman couldn’t seem to stop crying, however, especially when she learned that Danny had made the flight. Looking around her, Courtney realized she was only minutes away from her meeting. It was cold to cut Nan off and order her to liaise with the airline about Danny, but she had to concentrate on her meeting now. She had a multi-million-dollar ad campaign to organize. Unfortunately, business didn’t grind to a halt because of personal tragedies.

Courtney knew that if ever there was a time to shelve her feelings, this was it. Luckily, compartmentalization was something she was an expert at. It was as easy for her as brushing her teeth or getting dressed. She could write a book on how to ignore a dying relationship or to put aside grief. She still hadn’t really grieved for her mom because work was always a handy filler. It was her savior, her excuse, her raison d’être. The day Celine had left, Courtney had gone off to work as usual, only vaguely wondering throughout the day if Celine really was gone for good. She was.

Shocked faces and murmured sympathy greeted Courtney as she strode into the conference room of McKerroll and Stanley. It was obvious they already knew she was to have been on that flight and they were all eager to express their relief that she had missed it. They didn’t know about Danny—she hadn’t told them she was bringing anyone with her—and she didn’t tell them now. It didn’t feel right to have them express sympathy for someone they didn’t know and care about. She let them fetch her ice water, pull out a chair for her. They treated her like someone’s ancient aunt. The company’s CEO, Roger McKerroll, offered, while patting her hand, to delay the meeting a week or two—whatever she needed.

Courtney stared at him, unblinking, and for a second felt a sob catch in her throat. It would be so easy to cry, to get angry, to be grateful, to be sorry, to be guilty—to give in to all of these emotions that now battled inside her. But she couldn’t give in to them. She would not play the role of victim, someone to feel sorry for or to make special accommodations for, someone to be pitied. 

No. She was the head of this project, the leader, the alpha dog. It would not do to crumble and cry like a baby. How pathetic would that be? Especially when there were probably dozens of others waiting, like vultures, to prove they could do her job and do it better. Well, the vultures would have to keep on circling, because she was tough. She knew how to get up after a fall. She’d been doing that all her life and she wasn’t about to stop now. This was a piece of cake next to her dad abandoning her and her mom when Courtney was just a kid, Courtney having to help her mom pick up the pieces, emotionally and, later, financially. No, this meeting, she could easily do.

“I’m fine,” she declared, her voice cracking from the adrenaline still coursing through her body. “I’m here now…” She smiled, though she didn’t feel like it. I will not think about Danny, I will not! “This project is on a tight deadline, ladies and gentlemen, and we cannot afford to lose any time. We’ve shortlisted the ad campaigns down to, what, four I believe?”

McKerroll nodded.

Courtney opened the purple binder before her, no longer able to hold their questioning gazes. “Good, then let’s take a close look at those. We’ll narrow the campaign down to two today, then we’ll test-market those. Understood?”

The heads around the table reluctantly nodded. They still looked like rubberneckers at a traffic accident, stunned and curious, constantly watching her to see if she’d crack or fold. Why the hell weren’t they all getting on with their work? It was terrible that those poor people had died this morning, that loved ones were grieving. Courtney was absolutely sick about Danny. He wasn’t married, she knew that. She didn’t think he had a significant other, but she wasn’t sure. He was young, eager, good at his job, a nice guy. He looked up to her, and his good work had made her life easier. It absolutely sucked that he had been on that plane. But hell, what was she supposed to do? Was she supposed to fling herself on the pyre? All the tears in the world couldn’t change what happened, wouldn’t bring Danny and the others back. Life went on. There was work to be done.



The direct flight back to Seattle wasn’t quite as unnerving as Courtney expected it to be. The lorazepam she’d borrowed from someone at the meeting helped. It went down quite nicely with the vodka and orange she’d downed in the airport lounge, as a matter of fact. She was mostly able to banish thoughts of Danny and crashes and flying again. It was difficult to ignore the constant assault of the TV news, which was unrelenting, but somehow she’d managed it. She didn’t want to hear another goddamned thing about that crash—not how it happened nor anything about the passengers. When she overheard her fellow passengers whispering about it in the row ahead, she got up and moved. She could keep it all together if only she didn’t have to think or hear about what she’d narrowly missed—and about what Danny had not missed.

The rest of the week, back at work at Microsoft’s sprawling headquarters, which was like a small city unto itself, Courtney stayed the course. She worked twelve-hour days, pounding her body at the gym for an extra hour each morning before work, taking a couple of stiff drinks at home before dropping into bed each night. She graciously accepted the acknowledgments of sympathy for her department over Danny’s loss. She rallied her remaining troops, telling them that the best way to pay homage to Danny was by doing the kind of stellar work he had done. Showed them that strong people carried on and moved past their grief, that work was their salve. She was stoic at the memorial service for him, even as Nan and many of the others fell apart.

She was, in fact, the picture of dependability and strength—until eight days later when a phone call plucked her from the reality she’d created for herself. She answered the phone at her desk only because it wouldn’t stop ringing, belatedly remembering it was past five and Nan had gone home.

“Is this Courtney Langford?”

“Yes.”

“Bob Warren. I’m a reporter with the Boston Globe.”

Courtney didn’t deal with the media. Microsoft had a very lovely and very large department full of people to deal with reporters. “I’m sorry, Mr. Warren. You’ll have to talk to our PR department.”

“No, it’s you I want to talk to.”

“Look, I don’t talk directly to—”

“It’s about the plane crash outside of Logan Airport last week.”

Courtney’s breath left her in a silent rush. Her ears began to ring. 

“I’m sorry, but you must be looking for someone else.” She knew she sounded weak and shaky. If he wanted to talk about Danny, he’d have to talk to public relations or human resources. She sure as hell wasn’t going to talk about Danny to some stranger.

“No, I’m looking for the Courtney Langford who works for Microsoft. The Courtney Langford who was supposed to be on that flight that crashed.”

Oh, God, what could this guy possibly want with that piece of information? And how the hell did he find out? Had someone at the company squealed? Someone at McKerroll and Stanley? The airline? It wasn’t that she’d done anything wrong or unusual or heroic, or…anything at all, except miss a flight that her colleague had not been as fortunate to do. “Look, Mr. Warren. I don’t know where you got your information, but—”

“My sources are reliable. Ms. Langford, there were one hundred and sixty-one people on that flight. You’re the only one who was supposed to be on that plane but wasn’t.”

“Are you implying something?” Courtney was horrified. Did he think she had orchestrated some kind of plot to get Danny killed but not herself? Or that she was supposed to feel bad for missing that flight? Did he think she had received some sort of divine information that she should have shared with the other passengers or the airline to keep that plane from flying to Boston? What?

“Not at all. I just want to talk to you about how it feels. You know, to be a survivor and all.”

Courtney couldn’t speak. Survivor. The word hung over her like a guillotine. 

So that’s what I am now. That’s what I’m supposed to be known ever after for…for missing a flight that crashed and killed everyone on board. Courtney Langford, airplane crash survivor. Or Courtney Langford, the luckiest woman alive. Not Courtney Langford, Masters in Business Administration. Or Courtney Langford, division head of Xbox games development for Microsoft Corp.


This Warren guy, and plenty of others, would not think of her as anything other than the woman who should have been on that doomed flight. Hell, she’d noticed that many of her colleagues were having a hard time looking her in the eye and that the ones who did looked like they didn’t have a clue how to act around her. Or like they even wanted to be around her, because she might be some kind of ghost or bad luck charm.

Courtney tried to say something, but her voice had completely deserted her. With a shaky hand, she slammed down the phone instead. At some point in the conversation she had stood up, and now she rocked on her heels, dizzy, as the ringing in her ears intensified. She was shaking too. Scared that she would pass out, Courtney slumped back into her leather chair. She buried her face in her hands. Her chest hurt like a son of a bitch. Was this the way a nervous breakdown started? Or an anxiety attack? It was like a speeding train bearing down on her, and there was nothing she could do to get out of the way.

Courtney didn’t know what was happening to her, but she knew she was in trouble. She had never felt so alone in her life. Or so damaged.



Chapter Two


Gambling tip: You cannot force a winning outcome and should not expect to win every time.



Six Weeks Later



Ellen Turcotte was a most unusual air traveler. A freak of nature, her best friend Samantha called her, because Ellen actually enjoyed the airport experience. The crowds, the sterile, wide-open spaces, the adorable little shops with their gimmicky merchandise and souvenirs. She found it exciting… Well, maybe not exciting, but a pleasurable diversion at least.

Sam, on the other hand, was one of those people who always wanted to hurry up and get there, and damned be to hell anyone who tried to slow her down. The crowds, even the little kiosks plunked in the middle of the wide corridors, were unwanted obstacles to her, things designed to make her life hell. If ever there were polar opposites in the world, it was Ellen and Sam, at least when it came to traveling. Flight delays, missed connections, crying babies, harried passengers. Whatever. Ellen took it all in stride. In fact, she prided herself on always being able to handle life’s obstacles while maintaining her easygoing nature. 

Maybe that was why Ellen had never really come clean with Sam about how much her impending divorce had been straining her sanity, swallowing up that laidback nature and crushing it like a dropped flower on a busy Yonge Street sidewalk. Sam would be shocked to learn of the days Ellen had spent curled up in bed these last few months, of the constant wavering back and forth, the self-examining that left her wrung out like an old dishrag. Some days she barely knew who she was or where she was going. It was as much as she could do to put one foot in front of the other. 

She had kept the worst of it to herself. There was no sense worrying or shocking the crap out of her best friend, especially since she lived two thousand miles away in Vancouver. No sense either in forcing a role on Sam that she was simply not hardwired for. Sam would freak if she had to play the enabling, comforting, reassuring best friend, someone who promised Ellen an eternal world of lollipops and sunshine. A kick in the ass Sam was more than happy to give, but a shoulder to cry on? Not so much. Nevertheless, Ellen loved and relied on Sam like a sister, differences and all.

Ellen took a seat in the gate area, which was quickly filling up. The Toronto-to-Vancouver route was a popular one. It was the perfect place for people watching and the growing swirl of people amused Ellen. There was a group of what looked like medical students knotted together, talking excitedly about their forthcoming adventure. They all wore bright red T-shirts that proudly proclaimed, “Medical Outreach, Philippines.” There were a couple of air force officers in uniform, both gray-haired and older than Ellen would have expected. There was a cranky elderly couple, stiff and short with each other, worn down like old sticks from too many decades together. A young couple tried everything to quiet their crying baby. Seated several rows ahead of Ellen, a twenty-something-year-old guy was reading a magazine article called “Sexy Things To Do After Sex.” Now that was amusing. Tips on how to get a woman into bed would be more appropriate for a young guy than what to do afterward. A young woman sat next to him, their shoulders touching intimately. Ellen smiled. Good for you, girl. Maybe you’ve got yourself a good catch there.

Boarding interrupted her musings. Just as well. Ellen didn’t want to think too hard or for too long about any of these people’s lives and especially not about romantic things to do in or out of bed. Not when her own life was falling to shit.

As she fastened her seatbelt, Ellen caught sight of her bare left hand. The imprint from her wedding ring was still faintly there. Like the ring, Susan was gone, but her absence still lingered. The pain still branded Ellen.

The big bird taxied slowly out to the runway, stuffed to the gills with about three hundred passengers. Ellen loved taking off, getting airborne. It made her feel like she was leaving the world behind, which, in a sense, she was. It was the world she had known for the last thirteen years anyway, and good riddance to it. Sayonara, baby! She was more than overdue for a break, and visiting Sam for a month was exactly what she needed.

Ellen’s heart beat faster as the jet sped down the runway like a torpedo, panic suddenly chasing her. Hell, who was she trying to kid, pretending to be so cavalier about the changes she’d recently made, like leaving her marriage. It was damn scary, like nothing she’d ever been through before. But try telling Sam that. Sam had little patience for Ellen’s ex and even less for any signs of regret on Ellen’s part. “Get on with it, Ellen.” “Get back to living your damn life as it was meant to be lived.” Those were Sam’s overused refrains. It was all so simple in Sam’s eyes. So black and white. Ellen watched the ground below grow smaller and smaller, felt herself grow smaller and smaller too. If only I had your confidence, Sammy girl.

The jet climbed quickly and Ellen closed her eyes. Where was that optimistic attitude of hers these days, when she needed it most? It had deserted her. Gone like a cold-hearted lover at dawn, claimed by that grim reaper called divorce. Well, crap. She’d get it back eventually. A verbal kick in the ass every day from Sam would certainly help.

Ellen opened the novel she’d brought with her, closed it just as quickly. Reading required more attention than she could summon right now. If it hadn’t been for Sam’s insistent pleas to come out for an extended visit, she’d probably be preparing to fulfill her obligation of teaching spring term at Seldon College. She’d been teaching English lit and creative writing for so long she could do it in her sleep. She’d plodded through winter term, taking some comfort in standing daily before a classroom of eager young adults and getting lost in literature. Work had provided a much needed escape, but she was smart enough to know that burying herself in her books and in her job weren’t going to cut it much longer. It was time to do something different, to think positive again, to try to get some of that sanguine spirit of hers back. It wasn’t impossible. She could go for long, restorative walks in Stanley Park, swim in the pool at Sam’s condo, bike ride along the harbor, check out Granville Island, shop downtown, take a drive up to Whistler and admire the mountains. Let the outdoors clear her mind, replenish her strength.

Ellen closed her eyes tightly. She still blamed Susan for shattering her life, even though the rawest of the hurt had begun to wane. It was Susan who’d turned her life upside down. Susan who’d made her question everything about her existence and doubt everything about their thirteen-year relationship. It was Susan’s fault she was now unsure about her entire future, save for getting up in the mornings. It was Susan’s actions, Susan’s decisions, that had led to all of this. Maybe someday I’ll stop blaming her, but it sure as hell isn’t going to be now.

At the airport baggage carousel, Sam enveloped her in a long, exuberant hug. “Oh, my God, girl, it’s good to see you!” Sam disengaged and scrutinized Ellen, smiling so widely that Ellen thought her face might split in two. “Goddamn, though, you need to put on a couple of pounds.”

“Please. My sweet tooth is firmly intact.” She patted her tummy. By most people’s standards it was tiny, but Ellen knew she could still pinch an inch on her smallish frame.

“How was your flight?”

“Good. But better that it was me flying and not you, especially so soon after that crash in Boston.” Sam was a poor flyer, which explained why she only came to visit Ellen every two or three years.

“Tell me about it. God. That was terrible. Did they ever figure out what went wrong? I try not to read any news on it, or it’ll be at least five years before I come see you again instead of the usual two or three.”

Ellen shrugged. She hadn’t paid much attention to the crash either. If she wanted to dwell on bad news, she had only to think about her own life. “I don’t know. Something about the hydraulics, I think.”

“So,” Sam said, eyeing the bags dropping unceremoniously onto the carousel. “Hope you brought some sexy attire.”

Ellen’s mouth fell open. “What?”

“You know. Tight jeans, short shorts, lacy bras, maybe a halter top or at least a tank top or two.” Sam laughed at Ellen, who was shaking her head. Sam’s brashness could still surprise her sometimes. “Don’t tell me after married life you’ve forgotten what sexy clothes are? Christ, you probably packed nothing but turtlenecks and baggy pants.”

Ellen made a face at her friend before pulling her two bags off the carousel. She handed one to Sam. “And what would I need with sexy clothes if I did have them?”

Sam’s chuckle was evil. “You’re not going to sit around being a nun for the next month, I can promise you that.”

“Oh, really.” Ellen had no intention of hooking up with anybody right now. After thirteen years with the same woman and then the heartbreaking discovery that her monogamy hadn’t been reciprocated, Ellen was nowhere near ready to think about being with someone else. 

Sam, however, was a serial monogamist who was currently between relationships. Drifting from relationship to relationship seemed to come easy for her. Too easy, Ellen thought. Sam could take up with a new woman as easily as trying a new brand of wine. If only Sam had been drinking the same wine for thirteen years, as Ellen had, maybe she wouldn’t find the transition so easy.

Sam slung her free arm around Ellen’s shoulders as they headed for the parking garage. “Trust me, a little fun with someone new will make you feel so much better.”

Ellen couldn’t stop herself from smirking. She knew full well Sam’s method of healing from a failed relationship was to jump right into another. It was her modus operandi, her coping mechanism. Run fast enough and you can outrun the rain, eh, Sammy girl?

“What?” Sam asked skeptically, taking in Ellen’s know-it-all smile.

“Nothing.” This was not the time or place to discuss their respective attitudes about relationships. Besides, Ellen’s view was so jaded right now, it wouldn’t be an objective conversation. She’d probably end up suggesting they become nuns for about, oh, the next eighteen years or so.

Sam halted at a silver Jeep Patriot and opened the back tailgate for Ellen’s bags. “How do you like my new wheels?”

Ellen gave it a quick once-over. “Pretty nice. A little boxy, though, isn’t it?”

Sam rolled her eyes before unlocking the passenger door for Ellen. “Still driving that boring little Mazda3?”

Ellen climbed in, rebuffing the insult with indignation. “It is not boring. It’s reliable and cheap on gas.”

“So is my bicycle, but that doesn’t mean I want to ride it everywhere.”

Ellen shook her head. A month with Sam was going to either kill her or cure her.



The marina restaurant was packed, but Ellen couldn’t keep her eyes off the placid water outside and the way the sun
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