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‘Mazey Eddings’s writing is authentic, emotional, and intensely romantic! To me, it’s like a Taylor Swift song in book form’
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‘Tenderly written and oh-so-sexy, A Brush with Love brims with emotional depth, whip-smart banter, and sizzling chemistry. This romantic comedy completely stole my heart’
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He keeps everything ordered.


She’s all over the place.


Together they’re in perfect focus.


Tilly Twomley is desperate for change after her flawed executive functioning has left her burnt out. Interning for her perfect older sister’s start up isn’t exactly top of her list, but at least it means she gets to travel around Europe as she works out what she wants for her future.


Oliver Clark knows exactly what he wants. His autism has made forming relationships hard, but his love of colour theory and design allow him to connect with the world. Plus, he’s secured the perfect internship. But then Oliver finds himself forced to spend the summer with lively, exasperating Tilly, and they couldn’t be more different. And when he starts to feel things for her he can’t quite name, he wonders if maybe he doesn’t have everything figured out after all.


As their connection grows, Tilly and Oliver start to learn that the best parts of life simply can’t be planned.









To my fellow neurodivine individuals
navigating a world not built for them.
Your brain is beautiful, and
I’m so glad you’re here.









Chapter 1


Panties in a Twist


TILLY


“Tilly, are you sure you have enough underwear?”


I stare at the massive lump of underwear shoved into my suitcase. Are thirty-nine pairs enough? What if I pee and/or crap my pants multiple times a day for the next three months? What if I absolutely demolish my underwear, turning pair after pair from sturdy to crotchless, and Europe suddenly experiences a massive underwear shortage?


“Can never be too prepared,” I say, nodding at my mom and fishing out the last handful of underwear I have in my drawer. I try to wrestle them into the pocket of my suitcase, but they won’t fit without busting the seams, so I stack them on top of the six boxes of tampons I’ve packed. Size super because I don’t do anything by half measure.


“Good girl,” Mom says, smiling at me like I just came up with a cure for global hunger. “There’s hope for you yet.”


That look and her words send a sharp mix of shame and annoyance dancing across my skin, making it prickle. I turn away, crawling into my closet and pretending to search for a pair of tennis shoes while I gulp down a frustrated scream trying to claw its way out of my throat.


It’s moments like this that confirm how badly I need my life to change. I need to leave this house. Get out from under my mom’s thumb. Get the hell out of Cleveland.


Which is exactly what I’m packing for: my great escape.


Or, as much of an escape as a trip around Europe financed by my parents while acting as my sister’s lowly intern can be. I’d rather not get lost in the semantics of it all.


“Have you programmed our calls into your calendar?” Mom asks, in that perfectly practiced casual tone that means she expects me to have forgotten and is going to be let down but not surprised when I prove her right.


“Of course,” I lie. It’s hard to force myself to do things I really, really don’t want to deal with, and my scheduled calls home to my parents while I’m away are pretty high on my list.


This trip is a combination of a birthday and a graduation present with just enough built-in structure that my parents agreed to it. They’re paying my way to Europe, and, in exchange, I’ll be traveling around the continent for the next three months with my sister, Mona, as she tries to grow her start-up. Mom plans on meeting me in London when it’s over to spend a few days there before taking me home . . . likely kicking and screaming.


The trip doesn’t come without a few catches, one being weekly check-in calls with my parents, where I tell them how much I’m growing as a person and learning so much, la la la.


The second is that I’ll technically be Mona’s intern, but I think that label is more for my dad’s sake and his big dream (read: capitalist-inspired nightmare) to see his two daughters become some sort of heavy-hitter business moguls.


“I told Mona to set an alarm on her phone to remind you to take your medicine. I’ll text you, too, so you don’t forget,” Mom says, her words pinching at a soft spot between my ribs.


“I’ll remember, Mom,” I mumble, my cheeks burning. The problem is, I do have a tendency to forget to take the tiny little pills that help me with basic tasks like remembering, one of ADHD’s fabulous ironies. But I also don’t need my mom recruiting my perfect older sister in this endless plight to make me feel as helpless as a two-year-old.


“And Tilly, please make sure you listen to Mona while you’re gone. I know you tend to wander off and do your own thing or get lost playing on that laptop of yours, but she’ll know how to navigate better than you will and the whole point of the trip is for you to gain some life experience. You wouldn’t want to cause a scene while you’re away.”


This is the point where I shut down.


Back still turned to her, I squeeze my eyes shut, gripping my hands into tight fists and biting my lip to tamp down the swell of feelings. I’ll be out of here soon.


No more gentle, disappointing sighs when I forget to do something. No more glances of weary defeat—an acknowledgment of a shared burden—between Mom and Dad when I get worked up and emotions pour out of me with the force of a waterfall but none of the beauty. No more comparing my consistent failures and shortcomings to perfect Mona’s endless successes.


Mona is five years older than me, and we used to be super close. Best friends. But then she went off to Yale for college and was never quite the same. She traded her silly personality and long flowing dresses for a crap ton of power suits and more sweaters with elbow pads than one person has a right to own. Every visit home on breaks and holidays, she was a little different. Less fun. Way more serious.


Instead of fangirling with me over Supernatural or Doctor Who, she started discussing market trends with Dad. Neighborhood gossip with Mom.


Mom says she became a true New Englander. I think she became a stuffy dud.


As if attending an Ivy League university (completing an accelerated MBA program, no less . . . gag me) wasn’t enough, she started her own company during school, partnering with some genius engineering-business double major named Amina. The duo developed a bougie, eco-friendly, organic, nontoxic, insert buzzword here nail polish brand—excuse me, I mean luxury nail lacquer . . . because, apparently, the word polish isn’t classy enough.


After graduating last year and winning seed money in some highly competitive women in business competition (which Dad went ahead and made his only talking point and entire personality), Mona moved to London, where Amina’s originally from, and the pair have been growing the business there ever since.


They named the company Ruhe, which is a German word that “doesn’t translate exactly to English” meaning nothing around you bothers you. I’m pretty sure she found it on some BuzzFeed article about fancy foreign words without an exact translation. I am once again requesting that you gag me.


Mom and Dad might as well have set up a Mona altar in our living room for how much they worship her accomplishments.


“Oh Tilly, don’t get upset. I’m not criticizing you,” Mom says, walking over to where I’m scrunched up in the closet, back rounded like a turtle shell. She rubs lightly between my shoulder blades and my muscles lock. “You know that your ADHD causes these issues, not you.”


My mom talks about my diagnosis like it’s a separate entity from me, some awful parasite hijacking my system and changing who I actually am.


“Dr. Alverez told us it can cause impulsivity. Recklessness. I just want you to be aware of those things so you can overcome them,” she continues, rubbing soft circles on my back that make my skin crawl and my body shudder. I don’t like soft touches.


I want to scream. I want to blow up. I want to say Stop, Mom. Just stop. Stop laying out all the things you’d change about me and blaming them on a diagnosis.


ADHD hasn’t “changed” me, which is how my mom views it. It is me. It’s an undeniable and simple fact of who I am. Like my black hair or my gray eyes or the bump on the bridge of my nose. It exists in my DNA, probably right between my hopeless romantic gene and the raunchy sense of humor allele. It’s woven into who I am. It’s not some disease that needs to be cured.


I duck and roll away from her touch, standing up and doing a bizarre spin and leg kick like I’m a modern dancer. I sashay toward the door.


“What are you doing?” Mom asks, sitting on the floor, her eyebrows drawn and frown fixed as she looks at me in confusion.


“Dancing for joy,” I lie. “I’m just so excited for the trip,” I add, traipsing into the hall. “And I need a snack.”


I continue my impromptu dance down the stairs, leaving my mom to probably jot a note about my erratic behavior. She doesn’t know I know about her notepad of instances she takes to Dr. Alverez, documenting moments to bring up during the part of appointments I’m not in.


I hate that notebook.


But I do have a tendency to do odd things like this, sometimes. When feelings build and overwhelm me, pushing at my joints until I feel like I’ll fracture from them, I do something explosive with my body. It just feels . . . good to move. To get it out.


I know my mom thinks it’s bizarre and some sort of defect in my programming, but I’ve given up trying to hide it.


Maybe if I’m fully myself for long enough, she’ll finally give up on me. And I can just be.









Chapter 2


Future? I Hardly Know Her.


TILLY


“While we’re aware you are looking at this trip as a vacation, don’t forget you’re going to help Mona and learn about business. I also encourage you to utilize any free time for educational and enlightening pursuits,” Dad says, carefully changing lanes on the highway as we head to the airport. “Try to learn all you can about the history of the places you visit. Become more cultured.”


History. Right. Because the last twelve years of my public school education didn’t focus enough on Eurocentric history. How tragically I’ve been deprived.


“Write down all your experiences!” Mom says, turning around in her seat to smile at me. “You won’t want to forget a thing.”


I smile. A real, genuine smile. Because that’s the first time in a long time she’s brought up my writing in a positive light. I love to play with words, swirl and shape letters until I’ve translated a feeling into an expression.


I’ve filled hundreds of notebooks with thoughts, getting lost in the creamy lined pages. Much to the dismay of Mom, who flips out anytime she finds me (more frequently than I’d like to admit) at two a.m., eyes crusty from not blinking and hand smudged with ink and a journal stained with my heart on its pages, while none of my homework for the next day is done.


“This will all be perfect for a college application essay,” Mom continues, reaching back to give my knee a squeeze.


I pull away. Not this again.


“Yeah, it would,” I say, picking at my nails. “For someone actually applying to colleges.”


Mom frowns at me for a moment before turning around in her seat.


“It’s not too late to change your mind about college,” Mom says with forced lightness. “You can enroll in community college classes for the fall, or even try to get into a four-year university for the spring semester. You have options, Tilly. I’d hate to see you waste your potential.”


“A college degree doesn’t even cut it anymore,” Dad adds, looking at me through the rearview mirror. “You’re setting yourself up for a lifetime of struggle if you don’t get an advanced education.”


“Right. Never mind the crushing student debt and the mental gymnastics I’d have to force myself through to do it,” I whisper to myself.


“What was that?”


“I said I get it, Mom.” I press my forehead against the window. This is the passive-aggressive argument we’ve had more times over the past year than I can count.


College is not for me. End of story.


My grades in high school were average, but the work to get those average grades felt like turning my brain inside out. I couldn’t figure out a way to focus on numbers and equations and scientific principles and names of old dead white dudes because, truly, who cares? Sitting at desks, trying to listen to teachers drone on, felt physically painful at times. The second I dropped my white-knuckled attempts at focus, my brain would strap on a pair of Rollerblades and zip away, frolicking into fictional lands and dancing around words, my hands somehow keeping pace with the random ideas by scribbling ferociously in notebooks.


More than once a teacher called out my mental wandering, successfully humiliating me in front of the class by asking if I’d like to join everyone on this planet instead of whichever one I was currently inhabiting. The inevitable hiss of laughter from my classmates always felt like a thousand tiny needles being poked into my skin, mortification and shame prickling out of my pores.


It was, to put it delicately, absolute ass.


The only time I hadn’t felt tortured was during AP Lit. I’m always able to lose myself in the works of others. That’s how I know I want to be a writer. I want to hop along similes and revel in hyperboles. I want to make people feel and experience and live through the stories I tell.


I also want to avoid going to college to do so.


But explaining that to my parents generates a more horrified reaction than if I told them I kick kittens as a hobby. It’s made worse by the fact that perfect Mona went to a perfect university and graduated at the top of her perfect class and blah blah blah. Mona set an educational bar that I can’t even skim with my fingertips, no matter how hard I jump and struggle.


We finally pull off the highway for the airport, and when we roll up to my terminal, I scramble out of the backseat like a puppy at a park. I can’t stop the little bounce in my legs as I take in the movement around me, the rumble of suitcase wheels along the sidewalk and the whoosh of the automatic doors sliding open and closed as people take their first steps to their next destination. It’s so exciting I could puke.


“Try to stay organized at each hotel,” Dad says, pulling my overflowing bag out of the trunk and handing it to me. “Don’t dump out your suitcase and have things everywhere or you’ll forget something in each country.”


“Okay,” I say, accepting my backpack from Mom and grabbing my suitcase from Dad. I do feel a pang of sadness at leaving. As much as my parents drive me bonkers, I will miss them.


“Leave Tornado Tilly in the USA, please,” Mom says, pulling me into a hug. “We don’t want you to lose anything important.”


A tiny hole is popped in my bubble of excitement. With that fabulous moniker, I feel a little less sad about leaving.


“I love you,” I say, giving Mom and Dad one more kiss on the cheek before turning and marching toward those sliding glass doors that are the entrance to my grand adventure.


“Don’t lose anything!” Mom repeats as I step through the doors and am smacked by the cold AC.


“I won’t forget a single thing!” I say over my shoulder with a wave before heading to security.









Chapter 3


Failure to Launch


TILLY


I forgot my luggage at security.


I swear, it wasn’t my fault, but between the crush of bodies and trying to keep track of my shoes and my backpack and my phone while also being swamped by the echoing chaos of the airport and being so damn excited about everything, I may have made the oh-so-small mistake of leaving my suitcase at the security checkpoint.


“It rolled straight from my hand!” I say to the TSA woman who’s giving me a bland look. “There I was, walking along, palms all sweaty because, truly, is it always this hot in here? And then poof my bag slipped from my grip and I’m not sure if this airport was built on a tilt or what but it rolled right back here and that’s why—”


“You left it on the belt,” the woman says, jerking her head toward the X-ray machine.


“It . . . uh . . . have you heard of levitation?”


The woman rolls her eyes. “Come over here.”


I follow her, and she stops me in front of a large metal table, slinging my overstuffed bag on there like it’s a slab of meat.


And then, she proceeds to do the unthinkable.


She snaps on latex gloves, unzips my bag, and starts pulling things out.


For all the world to see.


She begins, of course, with the underwear. There really is no other option for her. She pulls out handful after handful of my cotton panties, setting them down on the table next to my hot pink suitcase. The mountain she creates is so big, I want to absolutely die. An endless stream of people walk by, and we get more than a few double takes at the undie Everest growing on this table.


And next, oh joy, is my supply of tampons. Box after box, she pulls them out, creating a small barricade around Mount Fruit of the Loom.


After what feels like hours of her digging through my possessions—she inexplicably is able to leave all my T-shirts and sundresses in the suitcase while my underwear creates a massive beacon of attention—she lets me go with a stern warning not to leave my suitcase unattended again. After that experience, I’m tempted to travel without luggage for the rest of my life.


I barrel to my gate like a bat out of hell. This is not the classy-ass airport experience I envisioned. I wasn’t able to stop at an overpriced restaurant and buy spinach-and-artichoke dip like a mature adult. I don’t have an iced coffee in hand as I stroll up to my gate looking cool and sophisticated. I didn’t peruse the airport stores and buy glossy fashion magazines to breezily flip through on the plane. I haven’t thrown my head back and laughed intriguingly at something a gorgeous stranger said once.


Instead, as I bound up to the ticketing counter at my gate, I’m sweaty and frazzled and at risk of missing my flight because I sprinted in the wrong direction for fifteen minutes before realizing and circling back.


“Take a deep breath, dear,” the ticketing agent says, giving me a terrified smile. “We had a little delay, so you’re right on time.”


I breathlessly thank her, chest still heaving from my run, as I scramble through the door and onto the jet bridge.


When I step onto the plane, a beautiful flight attendant with dark red lipstick and a glorious British accent greets me. I can’t help feeling a swell of excitement at knowing my destination will have me surrounded by pretty voices.


I make my way toward the back, jamming my suitcase into the overhead bin with my last reserves of strength after running a marathon through the airport. I collapse down into the window seat of row twenty-seven.


I take a deep breath, trying to calm down my buzzing system.


Then I grin.


This is it. The moment of all moments. The one that will change my life forever.


I press my forehead against the window, heart thumping in excitement. I can’t wait to take off. I can’t wait to leave the ground and my old life and my problems behind. I can’t wait to—


“You’re in my seat.”


My excited loop-de-loop thoughts are cut off by a crisp, British voice. I whip my head to the aisle and find myself eye level with a long pair of legs in tailored black pants.


I frown, instinctually not trusting anyone who wears non-elastic pants on a plane. Monsters, every single one of them. But, as my eyes trail up an equally tailored black button-down to a face so gorgeous I think I might die, I decide this lovely stranger is an exception. Someone this pretty must be an angel.


If angels wore all black and had sharp noses and chiseled jaws that could cut glass and stern, disapproving frowns. Fallen angel, then.


“What?” I manage to choke out, eyes wandering round and around his handsome face. I’ll be honest, my silly heart and head have always conjured up heated tension with literally anyone remotely close to my age in an airport, but this boy . . . well, cute doesn’t even cut it.


Hot Guy—wait, would it be Hot Guy? Or would the British call him Hot . . . Chap? Bloke? Lad? I’m trying to be more cultured, after all.


Hot Lad has dark auburn hair falling in waves across his forehead. His light brown eyes, the color of honey, are framed by a sweep of dark lashes. His long fingers tap against his leg in a steady beat as he stares in the vicinity of my left shoulder.


“My seat,” he repeats. “You’re in it.”


“Oh.” I chew on my bottom lip, hoping to look charming and endearing. I would have sworn I had a window seat. And by sworn, I mean I didn’t check but assumed because what’s the point of flying if you can’t look out at the clouds and completely lose yourself in daydreams?


“Would you be interested in switching?” I ask. “I’m really into window seats.”


Hot Lad’s eyes flick to mine for a split second, then land back on my shoulder. “No.” Pause. “Thank you.”


I blink at him, mouth falling open. Well . . . that’s the end of that, I guess. Cool. Cool cool cool. Gorgeous moody boy in all black does not play when it comes to seating assignments and is really not fun about it at all and is actually killing my total freaking travel vibe and now I have to sit next to him for ten hours. Love it.


I scramble up from the seat and scooch to the one next to it, dragging my backpack up from the floor and snagging it on every corner humanly possible in the awkward process. I try to squeeze myself against my aisle seat to give Hot Lad room, but he waits, fingers still tapping.


After what feels like an eternity of awkward standing, we both make a little hand wave for the other to move through, me toward his seat, him ushering me into the aisle. I think we’re both caught off guard by the gestures, because we then make jerky movements toward and away from each other like pecking chickens.


His eyes go wide like he’s being confronted by a feral cat, and I scowl, embarrassment heating my cheeks. I charge forward into the aisle to give him more room, but, at the same moment, Hot Lad takes a definitive step into the row of seats.


And my forehead smacks against his ridiculously chiseled jaw.


“Agghrrrhhjh,” he groans, head jerking back.


My knees give out and I slump into the aisle seat, head cradled in my hands.


Cut glass? That jaw could bust open my damn skull holy crap that hurt so bad.


It feels like the plane has gone silent, everything frozen as I hold my throbbing head and Hot Lad towers over me with what I can only imagine is a look of unmitigated horror.


He finally squeezes past me, folding his long limbs into the window seat and putting his black backpack on the ground at his feet. He turns slightly away from me, both of us still mildly panting from the chaos.


“That really hurt,” Hot Lad says at last, frowning as he looks out the window, rubbing his chin.


I stare at him in gaping disbelief. He says it like it’s my fault.


“Oh, really? Because my head feels great,” I snap. “Thanks for asking.”


He turns to me, blinking like he forgot I’m here. I do get a small rush of satisfaction when his cheeks redden and his look turns sheepish.


“It looks like you have a bump forming,” he says, eyebrows furrowing as he leans in to look at my forehead. “You should probably ice that,” he adds matter-of-factly, sitting up straight again. He gives a small, definitive nod like he’s just solved all my problems and turns back to the window.


My jaw has plummeted through the floor of the plane at this point as I continue to stare at him.


Umm, what fresh hell is this? He thumps me on the head with his sharp and gorgeous chin then tells me to ice it? He didn’t even ask if I’m okay. Hot Lad? I’m sorry, more like Hot . . . Wanker. Or . . . git! Or whatever other words mean jerk.


I huff, crossing my arms over my chest and looking at the cracked pleather of the seat in front of me.


Call it clairvoyance, call it intuition, but I have a feeling this is about to be a very, very long flight.









Chapter 4


Eye Contact and Other Hard Things


OLIVER


I keep feeling the eyes of my peculiar seatmate on me. I can always feel when people look at me, and, more often than not, it’s horribly uncomfortable. There are a handful of people that I’ve never had an issue making eye contact with, like my mums or my sister, and even fewer people I’ve built up comfort with over time. But, generally, locking eyes with a stranger makes my skin crawl and my soul feel like it’s being pulled out of my body it’s so intense.


Teachers used to try to get me to hold their gazes, saying it was good practice for me to build social skills, and I’d always end up crying, squeezing my eyes shut and clutching my chest like my heart would punch out of it.


Mum and Mãe put a stop to that as soon as they found out.


“They don’t have the right to make you feel uncomfortable to fit their ideas of what’s proper,” Mãe had told me, holding my cheeks between her hands. “You don’t have to look at anything you don’t want to, amorzinho,” she’d added, kissing me on the cheek. Although she moved from Lisbon to London years ago, her Portuguese endearments always roll richly and readily off her tongue.


So, following Mãe’s advice, I avoid eye contact most of the time. And interacting with people feels all the more comfortable for it.


I continue to focus on the view outside my window as everyone on the plane bustles about. I’m actually rather sad to be leaving Cleveland. As much as I’d doubted Ohio’s offerings before my trip, my two weeks spent interning with the Cleveland Art Museum’s curators and exhibit designers were incredible.


The background hum of the airplane grows as we start to taxi across the runway, and I grind my teeth together. This is the worst part about traveling. I don’t know how neurotypicals so easily ignore the deafening drone of electricity in spaces like planes or kitchens or . . . pretty much anywhere, when I feel like the dissonance is cutting my nerve endings open. My leg starts bouncing, fingers tapping at my side, focusing that jarring energy into my movements.


I reach for my backpack, pulling out my headphones and slipping them on, my brain breathing a sigh of relief as the din is muffled. I can still hear some of the static hum, but it’s better, and I fix my eyes outside, peacefully drowning in all the colors.


I quiz myself on their names, my favorite way to calm my buzzing brain. The large poles down the runway are Pantone 15–1360, Shocking Orange; the vests of the people moving across the tarmac in small vehicles are 13–0630, Safety Yellow. There are calmer colors, too—sooty blues and gentle browns—all creating a soothing harmony through my limbs.


The plane turns and picks up speed. I watch the black slashes of tar blur into a beautiful flow against the gray asphalt as we barrel down the runway.


We take off, and I press closer to the window, watching the world change from large and imposing to a soft palette of color.


The roads turn into a miniature web as we go higher, the veins of the city weaving until they give way to blocks of lush-green and golden-brown fields. It’s one of those perfect days for flying, where I can see the landscape spread beneath me like a colorful quilt that doesn’t disappear until we reach the misty clouds.


Everything goes white as we soar into the cloud layer. I always hold my breath for this part. It’s mesmerizing and terrifying to be surrounded by the culmination of every hue; the intensity of everything that makes the world colorful combining into the brightness and sharpness that is white.


And then, just when I think I’ll get lost in the clouds—lost in that endless ocean where every color exists all at once—we pop out into a brilliant blue. Today, the sky matches Pantone 2190. A soft blue. Delicate. Deep. I decide I like it.


I grab my phone, taking a picture of the vast sea of sky with soft puffs of white cushioning the world beneath us. I’ll post it when I land.


“Damn, your phone has a nice camera.”


I jump out of my skin, the closeness of the voice and the breath sliding across the back of my neck jolting me from my thoughts and plunking me back into my seat. My phone shoots from my hand, and I fumble for it, batting at it as it arcs through the air. The corner of it lands smartly on the bridge of my nose, and I groan, cupping my hands over my face and hoping there’s no blood.


“Oh shit, my bad,” my seatmate says, panic in her loud voice. She leans closer to look at me, invading my space even further. “Are you okay?”


Her words are muffled through my headphones, but the pitch of her voice somehow travels through. I tug them down.


“I’m fine,” I mumble, trying to blink back sharp pokes of tears at my stinging nose.


“You sure? Sounded like your nose crunched when your phone hit it.”


I’m tempted to tell her that I’m thoroughly concerned I won’t make it off this flight without being permanently maimed by her, but I have a feeling that isn’t the politest way to phrase it, so I grunt in response.


There’s another pause, and I feel her stare on me again.


“You’re sure sure you’re okay?” she whispers. “Because I can track down some ice.”


“Please stop asking,” I grind out, glancing up at her.


The girl flinches like I smacked her. She blinks at me, and, oddly enough, my gaze gets caught on her eyes. I wouldn’t call this eye contact though. No. It’s more of an . . . analysis. Her irises are a fascinating shade of gray, the color charged like the underbelly of storm clouds illuminated by a streak of lightning. Pantone 536, I think.


“What’s your name?” she asks.


My eyes finally unhook from the intensity of hers and land safely on her cheek.


“Oliver,” I say. There’s a pause.


“Oliver.” She repeats it like she’s trying out how it feels on her lips. “Well, Oliver, I’m Tilly. And I think maybe we didn’t have the greatest start to this trip.”


I don’t say anything in response because, yes, that’s rather obvious. I notice splotches of pink rise on her cheeks as the silence stretches on. I’m probably supposed to be filling it with small talk. I’d, quite literally, rather dump a boiling pot of tea on my head than expend the energy small talk takes.


“Anyway,” she says, her hands fluttering up and hovering in the air. “I guess we both need to . . . er . . . keep a stiff upper lip on this one there, right-o?” she says in a horrible attempt at what, I think, is supposed to be a British accent.


“Sorry, what?”


Tilly’s hands land on her throat like she’s trying to stop the babble of words coming out, but the accent continues.


“Right. Cheerio. Just taking the piss,” she continues, slipping into something that’s close to . . . Cockney? What the devil is she on about?


“What the devil are you on about?” I blurt out. I don’t understand this conversation. At all. “I don’t think any of those phrases mean what you think they mean.”


Tilly’s face falls. “Oh, bugger,” she says, dropping her head back against her seat and crossing her arms over her chest.


“That one actually worked,” I say after a moment.


Tilly blinks, then turns to me, a smile breaking across her face. I can’t seem to hold my own back. It’s at this moment that I realize this odd stranger is actually rather . . . fit.


She’s a study in muted colors. Dusky pink lips. Olive undertones to her skin. Strong slashes of dark eyebrows. Upturned nose with a rosy tip. All of it complemented by inky black hair piled into two messy buns at the top of her head.


But what I find most fascinating is a cluster of three birthmarks at the top of her left cheek. I can tell each one has a slightly different pigment, and I want to lean in and identify them.


But I also know, to a stranger, that would be weird and massively inappropriate for me to do, so I check the urge and pull my headphones over my ears, turning back to the window.


I stare at the sky, enjoying the quiet. Absorbing the blue. Searching its nuances.


Less than a minute later, I feel a tap on my shoulder. I turn, Tilly looking at me with those wide, owlish eyes. I pull off my headphones.


“Alright?” I ask.


“Your headphones seem nice,” she says.


This is . . . true?


“They are, thanks,” I say. “Noise canceling,” I add before slipping them back on and turning to the window.


I’m barely back into my lull before I get another tap on the shoulder.


“Yes?” I say, just lifting one ear this time.


“Umm, if you need to use the bathroom or anything, just let me know,” Tilly says, waving toward the aisle. “And I’ll . . . uh . . . move.”


“Right.” What else would she do? Block me?


Headphones on (again), I turn to the window (again).


And, two seconds later. There’s a tap on my shoulder. Again.


This is going to be a long flight.









Chapter 5


Flight from Hell and Satan’s My Seatmate


TILLY


Here’s a fun fact: ten-hour flights and ADHD do not mix. It’s hour five of this torture, and I feel pretty close to totally losing my (nonexistent) cool. I forgot how loud planes are, but in that, like, weird quiet way. There’s this constant hum and throb of complex noise that sets my teeth on edge and makes my entire body fidget and bounce. It’s the kind of noise you don’t register hearing, but it worms its way under your skin.


After two hours of attempting to start conversation after conversation with Oliver to help drown out the background noise, I finally gave up. The whole thing felt like the verbal equivalent of pulling out my own teeth.


Damn you, Hot Lad! Engage me in conversation so my brain doesn’t collapse in on itself from lack of stimulation! Also, you’re really good-looking and it would be a modern tragedy if we both leave this plane without creating a love connection that inspires a Netflix original movie.


But, alas, I couldn’t get him to take those headphones off long enough to charm the pants off him. Literally and figuratively, of course. I was able to nap for about an hour after that, but now I’m wired and squirmy and it feels like my brain is doing somersaults around my skull I’m so bored.


Thankfully, in-flight meals are being served, and I’m absolutely starving. The flight attendant moves down the aisle, stopping at our row. “Shepherd’s pie or cheeseburger, dear?” she asks, giving me a warm smile.


“Burger, please,” I say. “And a Sprite. Extra ketchup, too, if you don’t mind.”


The attendant nods, handing me the black plastic meal tray, my drink, and two packets of ketchup.


Oh, honey.


“Could I have a few more ketchup packets?” I ask, accidentally interrupting her as she’s about to ask Oliver his meal choice.


She blinks, looking at the two she handed me. “Of course,” she says, grabbing one more packet from the cart and handing it to me.


One? One extra packet? Do they have a shortage?


“Sorry,” I say, my voice rising two octaves so it comes out as a squeak. Asking for anything related to a meal makes me want to break out in hives, but I’m also apparently incapable of going without whatever I’m asking for. “Could I have a few more?”


The attendant fully frowns now. “Okay . . .” she says, drawing out the word. And handing me ONE more. I’m sorry I’m a monster that needs to basically only taste ketchup on my burger and fries but hot damn, why so stingy? A few means at least three, right?


I open my mouth again, but she cuts me off.


“Really?” she says, eyes wide. “More?”


“I’m sorry,” I say, sweat trickling down my neck. “Just . . . I don’t know. Can you give me a big handful? Or like . . . a small dish of them? I know it’s an obnoxious amount of ketchup but like . . . are there explicit rationing rules? Do I need to pay for more? I’m sorry to be such a pain. I just . . .”


She grabs two handfuls of ketchup packets and places them on my fold-out tray. “That enough for you?” she asks, her accent seeming to grow stronger as she shoots me a dirty look. But . . . do I deserve that look? Granted, it’s a metric ton of ketchup I’m asking for but also . . . who cares? All of it swirls into embarrassment that presses at my cheeks and chest.


I nod. “Thank you,” I whisper.


“And you?” the attendant says, looking at Oliver, who’s observing the scene with a tilted head.


Oliver blinks. “I’ll have the burger, too,” he says.


“Need extra ketchup, do you?” she says with thinly veiled snark.


Oliver looks like he’s seriously contemplating her question. “Would you mind if I took one or two of those?” Oliver asks me.


I pause for a moment, ready to feel offended at this ridiculously blown out of proportion ketchup debacle, but I realize he’s not mocking me. He’s genuinely asking.


I nod, passing him a fistful of the bright red packets and slouching lower in my seat.


When the Keeper of Ketchup finally moves past our row, I straighten, ready to dig in. I open packet after packet, squeezing the contents onto my burger and fries.


I take a big bite, glad for something to do.


Eating sometimes feels like a hobby. Yes, I need food for nourishment, but, more than that, it’s fun. Eating holds my attention, calms my constantly spinning thoughts. I would try to sneak snacks during classes to stay focused, but teachers would always lose their shit over it. I might as well have been doing a striptease on top of my desk for how outraged they’d be over me having a tiny carrot stick.


The burger is pretty gross with a subtle sliminess that runs a real risk of making me gag, so I add one more packet of ketchup to the patty to try to get it down.


On my next bite, a wet, squelching sound precedes the feeling of something plopping on my chest. I squeeze my eyes shut, praying that what I think just happened didn’t just happen.


I force one eye open and, sure enough, there’s a fist-sized blob of ketchup trailing down my chest, leaving a vicious red smear across my white T-shirt.


I let out a Moira Rose–worthy shriek of horror, nearly upending my meal tray in the process. I feel Oliver jump beside me at the noise, and I turn toward the aisle as though I can hide the massacre of my shirt.


“Mother fuuuuuuhhhh,” I growl, grabbing the world’s thinnest napkin from my utensil pack and dunking it in my Sprite. That’s what adults do, right? Dip the edge of their napkin in a clear drink and go to town scrubbing at a stain? The problem is, the sheer amount of ketchup that landed on my chest turns the whole thing into a red puddle embedding itself farther into the fabric.


“Sonofabitch,” I say as the napkin dissolves in my hand. Getting desperate, I look at Oliver. He’s staring at me with wide-eyed horror, a look I’m far too accustomed with for only knowing him a few hours.


“Can I use your napkin?” I say, already reaching for it and opening the plastic packet with my teeth. I move to dunk the square inch of tissue that they’re trying to pass as a cleaning tool in my Sprite, but a bump of turbulence causes my arm to swing wildly forward and spill my cup (and my burger and one thousand ketchup packets and also somehow invade Oliver’s space and spill all his stuff, too) onto both of us.


“Oh, Christ!” Oliver bolts to standing, catching his knees on his tray and banging his head on the ceiling in the process. A dark wet drink mark is spreading across his shirt and crotch and I stare at it like I’m watching a train crash.


“Excuse me,” he says gruffly, bear-crawling over me to get out of the row. Once he’s untangled himself, he reaches back across me—accidentally punching me in the boob in the process and getting ketchup on his arm—to grab his backpack and pull it to him. He makes a mad dash to the bathroom a few rows back, the door rattling with the force of him slamming it shut.


I’m frozen for a moment, the pure chaos of the last minute looping through my skull like a swarm of aggressive gnats. Then, I groan, burrowing my face in my hands as the ketchup stain spreads like blood across my shirt, which, at this point, is virtually see-through and plastered to my body.


I consider trying to grab a change of clothes from my bag overhead, but I’d have to, yet again, unpack my ridiculous amount of underwear in a very public forum.


If this were a cartoon, the thought-bubble hovering over my head would be filled with bold punctuation and an aggressive use of the letter F.


A few minutes later, Oliver’s legs appear in my peripheral vision. I sneak a quick peek at his crotch—purely out of altruism to see how his wet spot was drying—and realize he’d changed into . . . a nearly identical all-black outfit? Maybe he really is a lovely-looking Lucifer.


I take a deep breath. This moment is important. We can either allow the madness to be common ground and laugh this off, or we can sit in stunned silence at how horribly freaking wrong everything has gone.


I glance up to his face, and he has a resigned look and tired eyes. I sigh, then stand, and he shuffles past me and plops into his seat.


Silence it is.


We both stare straight ahead for a while, then I catch Oliver glancing at his watch.


“Four hours and twenty-seven minutes left,” I whisper.


Oliver nods. “This might be the longest flight of my life.”


“Keep calm and carry on, right, mate?” I say with another weak attempt at a British accent.


His eyes close slowly, like he’s searching for strength, then he grabs his headphones, slips them on, and turns fully away from me.




OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		About the Author



		Also by Mazey Eddings



		Praise for Mazey Eddings



		About the Book



		Dedication



		Chapter 1: Panties in a Twist



		Chapter 2: Future? I Hardly Know Her.



		Chapter 3: Failure to Launch



		Chapter 4: Eye Contact and Other Hard Things



		Chapter 5: Flight from Hell and Satan’s My Seatmate



		Chapter 6: It’s the Puke for Me



		Chapter 7: Ugh



		Chapter 8: Give Me Caffeine or Give Me Death



		Chapter 9: This Can’t Get Worse



		Chapter 10: It Gets Worse



		Chapter 11: Portrait of a Blur



		Chapter 12: It’s About the Yearning



		Chapter 13: Big Yikes



		Chapter 14: Crying in the Bathroom (Taylor’s Version)



		Chapter 15: Hate This Journey for Me



		Chapter 16: Worse Still



		Chapter 17: Going for Gold



		Chapter 18: Runaway Brain Train



		Chapter 19: When in Rome



		Chapter 20: Neurodivine and Feelin’ Fine



		Chapter 21: Death by a Thousand Passive-Aggressive Texts



		Chapter 22: Get the Butter!



		Chapter 23: Contemplating Sororicide



		Chapter 24: Birds, Bees, and Other Life Lessons



		Chapter 25: Fanfiction Addiction



		Chapter 26: Rubber Meets the Road



		Chapter 27: Moonwalking Through the Feels



		Chapter 28: Risky Business



		Chapter 29: Death by Clog



		Chapter 30: Just Kiss Already



		Chapter 31: Alexa, Play “Toxic” by Britney Spears



		Chapter 32: Avoidance and Other Healthy Coping Mechanisms



		Chapter 33: She’s a Rainbow



		Chapter 34: The Reckoning



		Chapter 35: French and Kisses



		Chapter 36: Working Kinda Sucks



		Chapter 37: You and Me and Us



		Chapter 38: Besties



		Chapter 39: Paris, You Fickle Wench



		Chapter 40: This One Hurts



		Chapter 41: Shouldn’t It Be Enough?



		Chapter 42: The Art of the Grovel



		Chapter 43: Hellos and Goodbyes



		Acknowledgments



		Look out for Late Bloomer!



		More swoonworthy romance from Mazey Eddings. . .



		Find out more about Headline Eternal













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/Images/fm1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
;ec‘ .
MAZEY EDDINGS

Y

HEADLINE
ETERNAL





OEBPS/Images/9781035403998_FC.jpg
\\\\ ~

‘So freaking cute’ \

W

MAZEY EDDlNGS 1





