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Warren’s Peace

 

By Emjay Haze

 

The holidays are a time for second chances.

Warren Blessing lost his wife (two years ago), and his kids decide he’s been alone too long. They send him on a holiday singles cruise so he can meet someone new.

On the flight from Chicago to Miami, he sits next to an attractive man, but when the flight’s over, he doesn’t think he’ll see him again.

Fletcher Hammond is a professional mystery shopper for vacation destinations and travel. After a split from his unfaithful fiancé, he’s embarking on a singles cruise. He meets a lovely gentleman on the flight, whose conversation and cocktails help Fletcher through his fear of takeoffs, but he doesn’t expect to see him again.

As if by fate, a meeting in the ship’s dining room renews their mutual attraction. But can they build a relationship with distance and baggage working against them? Or will they part ways when they return to port?




 

 

“THIS IS so cool!” Stephanie pulled out a blue-and-purple-striped sweater dress from the box she’d just unwrapped, and held it up, twirling in a circle. “I can’t wait to wear this to Claire’s New Year’s Eve party.” She ran over and kissed Warren on the cheek. “Thanks, Dad.” She sat back down and began tearing into her next gift.

Daniel sat on the other side of the family room on the big chair facing their tree, pawing the neck on the new guitar Warren had gotten him. Dan always loved music. So did their mom.

His kids had grown into fine young adults. He only wished Sarah were here to see them now.

Warren Blessing sat surrounded by the pile of gifts from his kids: a floral Hawaiian shirt, flip-flops, some new khaki shorts, and a turquoise and gray bathing suit with whales patterned in white. He couldn’t leave them the day after Christmas.

“Dad, you’re not changing your mind.” Stephanie had abandoned her gift pile and stomped over to Warren with her hands on her hips and a surly expression on her beautiful face. “We talked about this. You deserve to have some fun. Maybe you’ll meet someone.”

“But, it’s Christmas.” What kind of parent left their kids on Christmas? Well, the day after.

Dan sat straight up in his chair. “Dad, we’ll be fine. Promise. Anyway, the cruise is already booked, and I know there’s someone out there waiting to meet you.” The determination in his children’s voices nearly convinced him.

“But a holiday singles cruise? It sounds depressing.” His kids had talked him into this cruise a few months ago, and it had seemed like a good idea at the time. It had been two years since Sarah passed, and four years since she’d been diagnosed with cancer. It was difficult watching someone you love wither away; even more so for his kids. He’d gotten Stephanie through high school, and now they were both in college. He was lonely and ready to move on.

“What about you guys?” They were only home for a couple more weeks before they went back to school.

“We have wild parties planned for the entire time you’re gone.” Stephanie’s wide grin told Warren she was joking. They were great kids. “Dad, we’ll be fine.”

“And, only one wild party,” Dan added, chuckling.

“You’ll be home the day after New Year’s. Besides, Dad—” Stephanie picked up the shorts and shirt she’d picked out and held them up to him. “—you’ll look hot,” she sang.

A blush warmed his face. Was he ready for this? He knew he was, but it was scary, just the same.

 

 

STEPHANIE AND Dan reassured him all evening. When they went out with their friends after Christmas dinner and Warren sat alone on his leather recliner, sipping a glass of wine and watching the news, he was finally convinced. He needed to get out and meet people. Even if not a love interest, although that would be nice. He was tired of being lonely.

The next morning, Warren’s kids dropped him off at O’Hare Airport. After saying goodbye, he watched them drive away, wondering again if this was a good idea.

Warren entered the terminal with his bags. The airport was bustling with holiday traffic; families going on vacation, honeymooners…. He remembered his honeymoon in Hawaii. He and Sarah were so in love back then. A young couple stood in front of him. The man had his arm around the woman, who looked several months pregnant. The man placed his hand on his wife’s tummy and kissed her.

Three months after their honeymoon, Warren came home from work, and Sarah had a pregnancy test in her hand. “What? Are you serious?” She nodded, smiling at him. “Baby, I’m so happy,” he told her. And he was.

He stepped up to the counter and handed the agent his ticket. The woman glanced over at him, smiling. He was still a handsome man and not that old, thank you very much. He’d just turned forty-two last month.

“Traveling alone, sir?” Was she fishing for information on his marital status? She’d glanced at his hand, apparently searching for a ring.

“Mm,” he responded, taking the boarding pass from her and returning the smile.

“Have a nice day,” she said. He’d already turned around and was walking away, her gaze probably following him.

He hadn’t been attracted to many women. Before her, he’d dated mostly men, and thought he was gay until he met Sarah. His senior year of college, Warren went to a party with some friends. He wasn’t usually into the scene, and his friends just went to hook up. Warren had no intention of hooking up with any girl. But then he walked out back and saw this pretty brunette arm-wrestling with one of the jocks. The guy looked like he was struggling, sweat pouring off his brow. Sarah, he found out her name later, took a final huff and slammed the athlete’s arm down, picked up a bottle of beer and downed it, and slapped him on the shoulder. “Better luck next time,” she said. Warren was smitten. He’d never met anyone like her. She played piano, ran track, and could outdrink most of the frat guys he knew. Fortunately, they both grew up after graduation and decided to get married. He knew he was at least bisexual, but he had wanted to raise a family.

For the last year, both his kids encouraged him to date again. They introduced him to their friends’ divorced moms. He never told them his secret. Sarah knew, of course. But he wasn’t interested in dating women. No one could replace Sarah. Besides, he missed being with a man. Maybe it was time for him to embrace that side of himself again.

He arrived at his gate a few minutes before it was time to board, so he took out his phone and typed a quick message. Hey guys, I’m getting ready to board. Love you.

Have fun, Dad. We’ll be fine.

He knew they would. They were all grown up. Stephanie had just started at the university this fall, and Daniel was a junior. Unfortunately, losing their mom made them grow up sooner than Warren intended. He regretted that the most.

He handed the gate agent his boarding pass. “Have a nice flight,” he said, as Warren walked away and headed toward the jetway where three friendly flight attendants greeted the passengers. The first was long and lean, with a severe bun and short bleach-blonde bangs. “Welcome aboard, sir.” The second was a few inches shorter than her coworker and had curly brown hair. They were both pretty, but not his type. The third had light brown hair, short on the sides and longer in the back, and long eyelashes that framed his brown eyes. Warren took a step back and swept his eyes from the younger man’s face to his lean figure.

The male flight attendant curled his lower lip as he gave Warren a once-over with his eyes and shook his hand. “Welcome to flight 786,” he said, his sultry voice making Warren shiver as the soft hand touched his.

“Thank you.” Warren didn’t mean for that to come out so flirty. The guy was probably half Warren’s age. He sucked in his breath and continued down the aisle of the crowded airplane.

He’d secured the aisle seat online, but a mother and rambunctious child occupied his row. He just hoped they would settle down in their seat before takeoff. The small boy jumped on both seats while his distraught mother tried to occupy her overactive offspring, throwing a desperate look toward Warren like he could do something about it.

He returned a friendly nod, picked up one of the in-flight magazines, and began flipping through it. Hopefully the kid would settle down during takeoff.

The flight attendants walked down the aisle, closing overhead compartments. The male attendant, whose name tag read Darien, stopped at Warren’s row and leaned toward his ear. “Sir, would you like to be upgraded?” He spoke softly and slowly.

“What?” He couldn’t have heard that right. The mother next to him was now consoling her crying child over not having brought some toy, and screaming baby sounds permeated the cabin from a few rows back.

“First class?”

Warren bobbed his head up and down in a rapid movement. “Yes, thank you.” He didn’t think to question why as he stood up before the flight attendant took back the offer, and grabbed his bag overhead.

He gave Warren another smile. “Follow me, sir.”

Darien opened the curtain to first class. “This way,” he said, leading Warren to his row. There was a gentleman sitting in the aisle seat wearing a charcoal-gray business suit and typing on a laptop resting on the pull-down tray attached to the seat in front of him. He looked around Warren’s age, maybe slightly younger. He had jet-black hair, framing a strong jaw, broad shoulders, and a wide chest. “Here we are, sir.” Darien’s voice pulled Warren out of his internal survey of the beautiful man blocking his seat.

Darien walked away, and when Warren glanced back toward his seat, he caught the well-dressed man checking him out. “Excuse me,” Warren said. “They upgraded me to first class, and that’s my seat,” he said, pointing to the window seat.

“Certainly,” the man replied, with a kind smile. He picked up his laptop and closed the tray. Then he stood up while Warren placed his bag in the overhead compartment. “Thank you,” Warren drawled, scooting past him. Their hips brushed against each other as Warren slipped into the window seat, while the other passenger sat down, laptop still in his hand as he lowered the tray again and placed it on top.

“Sorry to disturb you.” Warren felt the need to apologize. He was probably looking forward to having the entire row to himself.

He turned his head. “Not a problem. There’s plenty of room.”

“Thank you,” Warren said, settling into his seat.

“How did you score first class?”

“I think the flight attendant took pity. There was a screaming toddler next to me.”

“Hmm,” he added, like he didn’t quite believe Warren’s answer. “I think he was flirting with you.”
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