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Chapter 1

Thursday, October 1st







It’s hard to enjoy your birthday when the person you care most about is dead. Continuing to live, eating red velvet cake, seems disrespectful at best and like a betrayal at worst.

I listen to the cacophony of my friends and family singing happy birthday to me and stare mesmerized at the flames flickering on the “3” and “0” rainbow-colored candles. I concentrate on overcoming thoughts of shoving my face into the burning wax. I can feel the heat emanating off the candles. I close my eyes and pretend it’s the warmth of the sun and that I’m somewhere far away from here.

I exhale deeply and blow out the flames in one spirited breath. Just like the big bad wolf.

After everyone leaves, I sit in my worn black leather office chair, power up my laptop and log into the software that True North Airlines uses to manage their flight systems. Being the Cabin Safety Manager offers some perks, which includes high level access to all the operations and reservation systems. I click into the reservation portal and search for passengers on the flight with a one-way ticket, or on the return journey of their round-trip flight. I click again and narrow it to passengers travelling alone.

I print the modified seat map and cut out the tiny seat numbers. I flip them so that the numbers face down and shuffle them across the desk like a blackjack dealer. I close my eyes and pick up one of the squares of paper, my heart fluttering with anticipation. I turn it over, seat “15D”. I smile and close the laptop.




Chapter 2

Friday, October 2nd







White.

Bright white.

I’m alone, sitting cross-legged on an uncomfortable cot in a small room. The mattress springs are pressing into my thighs. The off-white sheets and bedding are thin and cheap, the kind you might find in a budget motel. A shabby quilt is folded neatly at the end of the bed.

The sterility is nostalgic of a hospital, but there aren’t any hastily scribbled charts or beeping monitors. No smells of sickness or over-cooked hospital food. No meal trays teeming with unnaturally colored luminescent gelatins, and mounds of congealed potatoes flecked with corn and cheerily referred to as “shepherd’s pie”.

Fluorescent lights buzz overhead. The air smells institutional, like antiseptic, and it stings my nose when I inhale. The bedside table is made from fiberboard and covered in a wood grain adhesive coating to make it look like real wood. A plastic alarm clock blinks like it’s been unplugged and not yet reset. Beside the alarm clock is a photo of my family. I reach for it and run my finger in a serpentine path through the fine layer of dust coating the frame.

There’s a leafy green plant in a pot on the floor in the corner of the room. It looks like it’s made of rubber. At first glance there is nothing living in this room.

Without warning an ear-splitting, cringe-inducing scream fills the room. I drop the family photo and it smashes against the beige linoleum floor sending shards of glass flying like confetti. I cover my ears with my hands but the screaming seeps through my fingers and drills into my brain like a surgical screw.




• • •




Like surfacing from underwater, I regain consciousness and emerge from a hypnopompic state with my heart pounding. I know this term because it’s one that my therapist has used. He casually tosses words like this into our conversations like we’re teammates and he’s passing me a basketball. I nod studiously with an interested expression and feign understanding. In my head I’m trying to commit the words to memory so that I can google them later.

Hypnagogia, he explained, is the transitional state between wakefulness and sleep. It’s during this transitional state that people experience lucid thoughts and dreams, and hallucinations. A hypnopompic state occurs when waking up from sleep, a hypnogogic state occurs when falling asleep. In both states I often find myself in the white room, with a full range of sensory abilities and perception. My own personal limbo.

It’s like the movie Vanilla Sky with Tom Cruise where he struggles to differentiate between reality, dreams, and nightmares. Except I’m not Tom Cruise, and this doesn’t end with me jumping off a building trying to find my way back home. I wish it were that easy.

I pull the down duvet over my head and groan as I hear Jake rustling around and pulling a suit out of the closet. Too many birthday drinks have left me with a throbbing head and a mouth that tastes of regret. Drinking depression has started to set in. Had innocent ducks died for me to enjoy my luxurious duvet or did they just get their feathers plucked and sent on their way? I must investigate cruelty-free bedding options.

From inside the protective warmth of my duvet I can hear Jake moving predictably around the bedroom. He fastens his tie and clips his ornate watch on, the one his company presented to him on his fifth anniversary. Maybe an ironic gesture to remind him of all the time he’s given them. The lint roller whirrs softly as he runs it up and down his suit to remove stray black hairs from my cat, Cinder.

Jake is a creature of habit, and I can tell without looking at the clock that it’s the ungodly time of 6:53 a.m., because that’s the exact time every morning that he kisses me goodbye and leaves for his job as a Financial Analyst in the bustling metropolis of downtown Winnipeg. Right on schedule he pulls back the covers and disrupts my hibernation and deep thoughts about ducks. “Have a good day, Charlotte, enjoy your first day of thirty.” He kisses my forehead.

I pretend to be asleep and keep my eyes closed until I hear him walk downstairs and out the front door. My pupils dilate and adjust to the sunlight that is starting to filter in from beneath the blinds. I reach over to the bedside table and preemptively shut off the alarm. I arch my back like a cat and stretch from one end of the bed to the other. I’ve read that you’re supposed to stretch when you first wake up to jumpstart your circulation and get your blood flowing.

I also read that if you dream of falling and hit the ground that in reality you actually die. I suppose no one would be able to confirm if that’s true.

I’ve done a lot of reading into dreams and sleep. Apparently the involuntarily twitch your leg gives after falling into a deep sleep is an evolutionary tactic stemming from when we were cavemen and would sleep in trees or need to wake suddenly to check for predators. The reaction is the brain trying to keep you from falling from the branches, or into a deep sleep, oblivious to danger.

We are hard-wired to survive. Even subconsciously our brains are looking out for us, trying to keep us alive.

I tentatively lower my feet to the floor and shiver as they touch the cold hardwood. I assess my thirty-year old self in the mirror opposite my bed. My long black hair, unruly and witch-like in its natural state, tumbles down my bony, pale shoulders. Legs—still long, waist—still fairly small, boobs—still perky-ish. I yawn and rub the sleep out of my emerald-colored eyes, arguably my best feature. I’m pleased that wrinkles or middle-aged spread haven’t appeared overnight.

I know that I’m good-looking in a striking way, rather than traditionally beautiful. My nose and jawline are sharp like the edge of a knife, and I’ve always thought that my side profile was birdlike, resembling a crane. My skin is the color and texture of cream most of the year except in summer when it takes on the slightest nutmeg pigment. I don’t have tattoos, but a long, raw-looking scar runs down the side of my hip, and no amount of wonder cream or oil can seem to diminish it.

Cinder materializes and brushes against my leg, meowing frantically to expedite his breakfast. The bell on his collar jingles like one that you’d find above the entrance at a mom-and-pop convenience store. He stares at me insistently with creepy amber eyes until I relent. There’s much to be done, no rest for the wicked.

The cat follows me down the creaking stairs of my hundred-year-old house in suburban Winnipeg. The dated three-story house needed love and I’ve spent the last few years updating it. I fell for the oak tree-lined streets, lilac bushes, and wild bunnies in a quiet neighborhood. I knew the house was going to be a project, but I believe that you get what you put in, nothing worth having comes easy, and all those kinds of inspirational quotes.

My house has character and I think of it as its own entity. The stained-glass windows sparkle like eyes and the big hearth stone fireplace is the mouth. The air moving through the ducts sounds like a senior citizen with asthma and the floorboards creak like old bones.

Despite my commitment to buying and regularly burning expensive, delicious smelling candles the air is always that of an old house. A stale cardboard smell that’s a mixture of aging wood, something metallic, and the ghosts of previous owners. Plants in various stages of life and death are scattered throughout the house sucking in carbon dioxide and spitting out oxygen.

The living room has a large picture window and opens to the dining room and modestly renovated kitchen. I’ve restored the original hardwood floors throughout the house to their former glory save for a few water spots and scratches. The plaster walls are varying shades of grey and the ceilings feature original crown molding.

My taste is eclectic, so you’ll find a refinished 1970s teak and glass coffee table sitting on an IKEA rug. The soft tawny leather couch and loveseat I splurged on from a local furniture place, but the ramshackle bookshelf with the slightly bowed top shelf is from a yard sale. They wanted fifteen dollars but I haggled them down to ten.

The kitchen cabinets are a deep navy which contrasts sharply with the white quartz counter tops. My sister Magnolia, the design guru, insisted that this was a must. Off the kitchen the small dining room area is crammed with a slightly too large farmhouse table, another one of Magnolia’s musts.

I tip Cheerios into a chipped white bowl and the rings of cereal bob around in the milk like tiny life preservers. I serve a can of Fancy Feast to Cinder in a cut crystal bowl just like on the commercials. He ignores my effort and ravenously devours his breakfast, like I imagine a hyena would. I pour myself a strong cup of coffee and inhale it, also like they do on the commercials, trying to resuscitate my sleep and alcohol dulled senses.

This is my favorite time of the day, when I can revel in the silence and stillness of the house. Jake stays over often despite still owning a modern, sparsely decorated condo in trendy Osborne Village, and his presence invades every inch of the house when he’s around. He’s been hinting at moving in together but I’m holding out for as long as I can. Cinder and I like our space and privacy.

I’m not scared to be alone in my house, even at night. The creaking, moans and groans have become white noise to me. After all, there’s nothing left to fear after the worst thing that could happen to you has already happened.

As per tradition, I spend the day after my birthday with my favorite person, my twin sister Cara. I turn onto Route 90 and drive the familiar way out of the city to a small town 150 kilometers north of Winnipeg called Sunshine. The prairies are especially beautiful this time of year. The last remnants of golden wheat shimmer in the sunlight and sway gently in farmers’ fields. Puffy clouds drift lazily across the blue sky.

I pass a dilapidated barn, sunken so far into the ground that only the roof is visible. A tree has grown through the center of it and burst out of the roof. Life from death personified. I switch through the radio stations and stop when I hear Journey’s Don’t Stop Believing. I sing along loudly because I am in fact a small-town girl living in a lonely world.

“Welcome to Sunshine”, exclaims a giant faded blue sign featuring a smiling, beaming cartoon sun with its arms extended. A personal invitation to visit the sleepy little town nestled on the shores of Lake Winnipeg. I turn into town, passing by Milky’s, where they serve the best homemade salted caramel ice cream, and by Fare Foods where I would smoke cigarettes with Cara behind the dumpster. I turn right past King Pins, where I hit the gutter more times than I can count, and where I shared my first kiss in the parking lot with Mike Wallace. It tasted like onion rings.

I bypass the street that leads to my parents’ ranch style bungalow. With its perfectly maintained lawn that’s become an obsession for my dad in his retirement, and a rubber dog statue with a bone shaped “Welcome” sign hanging around its neck. They don’t actually own a dog so I’ve never understood the sign. There’s a patch of black-eyed Susans that Magnolia planted by the big oak tree and ivy slowly creeping up the side of the house that my mom refuses to cut back. “Who am I to play God?” she exclaims, affronted whenever we bring it up.

I slow to a snail’s pace to catch a glimpse of the lake between the houses, and take in the cobalt water and brilliant sky. An elderly woman slowly walks a small poodle down the crumbling breakwall and stops to let it bark at a few geese floating atop the waves. The once vibrant street signs are discolored by time and weather and the sidewalk cracks are riddled with persistent weeds. I don’t have to check the houses or cars to know that everyone still leaves them unlocked.

It’s better that my parents don’t know that I’m in Sunshine today. I can’t help but feel that my birthday serves as a reminder to them of what we’ve lost. I can’t carry their sadness and grief today, mine weighs enough on its own. On mine and Cara’s birthday, I permit myself to un-restricted, sequestered sorrow.

I drive a few minutes past Sunshine before turning down a narrow dirt road and pulling into an overgrown parking lot. I grab the small grocery store bouquet I brought off the passenger seat and walk toward the rusty iron cemetery gates. The decaying autumn leaves make a satisfying crunch underneath my shoes as I walk. There’s no one else at the cemetery today.

Most people don’t like cemeteries but I’ve always enjoyed them. I like the stillness and the quiet. I like that there are bodies and bones decomposing below me as I walk between the graves. I wonder how they died. Were they loved, are they missed?

Were they buried in a formal outfit or a favorite pair of jeans? Are their spirits and souls reincarnated into lovely and meaningful creatures like doves and butterflies? Or does it all end prosaically, in a wooden box buried six feet deep, or a silver urn tucked inside a concrete drawer? I pass the rows of headstones perfectly lined and spaced like fence posts.

Family plots are weird. Do people treat it as an everyday business transaction and casually pull out a pen and sign the paperwork while sipping on cheap funeral home coffee? Maybe they celebrate afterward with a nice lunch and applaud themselves on securing their family’s unity, even in the afterlife. Do thoughts of bones, ashes and caskets linger as they chew on a dry turkey sandwich and thumb through the details that the funeral home so neatly organized for them in a professional, glossy marketing folder?

I assess the neat patch of real estate thoughtfully set aside for my family’s bodies. The space is empty save for the plot with the headstone featuring a small stone angel. I’m surprised my dad didn’t secure the other headstones in advance to get a better deal. He would hate to miss out on any sort of volume discount. I trace the round cherub cheeks of the stone angel. It’s cold on my fingertips, I close my eyes and inhale. I swear I can still faintly smell her, strawberry chewing gum and too-sweet cheap perfume.

“Cara Marin, October 1st, 1986 to July 15th, 1999 — beloved daughter, sister, grand-daughter and friend. And stars climbing the dew-dropping sky, Live but to light your passing feet.”

My mom, the English major, carefully chose the Yeats quote for the headstone. I remember watching her sit cross-legged on the living room floor poring over books and frantically searching for the right passage. Tears ran silently down her face as if finding the right words would somehow bring back her daughter.

Twins have a bond that can’t be explained. They can never fully give themselves to anyone because a part of them will always belong to each other. From womb to tomb, it’s true. When Cara died a part of me died with her.

I place the flowers on the grass in front of her headstone and lay down beside them with my cheek pressed against the ground. The pain is all that I have left of her now. It is what remains.

My tears fall onto the blades of grass and the droplets linger for a moment before soaking into the earth on top of the coffin where my sister lies. For a moment, we are one again.




• • •




“Hi, old friend,” I say, reaching out to pet Stanley’s soft velvet nose. He whinnies in pleasure and stretches his huge head over the wood fence to nuzzle my pockets in search of treats. “I have nothing,” I laugh, pushing his head away.

“Charlie!” waves Carol, getting up from a chair on the porch, “I didn’t know what time you’d be here, so I didn’t pull his tack out yet.”

“No problem,” I smile, “I’ll do it myself; I miss doing this stuff.” I head toward the barn with Carol in tow.

“He misses you when you’re not around,” she says. “I always catch him staring at the driveway, probably hoping you’re going to pull in.”

“I know,” I try to swallow the lump in my throat. “It’s hard to get out here as often as I’d like with work and things…I thought he’d be used to it by now.”

“Horses, much like humans, never forget their first love,” she smiles, leading me to the tack room and pulling a worn black leather saddle down off a shelf.

I grab the bridle from the hook underneath the nameplate that reads “Stanley” and breathe in the musty, sweet smell of hay, manure, and animals. Carol is wearing her typical uniform of blue jeans and an old fleece sweater. Her bushy hair is pulled back into a ponytail on top of her head and her warm brown eyes are free of makeup as always. Laugh lines run deep at the corners of her mouth and her skin is deeply tanned, even in October.

They say animals can sense if someone is a good person and Carol is one of the best I know. Her warm, gentle demeanor and patient discipline draw people and animals to her. The horses love her even when she’s breaking them in. No matter how hard she pushes them during lessons they still rush to the fence when they see her in the yard. They follow her around the stable, falling all over themselves to capture her attention like smitten schoolchildren.

I swing the heavy leather saddle on top of Stanley’s saddle pad, tighten the girth, put my foot into the stirrup and hoist myself onto his back. I lean forward in the saddle, wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face into his coarse mane. I’ve missed this. I’ve missed him. It’s too hard to see him more often, because it reminds me of her, and what happened.

I notice threads of silver hair woven into his mane and eyelashes. His chestnut coat has dulled to a muted brown. He’ll be twenty-three this year.

Every girl dreams of owning a horse when they’re young and Cara and I were two of the lucky ones whose dreams became a reality. We started riding lessons at Oakwood Stables the summer that we were seven. We had matching pink riding helmets with our names pasted on the inside with label maker tape. Cara was good but I was better. I took to riding like a fish to water and by the end of my first summer I was cantering around the outdoor arena like a natural.

“Dad, can we have a horse, please?” I remember my seven-year-old self whining for the fiftieth time.

“Charlie, eat your dinner,” said my mom, ignoring my plea.

“Dad, c’mon, we’ll use our allowance to help pay for it,” Cara reasoned.

“Girls, I’ve told you a million times, a horse is a lot of work and a lot of money,” my dad said, through a mouthful of mashed potatoes. Little bits of potatoes were stuck in his beard and there was omnipresent dirt under his fingernails that no amount of soap could ever seem to dislodge.

I don’t know what my poor dad did in a previous life to deserve three daughters but despite his grumblings we were the lights of his life. Born to a working-class family that immigrated to Manitoba from Romania, dealing with the intricacies of adolescent daughters is not what he was built for. He’s a huge bulk of a man, with hair covering at least eighty percent of his body. The thick dark hair on his head has receded slightly and his beard and mustache are speckled with grey.

My mom in contrast looks like a ballerina that you might find in a music box. Short, dainty and pale with bright red hair and lively green eyes. Her parents were immigrants who came over from Ireland. She still speaks with the slightest lilt of an Irish accent, more predominant when she’s yelling, which is often. She reminds me of a snow globe, all her pent-up energy swirling around and contained to a small vessel.

We were taught to be grateful for what we had. Our grandparents arrived in Canada with very little, so the lower middle-class life that they had managed to achieve was nothing short of prosperous to them. Everything that we had my parents had worked hard for and nothing was to be taken for granted. They instilled in us that “things” are not important, and family is what is most valuable.

Christmas came and after months of pleading we broke my dad down. I woke up just after 7:00 a.m. on Christmas morning and reached over to Cara, who was still sound asleep in the bed next to me to shake her awake. She opened her eyes slowly and took a moment to register what day it was. When she finally did, she sprang out of bed and raced down the hallway with me to the living room.

Presents had magically appeared beneath the Christmas tree overnight and the stockings hung heavily from the fireplace mantle. The glass of milk and plate of cookies that we had left for Santa were empty except for a few stray crumbs. Beside the plate and glass was a handwritten note.

“Thanks for waking me up, you two,” complained Magnolia, walking into the living room with my parents in her flannel pajamas and ratty slippers.

Ignoring them, Cara picked up the note and read it aloud. “Dear girls, I had to leave behind a friend of mine who was filling in for one of the reindeer this year. Take good care of him for me, love Santa.”

Confused, Cara and I looked at each other and then at my dad who was grinning so hard I thought his face might break in half. My mom looked at my dad, shook her head laughing and pointed toward the front window. We scrambled to the bay window and flung open the heavy brocade drapes. There in the front yard, tied to the big oak tree was Stanley. A huge red bow wrapped around his neck, his copper coat gleaming in the sun.

I have treasured this moment like a precious gem, and I often replay it in my head, savoring every minute detail. A sliver of light, of happiness, that I save for when things get dark. I remember the shock on Cara’s face and my own disbelief when I realized Stanley was ours. My dad beaming and laughing his great big belly laugh, his hairy arm wrapped around my mom’s small shoulders. Even Magnolia breaking her too-cool teenage façade to pull on boots and a jacket over her pajamas and run outside in the snow with us to welcome the horse.

The memory dissipates, I gently nudge Stanley in the ribs with my heels and we start off toward the empty field behind the stable. “C’mon, Stanley, show me what you got,” I cluck, encouraging him to pick up the pace.

I can feel his muscles stretching beneath me and he breaks into a canter. I loosen the reins and lean back, letting him lead the way. I close my eyes and bask in the warmth of the October sunshine, the wind against my face as we glide effortlessly across the never-ending prairie fields. I pretend that Cara’s here with me, her arms wrapped tightly around my waist, laughing into the breeze.




• • •




I walk through my front door, toss my jacket on the couch and kick my shoes off. I’m emotionally drained and the heartache of missing my sister is a painful ache that I feel deep in my bones. I scoop a sleepy Cinder off the armchair by the front window and cuddle him for as long as he allows. He submits to a few minutes of nuzzling and cooing before wriggling out of my grip and stalking away. I sigh, defeated.

I retreat to the third-floor attic that I’ve made into my office. The slanted roof doesn’t leave much head room, but the vintage oak desk, soft grey shag rug and assortment of plants that I’m slowly but surely killing, make it feel cozy. A small wooden shelving unit displays books, knick-knacks and dust that I have acquired over the years.

I glance appraisingly at my collection of hardcover and paperback books. Reading has always served as an escape from reality for me. Cara and I shared a love for reading. Our favorite books were the Sweet Valley Twins series. We agreed that Cara was Jessica Wakefield, the outgoing twin that loved fashion, gossip, and boys, and I was her twin sister Elizabeth, the more serious twin that preferred reading, writing and studying. I smiled at the memory of us strutting around the playground pretending we were the blonde, beautiful, teenage Wakefield twins.

After finishing my degree in Human Resources Management, I was fortunate to get hired as the Cabin Safety Manager with True North Airlines, one of the biggest Canadian airlines—offering regular, domestic, and international flights. My job is usually dull and uneventful, I spend most days going over supervisor reviews or hosting classroom-training sessions, and periodically I have in-flight crew training sessions. I have an upcoming in-flight training session booked for a flight from Winnipeg connecting through Vancouver and on to Seattle. I’ve scheduled to fly there Tuesday with one crew and back Friday with a second crew. Four days should be more than enough time to accomplish what I need to get done.

I pick up a hand carved wooden box from Costa Rica, “Pura Vida” is etched into the lid, a popular expression that means, “Live a pure life”. The irony is not lost on me. I open it, pull out the boarding passes I have stored inside and fan them out across my legs. Five in total, soon to be six.




Chapter 3

Before







The first time I killed someone it was mostly an accident. Almost unintentional really.

I had just celebrated my twenty-fifth birthday and I was scheduled to do an in-flight training session on a flight to Toronto. Arriving at Pearson International Airport just after 5:00 p.m. I was standing in the flight attendant’s galley watching them prepare for service. I stole a bag of pretzels and absentmindedly munched on them as I pretended to be observing. They tasted like cardboard.

“Make sure the coffee is hot enough,” I said to a curvy brunette flight attendant in training, as she poured freshly made coffee into a tall thermos. I methodically scanned the cart, looking for anything that might have been overlooked. The plane flew through a small pocket of turbulence and the bottles on the cart rattled together. I steadied myself against a nearby wall. As weird as it may sound despite my career choice, I don’t actually like flying.

I stared out the back window at the metal wing jutting out of the plane’s body and thought not for the first time, how unnatural it is that a two-ton metal bird can glide effortlessly through the sky. The flight attendants pushed the cart down the narrow aisle, talking and smiling with the passengers. A tall, dark-haired, broad-shouldered man stood up from his seat and made his way down the aisle to the back of the plane. He noticed the “occupied” sign on the lavatory door and turned to me, “You come here often?”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I’m lucky enough to have VIP.”

“This might be an instance where I don’t think being a VIP has any benefits.”

“You’re wrong.” I motioned to the half-eaten bag of pretzels in my hand.

“Touché,” he laughed. “I’m Tom,” he said extending his hand.

“Charlotte,” I replied, giving him the once-over. Nice smile, expensive suit, no wedding ring. Confidence radiated off him and I could tell he was successful at whatever he did for a living. “I’m heading home from a conference I had in Winnipeg this week. Are you from there?”

“Kind of. I grew up in a small town outside the city and now I live in Winnipeg.” Our conversation was interrupted as the lavatory door opened and a startled middle-aged man stepped out, narrowly missing hitting Tom with the door. The man returned to his seat and Tom hesitated.

“Charlotte, I don’t normally make a habit of pursuing women that I meet outside of airplane bathrooms, but if you’re in town for the night do you want to grab a drink with me?”

“Well, I don’t normally go out for drinks with men I meet outside airplane bathrooms, but why not?” I offered him my pretzel package where he scrawled his phone number and the name of the bar to meet him at later that night. He excused himself to the lavatory and I smiled coyly and tucked the crumpled package into my pocket.

I checked into the Toronto airport hotel and let myself into the room, collapsing on the king size bed. I allowed myself a moment to relax on top of the crisp, white sheets. I love staying in hotels alone, there’s something luxurious about having the whole room to myself with no responsibilities. Room service? Why not? Run the hot water for an hour? Sure, I’m not paying the water bill. Make the bed in the morning? Hell no.

I stripped off my clothes, wrapped myself in a thick white terry cloth hotel robe, opened my suitcase and wondered what I was going to wear. I hadn’t planned on being any variation of sexy and had packed little more than a change of clothes to fly home in the next day. After much deliberation and no other options, I finally decided that a sheer black undershirt paired with heels and a tight pair of navy trousers would do.

I leaned against the bathroom counter and quickly wrapped sections of my hair around the curling iron, letting it sit for a few minutes before releasing it into relaxed waves. I brushed mascara across my lashes, swept bronzer along my cheekbones and added a final touch of red lipstick. I pursed my lips around a tissue leaving behind a perfect outline of my lips. Tom wouldn’t know what hit him.




• • •




“Charlotte,” Tom waved from across the bar. I smiled in acknowledgment and made my way across the trendy, dark lounge. The walls were lined with shelves filled with colorfully lit bottles and sleek copper light fixtures hung from the ceiling. Overly attractive bartenders poured overly attractive drinks into complicated looking glasses. The lounge was filled with animated groups of fashionably dressed people eating, drinking and flirting.

“Hi.” He leaned in to kiss me on the cheek. “I’m glad you came.”

“Well, I decided that you might be more entertaining than room service and watching made-for-TV movies by myself.” I smiled. “But the jury’s still out.”

“I’ll do my best,” he laughed. “What are you drinking?”

“Martini, extra dirty, please.”

“I have a feeling we’re going to get along just fine.” He winked.

After finishing my second martini, filled with liquid courage I pointed to his bare ring finger, “Single, divorced or married and looking?” I teased.

“Divorced and wasn’t looking.”

“Until?”

“Until I saw you standing there like some sort of pretzel goddess at the back of the plane.”

This guy was good. His short, dark hair was lightly threaded with salt and pepper and I noticed a few fine wrinkles around his chestnut brown eyes when he smiled. He had the confidence of a man who didn’t need a woman, but rather wanted one. In the same way he might want a Ferrari, an Armani suit, or an expensive steak. I could tell that he was someone that was used to getting what he wants.

Several martinis later I was feeling more than festive and had discovered quite a bit about Tom, “Tom Cat,” as I secretly thought of him. He was thirty-seven and married for seven years before filing for divorce last year. They separated because she wanted children and ol’ Tom Cat was more interested in wining, dining and making money. He admitted to liking all three, especially the latter, and his job as a trader provided him plenty of opportunity.

The liquor had loosened our muscles and lips and the conversation was thick with innuendo. Several times while telling a story he touched my arm or leg for emphasis. My skin tingled in anticipation under the warmth and weight of his hand. The more martinis I had the more appealing Tom became.

“So, Charlotte, what do you say we get out of here and head to my place for another…drink?” Tom finally said, looking at me like a lion might look at a gazelle. Whatever, I was a fan of safaris.

I nodded in agreement and excused myself to the washroom to reapply my lipstick, feeling like a kept woman but not really minding it, as he pulled out a thick billfold and took care of the check. We hailed a cab and bundled into the backseat together. I shivered and he rubbed my legs. Leaning on his shoulder in my lovely alcohol induced haze I felt exquisite. The cab stopped in Yorkville where he owned a penthouse loft in an old restored factory.

When you make a bad decision but it’s already in motion, sometimes it seems easier just to go with it. That’s how I was beginning to feel as the evening air threatened to sober me up and I waited for him to open the door to his building. I usually didn’t go home with strangers. I’m not opposed to it, or above it, it’s just out of character for me. As the haze of alcohol began to evaporate Tom’s initially engaging laugh became grating and I noticed his face was red and slightly sweaty.

I tried to quiet my inner buzzkill and tell myself that there was absolutely nothing wrong with going back to a nice condo, in a nice neighborhood, with a nice man. I looked around for confirmation at the neatly trimmed hedges and manicured gardens. The streets were quiet and well lit, lined with beautifully kept historic houses and strategically placed cafés and upscale shops.

He led me through the foyer to an old freight elevator, inserted his key and pushed the penthouse button. The elevator groaned to life and slowly ferried us up to the top floor. Tom’s penthouse was a bachelor’s dream—elegantly masculine and outfitted in leather, glass, chrome and reclaimed brick. Open concept with huge floor to ceiling windows in all directions.

“Wow,” I breathed, walking over to the window to take in the views of the city.

The penthouse was surprisingly neat and impersonal. It looked more like a display suite than a place that someone actually lived. Abstract art and black and white prints adorned the walls, but I couldn’t find any personal effects—no family photos or mementos. Tom noticed me analyzing the room.

“I’m not home much, as you can tell,” he said. “I spend most of my time at the office or travelling for work or fun. When I am here it’s mostly to sleep. After my wife and I separated I hired a designer to come in and redecorate everything.”

“I can tell,” I laughed. “Everything is so…modern.”

“Yeah, I’ll be damned if I know what half this stuff is.” He picked up a white sphere from a nearby table. “I’ll give you a tour if you want, but let’s get you a drink first.” He picked up a crystal cut glass from the fully stocked bar area. “Scotch?” he asked, holding up a bottle. He posed it as a question but had already started to pour me a glass before I could answer.

The sound system came on and the gravelly blues of Bob Seger filled the room. He handed me the glass and our fingertips touched, generating a spark of static electricity. He smiled knowingly and turned to lead me on a tour around the penthouse. “Here’s my office,” he said, opening the farthest door. A huge glass and chrome desk sat in the center of the room with an expensive looking leather chair. Bookcases were lined with books that dear Tom Cat had probably never read, and that I’m sure his designer had selected solely based on the color and texture of their covers. The corner of the room had a white marble fireplace flanked by two black leather armchairs.

“Bathroom.” He pulled apart two frosted panel doors to reveal a gigantic master bathroom with two sinks, a walk-in shower big enough for five, and a Jacuzzi tub big enough for ten. I could definitely get accustomed to this lifestyle.

“And best for last.” He opened the door to the right of the bathroom to reveal the master bedroom. An elegant king bed with a padded headboard that extended to the ceiling overlooked the glittery city skyline. I stood beside the bed holding my Scotch and imagined for a second that I lived there. It all felt very Sex and the City.

He came up behind me and slipped his arms around my waist, softly kissing my neck. I set my drink down on the bedside table and turned to kiss him as he lifted my shirt over my head. I gave silent thanks that I had miraculously packed a black lace bra in decent shape. He scooped me up in his arms and set me down on the bed.

I inhaled in anticipation as he kissed his way down my neck, chest, and toward my stomach. The gentle kisses turned rough, and I felt a sharp pang as I realized he had bitten me.

“Tom!” I cried, shoving him off me. He stumbled backward into the bedside table and knocked my glass to the floor. Scotch and pieces of glass flew everywhere.

“Charlotte, do us both a favor and let’s not pretend you don’t like this,” he snarled and grabbed hold of my pants trying to yank them down.

“Stop!” I said, more firmly this time. I grabbed the waistband of my pants back from him.

He paused briefly before swinging his arm forward with full force and slapping me across the face. I was momentarily stunned, my cheek stung and my eyes watered. Before my brain kicked in to properly assess the situation, my reflexes took charge, and I slammed my knee as hard as I could into his crotch. He yelped and doubled over in pain.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A NOVEL

JENNA BOHOLIJ






OEBPS/images/dreamspherebooks-logo.png





