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She can still smell him on her clothing. When he rubbed shoulders with her at the bar, excusing himself for coming too close, his aftershave must have rubbed off on her. She recognized the fragrance. Polo. Her favorite. It was possible to fall instantly in love with a handsome man who wore it. Not that she was easy. Far from it. Now in her early forties, the longest relationship she’d ever had lasted just a hair less than five years. But now, as she takes her seat in the twelfth row of economy class beside the window so that she can look out over the wing (in doing so she convinces herself the plane is not going to crash because, after all, the wings are still attached), she finds herself smiling. 

Sure, the man she met at the bar was a bit overly flirty, but he was an interesting guy. A former Navy Seal. At least, that’s what he referred to himself as. He was handsome too, not in a classic, tall, dark and swarthy kind of way, but more like a cowboy. Rugged. His face needed a razor, and his salt and pepper hair was a bit unkempt, still, he seemed at home in his worn black leather coat, blue jeans, and combat boots. And he smelled of Polo. To top it off, he made her laugh, and that was enough to get her juices flowing. 

She stared out the window as the last of the passengers boarded, and the door to the aircraft was sealed tight. Next stop, Rome, Italy. She could make out her vague reflection in the tempered safety glass. She wasn’t as young as she used to be, but she took care of herself, eating right but, at the same time, drinking a couple of beers every night (she hated wine). She also exercised daily on a special bike that wasn’t propelled by pedals and a chain but instead powered by an elliptical machine. What did they call it? 

An ellipticycle. 

She might have looked entirely goofy to the neighbors in her upstate New York neighborhood who watched her pedaling such a strange contraption up and down its quiet streets and around its cul-de-sacs, but she didn’t care. It was a terrific workout which was entirely evident in her perfect glutes, strong arms, plump thighs, and pert breasts. Her body might have been hard, but her face was smooth, her eyes blue and mesmerizing, or so she’d been told on more than one occasion by adoring boys, lustful men, and even a few women. Her only marriage had been to a man years older than her, and the sex was infrequent at best, so it made her feel good inside to receive the compliments. Made her feel she was still desirable. 

The nice smelling man she’d met in the bar made her feel that way without saying a word. When he’d looked into her eyes, their stares just locked in. As much as she tried, she could not get him off her mind. Yet again, she pictured him as she gazed out the window. He was not tall, but not short either. His build was sort of stocky, but hard stocky like he trained with weights in the gym and maybe did a little road work too. He was a former SEAL, after all, and SEALs stayed in shape long after their combat days were history. Or so she imagined. His salt and pepper hair was cropped short, his face bearing some scruff, which made him seem all the rougher if not, dare she say it to herself, macho. His leather coat was as worn and old as the hills. His brown eyes were stunningly big pools, and they didn’t look at her so much as peered directly into her very core. 

There was no doubt that he’d taken an instant liking to her. He was also a toucher. When she’d set her hands on the bar, he subtly touched them with his fingertips, as if to let her know he just couldn’t resist her. He wasn’t being overly aggressive, nor was he a groper. Far from it. He was just a toucher, a man who enjoyed showing his affection. At her age, she knew the difference between good touch and bad touch and judging by the way his touching made her feel in her stomach and stirred things slightly south of her stomach, his touch was most definitely of the good variety. 

His name was Sam. Sam Savage. After his stint as a Navy SEAL, he’d become a freelance foreign correspondent (something that sounded romantic and exciting to her). 

“War stories,” he’d answered when she asked him what kind of reporting he did. “I brought my expertise to the subject. And it was fun for a while, traveling all over the place to get a scoop. Dangerous too. But it didn’t pay, so in the end, I had to settle for a new job in the security industry.”

She sipped her beer, ran a hand through her thick, dark, shoulder-length hair, and looked into his brown eyes. 

“Have I read anything you’ve written?” she asked coyly. 

He unbuttoned one more button on his khaki work shirt, as if things were really heating up in the airport, ran a hand over his facial scruff, and then placed the hand gently on her shoulder. 

“Mary,” he said, “if you gotta ask . . .” he allowed the thought to trail off like that was answer enough. 

She thought it was a clever response, of course, and she couldn’t help but laugh. As if trying to change the subject, he asked her where she was heading. Rome, Florence, and Venice she told him. He nodded, said he’d gone to Rome on his first honeymoon. He’d been there many times since, but he preferred Florence, further north. He explained that it felt more like a small town whereas Rome was a giant city like New York. She told him she loved Florence too and always made a point of visiting whenever she went to Italy, which was at least once every three years. They looked into one another’s eyes for a time that was a bit too long. It caused them both to blush. 

“Well then,” she said, drinking the rest of her beer. “I suppose I should be getting to my gate.”

She went to leave a twenty on the bar, but he said, “It’s on me, Mary.”

She smiled warmly, and for the first time since they’d met, barely a half hour earlier, she placed her hand gently on his. 

“That’s really kind of you, Sam,” she said. 

He grinned, dug into his pocket, came back out with a card and handed it to her.

Glancing at the card, she said, “You live in New York City? I visit the city a lot for my job.”

“My number’s on there,” he said. “By all means, please call me when you’re in town.” He chuckled. “After your vacation, of course.”

She slipped the card into her leather bag. 

“I most definitely will, Sam,” she replied. “Oh, and I’ll be sure to download one of your articles before we take off. Which one would you suggest I read first?”

He thought it over for a minute. Then, “I did several pieces on pirates in West and East Africa,’” he said. “I’m pretty sure you can still get them online.” 

“Pirates,” she said. “Sounds scary.”

“It was,” he said. 

“Pirates it is then,” she smiled and gathered up her bag. “Say, Sam, you never said where you were heading to?”

He drank a swig of whiskey, set the glass back down onto the bar thoughtfully, and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. 

“Oh,” he said, “here, there, and everywhere.”

She immediately recognized the Beatles song. She loved the Beatles. She was old enough, in fact, to remember the Beatles when they were still together, although she was barely out of kindergarten when they finally split up. 

“You sure a mystery man, Sam,” she said. “And a romantic adventurer. You are true to your calling, whatever that may be now.”

They looked into one another’s eyes again for far longer than a couple who hardly know one another should. 

“So long, Sam,” she said, tucking her bag under her arm. 

“Have a safe flight, Mary,” he replied. 

She left the bar feeling a pit in her stomach. In a very good way. 
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That was merely an hour ago. Now, the plane is taxing on the runway, the captain having just announced they are first in line for takeoff. 

“Flight attendants, please prepare for takeoff,” the captain announces over the aircraft PA system. Something that both excites Mary and frightens her at the same time. While takeoff is the most exciting, adrenalin-filled moment of the flight, it’s also the time when she opens her bag, pulls out her bottle of valium, pops one in her mouth. She washes it down with water from the plastic bottle she brought onto the plane. Almost immediately, she feels the calming effects of the drug swimming through her veins making her very, very happy. 

Soon, the Airbus A300 makes a hard right turn. It comes to a stop. The engines roar and the plane bucks. It moves forward, slowly at first, but then quickly gains speed, and more speed, the power beneath her feeling unstoppable. The vibrations tremble in her backside, running all the way up her spine and into her brain. The plane is alive. The nose tips upward while the belly suddenly dips until the craft seems to catch up with itself, and she is airborne—the airport and the city shrinking rapidly beneath her as they swiftly take on elevation. 

Mary finds herself staring out the window onto a landscape that is a combination of lush greenery and suburban sprawl. The land quickly comes to an end by a sandy shoreline that extends as far as the eye can see. After that, nothing but wide-open ocean. The plane is still low enough that she can make out the fishing boats, trawlers, and cargo vessels that dot the placid-looking surface of the Atlantic Ocean, but soon she finds herself blinded by a layer of clouds. The plane dips and bucks once more, sending jolts of electric shocks up and down her spine. Her stomach goes tight, and a small layer of cold sweat erupts in her palms and on her forehead. 

Mary hates turbulence. 

But, she knows turbulence is a natural part of flying and that it’s as safe as milk. But if it’s all that safe, she whispers to herself, why does it bother me so much? 

The plane breaks through the clouds, and the smooth ride resumes. Suddenly, all is well with the world again. Several chimes sound and the handsome flight crew (half men, half women) immediately go to work. They head to the back—or aft—of the aircraft where they will retrieve drink carts. Truth be told, Mary can’t wait to get a drink in her. A nice Jameson, minus the rocks. Something she only allows herself one of occasionally while on the safety of solid ground. While flying a long-haul flight, however, she might allow herself two. Perhaps even three, if the valium isn’t doing its job and she can’t get to sleep. 

The overhead illuminated ‘Please Fast Your Seat Belt’ sign is turned off. Something that always sends a wave of relief into Mary’s system. If we don’t need seatbelts, she thinks, then all must be going well with the flight. All systems go, as they say. Knowing the sign can come back on at any time, she recognizes the opportunity to use the lavatory. Since there’s still no one occupying the seat beside her, she unbuckles her seatbelt, gets up, and heads toward the center of the economy class plane where the lavatories are located. 

 

Already, a short queue has formed at the lavatories. Mary finds herself waiting behind an older gentleman. It allows her to get a good look at the passengers who occupy the cheap seats at the back of the plane. She sees all varieties of men, women, and children. Entire families, one couple holding an infant, another accompanied by an old man. Black people, white people, brown people, and Asians. 

Two men seated only a couple rows in capture her attention. Their skin is the color of coffee with milk. Both sport black beards and they’re dressed in cheap, drab-colored suits. She can see that they have laptops set out on their collapsible seatback trays. Their eyes are dark, and they seem nervous while they silently peer not at their computer screens, but instead, out the porthole-like window.  

She doesn’t like the look of them. But then, Mary doesn’t want to fall into that category of people who are not tolerant of others. She’s seen what’s happened to her country over the past few years. How people no longer trust one another. How everyone seems to be hateful of one group of people or another. What do they call it? Identity politics. She hates identity politics. She just wishes everyone could get along. Play nice—like her mother used to tell her whenever she’d head outside to hang out with her friends. If she had to create a hashtag for her the world, it would simply say #Benice. 

She feels like she’s staring, so she peels her eyes away from the two men as the older gentleman takes his turn in the lavatory. That’s when she sees him. He’s seated on the opposite side of the plane. The starboard side, she believes it’s called. He’s tucked against the window, seated beside a portly older woman. Sam, from the airport bar. Her entire body tingles warmly as if the very sight of him is the spark that lights her fire. Her first impulse is to go to him, offer up an enthusiastic hello. But then she feels a cold wave of anxiety douse the fire. She hides behind the lavatory partition, presses her back against it. 

“Did he see me?” she asks herself. “Does he actually want to see me?”

Maybe she’s got this all wrong. Maybe she just thinks she sees Sam. Slowly turning, she peeks around the lavatory corner. It’s most definitely him. Same closely cropped salt and pepper hair. Same khaki work shirt over the same black t-shirt, same worn leather coat. Same scruffy, but handsome, face. 

She hides once more. The toilet flushes. The old man emerges from the lavatory. Mary steps inside, closes the door behind her, locks it. She looks at her face in the mirror. Her blue eyes are wide, her complexion somewhat pasty, her expression anxious. 

“Why wouldn’t he tell me he was flying to Rome also?” she asks herself aloud. “Why not tell the truth? Isn’t not being entirely truthful with me the same as lying?”

She uses the toilet, then washes her hands and face, dries them both with paper towels from the wall-mounted dispenser. She runs her hands through her hair and makes herself look prettier than she already is. When she exits the lavatory, she has every intention of making her presence known to Sam. Anxiety or no anxiety, she’s got to do it. It’s crazy that he never told her he was on the same flight. Or maybe he simply didn’t put two and two together. Men can be like that. They’re not good listeners. They can be . . . what’s the word? Daft. That’s what they are. Daft. 

She makes her way not to her own seat on the aircraft’s port side, but to the aisle that accesses Sam’s economy seat. But she’s forced to stop in midstride. The flight attendants are wheeling the big aluminum drink carts and, in the process, taking up every bit of available space. The plane drops a bit, then bucks, and rises sharply again. Turbulence. It scares the crap out of her. The ‘Please Fasten Your Seat Belt’ signs flash on. A voice comes over the plane’s PA system. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the seat belt sign due to a patch of rough air we’re currently experiencing. We ask that you take your seats and fasten your seatbelts.”

One of the flight attendants, an attractive Asian woman smiles at Mary. 

“Please take your seat, ma’am,” she says. 

“Yes, of course,” Mary says agreeably.

She heads back to her seat. The plane rocks, rolls, and bounces. 

Mary’s heart beats in her throat.  

Where the hell is that Jameson? she thinks.
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Seated all alone in her row, Mary grips the arm rests with all her strength. Her knuckles are entirely white. The same pretty Asian woman shows up with the drink cart. Assisting her is a tall, dark-haired man. Both are dressed in their handsome green, white, and red uniforms. Asian Flight Attendant’s hair is pinned up in back. Her makeup is flawless. 

Why doesn’t the turbulence bother the flight attendants? Mary silently asks herself. 

“You look like you could use a drink,” Asian Flight Attendant says. “Or two,” she giggles. 

Mary finds herself smiling, despite the moderate turbulence. 

“You can say that again,” she responds. “Do you think the bumpy ride will be over soon?”

“You can’t fight the weather, I’m afraid,” the flight attendant says with a smile. “Now, what would you like to drink?”

“Jameson,” Mary says. “Lots of it.”

“Good choice.” Asian Flight Attendant pulls two small, two-ounce bottles of the famous Irish whiskey from the cart top along with a plastic cup and sets it on top of a small napkin, places the bottles into Mary’s hand. “The second bottle is on the house,” she adds. “I assume no ice.”

“Straight, no chaser,” Mary says, setting the drinks down onto her tray. 

While Asian Flight Attendant moves on to the next row, Mary opens the first bottle, quickly pours all two ounces into her cup and shoots it down in one quick swallow. She immediately experiences the medicinal effects of the liquor going to work on her nerves. By the time she finishes the second bottle, she won’t even mind the turbulence. Pouring the second bottle into her cup, she decides to take her time with this one. Sipping as opposed to chugging. After all, she has a valium inside her. She doesn’t want to enter into dangerous, toxic territory. 

She stares up at the ‘Please Fasten Your Seat Belt’ sign. If it were turned off, she’d brave the walk to Sam’s seat and surprise him. Blame it on the liquor, but she has her courage back. However, the plane is still rocking and rolling. Strangely, the turbulence no longer bothers her. In fact, it feels kind of nice. Soothing. Drinking the remainder of her whiskey, she puts her seat back as far as it can go. She pulls down the window shade, then closes her eyes, and drifts off into never-never land like a tired baby inside her crib. 

 

When she wakes, it’s dark. The lights in the cabin have been extinguished. The ‘Please Fasten Your Seat Belt’ sign has been turned off. She pulls her seat back into a semi-upright position. 

“You were snoring,” says the voice of a man seated beside her. 

Startled, Mary feels a sobering wave of ice water shoot down her spine.

“Excuse me?” she says, her mouth feeling and tasting as if it’s filled with cotton. “I didn’t know anyone was sitting—”
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