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To Nicole Ellul, for always being a safe place to land in a snowstorm


Only miss the sun when it starts to snow

Only know you love her when you let her go.

—“Let Her Go” by Passenger



Descending Through Weather

The view from the window of seat 27F is like trying to look through a snow globe after you’ve shaken it so hard the artificial white flakes don’t know which way is down.

“Restless” is the word that comes to mind.

Is it safe to land a plane in a snowstorm?

I stroke my fingertip against the screen of my phone, leaving behind a sweaty streak of mysterious residue.

Is it normal for fingertips to sweat?

My heart pounds in anticipation of our landing. In the battle between solid ground and thirty thousand feet in the sky, solid ground wins every time. Hands down.

We’ve been circling for almost forty-five minutes, waiting for our turn on the one plowed runway.

I glance around to make sure no one is looking, unlock the screen of my phone, and swipe the little green Airplane Mode toggle to Off.

My phone searches for a signal. I silently will it to connect. But it won’t. We’re not close enough to humanity yet.

I toggle the switch back to On.

The flight attendants were all asked to take their seats fifteen minutes ago. “We’re expecting a little turbulence as we descend through some weather in Denver,” the pilot said.

Why do they call it “weather”? Why not use a less innocuous word? A more accurate word? “We’re expecting you to be bounced around like the last few Tic Tacs in the box while we descend through this shitstorm that we probably shouldn’t be flying through to begin with.”

“Weather” could mean anything. It could mean sunshine and fucking rainbows. It could mean warm rain and cool breezes. But they never use it to describe anything good, do they? When it comes to the airline industry, “weather” is unequivocally bad.

Maybe that’s how I should start referring to my life.

As in, “Don’t worry about Ryn. She’s just descending through some weather. It’ll be choppy for a bit.”

At least then it implies transience. Weather always changes. It eventually morphs into something else. It never stays for long.

It sure as hell beats the term supplied by the therapist my mother has been making me see for the past ten months. “Survivor’s guilt.”

There’s nothing short-term about that.

I will always be a survivor. I will always be the girl who didn’t get in the car that day. That will be my identity until the day I die.

After that, no one can call me a survivor anymore.
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Miraculously, through the chaos of white, I finally spot the ground below. It’s dark down there, even though it’s only two o’clock in the afternoon. Spotting the ground makes me feel how I imagine old-time sailors felt when they spotted land after months in treacherous seas. It’s a beacon of hope. I am that much closer to not perishing in this storm. I am that much closer to continuing my legacy as a survivor.

The plane shudders, dropping what feels like a thousand feet in a heartbeat.

A few passengers yelp.

What causes turbulence?

Do pilots ever get scared when they fly?

I peer down at my screen and try the toggle again. This time, my phone starts to connect. We are close enough to make contact with the rest of the world.

I know I’m not supposed to use my portable electronic device in transmission mode until after we’ve landed. As a girl who’s never so much as stolen a cookie from a cookie jar, this little act of defiance makes me feel strangely alive. Is this what it’s like to be a criminal?

What do kleptomaniacs feel when they steal something?

Fortunately for me, my crimes will most likely go unpunished, because no one is around to witness them. The flight attendants are still fastened into their double-duty restraints.

Why do flight attendants have different seat belts than the rest of the passengers?

The guy sitting in the aisle seat next to me has been completely absorbed in his e-reader since we took off. The fear in this cabin is palpable. I’m surprised the oxygen masks weren’t released after the collective breath everyone stole when we started to toss around the sky like a balloon that someone let the helium out of. But this guy has barely looked up. Maybe he knows something the rest of us don’t. Maybe his book is just that good.

The middle seat between us is empty.

I wonder if that person was running late and missed the flight.

If we crash in the next five minutes, two months from now, he’ll be sitting in a stuffy therapist’s office getting outfitted with the shiny new label of “Survivor’s guilt.” It will fit him as awkwardly as a suit made for a one armed, three-legged man. No matter how you put it on, there will always be an extra limb dangling out. An extra hole that will never be filled.

As soon as I have bars, I race to open an Internet search page and type in my first query.

Is it safe to land a plane in a snowstorm?

The answer surprises me. It’s not the storm in the air that’s the problem. It’s what it’s doing to the ground. Ice, slickness, snow-clogged runways. Nothing that makes me want to choose pilot as a career path.

The rush of finding the answer eases my anxiety. The answer itself does not.

My fingers move fast, one by one resolving the remainder of my backlogged inquiries. In the next few minutes, I learn the following:

1. It’s not particularly normal to get sweaty fingers, but it’s not abnormal, either.

2. Turbulence is the random, chaotic motion of air, caused by changes in air currents.

3. Yes, sometimes pilots do get scared.

4. Kleptomaniacs feel a fancy cocktail of emotions when they steal something: fear, anxiety, sometimes even relief.

5. Flight attendant seat belts are actually safer than ours. They need to physically be able to help us in the event of an emergency.

The adrenaline of the search distracts me from the fact that we are landing on what could be a runway made of slippery glass, and I highly doubt this plane has been equipped with snow tires.

We touch down hard, and the plane seems to tilt too far to the left, like the pilot’s attempting to do an impressive “wheelie.” I clutch my phone in my hand as the brakes screech and complain, and I wonder if sparks are flying out behind us. I suck in a breath along with the rest of the passengers. I bet they’re all really wishing they’d stayed in Atlanta right about now.

We finally slow to a safe, controlled crawl, and the plane erupts in applause.

I skip the ovation and type another question into my awaiting search box.

Why do some people live while others die?

Although the search results are numerous, there is still no conclusive answer.

I’m not sure why this time I expected there to be one.
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Terminal A of the Denver International Airport is a hornet’s nest that some idiot eight-year-old boy has smacked with a baseball bat. The crankiness in the air hits me like a brick wall as soon as I step off the plane.

Every chair is taken. Tired passengers are sitting (and lying) on the floor. Small children are running through a maze of bodies. Gate agents are fighting for airtime on the overhead speaker system. People are grumbling to each other about flight delays and their ill-fated decision to fly through this particular airport.

I check the clock on my phone, which has recently synced to the new time zone. It’s now 2:58 p.m. Mountain Standard Time. Even after our in-flight game of Ring Around the Denver Airport, I still have more than thirty minutes to make my connection.

Plenty of time.

I grip my phone tighter in my hand, feeling the sharp corners of my Doctor Who Tardis case biting my skin. Gate A16. All I have to do is get to gate A16. That’s where I’ll find a plane waiting to take me home to San Francisco.

Home.

It’s been eleven months, and the word still doesn’t sound right in my head. San Francisco isn’t Home. It’s a city on a postcard. A pin on my mother’s vision board. A destination on a boarding pass.

Then again, Atlanta isn’t Home either.

And Portland?

No. Portland is a just a dark spot in a rearview mirror that gets farther away with each passing day. All the things I once loved about the Portland house—drawing in my sketch pad on the back porch, Mom and Dad sharing a love seat in front of the TV, Lottie sleeping on the pullout trundle bed in my room—is gone.

That’s the thing about Homes. After you lose the things that make them worthy of a capital H, all you’re left with is an empty, lowercase house.

My phone buzzes in my hand and I swipe on the screen.

The tiny red number above the message app has changed from 1 to 9. I tap it and read seven texts from my mom and one from my dad. Pretty typical. Mom’s texts usually outnumber Dad’s by at least three to one. She’s a big fan of texting. She says it’s the least intrusive means of communication. Then she sends eight stream of consciousness messages in a row.

Mom: Hey . . . have you landed yet?

Mom: The news says there’s a huge storm in Denver!

Mom: I hope your pilot is properly trained.

Mom: Do they practice landing in snow?

Mom: I mean like real snow. Not simulated snow.

Mom: Simulated snow is NOT the same as real snow.

Mom: Ryn?

Mom: Text me as soon as you land!

Dad: Hope you made it safely to Denver! I hear there’s a big storm.

I delete the texts without responding and return to the home screen, holding my breath as I watch the little red counter above the app return safely to 1.

One unread message.

I release the breath and shut off the screen.

Hiking my bag farther up on my shoulder, I step into the crowd. Bodies press against me from all sides. There’s a distinct smell in the air. The kind that results from staying in one place for too long.

I glance up and take note of my current gate number. A4. I bow my head and push on, reminding myself that I only need to get to gate A16.

The plane waiting there may not take me Home, but it can certainly take me far away from this.
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The only reason I have a layover in Denver is because Dad wanted to save money. So he booked me a flight from Atlanta to San Francisco on one of those cheap-o airlines that makes you zigzag across the country to get anywhere and charges you for every little thing.

Do you want a sip of water?

That’ll be two dollars.

Do you want your stuff to fly with you?

It’s twenty-five dollars to check a bag or thirty-five to carry one on.

I’m surprised they haven’t outfitted the bathroom doors with coin-operated locks. You have to pay to preselect your seat, but if you want to sit on the toilet, that’s totally free. Something to be grateful for, I suppose.

I think about writing this one down. Dr. Judy, my therapist, says there are silver linings everywhere—hidden in plain sight. It’s our job to look for them and identify them. She wants me to keep a list in my phone of all the ones I find. But somehow, I don’t think she’d appreciate my literal toilet humor here. Plus, if I added this one, I’d have to show her the rest of the list, which consists of approximately zero items.

I guess there was no way for Dad to know that this New Year’s Eve Denver would experience one of the worst blizzards in its history.

That’s a pretty bold statement given, you know, how long Denver has been around.

When was the city of Denver founded?

I try not to run into anyone as I walk through the sea of people and tap the question into my phone.

1858.

So I suppose I shouldn’t exactly blame Dad when I arrive at gate A16 and spot the big fat DELAYED sign posted behind the counter, dooming me to spend God knows how long in this overcrowded airport full of cranky travelers.

It would be so easy to, though. Blame him, that is.

But Dr. Judy says that’s a trap you don’t want to fall into. It only feels safe for a minute. Every minute after that is just paving a road to eternal misery.

I’ve never actually told her (or anyone, for that matter) that I’m already on that road. That I’ve been on that road for the past eleven months and thirty-one days. That I’m not sure life will ever be anything else but that road.

And since I’m already there, I guess there’s no harm in laying a few more bricks.

I swipe at the screen of my phone, tap on the Productivity folder, and open my note-taking app. I click on my other list—the one Dr. Judy doesn’t know about—and add three lines.

72. I blame Dad for being too stingy to spring for a nonstop flight home.

73. I blame Cheap-O Airlines for placing their “hub” in a city where it snows.

74. I blame Shannon for marrying my father and making him move to Atlanta.

When I finish typing, I do what I always do. I scroll up, skimming my long list of grievances, until I find the first three stones in my path to eternal misery. The ones that started it all.

1. I blame the cook at Pop’s for serving me a beef hot dog that was way past its expiration date.

2. I blame Lottie for being a health-nut vegetarian and ordering salad.

3. I blame the universe for giving me food poisoning that day when I should have been in that car too. When I should be dead.
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I stand in the long line of people ready to grumble to the poor, overworked gate agent about the delayed flight. As if she, herself, placed an online weather order directly from God.com. I overhear her saying the same things she probably told the last ten grumblers and will repeat to the next ten.

“No, we don’t know when the flight to San Francisco will take off.”

“No, we can’t reroute you through another city. All flights out of Denver are currently on a weather delay.”

“No, I don’t know how long this storm will last.”

“If you want more information, please see a representative at our customer service counter at gate A44.”

Okay, so now I just have to get to gate A44.

As I pass by the food court and step onto one of the many long, moving walkways that appear to define the Denver airport, I hear my stomach protest my decision to skip breakfast this morning. It sounds a lot like the grumblers waiting at gate A16.

I lean against the railing of the walkway and type furiously into my phone.

Why do stomachs make noise when you’re hungry?

I press Search, but before I can read any of the results, my foot snags on something and I go tumbling forward. My phone flies into the air, and I, in a failed effort to catch it, crash into something hard before landing ungracefully—facedown—on the dirty airport floor.

My stomach, always with the one-track mind, lets out another growl.

My chin feels like it’s on fire. I try to stand up but a wave of dizziness overtakes me, and I settle for kneeling. That’s when I see what I tripped on. The end of the moving walkway. I was so focused on my typing, I didn’t realize I had reached stationary ground again. That’s also when I see what I crashed into.

A person.

A guy.

He’s on his butt a few yards away. Dazedly, I watch him jump to his feet and rush over to me.

“Are you okay?” His hand reaches down to help me. Embarrassed, I bypass it and push myself up.

“Yeah,” I mumble. “Just great.”

Once standing, I have a better view of my would-be rescuer. He looks about my age. He’s dressed in jeans and a navy blue T-shirt with Animal, the Muppet, on the front. The strap of his messenger bag is pinching the shirt so that Animal’s overly bushy eyebrows look like they’re knitted together in confusion. Despite the snow globe outside, I don’t see a coat anywhere on or near his person.

A connector, like me. Probably flying from one warm climate to another.

His hair is short and dark, his skin is light brown, but his eyes are iridescent blue. It’s a startling contrast.

If I were anyone else in the world, I’d say he was cute.

But I’m not anyone else in the world. I’m me. So he’s just a guy.

“That’s the thing about moving walkways,” he teases. “They kind of stop.”

And, apparently, also a comedian.

“Thanks.” I force a smile and bend down to pick up my fallen phone. I’m about to swipe it on to check the message app, when he says, “Where you heading to?”

He really wants to do this? Right here in the middle of the moving walkway junction between gates A32 and A34?

I can hear Dr. Judy’s voice in my head, reminding me that my actions affect people. Even if I don’t want them to. Strangers don’t know what happened to Lottie. They won’t understand my desperate need to avoid human interaction (her words). So my best bet is to just be polite.

I clear my throat. “San Francisco. You?”

“Miami. Well, at least, trying to. Or not trying to. I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

I’m not following. But I don’t want to get involved. I have my own ambiguity to deal with. “Well, good luck with that,” I say, forcing a smile that Dr. Judy would be proud of.

I count the seconds that social propriety requires me to wait before I can turn and leave, but I must miscalculate because he’s staring at me like I’m supposed to say something else. Then, to my surprise, he’s suddenly reaching for me, finger outstretched toward my face, and I fight the instinct to swat his hand away like a hovering fly.

He points to—but doesn’t touch—my chin. “I think the carpet might have taken a little bit of your skin as a souvenir.”

I rub at the raw flesh. It screams in response.

“Does it hurt?” he asks.

I adjust my backpack on my shoulders and stand up straighter. “I’ll be fine . . . thanks.”

Then, without bothering to count another second, I stride off in the direction of the customer service counter, wisely opting to skip the next moving walkway.

Politely exchanging destinations is one thing. Comparing pain thresholds with a complete stranger is a whole other ball game.

Besides, he’d definitely lose.



The Reinvention of Lottie

Lottie Valentine was always reinventing herself. She went by Charlotte for most of her life, until one day, in the middle of eighth grade, she announced that she wanted to go by Lottie instead. Apparently, she’d read the nickname in a book or something and decided she liked it much better. She made an official proclamation to the entire class. “From this day forth, everyone shall call me Lottie.”

And everyone did.

That was Lottie. She made a decision and it was so.

It wasn’t just her name, though. She was constantly changing her hair, her clothes, her favorite shade of lipstick, her signature scent, even her aspirations. She’d come to school dressed like a punk rocker, claiming that she was going to be a rock star when she grew up, and then the next week, she’d come to school dressed in overalls claiming she was going to be a potato farmer so she could eat all the french fries she wanted.

After that it was a psychologist, a personal shopper, a veterinarian, an astronaut (until she realized how much math was involved), and a little over a year ago, she told me she was going to be a flight attendant. I told her I’d heard that before but she swore to me this one would stick.

“A flight attendant’s life is so glamorous!” she waxed poetic. “And free! Nothing to tie you down to one place. Think of all the exotic places you get to go. And the people you meet. You could have a boy in every port!”

It’s anyone’s guess what might have come after that. Librarian? Beekeeper? Bus driver? Or, who knows, maybe flight attendant really would have stuck.

I’ll never know, because two weeks later a fuckbrain with faulty brakes decided to get behind the wheel with more alcohol in his blood than blood.

That was the final reinvention of Lottie.
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“Are you gonna move up?” a voice snaps from behind me. It’s only then I notice that the line has moved and I’m still standing in the same spot. I turn around to mumble a less than heartfelt “sorry” to the impatient man behind me and then step up, immediately returning my gaze to the young, female flight attendant I’ve been staring at for the past five minutes. She’s leaning against the wall of gate A44, whispering into her phone, her hand covering the mouthpiece. Her whole body seems to be hunched toward the conversation. I watch her eyes dance as she lets out a playful laugh.

I marvel at how much she looks like Lottie. The same crimson gold hair and button nose, the same pole-shaped body and wide-set eyes, even the same flirtatious laugh.

“See,” I hear a voice say. “A boy in every port.”

I don’t turn around at the sound of this voice. I know it’s not coming from behind me. It’s coming from my own head.

“Why are you even waiting in this line?” the voice whines. “You already checked the information screens like four times. The flight is delayed. What more can they tell you? Let’s go find that cute boy with the Muppet shirt.”

I glance at the twenty or so people who stand between me and the two overworked employees at the customer service counter. She’s probably right. I’m probably wasting my time. The screens gave me no estimated departure time, which probably means there isn’t one. But I can’t bring myself to step out of line. I need some kind of answer. And right now, those two harried employees are my only hope of getting one.

When I turn back to the redheaded flight attendant, I see that she’s no longer on her call. She’s now biting her lip as she taps something into the phone.

“I bet she’s sexting him,” says the voice excitedly. “I bet he’s a pilot. Flight attendant–pilot relationships are soooo cliché yet soooo hot. But what’s the deal with that awful pantsuit? What happened to the heyday of airline travel when stewardesses wore sexy dresses and cute hats?”

The flight attendant looks up, as if she too can hear the voice, and her eyes land right on me. I quickly avert my gaze, searching for anywhere else to look. I spot a dark haired boy, who looks to be about ten years old, sitting in a nearby chair. He’s slouched forward with his chin resting against his chest. For a moment, I think he might be sleeping, but then his head snaps up, and I notice the small handwritten sign hanging around his neck by a thin cord.

UNACCOMPANIED MINER

The sign looks like it was scribbled out in a hurry, hence the misspelling. I attempt to stifle a laugh, but I must not do a very good job because he too looks straight at me. We share a look of commiseration before he drops his head back down.

That poor kid. He looks about as miserable as I feel. If there’s anything worse than getting delayed in an airport during a snowstorm, it’s getting delayed in an airport during a snowstorm as an unaccompanied minor.

“Forget about him,” the voice interrupts. “What’s the flight attendant doing?”

I sweep my gaze across the gate to the wall, but it’s now occupied by an agitated-looking family with four kids. My flirty flight attendant is gone.

The impatient man behind me clears his throat, and I realize there’s another huge gap in front of me. This guy must think that I’ve never waited in a line before. That I don’t know how it works. I mumble another “sorry” and move up.

“When I become a flight attendant, I’m going to work for one of those international airlines where the flight attendants still wear cute minidresses. None of this pantsuit garbage. I mean, really, what is that?”

I think it’s called feminism, I silently tell the voice.

“Pshaw. Feminism is a woman’s right to dress sexy if she wants to. Pantsuits deprive us of the innate sexiness that is our God-given right.”

I know there’s no use in arguing. Lottie always wins. Even in death.
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I realize you’re supposed to tell your therapist everything. That’s kind of the point of having the therapist. Otherwise, it’s just money down the drain. It’d be like going to the dentist but never opening your mouth to show him your teeth.

But there are a lot of things I haven’t told Dr. Judy. For instance, I’ve never told her about the blame list I keep on my phone. I’ve never told her about the one unread text message.

And I’ve certainly never told her that I still talk to my dead best friend.

Because, c’mon, I’m not crazy.
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“Wanna hear something crazy?” was how Lottie started pretty much every conversation.

“Always,” was always my response.

“Emmett totally just asked to touch my boob.” She nodded across the crowded party at a tall, slender guy currently engaged in what looked like a very heated conversation with a Disney princess. I couldn’t tell which princess. They all kind of blended together in my mind.

It was my seventeenth birthday, and since I was born the day before Halloween, Lottie decided to throw a birthday/Halloween bash in my honor. I was convinced that the wall-to-wall people currently standing in Lottie’s backyard had come for the Halloween half of the event. Not my birthday. If the invitation had simply read Ryn’s Birthday Bash, I don’t think we would have gotten quite this large a turnout. I didn’t know that many people.

But Lottie knew everyone. Or at least, everyone knew Lottie.

I didn’t mind getting upstaged by a pagan holiday though. I was used to it by now.

Everyone had dressed up. Per usual, Lottie’s costume was the most creative. Mine was the most unoriginal—a hippie. I had already vowed that next year I was going to let Lottie dress me.

“He did not ask to touch your boob,” I countered her bold accusation.

She nodded emphatically, taking a gulp from her red plastic cup. “He did. I swear to God. He said, ‘Hey, Lottie! I just spun the wheel and I got Right Hand on Red!’ ”

I burst out laughing and stared down at Lottie’s costume. She was dressed as a Twister board. She’d taken a skintight white minidress (which, of course, she looked amazing in) and taped rows of red, blue, yellow, and green circles on it. The red dots were unmistakably positioned across her chest, while the blue, yellow, and green dots were stacked respectively underneath.

“Can you believe the nerve of that guy?” she said, shooting an evil look in his direction. But I knew she secretly loved it. Lottie was the most flirtatious person I’d ever met. She flirted with everyone. Guys, girls, teens, adults, babies, even old ladies in the park. It wasn’t weird. It wasn’t inappropriate. It was Lottie. She was just shiny. And it’s a known fact that people are attracted to shiny things.

“So,” I asked, “are you going to let him put Right Hand on Red?”

Lottie bumped me playfully with her shoulder. “Of course not. What kind of girl do you think I am?”

“The kind that tapes large red targets to her boobs.”

Lottie giggled. I could tell she had already passed tipsy and was rounding the bases toward full-on drunk. “Besides, I have my eye on a new mystery man tonight.”

I laughed as I took in the colorful grid of dots on the front of her dress. “Let’s just hope this mystery man doesn’t spin Left Hand on Green.”
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The Denver airport feels like a bargain bin of different kinds of people. Every age, gender, ethnicity, race, religious affiliation, and fashion sense seems to be represented. As I continue to wait in line at the customer service counter, I distract myself by watching people. I spot a young woman dressed in full-on hippie garb (complete with flower headband) glide by on the moving walkway, and it makes me think of that last Halloween party Lottie threw. I wonder what happened to Lottie’s Twister dress. It’s probably packed in a box in her parents’ basement along with the rest of her stuff. The thought of anything belonging to Lottie winding up in a boring cardboard box reminds me of just how disorderly the universe really is.

There’re only five people in line in front of me now. I’m not sure how long I’ve been waiting here, but I figure I’m at least using up time. My fingers itch to swipe on my phone. To check the clock. To ask Google the myriad of questions that have been piling up in my head. Things like:

How much do flight attendants make?

What are the age restrictions for flying as an unaccompanied minor?

When was the game Twister invented?

But I refrain because, last I checked, my battery was at 21 percent. I never let it go below 20. That’s when the little battery icon turns red, and I can’t deal with the battery icon turning red. All of that toggling On and Off Airplane Mode during our choppy descent must have sucked up a bunch of juice.

I have a charger cable in my backpack but I’d have to get out of line to use it. And I’m too close to quit now.

So I clutch the phone in my hand, rubbing my thumb back and forth against the sharp edges of my Tardis case.

A woman at the counter starts yelling at one of the airline employees, ranting something about how they can’t call it customer service if they refuse to actually serve you. I watch her take out her phone and press a button on the screen. She holds it up like she’s taking a photo.

“I’m filming you right now,” she warns. “And I’ll send this video to your supervisor. I’ll do it. So tell me again what you just said.”

“Ma’am,” the employee replies, desperately clinging to what little patience she has left. “Please put that away.”

“Why?” the woman shrieks, panning the phone this way and that like a crazed documentary filmmaker. “Afraid of what your supervisor will think? Afraid the corporate office will see how you really treat people?”

The frazzled energy in this small, confined space is starting to make my breathing erratic. If my phone battery weren’t so dangerously close to the red zone, I’d blast some music in my ears.

“Fine!” the woman yells, stuffing her phone back into her purse. “But I’m calling my lawyer. I’ve had about enough of this bullshit.” Then she stomps away from the desk.

Four people.

I hear another commotion to my right, and turn to see the Unaccompanied Minor boy getting ushered away by an airport employee in a dark suit.

“Oh, come on!” the boy yells. “This is preposterous!”

“Sorry,” the employee says without looking sorry at all. “Airline policy.”

“This is the perfect example of common sense tripping over the frivolity of bureaucratic red tape,” the boy argues. “I am fully capable of using the lavatory myself.”

The employee ignores his protests and proceeds to escort him toward the men’s room. I feel horrible for that kid.

There’s another throat cleared behind me, and I instinctively take a step forward.

Three people.

“I really need to get to Detroit tonight,” the next passenger is saying. “Is there any other flight you can get me on? I don’t care if I have to go through Honolulu—I just have to get there tonight.”

My stomach seizes in panic.

Tonight?

Why wouldn’t he get there tonight? It’s barely three o’clock. Is there a chance the flights might not leave until tomorrow?

No. That’s not possible. I can’t stay here. I’ll get out there and shovel that runway myself if I have to.

The thought of staying the night in Denver makes my head buzz.

The thought of having to spend tomorrow—New Year’s Day—around this many people is simply unbearable.

The thought of watching the clock strike 10:05 a.m. in any other time zone is—

The gate agent sighs. “I will check, but as of now, there are no flights leaving Denver. Can I have your confirmation number?”

Confirmation number. Right. I’m going to need that.

Which means I’m going to have to turn my phone back on.

My pulse instantly kicks up a notch. I try to steady my breathing, warning myself not to get too excited. I’m only going to pull up my confirmation number. Then the phone is going off again.

I click the button and swipe my finger across the lock. But the sight of the screen suddenly makes me dizzy.

Oh God. This is all wrong.

The home screen. It’s a mess! Everything is in the wrong place. All my folders are gone. The apps are scattered haphazardly in no particular order. The weather app is fraternizing with the calendar and the clock. The camera is comingling with the notes app and the music app. The camera is not supposed to be next to the notes app or the music app! It’s supposed to be safely tucked away in the Photography folder with the photos app and the photo editing apps.

I desperately swipe right three times, my throat tightening with every jumbled, disorganized page.

What is happening?

Did my phone reset somehow?

Do I have a virus?

Do phones get viruses?

I would ask Google, but I can’t even find the Web browser!

Then my gaze falls on the messaging app and my heart sputters to a dead halt.

The little red badge with the number 1 is gone.

No unread messages.

I feel my knees get wobbly. I’ve never fainted before, but this must be how it starts.

I jump out of the customer service line. The impatient man behind me must be rejoicing. I stumble over to a rare empty chair and collapse into it, staring blankly at my phone. At the mess of icons. At the sad, empty message app.

I can’t breathe.

Oh my God, I can’t breathe!

Hot moisture stings my eyes, blurring my view of the anarchy.

Then the phone vibrates, and I let out a yelp, blinking the incoming tears away.

Incoming Call flashes across the screen.

And the number displayed on the caller ID is my phone number.



The Reinvention of Ryn

Lottie tried to reinvent me once. It didn’t go over well. She took me to the mall and bought me all kinds of clothes on her father’s credit card. He was an investment banker who made up for hardly ever being home by paying the Visa bill and never asking questions.

Standing in that dressing room, surrounded by the carnage of Lottie’s discerning taste, I looked good. The dresses were all the right length. The colors all coordinated. The stripes weren’t too stripy. But that was with Lottie sitting in the corner offering commentary like a sports announcer. Once I got home and stood alone in the context of my real life—my room, my mirror, my music on the speakers—all the clothes looked off somehow. Out of place. Like I had raided someone else’s closet. A girl much more adventurous and daring and interesting than me. A girl who wore stripes.

An hour later I drove myself back to the mall and returned everything.

“Would you like store credit?” the saleslady asked. It was the same woman who had happily swiped Lottie’s shiny black Visa only a few hours ago. She didn’t seem too thrilled about erasing the commission right off her paycheck with every return tag she scanned.

“No,” I said politely. “Just put it back on the same card.”

The next morning at school Lottie frowned at my customary jeans, hoodie, and sneakers. The same old, same old Kathryn Gilbert.

“What happened?” she asked with a pout. “We picked out such cute stuff for you!”

I racked my brain trying to think of how to explain it in a way that someone like Lottie would understand. Someone who reinvented herself daily. Like it was nothing.

“When I got home, none of it seemed to fit anymore.”

Lottie scowled. “How is that even possible? It all fit in the dressing room.”

I shrugged again. “I guess it was just a trick of the light.”
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A crying baby wails over my left shoulder as I stare at the vibrating phone in my hand.

One time Lottie made me watch some old show called The Twilight Zone. Every episode was a weird story about something unexplainable. Watching my own phone number appear on the screen, I feel like maybe I’m trapped in one of those episodes.

If I answer it, will my own voice be on the other line?

Like from the past?

Or the future?

I take my chances. “Hello?”

“Hey,” a somewhat familiar, lighthearted male voice says. “Is Danny Ocean there?”

Curiouser and curiouser.

“Um . . . who?”

“Danny Ocean.” A long, expectant pause. “You know, from Ocean’s Eleven.”

I frown. “Ocean’s what?”

“Eleven. The movie. George Clooney plays a thief. And you’re a phone thief. Because you stole my phone.”

I balk, unsure which of these randomly strung together sentences I should address first. “I’ve never seen Ocean’s Eleven.”

There’s a peculiar gurgling sound on the other end. “What? How could you never have seen Ocean’s Eleven? It’s a classic! I mean, the original was good, but the remake was soooo much better.”

Somewhere over my shoulder, the sobbing baby lets out burp, followed by a giggle.

“You know what?” the caller says after an awkward silence. “Never mind. I think you have my phone and I have yours.”

Suddenly, like a plane connecting with the icy ground, everything shudders into place. The moving walkway, my award winning clumsiness, his chest, my face, the airport carpet, my chin.

The guy. The Muppet shirt guy. He must have also dropped his phone in the collision. I must have picked his up by mistake.

But how could I have not noticed?

I pull the phone away from my ear and study the case. It’s exactly the same as mine. Shaped like the blue police box from the British TV show Doctor Who.

What are the odds of two people having the same phone case?

Maybe higher than you’d think, given how many people watch the show.

Then again, I don’t watch the show.

Then again again, I’m an anomaly.

In more ways than one.

“Hello?” The voice sounds distant, like it’s calling from the bottom of a well. I quickly return the phone to my ear.

“I’m here.”

“So, should I just keep your phone or—”

“No!” I answer so urgently a few people sitting nearby turn and stare. The baby begins to wail again. I take it down a notch. “No.”

He laughs. “Good. ’Cause that was a joke.”

I laugh too. The difference is, mine sounds like a monkey being strangled. “I knew that.”

Even without knowing the exact probability that two people stuck in the same airport would have the exact same phone with the exact same phone case, I decide I don’t like the odds.

“So,” he says after a long pause. “Where should we meet?”
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It was Lottie’s idea to get summer jobs. She certainly didn’t need the money. She was doing it for the boys. Lottie was always very calculating when it came to boys. It was about the only calculating she did.

“Just think about it, Kathryn,” she said as she drove her BMW convertible to the mall. “If we work at a place that sells girls’ clothing, the odds that we’ll meet any cute boys are like a million to one. The only guys who come into places like that are ones shopping for their girlfriends. But if we work at a place where boys shop, our odds increase by like infinity.”

Her logic was sound, even if her computations sounded a bit off. But I didn’t correct her. She was on a roll, and when Lottie was on a roll, the rule was, you just let Lottie roll.

We took applications from five different stores, all specializing in men’s apparel. Or, as Lottie distinguished it, Hot Guy apparel.

“I’m not going to spend my summer helping Grandpa pick out a new pair of suspenders,” she explained as we found seats in the food court and Lottie produced two sparkly purple pens from her bag and handed one to me.

We proceeded to fill out our information in quintuplicate. When I was finished, Lottie took my applications and examined them. The way she bit the tip of her pen as she reviewed my efforts—it reminded me of my mother scanning her carefully made grocery lists for missing items.

“Did I get all the answers right?” I teased.

She tapped her teeth with the pen. “I was just thinking . . .”

I felt my toes squeeze in my shoes. It was never a good thing when Lottie was thinking. It meant that a plot was brewing.

“Wanna hear something crazy?” she asked.

“Always,” I responded instinctively, even though, this time, I wasn’t really sure I meant it.

Truth be told, most of the time, I wasn’t sure I meant it.

“What if we changed your name?”

I rolled my eyes and tried to grab the stack of applications from her. Lottie quickly moved her hands away, avoiding my reach. “I’m serious! You’ve been Kathryn for sixteen years. Aren’t you tired of it? Don’t you want to be someone else for a while?”

“I’m not changing my name.”

“Not like a total makeover,” Lottie explained. “Just a touch-up.”

“A touch-up? On a name?”

“Yeah. Everyone named Kathryn always goes with something boring like Kathy or Kate or Kitty.”

“I’ve never gone by any of those.”

“Exactly. Because you’re not boring. You need something more unique!”

I was pretty sure I was boring, but I kept that to myself.

“How about just Ryn?”

“Ryn?” I repeated doubtfully.

Her eyes lit up as the sound of her own idea echoed back at her. “Yes!”

“It sounds like a species of sparrow that my mom looks for on one of her birding trips.”

Lottie punched the top of the pen with a decisive click, and then proceeded to scratch out every iterance of “Kath” on all five of my applications.

She tilted her head back to admire her handiwork and smiled. “I like it. It’s fitting. It’s a conversation starter.”

I was still bordering on skeptical. “A conversation starter?”

“Yeah, you know, like, ‘What’s your name?’ ‘Ryn.’ ‘Ryn? That’s an interesting name. Is it short for something?’ ‘Actually, it is.’ And, voilà! Instant conversation.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted a name that was a conversation starter. I usually avoided unnecessary small talk whenever possible. But it was too late. Lottie had made up her mind, and I didn’t really feel like getting five new applications and starting over.

A few days later we both started jobs at A-Frame, a store that specialized in surf and skate apparel. When the manager handed me a name tag with my newly minted moniker printed on it, I stared at it for a good thirty seconds, marveling at how with just a simple stroke of her purple pen, Lottie had effectively turned me into an entirely different person.

It was the only reinvention that stuck.
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“Ryn Gilbert,” I carefully pronounce my name to the customer service representative before remembering that my airline ticket was issued under my full, legal name. “Sorry, I mean, Kathryn Gilbert.”

By the time I got back in line at the customer service counter, the impatient man was already gone, but a kind woman in a business suit seemed to recognize me and took pity, letting me cut in front of her. Muppet Guy offered to meet me in the Terminal A food court in twenty minutes to swap phones, so I decided to at least try to get some information about my flight in the meantime.

I listen to the pitter pat pitter pat of the woman’s long, manicured fingernails tapping against the keys as she pulls up my confirmation.

“Compliment her,” Lottie whispers. “That’s how you get what you want in these situations.”

I don’t think complimenting her will stop a blizzard, I whisper back in my mind.

“It can’t hurt.”

“I like your nails,” I blurt out, bending forward to try to make out the design painted on each one. “Are those snowflakes?”

The woman stops typing and looks up at me. For a brief moment I see her entire demeanor shift, like she’s shedding a layer of clothing. The layer labeled BITCHY CUSTOMER SERVICE REP.

“Yes,” she says brightly. “I do them myself.”

My reaction is organic. “Wow. Really? How long does that take you?”

She smiles and curls her nails under to look at them. “A few hours. But it’s a labor of love.”

“I’m impressed.”

“Thank you.” With an entirely new personality she goes back to typing.

“See?” Lottie says. “Can’t hurt.” Although she’s only a voice in my head, I can picture her looking smug.

The woman frowns at her screen. “Well, I have your confirmation here, and I see you’re booked on a flight to San Francisco, but I’m afraid there are no flights leaving Denver right now because of the storm.”

I feel myself deflate.

“I suggest you keep checking the monitors for updates. We’ll post them as soon as they come.”

“So, there are no other answers you can give me?” I confirm.

She shakes her head, looking genuinely apologetic. “I’m sorry. Not at this time. I’m afraid we all just have to wait out this storm.”

I turn and gaze longingly out the window behind the customer service desk. The snow doesn’t seem to be falling so much as uninhibitedly dancing. Like it’s just been released from prison. If it weren’t so crazy loud in here, I bet you could hear it beating against the window, begging to be let in.

I sigh and repeat the word that I have a feeling is about to become my least favorite entry in the English dictionary. “Wait.”
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Each of the three terminals of the Denver airport is designed as a long, vertical strip of gates with a round shopping center in the middle. I know this only because I used Muppet Guy’s phone to pull up a map. It felt weird to use his Internet, his connection, his keyboard. Like I was jogging in somebody else’s running gear.

Not that I jog.

Or own running gear.

Come to think of it, I don’t really do much of anything anymore. Besides type questions into Google.

The food court where Muppet Guy suggested we meet is in the middle of the A terminal. Getting there is another story. The corridors seem to have shrunk in size since I’ve been standing in that line. Either that, or the number of people lingering in them has quadrupled.

It reminds me of a highway in one of those disaster movies where everyone’s trying to get out of town but eventually they all just give up and park in the middle of the road to watch the asteroid/tidal wave/larger-than-life lizard monster destroy the city they left behind.

Stranded travelers are parked all up and down the row of gates. They’re sitting, lying, sleeping, watching movies on iPads. They’ve made impromptu pillows out of coats, backpacks, computers, laps. A group of parents have created a makeshift playpen out of roller bags, and their babies are crawling around inside it. A bunch of older children are trying to figure out what to do with a deck of cards.

I, once again, decided to bypass the moving walkway. A decision I’m now starting to regret as I attempt to weave and climb through the hordes of stationary people. As I pass gate A32, I can see the food court in the distance. It feels like an oasis at the end of a long desert journey. But I stop when I notice that everyone at gate A32 is staring up at the television screen mounted on the wall. A local newscast is on, and the headline plastered in the lower third makes me skid to a halt.

WINTER STORM UPDATE

This has got to be the quietest section of the entire airport. No one is making a peep. All ears are trained on the weatherman’s voice.

“Nine News is tracking this massive winter storm that has been deemed the biggest blizzard in over a century. We’re issuing a severe blizzard warning to all parts of the Denver metro area. There are already reports of up to seventeen inches of accumulation in the south. Road conditions are icy and visibility is poor. Current road closures include I-25 from Monument to Lone Tree and I-70 from the Vail pass through the Eisenhower Tunnel, but we’re expecting more closures to be announced imminently. We strongly advise residents not to leave home or attempt to travel anywhere.”

I scoff.

Too late for that.

The scene shifts from the suited weatherman sitting pretty in the studio to a poor newbie who has been thrust into the middle of the blizzard. She’s dressed in a hooded down jacket that looks more like a sleeping bag with arms than a coat. The furry hood is pulled up around her face, and her gloved hands are clutching the microphone as if it’s the last of her life force. Behind her is a solid wall of agitated snow. Her eyes are tearing up as she attempts to describe to the camera exactly what she’s experiencing.

But she doesn’t really need to say anything. This is one of those prime examples of a picture being worth a thousand words. Maybe two thousand, in her case. I pull my eyes from the TV and glance outside, suddenly very grateful that I’m in here and not out there.

The weatherman returns and tells us that they’ll be continuing to interrupt the regularly scheduled programming with updates as they come. Then the screen changes to one of those daytime talk shows where four women sit around and argue over which celebrity is more likely to be bulimic.

One of the hosts—an older lady with a colossal plastic surgery bill—is interviewing a man and a woman named Dr. Max Hale and Dr. Marcia Livingston-Hale, the famous biracial couple who write those popular parenting psychology books called Kids Come First. My mom began reading the series religiously when she divorced my father six years ago. The day after they sat me down and explained that they weren’t going to be married anymore, the Kids Come First books started appearing on my mother’s nightstand. Titles like Kids Come First: Set Them Free, Kids Come First: A Guide to Divorce, and Kids Come First: Discipline Without Anger.

The cover of the latest title in the series suddenly fills the TV screen.

KIDS COME FIRST: 101 ANSWERS TO YOUR MOST COMMON PARENTING QUESTIONS

“Dr. Hale and Dr. Livingston-Hale,” the host of the show begins, “this is now your tenth installment in the Kids Come First series, which released just this week. Can you tell us what makes this particular book stand apart from the rest of your titles?”

“Of course,” Dr. Marcia replies breezily, brushing a lock of shiny blond hair from her forehead. “This is a very special installment. It’s more of a dialogue with our readers than a how-to guide. We wanted to write a book dedicated entirely to our fans.”

“Yes,” Dr. Max continues seamlessly, like a football handoff. He’s a handsome African American man with thick dark hair that’s been trimmed short. “We receive so many letters from parents with questions about the Kids Come First method. So we selected the most frequently asked questions that we receive and answered them in this book.”

“Well, your publisher tells me that it’s on track to be your bestselling yet,” the host says with a cheesy thumbs-up.

Dr. Marcia laughs heartily, her blue eyes brightening. “Numbers don’t really matter to us anymore. Unless it’s the number of people we’re helping.”

Dr. Max takes his wife’s hand in his and gives her a tender look. Something about that look makes my stomach flip, yet I can’t seem to pull my gaze away from the screen.

My mom stopped reading the Kids Come First books about a year ago. That’s when the other books started appearing on her nightstand. Books with titles like Grief Is a Raindrop, Guiding Your Child Through Loss, and Bringing Your Survivor Back from the Dead.

It was like she’d graduated from a basic bachelor’s degree in parenting and moved on to a Ph.D.

I wonder what the most frequently asked questions about parenting actually are.

What do normal parents ask about?

What do normal teenage girls deal with?

The phone in my hand vibrates, and I peer down at the screen. There’s a text message from my number.

Just arrived. Are you here?

It’s then I realize that most of my fellow TV viewers have walked away or have redirected their attention to other activities. I’m the only idiot still staring up at the ceiling.

I start to tap out a response but a horrifying progression of thoughts drags my fingers to a stop.

He sent me a text message.

He’s in my messaging app.

He could read something.

He could erase something.

I’m suddenly kicking myself for not getting to the food court faster. For allowing myself to be pulled into a stupid weather report that offered absolutely nothing that I couldn’t get from just looking out the fucking window. For giving a stranger unlimited access to my phone for longer than absolutely necessary.

For being too damn stubborn to lock my phone with a passcode because it would hinder my access to the Web browser.

I switch off the screen and take off at a run toward the food court. I’m no longer being polite as I climb through people. They are just tall weeds and annoying vines in the jungle now. And my elbows and oversize backpack are my machetes.



Circular References

“Do you want to talk about your parents’ divorce?” Dr. Judy asked on my very first visit. I sat on the couch fiddling with a rubber snakelike gizmo that Dr. Judy called a “busy toy.”
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