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            One

         

         After much deliberation, I’ve determined there are three official have-to-pee stages.

         Stage one: Acknowledgment in the brain that liquid has been consumed and hours have passed since the bladder was relieved, but the matter isn’t urgent.

         Stage one happens at the terminal when I break my cardinal flying rule: Always pee before boarding. Otherwise, I’ll have to use that tiny bathroom, banging into the walls when turbulence hits while trying not to sit on the toilet seat barely protected by the paper cover. Then there’s the awful sucking sound.

         I always pee before boarding.

         Unless, of course, I’m distracted by the ridiculously hot guy sitting opposite me at the boarding gate, his long legs stretched in front of him owning those dark jeans. He lounges on his faux-leather chair as he thumbs his iPhone, oblivious to the surrounding chaos. Two seats to my left some kid whines incessantly, distracting me from Hot Guy’s excessive hotness.

         The young boy slams his back into his seat. “But, mu-uum, you said I could use the DS after Lisa. She’s had it for, like, ten minutes. This is so not fair.”

         His mom’s exasperated voice drifts over, and I can’t help but smile. I’ve been on enough trips with my five younger siblings to know that tone all too well. Exasperated Mom is almost as dangerous as I-had-a-bad-sleep Mom, but not quite as rough as I-burned-dinner-again Mom.

         Mom. Tinged with sudden guilt, I pull my phone from my purse. Still no messages. When she sees the note I left, things could go one of two ways: effusive gushing over my independence and bold decision, or they could go south fast. I worry my lip and grip my phone, expecting the thing to come to life, filling the terminal with high-pitched crying and screaming. Maybe I should have written something longer, more poignant. Something Mom and Dad could really get behind. Instead, I wrote:

         
            I dropped out of U of T. I’m going backpacking. When I get wherever I decide to go, I’ll message you. Sorry. Don’t forget to pick Mercedes up from ballet. There are a couple of casseroles in the freezer.

            Love you both.

            P

         

         My thumbs hover above my phone. Should I tell Mom I’m going to the other side of the world? To New Zealand? If she freaks out, I’ll likely trudge home and go back to university—the promising fresh start that pulled a Titanic first thing this morning. It took all of one minute for people to realize who I was and what I did in high school. The culprit? None other than Becca, formerly known as my best (and only) friend, who thought the share would push her up the social ladder. Like the mother of airborne viruses, my Public Speaking Incident replayed in triplicate on every cell across campus.

         That’s when I snapped.

         Home. Pack. Note. Leave.

         When I arrived at the airport an hour ago, still high from my decision to take off, the shiny green letters spelling out New Zealand on the departure board called to me. They shone like a beacon. A lifeline. A place as far as possible from Toronto and my past. Silently thanking Gran for the generous gift she left me in her will, I bought a ticket.

         Mom can wait until I land.

         I stuff my phone back into my purse and rearrange the bags on either side of me, fortifying my barrier against any potential friendly people thinking they should take a seat. My gaze returns to Hot Guy.

         He’s busy texting while I’m busy drooling (and, unfortunately, not peeing), as I soak in the brown curls that brush his forehead and skim his ears and a jaw Channing Tatum would covet. His thin white T-shirt settles on what appears to be a well-defined chest. Well de-fined. Hot Guy probably works out. I bet he goes to the gym and lifts weights and works out in his tank top or—oh…maybe topless, sweat dripping down the length of his neck and over his muscles.

         I pluck the water from my bag and take a generous gulp.

         Hot Guy laughs at his phone and looks up to catch me gawking. He smiles suggestively, curling his lip like he knows exactly what I’m picturing. My cheeks flame. With my pale skin, they’re likely the same shade of scarlet as the overused carpet I’m now studying with the intensity of a hawk. I chug more water.

         Several heartbeats later, I chance a second glance. Deep brown eyes are trained on me. I contemplate diving under my seat and praying Hot Guy goes away, but that would draw attention to me. The only thing worse than being stared at by Hot Guy is being stared at by the hundreds of people milling around the terminal.

         At nineteen, I’ve endured two lifetimes’ worth of humiliation.

         The pointing. The laughing. The endless jokes.

         Not happening.

         I finish my water and hunch into my seat, sinking as low as possible without landing on the floor. I stick my book in front of my nose. But I keep sneaking glances. This is how it’s been lately. Like I’m a thirteen-year-old boy hitting puberty. I picture guys naked or in various states of undress—how they’d taste, how they’d feel, and how they’d touch me. (Apparently I’m a gay thirteen-year-old boy with the bow-chicka wow-wow porno instrumental as the soundtrack to my life.) I play it safe, though, and stick to unattainable guys. Too risky to be seen with that girl who did that thing; popular guys avoid me. So I fantasize. No danger. No unwanted incidents. In my mind I’m always fearless, never making a fool of myself. I rule my fantasies like a sex goddess.

         In real life, not so much.

         Unfortunately, these daydreams inhibit normal brain function. So when a static-filled voice announces the final boarding call for flight 744 to New Zealand, I stop picturing Hot Guy soaping himself in the shower, and I hurry to the gate instead of the bathroom.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Stage two of the have-to-pee stages: A gentle pressure on the abdomen indicates the bladder is full. With a few key position shifts, the feeling subsides.

         Stage two occurs about half an hour into the flight, in the narrow seat where I can’t build a barrier against the prying neighbor sandwiched to my right. Even though I’m angled toward the window with my book firmly in my face, the nice lady beside me is not deterred. “Sure will be a long flight,” she says, a slight hum in her voice. “I haven’t seen my daughter in, well, a long while. A long, long while. And you, dear? Off to visit family?”

         I glance over to make sure she’s talking to me and not the large, sweaty guy in the aisle seat. A hopeful face beams back, eyes crinkled behind her reading glasses. “No,” I mumble and smile shyly.

         “Vacation then?” she pushes.

         I fight the urge to turn away and stick in my earbuds. That’s what the old me would do. Too terrified to say or do the wrong thing and effectively embarrass myself in the myriad of ways it seems possible, I’ve lived the life of a self-proclaimed hermit. Not any more. I’m heading to New Zealand. This girl is fearless. This girl talks to the way-too-nice lady on the plane.

         Empowered, I turn and say, “I’m going backpacking.”

         Three whole words of fearless.

         The nice lady lifts her reading glasses and sets them atop her gray wooly curls. The lines in her dark skin sink deeper as she smiles knowingly. “Going to find yourself, are you?”

         My harsh laugh blurts out. “Yeah, no. More like reinvent.” I reach above me to stop the nozzle from blasting recycled air in my face, but the thing is broken. No matter which way I twist it, a thick stream hits my cheek. My personal TV is defunct, too, and my seat won’t recline. If I could handle a confrontation, this girl would be getting a free meal.

         Big, huge, fat if.

         The nice lady bundles her hands on her lap and tilts her shoulders toward me. “Now, I may be overstepping, but my granddaughter, my Jasmine, she’s about your age. And let me tell you, Jasmine had it rough in high school. Did she ever.” The lady shakes her head with a tsk, tsk, tsk. “But I will share with you the words of the great Martin Luther King, Jr. The words I’d repeat to my Jasmine: ‘Change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability, but comes through continuous struggle. And so we must straighten our backs and work for our freedom. A man can’t ride you unless your back is bent.’” The lady squeezes my shoulder affectionately. She repositions the reading glasses on her head, tucks away her in-flight magazine, and closes her eyes.

         When I’m able to stop picturing Hot Guy from the terminal riding me, I return to my perch at the window, the endless landscape of blue on blue stretching to infinity. The air above blows flyaway hairs across my face. Sighing, I brush them away.

         As nice as the sentiment is, Dr. King didn’t have the pleasure of growing up in the age of YouTube where the world’s most mortifying moments are immortalized. Especially when a particular incident occurs your first week of high school, gets more than four million hits, and defines your existence. That, and King’s parents didn’t brand him with five ridiculous syllables. In ink. On a birth certificate. Forever.

         I hunch lower in my seat, and a sharp pain stabs my bladder. I can’t believe I downed that water bottle at the gate and didn’t pee before boarding. Frickin’ Hot Guy. I lean forward and look right. The nice lady’s head jerks as she falls asleep, and the sweaty aisle guy is snoring. At the same moment, the drink trolley begins its creaky journey toward our row. I tuck my skirt under my knees and shift a few times until the pain passes. No need to make a scene crawling over bodies to get to the aisle and use the gross bathroom. Then I’d have to wait for the flight attendants to finish their leisurely stroll hawking drinks before I even make it back. For sure I can make it to our refueling in Alaska. For sure.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Stage three of the have-to-pee stages: Your bladder is full. It is close to bursting. The pain builds to the point where the slightest move could cause urine to leak down your leg.

         Stage three began forty-five minutes ago, and it’s still an hour before we refuel. The nice lady and the sweaty guy are totally comatose, and I’m squirming in my seat, wringing my book, desperate to find any position that is maybe, slightly, possibly a little bit less painful. But, holy God, I can’t wait another second. I flip off my seat belt, stand, and shake out my skirt, all while pressing my knees together.

         Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

         I squeeze my eyes shut. Why did I let it go so long? Why didn’t I get up and use the stupid bathroom at the start of the flight when stage two hit? Why do I always make the worst decisions known to mankind? With my body still clenched, I open my eyes and do my best to maneuver past the nice lady, but the effort is wasted. She jerks awake, and the sweaty guy on the end jams his knees into the seat in front of him.

         “Sorry, sorry. I’m so sorry,” I whisper as I squash my body between the lady’s legs and her tray stowed in its upright position. It’s then I realize I’m still hugging my book. Now that I’m halfway out of my row, no way am I going back to put it down. The sweaty guy scowls at me as he gets up to let me pass, his thinning hair standing on end from sleeping. “Sorry. I’m so sorry,” I squeak again.

         He merely grumbles.

         With my first step down the aisle, I suck in a breath and pause until I’m sure I won’t pee right here, right now, in front of the entire plane. Most folks are sleeping or watching their personal TVs, which, unlike mine, are working. Back in control, I set my sights on the four metal doors at the rear of the cabin. Twenty-five rows to go. I clutch my book tighter. Quick, short steps are the key. No jarring movements.

         With twelve rows left, we hit a patch of turbulence.

         The plane drops minutely. Not enough to alarm anyone—any normal person, that is, who didn’t hold in their pee to the point of having a full-on freak attack. The potential scene unfolds in my mind: the fatal wrong step, urine pooling at my feet. I tense from toes to ears, one hand gripping my book, the other clamped on an aisle seat. Several seconds pass, but I get it together. This will not turn into one of those moments. This will not be another “incident.”

         The red Occupied sign flips to green. Vacant.

         My bladder constricts in anticipation.

         Another big, sweaty guy squeezes from the door and returns to his seat at the rear of the cabin. With my eyes on the prize, I pick up the pace. My steps get longer. Quicker. I don’t break eye contact with that door. I don’t look down. If I had looked down, I might have seen the large black boot sticking out in the aisle. If I had looked down, I might have stepped over it. But I didn’t.

         In one glorious move, my sandaled toe smacks into the black boot…and I tumble. Hard. Fast. Face first. The corner of the book in my hand slams into my full bladder, and my vision from earlier comes to life. Every. Horrifying. Detail. Like a pathetic five-year-old child, I wet myself. I manage to stop the Niagara Falls portion of the flow, but I pee myself nonetheless. Frickin’ perfect.

         Lying with my face smashed against the rough airplane carpet, I squeeze my eyes, willing this to be a horrible nightmare, when two hands grip my shoulders. They pick me up effortlessly and place me on my feet. Mortified is not a strong enough word to describe my current state of being. My underwear is sodden, the front of my skirt is damp, and there’s a pretzel bit stuck to my eyebrow. Still, that doesn’t hold a candle to the level of horror I experience when I turn to find Hot Guy in front of my face.

         His eyebrows pull together. “You okay?”

         An animal sound explodes through my lips, something between a caw and a yelp, as I spin away and dash for the still-green vacant sign. I slam the door and fight with the stupid bar thingy to get it locked, then I whirl around looking for those god-awful paper toilet covers. The bathroom reeks of some sort of foul I can’t describe. The guy before unleashed a whole lot of awful in here. I dance from foot to foot, knees knocking, as I get the cover down. Underwear off, skirt up, and the stream flows before my butt hits the seat.

         It keeps flowing. And flowing. And flowing.

         I stretch the neck of my fitted white T-shirt and stick my nose inside while the marathon continues. I pick the pretzel bit off my eyebrow and fling it on the floor. There must be something seriously wrong with me. Here I am, trying to start fresh. New me, new life. And I can’t make it a minute without creating havoc. Maybe it’s all the pot my folks smoke. No matter how many times they’ve denied it, I bet Mom smoked boatloads while pregnant with me. Boat. Loads.

         When the trickle ends, I stand and stamp my foot on the flush button then step back to avoid being sucked into the atmosphere. Although nose-diving to earth might be preferable to facing Hot Guy Who Saw Me Pee when I leave the bathroom. I could lock myself in this tin can until we land. Unfortunately, it smells like a Taco Bell meal gone wrong.

         With no other option, I prepare to exit the lavatory. I remove my underwear and cram it into the trash. Barely. I dampen some paper towels and blot the front of my skirt. Luckily, the blue and purple floral pattern is busy enough to hide the wet splotch stretched across the fabric. I shove two wads of paper under my armpits to soak up my stress sweat. After shaking out my red hair and retying it into a ponytail, I wash my hands a third time. Finally, I shove the latch to Vacant and push the door.

         I almost yank it shut.

         Hot Guy Who Saw Me Pee is leaning against the side of a seat with his arms crossed. His are eyes locked on the bathroom door…and me. Double shoot.

         He straightens and shoves his hands into his pockets. I try to hurry past him, but he steps in my way. Taller than me by a head, he dips down toward my ear. “You should watch where you’re going when you’re running inside an airplane, Ginger.”

         What the…? Ginger? Is Hot Guy making fun of my hair? To my face?

         This weird, hyper-ticking thing starts in my jaw as I ball my hands into fists. He’s too broad to bolt past, and the longer I stand here, the angrier I get. As if every kid who ever called me names has morphed into this one tall hot guy staring me down.

         With my nails biting into my palm, my whisper-yell explodes before I can stop it. “I should watch where I’m going? Maybe you shouldn’t sprawl across the entire aisle, Mister…Man.”

         Wow. I just said that. I called Hot Guy Mister Man. I can’t even get angry right.

         Mister Man, Hot Guy…whatever, he looks more amused, a suggestive smile on his lips. He leans closer, his brown curls flopping on his forehead. “I was joking, all right? I’m sorry about the tripping thing. Seriously. You sure you’re okay?”

         Before I can answer, a girl pokes her head around his shoulder. “Excuse me. Mind if I get by?” She nods toward the bathroom.

         Hot Guy slides his arm around my waist and draws me against his chest to let the girl pass. I suck a sharp breath. Hot Guy definitely works out. The hard contours of his pecs are unmistakable through his cotton shirt, the sharp ridges of his muscles firmly against my body. His palm flattens on my lower back, and he pulls me tighter. Oh, God. My fingers itch to touch him. Every chiseled inch. If he didn’t see me wet myself, this would be way better than picturing warm suds dripping down his body. In a shower. My hands trailing between his legs.

         Then I flash to the last time I was this close to a guy. Hypnosis couldn’t repress that memory deep enough. Better for me and everyone involved if I stick with fantasies. Placing my hand on his chest, I push back from Hot Guy, a little disappointed to lose the contact.

         Two long fingers find my chin and lift my gaze. “Look, Ginger, I’ll let you by when you tell me you’re okay. So are you hurt, or are you cool to make it back to your seat?”

         There’s a scar on his chin, long and jagged. I blink to stop staring. “First, don’t call me Ginger. And second, yes. I’m fine. No thanks to your boot. Can I go back to my seat now?” I fiddle with my skirt, sure everyone nearby knows I’m flying commando.

         Hot Guy studies me a beat, then raises his hands. “Watch your step on the way back.” But he barely moves, so I’m forced to rub against him (pantyless) to get by.

         Holy heck, that chest.

         Two steps away, I see my book still on the floor from my fall.

         The rest happens in slow motion, an instant replay of pure awful.

         I bend down to grab my book, and the airplane jiggles as though it’s bouncing from cloud to cloud. The floor tilts back. I reach to grab the nearest armrest, but a man’s arm is planted there “resting.” Next best option: launch myself forward to grab the back of the man’s chair. This super-smooth move occurs as the plane rights itself. The laws of gravity kick in, and I pitch forward. I don’t do this elegantly. No points for good form. I land on my elbows, and my skirt flies up to my hips.

         Yes. My skirt. The skirt that covered my pantyless behind is hitched around my waist. OhGodOhGodOhGod. I flip on my back and tug the flimsy cotton down to my knees. I do it just in time to see Hot Guy close his mouth. His eyes darken ten shades before he slips into the bathroom I recently exited, where he’ll for sure assume it was I who dropped the atomic stink bomb.

         Reminder to self: Always pee before boarding an airplane.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         I’m one of the last to make it to the customs line. The train of bodies coiling through the man-made maze is shorter than I expected. Pleased, I step toward the entrance, but there, squatting on the ground and rifling through his backpack, is Hot Guy Who Saw My Privates. Perfect. No way am I waiting in line behind him. No frickin’ way.

         I bolt toward the bathroom at the back wall. Safely inside, I drop my bags and lean my (still pantyless) butt against the counter. The gray stall doors are all ajar, the whir of a running toilet looping. I used the first bathroom after disembarking, so I tap my foot and massage my hands, my pale skin insanely dry from the airplane. Sifting through my purse, I pull out a tube of moisturizer and apply a thick layer. Then I swivel toward the mirror and retie my ponytail.

         Of all my five siblings, I’m the only one with red hair. Mom used to joke that I look a lot like my uncle Tony, Dad’s auburn-haired brother (wink, wink, nudge, nudge), until I tried to dye my hair black at fourteen. It turned zombie green. Of course. The day of my class photos. Mom thought it was hilarious and made me go to school, green hair and all, to take the pictures.

         Her favorite is framed in our hallway.

         A sudden vision of our kitchen in flames as Mom attempts to cook sets my heart racing. I grab my phone from my purse. As soon as I power it up, I bite my lip, still unsure how my parents took my sudden departure.

         Mom: Knock ’em dead, baby girl. Let us know where you are when you land. And you better message us every time you travel to a new town, or your father will turn your room into that ashram he’s always wanted, complete with nude meditation sessions. Let this be your only warning.

         I snort and reply: Warning taken. I’ve landed safe and sound…in New Zealand. I’ll message when I leave Auckland. XOX

         Relieved my parents took my Houdini act in stride, I gather my bags and leave the bathroom. Another plane should have landed by now, a few hundred passengers safely in the customs line between me and Hot Guy Who Saw My Privates. But luck, as usual, is not on my side. One lonely couple stands behind Hot Guy, his brown curls bobbing along to whatever’s playing on his iPod. Eager to leave the airport and tired of standing in public washrooms, I weave through the roped line and position myself behind the couple. The man and woman keep shifting their feet and checking their watches.

         With only two agents staffing booths, the line crawls forward at a snail’s pace, agitating the couple further. When Hot Guy rounds the last corner, I turn and hunch behind the fuming man.

         “If we miss our flight…” the man murmurs, his grip tightening on his luggage. The woman fidgets with her wedding ring.

         Once at the front, Hot Guy removes his earbuds and turns to put his iPod away. I crouch lower behind the angry man, but Hot Guy pauses as he zips his backpack. Oh, God. I hold my breath while he stares at me, sure it will render me invisible. Or I’ll pass out. As he tilts his head and parts his lips, the agent at the front of the line taps him on the shoulder. She motions to a new line about to open. I exhale before spots cloud my vision.

         The rushing couple joins him in line, all of them waiting for the new agent to finish readying his booth. Brown eyes framed with thick lashes keep glancing back at me, at least once looking down at my skirt. Frickin’ Hot Guy. As the light on the customs booth blinks on, the agent sends me to the same line. The rushing couple is talking to Hot Guy, waving their tickets and checking their watches. He smiles and steps back, allowing them to pass.

         Those brown eyes are back on me, drifting toward the area below my waist.

         With each step, cement practically hardens around my feet. When I get to the line, I stop about two feet behind him and dump my backpack on the floor. I search through my purse for the imaginary thing I have no intention of finding.

         “I don’t bite,” a low voice rumbles.

         Huffing into the depths of my purse, I peek up. With his head cocked to the side and a grin splitting his face, Hot Guy looks less GQ and more approachable. Almost boyish in his cuteness. My lower belly tightens as I envision him shirtless, lying in the grass, sunlight playing over his skin…until he says, “I really like your skirt.”

         No, he did not. “You—”

         The customs agent calls, “Next,” and Hot Guy spins around before I unleash my sure-to-be-lame comeback, but not before he winks at me.

         This guy has some nerve.

         Squishing my lips into the face Mom likes to call my angry-old-lady face, I yank my passport from my purse and bruise the papers as I flip to my photo. The five syllables of my name leap from the page. I’m already dreading the look I’ll get when the mustached customs agent scans my passport. My name manages to inspire a range of facial expressions you’d find in a Jim Carrey movie.

         First day of class with a new teacher usually goes something like:

         Spectacled eyes scroll the attendance sheet several seconds longer than usual. Repeated blinking occurs before the teacher looks up. “Pi-nin-fa-ri-na?” Each syllable drops like a bomb, and all heads turn to the Indian kids in the room. With no choice but to answer, I squeak quietly, my fingers grazing the air to claim those five syllables.

         Ensue pointing and giggling. Frickin’ Pininfarina.

         Dad’s obsession with cars was a blessing for my five younger siblings. Bestowed with the names Mercedes, Aston, Bentley, Royce, and Cayenne, my brothers and sisters embody cool. That DNA link missed my chain. My rise to shame began in the delivery room, the moment Dad, probably stoned, looked upon my wrinkled, goop-smeared face and branded me, “Pininfarina.”

         Like I care that Pininfarina designed the Ferrari and the Maserati. Like. I. Care.

         Pocketing his passport, Hot Guy sneaks another look at me before heading to the baggage claim. I trudge forward to face the agent’s ridicule.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I spot my blue backpack rolling down the baggage carrousel, I say a silent prayer of thanks. “Excuse me. Sorry. Excuse me.” I tap shoulders and bob my head as I try to breach the ring of bodies around the conveyer belt, my purse and backpack maiming at least one kid along the way. If I’d been thinking straight when I left, I would’ve packed lighter. Once through, I have to wait until my bag travels the full circle to avoid Hot Guy at the opposite end.

         A big black suitcase mummified in duct tape is leaning on my bag by the time it reaches me. Grabbing one of the shoulder straps, I yank my pack, but my feet slip on the shiny floor and my purse drops to my forearm. Still holding the strap, I stumble along and give it a solid pull. I almost land on my (pantyless) behind but manage to right myself, then I drag my pack to the nearest pillar.

         Planting my hands on my hips, I study my bag, losing focus as I stare at the blue nylon and black stitching. With each passing second, I grip my hips tighter to calm my shaking arms. The lights seem brighter, the people around me moving faster, and I become acutely aware of how alone I am. I’ve traveled plenty with my family, but never in my life have I done something this insane. But this is me, clearly nuts. So unless I want to fly another thousand hours back home and return to a university where people know what a mess I am, to take classes I don’t even care about—my “general” BA is nothing but a lame attempt at future goals—I better start dealing.

         I inhale until my lungs hurt and release my breath in a steady stream. Okay. I’m here. In New Zealand. NEW. ZEALAND. I made it in one piece, minus a tiny piece of clothing. I have my luggage. Now what?

         “Hey,” I hear from behind me. “Need a hand with your bag?”

         That low voice hits me in my belly. Hot Guy.

         A large yellow pack lands beside mine, a Canadian flag loosely stitched on the top. Crap. I don’t have a flag on my bag. That’s like rule number one as a traveling Canadian. I trace the red maple leaf longingly, half of it barely stuck to the pack.

         Warm breath hits my ear. “I can rip it off for you, if you want.”

         Rip it off?

         I whip around, half expecting the lights to dim and Pitbull to blare from the speakers as Hot Guy rolls his hips and tears his pants à la Magic Mike. With much difficulty, I detach my stare from the bulge in his jeans.

         His lip does that sexy, curling thing as he stifles a laugh. “The flag, I mean. You can have it.” His eyes wander to my skirt.

         “No, no. It’s just…I should’ve sewn one on before I left. I was rushing. I didn’t think of it.” In case Hot Guy has laser vision, I clasp my hands strategically over the pantyless portion of my lower half. Not that my goods haven’t been displayed.

         He rubs the back of his neck and shrugs. “Whatever, I’m not even Canadian. The flag’s all yours.”

         “But I saw you at the terminal in Toronto.”

         Ignoring me, Hot Guy bends down and rips the poorly attached flag off his bag. He holds it out to me, smirking, waiting, until I grab its corner. “That wasn’t so hard, was it? I’m Sam.” He extends a large, strong hand toward me.

         One-syllable Sam. Perfect.

         His smile broadens, his hand hovering midair, as he waits for me to respond like a well-adjusted human being. Such a person would clasp his hand and offer their name in return.

         My five syllables are lodged in my throat.

         Heat burns my cheeks, my saliva solidifies, and I proceed do the most absurd thing imaginable. Clutching the rough fabric of my newly acquired Canadian flag, I inch around the pillar my bag is perched against.

         “You know I can still see you, right?” he says from the other side.

         I hug my arms closer to my sides, wishing I had Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak. I’m in New Zealand, standing on the other side of the world, and the one guy I can’t escape has already been privy to my propensity for large-scale embarrassment. This supposed fresh start is tanking fast.

         “Ginger it is, then,” he calls.

         I smack my head into the plaster behind me. My disappearing act isn’t working, and unless this post is a magical gateway to Narnia, I can’t avoid One-syllable Sam. But “Pininfarina” will not pass these lips. I tried to ditch the name in school, begging and pleading with tearstained cheeks, but my folks laid down the law with their usual “Celebrate your individuality!” Having enrolled me in private school, they owned the faculty and made sure my five syllables stuck. But I’m on my own. In New Zealand.

         The world-class super-freak I am, I inch back around the pillar, still fingering my Canadian flag. I glance up at Sam, who’s resting against the pole, his hands stuffed into his pockets. He raises his eyebrows expectantly.

         “Just, please don’t call me Ginger. My name is…Nina.” I squish the flag in my hand and cross my arms. Take that, Pininfarina.

         He nods, his curls brushing his forehead. “Nina, hmmm?” He rolls the name around his tongue. “Nina it is. But seriously, you should own the Ginger. Ever see reruns of Gilligan’s Island? You know, Ginger—the hot redhead on the show? Those curves, the lips, the catlike green eyes.” He frees a hand and motions to my face. “You’ve even got that mole of hers. Embrace the Ginger.”

         Back up a mega-second. Did he compare me to a sexy redhead? With catlike green eyes? I shift my skirt and hunch my shoulders. “Me? What? No. My red’s way brighter, not that nice auburn, and I could never wear those tiny bikinis. And those lips of hers? Not in a million years.”

         I look down at his big black boots, at the leather worn on the toes, the scuff marks on the heels. They step closer.

         “Own the Ginger,” he rumbles in my ear. He scoops up both our packs and starts toward the door.

         “Hey, whoa, wait,” I call as I scramble to get my bag and purse over my shoulder. “Sam, come on. Stop!” The last word is so loud people turn and stare.

         All my limbs lock.

         He glances back and frowns as I play an impromptu round of freeze tag. He makes his way closer, favoring his right leg with a distinct limp. He stops in front of me and folds his arms. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. Just thought you needed a hand.”

         When it appears as though we’ve been forgotten by the roaming crowd, I speak as quietly as possible. “Please drop my bag. I can carry it, okay?”

         “Sorry, what?” He tips his head down.

         “My bag,” I whisper-yell. “Please. I don’t need you to carry it for me.”

         He exhales for about ten minutes. “Look. You’ve already got two other bags, and this one’s heavy and awkward. You barely got it off the carousel. I witnessed both falls on the plane, and I know what’s not under that skirt of yours. I’m not about to watch a repeat performance, so I’m carrying the bag for you, Canada.” He eyes my skirt and swallows.

         It’s one thing to know what he saw, but to hear him say it out loud? I scan the airport for the nearest exit.

         “At least let me get it outside for you,” he says. Still limping, he leaves as I play another round of freeze tag.

         When I catch up with him outside, he’s got both bags on the ground by the taxi line. “I assume you’re looking for a hostel, too?” he asks.

         The idea of sitting in a cramped car, pantyless, next to a guy I don’t even know, is not high on my list of things I’d like to experience in New Zealand. My reinvention doesn’t involve hanging out with people who’ve witnessed the extent of my defectiveness. “No,” I say quickly.

         “No?” He squints at my backpack.

         “Well…yes, but a family friend lives here and is picking me up.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. I grab my backpack by the top and drag it back a few steps. “Thanks for carrying my pack, though. Safe travels.” I wave and proceed to do my best meerkat impression as I scan the road for the family friend who doesn’t exist, the one who won’t be picking me up.

         He glances at the taxi pulling up and back at me. “Sure. You too. Maybe we’ll run into each other on the road.” The veins on his forearms flex as he hoists his pack into the trunk. I bet those arms could do a lot of push-ups. With me beneath them.

         He nods at my flushed face, then shuts the door behind him.

         My breath whooshes out. “That’s one mess behind me.”

         As his cab pulls away, I drag my pack to the stand. A breeze blows past my shoulders. I extricate my jean jacket from my pack and put it on. Since no active planning was involved with this trip, it’s a good thing the weather’s similar to home. But instead of cold and snow in my future, New Zealand will only get warmer. And I will act normal. I am now Nina—non–disaster magnet, ordinary, average girl.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

         

         Sam

         For the first half of the cab ride, I stare out the window, but all I keep seeing is red hair, pink lips, and those green eyes. That first fall she took was almost funny. It was all I could do not to snort in her face. But the second one? Jesus. A blind man could see the curves going on below her skirt, and my eyes are twenty-twenty. It was a dick move, but I couldn’t resist grabbing her when that chick passed us in the aisle. And the way she dragged her eyes up my body? Sexy as hell.

         Then…that fall.

         If it didn’t smell like shit in the airplane bathroom, I would’ve jacked off then and there.

         She lied at the taxi stand—“family friend,” my ass. She kept touching her skirt, blushing like crazy, likely freaking about her lack of underwear. It would’ve been adorable if her eyes didn’t keep doing that thing where they zoned out while locked on my body. It’s been too long since a girl has looked at me like that. Actually, I’m not sure a girl has ever looked at me quite like that. I wanted to pin her to the wall and bang her six ways from Sunday. Too bad she didn’t get in the cab. Nina would’ve been exactly what I need, my first step to finding the old Sam. But there’ll be plenty of other girls on this trip.

         The taxi pulls up to a white house on a quiet street, the orange sign above the wraparound porch reading Lambert’s Lodge. It’s the first place listed in my guidebook, and the driver said it’s pretty cool. Two girls are huddled on a bench drinking wine. They watch me as I pass.

         Plenty of other girls.

         Squeezing through the entrance, I drop my pack beside one leaning against the wall. I crack my neck and poke around. Some travelers are in a lounge area on the left—two on computers, others hanging on an orange couch. A chick’s at the bookshelves, dragging her finger along the spines. Clanging echoes from the kitchen behind them, laughter drifting through the door on the heels of a familiar song, something by Jack Johnson. The next doorway reveals the check-in counter.

         After a rundown of do’s and don’ts, I’m given a bunk in the guys’ dorm. It’s a small space with orange walls, apparently a theme, with piles of clothes on most of the beds. I dump my stuff on the only one where the sheets are still tucked, and I leave, wallet in hand, in search of a grocery store.

         Halfway down the block, the map the guy at the desk gave me slips through my fingers. I turn to pick it up as a taxi door slams. A girl staggers under the weight of her bags and trips on the first step of the hostel. The porch light shines on a red ponytail.

         Ginger. Fucking A.

         I almost run to help her with her bags, but judging by her freak-out earlier, she’ll either fall on her face or take off. Better to go shopping and get back quickly. Turning, I try to pick up the pace, but it isn’t easy these days. With each step, my limp feels more pronounced, the flesh of my legs rough against my jeans. The accident was a year ago, and I’m not as far along as the doctors had hoped. But I’m alive. And I’m living.

         Mom would’ve wanted that.

         Another day in Florida, and I was liable to punch someone. If one more person looked at me with those sad-ass eyes, I would’ve grabbed their hair and rammed their face into concrete. Halfway across the world, no one knows me. I can be anyone. But all I really want to be is the fun, cocky bastard who ruled the football field and turned girls on.

         Blinking through the fluorescent lights of the grocery store, I scan the rows of shelves. The food looks pretty much the same as the stuff at home except for different brands here and there. I grab pizza sauce, cheese, a couple of bagels, and my stomach rumbles. If Nina’s anything like me, she ate a few pretzels on the flight and one bite of that disgusting thing posing as chicken. She’s probably hungry by now. I buy enough for both of us and hurry back to the hostel, cursing my leg the whole way.

         It’s dark by the time I get back. A chorus of laughter and a strange, high-pitched hyena sound drift down the hall.

         I cross through the lounge into the kitchen to find three girls and a couple of guys on either side of a wooden table. The hyena cackle comes from one of the guys, an Italian-looking dude with dark hair and olive skin, who’s thumping his fist on the table. A bottle of tequila anchors the center of the group, and copies of the same guidebook as mine are strewn about. Coffeehouse tunes strum from a radio in the corner.

         “I can’t believe this is the first I’m hearing of this,” the hyena guy says in a British accent. “That’s a legendary shag, mate.”

         The blond guy beside him pretends to shine his knuckles on his shirt. “What can I say? This smile gets ’em every time.”

         As I pass the table to dump my stuff beside the stove, one of the girls calls a loud “Hey,” followed by a string of giggles.

         I turn, cross my arms, and rest my hip against the orange countertop. The tan girl in the middle fiddles with the blond braid over her shoulder and gives me a flirty smile. Her head is inclined toward a dark-haired girl to her right who’s whispering in her ear. On her other side is another blonde. This one’s long hair is dyed pink at the ends like the celebrities in those stupid magazines.

         The girl in the center tilts forward, the tops of her breasts spilling over her neckline. “I’m Reese,” she says as she lifts her chin.

         With her big tits, slim waist, and pouty lips, Reese looks the part of a cheerleader. She could be mine in a heartbeat. I’d splay her naked over my mattress and claim her in the darkness where she can’t see my legs. Her gaze dances over my body, measuring, taking stock, but it’s nothing like the way Nina’s lips parted as she undressed me with her eyes.

         I nod to the table. “I’m Sam. Drinking game?” I flick my head to the newly filled shot glasses.

         “You assume correct, mate,” says the dark hyena guy. “I’m Bruno, and Never Have I Ever is a smashing way to get acquainted.” He wiggles his eyebrows at the girls before calling to me, “Fancy joining us?”

         Could be fun. An easy to way to work this Reese chick, or Nina if she shows up. “Sure, I’ll just make something to eat first.”

         Bruno tugs Reese’s braid and winks at her, while the girls at her sides vie for her attention.

         I flip around, turn on the oven, and build the staple meal that got me through two years of college: tray, bagel, sauce, cheese, and blister the shit out of it until it smells awesome.

         I flinch at the sound of Bruno’s mad cackle. The words cherry and condom explode from his mouth between each bout of hysteria. “Sam, you’ve got to get over here. You’re missing the best bits.”

         “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I stack a couple of plates—orange, of course—rip off some paper towels, and load up the pizza bagels—enough for Nina and me, if she shows up. When I turn, I freeze.

         Those eyes.

         Standing in the doorway, Nina sucks on her bottom lip, her eyelids heavy as she soaks me in. It makes me feel like a legend. Like I’m whole again. In a simple tee and jeans—and probably a pair of underwear—this chick oozes sex. Her breasts strain against the thin white cotton of her shirt. Not as big as Reese’s, but perky as hell. I almost drop the goddamn plates.

         Maybe it’s not having been touched by a girl for more than a year now, but I want to own her. No. Not own her. I want to fuck her. I want it raw and fun with no strings attached. Travel sex, pure and simple. Once and done. I can’t have a repeat of Lacey and Florida. What’s left of my ego wouldn’t recover. I’m just not sure that’s Nina’s style. All shy and cute at the baggage claim, she doesn’t seem the type. Not like Reese. Then she gives me that look.

         When Nina shakes her head, blinks, and looks down, I tense. Like I’m a junkie needing another fix. I want those eyes back.

         Knowing I need to play it cool so she doesn’t bolt, I sit next to the blond dude and put a plate beside me at the head of the table. I drop Nina’s two pizza halves on top of hers. When I glance up, her nose twitches and she licks her lips, her attention now on the food.

         “Nina, great to see you. Come on over and have a seat.” I pat the empty place beside me.

         She approaches slowly and sits straight-backed, her hands folded neatly on her lap. The table falls silent.

         “Nina, is it?” Bruno asks.

         She nods, but keeps looking down at the bagels.

         “I’m Bruno, and this here’s Callum.” He motions to the blond dude beside me, whose blue eyes are glazed from the tequila. “Callum’s my mate from Bristol, and he shagged our science teacher.”

         Fresh hooting and hollering breaks out across the table, but I’m not sure if they’re laughing at Callum’s confession or that fucked-up sound coming from Bruno. Chewing, I tip my head back and laugh around each bite. Nina does one of those stiff laughs people use to fit in.

         “These three lovely ladies all hail from California,” Bruno continues, the self-proclaimed master of ceremonies. “Brianne at the end enjoys long walks on the beach, and she has a preference for cherry condoms.”

         Ahhh, the cherry and the condom.

         Brianne sits across from me and rolls her pink-tipped blond hair around her finger. She elbows Reese beside her. “I can’t believe you asked that. Just wait until it’s my turn.” She smiles at me, then at Nina, fluttering her pink nails.

         Reese leans forward, taking in Nina’s pale skin, the freckles, and that sexy birthmark. After a beat, Reese smiles. “I’m Reese.” She drops her name like a stamp of approval, and Nina smiles back too eagerly.

         Girls are evil. I’ve seen this a million times. The judging, the sizing up. Turning on each other like rabid dogs. Bitches in heat. Nina’s desperation is written all over her face, her eyes wide and hopeful. At least with guys we’re honest about our shit. I don’t like you, go fuck yourself. You don’t like me, tell it to my face. None of this quiet, emotional crap that plays on insecurities. It reminds me of my little cousin, a whip-smart girl who hooked up with the wrong guy—the head cheerleader’s ex. She had to move towns and switch schools because of the bullying.

         It kicks my protective instincts into high gear.

         I scoot closer to Nina, but she doesn’t notice. Her attention is on Reese.

         I can’t figure this girl out. At first glance, you’d for sure think she was prom queen at her school. After the scene on the airplane and her hiding around that pillar, I’m guessing that’s not the case. Not with the way she’s grinning at Reese.

         Bruno tugs the blond braid swooping over Reese’s shoulder. “I do the introductions, luv.” His hand continues down until his fingers glide over hers. “This is the naughty Reese who once kissed a girl to see if Katy Perry was correct.”

         She draws her hand away and rolls her eyes.

         “Lastly,” Bruno announces as he spins his shot glass on the table, “is the dark, the daring, the one and only…Leigh. Leigh is infamous for streaking through the boys’ locker room after a match of American football.” He flicks his hands toward the girl at the end.

         Dropping her head to her hands, Leigh groans. She uses her straight black hair to cover her face.

         Nina’s brow is puckered like she has no idea what’s going on, her grin fading as she studies the girls. As far as I’m concerned, they’re an easy read. Brianne whispers in Reese’s ear, eager for her attention; Leigh fixes Reese’s braid, happy to have her hands anywhere near that girl; and Reese, the queen bee, sits perched between them, basking in her glory. As long as Reese likes Nina, the others will follow.

         I tear another piece of the pizza bagel while Nina moves restlessly. She gathers her hair, laying the strands over her right shoulder. Then she bites her lip, flips her hair back, and smooths it behind her ears. She adjusts her white T-shirt.

         I swallow my bite and whisper in her ear. “They’re playing Never Have I Ever. And stop fidgeting. They’ll smell your fear.”

         She shoves her hands under her thighs and glares at me. “Never Have I what?”

         As much as I’d like to suck that frown off her face, I want to see that other look. The one where she fucks me with her eyes. “Never Have I Ever. Someone says something like, never have I ever slept with a teacher, but if you have, as was the case with Callum, you do a shot. It’s their little ‘get to know you’ game. With enough booze, it’s fun.”

         Her frown deepens. Maybe Ginger has some secret past she doesn’t want revealed. With a breath, her brow softens. Her gaze lands back on the bagel. She scrapes her teeth over her bottom lip, looking from me to the food I made her.

         I nod to her plate. “You’re not one of those vegan, no-gluten chicks, are you?”

         “God, no.” She shakes her head. “It’s just…did you happen to have leftovers, or did you make this for me?”

         Man, she’s cute when she’s nervous, those freckles bright against her pale skin. She probably thinks I’ve been stalking her. I could tell her I made too much, ease her mind, but there’s no point lying. Ever since the accident, I do my best to say things as they are. Treat each day like it’s my last. I know all too well how short life can be. “I made it for you,” I say.

         She scans the kitchen, for what I have no idea. A group of three is at the large map of New Zealand tacked on the wall, and a guy’s at the orange counter snacking on toast and peanut butter.

         She chews on her cheek. “How’d you know I was here? And how’d you know I’d be hungry?”

         Bruno and Callum have the girls laughing, telling stories about school pranks, and I pop the last bite of bagel into my mouth. That’s when that look of hers returns. Her eyes glaze, her lips plump, and she arches her back. She looks ready to devour me. Like she’s starved for sex. Either she’s longing for something she’s never had, or she’s a nymphomaniac on the loose.

         I’m hoping for the latter.

         She’s still staring at my neck, burning a trail down my skin, and without warning, my dick strains against my jeans. What the hell is wrong with me? Sure, it’s been a while, but I’ve jacked off plenty. So why does it feel like I’m the Hoover Dam about to explode? Thank God I’m sitting at the table.

         Her gaze snaps down to her plate, and I adjust myself. I wipe my hands on a piece of paper towel until the blood pumping south returns to my brain. I plant my elbows on the table. “It’s simple, really. As soon as I got here, I dumped my stuff so I could buy some food. You arrived as I was walking down the street. Figured you’d do that girl thing, you know? Shower, unpack, moisturize…put on a change of clothes.” I lean to the side and glance below the table. At her jeans and the underwear she’s probably wearing. “Must feel nice.”

         She scowls and crosses her legs.

         “Anyway, I assumed you’d want to eat when you were done. Hence the gourmet meal you haven’t touched.”

         With an audible sigh she says, “Thanks,” and removes her hands from below her thighs.

         As she picks up the bagel, I add, “Must be pretty handy having a family friend as a taxi driver.”

         “Shoot,” she mutters and tucks her elbows to her sides. “I mean, what did you expect? Strange guy, strange city, unusual state of undress.” She gestures to her crossed legs with her head. “Do you blame me for lying?”

         Unusual state of undress. Now my mind’s back on her fall, and that smooth ass propped up in the air. Fucking hell. Blood rushes straight back to my dick, and I almost groan. “No, Nina. I do not.” I lick my lips, knowing her attention is focused there. “You should eat already.”

         Closing her eyes, she takes a bite, and I know how good it tastes. The tomato sauce, the cheese, and the burnt taste of the bread’s charred edges. Especially after a day of no food.

         A delicious “Mmmmm,” passes her lips as she slouches in her seat.

         “Kind of makes you fancy being a piece of bread,” says a glassy-eyed Callum beside me.

         So absorbed in Ginger, I practically blocked out the group. Bruno, the class clown, has the girls in stitches, while Callum rests on his elbows to watch Nina eat.

         I grip my empty plate. “Yeah, whatever. Looks like another round’s about to start. You don’t want to miss the action.”

         “Right,” he says absentmindedly, his gaze still fixed on Nina’s fingers as she deposits a piece of cheese into her mouth. He smiles at her then, the type of smile chicks probably dig, flashing his dimples under a layer of stubble.

         Her attention moves from me to Callum, and I want to punch the guy in his throat. She’s not giving him those sex eyes, but she’s chewing more slowly and tilting her head. I’m not the jealous type, never been my style. Not even with Lacey. But as the seconds tick by, it’s getting increasingly difficult not to pluck Nina from the table and strap her to my bed.

         I really need to get laid.
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