
  
    [image: What Follows Now]
  


  
    
      What Follows Now

    

    
      
        PATRICIA YAGER DELAGRANGE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Maximus Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Sage Thompson

      

      
        2. Sage Thompson

      

      
        3. Cashton Everly

      

      
        4. Sage Thompson

      

      
        5. Cashton Everly

      

      
        6. Sage Thompson

      

      
        7. Cashton Everly

      

      
        8. Sage Thompson

      

      
        9. Cash

      

      
        10. Sage

      

      
        11. Cash

      

      
        12. Sage

      

      
        13. Cash

      

      
        14. Sage

      

      
        15. Cash

      

      
        16. Sage

      

      
        17. Cash

      

      
        18. Sage

      

      
        19. Cash

      

      
        20. Cash

      

      
        21. Sage

      

      
        22. Cash

      

      
        23. Sage

      

      
        24. Cash

      

      
        25. Sage

      

      
        26. Cash

      

      
        27. Sage

      

    

    
      
        Books by Patricia Yager Delagrange

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      What Follows Now © 2025 Patricia Yager Delagrange

      Published by Patricia Yager Delagrange, Maximus Books

      Cover and Interior Layout: https://www.formatting4U.com

      

      All rights reserved. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from the author. This book is a work of fiction. The characters, events, and places portrayed in this book are products of the author’s imagination and are either fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      

      No content contained within this work was generated using artificial intelligence (AI). The content contained within this work may not be regenerated, repurposed, or processed using AI in any capacity, as this work is not part of the public domain.

      

      To avoid doubt, this work may not be used in any manner to train AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies capable of generating works in the same style or genre as the work.

      

      
        
          [image: Maximus. Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this book in memory of my mom who battled ovarian cancer for ten years. And I will always remember the chocolate labs who have gone over the Rainbow Bridge in our family: Mocha, Java, Annabella, and Jack. And for the two chocolate labs still with us today, UJE and Remy.

      

      And I want to especially honor Remy, who is battling cancer right now. May you not walk over that bridge before this book is published. I could not have written it without you by my side.
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            Sage Thompson

          

        

      

    

    
      “Red Airways Flight 252 now boarding seats number one through thirty-five at Gate 43.”

      I glance around frantically, recalling the last gate number I saw was Gate 10, or maybe it was 11. I don’t remember. Now I know I’m going to have to bust my ass, if I want to make it to Gate 43 by boarding time. Plus, I need to sit in the aisle seat, or… well, I don’t know what I’ll do. I suffer from panic attacks when I feel squished inside anyplace. It could be a bar, though I don’t frequent them much, or in a church setting, although I don’t frequent those anymore either. But I get especially claustrophobic and anxious if I’m on a plane and can’t sit in the aisle seat.

      I glance at the nearest sign. “Gate 15,” I mumble. I’m really gonna have to step on the gas, as my dad used to say. But I’m wearing heels, so I bend down, pull both of them off my feet, and jam as fast as I can past twenty-eight gates, having very little time to get there, if I want to grab my preferred seat.

      By the time I reach Gate 43, I feel as if I’ve just run the equivalent of the Kentucky Derby in less than two minutes. I’m winded but able to see the last two people in the line I have to be in. I say “excuse me” about a hundred times, past all those passengers who will be called next to board the flight, until I realize I’ve made it.

      I halt behind a man wearing a suit with no bulky carry-on baggage and lean to the left to tuck my foot into my right heel. I end up falling face-first into the man’s back with my forehead butting into his shoulder blades.

      “Oh, my God,” I yell, as I slam my foot to the ground to keep my balance.

      Hands grab my shoulders, helping me to right myself, and I look up, knowing the embarrassment on my face, which, being a redhead, manifests itself in a beet-red color.

      “Whoa! You okay?”

      When I glance up, all I see are two blue eyes that resemble those of a two-week-old puppy—the color that goes away in a couple of months. This man’s eyes are just like that, mesmerizing. I can’t stop staring, and I lean back, now that I’ve got my balance, allowing me to take a full picture of his face.

      He’s got to be about my age, thirty-one, with a black mustache and a precisely-cut goatee, and a full head of thick, black hair. He’s smiling, and his teeth are as white as Chiclets. Handsome would definitely be an understatement.

      So it’s no surprise I have to hold back a gasp, not wanting to add more embarrassment to my already splotchy face. My mouth drops open, but I quickly force it into a smile. “Thank you. Geez. I’m so sorry for practically knocking you to the floor.”

      He looks down at the ground, obviously noting my one-heel-on-and-one-heel-off status, because he chuckles under his breath. “No problem. I see you’re very determined to board on time. Congratulations on making it here without hurting yourself.”

      I try to put on my other heel, and he lends me his forearm to hold, while I slip my foot into my pump. “Thank you so much. You’ve gone above and beyond being my knight in shining armor.”

      “You’re very welcome,” he says, then turns and walks the few steps to the podium and shows the flight attendant the ticket on his iPhone.

      I take a huge breath to slow my heart rate, though I’m really not sure whether it’s from all the running I’ve done or if it’s my savior’s good looks.

      My boyfriend and I broke up about a month ago, and I’m still upset about our final conversation. But, hell, I’m not blind. I already miss being in a relationship. But Ryan and I were together for almost the entire five years I’ve lived in New York, and I haven’t come back down to earth quite yet. It still seems as if we’re still together.

      When my phone rings, I expect to see his name sliding across the top of my cell phone. But it’s spam, so I delete it; but it brings up the very vivid memory of our last conversation.

      “I think we should talk about us. You already know I have plans to move to California,” I told him. “I miss Mom and my sisters. My job here is a dead end. I can’t advance any further as an art history teacher at the high school, and I know there are more opportunities back home with better pay.”

      He didn’t respond, just nodded and looked around at anything but my face. Something was wrong. Had been wrong for a while now. I could feel it in my gut. He was hiding something. He works for a modeling agency setting up the cameras and equipment necessary for photo shoots. So I knew he had face-to-face contact with a lot of gorgeous women, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if I didn’t measure up. But I never worried about measuring up. Never. He always told me how beautiful I am with my wavy auburn hair, feathered bangs nipping the top of my eyebrows. Slim and fit, since I work out at the gym at least three days a week, and I always wear makeup and take care of my skin. He teased me that I look like one of the models they photograph at the studio. So I never worried about the “other” women he hangs out with at the photo shoots.

      “So what is it, Ryan? You could get a job in a nanosecond in San Francisco, right across the Bay from where I grew up in Alameda. It’s not like I want to break up with you. But after all these years, every time I even come close to saying the “m” word, you say you’re not ready. But I’m not asking you for a freaking calendar date. I just want to know how you feel about a future with me. I’m not being pushy.”

      Silence on his end. I guess I pretty much backed him into a corner.

      “It’s really now or never as far as talking about this subject, Ry, because I’m leaving New York. I’ve been talking about it for months. And I’m booking a flight. I’m outta here in a month. Are you going with me or not?” I put my hands out, palms facing him. “And don’t tell me I’m being pushy. I’m not. You’re either with me or you’re not. I’ve tried to discuss this with you many times. I’m frustrated as hell. Stop looking around at everything except me, will you please?” I placed my palm on my chest. “I’m begging you to talk to me. I love you. You love me. So what do you wanna do? Break up?”

      Ryan is one of the kindest men I’ve ever met, and I could picture a future with him, for sure. He’s great with kids too. He likes my roommates, Danielle and Christy, and they love him. But there was always something I felt he kept locked inside his head and his heart. Maybe a past love he’d never gotten over? He’s had girlfriends, one he was with for more than six years. So was she still taking up space in his heart? But every time I mentioned that, he denied it. But he never, ever explained what was holding him back from taking that final step, getting engaged, talking about marrying me one day, having kids.

      “Sage, I—” He finally looked me in the eyes. (I was making progress there!) Then he took a deep breath, as if he was headed to the bottom of the ocean and needed a ton of air, then blew it out slowly. “I’m in love with someone else.”

      I felt as if I’d been slapped in the face. And not with the palm of his hand. With a brick! “Who… I mean, when… how long has this been going on?” I asked him. “What the hell, Ryan?”

      His face morphed into the perfect picture of sadness, remorse, sorrow, guilt. It was hard to read which emotion was taking up the most space.

      I stepped toward him slowly and stood right in front of him, tears flowing down my cheeks like a dam had burst. Five fucking years, and this was where our relationship was going to end? Another woman had taken up whatever empty space was left in his heart? I felt so betrayed that I wanted to smack him. But, not being even remotely violent, all I could do was let the tears flow and hold my breath for an explanation.

      “Who is it?” I paused, letting him know I wanted an answer, and I was willing to wait forever, if I had to, to hear his response.

      His gaze shifted to the side, and he just stood there like a mannequin, staring out the window at the skyscrapers nestled too close to our tenth floor apartment building.

      Silence.

      Then he nodded slowly, and finally… finally looked me in the eyes. All I could see was fear and sadness as his upper lip trembled, like it always does when he is emotionally upset. He’d always been such a kind soul—cares about others, people and especially dogs. He’s that type of guy. Sensitive.

      “Michael.”

      I shook my head. “Michael? What about Michael? Michael introduced you to the new love of your life? I’ll freaking kill the guy. He knows how I feel about you. And how you feel… or felt… about me. The traitor!”

      He shook his head, looked at the floor, then back up at me. “I’m in love with Michael.”

      It felt as if my guts had rolled into a massive ball inside my intestines and were about to fall out onto the floor. I couldn’t have been more surprised. I would never have expected this from Ryan. Ryan? We both had hung out with Michael since we met five years ago. He’s family. Part of the family we created since we got together after I moved here all those years ago.

      Oh, the betrayal and the heartbreak and the… I don’t know what to call it. I have gay friends, trans friends, bi friends. But not only did I not know Michael was gay. I certainly had no clue my Ryan was attracted to him.

      “How long have you two been, uh, together?” I asked him.

      “We’re not together. Yet. I wouldn’t do that to you. Not when we’re together. But I don’t know, Sage. Now that you’re leaving, it seems like sort of an omen. It’s time to part ways.”

      “Have you guys talked about this? I mean, you obviously have some sort of plan going on already,” I pointed out. “I leave. You hook up with Michael. And it’s all good?”

      “I wasn’t completely sure of my feelings until this past year,” he replied.

      I remember shaking my head to stop the buzzing in my ears. “The past year? You’ve been thinking about this for over a year?”

      He nodded. “But I haven’t acted on it, Sage. It’s just been like a slow burn. And in the last few months, well… I think I know now. I’m in love with him.”

      I thought for a moment, then said, “And he’s in love with you.”

      He nodded again. I guess there were no more words needed to explain the inevitable.

      He and I are done. Over and done. Five years for nothing. Well, not for nothing. We “had” a good relationship. While it lasted, that is.

      “I love you, Ryan. And this is breaking my heart,” I confessed in closing.

      “And I still love you, Sage. Just not like that. Anymore, I mean.”

      So I moved out. I had little doubts here and there about moving back home, where my mom and two sisters have lived their entire lives. And there, in New York, Danielle and Christy are like sisters to me. Have been since I arrived in New York. It would be harder to leave them than leaving home.

      But I had to get out of there. All the years—five bloody years—of memories with Ryan would haunt me forever, if I stayed.

      So I booked a flight. And when I walked onto the plane and found the perfect aisle seat, I knew. I knew I’d made the right decision to leave it all behind. But a piece of my heart had yet to heal. I resented the fact that a guy had taken my place in Ryan’s heart. Somehow that hurt even more, knowing I couldn’t—as a woman—give Ryan what he needed to be happy.

      And there wasn’t a damn thing I would ever have been able to do to fix that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Sage Thompson

          

        

      

    

    
      Did I say the perfect aisle seat? Well, it is, in the sense I’m free to lean to the right into the aisle to stretch my arm and look back if I feel I need a little more mobility than if I were trapped between two people.

      However, before I even buckle my seatbelt a young woman with a baby about six months old (only because it’s obvious the baby definitely can’t walk or stand) stops next to me, excuses herself, then tries to get to the only unoccupied seat in our row—the middle seat. I swish my knees to the left to allow her more room to pass in front of me, but even then the infant’s toes knock against my nose as she passes. Guess that’s better than the woman shoving her booty in my face… but still.

      I don’t mind sitting next to a baby—in theory. In reality, once we lift off the tarmac and the child begins crying… well, he’s been howling ever since. At this point, I’m ready to sit anywhere on the plane, even if it’s in the restroom. Six hours and eight minutes of this will definitely drive me insane. I might feel claustrophobic sitting in the middle or, God forbid, next to the window, but anything would be better than this.

      Out of the blue, I feel someone tap me on the shoulder, and I whip my head to the right. All I see is a leather belt on a pair of dark blue slacks and a few buttons on a tucked-in white shirt.

      “Excuse me,” he says.

      I slowly lift my gaze from his belt buckle, up four or five shirt buttons, then I see the black goatee and begin to wonder. Could it be? Up a few more inches, and there they are—those puppy-blue eyes of the man I almost knocked over in the airport lounge.

      “Hi,” I mumble.

      He leans over toward the baby, and the woman smiles at him. “Ma’am, you can have my seat on the aisle.” He points across and a couple rows down on the other side. “It might be more comfortable for you and your child, and I don’t mind sitting in your seat, in the middle.”

      I have yet to close my mouth and suddenly realize I must look like a goldfish trying to breathe in a fish tank, so I clamp my lips together.

      The woman immediately thanks him, and he helps get her situated in his aisle seat. I send up a grateful “Thank you, Lord” as he returns to my row. After getting out of my seat so he can pass by and sit next to me, I return to mine, fasten my seatbelt, and turn to him.

      “Thank you for doing that,” I whisper. “I don’t know if I could stand to sit here for the next six hours listening to that poor child cry. I love babies and all, but…”

      He smiles and… I can’t help it… my stomach flips exactly like it always does when a plane is taking off. But the plane is already in the air, gliding smoothly toward California. So what’s the excuse for my reaction?

      “I don’t mind, honestly,” he says. “You were gripping the armrest so tightly your hand was almost white. By the time we reach Oakland, you’d have cut off the blood supply to your arm. Plus, I like playing the knight in shining armor.”

      I nod and smile back at him. “Thank you. I guess I’m forever in your debt for saving me from having my arm amputated.”

      He laughs under his breath, then leans his head back and lets out a puff of air.

      I guess that’s the end of this banal conversation. I grab my paperback book I tucked into the mesh holder on the back of the seat in front of me and continue where I left off last night before I went to sleep.

      “Daniel Hurst, eh?”

      He startles me, because I thought he was napping. I turn to face him. It’s hard not to feel like you’re a little too close when you’re sitting next to someone on a plane. No matter the fabrication about how much more room you get on Red Airways, our faces are only about six inches from each other.

      “Yes, I love all his books. I’ve read every one of them. This is his latest novel.”

      “So you’re a psychological thriller buff?”

      “Yes, I am. When I read, I like to get out of my present, I guess you’d call it. Go somewhere totally outrageous from anything I’ve experienced. And hope to never experience actually. I find that thrilling. You know, getting into the mind of a killer.”

      He frowns. “So that doesn’t come naturally to you?”

      I pull back my head a few inches. “Does it come naturally to you?”

      He smiles again, and his teeth are so white I want to ask him who his dentist is, except that would be inappropriate, since I don’t know him well enough. Yet.

      “I just wanted to see your reaction.” He taps me on the forearm with his index finger. “I’m kidding you. I read psychological thrillers too. But I’ve never heard of this guy, Daniel Hurst.”

      “I’m almost finished with the book, and I’d be glad to give it to you when I’m done. Which should be in the next hour.”

      “Thanks. I might take you up on your offer. But how can I return it to you?”

      “Don’t have to. It’s a paperback and cost less than five dollars. I got it at the thrift store.”

      “A lot easier on your wallet. That’s for sure.”

      “You could say that. I have… well, I had two roommates. It’s expensive to live in New York. I’m assuming you live in New York or at least somewhere near there?”

      He nods. “I live… or lived, I should say, in a small place in Central Park Tower.”

      “A small place in Central Park Tower. Central Park Tower. The one with one of the most expensive penthouses in all of New York City?”

      “Yes. My father owns the apartment I lived in. I didn’t have to pay rent so, yes, it was a really great deal. I appreciated his generosity.”

      “Your father owns the apartment? Wow. I’m impressed.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not like I paid the exorbitant rent. And I don’t own it.”

      “As you said before, a lot easier on the your wallet.”

      “Yes.” He nods with a smile. “Where’s your family live? If you have one, I should say. I’m being presumptuous here, so don’t feel like you have to answer any of my questions.”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t mind. I grew up on the man-made island city of Alameda. Across⁠—”

      “Across the Bay from San Francisco.”

      I squint while looking him in the eyes. “How in God’s name do you know about Alameda?”

      “Because it’s where I’m moving.”

      “You mean you’re moving out of your, quote unquote, small apartment in Central Park Tower into a place in Alameda? Why?”

      “Well, for personal reasons. I’m fledging.”

      “You’re fledging. Like a baby hummingbird, you mean?” I pause. “Like away from daddy?”

      “You got it. Time to get out from under his wing… or more like wings, plural. Do my own thing.”

      “Oh, I get it. That’s why I left Alameda. Not that my mom or my two sisters were ever trying to run my life. But I needed a change. Like a total one-eighty type of change. See the world outside of California.”

      “And you chose New York. So you’re going back to visit your family in California?”

      “No, I’m moving back. Left everything behind in New York. And I mean everything. Friends, boyfriend. Well, he was my boyfriend. Until we broke up. Well, until he broke up with me, I should say. I need a fresh re-start.”

      “I get it. I’m leaving my family, as well as a girlfriend. I mean, fiancée. But we’re not broken up.” He pauses. “Not yet anyway.”

      “Sounds ominous.”

      “It might be. She has family there. Well, she sort of has family. Never mind. Anyway, she isn’t keen on leaving it all behind for a place she’s never been.”

      “Why’d you pick Alameda, if I may ask?”

      He grins. “Oh, ask away. I don’t mind.” He stops and works his lips side to side. “Believe it or not, which you probably won’t… I took out a map of California, because I wanted to see what life is like in such a huge and, let’s say, different state than the rest of the U.S. I closed my eyes and put my finger on the map in one quick move and told myself I’d move to wherever my finger landed.” He shrugs. “I looked under my finger, and it literally had landed on this hardly visible word next to San Francisco.”

      “Alameda.”

      “Yup. Alameda. So I got in touch with a realtor, who found me this adorable house in what he called the Gold Coast.”

      “Oh, I see. He found you a quaint little place in one of the most expensive areas of Alameda. Uh-huhhhh.”

      He shrugs again. “I gave him a budget and had a virtual tour and, yeah. Bought it immediately.”

      “Well, you’ll love it there. The houses are gorgeous, old but beautifully maintained. It’s quiet. I’m jealous.”

      “Where does your family live?”

      “In a house on the West End of Alameda. It’s an old Craftsman house, constructed in 1910. I love it. Has lots of beautiful built-ins with glass on the doors and hardwood floors, three bedrooms. My mom still lives there, but my sisters rent their own apartments on the island somewhere else. Alameda isn’t a big place. They watch over mom and stuff.”

      “Is she part of the reason you’re going back?”

      “Yeah. She’s getting older. Aren’t we all?” I laugh. “Plus, I really lost touch with both my sisters while I was in New York. So that’s five years of separation.”

      “You want to rekindle those relationships?”

      “Yeah, I do. And it seems like you’re in an opposite place. You’re wanting to leave yours behind.”

      “Yeah, my dad…”

      Just then the plane dips and seems to swing downward to the right. My book falls into the aisle, and I let out a surprised cry, then cover my mouth with my hand. He grabs the hand I was using to squeeze the armrest on the left side.

      The plane tilts upright, and my stomach comes back from where it fled into my throat, just in time for the plane to veer to the left this time, and proceed to tilt downward.

      I feel as if I’m in one of those movies where they focus the camera on the flight crew, and the pilot’s saying, “May Day, May Day. Right engine’s on fire. We have to prepare for landing.”

      I grit my teeth and squinch my eyes closed and hope we don’t crash. I never pictured my life ending on a plane going home. (Well, who does?)

      The plane is bumping up, then down, and my insides are doing flips and maneuvers I’ve never felt, even on the roller coaster in Santa Cruz when I was a teenager. Are we really going to crash? Is this really the end of it all?

      I open my eyes and turn to look at the man sitting next to me. I don’t even know his name, and he doesn’t know mine either. And we might die right next to each other. Well, if this is it, I’m glad I have someone to hold onto while we start to head downward again.

      He looks me in the eyes, squeezes my hand a little more firmly, and whispers, “It’s going to be all right.”

      “How do you know?” I whisper, though maybe he can’t hear me, because people are screaming and talking, and the captain’s trying to make an announcement, but it isn’t loud enough to hear what he’s saying. For all I know, he’s advising we “brace for impact.” I can’t hear with all the noise.

      But obviously this guy next to me can read my lips, because he moves his mouth next to my ear and says, “It’s not our time. We both have too much to live for. I’m psychic that way. Believe me. I’ve flown in worse conditions. And Red Airways has never had a plane go down. Ever.”

      I turn toward him and say into his ear, “It’s a pretty new airline, so don’t kid yourself, buster.”

      He actually laughs. “My dad says that expression often.”

      The plane continues to rock left, then right, then back to the left over and over, then tilts upward, ascending in altitude. It’s beginning to affect my equilibrium, and I feel dizzy. Maybe it’s just plain fear, but it’s not helping my stomach either. Puking is not an option. Where would the vomit land in these circumstances?

      I try to smile. “My dad used to say that too. “Don’t kid yourself, buster.” What does that even mean?”

      He moves his hand to take hold of mine, squeezing all the while. “Take big, deep breaths. We’re going to get through this.”

      I try to smile, though I’m sure it looks like a sick grimace. I don’t believe him. I’m sure this is The End. I lean my head back as hard as I can against the head rest and shut my eyes.

      The plane levels out for a few seconds, then ascends precipitously. Suddenly the oxygen masks deploy. I remember reading that oxygen masks deploy when there’s a sudden drop in cabin pressure, usually when the cabin altitude exceeds 14,000 feet. The drop in pressure can significantly reduce the amount of oxygen available for breathing, potentially leading to hypoxia. So the masks provide supplemental oxygen to help passengers breathe normally until the plane can descend to a safer altitude. This is the most scared I think I’ve ever been in my entire life.

      People and places scatter across my mind in a whirlwind of memories. My mom beckoning me to stand in front of the garden windows to get a better picture of my boyfriend and me before the Senior Ball. My father (who’s since passed) squeezing my hand while he mumbles from his hospital bed the last words I’ll ever hear him utter.

      My two older sisters making fun of ten-year-old me when I put on my Halloween costume, a Smokey the Bear get-up my mom had sewn out of an old shaggy rug with legs and arms attached to look like a big brown bear. But I knew from the get-go, I looked more like an overgrown squirrel, and there was a hole where my face would go so I could breathe. She tried, God love her.

      But, man, did I look like an idiot. My sisters held back none of their personal and humiliating comments. A lot of people asked what I was while I trick-or-treated my way around the neighborhood, but, overall, I was humiliated and came back early with hardly any candy at all except those yellow corn candy thingies that nobody ever eats but ends up throwing away or gives them to their dogs.

      Right now, I’m getting a pretty good picture of what I’d be ruminating about on my death bed. My teeth are chattering, which happens to me when I’m out-of-control frightened. This is it. I just know it. And without a chance to get close again to my mom and my sisters, which is the reason I’m on this dang flight in the first place.

      But at least the last person my eyes will see before we crash is the extraordinarily handsome man who’s now helping me put the oxygen mask over my nose and mouth. Even though we’ve been strictly instructed to put on our own masks before we help anyone else. Guess he’s either a perpetual rule-breaker, or he wants me around for the future. I hope the latter, even though my feelings for Ryan are still sticking onto my heart like duct tape. I still love him. Maybe always will. And that means I’m not ready to give my heart to anyone else. At least for now.

      I grab onto his hand after he places his own mask over his nose and mouth, and we hold hands while the plane continues its downward tilt and side-to-side jostling. Somewhere within the din I hear that baby screaming louder than ever. My heart goes out to the mother and her child, who have their entire lives before them, and now that suddenly may be snatched away because of some Red Airways defect. Doesn’t seem fair to any of us.

      Whatever-his-name-is beside me and I look at each other, though now all I can see are those puppy-blue eyes above the oxygen mask, and I know my eye make-up is probably streaking down my face. I’ve been crying and didn’t know it, because I feel wetness on my eyelids and my cheeks. What a lovely view for whoever-he-is… as he’s on his way out of this world too. I wish I’d gotten a few more hours to get to know him better.

      It seemed he was enjoying getting to know me too.

      Oh well.

      C’est la vie.

      I always wanted to learn French.

      Now it’s too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Cashton Everly

          

        

      

    

    
      I did it! I left everything in my apartment at Central Park Tower, stuffed my clothes and necessities into a suitcase, and took an Uber to JFK airport. I was hesitant at first, since I know my dad didn’t take me seriously when I explained to him that I needed to break away from the business to pursue my own interests in life, before I got too old.

      “You’re only thirty-three years old, Cashton. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, and it’s so goddam bright you’re blinded by the light.”

      “I’m blinded by the light? You mean, I’m not seeing through your financial machinations to force me to stay and work for you.”

      My father kept me in the dark about most of his business dealings by employing me only in those he personally chose. I ran the Everly Restaurant, which in itself was a full-time job and then some. I hired all the employees, made sure they were paid by employing an accountant for all incoming and outgoing money, fired anyone who wasn’t loyal and who didn’t work hard, because they were all paid top wages and earned great tips. It was easy for William, a.k.a. Dad, to shelter me from the other areas of his business by giving me complete control of Everly Restaurant from the get-go. That establishment was essentially mine, to do as I pleased and run as I saw fit. I didn’t know who my father’s other employees were or what they did for him.

      I’d gone to college and studied what I wanted. Against my father’s wishes, I majored in Art and Art History, where I not only learned the difference between a Monet and an Andy Warhol painting, but I also took a few painting classes. But when my father said I had to “earn my keep,” so to speak, and demanded I take care of the Everly Restaurant, since he paid for my education and apartment and all the rest of my living expenses, I didn’t have the guts to say “no.” I felt I owed him that much, and I believed down the road I’d be able to leave the restaurant in someone else’s hands and become the artist I wanted to be. At least that was my plan.

      And as the years passed, I became increasingly bored with the restaurant business. After almost ten years, during which time the Everly Restaurant became one of the most exclusive in the New York area, I wanted out. And Dad was having none of it. He explained he understood becoming bored with the restaurant business, so he’d put me to work in some other area of the family business. But finding another area didn’t interest me, and Dad knew that. So he delayed and hesitated and promised and cajoled me to stay on with the restaurant, until something else came open where he could place me. But that day never came.

      Until the day I finally had it out with him. Which wasn’t pretty. But I’d inherited some of my father’s more positive genes. I was smart, educated, knew how to run a business. But I was bored as hell and wanted to have a life of my own, which clashed with the “family” attitude Dad thought he’d instilled in his son. Which he had… to a point. However, the pull of independence and my love of art were stronger than my desire to make money and live near or with my dad.

      So. I packed up my bags, after handing over the running of Everly Restaurant to my second-hand man, bought a ticket to an innocuous little city in California, hopped on a plane, and left.

      No goodbye. No explanation, since Dad knew exactly why I was leaving. I was kind enough to leave a note saying I’d get in touch with him once I found a place to live, thanked him for everything he’d done for me up to this point in my life, but I was done with the family business and wished my dad success and happiness in his future endeavors.

      I’d heard at various times while working in the restaurant that my father wasn’t conducting business the way he’d always told me he had. So I no longer trusted him to tell me the truth about any of that part of his life. I felt Dad wasn’t being honest with me, which caused no small amount of resentment on my part. I didn’t “owe” my father the rest of my life at thirty-three years old. I wanted out. I’m a big boy. So I left on what “I” believe were good terms. Short. Sweet. I love you, Dad. Goodbye.

      And here I am, on a plane to California that, for all I’ve seen so far, is on its way to crash-land somewhere about two hours from New York, wherever that is.

      And I’m not ready to die. In my mind, I’m just beginning my new life.

      Suddenly the plane rights itself, and the sign above our heads states we can remove our oxygen masks, stuff them in the receptacle from which they came, keep our seat belts on, and free drinks and snacks will be coming down the aisles soon.

      I pull the oxygen mask away from my face and look at my seat-mate to my right. And I realize, I don’t even know her name.

      Yet.

      “Here. Let me help you,” I say.

      Her eyes, glassy and wide, almost scare me. If she were an older woman, I’d think she was about to have a heart attack.

      I unhook her mask and stuff it in the cubicle above her head. “You okay?”

      She nods. “I’ve… never experienced turbulence.”

      “No?” I smile. “I’ve flown a lot, and this was… well, on a scale of one to ten, I guess I’d rate it a seven.”

      “Have you ever experienced an eight or a nine?”

      “No, but I know a few people who have. One friend of mine actually was on a plane, engine caught fire, they landed okay, and then he had to slide down one of those ramps. He told me he thought he was for sure gonna die. Ever since then,” I shrug, “he doesn’t want to fly.”

      “So he’s not flown since?”

      “Nope.”

      “How does he get to… I don’t know… places he has to go?”

      “Drives. I’ve offered my father’s private jet. He still won’t do it. Guess it was pretty traumatic.”

      She tilts her head. “I agree. I’m surprised the pilot got us out of whatever ‘it’ was. And I’m hoping that’s the end of it.”

      I pat her forearm. “I’m sure the pilot knows what he’s doing. Even though much of flying is automatically controlled by computers, in this incident, the pilot took over. That’s when you have to admire all the training and hours these people put into knowing how to fly these huge planes. I’m in awe of their ability to do it.”

      She lets out a huge breath of air. “I’m emotionally exhausted.” She smiles. “And I need a drink.”

      I laugh and take a quick look at the aisle. “One of the flight attendants is almost at our row. The drinks are on them, so get whatever you like.”

      “Think I’ll have a whiskey,” she mutters.

      “Ooh, the hard stuff,” I tease.

      “I’m joking. I don’t drink hard liquor. Actually, I’d love a cappuccino.”

      “You’re kidding. I took you for a… gin and tonic kinda girl.”

      She chuckles. “Well, for one, I don’t like the taste of liquor much, and, for two, I’m not a girl. I turned thirty-one recently.”

      “I turned thirty-three.” I look at her intensely.

      “What is it?” She swipes under her eyes, removing the tears that are still clinging to her cheek bones.

      “After all we’ve just been through, I don’t even know your name.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” She sticks her hand out toward me. “Sage. Sage Thompson.”

      I take her hand in mine, and it feels warm and delicate. I was expecting it to be freezing cold, after seeing the fright in her eyes minutes ago. “Cashton. Cashton Everly.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cashton. Why does your last name ring a bell?”

      I purse my lips, thinking about my father’s restaurant. “Maybe you’ve heard of the Everly Restaurant in New York?”

      She taps her index finger on her lips a couple of times. “The Everly Restaurant… whoa… yes, I know that place. It’s like, highly Michelin-rated or some such thing, right?”

      I nod. “Yes, it is. That’s mine. Well, actually, not any more. I walked away from it. It’s my father’s obviously, but I don’t run it any longer.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well…” I pause.

      She touches my wrist with her fingertips. “Never mind. I’m sorry I asked. We don’t even know each other, and that comes across as very nosey. I apologize.”

      I look at her fingers on my wrist, and she quickly pulls her hand away. “No, it’s okay. I don’t mind. My life is an open book, as they say.”

      “No family secrets?” She pauses. “I’m totally joking. I don’t wanna know.”

      “You don’t?”

      “As I said, Cashton, you don’t know me from Adam, as my dad would say. I was just curious.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat, you know.”

      “So if you tell me, you’ll have to kill me? Is that how it’s gonna be?” She laughs.

      I shake my head. “No. No. Nothing that dramatic. I got tired of running my dad’s restaurant, even though it’s a great place to eat. Fabulous actually, if I do say so myself.” I smile. “I’m not cut out for that type of work. It’s not my future. Though my dad vehemently disagrees.”

      “So that’s where your father comes in. He still wants you to run it and you… what? Walked away, and he’s mad now?”

      “I guess you could say that. My father is… let’s just say, my father’s a powerful man. Has his hands in a lot of different businesses, but he keeps the running of those businesses close to his chest. I don’t know what he does to make all his money. He’s wealthy. But frankly, I don’t want to know.”

      “Shady, huh?”

      “I think so. I really do. But he and I don’t talk about that stuff. If I could ever get his accountant to speak with me, I probably wouldn’t like what I’d find out. But don’t quote me on that.”

      “I surely won’t. Don’t worry.” She makes a zipper closing gesture with her finger across her lips. “Mum’s the word.”

      “Thank you, Sage.” I grin. “I like that name. Never known anyone my entire life whose name is Sage.”

      “And I’ve never known a Cashton.”

      “What a pair we are, eh?”

      She lets out a sigh. “Yeah, seems so.”

      I don’t want to stop talking with her. Sage and I get along really well. Granted, my girlfriend (fiancée, that is) and I get along okay, but there’s something about Sage. Maybe it’s one of those, what you see is what you get kind of a thing. She appears honest. Unlike lots of the people I’ve come to know while working for my father.

      “So,” I continue, “now that we’ve become forever linked due to our mutual experience of possible death… tell me about your ex-boyfriend.” I pause. “Unless it’s too personal or whatever.”

      “No,” she says, “I agree with you, there’s something about what we just experienced. It felt like a near-death kind of thing. I feel comfortable telling you more than I’d normally tell a seat-mate.”

      “Near death. But we’re still flying, right? Didn’t have to land in some weird place in the middle of nowhere. Guess it was just turbulence. Plain and simple.”

      She smirks. “I don’t know if I’d call that plain and simple what with our oxygen masks dropping in our faces. That was freaking scary. Funny, not funny, you know?”

      I nod. “I hear you. So?”

      She frowns. “Well, Ryan—he’s my, or was, my boyfriend, for five years⁠—”

      “Five years?”

      She nods. “Five years, yeah. The short version is… we loved each other, got along fabulously, were about to live together, then I decided I wanted to return home to Alameda and be around my mom and sisters again. That’s when he told me he loved me but didn’t want to move to California, because… well, because he was in love.”

      “He was cheating behind your back?”

      “No. He wasn’t cheating. But he’d fallen in love. With another man.”

      I nod ever so slowly. “Ohhhh. I get it now.”

      Her eyebrows bunch together. “Why didn’t you get it before?”

      I stare at her face. She’s a beautiful woman, delicate, flawless skin, gorgeous long, wavy auburn hair. A real looker, as my father would say. “What I didn’t understand was how a guy could leave you.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “You don’t even know me. I could be the biggest bitch in the world.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that. You strike me as intelligent, good natured, kind…”

      “If I was so kind, I should have been more understanding of that crying baby. Instead, I took you up on your offer to change seats in about a nanosecond. That wasn’t really nice of me, you know.”

      I shake my head. “Nah. Anyone would have done the same thing. If it was only an hour flight, I’m betting you would just grin and bear it.”

      “And then scream bloody murder once the plane landed.”

      “I doubt that as well.” I pause. “So you thought it was time to move in together and maybe talk marriage and kids. You ask your boyfriend to move with you to California after being together for five years. Am I right so far?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then he lays out his truth about being gay. You take it well. You still love him as a friend. You pack up. You leave.” I lift my shoulders. “And here you are. Where are you going to live once you reach Alameda?”

      She laughs out loud. “Well, not in some four-million-dollar home on the Gold Coast, that’s for sure. I’ll stay at my mom’s. Get my bearings. Look for a place to live. Maybe get some help from my two sisters to find an apartment… and a job.”

      “You’re close to your mom and your two sisters?”

      She glances down, then back up, and our eyes meet. “If I’m being honest, I made two really close friends, who were my roommates in New York, and they were like family to me. I thought Ryan and I would be married soon. I was ready to make New York my home.” She stares at her hands in her lap. “When I turned thirty, I started to evaluate my life and my future, and what I wanted to do and where I wanted to live and stuff. My roommates were going to get married and go off on their own. They weren’t going to be my roommates forever. But my sisters and my mom? They’ve been in Alameda their entire lives, and they’re not going anywhere. I guess I feel like I want a home-home. A permanent place to live. And I’m not proud of the way I’ve neglected my real family. I want to repair that rift.”

      I take a deep breath. “That’s quite a story. And I totally understand why you’d want to reestablish your relationship with your mom and two sisters. They’re forever. I get it.”

      She tips her head to the side. “You’re actually doing exactly what I did. You left your family to establish your independence, be on your own, find what you want and not what your father wants you to do with your life. But unlike me, you still have a girlfriend? Is marriage on the horizon?”

      I chew at my bottom lip—a habit I promised myself I’d stop doing. It’s an ugly look, because I’ve seen myself do it so many times in the mirror. “Savannah and I… well, we’re actually engaged. She’s my fiancée. I thought by now I’d want to set a date to marry her, but there’s this…” I shake my head. “Something tells me she loves my money more than she loves me.”

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Three years. Which is a significant amount of time, and we’re both almost in our mid-thirties. Time to think of the future, kids and all that stuff.”

      “And what about her? Does she want to get married, have kids?”

      “She wants to get married, yeah. But if I asked her if she loves me for me or my money, she’s not going to admit the real reason.”

      “I see what you mean. I doubt she’d actually say that. Maybe you should be poor for a while. See how long she sticks around.” She lifts her eyebrows.

      “That’s not far from the truth actually. I spent a ton of my savings on the house in Alameda. The money I have left won’t last forever. Eventually I’ll have to work.”

      “Wait a minute. If your dad is so rich, wouldn’t you be in his trust or his will or whatever? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “I never asked him about his will or what happens to all of his money after he passes away. He’s only sixty-five. But I’ve always worked. It was hard work running that restaurant. But it’s not really what I want to do with my life.”

      “What do you want then?”

      I suck in my lips. “Don’t laugh. I was an Art major in college. I love to paint.”

      She pulls her head back a few inches. “An artist! Wow. I’m impressed. That’s so cool.”

      “Why’s it so… well, so anything?”

      “It appears you left a high-paying job at the Everly Restaurant and a girlfriend—I mean a fiancée—who, I’m guessing you’re still in love with. You want to be independent and pursue your artistic passion.” She purses her lips, looks as if she’s thinking, hard. “That’s awesome. At least I think it’s awesome. Good for you.”

      “Well, I appreciate your saying that. Thank you. And I think it’s pretty awesome your family means so much to you, and you’re moving all the way across the country to rekindle your relationship with them. That’s pretty cool in my book.”

      We smile at each other, and she faces forward and lets out a sigh.

      “Tired?” I ask.

      “Emotionally and physically exhausted, after our near-death experience.”

      “I agree. Why don’t you take a nap?” I glance at my wristwatch. “We’re almost halfway there. Have something to eat or drink and then rest. When you wake up, we’ll almost be in Oakland.”
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            Sage Thompson

          

        

      

    

    
      When the wheels of the plane hit the tarmac, I’m jarred awake. I open my eyes, look around me, and some people are already standing in the aisles collecting their luggage from the bins above them.

      I turn to the left and see Cashton, mouth partway open, snoring ever so lightly. I can’t help myself. The guy is a knock-out. Reminds me of some of the men I’ve seen in movies but not many times in real life. You know, the guys where you nudge your girlfriend sitting next to you and whisper you’d like to get to know him.

      Then I feel guilty, since I still have feelings for Ryan, but I have to get it into my head—and my heart—he’s taken. He’s chosen who he wants to be with, and it’s not me. In fact, it’ll never be me. Because I’m a woman. And he’s gay. Or perhaps he’s bi, but still. He’s the one who called off our relationship, not me. And he and I agreed to remain friends. And I’m cool with that. Maybe he can help me when it comes to the more emotional problems with men that inevitably crop up in any relationship. We can still chat. I can still love him, just not in the way it was before he came out to me.

      As the passengers in the front of the plane begin to deplane, I tap
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