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            Brooklyn Johnson

          

        

      

    

    
      The weather in Houston was sunny and clear, not a cloud in the cerulean sky. A typical hot September day, temperatures bumping into the nineties.

      The weather in Boston was cool and cloudy. We would be landing in Boston in approximately three hours and fifty minutes. An overnight trip for me.

      Tomorrow I had a long day. A flight from Boston to Chicago. Then Chicago to Houston. But I would be back in my own place for the next three days after that.

      The flight was crowded, every seat taken. Two hundred forty-two souls aboard including pilots and crew.

      The coffee was brewed, ready to serve. The drink cart was ready the run through the coach section. Pretzels and peanuts.

      First class passengers got four choices. Short ribs, rolls, and salad or tortellini and salad. Smoked salmon or a grain bowl. Personally, I preferred the tortellini with a side of tofu. Today’s desert, all around, was a brownie with ice cream. Not bad for a four-hour commercial flight.

      First class had sixteen passengers today. As for coach, I had just gotten back from a crosscheck of that section.

      In row thirteen, a mother desperately tried to comfort her wailing infant.

      In row three, three teenage boys slapped their hands together playing rock paper scissors.

      In row twenty-three, a couple on their honeymoon seriously needed to get a room.

      People who worked with me insisted that I had a super power.

      I could remember everyone’s seat and row number and something about them. It wasn’t hard.

      It actually felt like cheating, the way I did it. Row thirteen. Unlucky. Wailing infant. People would complain.

      Row three. Three teens.

      Row twenty-three. Well. It was hard to forget what I saw before I tossed a blanket over them. If I was any judge, the girl would be sleeping soundly for the duration of the flight.

      “Prepare for takeoff.”

      The veteran pilot, Warren Adams, I’d flown with dozens of times, ran the words together so that they sounded like one word. Passengers would have no idea what he said.

      I took my seat near the front of the jet and fastened my seatbelt. Warren was no-nonsense and expected his crew to be the same.

      Friendly and efficient. That was our mission. And according to all accounts, I was the poster child.

      “Hey,” My friend and coworker, Lacy Montgomery, sat in the seat across from me and fastened her belt as the plane started moving.

      “Hey.” I said, with a smile.

      “Did you see the guy in the fifth row?”

      “The one with the beard?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.

      “Oh. Right,” she said. “I forgot. You don’t like beards.”

      She was right. I had been raised around clean-shaven men. And since I came from a large family, that said a lot.

      “I’m sure he’s a perfectly nice guy,” I said. “Why don’t you ask him out?”

      Lacy laughed. “You know me too well.” Then she asked what she always asked. “If he has a friend, you want to come along?”

      And I said what I always said. “I don’t date passengers or pilots.”

      “You have too many rules,” Lacy said, good-naturedly.

      “Keeps me honest.”

      We stopped talking as the airplane left the ground, leaving nothing more than a pocket of air beneath us. The baby in row thirteen wailed louder, although how that was possible, I didn’t really know.

      “We’re off,” I said.

      “You’re lucky you have first class,” Lacy said.

      “I have confidence in your ability to take care of a crying baby.”

      Lacy rolled her eyes and unbuckled. “Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” I said as Lacy headed toward coach.

      I didn’t leave my seat until the pilot gave the all clear signal.

      I was like that. Rules were there for a reason, so unless I had a good reason to do otherwise, I followed them.

      That gave me about another four minutes before I had to get to work. Whoever said first class was easier than coach had never worked first class. And today it was just me.

      Two of the other flight attendants had called in sick, cutting us short. I didn’t hold it against them. They were doing what they were told. Better that than bring something contagious onto a plane full of people.

      And I secretly preferred to work my section alone. Even if it was a lot of work.

      I was not afraid of hard work.

      If there was nothing to do, I would find something.

      That was how I had been raised.

      The red light went off and I released my seatbelt.

      Show time.
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            Benjamin Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful day for flying. A typical Wednesday. Clear blue skies.

      Kids were back in school. Families were no longer on vacation.

      We sat on the tarmac longer than usual, or at least it felt like it. And then we taxied forever. Maybe we were just going to drive to Boston.

      I stuck my headphones into my ears, mostly to block out the sounds of a crying baby back in coach. I turned on some Frank Sinatra and closed my eyes. I used the time to think about my current project.

      Once we were in the air, I could get some work done.

      I had gotten myself into a bind with a deadline.

      But my philosophy was family first.

      And since my sister was having her first baby, it seemed like that should most definitely come first.

      I could catch up on the work. I had no doubt about that. I just had to be left alone long enough. Sometimes I secured a private jet to take me across the country just to have a few hours of peace. I did some of my best writing in the air.

      But since I had not been able to secure a private flight, I was stuck here in first class.

      I usually flew with the private company, Skye Travels, but they had been booked up for today. I usually reserved ahead of time, but my sister’s baby decided to come unexpectedly early.

      Seemed like no matter how many pilots Noah Worthington hired, it was never enough.

      Their reputation was stellar and they stayed booked out at least two weeks.

      “Prepare for takeoff,” the pilot announced over the speakers.

      I was not a nervous flyer, but I did prefer to know who my pilot was. No reason. It was something I had gotten used to.

      Reaching under my seat, I pulled out my laptop bag and powered on my computer.

      I had a good, firm outline of my latest mystery novel, so all I had to do was to write the first draft. Second drafts were always easier because I had more of the idea down on my computer.

      I was still on chapter one.

      I lowered the volume on my headphones and pulled up my outline. The roar of the plane blocked out most of the background noise so it didn’t take me long to get focused.

      The passenger—an elderly well-dressed woman—sitting next to me tapped me on the shoulder.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. “Are you working?”

      “Yes,” I said, trying not to sound annoyed.

      “Are you going to Boston for work?”

      “Yes,” I said again, with a tight, forced smile. Actually the true answer was no. I was headed to Boston to be with my sister as she gave birth to her first child, but I certainly did not want to tell the woman that.

      Babies were one of those topics one did not dare bring up with women. It tapped into their subconscious and they wanted to know everything.

      She asked me something else, but pretending not to hear, I pointed to my headphones and shook my head. “Work,” I said.

      That usually did the trick. It was kind of funny. If people thought I was “working,” they respected my time. If they somehow found out I was writing a novel, they thought it was okay to talk to me. Like writing wasn’t “real work.”

      So I never purposely told anyone I was an author.

      My seat mate looked disappointed that I didn’t want to strike up a conversation, but it was better to disappoint her now than after I had wasted two hours of writing time.

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I watched one of the uniformed flight attendants stopping at each aisle, taking drink orders. We had to pick our food orders at the time of ticket purchase, so there was no need to be bothered by that. And the thing about first class was the flight attendants didn’t bother us until we wanted to be bothered.

      So I kept my head down and my focus on the words on my screen. I was making some progress when it came time for the meals.

      Unfortunately, the woman sitting next to me ordered the short ribs.

      The flight attendant was careful not to disturb me as she handed over the plate. Even so, I caught a good whiff of the meat. I had to close my eyes and think about kittens chasing butterflies in a field to keep from gagging.

      As a vegetarian, the scent of the short rib was enough to send me over the edge.

      I couldn’t blame anyone other than myself. I was the one who had chosen an aisle seat. I did not like to be cramped in, even if the view was better inside.

      Just another reason to fly private.

      On a private jet, there were no seat mates who ordered meat or asked pesky questions. It was just me and my own little world in the sky.

      The fasten seatbelt light came on. I kept my seatbelt on. No reason not to. I was just sitting here anyway.

      The pilot must have had some warning about impending turbulence.

      The plane dropped, probably two feet, causing a lot of frightened gasps.

      If I could, I would have told them that turbulence wasn’t really dangerous. That it was to be expected and we would get through it just fine.

      But even with my headphones in my ears, it was hard to concentrate, so I pulled them out and closed my computer.

      I rested my hands on the computer and waited for the commotion to die down.

      Instead, we hit another pocket.

      The woman sitting next to me, noticing that my computer was closed, decided that it was okay to talk to me.

      “Oh dear,” she said. “I can’t eat right now. Do you want this?” She held her plate out to me.

      I instinctively leaned back, but there was nowhere to go. “No,” I said, with my best polite, tight smile designed to be a friendly discouragement from interaction.

      “Are you sure? I hate for it to go to waste. I paid extra for it.”

      “I can’t,” I said. “I’m allergic.”

      “Oh.” The woman removed her plate from my face and set it back on her tray. “I’ll have the young lady come and get it.”

      “That’s not necessary,” I said. “or really sa—”

      The woman pressed the button.

      “safe.”

      Didn’t she realize that the flight attendant had to get up to come and see what the problem was? She was probably, most likely, buckled in herself, as she should be.

      “Do you think she heard?” the woman asked, pressing the button again.

      “I don’t think it rings,” I said. “I think it just lights up.”

      The flight attendant, holding onto the backs of the seats made her way toward our row.

      “What can I get you Mrs. Evette?” she asked.

      Mrs. Evette, my seat mate, held up her plate. “Would you take this away.” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “He’s allergic.”

      Right now I was feeling allergic to people.

      “Of course,” the flight attendant said, taking the plate.

      Just as she took the proffered plate, we hit another pocket of turbulence. It was almost like it was on cue.

      The flight attendant held the plate close, and to avoid spilling the contents on me, she spilled it all over herself.

      I looked up just as she looked at me.

      She had the most beautiful green eyes I had ever seen. I would describe them as jade, like a mysterious mermaid haunting rocky shores. In that brief instant, I sensed happiness and positivity in a soul that ran deep.

      As the plane dropped again, I instinctively reached out to keep her steady, breaking eye contact in the process.

      Now that was smart. Now we both had short rib juice on us, though in all fairness, the flight attendant was the one who had taken the brunt.

      It was all down the front of her uniform.

      “Oh dear,” my seat mate said.

      The flight attendant smiled. She actually smiled.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ll get this cleaned up.”

      I released my hold on her and she turned, taking the offending plate, practically empty now, with her. The food was on the floor in the aisle next to my seat.

      Mrs. Evette pulled napkins out of somewhere and, leaning over me, attempted to begin cleaning up the mess on the arm of my seat.

      “Please,” I said, taking the napkins from her. “Let me do it.”

      Kleenex, the woman was using Kleenex and I was making an even bigger mess with them, but the flight attendant was already back with a bucket and a rag. She had the mess cleaned up in no time flat.

      She must do this a lot, I thought absently.

      “I’m so sorry this happened,” she said to me. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No,” I said. “Please. Sit. Until we get through this turbulence.”

      “I’ll be back,” she said and disappeared.

      I leaned my head back and tried to breathe through my mouth. Was it really necessary for people to eat on airplanes? Couldn’t they just wait until they got where they were going?

      Maybe this was why I wrote murder mysteries. It was my way of getting rid of offending people. A socially acceptable way of turning them into a character and killing them off.

      About twenty minutes later, with no more turbulence, the red light went off.

      The flight attendant came back as promised.

      She handed me a drink. A vodka martini, dirty.

      “How did you know to bring this?” I asked. “That I like these?”

      “It was on your profile,” she said. She had changed her uniform. I didn’t even want to think about how that might have happened. The little bathrooms, even in first class, were barely enough to stand in.

      “Right. I suppose it was.” I didn’t remember putting that on anything when I bought the ticket. The questions they did ask were optional, but I answered them anyway, mostly out of curiosity.

      On occasion I drank a vodka martini when I flew with Skye Travels, but rarely.

      Their databases didn’t connect. Did they?

      “Would you like your tortellini now?” she asked, with that same pleasant smile.

      “That would be nice. Thank you.” I really didn’t want it. I only wanted it because she offered it. Good thing she didn’t offer me something with beef in it. I just might have taken it.

      There were some rules a man had to break and right now vegetarianism seemed like one of those breakable rules.

      Apparently, since I had what they called short ribs on my tie, I was going to be smelling it all the way to Boston. What was the difference in that and eating it, really?

      A few minutes later, the flight attendant brought my plate, vegetarian tortellini, and set it on the tray in front of me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Oh that looks so good,” Mrs. Evette said. “So much better than what I ordered.”

      I sighed. Then did what any gentleman would do.

      I handed it over to her. “Please,” I said. “Take mine.”

      “Oh no,” Mrs. Evette said. “I couldn’t possibly.”

      “Of course, you can,” I said. “Remember,” I tapped my computer. “I have work to do.”

      She took the plate from me and happily munched on it while I happily tapped away on my computer keys.

      It was a match made in heaven.
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      I fastened my seatbelt and prepared for landing. I was exhausted—in a good way. It was my job to keep the passengers under my watch safe and happy. So that’s what I did.

      I considered myself a complicated person. I came by that naturally. Both my mother and my grandmother were psychologists. That in itself was enough to mess someone up.

      Then there was my grandfather, Noah Worthington. Grandpa Noah had built a private airline company, starting with one airplane, into a multi-billionaire dollar private airline company. Grandpa Noah was a legend in aviation.

      Newly graduating pilots aspired to work at Skye Travels more than the big commercial airlines. Skye Travels was considered a prestigious and elite place to work.

      I had a lot of entrepreneurial blood running through my veins. But for me, it was like a recessive gene. I loved learning though. I’d graduated from Harvard with a degree in business. I’d been offered some enviable jobs in big companies. And, one by one, I had turned them down.

      There was also Skye Travels. I could have worked there as a Vice-President if I wanted to. But I had stayed away from that, too.

      I wanted to be my own person. Even so, I didn’t stray far from the family business. I’d grown up around airplanes. Grandpa had me in the cockpit of a Cessna before I could walk. I had the photo to prove it. I suppose flying ran through my blood like jet fuel.

      I’d gotten some of my mother and grandmother’s blood, too. I like people. But I didn’t want to sit with them and listen to their problems. I liked happy people.

      So I had put those two things together and became a flight attendant. Personally, I preferred the title stewardess. I knew my history. The term steward was used in the early days of ocean travel. And since I didn’t mind people calling me a girl or a lady, why would I be offended by the term stewardess?

      At any rate, I kept that particular thought to myself. I did not care to have rocks thrown at me.

      I had some clear-cut rules about my life that I followed. Such as not dating pilots or passengers. Such as following the pilot’s directions about when to stay seated and when it was okay to move about.

      But I broke my rules when I needed to. I figured since I had made the rules, I decided when to break them. There were no police with flashing lights in my head to give me tickets when I broke one of my rules.

      I had broken two rules on this particular flight.

      One, I had moved about when Mrs. Evette turned on her call button. She was an older woman, traveling alone, so it was quite possible that she really needed something. That had gone badly and had reminded me why I had rules. Actually the seat belt rule was someone else’s, so I only had myself to blame.

      All Mrs. Evette wanted was for me to take her plate. Which I did. All over my uniform. I had quickly cleaned it up, only because the man sitting next to her, Benjamin Gray, looked like he was going to be sick.

      I shuddered to think what might have happened if he hadn’t caught me when that last turbulence hit. I could have been injured. Again, rules were there for a reason.

      Benjamin had blue eyes that reminded me of a clear sky with tiny little shards of violet that one wouldn’t notice unless they were just inches away.

      At any rate, since he had saved me, I wanted to do something nice for him. That led to me breaking a second rule.

      It was a rule I rarely broke, but this seemed like a fitting occasion for it.

      Like all the Worthington teenagers, I had worked at Skye Travels during my summer breaks. My job had been in scheduling. And when needed, I could still fill in.

      Using my access, I logged into the Skye Travels website to see if he had an account. I had no reason to think that he might. It was just a lucky guess. Maybe a gut feeling.

      And… he did. Benjamin Gray was a frequent flyer with Skye Travels.

      It had been a pleasant surprise to see that I had been right. It was possible I had seen him or maybe his name before.

      Benjamin had a Houston address. Made sense. A quick scan of his flight records told me he had never flown to Boston on a Skye Travels flight.

      He didn’t make a lot of requests. A very low maintenance traveler. But according to his account, he did like vodka martinis.

      As we went in for a landing, I realized that I may have tipped my hand, so to speak. I’d done something that I wasn’t supposed to do. And now he would always wonder how I just so happened to pick his favorite drink.

      Well, I decided, as the pilot began to taxi down the runway, life was much more interesting when there a few little unexplained mysteries now and then.
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