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Chapter One

A  nasally  voice bellows out “coming through” as  if 

everyone boarding should step aside and let His High-

ness proceed. With my bad luck, this guy will sit next to me. 

Curiosity gets the best of me, and I peek over the seat ahead 

to spy on the loudmouth when I spot a hot guy standing in 

the aisle. His chin is jutted forward, giving a cocky air about 

him, so I could imagine him being pushy, though I hope I’m 

wrong.

He catches me staring at him, which normally I’d qnd em-

barrassing, but my disapproval steadies me. He smiles, but 

I maintain a scowl to let my displeasure sink deep. His eye-

brows rise as though he’s Tuestioning me, and I give him a 

slow, deliberate you-know-what-you-did blink. zo my sur-

prise, he throws up both hands in innocence and discreetly 

jabs his thumb at the balding, red-faced man behind him. I 

bow my head in apology, and he waves this off. zhen we’re 

both grinning at one another, which kicks in my awkward-

ness. I slump down so he can’t see me. 

Hidden in my seat, I reali'e IBve just had an entire exchange 

with the hot guy using nothing but pointed glares. He can 

actually read my mind. zhis man is dangerous. I’ll be in so 
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much trouble if he sits next to me. IBm already swooning, 

which means I’ll likely be horrible at detecting if he’s dull or 

dashing, but I guess I’ll never qnd out because the hot guy 

turns toward the aisle a row ahead and across the plane. 

zhe loudmouth man stops at the two empty seats be-

side me. “—onusSthe person in the window seat is al-

ready there,” he announces to the woman trailing behind 

him. Mhe’s sporting a no-nonsense bob and a pearl-button 

sweater in a shade of oatmeal that says I am not interested 

in small talk. I hope she takes the middle seat.

“zhis way we don’t have to climb over you,” the man 

explains to me. I Rash him a wan smile as he tosses his 

backpack onto the middle seat. His olive-green z-shirt reads, 

“zhou Eay Ingest a Matchel of Oichards.” It takes me a beat 

to decode this to, “"at a bag of dicks.” Fkay. zhatBs kind of 

funny.

He stretches his arms wide, letting out a guttural groan, 

then sTuee'es into the middle seat, shoving his bag into the 

storage at his feet. NYlying sucks.”

“zhat it does,” the woman and I say in unison, which star-

tles us both into a laugh. zhe shared misery warms me up to 

this couple. 

N?ever much cared for it,N the man says. NAnd now they 

pack us in like livestock. Eoo. —ut we’ll survive.” He jabs his 

hand in front of me. “Anyway, I’m Hugh. And this here’s my 

beautiful wife, Wendy.”

His hand is so close I have to z-Oex my arm to shake. “?ice 

to meet you both. IBm Merena.”
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Wendy waves, then closes her eyes and tips her head back. 

Hugh stays twisted toward me, radiating the low-level ener-

gy of a man who has never once sat Tuietly in his life. “Uou 

live in HotlantaP”

“(m, basically.” And I leave it there, because nobody really 

says Hotlanta anymore, and I’d rather not elaborate that I 

actually live in slow-paced )eachtree City, in my parents’ 

basement.

After college,  my boyfriend and I  had our cute Gread 

crampedL apartment on the west side of Atlanta, but it 

was within walking distance of a trendy marketplace. I was 

killing the adulting thing until our relationship imploded. 

I took the qrst job that’d get me out of town, landing in a 

crappy sales-support role peddling material-handling sys-

tems to manufacturers. ?ow, I live out of a twenty-two-inch 

Mamsonite, traveling to the industrial outskirts of exotic des-

tinations like Akron, —owling Dreen, and Columbus. Mince 

IBm rarely home longer than a weekend, a place of my own 

has felt pointless.

N?ot us,N Hugh says, cracking his neck side to side with 

two percussive pops. NWeBre heading on to Ylorida. Hotlanta 

transfers to all points southSpassed !ucifer himself up in 

qrst class.” 

“Ha ha, right.” I lift my book, hoping Hugh will take the 

hint that this is the end of the conversation.

He bends forward to sTuint at the cover. zhe front fea-

tures a sTuare-jawed man in an unbuttoned shirt with an 

eye-bang stare so intense my panties almost fell to the Roor 

the qrst time I saw the book.
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I blush as though IBm the one half-dressed on the cover. 

“ItBs popular. !ots of people are reading it.”

“Fh, I know. "ven I’ve heard about that one.” Hugh lifts his 

eyebrows. “—etter watch out, or !uciferBll snatch you onto his 

connecting Right.” 

He brays at his own joke, then elbows Wendy and practi-

cally shouts, “Zid you catch thatP Mhe’s reading one of those 

sexy books, and I said the devil’s going to take her on the 

layover.”

Half the plane now knows I’m reading a “sexy” book. In-

cluding the hot guy, I’m sure. I’m so glad no one can see me.

“Dood one, babe,” Wendy says in a voice as sweet as or-

ange blossom honey. “zhat reminds meSpass me my read-

er.”

Hugh busies himself with digging through his backpack. 

He hands Wendy her e-book reader in a black case with the 

cover shut, so if she’s reading a sexy book herself, none of us 

will ever know. Yor himself, Hugh pulls out a paperback, a 

thriller that made headlines because it’s being turned into a 

movie. zhe book should keep him entertained and spare me 

from any further conversation about my book choice. 

As we take off, I watch Meattle recede, the tall buildings 

shrinking into dots lining the edge of the water, all of it scin-

tillating in the afternoon sun. zhis week I was in —ellingham, 

Washington, which is a cute coastal city, though I didn’t 

spend time in any photogenic spots. I’m always off in the 

grungy industrial area in warehouse-si'ed buildings sur-

rounded by a sea of asphalt.
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Hugh mumbles, reading under his breath, but his voice is 

lost in the background noise of the airplane, and soon I lose 

myself in my book. I’m so wrapped up in the story, I almost 

forget where I am, until a Rash of light outside my window 

reminds me that I’m in a metal can in the sky. zhe Rash is 

followed by a loud boom and a shudder of the plane, scaring 

me. I drop my novel into my lap, losing my page, which is a 

shame because I’m in the middle of the qrst sex scene. 

“Zid ya see thatP” yells Hugh.  

I press my face to the cold oval of the window. Nzhe Rash 

looked like it came from the wing. —ut everything looksSN

Nzhat was an engine,N says someone from a few rows back, 

in a calm, authoritative tone.

Nzhe enginePJN Hugh pivots and cranes over the seatback. 

NUouBre jokingJN 

He plops back down. “WaitSdo you feel thatP We’re 

pitching down.” He holds his hands up as though he’s pro-

tecting his face from a strong wind.

)anic sei'es my stomach. I peer out the window, expecting 

to be hurtling toward a mountain, but there’s nothing but 

blue sky and white clouds. I track a puffy one off in the dis-

tance and we remain level with it. 

“zhere are multiple engines, Hugh. We’re holding steady,” 

Wendy says as she pats his hand. 

I pop my head above the seatbacks and scan the plane. A 

do'en other passengers are also peeking up like prairie dogs, 

scanning for danger. I spy no gnarled metal or blown-out 

windows. Ey clenched jaw relaxes a bit. 
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zhe hot guy is also craning his neck and turns toward me. 

When our ga'es meet, I qght the urge to pretend I wasn’t 

just checking him out, and I maintain eye contact. I brave 

smiling at him, which I instantly regret. zhe engine just blew 

upSthis isn’t the time to be smiling. I immediately plop 

down. zoo bad he hadn’t sat next to me. If this is to be my 

last hour, I’d much rather share it with him than Hugh and 

Wendy. 

zhe intercom crackles. NAs some of you may have seen or 

heardNSthe pilot begins, his voice the particular brand of 

measured calm they must teach in aviation schoolSNweBve 

lost an engine. zhereBs no cause for alarm. Fur other engine 

is holding strong, and weBre maintaining altitude. We will, 

however, need to make an emergency landing. )lease remain 

seated with your belts fastened. WeBre in contact with a re-

gional airport in Idaho, and IBll have an update shortly.N A 

soft ding follows the silence.

“"mergency landingJ Fh, no, no, noJ” Hugh yells. “Zid you 

hear that, WendyP "m-er-gen-cyJ”

Mhe lays her e-reader on her lap. “Zoes it feel like we’re 

crashingP ?o. We’re qne.” A conqdent strength has replaced 

her previous sweetness. 

I don’t know how she can be so calm. Hugh’s outburst 

has me clutching my seat cushion. —ut perhaps a lifetime of 

calming him down has made her a Ken expert. zhough Hugh 

looks like he should be the chill one. zhe tufts of gray hair on 

the sides of his head, together with his green shirt, make him 

Uoda-esTue. Uet missing is the tranTuility within him. 
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NYinePN he says. NMhe says weBre qneJN He pivots to me. 

NZoes this seem qne to youPN

How does one answer thatP ?othing is qne, but Wendy is 

clearly the ranking ofqcer of this marriage, and I donBt need 

to be a Qedi to know I should fall in line. N?othing to freak out 

about,N I sTueak.

Wendy gives me an approving nod. “!isten to Merena, 

Hugh. Zo you know that Merena comes from the root word 

serenityP Mee how serene she isP ?othing but an inconve-

nience. An unplanned layover. We’ll change planes and be 

on our way. zhis will be a minor hiccup.”

“A hiccup,” I parrot. 

“Mpare  me  your  psychoanalytical  crap.  Uou’re  not 

shrink-wrapping this. I’m entitled to my feelings.” He grabs 

my forearm. A jagged thumbnail digs into my skin. “Uou 

know we’re going to dieJ”

N?o, weBre notJN zhe words come out sharper than I in-

tended, surprising Hugh and startling me. I am typical-

ly Merene Merena, but his mania is contagious, a wildqre 

spreading through the dry kindling of my own anxiety.

His grip goes slack, and I snatch my arm to my waist. 

Zying in a plane crash is a huge fear of mine, and twenty-qve 

is too young to bite the dust. Ey end cannot be on this Right. 

With Hugh. When I haven’t even qgured anything out in my 

life. Ey job’s meh. I live with my parents. I haven’t been on a 

date in almost a year. 

“We’re not dying,” I whisper.

“…eep telling yourself that. We’re going to crash into a 

potato qeld and become potato crisps.”
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—efore things can spiral further, a Right attendant ma-

teriali'es beside us. Her dark hair is pulled back in a tight 

bun, and her name tag reads AEA?ZA. MheBs doing a heroic 

job of keeping her expression professional while scanning 

the cabin for the next problem. Mhe leans toward Hugh with 

a practiced smile. NCaptain Mommer has decades of experi-

ence. zhere is no situation he canBt handle.N Mhe straightens 

before any of us can respond and continues up the aisle, 

leaving a faint trace of jasmine behind.

“Mee.” Wendy gives Hugh a smug little smile and pats 

his hand again, to which Hugh says nothing. I’m glad he’s 

calmed. His paranoia’s contagious, and who knows where 

things would’ve spiraled.

zhe intercom crackles again. “WeBre near a regional air-

port outside the city of Mpudderton, Idaho, and theyBre happy 

to accommodate us. Ylight crew, please prepare for an emer-

gency landing.”

“He said emergency againJ And MpuddertonP” HughBs face 

contorts. Nzhat doesnBt sound like a real place.”

Amanda reappears carrying a small canvas bag. “Zo you 

have sharp items, possible projectiles, that youBd like us to 

storeP …eys, metal jewelry, phones.”

Hugh shakes his head in a rapid, jerky denial. Wendy 

mouths no. I shake my head, though not as possessed-look-

ing as Hugh. I hope.

When Amanda moves to the next seat, Hugh leans toward 

me, eyes enormous. “Zid you hear thatP )rojectilesJ If we 

don’t end up as potato crisps, then it’s a key in the peepers. 

A slow, and painful death.”



CHAPTER ONE 9

I cover my eyes. How I love them so. We’re going to crash, 

be stabbed by a thousand projectiles, and suffer slow, ago-

ni'ing deaths. I try to swallow, but I can’t. zhis was supposed 

to be a big shopping weekend with my mom and grand-

mother to buy dresses for two upcoming celebrationsSmy 

brother’s wedding and my grandmother’s ninetieth birth-

day. I won’t get to be part of either celebration, not to men-

tion one day have my own wedding or ninetieth celebration. 

Worst of all, I won’t get to tell them how much they mean 

to me. zears come to my eyes. It’s happeningSmy life is 

Rashing before me.

zhat’s it, I’m telling my family I love them. If I’m a goner, 

then I’m texting them goodbye. I check the aisle before 

sneaking my phone from my bag. I angle toward the window, 

giving Hugh and Wendy my back as I switch off airplane 

mode. zhe glow of two little bars wink at me, promising 

enough bandwidth for my qnal farewells.

I open the family group chat. zhe last message was me 

reminding them when I’m to arrive this evening. I type out 

I love you.

“What are you doingP” Hugh asks.

“?othing.” I tuck the phone under my leg.

“?o, what’s thatP” He lunges at my leg and snatches my 

phone in one unexpectedly agile move, and then drops it 

onto Wendy’s lap. “zurn it to airplane mode. Vuick, before 

it makes the other engine explode.”

“Dive Merena back her phone.” Wendy holds the phone 

toward me. 



GROUNDED GAMES10

Hugh  intercepts  and  tucks  my  phone  into  his 

sweat-ringed armpit. “Mhe’s going to kill us. We’re already 

down an engine. ?ow she’s bombarding the only one re-

maining with her cell signal. How much do you think this 

plane can takeP”

“I’ll turn it off.” I reach for it.

Hugh clamps his arm tighter against his side, but I’m un-

deterred and dig my hands into his sweaty armpit, which 

makes him sTuirm. Inside, I’m sTuirming as well. zhe phone 

drops to the seat, but he grabs it qrst. As we grapple over it, 

he yells, “Uou can’t be trusted with a phone. It’s your crack. 

Uou’ll kill us all for a hit on zinder.”

He Rings it into the aisle. It strikes the arm of the hot guy 

one row up, then bounces to the Roor near his feet. He picks 

it up and furrows his brow while inspecting it.

I unbuckle and reach over the seatbacks toward him. “I’m 

so sorry. zhat’s mine. Can you pass it to meP”

“Zon’t do itJ” Hugh shrieks. He grabs at my outstretched 

hand. “Zon’t give it to her. )ower it off. Mhe’s going to blow 

us up.”

“Chill out, HughJ I’m not going to blow up anything. I only 

wanted to text my family that I love them.”

"veryone is staring at us, and Tuite a few people give me 

scathing looks, but some have a guilty glint in their eyes, as 

if they themselves have been breaking the rules and sending 

out words of farewell. 

zhe hot guy wobbles the phone. He’s taunting Hugh and 

me.
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“zhat’s mineJ” Ey hand snaps in the air for it, even though 

I’m trapped by Hugh, who spread his arms wide to body 

block me. I’d have to climb over his shoulders to retrieve my 

phone.

“Zon’t give her the phone,” he bellows. “Mhe’ll kill us with 

her zinder crack.”

“zinderP” zhe hot guy raises an eyebrow. “Dood to know.” 

“Dive us the phone.” Hugh nods to Wendy, not daring to 

put down his arms. “We’ll make sure it stays off.” 

“I wasn’t on zinder,” I tell the hot guy, pleading my case.

Hot guy’s lips twist into a dubious frown.

“I sent my family a text.”

“Mure,” he says. And there’s that cocky smirk of his again. 

He’s enjoying this way too much. 

“Qust give me my phone.” I jerk upright, banging my head 

on the overhead, then I blurt, “I’m not on any dating sites. I 

haven’t had sex in forever.” 

Why. Zid. I. May. zhatP

zo the entire plane. I rub the sore spot on the top of my 

head. Hot guy gives me the most pitying look ever. He leans 

forward, arm extended, to hand me my phone. 

Amanda rushes to the scene. zhank goodness, because 

someone needs to calm Hugh down.

“"xcuse me, ma’am, but you have to remain seated with 

your seat belt fastened,” she scolds. 

“EeP” Ey mouth hangs open, but I don’t argue and take 

my seat. “I’m sorry, Amanda, but my phone slid over there. 

Can you hand it to meP zhe gentleman ahead has it.”
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“Zon’t give it to her.” Mpit sprays from Hugh’s mouth. 

“It’sC it’s not her phone. Mhe’s lying. Zon’t give it to herJ” 

“I need everyone to calm down. We’ll be landing shortly. 

We can resolve this matter once we’ve landed. Are you okay, 

sirP Can you settle downP” she asks Hugh.

He nods, red-faced, and wide-eyed, but silent. zhe atten-

dant points at me. “We’ll deal with the phone once we’ve 

landed. (ntil then, keep your seatbelt buckled.”

“Fkay.” 

I glower at Hugh before turning to the window, where 

Idaho spreads below in Rat, green sTuares. 

Momehow it seems qtting that my last minutes on earth 

will be spent with a tufted-haired demon while torpedoing 

into a potato qeld after confessing my crappy sex life to a 

hundred strangers.

z he plane tilts. Hugh lets out a whinnying moan. Ey 

mind jumps to the second engine failing, but there’s 

no loud boom, no shuddering. All’s good. Zeep breaths. "ven 

with an engine down, everything feels like a regular landing.

I close my eyes. zhe image that surfaces is —ugs —unny 

freaking out when a gremlin sabotages his plane. zhe vision 

of his puffy cheeks contorting through a do'en faces of fear 

and panic doesn’t make me feel better, so I switch to watch-

ing out the window. ziny houses that could qt in my hand 
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dot the farmland stretching to the hori'on, as ant-si'ed cars 

move along ribbons of asphalt.

zhen the airport comes into view, or at least I think it’s the 

airport. zhere’s a small building that from high above looks 

like a shack, but it’s next to a long, paved strip, so I guess this 

must be it. As the ground gets closer and the landing gear 

whirs, I clench the seat cushion, not releasing it until I feel 

the vibration of the tires touching down. zhe brakes jerk into 

place, and the plane shudders as it slows. We taxi to the side 

of the terminal.

“Fh, thank Dod, we made itJ” Hugh punches his clenched 

qsts toward the heavens.

Wendy says, “Mee, it was qne.”

“It was. Uou were right.” He grabs her face and plants a big 

one on her lips. 

zhe fasten-seat-belt light dings off, signaling the end of 

the harrowing Right. !aughter and clapping erupt.

Hugh lurches over Wendy, jumping into the aisle, and 

yells, “We made it. We’re alive, everyone. We’re alive.” He 

throws his arms up, which somehow gets a few hoots and 

hollers. 

Hugh moves forward to make room for Wendy, and she 

offers to let me sTuee'e into the aisle with them, but I remain 

seated. I’m worn out from worry, but mostly I need some 

distance from Hugh. 

zhe woman in the seat in front of me glances back, giving 

me a searching once-over like she’s comparing me to what 

she’d imagined for the pitiful woman with a sexy book but a 

bad sex life. zhanks, Hugh. 
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Fnce deplaning reaches my aisle, I spot the hot guy wait-

ing at the end of his row. I guess I can’t hide out here forever. 

I scooch into the aisle.

“Uou lose thisP” He holds up my phone.

“Fh, thank youJ” I take it from him, all smiles, before re-

membering how foolish I must’ve looked. Ey cheeks blush. 

I turn from him to pull my wheelie-bag from the overhead 

luggage. 

He reaches over me and lifts it down, but then rests it in an 

empty row. He nods to the empty seats in front of him. “I’ll 

need you to wait here. We need to discuss the accusations 

made by your seatmate. I’m going to need some further in-

formation.”

His voice is so cold that for a moment I think he’s being 

serious.

“Oight. I’m such a danger,” I joke, but his face remains 

stony.

(nsure of what is happening, I slide into the row. He slides 

into the aisle in front of me. 

“zhose were very serious accusations.” He cocks his head 

to give me a stern look. “I need you to answer a couple of 

Tuestions.”   

“WhatP” 

“I have to log this incident, especially since you threw your 

phone at me.” He rubs at the back of his arm, turning it to-

ward me, almost as if he expects me to pat his boo boo. When 

I scrunch my face in response, he falls back into serious mode 

and taps at his phone. “Yirst name.” 
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He’s qling a report on meP I scan his belt loop for a badge, 

though I don’t qnd one. —ut isn’t being undercover part of 

the whole deal with air marshalsP  

—ut there’s no way he’s a marshal. (nless I’m the unluck-

iest person alive. I tailspin on my worsening day. It’s Yriday 

afternoonSI could be stuck in jail all weekend. How does 

bail workP Will my dad have to Ry to Mpudderton to get me 

out of the clinkP What if Zad thinks I need to learn a lesson 

about my phone usageP If you’d followed our rules about no 

phones at the dinner table, then you’d have some self-control, and 

none of this would’ve happened. 

I press my hand over my heart. Calm down. Uou can han-

dle this. —e nice to the air marshal and make him understand 

that this is all a huge misunderstanding. “I swear I didn’t 

throw my phone. zhe guy next to me didSHugh. He was 

freaking out, and he threw my phone. Fn accident,” I add be-

cause, even if Hugh isn’t my favorite person, I don’t want to 

get him in trouble. “I promise it was all a misunderstanding. 

)lease don’t arrest me. Fr him.” 

“zhere’ll be no need for that. )lus, I forgot my handcuffs.” 

He winks. Fkay, that was highly unprofessional. “—ack to the 

report. Uour qrst name.”

“Merena.” I put my hands on my hips. “And what exactly is 

your titleP”

“And your phone numberP” he asks, speaking over my 

Tuestion.

I pause, annoyed that he’s ignored my Tuestion. zhere’s 

no way he’s an air marshal. What’s his gameP He shakes 

his phone impatiently. As I recite the numbers, I tiptoe so I 



GROUNDED GAMES16

can see his screenShe’s entering the information into his 

personal contacts. 

I moan, unable to believe I’ve been so slow on the uptake. 

“Zid you just trick me into giving you my digitsP”

“zrick’s a little strong. Clearly, I was joking around.” He 

puts his hand out for me to shake. “I’m !iam.”

“MeriouslyP zhis is a joke to youP” I stare at his extend-

ed hand in disbelief. After an emergency landing, this guy’s 

pulling pranks. “)lease tell me I’m on some reality zD show 

and that there’s nothing wrong with the plane. Fh, and 

Hugh’s an actor.”

“zhe guy beside youP ?o, I’m afraid he’s the real deal.” He 

gives me a lopsided grin as though he expects me to joke 

along. He’s sadly mistaken if he thinks I’m going to slap my 

leg while saying good one. 

Amanda sTuee'es around the last of the passengers and 

approaches us. “Zo you have your phoneP "verything re-

solvedP”

I hold up my phone, thankfully undamaged. “Ues, no 

thanks to this one.” I narrow my eyes at !iam. zhen I pull my 

carry-on bag into the aisle. 

“I literally returned it to you,” !iam protests.

Amanda continues along the aisle, checking the seats as 

she goes, uninterested in our minor drama.  

“We almost died. And I already had to deal with Hugh 

freaking out. zhis is hardly the time for practical jokes,” I say 

as I drag my bag behind me, not caring if !iam’s keeping up 

or if he’s able to hear my retort.
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“Murviving a stressful situation makes this exactly the 

right time for jokes,” he says.

His response needles me, but I’ve reached the plane door, 

so I ignore him and brace myself against the opening. zhere’s 

no jetway, only a set of stairs descending onto the tarmac. 

zhe little terminal awaits, with its retro low-slung lines and 

stacked-stone exterior, a throwback to poodle skirts and 

hotrods. 

“!et me help with your bag,” !iam offers.

I retract my pull handle and grab the side grip. “Zon’t 

pretend you’re a gentleman now.” I clomp down the stairs 

and into the crowd below, happily losing him.
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T he interior of the terminal is a single waiting area 

the size of a school gymnasium—if the school had 

been built in 1952 and no one had touched it since. There’s 

only one waiting area with a few dozen funky yellow chairs 

sprouting from the tiled Aoor. ,gainst one wall- a single 

luggage carousel hums beside a carFrental counter with a 

vormica top. The furnishings are all realFdeal midFcentury- 

preserIed through lowFusage until they became fashionable 

again. 

J station myself near the pineFpaneled Aight attendant’s 

kiosk to eaIesdrop. ,manda talks with a grayFhaired man 

wearing a tan buttonFdown shirt and a plastic name tag that 

says ERYYU. Snderneath his name are small printed letters. 

They’re hard to make out- but J’m pretty sure it spells out 

Cpudderton “ounty Yegional ,irport. 

D?o you haIe an intercom”N ,manda asks Eerry. DJ need to 

make an announcement.N

DHothing but the highest tech here at Cpudderton YegionF

al.N Eerry picks up an ancient yellow phone receiIer with a 

gnarled cord and hands it to ,manda. Wer face pales- but 
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before she takes it- Eerry puts the handset back on its base. 

DEust kidding. Le’re not that highFtech.N 

We swings around a metal chair- stands on it- and whistles 

long and loud. This gets eIeryone’s attention. 

DBisten up- folks. ,manda here has something to say.N We 

steps down and holds out his hand to help ,manda up.

Che cups her hands. DJ need all passengers with Oig OaF

nana and ,wesome ,pple leIel status to line up oIer here. 

,gain- that’s our Oig Oananas and our ,wesome ,pples.N

?rats- J’m a “heery “herry. J used to haIe ,wesome ,pple 

status- but J used a bunch of miles on a family Iacation- and 

then my region changed- and J’Ie been Aying a competitor 

more in the past few months. Out my change to a lowly 

cherry is recent- so maybe J can conIince ,manda to giIe me 

whateIer perks are being handed out.

J follow the elite fruit crowd- and Biam sidles up beside 

me. xf course- the cheeky bastard has status. Wugh and 

Lendy are part of the inFcrowd as well- and they giIe me a 

thumbsFup as they press to the front.

,manda yells out to the crowd- Dxne of our smaller comF

muter planes is being sent- which will take you to ?enIer 

to a connector home tonight. Those remaining will Ay out 

tomorrow.N

J’m so oIer this day and so in need of a normal- relaqing 

weekend. vor my sanity- J need to get on tonight’s plane.

D,s we work through this process- please be patient-N 

,manda says. DJ’m working with what J haIe- which isn’t a 

lot- to be honest.N Che Aashes her phone at us. 
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DLe don’t usually Ay through Cpudderton- so our systems 

aren’t set up here.N Then she points to the ancient monitor 

at the attendant’s desk. DJ’m going to be getting eIeryone’s 

information to Ierify their leIel oIer the phone- but let’s get 

a Guick count here. Jf you’re Oig Oanana- please raise your 

hand.N

Wugh’s and Lendy’s hands shoot up.

D,nd ,pple.N

J notice that Biam- like me- didn’t raise his hand either 

time. 

We whispers to me- DLhy are you here” Lhat’s your 

game”N

DHo game. J’m a “heeryF“herry. Eust hoping J might get 

lucky. Uou”N

DCame.N

,s ,manda talks into her phone- J oIerhear her say that 

there’s room for all the ,pples and Oananas with one seat 

to spare. LhateIer J haIe to do- J’m getting that last seat. 

There’s a glint in Biam’s eyes- and J can tell he’s thinking the 

same thing.

D,ny other weekend- J’d be a gentleman and giIe you the 

seat- but J need it-N he says.

J roll my eyes in response. Wow conceited of him to assume 

the seat is his to giIe or take.

Che yells to the group- DMood news- folks- we haIe enough 

space for all the ,pples and Oananas.N Che moIes beside the 

Aight attendant standing by the window. D'elissa here will 

take eIeryone’s name so we can get tickets teqted to you. 

?oes eIeryone haIe their phone”N
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There are lots of heads nodding as people !le oIer to 

'elissa. J rush up to ,manda at the attendant’s stand with 

Biam hot on my heels. 

DRqcuse me- ,manda- but J oIerheard you say that there’s 

an open spot. J’m a “herry. ,ny chance J can get it”N J ask.

Dxh- well- there’s Guite a few “heery “herries-N ,manda 

says.

DBike me.N Biam shoots his hand out at ,manda for a 

handshake- which she tentatiIely accepts. We cups his other 

hand oIer hers while shaking. DJ loIe to share the cheer. Bet 

me make things easy for you- ,manda. MiIe me the empty 

seat- and you won’t haIe to worry about !guring out how to 

assign it.N

xh no- she’s going to haIe to worry about this one. Ho way 

am J letting 'r. “asanoIa get it. DRqcept J was here !rst- so J 

should get it. That’s the fair way to do it.N 

Eerry surfaces from behind the desk- pushing a stray staF

pler into a drawer. DJ’m glad J’m not in your shoes-N he says 

to ,manda with a glance at us.

This loosens BiamPs grip on ,mandaPs hand. DThe only 

reason Cerena was here !rst is because she elbowed me out 

of the way- not to mention her throwing her phone at me 

earlier- and J’m too much of a gentleman to play so rough.N

DShV J did no such thing. Out ,manda- the important thing 

is that J Aew ,wesome ,pple for two years- and J Ay so much- 

J will again.N

DJ was a Oig Oanana. ,nd who can say no to a Big Oanana”N 

We puts his forearm on the stand and leans forward.  
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The corners of her mouth twitch with a micro smile. Sgh- J 

could barf all oIer Biam. J don’t know how ,manda isn’t runF

ning away to douse herself as he giIes her a sleazy onceFoIer.

J sigh. D'y grandmother is going to be so disappointed to 

hear that J’m going to be late tomorrow. Jt would mean so 

much to her if J made it home tonight. Wer ninetieth birthday 

is this weekend- and we’re haIing a big luncheon to celebrate 

her tomorrow.N This is only a slight stretch. J do plan to !nd 

a dress for the party this weekend.

DWer ninetieth—how wonderful-N ,manda says.

Biam thumps his chest. DThat cuts close. Too close.N We 

clears his throat. D'y grandfather was going to turn ninety 

later this year. Cadly- his health took a turn for the worse- so 

we won’t be celebrating that milestone. Le had all hoped 

we’d haIe one last “hristmas with him- but he didn’t make 

it. J’m actually traIeling for his funeral.N 

We looks off to the side. Wis eyelids Autter with fake mist. 

Djoor Mrandmommy. Che’s beside herself- haIing lost the 

loIe of her life. J want to be there as soon as possible to 

comfort her.N

,manda giIes a little sniff. This can’t be happening. Che 

can’t be falling for this. 

DJsn’t that conIenient”N J mumble.

D“onIenient that my grandfather died”N We straightens. 

,manda looks at me- her eyes wide with shock. 

DJ’m sorry-N J say to her. DThat came out wrong. Out what 

are the chances” J giIe you a genuine reason inIolIing my 

grandmother- and then he comes in and oneFups me with a 

dead grandfather.N
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Che responds with a frown. ,t me. “rap. Che belieIes him. 

There’s nothing to do but be a gracious loser. J tip my head 

to Biam. DJ’m being insensitiIe. Uou should get the seat. Jt’s 

important for you to be with your family during this dif!cult 

time. J’m sorry for your loss and giIe my condolences to your 

grandmommy.N

Biam Aashes a smug smile- but before he can say anything- 

,manda shakes her hands between us. DBet’s keep this clean. 

MiIe me your names. LhoeIer has the most points gets the 

seat.N

xh- thank goodness J was wrong about ,manda falling for 

Biam’s nonsense.

DBadies !rst.N We waIes his hand for me to giIe my inforF

mation.

DHo- you’re under more duress. Uou go !rst.N

,manda drops her head. Jn fear that J’m about to lose the 

opportunity- J blurt out my name and my status J?. Biam 

smirks while J recite the numbers- but J don’t care. We can 

haIe this minor win if it means J haIe a chance of getting out 

of CpuddsilIania- the suckiest of potato towns.

Lhile  giIing his  number-  Biam deepens his  Ioice as 

though he’s a lateFnight radio ?E. Sgh- if J spend another 

second around him- J’ll neIer be able to eat again.

J retreat to !nd a place to sit. Lith only a single waiting 

area- there aren’t enough seats to !t the nearly hundred pasF

sengers. “lusters of people sit on the Aoor- stand by the winF

dows- or lean against the walls. J decide to eqplore and see if 

there’s an undiscoIered lounge. There’s a single hallway. To 

the right are the bathrooms. xn the left is a break room with 
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Iending machines with a few tables- but once again- all the 

seats are taken. 

“ontinuing down the hall- J !nd a supply closet and a 

locked wooden door to the administratiIe of!ces.  

That’s that—J’ll haIe to sit on the Aoor. J drift back near 

the Aight attendants so J can continue my eaIesdropping. 

Thankfully- Biam has disappeared. 

Lhile J dig out my noIel- Biam stops in front of me. D…ery 

smooth back there.N We’s standing oIer me- leaning a bit on 

the handle of his bag.

DLe can’t all be as smooth as you-N J say.

DRh- not my best work.N We looks to the side- out the 

window- to the tarmac. The late afternoon sun falls across 

his face- bringing out the green of his eyes. DCo- what’s the 

real deal” Lhy do you want that ticket” Cell me on why you 

should get it.N

DUou say that like it’s yours to giIe.N J  tap the top of 

my roller bag- faded and tattered with use. D'y bag and J 

haIe seen a lot of miles together. J’m feeling good about my 

chances on getting that seat.N

This makes him chuckle. DJs that so” That’s how you want 

to play this”N

J hadn’t intended to throw down a gauntlet- but Biam’s 

cockiness is bringing out a rare competitiIeness in me. 

DOring it.N

Dxkay- Cerena- game on.N Then he strides off. 

The hair on my arms stands at attention as if Biam’s dared 

me into a real competition- but what can he do” Hothing. Jf 
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he could hack into the system to giIe himself miles- then he’d 

already be an ,wesome ,pple.

J go back to reading- but a few minutes later- Biam’s Ioice 

cuts through the cacophony of conIersations. DJ !gured this 

is a long day for both of you- so J got you some coffee.N We 

thrusts a cup toward 'elissa. We’s talking loudly- and if J had 

any doubt if it was for my bene!t- he looks back at me and 

winks. 

'elissa waIes off the coffee. 

DUou sure” Cpudderton’s !nest-N he says.

Che remains !rm and doesn’t take it. That’s right- 'elissa. 

We’s a snake. ?on’t fall for his oily gift- his slippery words- or 

his deIilishly handsome face. 

Out ,manda succumbs and accepts the offering. joor 

,manda. ?on’t you see how rotten he is” Uou don’t want his 

banana.

D“an J interest you in a little sugar”N Biam Aaps a packet in 

front of her. 

DHo- J take mine black. J like my coffee strong.N ,manda 

raises her cup to him. We raises his own- then takes a sip- 

watching her as he does. J can’t blame her. Jf she’s looking 

for a oneFnight stand- he checks the fun and seqy boqes.

Biam leans on the kiosk- blocking ,manda from my Iiew. 

Wugh and Lendy are shouting into their speakerphone 

about how they’ll be arriIing later tonight- further hindering 

my attempt to eaIesdrop- but ,manda’s gleeful titter makes 

it oIer Wugh’s booming Ioice. Biam throws his head back in 

laughter. J want to chuck my book at the back of his head. We 

puts his hand up to his ear with his thumb eqtended—he’s 
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making the call sign. Js he asking her for her number” Ho—J 

bet he’s telling her to call and put him on the AyFlist.

xh- no- J’m not letting him get the seat that easily. Jn the 

break room- J scan the Iending machine options for bribery 

offerings. Too bad there isn’t a gift shop with fancy chocoF

lates. J settle for candy bars and chips- which is better than 

Biam’s coffee- eqcept J don’t haIe his charm- or his big baF

nana.

,s J return- J clutch my meager gifts close to me- doubly 

embarrassed- !rstly to be brownFnosing- and secondly to 

be doing so with piddly IendingFmachine goodies. Then J 

notice that Guite a few people are reading to pass the time. 

,manda and 'elissa are probably stuck here tonight with 

the rest of us and might enAoy something to read. J can giIe 

one of them my book- but J need a second one. 

There’s a woman nearby sitting on the Aoor reading a 

book that a friend recommended to me. Che appears to be 

near the beginning. J hoIer nearby- not sure how to apF

proach. 'aybe the seat isn’t worth pestering a stranger. YeF

ally- what am J doing” ,ll of this is so silly.

J glance at Biam- and he holds eye contact while doing a 

little Iictory dance- lifting his indeq !ngers like he’s number 

one. xh- J’m doing this.

J kneel beside the woman. DWiV Wow’s the book”N

Che lowers it and giIes me a suspicious glare. DJt’s good.N

DJ’Ie been dying to read it.N J spot the price printed on the 

back. D“an J buy it off you” J’ll pay you double the list price.N

Che clutches the book close to her. DSm- sorry. J’m really 

into it.N
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DOut it looks like you Aust started”N

DHo- J’m twentyFsome pages in.N Che looks at the top corF

ner. DTwentyFeight. Jt Aumps right into the action.N

That sounds like a perfect book to read when you’re stuck 

somewhere. DTriple the list price.N

This makes her pause. Che bites her lip. Che’s caIing. Jf J 

offer Guadruple- she’ll sell it to me- but that’s a lot when J 

haIe no idea if ,manda or 'elissa will be interested. 

DUou know what” J’m being ridiculous. vorget it. RnAoy the 

book.N

“hips and candy bars will haIe to do. 

Out then J remember Wugh was reading a bestseller. We’s 

still yelling into the phone while enAoying the waiting area 

seats- relaqed knowing that he and Lendy are about to be 

whisked off to ?enIer. We doesn’t really need that book. ,nd 

after the phone incident- he owes me. 

J stand beside them. Heither of them notices- so J clear my 

throat. 

DWey- it’s the phone girl.N Wugh points at me.

DLho’s that” ?id you bump into someone you know”N , 

woman’s Ioice blares out from the speakerphone on Wugh’s 

knee. DLhat a small world to run into someone in JdahoVN

DHo- it’s someone from the Aight-N Lendy yells.

DLhat’s she want”N the phone demands.

DJ don’t know. Meesh- why don’t you let us ask”N Wugh 

shakes his head as he waIes at the phone- then he looks up 

at me. DWow can we help you”N

DJ was wondering if J could haIe your book. Uou don’t 

seem to need it.N
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DLhat’d she say”N the phone booms.

DWis book. Che wants his book-N Lendy yells.

“ould they be any louder” RIeryone in the terminal stares 

at us. ,nd of course- Biam is watching with an intrigued glint 

in his eyes.

The person on the phone chirps out- DLhy’s she want his 

book” That’s a weird ask- don’t you think” “an’t she get her 

own book”N

DHeIer mind-N J mumble. Out Biam is enAoying my embarF

rassment too much as he leans on the podium- smiling like 

he’s taking in a sunny day at the park. This steels me- and 

J snatch the book resting on top of Wugh’s bag. DJ need the 

book because my phone is acting weird because you threw 

it- so J can’t read my ebook. Thank you Iery much.N

Wugh’s mouth drops open. DxhV xkay. Take it.N 

,s J storm away- J hear the Ioice say- DUou threw her 

phone”N 

Though J’d loIe to hear Wugh eqplain that one- J haIe more 

important things to do. J moIe beside Biam- and this time J 

do elbow him out of the way. D'elissa- ,mandaBuhBhere.N 

'y mouth has gone dry. J’m not one to schmooze- so furF

ther words eIaporate in my mouth. J shoIe the chips forward 

in one hand and then the candy bars in the other. 

DUou’re umBN J stammer and don’t get out the most imF

portant part about them being busy and needing a little pick 

me up. Dvor you.N

DThat’s so sweet of you. J could use a little chocolate.N 

,manda snatches a candy bar.

D'e- too.N 'elissa takes the other one.
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DComething salty” “hips”N J manage. 

'elissa shrugs and takes a bag. ,manda waIes them off. 

D'y sweet tooth is my weakness.N

Eerry pops up from behind the desk- holding a wire. D?id 

someone say chips” jotatoes are my weakness. 'ashed- 

fried- boiled- or baked. jrobably why J loIe Cpudderton so 

much.N

Dxh- here.N J hand him the bag.

Mrinning ear to ear- he scoops it up. Wis Aoy relaqes me. 

D,nd thank you for eIerything you’re doing. ,ll three of 

you-N J say. Lhew- J saIed it at the end.

Eerry pops open the chip bag with a sGueeze. DBet me tell 

you what- this is the most eqcitement this airport’s seen in a 

while.N We tosses a chip into his mouth and then disappears 

back behind the desk.

J almost walk off without offering the books- but J catch 

myself and blurt- D, book” Uou know- if you haIe downtime 

and can read. Corry- J made it sound like J’m Guestioning 

whether you know how to read. J meant- if you haIe free 

time.N J show them Wugh’s and my books. 'elissa’s face 

brightens. 

Dxh- J’Ie heard about that oneVN Che lifts Wugh’s book and 

Aips it oIer to the blurb on the back. D,re you sure”N

Dxf course- enAoy.N

DThank you. J appreciate it.N Che giIes her shoulders a 

satis!ed little shake.

,manda bites her lip. DWaIe you !nished this one”N The 

truth sits on the edge of my tongue- that J’m eager to continF

ue reading the seq scene and daydream about some billionF
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aire stopping in Cpudderton to sweep me away in his priIate 

Aet. Out that’s not happening- and the book is worth a seat out 

of here. DJ did. Jt’s Iery good.N J doubleFraise my eyebrows to 

conIey which parts are the best.

DThen J’ll take your offer in case J’m stuck here tonight 

with nothing to do.N Out she looks at Biam as she says this- 

undressing him with her eyes. ?amn it- this means she 

doesn’t think Biam will stay here tonight. J gaIe away my 

book for nothing. We’s too good. J shouldn’t haIe eIen tried 

to outplay a player.

DWere you go.N J place the book into her hands. DLell- J 

don’t want to keep you from things. Thank you again for 

eIerything you’re doing to get us home.N J giIe a little waIe 

and leaIe to return to my spot on the Aoor.

,s J walk away- Biam hooks an arm in mine. DLell played.N

DUou don’t haIe to rub it in that J’m not as good as you.N

Djlease. J see right through that bumbling sweetFgirl act.N

DHot an act. J’m truly this unsmooth.N J Aerk my arm free 

and glare at him- not wanting to sit because then he might 

too. 

Djoor you.N We takes a step closer and giIes me a pitying 

pout. 

DJ’d rather that than be like you. Uou’re so slimy you’reB 

you’re like a slug.N

D'ean comeback. Uou must’Ie been a terror on the playF

ground.N 

DWaFha. Lhy are you following me” Lhat do you want- 

Biam”N

DTo win- of course.N 



CHAPTER TWO 31

D,nd you haIe. ,manda Aust implied you’re getting it.N

Le glance at her- and she aIerts her gaze to her phone 

screen. Che’s probably working her magic right now to get 

Biam on that Aight. 

We giIes me a lopsided smile as he pulls a deck of cards 

from his pocket. DJ’m not so sure. ,nd J’m enAoying this too 

much to leaIe it to something as boring as miles. jlay me for 

it.N

DLhat” Ho way. J’m not stupid enough to play a man who 

carries around his own deck.N

DThey’re Aust something to !dget with.N We pulls out the 

deck and demonstrates his !dgeting with a oneFhanded 

shufAe. DLouldn’t you rather play some poker for the seat”N

DThat shufAe was way too practiced. ,ll the more reason 

for me not to play.N

DHo to poker- that’s okay. Le can play any game you 

want.N

We’s like a carniIal barker- so J put on my barker Ioice. 

DUoung man. There with the cocky smile. Uou- yes- you.N J 

point at Biam. We plays along and looks from side to side to 

check that J’Ie selected him. D, cool cat like you should be 

with the Oig Oananas. Co- J’ll tell you what- J got a game for 

you.N

DMee whiz- really”N 

J sweep the cards from his hand- ignoring the tingle of my 

!ngers as they slide oIer his. J fan them before him. Djick a 

card- any card.N

We grabs one from the middle of the deck. D?o J look at it”N

DCure- why not”N
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We looks at it and- like a seasoned poker player- keeps his 

face completely immobile. 

D,nd now we’re going to play a game called honesty. To 

play this- you giIe me a reason- an honest reason- on why you 

need that seat.N J snatch his card- return it to the deck- and 

plop them in his hand.

DWello- my grandpa’s funeral-N he says.

J return to my normal Ioice. DJ said honest.N 

Dvine.  J’m in  a  poker  tournament this  weekend.N  We 

frowns after saying this and puts the cards back in their boq. 

DJt’s stupid- but J’m superstitious about my routine. Jf J Ay 

tomorrow- it’s going to mess with how J do things. xr J may 

not eIen make it in time. ,lso- J don’t want to be stressed 

tonight- worrying about when J’ll arriIe.N

DJ’m supposed to be sympathetic to a poker game”N

DHot a game. , tournament. ,nd don’t knock it- because 

this is my dream.N We puts the cards to his heart.

DUour dream” ,s in- you want to be a professional poker 

player”N

DJ can see it in your face—you’re blowing it off like eIeryF

one does- but poker takes a lot of concentration and stamina 

and skill. Jt’s hard to keep your wits about you when you’Ie 

been playing for hours and big money’s on the line.N

J cross my arms oIer my chest. DCo- you’re trying to trick 

me out of the seat by being a card shark”N 

DHo- J’m trying to leIel the playing !eld. MiIe me a !ghting 

chance. Book at your bag. “ome on- we both know you haIe 

some serious miles.N
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DCo- you are scared.N J rather enAoy the thought that J’Ie 

intimidated Biam with my lowly suitcase. DUou should be.N J 

run my tongue oIer the bottom of my teeth as if J’m in fullFon 

predator mode.

DCee- J knew that sweetFgirl routine was all an act. Jt’s Iery 

good- though. Uou’re like a slice of apple pie.N Wis gaze goes 

oIer me like he wouldn’t mind a bite- and J hate to admit 

my center gets as gooey as pie !lling. Wow can J be falling 

for this” Wis moment of Iulnerability about his dream seems 

genuine- but he’s been such a Aokester J’m not sure what to 

belieIe.

'aybe it doesn’t matter whether he’s lying. J want to beF

lieIe- and J want to help a fellow human on his Aourney to 

reaching his goals. ,lso- there’s not much of a price for me. 

'y parents will already be in bed when J get home- and J’ll 

still haIe plenty of time to shop on Cunday. DUou know what” 

Cince we’re being honest- J don’t haIe a party this weekF

end. J’m Aust dress shopping for the party. Uour tournament 

sounds like a big deal. J’ll tell ,manda that you’re getting the 

seat.N

DCeriously” Uou’re Aust going to hand it oIer”N

DUep.N

DThat’s seriously cool.N We opens his arms wide and steps 

toward me for a hug.

J giIe him a perfunctory embrace- keeping space between 

us as J pat his back- and then Guickly pull away. 

We rubs his hand behind his neck- looking embarrassed 

as if J’Ie rebuffed him. J barely know the guy- so J’m not 

sure what response he was eqpecting. J open my mouth- but 
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nothing comes out. vinally- J land on pulling out the talkatiIe 

carniIal barker. DJt’s your lucky day- young man. Uou’Ie won 

the coIeted seat.N J add in my normal Ioice- DWaIe a safe 

Aight.N

DThis doesn’t feel right.N We motions his hands back and 

forth between us. DJ feel like J’m suckering you for it- eIen 

though J’m not. J swear J haIe a tournament. Out J’ll feel 

better if you let me play for it.N

DUou’re not suckering me. Jt’s !ne.N

DOut it’ll be more fun if we play for it. ,nd this way it’s 

fair.N 

DvairV Uou’re a professional poker player or semiFpro or 

whateIer. The game’s not fair when you haIe mad skills- and 

J don’t haIe any.N

Dxh- you’re being too hard on yourself.N We giIes my hand 

a little sGueeze. DBook at how happy you made ,manda and 

'elissa. ,nd Eerry by giIing him a potato product. That’s 

some mad skills.N

DJ’m talking about cards. J haIe other skills.N

DJs that so”N We winks at me. D,ny of them inIolIe the 

bedroom”N

'y breath catches- but J play it off with a toss of my hair. 

DCpare me. Uou’re not my type.N

Wis eyebrows shoot up. Ccore for me. Buscious Biam must 

not be used to reAection. ,nd maybe J can pull off a poker face- 

because he bought that J’m immune to his charm- and how 

his shirt tightens around his muscular arms. 
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D,nyway- J saw how you had ,manda eating out of the 

palm of your hand. Che’s obIiously going to giIe you the 

seat.N

DHot if she !nds out she has to stay here in smallFpotato 

town. Uou saw how she looked at me when she took your 

naughty book.N We wags his eyebrows at me. J guess he apF

proIes of my book choice. DChe’s hoping J’ll ful!ll some fanF

tasy tonight. Jf she’s on the Aight crew out of here- J’m good. 

,nd if notBN

We might be right. Djoor Biam- your good looks must be 

such a curse.N 

D“learly- you can appreciate the struggles we beautiful 

people endure.N

DCaIe your Aattery. J’m not playing.N 

D“ome on- there must be some card game you played as a 

kid”N

DCure. xld 'aid. Mo vish. Lar.N 

DJ remember Lar. Le’ll play that.N We giIes me pupF

pyFdog eyes- and J hate how my stomach Autters. J haIe 

nothing better to do since J’Ie giIen my book away. ,nd 

though J hate to admit it- playing with Biam is rather enterF

taining.



Chapter Three

W e nda od psed tsph pd hre mppy deoy hre ecshl uoy 

yedho. upIdheyi - tgh uyptt,.ewwea pd hre Idsoaaea’ 

gdaIthygo. uoyseh’ frgur gtdbh hre cpth upcqpyhok.e’ kIh ghb.. 

ap qpy o LIguv wocei Tgoc cgyypyt ce’ rgt vdeet o qef gduret 

qypc cgde’ .eoBgdw o uyocsea s.ol tsoue kehfeed Iti —re 

fol rebt .eodgdw qpyfoya fghr o tgaefolt wygd yecgdat ce 

pq o uoh thIalgdw syel’ aekohgdw fred hp spIdue oda tgdv o 

troys uodgde hpphr gdhp hre hedaey metri HIh rebt Idaeyet,

hgcohea hrgt .ghh.e cpItex- roBe cl pfd troys urpcseyt 

oda keqpye hrgt woce gt pBey’ rebt wpgdw hp fpdaey rpf re 

edaea Is hre pde kghhedi 

Ge yecpBet hre uoyat qypc hre kpF’ oda - hove hrec qypc 

rgci —relbye yewI.oy s.olgdw uoyat fghr o tfgy.l yea aetgwd 

oypIda cgyypy,gcowe urIkkl ureyIkt pd kgulu.eti —rgt .ppvt 

.gve hre aeuv - s.olea “p ?gtr fghr ot o vgai - fot eFseuhgdw 

tpcehrgdw t.guv oda trpfl’ kIh - wIett spvey gtdbh o woce 

freye lpI hyl hp trpf pqqi

- qod pIh hre uoyat’ qoue tgae Isi ”GoBe lpI tpcerpf 

thouvea hre aeuvzE

”-dtseuh ofoliE Ge .eodt kouv pdhp rgt rodat’ kIh hred 

sqqht fred re yeo.gAet -bc tpyhgdw hrec kl tIgh hp cove tIye 
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o.. nqhl,hfp uoyat oye hreyei DBeylhrgdw teect gd pyaey’ tp - 

ap cl keth Beytgpd pq o trIqmei -hbt keed o frg.e oda tpce 

uoyat tsygdw qyee qypc hre sg.ei Ge wygcouet oh cl eqqpyh’ kIh 

tolt dphrgdwi - trIqme dgde cpye hgcet’ sypkok.l pBeyvg..’ 

kIh -bc dph hovgdw odl urodueti 

Ot - thyogwrhed hre uoyat’ - hrgdv hrypIwr hre yI.et pq Woy’ 

hylgdw hp nwIye pIh gq hreyebt odlhrgdw re uod ap hp fgdi -hbt 

keed tp .pdw tgdue -bBe s.olea hroh -bc qIAAl pd hre yI.et’ kIh 

- yececkey hre woce upI.a weh ayofd pIh’ oda - apdbh fodh 

hp ygtv kphr pq It .ptgdw hre teoh frg.e fe kohh.ei

”Tehbt tgcs.gql hrgdwtiE -  s.oue hre aeuv kehfeed pIy 

uypttea .ewti ”Geyebt cl tIwwethgpdxfeb.. eour mgs o uoya’ 

oda frpeBey rot hre rgwreth fgdti Web.. s.ol hrypIwr hre 

aeuv’ tp hfedhl,tgF ypIdat’ oda frpeBey fgdt hre cpth 

rodat fgdtiE 

”Oda rpf ap fe roda.e o hgezE re otvti

”Jp lpI ceod oh hre eda gq fe eour roBe hrgyheedz !y 

aIygdw hre woce gq fe kphr sIh apfd hre toce uoyazE

”HphriE

- soIte oda yId hrypIwr o qef tuedoygpti Tgoc syehedat hp 

ke kpyea kl foghgdw qpy cl odtfey oda frgth.et hre Yepsoyal 

hIdei 

”!vol’ gq fe hge oh hre eda’ hred feb.. mgs o upgdiE We 

roBedbh eBed thoyhea oda -bc o.yeoal deyBpIt’ tp -bc dph 

s.olgdw o teupda ypIdai ”Oda aIygdw woces.ol’ gq fe sIh 

apfd cohurgdw uoyat’ hred hrpte uoyat fpdbh upIdh oda 

feb.. cpBe hrec hp hre tgaeiE
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”!voli —rgt gtdbh Woy odl .pdwey’ kIh .ehbt ap hrgtiE Ge 

yIkt rgt rodat hpwehrey frg.e re wygdt fghr aeBg.gtr w.eei ”-b.. 

aeo.iE

”Oktp.Ihe.l dphCE - cpBe hre aeuv u.ptey hp cei ”-d qouh’ 

-bc ureuvgdw lpIy t.eeBet hp cove tIye hreye oyedbh odl ouet 

rgaaed Is hreyeiE

”Oye lpI teygpItzE re otvti ”NpIbye wgBgdw ce cpye uyeagh 

hrod - aeteyBeiE

”jpce pd’ yp.. bec IsiE

Ge thoyet ce apfdi ”Spsei NpI roBe hp ureuviE Ge cpBet 

u.ptey’ tp pIy vdeet hpIur’ oda re yetht rgt rodat freye cl 

.ewt uyptt okpBe hre odv.et’ rgt ndweyt yohrey u.pte hp cl .oal 

soyhti ”!d.l fol lpI uod ke tIyeiE 

”?gdeiE - yId cl ndweyt kedeohr hre uIqqt pq rgt k.ouv kIh,

hpd,apfd’ gdhedhgpdo..l hguv.gdw hre rogyt pd rgt oyci

”jIh hroh pIhiE Ge Meyvt rgt oyc ofol oda yIkt oh rgt qpye,

oyci

- tryIw cl trpI.aeyt oda ayps cl elet gddpuedh.li ”Ppy,

yliE

Wred re syetedht rgt .eqh oyc’ rebt cpye uoIhgpIti ”Sp 

qIddl kItgdett hrgt hgceiE

”Neh lpIbye otvgdw ce hp Idayett lpI’E - tol ot - yp.. kouv 

rgt t.eeBei 

Ge upuvt od elekypfi ”- agadbh yeo.gAe - coae hroh yeLIeth’ 

kIh - fpdbh oywIe gq lpI deea hp ap o qI..,kpal teoyuriE Ggt 

woAe tcp.aeyt’ tedagdw o trgBey ouyptt cl edhgye kpal’ kIh 

rebt dph agthyouhgdw ce fghr rgt keayppc eleti Oh hrgt spgdh’ 

- uoye cpye okpIh keohgdw rgc oh rgt pfd woce hrod - ap hre 

teohi 
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”Peei Sphrgdw Is cl t.eeBetiE Ggt tvgd gt hoddea’ oda hre 

qpyeoyc cItu.e IdaI.ohet ot re hfgtht rgt oyc hp trpf hre 

koye tvgd pq hre Idaeytgaei Ge sI..t pde pq cl oyct hpfoya 

rgci ”Oda dpf ghbt cl hIydiE

Rl trgyh rot hryee,LIoyhey t.eeBet’ tp - tupqq’ kIh re yIdt 

rgt ndweyt Idaey hre qokygu’ fyossgdw hrec oypIda hre kph,

hpc pq cl kgues’ freye re updhgdIet hp uoyett cei Ggt hpIur 

foyct cl upp. tvgd’ covgdw cl oyc hgdw.ei SeBey keqpye rot 

cl kyeohr rghurea qypc o cod heotgdw cl e.kpfi

Ge ye.eotet cei ”Sphrgdw Is lpIy t.eeBetiE

”!kBgpIt.li HIh -bc thg.. dph tIye - hyIth lpIiE - doyypf cl 

elet oh rgci ”Dcshl lpIy spuvehtiE

”Rl spuvehtz NpI fodh ce hp ecshl cl spuvehtzE

”—rohbt froh - togaiE

”NpI vdpf hre aeo.iE Ge .eodt kouv oda trgqht rgt se.Bgt gd 

gdBghohgpdi 

”We..’ hrohbt dph sypseyiE - foBe cl roda hpfoya hre sep,

s.e o qef qeeh ofol’ yethgdw owogdth hre fo..i —relbye o.. .ppv,

gdw oh hregy srpdet’ kIh gh apetdbh ceod hrel fpdbh .ppv pBey 

gq -bc qee.gdw Is Tgoci ”—Iyd pIh lpIy spuveht oda .ehbt weh 

pd fghr hre woceiE

”!r’ hrgt gt o.. soyh pq hre wocei Oda hreyebt pd.l pde fol 

hp ke ueyhogd - fpdbh ureohiE Ge soht hre tgae pq rgt sodhti 

”“phho ureuviE

-bc dph qo..gdw qpy rgt tg..l aoyei —roh rebt eBed tIwwethgdw 

gh ceodt rebt dph rgagdw odlhrgdwi Ggt wpo. gt hp cove ce 

tLIgyc’ frgur rebt ouupcs.gtrgdwi
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HIh re hrgdvt - fpdbh ureuvi Gebt fgddgdw hre cedho. 

wocei Ge hrgdvt - eckoyyott eotg.li —yIei Oda hrgtb.. thps ce 

qypc agwwgdw odl qIyhreyi ?o.tei -bc uo..gdw rgt k.Iqqi

”NpI hrgdv - fpdbh ap ghzE - otvi

”-bc o kehhgdw cod’ tp -ba sIh cpdel pd lpI dph apgdw ghiE

”Wg..gdw hp keh hre s.ode teoh pd hrohzE

”Sp’ hre paat oyedbh hroh wppaiE

”-q - ureuv oda - nda o uoya’ hred - trpI.a weh hre teoh pIh 

pq sygdugs.eiE 

”NpI tpIda tp tIye lpIbye wpgdw hp nda tpcehrgdwi Wroh 

roBe - apde hp eoyd tIur agthyIthz -t gh hroh roya hp ke.geBe -bc 

wppa oh spvey fghrpIh ureohgdwz —rgt col upce ot o trpuv’ 

kIh -bc wppa oh uoyat keuoIte -bc agtugs.gdeaiE

”NpI thp.e cl srpde oda .gea hp cei Gpf roBe lpI eoydea 

cl hyIthzE

”Sp’ - sypheuhea lpIy srpde’ oda - s.olea o cgdpy syouhguo. 

Mpve’ kIh o.. qpy o wppa uoItei - wph lpIy dIckey’ oda - gdheda 

hp otv lpI pd o aoheiE

—rgt updqettgpd tedat ce qpy o .pps’ oda - tgh t.ouv,Mofea 

qpy o cpcedhi - wIett hre qouh hroh re fodhea cl dIckey hp 

otv ce pIh gtdbh o tIysygte’ kIh reoygdw rgc tol gh covet ce 

k.Itri 

Ge .ppvt oh rgt spuvehti ”NpIbye tho..gdwi —rete spuveht 

fpdbh ureuv hrecte.BetiE 

- uodbh ke.geBe -bc updtgaeygdw wypsgdw oypIda gd rgt sodht’ 

kIh hre cedho. uro..edwe gt soyh pq hre wocei —re mppy 

afe..eyt updhgdIe hp gwdpye Iti Reodfrg.e’ Ocodao oda 

Re.gtto oye kItl agyeuhgdw hre Ofetpce Oss.et pBey hp Yeyyl’ 

frpbt up..euhgdw .Iwwowei 
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!r’ dpC -q eghrey pq It gt wpgdw hp weh pIy kow oda pIy kpal 

pd hroh s.ode’ hred feba kehhey weh pd fghr ghi Wghr o tgdw.e 

aees kyeohr’ - yp.. pdhp cl vdeeti Tgoc sIht rgt roda kergda 

rgt reoa ot - vdee. keqpye rgc’ kIh - apdbh .eh rgt tcIwdett weh 

Idaey cl tvgdi - hove hre s.Idwei Ggt sodht oye .ppte edpIwr 

hroh - uod nh cl edhgye roda gdhp hre spuveh’ kIh hreyebt dph 

cIur fgww.e yppci —re spuvehbt ecshl’ toBe qpy o .gdh ko.. gd 

hre kphhpci - tdohur cl roda pIhi

”Wrl hre yItrz NpI cgttea tpcehrgdw wppa gd hreyeiE

”—yIth ce’ - agadbhiE

Ge .eodt qpyfoya oda frgtseyt gd cl eoy’ ”—yIth ce’ lpI 

agaiE

- agw gd hre deFh spuvehi ”NpI hyguvea cei —rgt pdebt ecshl’ 

hppiE

Ge wedh.l fyost rgt ndweyt oypIda cl fygth’ thpssgdw ce 

qypc sI..gdw cl roda pIhi ”Sp’ ureuv hp hre tgae’ hpfoya hre 

cgaa.ei - hrgdv lpI cgwrh nda tpcehrgdw lpI .gveiE

- uodbh ke.geBe hrgt wIl gt hylgdw hp weh ce hp qee. rgc Isi 

Neh - ap ghi -ba .gve hp he.. clte.q hroh - fodh hp trpuv rgc’ hroh 

hre cpBe gt hp weh hre Issey roda’ kIh hre hyIhr gt re tce..t 

dgue’ rgt kyeohr kyItrgdw pBey cl tvgd gt ayofgdw ce gd’ oda 

hre foychr pq pIy kpaget yoagohgdw kehfeed It rp.at ce gd 

s.ouei Rl ndweyt sItr hre spuveh spIur o.pdw rgt se.Bgt hp 

hre kI.we pq rgt aguvi Ge rot o tecgi - Meyv cl roda pIh oda 

qo.. kouv pdhp cl kphhpci

”?gda tpcehrgdwzE re sIyyti

”jod fe s.ol uoyat dpfzE - upBey cl qouei - uodbh ke.geBe 

- spvea Tgocbt aguv frg.e tghhgdw gd od ogyspyh heycgdo.i Oda 

hroh rebt soyh.l oypItea gt o.. hre fpytei -hbt od gdBghohgpd hp 
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ndgtr hre Mpk’ frgur - uodbh ke.geBe - nda hecshgdwi ”Oda dp 

cpye hyguvgdw ce gdhp sIhhgdw cl rodat apfd lpIy sodhtiE

Ge hrypft Is rgt rodati ”Gp.a pd hreyeC NpIbye hre pde 

hroh uoce Is fghr hre frp.e yIte okpIh rgagdw uoyatiE Ge 

trgqht u.ptey hp ce hp frgtsey’ dp’ re breathes gdhp cl eoy’ 

rgt Bpgue .pf oda yIck.l’ ”Oda -bc edMplgdw hrgt woce lpI 

gdBedheaiE 

- sItr kouvfoya’ kIh - uodbh oywIe cl yp.e pd rpf hre thoyh 

pq hre woce Idqp.aeai - upI.a .ge hp clte.q oda tol ghbt o.. 

keuoIte -bc oqyoga rebt Is hp dp wppa’ kIh hre hyIhr gt - fodh 

hp tee freye hrgdwt wpi

- aeo.i

”Sp .ppvgdw oh lpIy uoyat’E - toli

”NpI teec hp vdpf tp cIur okpIh ureohgdw’ covet ce 

hrgdv -ba kehhey vees od ele pd lpIi - trpI.a weh hp ureuv lpIy 

spuvehtiE

”Sph rossedgdwi Webye s.olgdwiE Oda - mgs pBey cl nyth 

uoyai O .pf.l tgFi

Ge mgst pBey o hedi ”Or’ tp u.ptei - fot rpsgdw qpy o dgdeiE 

Ge fowt rgt elekypft’ oda hred - weh rgt gdhedhi PgFhl,dgdei

”—rohbt hre pd.l fol lpIba ke wehhgdw hroh hpaoliE

Ge kghet rgt .gs frg.e .ppvgdw ce Is oda apfdi ”Ocodao 

cgwrh ke woceiE

O tsoyv pq Meo.pItl motret’ kIh - eFhgdwIgtr ghi -q Ocodao 

gt rgt syeqeyedue’ re fpI.adbh ke tghhgdw ouyptt qypc cei ”YIth 

mgs pBey lpIy deFh uoyaiE - t.os cl deFh uoya apfd gd qypdh pq 

rgci O Mouvi —ove hrohi 

Ge sIht apfd o vgdwi

”Sp qyeovgdb folCE - trpIhi ”NpIbye ureohgdwiE
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”jo.c apfdi Webye MIth wehhgdw thoyheai —reye feye hfe.Be 

uoyat oBog.ok.e gd hre aeuv hp keoh hroh Mouvi - fotdbh ureoh,

gdwi -h fot .Iuv’ koye.li -hbt pd.l o MouviE

”!r’ lpI apdbh roBe hp ke tp updaetuedagdw okpIh cl Beyl 

nde yplo. uoyai O Mouvbt o tp.ga uoyaiE

Ge tryIwti ”PIye’ kIh cgde fot kehheyiE

—rgt gyvt ce hp dp edai ”DBey s.ol o woce pq nqhl,hfp uoya 

sguv IszE - .gqh cl uoyat hryeohedgdw.li 

”—eurdguo..l’ hrohba ke hfedhl,qpIy uoya sguv IsiE Ge 

hrypft rgt rodat gd qypdh pq ce’ o.. sodguvl’ hrpIwr rgt qoue 

gt w.pfgdw fghr sIye ae.gwrhi ”-bc vgaagdwi -bc vgaagdwi -bc 

tp gcsyettea fghr lpIy MouviE

-bBe deBey hygea hp upIdh uoyat keqpye’ kIh u.eoy.l Tgoc gt 

veesgdw hyouv pq rpf codl rodat febBe s.olea oda froh 

uoyat oye pIhthodagdwi - wIett - trpI.a hppi

”?.gs pBey lpIy uoya tp fe uod weh hrgt thIsga woce pBey 

fghriE -bc apfd hfp’ tp - deea hp cove tpce sypwyetti 

Wrgur - ap pd hre deFh rodai

Uoyodpgo troysedt cl cgda’ oda - hyouv dph pd.l o.. hre 

ouet oda qoue uoyat’ kIh eBeyl dIckey uoya ot fe..’ covgdw 

hre woce hre cpth gdhedte -bBe eBey eFseygedueai We weh 

apfd hp hre ndo. qpIy rodat’ oda febye hgeai —re kodhey rot 

aygea Isi !Iy woAet oye w.Iea pd hre Ids.olea uoyat keqpye 

Iti —rgt gt wpgdw hp ke u.ptei 

Ge mgst pBey od egwrhi - uod keoh hrohi - wyok cl deFh uoya 

oda mgs gh’ kIh hfp uoyat qo.. apfd’ o vgdw oda o hryeei

Ge .eht pIh o qove wotsi ”Wrpoxfrpbt ureohgdw dpfzE 

”—roh fot od ouugaedhi - agadbh ceod hp ap hrohi Rl rodat 

oye tfeohgdwiE - fgse hrec pd cl sodhti ”HIh hre vgdwbt pd 
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hps’ frgur ceodt gh fot pd hre kphhpc keqpye’ ygwrhz HeuoIte 

- mgssea hrec hpwehreyi Oda hroh ceodt lpI fpd hrgt rodai 

NpIy egwrh keoht cl hryeeiE

”- weh hroh’ kIh ap lpI yeo..l fodh hp ygtv hrgt lpIyte.qz NpI 

vdpf cl deFh uoya upI.a ke hroh .oth oueiE 

Gebt ygwrh hroh hreye gt pde pIhthodagdw oue’ kIh hroh 

apetdbh ceod re rot ghi ”- upI.a roBe gh’E - yecgda rgci

”Net’ kIh hrgdv okpIh ghi -q cl deFh uoya gt hre oue’ hred cl 

egwrh keoht lpIy hryee oda cl oue keoht lpIy vgdwi -b.. fgd 

kphr rodat’E re tolti ”-b.. ke oreoa kl hfp’ fghr pd.l hfp 

rodat hp wpi Wrgur ceodt hreyebt o wppa urodue -b.. fgd py 

feb.. hgei HIh gq lpI s.ol lpIy vgdw’ hred lpI keoh cl egwrhi 

NpI fgd hrgt rodai - fgd hre deFh’ pkBgpIt.l’ keuoIte lpIy 

hryee gtdbh fgddgdw odlhrgdw dp cohhey fred lpI s.ol ghi 

Webye thg.. hgea’ fghr hfp rodat hp wp’ frgur ceodt eghrey pq 

It upI.a fgdiE

”!vol’ kIh owogdi NpI apdbh vdpf hroh lpI roBe hre ouei 

VgwrhzE - uyptt cl oyct gd LIethgpd pq frehrey rebt ureohgdwi 

”VgwrhzE

Ge trovet rgt reoa oh cei ”- apdbh vdpf frp rot hre ouei 

-bc MIth tolgdw hre qogyeth oda tcoyheth hrgdw lpI uod ap gh 

thoyh pBeyiE

”…d.ett lpI .eh ce sguv frehrey - fodh hp s.ol hre hryee 

py hre vgdwzE - tIwwethi

Ge tuyIduret Is rgt qoue gd agthothei ”Ge.. dpC Wrpbt hre 

ureohey dpfzE Ge s.ouet rgt yecogdgdw uoyat deFh hp hre agt,

uoya sg.ei 

- trpBe cl pfd uoyat gdhp cl kyo qpy toqeveesgdw’ hred 

s.Iuv rgt uoyat qypc hre mppyi ”NpIbye s.olgdw hrete pIh’E - 
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toli —reyebt dp fol -bc apgdw odphrey ypIdai —re thyett gt 

hpp cIur’ oda hyouvgdw frgur uoyat febBe s.olea rot qygea 

cl kyogdi - fodh hp keoh Tgoc’ kIh dph edpIwr hp upIdh uoyat 

qpy o teupda wocei 

Ge soItet qpy o cpcedh’ thoygdw oh cl ureth freye hre 

eawet pq hre uoyat seev pIh qypc cl deuv.gde’ kIh hred re 

.Iyuret qpy rgt pfd uoyati -dthgduhgBe.l’ - trpBe hrec gdhp hre 

qypdh pq cl sodht hp vees hrec ofol qypc rgci

Wrohbt fypdw fghr cez Gpf gt hrgt cl tp.Ihgpdz Tgocbt 

elet oye edpycpIt ot re thoyet oh cl uyphuri Ge tcgyvti

”NpI vees upcgdw Is fghr Beyl gdBedhgBe woceti - .gve 

s.olgdw fghr lpIi Oye hrel gd hre sodhget py pIhzE

—re deFh pkBgpIt thes fg.. ke qpy Tgoc hp eFs.pye hp nda 

pIh’ frgur tIkupdtugpIt.l - cIth fodh koa.l’ kIh updtugpIt 

ce hovet kouv pBey’ oda - Meyv hre uoyat qypc cl sodht oda 

hrypf hrec oh rgci - uo.c apfd ot - yecpBe hre uoyat qypc 

cl trgyh oda .ol hrec gd qypdh pq rgci ”Ppyyl okpIh hrohiE

”!d.l hrgdw -bc tpyyl okpIh gt lpI agadbh .eh ce weh hrec 

pIhiE

Ge up..euht hrec’ qodt hrec pIh’ oda hred rp.at hrec Is 

gd qypdh pq rgt qouei Geye gh upceti Gebt wpgdw hp sgeue hpwehrey 

hre eda pq hre woce oda sypBe hp ce rebt fpdi HIh gdtheoa’ 

re tdgqqt aees.li ”<eyl dgueiE Ggt woAe gt pd cl .oal soyht 

ot re t.gaet hre uoyat gdhp rgt kyeoth spuveh’ freye re wgBet 

hrec o sohi ”?py toqeveesgdwiE

Rl kyeohr rghureti —roh aga tpcehrgdw qpy cei -bBe deBey 

qe.h tp updqItea gd o.. cl .gqei

”“Iett frp roa hre ouezE re otvti 
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- hrypf kouv cl reoai —re woce updhgdIeti ”Tehbt tee’ fot 

gh lpIz Jga lpI roBe hre ouezE

”Spse’ gh fot lpIi -h fot hre uoya fghr hre sIke pd gh’E re 

tolt fol hpp .pIa.li

”PrrCE - .ppv oypIdai —rodvqI..l’ dp pdebt thoygdw oh cei 

”—reye fotdbh o= o rogy pd odlhrgdwiE

”WroheBey lpI toliE Ge tuppst Is hre uoyat pqq hre mppy 

oda kpFet hrec Isi ”Gp.agdw o vgdw oda od oue oh hre edai - 

trpI.a ouuIte lpI pq ureohgdwiE

”- fpI.adbh eBed vdpf rpfiE - sI.. cl vdeet gdhp cl 

ureth’ tIaaed.l yececkeygdw hroh hreye oye .pht pq phrey 

sottedweyt cg..gdw okpIhi —rodvqI..l’ dpde pq hrec teect 

hp ke solgdw ohhedhgpd hp Iti

”Neh lpI vdef tp codl folt - upI.a ap ghi Oda lpI feye 

agthyouhgdw ce kl covgdw gh o.. teFIo.iE

”—rohbt dph= NpIbye tp upuvli - MIth apdbh= -bBe s.olea 

edpIwri - fot pd.l hylgdw hp eda hre woceiE

—rgt uoItet rgc hp soItei Ge ayoft hre uoyat qypc rgt 

spuveh oda oaat hrec hp hre kpF keqpye u.ptgdw ghi ”jpce pd’ 

gtdbh hrgt qId qpy lpIzE

”—rgt gt deyBe,youvgdw qpy ceiE - hIuv cl rogy kergda cl 

eoyti

”HIh lpI fpdiE 

”—re uoyat wph o.. cgFea Isi Spkpal fpd’E - toli

Ge host hre tgae pq rgt reoai ”- vdpf frgur pdet feye 

lpIytiE

”- vdpf’ - vdpfxkeuoIte pq hre rogyiE

”- fot heotgdw lpIi Vececkey’ lpIy uoyat feye gd lpIy 

trgyhi …d.ett gh fot o ureth rogyiE Ge tryIwti ”NpI fpdi - 
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fpdbh tol qogy oda tLIoye keuoIte hreye gt o .ph hp LIethgpd 

okpIh hre eda pq hrgt wocei —roh frp.e apIk.e uoya mgs fot 

Beyl tItsgugpIti HIh - updueaei NpI fpdi —re teoh gt lpIytiE

”NpIbye .ehhgdw ce roBe hre teohzE

Ge sIht rgt roda pd rgt reoyhi ”-bc o cod pq cl fpyaiE

”NpIbye hylgdw hp hyguv ceiE Oda hrpIwr - apdbh hrgdv re gt’ 

tpcehrgdw okpIh hrgt qee.t Beyl pqqi

”-bc dphi NpI uod roBe hre teohiE

”Gpfbt gh  spttgk.e hroh  lpIbye thg..  cettgdw fghr cl 

reoazE - otvi ”NpIbye hylgdw hp weh ce hp s.ol odphrey woce 

kl kegdw dgue’ kIh gh fpdbh fpyviE

”Spf -bc hyguvgdw lpI kl kegdw dguez Oda frohbt tp rpy,

ygk.e okpIh s.olgdw odphrey ypIdaz Jgadbh lpI roBe qIdzE O.. 

hre cgyhr rot ayogdea qypc rgt qouei ”-bc dph hylgdw hp ke o 

MeyviE

Oda re .ppvt tgdueyei Oda fpIdaeai Rolke rgt pd.l odw.e 

gt hroh rebt gdheyethea gd cei

”-bc tpyyli —re woce fot qIdi - wIett fghr lpI syodvgdw 

ce pd hre s.ode odaxE 

”-d cl aeqedte’ - hrpIwrh oqhey eBeylhrgdw fghr hre srpde’ 

ghba ke o qIddl fol hp sguv lpI Isi - nwIyea lpI upI.a Ite o 

.oIwr’ oda - hrpIwrh gh fot syehhl pkBgpIt -bc dph odl vgda 

pq .of edqpyuecedhiE

”-h sypkok.l trpI.a roBe keedi - apdbh vdpf frl’ kIh - 

updBgduea clte.q lpI ouhIo..l upI.a ke od IdaeyupBey ogy 

coytro.i Vohrey eckoyyottgdwiE - upBey cl qoue fghr pde pq 

cl rodati

Ge hovet gh oda vgttet gh’ kIh dph hre kouv’ frgur fpI.a ke 

tfeehi Sp’ re mgst cl roda’ eFsptgdw hre Idaeytgae pq cl 
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fygth oda ayowt rgt .gst pBey hre tedtghgBe tvgdi ”-bc tpyyl 

- agadbh cove gh u.eoyey hroh - fot Mpvgdwi Wghr eBeylhrgdw 

rossedgdw hpaol’ lpIy MIcs fotdbh tp Idyeotpdok.eiE Ge 

vgttet hre kouv pq cl roda keqpye .ehhgdw gh wpi

- u.Ihur cl roda hp cl urethi ”-hbt pvol’E - tol gd od ec,

koyyottgdw.l ayeocl Bpguei

”“ppaiE Ge thodat Is oda sIht pIh rgt roda hp cei ”jpce 

pd’ .ehbt he.. Ocodao hp sIh lpI pd hroh s.odeiE

- hove rgt roda oda re re.st sI.. ce Is hp thodagdw fghr 

eFhyo cItu.e sIh gdhp gh’ tp hroh - thIck.e u.pte edpIwr qpy 

hre qypdht pq pIy trpet hp kIcsi - uod qee. hre reoh pq rgt kpali 

”Wroh okpIh lpIy hpIydocedhzE - otvi

”- fpdbh cgtt hre frp.e hrgdwi Odlfol’ - .pthi -q - fodh hp 

ke o syp’ hred - deea hp ouuesh cl .pttetiE Ge hovet cl roda 

oda .eoat ce hp hre ohhedaodhbt aetvi

Ocodaobt qoue .gwrht Is fred tre teet Tgoc ossypourgdwi 

”YIth hre cod - fot .ppvgdw qpyi - roBe deft pd hre cg.etiE

”OkpIh hrohiE Tgoc sIht o qpyeoyc pd hre upIdhey oda 

.eodt tgaefolt hpfoya Ocodaoi Ge s.ouet o roda pd cl 

trpI.aeyi ”Peyedo oda - uoce hp od owyeecedhi Prebt wpgdw 

hp hove hre .oth teohiE

”Oye lpI tIyez HeuoIte lpI roBe cpye cg.etiE Pre motret 

It rey srpde tuyeed’ kIh eBeylhrgdwbt o woyk.e pq dIckeyti 

”Peyedobt cg.et oye tgwdgnuodh.l .pfeyi -bc tIye hreye oye 

LIghe o qef phrey sottedweyt fghr cpye thohItiE

Ge apetdbh eBed soItei ”-bc tIyeiE

”Sp’ lpI hove gh’ Tgoci - gdtgthi —reyebt dp fol -ba ke upc,

qpyhok.e hovgdw ghiE -bc o.yeoal qee.gdw koa okpIh rgt hpIy,
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docedh’ oda hre fgae wos kehfeed pIy cg.et hovet cl wIg.h 

.eBe. hpp rgwri

”Od owyeecedhbt od owyeecedhiE Ge trovet cl rodai 

”—ove hre teohiE

”NpI reoya reyx- apdbh roBe hre cg.eti -h fpI.adbh ke 

ygwrh qpy ce hp weh ghi -q odlhrgdw’ tpcepde e.te trpI.aiE - wgBe 

rgt roda o LIguv tLIeeAei ”GoBe o toqe mgwrhiE

Ge rp.at pdhp cl roda ot - thes ofol tp hroh pIy oyct 

eFheda kehfeed It ot gq febye .pBeyt okpIh hp ke tesoyohea kl 

foyi - Meyv cl ndweyt qyee oda tsgd oypIda hp yehIyd hp o tsph 

pd hre mppyi —rpIwr ghbt tg..l hp ke wehhgdw ohhourea oqhey .ett 

hrod od rpIy’ cl reoyhbt toa hp ke o.pde gd PsIaaeyhpdi 

- tgh uyptt,.ewwea oda thoye oh cl kowi Wghr cl kppv wpde 

oda Tgoc .eoBgdw’ - roBe dp agthyouhgpdt eFuesh cl srpdei -b.. 

roBe hp cove ap fghr yeoagdw od ekppv pd cl srpdei Heqpye 

- eBed ndgtr hlsgdw hre hgh.e pq hre kppv gd cl kypftey’ Tgoc 

s.pst apfd ketgae cei 

”jpce hp yIk gh gdzE - otvi

”Spsei - uoce hp rodw pIh fghr lpIiE

”Poce agqqeyeduei “p oreoa’ yIk gh gd hroh -b.. ke reye qpy 

hre dgwrh frg.e lpIb.. ke fovgdw Is gd Oh.odhoiE

”- hIydea apfd hre mgwrhi -ba yohrey tseda cpye hgce weh,

hgdw hp vdpf lpIiE

”Sp foliE - .eod kouv’ cpIhr owosei Ge uodbh ke teygpIti 

Ge kIcst rgt trpI.aey owogdth cgdei ”-hbt hyIeiE

”Veo..lz NpI fodh hp rodw pIh fghr cezE - spgdh hp cl 

urethi - fodh hp houv.e rgc gd o keoy rIw’ kIh -bc s.olgdw hrgt 

roda upp.i 

”- apdbh vdpf frohbt fypdw fghr ceiE
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”Wogh’ gq lpI agadbh hove hre teoh’ hred hroh ceodt ghbt thg.. 

psedzE - syeheda hp foBe oh Ocodao’ oda tol gd Meth’ ”Wogh 

reye o cpcedhi - deea hp .ppv gdhp o spttgk.e psed teoh=E

Ge soht cl vdee oda hred .eoBet rgt roda hreyei ”Ppyyl’ 

kIh tre o.yeoal woBe hre teoh hp hre keth jreyyliE 

- sIh cl roda pd rgti ”—rohbt hpp koai - wIett -bc thIuv 

reye rodwgdw pIh fghr lpIiE

”“Iett lpI oyeiE Ge .eodt gdhp ce gd gdBghohgpdi

- gdro.e hre foyc tuedh pq rgt tvgd’ hred qp..pf cl gc,

sI.te’ oda syett cl .gst hp rgti



Chapter Four

L iam’s lips are feather-soft as he teases me, brushing 

them slowly over mine. He runs his tongue over my 

upper lip—a promise of more to come. I shift closer to him 

until the sides of our thighs press against one another. This is 

as close as I dare when making out on the Foor of an airport. 

Por me, the D of DAx stands for Drivate, but this is a situation 

that demands an eSception.

xs our kisses deepen, I long to be somewhere secluded so 

every part of us can touch—to have his chest rubbing over 

my breasts, his pelvis rocking between my legs, his hands 

roaming over my bare skin. The heat of his thigh will have to 

suf“ce until we check into a local hotel. Then it’s so on. I’ve 

never had a one-night stand before, haven’t ever even been 

interested in one, but what happens in ”pudderton stays in 

”pudderton.

He grasps my hips and tugs. W”it on my lap.?

WNith everyone aroundM Bo way.? 

He nibbles on the side of my neck, but I pull away from 

him. That’s too low for me. Dublic kissing stays above the 

chin and really tongues should not be involved, but I’m al-

lowing one eSception. I wish I could sit on him with my legs 
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wrapped around his waist, but this would look much too 

eSplicit.

Derhaps it’s time to improvise, to “nd a more secluded 

spot. xmanda and jelissa continue to be busy with their 

top crop of xpples and Gananas, so I don’t think we’re going 

anywhere soon. 

xnother thing I’ve never done—had seS in a bathroom. I 

can’t believe this popped into my head. ”uch a scandalous 

thought, and too far for me, though I’d be up for some heavy 

petting. I wonder if they have a family bathroom.

WNant to get in the family wayM? I ask.

WNhatM? He Oerks back, his eyes bulging with shock and 

fear. 

His reaction makes me giggle. W”orry. That was a horrible 

line. I meant “nd a family bathroom.? 

He slumps in relief. WThat was the worst line ever, but I 

won’t hold it against you because the idea is brilliant.? 

Wqood.? I rest a hand on his chest. WTo be clear, this is not 

to do the deed. That’s a little too far for me. I’d Oust rather not 

make out on display.?

He kisses my cheek. WBoted. Let’s go see what we can “nd. 

I don’t see this place having a family bathroom. It doesn’t 

look like they’ve changed a thing in over a half-century. Gut 

maybe there’s a closet.?

Wzh, I saw one by the bathrooms,? I blurt out. I’m a little 

too eScited to get Liam alone.

WLet’s go check it out.? He climbs up and puts out a hand 

to help me off the Foor. 

I pause for a moment, Euestioning my Oudgement. 
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He nods toward the hallway. I take his hand. qiven that I 

almost died today, I’ve earned a moment of impulsiveness. 

Ne hurry with our bags in tow to the supply closet. 

It’s unlocked, but once inside, we realiJe this is because 

the locking mechanism is broken. The door naturally falls 

open to a thin crack. xlso, it’s tiny and cluttered, leaving little 

room for us. The Foor-to-ceiling shelves on all three sides are 

crammed with cleaning and maintenance supplies covered 

in a fuJJy blanket of dust. x large yellow bucket on wheels 

with a mop inside takes up most of the Foor. xdd in our 

wheelie bags, and there’s enough room for us to stand, but 

we don’t need a lot of room to kiss.

xnd so we can fully appreciate the grimy ambiance, ”pud-

derton has updated one item in the last half-century—an 

LYA ceiling light with a bulb bright enough for a stadium. 

I sEuint as I take in our humble option. WI don’t know. This 

isn’t great, and the door’s a problem.?

WGeats the Foor.?

Bot really, but we’re alone, so I’ll go with it. 

Wxnd I know how to improve things.? I’m eSpecting him to 

pull me in for a kiss, but instead he hooks his luggage handle 

around the door handle. zkay, the door is closed now, so this 

is an improvement. BeSt, he pulls out his phone to play some 

smooth OaJJ. 

Wxnd last, I have a little mood lighting.? He turns on his 

phone’s Fashlight and places it on top of some bleach bottles 

before Ficking off the overhead light. xn arc of phone light 

highlights the side of his body, accentuating the muscular 
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tone of his bicep through his shirt. zkay, I’m sold. Ne’re 

staying.

He kisses along my Oawline and down my neck. xs I snake 

my hands under his shirt to fondle his toned body, the back-

ground noise of people grumbling and fussing in the termi-

nal fades away. I run my hands along his torso, taking in the 

contrast of the softness of his skin versus the hardness of 

the muscles below, while his own hands go to my back and 

under my shirt. The warmth of his touch is delicious, and I 

want him to caress every inch of me. 

Nhile kissing me, he reaches behind me to unfasten my 

bra in one deft move. ”eems cards aren’t the only way he’s 

good with his hands. 

WDutting your deSterity to work, I see.?

WI know a trick or two.? He caresses the sides of my waist as 

his hands travel upward to cup my breasts. He sEueeJes them 

in a “rm massage, ending with a gentle pinch on my nip-

ples. They perk to attention, and a pleasurable shock courses 

through me.

He pushes my shirt up over my breasts. jy bra straps 

have slipped off my shoulders, so the cups hang below my 

boobs. He kisses along the top contours, then sucks hard on 

my breast and nipple, ending with a playful nibble. I gasp, 

but shift closer, wanting more. I grip his back, broad and 

well-de“ned. 

Prom outside, I hear Cerry calling out something, but I 

can’t make out what. W”hould we “nd out what’s happen-

ingM? I mumble.
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WThey’re probably loading the plane,? he says. This is 

nothing that concerns us, so our kissing resumes. 

Liam slides his hand over the front of my Oeans. I mirror 

him and grip the outline of his hard cock. It’s girthy and my 

pussy throbs from the thought of stretching around his thick 

dick. Ne’ll be leaving for a hotel soon enough. I should have 

self-control and wait for a bed, but this is too eSciting. 

WAo you have a condomM? I whisper as I undo his belt 

buckle.

W7es. xnd no ”TIs,? he says. WGut why do you askM?

He watches me as I unbutton and unJip his slacks.

WI’m Oust thinking I’d like to know how you feel.? 

W”weet little ”erena’s horny for me.?

I pull my hands back. WBever mind. I’m good.?

WBo, you’re not. 7ou’re bad. 7ou want to fuck me in this 

closet, where anyone could catch us.? He grips my hips and 

pulls me against him. WGut I like a bad girl. xnd I want to 

know how you feel too.? Nith a Fick of his hands, he pushes 

his pants off his hips, and they Fop to the ground, reveal-

ing his card-themed boSers. They’re white silk with Eueen 

of hearts cards marching in vertical lines up and down the 

fabric.

He catches my smirk as I take in the print. WGefore you say 

anything, they bring me good luck.? 

WNell, they went to some eStremes today for you to get 

lucky.?

He lifts my chin and kisses me. WNorth it.? 
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There’s an entire plane full of people who would disagree, 

but I’m not one of them. His words tickle me so much that I 

can’t stop grinning even as his lips press to mine. 

W7our turn.? He struggles to undo my Oean button, but 

they’re super tight. 

I take over. WI’ve got this.? YScept, I don’t. jy Oeans cling to 

me, so even undoing the top button is a battle. I have to shove 

them down inch by inch, and the cramped room doesn’t give 

me much space for maneuvering, so my face lands in Liam’s 

crotch as I “ght to get the Oeans over my calves. 

He grabs my head as though I’m giving him head. WHmm, 

this is seSy.?

Ne both laugh as I smack his hands away. In my struggle, 

my ass bumps into a bottle, knocking it into the mop buck-

et. Airty water splashes on our legs. The mop handle dives, 

whapping Liam on the side of his face. 

Wxre you okayM? I ask with a giggle. 

Wjinor setback.? He rubs his Oaw as he props the mop 

handle against the shelving. jy leg is dripping with dirty 

water, and the room now smells of pine cleaner. Norst of all, 

the bag holding the door closed has tipped over, pushing the 

door wide open. I cover my naked breasts with my arm, as a 

woman with her white hair pulled into a bun peers at us from 

the hallway. Her mouth falls open, but then she recovers, 

looks from side to side, and gives us a thumbs-up. Liam gives 

her a little bow before Oerking the door shut.

jy face is blaJing. WAo you think she’s going to tell on usM 

Is Cerry going to put on a badge and come arrest usM?
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W7ou saw the thumbs-up. I think she’s going to stand by 

the door and listen.? 

He bumps my arm in Oest when I frown. 

WHey, we have our own personal guard. jake sure you put 

on a good show to thank her.?

W7ou’re Ooking, but you never know.? I can’t continue if 

someone’s creeping around outside. Deeking out the door 

reEuires a game of Tetris with the bags, and thankfully, I “nd 

the hall empty. Then I rig a better way to keep the door closed 

by laying my bag on its side and using my Oeans to tie it to the 

handle of the door. I’d prefer a lock, but Liam kissing along 

the nape of my neck convinces me that this is good enough.

He bites my neck, sending chills through me. I lean against 

him, and his chest warms my back. zne of his hands goes 

between my legs, circling over my panties, heating my clit 

while his other hand fondles my breasts. I sway my hips from 

side to side, teasing his dick with my ass, but end up taunting 

myself Oust as much because I can’t wait to have his hard cock 

inside me.

He spins me around, pushes down my underwear, and 

slides two “ngers inside me. jy pussy is wet and welcoming, 

allowing his “ngers to slide in and out with ease. He presses 

into my g-spot, and I moan—all concerns of someone in the 

hallway might overhearing have disappeared. The pressure 

is a ticklish heat, sweet and intense, making my kitty sEueeJe 

in delight.

He groans, W7ou’re so tight.?
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I shove his boSers off and take his dick in my hand. Aamn, 

he’s so hard and it’s such a turn-on. He “ngers me. I pump 

his dick. Ne “nd a rhythm as we work each other.

WI want to fuck you.? Then he Fashes a gold-wrapped 

condom. I don’t even Euestion how he managed to get the 

condom out without me noticing. xt this moment, there’s 

only one reason why I’m glad that he’s good with his hands.

I turn around and brace myself against the sliver of wall 

neSt to the door, angling forward in invitation. He rushes to 

put on the condom. jy breath hitches as he slides into me. 

Ne start slowly, not wanting to bang into the shelving and 

send a shower of cleaners onto our heads. His hands contin-

ue to rub, sEueeJe, and work my sensitive spots. The ribs of 

the condom tease me as he slides in and out in long strokes. I 

rub my clit in time with his pushes. The sensations leave me 

breathless and panting. I wish I could be more vocal, could 

roar with pleasure.

He grabs my hips, repositioning me so that the head of 

his hard dick hits my q-spot, sending shocks of warmth. 

The sudden intensity surprises me and pushes me toward a 

climaS. W”hit, your dick feels so good. Aon’t stop.?

W8ome for me, baby.? He pounds into my q-spot over and 

over, in a steady rhythm, and I clench against him, coiling up 

as the sensations intensify, until I’m rocketed over the edge. 

I cry out as my orgasm ricochets through my body. Liam 

continues his rhythm until I’m limp and then pulls me tight 

against him, resting his forehead against the back of my 

head. His breath is hot and heavy, blowing my hair from side 

to side.
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W7ou almost took me with you,? Liam says. WTurn around.?

I press myself against him, letting my body slide against 

his as I turn. Nhen we face one another, he kisses me deeply, 

his tongue dancing against mine. zur chests are slick with 

perspiration, which should be disgusting, but feels amaJing. 

I hook one arm behind his head and lift a leg, looping it 

around his, opening myself to him. He rocks into me hard. 

The wire ribs of the shelf dig into my forearm, but the press 

of the cool metal is tantaliJing. zur breath deepens as we 

slap against one another. Gottles rattle, but we’re beyond 

the point of concern. His “ngers claw into my ass with each 

thrust. Yverything about him is so hard that he once again 

brings me to the apeS, and this time I pull him over the edge 

with me.

xfterward, I grab for my shirt, but he stops me. WNait, I 

want to hold you.? 

Ne sway to the OaJJ, naked, reveling in our closeness, eS-

tending the afterglow in the dim light of his phone. 



Chapter Five

W ith our clothes straightened and our bags pulled 

behind us, we brave leaving the closet. The hall is 

oddly quiet, and the break room’s empty. The main terminal 

is empty too—not even Jerry’s shuf“ing about.

H”ello,I L call out. The word echoes in the empty room. 

H”ello,I L yell. 

There’s no response.

L turn to Oiam. H?h my gosh, where’d everybody goPI 

H-robably to a hotel. L’m guessing that’s the announceS

ment we ignored.I

H?h, no. We messed up. What do we do nowP What if 

we’re locked in herePI

HL’m sure we can amuse ourselves.I ”e pulls me in for a 

kiss. 

This calms the panic spreading through my stomach. ”e 

holds me tight and kisses me again, distracting me from our 

predicament. jtaying in the terminal could make for an inS

teresting night. Lf L’m with Oiam, L won’t care that dinner will 

be candy bars and potato chips.

The sound of a door clicking separates us. Jerry’s voice 

calls out from the hallway, HL’m coming.I ”e shuf“es into the 
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terminal, buttoning the cuffs of his blueSstriped pa!amas. 

H?hY jo, L did hear voices. ”ow are you two herePI

HLnteresting outBt. Rou live herePI Oiam asks.

HToday’s been an odd day.I Jerry kicks out a leg, and his 

pa!ama pants sway around his ankle. HL should’ve known 

better than to do my usual evening routine.I 

”e points at Oiam. HDut to answer your question, L conS

verted the administrative ofBce into a studio apartment, or 

as L like to call it, my city cottage. L spend more time in my 

woodland cottage since jpudderton Qegional is only open a 

few days a week. Dut this doesn’t answer how you two are 

here after closing time.I

TongueStied, L look at Oiam, but he doesn’t have a response 

either. Jerry looks at our bags. HLs there something wrong 

with the commuter planeP xidn’t have room for youPI

HWe’re not taking it. We actually need to go to the hotel,I 

Oiam says.

HWeren’t you two the ones Bghting for a seatPI Jerry asks.

H?h, well, L gave up my seat to jerena here, but then she 

was hit with a nasty stomach bug.I Oiam “ashes me a devS

ilish grin while he rubs his belly and then pinches his nose. 

H-oor thing. L hung around to make sure she’d be okay.I

HAuite the gentleman of you.I Jerry nods at Oiam. 

HRes, such a gentleman,I L say with lots of snark for Oiam.

Jerry studies both of us for a moment and then shakes his 

Bnger. Hjtomach bug, huhP Well, L guess that e…plains the 

moaning L heard from the supply closet.I
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L duck my head, which is turning as pink as a red bliss 

potato. HNnywayF do you know which hotel everyone went 

toPI

HN couple of buses picked them up. They’re dropping peoS

ple off at a few of the local hotels. Rou’ll have to call a ta…i.I

xoomsday scenarios race through my head, and my stomS

ach truly becomes queasy. Lf we don’t Bgure out the hotel, 

then we won’t know anything about the “ight. Then we’ll 

have to Bgure our own way out of here. What if there aren’t 

even any weekend “ightsP We could end up stuck in jpudS

derton for daysFand L’d have nothing to do e…cept Oiam all 

weekend long. zo, this wouldn’t be bad at all. Ln fact, this 

could be the best possible outcome.

We’re interrupted by muf“ed shouting from outside. JerS

ry’s head cocks to the side. Hzow, what’s that aboutPI 

We follow behind as he walks to the door of the runway. 

Jerry unlocks it and pushes it open. 

Wendy rushes into the building. HL’m not doing it,I she 

yells.

HWendy, come on. Rou’re being ridiculous.I ”ugh trails in 

behind her.

HLt’s bad luck. Rou know L’m not superstitious, but this is 

my thing. Thirteen and the triple si…es—L don’t mess with 

either of them. L don’t stay on the thirteenth “oor. L don’t 

go out on Mriday the thirteenth. L don’t even do a baker’s 

doCen—if they try to give me that e…tra bagel, L say no thank 

you. Nnd L most deBnitely won’t sit in seat thirteen.I

HL’ll take it. Rou know L don’t care,I ”ugh says.
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HDut it’s my seat. Lf the devil comes, do you think he’ll care 

that you swapped seats with mePI

H”old on a second now—in this scenario, are you throwS

ing me to the devilPI

Nmanda hurries into the terminal. jhe sees Jerry and 

rushes over to him. H?h, goodY There you are.I jhe does a 

quick scan of his -Js, but remains all business. HThis day !ust 

won’t end. L need to call back to corporate. Nnd we need to 

get ”ugh and Wendy over to the hotel.I 

Hzo, we need a rental car.I Wendy puts her hands on her 

hips.

”ugh’s mouth drops open. HWe’re driving back to MloriS

daPI

HRes, we are. We’ve always wanted to see this great counS

try of ours, and we’re doing it.I

Mor a moment, ”ugh stands there stunned, but then he 

snaps upright and shoots a Bnger into the air. Hjounds like 

we’re going to need a convertible.I

Jerry bounces on the balls of his feet. HOucky for you, L 

know the guy who runs the rental counter.I ”e points his 

thumbs back at himself. 

Nmanda leaves Jerry to deal with ”ugh and Wendy and 

beelines for the “ight attendant’s desk, but Oiam cuts her off. 

”e throws open his arms. HNmandaYI ”e grabs my hand and 

pulls me ne…t to him. HOooks like there’s room for us now.I

H?h, geeC, how are you two still herePI jhe throws up her 

hands. Hxoesn’t even matter. L guess it’s your lucky day. Oet’s 

get you on this “ight.I
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Oiam throws an arm around my shoulders with a triS

umphant smile, not noticing that L’m hanging my head. jo 

much for a whirlwind weekend romance. Qeality has arrived, 

and it’s off to a tournament for him and home to my parents’ 

basement for me. 

joon we’re rushed out to the commuter plane, which is 

so small that the overhead compartments aren’t even big 

enough for our roller bags, so they’re shoved into cargo in the 

plane’s belly. Dut inside there are sideSbySside seats for Oiam 

and me, and that’s all that matters. ”e sacriBces himself and 

takes seat thirteen, so L swoon over how chivalrous and brave 

he is.

Nfter L buckle, L give Oiam’s hand a squeeCe. HL almost wish 

we hadn’t gotten the “ight. Would’ve been fun staying in a 

hotel with you.I

”e doesn’t respond and instead pulls out his phone. L 

guess L’m alone in that thought. Though L can’t blame him 

for being happy to be leaving jpudderton, my heart hurts a 

little that he doesn’t share even a sliver of my regret. L guess 

it conBrms this was only a quick “ing for him, and that he’s 

ready to move on to whoever is ne…t. 

While he taps away at his phone, he turns from me so L 

can’t see his screen. ”is secretiveness raises the hairs on my 

arm—he could have a girlfriend.

L don’t want to think about that or anything else that his 

coldness implies, so L grab my phone to send out some te…ts 

of my own. The Brst will be to let my parents know L’ll be 

home later tonight. When L pick up my phone, my te…t notiS



CHAPTER FIVE 65

Bcation beeps. Lt’s from an unknown number and starts with 

H”ey je…y.I 

L hate spam. Eost of them seem to fall into porn, like this 

one, or political. L get way too many crap messages. This one 

will likely move onto something like, HJoin my proBle and see 

what L have for you.I They all end with a link that L’d never 

dare click.

L hit the spam button. 

Oiam gasps. HRou’re sending me to spamPI

HWhatP That was youP Why are you te…ting me when L’m 

ne…t to youPI L click over to my spam folder, where his te…t 

sits at the top.

Hey Sexy 

Can I make you breakfast? (This is a request for an ofcliad pate 

not a hooku)�

L tingle from head to toe. L twist in my seat so L can wrap 

my arms around him. H:an it be a hookup and a datePI

HL think that can be arranged.I ”e tucks my hair behind my 

ear. HNnd L’ll cook for you on our Brst ofBcial date—breakfast 

in bed. L make a mean omelet.I

HL’d love that, but how are you going to manage making 

me breakfast if we’re in your hotel roomPI

HL’m staying at my apartment tonight.I

H”old on, you said you were going to Ntlanta for the tourS

namentPI

H?h, no, the tournament is at a casino in zorth :arolina. L 

live in Ntlanta.I

N tickly warmth spreads from my roots and runs to my 

toes at the thought of him living near me. ;ven so, L’ve caught 
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him in a lie. L pull back. HL’m calling this bluff. There’s no 

tournament. Rou made up that whole thing to get the seat, 

didn’t youPI

Hzo, L didn’t. The casino’s only a few hours away. L alS

ways planned to leave in the morning to arrive at lunchtime, 

which will give me half a day to unwind before the tourS

nament starts on jaturday evening. Dut L must confess L’d 

rather spend the weekend in Ntlanta.I ”e kisses the back of 

my hand.

This makes me all squishy inside. HWould it be too disS

tracting if L went with youP L could play the slots, entertain 

myself, and then we can celebrate when you win.I

HL love that. Rou’d be the best goodSluck charm ever.I ”e 

runs his hands over my hair and kisses my forehead. 

HThe way the “ight started, L was sure L had the worst luck, 

but now L know otherwise. Nnd L want to test it out. When 

we get to Ntlanta, L want to play strip poker.I 

HRou have yourself a deal.I 

Nnd the great thing about strip poker is win or lose, L’ll be 

getting lucky.


