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Some opposites attract; some rip each other’s clothes off.


Stormy-Rain and Marcus are polar opposites: she’s a free-spirited, Tarot-card reading, rainbow-haired hippie; he wears a suit and tie, and over-shines his already too-shiny shoes. She believes in ancient aliens and auras; he’s governed by law and logic and doesn’t believe in Fate. But Fate believes in them . . .


So what happens when their worlds collide and disaster strikes? Thrown together under strange circumstances, they are forced to embark on an epic road trip to catch a plane to a wedding on the other side of the world.


The clock is ticking . . . and they’re seriously ticking each other off. But they’re both about to discover just how thin the line between love and hate really is.


For more laugh-out-loud, swoon-worthy hijinks, don’t miss Jo’s other rom-coms, Love to Hate You, Burning Moon, Almost A Bride and Finding You.




I think this book needs to be dedicated to all the colourful Stormy-Rains out there. The ones that don’t fit into moulds and conform and follow the pack. Stay crazy and colourful and yourselves. And to GP, DM and WP!
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THE BIG ONES


The universe is full of questions.


Big questions.


Strange questions.


Wondrous, marvelous, magical questions that don’t have easy answers.


Like . . . Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we going? How did it all begin? Is there such a thing as destiny? Fate? What happens when we die? What are the Kardashians really famous for? Did ancient aliens really build the pyramids? And why did the chicken cross the road?


Well, that’s what this story is all about. Trying to answer the big questions. And by the time you read that final word, turn that last page, you’ll believe it all. (Perhaps not the thing about the aliens.)


Because there’s just no other logical, rational explanation for it. For how the hell it could have happened. How could two people like Marcus and Stormy-Rain have ever come together?


And who are Marcus and Stormy-Rain, I hear you ask? Why, they are contradictions. Opposing opposites. Yin and yang. True and false. Night and day.


Two people from completely different worlds brought together on a freakish collision course, in the strangest of ways, in the strangest of places and under the strangest of circumstances (there’s a lot of strange in there—but you’ll soon see why).


Yes, this is a story about the hand of Fate. About crazy kismet and creeping karma. Inexplicable happenings and uncanny coincidences. Finding sense in the nonsensical. Enigmatic enigmas and everything you never thought possible. But it’s time to believe the unbelievable, because this is a story about how the universe works in mysterious ways.


Very, very, very mysterious ways . . .


P.S. We’ll probably never fully understand the Kardashian thing, but we’ll deal with that another time. Let’s deal with Marcus and Stormy-Rain first, they’re far more interesting . . .




CHAPTER ONE


IF HUMANS WERE MEANT TO FLY


Stormy


“Lilly, that’s totally tubular!” Stormy-Rain was probably the only person outside of the 1970s that still used the word “tubular.” And when she wasn’t using words that hadn’t been uttered in decades, she was making them up. A couple of months ago she’d tried to get the word “Funkyliciously” circulating. For some reason, it hadn’t caught on.


“Yayness, I’m so happy for you guys,” Stormy said excitedly. “So, when’s the big day?”


But as the words were out of her mouth, the phone’s speaker delivered a loud, angry hiss. This was an all-too-familiar sound that always forced her to run to the other end of her room while waving her phone in the air. But when the hissy crackle continued to drown out their conversation, she resorted to sticking her head out the window of her tiny third-floor apartment.


Her cell phone reception was dodgy at the best of times, which possibly had something to do with the fact that her phone was a prehistoric relic from the nineties, complete with jam-jar size buttons and an aerial that could easily take out someone’s eye—as everyone was always so fond of pointing out. Not that she gave three continental hoots. Besides, she just didn’t understand everyone’s obsession with having the world at their fingertips 24/7, and on a phone of all things! Phones were for phoning. Not for Googling and FaceSnapping and You-Tweetering—such technological things were simply beyond her comprehension.


“The wedding will be on the twentieth of September,” Lilly was shouting over the ever-increasing crackle. Stormy climbed out of the window and balanced dangerously on the rather rusty fire escape.


“Wait! What’s Damien’s star sign again?” Stormy shouted over the growing hiss, and a street vendor looked up at her curiously. She waved at him happily, careful not to lose her grip on the railing in the process.


“Leo!” Lilly screamed back at the top of her lungs.


“Okay, hold on, I need to check something quickly. Call me back in exactly five, I’m running out of airtime. Peace out.” Stormy hung up, jumped back inside and raced across the room, almost tripping over her pet tortoise Elvis as she went.


Once at her bookshelf, she pulled out her large, well-thumbed astrology book and reached for her reading glasses. They were the only reading glasses she’d ever owned, and well over ten years old—the cracked lens and wonky arm that had been sellotaped back together attested to that. But her philosophy was simple: why throw something away when it could still be used? Besides, she couldn’t afford new ones.


She flipped the book open with a flourish and ran her neon-purple nail down the wordy index column. “Leo, Leo, Leo, where are you . . .? AH-HA, page twenty-two,” she said triumphantly.


Stormy scanned the words on the page, “Uhm-ing” and “Ah-ing” as she went. She pulled out a pink pencil, which had been sharpened to within an inch of its life, and began scribbling some numbers and notes down on the back of an old envelope she’d fished out of her dustbin.


The phone rang again just as she’d happily finished her important calculations.


“Hey, Lil, it’s okay, you can have the wedding on the twentieth, the numbers say it’s a good day,” she reported seriously. Astrology and numerology were no laughing matters.


“Well, that’s a relief, I’ll let Damien know,” Lilly said with a slight smile in her voice.


The hiss and crackle were finally gone, so Stormy flopped down onto her pink beanbag. A few tiny polystyrene bits burst through the torn corner that she’d been meaning to staple closed. “So, where’s it going to be . . . no wait, don’t tell me, let me guess. Some fancy-pancy place like the Winelands, or the Midlands maybe? Or maybe a beach in the Cape? That would be beautiful, but you’d have to watch out for the wild penguins . . . Hey, I wonder if you could train one to bring the ring up the aisle?” she asked thoughtfully.


But Lilly didn’t answer Stormy’s question. Instead, there was a long, loaded pause on the other end of the phone, and Stormy’s psychic senses started buzzing.


“Okay,” Lilly started slowly, “please don’t hate me, but . . .” Her words were tentative and cautious, but their effect was immediate.


“No!” Stormy exclaimed, grabbing her chest as if she was in physical pain. “It’s not . . .? You wouldn’t . . .?”


“I’m so sorry, Stormy. But it is,” Lilly admitted.


Stormy took a long, deep breath, trying to quell her sudden agitation. Out with anxiety, in with love, light and fairy dust, she chanted in her head, but she was failing dismally as her heart involuntarily started beating at double time.


“Where?” she finally asked.


“Prague—it’s really beautiful—and you’ll love it there,” Lilly said.


“But, Lilly, you know I can’t fly,” she wailed, repeating her internal mantra again, Out with anxiety . . . in with, with . . . But it wasn’t helping in the slightest.


“Please, Stormy, I need you there, it wouldn’t be the same without you,” Lilly pleaded. “Besides, who’s going to help with our mother when she gets drunk and falls off a table, or worse—gets up to make one of her famously inappropriate speeches?”


Stormy and Lilly had technically only been step-siblings for a few months, back when they were teenagers, during a rather short-lived and tumultuous marriage between their dysfunctional, dramatically inclined, drug-addicted parents that had ended in an impromptu bonfire and a near police riot. Still, Stormy thought of Lilly’s mother Ida as her own, since she was the only one she’d ever known. Stormy’s real mother had abandoned her just hours after giving birth to run off with a hippie cult called Children of the Moonbeam. True story!


Stormy snapped back to reality as Lilly issued another loud and rather long plea. “Pleeeaaaassseee?”


“But, but, but . . .” Stormy was in the grip of full-blown panic and twirled her hair around her finger frantically, something she’d done since childhood whenever she felt anxious—which had been very often. She winced a little as the tip of her hair-entwined finger started going slightly blue and tingly.


“It’s been proven that it’s more dangerous to drive than to fly,” Lilly offered in a calm, soothing tone.


Stormy stopped twirling and smacked her hand down on the beanbag, causing another puff of white stuff to fly out of the corner. “And I suppose you read that on Google?” she asked sarcastically, adding a breathy scoff to the end for added emphasis.


“Yes,” Lilly admitted tentatively and with a twinge of expectancy in her voice.


Stormy rolled her eyes dramatically, even though there was no one there to appreciate the theatrical gesture, and let out her famous do-I-really-have-to-explain-this-to-you-again sigh. “Lilly, when are you going to realize that the world government is controlling us with fake information on the World Wide Web? I mean, next you’ll be telling me that you think they really landed on the moon!”


“Didn’t they?”


“Of course not,” Stormy said. She had it on good authority that the photos of the lunar landing had been faked. It was all in the shadows, or lack thereof!


“Please . . .” Lilly was really begging now. “With a hundred cherries on top and stuff like that. And besides, they’ve already all been bought and paid for.”


Stormy swallowed hard. She could almost taste the bitter panic as it rose up from the pit of her stomach and into her mouth. Planes were not safe! If humans were meant to fly, they would have been given wings, not arms. Planes were dangerous things.


“But . . . but . . .” Stormy stuttered, the words getting caught in her tight, panic-strangled throat.


“Stormy, there’s nothing to worry about, I promise. Plus, Damien’s cousin Marcus will be on the same flight, so you wouldn’t be totally alone.”


“Like that’s supposed to be comforting. It’s not like I know the man from a bar of Adam . . .” Without even trying, Stormy also had this uncanny ability to confuse every idiom that had ever been created. But she’d never cared much for rules anyway.


Stormy ran the options through her mind a few times. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad if there was someone else on the flight with her. At least she would have someone to talk to. “What’s Marcus’s star sign? If you find that out, at least I’ll be more prepared to meet him.”


“So you’re coming?” Lilly squealed excitedly.


“I can’t miss your wedding.”


“And what about a plus one—do we need to get you another ticket, or has that last guy reached the three-week mark?”


“The street magician? No, noooo, he passed the three-week mark two weeks ago.”


Stormy had a very strict relationship policy: she dated men for exactly three weeks and then broke it off. To date, no one had ever made it past the three-week cut-off. But oh, how she loved those three weeks! Those blissful days spent wrapped up in the delicious honeymoon phase, delightfully ignorant of each other’s foibles and flaws. By ending it then, she was ensured of happy relationship memories that never ended in pain, suffering, animosity and—in her father’s case—the odd death threat. She knew all too well that long-term relationships just didn’t work—her four bitter ex-stepmoms could attest to that.


“I’m so excited, Storm! It’s all going to be perfect with you there! I’ve got to go now, I have wedding invitations to attend to.”


“Okay. Kiss kiss, love and light, Lilly.” She hung up the phone and then sat there for a moment. A feeling was starting to niggle deep inside her. A bad feeling about flying. A feeling that sent a shiver down her spine and all the way into her toes.


At least she wouldn’t be flying alone. That was her only consolation.




CHAPTER TWO


SOME STRANGE NEBULOUS FEELING


Three months later


Marcus


The last thing Marcus wanted to do was babysit an anxious woman on a plane—but he’d made a promise to Damien, and he was a man who always kept his promises.


Who the hell was afraid of flying in this day and age anyway? And while he was contemplating the whole who the hell thing, who the hell was named Stormy-Rain? His mind boggled at the possibilities.


He wasn’t looking forward to this flight, at all, and he didn’t even know what she looked like. When he’d asked Damien how he’d recognize her, Damien had gotten a strange tone in his voice and said, “You’ll just know.”


What the hell was that supposed to mean?


Marcus made himself as comfortable as possible on the hard metal benches that snaked around the boarding gate. The flight was due to board in forty-five minutes so he opened the Business Day and flipped to the stock reports. Playing the stock markets was a little hobby of his, one that had made him quite a bit of pocket money over the years. Not that he needed it—his recent promotion to partner at his law firm had come with a few extra zeros on his pay check, along with some other enviable benefits.


Marcus scanned the paper and was just about to pat himself on the back for yet another shrewd investment when his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and a wave of discomfort washed over him when he saw the message.


It was from his ex, Emma. She was supposed to have been his date to the wedding but they’d broken up several weeks ago. The break-up had completely blindsided her, or so she’d claimed. But after two months together, Marcus had realized that she just wasn’t right—and by that, he meant that she simply wasn’t wife and mother material. She had not met enough of the requirements of Marcus’s carefully thought-out list. Over the years, Marcus had put together a very thorough Excel spreadsheet that accurately scored all his partners on eligibility. Something his friends and cousin Damien thought was completely odd. Damien was always going on about how you couldn’t apply rules and logic to love. He was always talking about “that feeling” you get when you meet the right person. But when Marcus had asked Damien to explain and qualify this so-called feeling further, he couldn’t.


Well, Marcus wasn’t going to rely on some strange, nebulous feeling. He would rely on facts and his checklist. Because Marcus was looking for someone very specific. Someone stable, dependable and mature. And most importantly, someone he could settle down with. He was thirty now, after all, and successful enough to provide a good home for his future family—a family he wanted more than anything, perhaps more than he would ever admit out loud. Since he’d barely had one growing up.


Unfortunately, Mrs. Right was proving to be rather elusive thus far. And when he’d explained all this to Emma in a very calm, meticulous manner, she’d called him a cold-hearted bastard. He didn’t see it like that, though. He was simply relaying the facts to her, it was nothing personal. Besides, they’d only been together for a month. He briefly glanced at her message.




Please give Damien and Lilly my best on their wedding day. I would do it myself . . . only I’m no longer invited.





He shook his head, put his phone away without responding and turned back to the paper. But just as he’d started a highly informative article about the pros and cons of investing in Bitcoin, his focus was once again shattered, this time by a rather loud ruckus on the other side of the departures area.


“Excuse me.” A high-pitched sing-song voice seemed to cut through the chatter of the room.


“Sorry, zipping through,” it said again.


“Thanky-thanks!”


“Scuse moi!”


Feeling irritated at the disturbance, he looked up—and that’s when he smacked eyes on her.


She was small, thin and rather waiflike, but despite all this, the noise emanating from her was monumental. She was also wearing a hideous dress that looked like it had been purchased at a charity store from an aged hippie. It was a cream-colored creation, splashed with a loud, canary-yellow sunflower print. He ran his eyes down the length of the dress until he found his gaze transfixed by the ugliest pair of shoes he’d seen in a while—old, worn brown sandals that seemed too big for the dainty feet they were strapped onto. And to top the whole atrocious ensemble off: a massive pink scarf that almost hung to the floor with bright-yellow pom-poms dangling from it. He cringed.


“Just squeezing through. Cheers, cheers!” The voice was getting louder and coming closer.


But it wasn’t only the loud jet of words flying out of her mouth that was responsible for the public disturbance—it was also her bangles. Chunky wooden things and purple plastic junk with pink feathers and large shells dangled from her slender arms and clanked together as she minced. Because she didn’t simply walk—oh no—she sort of flapped about as if she had no control over her limbs. Her arms and legs seemed to veer off in random directions, knocking the odd person as she went. His eyes moved up for the first time and his gaze settled on her face.


Her hair!


It looked like a rainbow had exploded on her. Pink, purple, blue and orange radiated from her scalp. The colorful strands were braided together into a plait that hung over her shoulder and was fastened at the end by a giant purple flower. He’d never seen anyone with rainbow-colored hair before; in fact, he’d never seen anyone so utterly bizarre-looking. And then it dawned on him . . .


This must be Stormy-Rain.




CHAPTER THREE


WHATEVER FLOATS YOUR DUCK


Marcus


Marcus heaved a resigned sigh as he got up, straightened the cuffs of his crisp polo shirt, and walked over to her.


“Stormy-Rain?” He couldn’t believe he was actually calling anyone by that name, let alone saying it out loud for the whole damn world to hear.


“Marcus!” she exclaimed brightly, as though she were genuinely happy to see him. They’d never even met. “It’s just Stormy, or Rainy, or Rain, or even Rainbow—that’s what people usually call me. But if you want to call me Stormy-Rain, that’s also okay. Whatever floats your duck.”


“Boat,” Marcus corrected her instinctively without even thinking.


“Where?” Stormy asked, swiveling her head around as though she were really looking for a boat.


What the hell?


Marcus blinked several times as he tried to make sense of what had just happened. In the few short moments since he’d clapped eyes on her, he’d already taken measure of her personality. And she was utterly ridiculous. She obviously had verbal diarrhea. Add that to her overly saccharine disposition, and an obvious tendency towards confusion—she was just way, way too much.


“Um . . . where do you get Rainbow from?” he asked, wanting to change the subject away from boats but already grappling to find some common conversational ground between them.


“They come after the stormy rain!” She swooshed her arms around and swayed from side to side. She was so cheerful it unsettled him.


“Huh?” He felt his brow furrow as he tried to figure out what she was talking about.


“Rainbows. They come out after the rain . . .” She stuck out her wrist to show Marcus a garishly colored rainbow tattoo. “I’ve always loved them.”


Marcus looked her up and down. “Mmm, I can see that,” he muttered.


“And you’re Marcus. Aries.” Without warning, she grabbed his hand and started shaking it violently. Her bangles knocked about again, making a noise that he imagined must be reminiscent of some kind of tribal drumming circle. Perhaps that was the intention.


Marcus pulled his hand away as the overly enthusiastic handshake threatened to turn into a full-blown fist-pumping session. “Not Aries. My surname is Lewis.”


“No, no.” She burst out laughing as if he’d just made the world’s funniest joke. “Your star sign is Aries. I did some research on you, just to check out our compatibility vibey-vibes.”


Vibey-vibes? Saccharine, verbose, confused, overenergized and nonsensical. His mind continued to boggle.


“And what did you discover?” he asked, playing along out of sheer curiosity.


“Well, we’re very, very, very sexually compatible,” she reported seriously. She seemed to emphasize the word “very” rather a lot. He wasn’t sure he liked it. “We’re both fire signs—I’m a Sag. But we wouldn’t be good in a relationship. Too fiery. Too stubborn, too many arguments and differences of opinion. But we could become friends,” she concluded with yet another overly eager smile.


Despite himself, Marcus had to admit that he agreed with some of what she’d said. He could never be in a relationship with her, that was obvious. He was also stubborn, he knew that. Argumentative—yes. Fiery—most definitely. They were qualities that made him a great lawyer.


But there was one thing he vehemently disagreed with: there was no way, no way, no way (he was placing much emphasis on the “no way” here), they were sexually compatible. She wasn’t his type, at all. He usually liked women whose hair didn’t remind him of a toddler’s colorful finger painting. He wouldn’t sleep with her if she was the last woman on the planet, and he suspected the feeling was mutual. He probably wasn’t her type either—he clearly didn’t have dreadlocks, wear tie-dye clothes and play the didgeridoo, or whatever else her ilk was up to these days.


But the flight that day was eighteen hours long. Seven and a half to Doha, with a seven-hour stopover, and then another six to Prague. So despite their glaring differences, he would have to make nice.


“Here, why don’t you sit down?” Marcus asked as he moved his briefcase off the chair next to him. Stormy smiled and tossed her bags down on the floor with a loud thud as she flopped down next to him. He glanced down at her carelessly discarded luggage, and once the literal dust had settled, he tried not to recoil in horror.


Exhibit A was a strange-looking embroidered handbag that had been decorated with pins and badges and then looked like it had been dragged through a swamp, and Exhibit B was none other than an old brown guitar box covered in tattered stickers and black-marker scribbles. He quickly shifted his foot and nudged his pristine leather briefcase a little further away from her bags. Sudden thoughts of sterilizing her belongings popped into his head. But since he couldn’t do that, he pulled his soapless disinfectant out and gave his hands a quick, refreshing wipe. The gesture clearly didn’t go unnoticed by Stormy, who looked at his hands and then gave a strange scowl he wasn’t sure how to interpret. It wasn’t that he was a germaphobe, he just liked things to be clean and neat.


Marcus sat back down in his seat and then turned back to his newspaper . . . Where was he before being so abruptly interrupted? Oh, yes, the benefits of investing in Bitcoin . . .


He was just starting to regain his focus when he felt a sharp blow to his ribs.


“Ouch!” he winced out loud.


“Sorry.” Stormy smiled apologetically as Marcus turned to see her trying to cross her legs on the narrow chairs.


“What are you doing?”


“I’m just going to do some meditation before taking off.” He watched in fascination as she fluttered her eyes closed, made some strange humming sound and then let her hands come to rest in a kind of praying position. She was like an alien creature. She might as well have come from another planet. It was a miracle they even spoke the same language, breathed the same kind of air.


Deciding to ignore her, he turned back to his paper. But her deliberate, wheezy breathing was driving him mad, and his years of training as a lawyer meant he couldn’t keep quiet when he had an objection. “Do you mind?” he finally said.


Stormy turned to look at him. “Mind what?”


“Your breathing is very loud. I’m trying to read the paper.”


Stormy smiled broadly. There was absolutely no sign of fear or offence on her face, which was the type of reaction he was used to eliciting when using that specific tone. “Someone’s a grumpy grump,” she replied in a lively tone, and then, much to his absolute horror, poked his shoulder.


If there was one thing he hated, it was unnecessary touching. Especially from strangers. But it only got worse, as the poke turned into a squeeze, which then turned into a rub. “Mmmm, I see,” she said, nodding her head knowingly while kneading his neck.


Marcus pulled away quickly. “See what?”


“You carry a lot of tension in your shoulders. In fact, some deep-breathing exercises would really help to unblock your throat chakra—I think that’s probably the cause of it.”


“My shoulders and chakras are fine, thanks.” Shifting as far away from her as the narrow seat would allow, he flipped the paper open again and held it close to his face, trying to create a barrier between them.


But clearly Stormy wasn’t taking the hint and she peered over the top of his paper. “Fine, suit yourself, but it’s going to start giving you back pain and headaches. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“I’m sure I can handle it,” he hissed at her as she smiled and disappeared back behind his paper.


Stormy


Even though she’d only just met him five minutes ago, there was no doubt in her mind that Marcus was one of the most blocked people Stormy had ever encountered! And she wasn’t just referring to his throat chakra and severely knotted shoulders. It was the weekend and he was wearing a terribly claustrophobic-looking long-sleeved shirty thing with big buttons and tight cuffs, and what did you even call that color? It wasn’t quite white, it wasn’t brown, it wasn’t grey . . . beige? She cringed. He had a starched-looking black jacket over that, as well as equally stiff-looking pants on. He looked like he was going to a funeral, not a destination wedding. And what was all that disinfecting about anyway?


But right now, she had bigger concerns than his throat chakra and those ridiculously shiny lace-up shoes that were so highly polished you could see your reflection in them. She glanced up at the board above their gate: ten minutes until they started boarding, and she was starting to freak out. She could feel the anxiety bubbling up inside her. She’d drunk an entire pot of chamomile tea before leaving for the airport, and when that hadn’t helped, she’d practically inhaled the contents of the bloody teabag. But she was still terrified. Because on top of her usual fear of flying, there was something else too. A feeling she hadn’t been able to shake for months.


Something bad.


Something terrible.


Something truly frightening.


She’d run all the numbers. She’d checked the cards, three times, and even called on her spiritual guide, and they all said the same thing.


Today was not a good day to travel. At all.


The signs were all there, and they were flashing. Her horoscope had explicitly stated that today was not a good day for any kind of travel. There was going to be some kind of big incident, the cards had said, and a string of fateful events, the numbers had confirmed. But she’d promised Lilly that she would be at the wedding. So, there was nothing she could do other than arm herself with some sage and amber stones for protection, and hope for the best. And by the best, she meant that they didn’t plummet to their grizzly and possibly very fiery deaths.


She’d been practicing her deep-breathing relaxation and it had been working. That is, until a few minutes ago, when Mr. Grumpy-Tight-Shirt had interrupted her. Now she felt even worse. She’d only flown once in her entire life, and it had been a total disaster. Granted, she’d taken some kind of hallucinogens prior to the flight, and that’s probably why the roof had looked like it was melting and the floor had grown tentacles. It wasn’t her fault, though, she’d been at a forest trance party communing with nature and the man who’d offered her that delicious-looking cookie had seemed so nice—and she was starved.


“Flight E579 to Doha is now boarding at gate twelve.” A tinny announcement broke her train of thought. The voice sent chills down her spine.


“Come.” Marcus was already on his feet, picking up his bags and heading for the gate.


Stormy froze as the fear and panic seized every muscle in her body and turned all her joints to slabs of cold concrete. She couldn’t do this. Every single one of her six senses knew that this was a bad idea. She could taste it. Hear it buzzing in the air around her, and even smell it.


Something bad was about to happen. And there was no way she was going to be able to get onto that plane today.




CHAPTER FOUR


BOUNCING BABY PANDA BEARS


Marcus


Marcus only noticed that Stormy wasn’t behind him as he was handing his ticket over. He turned to discover (to his irritation) that she hadn’t moved. Not an inch. She looked like a mime artist who’d frozen mid-position. Marcus huffed as he put his ticket back in his pocket and broke away from the queue. The flight hadn’t even begun and she was already acting like this!


He shook his head, trying to dislodge at least some of his building irritation, and moved towards her. But as he got closer, he saw nothing but sheer terror flashing in her eyes. For the first time since meeting Stormy, he allowed himself to make eye contact with her, and he was both startled and very unsettled. She had the greenest eyes he’d ever seen—not a light, insipid green, but a rich, dark emerald green that was intensified by her pale, porcelain skin. And right now, those green eyes were wide and glassy with terror.


“Are you coming?” he asked, pointing at the boarding gate behind him, trying not to sound as angry as he was quickly becoming. He liked things to happen timeously. He liked things to go smoothly and perfectly, and having Stormy freeze up like this wasn’t part of the plan. “Well, are you?” he asked again when she didn’t respond immediately.


Stormy blinked several times and were those . . .? Yes, tears had welled up in her eyes. Was she seriously crying? Over a flight? This was ridiculous. Stormy was clearly way too sensitive. Just another thing to add to the list of her annoying attributes. Saccharine, verbose, nonsensical and overly sensitive. (And possibly a mime artist.)


“Stormy-Rain . . . um, Stormy, Rainbow . . . STORMY . . .” Shit, this was confusing. “There’s nothing to worry about, flying is safer than driving.”


But as those words left his mouth, almost as if on cue tears started streaming down her face. Marcus was not used to, nor did he like, displays of emotion like this, especially in public, and he automatically looked around to see if anyone was looking. What would people think?


“If we were meant to fly, we would have been given wings,” Stormy said in between slightly breathy whimpers.


“What?” Marcus was shocked. This was the worst logic he’d ever heard. “If we were meant to travel across the sea, we would have been given gills or would be able to breathe under water—” he started to counter her argument, only he wasn’t expecting what came next.


“We can breathe underwater. In utero,” she returned.


Marcus stared at Stormy, trying to figure out how on earth she’d arrived at that rebuttal. But there was no time to try and figure out how her brain worked—and anyway, even if he had the luxury of an entire decade, he would probably never figure that out. It was clear that she operated on another page—no, perhaps an entirely different book. The gates were closing in five minutes and if he did not get her on the flight, Damien and Lilly would be very disappointed. Not to mention he would have failed at the task he’d been given. And Marcus never failed.


“Okay,” he whispered softly, hoping that his best attempt at a calm voice would reassure her. He walked all the way up to her in a slow and steady manner, so as not to startle her any more than she already was. “What can I do to help you?”


Stormy immediately extended her hand to him. “Hold my hand, please.”


“You want me to . . . what?” Marcus couldn’t believe that this total stranger was asking him to hold her hand. But before he could object, she reached out, grabbed his hand in hers and intertwined their fingers.


Marcus shuddered and had to force himself not to let go. Her hand was tiny and her wrists were like small twigs. He ran his eyes up her arm and they settled on her neck and chest area; her collarbones protruded through her pale skin and looked so delicate that they could be snapped in a strong breeze. She was just so petite, there was no other way to describe her.


Suddenly, Marcus remembered a baby bird he’d rescued as a child. It had fallen out of its nest. He’d picked it up so gently and had cradled it in his hands as if it were the most breakable thing in the world. He’d run home and lined a shoebox with soft towels and laid the helpless creature down. He’d tried to feed it, but it had refused. He’d sat up with it all night hoping it would survive. And when it didn’t, he’d been crushed. He hadn’t thought about that bird in years.


Marcus gave Stormy a little tug and started walking back towards the boarding gate, but midway, she stopped him.


“Wait!” Stormy bucked against his hand. “I need my bag and guitar,” she said in an almost-whisper.


Marcus glanced over at her haphazardly discarded things on the floor. The last thing he wanted to do was carry them, but if it was going to help get her onto the plane, then he was prepared to brave whatever bacterium they were probably carrying. He picked up her bag and slung it over his shoulder and put the guitar under his arm, highly aware that it would probably leave a massive dust smudge on his perfect, recently dry-cleaned suit.


“Okay, let’s go.” He extended his hand for her to take this time, and she did. They resumed their walk to the boarding gates when she bucked against his hand once more.


“I can’t do this.” She sounded almost hysterical.


“Well, you have to!” Marcus said, deciding to go for a more direct approach with her. “You don’t have a choice, unless you want to miss your stepsister’s wedding?”


“No, I don’t.” She shook her head and then suddenly, without warning, slipped an arm around his waist and squeezed. This time he did flinch. His entire body tensed, especially when she wrapped her other arm around him and pulled him into a bear hug. He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him off.


“Thanks,” she said, looking up at him from the crook of his arm and smiling gratefully.


“I . . . I . . . sure,” he stuttered, which was very unlike him.


Stormy


Stormy felt strangely safe with her arms wrapped around this peculiar Marcus person. He was big, and her arms were barely able to reach around him completely. He was clearly a large, macho, muscly man. She’d never had her arms wrapped around such an exotic creature before; his type was totally foreign to her. She tightened her grip as they got closer to the gate and felt him flinch in reaction.


Blocked, grumpy and uncomfortable with touching. His list of not-so-nice attributes was growing rapidly, she thought with slight amusement.


Stormy could feel them getting closer to the gate and she was left with no choice but to close her eyes tightly and go to her happy place. It was an imaginary realm she’d created as a child that had let her escape from the harsh realities around her: rainbows and fresh spring rains, bouncing baby panda bears rolling down green hills. A place where Bambi’s mother had lived and fairy tales did come true.


She kept her eyes tightly squeezed shut and let Marcus lead her up to the boarding gate, down what felt like a very long passage, and finally onto the plane. She only knew they’d arrived when Marcus finally came to a complete stop. She opened her eyes slowly, removed her arms from Marcus and found herself standing next to her seat.


They were unlike any seats she’d ever seen before, they looked like something out of a science-fiction film. She could only imagine what tickets like this cost. Luckily, she hadn’t paid for them, otherwise she might have been broke for the rest of this life, and all her other lives that were still to come.


This was not an environment she was accustomed to, let alone agreed with. Millions of people in the world were starving, and the price of one of these seats could probably feed an entire village for a year. This was capitalism at its worst; she didn’t like to be around injustices like this at all.


She stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do with herself. She glanced behind her, the door to the plane was being shut and her window for escaping was quickly closing . . . no, closed. Officially. She watched the air hostess turn the handle on the door and heard it lock with a loud and frightening click. The click reverberated through her entire body, making the hairs on the back of her neck prickle, as if a ghost had just walked past her. Perhaps this was some kind of premonition—meeting her future ghost self when this plane inevitably fell out of the sky and crashed.


She looked over at Marcus and watched with curiosity as he seemed to be packing and unpacking the overhead storage compartment vigorously. He was lining up their luggage in a pedantic manner, making sure they were all dead straight in the compartment before closing it. When he’d finished he turned and looked at her.


“And? Are you going to sit down?” he asked.


“Uh . . . okay . . . I guess.” She lowered herself into the seat and tried to fight back the tears that were welling up in her eyes again.




CHAPTER FIVE


BLOCKED CHAKRA ALERT!


Marcus


“The emergency exits are being pointed out to you now, and in the case of an emergency, floor lights will illuminate your way to the nearest exit.”


The air hostess was giving the usual demonstration, but Marcus had seen it so many times before that he was already reading his newspaper. Once again, though, he was interrupted. This time she hadn’t held back and had stuck her entire head over the top of his newspaper and stared at him.


“What if the lights don’t come on and we can’t find our way to the exit, then what?” she whispered fearfully.


“It’s a plane, a cylinder,” Marcus answered dryly. “There are only two possible directions—that way,” he pointed up the aisle, “and that way,” he pointed down. “Trust me, you won’t get lost on the way to the emergency exit, it’s impossible.”


Stormy nodded and looked satisfied with his answer, so he raised his paper again, only to see a small white hand reappear moments later.


“But what if the emergency doors get jammed, because we crash into snow, like those people did on the Andes? Lilly told me about this program she watched and they had to eat each other to stay alive. Raw.” Stormy shuddered dramatically.


Marcus found himself blinking rapidly again—it seemed to be the involuntary reaction he had to her outlandish statements, a combination of shock and confusion as he found himself at a loss for words. He was never lost for words.


“Um . . .” He was still searching for the words. “Um . . . well, I . . . I’m sure we won’t have to eat each other,” he offered lamely.


“Goddess, I hope not. I’m a strict vegan.”


“I’m sure you are.” Marcus was unable to hide the bemusement in his tone. Of course she was a vegan. It made perfect sense. And he was very sure that soon she would be telling him all about her vegan ways.


“What’s that?” Stormy jumped as the plane started moving, once again snatching Marcus’s hand without his permission. This handholding thing of hers was becoming a bit of a bad habit. And like all bad habits, it needed to be broken. If not, this was going to be the most torturous few hours of his life.


“It’s just the plane moving,” he replied impatiently, trying to free his hand from her surprisingly strong grip. But as soon as he tried to pull away, her fingers tightened like a vice around his.


“Does it have to go so fast?” Stormy sounded frantic now.


“Yes, it needs to gain enough momentum to lift itself into the air. Have you ever flown before?” Marcus asked.


Stormy nodded, and with her free hand started twirling some hair around her finger. “But I don’t really remember all the specifics. I was accidentally on drugs.”


“What?” Marcus stared at her, shocked. “You don’t have any illicit substances on you now, do you?” he whispered urgently, looking around to make sure none of the crew or passengers had overheard. “Because it’s illegal. You could be arrested for that, you know.”


Stormy swung around and looked at him with genuine surprise. “Absolutely not. I don’t do drugs.”


“But you just said—”


“That was the first and only time, and it was the worst experience of my life, thank you very much, so you can stop being so judgey.”


But Marcus was skeptical and it clearly showed on his face.


“You don’t believe me?” Stormy said, sounding genuinely angry.


“To be perfectly honest . . . no,” he responded matter-of-factly, and he could immediately see this pissed her off even more.


“Why not?” She sounded indignant.


“Well, no offence, but look at you.”


“What?” Stormy glared at Marcus, widening those already huge green eyes at him. They were so piercing that they gave him a little chill.


“Grumpy-grump and judgmental,” she hissed over the loud rattle of the engines.


“Well, you have to admit it, you’re not exactly . . .” He paused, looking for the right words. He didn’t want to offend or upset her. He wasn’t a total bastard. “Well, you don’t exactly embody normality, Stormy,” he finished more gently.


“Well you know what they say about normality,” Stormy scoffed.


“No . . .?”


“It killed the cat.” She let Marcus’s hand go and pointedly faced the front, turning away from him.


“That was curiosity,” Marcus corrected.


Stormy nodded. “That too, Marcus. That too.”


Stormy


Stormy wasn’t sure she liked Marcus. Which was unusual for her—she liked everybody. Even the grumpy bank manager who kept sending her rude letters. Although she did appreciate the way he decorated them with the big red pretty stamps.


Marcus was judging her and that wasn’t very nice. And she certainly didn’t need to be in his negative energy field as this giant metal capsule was about to unnaturally catapult itself into the air.


And the plane seemed to be gaining an awful lot of speed. She looked out the window and the lights were going by in streaks. So not natural. She reached into her bag and pulled out a piece of amber and a handful of sage that she’d brought from home. She placed them carefully on the armrest next to her and couldn’t help but notice that Marcus shot her a sideways look as she did. She knew what he was thinking: it was written across his face. It amazed her that two people from the same family could be so different. His cousin Damien was a free thinker, a true free spirit, and this guy was a closeminded, grumpy douche box.


“Aaaahh . . .” Stormy let out a series of nervous squeaks as the plane started lifting. She shut her eyes tightly and clutched onto her chunk of amber for dear life as she felt her stomach and possibly all her internal organs falling to her feet.


The tilt of the plane was getting more dramatic as it lifted higher and higher into the sky. Stormy willed herself to think happy thoughts again: rainbows, daisies, cuddly puppies and colorful butterflies . . . tumbling out of the sky and plummeting to their painful deaths! Her happy place was no longer happy, and the angry roar of the engines was getting even louder as the plane climbed steadily.


They were going to crash. She was sure of it. And if she died next to Marcus—the bearer of bad energy—Goddess only knows what she would reincarnate as.


Ding-ding. A noise rang out over the slightly quieter engines and the plane seemed to level out slightly.
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