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Chapter One – The Red Eye
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Tess Martin was a dead woman.

Deep down she knew it. All of her doctors told her the same thing – take care of what you need to take care of and make the best of the time you have left.

All six months of it.

She had been diagnosed with Pancreatic cancer. Stage Four. A death sentence if ever there was one.

Thinking about how her life had suddenly spun out of control, she winced at the pain of the tumor, and at the knowledge that the end was coming. Death would be here sooner than she ever imagined, in a way that absolutely terrified her. Thanks to the internet, she knew what was going to happen to her body as the cancer progressed. She knew how it would end for her. She even made the mistake of clicking on “images” during her internet research. She saw the photos of some of the people who went before her. Tess cringed remembering the haunting pictures of the poor souls staring back from her computer.

Digital ghosts long gone from this world.

As she waited in the Centurian Lounge for her flight to Chicago, Tess watched as her phone charged and continuously pinged with messages and updates that she mostly ignored. She tried to relax by sipping a cup of chicken noodle soup and by eying a chocolate chip cookie she desperately wanted for dessert. Tess loved sweets, but these days it was almost impossible to eat anything let alone a cookie. She knew that, more than likely, the cookie would be abandoned on her plate next to the mostly full cup of soup. Tess needed to eat but, just as her doctors had predicted, her appetite had deserted her. Thinking about what she was going through she sighed and said out loud, “I should have been a goddamn smoker.”

United Flight 256 would take her from Seattle to Chicago overnight in a little over four hours. Takeoff at 11:30 PM, land around 5:30 AM. Red-eye or “dead-eye” as she liked to call it.

Morbid jokes had become one of her favorite coping mechanisms.

She was scheduled to meet Dr. Mark Michaels in Chicago. He was the doctor her Seattle doctors called, “The witchdoctor of oncologists.” Dr. Mark was a bit of an eccentric in the medical world, but Tess figured, why the hell not? She had nothing to lose. Maybe a little witch doctoring was exactly what she needed. Who knows? Maybe this particular witch could give her a little more time. And what’s giving up a weekend when you have weeks and weeks to live?

Another morbid joke.

She smiled at the madness of it all. Everything had changed in the blink of an eye.

Tess had booked her flight a month ago and snagged the last aisle seat on the plane. She was originally making the trip just to have a nice weekend in Chicago before she went back to work. But that was before she felt the pain in her back. Before the diagnosis. Before everything in her world came crashing down. She was now going to see if Dr. Michaels could help her live long enough to see Christmas one last time. It was her favorite holiday and now it looked like it would also be the finish line for her earthly existence.

Making it to the new year? The year 2020? That would be a stretch.

This wasn’t supposed to happen to someone like Tess. Pancreatic cancer was for older people. For a twenty-something? According to everything Tess heard and read, it basically never happened. It was like death had a grudge with Tess and it wasn’t about to let go.

Pocketing the uneaten cookie, just in case she could coax a bite down during the flight, Tess thanked the lounge staff and headed for the gate. She was right on time of course.

Tess had always been a fanatical planner. Her entire weekend had been planned for weeks. She knew where she would have lunch and dinner. Where she would shop. Which shows she would see. Hearing the doctor say, “You have pancreatic cancer” destroyed her plans, not just for the weekend, but basically forever.

Her meticulous nature was one of the reasons she was making waves as an Investigative Journalist at the New Yorker. She broke the story about the bank fraud ring that took down a senator a year or so ago. You may remember seeing it basically everywhere online. She exposed a child labor ring in the meat packing industry too. Won a Pulitzer at 25.

Her work led to a lot of notoriety and several big paydays, along with the usual unwanted attention of countless online crazies. Tess was astounded that people could be so angry over just about anything she wrote or said. They would go out of their way to fill her social media accounts with threatening messages almost always highlighted by grammatical errors and misspelled words. There was at least one message a day that was so warped it would make her laugh at the blatant ignorance and stupidity that people were so eager to share about themselves.

Tess was a rising superstar in the journalism world and was even interviewed more than a few times on MSNBC. Like everyone else, she loved Rachel Maddow who was sort of a mentor to Tess even though Rachel had no idea she was doing the mentoring. 

Tess was becoming a regular contributor on cable news. The television people liked her style. Viewers liked her too. Being young, attractive, and quick-witted only helped her case for becoming a frequent commentator on more than a few shows each and every week. She was the All-American girl with sandy blonde, shoulder length hair, an athletic build, and a wardrobe right from the pages of Vogue. Her one true vice was fashion. She liked to look put together and made a point of always “dressing for success.” Tess worked hard to get where she was in the world and she knew first impressions meant something. Tonight was no exception. She paired leggings with a jewel-toned cashmere sweater, perfectly offset by her prized Hermes scarf – a gift her mom had given her when she was just 16. She remembered her mom saying the scarf would last a lifetime. If she only knew, Tess thought laughing at the irony.

She wondered who should leave her wardrobe and everything else to when the inevitable happened. Tess had more outfits than friends. By design.

After her last on-air appearance, a producer at MSNBC told her she was “making waves” and to be ready for bigger things. All that seemed like ancient history now. Things that could have been but just weren’t meant to be.

Of course, the cable appearances brought even more big paydays and even more crazies. Boy would the crazies be happy to hear about her impending demise. It’s going to be a nut job Mardis Gras, she thought to herself. Looks like Karma finally caught up with the lady who won’t shut up about what’s right, she laughed. Maybe I should help plan my bon voyage party...at least all of the words would be spelled correctly.

Tess planned for everything, except dying at 28. Her parents had died in a car accident when she was just 18. Since then, she had always paid meticulous detail to what was happening in her world. Planning gave her a sense of security. A sense of being in control.

Not being in control was her new reality. And it was terrifying.

After losing her parents, Tess preferred to be alone. It was how she managed her grief. She lost of track of how many times people told her to talk about what had happened, what was happening, and how she was feeling. It actually made her angry, like losing your family could be solved with a quick talk and a hug. Right or wrong, she chose to keep her feelings to herself and keep people away. If you don’t get close, you can’t get hurt, she had repeated to herself almost daily since the accident. Only focusing on herself made life easy. Instead of making friends and building relationships, she poured herself into her work. I was on my way, she thought. And now this. I might have the dullest wake in history. Just a couple of friends and a couple of cats and I like the cats better.

That’s what I have to show for my time on this silly planet, she laughed.

The walk to her gate was quiet. It was late and even an airport as busy as Seattle-Tacoma has its downtime. She listened to the wheels of her roller bag humming on the tile as she moved through the airport. The quiet was unnerving. As much as she liked the solitude, a chill went through her as if something or someone was waiting for her and each step brought her closer to a destiny that was unavoidable. Tess shivered as her mind raced with possibilities.

A boy ran from the restroom and jarred her back to reality. He was wearing Superman pajamas and had more energy than anyone had a right to have before they boarded an overnight flight.

With my luck Superman is sitting right next to me, she thought as she smiled at the kid’s happy reunion with his family.

When she reached the gate, the “now boarding” announcement rang over the intercom and Tess gave herself a pat on the back for her timing. She could literally walk on the plane which is what she always preferred to do.

Boarding the plane, Tess was looking forward to sleeping. No talking. No reading. No videos. Just a nice night’s sleep so she would be fully rested when she met the good doctor and his team and played the last card she had left to play.

Energy was hard to come by these days.

Who knows? Maybe everyone got it wrong, all the tests, all the examinations, maybe it turns out I’m really just fine.

She knew she was lying to herself, but sometimes telling yourself lies is all you have left.

After stowing her carry-on, Tess sat down in her seat and exhaled deeply. They were about to close the doors and the middle seat next to her was still empty. Thank God for small miracles she thought. 24 inches of extra luxury to spread out and enjoy. No sharing armrests. No annoying manspreading. An extra tray to perch her drink on. Nothing but peace and quiet. It was a taste of first-class in coach. Heaven on earth for 5 whole hours. She smiled thinking about how lucky she was. The man in the window seat smiled the same smile. An empty middle seat was like winning an airport lottery.

Her happiness was abruptly interrupted when she heard a voice yell from the front of the plane. “Hold up there! Hold the plane, I’m coming as fast as I can. Can’t you people see that my leg is broken?” 

Tess knew that whatever was coming through the door might be sitting in seat 17B. Right next to her. For the next 5 hours.

She glanced at the man sitting in the window seat who must have been thinking the same thing. He looked at her, smiled, and said, “I don’t know about you, but I think we’re screwed.”

Tess replied with a defeated smile of her own, “If you knew my luck lately, well let’s just say that you have no idea how right you are my friend.” 

Into the brand-new Airbus 320 stumbled what can only be described as a human cartoon character. He was old. Odd. And loud. With round glasses perched on his nose and a tweed suit, he looked like he just stepped out of a 1940’s Humphrey Bogart movie. Worse still, he never stopped talking. As he clanked his way down the aisle, he commented on everything - and everyone. “So glad you waited for an old man,” he said to the flight attendants. “Don’t worry elite flyers, I’m in economy,” he blurted to the fortunate few who were seated in First Class and doing their best to ignore him.

To Tess, he reminded her of Santa - if Santa had just come from a weekend bender in Vegas and had lost his kids’ college fund. She smiled at the comparison and whispered aloud, “Even has the white hair and beard.”

His left leg was in a brace of some kind and he walked/hobbled with a cane. Tess watched as he stopped a few rows ahead of her. He was in the middle seat in that row, not hers. Tess smiled triumphantly. “Santa” was someone else’s problem. He was talking to a business type who had a seat on the aisle. One of those frequent flier sales wonks who was overly impressed with himself because he had lots of airline miles which gave him access to the Mileage Plus Lounge along with an unearned sense of superiority.

Tess rolled her eyes. She knew that bad Santa was asking for the aisle seat. She also knew Mr. Mileage Plus wasn’t about to give up anything for anyone. Ever. He had already suffered the indignity of not getting upgraded to First Class, which caused him to berate the poor gate agent and announce his Mileage Plus status loud enough for the entire gate area to hear. What a douche, Tess thought at the time. She nodded her head at the memory and smiled as she watched the animated discussion unfold.

Once a douche always a douche.

As the two men bickered, Tess laughed to herself. I can’t believe I’m going to do it again. But here we go. She looked over to her fellow flier in the window seat and said, “Don’t kill me, but I’m going to give him my aisle seat before they call the cops and we’re delayed forever.” The man rolled his eyes knowing that it was the right thing to do. Besides, Tess was tiny by middle seat standards or by just about any other standard come to think of it. Even with her in the seat, it would still be like 17B was basically empty.

Before the discussion between Mr. Mileage Plus and Santa got too heated Tess stood up and said, “Excuse me sir, but you can have my seat if you want it.” The white-haired man turned and smiled and said, “Why thank you miss, this...this gentleman...was acting like I wanted one of his kidneys or something.”

Turning back to the salesman he said, “You blew it my friend. Really blew it. And the sad thing is you’ll never know just how much you’ve given up for a few hours of extra elbow space. You have a nice flight now. I’m sure I’ll see you again sometime. In fact, I guarantee it.”

Mr. Mileage Plus snapped his air pods back into his ears with a huff and Bad Santa started hobbling in Tess’s direction.

Tess flashed him a smile and thought, I’m such a sucker. I always do shit like this, the nice thing, and yet here I am in the express checkout lane at 28. What a rip-off.

She moved over to the dreaded middle seat and the old man sat down with a thud and immediately started rambling, “Why hello there! My name is William Weber but my friends call me Will. Mr. Weber is far too formal and Willy, well that sounds like a character in a children’s book or a silly way to describe male genitalia. Either way it would cause a fight and I’m in no mood to fight. Well maybe with Mr. Fun up there who wouldn’t switch seats to save his life, and he didn’t know it, but it really could have saved his life in ways he could never imagine. Good vibrations, Karma, and all that. Oh well, his loss. And now here you are. You saved me young lady and just in time. I was a few words and a whack of my cane away from being dragged off the plane and put on the “No-Fly” list. Then again, maybe I should have whacked him. I could have ‘gone viral’ in a video. Isn’t that what you kids call it? Anyway, I finished my business in this city and now I’m on the way to Chicago to visit some old friends and when you’re my age, all of your friends are old.”

Tess nodded and laughed politely, overwhelmed by the sudden tsunami of energy and words coming from Will. She put her eye mask down to try and sleep.

“And you are?” Will inquired.

“I’m Tess, Tess Martin,” she smiled while feeling utterly exasperated. Lifting her eye mask, she knew Will was a talker and sleep wasn’t going to on the menu for this particular United flight.

“Happy to meet you,” she quipped pulling the mask back down in a desperate attempt to send a signal that she didn’t want to talk.

“You’re not going to go to sleep on me are you my dear?” William asked. “We have so much to talk about and so little time. You can sleep when you’re dead is what I always say.”

Tess winced at the words – the fact that she was now going to spend the night talking to someone she didn’t know about things she didn’t care about stung almost as much as the fact that she would indeed be “sleeping when she was dead” sooner rather than later.

Oh well, maybe she would get on Santa’s “Nice” List and maybe some good Karma would help her beat the odds and make it all the way to the holidays and one more glass of eggnog.

Tess was one of those people who really did love to help. She loved the planet. Kids. Animals. Basically, everyone and everything. She spent her life doing what’s right just because it was the right thing to do.

The hell with it, she thought. If there is a heaven maybe this old goat is my ticket in. Tess was an atheist but she did wonder what happened when you closed your eyes for the last time. She would get the answer to that question soon enough. When it came to whether or not there was a heaven, her logical mind just wouldn’t allow it. “Fairytales are fun,” she liked to say, “But magic is for kids. And fools.”

Before the plane had even left the gate, Will managed to drop his glasses...twice...and Tess had to reach under the seat to get them. Each time, the pain in her lower back was excruciating and she winced as she searched. The cancer was still there alright. And it was only getting worse by the day, just as the doctors had predicted.

Seeing the pain on her face, Will said, “Oh my! You’re far too young for back problems. Did you have an accident? A gymnast perhaps.”

Tess hated to talk about her cancer and really hated the sympathy that people showered her with when they found out about it. Even when it was sincere, the sympathy still felt forced and worse, it seemed fake. It was just something people knew they had to say like “congratulations” for good news or “sorry for your loss” at a funeral or “God bless you” for a sneeze. She knew they meant well, but the words were all the same and they only made things that much more painful.

Instead of opening that can of worms, she lied to Will, “I just pulled some muscles in my back gardening.” She then tried to convince him that sleep was the best way to go, “Nothing that a good night’s...” Will cut her off.

“I’m so glad fate brought us together. It really is fate don’t you think? Think about all of the things that had to come together to make this moment happen. I could have been on a different airline altogether. I could have been on a different flight. I could have been sitting up there with Mr. Fun, but his choice – and your choice - changed everything and now here I am with you. Everything has changed. Everything will change because of your one act of kindness.”

Tess was struck at how right Will was. So many things seemingly clicked to make this night happen. She smiled and wondered where she went wrong.

Will continued, “I know you won’t believe it, but I can tell a great deal about people just from meeting them for the first time. Just by seeing their smile and looking into their eyes.”

He silently looked into Tess’s eyes for a few uncomfortable seconds. Tess smiled awkwardly and tried to avoid his gaze.

“Yes, I can tell. You have an old soul. Very old. A very caring spirit wandering around in a world that is often cold. Look at me, I sound like a Hallmark card or an old hippie from the 60’s which I very well could be. Thank you again for this seat. It saved my night and meeting you has been the best thing that happened to me in a long time. A very long time. I can tell already that we’re going to be good, good friends.”

“So, tell me, what do you do? What kind of career are you pursuing. I think I’ve seen you before, you do something important don’t you.”

Tess smiled and said, “I’m an Investigative Journalist for the New Yorker and, guilty, you may have seen me on Maddow. Do you watch MSNBC or are you more of a Faux News kind of guy.”

(Tess loved to play the political card and poking fun at Fox News was an easy card to play. It told her exactly what type of person she was talking to.)

Will laughed and said, “I’m neither, can we still be friends? But I do recall seeing you in a Twitter video or two, something about the meat-packing business using kids to do the packing. You were good. Very good. Held those people to account. Made a difference for thousands and thousands of people my dear.”

Will looked around the plane. “Greed is terrible, we need more people like you exposing the human garbage that is polluting this fine planet,” he said too loudly for her liking.

“Yes, that was me,” Tess replied. “That’s my favorite kind of work. Bring a little justice where it’s needed. You know? Take down the big guys?” She made punching motions with her arms and stopped when she realized just how ridiculous she was being.

“Oh, I know exactly what you mean,” Will answered. “This world has been like that forever. The strong taking advantage of the weak. The rich using the poor. People like you really do make the world a better place and I for one applaud you for it.” Will clapped his hands together to make a point of his admiration.

Tess felt energy like she hadn’t felt in weeks. It seemed to be radiating from Will and she was soaking it in. She perked up and took the sleep mask off for good. He wants to talk, let’s talk, she thought as she smiled – genuinely smiled - at Will. 

“To be honest, it sometimes seems like I’m too into my work, but when you break a big story like that and see the results, it’s a real rush,” Tess continued, “You know, I think everyone can make a difference, it’s just up to everyone to decide to do it. To do whatever it takes to make a difference. If you don’t make that choice, if you don’t make an effort, if you don’t try, well then nothing ever changes does it.”

Will clapped again, “That is so well said. Perfect! I knew sitting by you was going to be amazing and not just for the extra legroom. Tell me about your parents, they must be proud.”

Tess smiled and told Will about her parents and how her childhood had been straight out of a Hollywood movie. Cute house in the burbs. Even had the white picket fence. She had lots of friends. Played sports. Always had good grades and could pretty much pick just about any college in the country.

It really was perfect. And then...

Then, on a rainy night in May during her senior year in high school, everything changed.

She told Will how her parents had been killed by a drunk driver leaving her basically alone in the world. She told him how, in her grief, she withdrew from everyone and everything. And how she had eventually forgiven the woman who had been driving the other car.

“My parents went out to dinner and never came home. One minute I was getting ready for high school graduation, and the next I was talking to the police and figuring out how to plan a funeral.”

She looked at Will for a second remembering that night, then she continued.

“I was angry for a long time. All I could think about was how unfair life was. I pushed away my boyfriend, my friends, basically everyone. I didn’t go out. I didn’t do much of anything. I just wanted to be left alone. People told me to go to therapy or join a support group or do this or do that, and all I could think about is I’m the one who lost my family. How could anyone possibly understand. Then one day out of the blue, one of the cops from that night showed up at the house and handed me a letter. It was from the woman who had caused the accident. The drunk who ruined my life. I thought about tearing it up or burning it. Instead, I left it on the kitchen table for God only knows, maybe a month or more. Then one morning I was sitting with a coffee and I picked the letter up. I stared at it for the longest time. Then I read the letter and everything changed. It was the beginning of who I am today and it started with an apology from the person I hated most in the world.”

Tess looked at Will and shook her head, then she continued, “I decided to write her back. I told her how much her apology meant to me, how it basically snapped me out of my grief somewhat. We started writing back and forth constantly and I got to know the lady who caused the accident. She was only a couple of years older than I was. I went to college and she went to prison. She served seven years in jail and we wrote to each other every week. We still do. It wasn’t a therapist or a self-help guru who helped me, it was the lady who caused the grief to begin with if you can believe it. She even sent me a card for my college graduation.”

“When it was time for her parole hearing, I went. I spoke at the hearing and told the parole board that I had forgiven her, that we had become friends, and that I knew she was a different person. I asked for her release and told the people at the hearing that this is what my parents would have wanted, because that’s what they really would have wanted. They were never into destroying people for making mistakes, even huge mistakes. My parents always saw the good in people. They had the best hearts.”

Tess teared up and caught herself, “That lady – her name is Maggie – I guess I shouldn’t be calling her ‘that lady’ – you know she never drank again. She dedicated herself to helping alcoholics and addicts. She even earned a Master’s Degree in psychology while she was in jail. In a letter, she told me that, while she would give anything to take back that night, to take back what she had done to me, that night changed her life and has helped her change the lives of hundreds of others. We hugged when she was released from prison and we cried a lot. We’re still friends. In fact, she’s one of my few friends. I know that sounds nuts.”

Will was choking back tears. He said he could sense a sadness behind her smile. Tess was fascinated by her new friend. He seemed to know her, which was surreal. Tess never allowed anyone to get close. Especially the strangers who drifted in and out her life like the spam messages that polluted her email inbox every hour of every day.

Easily ignored and quickly discarded.

“You’re awfully young to be alone in the world, aren’t you?” William asked.

“It’s fine,” Tess answered. “I have it a lot better than most people. I just take things a day at a time. Good or bad. Even when the bad feels a little overwhelming. Maybe a few more years of therapy will get me back to where I was before all of this happened.”

She laughed because she knew she didn’t have a few more years left to do anything.

“Since the accident I just have trouble getting close to people. I really don’t want to. I worry it can all be taken away...again. I’m so neurotic about it that I actually move from place to place so I don’t ever have roots that are too deep. From Michigan to Seattle and now...” She stopped talking because she knew there wouldn’t be a next move.

The pain in her back reminded her why.

The plane was descending into Chicago. Will leaned over to look out at the sunrise over Lake Michigan and said “I remember when all of this was forest. There was a wonderful people who used to live on this land but they were all pushed out. Now they’re just a hockey mascot.”

“You remember the Blackhawks? How old are you anyway?” Tess said sarcastically.

“Oh, for God’s sake, this is why people hate journalists,” Will replied with a smile. “You know in my business; time really doesn’t matter much. The past and the present and all that.”

Tess suddenly noticed that she could smell Old Spice aftershave. It was unmistakable. Will must be wearing Old Spice. But when did he put it on? So weird, she thought. Tess hadn’t been close to someone wearing Old Spice since she hugged her dad goodbye the last time she saw him. Her dad always wore Old Spice, just like his dad had worn it, and the smell was comforting to her. She actually kept a bottle of Old Spice hidden away in her bathroom just to reminisce whenever she was feeling down.

She looked over at Will and said, “I know it’s crazy, but you look familiar for some reason. I feel like I’ve met you before or I’ve seen you someplace, somewhere. It’s so weird.”

Will laughed and said, “I get that a lot. People see me the way they need to see me. I’m a bit of a chameleon. Just sort of blend into my surroundings.”

Tess couldn’t figure it out. How she knew him made no sense and what he said made even less sense. All she knew was she felt relaxed for the first time in a long time. So much so that she didn’t even notice when the plane landed.

The plane quickly taxied to the gate at O’Hare. When the seatbelt sign finally went off, everyone stood up to “try and be the first ones off the plane,” Will said, once again too loudly for Tess’s comfort.

Will used his cane to block people from getting in front of him and finally stood up awkwardly, his cane was the only thing seemingly keeping him upright. He adjusted his suit coat and vest and quickly moved up the aisle, pushed by the inpatient crowd of sleep deprived passengers. Soon he was separated from Tess by a dozen rows and just as many people as Tess struggled to retrieve her clunky carryon.

As Will was walking out of the door and onto the jet bridge he suddenly stopped and looked back directly at Tess. He smiled and said, “You shouldn’t worry about your doctor’s appointment. You’ll be just fine. Remember my dear, an act of kindness can change the world.”

Will winked at her and then he hobbled away.

The words hit Tess like a sledgehammer. She slumped back into her seat. Did I say anything to him about my cancer? Did I mention a doctor appointment. And if I did, what a motherfucker to tell me not to worry. I have six months. Maybe.

She was a mixture of confusion and anger. All she knew was she wanted to find Will to ask him what the hell he was talking about.

But for now, Tess was stuck. She had to wait. Planes are orderly if nothing else. She would move only when the person in front her moved. If they were slow, she was stuck. When she finally left the plane and entered the airport, she looked frantically for Will everywhere, but she couldn’t locate him.

William Weber had vanished.

“He didn’t have a carry on, he must have checked a bag,” Tess said out loud drawing odd looks from the people within earshot. She walked to baggage claim as fast as she could. Fortunately, in O’Hare, baggage claim is usually a half mile journey so she was confident she would catch up. She searched for Will as she walked, scanning the crowd, the restaurants, the shops. She even awkwardly loitered outside of the closest restroom for a few minutes.

He was nowhere to be found.

Maybe he took a wheelchair or a cart, she thought. There’s no way he could hobble faster than I can walk. I may have cancer but both of my legs are still in operating order.

Tess rocketed along every moving walkway she could find and made it from the C Concourse in Terminal 1 to baggage claim in what had to be record time. She searched the monitor for her flight. Baggage Claim 7. My lucky number, she laughed catching her breath.

Tess rushed to the baggage carousel. It hadn’t moved yet and the area was crowded with sleep deprived passengers from her flight all waiting impatiently for their bags. She scanned the crowd but Will was nowhere to be found. She asked people waiting around the carousel if they had seen the “The last guy who boarded the plane and started the argument...the old man with white hair, a leg brace, and a bit of an attitude.”

The answers were baffling.

People remembered parts of Will, but not a single person could tell Tess anything useful about him or even describe him the way Tess remembered him. It was as if Will was a living Rorschach Test. People saw what they wanted to see and they remembered what they wanted to remember.

Everyone had a different perspective to share.

One said, “Wasn’t he the talker? Talked all night. What did you say he looks like? I don’t remember any Santa types. He was taller. And slim. Looked like a runner to me and I’m a runner. I can always spot a fellow fanatic.”

Another passenger said, “I think I know who you’re talking about. I can still hear his voice, but for the life of me I can’t remember what he looked like. If I had to guess he wasn’t really that old to me. Younger, typical business guy.”

A teenager said, “He was the one who wanted the aisle seat right? I remember who he was arguing with but him? I’m drawing kind of a blank. Weird. He was your age, wasn’t he? Black guy, right?”

Tess even found the man who was in the window seat of her row and remembered how nice he was about her moving to the middle seat. When she asked about “the old man with the cane who talked her ear off all night” the answer floored her...

“I remember him getting on the plane but he didn’t sit with us. Went to the back of the plane, I think. Hey, why did you move to the middle seat anyway? I was worried you were going to talk to me all night. Thought you were a bit of a...”

Tess shook her head in confusion and interrupted, “What? He sat right next to me, I gave him my seat, what are you talking about?”

The man looked at her like she was exactly what he had started to say before she interrupted him... “a bit of a nut.”

“Are you serious? You don’t remember him?” Tess said in a bit of a panic. “You didn’t notice that I was talking to an old man basically for the entire night?”

He shook his head and said dismissively, “Well, maybe. Look I wasn’t paying attention. I was tired. I am tired. I really don’t remember much of the flight let alone who talked to who. You have a good time in Chicago. Hey there’s my bag. Thank God.”

She noticed Mr. Mileage Plus who had the argument with Will and asked whether or not he had seen the guy who wanted his seat on the plane. He waved her away and shook his head “no” but with the AirPods still planted in his ears she doubted that he could have actually heard her question.

“What a douche,” Tess said, once again nailing his personality perfectly.

Finally, after every bag had been claimed, Tess found herself alone at the baggage claim carousel. Looking around one last time, she grabbed her bag and headed to the Uber pickup spot more confused than ever. As she was punching her destination into the app, Tess spotted the flight attendants from her flight. She waved and ran over to them before they could board the shuttle bus that would take them to their airport hotel.

Tess smiled and said, “Thanks again for a great trip. Hey, you don’t happen to remember an older gentleman with a bad leg who was sitting next to me talking my ear off the whole time? I’m trying to find him.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a book. “He left this book in the seatback and I want to give it back to him.”

She smiled at how clever her cover story was. Much better than admitting the real reason she wanted to find Will.

The flight attendants looked at each other confused and a bit alarmed.

“What? Am I missing something? Tess asked still smiling.

The older flight attendant, who seemed to be in charge of the group, answered, “You tell us. You weren’t sitting next to anyone.” She looked at the rest of the crew and they all shrugged their shoulders to confirm her point.

The flight attendant continued, “For some reason you moved to the middle seat and left the aisle empty. It seemed weird to us but it’s not really our business. Is this some kind of a prank or something? You’re not allowed to film us for one of those TikTok things you know.”

Tess was stunned. Her smile was gone. She felt the same shock that first hit her when the doctor dropped the cancer diagnosis bomb on her. Her mouth hung open for a second and then she recovered shaking her head, “Wait...what? What do you mean I was alone. I was sitting next to him the whole flight. He almost started a fight getting on the plane. You don’t remember that guy?”

The flight attendant held her hands up and said, “Listen, I don’t know what this is all about. If it’s a joke, it’s not funny. If you’re recording us, it’s not legal. Now we’re leaving. We’re all tired and we’re in no mood for pranks or whatever this is. If you want us to get the police or TSA involved, well that’s what we’ll do.”

Tess’s mind was racing. The other passengers saw Will, but no one really remembered him the same way she did. The man sitting in her row remembered the “old man with white hair” but that’s where his memory stopped. He didn’t remember the broken leg, the hours long conversation, or even the fact that Will took the aisle seat. And the flight attendants? They never saw Will at all. Then to top the insanity off, Tess’s mysterious friend had seemingly vanished the second he got off the plane.

What in the hell is going on? she thought in exasperation.

She noticed the flight attendant was waving for a cop to come over and before things went from bad to worse Tess smiled and said, “My mistake. I don’t know what I was thinking. Must have been a weird dream or too many gummies or something.”

She laughed awkwardly and the flight attendants laughed just as awkwardly in return.

As the crew boarded their hotel shuttle bus and settled into their seats, they all looked back at Tess as if they should have gotten her mental healthcare before they left her standing and mumbling to herself at the curb.

“This is nuts!” Tess said out loud waving as the bus pulled away. Am I losing my mind now? Before I lose everything else? she thought still smiling nervously.

She walked to the shared ride lane and her Uber pulled up right on time. She felt dizzy. Did she dream all of this? Was it a dream? It couldn’t have been a dream. You sleep when you dream and Tess was physically exhausted. The entire night she must have been wide awake and talking to William.

“If I had slept, I would be rested, she said to herself. There’s no way I slept, so there’s no way Will was just a dream. She came to that conclusion like the logical journalist she was.

But why was she the only one who remembered him as an old man with white hair and a bum leg? When she closed her eyes, she could still see him, hear him, and even smell his cologne. Why was she the only person who seemingly saw William Weber? Other passengers remembered different versions of someone, but none of them saw the William Weber Tess saw. And some people? They didn’t see him at all?

What the hell did he say? “People see me the way they need to see me. I’m a bit of a chameleon.”

None of this makes any sense, she thought. Just then the timer on her watch went off interrupting her panicked thinking. It was time to take her medications for the cancer and the pain. Another handful of pills. She remembered that the doctors had warned her about the side effects that can be caused by medications that are as strong as the ones she was taking.

She thought, Well I’m not having suicidal thoughts, explosive diarrhea, or dry mouth, so maybe seeing things is just part of the pills I’m popping.

Suddenly she felt a little relief.

Maybe bad Santa is just a side effect. A really realistic, really weird, fascinating side effect. Her logically mind tried to make it all make sense. Deep down she wished it would happen again.

“The only guy in my life right now is a side effect – how perfect,” she said out loud causing the Uber driver to ask her if she was ok. When she laughed and said “Yes, I’m fine and I think I’m still sane,” the driver nodded and continuously peeked at her in the rearview mirror for the rest of the trip to her hotel in downtown Chicago.

The people at Hilton knew about her condition and were kind enough to let her check in upon arrival. She was Diamond in Hilton Honors, but even with the status, this was a special kindness from a giant corporation.

It was something they didn’t have to do, but they did it anyway and Tess appreciated the help.

After checking in to the Hilton Garden Inn River North, all she wanted to do was go straight to bed. Tess was exhausted. I spent the entire night in a middle seat talking to myself, she thought. Fuck, I’m doing it again.

It was 10 am. In 24 hours, she would be meeting with the “witch doctor.” 
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Chapter Two – The Doctor
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Tess took the elevator to her hotel room and didn’t even bother to unpack. She didn’t even bother to change her clothes. She collapsed onto the bed and quickly fell into a deep sleep. The medications she was taking had made her dreams extra vivid lately and she looked forward to what sleep would bring.

It was like being in another world.

Soon she was dreaming about something she never expected. She was dreaming about her new friend from the flight to Chicago - William Weber. But was she just dreaming? It felt too real; it felt like her dream was actually happening.

Tess was sharing a surreal connection with Will, but what was it and why was she a part of it?

In the dream they were briskly walking together along Chicago’s lakeshore. Tess was stylish as always, her outfit topped off by a classic fedora. In stark contrast, Will looked like the perfect cliché tourist. If his Chicago Bears hat and “I Heart Chicago” shirt wasn’t enough, the sandals and socks definitely made him stand out from the natives.

It was Springtime and the weather was Chamber of Commerce perfect. The bike paths and walking paths were extra crowded with smiling people. Walkers. Joggers. Bikers. After a typically harsh Chicago winter, everyone was happy to welcome the Spring weather. The smell of flowers, fresh cut grass, and barbecue filled the air in Grant Park. Tess inhaled the aromas greedily. As they walked along the path they could see the lakeshore. The beaches were busy and Lake Michigan was so blue it would make any Caribbean Island jealous. A few sailboats dotted the lake to complete a scene that was straight out of a movie.

Tess and Will walked along silently enjoying a world that became more and more beautiful with every step. It was a perfect Spring day.

Will turned to her suddenly and said, “You do know what this is don’t you?”

“Of course I do! It’s a great day for a walk. A perfect day.” Tess replied as she skipped along exaggerating the point.

“Think deeper” Will smiled. “Of all of the people, not just in this park, not just in this city, but on this entire planet, I have chosen to walk with you and you have chosen to walk with me. Do you think that this just happens? Do you think meeting on the plane was just a coincidence?”

Remembering the encounter on the plane, the smile faded from her face. “I don’t understand...” Tess said before she was quickly cut off by Will.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
of Kindness

Michael Ryan






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





