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          Olivia

        

      

    

    
      There’s nothing like a wild sprint through the airport to remind me of how wildly out of shape I am.

      People dramatically get out of my way as I jog, skip, and hop my way through the crowd to get to my gate. My first flight was delayed so we landed late and now I have to get from Terminal A to Terminal C as quickly as possible. There was the train, of course, but as soon as the doors opened, I bolted. I’m not going to miss my connection; I still have thirty minutes. I am, however, a nervous flyer who has an almost obsessive need to be at the gate early.

      So here I am, flailing and rushing to what has to be the last gate in this terminal, all because I’m a weirdo.

      Still, once I come to a halt at the gate and see there are plenty of seats and I am indeed on time, I allow myself a solid minute to catch my breath.

      I did, after all, essentially just run a marathon while being comically out of shape.

      My breakfast of coffee, a cake pop, a bag of pretzels, and a Coke probably didn’t help either.

      After my minute of bending at the waist with my hands on my hips and letting everyone know that I ran there without actually saying a word, I casually turn and find the nearest restroom. Luckily there’s no line and after I take care of business and step out of my stall, I startle at my reflection.

      Good Lord, Liv. You look like the poster girl for what not to wear. Ever.

      Okay, but at four a.m. when I was getting ready, the leggings, oversized hoodie, and my messy bun looked cute. Now, after running across the monstrosity that is the Denver airport, I look borderline psychotic. It takes a solid five minutes before I feel like I don’t look like a total troll, and when I turn to leave, I walk directly into someone.

      “Oh! Sorry!” I say before looking up and meeting a furious face.

      She mutters the word bitch before stepping around me and heading into a stall.

      Normally, this would fluster me, but she’s the same woman who called me a bitch earlier on my first flight because I refused to give up my seat to her entitled self. I paid for a first-class seat. I hate flying, and the only way I survive it is by upgrading and buying the window seat.

      “Will you switch seats with me?” she asked. No “please,” no “would you mind,” just a blunt statement, almost like she wasn’t really asking, but telling me.

      “Um…I’m sorry. No,” I politely said. “I need the window seat.” I was about to put my earbuds in when…

      “So do I,” she replied stiffly.

      That’s when I started looking for a flight attendant. “Look, no offense, but…I paid for this seat, so…”

      “I asked for the upgrade when I checked in and was assured I’d be assigned one at the gate.”

      “And were you?”

      Her look was openly hostile now.

      “Why do you specifically need my seat?” I continued, feeling just as hostile.

      Instead of giving me a reason, all she said is, “I’m in row fourteen E.”

      Middle seat, economy.

      Hard pass.

      “Sorry,” I said, putting one earbud in. “I’m not moving back to economy after I paid for this seat.” I turned away and placed the other earbud in, but not before I heard her call me a bitch. Oddly, I was okay with it.

      Maybe my oversized Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, leggings, and sneakers made me look like I didn’t belong in first class, but I believe in being comfortable.

      No sooner had I started to relax again than someone else was right there in my face asking the same question.

      Do people just not pick the seats they want anymore and then expect the masses to accommodate them?

      This time, it was a couple with three kids and they were all looking at me.

      “Hi,” the wife said. “We know this is a lot to ask, but…we could only get four seats in first class and one in economy. We’d really love to all sit together, so…” She held up her boarding pass to me. “If you’d like, we can pay the difference for whatever you paid to upgrade.”

      I was this close to losing my shit when I finally flagged a flight attendant over. Without looking at the family, I explained my situation and how this is now the second time in my five minutes on the plane that someone has tried to make me move. My heart was racing a bit, but I knew I was completely in the right here. Fortunately, she agreed, and the wife and kids sat in first class while the hubby went back to row 27 B.

      But not before he also called me a bitch.

      Banner morning for me.

      So now I’m 0-2 on the bitch scale, but at least I’ve freshened up and feel ready for the next flight.

      I find a seat at the gate and get comfortable. A quick check of the clock shows I still have fifteen minutes before boarding is supposed to start. It seemed like the perfect time to do the work I’ve been avoiding all morning. I should have used my laptop on my flight from Seattle to write, but instead, I opted to watch Wicked for the eighteenth time.

      Sighing loudly, I remind myself that I can’t put this off forever. There is a serious time crunch, and I need to be done by the time I land in Raleigh later today.

      Eulogy.

      How the hell did I end up getting asked to give the freaking eulogy?

      I should have said no.

      I wanted to say no.

      But…

      “Olivia, I know this is a lot to ask, but…you have to know how much you meant to him. You were the only one who truly understood and accepted him. Plus, your writing is so beautiful. Please.”

      When your dead ex’s mother calls you personally and asks you to give the eulogy at her son’s funeral, it’s kind of hard to say no.

      “I’ll pay for your airfare and put you up in a hotel, if you need,” she had gone on.

      “It’s fine, Mrs. Serrano. You don’t need to do any of that. I’m happy to do it.”

      Liar, liar, liar!

      Looking back, maybe I shouldn’t have said I was happy to do it. That just sounds wrong, doesn’t it? After all, we were talking about a funeral. There’s usually nothing happy about it.

      And yet, there I was, acting like I was looking forward to going to this funeral.

      And while I know that makes me sound like a seriously bad person—the kind that makes you ask, “What is wrong with you?”— in this instance, my feelings are completely justified.

      It wasn’t like I wished him dead or anything, but he was an ex for a reason.

      So why am I going?

      Because it was the perfect excuse to finally meet up with some of my oldest and best friends. Once we found out about the funeral, it was like the planets aligned and we were able to quickly throw together the ultimate girls’ trip afterwards. Well, maybe not the ultimate trip because I would so rather be going to an all-inclusive resort right now instead of the town of Cape Breeze on the coast of North Carolina. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a great town—very quaint and not the least bit touristy—but it’s my friend Vanessa’s family beach house, so there’s no room service, and the only ones assisting and serving us is…us.

      Still, other than the funeral, this trip is going to be awesome. I haven’t been back to North Carolina in almost five years, and I’ve missed it. As an author, I’ve been living a bit of a nomadic life—choosing to fully immerse myself in whatever location I’m writing about. I’ve been living in Seattle for the last year and before that, Alaska.

      Which is why I’d prefer to be on my way to Hawaii or the Bahamas right now.

      Still, I missed Loren and Mike’s engagement party because I was snowed in back in Seattle. I missed Roxie’s divorce weekend extravaganza because I was snowed in while living in Alaska. Basically, I’ve missed some of my best friends' major life events, and it’s amazing that they’re even still speaking to me. But I am going to make it up to them on this trip. I am going to do everything I can to prove that I’m still reliable and fully invested in our friendships.

      Weather and amenities aside, this trip with the girls couldn’t have come at a better time. I’ve got a serious case of writer’s block. I’m uninspired. My last book didn’t sell as well as I had hoped and my agent and publisher are both telling me I need to switch gears a bit. I’ve been writing cozy mysteries for years and now I’m being encouraged to write more in the realm of romantic suspense. Naturally I pushed back because that’s not my thing, but the more I push, the more I have to wonder if it’s a losing battle. Like…am I arguing because I don’t like the genre, or am I arguing because I don’t believe in myself? Maybe it’s a little of both and I’m too set in my ways.

      A month at the beach with my closest friends will be the kind of therapy I need to work this nonsense out; I’m sure of it. I’ve discussed it with Loren, Vanessa, and Roxie so much that I swear I can actually hear their eyes rolling. Hopefully they’ll take pity on me this month and a little face-to-face time will help me figure out my life.

      At almost thirty, it’s time.

      Now, as I sit at the gate, I am practically bouncing with nervous energy while I try to put into words how I felt about Matt.

      Lying, cheating, heartbreakingly too handsome for his own good, and gone too soon, Matt.

      My first love. My first heartbreak. My first lesson in how some guys are just assholes.

      I take a few minutes to get comfortable and I fish a bottle of water out of my oversized purse. Normally I’d be doing a little more people watching, but I’m kind of in a reflective and maybe even somber mood. Matt was dead and it felt weird. After a contentious breakup at nineteen, we had actually become friends. We hadn’t seen or spoken to each other in several years, but we had the same friends, and his name always seemed to come up whenever I asked any of my friends what was new. It was typically, “You won’t believe who Matt’s dating,” or “Matt got arrested,” or the most common, “So Matt got caught sleeping with….”

      Yeah, he wasn’t a great guy. He wasn’t even an okay guy.

      Fine, he was the worst, but it still feels wrong that he’s gone. Thirty is too young. Ever since I got the news, all I could think of was how I wasn’t done yet—not with Matt, I was definitely done with him a long time ago. No, I wasn’t done with life.

      Maybe that’s why I’m struggling so much with this eulogy.

      And maybe my own current life and writer’s block.

      You never know when your time is up, so do I want to spend that time doing something I don’t love? Living in places I’m not crazy about? Merely existing in a life that only makes fictional characters happy? Writing books I’m not passionate about? Dating guys who are just okay, but never the one?

      Ugh. I’m a mess. Lord help my friends because I have a feeling I’m going to be a handful.

      If I ever get to leave Denver.

      I stare at a blank screen for far too long, and when I look up, I can see that it’s already past our scheduled boarding time. I don’t panic yet because…well…okay, I mildly start to panic. Vanessa is supposed to pick me up at the airport when I land in Raleigh, so I should probably start warning her now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Liv: Hey! It’s me! My connection is delayed. I’ll keep you posted so you don’t end up circling the airport!

      

      

      

      

      

      She replies almost immediately because that’s just who she is.

      
        
          
            
              
        Van: I’m on the app, so I saw that. It doesn’t look like a long delay. Yay!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Van: Relax and I’ll see you soon!

      

      

      

      

      

      Okay, that’s done. And while my phone is in my hand, I decide that the eulogy will have to wait because I’m too distracted. Instead, I decide to scroll social media mindlessly before switching over and seeing what’s new in the news and even throw in a few Buzzfeed quizzes just for shits and giggles.

      “Flight 2217 with service to Raleigh-Durham will begin boarding shortly.”

      Silently, I say a prayer of thanks and begin getting myself organized. I stand and stretch, hauling my giant purse over my shoulder. I scan the area, already bracing for whoever might think about trying to take my seat. Obviously, there’s no way I can really tell, but it doesn’t stop me from mildly glaring at everyone while rolling my carry-on behind me, inching my way toward where the line will be. I’m already feeling crowded by others who are just as eager to finally get on board, but I do my best to look unfazed by all of it. Within minutes, we’re all in motion and I don’t breathe freely until my carry-on is in the overhead bin, my purse is tucked under the seat in front of me, and I am in my seat with my seat belt fastened.

      “Excuse me.”

      Son of a bitch…

      I’m ready to launch into a tirade, but when I look up, the guy looking back at me seems almost apologetic.

      And handsome.

      “Is this your suitcase up here? The navy blue one?” he asks quietly, deep, soulful brown eyes staring straight into my soul.

      I nod because I’m almost mesmerized by this person.

      “Would it be okay if I turned it on its side? I didn’t want to just assume it was okay to manhandle your luggage.” Now he gives me a boyish grin and I’m suddenly regretting my four a.m. comfortable clothes choices while I try to casually fix my hair.

      “Um…yeah. Sure. That’s fine,” I say, hating how dry my mouth suddenly is—like my tongue is suddenly too large for my mouth.

      “Thanks.” He stretches and I’m met with a very nice view. His sweater rises slightly and reveals a tantalizing glimpse of some rock-hard abs.

      I’m suddenly flustered and don’t know what to do with myself. When he sits beside me and smiles, do I smile back? No. No, that would be the normal thing to do. Instead, like an idiot, I turn and busy myself with my earbuds and laptop, more determined than ever to write that damn eulogy.

      I suck at small talk; I know this about myself. And I particularly suck at small talk with strangers I’m seated next to on planes. And handsome ones? Yeah, I don’t even want to get into it. So, rather than embarrassing myself, I opt to simply get busy.

      At least, that’s the plan.

      He smells freaking fantastic and it takes more self-control than it should not to lean in and inhale. I also can’t seem to stop sneaking glances at him.

      No wedding ring.

      He’s incredibly polite to anyone he makes eye contact with.

      And when the flight attendant comes over to ask if we’d like anything to drink, he immediately turns to me so I can answer first.

      Clearing my throat, I smile and opt to skip any caffeine and go straight for asking about the wine. It’s almost noon and I’ve been up for eight hours already, so…

      “Can I get a glass of cabernet sauvignon, please?”

      She smiles before turning to my seatmate. “And for you?”

      “Coffee, please. Black with sugar. Thank you.”

      When she walks away, he turns his head and grins. “It sounds like we’ve had very different mornings.”

      Confused, I blurt out, “What?” And then I get what he’s saying and laugh softly. “My alarm went off at three a.m. so I could catch a six-thirty flight out of Seattle. I’ve already had three cups of coffee, a chocolate cake pop, and a Coke. I think my heart might explode if I have any more caffeine.”

      That statement doesn’t exactly make me sound great, but the words are out before I can stop them.

      Nodding, he replies, “And I worked until three a.m., slept for three hours, and then had a three-hour drive to the airport. If I could get my coffee in IV form right now, I’d do it.”

      “It can’t hurt to ask, right?” I tease and then humiliate myself by snort-laughing. Inwardly, I groan, and when the flight attendant returns with our drinks, I gladly take mine in both hands and take a long sip.

      Mr. Handsome chuckles before leaning back and closing his eyes.

      I take that as my cue to focus on the damn eulogy, even though any minute, the announcement will come that all large electronics will have to be stored for takeoff. Still, I tap out a few thoughts and funny stories—like the time Matt organized a scavenger hunt for all our friends. We stole lawn ornaments, construction cones, took crazy pictures, and…

      He got arrested.

      “Hmm…”

      I scratch that story and remember the time we went into the city to see a Broadway show. I was so excited about it and Matt went to get us some refreshments and…

      Didn’t return until midway through the show and was clearly high.

      “Why is this so difficult?” I whisper.

      The flight attendant announces that we are going to be delayed, and I immediately whip out my phone and text Vanessa again. I sip my wine; I jot down random stories about Matt—and most of them end badly—and wonder if maybe all these delays are the universe’s way of telling me I shouldn’t be doing this. Unfortunately, I’m on the plane, my luggage is on the plane, and my friends are expecting me, so…I’m going on this trip.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m on my second glass of wine, and my third page of notes. They all suck, and I groan louder than I expected.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      I nearly jump out of my seat at the nearness of his voice and place a hand on my chest where my heart is threatening to jump out. “Um…sure.”

      “What are you working on?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He’s asked nicely, but for some reason, it still feels a bit like an invasion of privacy.

      “Something personal.” And yeah, there’s a hint of defensiveness there.

      “Look, I don’t mean to pry, but I’ve been listening to you angrily type, then sigh and groan for the last twenty minutes. Maybe you need to just put that away for a little while and go back to it later. Or tomorrow.”

      “I wish,” I murmur and that garners an interested look from him. “It’s a eulogy. The funeral is tomorrow. I’ve had a week to work on this and every time I try, I can’t…” I hang my head because it’s going to sound awful no matter how I say it.

      He nods sympathetically. “I’m sorry for your loss. You must have cared about them deeply if the eulogy is this hard for you.”

      Another snort is out before my hand flies up to cover my mouth. I feel my eyes go wide as he stares back at me with a hint of amusement. There’s no way I can just not say anything, and maybe if I just get it off my chest, he’ll stop talking to me and I’ll stop embarrassing myself.

      “I guess I should clarify,” I begin before taking another sip of my wine. “The deceased is an ex-boyfriend. The only reason I’m doing the eulogy is because his mother—who is like a saint—asked me.”

      “Wow. That’s very nice of you to do it, and I’m sure she appreciates it.”

      “I really wanted to say no. It’s awkward as hell and no matter how hard I try, I can’t come up with even one good story about him.” Groaning, my head falls back against the seat.

      “Ah, so he was an ex for a reason.”

      I gasp and turn to look at him because…that was exactly how I thought of Matt. What were the odds that someone would say those words back to me? And a stranger, no less!

      “What? Did I say something wrong?”

      I blink several times as I try to make my mouth work. “Um…no. No. You just…you just phrased that perfectly. Thank you.”

      His boyish grin is utterly charming, and when he leans in a bit, I can’t help but inhale his delicious cologne. “Glad I can help.”

      Help? What? Oh, right…his words.

      “So you see my dilemma,” I go on. “There’s no way I can stand up and bash him, no matter how right it feels. I have to find a way to say something eloquent and meaningful. Something that is going to leave his friends and family with a smile.” Another sip of wine. “I mean…that’s what a eulogy is for, isn’t it? To leave everyone with a good memory?”

      “That’s what I’ve heard. I have to admit, I’ve never gone to a funeral before, so…”

      I pull back. “Seriously? Never?”

      “Yup. Never. All of my friends and family are still with me. My grandparents are all in their eighties.” He pauses. “My great-grandmother passed away when I was four, but I didn’t go to that funeral.”

      “Well, that makes sense,” I reason. “I’ve lost both of my grandfathers, two cousins, and several aunts and uncles.” I pause. “Now I have to wonder what’s wrong with my family that I’ve lost so many and you haven’t lost any.”

      Beside me, he laughs softly, but I’m seriously wondering if there’s something medically wrong with everyone I’m related to and if I need to go to the doctor sooner rather than later.

      “I’m sure your family is fine,” he says, his voice having a very calming effect on me. “But you really need to focus on this eulogy.”

      “Ugh…I know! I just didn’t expect it to be this difficult!” I whine.

      “How about you start with one nice thing? I know he was your ex, but surely there is one nice thing you can say about him.”

      “Pfft…that’s what you think.”

      But he doesn’t move or excuse himself; he simply watches me like he’s silently imploring me to dig deep and come up with something.

      Sighing, I say, “He had a great smile.”

      “There you go! There’s your opening!”

      Was it really that simple? Or was my writer’s block overflowing to every form of the written word?

      Before that thought can really take hold, I notice one of the flight attendants standing to make an announcement.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we regret to inform you that because of storms across the Midwest, our flight will be delayed. For your safety and comfort, we kindly ask all passengers to deplane at this time. Please take all your belongings with you as you exit the aircraft. Our team is working diligently to resolve the situation, and we will provide updates as soon as possible. We sincerely apologize for the inconvenience and appreciate your patience. If you have any questions or need assistance, please see a gate agent or a member of our staff. Thank you for your understanding.”

      Shit.

      Shit! Shit! Shit!

      Mr. Handsome is already standing and gathering his stuff and then grabs my carry-on as well. If I wasn’t so annoyed at this situation, I swear I’d be a little swoony. Unfortunately, I need to gather up my belongings and try not to have an anxiety attack over this delay.

      Within minutes, we’re all filing off the plane and when I step back into the terminal, I notice the airport lounge is literally right across from the gate. My first thought is to go and set up camp there, but I figure I should wait until I know we’re not going to board again in a matter of minutes.

      It’s crowded chaos and it’s easily twenty minutes before everyone deplanes, and another ten minutes before we get an update.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, passengers on Flight 2217 with service to Raleigh-Durham, please be advised our new departure time is three-thirty p.m. You may leave the gate area, but please return for boarding at three p.m. Thank you.”

      Two-hour delay.

      Dammit.

      I glance around and have completely lost sight of my seatmate. Not that it matters. It’s not like we were traveling together, but I thought it could have been nice to have someone to hang out with during the wait.

      With nothing else to do, I opt for the lounge—another perk to my first class ticket and credit card of choice. Luckily there aren’t too many others from the flight heading there with me, and as soon as I’m through the doors, it’s oddly peaceful. Maybe this break isn’t the worst thing that could happen. Maybe now that I’ve got a hint of direction for Matt’s eulogy, I can get it done here and then relax on the flight.

      So I check in, grab myself some complimentary food—a sub-par sandwich, some chips, and a bottle of water—and make myself comfortable in a nice little pod that is gloriously private. Before I do anything, though, I text Vanessa again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Liv: Hey! Me again! Two-hour delay [image: frowning face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Van: Yeah, I saw that, and it sucks. You okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liv: I’m in a nice little pod in the lounge having a snack.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Liv: I’m supposed to get a meal on the plane too, but this seemed like a good way to kill time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Van: Well, don’t worry. No matter what time you finally land, I’ll be there!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Van: We’ll grab takeout on the way to my place.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liv: You’re a lifesaver, Van. Thank you for being so flexible.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Van: I’m just excited to finally see you!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Van: Any luck with the eulogy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liv: Sort of?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Liv: The guy sitting next to me on the plane—the one we just got off of—talked me through a few things.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Van: Wow! That was nice of him.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Van: Was he cute?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at my phone, grinning, unsure if I want to share that fact with her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Liv: Let’s just say I’m very glad he’s sitting next to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Van: Ooo…I can’t wait to hear everything about him.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Van: Text me when you’re back on the plane and leaving the gate. Love you!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liv: Will do! And love you too! Xoxo

      

      

      

      

      

      Phone down, I pull out my laptop and get down to business.

      Matt had the kind of smile that made all the girls’ hearts flutter—young and old. He was the master of mischief who was always ready for the next adventure…

      My heart kicks hard in my chest because I can’t imagine he was ready for those adventures to end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

          ASH

        

      

    

    
      I’m a liar and a fraud.

      Okay, maybe that’s a little dramatic, but it’s how I feel right now. And because of that, I’m fairly convinced this flight delay is my fault. It’s like the universe is punishing me for lying to the woman sitting next to me on the plane.

      I’ve never gone to a funeral before, so…

      While technically true, I’m on my way to one now. I could have just told her that, but it felt like I would have been piling onto her grief and that would have been wrong. It had been on the tip of my tongue to ask where her funeral was, but that would have been an extremely awkward conversation. Like…where would I have gone with that?

      Oh, your funeral is in Raleigh? So is mine! Small world!

      Pathetic.

      I feel really bad for her, though. That’s got to suck to be put in the position to write a eulogy for someone you didn’t particularly like. And to have the deceased’s mom ask? Yeah, there’s no way you could say no.

      I have ninety minutes to kill before we start re-boarding our flight. My head is pounding, and I just wish I could have a few minutes of peace and quiet.

      That’s when I spot the airport lounge that is conveniently located right across from our gate. It’s definitely better than sitting around the gate or hiking to the food court, so I head in.

      It’s a bit crowded, but not nearly as loud as it was out in the terminal. I peruse the small buffet and help myself to a sandwich, some pasta salad, and a bag of chips before getting a Coke from the bar. I walk around while carefully balancing my food, drink, and carry-on, but it looks like every seat is taken. I’m about to sit on the floor when I see a small room toward the back and hope it has extra seating.

      It does, and my seatmate is there curled up in one of those big pod seats, staring intently at her laptop. She doesn’t see me and I don’t want to disturb her, so I grab my own pod and sit down with a weary sigh. I’m exhausted from working late, but looking forward to the vacation that’s going to start after the funeral.

      I’ve been in Denver on business for the last three weeks, and I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed tonight. Although, that really makes no sense since in a few days I’ll be packing up again to leave for vacation. Still, I think I just need a few days in my own space to decompress before taking off with the guys. I don’t even know all the details; I was just told we’re going to the beach and everything was being taken care of.

      Am I worried? Not really. My friends know how hard I’ve been working and because of all the traveling, I’ve been kind of hard to pin down. So when the opportunity arose to get away and just relax on a beach with zero effort needed from me? That was a no-brainer. I’m hoping it’s someplace with a pool, a bar, and room service. I’ve been staying in some pretty basic hotels lately and—not to sound like too much of a diva—but I kind of deserve a little TLC from the hospitality industry.

      Most of the time, I am completely low-maintenance. But lately, I’m just burned out. Being a network architect has me working alone and sitting in front of a screen for a ridiculous number of hours. While other people enjoy sitting and scrolling on their phones in their free time, I prefer to be outside doing something physical or just talking to people. Back in high school, I was the nerdy guy, the guy most people didn’t know existed.

      Then came college.

      I had a growth spurt, finally got brave enough to get contact lenses—although I still prefer glasses—and suddenly I was hanging out with the cool kids. I know I shouldn’t have cared, but it felt good to finally be seen and have a social life. My college roommate was really the one responsible for the social life part. He was the guy who was always the center of attention and the life of the party. That first week we roomed together, he gave me my space, but then one night he was like, “Ash, we’re going out!”

      For a minute, I didn’t know who he was talking to. No one had ever called me Ash before. My name is Sebastian. It’s a family name. If anyone were ever to shorten it, I always imagined it would be Seb, but nope. My roommate went with Ash and it stuck.

      So there I was with a new name and a new look, and I was suddenly able to create this entirely new persona. It was awesome. That one sentence—that one night—changed my life. I must have done something right for the universe to smile down on me finally, but I also made sure not to gush too hard and let anyone know how big of a deal the whole thing was for me. Actually, I never thanked him.

      And now I never can.

      Yeah, guess whose funeral I’m going to?

      My roommate’s.

      Here’s the thing—he dropped out of college after the first semester. It wasn’t a big surprise because he never went to class and never seemed interested in school at all. But we kept in touch mainly because he had a few other buddies in our dorm and he’d come and hang out at least once a month with us until graduation. Then it turned into random texts or comments on social media. I just found out a few days ago that he died and even though I was already planning on heading home to Raleigh, that cemented it for me.

      Maybe now I’ll be able to thank him posthumously.

      That’s a thing, right?

      Until now, I never really gave the whole thing much thought, like…I was pretty lame back then. How freaking dorky would I have looked for thanking this guy for finding me friends?

      The answer? Very. I would have looked very dorky.

      And, let’s be real…he had to know, right? I mean, I was extremely timid and shy until the night he took me out. It wasn’t like I completely transformed overnight, but it was suddenly like arriving in Oz—my life had been black and white and it suddenly became technicolor.

      Anyway, here I am—going home and going to a funeral.

      I carefully lean forward to see if my seatmate is still typing. She is, but she’s also crying.

      Damn.

      This is probably a very private moment for her and I’m sure she’s dealing with a lot of emotions. But that doesn’t stop me from wolfing down my lunch and walking over to see if she’s okay.

      She doesn’t notice me right away, so I gently clear my throat. And when she looks up, I’m trapped in a sea of big, watery green eyes.

      Double damn.

      I give her a sympathetic smile. “Hey, sorry to bother you. I just finished eating and saw you sitting here crying and wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      Reaching for a napkin, she blots her face and nods. “Yeah. Thanks. This eulogy is seriously killing me because I have so many mixed emotions.”

      All I can do is nod before I look to see if there’s a chair or something I can sit on. There’s not, so I end up crouching down beside her.

      “He wasn’t a nice guy,” she goes on before stopping for a moment. “Okay, that’s not totally true. He was a great guy unless you were dating him. Then he was the absolute worst. Like a soul-crushing douche. But…as a friend, he was good. He was always laughing and looking to make everyone around him laugh too. Unfortunately, my primary memory of him is negative because of the heartless way he treated me.”

      Considering he was an ex, that makes sense, and I certainly don’t want to know any specifics of their relationship because that would just be awkward.

      “And there’s no way you can get out of doing this?” I ask.

      “I wish. His mom is the sweetest person in the world. At times, I think she liked me more than my own parents ever did. And she’s already dealing with so much, so how could I do something like that to her?”

      “There are no other friends who she could ask?”

      “I honestly don’t know, but maybe that’s why she asked me. You know, because everyone else turned her down.”

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” I say as I stand and straighten. “I’ll see you back on the plane.”

      “Thanks,” she says with a sad smile, and I feel bad walking away, but we’re going to be sitting beside each other on the flight. Right now, she probably needs some privacy, so that’s what I’m giving her.

      I wander around the lounge and grab a cookie and another drink before finding a seat close to the exit. Since this delay was weather-related, I have a feeling we might get to leave sooner than expected and I don’t want to be surprised. So, I sit, snack, and scroll through social media to kill time.

      At two forty-five, I clean up and casually exit the lounge and make my way back out to the gate. It looks like everyone is there already—except for my seatmate—but I’m sure she’ll be here any minute.

      Before I know it, we’re boarding and it’s utter chaos. It’s like manners went out the window and everyone’s clamoring to get on board, even though we’re boarding in the same order we originally did.

      Why do people suck so much sometimes? I can’t help but wonder.

      First class is called, and I look around again and don’t see the woman I should see and now I feel bad about leaving her alone up in the lounge. But the line is moving and I can’t let this stop me from getting on the plane.

      Once I’m there and my suitcase is stowed in the overhead bin, I sit and let out a long breath, praying we’re really going to take off this time. The flight attendant—the same one from earlier, named Darcy—offers me a drink, and I accept. I take out my phone and decide to play a couple of games of solitaire to pass the time.

      “Oh, thank God,” I hear someone say before they aggressively climb over my lap. I know immediately this person is not the one who’s supposed to be there and when I turn to look, it’s confirmed.

      “Um…you’re not…”

      “It’s okay,” she assures me—this older woman with a smug look on her face. “This was supposed to be my seat. I’m just glad I can finally have it.”

      “Yeah, but…the person who actually has that seat…”

      “Isn’t here,” she finishes with a haughty look. “What business is it of yours?”

      I’m about to argue when…

      “You’re in my seat.”

      I look up, and there she is.

      I’m seriously going to have to ask her her name at some point, I realize.

      “I don’t think so,” the woman says, and I snort. Loudly.

      The line is completely stopped at our row and the flight attendant comes over to inquire about what’s going on.

      “This woman is in my seat,” my seatmate girl says firmly, waving her boarding pass.

      “Ma’am,” Darcy says to the older woman. “May I please see your boarding pass?”

      “I threw it away.”

      I snort again and I mentally question when snorting with derision became my thing.

      Darcy looks sympathetic, but she’s clearly not buying the story. “Ma’am, you need to evacuate this seat.”

      “I’m telling you; it’s mine! She’s the one who’s lying! Just look at her! Does she look like someone who should be sitting in first class?”

      “That’s not really the point,” Darcy counters. “Now you’re holding up the boarding process, and if you don’t get up, I will have you removed from this flight.”

      You could have heard a pin drop, and I keep taking turns looking at each of them to see who’s going to make the first move. But when the woman beside me still refuses to get up, I know have to say something.

      “Excuse me,” I say, looking at Darcy before I point to my seatmate. “This woman and I were sitting together the entire time when we first boarded the plane hours ago. I don’t know who this woman is…” And yeah, I point directly at the older woman. “But she was not in this seat earlier.”

      “Ma’am? I’m not going to ask again. You need to…”

      “Fine!” she shouts, standing and aggressively climbing over me—her elbow cracking into my jaw. “But I am going to file a complaint with the airline and report you! I was promised an upgrade! Promised!”

      “Here,” Darcy says gently to the rightful owner of the seat. “Let me put your bag up for you. Why don’t you take your seat?”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Meanwhile, the old biddy is still ranting as she walks back to her actual seat.

      “Are you okay?” I ask once she’s settled beside me.

      She looks flustered and thoroughly annoyed, and I can’t really blame her.

      “I just hate people sometimes,” she huffs. “That woman pulled the same stunt—or tried to—on my earlier flight, and it just pisses me off so much! It’s not my problem if you don’t get the seat you want and I shouldn’t have to sacrifice anything! Gah! It’s so freaking selfish!”

      Darcy comes back and hands her a glass of wine, smiling. “I remembered you liked this earlier.”

      “Thank you. You’re an angel.” After accepting the glass, she looks at me again. “This has just been a crappy day after a crappy week. I just want to get to Raleigh, see my friends, and just have this day be over already.”

      “Wait, so she tried to take your seat once already?”

      “Yup. And she’s not the only one. I had a whole family try to guilt me because they could only get four first class seats and needed five. It wasn’t a comparable trade, even though they offered to pay me the difference.” She takes a sip of her wine. “But it wasn’t the point. The point is, I picked this seat and paid for it. It’s not my problem that they couldn’t get what they wanted. I would never ask anyone to change their seats! Especially to go from first class to economy!”

      “I wouldn’t either,” I murmur, watching her take another sip of her wine. “By the way, I’m Sebastian.”

      As soon as it’s out of my mouth, I don’t know why I used my formal name. I rarely use it anymore.

      “Oh, right. I’m Liv. It’s nice to meet you,” she says, still looking flustered.

      She takes a couple of minutes to stop looking around as if she’s waiting for someone else to try to take her seat, but I stay twisted in my seat so anyone who might think about it would reconsider because it looks like we’re talking to each other.

      So maybe I should be talking.

      “The last time I flew,” I say, “I sat next to a guy who talked on his cell phone—loudly—the entire time we were boarding. And it wasn’t the kind of conversation you’d want anyone to hear.”

      “What was he saying?”

      “He was talking about the women he was seeing.”

      “Women? As in multiple?”

      “Yup. And apparently, he got caught by two of them.”

      Her eyes go wide. “There were more than two?”

      I nod. “I think the final tally I came to was five.”

      “Ew! That’s so gross!” But she’s thoroughly invested. Sipping her wine, she leans in. “How did he get caught?”

      “One of them got suspicious and followed him. She found him and one of the women at a restaurant on a date and things went wild from there.” I laugh just thinking about it. “And if you saw this guy, you would not think he’d have five girlfriends.”

      She grins. “That must mean he had money.” Finishing her wine, she adds, “That’s always why shit like that happens. It’s awful.”

      “I figured it had to be something like that, but not at the time. While I was listening to him talk, I honestly couldn’t figure it out. Especially when he started talking about some of his bad habits.”

      “You mean there’s more?” Liv asks excitedly. “Like what?”

      “Just bad habits—he makes his mother do his laundry, his sister is his maid, and let’s just say I heard way too much about his personal hygiene habits. Or lack of them, I should say.”

      “Ew! No! And he has five women sleeping with him?”

      I laugh softly and lean in. “He must have a freaking ton of money.”

      “And an enormous dick,” she adds before cracking up and falling back in her seat.

      I think it’s safe to say that Liv is definitely more relaxed. Darcy comes over and takes our glasses as we prepare for takeoff, and I wonder if we’re going to chat like this for the entire flight. I wouldn’t mind; I was just planning on watching a movie or playing more solitaire. But I’m wildly curious if she finished the eulogy.

      “My ex,” she says, turning her head toward me. “He always had more than one girl at a time. I didn’t know that about him when we started dating, but I was seventeen and naïve. When we broke up, I was devastated, but as time went on, I realized it wasn’t me; it was him. That was just who he was. It doesn’t make it right or take away the hurt, but I can tell myself it wasn’t like I wasn’t enough.”

      I shift again. “Were you friends with him afterwards?”

      “Not right away. It was probably after I graduated from college. I was home and hanging out with friends who were also his friends, and I just felt like it was stupid to keep holding onto this grudge and making our friends pick sides. By then, I saw him with completely fresh eyes and even though I guess we were friends, it was only because of everyone else. We never would have been without them.”

      “And your relationship with his mom?”

      “We just hit it off all the way back in high school and we both worked at the local library together and kept in touch. It was never about her son.” Shaking her head, she sighs. “I always felt bad for her. She was so freaking nice and he was such a nightmare. I know she was disappointed in him, even though she loved him. Right now, she’s grieving, and I want to just…I don’t know, help.”

      “It’s very nice of you. Way nicer than most exes would be. If that guy I was sitting next to died, I doubt if any of those women would offer to speak at his funeral.”

      “Now, you don’t know that. For all you know, they’d love to speak and tell everyone what a piece of crap that guy was.” She grins.

      “Did you consider doing that? Writing a scathing eulogy?”

      “Oh, that one I wrote right away just to get it out of my system. Unfortunately, the real version was much harder to write.”

      “Does that mean you finished it?”

      She nods. “It’s as good as it’s going to get. And maybe once I’m around my friends tonight, they’ll help me tweak it a bit.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “That reminds me that I need to text my friend who’s picking me up and let her know we’re actually going to take off this time.”

      Liv busies herself with her phone and I figure that maybe I should do something other than watch her text. So, I take my phone back out and go back to my game of solitaire.

      Liv nudges me about putting my phone on airplane mode. I guess I got so engrossed that I didn’t notice when she finished, and I didn’t notice that we were going into the whole pre-flight safety talk.

      “Thanks,” I whisper and then decide to just put the phone away and listen to the whole spiel. We both sit in silence and once the plane starts moving, I close my eyes and try to relax. I’m not a fan of takeoffs and landings, and usually do my best to ignore them.

      “I hate this part,” Liv murmurs. “Like…how fast are we going? How does a plane just lift off the ground? And I don’t need the complete history of the Wright brothers or anything, but it’s kind of freaky as hell that something this big just goes up in the air and stays there!”

      Okay, there’s a hint of hysteria in her voice, but I’m not sure what to say because I’m kind of trying to keep my own hysteria at bay.

      “I never liked to fly,” she goes on. “When I was a kid, I seriously peed myself the first time I was on a plane. It was awful. My parents were mortified and I essentially had to sit in a wet seat for the entire flight.” She groans. “Great. Now I have to pee.”

      “You’re fine,” I say, my eyes still firmly closed and my hands keeping a white-knuckled grip on the armrest. “Don’t think about…you know…peeing.”

      Is this really the conversation we’re going to have right now?

      “My mother said it was because I wet the bed until I was eight, but that wasn’t it,” she says miserably. “I was terrified, and it just happened. Normally, I don’t drink that much before a flight, and I use the restroom like three times before boarding. I didn’t do that before we re-boarded!”

      Opening my eyes, I look at her. “Liv?”

      She turns her head, and I can see the absolute misery on her face. “It’s going to be fine. I promise. As soon as the captain announces we can get up, I promise I will jump up and block anyone else from using the restroom first.”

      “You must think I’m a total weirdo. Between the eulogy for my ex and now the whole…you know…pee thing, you’re probably wishing that witch had kept my seat.”

      I don’t know this woman well enough to say for sure, but I’m guessing she’s a little tipsy and probably wouldn’t be talking like this in any other circumstances. Between the lousy travel issues and the whole death of her ex thing, she’s probably more than a little out of sorts.

      “I’m perfectly happy with you sitting next to me,” I assure her. “And really, this isn’t a big deal.”

      The plane speeds up and we both go a bit wide-eyed and somehow end up holding hands.

      “We got this,” I tell her, and she nods.

      “Okay.”

      We stay locked like that for what feels like forever, and I take the opportunity to really study her. Besides those wide green eyes, Liv’s got what I’m guessing is long, blonde hair—and I’m only guessing because it’s up in a messy bun—smooth, creamy skin, and a smattering of freckles across her nose. Her lips are pink and a little glossy, and she nervously chews on the bottom one as the plane continues to rise.

      She’s staring back at me with equal intensity, and I’m curious about what she’s thinking. Is she seeing the nerdy tech guy? The guy who used a formal name and was too timid to tell that woman who stole her seat earlier to just get lost? Or does she see that I’m a decent guy who maybe isn’t too terrible to look at? Should I have put in my contacts earlier instead of being lazy and wearing my glasses?

      Ugh, why am I like this?

      Duh, because deep down, I am still that awkward guy who showed up at college with zero social skills.

      I just hide it better these days.

      After what feels like an eternity, we hit the cruising altitude and can safely get up if we need to. And, as promised, I immediately stand and motion for Liv to get up and do what she’s got to do.

      Giggling, she stands. As she moves in front of me, she smiles. “You’re a really great guy, Sebastian. I’m glad I’m sitting next to you.” Then she kisses my cheek before turning and walking away, leaving me standing there a bit dumbfounded.

      I glance around to see if anyone noticed, but no one’s paying any attention.

      Except Darcy. She gives me a knowing smile and I swear I feel myself blush before quickly sitting down.

      Naturally, Liv’s back quickly and I’m back on my feet and moving out of her way and then sitting back down and wondering what I’m supposed to do or say. Do I take out my earbuds and start watching a movie? Play more solitaire? Ask her what perfume she’s wearing because it smells fantastic?

      I’m about to ask what she’s going to do when I see her look up and frown.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      I turn and see the woman from earlier standing behind me with her phone and she’s clearly recording Liv.

      “I want to show the world the nasty bitch who wouldn’t give up her seat to one of her elders. I have health issues and she didn’t care and everyone should know,” she states.

      Liv is instantly on her feet striking a pose. “Then make sure you get me from every angle,” she says defiantly. “And make sure you tell them you are walking around just fine, lied about your boarding pass, and nearly got escorted off the plane.” She smiles and leans in closer to the phone. “Oh, and be sure to tell them what an entitled old witch you are.” Then she blows a kiss and sits back down, while I’m doing everything humanly possible not to laugh.

      But I end up snickering and then the camera is aimed at me.

      “You think it’s funny? You could have given up your seat too,” she goes on. “But the two of you are the entitled ones and the entire internet is going to know. You millennials are the worst! And I’m going to make sure the airline puts you on their list to never let you fly again! How about that?”

      I know it’s not possible, but now I’ve had enough.

      I stand, forcing this woman to take a step back, and I take a menacing step toward her. “Look, I don’t know what your deal is, but if you think this is going to intimidate anyone into bending to your will, you’re wrong. Just like you were wrong to try to shame Liv into giving up her seat. She paid to sit there. You didn’t. So why don’t you go back to the seat you were assigned to and leave us alone? We’re done here.”

      I turn to sit back down and nearly collide with Darcy, who is smiling. “Thank you,” she says quietly. “I’ve got it from here.”

      Slowly, I sit back down, fighting the urge to listen to the words Darcy is quietly but firmly speaking. Instead, I look at Liv, who is grinning.

      “That was impressive, Sebastian. Like seriously impressive.”

      “It really wasn’t. I should have stood up and stopped her the minute she started filming.”

      “Yeah, but…then I wouldn’t have had the chance to show off my impressive modeling skills.” She winks, and I know she’s teasing.

      “And while those skills were definitely impressive, I should have put a stop to it before things got to where they did. I had no idea people were this rude. Or petty!”

      She studies me for a long moment. “Well, thank you for doing what you did. No one’s ever stood up for me like that, so…thank you.”

      “I should have done it earlier too,” I admit miserably. “When you got on the plane, I should have immediately said something instead of just sitting here and making you and Darcy do all the dirty work.”

      “To be fair, it wasn’t your responsibility. We don’t even know each other, so…”

      “It doesn’t matter. It was the right thing to do and I should have done it, so…I’m sorry.”

      Then, to my horror, her eyes fill with tears and she’s crying.

      Shit.

      “Liv, I…”

      “If I wasn’t sitting right here with you, I swear I would think someone made you up! You’re so polite and nice and I never knew guys like you even existed! I’m just so used to people being crappy and like…here you are!”

      She’s not openly sobbing, but I can tell it’s building up to it.

      Luckily, the flight crew is starting their food and beverage service, so we’re saved from continuing this conversation.

      Even though I ate in the lounge, I’m still going to order something, and opt for the burger with a bag of chips and a Coke. Liv orders the same, but with wine. When Darcy moves on to the next row, Liv looks at me with a small smile. “I swear I rarely drink this much. It’s just been a rough week.”

      “Hey, you don’t owe me an explanation.”

      “Maybe, but I feel like you’re looking at me like I have a drinking problem, and I swear I don’t. Between all the stuff today and the eulogy, I’m also just struggling with my career. I’m a writer with writer’s block. That can be the kiss of death for me. On top of that, my parents are being absolute
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