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__________

“Hawaii, here we come!” River Vargas exclaimed as her brother-in-law Derin pulled onto the highway. “Thanks for driving us to the airport.”

“Anything for my favorite sister-in-law.”

As they merged onto the highway, her excitement grew. She had been looking forward to this trip for months and was determined to make the most of it. She had researched all the best restaurants, beaches, and activities on Maui and had a fun and relaxing itinerary planned for their two-week-long stay.

River glanced over her shoulder, just a little annoyed that her husband of seven months, Dalton, was still on a phone call. They were on the way to the airport for their honeymoon—seven months after their wedding. River had agreed to wait until May, when Vargas Guest Ranch & Resort slowed down for the hot summer months.

“D4!”

Derin shot his older brother a warning glare in his rearview mirror, using his nickname for him. River sighed when Dalton held up his index finger, begging for one more minute.

In seven months of almost wedded bliss, River learned Dalton had a hard time letting go of control. His brothers were eager to help run the family ranch and resort. After years of managing more than he should, he finally relinquished a few responsibilities, but he really needed to delegate even more. It worried her as they were trying to start their family. Would he still work too much when children came along?

The longer he talked on the phone, the more her ire rose. She folded her arms over her chest and looked out the window as they entered the Phoenix metro area.

“D4, enough,” Derin growled.

At last, Dalton hung up his phone.

“Maybe you should leave it here,” River mumbled.

“No way. What if something blows up?”

She glared over her shoulder at the irritating love of her life.

“We’ll handle it,” Derin said. “Mami already notified the entire staff no one is to call, text, email, or otherwise reach out to you for the next two weeks.”

River dropped the visor and positioned it so she could see her husband in the vanity mirror. His frown said exactly what he thought of that idea. She took a deep breath and counted to ten, not wanting to argue in front of Derin, though she sensed she and Dalton were definitely headed toward an argument. Probably long before they arrived in Hawaii eight hours from then. Thankfully, they booked direct flights from Phoenix to Maui. Otherwise, the trip would take longer.

​A loud exhale sounded from the back seat. “I’m sorry, rio bonita.”

She angled toward him. He always melted her heart with the pet name meaning “beautiful river.” He reached toward her and rubbed his hand up and down her arm. She rested her hand over his and squeezed as she offered a small smile. River really hoped he would focus on her this trip.

When Derin dropped them at the curb of the airport, Dalton retrieved their four suitcases. River wheeled her purple ones behind her as they walked toward checked baggage. After checking the two large ones, they took their carry-ons with them to security. Before long, they finally made it to the gate.

As she settled onto the hard seat near the gate, Dalton sat next to her. He slid his phone from his pocket and opened his work email. River snatched the phone from his hand, tapped a few times to set an out office message, and closed his email before she handed it back.

“Why did you do that?”

“We are on our honeymoon, Dalton. Our honeymoon that we delayed for seven months because October wasn’t a good time to leave. You agreed to a May trip. This is it.”

“That was important.”

River let out an exasperated growl as she snatched her purse and strode towards the nearest shop. The bright fluorescent lights overhead shone down on her as she made her way through the bustling airport terminal. The sound of chatter and the clicking of plastic rolling luggage wheels filled her ears, only adding to her frustration. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee reminded her she needed to grab some snacks for the plane ride. She quickened her pace, her sandals slapping against the cold, hard floor. As she approached the shop, she could feel the cool air conditioning wash over her. She grabbed a water bottle and some trail mix, her mind already drifting to the white sandy beaches of Hawaii. So help her, if Dalton didn’t untether soon, she might just head to Hawaii without him.

_____

​Dalton sat still, watching River walk away. He waited a few minutes, then he opened his work email and finished typing the email he had intended to send before his wife so rudely ripped his phone from his hand. With each tap against the phone screen, his frustration grew. Once finished, he jammed his phone in his shirt pocket, the weight of it causing his shirt to sag slightly on that side.

She didn’t understand the pressure of running the ranch. Between their wedding in October and now, she had changed. She nagged him often about work—especially when he worked after supper. He lifted his Stetson and ran a hand through his hair before plopping it down again. He loved her to pieces, but sometimes she just didn’t understand him or his work. It wasn’t as if she didn’t write in the evenings or late into the night sometimes, especially before a deadline to finish her novel. Some double standard.

As she sauntered toward him, her skirt swished with her staccato pace. He noticed her struggling to wipe away her irritation before she sat next to him, her sweet perfume mixing with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. He slung an arm over the back of the chair behind her as he angled toward her.

“What’d you get me?”

He winked, but River’s stiffening posture told him she wasn’t amused. He instantly regretted his attempt at teasing.

“You’re a big boy. You can walk over and pick out your own snacks.”

“Testy much?” He failed to keep the sarcastic comment locked inside.

He withdrew his arm and stood before stalking over to the store, toning out the gate agent’s gravelly announcement overhead. Someone was making it hard to start the trip on the right footing. He glanced at the pre-made sandwiches and grabbed a roast beef for himself and a turkey for her. He figured she hadn’t thought about meals. It would be better to take something than risk not getting served a meal on the plane. He didn’t think they did that anymore. After grabbing a Coke, he checked out and headed over to his wife.

When he handed the sandwich to her, she frowned. “What’s this for?”

“The plane.”

“I told you they serve a boxed lunch on this flight. At least three times, I mentioned it!”

Heat warmed Dalton’s face. He didn’t recall the conversation. Though, to be honest, he had paid little attention when she had talked about the trip over the last few days. He had been busy. There were a lot of projects to line up for the off season at the family’s guest ranch and resort.

When she huffed and crossed her arms, the couple across from them looked up and stared for a few seconds.

“River,” he said firmly, “I don’t want to fight.”

Not here.

Though he hadn’t said the words aloud, she must have known he thought them, because she straightened her back and glared at him. When her lips parted, he gave her a warning look.

The lady manning the gate announced boarding would begin. Since they were in first class, they boarded first. River wanted the window seat, so he waited for her to enter the row. Then he stowed their carry-ons overhead before easing into the seat next to her. He texted his mami before putting his phone into airplane mode, still annoyed that his wife was giving him the silent treatment.

Once the plane was in the air, River opened her ereader and ignored him completely. He closed his eyes, not sure what else to do with himself. He rarely flew, so it never crossed his mind he should bring something for the plane. Knowing his wife, she had probably reminded him of that, and he had ignored her.

How had they arrived at the point where she nagged him, and he ignored her? Did all couples go through something like this? If so, how could they get out of it? How could they get back to the electrifying first weeks? They had barely kept their hands off each other back then. He hurried home daily just to steal a few minutes alone with her before dinner with his parents and grandfather.

He had always been a hard worker, but he thought that’s what made their life comfortable and stable. He tried to explain this to River, but she never listened. Instead, she accused him of being obsessed with work and neglecting their relationship. Frustrated and hurt, he didn’t know how to make things better.

As the months went by, their relationship became more strained. They stopped doing things together and started living separate lives. He spent more time at work, and she spent more time reading or writing her novels. They barely talked anymore, except to argue or complain.

If this was marriage, maybe the whole thing had been a mistake. They both seemed miserable.

Suddenly, the plane dropped altitude fast. A collective yelp sounded in the cabin as vibrations rippled through the space. It threw a man who had been standing in the aisle into the ceiling, hitting it with a loud thud before landing hard on the floor. The impact caused his arm to bend at an unnatural angle, and they could hear the cracking sound throughout the cabin. The smell of fear and panic filled the air, and the feeling of unease was palpable as the passengers looked around, wondering what was happening.

Dalton unbuckled his seat belt and launched to his feet as the captain’s voice came over the speaker, asking everyone to take their seats and buckle up. River grabbed his arm, but he shrugged it off as he helped the injured man back to his seat. Then he
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