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         “Oh my God! Do you have to eat like a dog? It stinks.”

         I stop mid-chew. Look to my right. The slim businesswoman stares at me. Horn-rimmed glasses, hair tied in a knot and a stack of books on her lap. Several open, torn books.

         I didn’t know this sort of person actually exists.

         She looks like a stereotype, dressed in grey and beige and with a square purse. I’m sure she has heels on, too. What is she – eighty? She is obviously young, perhaps thirty-five, but she dresses like my great grandmother. Except for the skirt. Maybe. It has risen a little, and it has a long slit that exposes the light skin of her thigh, almost all the way up to her panties. Am I imagining things? Is she even wearing panties?

         “Well?” she nods at my sandwich. “Could you stop eating, or at least turn away from me?”

         I raise my eyebrows. “I’m terribly sorry, my lady. It surely wasn’t my intention to sit here and eat like a dog.”

         “Are you being sarcastic?”

         “Am I?”

         She wrinkles her nose. “You will pay for that attitude one of these days.”

         “If you say so.” I turn away from her as much as I can in my seat, facing the window. My hand is shaking. I hope we take off soon, so that I can eat properly. That bitch might be right about me being a slob, but it’s not very easy to eat on the airplane.

         The concrete starts sliding past us outside the windows. Grey and ugly, marked with white lines. The sky is covered in clouds and the air is foggy. It feels good to leave Stockholm behind. Winter. Granted, it is a milder winter than usual, but it’s still cold. Three degrees and rain every other day. It’s just waiting to pour down over us again. But I’ll be safe and above the clouds by then.

         The speakers crackle.

         Hello and welcome aboard this Scandinavian Airlines flight. This is your captain speaking. My name is Johanna Swan, and I will be flying you to New York today.

         Unbelievable – this is the first time I hear what they are saying.

         Our second pilot, Nathan Wills, will be aiding me today. We estimate that the flight time will be of roughly eight hours and fifteen minutes, and we have a clear sky ahead of us. We may experience some turbulence, so we…

         “Fuck.”

         I tighten my seat belt and look to my right. The shrill woman is looking for something in her purse. It’s standing on the peak of her mountain of books, and it seems like she can’t find whatever she is looking for. At least that’s what I assume, because she is cursing.

         … aware that several passengers have connecting flights, but it’s important that…

         “Miss.” A flight attendant is waving her hand in front of the woman. “Place the bag by your feet.”

         The bitch gives up with a fake smile, rolls her eyes and does as she is told. Her bag clinks when it lands on the floor. Something bounces against my shoe and rolls in under the seat.

         “The books too. Please, miss.”

         My neighbour takes care of it without a word, but the tension is thick and icy. The books are sloppily dropped by out feet. Why would she even bring them to begin with? She really is a walking library.

         The flight attendant walks away, and the woman turns to me. “What are you staring at, you hillbilly?”

         “Hillbilly?”

         “Isn’t that what you call people with plaid shirts and ripped jeans?” She purses her lips with her chin in the air. “Did you buy them like that or are you just careless?”

         “Bought them like that.”

         “So you think you’re cool?”

         I shove the last piece of the sandwich inside my mouth and chew it demonstratively. It presses against the inside of my cheeks. Tastes of garlic sauce. “They look good.”

         “Ew, don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

         I swallow. It was a bit too early, really, and my throat burns. “For someone who dislikes me, you sure are social, Blondie. Shouldn’t you read?”

         “Blondie?”

         “Aren’t you a blonde?” I squint and look at her bun. “Definitely looks blonde.”

         She scoffs. “It’s dyed.”

         “Are you going to leave me alone or not?”

         She sighs, leans forward and glances at the space by our feet. Or rather, the space we would have had if her stuff hadn’t been lying around everywhere. Like the worst kind of eye-servant, she picks up two of the books again. Then she neatly puts them next to her on the seat, spines facing up, as if it’s a strange ritual she has. As if their mere presence, the scent of dust and paper, makes her feel safe.

         … with a risk of rain, but compared to Stockholm, it’s…

         I lean against the window. “Do you mind me asking why you’re so bitter?”

         “Yes, I do mind, cowboy.”

         “Sorry.” What else can I call her? Doll face? Amazon.com? Librarian? Or perhaps bitch is good enough?

         “Barbie.” I mostly say it to myself, but the woman seems to have heard me. Her fingers graze the book spines, making an annoying sound. Muffled, but unpleasant. Long, polished nails moving in the corner of my eye.

         “How did you know?”

         “Know what?”

         “That my nickname is Barbie.”

         “Oh, Darling.” I stare out at the grey world outside. Watch the concrete, the grass and the telephone poles. Grey grass. Grey forests against the white sky. “It was nothing more than a wild guess.”

         “My name is Bianca.”

         Is she introducing herself? Have I tamed the beast? She sounds genuine. Like she, for some reason, wants me to know her name. Why would she want that? I thought she hated me. What have I said to change her mind?

         I can’t believe I even care. The whole talking to strangers-thing… No thank you. I have a long journey ahead of me, and the mere thought of being seated next to a babbling woman sends shivers down my spine. Not because I mind women – on the contrary. I just mind people. In general. The social, friendly ones. I like to be left alone. Sit alone.

         Bianca, I travel solo for a reason. Because I don’t want company. And especially not yours. Got it?

         Sigh. No, I can’t say that. If only I was more cruel. I would have loved that. Life would have been so much easier.

         “Jack,” I finally say, without reaching out my hand. That would have been over the top, but I still glance at her so as not to seem too anti-social. I flash her an awkward yet reserved smile. Try to make my expression convey that I’m friendly, but that I don’t want to deal with her anymore.

         … and we wish you a pleasant flight.

         The crackle of the speakers dies out and is replaced with a rumble. A loud rumble. Apparently, I’m seated right by the engine. Lovely. The passengers’ voices die out too. I’m not sure if they have fallen silent or if it’s the sound of the plane drowning everything else out. It speeds up, hurrying down the runway as the flight attendants buckle up. Click, click, click. It goes even faster. A light pressure against my chest, like in a turbo.

         I glance to my right again.

         Bianca is staring at the seatback screen, even though it’s turned off. Her fingers are clenched around the books. Her nail polish is a beige pink, and the edges are scuffed. So she is a nail biter. Her jaw is trembling, and unless I’m mistaken, a tear is running down her cheek. And another one by the corner of her eye.

         I lean over. “How are you holding up?”

         “What?” She whispers, barely moves a muscle. Her eyes are like saucers, and the whites frame her irises all the way around. Bloodshot.

         Come to think of it, she looks pretty tired. Worn out in a way. The classy business shirt has coffee stains on one sleeve, strands of hair have escaped the bun, and her skirt is a little torn at the seam. Her makeup seems to have been applied in a hurry – she has thin, black lines on her cheek and her front teeth are tinted with red.

         “I mean, are you okay?”

         “Why wouldn’t I be? Oh.”

         We take off from the ground.

         “Fear of flying?”

         She nods.

         I don’t know what instinct I’m compelled by. Probably something primitive, something in the backbone. Some protective nature I didn’t know I had. But I grab her hand and hold it. A stranger’s hand. If I had known an hour ago that I would be holding a stranger’s hand by the end of the day, I would have laughed. I would have thought it was a joke. Because Jack doesn’t do that. Would never do something that stupid. No, not even for a woman.

         Bianca’s hand is cool, and her fingers are stronger than I thought. It feels good to hold her. It feels right. And she isn’t fighting back. It seems like she wants it.

         “Maybe,” she whispers, as if she had already forgotten that she nodded.

         All of a sudden, she looks so fragile. Weak. Her doe eyes flicker from side to side, and her lips are shivering. I want to hold her. Tell her that it’s going to be fine, tell her about statistics and how many flights I have been on. I want to stroke her hair.

         Get it together, Jack.

         I smile. Genuinely, this time. “It helps to talk. So what are you going to do in New York?”

         She looks at me like I’m an alien. Doesn’t say anything.

         “I promise, it helps… Ouch!” She eases the grip slightly. “Business?” The word is a whimper; she must hear how much it hurts. Her nails are digging into my flesh.

         She nods stiffly.

         “And you work with…?”

         “School,” she hisses. “I’m a principle.”

         That explains it. The books, the stiffness. The old-lady outfit that exudes dominance and spider webs, all at once. Too neat to be a librarian, too beige to be a lawyer and too mean to be a secretary. Principle fits her perfectly. A lack of charm and a patronizing attitude must have been in the job ad.

         “PR,” I answer to the question she never asked. “AD.”

         I can tell she doesn’t understand what I’m saying. Her eyes flicker.

         I continue. “Art director. I come up with campaigns and stuff. I’m going to Miami to meet a new client. The bureau is called Gabriel Bylund, located in Stockholm.” She could misinterpret that. “The one I work at, I mean. Not the one I’m visiting.” Why am I still talking? “Because I’m going to Miami. To see a client. Not a bureau.”

         Shoot me!

         Bianca stares. Shouldn’t she say something, now that I have told her the story of my life?

         “Is that normal?” she finally says in a whimper. “That sound.”

         “Absolutely.”

         “So what is it?”

         “Uh…” I look out at the plane. We are still ascending, and the plane is heavily tilted. Tail-heavy. “It’s the engine.”

         “But it’s clicking.”
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