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			The sun was setting on a gray November day in L.A. as I reclined my seat, ready to settle into the three hour flight back to Seattle. I reached over and slid the shade closed on the plane’s little window, shutting out the scene. With any luck I could nap and the flight would feel like a short one. After the last three days of nonstop work and travel, I was ready for some down time. I’d been in the city of angels for a book launch, another Nicole Sinclair American Heiress novel, and hadn’t truly rested in over seventy-two hours. I yawned and closed my eyes, hoping we’d be in the air on time.

				Someone took the seat beside me, but business class offered plenty of space so I ignored the feeling of intrusion and kept my eyes firmly shut. My upgrade had been a nice surprise and I planned to enjoy my more luxurious trip by sleeping through it.

				“Welcome to Delta flight three-zero-four from Los Angeles to Seattle. This is your captain speaking. It looks like clear skies with a good tail wind folks, and our arrival time is set at eight-thirty p.m., but with current conditions we may be early, so keep your fingers crossed.”

				The person sitting next to me cleared their throat with a distinctly masculine tone and I cracked an eye, curious about my neighbor now. I could only see his face in profile but he had almond skin with scruffy dark facial hair dusting his jawline. He wore a baseball cap, dark hair peeking out from underneath it landing somewhere between tight curls and short locs. He sat tall in the seat, not having settled in just yet, and there was something vaguely familiar about his countenance. I closed my eyes again and sighed, it was irrelevant, I planned to be antisocial for the flight anyway. 

				I kept my eyes closed as boarding finished and while we taxied out. There was only a brief wait on the tarmac before we were in the air and I was headed home. Relaxing, I thought about seeing my son. At eight Isaac was in many ways a standard little boy; inquisitive, bright, still holding on to the sweetness of youth. But he was also on the autism spectrum and that added layers of complexity to his developing personality. He was quiet, contemplative, and often impossible to read. He wasn’t a great communicator either, at least not when it came to emotions. I knew he hadn’t been happy about me taking this trip but I’d had no way out of it. I was second chair on Sinclair’s launch and my boss hadn’t wanted to attend, I’d had no choice.

				Nicole Sinclair was a best seller.  Her Heiress series had first released over ten years ago, riding the rise in popularity of women’s erotic fiction. The genre had retained its popularity as women had embraced the revelation that not only could they admit they enjoyed sex, they could revel in it. The stripping away of the taboo had been great for Sinclair, and for me at Whitestone Publishing. Women loved reading sexually explicit content and we were more than happy to provide.

				“Can I get you anything?” Came the sweet voice of what I assumed was a flight attendant. We’d been in the air maybe thirty minutes and they were making the rounds.

				“Tequila, and a glass of ice,” the man next to me replied.

				I opened my eyes and asked, “can I get a water, please?” Startling my neighbor.

				“Jesus, I thought you were sleeping,” he breathed.

				I looked at him now, recognition dawning as I stared into his handsome face, “Jordan Reed?” I asked before I thought better of it.

				His face took on a slightly guarded look, “yeah,” was his short answer.

				“Sorry,” I murmured, “water?” I asked again of the flight attendant.

				“Of course,” she handed across a small bottle and I took it, avoiding eye contact with Jordan.

				I cracked the bottle and took a drink, then stowed it in the pocket on the back of the seat in front of me. I was suddenly flustered and just wanted to go back to my napping. It wasn’t uncommon to see lesser known celebrities in business class; I was pretty sure I’d seen Dominique Swain the last time I’d been bumped up. And Jordan Reed wasn’t that well known for a working musician either, so it shouldn’t surprise me. The only reason I was rattled was because I actually knew who he was, I listened to his music regularly.

				“You know who I am?” He’d turned towards me, his drink in hand. I glanced at him and fought not to immediately look away. I found him incredibly attractive and his gaze had me feeling like an gangly teenager, which felt ridiculous at my age. Being on the creamy end of pale I didn’t have the ability to hide my embarrassment as easily as some, and blushing was not something I wanted to do right now.

				“Uh, yes, I listen to your music,” I stumbled over the words, silently kicking myself for tripping over my tongue.

				“Thank you, always nice to meet a fan,” he smiled, white teeth flashing and dimples making an appearance. “Favorite song?”

				I hated that question, I didn’t really have a single favorite, it changed constantly. I answered “Falling,” as it popped into my head, knowing it would satisfy well enough.

				He stared at me for a minute, his brown eyes warm, head tilted in consideration, “old school, interesting choice.”

				“Is it?” I didn’t think so but what did I know.

				“Not as popular as some of my others,” he shrugged, leaning back in his seat.

				I relaxed back in mine, assuming the conversation was over and I could go back to my attempt at napping. Although now I was edgy and wasn’t so sure I could sleep. The proximity of Jordan made me hyper aware of my own body and the space it occupied. I put up a good front of business confident for work but in my personal life I wasn’t super social. Probably why I was single.

				I sighed, closing my eyes. I was being unfair to myself. I was single because I was a mom with a full time career and no desire to spend my free time auditioning potential partners. After my husband passed away from cancer a year prior I’d thrown myself into those two roles and ignored the rest. That was completely understandable, I reminded myself, and there was no rush.

				“Business or pleasure?” I heard the masculine tenor beside me ask.

				I opened my eyes to see him watching me. “Business, but I’m headed home,” I answered. “You?”

				“Pleasure, going to visit family,” he answered.

				“In Seattle?”

				“Oh, no, just a transfer,” he clarified, “New York bound.”

				“Ah, gotcha,” I said lamely.

				“What business were you doing in L.A.?” He asked conversationally.

			

				“I’m in publishing.”

				“Books?”

				“Yes, I was there for the latest Nicole Sinclair launch,” I wasn’t sure if he knew the author but she was a best seller so he might.

				He quirked a brow, an amused smile finding its way to his lips, “romance?”

				“Hm, the X rated kind, but yes.” 

				“Seems pretty lucrative. I’ve seen the books around enough.”

				“She’s one of our top selling authors,” I nodded. Publishing looked to be dying business with self publishing options cutting out the middle man and digital outselling physical print, but Sinclair had kept us afloat. We had seen an uptick in sales as the anti Ai crowd was reclaiming ownership of physical copies. Books, DVDs, even records were making a quiet comeback, so hopefully that spoke well for Whitestone, and my career.

				“I’m at a disadvantage; you know my name…” he held out a hand to shake.

				“Alex,” I took the proffered hand and we shook. There was a surreal quality to the moment, although I’m sure it was merely on my end. I wasn’t easily starstruck but this particular star also happened to be very good looking. It had been a long time since I’d been on the receiving end of a man’s attention in anything but a work environment, I was out of practice.

				“Just Alex?” he smiled and let go of my hand.

				“Alexandria,” I clarified, “my mother thought it sounded classy.” I laughed, “I guess she hoped I would live up to it.” I glanced down at my travel wear, a hoodie and joggers, neat and clean but extremely casual.

				“What qualifies as classy?” He asked curiously.

				“I don’t know, I guess in my mind it’s Hepburn in pearls.”

				“Ah, so you’re counting fashion as class.”

				“No, I mean, it’s also the poise, the…” I gestured vaguely, “air of sophistication.”

				He didn’t respond right away, just nodded. He took another sip of his drink and finally said “I think classy is more a state of being, an it factor, a je ne sais quoi.” He looked at me with slightly narrowed eyes, “I think you underestimate yourself.”

				“Well thank you, but I’m definitely more a creature of comfort.”

				“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” he chuckled, “by definition comfort is what you want.”

				“Yeah, I guess,” I trailed off.

				He reclined his seat and leaned back, going quiet for a while. I thought about trying to nap but gave up entirely, the interaction had woken me up fully, I wasn’t getting a nap now; not with him sitting beside me. I sighed and dug through my carryon, finding the book I’d brought. 

				“What are you reading?” Jordan inquired as I freed it from my bag.

				I turned the cover towards him, “Still Life with Woodpecker, by Tom Robbins” I answered. I’d read it many, many times but I came back to it anytime I was feeling uninspired. It was given to me decades ago by a college professor who had claimed it ‘just seemed right’ to pass it on to me. It had been my favorite ever since.

				“What’s it about?”

				I handed it to him, “it’s easier if you just read the description,” I laughed. “It’s hard to explain.”

				He quietly read the back of the book then looked to me, “the problem with redheads?” He asked, quirking a brow at me. “There’s a problem with redheads?”

				I ran my hand through my own red curls and shrugged, “we’ve been known to spark a few fires.”

				He laughed, those dimples making another appearance, “I’ll bet.” He handed me back the book, “is it any good?”

				“It’s actually my favorite. This isn’t my first read through.”

				“I’ll add it to my reading list,” he said indicating the novel now back in my hand. “I’d imagine recommendations from a publisher should be taken seriously.”

				“Eh, understanding literature and understanding the bottom line are two separate things. Not all publishers understand both. Plenty focus on the money,” it was why it was hard to take best seller lists too seriously. Sometimes what launched a book into fame and fortune was good marketing and a generous dose of luck, pure and simple. Good writers were a dime a dozen, great writers were a much rarer bread. But good writers paid the bills, so I would not complain.

				“Not that different than music,” he observed. “There’s artists and there’s performers, some are both, but that’s not a guarantee for success. And labels too often focus on that bottom line and care more about the later.”

				“That damn bottom line,” I agreed. “You’re independent, right?”

				“Yeah, for a while. The label route didn’t pan out,” his brow furrowed in distaste.

				“You seem to be doing well,” I offered.

				“Well enough. I’ve got a supportive fan base,” he smiled, “that helps.”

				“Refill?” The flight attendant had snuck up on us and was indicating Jordan’s empty cup.

				“No, thank you. Another drink and I’m only going to want a nap,” he handed her his cup.

				She looked to me and I shook my head, “nothing for me, thanks.”

				“I just realized you were trying to nap when I sat down.” He said turning towards me again. “I’m an ass, I should leave you alone,” he said apologetically.

				“It’s fine, really, I don’t think I would have managed one anyway,” I assured him, not wanting him to feel bad. “It was just wishful thinking.”

				“You could have a drink, might make you sleepy,” he suggested.

				“I don’t really drink, so you’re right, but I’ll pass,” I was a lightweight and I had zero desire to be drunk on an airplane. Alcohol made me far too chatty and I didn’t feel like oversharing with a stranger.

				“Suit yourself, but I’ve had a drink so I’m feeling social,” he gave me a look of mock sympathy.

				I chuckled, “so you’re saying I’m stuck with you?” I wrinkled my nose, teasing him back.

				“I feel like I should be offended but I’m going to let it pass,” he said. He ran his fingers through his scruff and looked serious for a minute. “So you live in Seattle?” He asked.

				“No, about an hour south of Seattle. The city’s too expensive to actually live in.”

				“Work?”

				“Oh god no, it would also be expensive to commute. I actually work largely from home.” Covid had proven it would work so I lucked out and I only commuted in when I had to be physically present, which wasn’t often. It was also useful since I primarily homeschooled Isaac, conventional schools didn’t really work well for him. We took advantage of a co-op too, for times I needed to go into the office or Isaac just needed social interaction. 

				“I hear the traffic in Seattle is as bad as L.A.”

				“Oh I wouldn’t go that far,” I said, knowing exactly how torturous L.A. traffic could be, “but it’s still pretty shitty. Add in parking and it’s definitely something to avoid.”

				“So you don’t get into the city much?”

				“Not these days, why do you ask?”

				“Just curious. Seattle shows are usually pretty great but I’ve never really spent time there.”

				“You’re usually there in winter anyway, not the best time to visit,” Seattle was a star during any other time of year, but winter was typically dark, cold, and wet. That kind of weather that seeps into your bones and makes you feel older than your years.

				He furrowed his brow, “I am.”

				“I’ve been to a couple of shows,” I explained, “they’ve always been at the beginning of the year.”

				“Ah, gotcha. So I should visit in the summer then?”

				“Anywhere between May and September really. People talk about how much it rains but it’s exaggerated,” I shrugged, “unless you visit in from November to March.”

				“So right now?” He laughed softly.

				I laughed in response, “pilot said it’s clear, but don’t hold your breath.”

				“Good thing I’m only there for a connection then,” he leaned his head back in the seat and sighed. “Not that New York is any better right now,” he tacked on.

				“You’re visiting family?”

				“My dad,” he answered in the affirmative.

				“Staying for the holidays?” Thanksgiving was just around the corner.

				“Yeah, a couple of weeks. I don’t see him often so it’s nice to have the excuse,” he smiled, a hint of sadness lurking there.

				We both remained silent for a while, lost in our own thoughts. As I sat there I felt the weight of the holidays settle over me. Being a single parent during the holidays was a lesson in masking grief. As a widow it was especially bitter; you’re constantly reminded of all the moments you thought you’d have but never would, that your child would never have. Last year it had been so new Isaac and I had both just agreed to keep it simple. We’d been too lost in loss to really attempt a holiday season outside our moments together. This year I had more presence of mind to manage it, and I was still struggling. Thanksgiving wasn’t a priority, it had always felt like a performative holiday to me, and Isaac hadn’t learned the trumped up version of the story so he didn’t seem attached either. Christmas, that was a different beast altogether.

				“You doing anything for the holiday?” Jordan asked after our long pause.

				“Probably crash a friend’s thanksgiving,” I replied vaguely.

			 	“You sound so enthusiastic.”

				“Just not my thing.”

				“No family?” He glanced at my left hand and I clocked the meaning.

				“Just my son.”

				“You have a kid?” He sounded surprised and I wasn’t sure why. I felt like I practically screamed mom vibes but self perception can be misleading.

				“Yes, Isaac, he’s eight.”

				“I know next to nothing about kids,” he admitted.

				“They’re complicated,” I offered. Being a mother was a choice I’d made with great consideration. I wasn’t foolish enough to think it would be easy, but I also hadn’t planned for all of life’s possible roadblocks, no one could do that. So here I was raising an autistic child on my own. I loved my baby dearly but I would not sugar coat the difficulties.

				He huffed, “don’t oversell it now.”

				“Sorry,” I chuckled, “don’t get me wrong, I love my son, I just never planned on raising him alone.”

				“Divorce?”

				“Death.”

				“Oh. Damn.”

				We lapsed into another bout of silence, seemingly hushed by the heavy topic. Death made most people uncomfortable, understandably. None of us liked to be reminded of the temporary conditions of life. When the death involved someone relatively young, it made the discomfort worse. My husband had been forty-seven when he’d received his diagnosis, forty-eight when it had finally taken him; a year was all we’d been given. A year of Drs, pain, chemo, drugs, and extended grief. The uncertainty, the hope, the fear, it was all so exhausting, much of that year was just a blur in my memory.

				“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked such a personal question,” he broke the silence with his apology.

				“No, it’s fine, you couldn’t have known,” I sighed. “Besides, it’s just a fact, unavoidable. It’s been over a year but the holidays just make it harder.”

				“A year’s not that long,” he said softly.

				I nodded slowly, “you’re right, but grief is a paradox; it feels like yesterday and forever ago, simultaneously.” My voice hitched unexpectedly on the last word, and I could feel my eyes tighten in anticipation. I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

				“Shit, now I feel like a total dick,” he cringed.

				I laughed, breaking the tension, “please don’t. The pain is unavoidable, and it gets easier to talk about each time. Just consider yourself an unpaid therapist,” I joked, hoping to lighten the mood.

				“Was it sudden?”

				“Not exactly, but the cancer diagnosis was a shock.”

				“I’d imagine it typically is,” he said with a grimace.

				“Truth, and this is bumming me out. Tell me something about yourself,” I wanted to change the subject entirely.

				“Like what?” He asked with a small laugh.

				“I don’t know, what’s your favorite color?”

				“Green?”

				“Is that a question? You don’t know?”

				“It changes, but I’m feeling green right now,” he shrugged nonchalantly.

				“Ok, fair enough,” I thought for a second then asked, “favorite movie?”

				“That’s even harder to answer,” he shook his head.

				“Are you just really indecisive in general?” I asked.

				“No, yes, depends,” he grinned.

				I laughed, “on what?”

				“On if it’s important or not,” he ran his knuckles over his chin thoughtfully.

				“Meaning?”

			

				“I’m very decisive if I know what I want, but things like movies, food,” he gestured randomly, “unimportant things, I’m just not invested in concrete likes versus dislikes.”

				“You’re flexible,” I said.

				“That’s a nice way of putting it. Most just complain I change my mind a lot.”

				“On unimportant things though?” I asked for clarification.

				“I think it’s more that folks just like predictability, and I’m not overly predictable,” he tilted his head, regarding his own words. “That makes me sound problematic, doesn’t it?”

				“A little,” I admitted, “but again it depends on if we’re talking about you having a favorite food or having a family. Major life decisions are definitely something you don’t want to waffle on,” I shrugged my shoulders, “but sushi or steak? Not really worth the worry.”

				“Sushi,” he said matter-of-factly, “probably,” he added with a cheeky grin.

				“Ha! You’re funny,” I grinned back at him. I was enjoying our conversation, he was surprisingly easy to talk to and my initial uncertainty had melted away. He practically oozed charisma, but I’d almost expected him to be more stand-offish. The handful of celebrities I’d met over the years tended to be practiced in the art of polite brushoffs, and it made sense to be fair. Maybe it was the casual circumstances; we were stuck with each other for a couple of hours after all.

				“I don’t know if I’m much better with the big things either though,” his expression turned contemplative.

				“Have you needed to be?”

				“Technically no, but that could be a chicken or the egg scenario.”

				I looked at him questioningly, not sure exactly what he meant, “how so?”

				“Well, like I’ve never had that ‘she’s the one’ moment, so I’ve never had to really think about if I want marriage or not. But maybe not knowing if I want it has caused me not to look for it,” he explained, “does that make sense?”

				“Yes, you don’t know what you want, so there’s no point even asking the question. But if you don’t ask the question can it ever be answered?”

				“Basically.”

				I shrugged, “then I guess you’ll never know.”

			

				“That’s not what I meant,” he said defensively.

				“I’m teasing, you have time,” I offered.

				“Do I?” He ran his hand down his face in a frustrated gesture.

				Slightly startled by his serious tone I fumbled, “of course, you’re what? Thirty-six?”

				“Thirty-seven.”

				I laughed lightly, “yes, you have time.” 

				“How old were you when you met your husband?” He asked me.

				“Twenty-five,” I answered, not following.

				“And he was?”

				“Thirty,” I was starting to see.

				“And you have an eight year old kid,” he looked like he was calculating numbers in his head.

				“How old do you think I am?” I stopped him.

				“What?”

				“I think you’re making conclusions based off incorrect assumptions. I’m forty-four, I had my son at thirty-six, and my husband was forty-one.” I laid my hand on his arm and looked him in the eye, “you have time.”

				“You’re forty-four?” He said in surprise.

				I chuckled and sat back, “yes.”

				“I did not guess that correctly,” he looked admonished.

				“I figured,” I said in amusement. Curious I asked, “how old did you think I am?”

				“I don’t know, not older than me anyway,” his eyes briefly flicked down and back up my person. It felt oddly intimate.

				“Well, I’m flattered,” and I genuinely was. I knew I looked younger than my age but it’s always nice to hear it’s younger than you think. “Look, I get it, that scary forty is creeping up, but I promise it’s not as bad as people would make you believe.”

				“Well not if I age like you, what’s the secret?”

				“Genetics, and lots of sunscreen.”

				“I need to start using sunscreen.” He sighed and sat back, “fucking sunscreen.”

				Another decent pause in the conversation evolved and my mind wandered from the sunscreen to a warm sandy beach and my last vacation over two years ago.  Playing a cruel joke it then looped back to grey Seattle and the gloomy skies I was flying home to. I loved the Pacific Northwest but it really could be a downer this time of year. I must have sighed more loudly than I’d intended.

				“You ok?”

				“Huh? Oh, yeah, just thinking about the weather,” I waved off the question.

				He laughed, “that can’t be a good sign if it makes you sigh like that.”

				“I warned you about this time of year, the Long Dark,” I said ominously.

				“Sounds so enticing, why do you stay?” 

				I shrugged, “it’s always been home, and I’ve never had a reason to leave,” at least that was the simplest answer.

				“Same,” he nodded in agreement. “Actually that’s not true, I’ve considered New York, but the winters are brutal and I don’t think I’m cut out for that. But I’d do it if it made sense for my career,” he snapped his fingers, “ah, see not indecisive about that.”

				I frowned at his switch up.

				He turned his head towards me and seeing my expression clarified, “major life choices, not indecisive about my career. It’s the one thing I’ve never wavered on.”

				“Oh, got it, that makes sense,” you don’t get far in any creative field without dedication. Especially these days with the internet and social media allowing the arts to be flooded with ‘good enough’ content. Talent wasn’t enough, you had to also have presence, understand modern attention spans and marketing, and lots of luck. Then add the prospect of AI pushing artists out and it was a virtual nightmare to navigate. I honestly didn’t envy him. “So you’ve proven you can commit fully when you’re invested.”

				“I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse.”

				I didn’t respond, unsure of what to say. His personal life wasn’t something I was privy to so I had no real input worth mentioning. I’d seen his occasional social media posts involving what appeared go be girlfriends but that was the extent of my knowledge.

				“How did you know your husband was the one?”

				“The one?” I scoffed, “there are over eight billion people in this world, the idea of there being a ‘one’ isn’t something I’ve ever bought into.”

				“Ok, let me rephrase, how did you know you wanted to marry him?” He looked genuinely curious.

				“I don’t know, he made me laugh? I felt safe with him? We problem solved well? The timing was right? Take your pick.”

				“But you were together for nearly what, twenty years? You must have some insight into what makes a relationship work,” he looked at me earnestly, his face open with sincerity. I noticed he had flecks of green in his tawny brown eyes, adding a depth to them that was highlighted by his curious expression.

				“I know that marriage isn’t easy. Communication is of great importance, lots of patience, compromise. Don’t misunderstand the length as proof it was all sunshine and lollipops, we fought. We nearly divorced on more than one occasion. Relationships are a choice, you have to keep choosing them, consciously, sometimes on a daily basis,” I considered my answer in context to what he’d shared about himself, “and you have to want it.”

				He nodded, understanding my point. I knew it probably felt like a judgement, but it wasn’t meant to be. He could stay unmarried his whole life and I’d have no opinion on it, it was irrelevant to me. Not everyone wanted or needed that type of relationship to be happy, although I got the feeling he didn’t feel the same. He definitely seemed bothered by his lack of it. In fairness though, most people approaching forty had this kind of existential crisis about one aspect of their lives or another, he wasn’t special. I wondered if he’d had a recent break up, some reason it was weighing on him. I decided to ask, “any specific reason you’re focused on the subject?” I asked almost casually; not trying to pry but curious nonetheless.

				He glanced at me, his eyes guarded, his lips pursed, but he answered, “an ex is getting married next month,” he shared.

				“Ah, got it,” no elaboration needed. A tense silence settled around us, and I shifted uncomfortably, not caring for the edge the topic had added to our conversation. I wasn’t sure if it was a general mood for him or caused by something I’d said specifically, so I sat there and waited for him to speak first.

				Eventually he relaxed, exhaling with an audible sigh. I saw his jaw unclench and his shoulders drop and I allowed mine to follow suit, relieved to see his mood shift back to softer territory. “I’m just being dramatic, ignore the self pity. It’s really not a big deal, hell, I haven’t seen her in years.”

			

				“It’s just the reminder?”

				“I guess,” he smiled, “and I’m currently single, just normal self-pity,” he huffed a laugh.

				“Loneliness is nothing to scoff at,” I said softly, feeling the pang myself.

				“Sorry, you’re right. That was insensitive,” he turned towards me, “I can’t imagine…” he trailed off, letting the awkward topic sit between us again.

				“My loneliness doesn’t discount your loneliness. We can both be lonely.”

				“Look at that, lonely together.”

				“How very contrary of us.” I looked away from him and stared at nothing for a moment then said, “I imagine it’s not that hard to fill your bed.” And felt immediately shocked at my own audacity and turned my head to apologize.

				But he laughed fully at the comment, “wow, ok,” he said, “I think I’m flattered.”

				I couldn’t stop the blush this time and I raised a hand to my face. “I’m sorry,” I laughed, “I can’t believe I just said that.”

				“It’s fine,” his dimples flashed me, “I own a mirror.”

				“Cute and humble, got it.”

				“So you think I’m cute?”

				I rolled my eyes, “seriously, can we drop it?” My cheeks still felt hot.

				“I don’t want to. You’re a lovely shade of pink now, really makes your freckles pop.”

				“You’re mean,” I said looking away. 

				He chuckled but turned his face forward freeing me from his gaze and giving me a chance to cool down. I took a few deep breaths, wondering when I’d become so unguarded as to say something like that. I could be awkward but I was not typically so bold about it. That had been oddly brazen.

				“I like your freckles,” he said still looking forward, “they’re cute.”

				I didn’t respond, not trusting my voice in my embarrassment. I just sat there, feeling ridiculous until he spoke up.

				“The bed isn’t the problem, it’s life,” he suddenly sounded very serious and his volume had dropped so I wasn’t even sure I’d heard him right. “What am I doing wrong?”

			

				“Excuse me?” I wasn’t sure if he was being rhetorical.

				“I just feel like I must be doing something wrong, you know? Maybe I should go to therapy,” he said almost flippantly.

				“Well, everyone should go to therapy. As for doing something wrong, I’m not exactly equipped to answer that,” I pointed out. “I hardly know you.”

				“True, but no general advice?” He looked in my direction again. “You seem to be decently insightful, for a stranger,” he added.

				“Do you have type?”

				“Like blonde vs brunette?”

				“No, more like cheerleader vs academic. Personality, careers, style, how you meet, is there a thread to pull?”

				“Ah,” he looked contemplative and ran his knuckles over his chin again, a tell. “Well shit, yeah, I guess I do.”

				“I had a feeling. Your answer is probably in there, somewhere,” I shrugged. “Follow that thread, see where it takes you.”

				“See, insightful,” his eyes seemed to darken with the seriousness of the topic, and he held my gaze. I looked away first, feeling the need to clear my head. He had a way of going from playfully polite to deeply personal that made me feel a little off set; not so much as to be uncomfortable, but enough to feel unsteady.

				“Can I get you anything?” The flight attendant was back to check on us and I was glad for the interruption. I was almost tempted to have that drink Jordan had suggested earlier, but decided on tea instead.

				“Cream or sugar?”

				“Sugar, please.”

				“Just water for me,” Jordan requested, “thanks.”

				The attendant served us our drinks and moved along, handing out snacks and beverages with an overly cheery disposition. I could never have done that job, my face was far too prone to sharing my true feelings to be in customer service on that level. I respected their ability to not constantly berate passengers too, I’d get fired really quickly.

				I opened my two little white packets and added the contents into the steaming liquid in my paper cup. I stirred it with the two sticks the attendant had given me then let it sit to cool a bit.

			

				“Tea, not coffee?”

				“Coffee is for mornings, I like tea at night.”

				“Any particular reason?”

				“Nope, it just feels right,” I had no other explanation.

				He made a ‘huh’ sound but no other comment was forthcoming so I blew on my tea a bit and tested it. It was just this side of piping so I took a proper drink and swallowed. I felt watched and turned to looked at him.

				“Yes?” I asked.

				“You are interesting,” he said matter-of-factly.

				“Thank you?” 

				“It’s always a gamble, starting a conversation with someone on a flight,” he smiled as he shrugged. “It’s just nice to have it pay off,” and he took a drink of his water.

				“Oh, thank you,” I gave him a small smile, “and same. I wasn’t expecting…” I gestured with one hand, fishing for the right word. Unable to find it I ended with a simple, “this.”

				He capped his water and chuckled, “this.”

				I took another sip of my tea and enjoyed the warmth of the cup in my hands. There was just something comforting in the simple pleasure.

				I suddenly felt eyes on me again, and when I turned towards Jordan, sure enough, he was watching me.

				“Yes?” I asked again.

				“Can I ask you a deeply personal question?”

				“You can ask. I won’t guarantee an answer, but you can ask,” I had no idea where this was headed, he’d been honest about his unpredictably.

				“Favorite Icee pop flavor?”

				I laughed, “what?”

				“Icee pops, favorite flavor?” His face was relaxed and no longer held the earnestness of a moment ago. He really was mercurial.

				“The blue ones I guess. You?”

				“Red,” he grinned and I felt like I’d missed something.

				I went back to my tea, considering the man sitting next to me. I’d been pleasantly surprised by his friendly demeanor; I’d initially worried he’d be a grouchy seat mate but he had turned out to be rather entertaining and it had helped the time pass more quickly. The conversation had wandered through some unexpectedly serious subjects but hadn’t turned unpleasant at any point.

				“You’re a naturally serious person, aren’t you?” He asked after a while.

				I thought about that for a moment; I was cautious, a planner, not prone to spontaneity, but I also craved adventure and loved people with a good sense of humor and penchant for silliness. So I answered with “I wouldn’t say that.”

				“What would you say?”

				I cocked my head in his direction, “I would say that I like to handle business first, but after that?” I shrugged, “I can be just as fun as the next person.”

				He laughed, “ah, I see; you’re an over thinker.”

				“I’m not sure if I feel attacked or seen.” 

				“I count myself one so no offense meant,” he replied with a nod.

				“That doesn’t surprise me,” deep thinkers were often over thinkers, and shallow he was not. He was also observant, and more calculating than I’d expected. “What are you currently over thinking?” I asked out of curiosity.

				“Other than my love life?” I nodded, so he seemed to consider. “My next tour.”

				“What about it?” I didn’t recall seeing anything about him touring posted on socials.

				“I’ve toured every year for the past three, and I’m feeling pressured to tour again this next year. It’s the best financial decision.” He frowned and continued, “there’s this nagging voice telling me if I don’t keep producing and touring people will get bored and move on. But I’m worried that rushed production means sacrificing substance.”

				“Fear of becoming irrelevant?”

				“Yes.”

				“Mixed with fear of losing…” I searched for the right sentiment, “soul?” I tired.

				“Yeah, more or less. I’m grateful for the exposure that social media allows us, but sometimes I wish I’d been born before all of it, you know?” He wasn’t looking at me but I could see the frown that creased his face.

				“Yes,” I sighed, “I miss pre-cell phone days. My mom never knew where I was,” I laughed at the memory of being a teen in the late nineties, when all we had as proof of our rebellion was hangovers and blurry candids. 

				“Never thought I’d miss it. I want my disc-man back,” he chuckled.

				“And the brick of CDs,” I added.

				“And now we don’t own any music, we just rent it,” he sounded wistful.

				“They sold us convenience and we bought it,” I agreed.

				A new thoughtful silence grew, and I considered the moment. He was younger than me but not by enough to make a generational difference. So he understood the deceptiveness of the future we’d been sold compared to what we were now living through.

				Before I could scurry further down that rabbit hole Jordan spoke up, “so yeah, I’m not sure if I should tour or not and I need to make a decision asap.”

				“You sound like you’d rather not,” I said honestly. “And you sound like you’re trying to convince yourself it’s ok to feel that way.”

				He nodded slowly.

				“Your fans aren’t going anywhere. They will show up when you do, I wouldn’t worry,” I said in what I hopped was an assuring tone.

				“I’d just really love to focus on what I’ve been working on and at least postpone a tour.”

				“Then do it,” I saw his look of annoyance and added, “I know that’s easier said than done. And correct me if I’m wrong, but its a short term versus long term gain problem. Financially speaking, anyway.”

				“But those short term gains can be the difference between having health insurance or not,” his frown deepened.

				“Oh,” in a capitalist society, being a self employed artist wasn’t easy, “fucking America.”

				“Living the dream,” he said sarcastically.

				“The American nightmare,” I agreed.

				He smiled at me and asked “why do we live here?”

				“We were born here and never thought it would get this bad?” I asked. “Personally I guess I just didn’t want to believe I’d been lied to my whole life,” I sighed and looked at my hands. Now this was a seriously depressing topic and I really didn’t want to sit with it right then so I diverted, “you’ve traveled, right?”

			

				“Some, not as much as I’d like,” he nodded.

				“What’s been your favorite place to visit?” I hadn’t traveled much outside the US, never off the continent, so I loved hearing about other people’s adventures. Someday, I kept telling myself, I’d travel more.

				“Africa was pretty amazing. Budapest, Amsterdam, Trinidad was beautiful,” he looked pensive. “Honestly I’ve loved every place I’ve visited. What about you?”

				“Outside the US? I’ve only been to Mexico and Canada,” I shared, suddenly feeling uncultured.

				“Where do you want to go?”  He asked, rolling with the topic.

				“Italy, Greece, Vietnam, Tokyo, the Maldives, Wales, it’s a long list,” I just needed to find time.

				“What’s stopping you?”

				“Money, work in general, time, life,” I shrugged, “all the usual excuses.” I thought about Isaac then, wishing I could show him all these places and more.

				We were interrupted by the overhead speakers, “good evening folks, this is your captain speaking. We are running ahead of schedule as predicted and are about thirty minutes from arrival. The crew will be making the rounds if you have any trash, and we’d like to ask you to secure any luggage you may have brought out during the flight. Thank you for flying Delta and I’ll see you when we land.”

				“Well that flew by,” Jordan remarked.

				“No pun intended?” I quirked a brow.

				He grinned, “ha, too bad you aren’t my neighbor for my next flight, that one’s going to drag.”

				“I’d imagine you can sleep through it, just have that second drink,” I smiled at him then glanced at the book in my lap. I hadn’t put it away but instead had just slid it next to me. I picked it up to put it back in my bag but hesitated. “Here,” I said handing it to him, “take this. You can read it if your new neighbor turns out to be a bore.”

				“You sure?” He took it with a look of uncertainty.

				“Yeah, I was told to pass it on and that was twenty plus years ago, so now it’s yours,” I smiled reassuringly. It felt right to give it to him.

				“Thank you,” he said and looked at it for a minute before stashing it in his carryon. “I’ll definitely read it,” his dimples were back out and I took a second to admire him, knowing our time together was drawing to a close. From his expressive eyes to his full lips, he truly was a handsome man. I snapped a mental picture and tucked it away, something to remember this unexpected encounter by.

				“Trash?” The flight attendant broke the spell and I handed over my empty cup and sugar packets. “Thank you,” she said and moved on.

				“What time’s your connecting flight?”

				“Nine, not a long wait.”

				“That’s good,” I said, feeling awkward again, unsure what to say now that time was short. We sat quietly, listening to the sounds of other passengers readying themselves for our descent; stowing bags and repositioning seats.

				The pilot came back on after a while and let the flight attendants know to seat themselves, that we’d been cleared to land. I sat my seat up and Jordan followed. I was tense and quiet.

				“You ok?” Jordan asked, concerned.

				“Yeah, I just don’t like this part,” I replied with a nervous chuckle.

				“Landing?”

				“Or takeoffs,” I didn’t like them because they reminded me we were in a big metal contraption that looks like it should never be able to fly in the first place.

				“Is that why you were trying to sleep?”

				“It helps, but I was also just tired,” I said forgetting our earlier conversation.

				“Ha, so you were trying to nap, you lied.”

				“You caught me, I was being polite,” I laughed at the slip up. I looked at him to see him smiling at me. “I’m exhausted, it was actually a really long weekend.”

				“Hm, well I’ll consider myself lucky you’re so polite,” he turned forward just as we touched down and I realized he’d intentionally distracted me to ease the landing. It was a thoughtful gesture and I felt a little tug of sadness knowing that was it, the night was over.

				The plane made it to the gate and folks began to stand and retrieve their bags. Jordan waited patiently, despite having to catch a connecting flight.

				Then the other passengers shifted and he stood shouldering his backpack, “come on,” he gestured, holding the aisle for me.

				I slid out and stepped in front of him, my bag on my arm, “thank you.”

				“Of course,” and as we were jostled forward he put his hand on my arm and stepped closer, an almost protective stance. The proximity made me itch to lean back, a completely inappropriate response. “Is that… strawberries?” He asked, his face close enough that I felt his breath ruffle my hair.

				“My shampoo,” I didn’t wear perfume but I liked the subtle scent of my shampoo.

				“I like it,” and I felt the urge to lean again. Instead I tried harder not to touch him unnecessarily, which was impossible until we started moving down the aisle at a steady pace. He dropped his hand as we did, and I relaxed a little.

				Once off the plane we walked the corridor side by side until we were expelled into the airport proper. I stepped out of the flow of people just past the reception desks so I could get my bearings and, after a brief hesitation, so did Jordan.

				“Don’t you have a flight to catch?” I asked him.

				“Yeah, but,” he looked unsure of himself for the first time. “Here,” he reached over to reception and grabbed a pen out of the paper cup on the counter, then took my hand and began to write on it with the pilfered pen. “Call me,” he said simply, before replacing the pen and walking away.

				I watched him disappear into the crowd of travelers then looked down at my hand, at the number scrawled there. I was surprised, our conversation had been enjoyable but I hadn’t thought I’d made any great impression. I grabbed my phone and quickly added his number to my contacts. Looking back in the direction he’d gone I shook my head; what an odd turn of events that found me putting Jordan Reeds number into my phone. I shrugged and headed towards baggage claim, focused on getting home to my son, my own bed, and the sleep I so desperately needed.
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			“Mama!” Isaac shouted as he opened the front door for me. I barely had time to brace myself before I was encompassed in his enthusiastic hug. Limbs locking around me, he squeezed harder than you’d expect such a diminutive kid to manage. Isaac was small for his age, having gotten the short genes from my side of the family. I was average in height myself, they’d skipped a generation, and so my son would never be a basketball player.

				He was awful cute, though, and I hugged him back. “Hello my little love, I missed you,” I smoothed his blonde tresses back from his face as he beamed up at me, his light blue eyes full of youthful innocence.

				“Let your mom in kid, it’s cold out there,” I heard Hannah call before I saw her move into view. She smiled despite the look of fatigue she carried on her petite features. “Welcome home,” she said, gesturing Isaac further inside, “how was your flight?” She took my suitcase from me and wheeled it over to the sofa. I slipped off my shoes and followed her.

				“Interesting,” I said not knowing how to answer that without telling her the details. And from the look of it we all needed sleep more than we needed to catch up. Hannah quirked a perfectly sculpted brow at me but I shook my head, “another time. You look like I feel. Did he wear you out?”

				“No, he was great I just didn’t sleep well last night. I was up late trying to study for a microbiology exam Wednesday,” she was in the nursing program at the nearby University. She yawned and ran her hand through her long chestnut hair. “No worries, I’ll go home and crash,” she said as she threw on her puffer jacket and grabbed her own weekend bag from the sofa. She came over to me for a quick hug, “night. Good night, Isaac,” she ruffled his hair.

				“Goodnight, Ms. Hannah,” he said politely.

				“Thank you, lady.  Drive careful, and text me when you get home,” I told her as she opened the front door.

				“Will do,” she closed the door behind her and it was just me and my little man.

			

				“You ready for bed?” I asked him. It was past his bed time technically, but he’d been allowed to stay up.

				“Yup,” he pointed to his little striped pjs for emphasis. “I even brushed my teeth already,” he showed me his teeth as proof and I smiled at his toothy expression.

				“Well, then let’s head upstairs, because mama is exhausted,” I grabbed my bags, motioning him to the stairs. He raced up them and I took my time, feeling my age as the weekend caught up with me. As I reached the landing I glanced into my room and saw Isaac in my king sized bed, snuggling under the big down comforter. He’d started sleeping in my bed when Christopher had passed and we’d just grown accustomed to each other’s company. I knew it wouldn’t last so I’d decided to enjoy this last bit of his childhood before it was gone. Besides, it’s not like anyone else was taking up that side of the bed. 

				I sighed and moved on to the bathroom. I needed to wash my face, airline air made me feel grimy and I itched to feel clean. I flicked on the light and set my bag on the counter, fetching my travel kit out of it and pulling out my toothbrush. I washed my face and applied lotion, scrutinizing my appearance as I did so. While it was true that I didn’t look my age, I could still easily spot how I had aged. My freckles contributed to my youthful appearance, but they just masked the skin changes. I had a full bottom lip, but I always thought my upper lip too narrow. I did have dimples, another score on the youthful card, and wrinkles were still being held at bay for the most part. My eyes were a bright green, and mixed with my red hair they gave me fae vibes. Overall I had no major complaints, and with age had come a deeper appreciation for my body and my appearance, I liked myself more now at forty-four than I had at twenty-four.

				I quickly brushed my teeth and padded back to my room. Changing into pjs, I tossed my discarded clothes into the hamper. Turning off the big light, I used the glow of Isaac’s tablet to guide me to my bedside where I clicked on the soft lamp sitting there. I picked a book up off a stack on my side table and slid between the cool sheets. I didn’t even care which one it was, I just needed something to zone out with.

				As I lay there, flipping through it, feeling sleep creep up, I saw Isaac set down his tablet and turn towards me. I faced him, curious, and saw a very serious look on his round, little face. His blue eyes were narrowed in concentration and I waited for him to speak.

				“Mama, Ms. Hannah was telling me about New Year’s Eve, and she told me about revolutions-“

				“Resolutions?” I asked.

				“Yes, resolutions, and she said people do them about things they want to do better. Like school, or maybe a hobby, or something. Or for things they want to learn, or change about their lives.”

				“Ok,” I said wondering where he was going with the subject.

				“Do you have a resolution?”

				“Oh, I haven’t thought of one yet,” in fact I hadn’t thought about having one in years. I considered the usuals. Weight loss? No need. Career? Doing fine. House? It was still standing and was relatively neat and tidy. 

				“What about a boyfriend?”

				“Excuse me?” Caught off guard by his suggestion. I wasn’t even aware he was paying any attention to my love life. Not that I had a love life, but maybe that’s why my eight year old felt the need to bring it up.

				“I just mean… you look lonely sometimes. I thought maybe…” he trailed off and shrugged, not looking me in the eye.

				“Maybe I could use a boyfriend?”

				“Yeah, someone to cuddle with, and have dinner with,” he paused but it felt like he wanted to say more so I waited to respond. He could be so secretive about his own emotions, he was a closed book most of the time, so for him to broach this topic with me I knew he must have been thinking about it for a while. He sighed and rolled to his back, staring at the ceiling, “I miss dad.”

				“I do too, baby,” I reached over and laid my hand on his little arm, “what if I promise to think about it?” The prospect of dating was daunting. Everyone warned how terrible the apps were but where else was I suppose to meet anyone? I worked and raised my son, occasionally hung out with friends, the odd concert here and there but that was it.

				He didn’t respond, instead he rolled away from me; he was done sharing. I rubbed his back for a minute as his breathing slowed.  I moved to put away the book I held, and clicking off the light I settled my head on my pillow trying to relax my mind. Between the unexpected conversation with Jordan earlier in the evening, and this newest revelation from my son, that wasn’t an easy task, but I was so drained I managed to drift off after only fifteen minutes of overthinking it all, blissful unconsciousness.
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			November limped along, a soggy, dark mess of a month, and our standard routine soon took over. Thoughts of Jordan, and thoughts of a New Year’s resolution, were relegated to the back of my mind. Sinclair’s book launch had gone as planned and the buzz surrounding her final novel had begun before the last book hit the market. She was six months out from completion, but it being her final in the Heiress series was naturally adding to the anticipation.

				My boss had already handed the reins over, wanting me to see me step out from her shadow completely and start taking on my own clients by years end. I’d been her second for years now and Charisse was a woman that liked seeing other women succeed. She was loud, and brash, and bold and I loved working with her. Publishing had seen a shift over the last decade from a male dominated field to a more balanced workplace. There were still the typical inequalities, but Charisse hadn’t let them stop her, and she seemed intent on helping me follow suit.

				Sinclair’s latest had charted the expected initial sales but had begun to lag as December approached, “what’s going on, Prescott?” The clipped voice asked through my phone speaker.

				“Well, the reviews aren’t great to start. Readers seem to be disappointed by the lack of substance and continuity,” I informed Charisse, running a frustrated hand through my tangled curls. While she’d technically been in charge of this launch she’d handed a lot of the responsibility of it off to me from the start. With an established author, with an established series that I’d personally had my hand in shaping, I hadn’t felt that much pressure. These books followed a pretty set recipe and the details were all that really varied. As long as the sex was good and the plot easy to follow, the books sold. So what had gone wrong?

				“We have the local reading and signing when?” Charisse’s voice cut through my thoughts, bringing me back to the topic at hand.

				“December fifth, at Seatown Books,” a smaller bookstore in Seattle that had been hosting Sinclair since the beginning. It had been a calculated move to keep her local launches supporting the local business. It added a personal touch even after her books had become mainstream.

				“Ok, let’s push on with the scheduled interviews and hope it’s just a normal lull due to the holidays and tight budgets. I want you to look at the Morton account in the meantime, get back to me Thursday with your thoughts on the new contract.”

				“Will do,” I clicked off the call and sat back in my desk chair. I swiveled to gaze out the large picture window that dominated the southern wall of my office. It looked out on my back yard and garden beds, which were just boxes of dirt this time of year, muddy and full of random mushrooms.

				It was a dreary Monday, and I was lacking all motivation. I picked up a chipped coffee mug and, realizing it was basically empty, rose to go fetch a refill. I stretched and moved around my desk, heading towards the kitchen. My movement caught Isaac’s attention. He was sitting in my extra large beanbag chair in the corner by the window, laptop on his lap as he concentrated on his school work.

				“Hey kiddo, I’m grabbing more coffee, need anything?” I asked my sweet faced child as he glanced up. It was technically lunch time but he rarely ate according to any standardized schedule. Sometimes getting him to eat at all was a miracle; ARFID is a bitch.

				“Can I have some toast? And my water bottle?” He asked before refocusing on his task.

				“Sure thing,” and I wandered out and into the kitchen. After refilling my cup I found the bread in the cupboard. Pulling out the toaster I set to making the snack, sipping my coffee as I waited.

				My mind sauntered boldly to the image of Jordan Reed sitting beside me on an airplane; his mirthful expression and intelligent eyes turned in my direction. My stomach tightened at the idea of calling him. Part of me had shrugged off the encounter, sure he’d forgotten about me by now. It had been an enjoyable conversation but I wasn’t confident it warranted me reaching back out.

				The sound of the toaster finishing its duty brought me back to the present and I buttered and plated the simple fare. Coffee in one hand, plate in the other, and a water bottle tucked under one arm I went back to my office. Setting the plate and water down on the small end table next to the beanbag chair I carefully leaned over and kissed the top of my son’s head, “did you take your vitamins this morning?” I thought to ask.

				“Yes,” he sighed heavily, showing his displeasure at the topic.

				“It’s my job to check,” I reminded him. He remained silent but flicked his eyes up at me and gave a tight smile, letting me know he understood.

				I moved back to my desk and pulled up the Sinclair account, putting thoughts of Jordan aside once again and focusing on what was in front of me. I’d done the initial read through on the book, A Count to Remember, and signed off on it, but I honestly couldn’t recall much about the details. In fairness I read a lot of these types of books for work and after a while they could start to blend together. I had no desire to reread it now, so I closed out the file and switched to the Morton account. I’d spend the rest of my day reviewing it instead and leave Sinclair to play itself out. 
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