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            Prologue

         
         
            Second Grade

            “Oh honey, qué bella está,” Lizzie’s mom said as she adjusted the big red bow on Lizzie’s headband.
            

            
            “Where are my cards, Mami?”

            
            Lorena reached for a plastic Walmart bag filled with Valentine cards that she’d spent all weekend filling out for the entire
               class. Lizzie had been so excited, sifting through each card and assigning them the names of each of her classmates based
               on what the card said or what animal was on the front. She’d saved a special one for Mariana, her best friend since kindergarten.
               It had a unicorn and said, “You’re a magical friend.”
            

            
            There were a few mean kids in her class, like Roly Polinski and Karen Da Silva. Lizzie did not want to give them any cards or candy, but her mother had said, as she often did, “Maybe your one act of kindness is what someone needs to turn their entire day around.” 

            
            So, she’d given them a card. It wasn’t the cutest card, but it was a card, nonetheless.

            
            Aside from Halloween, Valentine’s Day was the best day at school. They’d exchange cards and candies and she’d come home with
               a bag full of goodies, luxuries she didn’t often have at home, no matter how many jobs her mom worked.
            

            
            The yellow bus rounded the corner and honked; Lizzie practically vibrated with excitement.

            
            “Have fun, mija.”
            

            
            “Bye, Mami,” Lizzie yelled and waved as she jogged to the bus, her book bag bouncing up and down with each step. Just as she
               was about to reach the step to the bus, she was cut off by a boy. Where’d he come from? “Hey, watch it,” she said, teetering on the edge of the sidewalk.
            

            
            “Sorry,” the boy murmured as he climbed up the steps, Lizzie behind him.

            
            Lizzie had been living in the same house since she was two years old, after she and her family fled Cuba. She knew everyone
               from her block. Mr. and Mrs. Anderson, her neighbors on her right side, didn’t have kids, they were old. Like sixty-years-old
               old. Ms. Baker, the neighbor on the left, had children who lived in Vermont. Needless to say, seeing a kid pop out of nowhere
               was very strange.
            

            
            Shrugging it off, Lizzie climbed into the bus, smiling her customary greeting to the driver. Unfortunately, her smile was short-lived. Lizzie always sat in the same seat, but this new kid—the one who had almost caused her to fall down a minute ago—was there. “Hey, that’s Lizzie’s seat,” Mariana scoffed. 

            
            “Says who?” the boy responded. He then opened a comic book and began to read, ignoring the two clearly upset girls.

            
            Lizzie and Mariana both glared at the kid but since he didn’t react, Lizzie was left with no other choice but to sit somewhere
               else. She stared at the boy, though. He looked strange. All the boys in her class had short dark hair and this boy had longish
               blond hair that fell forward and covered one of his blue eyes. She’d never really studied anyone with blue eyes before.
            

            
            And she was annoyed. So darn annoyed. She had so much to tell her best friend. Over the weekend she’d seen two movies and
               her abuela had made her a new dress and she wanted to tell Mariana all about it. But this new boy was in the way. At least
               today would be fun and there’d be candy.
            

            
            “Everyone, please give a warm welcome to Brian Anderson. He’s new in class and comes here all the way from Boston.” That was
               the first thing Mr. Rodriguez said after the morning announcements. Brian looked up from his book just long enough to give
               an awkward wave, blond hair covering his eyes. “Can anyone tell me where Boston is on the map?” When no one raised their hand,
               Mr. Rodriguez called on Brian, who shrugged and looked away.
            

            
            How rude, Lizzie thought. Eventually, the attention shifted, and it was back to business as usual in class.
            

            
            “That kid is weird,” Ryan, another boy from Lizzie’s class, said during lunch. “Super weird,” someone else replied. Lizzie looked across the cafeteria table to see that Brian was sitting all alone in a corner, reading a comic book. He looked sad and she remembered all the stories her mom and abuela had told her about coming to this country and not knowing anyone. 

            
            “I don’t think he’s weird,” Lizzie said to the group, even though she did. “He’s just new and he doesn’t know anyone. We should
               make him a card for the Valentine’s Day exchange.”
            

            
            “And we can share our candies,” Mariana suggested. Some of her friends agreed. Maybe Brian just needed to feel welcomed.

            
            During recess, when they’d put away all their books and begun the valentine exchange, Lizzie gave out the cards to her girlfriends
               first. When she noticed Brian had not moved from his seat and was reading his comic book, she decided it was time to be the
               bigger person and introduce herself. “Hi. My name is Lisette, or Lizzie, actually. I made you a card and here are some M&M’s;
               do you like chocolate?”
            

            
            Brian looked up from his comic book without even a hint of a smile. “I hate chocolate,” he said, took her card, and ripped
               it.
            

            
            Stunned at what had just occurred, Lizzie felt her eyes begin to water. “I’m telling,” she said.

            
            “I don’t care. Be a tattletale. Your card is stupid. Valentine’s Day is stupid.”

            
             

         
         
            Eighth Grade

            “Are you sure this looks okay? I feel silly,” Lizzie asked Mariana while looking at herself in the mirror. She wasn’t used
               to seeing herself in a pink frilly dress.
            

            
            “You look awesome, Lizzie,” Mariana replied with a big smile on her freshly glossed pink lips. “How about me?” she asked while
               twirling so that her baby-blue dress poofed out like waves.
            

            
            Lizzie rolled her eyes. Mariana knew she looked great. She was the most popular girl in class now and it wasn’t only because
               she had long black hair that cascaded down her back, or perfect skin when everyone else seemed to have acne. It was also because
               she had boobs. At thirteen, Mariana was wearing a real bra and all the boys had noticed. The girls too. Yes, she was also
               supersmart and aside from Lizzie had the best grades in their class. But mostly, Lizzie felt it was the boobs that were causing
               Mariana this newfound popularity and self-confidence. “You look fantastic, as always,” Lizzie said, while stuffing some toilet
               paper into her bra.
            

            
            “Don’t do that,” Mariana said with a giggle and tried to stop her, but Lizzie sidestepped her and continued to stuff her bra until it couldn’t take one more ply. “Aren’t you excited, Lizzie? I can’t believe it’s our first school dance! I think Jimmy is going to ask me to dance. What do you think?” 

            
            “Totally,” Lizzie replied. She wondered if anyone would ask her to dance. It was, after all, the Valentine’s Day Dance and
               the first real school dance she’d attended.
            

            
            “Qué lindas!” Lizzie’s mother squealed as she walked into the room to find them all dressed up—glittered eyelids, flowy dresses,
               kitten-heeled shoes.
            

            
            “Gracias,” Mariana said.

            
            “I offered to let Brian ride with us and pick him up on the way back,” Lizzie’s mom said. “He’s waiting outside.”

            
            “No, Mom! Whyyyy?” Lizzie whined, joined by Mariana.

            
            “Don’t be mean, girls. You know Mr. and Mrs. Anderson don’t drive. Poor Brian wouldn’t have been able to go.”

            
            “Who cares,” Lizzie said.

            
            “Lisette Alonso. I don’t like that.”

            
            “Sorry, Mom,” Lizzie replied, feeling embarrassed.

            
            “Remember one act of kindness may change someone’s entire day.”

            
            When she stepped out of the house, Brian was waiting on the front porch, looking down, his hands in his pockets. He had on
               jeans and a white button shirt that was untucked and Converse sneakers. His grandmother had made him cut his hair short and
               it was at that awkward stage where it needed to be trimmed. “Hi, Brian,” her mother said.
            

            
            “Hello, Mrs. Alonso,” he said in that now-deepish voice. Lizzie had noticed that a lot of the boys in her school now had deeper voices. In fact, she had noticed a lot of changes lately. Most girls now had breasts and curves and spent most of their free time talking about boys. Meanwhile, the boys were either ogling the girls or talking about having to shave their mustaches, which were really a barely noticeable fuzz growing over their lips that looked more like chocolate milk than hair. All these changes annoyed Lizzie, mostly because she wasn’t changing. Not. At. All. 

            
            “You look very handsome, Brian,” her mother said, and Lizzie and Mariana pretended to gag behind Lizzie’s mother. Brian noticed
               and gave them the finger.
            

            
            The trip to the dance was quiet and when they arrived, Brian went one way and the girls another. He had his own group of friends
               now. They were the weird kids who wore black clothes and eyeliner and were always talking about the newest superhero movies
               or sci-fi books.
            

            
            Lizzie did notice that Karen Da Silva, a girl from their class, had started flirting with Brian this school year, and for
               some reason, Lizzie didn’t like it. Maybe it was because Karen had never been particularly nice to Lizzie or maybe it was
               because Karen was always trying to get Brian’s undivided attention. Brian wasn’t cool or cute, he was mean, and when he wasn’t
               ignoring her, he always had something rude to say. Lizzie didn’t understand how everyone didn’t see it.
            

            
            As soon as she saw him walk in, Karen beelined straight toward his group of friends and handed him a little bag full of candied
               hearts. “Pick one, Bri. Tell me what it says.”
            

            
            Brian pulled one out and read, “Be mine.”

            
            Lizzie would bet anything that all of the stupid hearts said “Be mine.”

            
            “Of course I will, Bri.”

            
            Lizzie almost gagged. “What are you looking at?” Karen said when she caught Lizzie examining the way Karen’s dress inched
               up way past the knee and the way she leaned in and laughed obnoxiously loud at whatever Brian was saying.
            

            
            Lizzie didn’t reply, she just looked away, hoping that no one could see her red cheeks. But of course, Karen didn’t let it
               go. “Everyone knows she likes you, Brian. So sad,” she said with a high-pitched laugh.
            

            
            Lizzie whipped around and stomped toward them. “That is not true!” Mariana tried to stop her, but Lizzie could not, would
               not be stopped. “You’re just a mean girl who doesn’t know what else to say to get his attention. You have to put me down in—”
            

            
            As Lizzie became emboldened in her diatribe, standing up for the bullied kids of the world, Karen slowly walked toward her.
               That was not how it happened in movies. Karen should have been so shocked by the words coming out of Lizzie’s mouth that she’d
               cry and run away or apologize—but the bullies never approached like Karen was doing: slowly, predatorily. Lizzie stood her
               ground and didn’t step away even though she felt like running.
            

            
            All eyes were now on them.

            
            Then Karen lifted her hand and just as Lizzie was about to block the slap across her face, Karen’s hand went lower. Lizzie watched in horror as Karen pulled and pulled and pulled some more. It took a few jolting moments but then all the toilet paper from one of Lizzie’s bra cups was now hanging down, lifelessly, from Karen’s hand. 

            
            The entire school was now in hysterics, but no one more than Karen. “Aw . . . look, Bri, toilet paper titties.” Then the rest
               of the class started chanting, “Toilet titties. Toilet titties.”
            

            
            The last thing Lizzie remembered before she ran home, literally all the way home, in tears was the look of shock on Brian’s
               face.
            

            
             

         
         
            Eleventh Grade

            Lizzie was running late to school that day. Her mother hadn’t been feeling great and she’d missed the bus. She ran to the office and got a tardy slip and then rushed to her locker to get her books. She ran past all the balloons and red hearts decorating the school halls. Until last year she hated Valentine’s Day, but this year was different. She was dating Liam, her first boyfriend, and they had plans to go to the movies tonight. She had spent all evening baking him his favorite red velvet cupcakes and was holding them in one hand. The bell rang and students started to leave first period and spill out into the halls. 

            
            Rushing to open her locker, Lizzie screamed bloody murder when four lizards scurried out and onto her, the tray of cupcakes
               falling to the floor as she hopped up and down to get them off her.
            

            
            Behind her, she heard a familiar laugh. “Happy V-Day, Lizard.” Brian had started calling her Lizard, a play on Lizzie, a few
               years ago when he had found out she was scared of lizards one evening when she ran out of her house shrieking because she’d
               seen one inside. Brian and his grandfather had gone over and helped her mother remove the vermin from the house so that Lizzie
               would go back inside. Lizzie had stayed with Mrs. Anderson eating freshly baked cookies with milk while they waited. Eventually,
               Brian had held up the lizard by its tail and almost shoved it in her face before tossing it into his front yard. “You’re safe
               now, the big bad lizard’s been caught,” he’d said.
            

            
            “Thank you so much,” she’d replied, sincerely grateful, but the jerk glared at her.

            
            “Thanks a lot, Lizard; because of you, I missed the season finale of Smallville.”
            

            
            She’d tried to apologize but he’d slammed the door shut. That had been almost five years ago. But now, he’d gone too far,
               stuffing lizards into her locker.
            

            
            Normally, Lizzie was even-tempered, but when it came to Brian, she lost all sense of reason. She’d had enough. Enough with being picked on, enough with having to see Brian at every corner, enough of trying to be nice to the world’s biggest jerk! Without much thought, Lizzie bent down and picked up a handful of mushed cupcakes and in a moment of fury threw it right in Brian’s face with a triumphant grunt. He wasn’t laughing anymore. At least now he had a reason to hate her. Before this moment, she hadn’t done anything to deserve being the butt of his pranks or jokes. He stood there slack-jawed as clumped-up frosting fell from his face to the floor. Clearly, he hadn’t expected her to retaliate. She felt exhilarated at having done it. 

            
            Unfortunately, the school security guard walked by at that moment, and they were both sent home for the rest of the day and
               suspended the day after that. Consequently, her mother grounded her and she couldn’t go out with Liam that night and instead
               spent Valentine’s Day in her room crying. For the umpteenth time, Brian Anderson had ruined Valentine’s Day.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Lizzie

            “The last thing I need is to be in Cancún during this merger, William,” Lizzie whined into her cell phone as she waited for
               everyone to finish boarding the flight.
            

            
            “I agree,” William, her executive assistant, said. “But it’s Mariana and you have to go.”

            
            With a long sigh she tried to relax. She’d given William very specific orders, three months ago when the wedding invitation arrived, to make sure she got on the plane and went to the wedding no matter what was happening with work. It had been almost a year since she’d last seen Mari and there was no way she could miss her best friend’s special day. They still spoke or FaceTimed every day, but they had not physically been in the same room for far too long. Even during the last few years, their visits had been too short and too spaced out. An occasional Christmas or New Year’s, a week during summer, or a quick trip abroad for a birthday bash. It was difficult to make time to fly to Miami when both of their schedules were so busy. Time seemed to move forward and before either of them knew, another month had passed by and plans hadn’t been set. But, even if they hadn’t been physically together as much as Lizzie would have liked, Mariana had remained the constant in Lizzie’s life, and she’d do anything for her—even celebrate Valentine’s Day. 

            
            “Pft . . . and on this weekend of all weekends. Who plans a wedding on Valentine’s Day? So fuckin’ cheesy, right?”

            
            “Actually, it’s not,” William said. “It’s kind of like the perfect day to get married. Valentine’s on a Saturday. It’s . . .
               ahhh . . . perfection,” he sighed into the phone and Lizzie could picture his swoony expression. William was a romantic, through
               and through.
            

            
            Lizzie almost gagged. “If I didn’t love you so much, I’d fire you.”

            
            He laughed. “When you return, I’ll take you out for our customary love-day-bashing pub crawl.”

            
            “Promise?”

            
            “Promise.”

            
            “Fine. Fine. Anyway, remember to send me daily—no, hourly—updates on the merger.”

            
            “Yes, boss. Safe travels. I’m hanging up now.”

            
            She couldn’t help but smile. Finding William was one of the best things that had happened to her in the last few years. She’d found herself homesick and lonely at her new job in London, and then William had strutted into her office for an interview after she’d posted an ad for an assistant. He wore a light pink linen suit, the pants ending right over the ankle, and he’d paired it with moccasin-like sockless shoes. It was a ridiculous style, yet it reminded her so much of Miami that she hired him on the spot. Anyone fierce enough to pull off Miami Vice was her kind of person. They became instant friends. After losing her mother five years earlier, and her grandmother the
               summer after high school, having friends like Mariana and William was what got her through the tough times.
            

            
            The first leg of the trip, from London to Atlanta, was almost ten hours, so, being the terrible flyer that she was, she popped
               an Advil PM and prayed that the next time she woke up she’d be touching ground in the States to catch her connecting flight
               to Cancún, Mexico.
            

            
             

         
         
            Brian

            “I’m supposed to have a window seat,” Brian said to the flight attendant as he pulled up the e-ticket on his phone.

            
            “That’s your return flight, sir. See, it says February 15 right there. Today is February 10.” Then, she turned and smiled one of those perfectly fake and perfectly practiced smiles. Brian knew better than to mess with that kind of gritted-tooth smile. He knew these types of women. They smiled and made the receiver feel warm and fuzzy, but in reality, she was thinking, If you don’t sit your ass down, I’ll call the U.S. Marshals to escort you out.

            
            “Excuse me. Pardon. Sorry.” Brian looked up as a woman in sunglasses, a scarf, a turtleneck, and unruly hair shuffled her
               way down the row making a big ruckus. “I’m so sorry. My connecting flight was delayed and . . . anyway.” She showed the attendant
               her ticket and Fake Smile pointed toward Brian. His hope of having an empty seat between the ginormous bodybuilder and his
               aisle seat was crushed. Here the comes middle seat.

            
            Pushing her glasses down her nose, she looked his way. For a second, she seemed slightly familiar but then all her chaotic
               energy overtook any previous thoughts he had and they turned to annoyance. The woman must’ve said “pardon” and “excuse me”
               a dozen times as she pushed her carry-on down the aisle and then stopped and lifted it up to the overhead bin.
            

            
            When she was finished, she exhaled and a chestnut-brown piece of hair that had fallen from behind her ear flew up and then
               landed back over her sunglasses-covered eye.
            

            
            “I think that’s my seat,” she said, pointing to the middle seat. There was plenty of room for her to scooch through, but Brian could already tell that if he didn’t get his ass up and allow her through, this was going to turn into a spat. Without having to have a single conversation with the woman, he could tell she was an introverted man’s worst nightmare. So, he got up and let her pass. 

            
            “Thanks,” she said as she moved through, hitting the people in front of them with her purse. “Oh, sorry. Sorry.”

            
            “Maybe if you take off your sunglasses, you’d be able to see where you’re going,” Brian said under his breath. Instantly regretting
               it. Engaging in a conversation was not in his plans.
            

            
            She stopped and pushed the glasses down again. This time their eyes met. He knew those eyes. It had been a long time, but
               those eyes were not friendly eyes. Oh shit. Yet, his belly did a strange loop the loop at seeing her again after all these years.
            

            
            Since she didn’t seem to recognize him, Brian decided best not to say anything. After all, the woman hated him, and he hated
               her. Unfortunately, they were close and awkwardly positioned in the small confines of the cabin, and the surly stewardess
               had once again announced that the overhead bins needed to be closed and that everyone needed to take their seats. “My contact
               lenses fell out and my spare are in my luggage; these have prescription lenses. Without them, I won’t be able to see a thing.
               It’s not like I want to wear sunglasses inside.” Unlike the flight attendant, there was no fakeness in her tone. She was undoubtedly
               unhappy.
            

            
            With his hands held up in defense, he said, “No need to explain. Let me help you with this.” As he tried to reach for her bag, she held on to it tighter. Yep, some things never changed. She was just as combative now as she was back then. 

            
            “I’m fine, I’ll put this under my seat,” she said with a shrug, so Brian let it go, closed the overhead bin, and plopped down
               onto his own seat. Yep, that was definitely Lisette Alonso. Lizzie, his neighbor and childhood nemesis. Pain in the ass of
               his formative years. The girl did not like him from the day they first met, and that had seemingly continued well into their
               thirties, by her glare and body language. It was as if her DNA were programmed to hate him on sight. She didn’t even recognize
               him, and she was oozing vitriol. Brian had to hold in a smirk when he caught her looking at Bodybuilder Dude’s body spilling
               over into her seat.
            

            
            Ain’t karma a bitch?

            
            This was going to be a long-ass flight.

            
             

         
         
            Lizzie

            Lizzie was exhausted. But, by the commotion around her and the various announcements in both English and Spanish, it seemed
               that they had landed. Oh! Oh no! She was resting her head on the person sitting next to her. Oh God! The embarrassment of it all. Her flight had been long, and the Advil PM had left her drowsy and loopy. The sunglasses didn’t help make things better. She righted her head and wiped her chin. Yep—drool. Excellent job, Lizzie.

            
            She pulled off her sunglasses and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so embarr—” She began to apologize to her neighbor, when
               she got a good look. Not just a good look, she did a double take and squinted. “Is that . . . are you . . . Brian? Brian Anderson?”
            

            
            “Yep,” he said with a shit-eating grin. The fact that she’d rested her head on someone she knew should have made her feel
               less embarrassed, but the shoulder belonged to Brian the boy next door, who’d made her life miserable whenever he could. The
               bane of her existence. She’d rather have rested her head on the propellers of the plane than on Brian Freakin’ Anderson’s
               shoulder.
            

            
            She wiped the cobwebs out of her eyes and tried to get the confusion out of her head. “Is this a nightmare? It has to be a
               nightmare.”
            

            
            “It was for me. My shirt is covered in drool and makeup,” he said, looking down at his shoulder.

            
            “What are you doing here? In Mexico? Were you invited to Mariana’s wedding?” How could her best friend not have told her?
               Her heart was racing. No. It couldn’t be.
            

            
            “Who? What? No.”

            
            “‘Who?’ Oh, please, you know very well who Mariana is.”

            
            “Your friend? From school? That was a thousand years ago. Why would I be going to her wedding?”

            
            “I don’t know. Why else would you be going to Cancún?”

            
            “Because of work. I’m working this weekend,” he said and she was even more confused. The jet lag was setting in.

            
            “What the hell kinda work takes you to Cancún?”

            
            “A press tour.”

            
            Her brows furrowed. “A press tour? For what? Are you some kind of actor?”

            
            “I wrote a book that is being made into a movie. Well, it’s already made. It comes out this summer.”

            
            “You wrote a book?”

            
            “Yes. Nine of them, actually. They’re a series.”

            
            “Oh. Well . . . okay.” What the hell else could she say? He was staring at her, as confused as she was. His eyes were bluer
               than she remembered, even through the black-rimmed glasses, and his hair was shorter. Where it used to be disheveled and longish,
               constantly falling over his eyes, now it was short on the sides and neatly combed to the side. He wasn’t as pale or thin anymore,
               either. He was tan, like he hung out in the sun often, and from the little she could tell from the angle they were in, he
               had bulked up a bit. “After having to endure years of Sunday dinners with you, I have to admit I’m impressed. I didn’t even
               know you knew how to read.”
            

            
            “You wouldn’t have known if I read or not because you were always too busy yapping your mouth off. I always did wonder if
               your tongue got tired from all the talking. Or maybe a sore throat?”
            

            
            “Pleasant as always, Anderson.”

            
            “You bring it out of me, Alonso. How my grandparents liked you so much is beyond me.”

            
            Her mother and grandmother had loved Brian and his family, and Sunday dinners were a constant for years. They’d alternate between the two homes. While the adults cooked and talked, Brian and Lizzie fought over the remote control or battled over a Nintendo game. It was the only time they’d really had conversations, if arguing over which game to play or what show to watch counted as conversation. She hated admitting that she was impressed. A book and a movie. Wow. She made a mental note to look him up later and check whether he was lying. 

            
            They both reached for their phones at the same time and tried to tune each other out.

            
            “Please stay seated, there’s a delay at the terminal,” the overhead voice said.

            
            Lizzie tossed her head back and closed her eyes. “Of course there is,” she murmured.

            
            “Bad flight?”

            
            “I just want to get off this plane and get to my hotel. I have been in, on, or around a plane for more hours than I care to
               count.”
            

            
            “So I take it you don’t live in Miami anymore?” he asked.

            
            “Nope. I’ve been living in London for the last five years.”

            
            He turned his head toward her and his eyes were wide. “Well, that’s definitely a bit further than Miami.”

            
            She chuckled. “You?”

            
            “Boston,” he said. She remembered that’s where he lived before he moved in with his grandparents. She went back to her phone
               and so did he.
            

            
            “Shit,” he whispered, mostly to himself, but she turned her head to him. He was entranced with whatever he was reading on his phone. He moaned and groaned a few times and stopped typing then began again. 

            
            “Uhhh . . . everything okay?” she finally asked, when it became even weirder that she wasn’t acknowledging all the noise he
               was making from his seat, one inch from hers.
            

            
            “No,” he said gruffly, but didn’t explain.

            
            “O . . . kay,” she said just as snarky, but his phone rang at that same time.

            
            With a groan, Brian answered. “Hello.” He sounded like he was actually in pain. “You know I only agreed to this because you
               were coming. You know I can’t. But— No. It’s not that easy for me. I really don’t think—Louise . . . this is going to be a
               fucking disaster. Yeah, fine. Okay, I hope you feel better.”
            

            
            He hung up.

            
            “Girlfriend problems?” Or maybe wife.

            
            “I wish.”

            
            He didn’t elaborate and she didn’t ask, but his leg was bopping up and down.

            
            “Do you think you can stop that?” She placed her hand on his knee. “It’s a little annoying.”

            
            “Sorry,” he said absently. She opened her emails and started scrolling. William had copied her on everything and even though
               it sometimes felt as if the company would fall apart without her, everything was fine; there wasn’t much William couldn’t
               handle.
            

            
            “It’s just that Louise, my agent, was coming with me. We were meeting here, but she’s sick and can’t make it,” he said as if they’d been mid-conversation. 

            
            “I hope she’s okay.”

            
            “Me too. It’s the flu, apparently. She says she’ll live.” Apparently, Louise had a sardonic sense of humor.

            
            “Oh, well, that’s good.”

            
            “No, it’s not good. It’s awful. Not that she’ll live. I’m grateful about that, obviously. I can’t do this thing alone. She
               was supposed to be here, that’s the only reason I agreed to do it.”
            

            
            “Why? You’re a big boy.”

            
            He let out a breath. “There’s no way for me to say this without sounding like an arrogant douche but I’ll preface it with
               saying, I didn’t ask for it and I certainly don’t want it . . .” He paused, and she noticed a pained look on his face.
            

            
            “For God’s sake, spit it out already.”

            
            “You know Violet Gram?”

            
            “The movie star?”

            
            He nodded. “She’s the lead in the movie. During filming we got close. I gave her my thoughts as to how I saw the character
               in my head and we went to dinner a few times. I thought it was professional and platonic but turns out, she didn’t want to
               just be friends.”
            

            
            “Are you saying the biggest, hottest movie star on the planet wants to sleep with you?”

            
            He pinched the bridge of his nose instead of replying.

            
            “I thought she was married.” She snapped her fingers, trying to recall the name. She liked Hollywood gossip just as much as the next guy but having been in Europe for the last few years, she hadn’t been as focused on the latest hot topics. “Scott Barker, right?” 

            
            “Yep. That’s her husband.” He seemed truly miserable.

            
            “I’m sorry I’m not finding sympathy in any of this.”

            
            “I don’t want her in that way but she’s a huge star and everyone keeps reminding me how lucky I am that she agreed to play
               the main role. I can’t piss her off. There’s still two more movies in the works and she’s known for throwing temper tantrums
               when she doesn’t get her way. If she drops out of the subsequent movies, that’ll end my career. Or so I’ve been told. Repeatedly.”
            

            
            “Oh, poor you . . .”

            
            He rolled his eyes.

            
            “Maybe you misunderstood. Women can be friends with men. I’m sure you’re misreading the situation.”

            
            “I’m not. Trust me.”

            
            Unable to help it, she put his name in the search bar on Google and nothing popped up. “What’s the name of these famous books
               of yours?” she asked.
            

            
            He hesitated before replying. “You think I’m lying, don’t you?”

            
            “For months you told me that your grandmother’s shepherd’s pie was made with a shepherd.”

            
            “You’re the dumb one who believed it.”

            
            “I was eight years old and you gave me a big dissertation on how I was offending your Irish ancestors by not eating it.”

            
            “You were such an ass.”

            
            “You weren’t a walk in the park either. Remember how we tied for first place in the fifth-grade spelling bee and we had to
               share the trophy but you broke it before it ever made it to my house?”
            

            
            “It was an accident!”

            
            “Sure it was,” she said. “Whatever. Are you going to tell me the name of your books or what?”

            
            “Invaders,” he whispered.

            
            Even she knew about the Invaders series. “That’s what you wrote?” She had to shake her head to make sure she wasn’t hearing
               things. The books and the trailers to the movie were everywhere these days. He nodded, almost imperceptibly, and she typed
               “Invaders” into the search bar.
            

            
            She gasped when the images began to load.

            
            “No, no. Please don’t,” he begged but it was too late.

            
            “You’re in People magazine’s ‘Sexiest Man’ edition?”
            

            
            “Oh God,” he said, looking genuinely mortified. “I told you this is all new to me. I never asked for any of it.”

            
            “How did I not know this?”

            
            “Because I write under a pen name and never do interviews,” he said. “I have pretty major social anxiety. I can’t do this
               stupid meet-and-greet alone and I’ll probably screw up and piss Violet off and shit all over my career. The week is going
               to be a disaster. Maybe I can get Greg to fly down. He’s great with speeches.” He said it out loud but he was typing and mostly
               talking to himself.
            

            
            “Wait . . . what . . . I have so many questions.” Now she was not only fully awake, she was turned toward him, well, as much as she could in the tight confines of the seat. 

            
            “Social anxiety is a real thing. I swear. Google it.”

            
            “I know it’s a thing, Anderson. That’s not the part that is causing me to go into shock, it’s the People magazine part and the book and the movie star . . . it’s . . . No, that’s . . . no. You’re just, I don’t know, Brian, the
               asshole who used to pull my hair and burp on demand. Who’s Greg, by the way?”
            

            
            “A lot has happened since grade school, Lizzie. And stop scrolling through that.” He took the phone from her hand and flipped
               it over. “Greg’s a friend. He’s actually a musician so he’s cool with large audiences. But he’s not available,” he said, reading
               his phone. “Damn it.”
            

            
            “Let’s not gloss over the People magazine situation.”
            

            
            “I wasn’t on the cover or anything. I was toward the back. A tiny little photo. ‘Most eligible author’ category. It’s so embarrassing,
               I don’t even want to talk about it anymore.” He looked like he wanted to run out of the airplane just saying those words.
               Regardless, being in the magazine was a pretty major accolade, she knew. “Anyway, that’s neither here nor there. I don’t want
               to do this alone. I’ll say the wrong thing and screw it up. I only agreed to this because the Latin American tour is smaller
               in scale than the American one and because Louise was going to be here as a buffer.” He turned back to his phone and started
               frantically texting.
            

            
            She shrugged. It was hard to feel any sympathy for someone
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