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Aloha?
Oy!

Jonathan Penn

Paul and Asher have been together for fifteen
years. They’re still in love, but each is beginning to have doubts
about what their future holds. Paul comes up with the brilliant
idea that a week in Hawaii is the sure-fire way to reignite their
dwindling spark. He’s mapped out every last detail of their
romantic tropical getaway. Now, if only the universe would stop
screwing with his plans…
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 Aloha? Oy!

“Nice,” says Asher, stroking his palms
forward and back over the arms of the wide leather seat. But his
face tells another story. He pushes the button, and as the seat
reclines he closes his eyes and lets out a long silent whistle.
When I made our reservations, I gave him the window seat, but when
we boarded he said he’d rather not be able to look down. I know he
hates flying. In the fifteen years we’ve been together, he’s only
done it twice—computer conferences he couldn’t wriggle his way out
of. The only thing he hates worse than airplanes is boats. A few
summers ago, friends invited us to join them on a sailing trip. Ash
responded with a low, guttural growl and then grunted out, “Land
good. Water baaaaad!” He takes a few more deep breaths and opens
his eyes. He rolls his head my way. “Paul—” he smiles “—this really
is very nice.”

“This old bucket?” I reply, returning his
smile. “This is nothing. The airline’s retiring these old 757s at
the end of the year.” The words are already coming out of my mouth
when it hits me this is not a particularly reassuring thing to say.
“Wait’ll you see our ride home! The 747-400s are the newest ships
in the fleet. They only fly them on long-hauls, but I got to check
out a brand-spanking-new one from here to Orlando.”

He raises an eyebrow, and I realize what
I’ve just said sounds contradictory.

“See, each time they get a new plane from
Boeing they give it a month of short-hop shakeout flights, like
Atlanta–Orlando, to make sure everything’s working right.” I know
Asher doesn’t share my enthusiasm for airplanes, but I don’t try to
suppress it. Every time I board, I jot down the plane’s tail number
in a database on my phone so I can see how often I ride on the same
“equipment.” Yeah, maybe I’m a little obsessive-compulsive, but
when you spend as many hours in the air as I do, it helps to have
something to keep you occupied. “You’re gonna love it.” I assure
him. “The seats go all the way flat—” I waggle my eyebrows at him
“—like a bed.”

He turns his right hand over, palm up, and
spreads it open. I slip my left hand down his wrist and our fingers
intertwine. I raise our joined hands to my lips, gently kiss the
back of each knuckle, and then lower them to the armrest again. He
gives me a squeeze just as the stewardess steps up. Yes, I know,
I’m a knuckle-dragging troglodyte for continuing to think of them
as stewardesses instead of flight attendants, but I pine for the
politically incorrect days of my youth. I catch the flicker of eye
movement as her gaze shifts momentarily to our hands then back to
my face.

“May I offer you a beverage while we wait
for the others to board?”

“Amaretto and orange juice please.” I know
it’s called a Bocce Ball, and she probably does too, but flying
this airline almost every week has taught me it’s best to call
things by their lowest-common-denominator names.

“And for you, sir?”

“Just a Diet Coke, please.” She smiles at
Ash, and as she turns to go he adds, “Not too much ice,
please.”

“Certainly, sir.”

She retreats to the galley for our drinks,
and he turns to me raising that eyebrow again. “Drinks during
boarding? What else do I have to look forward to in first
class?”

His question surprises me. After seven years
of flying three or four times a month, I guess I take the perks for
granted. I remember the last time there was no upgrade available
and I had to cram myself into a coach seat. It reminded me just how
horrific a long flight can be, and to appreciate the amenities,
such as they are. “It’s not all that different,” I assure him.
“Though, you’ll have a choice of entrées, and when the meal
arrives, it’ll actually be warm, and served on real dishes—you
know, the kind they wash after you’re done. Oh! And you get a cloth
napkin.”

“That’s it?” He grins.

“We also get to deplane first.”

“Deplane! Boss! Deplane, deplane!” he
shrieks, then giggles into his hand.

He’s making a spectacle of himself, but I
look around the cabin and no one seems to have noticed. It never
ceases to amaze me, the delight this man takes in bad seventies
television dramas. Still, that one was set on a beautiful Pacific
island, so maybe he’s on the right track. I can hardly believe
we’re actually sitting here, belted in and ready to go on this
vacation.

When I initially suggested Hawaii, he fought
me tooth and nail. First he argued the expense. I pointed out that
with my frequent-flyer miles and frequent-sleeper points and
frequent-driver credits the only things we’d be paying for would be
meals and entertainment, so going wouldn’t really cost us much more
than staying home. Next he tried the cramped-airline-seat argument,
and I explained I’d be treating him to first-class luxury. It took
a few weeks, but I eventually wore him down. His last stand was
that he probably couldn’t get the time off work—big project,
looming deadline, that sort of thing. I sweet-talked him into at
least asking, and when a slightly ashen Asher hung up the phone, he
admitted his boss had sounded relieved; said he’d been worried
about Ash because he hadn’t taken time off in over a year.

Speaking of taking off, I hear the thud of
the boarding door closing somewhere behind us. That thump always
makes me chuckle, imagining the last sound a tuna hears as the can
is being sealed. It suddenly makes this very real; Asher and I are
going on a big trip together. Our first! We’re both hopeless
homebodies. We joke about how he only leaves the house to go to the
grocery store, and I only go to the airport. It’s not that we don’t
occasionally take short trips together. We go camping in the
mountains every fall to see the colors, bringing home crates of
apples to can and freeze, and we drive down to the beach a few
times each year. But a week in Hawaii is a whole other order of
magnitude.

With a mild lurch, the plane starts rolling
backwards. I’m not used to being by the window, and the movement
makes me visually disoriented—like it’s the airport moving, not us.
My first year as a road warrior I always booked the window seat,
but over time the novelty wore off. The first time there was no
window available and I had to take the aisle I discovered the
blessing of having one arm free and, better yet, not having to
crawl over somebody to get to the bathroom. I’ve booked the aisle
ever since.

When you live in Atlanta and travel for
work, there’s really only one airline to choose. And when you keep
all your miles on one carrier they add up fast. Four hundred
thousand miles for this Honolulu jaunt, but I have almost a million
in my account, because when I get time off the last thing I want to
do is travel. If you’ve ever flown out of Hartsfield, you know the
trip from the gate to the runway can take nearly as long as the
flight. We taxi and turn, and taxi and turn again. Then it’s
stop-and-go for a while before taxiing some more. I check on Ash.
His breathing is normal and he seems to take it in stride when the
stewardess asks him to bring his seatback upright.
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