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I: The Collision

Terminal Velocity

Forty-Two Dollars

Claire


The air in Terminal B tasted of stale espresso and recycled anxiety. It was a thick, metallic tang that coated the back of my throat. It made it difficult to swallow the lump of dread lodged there since I zipped my suitcase.

Or tried to zip it.

I shifted my weight.

The strap of the car seat dug a trench into my shoulder.

It was cutting off circulation to my left arm.

I didn't dare set it down.

If I stopped moving, I wasn't sure I could start again.


Beside me, the hard-shell suitcase listed dangerously to the left like a ship taking on water. The front wheel had surrendered the moment we stepped off the curb. It snapped with a plastic crack. It felt suspiciously like a metaphor for my entire life.


Now it didn't roll. It dragged. It was a sullen, dead weight that required a full-body heave to move three inches.

Scrape. Thud. Scrape.


The sound was a rhythmic humiliation cutting through the low hum of the departure lounge. Every clack against the terrazzo floor announced my arrival.


Here comes Claire Bennett. The girl who left to be an artist. The girl who came back with nothing but a broken bag and a toddler.

"Mommy."

The tug on my cardigan was insistent. I looked down.

Maddie stood amidst the sea of rushing legs and rolling bags. Her expression was serious beneath a tumble of unruly brown curls that mirrored my own. She wore her rainboots. Yellow, with frog eyes on the toes.

She had insisted that airplanes flew through clouds and clouds were made of rain. Therefore, boots were required safety equipment.

I couldn't argue with her logic. I didn't have the energy to argue with anything today.

"Yes, bug?"

My voice sounded thin to my own ears. It was swallowed by the cavernous roar of the terminal.

"My ears feel tight. Like they’re too small for my head."

"It’s just the pressure of the building, honey. We’ll get you some juice once we get through security. It’ll help."

I reached down to smooth a stray hair from Maddie’s forehead. Her thumb brushed against the soft, warm skin of her cheek. The contact grounded me.

This was the mission. This little girl in the frog boots.

Everything else was just background noise. The humiliation. The fear. The crushing sense of failure.

I adjusted the car seat again. I winced as the blood rushed back into my numb fingers. We were standing in the shadow of the check-in kiosks. A stagnant island of chaos in a river of streamlined business travelers.

Everyone else seemed to be gliding.

Men in charcoal suits walked with roller bags that whispered efficiently across the floor. Women in sensible heels clutched lattes that cost six dollars. They moved with purpose. They moved with the aerodynamic grace of people who had checking accounts in the black.

I instinctively touched the back pocket of my leggings. My fingers brushed the denim. I had developed the tic over the last three weeks. A compulsion to verify the device that held my lifeline.

I pulled it out. I tapped the screen to wake it. The banking app was still open.

$42.18.

The number floated on the screen. Green. Bright. Terrifying.

It hovered before my eyes like a depleting oxygen gauge on a deep-sea dive. That was it. That was the sum total of my "big city dreams."

Seven years of grinding at the agency. Seven years of freelance hustles. Seven years of skipping dinners to pay for daycare.

All of it distilled down to forty-two dollars and eighteen cents.

It wasn't enough for an emergency. It wasn't enough for a cab ride if my dad forgot to pick us up. I had barely covered the baggage fee for the three big bags we had checked. That transaction had made me sweat cold, prickly drops down my spine.

"Attention passengers."

The intercom pinged overhead. The sound hit a frequency that vibrated in my teeth. My chest constricted. It was a physical seizing of my diaphragm that resisted the intake of air.

I swiped away the banking app and pulled up my boarding pass.

Chicago (ORD) to Hartford (BDL).

One way.

The words stared back at me. Final. Unyielding. A round-trip ticket implies a journey. A one-way ticket is a surrender.

The experiment had failed. I was retreating to the safety of the nest I had fought so hard to fly from.


I could already hear my mother’s voice. Not loud, but piercing. I told you so.


The syllables wouldn't even need to be spoken. They would be written in the arch of Helen Bennett’s eyebrow. They would be in the aggressive straightening of a throw pillow. They would be in the heavy sigh as she looked at my scuffed sneakers.

Stability, Claire. That’s all your father and I ever wanted for you.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I fought the sudden burn of tears. I couldn't cry here. Not in front of the kiosk. Not in front of Maddie.

If I started crying, the structural integrity of my composure would collapse entirely. It was held together by nothing but sheer willpower and dry shampoo.

"Mom?"

Maddie’s voice was sharper this time.

"Barnaby."

The name acted like a defibrillator. My eyes snapped open. Panic washed over me. Cold and instant.

"What? What about Barnaby?"

Maddie held up the ragged, one-eared stuffed bunny. Her eyes were wide with a scientist’s concern.

"He needs a scan. If we go through the big machine, will his stuffing show up? Will they see his heart?"

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. My shoulders sagged.

"Oh, sweetie. No. They won’t hurt him. He just takes a little ride on the belt. He likes it. It’s like a roller coaster for bunnies."

I reached out. I gave the bunny’s remaining ear a reassuring stroke. The fur was matted and grey with love.

Barnaby was the backup bunny. Technically. But he had been promoted to primary status after "Sir Hops-a-Lot" was lost in the tragic Uber incident of last winter.

He was a talisman of safety. A ragged anchor in our shifting world.

"Okay."

Maddie looked skeptical but accepted the data. She tucked Barnaby under her arm and mimicked the way I held my purse.

"But I’m watching the monitor."

"You do that."

I grabbed the handle of the suitcase again. My palm was raw where the plastic seam had rubbed against the skin. I looked at the line for security. It snaked back and forth. A sluggish intestine of humanity.

Just keep moving.

I took a step. I heaved the suitcase forward.

It wasn't just a bag. It was forty-nine pounds of my failure. The clothes I couldn't afford to replace. The art supplies I shouldn't have kept. The sheer weight of the life that hadn't worked out.

Clack-clack-scraaaape.

The sound echoed. It drew the irritated glances of a couple standing nearby. They looked like they smelled of expensive cedarwood. They looked like they had never worried about an overdraft fee in their lives.

I kept my head down. I focused on the scuffed toes of my sneakers. I felt sticky. The table at the food court where we’d rushed through a shared bagel earlier had been covered in a faint, sugary residue.

It trapped my sleeve. Now a phantom sensation of tackiness lingered on my forearm.

I felt messy. I felt like a contaminant in this sterile, high-speed environment.

I checked my pocket again. Phone. Still there.

$42.18.


My father’s voice drifted through my memory. Gruff. Pragmatic. You have to account for the variables, Claire. Life is just load-bearing walls and stress fractures.


I was pretty sure I was currently a stress fracture walking.

"Come on, Mads."

I forced a brightness into my tone that I didn't feel. I shifted the car seat to my other shoulder. The plastic dug into a new, tender spot.

"Let’s go find our gate. Maybe we can spot some clouds for your boots."

Maddie looked up. Her expression was grave.

"Actually, Mom, did you know that inside the airport, the air is recycled? That means we are breathing the same air as everyone else."

She looked suspiciously at a man sneezing into a handkerchief nearby.

"Even him."

"Yes. Well. Let’s try not to think about the biology of it right now."

We moved forward in jagged bursts. Drag the bag. Nudge the child. Adjust the car seat. Every step felt heavier than the last.


The ping of the intercom sounded again. It was followed by the garbled announcement of a delay. The collective groan of the terminal rose up around us.


I tightened my grip on Maddie’s hand.

I just needed to get on the plane. Once I was in the air, suspended between the life I was leaving and the judgment I was returning to, maybe I could breathe.

For now, I just had to survive the terminal. I just had to keep the broken wheel moving. Keep the $42.18 from hitting zero. Keep the smile plastered on my face for my daughter.

"Okay, Barnaby."

Maddie’s voice was low. Serious. She whispered to the bunny.

"Prepare for turbulence."

"You said it, kid."

I dragged the suitcase over a transition strip in the floor.

"Prepare for turbulence."

The security line loomed ahead. It was a maze of retractable belts and impatient travelers. I fumbled for my ID. My fingers shook. I dropped my license. It clattered to the floor.

"I got it!"

Maddie dove for the plastic card before I could bend down. She popped back up. She held the license like a trophy.

"Mom, your picture looks sad."

I looked at the ID. The photo had been taken five years ago. Just after Maddie was born. I had been exhausted then, too. But there had been a defiant spark in my eyes. A belief that I could make it work.

That spark was gone.

"It's just a bad lighting day."

I took the card. I shoved it into my pocket.

We reached the conveyor belt. The chaos intensified. Bins clattering. Agents shouting instructions about laptops and liquids.

"Shoes off."

A TSA agent barked the order.

"Boots too?"

Maddie clutched the edge of a grey bin.

"They protect me."

"Boots too, sweetie."

I knelt to help Maddie unzip the yellow rainboots.

The process was a physical struggle. I wrestled the car seat onto the belt. I hoisted the broken suitcase. I stripped off my own sneakers. I felt the cold tile through my socks. I felt exposed. Vulnerable.

"Bunny goes in the tunnel."

The agent pointed at Barnaby.

Maddie hugged the rabbit tight.

"He's scared of the dark."

"He'll be brave."

I gently pried the bunny from Maddie's grip. I placed him in a bin. He looked small and ragged against the grey plastic.

"See? He's going on an adventure."

Maddie watched the bin disappear into the x-ray machine. Her lower lip trembled.

"He'll come out the other side."

I took Maddie's hand. I led her through the metal detector.

We waited on the other side. The belt churned. Bins spit out. Laptops. Shoes. Belts.

No bunny.

I felt a spike of adrenaline.

"Where is he?"

"Barnaby?"

Maddie's voice pitched up.

"Barnaby!"

"He's coming."

I scanned the belt. The car seat came out. The broken suitcase. My shoes.

The belt stopped.

"Bag check on Lane 4."

An agent shouted.

I looked. The bin with Barnaby was pulled to the side. An agent was picking up the rabbit. He was squeezing its stuffing.

"No!"

Maddie screamed. She tried to bolt toward the agent.

I grabbed her.

"It's okay! They're just checking him."

"Don't squeeze his heart!"


Maddie wailed. People turned to stare. The judgmental eyes of the business travelers burned into my back. Control your child, their expressions said. Control your mess.


I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. I scooped Maddie up. I shushed her against my shoulder.

"Sir?"

I called out to the agent.

"Is everything okay?"

The agent, a burly man with a tired face, held up the bunny. He pulled a small, foil-wrapped object from the pocket of the bunny's little denim vest.

"Juice box."

The agent sighed.

"Exceeds 3.4 ounces."

I closed my eyes. I let out a laugh that sounded more like a sob. A juice box. Of course. Maddie must have stashed it for emergency rations.

"You can toss it."

The agent threw the juice away. He handed the bunny back.

Maddie snatched Barnaby. She buried her face in his fur.

"You're safe. The bad man didn't get your heart."

I hurriedly gathered our things. I shoved my feet into my shoes without tying them. I grabbed the broken suitcase.

"Let's go. Let's just go."

We stumbled away from the checkpoint. A whirlwind of disheveled clothes and emotional exhaustion. I dragged the suitcase.

Scrape. Thud.

I found a row of seats near our gate. I collapsed. I pulled Maddie onto my lap. The child was still trembling slightly.

"We made it. We're through."


I looked at the departure board. Hartford. On Time.


I checked my pocket. Phone. $42.18.


I looked at my reflection in the dark glass of the window opposite. My messy bun was unraveling. There was a smudge of dirt on my cheek. I looked like a woman who had lost a fight.


But I was still standing.

I hugged Maddie tighter.

"Mom?"

Maddie’s voice was muffled by Barnaby's ear.

"Yeah, bug?"

"Do grandmas have juice?"

I smiled. It was a weak, watery thing. But it was there.

"Yeah. Grandmas have juice. And cookies. And slate roofs."

"What's a slate roof?"

"It's a roof that lasts forever. It's safe."

I looked out at the tarmac. The planes were lined up like giant, metallic birds. Waiting to fly. Waiting to leave.

I was leaving too. But I wasn't flying. I was falling. I just hoped that when I hit the ground in Connecticut, I wouldn't shatter completely.

"Okay."

I stood up. The suitcase groaned as I tilted it.

"Let's find the bathroom. I think I have cracker dust in my eyebrows."

Maddie giggled.

"You do. You look like a cookie."

"Thanks, kid."


We walked toward the restroom. I kept my head high. I ignored the stares. I ignored the broken wheel. I ignored the voice in my head that whispered failure with every step.


I was going home. Whether I was ready or not.

◆◆◆


The Closed Loop

Ethan




Terminal B was a study in inefficiency.

I moved through the throngs of Chicago O’Hare with the detached precision of a scalpel, cutting a line toward Gate B14. My eyes scanned the crowd, not for faces, but for gaps in the flow of traffic.

People were variables. Erratic. Loud. Prone to drift.

I treated them like bad data in a spreadsheet. Obstacles to be filtered out.

I checked my watch. 4:12 PM. Boarding would commence in eighteen minutes. I would be the first on the plane, seat 2A.

I would drink one sparkling water, open my laptop, and work on the restructuring proposal for the manufacturing firm in Leeds until we touched down in Hartford.

It was a clean, closed loop.

My life operated on these loops now. They were safe. They were predictable. They kept the silence intact.

I adjusted my cuff, feeling the cool slide of the silk lining against my wrist. The sensation was grounding. I focused on the tactile details of my existence. The weight of my leather weekender bag. The hum of the air conditioning. The pristine shine of my loafers.

Focusing on the details meant I didn't have to look at the aggregate data.

The aggregate data was a large, empty house in Ashbury that smelled of lemon polish and nothing else. It was a master bedroom where I slept on the left side of the mattress. The right side was perfectly made, the pillow fluffing up like a monument to someone who wasn't there.

A child screamed near the food court, a high-pitched shriek that grated against my nervous system. I didn't flinch, but I felt the tension tighten the muscles in my neck.

Noise was friction. Friction caused heat. I preferred the cold.

I sidestepped a group of college students sprawled on the floor. Their backpacks created a tripping hazard that would violate at least three OSHA regulations. I didn't look at them.


Looking invited engagement. Engagement invited questions. How are you doing, Ethan? You holding up okay? You should come over for dinner.


No. I kept my gaze fixed on the horizon line of the terminal, moving with a velocity that discouraged interruption.

I was ten feet from the relative sanctuary of the jagged line for priority boarding when the collision happened.

It wasn't a gentle bump. It was a blindsiding impact. A sudden, violent introduction of chaos into my calculated trajectory.

Something hard struck my knee, and a body stumbled into my side.

I recoiled instantly. My instinct wasn't to catch the person. It was to preserve the perimeter.

I stepped back, smoothing the front of my suit jacket before I even registered what had happened.

"Oh god, I am so sorry!"

The voice was breathless. Panicked.

I looked down.

The floor, previously a polished expanse of gray terrazzo, was now a disaster zone. A tote bag had capsized, vomiting the debris of a chaotic life across the walkway.

There were crushed orange crackers ground into the tile. A plastic bottle of apple juice rolled toward my shoe. A headless doll. A handful of crayons.

It was a catastrophe of domesticity.

I felt a physical wave of revulsion. It wasn't disgust at the dirt, though the sticky orange dust was offensive. It was a deeper, somatic rejection of the mess.

Mess meant lack of control. Mess meant life was spilling over the edges.

I didn't move to help. I stood perfectly still, my hands retreating into my pockets, my body rigid. If I touched it, the chaos might transfer.

The woman was on her knees, scrambling. She was a blur of frantic motion, her hands scooping up the crackers with a desperation that seemed disproportionate to the accident.

She wore leggings that had seen better days and an oversized cardigan that swallowed her frame. Her hair was pulled into a bun so precarious it looked like a physics problem waiting to fail.

"Maddie, stay right there," she hissed to a small girl standing a few feet away, clutching a stuffed rabbit by one ear.

"I'm sorry," the woman said again to my shoes, not looking up as she grabbed a handful of crayons. "The wheel on my suitcase... it just locks up, and I didn't see you stop, and..."

She reached for the juice bottle that had come to rest against the toe of my loafer.

I stepped back. Just an inch. A subtle retreat.

Her hand froze. The rejection was palpable.

She looked up then, her eyes wide, bracing for the reprimand she clearly expected.

The air left my lungs.

It wasn't a slow recognition. It was a structural failure. The carefully erected scaffolding of my indifference collapsed in a single, breathless second.

I knew those eyes. They were the color of weak tea, expressive and terrified, rimmed with exhaustion but undeniably familiar. I knew the arch of her brow. I knew the way her mouth quirked when she was stressed.

Seven years.

It had been seven years since I sat across from her in the university library at 2:00 AM. Back then, I had been surrounded by color-coded spreadsheets, trying to predict the future of market trends. She had been covered in charcoal dust, trying to capture the way the light hit the stacks.

Claire.

The name hit me like a physical blow to the sternum. I raised a hand to my chest, pressing against the sudden, sharp ache there. My heart, which had been beating a steady, reliable rhythm for two years, suddenly kicked against my ribs.

She was the girl with the big dreams. The one who vibrated with so much energy I used to wonder how she didn't shatter. She was the one I used to watch when I thought no one was looking, fascinated by how comfortable she was with the mess of creation.

And now she was here. On her knees on a dirty airport floor. Surrounded by crushed Goldfish crackers.


She looked... defeated. That was the only word for it. The vibrancy I remembered was gone, replaced by a gray film of fatigue. She looked like a building that had been stripped down to the studs.


"Ethan?"

Her voice was barely a whisper, cracking on the second syllable.

I couldn't speak. My throat had constricted.

The logical part of my brain was flashing red warnings. The consultant. The fixer.

Abort. Retreat. This is a high-risk interaction. This is a variable you cannot control.

She stood up slowly, clutching the juice bottle to her chest like a shield. She brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear, leaving a smudge of orange cracker dust on her cheek.

"Ethan Caldwell," she said, the shock bleeding into her tone.

She looked at my suit, my bag, my pristine shoes. Then she looked down at her own stained leggings. I saw the flush of shame creep up her neck.

I should have walked away. I should have nodded, offered a polite, non-committal pleasantry, and boarded the plane. I should have protected the silence.

But I was frozen. The past was intruding on the present, and for the first time in two years, the numbness wasn't working.

I wasn't just seeing an old classmate. I was seeing a crack in the world I had sealed shut.

"Claire," I managed finally. My voice sounded rusty. Unused. "You... you dropped your..."

I gestured vaguely at the floor. It was an idiotic thing to say.

She looked down at the mess, then back at me. Her eyes filled with something wet and shiny, and she blinked rapidly to clear it.

"Yeah," she laughed, but the sound was brittle. "Just... reorganizing the inventory."

She bent down again, her movements jagged. She was trying to be fast, trying to erase the evidence of her existence from my path.

I watched her hands. They were shaking.

A strange sensation pricked at my fingertips. A phantom urge to reach out. Not to touch her. God, no. But to stop the shaking. To fix the problem.


Don't, my mind warned. Stay in the loop.


But the loop was broken. The cracker dust was on the floor. The noise was already inside.

And I was standing there, watching the girl who used to be alive try to sweep up the pieces of herself before I could see them.

◆◆◆


Cracker Dust

Claire




I was on my knees in a sea of pulverized cheddar.

If there was a rock bottom to my thirties, this was it. Not the moment my boss told me the agency was liquidating the creative team. Not the moment I sold my vintage drafting table for pennies on the dollar. No, it was this: frantically sweeping crushed Goldfish crackers into a pile on the dirty terrazzo floor of Terminal B while a line of impatient business travelers navigated around me like I was a traffic cone.

"Maddie, please," I whispered, my voice tight with the onset of a panic attack. "Don't eat the floor crackers."

Maddie, clutching Barnaby the one-eared rabbit, looked at me with the solemn judgment only a five-year-old can muster. "You made a mess, Mommy."

"I know, bug. I know."

I reached for a stray juice bottle that had rolled toward a pair of pristine, polished leather loafers. Expensive loafers. The kind that didn't have scuffs or road salt stains.

My hand froze.


I knew those shoes. Or rather, I knew the type of man who wore those shoes. The type who had a 401k, a dental plan, and luggage that didn't require duct tape to stay closed.


I looked up. Past the sharp crease of the charcoal suit trousers. Past the tailored jacket. Up to a face that stopped my breath in my throat.

Ethan Caldwell.

The noise of the terminal, the announcements, the squeaking wheels, the low roar of conversation, dropped away, leaving only the rushing sound of my own blood in my ears.

He hadn't changed. Not really. He was still the boy from the library at Northwestern, the one who built fortresses out of textbooks and color-coded silence. But the boy had hardened into a man. His jaw was sharper, his shoulders broader, and he wore his suit like armor. He looked finished. Complete.

I looked down at myself. Leggings with a yogurt stain on the thigh. A cardigan that was unraveling at the cuff. My hair, a bird’s nest held together by a single, overworked elastic.

I was a walking "before" picture.

"Claire?"

His voice was deep, a resonant baritone that vibrated in my chest. It sounded like money. It sounded like stability.

I scrambled to my feet, clutching a handful of rescued crayons and cracker dust. I tried to brush off my knees, but I only succeeded in smearing orange powder into the black fabric.

"Ethan," I managed, forcing a smile that felt like it was made of glass. "Hi. Wow. Hi."

He stared at me. Not with malice, but with a kind of stunned processing, like he was trying to reconcile the data in front of him with the memory in his files. "I... you dropped your..."

He gestured vaguely at the disaster zone at my feet.

"Just a little structural failure," I said, my laugh coming out high and thin. "Testing gravity. It still works."

He didn't smile. He just stood there, radiating a kind of cool, sterile perfection that made my skin itch. I wanted to disappear. I wanted to dissolve into the floor tiles and be mopped up by the night crew.

Then, he did something unexpected.

He moved.

Ethan Caldwell, the man who treated dirt like a personal affront, bent his knees. The fabric of his expensive suit stretched taut as he crouched down. A scent wafted off him, crisp cedarwood and cold rain, and suddenly I wasn't in O'Hare anymore. I was back in the stacks at 2 AM, smelling that same clean cologne while I scrubbed charcoal off my hands and he organized his highlighters.

He reached for the headless Barbie doll that had skittered near his foot. His fingers were long, his nails clean and square. He picked it up with a delicacy that made the cheap plastic look ridiculous.

"I think this belongs to the management team," he said, extending the doll to me.

I took it, our fingers brushing for a fraction of a second. His skin was cool. My hand was sticky with apple juice. I pulled back as if burned.

"Thanks," I mumbled, shoving the doll into the gaping maw of my tote bag.

"It’s been a long time, Claire." He stood up, towering over me. I’d forgotten how tall he was. He took up so much space, not by moving, but by simply existing. "Chicago?"

"Yeah," I lied. Well, half-lied. "Just... you know. Heading east."

"Work?"


The word hung in the air between us. Work. The thing I didn't have. The career I had spectacularly imploded.


"Visiting family," I said quickly. Too quickly. I touched my pocket, checking for my phone, grounding myself against the lie. "Taking a little sabbatical. Show Maddie the roots. You know how it is."


"I see." He watched me, his dark eyes unreadable. He was assessing me. I could feel it. He was cataloging the fraying hem of my sweater, the dark circles under my eyes, the sheer frantic energy vibrating off me. He was doing the math, and I was terrified of the sum he’d come up with.


"And you?" I asked, desperate to turn the spotlight off my wreckage. "Still conquering the financial world one spreadsheet at a time?"

"Consulting," he corrected softly. "Restructuring."

"Right. Of course. Fixing things."

"Trying to."

He looked at the floor again, where a few rogue crackers still defied the laws of hygiene. He hesitated, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a pristine white handkerchief. He offered it to me.

I stared at it. It was so white it almost glowed. If I used it, I would ruin it. I would leave a permanent orange stain on his perfection.

"I'm okay," I said, waving a hand. "I've got wipes. Somewhere. Buried under the sediment layer."

A small tug on my cardigan interrupted us.

"Mommy," Maddie whispered, her voice loud in the sudden quiet between us. "Is that a giant?"

I flinched. "Maddie, shh. No. That's... that's Ethan. He's an old friend."


Ethan looked down. For the first time, his expression shifted. The tension in his jaw relaxed, just a fraction. He looked at Maddie, at her wild curls that mirrored mine, at the tutu she was wearing over her jeans, at the intense, scientific scrutiny in her eyes.


He crouched down again. This time, he didn't look like he was inspecting a crime scene. He looked... careful.

"I'm not a giant," he said gravely. "I'm just efficient with vertical space."

Maddie narrowed her eyes, processing this. She held out a hand. In her palm sat a single, slightly soggy Goldfish cracker.

"For you," she said. "You look hungry. Giants eat a lot."


My heart stopped. Please don't be mean. Please don't be the corporate robot I remember.


Ethan looked at the cracker. He looked at Maddie’s sticky hand.

Then, with a solemnity that matched hers, he reached out and took the cracker between his thumb and forefinger.

"Thank you," he said. "This will help with the structural integrity."

He didn't eat it, thank God, but he didn't drop it either. He held it like it was a rare coin.

He stood up again, and the moment broke. The PA system crackled overhead, announcing pre-boarding for our flight.

"We should go," I said, panic flaring again. I couldn't be near him. I couldn't let him ask more questions. I couldn't let him see that my 'sabbatical' was actually a retreat with $42.18 to my name.

I grabbed the handle of my oversized suitcase. It was a beast of a bag, bought at a thrift store three years ago. The zipper was held together by a safety pin, and the left wheel had a distinct personality disorder.

I yanked it upright.

Clack.

The wheel jammed. The bag tipped, heavy and awkward, dragging my arm down.

"Claire," Ethan said. He stepped forward, his hand reaching out. "Let me help you with that."

"No!" The word came out too sharp, too defensive. I saw him recoil slightly, his hand dropping.

I couldn't let him carry it. It wasn't just a bag. It was forty-nine pounds of my failure. It was the clothes I couldn't afford to replace, the art supplies I shouldn't have kept, the sheer weight of the life that hadn't worked out. If he felt how heavy it was, he’d know. He’d know I was drowning.

"I've got it," I said, softening my tone, forcing a breeze into my voice I didn't feel. "It's just... temperamental. Like me. Right?"

I hauled the bag up, ignoring the way my shoulder screamed in protest. I grabbed Maddie’s hand with my free one.

"It was good to see you, Ethan. Really."

I didn't wait for his response. I turned and walked away, dragging the suitcase behind me.

Clack-clack-clack-clack.

The sound echoed through the terminal, a rhythmic announcement of my brokenness. I could feel his eyes on my back, watching me limp toward the gate. I kept my head high, my eyes burning, refusing to look back at the man who looked like everything I had failed to become.

"Walk fast, bug," I whispered to Maddie. "We have a plane to catch."

"Why are we running?" she asked, stumbling a little to keep up.

"We're not running," I lied, my chest tight. "We're just... advancing."

I checked my pocket for the third time in five minutes. Phone. Boarding passes. Forty-two dollars.

I kept moving, putting distance between myself and the scent of cedarwood, terrified that if I stopped, I might actually turn around and ask him to save me.


Perimeter Defense




Row 12

Claire


Row 12 was a masterclass in claustrophobia.

The cabin lights had dimmed to a murky, aquatic blue. It signaled that it was socially acceptable to lose consciousness. But sleep was a luxury I couldn't afford.

My left leg had lost feeling somewhere over Ohio. It was pinned beneath the dead weight of a sleeping five-year-old. Maddie was sprawled across my lap like a starfish. Her head dug into my hip bone. Her breath puffed warm and damp against my stomach.

I shifted a fraction of an inch. I tried to restore blood flow without waking the dragon.

My purse was wedged under the seat in front of me. My fingers twitched with the urge to reach down and touch it. Just to check.


To make sure the phone was there. To ensure the banking app still read $42.18. To confirm it hadn't magically dropped to zero while we were at thirty thousand feet.


"You're going to cramp up if you don't stretch."

The voice was low. Smooth. Painfully close.

I turned my head carefully.

Ethan Caldwell was sitting in 12C.

He didn't belong here. He belonged in First Class with hot towels and legroom that didn't require amputation. But twenty minutes ago, during the chaotic shuffle of boarding, he had quietly bribed a college kid.

He had handed over a crisp fifty-dollar bill to swap seats. He hadn’t made a big deal of it. He’d just appeared next to me.

He stowed my battered carry-on with an effortless hoist. Then he buckled himself in as if wearing a three-thousand-dollar suit in Economy was his Tuesday routine.

"I'm fine," I whispered.

I was lying through my teeth. My calf muscle was currently tying itself into a slipknot.

"I've mastered the art of being a human mattress. It's a transferable skill."

Ethan didn't smile. But the corner of his eye crinkled.

He reached up. His hand brushed the overhead console.

"She's hot."

I stiffened.

"What?"

"The air," he clarified.

He twisted the nozzle of the air vent above us. He angled the stream of cool air directly onto Maddie’s flushed forehead.

"She was sweating."

The cool draft hit my skin. I realized he was right. Maddie’s curls were damp at the temples.

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding.

"Oh. Thanks."

"You're welcome."

He settled back. He crossed his arms over his chest.

He sat with a stillness that was almost unnerving. Most people fidgeted on planes. They tapped screens. Adjusted pillows. Rustled snack wrappers.

Ethan sat like a statue in a museum. Perfectly contained.

He smelled like crisp linen and something expensive and woodsy. It was a scent that was actively fighting a war against the stale, recycled airplane air. And winning.

I should have closed my eyes. I should have taken the out. But the proximity was doing something strange to my nervous system. It amplified the silence between us.

"You didn't have to do this," I said quietly.

I gestured to the cramped seat. His knees were nearly touching the tray table.

"Trade seats, I mean. The kid back there looked like he won the lottery."

Ethan turned his head on the headrest to look at me. In the dim light, his eyes were dark pools. Unreadable but intense.

"I had a lot of frequent flyer miles," he said simply. "And you looked like you could use a perimeter defense."

"A perimeter defense?"

I let out a soft huff of laughter.

"Is that what you call managing a five-year-old?"

"I call it managing the environment," he said. "The guy originally in this seat had a bag of corn chips and a cough. I assessed the risk."

"And you decided you were the safer option?"

"Statistically? Yes."

I looked at him. Really looked at him. The last time I’d seen him this close, we were both running on caffeine and panic during finals week senior year.

"I remember you," I said. The words slipped out before I could vet them. "From the library. The quiet zone on the third floor. You had that table in the corner. The one with the best outlet."

He nodded slowly.

"And you were at the table by the window. The one with the terrible draft."

"The light was better," I defended.

"You were always covered in something," he murmured. "Charcoal. Paint. Clay. You used to pace while you thought. You walked circles around the reference stacks."

I felt a flush heat my cheeks. It had nothing to do with the cabin temperature.

"I was thinking. Movement helps the process."

"I know," he said. "I used to watch you."

The admission hung in the air. Heavy. Unexpected.

"You watched me pace?"

"I watched you be... kinetic," he said. He chose the word carefully. "Everyone else in that library was drowning in information. You looked like you were building something. You looked alive."

I looked down at Maddie’s sleeping face. I traced the curve of her cheek with my thumb.

Alive.

That girl felt like a stranger now. That girl had believed she was going to set the Chicago art world on fire. She hadn’t known she would end up extinguishing her own flame just to keep the lights on.

"Well," I whispered. "Entropy catches up with everyone eventually."

"Does it?"

"Look at me, Ethan."

I gestured to my leggings. The cracker dust I’d failed to fully brush off. The sleeping child.

"I'm a mess. I'm retreating to the suburbs with my tail between my legs."

"You're a mother," he said.

His voice lacked the pity I was bracing for. It was just a statement of fact.

"And you're going home to visit family. That's not a retreat. It's a recalibration."


Visit. The word tasted like ash.


I turned to the window. I stared out at the black void.

I couldn't tell him the truth. I couldn't tell him that there was no return ticket.

My "visit" was an indefinite surrender to my parents' guest room because I couldn't make rent. I was thirty years old. My net worth was less than the cost of his tie.

"Right," I lied. My voice was tight. "Just a visit. My parents are... they're dying to see Maddie. It’s been too long. And I figured, why not take the summer? Recharge. The city is exhausting."

"It is," he agreed.

"And you?" I deflected. I was desperate to shift the focus. "Heading home to Ashbury? Big corporate weekend?"

Ethan didn't answer immediately. He looked straight ahead at the seatback pocket. His jaw tightened.

He reached up and adjusted his watch. A subconscious tick I remembered from college.

"Going home," he said finally. "Though I'm not sure it qualifies as a home anymore."

The tone of his voice sent a shiver down my spine. It was hollow.

"Your parents?" I asked gently.

"No. My house." He paused. "My wife passed away. Two years ago."

The silence that followed was absolute. It swallowed the hum of the engine. The rustle of the air. The beat of my own heart.

I turned to him fully. I forgot the cramp in my leg. I forgot my own petty shame.

The polished armor he wore suddenly looked less like success and more like a fortress. The suit. The watch. The perfect hair.

"Ethan," I breathed. "I... I didn't know. I am so sorry."

He gave a sharp, single nod.

"Thank you."

"Two years," I repeated. I did the math.

We were thirty. He had been widowed at twenty-eight. It seemed impossibly cruel.

"Is that why... at the airport? You said you were 'reorganizing'?"

"I travel," he said. His voice dropped to a register that felt dangerously intimate. Like a secret passed in the dark. "I work in London. Chicago. New York. Hotels are efficient. They have staff. They have noise."

"And the house?"

"The house is quiet," he said. "It's very quiet."

He looked at me then. The raw loneliness in his eyes hit me harder than the collision in the terminal.

I recognized it.

It was the same look I saw in the mirror at 3 AM when I was calculating diaper costs against freelance checks. It was the look of someone who was holding up the sky with their bare hands because letting go meant crushing everything beneath them.

"I hate the quiet," I confessed. I offered him a piece of my own truth in exchange for his. "That's why I keep the TV on. Even when I'm sleeping. Just to feel like the world is still spinning."

"I use spreadsheets," he said. A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Columns and rows. If I can organize it, it can't hurt me."

"Does it work?"

"No."

We held each other's gaze for a long moment. In the dark of the cabin, stripped of our contexts, the successful consultant and the failed artist, we were just two tired people. Trying to survive the turbulence.

Maddie stirred in my lap. She whimpered softly in her sleep. Her hand shot out.

She smacked Ethan in the bicep.

I gasped. I reached to restrain her.

"Oh my god, I'm sorry."

Ethan caught Maddie’s small hand gently before I could. He didn't push it away. He just held her tiny fist for a second. His thumb brushed over her knuckles with a tenderness that made my chest ache.

"It's fine," he whispered.

He carefully placed her hand back on her stuffed bunny.

"She's a thrasher," I apologized. "She fights invisible ninjas in her sleep."

"She's safe," he said.

He looked at me. The intensity was back, but softer this time.

"You should sleep, Claire. You look like you've been awake for a decade."

"I can't," I said. I eyed the narrow space. "If I fall asleep, I'll drool on you. Or worse. I'll kick."

"I'll take the risk," he said.

He shifted slightly. He angled his body toward the aisle to give me an extra inch of space. It was a microscopic adjustment. But it felt like he was building a wall between me and the world.

"Close your eyes. I'll watch the perimeter."

I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell him I didn't need a watcher. That I had been doing this alone for five years.

But my eyelids were heavy. Leaden weights dragging me down.

And for the first time in a very long time, the person next to me didn't feel like a threat or a judgment. He felt solid.

"Okay," I whispered. "Just for a minute."

"Just for a minute," he agreed.

I let my head tip back against the seat.

I listened to the hum of the engines. I smelled the cedarwood and the rain. It was a clean scent. Safe.

I didn't check my pocket for my phone. I didn't calculate the remaining balance in my bank account.

Beside me, Ethan Caldwell sat perfectly still. A statue in the dark. Keeping the silence at bay.

And for the first time since I packed my broken suitcase, I felt safe enough to let go.

◆◆◆


Carrying the Chaos

Ethan




The terminal was a sensory assault.

We had landed in Hartford for a forty-minute layover that was rapidly shrinking due to a gate change. The air here was thicker than in Chicago, heavy with the scent of wet wool and the grease of a thousand Auntie Anne’s pretzels. The fluorescent lights hummed with a frequency that felt like a drill against my temple.

I stood near the gate podium, creating a vertical line of order in the chaos. Beside me, sitting cross-legged on the carpet because the seating area was overflowing, was Maddie.

She was currently dismantling a blueberry muffin with the precision of a forensic pathologist.

"Ethan?"

I looked down. She was staring at my ankles.

"Yes, Madeline."

"Why are your socks so boring?"

She pointed a crumb-dusted finger at the space between my loafer and my trouser hem. My socks were black. Charcoal, technically. Italian merino wool blend. They were flawless.

"They aren't boring," I corrected, shifting my stance. "They are optimal."

"They're just black."

"Black is consistent," I explained. "It hides shadows. It matches the suit. And these specifically have a reinforced heel and toe to maintain structural integrity during transit."

Maddie chewed on this, literally and figuratively. She took a bite of the muffin, raining blue-tinged crumbs onto her tutu.

"My socks have dinosaurs," she countered, sticking out a yellow-booted foot. "They eat the shoes."

"A valid aesthetic choice," I conceded. "Though high-risk for professional environments."

She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing behind her pink glasses. She looked terrifyingly like her mother in that moment, the same sharp intelligence, the same refusal to accept the world as it was presented.

"Do you have a briefcase?"

"I have a laptop bag."

"Is it full of secrets?"

"It is full of spreadsheets."

"Are spreadsheets secrets?"

"Sometimes," I admitted. "Usually the boring kind."

She nodded, accepting this data point. She reached for her stuffed rabbit, Barnaby, who was currently slumped against the leg of a waiting chair, looking like he’d had a rough flight.

"Barnaby thinks you're sad."

The statement was a precision strike. It bypassed my logic centers and hit somewhere deep in the chest cavity. I stiffened, my hand instinctively going to my cuff link.

"Barnaby is a rabbit," I said, keeping my voice level. "He projects his own emotional state onto others."

"No," Maddie said, shaking her head. "He says your eyes are quiet. Like when the TV is off."

I looked away from her, staring out the window at the tarmac where the ground crew was loading luggage into the belly of a 737. Rain was streaking the glass, distorting the lights of the fuel trucks into blurry smears.

Quiet.

That was the goal. Silence. Order. A life with no jagged edges. But sitting here, guarding a five-year-old while her mother took a phone call, the silence felt less like peace and more like a vacuum.

I looked across the walkway.

Claire was standing near a bank of payphones, relics that no one used anymore. her back pressed against the wall. She had her cell phone pressed to her ear, her other hand clutching her elbow as if holding herself together.

Even from twenty feet away, I could see the tension vibrating off her. It wasn't the frantic energy of the airport collision. This was different. This was a shrinking.

She nodded, her head bowing low. She flinched.

I watched her shoulder blades contract, a physical recoil from whatever was being said on the other end of the line. Helen Bennett. I remembered the stories from college. the mother who inspected grades with a magnifying glass and treated affection like a limited-time offer.

Claire looked small. The oversized cardigan swallowed her hands, leaving only her fingertips visible as she gripped the phone. She looked like she was apologizing for her own existence.

A hot, uncomfortable sensation spread through my chest. It started in the sternum and radiated outward, a prickling heat that felt like circulation returning to a limb that had been asleep for years. It was painful. It was anger.

I didn't do anger. Anger was inefficient. It clouded judgment.

But watching Claire shrink against that wall, I felt a sudden, violent urge to walk over there, take the phone, and disconnect the call.

"She's scared," Maddie said.

I looked down. Maddie wasn't looking at me. She was watching her mother, her small face pinched with worry.

"Why do you say that?" I asked, crouching down so I was eye-level with her. My knee popped, a protest against the movement, but I ignored it.

"She does the rubbing thing," Maddie mimicked the gesture, rubbing her own elbow. "That means Grandma is using her disappointed voice."

"Disappointed voice?"

"It's quiet," Maddie whispered. "But it hurts."

The thawing in my chest intensified, a sharp ache that made it hard to breathe. I looked back at Claire. She was hanging up now, sliding the phone into her pocket with a jerky, final movement. She took a breath, I saw her shoulders rise and fall. and then she plastered a smile onto her face.

It was a terrible smile. Brittle. bright. It didn't reach her eyes.

She walked toward us, dodging a man with a rolling carry-on. By the time she reached our little encampment, the mask was fully in place.

"All good!" she announced, her voice a pitch too high. "Just checking in with headquarters. Grandma is... thrilled. She's baking cookies."

She was lying. The tremor in her hands gave her away.

"Cookies?" Maddie asked, skeptical. "With the raisins?"

"Maybe chocolate chips this time," Claire said, reaching down to hoist the massive, broken-zippered tote bag onto her shoulder. "Okay, team. They're calling our group. Let's mobilize."

She grabbed the bag. The strap dug into her shoulder, pulling her posture off-center. The bag was heavy. filled with the debris of her life, the toys, the snacks, the laptop that sounded like a jet engine. She staggered slightly under the weight, correcting her balance with a grimace she tried to hide.

"Claire," I said.

She paused, looking at me. Her eyes were glassy, shimmering with unshed tears that she was fighting back with sheer will.

"Yeah?"

"Give me the bag."

She blinked. "What? No. I've got it. It's fine. It's just... awkward distribution of mass."

"It's heavy," I said. "And you're exhausted."

"I'm fine, Ethan. Really. I'm used to carrying it."

"I know," I said softly. "That's the problem."

I didn't wait for permission. I reached out and took the strap from her shoulder. Our hands brushed. a spark of static, or maybe just heat. and she flinched, her eyes widening.

I slid the bag onto my own shoulder. It was absurdly heavy. It smelled of crayons and stale apple juice and something floral. her shampoo. It clashed violently with my tailored suit. It threw off my center of gravity.

It felt right.

"Ethan, you don't have to."

"I want to," I interrupted. I looked at her, holding her gaze until she stopped fidgeting. "I prefer the logistics of a single trip. If you carry this, we move slower. If I carry it, we optimize our boarding efficiency."

It was a lie. Or at least, a partial truth masked in corporate speak. I didn't care about the efficiency. I cared about the fact that she looked like she was about to break, and this bag was the one thing I could physically fix.

Claire stared at me. Her mask slipped, just for a second, and I saw the raw gratitude underneath. Her lip trembled, and she bit it hard.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. Optimal efficiency."

"Exactly."

I turned to Maddie, holding out my free hand.

"Ready, Madeline?"

She looked at my hand, then at the bag on my shoulder, then up at my face. She grinned, a gap-toothed expression of pure approval.

"You're carrying the chaos," she noted, slipping her sticky hand into mine.

"I suppose I am."

"It matches your socks."

"It really doesn't."

"It does," she insisted.


We walked toward the jetway. I had a fifty-pound bag of domestic wreckage on one shoulder and a five-year-old attached to my right hand. My suit was wrinkled. My schedule was disrupted. The silence I had cultivated for two years was shattered by the clack-clack of Claire's broken suitcase trailing behind us.


I should have hated it. I should have felt the panic rising.

But as I walked onto the plane, listening to Maddie explain the aerodynamics of a bumblebee, the only thing I felt was the blood moving in my veins, warm and undeniably alive.

◆◆◆


The First Lie

Claire




The descent into Connecticut was always a physical act of regression.

I pressed my forehead against the cold, scratched plexiglass of the porthole window. Below us, the sprawling darkness was punctured by the amber grid of suburban streetlights. To anyone else, it looked like a map of quiet neighborhoods and safety. To me, it looked like a net.

My stomach did a slow, sickening roll that had nothing to do with the altitude.

Beside me, Maddie was asleep. She was slumped awkwardly against the armrest, her mouth slightly open, a line of drool connecting her lip to the fuzzy sleeve of her sweater. She looked peaceful. She didn't know that we were currently hurtling toward the scene of her mother’s greatest failure.

"You're vibrating," a deep voice murmured.

I flinched, turning my head away from the window.

Ethan Caldwell was awake. Of course he was awake. He was sitting in the aisle seat, his long legs cramped into the insufficient space of economy class, but he looked as composed as if he were sitting in a boardroom. His eyes were dark, alert, and currently fixed on my hands.

I looked down. I was picking at my cuticle with a ferocity that drew blood.

"I'm fine," I whispered, tucking my hands under my thighs to stop the fidgeting. "Just... turbulence."

" The air is smooth," Ethan noted. He nodded toward the window. "The turbulence is inside the cabin."

He meant inside me.

I let out a breath that shuddered in my chest. "I hate landings. Taking off is fine. You're leaving gravity behind. But landing... landing is when reality catches up with you."

"And what reality is waiting for you in Stirling?" he asked.

It was a polite question. A casual, making-conversation-in-the-dark question. But it felt like he had shined a flashlight into the basement of my soul.

What was waiting for me?

A childhood bedroom stripped of my identity, likely repainted a neutral "resale beige."

My father, Mark, standing in the driveway with his arms crossed, checking his watch and judging the tread on my tires, if I had a car, which I didn't.

And my mother. Helen.

I closed my eyes, and I could see her perfectly. She would be standing at the door, wearing a pastel cardigan set that matched her earrings. She would smile that brittle smile that looked like it would shatter if you touched it. She would hug me, pat my back three times to signal the end of affection, and then she would start the scan.

She would see the hole in my leggings. She would see the fraying strap of my tote bag. She would see the exhaustion in my eyes that no amount of concealer could hide.

And she would know.

She would know that the "big city career" was a bust. She would know that the "sabbatical" was a lie. She would smell the desperation on me like cheap perfume.


I told you so, her eyes would say. I told you art wasn't a career. I told you that boy was a mistake. I told you that you weren't strong enough.


"My parents," I said to Ethan, the words tasting like copper. "They have... high standards."

Ethan shifted, adjusting the cuff of his dress shirt. "Most parents do. They worry."

"Mine don't worry," I corrected. "They audit."

I turned back to the window, watching the ground rush up to meet us. The lights were getting clearer now. I could distinguish individual cars on the highway, little red and white corpuscles moving through the arteries of the state I had spent ten years trying to escape.

I checked my mental inventory for the hundredth time.

Bank account: $42.18. Job prospects: Zero. Housing: My parents' guest room (indefinite). Dignity: Non-existent.

I was thirty years old. I was supposed to be the one coming home for the holidays with gifts and stories of success. Instead, I was coming home with a broken suitcase and a hand outstretched for help.

I looked at Ethan again.

He had opened a file on his tablet. dark mode, so the light wouldn't wake Maddie. He was reading a document full of graphs and dense paragraphs. He looked... finished.

That was the word. He looked like a finished product. His hair was perfect, even after two flights. His suit didn't wrinkle. His jawline looked like it had been carved out of something expensive and durable, like marble or mahogany.

He was the "After" picture. I was the "Before."

"You're staring," he said without looking up from the screen.

"I'm admiring the structural integrity of your jaw," I blurted out, then immediately wanted to open the emergency exit and throw myself out.

Ethan paused. The corner of his mouth twitched. He turned off the tablet and looked at me.

"My jaw?"

"I mean... you just look very..." I waved my hand vaguely at his entire person. "Together. You look like you have a 401k and a dentist you see every six months."

"I do have those things," he said. "Are they rare?"

"In my world? They're mythical creatures." I leaned my head back against the seat, exhaustion finally overriding my filter. "My dentist is a bottle of clove oil and a prayer. And my retirement plan is hoping Maddie becomes a benevolent dictator."

Ethan looked at Maddie, who was snoring softly against my side. "She seems to have leadership potential."

"She's bossy," I agreed fondly. "She gets it from my mother."

"And the creativity?" he asked. "Where does she get the idea that socks should have dinosaurs on them?"

"That's me," I admitted. "I'm the chaos agent."

"Chaos is necessary," Ethan said. "Systems stagnate without it."

"Is that a consultant thing?"

"It's a physics thing. Entropy. The tendency toward disorder."

"Well, I'm definitely disordered," I muttered. "I am a walking, talking entropy event."

The plane shuddered.

It wasn't a gentle bump. It was a violent, jarring drop, as if the sky had suddenly been pulled out from under us.

My stomach slammed into my throat. The cabin groaned.

"Mommy!" Maddie woke with a gasp, her eyes flying open in terror as the plane lurched sideways.

I reached for her, my hands shaking, but the angle was awkward. I was pinned against the window.

Ethan moved faster.

His arm shot out across the gap between the seats. It was a reflex, pure, unthinking instinct. His large hand splayed over Maddie’s chest, pinning her gently but firmly back against the seat.

"Easy," he said, his voice calm and resonant, cutting through the sudden panic in the cabin. "Just a little air pocket. We're okay."

Another jolt hit us, rattling the overhead bins.

Maddie whimpered, grabbing onto Ethan’s forearm with both hands. Her tiny fingers dug into the expensive fabric of his suit jacket.

He didn't pull away. He didn't look annoyed that a sticky-handed child was wrinkling his clothes. He leaned forward, creating a physical shield with his body, his eyes locked on hers.

"Look at me, Maddie," he commanded softly.

She looked at him, her bottom lip trembling.

"See my water?" He pointed to the cup on his tray table with his free hand. The liquid was sloshing, but the cup held firm. "As long as the water stays in the cup, the plane is flying exactly how it's supposed to. It's just a bumpy road in the sky."

Maddie stared at the cup. She watched the water swirl. She took a ragged breath.

"Like a pothole?" she whispered.

"Exactly like a pothole," Ethan agreed. "Just a big one."

He kept his hand on her chest, his thumb rubbing soothing circles over the print of her t-shirt. He was solid. He was immovable. In a metal tube shaking thirty thousand feet above the ground, he was the only thing that felt safe.

I watched him.

I watched the way his bicep strained against the fabric of his suit. I watched the focus in his eyes. I watched the way he managed my daughter’s fear with the same competence he probably used to manage million-dollar mergers.

And then, looking at him, I had a thought.

It was a dangerous thought. It was the kind of thought that starts wars or ruins lives.

I looked at his hand, so capable, so protective.

I looked at his suit. so expensive, so respectable.

He was everything my parents wanted for me. He was the stability they craved. He was the answer to every "I told you so" my mother had locked and loaded in her arsenal.

If I walked off this plane alone, I was a failure.


But if I walked off this plane with him...


If I arrived at my parents' door with Ethan Caldwell. successful consultant, widower, man of substance. standing next to me... the narrative would change.

I wouldn't be Claire the Mess. I wouldn't be the daughter who couldn't make it on her own. I would be Claire, the woman who had tamed this impressive, serious man.

My mother wouldn't look at the hole in my leggings. She would be too busy looking at his watch.

My father wouldn't ask about my bank account. He would ask Ethan about the market.

It would be a shield. A deflection. A way to survive the first twenty-four hours without bleeding out on the entryway rug.

The turbulence smoothed out. The plane leveled, the engines humming a steady, lower pitch as we made our final approach.

Ethan slowly withdrew his hand. Maddie patted his arm, her breathing returning to normal.

"You're good at potholes," she told him seriously.

"I have experience," he said.

He turned to look at me then. His eyes were dark and unreadable, but there was a question in them. He had caught me staring.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Yeah," I breathed. My heart was pounding so hard I felt dizzy. "Yeah, I'm... I'm thinking."

"About the landing?"

"About survival strategies," I murmured.

"Smart," he said. "Always have a strategy."

He turned back to face the front, straightening his tie. He looked ready. He looked prepared for whatever waited on the ground.

I looked at his profile, the sharp nose, the stoic set of his mouth.

He was going home to an empty house. He had told me that. A quiet, empty house filled with ghosts.

And I was going home to a house full of judgment.

Maybe... maybe we could help each other.

It was insane. It was a lie. It was something I would never, ever do if I had more than forty-two dollars to my name.

But desperation is a hell of a drug.


The intercom crackled. "Flight attendants, prepare for arrival."


The lights of the runway rushed up to meet us, blue and white streaks blurring past the window. The wheels hit the tarmac with a screech and a heavy thud. We were down.

We were back.

As the plane taxied toward the terminal, the cabin filled with the sound of seatbelts clicking open and people rushing to retrieve their bags.

I didn't move yet. I sat there, gripping the armrest, watching Ethan Caldwell.

He stood up, crouching slightly under the overhead bin. He reached up and pulled down my battered, duct-taped suitcase with effortless ease. He set it down in the aisle, then looked at me, offering a hand to help me up.

"Ready to face the music?" he asked.

I took his hand. It was warm. It was strong.

"Not yet," I said, a strange, frantic calm settling over me. "But I have an idea."

"Oh?" He raised an eyebrow. "A creative idea?"

"A logistical one," I corrected.

I stepped into the aisle, squeezing his hand tighter than necessary before letting go.

"Let's get off this plane, Ethan. I think I might need to borrow your perimeter defense for a little while longer."

He didn't know what I meant. He couldn't possibly know. But he nodded anyway, gesturing for me to lead the way.

"Lead on," he said.

I took a deep breath of the stale cabin air.


Here goes nothing, I thought. Or maybe, here goes everything.


I walked toward the exit, my broken suitcase rolling behind me, and the man who was about to become my biggest lie following close behind.


The Getaway Car

A Shield

Claire


The automatic doors of the Ashbury-Stirling Municipal Airport slid open with a wheezing rattle.

The Connecticut summer hit me like a wet, dirty towel to the face.

It wasn’t just the heat. It was the specific, suffocating density of the air in the place where I grew up. It smelled of exhaust fumes, damp asphalt, and the ghost of every mistake I had ever made between the ages of fourteen and eighteen.

"It's sticky," Maddie announced.

She peeled her damp bangs off her forehead. She was perched on top of my broken suitcase. I dragged it on two wheels and a prayer. Barnaby, the one-eared rabbit, was draped over her face like a filter against the atmosphere.

"Welcome to New England in July, bug," I muttered.

I wrestled the handle. It had locked up again.

"The air likes to hug you here. Aggressively."

Beside me, Ethan Caldwell stepped out onto the curb.

Naturally, the humidity respected his tax bracket. I felt my hair instantly expanding into a halo of chaotic frizz that would rival a dandelion in a windstorm. Ethan remained infuriatingly crisp.

His suit jacket was draped casually over one arm. His white dress shirt was unwrinkled. He looked cool, collected, and expensive.

He checked his watch. It was a sleek silver timepiece that probably cost more than my entire college tuition. He scanned the line of idling shuttles with the air of a man who never waited for anything.

My phone vibrated against my hip. I patted my pocket. The Check. It was a nervous tic I couldn't stop.


I pulled it out to check the screen. A text from Mother lit up the display.


It’s past nine. It's too late for your father to feel comfortable driving. Please try not to wake the neighbors when you get here.

I felt a cold stone settle in my stomach.

They weren't coming.

I knew this, logically. I hadn't asked them to. I had told them my flight got in late. But a small, childish part of me had hoped to see the beige Toyota Avalon idling at the curb. I had hoped for a rescue.

Instead, I had a directive to be quiet.

"Okay," I whispered to myself. "We can do this. We just need a car."

I opened the ride-share app. My thumb hovered over the screen.

Searching for drivers...

The price popped up. Sixty-eight dollars.

I stared at the number.

I had forty-two dollars and eighteen cents in my bank account.

I refreshed the app. Maybe it was a glitch.


Seventy-two dollars. Surge pricing.


The air in my lungs turned to cement.

I couldn't afford to get home.

I looked at Maddie. She was yawning, her head drooping against the handle of the suitcase. She was exhausted. She needed a bed.

I looked at the dark road leading out of the airport. It was ten miles to Stirling.

Panic, hot and sharp, pricked at the back of my eyes.

I was thirty years old. I had a child. And I was stranded at a regional airport because I couldn't afford a ten-mile car ride.

This was it. This was rock bottom.

Then I saw the headlights.

A sleek black SUV pulled up to the curb. It wasn't a taxi. It was pristine, polished, and looked like it belonged in a commercial.
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