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I have exactly 5 hours and 10 minutes to get from Boston to New York City or the professional opportunity of a lifetime disappears. My only travel option? The second to last seat on a discount bus. Across from the bathroom. Wearing last night’s clothes (don’t ask). All worth it if I can make it in time.


My nerves almost get the best of me, but then there he is, sitting down in the seat next to me. Tall. Friendly smile. Bright indigo streak in his brown hair. The perfect distraction. Turns out he’s on his way to reconnect with an old flame. The one that got away. We can both make it on time – just barely – if the traffic keeps flowing.


Playing road-trip games, avoiding calls from his mother, and effortless conversation keeps us from clockwatching . . . until the bus breaks down. And my seatmate turns into my copilot as we wrangle a ride in a car three decades old. And hit all the traffic. And oh, Lord, the detours. And somehow I end up careening cross-town on the handlebars of a Citi Bike carrying a box of kittens. (Yeah, don’t ask.)


He’s my hero every step of the way . . . and I might be falling for him. But what happens when we reach our final destination? Could my seatmate really be my soulmate?









For Jon, the best seatmate of my life. Thank you for giving me a reason to take all those Megabus rides from Boston to New York. And for Mishi, the second best seatmate. Thanks for giving us a reason to finally get a car.









Chapter One


“Excuse me, miss. Hi. Is this seat taken?”


“Nope. All yours if you want it.”


“Thanks!”


“So . . . I take it literally every other seat was already occupied on the bus?”


“How’d you guess?”


“I honestly can’t think of another reason why someone would electively choose the aisle seat in the back row directly across from a bus bathroom.”


“Yeah . . . probably should have gotten here a few minutes earlier. I’m just glad I didn’t miss the bus.”


“Well, here we go.”


“Bye, Boston.”


“In this traffic, I think you’re going to have at least another hour to say goodbye to Boston.”


“Right. Uh . . . You know, it helps if you don’t think of it as traffic. Just imagine that the bus is legally obligated to drive all the way to New York at thirty miles per hour. That way it’s a lot less frustrating.”


“Ah, I see the logic in that. Just surrender to what you can’t control.”


“Precisely.”


“I’m Gwen, by the way.”


“Hi, Gwen. I’m Sam.”


“Nice to meetcha.”


“Yes, um. You too.”


“I like your hair.”


“Oh. Yeah. Thanks. It’s new. The indigo part, I mean. The brown part is the same as always.”


“You don’t see a lot of indigo hair.”


“Yeah. The hairstylist was very excited when I asked for it.”


“Oh, you went to a stylist? That’s why it looks so neat and tidy. Most people dye their hair interesting colors while they’re kneeling over their bathtub, trying not to dye their fingers the same color.”


“Ha, yeah? Sounds like you have some personal experience with that?”


“I would argue that dyeing your hair an unflattering shade of red is actually a really productive and healthy way to get through a break-up. Maybe even a rite of passage.”


“Ah.”


“Is that why you dyed yours? Rebellion after an overbearing ex?”


“Huh? Oh, definitely not. No. I guess I just thought, um, time for a change? I got it done on Friday and they haven’t seen it at work yet. So, I guess we’ll see tomorrow morning if I have to shave it all off.”


“Oh, I hope you don’t shave it! Just dye it back if you have to. It would be a shame to lose all that hair. You’ve got a very . . . Pepé Le Pew thing going on. Except, your stripe is indigo not white.”


“Oh, brother. That is definitely not what I was going for with this hairstyle.”


“Skunk who can’t take a hint isn’t the vibe you were going for? How odd.”


“Yeah, no. Pepé was a twerp. Is he even still on the air? I hope not. His whole no means yes thing is just creepy when you think about it.”


“Agreed. He had great hair though.”


“Oh. Sorry about the annoying ringtone. I should probably . . .”


“No worries, go ahead.”


“Hey, Ma . . . Yup, I made it. Sorry, I should have texted you . . . Already on the I-95 . . . Uh huh . . . Uh huh . . . Uh huh . . . No, you didn’t. Are you serious? Hold on, let me . . . Oh, a tuna-fish sandwich and a hard-boiled egg. Thanks, Ma. That was sweet of you . . . Yes, I’m buckled. I swear. Did you call Aunt Laura yet? . . . Well, you’ll feel better when you do . . . Uh huh . . . Uh huh . . . Uh huh . . . Well, it’s rude to talk on the phone on the bus, so I’ll call you when I get in . . . Don’t worry, it’ll be fine . . . Love you too. Bye. Ahem. Ah, sorry about that.”


“No problem at all. Your mom?”


“Yup.”


“She seems caring.”


“She is. Maybe a little too much? But, anyhow. Don’t worry.”


“Hm?”


“I’m not going to eat a tuna-fish sandwich and a hard-boiled egg on an enclosed bus.”


“Oh, thank God. I think my life flashed before my eyes.”


“Yeah, that’s my mother for ya. Sweet enough to pack you a secret lunch, unbothered enough to pack the stinkiest foods known to mankind.”


“Look, I know it’s lunchtime, but if you can choke down a hard-boiled egg while sitting across from a Megabus bathroom then you deserve some kind of medal. Seriously, I wouldn’t even be mad. I’d be impressed.”


“Speaking of the bathroom, I think we have an incoming.”


“Oh, boy. Quick, let’s talk about something else.”


“So that we’re not thinking about whatever is happening in there?”


“Exactly.”


“Um . . . Um . . . I’m terrible at thinking of topics.”


“So, your mother is in Boston, but you work in New York?”


“Oh. Yes. Correct.”


“And you live in New York?”


“Also correct. She’s lived in the Boston area her whole life. I moved to New York for undergrad and never left.”


“Which borough do you live in?”


“Queens. Sunnyside.”


“Oh, that’s a great neighborhood.”


“You’ve spent time there?”


“I’ve spent time in every borough.”


“So . . . NYC is home for you too, then?”


“Yes. No. Sort of. Ugh. Sorry, let me check this text.”


“Bad news?”


“Huh? Oh. Not really. Just this guy, he’s sort of my work rival and every so often he taunts me over text.”


“He’s . . . a grown man?”


“Uh. Yeah?”


“And he’s taunting you over text? What an ass.”


“Yeah, I wish it were more complicated than that, but pretty much you just hit the nail on the head.”


“So, hold on . . . What does yes, no, sort of mean?”


“Hm?”


“Is New York not home for you?”


“Oh. Well, I travel for work so I don’t really spend enough time at my apartment to think of it as home. But yeah, New York generally is home. I moved there right after high school as well. So, where did you go to school?”


“Hunter. What’s your job, then? That requires so much travel?”


“I’m a photographer. And a writer. And you?”


“Oh, wow. That’s so cool. Do you work for a magazine or something?”


“I freelance. And can usually get an article or two in my buddy’s lifestyle magazine. But for the most part I run a blog.”


“A blog? Cool. How would I find it?”


“Oh . . . you want to see it?”


“Definitely.”


“Ah. Here. I can pull it up on my phone.”


“Holy smokes, Gwen, these photos are gorgeous. Do you mostly focus on jewelry?”


“Well, my main interests lie in how and why people choose to decorate themselves in general. Often that’s jewelry. But it’s also tattoos, fashion, protective gear, hairstyles, you name it.”


“Ah. Hence your interest in my hair.”


“Well, it is pretty interesting hair. About that, actually—”


“So, you meet people, photograph them and their . . . decoration choices and then write about them?”


“Yeah, I do long interviews with them. Sometimes I end up spending a whole day, or even a few days with them, depending on how well we hit it off. But I find that it’s usually a great entry point into getting someone talking about themselves. Why they dress the way they do or why that particular tattoo in that particular place or ‘this was my mother’s locket that she gave me on her deathbed and I’ve never taken it off,’ that kind of thing. Oh, shhh! I think they’re coming out of the bathroom!”


“Wow.”


“Don’t look up. Just ignore it. Stay focused on this space here, between us. Whatever happens over there does not concern us, Sam.”


“Right, right. The bathroom eighteen inches to my left does not exist. Okay, um, in the interest of distraction: question. And if it’s too impertinent, feel free to tell me to shove it.”


“Okay . . .”


“Because, seriously, it really might not be any of my business.”


“Uh huh.”


“But this is where my mind automatically goes when I hear about someone with a job like yours. And I know that might mean I’m a really . . . boring person, but yeah.”


“What’s the question?”


“Oh! Right. Well, how, exactly, do you make money?”


“Ah, of course. The age-old question. Moolah. Well, when I was first getting started, I was usually able to find waitressing work wherever I went. Which was actually a really great way to meet people to interview. I worked as a tour guide once, though that was a disaster because I was more interested in hearing about the people’s lives than I was in telling them about what they were looking at. Then when things started picking up and I got better at both photography and writing, like I said, I got the occasional article in my friend’s mag. That helped make ends meet a little. But now there’s enough traffic on my blog that I sell ad space.”


“Wow. You must be really successful, then.”


“Well, moderately successful. I usually make just enough to be able to cover my next trip to somewhere else. You are really good at getting someone talking, by the way. I never usually go into such detail.”


“Ha. Wow. Definitely no one has ever said that to me before. I guess I’m just genuinely interested. So . . . do you have one? A next trip lined up?”


“I’m hoping, hoping, that in a month or so I’ll be in Portugal if I can get the money to work out. But I’ll have to land this big project.”


“Portugal. Wow.”


“Have you been there?”


“No. I’ve never actually left the States. Barely even left the East Coast, to be honest. My mother’s not a great traveler and I spend a lot of time with her, so when I’m using vacation days we’re usually in the Boston area together. Aaaaaand, right about now is when I wish I was really good at lying. Because then maybe I wouldn’t have just admitted to a world-traveling photographer and writer that I pretty much use up all my vacation days at a knit shop helping my mom pick out her next project. Just pretend I said something way cooler than that, please.”


“It doesn’t sound uncool to me.”


“You’re joking, right?”


“I mean . . . I guess it’s uncool if you say it is. But . . . there’s nothing inherently wrong with knitting shops. And besides, I don’t think you’re terrible at lying. You lied to your mother.”


“When?”


“You told her you were buckled in.”


“Oh. Right. I mean, do these things even have seat belts?”


“Of course not. But your mother doesn’t know that.”


“She’s been trying for years to get me to move back to Boston, so I think finding out that there aren’t any seat belts on the Megabus I take once a month to see her might push her over the edge.”


“You take this trip once a month? Good Lord, you must have an incredibly high pain tolerance.”


“Like I said, as long as you can dissociate from the pace of the traffic it’s not so bad. Oh. And noise canceling headphones help a lot.”


“Oh. Am I keeping you from your headphones? Sorry. By all means, plug in. I can totally occupy myself over here.”


“Oh, ah—Shoot, sorry. That’s my mom calling again. Let me just . . .”


“Go ahead.”


“Hey, Ma . . . Yup. 95. For a long time . . . Oh, good, you talked to Aunt Laura . . . Uh huh . . . Wait. No. Ma . . . No. No, I really don’t want—Do I really have to remind you how bad the last blind date was? Puke, Ma, there was puke involved . . . I don’t want you and Aunt Laura to set me up again . . . I’m sure she’s great but—Oh fine. Just give me her number and I’ll—What? What do you mean she’s meeting me at the bus stop?! That’s . . . that’s . . . I actually have no words . . . This is . . . I can’t . . . Ma . . . Look, I’m in public right now. I don’t want to fight about this, but you need to fix this immediately. Call this woman up and tell her not to meet me at the bus stop! I have to go. Love you.”


“Um. Wow?”


“Urghhhhhhhh. I can’t believe that just happened.”


“So . . .”


“Any chance you didn’t actually hear all of that?”


“We’re sitting next to one another. So yeah. I heard all of that.”


“Honey, even I heard that too, from one row up.
And a little word from the wise? Cut her loose.”


“How am I supposed to cut her loose? I don’t even have her number!”


“No, not the blind date. Your mother!”


“I can’t cut my mother loose. She’s my mother. But yes. Point taken. I could probably stand to answer the phone a little less. Here. I’ll just put it on silent. Oh, she just texted me. Oh, my God. Look what she wrote, Gwen.”


“It says: She’ll be there by seven. Don’t worry, I already warned her about your hair.”


“God grant me strength to deal with my mother.”


“Your mother is stone cold, son. Good luck.”


“What’s your name, ma’am? I’m Gwen and this is Sam.”


“I’m Shirley. Nice to meet you both. I’m going back to my program, but if there are any more updates on the blind date, give me a poke.”


“You got it, Shirley.”


“Nice to meet you, Shirley. Oh, Gwen, there’s another text.”


“Read it out loud to me. I’m getting motion sick from reading.”


“It says: She’s a good Catholic girl from Scituate. Planning on moving home from New York around Christmastime. Fourth-grade teacher. Wear deodorant, honey.”


“Do ya often skip deodorant, Sam?”


“No! And definitely not when I’m going to be sitting next to a stranger on a bus.”


“Much appreciated. At least you have that going for you when you meet the woman of your dreams in just a few hours.”


“What makes you think she’s the woman of my dreams?”


“Um, according to your mother she’s a good Catholic girl from Scituate? She sounds lovely.”


“Sure. And she’s a fourth-grade teacher who’s moving back to the Boston area by Christmas. It’s like my mother selected her from a mail-order catalogue.”


“Sam, your mother has gone out of her way to find the perfect person for you to immediately settle down and spend the rest of your life with. Yet, for some strange reason, you sound less than enthused.”


“Imagine that.”


“A non-consensual blind date set up by your mom isn’t how you envisioned meeting your dream girl? How odd.”


“Maybe, maybe, if this was the first time, I might take it more seriously.”


“She makes a habit of drop-kicking you into blind dates?”


“This makes . . . seven? Eight?”


“Woof.”


“Yeah.”


“And the last one involved puke?”


“Preceded by quite a bit of binge drinking. Hers. Not mine. It’s not like any of these dates have ever gone well. But that one was a particular low.”


“Your mother is zero for eight? Really? There hasn’t been a single good date amongst all of them?”


“If I’m being honest . . . I don’t think that’s her fault. It’s not like every single one of those women were duds. I mean, none of them were duds. The binge-drinker was clearly going through something at the time and we weren’t a match. But for the most part they were all really nice people.”


“So . . . what was the problem, then? You just can’t bring yourself to date someone your mom has pre-selected?”


“No, no, it’s not that . . . I don’t think. It’s more that I’m the problem . . . I’ve recently come to the conclusion that I’m a spectacularly bad date.”


“Wait, really?”


“Yeah.”


“Do you have any examples you’d like to share with the class?”


“Ummmm. Well, remember how I said I’m bad at thinking of topics?”


“Sure.”


“Well, I wasn’t lying. There will be a silence on a date and I’ll think to myself, ‘This silence is lasting too long, you should think of something to say, Sam.’ But then all I can think about is how long the silence is lasting. And how it’s getting longer and longer and then pretty soon she’s sighing and looking out the window or checking her phone.”


“And the ‘she’ in this scenario just makes you dangle there? Rude!”


“No, no, usually this is like the fifth or sixth time this has happened over the course of a single meal. When I say I can never think of topics, I mean I can never think of topics.”


“Oh. Well, yeah, that can definitely make a first date . . . stilted. Anything else?”


“I get very awkward about paying.”


“Ah. You like to go halvsies on a date?”


“I like to do whatever she wants to do. If she wants me to buy her dinner, great! Wonderful! I figure it’s the least I can do considering my mother is the reason we’re on the date in the first place. But I’ve learned that some women don’t like it if you pay for everything because then they feel beholden and they’d rather split the meal. And some would prefer that we itemize out the check and pay for exactly what we each ordered.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. I’ve seen it all. But that also leads me to the next thing that makes me a weird date.”


“I’m all ears.”


“In order to anticipate the potential check-splitting or itemization mayhem, I usually just order exactly what she orders.”


“What?”


“Yeah, that way, if she wants to split the check or itemize it, then we’ve gotten the exact same thing and it’s easy to split everything down the middle.”


“So, if she orders plain pasta, no sauce, and a side salad, no dressing, and tap water . . .”


“That’s exactly what I order.”


“But say she wants filet mignon, a glass of their most expensive red, and three desserts . . .”


“That one has played out almost exactly like that, actually. It nearly bankrupted me, but it was a delicious meal.”


“And you have no preferences?”


“Of course I have preferences! I just . . . ignore them for the night.”


“And this doesn’t weird these women out?”


“Um, some of them think it’s a compliment, as if they’ve discovered the best things on the menu and I just had to follow their lead. And yes, some of them think it’s very weird.”


“So basically, you don’t talk on these dates, you order identical meals, down to the very last candlestick, and then you attempt to read her mind about the bill.”


“Yup.”


“Yeah, Sam, I’ve gotta admit, these sound like kinda bad dates.”


“I’m telling you.”


“And this dinner thing, it’s the only card up your sleeve? You never go to the movies or an art exhibit or to see the Christmas lights or a show or something?”


“Well, yes, I’ve done stuff like that on other dates. Just not on these blind dates. Blind dates are a different animal! Have you ever been on one before?”


“Have I ever been on a blind date? Ummmm.”


“Hold that thought, sorry, she’s calling me again.”


“Go ahead.”


“Ma? Hi. Look, I’m going to ask you one more time, please just cancel on this woman. I really don’t—Wait. What? Are you serious? . . . No. You’re joking. How did you . . .? Doesn’t she live in Seattle? Last I heard she was married . . . Divorced . . . Wow . . . I . . . Ma . . . Are you there? We’re going through a bad reception zone. I’ll have to call you later . . . I’ll think about it, okay? Love you.”


“You look like you just got some interesting news.”


“Huh?”


“You’ve gone very pale and your eyes look like they’ve forgotten how to close. There you go, good job. Blink blink. Get some oxygen to those puppies.”


“My mother got me a date with Katie McConnick.”


“Who is Katie McConnick?”


“My high-school crush.”


“Wow.”


“Yeah.”


“And she arranged it for a bus station? Does it get any more meet-cutey than that? Sam! This is so exciting!”


“How the hell did she arrange a date with Katie McConnick?”


“So, Katie McConnick is the nice Catholic girl who wants to move back to the Boston area?”


“I guess so. My mother said she was going to keep it a surprise, but then she got spooked when I was being so stubborn about not wanting to go on the date, so she told me.”


“Sam?”


“Hm?”


“I gotta say. You look a little green around the gills.”


“Do I?”


“I can’t tell, is this Katie McConnick thing a good thing or a bad thing?”


“I mean . . . Did you ever have a high-school crush?”


“Sure. Matt Judd. Mohawk, Slayer T-shirts, the whole nine. Total hottie.”


“So did anything happen with him?”


“We fooled around in the utility closet at Homecoming, but he called me a tease when I didn’t want to go further. My crush dried up pretty fast.”


“Wait, seriously? What an asshole.”


“Actually, I ran into him a few years ago at a bar in Brooklyn and he apologized. He said it’s something that’s bothered him for a long time and he always felt bad about it. He wanted me to know that he’d liked me for a long time but that he had this stupid idea that girls liked mean guys, so he was trying to fit that persona.”


“Wow. He said all that?”


“Sure did. We’re not friends really, but I would be happy to see him if I ever ran into him again. What happened with you and Katie McConnick?”


“Pretty much the opposite of that.”


“The opposite of making out in a utility closet?”


“Yeah. I watched from afar while other guys were brave enough to take her to dances and, presumably, make out in utility closets.”


“But you never asked her?”


“I barely ever even got up the courage to talk to her.”


“Oh, no.”


“Yeah. Except, we worked together on a two-person project once. It was a history project. We had to make a 3D map of one of the battles in the civil war.”


“Wow. You still remember the subject matter and everything?”


“It was the only time I was ever able to talk to her without doing an impression of a chipmunk, so yeah, it kind of stuck in my head.”


“Well, what happened with the project? You didn’t get close enough to tell her how you felt?”


“Definitely not. We always worked on the project at her house because her dad was an elementary-school art teacher so he had tons of extra supplies for us to work on the map, but that also meant that—”


“Her dad was always around.”


“Pretty much, yeah. But that’s just an excuse. I don’t think I ever even had any intention of telling her how I felt. Or hinting. Way too scary.”


“So you never confessed your feelings.”


“Not even close.”


“Have you ever confessed your feelings to anyone else you’ve had a crush on?


“Well, sure . . .”


“Do I hear a ‘but’ in there?”


“I think you’re going to tell me it doesn’t count.”


“Why wouldn’t it count?”


“Because now that I really think about it, I think I’ve only told people about my feelings after we’ve already started dating.”


“Ah, I see. You’ve done the whole we’re hanging out and hooking up and dating around thing. And then further down the line, once all that’s established, you tell them how you feel.”


“Is that bad?”


“No! Not at all. That can be really nice. It just . . . It just doesn’t quite have the cathartic release of telling someone how you feel before all that happens. When everything is on the line and the whole point is that those kinds of feelings curl up and die a resentful little death if you never act on them. So, you have to speak them out loud.”


“I . . . take it that you’ve confessed your feelings before?”


“Yes. It was both terrible and wonderful.”


“How so?”


“Oh, he didn’t feel the same way I did. He said I was really great, but that he wasn’t in a place to want to really be in a romantic relationship with anyone. This was maybe . . . six or seven years ago? So, that was hard. But the truth is, once I told him how I felt and got a definite answer in return, all those feelings didn’t have to stay cooped up inside me anymore. I just let them out. And pretty soon, they were gone. I felt totally released from the whole thing. And I watched as other girls got tangled up with him. They’d do the whole kiss-kiss-are-we-gonna-be-something-more thing, and nothing ever came of those hook-ups. I knew that would have been me too, if I hadn’t told him how I felt immediately. He knew not to mess around with me because I’d been honest and he didn’t want to hurt me.”


“So . . . even though you didn’t end up together, you still count that as a good experience?”


“Definitely. I feel really proud of it now, even though it hurt. I was brave.”


“Why are all your stories cooler than all of my stories?”


“Huh? What do you mean?”


“Nothing. I just . . . let me think . . . what’s something super impressive that I’ve done that I can casually brag about?”


“I wasn’t casually bragging!”


“No, you weren’t. You were just honestly telling me a story, which is what makes it even cooler.”


“You have a chance to be very cool in just a few hours.”


“With Katie?”


“Yes! Are you kidding me? You have a date with an old crush in just a few hours. You’re finally gonna get your resolution. And it’ll be that much sweeter because it’s been so many years in the making.”


“Hmm. Maybe.”


“You don’t sound convinced.”


“If you were Katie . . .”


“Okay . . .”


“And you were waiting at the bus station for a date with a guy you likely only vaguely remember . . .”


“Uh huh . . .”


“And this situation got off the bus . . .”


“What situation? Your situation? You mean the hair and the T-shirt and jeans?”


“And the face.”


“What’s wrong with your face?”


“No, I don’t mean anything is explicitly wrong with me. I just mean . . . the whole package. This whole thing I’ve got going on is what walks off the bus to meet you for your date. How would you feel?”


“I, personally, would be intrigued and excited. I’d want to talk to you about your hair, because, face it, it’s a bit of a conversation piece. And the rest of your ‘situation’ is . . . not something most male-attracted people would be disappointed by. But I can’t speak for Katie. I don’t know her. Maybe she can only get it up for redheads. Or she only likes guys who wear suits or something, I don’t know, people are complicated. But I can say that if she’s willing to go on this blind date, she’s likely open to the possibility of liking you, however you are.”


“—Whoa! Careful!”


“Oh, my gosh!”


“Are you all right, Gwen?”


“I guess we had to brake really fast for something? Yeah. I’m all right. I think I’m siding with your mother on the seat-belt issue, though. Are you all right?”


“Yeah, I’m okay. Shirley, you all right?”


“I spilled my damn chocolate milk, but other than that I’m all right.”


“Wow, Sam, look at how far everyone’s luggage shifted in the overhead compartments.”


“Jeez. I hope everyone’s all right. I’m going to check it out real quick and make sure no one needs help. I’ll be right back.”


“Good, I’m glad he’s gone for a minute.”


“What’s up, Shirley?”


“He doesn’t recognize me because he keeps to himself on these trips for the most part, but I’ve taken many a bus ride with that boy over the years.”


“Really?”


“Let me tell you. He’s what they call a filial son. I’ve seen his mother before. Sometimes she comes to the bus station with him.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Mmhmm. And she’s not quite as big a piece of work as you might think, based on those phone calls, but I personally don’t think she knows what she’s got on her hands with that boy. Not every son is driving up the eastern seaboard to see their mamas once a month. I’m lucky if I see my son at Christmas. Of course, he lives in Las Vegas and it’s more than just a little jaunt on the bus.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“That’s not the point. The point is, that boy is polite as can be. I’ve seen him haul luggage for folks, offer up his seat so families can sit together, share food, you name it. But I’ve never seen him out and out socialize.”


“Really? He’s so easy to talk to. Usually I’m the one asking all the questions. But he had me chatting about myself immediately, and I really never do that.”


“Well, you must have the special sauce, hon. To bring it out of him. Or there’s something going on with him, because I’ve certainly never seen him with blue hair before. So, just know that you’re catching our boy at a very interesting time.”


“He’s headed back this way.”


“Do with that what you will.”


“Thanks, Shirley. Everything all right up there, Sam?”


“There was one very irritated teenager who’d spilled an entire bucket of fried chicken, but besides that, everyone was fine. The bus driver said there was a truck tire in the road.”


“Wow.”


“Oh, no.”


“What? What?!”


“Gwen. Look.”


“What!? Oh. I hadn’t even noticed.”


“You hadn’t noticed that my entire tuna-fish sandwich had smashed against your pants?”


“I mean everything shifted around so suddenly! Shoot. Well . . .”


“Here. I usually keep a plastic bag . . . got it. We’ll just wrap it up. Do . . . do you think your pants will be all right?”


“Let me see if I can do some damage control in the bathroom.”


“Sure. Sure.”


“Be right back.”


“Good luck.”









Chapter Two


Sam


Note to self: when you’re lucky enough to sit next to a very attractive woman on a long bus ride, maybe don’t bring up your mother so much. And probably don’t give an extremely detailed overview of why you’re a bad date. Or talk about a very embarrassing failed crush from your childhood. Oh, and definitely don’t squash a tuna-fish sandwich on her pants.


This is why I normally don’t talk to strangers.


Stranger danger is real, but it’s me—I’m the danger. To myself.


You’d think after a decade of bus rides once a month I would be better at the whole seatmate bonding thing. But my typical MO is find seat, say hello, put on headphones, vibe for five-ish hours, keep elbows from bumping seatmate, get off bus.


But everything went screwy today. Starting with the peanut butter sandwich.


My mother hates smooth peanut butter with a passion. But her eyesight is bad if she doesn’t wear her glasses and, you guessed it, she hates wearing her glasses. So she made a sandwich this morning with accidentally purchased smooth peanut butter and didn’t realize her mistake until she had a mouthful. Which also means that when I should have been catching a ride with a neighbor to the bus station, instead I was missing that ride and sprinting to the grocery store to buy her the chunky peanut butter. And then catching the T to a bus to another bus to catch, well, this bus. Which means I am now the collective bus bathroom chaperone.


Would I trade the worst seat on the bus for a better seat?


I would not.


Because the worst seat on the bus comes with, by far, the best seatmate on the bus.


I’ve sat next to cute girls on the bus before. It would be weird if I hadn’t, considering I’ve taken this exact bus ride over a hundred times. But the thing is, when you initiate conversation with a stranger on a bus ride, this phenomenon usually happens to their eyes. Just for a moment, panic flares up like a wildfire and consumes their soul. When it flames out, there is a sort of dead resignation there. They’ve surrendered themselves to the reality that they are, in fact, sitting next to someone who talks to strangers on bus rides. Then their fingers start to inch toward their headphones or their book and they smile and nod, while inside they desperately, frantically search for a way, any way out of this forced hell of a conversation, no matter how polite it might be.
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