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The first time she saw him, Hannah Carter could have been forgiven for missing him. The man had easily blended in with the sea of other businessmen on the New York to London red eye, and that's likely why her eyes skipped right over his tall frame, his relaxed, casual attire, the messenger bag slung over his shoulder. 

It was only when he took the seat across from her, slipped a pair of wire-rimmed glasses on, and then dug in his bag to pull out a paperback that she directed her full attention his way, even going so far as to pause her podcast. A sighting of a man reading an actual paperback—and  one that looked battered and well-loved, not like something he had just purchased at the Hudson News —never failed to get her attention. 

If they had been on the subway, she might have assumed the book was a prop, some tactic he had read about—or to be more realistic, had seen on a video from some sort of bro-influencer. It would have been presented as some sort of novel hack for picking up women, similar to volunteering at an animal shelter just so a guy could walk dogs through Central Park and make himself seem approachable by the mere virtue of standing next to a golden retriever. 

No, if this man had been on a subway she wouldn't have looked at him, his book, or his glasses twice, and she would have assumed that the lenses in those glasses were nothing but clear, prescription-free glass. Since she wasn’t on a subway, though, she dropped her gaze a little lower, trained on the paperback that was now perched on his knees as he placed his glasses case back in his bag. She tried to see what the book was without staring at his lap long enough to attract his attention but soon gave up. 

The cover of the book was face down and the spine was towards the man's navel, and it wasn't as if the book had fancy sprayed edges that she would have recognized from all the way across the aisle when he cracked its spine to begin reading. The book was so well worn and loved that its front cover nearly bent all the way around to kiss the back cover, again leaving her out of luck to spot any identifying characteristics. With a sigh, she directed her attention back to her phone, hitting the resume button on her podcast.

In her ears was the latest episode of one of her favorite shows, Cases So Cold They're Frozen, which was all about unresolved cases, which had become her favorite thing, unsolved mysteries. She resolved that the identity of the man’s book would have to be just another answer she would never have, something to add to the list of cases the podcast had covered. Maybe she would have to suggest it to Zach and Tara, the hosts of Cases So Cold.

Hannah lost herself in the case of the accidental triplets, wondering right along with Zach and Tara if there would ever be closure for the families involved in that bizarre case of mistaken identities. She was hoping against any reasonable amount of hope she should have as an avid listener to the podcast, that this episode would end with no loose ends, every uncertain detail wrapped up with a neat little bow.

“Here’s hoping we at least get a follow-up episode,” she grumbled to herself as she stowed her earbuds back in her bag. The real benefit of listening to every episode of Cases So Cold was that on the rare occasion that an episode reached just the right ears, the one person out there who actually knew something about the case, and when that person called in…well the pay-off of listening to those particular episodes made all the rest of it worth it.

Looking up from her phone, Hannah found the man’s gaze resting on her, a bemused expression on his face for just a moment before he gave her a small smile and returned to his book. She blinked, pursing her lips, wondering what strange thing she might have done to attract his attention.

Rather than risk making accidental eye contact with him again—it was inevitable, if she stayed in her seat, that her eyes would drift to him, work of art that he was, and that it would happen precisely as he glanced up, and that he would think, therefore, that she had been staring at him—Hannah got to her feet, slung her purse over her shoulder, and wheeled her carry-on away. It was always a good idea, after all, to stretch her legs just a bit more before getting on the flight.

Hannah made the trip to London so regularly these days that there was nothing about it that made her nervous anymore. A flight delay? That’s why she always went on Friday, giving her a whole weekend to enjoy the city or at least have some built-in buffer time if the weather or airplane maintenance forced her departure time back. A phone running out of battery? Not that such a thing had ever happened, but even if it did, all of her arrangements were already made. Her reservation at the hotel had already been confirmed, and their shuttles to Heathrow ran at regular intervals. And what if she was unable to sleep on the flight? Well, that particular question was laugh-worthy. Hannah had approached every one of those early red eye flights armed with melatonin tablets, chugged chamomile tea on the way to the airport, and did everything short of getting a prescription for sleeping pills—the flight was short enough, after all, that landing before the pill had the full time necessary to run its course made her even more anxious than the idea of taking that pill in the first place. Of course, three months into her bi-weekly routine of flying to London to work with her colleagues on their various translation and publication rights contracts, she had never gotten more than a twenty-minute nap in the sky.

Given that sleep was her least likely activity for her time in the air, Hannah had prepared for every other possibility. If she felt nauseous or had a headache, she had a full first-aid kit of her preferred remedies. If she felt bored, there was always work to do or a book to read on her phone. And she had even once done something of an unplanned dopamine detox for an entire flight, on one of those early journeys where she hadn’t made sure to pack her phone charger in an accessible spot. Rather than risking her battery dying, she had simply closed her eyes and entertained herself with her thoughts all the way until the plane touched down at Heathrow.

It wasn’t her most preferred way to spend a seven-hour flight. There was a reason, after all, that she took great pains not to repeat it. But the way things stood, no matter what happened or didn’t happen up in the air, she would be just fine.

Hannah ducked into the nearest bathroom, stopping to pee one last time before boarding since she never liked being caught up in the rush of airplane lavatory visitors that began their slow zombie march up the aisles as soon as the captain turned off the “fasten seatbelt” sign. 

On her way back to the gate, Hannah briefly considered ducking into a newsagent, beckoned by the siren song of salty snacks and glossy magazines. “You already packed trail mix, filled up your water bottle, and you’ve got at least a few hours of reading time left on that thriller you got from the library. Just say no.” She steered herself away and back towards the seat she had so recently vacated, her spirits dipping at the sight of the empty chair across from hers.

“Where did Handsome Guy go?” she mumbled to herself, darting her eyes around in search of him. When he was nowhere to be found, she sighed. “Not meant to be, I guess.” She wouldn’t have minded a chatty seat companion for the journey if it had been him. Don’t be ridiculous, she chided herself. Just because a guy is good looking and seems to have semi-decent vibes, that doesn’t mean he can’t have a mind numbingly boring interest in compost or the best system for filing financial records. Anything a regular guy can do, Handsome Guy can do, too.

The next time she saw Handsome Guy, her stomach dropped with relief and something else at the sight of him. Glad to see that he wasn’t just a figment of her imagination, the thought that the two of them might actually interact, that the possibilities her imagination had created could—gasp—become real, she sighed again as she saw him join the line waiting to board in Business Class.

“At least I know we won’t be sitting together,” she mumbled under her breath, that old resentment that Muldoon Publishing seemed allergic to prioritizing the comfort of their acquisitions associates rearing its head. She didn’t expect that much, did she? It wasn’t as if she wanted to be treated like a princess, to never have her feet touch the ground. But would it be so terrible to eat the good food on the plane? To use the good bathroom? To recline to a position she could actually sleep in?

That’s ridiculous, she thought, getting to her feet again in anticipation of the boarding of the regular, non-business class passengers beginning. I’ve never been one for a fancy feast—what am I, a cat? And their bathroom is probably the same as ours, apart from the fact that it’s used by fewer people. The big problem, though, is the fact that getting used to that kind of luxury just might ruin me for the rest of my life. And that would be the real tragedy. How quickly could I go from being a regular, low maintenance kind of gal to being the sort of person who turns up her nose at convenience store snacks and the simple things in life?

“Have a nice flight,” said the smiling gate agent as she passed Hannah’s boarding pass back to her.

“Thanks, you too,” replied Hannah, before gritting her teeth. “I mean, if you’re coming on this flight. If you aren’t, then—”

“I know what you meant. You aren’t the first person to wish me a nice flight. Not even the first person tonight.” The woman’s smile was warm and genuine. “I hope you get some rest on the plane. Enjoy London or wherever you’re connecting to.”

“Thank you,” said Hannah. “You’re really good at your job.”

She chuckled to herself as she made her way down the jetway, shaking her head first at her own faux pas and then at the way a bit of genuine kindness from someone else could turn around what had every likelihood of becoming a shame spiral.

Nearing the door to the plane, she let herself briefly hope that she was about to walk through the business class cabin and that she might catch a glimpse of Handsome Guy again. She fluffed her hair, blinking her eyes open extra wide in hopes of erasing whatever sleep debt had accrued behind them in the last week. 

Alas, as soon as she entered, showed her boarding pass, and was directed to the right, it was clear that the business class cabin was to the left. It’s better this way, she reminded herself. Walking through a business class cabin occasionally inspires inner monologues about class warfare and eating the rich. Jealousy doesn’t look very cute on you, so it’s unlikely you would have made a good impression on Handsome Guy, anyway.

She made her way back to her window seat near the wing, settled in an as comfortably as she could, and took a deep breath. Soon—but not that soon, unfortunately—she would be back in London.


      [image: ]Handsome Guy had become something of a fixture on Hannah’s regular trips to London. They had never spoken, but at least every other flight they had a moment or two of awkward eye contact.

It was awkward in the sense that Hannah, at least, knew it wasn’t the first time the two of them were locking eyes, but she had no way of knowing if Handsome Guy’s eyes landed on her and transmitted the message to his brain time after time that he was making eye contact with a completely new human, a stranger who had never been seen before. A visual trigger that registered zero matches in the database of human faces stored in his mind.

On those occasions, Hannah offered him a small smile and a nod, a gesture that he sometimes returned and at other times seemed to ignore intentionally. When he looked away without so much as a hint of recognition, she was sure the heat radiating from her red cheeks must be making whoever was sitting within three seats of her think they were experiencing hot flashes.

But on the other occasions, the ones where he smiled back, she wanted to walk right up to him and strike up a conversation. Ask him what his deal was. Why, after all, was he so often taking the Friday night red eye from New York to London? Did he work in New York and live in London? Or was he like her, living in New York and traveling to London for work, but trying to make the most of it by giving himself an extra weekend to enjoy?

She didn’t even know if he was American or British. She hadn’t even heard him speak, couldn’t even begin to imagine what sort of voice would come out of a man who looked like him. 

Maybe the voice doesn’t even match, she told herself, anything to shatter the illusion that had been plaguing her since she had first laid eyes on him three months before. Maybe he’s a voiceover artist, and he exclusively reads for chipmunks. He doesn’t even have to put on a character, either. He just opens his mouth and pure chipmunk comes out.

Whatever it took to talk herself out of a crush that made absolutely zero sense for her to nurture. She should be meeting men in New York or in London, but definitely not in the weird “in between” liminal space of airplanes or airports on either side of the journey.

Once again, Hannah chanced a quick glance to her left, to the far end of the row of seats waiting to board this week’s flight. She chuckled softly to herself at the now-familiar sight of Handsome Guy there, once again reading a well-worn paperback.

She replaced her headphones and clicked the play button on her podcast. A day might come when she no longer had something resembling a crush on Handsome Guy, but today was not that day. It wasn’t as if indulging in a little fantasy was hurting anyone.


      [image: ]As the plane began to descend, Hannah leaned over to look out the window, something inside her loosening at the sight of this city that was like a second home to her.

London had snuck up on Hannah. She hadn’t expected to love the city, and she had treated her first work trip there as more of an annoyance than an opportunity of any kind. By that time, she had lived in New York long enough not to get too starry-eyed about any other city. Sure, there might be some kind of mystique to a place like Paris or Rome, but a population center in an English-speaking country? Please. As if any of them could even compete in the same race as New York.

No, she was thrilled to live in the greatest city in the world, and her allegiance to her adopted home did indeed stretch far enough to make her resist experiencing anything new. She grumbled about domestic work trips—rightfully so, she was still convinced—and she brought that same energy when Muldoon Publishing informed her that she would need to make her first trip to London.

It hadn’t helped that they had framed it as her “first of many” trips to the city. Without even having set foot there, she was already expected to make something of a second home there, with talk of her making the trip back and forth twice a month.

But when Hannah had arrived in London that first time, it was as if the scales had fallen from her eyes. She wouldn’t admit it to any of her colleagues in the London office, but the mental picture she had built up of the city prior to visiting it was something out of at least the previous century. No doubt a side effect of watching too many period dramas, she had been baffled by the juxtaposition of modernity and tradition that the city offered. Sure, there were buildings far older than her country and those cute red phone booths she had seen on postcards. But there was also a young, stylish population, restaurants featuring cuisines from every corner of the globe and then some, and more opportunities to explore and discover than she had imagined. If New York had everything she needed in it, then London did too and even managed to condense it into a smaller package—and a package with a cute accent, at that.

It wasn’t a chore anymore, taking these trips. Hannah even had a friendly enough relationship with Lane, one of her colleagues in the London office, that the two of them often met up on the weekend for brunch, a trip to the pub, or anything in between.

Hannah was already looking forward to her arrival in London. She pulled out her phone to check the forecast, smiling when she saw the weekend ahead was sunny with hardly a cloud in the sky. She opened her messages and sent off a quick text to Lane.

“Just about to take off. Fingers crossed everything is going to be on time, and then I’ll have two full weekend days to be out and about! Any chance you’re free to meet up tomorrow or Sunday?”

She studied the screen of her phone a moment longer, giving Lane a chance to read and respond to her message before switching it to airplane mode for the duration of the flight.

Sure enough, just a few seconds later, the typing dots appeared next to Lane’s name, and her reply came through shortly after that. 

“Always have time for you, love! Text me when you’ve landed, or better yet, when you’ve settled into your room and dropped off your bags. I’m free all day, and if you fancy joining me, I’m meeting up with some friends in the evening.”

Hannah grimaced as her fingers began to fly over the screen.

“Sounds great. No guarantees about the evening meetup, since I’ll be running on zero hours of sleep by then. I will, though, definitely be texting you soon. Have a great evening, and I’ll see you tomorrow!”

“Can’t wait!”
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