




[image: ]










[image: ]









To Janna and Alex for being in my corner from the very start.
I might have moved to New York without my own
“Getaway List,” but thanks to you I have crossed off more
dreams come true than I ever dared to write down.
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If you think about it, getting rejected from all ten colleges I applied to is quite the feat. I did that whole thing where I picked three “shoo-in” schools, three maybes, and three reaches—even threw in a cheeky application to NYU, just in case a rich distant relative died and left me a zillion dollars for tuition—and got back a slew of “Thank you, but” emails and very thin envelopes addressed to one Riley Larson. Sure, our poor mailman hasn’t looked me in the eye since April, but you know what? Statistically speaking, it makes me kind of a big deal.


My mom is not especially pleased that I turned the rejection letters into a paper-mache collage and stuck it on my graduation cap, but I’ve been a mostly model kid as of late. Not to mention I just conceded my entire summer to helping her at the coffee shop. I’m entitled to a little teenage rebellion. Plus after four long years of sleep deprivation, GPA-related tears, and enduring the humiliation of having a literal earthworm as a school mascot (don’t ask), the students of Falls Creek High deserve some comic relief. I’m only doing my part.


I slide past my classmates toward my seat with the rest of the L last names, sandwiched between an already tipsy Elle Lake (in-state school) and a very grim Chet Lawrence (Harvard, the nerd). The school has apparently placed tiny packs of gummy worms on our seats. A little on the nose, but after I unwrap mine I raise a bright green worm and say, “To getting the hell out of here.”


A good number of classmates join me in this nonsense toast, though for me it comes with a slight bitter taste even a lime-flavored gummy worm can’t wash down. Most of them are getting out of here. Far as I know, I’m going to be stuck in Falls Creek until I Falls Croak.


Before I can indulge in another pity party I scan the crowd of parents behind us for my mom, who in true mom fashion somehow got here before I did. She’ll be somewhere in the front row and because of that I’ve already texted her a list of kids a mile wide who have asked her to record them walking across the stage. She’s happy to do it. Nobody loves a mission more than my mom does. Hell, she’ll probably just do the whole five-hundred-kid graduating class “just in case.”


Before I can find my mom my phone hums to life in my lap with a message from, of all people, Tom.




They’re livestreaming this. Don’t fuck up.





My face blooms with an immediate warmth, a smile tugging at my lips. Tom is my all-time best but also worst friend—best because we would literally die for each other, and worst because in the last year he’s texted with the frequency of a prehistoric rock.




Does the blue of this graduation gown make my existential terror pop?





Tom’s reply is instant: Not as well as a standard black might have, but well enough.


I know there’s no way Tom can actually see me, considering the camera is trained on the stage, but it feels like he’s in this stuffy gym with us just the same. Hell, he would be, if it weren’t for his mom, Vanessa, abruptly moving him up to Manhattan the summer after freshman year of high school in a bold attempt to ruin both of our lives. (All right, it was for her enormously cool job as a scriptwriter and director—her debut indie film became a cult-classic, Oscar-nominated hit—but the other point still stands.)


What happened to the entirety of NYC that you’re bored enough to be watching this? Thought you’d have a whole gang of Columbia nerds to hang out with by now, I text back.


The principal shoots me a pointed look from the stage. I aim my cheekiest grin at him but don’t bother trying to hide my phone. What is he going to do, suspend me again in the last five minutes of my high school career? Been there, permanent recorded that.




So plot twist I think I’m taking a gap year? Anyway NYC’s hottest club is virtual graduations in Virginia. Keep up with the times





I blink at my phone screen and let out an audible “Huh.” Last I checked Tom was all gung ho on the whole Ivy League scene. Hence the mug I got him off Etsy with the Columbia logo on one side and the words “nerd juice” on the other.


Excuse you sir?? What are you doing with a gap year??? And then to soften the assault of my many punctuation marks, I add, If you’re joining the circus and didn’t invite me I’m about to make you dearly regret it.


Tom doesn’t answer immediately, but this is to be expected. Lately anytime I ask Tom a personal question it takes him three to 314 times as long to answer. I settle in with my gummy worms and allow myself the indulgence of completely and utterly dissociating through all five graduation speeches by reading the latest fantasy novel I’ve got downloaded on my phone, only to get bodily yanked by Elle when it’s finally our row’s turn to cross.


A lot of things occur to me as I take the steps up to that stage. Largely unhelpful things—like for instance, I still have no idea how to write out a check even though the lady at the bank recklessly gave me a whole box of them when I opened my account on my eighteenth birthday last month. Or that I have never successfully cooked anything that didn’t have microwave instructions. Or that I have no idea what I’m planning to do with my life, or what I’m doing beyond this summer, or even a solid enough sense of my own hobbies and interests not to immediately fail even BuzzFeed’s most ironclad “Build A Pancake Breakfast And We’ll Tell You Your Future Career” quiz.


All too soon Elle is walking ahead of me, beaming her best “I definitely did not sneak sips from my mom’s boxed wine” smile as she crosses the stage. I feel the outline of my phone in my pocket take a deep breath, buoyed by a sudden calm. Tom’s here. Or as here as Tom can possibly get. It doesn’t matter how much time passes—I always feel like the bravest version of myself when I’ve got him near.


The lights are so bright when I cross the rickety stage that I can barely find the camera livestreaming the event but manage to clock it just in time. I take my diploma from our principal—who could maybe do a better job of not looking so happy to see me go—and when he extends his hand for me to shake I look right at the camera and make a quick series of gestures with one of my hands that ends with me making a trumpet with my fingers against my nose.


The student section erupts in laughter. I blow a kiss for good measure, immediately catching sight of my mom with a palm to her forehead but the camera still diligently held up in the air with the other hand.


Tom’s already texted before I get back to my row. Congratulations, you absolutely ridiculous person. Alongside it are a jumble of hand-gesture emojis that approximate the handshake I just did a short one-sided version of onstage, the silly one we made up in fifth grade.


The smile on my face aches a little, thinking of how far we are from those little ragtag, rowdy kids now.


Now please explain to me what you did to that unsuspecting graduation cap, he adds.


I ease back into my seat, taking the cap off and settling it into my lap to look at all the rejection letters, glossy with glitter glue. Tom knows about the rejections, of course. I text him at least once a week with updates and questions about what he’s up to, even if half the time it’s a bit like talking to a wall. I know he’ll get a kick out of my little art project, but before I can take a picture of it I flip the cap over to look at the inside, feeling like I’m flipping over some tender underside of my heart.


There’s another piece of paper taped precariously underneath. This one is handwritten, and something only Tom would recognize—“the Getaway List,” we dubbed it after Tom moved away. It’s made up of adventures we never went on—an interactive writing class in Manhattan we wanted to take the summer after freshman year before my mom got promoted and needed me to help take over shifts when they were short-staffed at the coffee shop. A camping trip we tried to orchestrate with some friends sophomore year that fell through. A part-time job I wanted to get last summer at the same bike-messenger service where Tom works in the city so we could relive the glory days of spinning our wheels all over this town, but my mom had me indefinitely grounded for the infamous suspension.


The idea was that when we met up again we could do everything on the list to make up for lost time. The problem is we just kept losing more of it. The list started as a denial that we were apart, but over time just became an acceptance that there was nothing we could do to change it. An acceptance that’s led me to this absurd moment now, when it’s hitting me with a fresh ache that I haven’t seen the person who knows me best of anyone in the whole world in almost three years.


It feels like a risk reminding Tom, because neither of us has mentioned it in months. I’m worried it would almost feel like admitting defeat. Only as I’m sending Tom a photo of it and feel an uncharacteristic shiver of nerves do I understand the truth—part of me is still hopeful we could do some of it, and another louder part of me is scared that we’re so far removed from the kids who started that list that Tom wouldn’t even want to anymore.


Tom doesn’t reply right away, but I do get a text from my mom that says Can’t wait to show this to your grandparents, along with a photo of me grinning like a jackal onstage with my thumb jammed against my nose. I snicker and tuck my phone away for the rest of it, trying to put the anxiety out of my mind.


It feels like someone pressed fast-forward on the whole morning after that, because before I know it the principal is congratulating the graduating class and rickety chairs are squeaking as we all clamber to our feet. Graduation caps and gummy worms are flying through the air, kids are yelling like they’ve suddenly grown a third lung, and I feel the electricity of the room like it’s buzzing in my bones.


No, wait. My phone is literally buzzing against my hip. I pull it out and see the belated response from Tom.




I miss the shit out of you you know. Every day. I’m sorry if I’ve been bad at keeping in touch so I just wanted to say that.





I blink at the text, my throat tight. Caps are still flying and students are jostling each other and hollering and setting off confetti poppers and I’m standing in the middle of it all, staring at my phone screen and typing out the words I miss the shit out of you too.


“Riley!”


I snap my head up to see Jesse half jogging over to me. His robe is already wide open, his ripped black jeans and faded band T-shirt a sharp contrast to everyone else’s spiffy graduation best, including the upsettingly traffic-cone-orange sweater set of my mom’s I’m wearing now.


I’m half considering demanding he trade outfits with me—those few months we dated sophomore year we swapped enough clothes that there’s actually no guarantee that isn’t my shirt he’s wearing—but he’s already spilling over with excitement, his mop of dirty blond curls lifting as he runs over.


“Dude, high five.”


I oblige Jesse, who doesn’t just high-five me but grabs my hand and holds it up like I’m a champion prizefighter. His eyes look like someone backlit them with neon.


“Look at us, actually going out there and following our dreams,” he says, emphasizing the last word with another squeeze of my hand.


“Getting a McFlurry and napping until August?” I ask.


Jesse is even more absurdly enthusiastic to be alive than usual, because he spins and releases me like a clunky ballerina.


“Nah, I mean saying ‘screw the establishment!’ and going our own way. You know we’re among the select few cool kids without colleges next to our names in the graduation program?” he says, proudly holding one up.


I did not know there was a program in the first place, let alone one that tattled on us. Jesse tucks his carefully into his robe the same way he always does with flyers and knickknacks from events, collecting mementos like a tall magpie.


“Huh. Well, I’m not really yelling anything at the establishment,” I admit. “I’m probably just going to start taking community-college classes in the fall.”


Jesse’s grin wilts like he wasn’t expecting such a boring thing to come out of my mouth, and to be fair, I wouldn’t have either. He recovers quickly and says, “Well, maybe you’ll have to come up to New York. You can crash with the Walking JED anytime.”


“The band is moving to New York?”


I’m more surprised that I didn’t know than I am at the idea of them moving. The Walking JED (so named because their names are Jesse, Eddie, and Dai, and all three of them are painfully obsessed with zombie lore) are so ridiculously talented that it’s kind of a wonder they didn’t all get Walking GEDs and ditch this Popsicle stand years ago. Jesse’s the lead singer and writes most of their songs, and between his delightfully offbeat sense of style and distinctly sweet and smoky voice, it’s only a matter of time before someone is shoving a record deal in their faces.


Jesse nods, every inch of him thrumming with energy. “Bright and early tomorrow morning!”


There’s no ignoring the pang between my ribs this time—the one that’s been aching just under the surface for months. Truth be told I don’t really have any designs on college, so it’s not getting left behind in the literal sense. More like the figurative one. I look around and everyone has some kind of plan. College. Pursuing a passion. Seeing the world.


I’ve got the McDonald’s drive-through and then just a giant blank slate of “???” on the other side. I feel a surge of irrational fear, like I’ve just stepped too close to an edge I didn’t realize was a cliff.


But then I feel two firm arms wrap around the back of me and my mom’s familiar minty breath saying into my ear, “Well, if it isn’t my newly graduated hellion.”


I lean in as she kisses me on the temple and gives me an extra squeeze before letting me go.


“Look,” I say, handing her the diploma. “Free kindling.”


But then she gets all misty-eyed and says, “I bet we can find a decent frame for this. Put it up somewhere in your room?”


I’m about to object to the idea of disrupting the vibe of any place in the apartment with a reminder of the most monotonous years of my life when Jesse squints at us and says candidly, “Yeesh, I always forget how alike you look.”


He’s not wrong. This is partially due to the fact that I am a carbon copy of my mom, to the point where the dad I’ve never met might as well have just hit Control + C, Control + V on my mom’s internal keyboard and walked away. We have the precise same honey-brown curls, the same hazel eyes, the same tall, wiry frames and even, somehow, the precise same freckle under the right side of our lower lip.


But the alikeness is even more exaggerated by the fact that my mom is only nineteen years older than I am, and people assume she’s my sibling as often as my parent.


“Oh. Hello, Jesse.” My mom gives him an amused once-over and says, “I see you’ve added more tattoos to the collection.”


My mom likes Jesse just fine, but likes him a lot more now that we are very firmly exes. Jesse and I never got into the kind of shenanigans that drove my mom up the wall the way Tom and I did growing up, but dating him right on the heels of Tom leaving probably didn’t help matters. Jesse’s love of tattoos and guitars reminds her a bit too much of her alleged “wild youth” in New York she has been afraid I’ll make a sequel out of probably since the moment I was born. No offense to my mom, who was likely a badass in her day, but staying out all night clubbing to early 2000s hits in low-rise jeans while sneaking sips of Fireball from a glittery hip flask isn’t exactly her nerdy daughter’s scene.


(To be clear, I only have this hilarious mental image thanks to my aunts’ retellings; my mom glosses over the details as if she’s worried I’m going to take notes.)


“Yeah,” says Jesse enthusiastically, pulling up the billowing sleeve of his graduation gown. “Look. This one’s a guitar, but its strings are crying.”


“Inspired,” says my mom wryly.


I pull her away before she can ask if the tat was Taylor Swift–related, which it absolutely was—his band’s punk-rock cover of “Cardigan” was voted as our school anthem as a write-in, which I may or may not have helped orchestrate (the school board was awfully upset for a group of adults who let the whole “earthworm” thing slide)—but we don’t have enough time in the world for Jesse to go down one of his glorious Swiftie rabbit holes. I want that McFlurry yesterday.


“Wait,” I realize. “My cap.”


I was so eager to toss it that I forgot about the retrieving part. Wow. Fully graduated now and even Labradors have more common sense.


My mom lets out a pfft noise. “Don’t you think we can live without that particular relic?”


“No, no, it’s important,” I say, panic seizing me. “I—”


Cut myself off abruptly, because my mom doesn’t actually know about the Getaway List. Most of the conflicts on my end were because of her schedule, which is mostly devoted to any hours she can get at the coffee shop she comanages between classes to support us—the last thing I want her to think is that I’m ungrateful for any of it.


“Well, I’m sure it’s around here somewhere,” says my mom, starting to sift through the abandoned caps on the floor. I don’t miss her quick glance at the clock on her phone. She moved her shift to be here. If we’re going to maintain our sacred McFlurry tradition, we’re already cutting it close.


My throat tightens. Maybe this is just it. The sendoff the Getaway List deserves. It really is over then; we’re moving onto the next chapter of our lives. There’s no TomandRiley, RileyandTom anymore, the way everyone in the neighborhood used to say our names when we were a whole lot of things, but chief among them a package deal. We’re just Tom and Riley now. Friends for life, but leading very different ones.


“My parents are over there,” says Jesse. I give him a quick one-armed hug and when he squeezes back he adds, “For real, hit me up if you’re in the city. I feel like you’re overdue for an adventure.”


“I will,” I say, but the words sound hollow even to my own ears.


He lets me go and I feel flimsy, like I’m going to cry. Like there’s suddenly this part of me that wants that adventure more than anything, but I’m too untethered to know where to begin. For all the ruckus in the gym, it feels unbearably quiet in my head right now. Like without all the noise of classes and extracurriculars and college applications there’s just this void staring back at me where my reflection should be.


The trouble is I wouldn’t even know what to look for—I haven’t really felt like myself in ages. The self that pulled one over on teachers who were mean to our friends, like when Mr. Zaff called Jesse a “baby” once for crying over a movie we saw in class, so Tom and I put baby safety locks on every drawer and cabinet in his classroom the next day. The self who pranked classmates at liberty, like when Tom hacked the school loudspeaker so I could put on my best teacher voice and ask if Ava and Josh would come to the front office (collectively there are twenty-three Avas and twenty-five Joshes enrolled, so that Friday afternoon quickly devolved into schoolwide chaos). The self that played what Tom dubbed the “sneaky elf game,” leaving random trinkets stuffed in friends’ lockers, and ran all over every corner of this town and asked enough questions to break any reasonable adult’s brain.


My mom wasn’t so much of a helicopter parent when I was a kid, but by high school Tom and I were getting up to enough mischief that she was practically deafening me with the propellers. After the incident that got me suspended she pushed me into so many extracurriculars on top of my part-time jobs that there wasn’t a split second I wasn’t accounted for—or, incidentally, a split second I could have any coherent thoughts other than “How do I make this boring thing less boring?”


Which is to say, I’ve mostly spent the past two or so years not-so-covertly reading fantasy books and my abandoned fanfics on my phone while all these boring things happened around me. This survival strategy was all well and good until this moment now, because it turns out I am not a royal burdened with ancient power or a knight infiltrating a distant realm with a dark secret, but just Riley. Powerless and ordinary and unsure of myself. Only now that I’m standing here on the other side of half living my own life do I realize just how unsure I really am.


Just when I’m blinking back the deeply inconvenient and unwelcome sting of tears, my phone buzzes in my pocket again. It’s a text from Tom. A photo of his own version of the Getaway List, written in his endearingly large handwriting. Only instead of the eight things we originally had on it, he’s added a ninth: Actually see each other in our corporeal forms.


I laugh, both out of relief and from the reference; as kids Tom and I were obsessed with Tides of Time, a time-travel book series with main characters who either traveled in their own bodies or as projections of themselves. As a result, “corporeal” was one of the biggest words our eight-year-old selves knew; I typed the word enough in the fics I used to write for the series that the letters are worn out on my keyboard.


The smile on my face only widens from there. Sharpens, even, into the shape of a smirk I haven’t worn in so long that it feels like I have to break it in.


Maybe this is the shake-up I need. The defibrillator to reset my psyche. The idea comes together so quickly that I’m practically blinking myself to New York before it can fully form—for the first time in literal years, I have the weekend free. I could take a bus up so easily. I could be squeezing the life out of Tom with one of our trademark ridiculous hugs by nightfall. We could even knock some things off the Getaway List. What better way to reconnect to my old self than by doing all the things she wanted to do, with someone who’s known me almost as long as I’ve known myself?


Maybe reconnecting will inspire me to write again, since it was Tom who encouraged me to post my stuff in the first place. Maybe I’ll wrestle out of Tom why he’s been so quiet these past few months, so I’ll have my partner in crime back. Maybe I’ll stop feeling like this boring version of myself who doesn’t clown around for my friends’ sake like I used to, but because being the class jokester was the only way to pass the time when I was overscheduled to the max.


And then maybe I can start to figure out my new self, get a sense for what I actually want now that high school is finally in the rearview mirror.


My heart is thrumming under my ribs like an overly caffeinated bird.


I’m booking the afternoon bus to NYC, I text back.


Tom sends back a string of laughing emojis. I’m not entirely sure if I’m joking, and judging from Tom’s response, he isn’t either. That’s its own kind of relief. That the old version of me still lives in Tom’s head—the daring, intentional, fun me.


Maybe if I find my way back to Tom, I can find her, too.


I find my mom squinting under a row of folded-up chairs, along with Jesse’s parents, who have joined in the search in their matching Walking JED shirts. I make a mental note to demand where I can buy one of my own when I touch my mom’s shoulder, suddenly giddy. “It’s okay,” I tell them. I don’t need my list if Tom has his. “It’s fine. Someone will probably find it. Let’s go.”


Admittedly I have access to McFlurries near every day of my human existence, but McFlurries are sacred happenings. At least they are for me and my mom. My mom got me one every time I got a shot as a little kid, and I drag her to get them every time she finishes up another semester of community college, and at some point getting a McFlurry just came hand in hand with accomplishing anything that seemed scary or tough.


“Oreos or M&M’s?” my mom asks when we pile into her deeply unreliable but ridiculously adorable old Honda, which we decorated with flower stickers all around the bumper a few years back.


“I’m flying as close to the sun as I can today. Both.”


“Atta girl,” says my mom as the car sputters reluctantly into drive.


By the time we’re settled in the parking lot and taking our concoctions to the McFace, I’ve found the bus schedule and done a mental checklist of things I need to pack and have “New York, New York” stuck in my head despite not being entirely certain of any of the words aside from those two.


I clear my throat. “So I was thinking—it’s Friday.”


“Astutely observed,” says my mom, fishing out an Oreo chunk.


I hike my knees farther up on the dash. “And I’m not starting at the coffee shop until Monday. I might take the bus up this afternoon to finally see Tom in New York.”


My mom blinks like a bug just tried to fly into her eye. “Wait, what?”


I laugh. “Seriously. You realize it’s been almost three years since I’ve seen him?” I stare down at my phone. “And Tom seems kind of—well, I don’t know.”


I really don’t, and I haven’t for a while. I know about the broader things in his life, like that he’s been traveling with his mom, and finally settled on a psychology major out of the myriad of topics he has nerdy expertise in. I know how he spends some of his time, like watching the Tides of Time television adaptation or continuing to do bike deliveries for the “Dear, Love” Dispatch app people can use to send anonymous gifts to everyone from friends to crushes to family all over the city. The specifics were things I always meant to find out when we were together.


My mom’s hands tighten around the steering wheel. “I was hoping we could hang out this weekend, you and me. Celebrate a bit. It’s been ages since we’ve had a whole day together.”


The McFlurry sours in my mouth, and not because of the leftover gummy worms I jammed into it. My mom’s right. But that feels like more her fault than mine—in an effort to keep me out of “trouble,” she signed me up for pretty much every extracurricular under the sun. I’m talking everything from track to Science Olympiad to salsa to Model UN, all of which had one thing in common, which is that I have no particular talent for any of them.


My mom thinks I didn’t get into any colleges because of the two-day suspension on my record. I’m pretty sure it’s because I don’t have any discernable hobbies or personality traits—since she kept signing me up for things and I kept trying to weasel out of them, I never stuck to any of the school clubs long enough to look even remotely committed to them. It didn’t help that coffee-shop shifts got in the way of me doing any of the competitions on weekends, too. As a result my college application probably looks like it was written by an AI chatbot that just regurgitated every hobby and part-time job in our hometown, and my semi-decent grades and test scores weren’t enough to sway them back into my court.


Whatever the case, we’re here now, with more free days than I’ve had in years. I’ve wasted enough time doing things I don’t like to pass up on a chance to do something I’ll love.


“Well, we could celebrate next weekend then?” I ask. And then, even though I’m itching at the seams to click PURCHASE on that bus ticket, I add, “Or we could hang out this weekend and I could visit Tom the next one.”


My mom’s not quite looking at me, staring into her melting ice cream. “I don’t think that’s smart, going up there on your own.”


The tone of the conversation has shifted into territory we’ve never been. I feel not unlike our neighbor’s dog Ribbit when they put up that electric fence—like I’m suddenly testing the edges of a boundary I didn’t know was there.


“It’d just be two days,” I say carefully.


“Two days?” My mom tries for a teasing smile, but the words still come out tight. “I know you. You could get in trouble in a paper bag in ten seconds. You expect me to trust you in Manhattan for forty-eight hours?”


“Trouble” isn’t exactly the right word and she knows it. More like “mischief.” Harmless stuff that mostly involved pranks and the occasional interruption in class and, okay, a handful of times playing hooky on dweeby endeavors like Tides of Time meetups with other kids on our local fandom Discord. But it’s not like we were ever doing anything all that dangerous, unless the few times Tom trusted me to read a map counts.


I let out a laugh, also trying to keep it light, and say, “Yeah, well, I’m eighteen.”


I don’t mean for the words to start a fight, because that’s just something we don’t do. Even if we wanted to, between both of us working and going to school there’s just no time for it. But my mom flinches like I didn’t just start a fight but swung both fists without warning.


“I have to get to work,” she says suddenly, starting up the car and pointing us toward home.


I grip the McFlurry in my hand like it’s a tether. “Okay, but really, when can I go up to the city? There’s a bus that leaves from the Metro, I can take myself whenever I want.”


I mean for the words to come out as an offer, not a threat, but my mom immediately snaps her head toward me and says, “So that’s it? You’re just going to run off and do whatever you want now?”


“No.” I squirm uncomfortably. “I’m just saying—technically I don’t have to ask.”


My mom shakes her head. “You’re not going to New York.”


My mouth opens in surprise, and the only words I manage to string together are, “Why not?”


“Because that city is nothing but trouble, and the two of you together are a magnet for it. We got all through high school without anything going too wrong, can’t we just let it be? I mean it’s been years, why do you suddenly need to see Tom so badly?”


I set the McFlurry down, strangely light-headed. “Wait a minute. Wait a minute,” I say, like my mouth can’t catch up to the gears turning in my brain. “This whole time—were you not letting me go up there on purpose?”


My mom sidesteps the question entirely. “I just think you need to take a beat here. You’ve never even been to the city. And now the second after graduation you’re going to hop on a bus with two minutes’ notice?” She shakes her head, clearly not looking for an answer. “I know you were talking to Tom today. You only did that handshake because he must have been watching. But that’s not a reason to drop everything to see him.”


“I’m not dropping anything,” I protest.


“But this sounds impulsive. And that’s exactly what happens when you and Tom get together. You egg each other on, bring out the worst in each other.”


If she was looking for the weakest spot she could hit in me, she just hit it dead on. This version of myself that I’ve been scrambling to get back to—it’s not just that I lost her. It’s that my mom was actively trying to shake her off. It nearly stuns the words right out of me. I never thought I’d feel rejection this deeply or immediately, and least of all from my own mom. Especially not after I spent the back half of high school doing my best to play by her rules.


“That’s not the worst of me,” I manage to say. “That is me.”


“That’s you at your most reckless,” my mom says. “And I know how busy Vanessa is with work. Nobody is going to keep an eye on either of you. The last thing you need is to be at Tom’s in a city full of places just begging you to get in trouble at every turn.”


The understanding is hitting me in waves. Like I’ve been asleep for the longest time and I’m waking up too slow, all disjointed and confused. “Oh my god. You really did keep me from him.”


The wild thing is even though she may not have seen it, Tom has always been the more responsible of the two of us. The one who actually checked the time when we were off on our misadventures and lined his pockets with snacks like a soccer mom. And even if he weren’t, it’s not like we got up to anything all that bad. My mom’s talking like we both were just short of booking one-way tickets to juvie.


My mom’s voice softens. “I just don’t want you doing anything you regret.”


“Too late,” I say, my voice choked. “Because I regret every single minute I didn’t realize you were keeping us apart.”


It’s bigger than that, but I don’t even have the words to explain it to her. At least words that don’t sound like they’re coming out of some Netflix teenage soap opera. It’s not just that I’m hurt. I feel betrayed. Maybe my mom and I haven’t always seen eye to eye, but I thought we were always honest with each other. And yet all these missed chances I thought were beyond my control, all these years I ducked my head and just accepted the way things were—if I’d just pushed a little harder. Pressed against the glass. Challenged her even once, the way I would have when I was younger and braver and actually present in my own life, maybe I would have realized much sooner she was keeping this from me.


Maybe I would have realized a lot of things much sooner, and I wouldn’t feel so lost like I do right now.


My mom is idling outside of our apartment building—she’s late enough for her shift now that there’s no point in parking to let me out.


“When you’re older and things are more settled, you’ll see. This was for your own good,” she says, more to the windshield than to me.


I surprise myself then. I’m not asking anymore. I’m telling. “There’s a bus that leaves at four P.M.”


My mom closes her eyes and expels a long breath. “Riley.”


“I’m sorry,” I say, because I can’t help it. Because despite everything, I mean it. “But you owe me at least a weekend. You have to let me go.”


She opens her eyes again, shaking her head sharply. “Don’t do this.”


I’m so angry I could scream into my empty McFlurry cup, that I could slam this car door behind me like the Hulk, but I mean it. I’m going. And I don’t want to leave her on bad terms. It’s occurring to me even as I make the choice that it’s the first time I’m leaving her at all.


I linger in my seat. Despite everything I’m still waiting for her cue. “I’ll text you when I get there,” I finally say.


She doesn’t answer. Just leans her head into me for a brief moment and lets out a heavy, unreadable breath. I ease out of the car slower than I ever have, hovering at the open door. She glances over at me, seeming to ask, What are you waiting for?, and I realize it’s her permission. I may have skirted around it as a kid, even jumped rope with it occasionally, but I’ve never outright defied it before.


She isn’t going to give it, though. Now I finally have to decide something all for myself. The rush of it is thrilling and terrifying, my heart lighter than air, my stomach dropping like a stone. Like there’s so much chaos in me that it can only give way to an eerie calm. I take a breath, give myself a new permission all my own, and gently push the car door shut.
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When I get off the bus and stand in New York City for the first time, it’s just as chaotic and crowded and exciting as Tom said it would be. My eyes catch on just about everything, already bursting with curiosity about every hole-in-the-wall sandwich shop and harried dog walker and random cast-out piece of furniture on the streets, all the life-sized stories passing me by in a blink. I’m stunned. I’m overwhelmed. I want to chase it all down, touch every piece, make myself a part of it, too.


But I’m a girl on a mission, so I don’t stop for any of it just yet. The sun is just starting to set when I haul my duffel bag into the service entrance of Tom’s Upper West Side apartment building, ride the elevator up to the thirty-third floor, and knock on the door. Still, it doesn’t feel fully real until I hear his footsteps—solid and rhythmic and distinctly Tom, so much so that I’m already grinning wide enough to break my own face.


And then there he is and my first coherent thought is, What the fuck. Because it’s Tom, but it isn’t. It’s Tom with his light-brown eyes and those lips that always curl upward at the edges, Tom with that same little cowlick at the part of his brown hair, Tom with that inherent steadiness in his posture and warmth in his face. But it’s also Tom with a good five inches on me and shoulders all broad and his jaw and cheeks defined like someone took a sketch of him and slightly sharpened all the angles.


I blink, caught off guard not just by the eighteen-year-old version of Tom live and in color but by whatever the hell just fluttered under my ribs. This would be a deeply inconvenient time for any of my organs to go on the fritz.


But then Tom’s face splits into a smile, his eyes misting up, so unmistakably himself that all I can feel is a rush of warmth flood through me when he opens his mouth and says, “Riley.”


He says it with complete awe and a touch of amusement, the kind that makes me feel known. His voice is deeper. I knew this from when we used to talk on the phone or FaceTime every night, but those calls were rare in the past few months, and that voice is something else entirely paired with the rest of him. I wonder if I seem as changed to him as he does to me; wonder if it even matters, when it’s clear from the way we’re beaming at each other right now that for all the changes in the world, the recognition is still just as deep and immediate as it was when we saw each other last.


“Hi.” I have to adjust my neck up several notches to fully meet Tom’s gaze. Jesus. Last time I saw him I’m pretty sure I was the taller one. “I was in the neighborhood, so.”


Tom peers down at me, tilting his head. His eyes are clearer now, his smile still threatening to burst even as he tries to commit to whatever bit I just decided we’re playing. “You got shorter,” he tells me.


I glance at his well-fitted jeans and white sneakers, at the mug of coffee on the small entryway table beside him. “You got New Yorkier.”


And Tom evidently decides we’re done with my bit, his eyes watering again when he says, “Come here already,” pulling me in for one of our bone-crushing hugs.


At first the relief of it is so overwhelming that I breathe in the flowery detergent his mom always uses and that earthy, innate Tom smell of him, and all I can think is, We’re back. Like we’ve been wandering a long time and only just found our way home. Only once we sink into the hug, I don’t just see the difference in Tom but feel it, too. I used to be able to wrap my arms around Tom’s lanky frame like we were one and the same, but there’s so much more of him than there is of me. I can’t crush his bones the way we did when we were kids because he’s simply uncrushable now, and I can tell he’s going easy on me, that there’s a quiet ripple of new strength he’s not using.


“Jesus,” I say, burying my head in his shoulder. “It’s like trying to hug Mount Olympus.”


I can practically feel Tom’s smirk as he lifts me slightly until my feet are off the ground.


“And that’s a new trick,” I add.


He lets out a laugh that I feel in my own chest before setting me back on the ground, not quite letting me go. Our arms are still hooked around our middles, grinning at each other. I’m half-afraid to blink, like the earth might just swallow him up for another three years and the next time I try to hug him he’ll be tall as a tree.


He pulls away from me then, only because we both know what’s coming—over the years our secret handshake became less ritual and more law. We take a deliberate step back and then devolve immediately into a nonsense sequence of claps, spins, and gestures, laughing at each other for still knowing every step of it. Laughing too hard, maybe, because it’s such a damn relief that we both do.


We finish it off with the usual thumb to our noses, breathless and giddy, so unsteady with it we nearly fall into each other.


“You’re not even a little surprised to see me?” I ask.


Tom just shakes his head. “I learned to stop being surprised at you approximately a decade ago. This is a very Riley thing to do.”


I flush under my grin, because it hasn’t been lately, but it feels good to hear someone say so. Like settling into an old, broken-in denim jacket that still fits just right.


I bop my head on his shoulder. “Good. Also I hope you don’t think I’m going to start being civil to you just because you got hotter,” I say, shucking off my sneakers and making my way inside.


Tom blinks because evidently I can still surprise him. “Uh, wouldn’t dream of it.”


“Is your mom home?” I ask, and then: “Oh, fuck. You’re rich rich, huh.”


Because the exterior of the building was nice, sure, but having snuck up the way I did I bypassed the lobby completely. A lobby that might have hinted at what I’m seeing now, which is vaulting living-room ceilings and massive windows that look out to the street and Central Park and the rest of the city beyond, the sparks of building lights starting to pop against the blue of the darkening sky. I’ve watched enough NYC-apartment TikToks of people cramming Murphy beds into their walls and using their windowsills as makeshift kitchen tables to know this is next-level real estate.


Tom lets out a breath of a laugh and says, “My mom’s in Aglorapond.”


“Bless you.”


“It’s a fictional island in her next movie. She’s actually in Hawaii for filming.”


I tear my eyes off the absurdly cinematic view to frown at him. “And you’re here?”


Tom tugs the small duffel bag off my shoulder. “Lucky for you, or you’d be sleeping in a pizza box tonight.”


“There’s a bunch of open spots at a hostel downtown,” I say, because as impulsive as the whole “run away from home, except not really because I’m a legal adult” thing was, I didn’t plan to fully inflict myself on Tom and Vanessa without asking.


Tom’s brows furrow. “Riley,” he says, the don’t be ridiculous implied as he walks the duffel down the hall. “How long can you stay?”


There’s a little thrill in the way he asks it—not how long am I staying, but how long I can. I know there’s no world where Tom doesn’t want to spend time with me, but he’s been so distant lately that it’s nice to hear it just the same.


“I was thinking for the weekend,” I say.


Tom nods. “Not near enough time to fully indoctrinate you into the cult of New York’s dessert scene, but I’ll take it.”


“You’re not busy?”


“Nah,” says Tom, as we pass the room that’s clearly his—I’d recognize that faded blue bedspread anywhere. The pillowcases still have little white stars on them. I push the door farther open and he looks just bashful enough about it that there’s no way I’m not letting myself in now.


“You’re sure?” I ask, when I see the fully packed backpack on his bed.


“Oh.” Tom pulls it off the bed and pushes it into the closet. “I just forgot to unpack that from earlier.”


I glance around the room, my eyes snagging on all the old relics I remember. A Tides of Time paperweight I got him for his birthday one year that’s shaped like the blue, orb-like time stone the characters use to move through time and space. A bunch of well-worn sci-fi and murder-mystery paperbacks crammed on a bookshelf. Some old plastic trophies from Tom’s seasons on the track team in middle school. All these pieces of Tom that seem almost stubbornly, precisely the same in the midst of this otherwise Succession-worthy apartment, pieces that summon a feeling of nostalgia so intense I almost want to hug Tom again for the relief of it.


There are newer things, too. A sleek laptop plugged in at the desk. Posters from movies I haven’t seen. A cluster of blue WE ARE HAPPY TO SERVE YOU coffee cups on the bedside table that must have come from the cart outside the building, one more quiet reminder of how much time has passed, because we were mostly drinking my mom’s hot chocolate from the café the last time we were face-to-face. But the glow-in-the-dark stars taped to the walls seem to tie it all back into the larger Tom whole.


“Glad you’re still a nerd,” I tell him.


Tom tweaks my elbow. “Glad you’re still a snoop.”


“Speaking of,” I say, reaching for the piece of paper randomly lying on his otherwise neat desk. It’s his version of the Getaway List. Even just glancing at it is yet another measure of the time that’s passed—how the handwriting is a little bigger and sloppier at the top, when we were writing things we wanted to do at fifteen, versus the neater, tidier scrawl toward the end when we got older. I lean in to peer at it, the exact copy of mine word for word.


The Getaway List




	Go on a road trip once we’ve got our licenses.


	Take the Tides of Time interactive fiction writing class.


	Go on the Tides of Time exploration walk in Central Park.


	See the Walking JED live in concert.


	Go to karaoke.


	Go on a camping trip.


	Be “Dear, Love” Dispatch coworkers.


	Make custom brownies at Brownie Bonanza.


	Actually see each other in our corporeal forms.





Tom leans over me, his shoulder brushing my back as he grabs a pen and puts a checkmark next to item number nine.


“There,” he says. “One down, eight to go.”


I laugh, glancing down at the list. I came in full steam ahead on trying to get through it, but now that I’m actually here—now that I’ve got Tom close enough to talk to and prod and hug again—I’m wondering if it’s right to jump into this feetfirst. If maybe we’re too far past it now. If maybe our time would be better put to use some other way that this older version of Tom would appreciate more.


It turns out some of the problem is solved for me. “Shit. Half of these are undoable now.” I skim a finger over item number one, the class that kicked off the list when we were just barely finished with freshman year. “Maybe if we had a time stone of our own we could.”


“Actually, the class is still running,” says Tom. “They do it every Saturday morning.”


I turn to face him so fast that I don’t account for how close he is, our faces nearly colliding. I feel my cheeks go warm as he has to pull back, but brush past it, asking, “Seriously?”


Tom clears his throat. “Yeah. My mom teaches workshops at the writing school sometimes.” Tom’s cheeks flush, too, and then he says, “She’s got free faculty credits. We could go. I mean—if you want to.”


“Only if you want to,” I say back.


There’s a two-second stalemate where we’re both trying to feel the other one out until I come back to myself and remember this is Tom. I don’t have to hedge around him. I don’t have to be embarrassed about anything at all.


“Would it be patently absurd to try to do stuff on the list after all this time?”


Tom’s lip quirks like he was hoping I’d ask just that. “Absolutely,” he says. “But it would be more absurd not to, so the absurdity cancels itself out.”


The relief washes over me so powerfully that I almost want to sag into him with it. Like I didn’t have any real way of measuring how much doing all this with Tom meant to me until I knew for sure it still meant something to him, too.


“Look at you, flashing your fancy private school math skills,” I say instead, nudging him with my shoulder. He’s so squarely built now that it’s a bit like nudging a warm wall.


“My next equation—Riley plus long bus ride probably equals very hungry and tired.”


I am, all of a sudden, but only in my body. My brain is still operating at a hundred miles an hour, trying to catch up to what feels like a lifetime I just crammed into one day. This morning I woke up in my bed in Virginia and now Tom is setting my duffel on his mom’s bed in a city I’ve never been to before; now Tom and I are ordering pizza from down the street on his couch like it’s a regular Friday night when we haven’t seen each other in years; now I’m a person who tells their mom off and hops on an interstate bus.


Once we’re settled in with the pizza I check my phone to see if she’s texted me back—I let her know when I got in. I can see she’s read the message, but she hasn’t replied.


“All good?” Tom asks.


I nod, setting the phone down and ignoring the slight churn in my stomach. This is our weekend. She’s taken enough time from us, so at least for the next two days, I won’t let her take any more.


I wipe my greasy pizza hands on a napkin, pull Tom’s copy of the Getaway List off the table, and say, “All right. We need a game plan. Do we try to do these in order, or go into full chaos mode for as many as we can in one weekend?”


Tom doesn’t bother looking at the list, staring at me with the beginnings of a smirk on his face. “Is that even a question?”


“Unmitigated chaos it is.”
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The truth is when I first met Tom I wanted absolutely nothing to do with him. Our moms had both dragged us to some Facebook meetup for single parents in the area, which led us to a patch of dead grass claiming to be a playground where really there were only two swings, a broken slide, and an enormous tree, under which sat Tom, his nose buried in a chapter book.


“Doesn’t that kid go to your school?” said my mom. “Go say hi.”


A simple enough directive, except in my pre-Tom era, I was ridiculously, bitterly shy. It’s not that I didn’t have anything to say. It was that anytime I tried to interact with someone I didn’t know, I could feel words getting stuck in my throat like an invisible fist was pulling them back down into me. So I ignored Tom, partially because of the irrational terror and also because even at seven I knew a nerd when I saw one, and the last thing I wanted to do was talk about books.


I lurked behind my mom instead. Ostensibly my mom and Tom’s had the least in common of the group—my mom was a twenty-six-year-old raising a surprise kid and pulling doubles in a coffee shop while I bounced around my aunts and grandparents like a windup toy, and Vanessa was forty-three, had Tom with a sperm donor, and had recently left her corporate finance job to focus on writing. When we showed up my mom’s high-waisted shorts and glittery crop top got her mistaken for my babysitter by everyone aside from Vanessa, who demanded to know where my mom had gotten her dandelion shoulder tattoo done because she was feeling quite liberated post–job quitting and wanted a dainty ankle tattoo of her own.


Already bored out of my skull, I turned to glance at book boy only to find he’d been swallowed by a cluster of kids. It was clear even from a distance that he was the heart of the little group—his smile was wide and easy, eyes lit up with a quiet mischief, and everyone was looking to him, clearly jostling for his attention despite his clear willingness to give it.


By then I was used to hovering on the fringes of things and slowly inserting myself into them, not unlike a tiny ghoul. Kids were just accepting of newcomers in that way, even the quiet ones. Except just then Tom turned around as if he’d been waiting to hear me approach and said, with an easygoing smile, “Hey, what’s your name?”


Naturally, I froze. I instantly and unrepentantly hated him for it. Now all these kids were staring at me and the whole point of not talking was so that wouldn’t happen in the first place.


Even at that age Tom was a master at brushing over awkwardness. He just went on to introduce himself and the others as if I hadn’t turned into a Riley-shaped rock. I stayed with the group but didn’t speak the whole afternoon, one wary eye on the other kids and one always, always on Tom, who seemed to be the axis everyone else was spinning around. By the end of the afternoon I couldn’t tell if I hated him or wanted to be his friend or wanted to be him, but it was all too complex for my kid brain to handle, so instead it just short-circuited.
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