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“You should have gone to the business class counter, it would have saved you lots of time,” a tired airport employee with a fake smile plastered on her face reprimanded the flummoxed passenger.

“But I didn’t book a business class ticket, I’m flying Economy...”

“Well, it says here you’re flying business class,” and the woman wearing the airline colours points at the screen and then at her boarding pass, still smiling, but rolling her eyes at the same time.

“Do you mind checking again? I’d hate to take someone else’s seat.”

Some people think everybody needs to accommodate them... Of course, it usually happens the other way around, they try all sorts of schemes to get an upgrade. Leave it to me to attract all the crazies...

“I’ve already double checked,” and she moves her head discretely, pointing at the cue behind her. “Perhaps you had some miles or you found a promotion. Enjoy your flight,” and the way she pushes the boarding card and passport back to the passenger leaves room for no further argument.

The woman hesitates for a moment, then sneaks a peek at the line she’s holding up. Why was she complaining? Getting a business class upgrade on what looked like a full flight is certainly not the kind of gift horse you should look in the mouth. Suddenly cheerful, she smiles at the guy behind her and walks away, allowing him to take her place at the luggage drop-off counter.

“I’d kill for your luck,” he returns jokingly, not at all ashamed he’d been standing too close and eavesdropping on her conversation.

She proceeds to the security check, buoyed by her unexpected good fortune. Wouldn’t it be nice if there was no cue? Two miracles in one day, what are the chances of that, she argues with herself as soon as she joins the mass of people waiting to get checked. But you have to give them their due, the lines are moving quickly and soon enough she reaches the neat tower of plastic containers and picks up a couple of them for her belongings. Bag, jacket, computer out of the bag, phone, watch, she quickly glances over, making sure everything’s set up right for the security check. Then she remembers the second phone. Easy to forget about that one, she tells herself while she pulls out an old mobile phone from one of the bag pockets. The cold plastic sends a shiver through her body, but now is not the time to think about it. The teenager behind her eyes the device curiously, and who could blame him? Until recently she hasn’t used that sort of basic phone in well over a decade.

Coffee and a warm croissant would be nice, and a timely growl from her stomach reminds her she hasn’t had breakfast as she approaches her usual pit stop after security check. But the sight of the excessively busy café makes her empty stomach feel even emptier and a kind of hunger induced resentment needs to be fought off. But... the business lounge is bound to be more comfortable and the breakfast selection must be more appetizing over there.

The espresso in front of her has a soothing aroma and she can finally relax. After a few greedy bites from a warm buttery croissant she leans back and starts analysing the occupants of the business lounge. A person hidden behind an open newspaper draws her curious indiscrete glance. Who reads an actual newspaper anymore... aside from her?
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THE PEN TREMBLED VISIBLY, hovering over the yellow notepad. Damn... she didn’t expect to feel that nervous. She dropped the pen on the desk, breathed in deeply while waving her hands, then she stretched her fingers, she folded them into tight fists, only to stretch them back. Another deep breath followed by rapid taping on the desk and thoughts, ideas and words falling into place replaced the brief pang of anxiety.

A now steady hand picked up the pen again and listed the six keywords she knew by heart in a neat column, underlining each of them for inspiration. The pen tapped slowly while she considered the best way to integrate the words into an apparently banal ad. She picked up the paper again and read his ad for the tenth time.

A neat stack of papers was proof of her determination and impatience. She’d been buying every issue over several weeks, avidly scanning the ads every day, and nothing. Had the keywords been changed, leaving her with no chance of ever reaching out to him? Had he found out about the investigation and decided on another way of being contacted? Perhaps he decided to quit... She almost lost hope and found herself empty and sad, yet again in desperate need of a solution when she was so sure she’d found one. Then there it was, the strange ad containing all the words she’d been hunting for weeks.

Now she had to write one of her own... his sounded so natural, while her brain failed to come up with something equally clever. Why didn’t she compose her ad in advance? After all, she was hoping this moment would come... But she knew very well why, she wanted to avoid disappointment. Preparing her ad before finding his meant putting all her eggs in one basket, so to say. It would have meant allowing herself to believe she had finally found the way to get what she wanted and she feared disappointment too much to do that.

She closed her eyes, the way she did every time she was stuck, and she visualized words gently falling on paper in the right order, gaining meaning as they arranged themselves in sentences and paragraphs. Eyes wide open again, she started scribbling. It didn’t have to be poetic. It didn’t have to be inspiring. It only had to include the keywords, make some sort of sense, and not be the kind of ad which arises too much interest.

Two days later, her ad would be published in the same newspaper; hopefully he would read it and get back to her via a similar ad.
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A SECOND ESPRESSO IS a must. Something has brought her back to a state of awareness, it could have been the loud airport PA system or the fact that her head was slipping into an uncomfortable position. While watching the strong coffee drip slowly into a tiny cup she massages her sore neck. They could really find a way to speed up the process, she thinks, fidgeting impatiently. The bright warm early morning sun coming through the window and the tranquillity of the lounge made her doze off.

How long has she been out? It feels like moments, but the watch informs her otherwise. Careful not to get too comfortable this time, she sips from her second espresso and starts analysing the surroundings once again. The man with the newspaper is no longer there, he must have left for his flight while she was napping. The few other people populating the lounge are absorbed in their screens. What serious looks they all have... they’re probably traveling for work and being the only one going on vacation is invigorating. She tries to wiggle her toes in her flats, anticipating the moment she’ll be able to feel the warm soft sand.

Her thoughts inadvertently fly back to the man with the newspaper. In fact, the newspaper is all she saw, but the look of those hands on it made her think there was a man behind the pages. If she’s to be honest with herself, it was the newspaper that caught her eye. No, she has no regrets, she realizes once more, unconsciously patting the pocket with the old-fashioned phone.

Is it having something in particular or nothing in general to look forward to which makes her feel so peaceful and content, she wonders...
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A FEW MORE ISSUES LATER, there it was, the reply for which she was eagerly waiting. Once she paid for her ad and set the publishing date – you publish your ad two days after his – she kept thoroughly analysing all the feelings triggered by the action she’d decided to undertake. Perhaps she thought her determination would falter, perhaps she just needed to test herself... It didn’t really matter, she clearly wanted to be on the path she’d taken when she started looking for his ad. It wasn’t too late to change her mind, but at no point did she feel any desire to do so. If anything, each day that passed strengthened her resolve.

Then he responded and she was filled with the kind of excitement triggered by getting a chance to do something you’ve been longing to do in spite of being taught it was wrong. Once you get that chance, you just know you’re going to do it anyway, and no one can stop you.

The yellow notepad still had the keywords listed on the first page and she proceeded to count the letters in each of them. She noted the number next to every word, then arranged the numbers increasingly. Newspaper in one hand, pencil in another she followed the words in the ad, counting the letters to find the ones corresponding to the numbers. Don’t count spaces and punctuation marks, she remembered. Six letters formed something that could pass for a word, but she’d never heard it before and had no idea if it was a real one. Never mind, she’d look it up later. She then checked the final sentence for what could pass as an obvious email provider, counted several times, double and triple checking the letters. Slowly, gracefully, like a girl doodling little hearts around the name of her first crush, she put together the email address at the bottom of the page.

There you have it, it’s real...

After having taken it in, she grabbed her phone and obtained the geographical coordinates for her location. She copied the numbers in a new email, typed the address she just put together and hit Send without hesitation.

I wonder... do people usually give away their home address?

Highly unlikely, she answered herself, given the nature of this business. Surely they would want to keep their identity secret... or at least postpone disclosing it. But she needed to disclose hers as soon as possible, considering her purpose. She even emailed him using her personal email address, the one she’d been using for how many years now? What if he considers that too risky and everything falls apart? Her heart jumped.

Neither the paper, nor the email provided any new development the following days. Then, five days later, a stunning bouquet was delivered to her house... or rather left on her doorstep. It was strange looking, but all the flowers it contained were among her favourite ones. A card in a pink envelope contained a tiny key and the location of a PO box where she was supposed to drop off a letter with a detailed description of the job for which she was hiring him.

A sleepless night and a paper basket half full with yellow drafts later, the letter was finally ready. After finding the PO box and dropping off an envelope with the letter and several recent photos of herself, and retrieving a note containing six new keywords, she returned home and crawled into bed, quickly falling into a deep dreamless sleep.

She had to fight her curiosity and not lurk around the PO box to see who might show up to collect its contents for fear of being discovered and thus ruin the entire affair. An ad containing the new words would alert her to check the box and there was nothing else to do but wait.

True to his word, he published the ad a couple of days later. It certainly puts a novel twist on “You’ve got mail”, she couldn’t help noticing cynically. But she rushed to collect whatever had been dropped off for her, this time no longer able to contain her hope.

Yes! It was a good idea to postpone opening the tiny parcel until she was back home, even if it took all her self-control not to break the speed limit to get there. There was joy to be found in that unusual kind of delayed gratification and she relished the plans she could make for the near future, hoping the parcel in her bag contained the desired answer.

Yes, he was taking the job!

After tearing into the wrapping paper, she opened the small cardboard box it covered and extracted a cell phone. It seemed brand new, yet it was the old kind with an actual keypad and no camera. What a blast from the past... She must have been in her twenties last time she used something like that. Once switched on, the device revealed one saved phone number and one text message. The text contained a positive answer, a number – on the large side, but she’d been expecting that – representing his fee and a few recommendations. The phone was going to be their means of communication, so it had to be on and with her at all times; in case she changed her mind at any point, she just needed to text the “abort” code and he would take no further action, other than reimburse her.

All those plans on the way home... this is when they start becoming reality.
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PRIORITY BOARDING IS one of the perks which come with a business class ticket, but she’s still among the last passengers to get on the plane. A swift glance in the duty free shops quickly opened her appetite for shopping. It might be the vacation, it might be what’ll follow, she doesn’t care to look at this feeling too closely. That newly found or recaptured pleasure and giddiness which come with making a new purchase are something to enjoy, not analyse. After all this time, perfume, makeup and a cute bag make her feel alive. 

Once the flight attendant takes a look at her boarding pass, she instantly becomes friendlier and more accommodating, directing her to her seat. Years have passed since she stopped flying business class and it’s only now that she realizes how much she missed it. Common sense dictates which luxuries you can do without when you have to, and you take it as it is. Some kind of self-defence mechanism prevents you from feeling the loss when giving up what you like, just so you can put up with it.

Hers is the window seat, the flight attendant notes, then she offers to take her leather jacket and hang it. If the gentleman would be so kind as to let the lady pass, she apologetically addresses the man on the aisle seat, who quickly folds his newspaper and gets up to make room for the new passenger.

“By all means,” he replies and either one of the two women can consider herself the target of his charming smile.

By the time her bag is put away and she settles in the comfortable seat, the plane is already leaving the gate. As the plane advances on the tarmac like the oversized heavy duck she’s always visualized when flying, her neighbour is starting to get restless. Clearly he’s trying to hide his discomfort, but he does a poor job of it, folding and unfolding the newspaper without reading a word. Then he gives up on it, shoves it in the pocket of the seat in front of him and leans back, eyes closed. His chest is going up and down regularly, in a visible fashion, as he’s attempting a calming breathing exercise, but the pale fingers clasping the armrests tighter and tighter give away his growing anxiety while the plane is taking off.

No wedding band, she notices, curiously observing her neighbour. But she hasn’t been paying attention to this kind of details in a while, so she’s surprised to do so now. There’s something about this man, something that draws her to him... first the newspaper in the airport lounge – yes, she recognized those hands – then the smile when she sat down... Something Clark Kent-ish, that’s the vibe she gets from him, she realizes, measuring his firm muscular body from head to toe. There must be more to him than the mild-mannered attire and haircut... In fact, he’s quite handsome with his salt and pepper hair, and he looks like he’s in great shape for his age... for any age. A pair of deep brown eyes suddenly open behind the glasses, catching her staring at his pecs while thinking that a vacation fling is an absolute must. Startled and blushing, she gives him a tiny uncomfortable smile, quickly turning her head, pretending to be terribly fascinated by the clouds outside the window.

I’m acting like a stupid teenager, she berates herself.

“I apologize, I didn’t mean to scare you. I just hate flying, so if I start mumbling pointlessly or if I suddenly turn white as a sheet, make nothing of it. I’ll be fine as soon as we land.”

He gives her another big engaging smile she can’t resist, even if she can only see it reflected in the tiny window. It’s enough to pull her in, suddenly feeling the need to comfort him.

“I hear distractions can help in these cases,” and she turns her head, her eyes meeting his, trying to match that irresistible smile. “Does talking help? Or perhaps watching a movie, listening to some music,” she adds, trying not to seem too forward.

Normally, she would put in her earbuds and try to ignore his chatter. In her experience, people who are afraid of flying can be quite annoying and exhausting. But you only live once, and who knows for how long... and he’s so handsome... and she can’t really foresee another vacation... so who’s some harmless flirting going to hurt? After all, they’ll each go their way once they land and an attractive man’s interest is one of life’s little pleasures.

“I hate to be a bore, so I apologize in advance. But I’ll take you up on that offer, so if you don’t mind keeping me company...” She doesn’t remember making him such an offer, but she gives him a friendly nod anyway. “I’ll make it up to you with a free drink as soon as I get the chance,” he adds, eyeing a busy flight attendant.

“How generous of you... in that case, I’ll have to offer you a free brunch, I’d hate to take advantage of your good nature.”

Looks like I won’t be needing this, and she puts away the book resting on her knees, choosing to believe the good looking man also finds her attractive, not just a random person to distract him from the altitude the plane has reached.

“So what do you do,” she wants to know, predictably enough.

“I’m an entrepreneur. You could say I take on causes... rather, they’re presented to me and I choose which ones I want to handle.”

He gets the flight attendant’s attention as soon as the Fasten Seatbelts sign is off, and she’s secretly pleased he isn’t too arrogant to follow that trite little rule. Most people are so conceited and self-involved, that they think the world revolves around them and they should be the exception to any rule.

“Could we have one whiskey on the rocks, please, and...” he looks at her inquisitively.

“Make that two.”

The conversation flows as it can occasionally flow only between strangers who know they’ll never meet again. As it turns out, he doesn’t need to hear himself talk all the time, he’s quite a good listener and she abandons herself to the moment, sharing more than she would normally have. But she’s never going to see him again, so...

However, he experiences an unfamiliar state of shock generated by the sudden connection he feels to the woman sitting next to him. Nothing betrays it, but he’s painfully aware of it, of that undeniable chemistry. It’s not only sexual, he knows himself well enough to acknowledge it, although the woman in her late thirties with her fashionably torn jeans paired with a simple white shirt and a red leather jacket is more stunning than she knows. But underneath that well-kept appealing exterior there is a real human being, an intelligent one, with well-formed opinions, an interesting personality and a great sense of humour.

He found her intriguing from the very beginning, but he didn’t expect this, he didn’t expect to find her irresistible. In fact, this is the kind of reaction he doesn’t expect to have in general, guarded and jaded as he is. Not that he’s refusing himself the joys of a profound relationship, he simply isn’t able to experience them... or so he thought. He’s met other interesting, intelligent, beautiful women, and yet... He only felt this sort of connection once before, equally unexpected, undeniable and strong. So why the fuck does it have to be this one? Why her, of all women? There is no logical explanation to be found, that much he knows, and what he does with these feelings is hardly his decision.

Is there any possibility to enjoy those feelings and still do his job, that’s what he’d like to know? After a few minutes of careful consideration, he concludes he’s experienced enough in order to be able to compartmentalize perfectly. Proof to that is the mere fact that he doesn’t feel there’s anything wrong with their current interaction. He doesn’t begrudge her for her decisions, even if he’d like to find out what motivated them.

“Have you ever been married?” The words roll off her tongue before she can decide whether she’s being intrusive or not. But, in all fairness, she has just told him about her own marriage.

“I was engaged once, but she passed away. I suppose, in a way, that’s why I chose my line of work...” He never dreamt he would disclose so much about himself, but now that he has, he doesn’t regret it.

“I’m so sorry... I didn’t mean to...” So they have that in common.

“Don’t worry about it. It happened a long time ago, we were both so young...” But in spite of his reassurance, he doesn’t feel like sharing any details about it. So he directs the conversation towards her, curious to see how much she’s willing to share about the dead husband she mentioned moments earlier.

Without hesitation she shares how he died in a car crash, another driver ran a red light because he was too high to notice it. It happened a few years ago, she tells him, and she’s finally over the anger and sense of powerlessness. Dealing with the loss wasn’t easy, no one expects it to be, and she knew loss well... What you don’t see coming is the pain and frustration injustice leaves you with... the guilty driver got away with a slap on the wrist, thanks to his influential family and the legal team they could afford. It wasn’t compensation she was seeking... it was retribution.

It no longer mattered, though... she’s made her peace with it, she continues, pouring her heart out to that man she’s never met before. But that’s exactly why she can speak freely, she’s never seen him and will never see him after that flight. Even her therapist had to work hard to gain her trust and make her open up like that. Aside from that inexplicable connection they seemed to have, he also knows what it means to lose the love of your life. Somehow she knows she won’t hear any empty I’m sorry’s or meaningless clichés from him. People tell you you’ll be fine, life will get back to normal, but in fact you’re never the same again. You know the old you would not recognize the you who’s survived that loss. Yes, you get over it eventually; yes, you learn how to smile again and burry the guilt for managing to do it. But your new reality doesn’t get “better”, it gets different... and no one can really understand it, unless they’ve lived it, because not all loss is the same. Losing the person who defines you is different than just losing someone you love.

“Defines you?...” His intonation delivers a question, but the words form a statement inside him, because in the mist of his past he used to know exactly what she means. He used to have exactly that, he lost exactly what she lost.

“Defines you... but not in the sense that you become who that person wants you to be or that you’re devoid of character without them. I mean, they’re that one person to whom you can reveal all your weaknesses, the deepest darkness residing in the most hidden corners of your being, together with all the beauty you’re capable of, and they won’t get scared, they won’t run away. Instead, they will embrace it and love you for all you are, not in spite of it. They define you, because you don’t have to hide anything that defines you. They encourage you to be exactly who you are, they accept it and they don’t step back even when it’s anything but easy for them to be there.”

He nods without saying a word, but that nostalgic shadow tells her she was right, he does understand, he does know exactly what she means. His loss has taken place years before hers, but he knows what it feels like. He’s built a new version of himself, so he could survive it and move on, the same way she has. What she really wants to ask is if he was able to find any meaning in the aftermath of such an event; and if so, how did he do it? But there has to be a limit... so the unspoken questions fill the air, drowned by the hum of the engines.

“It takes having a purpose,” he retorts and for a second she wonders if she uttered her question out loud. “Either that, or an intellect limited enough in order not to understand that you need one.”

“That might very well be valid in general, not only in case of such a loss. And a purpose isn’t for everybody...”

I should know... But she keeps that bitter comment to herself, because it makes her sound pathetic and needy.

I should know... He completes her words in his mind, aware that speaking aloud would raise more questions than he’s willing to answer at this point.

“Anyway, all that is in the past,” she changes the subject as he’s turning pale during some turbulence. What’s the point in being bleak? She’s unburdened her soul and she feels grateful to this stranger for making her feel light and calm without even knowing he’s done that, simply by listening and sharing his own similar experience. It makes sense to repay him. “So tell me, are you travelling for work or pleasure?”

“A bit of both. I’ve taken on a new project and I’m trying to make sure the reasons behind it are the right ones. This way I get to check it out, get involved and also get some rest. It’s a good place for that. How about you? You have the glow of someone going on vacation. Am I right?”

“Right you are. I’ve recently found a way to make peace with that lack of purpose you were mentioning and now I’m celebrating by offering myself a few weeks to myself, with myself, away from all the pressure of everyday
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