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James

Tuesday April 30, 2013

––––––––
[image: ]


Fireball: I love you, Tiger.

––––––––
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“You’re up next, Lawson!” 

My fingers paused on the screen as I looked up at the sky finally brightening and Reece heaving on sandy dirt by Rio’s legs. It was my turn to sprint two hundred meters. I tossed my phone into my blue gym bag and jogged across the field. 

Rio sneered at me. “Get your head straight. We’re here for a month. If Rome finds out we’re wasting time... it’s not gonna be pretty.” My stomach churned as he continued. “Lincoln, Carter, Kyle, Ash, and Ricky... they’ve been training nonstop for a week. They’ve got their eyes on the prize. It’s too damn bad I can’t say the same about you.” 

I inhaled sharply. “You can. I’m serious.” 

Rio grunted. “Could have fooled me. If you were actually serious, I wouldn’t see you glued to your phone.” He shook his head and looked at the sky, then back at me. “Listen... and listen good. Leave the drama in Orlando. You got a girl back home, she knows the gig, and if she doesn’t, set her straight... that you’re here to work. You get me?”

I couldn’t screw this opportunity up. Everything was riding on me to succeed. 

Everything. 

Freaking everything. 

“I get you... I’m here to work, and nothing else.” I nodded with determination, ignoring that heavy beat in my chest. “No matter what.” 

*~*~*
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Harry

Wednesday May 1, 2013
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Amy’s black desk chair squeaked when she got up to lock up for the night. She smiled at me and tied her brown hair into a bun. “I’ll file your new client accounts when I get back, Harry.” 

I smiled back. “No problem, sweetheart.” After she left, I jotted more stuff about my newest client, a scrawny ten-year-old kid with no coordination. Not that it actually mattered. His dad was the real client, wanting his kid to be a pro fighter. 

Rome’s Gym welcomed that dream with open arms... just as long as the check cleared first. 
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Name: Danny Josephs

Age: 10.5

Sex: Male

Height: 5’0

Weight: N/A

Notes: Energetic. Decent punch. Decent balance. Striking the punching bag needs a little work. Great potential. 

Harry’s Recommendation: 6-18 months of private coaching, or group coaching. Saturday afternoon classes with 9-11 year olds for mock competitions, increasing that competitive drive and developing skills to become a great pro fighter. 
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Walt’s laugh echoed from Rome’s office. A chill ran down my spine. I left the pen and paper on the counter and walked down the hallway, pausing near the office. 

“Damn...” Walt drawled, “...that idiot really thought he could weasel out of repaying again?”

Rome scoffed. “Some people never learn. Our business isn’t a circus. We’re all about consistency.” 

“Yep.” Walt added. 

Rome scoffed again. “That bozo should have meticulously read his contract.” 

“Yep.” Walt added again. 

“His mother and father recently purchased a beautiful home in a town near Myrtle Beach. Marco looked into the neighborhood and many families want to live there. Huge waiting list.” 

“What about the Orlando house?” Walt asked.

“Thankfully, he and his wife were able to sort past his messy affair. She’s pregnant with their third child, which is great... because their divorce is off the table and now all applicable assets won’t be tied up in years of litigation. Barbino’s already drafted a notice. Jim Lawson the Second has thirty days to come up with the total balance owed, plus interest.”

“Some egos, man.” Walt hissed. “That dumbass fucked his whole family’s livelihood. What about the deal with James?” 

“He’s a great fighter, but he’s an asset that’ll need time to... appreciate. The deal was strictly verbal, more an act of good will on my part. It’ll be a few years before we see any real ROIs. So really... it’s a win-win. He’ll get his money without his father’s bullshit hanging over his head... and the business will see a hefty return on investment sooner than expected. James is at training camp out of town, he’ll know in thirty days, or after the letter’s been sent.” 

“His dad’s been talking a lot of shit lately.” 

Rome chuckled slowly. “There’s a time and place for everything. All actions... have consequences. I’ve sent clowns to hospitals for less. Nobody gets away with disrespecting a Matos.”

My legs wobbled jelly-like back to the counter. My hand shook uncontrollably picking up the pen. Relax, old man... this ain’t your problem anymore, the kid made his choice. It’s in god’s hands now. 

*~*~*
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Annabelle

Thursday August 1, 2013
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“One... last... tear.”

Wiping my jaw, my hand grew wetter. A deep breath left my mouth, then another. I finally looked up from the clean floor to the empty bedroom. 

It’s funny. 

It’s funny how everything would be ending. 

Today marked the beginning a year ago, and now it was the end... officially. 

For real this time. 

“Okay,” I breathed, giving myself the final nod and standing up. Grabbing the broom and dustpan, I left the bedroom and paused by the front door. A large garbage bag, and the rest of my bags were by the wall. My bus ticket peeked out from the front pocket of my purple backpack.

After emptying the dustpan into the garbage bag, I decided to do one last walk through, just to be safe. 

The tiny kitchen was spotless. All my budget conscious kitchen stuff was donated to a single mom with two kids. They lived in the one bedroom apartment down the hallway. She really appreciated it. I wished I could have done more for her... but I couldn’t.

The living dining room was next. Bare. Empty. The couch was gone; I’d sold it for a hundred and fifty dollars a few days ago. Thankfully, we hadn’t had enough money to buy a dining table, or a TV. After everything that happened, another loss, another reason to feel resentment, disappointment, and abandonment... would have been too much. I’ve already lost enough. Losing more money would have been the universe’s comical way of reprimanding me for NOT listening a year ago. 

A bitter chuckle left my mouth. I gave myself the told you so head shake. It’s what I deserved. Stupid... stupid people deserved their prizes. 

More deep breaths followed. I walked over to the small bathroom. It took an hour to deep clean it, but doing so reversed time, and now it looked as it did on move-in day, like a blank canvas again.

Next and last, was the bedroom. One last check. One last good look. The mattress and bed frame were finally sold a week ago for a hundred bucks. The sheets, the blanket and the pillows were all thrown into the trash. 

Turning around, the closet was spotless, clean... and empty. His side’s been empty for a while.

“Enough, Annabelle. You don’t go back... just forward. Just... forward.” I inhaled another deep breath and closed the closet. 

The building manager would be coming soon to inspect the apartment for any damages. If he was satisfied, I’d get my deposit of five hundred dollars back. I really needed that money. My bus ticket was for five in the evening. With what I made from selling the furniture, and my last paycheck from the Royal Heights Country Club, I had six hundred dollars left to my name.

Six hundred dollars to start a new life in a new city seemed... illogical. 

Eleven hundred was a fool’s dream.

But whatever, it’s what I had to do. 

This place needed to be gone. I needed to leave. There was too much pain to bear through being here... alone. No surviving here, just a place where dreams died forever... and didn’t I know that already. Annabelle Simms, the young naïve girl who was always being left behind, too dumb to figure out what others realized sooner. When dark grey clouds failed to clear, wishing for sunshine was pointless. The inevitable and the obvious demanded respect. I just wish I hadn’t waited so long to figure that out. 

A knock on the front door snapped me back to reality. 

Leaving the bedroom, I walked over to the front door and opened it. The building manager Mick stood in the hallway, holding his clipboard. “Hey there. Ready?”

After one last look over my shoulder, I faced Mick and nodded. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

This was it.

Goodbye young Annabelle, goodbye... forever. 
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Annabelle

Friday April 17, 2020

7 YEARS LATER

––––––––
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Ten minutes. That’s how long the turbulence lasted in the dark cloudy sky. But as per usual, the airplane landed on the runway, taxiing to its gate like nothing happened. 

“Welcome to Boston International Airport, on behalf of Skyline Airlines...” 

The farewell video played. Deep breaths rolled through the aircraft and tension aboard eased, but Lara the newbie flight attendant’s hands were still curled tight. Not that I blamed her. The first few turbulent airplane trips left me in a similar state, reeling in wild adrenaline and anxiety, my hands gripping anything to keep still. Those days felt like a million years ago. 

“... and have a pleasant journey.” 

The seatbelt sign turned off, passengers rose from their seats; overhead bins opened and small bags pulled out, coats slid on; and carry-ons were rolled into the crowded aisles. Ten minutes passed before the door opened and an incoming cold breeze flew in courtesy of winter, not ready to say goodbye just yet. Frustrated passengers slowly exited the aircraft while the flight crew bid them a courteous farewell. 

Post flight tasks completed, I grabbed my black carry-on and there... ran into another flight attendant. Ruthy was thirty-two, brunette, my height, slim, and very pretty. She’s been a flight attendant for almost eleven years. Her dark grey carry-on was by her leg and her white wool coat over her forearm. She seemed ready to go, but as per usual... I knew I’d be leaving first. 

“When’s your next shift, Annabelle?” Ruthy’s eyes were on the cockpit, where the married Captain still was. 

Surprise... surprise, they were having an affair. 

Eight months ago, I caught them making out by the elevators at midnight. Wanting juice from the vending machine by the elevators wasn’t that important, so I’d quietly gone back to my room, hoping they hadn’t seen me. 

Earlier at the hotel, they were arguing in the room next door. On the shuttle ride to the airport, Ruthy barely spoke to anyone, glued to her phone, her lips rippling every few minutes. When we arrived at the airport, she quickly wiped tears off her rosy cheeks. The aura of a betrayed woman was palpable, or maybe I’d read too much into the situation, but in that very moment... I thought that maybe... maybe she’d finally had enough of the lies, the false promises, and the heartache, that being in love with a married man wasn’t worth it, and that the truth about their relationship was anything but good. That final wipe of a tear should have been her turning point, but what happened next didn’t surprise me either. As per usual... an hour into the flight, she brought him a coffee, then spent the rest of the flight with a goofy carefree smile. 

Love was the weirdest thing ever. But whatever, it wasn’t my business. I made a promise to stay out of peoples’ relationships, no matter what. 

Ruthy smiled tightly. “So... the guy in C23, right? He really complained about the temperature of his cheese twice, huh?” 

I shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s okay. Some people just... really like their cheese cold.”

This bullshit conversation was comical. An excuse, a reason to linger and wait for Captain Phil. I wasn’t sure where’d they go after. Everyone knew he lived in a nice house in the suburbs with his wife Gabrielle, and their five-year-old daughter Cally. 

A sound from the cockpit made Ruthy jump. Her brown eyes brightened as she adjusted her coat. “Alright Annabelle, I guess, we’ll catch up on our next shift. Have a safe drive home.” 

“You too, Ruthy. See you later.” I smiled and exited the aircraft.

Leaving the terminal, I turned my phone off airplane mode and checked OnlineToob. Jenna and Tom uploaded two new videos. I played the first one.

“Welcome back to the amazing world adventures of Jenna and Tom...” Their opening theme showed them hiking, swimming, climbing, biking, and roaming beaches to a catchy pop song. It was kind of cheesy to be honest, but whatever. In this video, they traveled to a stunning beach in Thailand, ate amazing seafood, and modeled swimsuits on their toned physiques. Amazing, yet predictable.

On the drive home, the highways were practically empty. It was nice. Calming. Exactly what I needed after two back-to-back flights. Soft guitar music played on the radio as I drove into my building’s garage and into my spot. Working late had its perks. I took the elevator to the fifteenth floor, no stops. 

Ding.

The doors opened. I rolled my carry-on onto the dark charcoal carpet, heading to my one-bedroom, plus den, condo. 

Pure magic. 

Elation.

Unlocking and opening the front door, and entering this stunning condo, and knowing that I owned it was... the most powerful feeling I’ve ever had in my life. All those years of saving and sacrificing had been worth it. 

By the front door was a coat closet and shoe rack. Down the hallway, a spacious second bathroom, a large closet for extra linens and towels, and another closet for my stackable white washer and dryer. At the end of the hallway was the large master bedroom with an en-suite bathroom and a big walk-in closet. On the other side of the front door was a den; set up as a small office. Next to it was my living room with my couch, TV, coffee table, and side-tables. By the living room was the dining area. I moved into this condo three weeks ago, so the dining area was still empty. The search for a budget friendly fabulous dining set was ongoing. But there was no rush. 

By the dining area was my balcony, also empty. The kitchen, modern and gorgeous could be entered from the hallway or dining area. The kitchen had a bay window with a small blue upholstered bench and a small round glass table. Perfection. I loved drinking coffee there in the mornings, especially when it rained. Peaceful. 

After putting my things away, I showered; blow dried my hair, and then went to bed. 

Dark clouds surrounded me. I stretched my arms out, touching nothing, feeling nothing, knowing nothing. Trudging through a cloud, a bright light ahead blinked. I kept walking. I kept going. I didn’t stop. The cloud dissipated slowly. Greenery. A forest. Trees. Dirty trails covered in sticks and broken dried leaves. I followed a trail, hearing waves crash from a pocket of water. I diverted, heading through soft ticklish bushes instead. I paused by the edge of an aqua blue lagoon. A sparkly purple mermaid tail poked through its surface. A beautiful woman with burning orange hair stuck her head out. She smiled and waved at me to come forward. I took a step toward the water, but stopped and pulled my foot back to land. The water darkened slowly. 

The woman cried. “Don’t runaway, not again!”

I shook my head. “It’s scary, I can’t do it. I’m sorry.” 

She swam closer, her tail flopping side to side, sending waves down the lagoon. “There’s nothing to be scared of. You have to face this.” 

I shook my head again. “I don’t want to. I can’t. I’m done. Leave me alone. There’s nothing I need to face.” I backed away and lost balance, falling and landing on my butt. A sharp pain jarred my back. I struggled to sit up. Glancing at the lagoon, the woman had disappeared, which was a relief. 

Quiet footsteps crunched through leaves behind me. The smell of his shampoo infiltrated my nose. My heart began to race. I held the ground for support. “Leave... me... alone.” 

Soft breaths tickled my neck. “Right here...with you... like this. Don’t forget about me. Remember one thing, and one thing only. We’re not lost... we can’t be, Fire__”

My eyes snapped open to a white ceiling. 

Slow, deep, breaths. 

My heart stopped racing. My hands stopped shaking. I couldn’t recall the dream. Or was it a nightmare? Whatever it was... I was thankful it stayed hidden behind the foggiest fog. 

It was nearly 9:00 a.m. I got out of bed and immediately straightened my white duvet on my queen-sized bed. The next stop was the kitchen. I needed to make breakfast, but my cabinets were in need of a restock. I need to go grocery shopping today. The freezer didn’t let me down. I grabbed my last everything-bagel and left it to thaw on the counter while I did my morning routine in my en-suite bathroom. 

Brush teeth. 

Wash face. 

Smother sixty-dollar face cream on. 

Brush my tangled dark brown hair.

“Honestly, Annabelle,” Mom sighed, “I thought I taught you to at least brush your hair before putting it up in a ponytail.”

I shook off the memory and glanced at my green bathroom rug and black wastebasket. Nothing else was on the bathroom floor. No mean machines. There never was. Not in this condo, not in this city, not for the last seven years. My life had rules. If something caused me pain, I banished it from my existence. 

“Katherine, darling,” Mom said sweetly. “See what Annabelle’s having for breakfast? It’s delicious and good for you.” 

“Bagel... I have to toast my bagel.” I pulled my hair into a loose bun and returned to the kitchen. 

I toasted my bagel, scrambled the last two eggs, sliced the last apple into six pieces, and brewed a cup of hazelnut medium roast coffee in my new machine. 

Breakfast: Completed.

It was sunny with clouds today. I ate everything at my kitchen table and listened to pop music on my phone. An incoming text message interrupted the music. It wasn’t from my parents or my siblings; we only contacted each other during holidays or birthdays. I knew it wasn’t from Jenna either; we barely texted and when we did, our conversations were short. 

The text message was from... my ex boyfriend Ian. We dated for eight months and broke up a month ago. 

In the beginning our relationship was fun and we never fought. He’d call me and we’d chat for hours. He’d text me sweet messages in the mornings, or before a trip. And when he respected what I liked... the sex was decent. “Baby, why won’t you look me in the eyes when I’m inside of you?” 

At six months, his impatience and annoyance about the state of our relationship went up a notch. “You’re my girlfriend, Annabelle. It’s time you met my parents.” 

Instant Mayday. 

So I did what I had to do. 

“I’m sorry, but we’re just not on the same page...” I told him, feeling guilty. “Maybe, it’s just better... if you find someone else... you know, someone who wants what you do.” 

“Just forget about it, okay,” He tried laughing it off and caressed my shoulders. “The last thing I want is to break up. I promise... not to bring it up again anytime soon. I get it completely. Annabelle baby... you know I’d never disrespect your boundaries.” 

Amiability lasted a month. I should have known better. 

Strolling by shops on a Sunday afternoon, we “accidently” ran into his parents. Angry, sure, but I smiled for his parents who were overjoyed to finally meet the girl Ian was in love with. We had coffee and cake, having a “fun” and “relaxing” time in a cozy café. Afterwards, they wanted me to come over for dinner soon, to integrate me into their family. I just smiled and nodded, wanting the whole thing to be over with. When we parted, he had the audacity to sigh contently. He was so happy, thinking we were finally progressing, and that I’d made a big deal out of nothing, because as far as he was concerned, meeting his parents had been a success. I lasted until we reached my old apartment building, not letting him come up. I said what I needed, trying to be calm, but things just escalated. My words, my defiance, my stubbornness just... took over in the worst way possible. 

“I never wanted to meet your parents, Ian! Our relationship was never meant to get that far! I don’t care that you think you love me, or that I fit perfectly in... whatever you’ve deluded yourself into believing!”

“What the hell is wrong with you? Is your trauma that bad... that you have to lash out like this? You need to get over it, Annabelle! Talk to a therapist, because... you’re messed up in the head! Nobody’s ever hurt me like you have!”

Breaking up with Ian was easy, dealing with his friends on the other hand... not so much. They positively hated my guts. 
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[image: ]


David: He actually loved you, Annabelle. How can you treat someone like they meant nothing to you? What you did was cruel. There are villains in horror movies nicer, who’ve shown more mercy to their enemies than you have to Ian. I wish my best friend never met you. 
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Tori: It’s not right what you did. Not right at all. I thought you were cool, but you hid that ugly side good. Seek help now. You should have gotten therapy years ago, then maybe you wouldn’t be such a crazy bitch now. I wish Ian parked in a different parking lot the day you guys met, then maybe he wouldn’t look like his whole worlds fallen apart. Someone like you isn’t worth the pain he’s feeling right now. 
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Brandon: At least take his calls. Hear the guy out. Did you ever care for him? Even a little? You don’t treat people you care about like this. You need to make this right. You need to prove to us that you’re not this insensitive monster who cares fuck all about anyone but herself. Ian’s not the same. I’m worried about his mental health. Just because you’ve been in a bad state for years doesn’t mean you can damage Ian and leave him high and dry. Make it right, Annabelle.
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Clara: Look, I’m sorry you’re still traumatized by some past high school drama, but you’re a grown ass 25-year-old woman who needs to get her shit together. It’s sad. He still wants to talk and rekindle things with you, which makes no freaking sense, so do us all a favor and leave him alone. Ian doesn’t need an immature bitch with mommy issues, still depressed over being the black sheep and not having any friends in high school. Get over it. Or seek intensive therapy. Get on some medication now! Never liked you. Never will. Ian was always too good for you! 

––––––––
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I shook my head... Ian blabbed my business to his friends. 

In a moment of foolish peacefulness in the midst of our relationship, I’d made the mistake of sharing some things I was still working through. 

The funny thing was, those text messages were from a few days ago and I still haven’t blocked them.

I read Ian’s newest text message next.  
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Ian: Hello, Annabelle. How are you? I just found out what my friends did and I had no idea they sent those insensitive remarks to you. When we broke up, I was a mess. They’re just really protective of me. I spoke highly of you to them, honest. They knew I was serious about you. Before you, I barely treated any girl special. Baby please, I wish we could talk again. We can make this work. I can’t deny what my heart wants anymore. All I want is for you... to let me into your heart too. You owe me a proper chance. 

––––––––
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Annabelle: Sending me links to therapy websites goes beyond insensitive. I’m sorry I hurt you. It was never my intention to waste your time, or make you believe we could have been something more. In the end, I wish we could have been friends, but it just wasn’t for the best. I think you are absolutely wonderful, but I wasn’t and still am not in a place to open my heart up like that. Maybe I am cold hearted. I don’t really know anything about anything anymore, except that I’m working on myself, however long that takes.

FYI, Clara’s in love with you. Open your eyes and handle this before your next relationship. She hated me the whole time; I’d hate for the next girl to have to experience this too. 

Take care. Best wishes. 

––––––––
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I should have blocked all of them, but where was the fun in that. In a masochistic kind of way... I liked getting angry text messages from people I barely knew that were disappointed in me. It’s not like they had the power to truly hurt me. Annoy yes, hurt... no. 

Munching my last apple slice, my phone chimed repeatedly. I received three more text messages from Ian, and one text message from Clara. 
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Ian: You are testing my patience. Call me right now. I’ve had enough of this childish behavior! 
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Ian: What more do you want from me! You think I don’t know Clara wants me? I’ve known for years. I could have had her anytime I wanted. Anytime. Even in the midst of our relationship I could have had her, but I didn’t out of my loyalty to you. Doesn’t that mean anything to you? 
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Ian: I’m so upset right now I want to smash my phone into the wall! I feel like I’m losing my mind. My parents are worried sick about me. My mental health has severely declined, and you don’t give a fuck about me. I don’t know why I even bother. I’m an investment banker. You’re a flight attendant. Someone like me could have taken care of you for the rest of your life. Are you ever going to acknowledge what you just squandered away? For once in your life, take some fucking responsibility!

––––––––
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Holy crap.

This was what I deserved for not following my own boundary. 

I pressed Ian’s name on the screen and scrolled down to the block button. “I’m sorry, Ian. The sooner you realize I’m no good for you, the better off you’ll be. Goodbye.” 

I pressed block. 

Leaving the phone on the table, I went to my living room and plopped onto my creamy white L shaped couch. I watched Jenna and Tom’s second video on my sixty-five inch flat screen television. 

In a luxury hotel room, Jenna and Tom were sitting on the floor in front of their camera, seeming sad. 

“We’re just... really stressed these days, you guys. Tom hasn’t been good either.” Jenna glanced at Tom. He just sat there in silence, his face blank. 

If anyone knew Tom Colleto, they’d know something was truly wrong, because that guy always had a big smile on his face. 

Jenna cleared her throat. “If our videos seem a bit off, just know there’s a reason that we can’t discuss right now. We’re dealing with the matter behind the scenes for now.” 

Pausing the video, I flew off my couch and sped to my phone.

I texted Jenna. 
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Annabelle: Is everything okay?
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Twenty minutes later, there was still no response. 

It’s fine. You have other things to do today. 

My building had a state of the art gym, swimming pool and sauna. For the next ninety minutes, I jogged on the treadmill, used the elliptical, swam in the pool, and relaxed in the sauna. These amenities were a huge reason why I decided this was the right building for me. 

When I returned to my condo, my phone chimed with a text message. My heart skipped a beat seeing Jenna’s name on the screen. 
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Jenna: I’m okay! How are you?

––––––––
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My heart plummeted. It’s a short text as per usual. 

But whatever... her text didn’t surprise me. Our conversations were usually surface level stuff that wasn’t personal, urgent, or serious. 

Our reality...

––––––––
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Annabelle: I’m good. Just enjoying my day off. 

––––––––
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She didn’t respond back. 

Which was fine. 

Jenna was probably busy right now. She’d text back later. And even if she didn’t, that was okay too. It’s not like this was new. Our conversations ran like this, a quick catch-up, and nothing more.

I sat on the couch and searched for her videos on my phone. Five minutes ago, she uploaded a new video. I quickly played it.

Lounging on a blue and green floral towel on a beach in Thailand, Jenna sighed deeply. “Ugh... you guys. I’m really stressed these days. I don’t know how I’d survive without Tom, and of course all my really good friends, and of course every single one of my followers. I truly am grateful for you all. By the way, check out the link attached to this video by my very good friend Chelseah Reynolds. She’s got a brand new channel called Chelseah’s Fashionista Kingdom. She just uploaded a new video, showing all her latest designer clothing finds. Trust me, none of you will want to miss this video. It’s amazing. In fact, I think I’m going to go watch it again right now.” 

The video ended.

That was weird, but whatever...that was Jenna’s world for you, and I just wasn’t a part of it anymore. 

Don’t you have something else to do right now?

After taking a quick shower, I got ready and left the condo. My kitchen was sparse, and the groceries on my list were stocked at three different stores, but there was plenty of free parking, so that was fine. Then I had to go to the bank to withdraw cash, then the post office to pick up a package, then maybe... I’d grab sushi at my favorite Japanese restaurant for a late lunch, or a really early dinner. A new murder mystery mini series was premiering tonight too. I’d binge watch it and snack on barbeque chips, and regular cola too. 

I drove out of the garage and smiled contently. Because that was that... my life... exactly how I wanted it to be. A predictably safe and solitary, consistent, forward movement to another day... no matter what. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Annabelle

Thursday May 7, 2020
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Love was in the air today.... at thirty-five thousand feet that is. 

“I’ve known since day one that... that... you’re what I want. I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you... you, Olivia Rae Vickerson. Will you marry me?” 

A guy my age was on one knee in the aisle, proposing to a wide-eyed girl with a messy bun, seated in an aisle seat. I thought for a second that he was going to throw up, holding up the diamond ring to her. Everyone was staring, waiting for her answer. 

Olivia nodded, tears rolling down her face. “Of course,” she whispered. 

He placed the ring on her ring finger. They got up, hugged and kissed each other, crying and grinning from being so happy. Everyone on the plane cheered and clapped for them... well everyone except for Ruthy. 

I caught her face as she ducked into the galley. We already finished serving drinks and snacks, so I had no reason to immediately be in the galley. Ruthy needed solitude right now, even if it was only for twenty seconds. 

In other, not so shocking news, Ruthy and Captain Phil were fighting... again. 

After the flight landed and the passengers exited, Ruthy stormed off the plane first. Not that Captain Phil cared, he was on a video call with his wife and daughter. “I love you guys, and I’ll be home soon.” 

Not my business.

Crossing the airport parking lot, my phone chimed with a notification. Jenna and Tom uploaded another video. I’d watch it at home. 

And I did. 

My heart pounded like crazy, watching Tom propose to Jenna... his best friend, love, partner in life, forever and always. The ring was a princess cut diamond on a white gold band, engraved with S and BT Forever. Jenna’s nickname started with an S, and Tom’s was the initials B and T – nobody in the world knew what they stood for – a private thing between Jenna and Tom. At least I know one thing between them... 

My phone chimed with an incoming email. My heart raced in that dumb hopeful kind of way, but it was just my cellphone bill. I opened the email, expecting to see $56.35. 

“Fifty-six dollars...and seventy-five cents?” I muttered in confusion. Why was I charged forty cents more? 

Unacceptable. 

I grabbed my Bluetooth ear-buds and went to my office, ready to call customer support and get to the bottom of this. Thirty minutes later, the mysterious forty-cent charge was removed.

Did I argue a little with the customer support agent? 

Yes. 

Was I wrong for doing it? 

Absolutely not. 

It was the principle of the matter that counted the most. Forty cents today, could be a dollar tomorrow. These people couldn’t just... charge me whatever they wanted. We had an agreement. I was a loyal customer who paid on time every month for the last four years. Didn’t that mean anything to them? Didn’t I, as a customer mean anything to them? 

I expected better. 

In fact... I was disappointed. 

In fact... maybe I needed to find a new company to spend my hard earned money on, a company that would appreciate the loyal and trustworthy customer I was.

That’s right. I plopped onto the couch and turned the video back on. Jenna and Tom were eating a six-course celebratory engagement meal by a heart shaped swimming pool filled with pink, red and white flower petals. The sun was setting in the background as a duo guitar player and singer serenaded them. 

“It’s the principle of the matter...” I whispered in embarrassment as Jenna and Tom kissed, fed each other lobster, and sipped champagne to sweet soft romantic songs. 

Turn the video off. You have chores to do. 

The next day, I was grateful for the next ten hours of nonstop work. Ruthy was smiling brightly, flexing a dainty fancy gold watch on her wrist. 

“Nice watch, Ruthy.” I said pre boarding. 

“Thanks, it’s new...” She stared at it and sighed. “It was a gift.” 

Let me guess...

“From someone special?” I asked.

Ruthy looked up and blinked. She took a moment before answering. “Yes... from someone special.” 

The flight went seamlessly, as if yesterday hadn’t happened. The Captain always found a way back into Ruthy’s good graces, and her pants too apparently. What the hell was this guy promising her? The way he’d spoken to his family boggled my mind as to who he was lying to. Maybe he got off on having a work wife and a housewife serving his every whim? 

Gross. 

Ruthy’s intelligence was still up for debate. If she wanted a monogamous relationship, she was barking up the wrong tree. Captain Phil wasn’t leaving his family, especially if his reputation was at stake. If he divorced his wife to be with Ruthy, the rumors alone would ruin him. The airline had a whole section in their rulebook on workplace affairs, I.E... don’t have one. 

It’s not my business. 

We stayed the night in Las Vegas and it wasn’t too late to still go out, but I had a shift in the morning at eleven going back to Boston, then another flight going to Chicago a few hours after. It was going to be a busy day tomorrow and I needed to rest. Smart thinking on my part, but Ruthy and Captain Phil giggled by my hotel room. I spied through the peephole, watching them head down the hallway. Maybe they’re going to go gamble at the casino? It was nearly eleven. Our next shift was only twelve hours away and the window to drink alcohol was closed. But never mind that... how would they cope with the lack of sleep, especially him? 

Rise and shine. 

The next morning, I woke up at six to grab the free continental breakfast. The dining room was full of early birds like me, and people having just returned from their wild Vegas night. Must be nice to have fun so freely. I enjoyed a night out on the rare occasion, but never this close between shifts. Only an idiot would show up to a shift hung-over, or barely having slept. 

“Coffee, tea...water...ugh...water.” I imagined myself hung-over, reeking of vomit while rolling the beverage cart down the aisle. 

“Shoot,” I hissed, almost spilling my coffee at the thought. 

On a brighter side, the hotel had an awesome self-serving waffle machine next to the bagels. Pouring the batter inside was beyond fun. Who didn’t love fresh waffles for breakfast? You’re a simple girl. Simple Annabelle... I shook my head at myself, feeling lame. Was it lame, though? I was too old to feel like this. There was nothing wrong with liking the simple pleasures in life... like waffles from a self-serving waffle machine in a hotel dining room. 

You’re an adult... adults don’t get self-conscious over things so easily. 

I ate my waffles back in my room, watching local morning news. The shuttle arrived at half past eight. Ruthy and Captain Phil showed up on time, looking fresh as daisies. Another conundrum... because how’d they do it? 

The smile on Ruthy’s face beamed brighter than the sun. All thanks to the brand new rose gold ring she wore on her right hand. During the flight, she
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