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CHRISTINE

Testing . . . testing. Okay, it’s recording.

Erik, my love,

I can’t find the Glock.

It’s been in the safe since I first got diagnosed. Every now and then, I’d take it out, release the safety, and stick the cool muzzle in my mouth.

Practice.

After you left last night, I kissed you again in my mind and went to the safe.

But the gun was gone.

I waited too long.

Do you know?


 

PART I: 
THE CREW

February 2000

Exeter, Illinois


One

Strips of purple and gold stratus clouds stacked in an infinite sky led Captain Tris Miles home. Low rays of sun sketched the horizon outside the cockpit window, and behind her a swollen wall of snow buried the east coast.

She raised her arms above her head and closed her eyes. The left seat of the twin turboprop Royal 350 had molded to the curves of her body over time and held her like a hug. In the right seat a few feet away, her co-pilot Bruce Burkey had the controls. When her eyes opened a few seconds later, he’d configured the airplane for a graceful descent into Exeter International.

Bruce’s perfect approach ended in a soft landing. Tris took command and taxied to the ramp. After the ground crew guided the airplane safely into the Westin Charter Company hangar, Tris hopped off the airplane to finalize post-flight paperwork.

Long after he should have left for home, she found Bruce in the Royal’s passenger cabin, crossing the safety belts and lifting errant crumbs from the seats with exacting fingertips. Stooped over in the not-quite-five-foot-tall cabin, his lanky wide-shouldered build, deep-set eyes, and scraggly blond hair gave him the haunted look that had earned him the nickname Lurch.

“You know, the company hires people to do that,” she reminded her first officer. Westin Charter’s cleaning service brought the airplane’s interior back to showroom condition between flights.

Bruce bent over further to pick a couple of lint balls off of the worn carpeting, then moistened his finger to rub a smudge from one of the armrests.

“Bruce, go home. The cleaning crew will be in tomorrow.”

He frowned. “You know I’ll do a better job.”

Bruce surveyed the small but well-appointed six-seat compartment, shook his head, and grabbed the bag of trash he’d already collected.

“And anyhow, if I’d left it, you know you’d just have cleaned it yourself,” he said.

Tris had to laugh. “Probably.”

Bruce followed her down the plane’s air stairs. “Hey, great job this morning getting into Teterboro. First rate.” His remark bore not a trace of sycophancy. Tris had flown the early morning leg into the busiest business airport in the country and landed in New Jersey during a driving winter storm that had packed Runway One with snow.

“Our passengers had no idea how difficult that landing was. And you just slid it onto the runway.” He tapped his bottom lip with an index finger. “That’s the trick. You make it look easy.”

“Team effort,” she replied. “Hey. You know what they say,” Tris began their favorite bad-weather joke, born one morning when they had to dig the Royal out of a snowbank. “The crew—”

Bruce chuckled. “That shovels together . . .”

“Stays together,” they finished simultaneously.

Tris had hired Bruce herself, picking him from a horde of anxious, aggressive instructors for the coveted co-pilot job at Westin. And he hadn’t faltered, not once, had never been anything but a loyal, exemplary employee from his first day. He was meticulous about the airplane’s condition from nose to tail. This conscientious attention to detail was a crucial characteristic of an airplane captain, which he very much wanted to be.

Tris glanced at the clock on the hangar wall. She needed to change her clothes and hit the road in a hurry to make it to the cemetery before it closed.

“Want me to get a jump on the next trip, Cap? Get the aircraft ready for Lemaster?” He asked, although he leaned toward the exit door, the extended handle of his overnight bag tilted forward, backpack over his shoulder, right hand in his pocket clinking his keys and loose change together. She’d noticed he habitually kept his fingers moving, like Captain Queeg in The Caine Mutiny.

“Nah. I want you to head home. How long until the baby’s here?”

Bruce grinned. “Two months. Heather’s gotten really big.”

“I’ll see for myself in a couple weeks at your party.”

“Yup. We’re really glad you can make it. So, I’ll head out, okay?” Bruce gave a little wave when she nodded, and was gone.

Outside, the day continued its slow march toward night. The cemetery officially locked its gates at sunset. She’d snuck through a hole in the fence once before and learned the hard way that the footing around the graves was treacherous in the dark.

Adjacent to the hangar was a room that doubled as a flight-planning area and passenger waiting lounge. Walking in, Tris noted the ripped carpet, the old map of the City of Exeter that hung crooked on a wall, and the papers peeking out of drawers in the rusty file cabinet. It was a far cry from the clean, modern Tetrix flight department offices. But the dingy atmosphere was a fair trade to Tris—she was valued here, not undermined—respected, not bullied.

Westin Charter shared office space with Westin Flight School. The hum of flight instructors and their students discussing last-minute details, and the squeal of tires from a nearby fuel truck rushing to its next airplane, almost drowned out the sound of someone calling her name.

“Hello?” she called over her shoulder.

“Tris?” The husky voice with its strong British accent belonged to Phyllida, the company’s part-time dispatcher. It was a mystery how Tris could have walked right by without noticing her teased beehive hairstyle, purple “jumper,” as she’d say, and bright pink leggings. In contrast, Tris—her baggy uniform draped over her slim five-foot-seven frame, light brown hair lying flat against her head—looked frumpy indeed.

“Hey Phyll. What’s up?”

“Tris, I’m so sorry. I know you were looking forward to some peace and quiet, but I’m afraid Woody needs you to come in for a chat.” More than anyone, Phyll knew how exhausting Tris’s schedule was. But Tris was the company’s only captain, and more important, Woody’s confidante. If he needed her, she’d be there.

“Hey, mind if I change while we talk?” Tris headed to the ladies’ room and Phyll followed, folder in hand. “Do you know what about?”

“Of course, my dear. It seems we’ve been asked to do an angel flight, bring someone down here from Northeast Canada. Let me see . . .” her voice trailed off. “Oh right. Here it is. My goodness, I can’t pronounce the name of the place. I-Q-A . . .”

“Iqaluit. I’ve heard of it.”

“Brilliant! Well, yes, so, tomorrow at 10:00 a.m.?”

“Of course. I’ll be here.”

“Cheers, then.” Phyll walked away, her high-heeled boots quiet as they crossed the carpeted floor.

“Wait,” Tris called after her. “Do you know how we got this trip?” Companies that flew prestigious “angel flights,” transporting critically ill passengers from remote areas to big cities to get specialized medical attention, donated the plane and crew, so the trips were huge money losers. Compensation, such as it was, came through earned respect and attention from industry peers. Flying one could hoist Westin’s reputation above all other small charter operations at the airport.

“Not quite sure. The Chief Pilot of another company on the field called Woody today. I don’t recall the gentleman’s name.”

On her way out, Tris mentally ticked off the names of the other flight departments at Exeter who could have offered Westin Charter this trip, those that might have an office in Iqaluit.

Please let it be anyone but him, any company but them.

Her uniform shirt and pants carefully folded over her arm, Tris checked her watch again and walked briskly toward the car. There wasn’t time to worry about it now.

Today was Bron’s birthday, and he was waiting.


Two

Tris made herself comfortable in one of two cracked leather armchairs that sat side by side in the Westin Charter passenger waiting area. She pulled her sweater down to the waistband of her faded jeans and stretched the sleeves over her hands to warm them.

Her eyelids shut to the familiar chug-chug-chug of training aircraft engines starting up in the background. When a door slammed closed, Tris shot upright.

“Hey, Woody. Man, you scared the crap out of me.”

“Gotcha!” Woody Westin laughed as Tris caught her breath. Woody wore his “uniform”: a pair of baggy Dockers, an old t-shirt, and tennis shoes, with a sweat-stained Westin Charter Company baseball cap that covered his blond buzz cut.

He motioned Tris toward his office. On her way, she accidentally banged into the coat rack where she’d hung her captain’s jacket last night; along with some old pilot shirts from her collection, and the custom-tailored pants from her former job at Tetrix, it completed her pilot uniform.

Tris loved wearing that jacket—a visual representation of all she’d worked so hard to achieve. The pants, however, embodied everything that was wrong at her last job. She couldn’t see how Tetrix, a company whose management required her uniform slacks to be fitted perfectly down to the last stitch, and tough enough to survive a nuclear war, could be oblivious to the toxic work culture of their flight department.

Tris followed Woody into an office the size of a kitchen pantry and unfolded an armless metal chair he kept in a corner for visitors.

Woody read a phone message on his desk, then leaned back in his chair and cracked his knuckles. “So, thanks for coming in. I guess that trip was crazy yesterday—bad weather out east?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “You see the new flight on our schedule? That trip from Exeter to some place out in who-the-hell-knows-where Canada and back? Can you make that happen?”

Tris nodded. “Phyll told me about it yesterday. We fly empty to Iqaluit on April 11th, and then back to Exeter the next day with our passenger. That’s about two months away, so there’s plenty of time to plan it. An angel flight. That’s quite a coup.”

Woody flashed a wide, gap-toothed smile. “It sure is. We need to pick up the wife of an executive and bring her back here for treatment at Exeter Medical Center. The company’s own jets are all down for scheduled maintenance that week, which is the only time the specialists can see her. Anyway, I can’t stress enough how important this trip could be to our business. I mean, if we can get spillover trips from Tetrix, who knows? Maybe some of the other local companies will follow suit.”

Tris mentally swatted away the mention of Tetrix and ignored the familiar tightening in her throat. “What’s the passenger’s story?”

“I don’t have all the info yet.” Woody thumbed through some notes on his desk. “I guess the guy’s wife has Lou Gehrig’s disease. They’re Americans, but the company relocated them out there for some reason. You know the area, right?” He squinted at Tris, his expression inviting her to fill in the blanks.

“I could locate it on a map, but I never got to Iqaluit while I was flying for, uh, them. I heard some of the guys mention it, and it just sounded like a fuel stop in between Northern Europe and the US. The company has a small office there. The executives we flew—the high-level folks—never visited it.”

Why did it have to be them?

Woody nodded. “You realize that as the pilot-in-command on this mission, you’ll have to liaise with the Tetrix flight department on passenger details, timing, etc. You okay dealing directly with those folks?”

A cold bolt of anxiety sliced through her. Aviation was a small community, and companies based at the same airport tighter still. She’d known that taking another job at Exeter would put her right in the sights of her former coworkers. Logically, it was only a matter of time before she ran into them again. She heard Dr. C’s voice in her head: Every thought, every contact, has a tail. Her disastrous experience at Tetrix had left her reeling, but time had passed, and the wounds had at least scabbed over.

“Of course. I’ll get started on the flight planning. Anything else I should know?”

“Maybe.” Woody paused and tapped his desk a few times with his pen. “Jimbo and I are looking at buying another 350—you know, expanding the business. There’s one for sale out in Phoenix that could be right for us. We need to run the numbers. If we can make a deal for it, it’ll happen fast.” He looked around and finally grabbed a half-eaten roll of Tums that had migrated behind one of his desktop airplane models. He popped two of the chalky discs into his mouth.

“So, busy times coming. I’m gonna need a new Chief Pilot a lot faster than I thought. A second airplane means I won’t have time for those duties anymore. I know we talked about it, you know, ‘in time.’ Well, time’s now.” Woody smiled and winked.

Tris tilted her head back, eyes fixed on a water stain in the corner of the ceiling. She wasn’t expecting this promotion now. Woody’d always said eventually. It was a dream come true—to have complete authority over pilot hiring and training. The promotion also carried the astonishing consequence that she would fly a Tetrix executive’s ailing wife to obtain medical treatment as the head of Westin Charter’s entire flight operation.

A quicker timeline meant longer hours, and that equated to less time for her personal life. She’d promised Dr. C—promised herself—that she’d concentrate more on life outside of work.

But Chief Pilot! It was the right next move.

She wanted it.

“Tris? What’s that smile about?” Woody asked.

Tris realized she hadn’t responded to him. “I’m just happy. And . . . surprised. I wasn’t expecting this so soon. Thank you.”

“Good. I’ll need the new Chief ready for that angel flight. I’ll confirm with our friends at the FAA, but I think I can do all the training in-house and complete your qualification. Unless the FAA wants to fly with you.” He rolled his eyes at the mention of the federal agency. “Can you put together a formal training plan?”

“Sure. I’ll get started right away. You’ll let me know if we need to involve the feds?”

“Will do.”

“Great.” Tris hesitated, then made a decision about something she’d been meaning to ask Woody for a while. The company was expanding. She’d be its Chief Pilot. There would never be a better time to ask.

“Woody, I’d like you to approve a captain upgrade for Bruce.”

Woody’s eyebrows rose but his expression stayed non-committal.

She pressed him. “Look, he’s worked hard, done everything we’ve asked of him and more. And with another airplane, you’re going to need a second captain.”

Woody squinted, then shook his head. “I don’t know. You sure about him, Tris? I mean, he’s a good co-pilot and all . . .” He pushed the brim of his baseball cap up and rubbed his forehead. “You sure you’re ready to tie your own success to this guy?’

“He’s earned the chance, Woody. I trust him.”

“And I trust you,” he replied, tugging his cap back down. “All right. Let’s get him upgraded.”

The tiles were set, each domino perfectly placed. How they fell would be entirely up to her.


Three

The parking lot was full, forcing Tris to drive around several times before a space opened up. With each circuit, her grip on the steering wheel tightened and she slid further down in her seat. She couldn’t be too careful.

The squat, three-story medical building where Dr. C had her therapy practice also housed the offices of a couple of Aviation Medical Examiners. Tris hadn’t known about the AMEs and the steady stream of Exeter pilots in and out of the building when she’d chosen Dr. C. By the time she realized that she might be recognized, she’d already bonded with her therapist.

Dr. C had helped Tris immeasurably as she struggled with the emotional consequences of losing Bron and the year at Tetrix that followed. With her help, Tris wrestled with depression, re-learned how to exist in the world without constantly questioning other people’s motives, and discovered how to trust people—a very few people—again. Seeing her was worth a calculated risk.

Tris parked her old Corolla in a spot vacated by a huge sedan. A few feet away, a woman pushed an older man in a wheelchair. Nearby, a couple of high school girls carrying backpacks smoked cigarettes and drank Diet Pepsi. No one she knew.

Still, she pulled her ski hat down just above her eyebrows and zipped her parka all the way up. It was 35 degrees outside, so bundling up wouldn’t attract any attention. With only five minutes left before her appointment, she crossed her fingers and walked as close to the building’s outer wall as possible. Tris had an explanation prepared for why she was there—she always did—but it was better not to be put on the spot.

Safely in Dr. C’s waiting room, Tris took off her outer layers and thumbed through the magazines for the latest issue of People. A bit lowbrow for someone with a Masters in English Literature, but she loved celebrity gossip. Another thing she was good at hiding.

The red light next to Dr. C’s office door meant she was with a patient. Tris flipped the pages of the glossy magazine and leaned back to read an article about Tom Hanks. The Green Mile had just come out; she’d wait and see it until after she read the book.

A hinge squeaked as the entrance door to the waiting area opened. Tris instinctively bent her head and shifted her body toward a corner of the room. She imagined Woody, or one of the local mechanics—anyone who knew she was a pilot—sitting down next to her, looking confused, asking, “Hey Tris, what are you doing here?” She’d have to make up something, anything but the truth. A hasty lie formed in her mind.

Thankfully, it was only the mailman. He left some letters by the closed door to Dr. C’s office and went about his business. Her skittishness was not a put-on. It had been over a year, and she still hadn’t told anyone—not even Danny or Diana, her two best friends—that she was seeing Dr. C.

Her pulse was still racing when the red light clicked off, the door opened, and Dr. C appeared. Petite, with white-blond hair, she wore a twinset, skirt, and her usual sly smile. Oh, the things she must hear in that room. Naturally competitive, Tris wondered whether she was the most troubled person Dr. C had ever treated.

“Are you all right?” The doctor asked, noting her uneasiness.

Tris jumped up. “Sorry. The mailman spooked me.” She rushed past Dr. C to the office. “I know, I know. After all this time, it’s just silly. But still . . .” Tris’s words trailed off as she balanced on the edge of an armchair. She rubbed her hands up and down her thighs.

Dr. C closed the door and sat on her office chair. “Not silly at all. I completely understand your career concerns.”

Tris had explained how the FAA dangled a sword of Damocles over pilots who sought counseling. Therapy was considered a danger sign, regardless of the reason. Even a whiff that a pilot was in treatment resulted in swift and devastating action. Her medical certificate could be suspended; without it, she couldn’t fly. She knew a couple of male pilots who’d openly sought marriage counseling, but so far, they were the only ones to get a pass from the FAA.

Tris remained at the edge of her chair, her forearms on her thighs, hands clasped.

Dr. C extended her hands, palms down. “Relax. I know you had a fright, but it’s over. Or is there something else going on?”

Finally, Tris leaned back against the chair’s soft cushion. “Woody may have found another airplane to buy. He’s stepping up the timeline on my promotion to Chief Pilot.”

Dr. C nodded. “I see. When we last talked, you said you wanted the promotion. Now that Woody wants to move more quickly, is that still true? How do you feel about it?”

Tris bit back a fine, deliberately fighting her learned response to always say something positive. Here, in this room, she didn’t have to be the good soldier. Her answer could be stripped to the bone, honest.

“Well, I guess I should be happy about it.”

“You should? Who told you that?”

“No, I mean—of course I want it. And I’d never say no to Woody. No, that’s not exactly right. I don’t want to say no to him. After what he did for me? After Tetrix? If it weren’t for him, well, I’m not sure where I’d be.” She shook her head, still unable to believe her good fortune.

Dr. C sat poised with her pen hovering over the notebook in her lap. Her look softened, conveying real concern.

“Please, go on, Tris,” she said.

Tris stared at a framed print of a large empty field with a small airplane flying in the background. She couldn’t recall seeing it there before. “I really like my job as it is, flying the Royal, just a regular captain doing trips. The promotion will mean way more work, more responsibility.” She paused. “But what if . . .”

Dr. C scribbled on her pad, then looked up. “What if what?”

Tris didn’t answer right away. The two women considered each other in silence, and then Dr. C broke the stare by jotting down another note.

Tris noticed a new throw pillow resting against the divan’s plump cushions. She preferred to sit upright rather than recline on the couch. These meetings were too important. If not for Dr. C, she’d still be riding the constant swells of depression and loss.

“What if I can’t? I mean, what if I can’t do it?”

The old insecurities bubbled up, born of early career challenges and the trying year at Tetrix, where her every move was questioned. Her many successes still couldn’t quiet the doubt. What if they never could?

Dr. C shrugged. “Woody offered you the promotion. He wouldn’t have done that if he wasn’t sure, would he?”

“No.”

The older woman fingered her string of pearls and cocked her head slightly to the side. “If he’s sure, why aren’t you? You’ve come a long way, Tris. Is there anything—anything real—in your training or experience since you’ve worked for Woody that supports your concerns?”

“No.”

“Then what is this really about, Tris?” As if she could read her mind, Dr. C asked, “Will this promotion give you what you need? Or just more responsibility at work, without any new challenges outside of it? Will that satisfy you?”

“Will it satisfy me? I still don’t know what my career is supposed to look like. I have to move forward, move up, and I have. Woody pulled me out of his flight school and made me his very first charter captain at Westin. Wasn’t that moving up?”

“Of course it was, Tris. But I wonder . . . do you think it’s finally time to do more in your personal life?”

Was it? She was still alone. Bron was gone. She’d held Danny at arm’s length long enough for him to move on and marry Em. There was no one else on the horizon. Work, home, her cat. Was it enough?

“I want to be satisfied with what I have. I’m sitting here, my heart is in my throat, and I want to tell you I’m satisfied. But I’m somehow . . . unfinished. Like there’s something I’m missing.”

“What’s missing, Tris?”

“I don’t know.”

Those internal toxins, guilt and shame, coated Tris’s throat like bile. She still hadn’t mentioned the angel flight, the contact with Tetrix she would be sure to have over the following weeks, or her recent visit with Bron.

Dr. C smiled what Tris thought of as her “little” smile, the one she used as a segue between topics, as opposed to the “big” smile she used when Tris made her laugh.

“Time to figure out what that is, eh? What’s missing.”

Now it was Tris’s turn to smile. “I guess so.”

“So, anything new to share about your life outside of work?” Dr. C leaned forward, pen lying on her pad. The movement was meant to gently prod Tris into a conversation she might not be ready for.

“I went to the cemetery.”

The space between them buzzed with faint, low-level static. She’d done the one thing she’d told Dr. C, promised herself, she wouldn’t.

“And how do you feel about that?”

Tris raised her hands in the air and exhaled in surrender. “Sitting here, right now, I feel stupid. And weak.”

Dr. C’s brows cinched. “And while you were there?”

“At peace. Comforted. Like there was no place I’d rather be.”


Four

Danny Terry’s MOBILE phone rang as he cleared the sliding glass entrance door to the Denver Airport Inn. “The Wife” popped up on his caller ID. Emily.

“Hey baby.”

His roller bag bumped along the uneven hallway floor and snagged on raised areas of carpeting rife with amoeba-shaped blotches in all colors and sizes. If he got bored later, he could wander the halls and count the stains. The rug-freshener-and-mold scent of intermittent cleaning matched the scuffed trim and faded wallpaper.

Danny stopped in a vestibule, loosened his tie one-handed and listened to Em tell him about the dishwasher repair she scheduled for the next day as he checked the rest of his missed calls. One missed call earlier from Em. Nothing from crew scheduling. Damn.

The ink on their marriage certificate had still been wet when he got the call to interview for his dream job, flying for Legacy Airlines. It was all coming together—the plum job, the wedding, the life—like it had for so many of his friends.

Danny had been almost forty when he got married. It was time. He and Em had a big wedding in the same banquet hall as her parents had. She’d worn her mother’s dress, and her dad had cried when he walked her down the aisle.

The planning had been a bitch. Danny was relieved to be flying during most of it and dreaded the end-of-day calls with Em about flowers, bridesmaids, and bands. Her parents were paying for it, sure, but he could never wrap his head around the fuss. How silly to spend so much effort and money on a party that would only last six hours.

When the day finally arrived, the wedding was amazing. Watching as the details that had once annoyed him came together in a beautifully arranged pageant, Danny gained a newfound respect for Em’s planning and organizational skills. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been a prop in that big show. His job was to reflect Em’s glow, answer her vows, slide on her ring, feed her cake, and balance out the photos.

Maybe all grooms felt that way.

Em loved him. He was sure of it. And now they were taking the next step and trying to have a baby. But not tonight.

“Hey. You in the hotel?” She’d turned the conversation back to him. She wasn’t really one for small talk. It was one of his favorite things about her. Em got to the point. Just like Tris.

“Yup. Spent the whole day on call in the crew room. And this hotel sucks. I’m almost afraid to lie on the comforter even in my uniform. I shouldn’t be here long, though. I’m sure I’ll get a trip. Especially with all the weather in Exeter. A crew’s gotta be held up somewhere.”

“Right. So, hon, there’s no chance you’re going to be extended this time, is there?” Em was referring to the last reserve stint he did. Legacy Airlines crew scheduling kept him on duty an extra day, which they could do under the pilot contract.

“Why? What’s up?” Had to be a family thing. There was always something going on with her people.

“Did you forget it’s Bruce and Heather’s anniversary party this weekend? How could you forget?” Em zoomed from asking a simple question to accusing him of something. It was one of Em’s personal habits that he didn’t care for. He let it pass.

He remembered the party all right. Em had practically taken Bruce’s head off when she learned that he’d invited Tris, and she’d accepted.

“Right. Yeah, I’ll be there. They can only extend me for a day, which would mean I’d be home on Friday night at the latest.” And tired. And not in the mood to do anything but sleep over the weekend. Em knew it, too.

“I’ll pick up a bottle of champagne and sparkling grape juice for Heather,” she replied cheerfully, the tension of a few seconds before gone. “I mean, it’s an anniversary party, after all. Can’t wait to see you, baby.” And he knew she meant it.

“Me, too. Love you, Boo.” He was pretty sure he meant it.

The lock to his hotel room clicked open. What the hallway had previewed was spot on. The room had barely enough space for its full-size bed, three-drawer chest and shelf that doubled as ersatz desk. The uneven particleboard surfaces looked bloated and water soaked. He flipped the light on in the bathroom. Clean enough.

His first trip to Denver, ever, had been to interview for the Legacy job. He’d taken an interview prep course “guaranteed to land the job,” the ads promised. The company’s consultant, a tiny woman with a slight lisp, had actually told him how long to count in his head between hearing a question and answering it, what questions he should joke with the interviewers about, when he should smile. It was surreal.

And it worked.

Now that he was on the seniority list of this mammoth airline, every passing day would bring him closer to a better schedule, nicer overnights, and more money. His current ride, the Boeing 737, was the smallest plane in Legacy’s fleet. Since airline pilots were paid by the number of passengers they carried (how many people they could kill at any one time, as the gruesome inside joke went) when he had enough seniority to fly the big iron, the 777 with almost 300 passengers, his lifestyle would look a lot different.

Maybe then—with more money, more time off—Em would relax into their marriage, forget about his history with Tris.

Maybe they both would.


Five

Lemaster Regional Airport sat in the middle of a cornfield fifty miles west of Exeter. Typically hosting small single engine props whose owners lived to poke holes in the sky, its one runway was so narrow no jet could land there, so the airport rarely got commercial traffic.

Tris and Bruce brought in an executive to visit a nearby corn-processing plant. After landing, Tris expertly negotiated the tricky taxiway, a cracked concrete strip that dead-ended outside of a Mobile Mini trailer.

The corrugated steel container sported an “Executive Terminal” sign. Adjacent to its western wall was a larger structure used as a hangar and mechanic’s shop. Its interior was warmed by a small space heater. Coffee cost twenty cents and was dispensed into paper cups by an old vending machine.

Tris and Bruce expected a long sit at the remote location waiting for their passenger. Then Phyll paged and said their itinerary had changed, they needed to return to Exeter, asap. Woody had hired mechanics to do an oil change on the Royal when their passenger’s trip added an overnight stay.

Bruce looked up from the small card table where they were studying their dispatch release and surveyed the room.

“What’s up?” Tris asked.

“Where’s the lav?” Bruce stood and looked around again, as if he had missed something in the 300-square-foot box. Other than a teenaged girl sitting behind a folding table with a phone on it, they were the only people in the room.

Tris grinned. “Methinks this transaction will be ‘au natural,’” code for behind a bush outside somewhere. It wouldn’t be the first time either pilot pursued that option. Bruce grimaced and headed for the door.

As he reached for the doorknob, a loud whoosh of air pierced the silent ramp. Then something exploded. The building’s thin walls shook.

“Fire!” someone screamed. The cry sounded like it came from the ramp.

“Bomb!” another voice bellowed.

Tris pushed past Bruce, who was frozen in place, and yanked the door open to the sight of a large fire burning on the ramp right outside the hangar. Plumes of thick smoke obscured her view of the fully fueled Royal, mere feet from the blaze. She looked around for a fire extinguisher. Her mouth was open, but no words came out.

“Run!” Bruce yelled over the sudden sound of a screeching alarm.

Both pilots squeezed onto the ramp and then hustled away from the building. They joined airport employees, rampers, mechanics, and small-aircraft pilots jostling for position on the street side of the building. Tris’s captain’s hat got knocked off her head. The hair tucked up inside fell below her shoulders as her hat bounced off of people fleeing the blaze, hit the ground, and was stomped on.

In a grassy area well clear of the tiny building, Tris gasped for breath, the acrid smell of sulfur still in her nose. A dozen others were already sucking in fresh air as they watched the activity from a safe distance. She couldn’t spot Bruce anywhere.

Fire engines and an ambulance arrived, sirens blaring, lights turning in a blue and red wave. Firefighters carried their heavy equipment with speed and purpose.

Tris worked her way through the groups of people, looking for Bruce. He stood over by the opposite end of the hangar structure. At six-foot-six, he was visible even over the heads of rescue workers in full gear. His hand was clasped around his mobile phone, but he wasn’t speaking. Tris hoped he would find a quieter place to call his wife.

Satisfied that Bruce wasn’t hurt, Tris turned back toward their airplane. For security reasons, views of the ramp were obscured from where she stood, so she grabbed someone with an airport badge.

“I’m the captain of Four-Five-Quebec, the Royal 350 on the ramp,” she said, hooking a thumb toward where her airplane sat. “Can you help me? How close is it to the fire?”

The man’s eyes widened. “Ma’am, I can’t let anyone back inside. It’s too dangerous.”

They were silenced by an announcement blared through a megaphone.

“Folks, this is Chief Timmons, Lemaster Fire Department. I need you to step further away from the building. Please back away.”

“Excuse me, ma’am,” the airport employee muttered as he rushed off.

Unable to see the airplane, Tris joined Bruce and braced herself, waiting for a huge boom, a signal that something full of fuel had blown up. Standing silent side by side, they exchanged glances and sighs.

Bruce held his mobile phone against his chest with both hands like a talisman. “What if we’d been on the ramp, Tris? Or on the plane? And couldn’t get out? If I’d been hurt. What about Heather? What about my son?” He croaked out the last few words.

“But that didn’t happen, Bruce. You are not in any danger. You’re okay.”

The crowd stood in small groups, watching, drawn together by the emergency. Bruce looked straight ahead. His expression—bereft and helpless—made Tris tear up involuntarily. Not for herself, but for him, for his family.

She heard, “I’m okay. Yes, I’m fine,” over and over, spoken in urgent tones into mobile phones amid the frightened assembly. People gave each other reassuring pats on the shoulder, some held hands, and others hugged.

Their connection, forged by fire, at once touched and saddened her. It was one thing to be responsible for others’ lives when she flew an airplane. Life and death were always in the back of every pilot’s mind. But passengers were strangers, and her dedication to them a professional commitment.

It was something else entirely to be responsible to people who valued your life. How long had it been, how much had transpired, since someone had loved her so much, depended on her so implicitly, that she’d be terrified they’d lose her?

She understood Bruce’s fear perfectly.

When the gunpowder exploded, she’d been afraid, sure. She worried about Bruce, the plane, the workers.

If she’d been hurt, whose life would change?


Six

The flames had scorched part of the Lemaster ramp but never reached the Royal or destroyed any equipment. The scene had looked and sounded way worse than it was, and, slowly, people went back to their jobs, their planes, and their lives.

A grey cloud hung in the air, giving the ramp an eerie, early-morning look. Yellow police tape stretched around the temporary building, past the hangar and along at least half of the asphalt ramp. A uniformed officer slowly removed the barrier.

“The danger is past. Crisis averted,” Chief Timmons brayed through his megaphone. “You can all go back to what you were doing.” He paused, looked down at a piece of paper. “Will the crew of a Royal 350, Five-Four-Five-Quebec, please come see me?”

Tris and Bruce walked toward the fire chief as everyone else moved away.

“Sir, I’m Tris Miles, the captain of the Royal.”

Timmons removed his thick yellow and black uniform glove and shook hands with Tris.

He consulted his notes as he spoke. “A box which held a canister of gunpowder was accidentally crushed, breaching its protective metal casing. Someone must have thrown a match near it, and it ignited the black powder,” he said, eyes fixed on the crew.

“Thanks for the information. But what does that have to do with us?” Tris asked.

Timmons looked back down at his notes. “That box was part of a load of freight that was supposed to go on your airplane. But it had no label
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