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PROLOGUE


Victoria





If I were writing this scene in a script, my marriage wouldn’t be ending in the cramped conference room of his real estate office. With the damp smell of the low ply, faded blue carpet barely covered by the reek of bleach, leaving behind the scent of a red flag. Nor the worn leather executive chairs which are squashed around a chipped oval table and a too large TV, alluding that they’re not the only outdated things in here. I wouldn’t be here on a beautiful Saturday afternoon, the kind where the golden rays catch every speckle of dust that dances its way onto the floor, stuck waiting for an explanation, half expecting the camera crews to jump out at any moment and yell gotcha.

If I were writing this scene in a script, Trent wouldn’t be wearing a pair of ass-less chaps that cup too tightly to his crotch, making me want to itch and tug at my own leggings, while he scrubs at his face trying to find the words to tell me what the hell is going on. The images of Rebecka, our newest intern, playfully tying him up with rope, her bedazzled boy briefs sparkling rodeo across her butt when she moves, wouldn’t be on repeat on my mind. This moment wouldn’t be ticking by like a broken record I’ll be left to clean up in therapy sessions for years to come.

If I were writing this script, it would be classier. 

It would be emotional. 

Heartbreaking even. 

It would be everything it isn’t. And it certainly wouldn’t be happening to us.

The tail end of whatever Trent is saying pulls me from my thoughts.

“Do you even care, Vicky? You just found out I’m cheating for fuck’s sake and you’re staring off into nothing.” 

He shakes his head, grabbing at the back of his neck in frustration as he paces. 

“Don’t you want to know how long? Or if it’s serious? Anything at all?” 

I stay silent, wondering if he remembers that the curly cues from his backside are on full display. He goes on with no encouragement, content to fill in the empty space of me just fine.

“We both know we’ve been over for a long time. You put us on autopilot, and you never took back control. I thought… Well, I’d hoped I could snap you out of it. I’ve loved you the best way I could for almost my entire adult life, and I’ve tried…” He twists his hands before biting out, “I’ve fucking tried everything. Even this, as callous as it is, was my attempt to make you feel something. To come back to me, even if you were angry. I did this for us. Tell me you feel something.”

There’s an ache in his words, fighting to be heard. I want to be indignant at that ache. To scream, or to cry. To call him a fucking liar, that he did this for himself. Every Carrie Underwood song comes to mind, finally making sense and the desire to crank them up loud and do damage sends shivers down my spine in want. I’m angry at the audacity, at the injustice. But it isn’t enough because he’s also a little bit right. I’ve known something was off for months… years even, but I’ve willfully ignored it—the fear of losing the life I built more palatable than just losing my husband. He shakes his head again, taking my hands softly.

“I know you’re oblivious sometimes, but could you at least recognize what you’re doing to me? What you’ve done to us.”

My heart squeezes in embarrassment. He pokes at the places that are bruised. The memories that are gaslit and fuzzy, the ones that should make me want to curl up around them to staunch the pain. I don’t. He doesn’t wait for a response, instead releasing my hands so he can walk to the door and back. Honestly, I can’t imagine what he expects. I hardly want to recall this moment later and see myself broken by a man who doesn’t even have the decency to cover his balls that are slapping at his thighs as he paces. 

So, instead of arguing or acquiescing, I continue to sit silently, barely glancing at the man I swore to spend my life with. The man I’ve relied on to make everything easy and safe. To uncomplicate things. The guy who’s blown my carefully laid plans to smithereens with every body part on display and cowboy boots that squeak a bit when he walks. When I finally get to his eyes, they scream in pain, and even though I think I might hate him, I can’t force myself to hurt him further by pretending any longer.

Trent finally goes still, waiting for me to say anything. Normally, I would. Or I might. But my non-response speaks louder than I ever could. He’s stopped his pacing and, as if he’s had enough of the silence and the stares, his hands slam down onto the table. Its old linoleum squeals at the force, pulling my attention from all the other distractions.

“Dammit, Victoria!” His sigh runs down to my bones. “We’re over. You’ve made sure of that. I’ll be sending you the divorce papers first thing Monday.” He runs his hands down the front of his chaps, realization at what he’s still wearing dawning on him. He hangs his head in defeat. “In the meantime, I’ll be staying at Rebecka’s if you need anything.”

Good ol’ Trent, a shoulder to cry on ‘til the end. A real nice guys finish last situation. I refrain from rolling my eyes. How would he break if I told him the truth? What if he heard, for once, that I was tired of only writing love stories and that, if I couldn’t live them, I at least wanted to sell them to give others a chance who could. That maybe I would’ve been content with him if the rest of my life hadn’t lacked such color. That somewhere along the line, I had lost myself. Would it magically heal our marriage? Would it spark a fire that burned out long ago? 

No. Not now, after Rodeo Gate. I don’t think it ever would have. 

The words fall mute in my throat. Trent would never understand. Who would give up perfect for messy, he’d say.

His hesitation to leave is just enough to try, but I let it pass. His boots scuff across the carpet, then the door breathes closed. I wait for my heart to shatter like all the movies, the songs, the books… but it doesn’t. Instead, a million possibilities flutter through my mind. One hundred new choices to create a life I dreamed, with romance and writing and excitement. With desperate need and sticky want. Messy in all the perfect places.

Instead of chasing the freedom that sits at my fingertips, my mind betrays me and clings to the loss, leaving me with only one thought; how the fuck am I supposed to start over now?
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ONE


Victoria 





The world may as well be ending , I think as I stare into my thumb at the last chip of blushing babe nail polish that’s still holding on. I’m not normally so dramatic outside of my scripts, but it’s the only way to accurately describe to my heart what’s happening. Sure, thirty is supposedly the new twenty (cue infomercial voice) and there’s a whole big world out there (end cut), but that doesn’t mean losing everything I’ve struggled to hold together for the last decade of my life doesn’t hurt like a bitch. 

We’d been building his business together since we were twenty-five, our relationship for longer, and it is all falling apart. Fallen apart. I’ve lost my husband, my job, and my house all in the last few weeks—there isn’t much further to go. It’s like I’ve hit every fuck my life rung on the way down, too. At 22, Trent had given me the first place I’d belonged since my parents had died, my first glimpse of a family of my own again. Even if a small voice inside of me thinks it ending might be what I need, I still miss the stability of my old life’s fears. The devil you know and all that.

I scratch desperately at the last vestige of that life, trying to keep my mind off my impending flight and the prospects of what Monica has promised me in return for boarding it, is. I go back to flipping between taking notes for a script I’ve been working on in my phone and reading a book I’ve been desperate for since it came out, unable to concentrate on either. A baby screams directly into my ear while sitting in her wild-eyed father’s lap. Every wail seems to say you shouldn’t be here. A disgusting veil of wet coats his cheeks, a tiny droplet splashing on my skin as I grind my teeth against my urge to join in the tantrum.

Hell has got to be a vacation spot compared to this terminal.

I stand up, pulling along my rolling luggage. It’s clack, clack, clack echoes behind me, as I pace back and forth in the tight space. I desperately want coffee, black and bitter, to bring some solitude into my nerves. My anxiety at missing my plane and spending money I do not have demands I stay. The fear of flying and the ringing in my ears tells me to go. My worry is at war with my want. But the need to move and the call of caffeine wins out. 

Coffee at this point is worth every penny in my bank account.

My eyes are puffy, and a headache isn’t far behind, forming a companionship with the other bleary-eyed travelers that nod at me as I pass, a silent agreement not to judge our disheveled states a given. We’re all just trying to make it somewhere. Even with being faceblind, unable to remember their faces or recognize them again, there’s a kinship with this odd assortment of strangers. It sits like swallowed gum, my body unable to process it entirely. Maybe in seven years? Or maybe it’s just the 2-week-old, frozen burrito that Cheri wasn’t sure I should eat before we left, that I’m feeling.

Katie and Cherie dropped me off a little over an hour ago, but with a hundred miles between me and my divorce papers, it could be a lifetime. I’ve written a dozen bad poems, named a castoff-dipshit-side character that I instantly killed off after my ex, and said goodbye to every brick, restaurant, and favorite picnic spots I had. Even with movie therapy (which entailed a full 48-hour loop of You’ve Got Mail) this chapter has officially ended, and it painfully pulls at the roots I’ve grown, making time take on an indefinite quality. All the years are slipping through my fingers with nothing for me to hold on to.

The line to the coffee shop comes into view and I hesitate, clasping at my phone as nerves rattle in my chest. I need a pep talk before I decide to hell with this whole idea and leave this airport, and this dream, behind. I pull up my favorites and hit dial. The phone barely rings before a stubborn voice I know as well as my own picks up.

“Victoria Irene Pencheske, do not tell me you have cold feet already,” Cherie says, exasperated. 

My full name rolls off her tongue before I can process it is even fully mine, and I cannot help but flinch. I imagine she’s stretching with an exaggerated yawn that screams she’s tired of my shit. She rarely, if ever, calls me anything other than Vip, and it breaks my heart hearing her frustration. I roll my eyes to cover the pain, knowing it is her intent. There’s the thick sound of a slap on skin before Katie’s motherly voice interrupts.

“Cherie! Don’t be a cow! This is a pretty big freakin’ deal. Let the woman breathe,” she says. “You doing okay, hon?” 

Her voice is full of concern that beads across my skin, looking for a break in my armor. She’s always doing that. Ruining an otherwise safely shallow moment with feelings and emotion, asking me to be vulnerable in ways I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to be. Seeping in my waters of regret and worry, like a tea bag who hopes to make things better with a handful of flowery herbs. But she doesn’t fool me, it’s still dirty leaf water. And I’d rather not get sticks stuck in my teeth when I’m thirsty, thank you very much. 

I can’t articulate to myself how I feel, let alone someone else, so I seal my lips, unwilling to sink her in guilt, too. Thankfully, Cherie, obnoxious as ever, answers for me.

“Of course she isn’t. That’s why she’s heading to the big show and why we booted her ass out to go. Vip, you cannot come home. So, suck it up and put those big girl panties on! You’ve got places to be and people to meet,” Cherie sings.

Tears well up in my eyes. It’s not that it’s a bad idea to leave. There will be writing opportunities in California that I cannot find in Winlock, or Seattle for that matter. Not to mention no one will know who I am. I can be anyone I want which holds its own type of romance. I lost myself for so long in other people’s expectations that going out on my own feels big and limitless. The question is, would I be able to find myself again? It’s all a risk with no guarantees. 

Still, my friends don’t think living should-I-get-coffee-or-food broke or this-anxiety-might-actually-kill-me feelings are valid enough reasons to stay. Ever since Monica called to tell me she got me a job and the possibility of a meeting with a studio; the only choice was to go. And now, I have run out of time. I had to be there today, or else Monica was coming to get me. 

“How do you even know I’m questioning staying?” I ask, innocently enough. 

Katie heaves in a sigh, because we all know I’m not that dumb and neither are they. There’s only one reason I’d call this close to boarding. For all I knew, they installed a tracker in my bag and thought I was leaving.

“Vip, you have to go. You have been bothering us since junior high about testing your writing chops in Hollywood. You’ve wanted to create for as long as we’ve known you. Then Trent came into the picture and you just,” she sighs again, “never got around to it. But you still write stacks of romance scripts on that stupid little phone app. And receipt paper. And in all those spiral notebooks I somehow ended up with in my already stuffed office. I bet there’s even more you haven’t told us about. Some part of you must still want your dream. And this newest one is your best yet. It only takes you giving it a chance to sell, I’m sure of it.” 

The nickname soothes my soul, but before my heart can love her too much, Katie rips the band aid off. 

“Well, ma’am, Trent is g-o-n-e. It is your time to shine. You’re getting on that plane and that’s final.” 

Her voice is firm, leaving no room for argument. And once Katie puts her foot down, she means it in a scary consequences type way.

I lower my voice, giving words to the fears that have been hounding me all morning.

“You both realize I’m not really a writer, writer. Those scripts are just for fun. And yes, when I was younger, I had big dreams, but until the divorce is final and I sell the house, I’m broke. Like, mid-freshmen year college level broke. I need a real job with a real paycheck. I’m thirty and have nothing to show for it. Can you imagine how embarrassing this is for me?” 

I breathe back the tears that threaten to overwhelm my words. Unwilling to be anymore truthful, I reign myself back in. 

“Yes, Trent had a lot to do with not leaving Washington after college, but we all know I will never make it in LA. There are too many people. Too few patterns I can remember. I cannot even recognize my own family when they’re not where I’m expecting. How am I supposed to network at parties with strangers? With different people every night… I will make a fool out of myself before I even have a chance. Asshole or not, Trent was right. The entertainment industry is too messy for me. Why should I press my, clearly thinning, luck?”

My breath holds, stomach sinking at the thought that they may actually agree with me.

“PLEASE. You are not using the faceblind excuse again, are you?” Cherie huffs out. “Girl. We’ve talked about this. Your inability to recognize people isn’t the problem. Your fear of getting your butt off the proverbial couch and putting yourself out there is!” 

Cherie is on fire, each ‘r’ dropping and rolling out more and more with the New England accent of her parents. 

“You’ve got it handled. And as far as the ticket goes, we bought it. Your accommodations? Are free. And your sad excuse of having no job, which might I add is a bold-faced lie. Monica has one waiting for you—and is just another reason you have to go. This town is worn out for you. Bigger things lie ahead. We believe in you—and now? It’s time to throw baby in the deep end.”

The soft whisper of Katie saying, swim, swim, swim, little fish, floats in the background. 

“You guys are real sticklers for my safety,” I groan. “What if the plane crashes? You know I hate flying. What if something else happens? How do I tell people about… this?” I slowly gesture from head to toe, encompassing all that I am, even if they can’t see me. “What do I do if I fail?” I whisper.

“Easy. You don’t,” Katie says. “I mean, eventually you’ll have to explain, but you tell them the truth and move on. Just like you’ve done here, with all of us. Besides, Monica will be there. You aren’t going alone. She has the best of intentions, and when push comes to shove, she’s got your back. And we’ll always be here, whether you live in Washington or California. But you’ll never succeed if you don’t at least try, Vip.”

Cherie snorts. “Yeah, and we’ll never hear the end of it. Besides, if you get murdered, it’s not like knowing who did it will change anything and being broke gives people less incentive to target you. The plane is not going to crash. That’s statistically improbable. So, stop being such a baby.”

I grab at my forehead, staving off the headache of both their wisdom and their sarcasm.

“You’re both horrible and I’m writing you out of my memoir,” I say, deadpan. Still, they’re right and we all know it. “Alright guys. There’s a line forming and I’m not about to continue this day without some coffee. Call of the SWAT, I’m getting on the plane. Love you both.”

I hang up the phone to the shouts of their ‘I love yous’ and slide into line, my sneakers squeaking across the polished floor. I try to refocus my worries on the soft pinkish hues of a California sunset. Of how I can wake up with a coffee and a pen and relinquish the quiet, with no other plans than the ones I make. I think of the parties and people; of the choice of shadows to hide and lights to shine in. 

I can be anything or everything I’ve ever wanted. I can find the girl who loved to crank up Bonnie Tyler music videos and force her friends to recreate them. Who didn’t have to only jot half sentences of scraps of purse paper in the grocery store line but would drop everything for an hour because an idea wouldn’t leave her alone. The one who took every opportunity to experience a moment that could blossom into a whole new story. A girl I locked away when my marriage became everything I was. 

My breathing shakes in anticipation, a genuine excitement taking hold.

That is until I lock eyes with the woman in front of me. She keeps looking back, irritation marring her mouth, a frown pulling down at the corners. Every time her hair floats off her neck when she turns, I smell roses, and déjà vu hits. I’m beginning to wonder if there’s something I’ve done wrong, if I’ve said something I thought I was only thinking about, or if I’m in the wrong line. If I might know her. Her eyes dart around, like a rabbit caught too far from her den. I try to break the tension that’s slowly seeping into my resolve.

“Is this the line for the caffeine IV?” I ask her, going for the safety of being casually funny.

Her nose scrunches up, lips still turned comically down. I cannot help but picture the green fuzz of the Grinch doing the same, making it impossible to hold in my smirk. 

“Funny. You are so funny,” she sighs out, looking around and back at me.

She says it in a way that tells me she clearly does not find me funny. So, I do what any thirty-something adult woman would do. 

I sigh deeply back and say, “I am, aren’t I?”

She rolls her eyes and turns her back to me. I’m not sure what I’ve done to elicit such open dislike, but there are bigger things for me to worry about than some ashy-blond bob sashaying in front of me. As soon as I have a mind to pretend she has never existed, a man steps up behind her, effectively cutting the line. Now, I’m usually one to live and let live, but I cannot stand a line cutter and today is not the day that I am capable of staying silent.

“Excuse me, but the line starts back there,” I say as venom seeps from my voice.

Never get between an anxiety attack and her coffee. I’m positive it is how all murders start. An unknowing, obtuse husband too early in the morning. A shit boyfriend who pushes it just that much too far after a long night. And this asshole who thinks all 5 foot 4 inches of me won’t shove my suitcase handle so far up his ass, he’ll have to go through baggage claim.

At least five other people have piled in behind me. Seeing their gratefulness for someone speaking up for the complete lack of manners bolsters my chest and strengthens my spine. The guy, now in front of me, hunches his shoulders clean up to his ears. I smile ruthlessly in anticipation of where I now can throw all these jittery feelings deservedly.

“Victoria?” His voice is incredulous, saying my name before he turns around.

My heart picks up its pace as fear sticks to my throat. I’m unsure how I know the two in front of me, now realizing he’s holding hands with the bob, but it’s obvious I do. My back, once standing so tall, curls in. The whirring of my brain tries to focus as he faces me, flipping through the mental Rolodex of everyone I have encountered, the unique attributes of their person filtering in every available thought and trying to match any of those details I can to the man in front of me. Balding. Dull eyes. Brows that need to be badly trimmed. Hair along his first knuckles. I pull on a stoic face, hiding the panic.

“Yes?” I say a touch friendlier than I had been, too worried about burning bridges. “Forgive my manners, but I’ve had a very early morning and no coffee yet. My brain is just mush.”

My lips pout and I tip my chin pointedly at the coffee bar in front of me. The best-case scenario is this is someone who knows I can’t recognize them, and we can laugh about this as I firmly reiterate that they still should not be cutting. This is a coffee line in Seattle, of all places. Worst case, they take my excuse as a joke without being offended and apologize as they move to the back of the line. Either way, how bad could it be?

As if the world is just dying to prove me wrong, the guy rolls his eyes like he’s a thirteen-year-old girl who I just told Dad must supervise her at the mall.

“Seriously?” He shakes his head. “You give a third of your life to a woman and she still doesn’t have the decency to remember who you are.” His unmanicured brow bends in frustration as he reaches for the woman beside him. The words sound like a joke, but the simmering rage with which he delivers clears up any confusion. “It’s your ex-husband, Vicky. Does that ring any bells?”

My cheeks flush, heat rising to the point of becoming an inferno. I’m mortified and furious. The surrounding people no doubt hearing Trent’s seemingly justifiable irritation and judging me like I’m a contestant on America’s Got Talent. If only being a cold-hearted-bitch could get you as many standing ovations as it does side-eye. My ears burn a little more. It’s not like I want to forget his face (though I do); I can’t help it! He knows that how much time I spend with him doesn’t matter. I have no control over when I recognize someone and when I don’t. My brain is like a fucking roulette wheel, with black or red being my memory. And I hate that I give a shit about any of their opinions, but I do.

“Yes, Trent. As a matter of fact, it does.” Before I can think better of my temper I spit out, “you’re the no-good, cheating with your employee, assless chap wearing dick head that left me. How could I forget?” 

I tap my finger to my chin. If he wants me to play the bitch, I’ll play. 

“Oh, yeah—because I just so happened to erase your memory well enough to not even recognize your hipster slouch, or that left corner bald spot you try to cover. You’re not fooling anyone, bro. Who knew my faceblindness would be so handy?”

Rebecka is already pulling at Trent’s arm, vacating her spot in line, while the people around us turn towards my raised voice. The heat in my face intensifies with embarrassment knowing that I’m causing a scene, and I almost regret it. 

Trent fidgets as if he has more to say, steam practically billowing from his ears and circling said bald spot, so I simply glance over his shoulder. He deserves what I’ve said, but I can’t start this adventure off this way with another fight with Trent.

“Just… go away,” I practically beg.

We’ve done enough damage to both our days, and I just hope he’ll understand that without it needing to be said. I am worn by his presence and I’m over his backhanded words. One day, maybe, we can be in the same room, at the same airport, together, but that day is not today. I see Trent’s boots plant on the scraped tile floor before Rebecka whines, tugging his hand and begging him to move. I’ve never been so relieved to hear her high-pitched squeal before.

“C’mon, Trent. We can get coffee on the flight. Don’t let her spoil our vacation. This was just for us, remember?”

I hate the way her voice wraps around the word our. Not long ago I was the other half of “our” and “us”. I was someone that was part of something more, who could be called and counted on, to help make decisions or memories. I used to be wanted, too.

She can have him, I think, instead of wallowing.

I watch as Trent’s shoes shuffle out of my vision and count to ten before lifting my head back up. A few pairs of eyes shift away in guilt. I no longer have someone’s shadow to live in, and I’ll be damned if I mourn that part of what I’m leaving behind, so I tip my chin up higher insisting I’ll meet any stare and mold myself into the line, careful to keep my eagerness to get away from these people and their pity hidden. I never wanted to be a spectacle, but now that I am, I won’t let them win by shaming me back to a corner.

Readying my sweaty, slick plastic card to pay, I order the bitter fluid that will keep me sane. The dollars and cents register in my mental checkbook, and I can’t help but wonder, what the fuck am I doing? I could have avoided this whole thing if I just tuned out and realized I really didn’t have the money for this.

“Don’t worry. This one’s on me.”

The barista smiles as if we share a secret. Though I’m angry at her for seeing my embarrassment, for shrinking who I am into this tiny moment, I still smile and nod back. Baby steps, Vip. I gingerly take the hot cappuccino from her hands, the rough cardboard of the cozy bringing me back to myself and out of this disaster. My feet can’t carry me away fast enough from these people, back into my little corner of the airport where I can await my true escape in peace. This is probably the most eager I’ve ever been to get on a plane in all my life. And that’s saying something, being that I am deathly afraid of flying.

If ever there was a villain origin story for me, this had to be it.

#

You’d think this early in the morning there would be another empty seat in the terminal but the only ones that are open surround where I originally started, stuffed between frazzled travelers, that I’m not even sure I could squeeze my butt into the seat. I sigh, opting instead to push my bag up against the farthest wall and slide down beside it.

My eyes close as I try to stop anticipating the minutes before I need to board. A quiet throat clearing jerks my eyes open, only to catch a blue-eyed attendant crouching down in front of me, her blinding teeth and minty breath infusing my space.

“It seems like you’ve had a long day, and it’s only 7 am. I… well, I saw what happened at the cafe line. And guys like that, they really yank my chain, ya know? How about I get you an upgrade?” 

She smiles, her words throwing my already volatile mood off. I pretend to glance back and forth before coming back to the attendant in front of me.

“Who me? I’ve already forgotten anything that may, or may not, have happened before this moment,” I say, desperate to not start my trip with witnesses, to be known as that girl.

The attendant’s smile just widens as she nods her head in knowing affirmation. Part of me wants to say no, to hide from the embarrassment that I can’t stop exuding to the world that I need help and ignore her understanding eyes. I want to start this do-over without taking the easy way. The handouts. The things that got me into this situation in the first place.

“C’mon. I’ve got the best seat around with your name on it,” she pressures.

My internal battle dilutes. I can’t take back what’s happened or ignore the boost that I so clearly need. I might as well take advantage of whatever perks come from that ridiculous ordeal. Besides, I bet they have better barf bags in first-class, anyway. I heave myself off the sticky airport floor, dusty fluff balls sticking to my hands that I quickly wipe down the sides of my favorite joggers, praying it doesn’t show.

“Thank you,” I whisper, allowing her to guide me away from this morning and all the people in it.

I leave my irritation and pain at the threshold of the plane, only taking my imagination, my fear of flying, and my new first-class ticket. Destiny is showing good fortune and never one to question karma, or a free ride, I scan in and walk the boarding hall right into a death tube of luxury. 

Then the panic attack begins.
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Victoria | Roman





Maybe this is exactly what I deserve. 

Another friendly attendant greets me at the entrance to the plane as I try to force my breathing from marathon level pants to something resembling normal, which is a Herculean task. She escorts me to my seat—a window seat, second row—which, to my amazement, is empty. I breathe a fraction easier, knowing no one else is here to witness my meltdown. I must be doing a good enough job of hiding it since the attendant doesn’t even seem to notice that I’m swallowing down air like it is an Olympic sport. Either that or they see this often enough, it’s no longer a spectacle to behold. 

I look between the large, cushioned seats until my eyes snag on the open oval window and I cannot hide the nerves that take over at the thought of seeing the clouds beside me. The attendant snags up my small roll-on into the overhead compartment, fluid in her movements, clearly trying to speed this along. She’s oblivious to my gaping mouth and shuffling hands as I try to work up the courage to ask if I can switch. I don’t want to make a gracious gesture a headache for her, but I also worry I may lose my breakfast, or consciousness, if I don’t. Unfortunately, she decides for us both as she vanishes before I can make a sound.

I snap my teeth together and breathe deep, reciting the technique my therapist taught me the last time I had a trip to take. In, one, two, three four; out, four, three, two, one. It doesn’t do much more than make me self-conscious that I’m standing in first class, counting to myself and people are staring. I choose to chance another passenger’s anger and plunk myself down in the aisle seat, tossing my bag into my assigned seat instead. If anyone comes, I’ll move. All I need to do is make it through take-off, turbulence, and touchdown. Easy. No big deal.

My heartbeats tick down a notch at the plan. Anxiety and excitement still pool in my belly, but it’s manageable. I sport the first genuine smile of the morning as I sort through the literature in front of me to locate the barf bag. Just in case my luck doesn’t last. 

The vibrations of Trent’s scowl filter through me, as I cannot help but wonder what he might be thinking with his mocking laugh and consolidation that my dreams were too much, but that I fit just right into the life we had. Comfort swells at the belonging those words gave me, even as bright quirks and eager parts of me were being killed. 

My marriage wasn’t violent. It wasn’t loveless or abusive or scattered. It just wasn’t enough. For either of us. That’s the most painful part of it all; that I had something many could be content with, that many wish to have, and yet, I couldn’t make it work. I couldn’t be alive and fulfilled and still be overlooked. I wasn’t sure how to split the difference between everything I once thought I could have and what I’d settled for. And Trent couldn’t be faithful to someone whose attention had slipped.

As hard as it was to lose someone who knew me, it was freeing to slip into the hope that now I could change. I could finally do something different with my life. Something that resembled the stories that I spun, that I clung to when I was shoved back into who I was when I stepped ever so slowly toward something new. I could become anyone in a city layered with possibilities.

People pass, filling the seats beyond first class. The throng of boarding slows, and a shiver of anticipation runs through me. I watch the entrance for the equally beautiful and terrible moment when they seal us all in. I have to believe the flying gods must be on my side this morning.

To distract myself, I sort through my bag for my eReader, a grateful exhale at the prospect of being alone for the entire flight leaving my chest. I settle in for a perfect three-hour read, when I watch from the top of my lashes a three-piece suit’s long strides eating up the aisle. My gut sinks, not sure how, but knowing he’s headed straight to me. Unsurprisingly, he comes to a halt at the edge of where I’m sitting, not even a little out of breath, eyes narrowed.

“I believe you’re in my seat,” he says as he eyes my tucked in legs, glowering deeper at every inch he takes in.

His voice is honey drenched in spice, thick and syrupy and irritated, as if his words don’t want to leave his body. I don’t blame them. If he wasn’t addressing me, wanting the seat I’d already claimed, I wouldn’t want to leave his lips either. But he is talking to me. My own irritation pricks underneath my skin, cheeks flushing in both frustration at having a seat mate and the embarrassment at my assumption that I would be alone in first-class.

Slowly, I remove my bag from the window seat, standing so I can slide into it and stash it between my legs. I’m careful to take up minimal space as he folds his enormous form into the space. Fighting the urge to beg him to switch, I count my breaths, fear spiking as I glance at the tarmac. I remind myself that I only have this first-class seat because of a favor, and it could easily be taken away if I misbehave. Hating to fly is always better in the plane’s front than in the back. At least unless we crash, then it obviously doesn’t matter. But agitating my panic attack now to a full-on fit will only cause me pain for the next few hours. I swallow the butterflies and work to be normal, trying instead for polite conversation.

“Sorry about that. I thought the seat would be empty. A girl can dream, right?” I ask.

He ignores me as he works his phone out of his pocket. For the sake of keeping the peace, I try again.

“I’m Victoria.”

My hand reaches out to him. He stares at it pointedly until I relent, slowly bringing it back to my lap.

“Charmed,” he mumbles, before going back to his phone.

I stare, agape, and can’t help but size this guy up. I notice a small expensive leather messenger bag tucked at his feet that oozes wealth from its seams. The shoes that surround it are polished with matching black socks that barely peek up the sides. His suit is black, darker than any black I’ve ever owned, not a crease to be found and freakishly clean. In fact, that was the best way to describe him. 

Clean. Cut. Cruel. 

His entire demeanor screams money. From the perfectly trimmed hair to the manicured nails. Even the way his jaw is set feels expensive.

I fidget, pulling my eyes away, seeing my three-year-old joggers, slightly fraying at the edges, with their matching soft knit hoodie. I’ve loved this outfit since Katie pulled it off the discount rack and shoved it into my arms, insisting I had to have it. Although I wouldn’t wear it to a party, it makes my skin pop with its dark blue cotton and has that perfect worn in comfort that is more than suitable for a quick plane ride in coach. 

Except, today, I’m not in coach. And now, I look more like I might rob first class than buy a ticket for it.

The glory of the extra leg room dims to a light sunbeam, and I immediately shrug away the cloud. This man knows nothing about me. I could be wealthy and confident, my outfit a big middle finger to the classism of the world. I mean, I come from the capital of grunge wearing millionaires. And if I was said sassy money bags, I wouldn’t let this man, someone who obviously doesn’t appreciate the luxuries he treats so flippantly, make me enjoy them any less. It’s only a few hours, but I can think of no better time to try on a new persona instead of bending over backwards to please this asshole. 

My body immediately spreads to take up more room in defiance and I check the man in my peripheral still fussing over his phone. His dark stylishly unkempt hair falls across his forehead, eyebrows scrunched, trying to keep the strands from reaching his eyes. He glances over, catching the corner of my gaze and I jolt away, focusing my attention instead on the attendant currently closing the airlock, afraid he can see right through me. I remove my elbow from the armrest. Maybe I’m not as ready to be someone else as I thought.

Everyone buckles themselves in around me and I quickly do the same, ready to be anywhere but here. My shaking fingers catch on the buckle, my stomach dropping out. My new seat mate sighs at my clumsiness, and the tingling across my chest turns into an inferno in my cheeks. I watch as he shoves headphones into his ears before going back to whatever he’s been doing on his phone. I’m not sure if I’m more annoyed, terrified, or embarrassed, but I wish I didn’t have an audience for it.

Sure, he was hot, but he wasn’t Henry Cavill hot… at least, I didn’t think so. After the run in with Trent, I hesitate to make any final assumptions, unsure of my instincts to recognize anything. Another peek has me checking for the classic Henry smile or jawline as I try to imagine them, then decide to play it safe. I secretly search out Henry’s picture on my phone and compare, relieved when I don’t find the blue eyes or chin dimple. I smile dumbly to myself. Of course, he wouldn’t be on a public flight. Or so completely rude. Or sitting next to you, ever.

I shake my head to get the daydreams out. If I am ever going to make it in entertainment, I need to get my imagination under control (ironic; I know). It is bad enough I can’t recognize anyone. It will be worse if I am constantly second guessing myself. I cannot use an Internet search every single time I share space with someone.

Treat everyone as if they’re someone.

It’s a mantra I’ve been using all my life, a reminder that I do not have the luxury of picking my mood or my personality based on my surroundings. I need to be consistent and confident in my actions. Playing a character, while fun, is not realistic. At least, not outside my scripts or my head. It only took me less than five minutes of trying to realize that. 

So, instead of pushing into the facade of belonging here, I make a vow to ignore my seat mate for the rest of the flight. I pull up my eReader and dive right in, desperate to distract myself from the window and the ungodly rattle the plane is making through takeoff. I avoid his ire for approximately ten pages into my book, right after the seatbelt sign dings off and the worst of takeoff is over.

The romance book glowing up at me has my skin tingling from anticipation. I both love and hate the sex scenes that are equally taboo and consuming all at once. The love interest, Antonio, has professed his love for his college roommate’s girlfriend and there’s nothing holding their passion back any longer. Antonio is the guy who would take you to your favorite movie in the park without forgetting the popcorn and makes you measure every real-life man against. He’s been the one from the start and Jo, the roommate’s girlfriend, is finally accepting the passion between them. 

Jo is about to scream his name as Antonio continues to do unspeakable (but very readable) things to her while she wriggles in vain, when a choked sound interrupts me. My side-eye game is strong as I try to ignore it, pretending instead it’s part of Antonio’s moans, but he persists to the point of recognition.

I sigh out, “What?”

His shock and embarrassment hit with the force of a hot oven wind.

“Do you think that’s appropriate for… for public consumption?” he asks, shock dripping from his tongue.

Had we just been reading smut… together?

My cheeks flare to life of their own volition at his audacity. He had to have been reading for a while too, because the truly racy parts don’t happen until over halfway down the page. A small cartwheel whips through my gut before my irritation consumes it.

“Yes. As a matter of fact, I think what I’m reading isn’t the problem here. You want to know what I think the problem is?” I sneer back, irked by his judgements. 

I’ve dealt with guys like this. Trent could be a guy like this, and I was done being shamed for liking or wanting anything. I tip my head as if I’m about to tell him a secret. Spit already wetting my lips as his shoulders slouch toward me, a moth drawn in by the flame. 

“The problem is the sleazy prude in first class sitting next to me reading my personal property!” I yell the last part, heads spinning in our direction from the aisle next to us.

The sleazy prude in question, with a voice I’d like to hear read this instead of condoning it, eyes widen and mouth slacks open. I’m not sure what he was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t that. His surprise turns to anger, slowly creeping over his body. Reddened cheeks tint through the olive tone of his skin, stretching his coloring past a point of no return and his chest might grow another million feet from the breath he’s holding, hands circling a crushing grip on the arms of his seat. His chin is still leaned towards me, angling him enough to invade my space. I marvel at how similar bursting with passion and exploding with anger actually looks like and imagine if his cheeks tint the same color when he holds in his laughs. Or his moans.

He opens his mouth to say something I’m sure is nasty but before he can, a flight attendant sashays up to our row, polite and the picture of perfection. He closes his mouth but doesn’t immediately turn to greet her. His eyes promise retribution. My eyebrow pops up in challenge before I quickly tear my gaze away from his and let the biggest bullshit smile I’ve ever had, grace my face. The young, polished woman stands next to him, and I am grateful both for the interruption of this conversation and my own thoughts.

#

“Hello, Mr. Wh—”

No. No way is this, this mess of a girl next to me is learning my name. As soon as she hears Mr. Wheatley, she’ll gush, her eyes widening from narrow slits as she assumes all the ways I could help her make it once we reach California. Roman? Roman Wheatley? The director? she’ll say. Then the praise will come, hoping to gain favor, whether or not she likes my movies. Or worse, she’ll sneer down her nose and think that she’s better than me after reading who knows what gossip rag, despite my expensive clothes, first-class ticket, and the dozen awards I’ve been nominated for.

Why didn’t I buy both seats on this godforsaken plane again? In fact, why did I even get on it? 

I catch her from my peripheral and her smile could rival the sun. And just as my dislike for the desert, it grinds against my eyes like sand to my skin. I should have run the moment I saw her sitting in my place, her tattered bag taking up the window seat with Victoria scrawled across a dirty travel tag. If she doesn’t realize who I am already, she will if I let this conversation continue, and all my successes and all my failures will be laid out with a single name. 

I won’t stand for it.

I turn my head from the irritating woman and my eyes clash into the tight bunned blond standing next to me. Her crystal blue eyes and classic looks, no doubt seeing the juxtaposition of my seatmate and me. I cut the questions off before they can begin, quick to interrupt this catastrophe as she flinches back a step from my gaze.

“It’s fine. I’m fine.” My words are clipped, the old money arrogance I’ve perfected, crisping every word. “Except, I would love something sharp to drink, if you could. Whatever you have that will numb the next few hours of this flight.”

My smile is tight and grows even more strained as the wreck beside me pipes in, “make that two.”

The poor blond mirrors my smile now, all hope of civility gone.

“No problem, sir. I will be right back with that.”

She scurries away without acknowledging my seat mate. Victoria has ensured only one of two things will happen now for the rest of the flight; either the attendant will be slow to fill every order placed from this point on or she’ll rush to fill us with liquor, hoping to calm the obvious tension we’re seeping into the cabin. Either could be a disaster. I am so glad this flight is a short one.

The ghost of Victoria’s gaze rests on the nape of my neck. I hesitate to turn back. She’s beautiful in all the ways a girl like her can be—careless, because no one is watching. At the very least, no one is documenting. Her lips and cheeks are full and flushed, a rosy hue making her hazel eyes glow. It irritates me all the more. Pushes my anger past a tolerable level under my skin. I’ve been on this tipping point since my rat of an agent called demanding I be on this flight, and Victoria just happens to be the one extra grain to tip the scale.

“So. Are you just going to pretend I don’t exist now?” she quips. 

I lose the battle of looking away and find Victoria inspecting her fingertips.

“Because I tried that, and it was you who couldn’t mind your own business for long. I was perfectly content reading my, rather pleasant, book.”

Her voice is firm. Rooted in what she’s saying, humor creeping in at the edge of her tone. I don’t intimidate her enough to quiet the need to defend herself. It makes me want to laugh. A cruel laugh my father taught me. One that only comes when someone is so clearly outmatched and pathetic that it warrants no other response. I shove that down deep into my throat. I would rather choke on it. 

Just because I need his praise does not mean I want his likeness. His nose and eyes are enough for me, thank you. Despite all the churlishness this woman exudes, I’m man enough to realize she doesn’t deserve my anger, even if I can’t exactly stop it from seeping out. It wasn’t the book, really, that made me lash out. I had seen, heard, and read more filth than I needed to. But seeing the flush rise from her chest to her cheeks, combined with the rejection of my apology from Lauren and this stupid fucking trip, had me on edge. 

My head drops into my outstretched palm, elbow resting on the aisle side, still turned away. I scrub at my face and brows, the grit of my facial hair sanding my fingers, knowing I’m being too sensitive. I try to stretch out the crease and tension that has taken up permanent residence in my forehead, neck, and jaw. Control is what I need. To provide, at the very least, in difference. We have hours left to go seated next to each other, after all.

“Perfect.”

Her lips pop out the word before I can pull myself together and face her to start over. Everything tenses back up as I hear the dramatic effect of rustling, turning to see buds being angrily stuffed into her ears. She’s twisting herself up, leg popped up inside of her seat, facing the window, her back to me. She forcefully slams the window screen shut, as if just realizing it’s there, her hands noticeably shaking. 

Fuck. Is she scared of heights? She could have simply asked me to switch seats with her if that was the case and I would have happily done it. Well, maybe not happily, but I would have switched. That’s all that matters.

I try to let it go, even as a shred of guilt tugs at pieces of my heart I didn’t realize were still around. I pull back up my phone, determined to make it through this flight with no further incidences. An email from the studio has come through reminding us of their plus one service again, which I quickly delete. The last thing I need is Victoria reading that over my shoulder and hearing her snickers. Instead, I reopen my downloads and begin reading the numerous scripts sent to me. Or failing to read. I can hardly get through the titles before my attention shifts back to Victoria.

I’m working up the nerve to ask her if she wants to switch seats when the attendant finally makes her way to us with our drinks. She’s taking her time, no doubt working to staunch the flow of alcohol to us. Option one it is. Her instincts must be good, realizing it would be like adding gasoline to an already raging fire. I would applaud her if I was a stranger looking in. But I’m not, so my scowl only grows. She has two plastic tumblers on her cart, golden liquid peering out. They’re only half of the way full, but it’ll have to do.

I tap Victoria on the shoulder to get her attention, my fingers barely brushing against her sweater, not wanting to make her any more uncomfortable than she clearly already is.

“WHAT?” she yells, her headphones at a volume unbecoming of a closed in tin.

Narrowed eyes barely reach over her shoulder to me before she realizes the attendant standing at my side, cup in hand.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” she yells.

My flinch must tip her off as she quickly removes the buds, mumbling sorry, sorry, as she readjusts in her seat and reaches for the drink.

Time ticks into slow motion, Victoria bending into my space. Her arm almost touches my chest, and the heat from her skin burns through my thin dress shirt, as she leans further out to the attendant. The warm smell of spiced vanilla reaches me all at once, skating across my skin in a swell, my eyes focusing in, and I’m engulfed in her. Her smile is like a visceral thing as she mouths thank you, her delicate fingers trying to wrap around the plastic.

Only they don’t. She tries to pull too quickly, or the attendant tries to give too fast. Something in the span of a moment goes horribly wrong. The liquid falls directly in front of me, its golden waves splashing every side before tumbling upside down, landing firmly in my lap. It seeps through my suit onto my inner thighs. Wet, sticky fabric clings to my crotch, outlining areas I would rather keep private. I jump at the sensation, effectively slapping my chest against Victoria’s arm and my head against the attendant’s.

“FUCK!” I yell.

Both women scoot back from me in horror. Victoria, lips moving like a fish out of water, lunges for the napkins currently in the hands of the attendant and starts dabbing at my crotch as soon as she gets them.

“Oh, my god. I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean… I cannot believe… I am such a klutz.”

She’s rambling and if she rubs any harder, there’s going to be an even bigger embarrassment that arises. I fling my hands out, pushing them both away.

“Stop. Just stop already!”

I’m flustered, and a bit turned on. Embarrassment tumbles around in my stomach and I decide my best course of action is to leave this space before we both get convicted of a felony. My reputation cannot afford it.

I move like lightning is at my heels for the bathroom. Both Victoria and the attendant are calling to me, apologies and what sounds like giggles, which I ignore. People are staring and one person already has their phone out. Another attendant is quick to stop it, knowing the frailness of his first-class passenger’s privacy. Appreciation for the attempt at discretion has me nodding.

The bathroom clicks, and I can finally breathe behind its locked door. I look in the tiny plane mirror and recognize my furious face well. It’s the face I’ve worn often throughout my entire life, the pinched dark brows, and wild pupils. My eyes have always been ensconced in black, but lately, the stress has somehow made them darker. I hardly remember what color lies beneath. At least they’re one thing I got from my mother. The sharp lines and dark hair are all Wheatley blood. I run the sad excuse for a faucet and throw a small paper towel under it.

Black has always been my friend, but right now, not even it can save me. You can hardly see the liquid outline that could easily be mistaken for me pissing myself, but as soon as I run the towel on the fabric, it pills leaving behind a visible trace all the way from my thighs to my hip. Flashbacks of private school come rushing back of the obnoxious pranks pulled on unsuspecting students. Hand in water while sleeping was always a favorite, followed by pictures posted by dorm mates throughout the halls. I sigh. My whole life is a series of spaces ruled by humiliation in some form or another. Perfect lives have nothing better to do for entertainment, apparently.

My trousers are already drying but far from the spill not being noticeable, and I’ve done the best I can do with myself. I’m not ready to leave this room. I don’t want to go back to my seat, or more specifically my seat mate. Still, what other choice do I have? We’re on a plane where there is literally nowhere else to go. The longer I mope in here, the worse it’ll be. I steel myself for explanations and apologies, fully calm when I open the door. Out in the hallway is the blond attendant, my messenger bag strapped over her shoulder as she protects it tightly. My face puckers in question.

“Mr. Wheatly, your seat is… no longer a viable option, given the…dampness. We would like to exchange seats for you for the rest of the flight with our sincerest apologies. We will also provide you with a credit to the airline’s VIP bar upon landing for all of your troubles.”

Her cheeks are pink, obviously embarrassed she even needs to have this conversation. The smile that blisters my face and my ego, however, clears up her concern.

“That sounds wonderful. Thank you,” I say.

I am so relieved that I won’t have to face Victoria again that I cannot hold my stoic appearance any longer. It’s not that I wish her any ill will, I just don’t want her bad luck rubbing off on me anymore than it already has. Both literally and figuratively. My smile slips as I realize I am being escorted back to the same row I had occupied previously, sans the woman seated next to me.

“Here you are, sir. You have the entire row now and can sit in the window seat, which is free from any liquid. Again, our apologies on this mishap.”

She gestures for me to sit, so I do. Then she hands me a full drink, ensuring my hand has fully grasped it before letting go.

Before she can leave, I cannot help but ask, “What happened to her?”

“Oh. We’ve moved her back to coach.” She wrings her hands as if she is personally responsible for the mix up before continuing. “She was upgraded this morning. We are truly sorry. Please let me know if you need anything else.”

Thank you is all I say before waving her away.

I sip at my drink, an ugly inkiness gnawing at me. I shake it away. Good riddance. Maybe I’ll be able to make this flight in one piece now.

Besides, I protest to myself, it’s less than an hour now. She’ll be fine in coach for an hour.

I pull back up my phone and continue reading script titles. If I don’t choose one soon, the studio will pick for me. I can’t have that. Thoughts of Victoria are shoved into nothing more than a memory as I become consumed with trying to figure out how in the hell I’m going to get through this next movie.
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