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            About Layover (& Content Warnings)

          

          an Only One Bed Holiday Novella

        

      

    

    
      When the detour becomes an invitation…

      Delayed flights. Canceled connections. Nothing about Taryn Holt’s work trip is going according to plan.

      When a winter storm reroutes her through Atlanta, she expects to power through the inconvenience the way she handles everything else—efficiently, quietly, and preferably alone. What she doesn’t expect is Lance Mercer, the tall, dark, handsome… and opinionated non profit director who seems determined to challenge her at every turn.

      He thinks she’s heartless. She thinks he’s naïve. They’re both wrong.

      A grounded flight strands them in the same city overnight… and a mix-up at the corporate apartment strands them in the same bed. What should have been one bad night becomes two days of  a tenuous truce, a simmering heat, and a pull neither wants to name.

      Why does a stranger feel like someone they’ve known forever? And why doesn’t either of them want the layover to end?

      

      CONTENT & TRIGGER WARNINGS

      Strong language

      Workplace conflict and conversations about layoffs

      Mentions of housing insecurity

      A character recovering from cancer treatment

      Consensual adult sexual content
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      I was ready. to. snap.

      My jaw clenched, tension pulsing from my teeth all the way up to my temples. A direct flight from DC to Miami had turned into DC to Atlanta to Miami, and now I was wedged into a middle seat on the last available flight with a connection. 

      As soon as the aircraft shuddered through the lower clouds and the fasten seatbelt sign pinged off, I pulled my work laptop from a Tom Ford tote and wrenched it open on the tray table. My proposal for Ironvale Holdings wouldn’t write itself. I needed to hammer out the executive summary, tighten the cost-cutting measures, and strategize how to pitch a round of layoffs without seeming callous.

      Light work.

      The spreadsheet lagged while opening, the spinning wheel taunting me. I blew out a hard sigh and muttered, “Really, bro? I do not fucking need this right now.”

      “Rough day?”

      The voice came from the man in the seat next to me. I’d asked him when we boarded if he’d switch so I could take the aisle, but he’d smiled and said his long legs made the aisle easier for him. I’d been salty ever since.

      I let the question hang for a moment, eyes fixed on the glow of my screen. Then I relented. “Every day is rough in my line of work,” I finally said. “But yes, the gate changes, the two-hour delay, and a scenic jog through the Atlanta airport weren’t on my agenda.”

      “Fair. Flight delays are hell. I got some of that, too.” He paused, eyes flicking to my laptop. “You can’t even relax during a flight, though? You should be kicking back with a drink and some peanuts or something.”

      I finally glanced over at him. Dark brown skin, amber eyes, mid-forties, maybe. Navy button-down rolled up at the sleeves, dark jeans. No ring. 

      No ring tan line.

      When he smiled, it lit his face up in a way that would be attractive if I was interested in being attracted.

      “I’m a little behind. This is the time I set aside to work on this proposal.”

      “Gotcha.” He nodded, rocking his head forward and back. “What is it that you do, that’s so important you have to work on a plane?”

      “The easiest way to describe my role,” I said, “is consultant, though I’m more a strategist. I help companies make hard decisions. And you?” I tried to smile, aiming it in his direction. “Something less stressful, I’m guessing, since you don’t have any work you need to do on a plane?”

      “I always have work I need to do,” he replied with a laugh. “I’m opting not to do it. I’m Executive Director of Community Housing Partners. Affordable housing initiatives, tenant advocacy, keeping families in their homes. Stuff like that.”

      “Ah. Non profit.” I chuckled under my breath, returning my attention to my document.

      “Oh-kaaaaayyy,” he said, dragging out the word. “I’ll bite. What did that little laugh mean?”

      “Nothing. I just...” I shrugged. “You non-profit people are idealistic. Your good intentions make you difficult to work with.”

      “Good intentions go further than people give them credit for.”

      I turned my head just enough to meet his eyes, keeping my tone low and even, though irritation clawed at the edges. “Let me guess…you fight the big, bad corporations and I’m the heartless consultant who boots grandmothers and orphans out into the cold. Listen, save the sermon at thirty thousand feet, alright? It must be nice living in a world where everything is black and white.”

      He leaned closer, eyes sparking. “Aren’t you just dressing it up? Cutting, eliminating, optimizing— isn’t that corporate speak for firing people who have mortgages and medical bills, keeping CEOs in their yachts and million-dollar homes? I’ve seen the fallout from your kind of work. Families losing homes because someone in a fifteen hundred dollar suit decided they weren’t worth keeping.”

      I felt my brows—and hackles—rising. “Respectfully, you don’t know a damn thing about what I do. Sir.”

      “I know enough. Miss. You’re on your way to tell some guy in a corner office to slash jobs by half. He’ll do it, and get a bonus at the end of the year.”

      This time, my laugh was sardonic, a you motherfucker chuckle. It didn’t matter one bit that this man was my brand of tall, dark and handsome, with a baritone voice that ricocheted so nicely in my chest He was on my last nerve.

      “Well,” I chirped, “as much as I want to argue with a random man on a flight who thinks thoughts and prayers solves real-world problems, I have a lot of work to do.” I reached into my bag and pulled out a set of Bose noise-cancelling headphones. “Some of us have to live in reality.”

      “A reality where your average working-class family loses a home so consultants can be paid a hefty retainer and the C-Suite can vacation in Paris?”

      “I’m worth every hour I work to keep businesses alive in markets that don’t give a damn about intentions. Companies adapt or they die, taking jobs with them. But sure, let’s pretend speeches and protests can hold up the economy.”

      I slid my headphones on. “When companies don’t restructure, hundreds lose jobs instead of sixty.”

      He leaned back, folding large well-veined hands together. “Whatever helps you sleep at night. When was the last time you looked someone in the eye and told them twenty years of loyalty didn’t matter?”

      “When was the last time you made a decision that kept an entire business afloat instead of writing grant proposals and chanting witty slogans your marketing intern wrote?”

      My voice had risen enough that a woman across the aisle glanced at us. I lowered my tone again and muttered just loud enough for him to hear. “I don’t have the luxury of idealism. By the time I get involved, my clients are way past that point.”

      I cranked on my headphones, adjusted my privacy screen and refocused on my document. Numbers, projections, options—the situation was dire. There was no scenario in which jobs could be spared.

      I worked until the cursor blurred. At some point, the flight attendant leaned in, asking if I wanted a drink. I blinked, my retinas sanded raw from the screen. I took my seat mate’s advice and ordered a vodka with seltzer and lime, hoping the tartness would shock me back into focus and the alcohol would mellow my attitude.

      My seat mate was staring ahead now, jaw set, a muscle pulsing just beneath the line of his nicely trimmed beard. His hands drummed his knees in a low, arrhythmic pattern.

      I’d always thought of my job as necessary work. Measured, only cutting what was absolutely required to keep an organization breathing.

      Lately, though…the cuts felt deeper. And heartless.

      On my laptop screen, a reflection stared back. A woman in a silk blouse, eyes ringed by exhaustion, mouth pulled tight with stress. My expensive skin care regimen was failing.

      Some time later, I was deep in my project file when an email notification popped up: Flight Alert: DL1847 ATL →MIA has been canceled due to weather. Please check the Delta app for rebooking options.

      “Shiiittt!” The expletive-laden hiss slipped out before I could stop it.

      He looked over. “You alright?”

      “I’m fi—” I huffed, then inhaled before continuing. “Actually, no. I’m not. My connection has been canceled.” I refreshed the app. Every flight to Miami for the next two days flashed red: CANCELED. “What the fuck?”

      He checked his phone. His face fell. “Same. Orlando’s out. Something about a storm headed toward the area.”

      I sighed, switching screens to pound out a new email. “I’ve never had such an issue getting to Miami.”

      “Maybe it’s a sign you shouldn’t go,” he suggested.

      I ignored him while my brain shifted into logistics mode. I could spend hours digging up a new flight, or spend hours looking for a hotel room when, inevitably, no new flights popped up. With a busy weekend approaching in an active city and multiple flights grounded, finding a room—one worthy of me, because I was picky—would be impossible.

      I had one string I could pull on such short notice.

      A crackle broke the low hum of airplane conversations as the captain’s voice came over the intercom.

      “Folks, an update from the flight deck. Due to severe weather conditions affecting the Eastern seaboard, all outbound flights from Hartsfield-Jackson are currently suspended. There are a number of severe storms and dangerous weather conditions swirling at the same time. The safest option is to ground flights until the conditions clear up. We’ll be landing in Atlanta shortly; please be prepared for cancelled
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