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“We are now boarding rows 25 and up. 25 and up, now boarding. Please proceed to the gate and have your passport and boarding pass ready to present to the gate agent.” 

Annie Oxford sighed as she got to her feet and shuffled towards the line of passengers. She’d never been that fond of airplanes, but the 11-hour flight from Seoul to Los Angeles took that feeling to a new level. When she’d accepted the teaching job in South Korea a year ago, she’d promised her parents she’d come home for a visit. But after that first seemingly interminable flight had made her feel restless, claustrophobic, and a wee bit panicky, she’d changed her plans. Better to spend her summer vacation exploring the Korean coast than jet-setting around the world, she’d told herself.

Of course, she hadn’t told her parents it was the flight itself that had stopped her from coming home for a visit. What benefit could letting them see the cracks in her armor possibly serve? It would only make them worry about her, a world away and apparently not the pillar of strength they had raised her to be. Self sufficiency was the Oxford family way, and Annie was proud of how thoroughly she had mastered the art of being a lone wolf. And it was perfectly natural that she would hate flying—what wolf would enjoy spending any amount of time in a cage when there was so much to explore?

But no matter how sound her logic about wild animals and airplanes was, today’s flight was unavoidable. Her teaching contract had ended, her time on the Korean peninsula had come to its natural conclusion, and she had to move on. Back home. Where she would—fingers crossed—finally figure out what her next step was.

It wasn’t that she hadn’t enjoyed teaching…the students had been wonderful, and her time in Korea had opened up a whole new world to her. A world so far away from home and yet so full of the same humanity she’d found, well, everywhere else. People were more or less the same, whether they were in South Carolina or South Korea, and it was just the food, the language, or the customs that changed.

What had been most challenging for Annie, both about the teaching profession and about her life in Korea as a whole, was the community orientation of it all. There was no such thing as privacy, with all the teachers working in a common space rather than in their own offices, and even when she came home at the end of the day, she found it hard to unwind. There was always a neighbor or a friendly colleague, knocking on her door or inviting her to go out somewhere and socialize.

And then there had been the language barrier. Annie had spent the months leading up to the beginning of her contract drilling vocabulary on the Duolingo app, and yet when she had first arrived in Seoul after that hellish flight, she had been so tired, overwhelmed, and (embarrassingly) emotional from all of it, that she’d forgotten every word of Korean that she knew and blurted out her questions in English instead. Of course, everyone she’d interacted with that day, both at the airport and at the educational office, had spoken English. But the fact that they’d had to—shudder—help her had made her uncomfortable and only encouraged her to study the language even harder than she had yet.

But who would have guessed that cramming vocabulary flash cards in the two days before her new job started wouldn’t have been enough to become fluent in a new language? No, Annie Oxford was no polyglot, but not for a lack of trying. She had quickly had to learn to accept help when it came to most Korean language skills beyond basic pleasantries and food words, even though the act of accepting that help had nearly given her a stress-induced ulcer.

Annie had made her way to the gate now, handing over her passport and boarding pass with a smile. As the uniformed agent scanned both documents, Annie heard a voice that made any nerves she’d been feeling about flying disappear in a tsunami of dread. That voice. She knew it from somewhere, though the place she had heard it most recently had surely been a nightmare. No…it couldn’t be.

“Annie! I thought that was you!” the voice crowed, speaking from far too close a distance for her comfort.

Shit. She thought. I can’t believe I’m stuck on the same plane as this asshole.

She pasted a fake grin on as she turned to greet her smarm attacker. “Jacob,” she said. “What a surprise. Are you on this flight, too?”

“I am!” The happiness he felt at that fact was evident across his face and it perfectly matched the amount of dread Annie felt at that same fact. “I’ll find you on board. Maybe we can get someone to change seats with us so we can sit together!”

Annie grimaced as she let herself get swept away from the ticket counter and down the hall toward the plane. Of all the people that she could unexpectedly encounter on a flight halfway around the globe and then have to sit next to, Jacob Wesley had to be at the bottom of the list. The two of them had met shortly after Annie’s arrival in Korea, when they’d been at the same in-service training day for new English teachers, and the impression he’d made hadn’t been good. As she recalled, she hadn’t been the only one he’d made that impression on, either. In fact, by the end of the day, it seemed all the women in the room had put a ten-foot buffer between themselves and Jacob, no doubt having received similar “compliments” to the one he’d offered to Annie while shaking her hand.

“Annie. That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful woman. No, I’m not teasing you,” he had said. “You might be a 6 today, but you could easily be an 8 with a little more makeup and a lot more cleavage.”

Yes, he’d been a real charmer. And despite the fact that Annie had never eased up on that ten-foot buffer she had installed, the man still seemed to think they were friends. Or that she cared to hear him share his opinions on the attractiveness level of every other woman in the room. On a plane this large, he was bound to find plenty of fodder for that particular conversation.

As Annie walked down the jetway, she clung to every childhood superstition she could think of to wish away Jacob being able to find her on the plane. She crossed her fingers, held her breath, and wished as hard as she could that his seat would be thirty rows away from her. Or that he would suddenly be struck down with a case of face blindness and not be able to recognize her. Or that one of them (either one, really, she was that desperate not to see him) would be spontaneously upgraded to first class where the other one wasn’t allowed to visit.

She boarded the plane, nodding to the flight attendant who greeted her and directed her to cross through the galley and approach her seat from the second hallway. Annie took it as a positive sign that the plane was big enough to have two hallways—it meant that much more space for her to hide from Jacob, that many more people he would have to climb over to get to her. And maybe one of them would be a giant football player who wouldn’t like the look on his face and then…

No, now wasn’t the time to fantasize about her old acquaintance getting tossed out of an emergency exit by a linebacker. Annie shook her head. Better to keep her wits about her than to get lost in that particular dream.

Why aren’t we moving? she wondered to herself, leaning to the side to see what had ground this line of passengers to a halt. A few rows ahead, she spotted the source of the traffic jam. A young woman—American…Midwestern, actually, Annie guessed from the “Ope! Sorry about that” she heard—was struggling to get her suitcase into the overhead compartment and coming dangerously close to dropping it on the heads of the passengers below.

Annie shook her head to herself, looking down at her own small backpack she was holding in front of herself, perfectly sized to fit underneath the seat in front of her. It was precisely to avoid scenes like this that she never brought a large bag on a flight. She’d learned her lesson the last time she’d tried to travel with carry-on luggage only and had become such a sweaty mess trying to get the bag into the overhead compartment that she’d waited until the entire plane was empty before she took it back down. One round of embarrassment was more than enough; no need to give everyone two shows for the price of one.

In front of her, Annie could now see that a young Korean couple were helping the woman with her bag, one of them rearranging the other pieces of luggage in the overhead compartment while the other one took the woman’s suitcase and effortlessly slid it in. The American thanked them profusely, her red cheeks giving away her embarrassment as she slid into her own seat across the aisle from them. Annie heard the Korean woman who had helped her reassure her now. “It’s okay, really,” she was saying. “I think these planes are only designed for tall people like my boyfriend to be able to reach their luggage. And the rest of us, we can’t help the fact that we’re short. There’s nothing wrong with needing some help, you know?”

The American woman was nodding, the color in her cheeks fading, and Annie did everything in her power to stop herself from scoffing out loud. Needing help was a sign of weakness, and accepting it? Even worse. Maybe it wasn’t such a big deal for those two…maybe they didn’t know any better. But Annie would die of embarrassment before she let this many people—she looked over her shoulder to see how long the line had gotten—see her struggle.

A few rows past that particular deployment of international aid, Annie found her own seat—an aisle seat, thank you very much—and slid in quickly enough that no one behind her would even have to change their ambling pace. She slid her backpack under the seat in front of her and sighed as she settled in. The 11 hours before her stared back at her like a gaping cavern without a single glimmer of light. Who knew what horrors those hours held—the standard discomfort of a long-haul flight, or the excruciating torture of a never-ending one-on-one conversation with Jacob Wesley?

Annie watched the line of people making their way down the aisle, her pulse racing with every one that came near and then passed her by. She smiled at a young college student, hoping that she would be the one to take the vacant seat, and then felt her smile turn into a grimace when the woman kept walking. Every person that bypassed that seat meant one more chance that by some sick stroke of misfortune, she and Jacob had been booked into seats right next to each other.

She heard him before she saw him—that was how it always was with Jacob, it seemed. Annie craned her neck to look over the seat in front of her, spotting Jacob about ten rows away. He was getting closer with every step, and Annie felt herself sinking into despair. She deserved this. She must have done something terribly wrong to earn herself the bad karma of traveling across half the world next to a loud, sexist braggart, but short of faking an illness and running off the plane, she didn’t have a lot of options. 

As she sunk down into her seat, willing herself to disappear into the cushions and cringing with every syllable of Jacob’s that reached her ears, she felt a light tap on the shoulder.

“Excuse me,” a soft baritone voice interrupted her anguish. “I think I’m sitting next to you? By the window?”

Annie looked up into the dark eyes and kind face of a man so completely unexpected that she once again found herself at a loss for words. She had been bracing herself against the impending abrasiveness of a man she detested, and she suddenly found herself faced with a gentle, soft-spoken soul whose eyes were so warm and kind and peered so deeply into hers that she had to look away.

“Oh great! Yeah! Sure!” Annie leapt to her feet to make way for her seat partner, but not failed to release her seat belt first. The belt caught her as she lurched, heading straight into the legs of the man who was waiting for her. Before she could fall and get stuck between her seat and the one in front of her—a scenario her overactive imagination had already painted in an embarrassing life-flashing-before-her-eyes kind of moment—the handsome stranger steadied her, one firm hand on her waist and one on her arm.

Annie fumbled to take off her seat belt, still refusing to look him in the eyes. “Thanks!” she crowed, stepping out of his way. “Welcome to your seat!”

As she got back into her seat, cheeks burning with embarrassment, Annie reached for her bag in front of her, searching for something to distract herself. Really smooth, she thought. “Welcome to your seat?” What does that even mean? Just because this guy is handsome, do you really have to lose your shit like that? Now I’m not even going to be able to look at him. It’s going to be super awkward if he has to get up to use the bathroom. Which, I mean, duh. Of course he will. It’s 11 hours. Maybe it would actually have been better to sit next to Jacob. At least I wouldn’t embarrass myself like this…

As if on cue, a voice interrupted her thoughts. “Annie! There you are!” said Jacob, his grin expanding as he saw her. “It looks like I’m just a few rows behind you. I’ll come up for a visit as soon as they turn off the seat belt sign. Maybe we can get someone”—he raised his eyebrows in the direction of her seatmate—”to switch seats with us.”

Annie didn’t even wait until he was gone to groan and sink down into her seat. Thirty minutes ago, she’d thought she hated flying as much as she possibly could. How wrong she had been.
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