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To Adele Griffin

for friendship

and Wednesdays

and cake






ballad

noun

a song or poem that tells a story

a slow song about love

One night is not so long. In the scheme of things, it’s just a blip. But it’s long enough. Long enough to fall in love. Long enough to fall out of it. Long enough for your life to change forever.

—J. C. Richards, Theseus’s Sailboat

A love song ain’t nothing but a lie.

—Wylie Sanders








I Because the Night
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Friday 10:30 A.M.


I stood at the foot of the stairs with my duffel bag, trying to remember if I’d forgotten anything. I was tempted to unzip the bag and start going through everything one more time, despite the fact I’d spent the whole morning channeling my nervous energy into making sure I’d packed properly.

“Got it all?” my dad asked. He was sitting at the kitchen table, frowning at the New York Times crossword.

“If I don’t, I won’t remember until I’m halfway there,” I said, dropping my duffel at my feet. I stepped around the dog’s food and water bowls as I crossed to the fridge, pushing the cards and photos out of the way so I could open the door. It was still early, but I’d woken up with a start hours before my alarm, with everything that was going to happen today scrolling in a loop in my brain. “That’s the way this works.”

“How are you feeling?” He turned to face me fully, setting the crossword down. I wasn’t sure if it was because he was actually concerned or if he needed a break from trying to figure out five across.

“Nervous,” I admitted. But it would have been weird if I wasn’t, right? I’d never done anything like this before. “But excited, too.”

“Well, have fun,” my dad said. He gave me a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Be safe. Please come back in one piece.”

“I’ll do my best.” I glanced outside, at the bright sun and the wind blowing the trees around. “It’s nice out, but if you’re going to the park, you should probably bring Zyrtec.”

He grinned at me. “Duly noted.”

I leaned over him to look at the crossword. “Fun fact—did you know that a person who creates crosswords is called a cruciverbalist?”

“I did not,” my dad said as he picked it up again. “But I would appreciate any help you can offer on nineteen down.”

I gave him a quick hug, then headed across the kitchen and picked up my duffel bag. “If I give you the answers, you’re never going to learn.”

My dad groaned. “This is revenge for me telling you that whenever you had a math question, isn’t it?”

I laughed. “I’ll call when I get there.”

“Drive safe!” my dad called, already focused back on the crossword, muttering curses at David Kwong under his breath.

I stood there for just a second and looked at it—the quiet kitchen, my dad just where he was supposed to be, the clock ticking on the wall. I took in the scene—the one I knew I’d be missing all too soon—and let out a breath.

Then I picked up my duffel and headed out the door.






CHAPTER 1 Sunday 4:30 P.M.


Sitting alone on the floor of the bus station, I finally admitted to myself that the music festival might have been a mistake.

I was not normally a music festival–going person. I’d been to concerts at home in LA, of course—the Hollywood Bowl with my dad, the Greek Theatre or the Troubadour with my friends—but never a proper music festival, the kind that involved staying overnight. The kind that seemed to promise an experience like I’d seen in pictures on my Instagram and in cautionary-tale documentaries.

But when, six days ago, I’d gotten an out-of-the-blue call from Romy Andreoni—who I hadn’t talked to since graduation two months earlier and, truthfully, not a whole lot before that—asking me if I wanted to go to Silverspun this weekend with her, I hadn’t hesitated before saying yes. The Silverspun Music Festival—the Coachella of Nevada!—was located three hours north of Vegas, which meant it was not really near much else. That had seemed like a big part of its appeal then—that it was a real escape, and nobody else would be there other than the people who’d made a pilgrimage for the music. But now that I was stranded in the middle of nowhere, it was starting to seem like a bug, not a feature.

When I’d agreed to go to the festival, I could immediately see it playing out in my mind like a movie, the way I was sure everything would unfold. It would be an amazing adventure, all sun-dappled light and zippy montages, Romy and I running around and having fun and getting to listen to some of the best bands ever under endless western skies. And since I was going out of my comfort zone and taking a risk, like a heroine in a movie, I was sure I’d be rewarded with a great time, because that’s how things worked.

Which was all seeming more than a little ridiculous, given what had happened.

I’d been an hour into the ride south on the post-festival LA-bound bus—alone, since Romy had ditched me practically the moment the festival had started—when I’d realized I was no longer in possession of the pouch that contained both my phone charger and the bulk of my cash. I didn’t have any other form of money—I’d followed the advice of a website called Silverspun Secrets and had left my debit card and emergency credit card at home. But as I gripped my canvas bag and stared out the window, heart racing, I’d told myself it was okay—I still had enough cash in my pocket to get my car out of the garage at Union Station, and surely someone over the course of this seven-hour bus ride would lend me their charger. And if they didn’t, it would be all right, because I’d be home soon enough.

And that was when the bus had shuddered and slowed, smoke pouring from the engine, which did not seem to be a good sign.

The driver had taken the next exit, for Jesse, Nevada, and we’d crawled to the station, the engine making unhappy sounds the whole way. We had all disembarked and headed inside, milling around until the driver came back and told us to get our bags off the bus, because things weren’t getting fixed anytime soon. He told us that anyone wanting to get to LA tonight would have to first get themselves to Vegas, where another bus would be waiting. We were currently two hours north of Vegas—or an hour south of Ely. We could also get a bus in Ely, but it wasn’t leaving until midnight. If we didn’t take either of those options, we could wait here until seven a.m., when the replacement bus would arrive.

I had pulled up my ridesharing apps—despite the fact that the last time I’d checked my battery, it had been in the single digits—to see what my options were. And I quickly saw I didn’t have any. The cost of a two-hour ride to Vegas was so eye-popping I couldn’t consider it. Even getting to Ely was way out of my price range. My apps were linked to my debit card, and I didn’t have enough on there to pay for it.

All around me, people who looked older—like in their twenties and thirties—had pulled out their phones. I watched them all booking cars and going outside to wait—everyone seemed to know someone, and nobody else appeared to be alone. For just a moment, I thought about asking one of them if I could get a ride—but would that actually be more dangerous than just staying put? And what if I didn’t have enough money to cover my part of the trip—what then?

So I’d just grabbed my stuff—tent, duffel, canvas bag—and staked out a spot on the far side of the bus station, under a decorative mirror. It was becoming clear that I didn’t have another choice—I had to stay here overnight. There were a handful of people still in the bus station who also seemed to be settling in—an older guy stretching out on a bench, a couple, a guy who looked around my age—which meant at least I wouldn’t be alone here.

Trying to stop my thoughts from spinning, I did the math. The new bus would be here by seven, which meant I could be back in LA by noon—and my dad wouldn’t have to know about any of this. When the bus had first broken down, I’d called him, even though my battery was already in the red. But none of the calls had ended up going through—he was spending the weekend fishing with my uncle Drew at his cabin in Shaver Lake, which had famously spotty reception. Finally, giving up, I’d just texted him that there was a slight bus issue but nothing to worry about. As I sent it off, I said a silent thanks that my dad wouldn’t be back until Monday afternoon. I knew without question that he would not have been okay with me sleeping overnight—alone—on the floor of a bus station in Nevada, using my duffel as a pillow. But it seemed like that was exactly what was going to happen. There were no other options that I could see.

A slight wrinkle was the fact I was scheduled to fly out on the red-eye to New York Monday night—but considering it was Sunday afternoon, I wasn’t in danger of missing it. And even though I had no real desire to get on the plane and start college in a godforsaken place called Connecticut, I also knew that I had to, and I didn’t want to miss the flight my dad had paid for. I would just sleep here tonight, take the bus in the morning, and be home by Monday afternoon in plenty of time.

It was all going to be okay.

And if it wasn’t going to be okay, it would at least be fine.

But even as I was trying to convince myself of this, it was like I could practically see my two best friends standing in front of me, looking at me with mirror-image skeptical expressions. Kaitlyn and Deirdre Meredith—aka Katy and Didi, aka KatyDid—had been my best friends ever since they’d arrived in my small Los Angeles town fresh from Colorado, like avenging angels come to rescue me from the horrors of seventh grade. They were Black identical twins, with upturned noses, dark eyes, long curly hair, and finely honed bullshit detectors.

Darcy. I told you so, I could hear the Didi in my head saying. Her tone was trying to conceal her joy at getting to use her favorite phrase, but not quite succeeding.

We did warn you, Katy chimed in. What did you expect from Romy Andreoni?

It’s because she decided it would be okay, Didi said, her voice knowing.

Didi and Katy always seemed to see this as a giant flaw, but I just liked to stick to my decisions once I’d made them. Why would you want to walk around always second-guessing yourself? Sometimes, things actually were as clear as black and white. But my friends were always pointing out when I was doing it—sometimes in song. “And Darcy decides not to change her mind,” Katy was fond of singing, to the tune of “Anna Begins” by the band that was her mom’s favorite.

And it wasn’t like I never rethought anything—I’d fully changed my tune about kombucha, something I frequently pointed out to them. But for the most part, I’d found that my first instincts and impressions were the right ones. Doubting that was where you got into trouble.

Darcy just thought she was going to be in a movie, Didi said, her tone pitying. Like she always does.

Well, she kind of is! The Katy in my head chimed in. But it’s seeming kind of more like a horror movie than anything else. Maybe she should have specified the genre.

As I looked around, I realized she was right—I was in a deserted location, with a dying phone, stranded. Didi and Katy and I had started a movie club together, meeting every Friday night—it was called, creatively, Friday Night Movie Club. And since Didi always wanted horror, I had more than enough examples of situations just like this to compare it to.

But I immediately pushed this thought away and, trying to distract myself, I looked around. For the first time since I got there, I really took it in, the place that was going to be my home for the next fifteen hours. The bus station had clearly been the train station at some point in Jesse’s history. There was a large sign taking up most of one wall—NEVADA NORTHERN PASSENGER TRAIN BULLETIN was printed across the top, with columns for Ely, Cobre, and McGill, and spaces for train times underneath that.

The former train station—now bus station—was a big, open space with high ceilings and tile floors, a wooden chandelier hanging over the center of the room. There were wooden benches and a line of wooden cubbies along the back wall, which once upon a time must have been for pay phones—with none still in there. TELEPHONES, the sign above the cubbies lied.

The ticket windows were all dark, with blinds pulled down in front of them. There were two bathrooms in opposite corners, with the gender signs represented by a cowboy with gigantic pants and a cowgirl with a lasso. There was a water fountain and, tucked in the back next to the empty pay-phone cubbies, a vending machine with a flickering fluorescent light. I sighed as I looked at it, with the knowledge that this was where my dinner—and probably my breakfast, too—would be coming from.

I pulled out my phone again to see the time, and then a second later, wished I hadn’t. There was a wall clock, after all. My heart clenched as I looked at the battery icon—I was now down to just 2 percent.

Keeping my phone charged had been a nightmare the entire festival. There weren’t enough charging stations, and the lines to get to them were epic. And the reception and Wi-Fi had been so spotty that they seemed to immediately drain any charge you did manage to get.

I looked at the angry red of my battery icon, feeling like it was judging me. In my regular life—when I wasn’t in bus stations or music festivals in Nevada—my phone was always charged. It was one of the things I was forever bugging Katy about, since her phone was constantly dying, usually at the worst moment possible. “Two percent is for milk,” I’d always tell her. “Not phones!”

Now that I was in this state, I was haunted by every time I’d used my phone casually, just because I was bored. The time I’d managed to get some service and had idly scrolled DitesMoi for some celebrity gossip (Scarlett Johansson had brunch; Wylie Sanders of the Nighthawks was locked in a courtroom battle with his much-younger wife, fighting over both their Telluride estate and custody of their three-year-old twins; there were rumors Zendaya was having relationship drama; pictures of Amy Curry’s lavish Kentucky wedding). When on the bus, I’d reread two chapters of Theseus’s Sailboat in my ebook app. It was my all-time favorite novel, and even though I had a hardcover and paperback copy at home, I kept a digital copy in my library so I could always have it with me.

But in retrospect, the biggest phone mistake was recording the Nighthawks set for my dad. I should have just recorded “Darcy,” the song he’d named me after, and left it at that. Ever since college, he’d been a huge fan of the band—“the American U2,” according to several rock journalists, even though my dad preferred to think of U2 as “the Irish Nighthawks.” But he hadn’t seen them live in years, not since the lead singer and front man, Wylie Sanders, had set up his Vegas residency at the Wynn. When I’d suggested a few years ago that we could get tickets for my dad’s birthday, he shook his head. “The Nighthawks belong in an arena. Not in a casino next to a mall in the middle of the desert.” Then he’d smiled at me and bopped me on the head with his crossword (New York Times, Wednesday, half-done, pen). “But you’re sweet to think of it, kid. Let’s go when they’re back at the Bowl, okay?”

So even though I knew I was flirting with disaster, battery-wise, I’d pressed record for the whole hourlong set, holding my phone above my head as I danced and sang along to the words I’d known my whole life, some of the very first songs I’d ever learned. And while I was glad to have the recording for him, I was paying for it now.

Okay, then, said Didi in my head. So what’s the plan, Milligan?

I dropped my phone back in my bag and took a breath. I knew what I had to do, but that didn’t make doing it any easier. I had to ask one of the people here if I could use their charger.

I looked around at the four people that were left, weighing my options. There was the middle-aged guy sleeping on one of the benches, an angry-looking red sunburn across his mostly bald head. There was the couple with headphones on sitting under the big clock on the wall, watching a shared tablet. And there was the guy across from me, the one who looked around my age.

Figuring he was probably the best candidate, I leaned forward to look a little closer. This guy was leaning back against the wall underneath the closed ticket counter, his face obscured. He was sitting cross-legged, bent over a thick book. Every now and then he would absently run a hand through his hair as he read. The very fact he had a book with him was like spotting a mirage in the desert. This guy had brought a book—a hardcover, no less—to a music festival?

I agree! the Katy in my head said approvingly. Go ask the guy with the book. He’s a snack.

Don’t say snack, my inner Didi said, rolling her eyes at her sister.

Just because you don’t think so.

I’m not disagreeing with your assessment, just your word choice.

I pushed myself up to standing, wondering how I was still having to hear their bickering when they weren’t even here, and caught my reflection in the mirrored sign behind me.

WELCOME TO JESSE, NEVADA! WHEN YOU’RE HERE—YOU’RE HOME.

The lettering on the mirror was done in white and gold paint, peeling off in patches. The font was what I could only describe as old-timey Western, but I knew my dad, who ran his own advertising firm, Milligan Concepts, would have known the name of the font straight off.

This sign, combined with the chandelier and the sheer size of this building, evoked a kind of faded grandeur. It seemed to say that maybe at one point Jesse, Nevada, had been a real destination, a prosperous town, one that needed a train station this big to handle all the comings and goings. But it didn’t feel that way now, from the little I’d seen of it as we’d limped into town, engine smoking. And the chandelier and the mirror’s fancy script seemed to sit uneasily next to the vending machine with its fluorescent, flickering light. Like IKEA furniture in a Victorian mansion.

I stared at my refection in the mirror for a moment, just taking stock of myself—Darcy Milligan, eighteen years and three months old. I’d gotten some sun, despite the fact I thought I’d been really careful with sunblock. But I could see my cheeks were faintly pink (honestly the last thing I needed, since I was a champion blusher), and I had a new scattering of freckles across my nose and cheeks. I had dirty-blond hair that was wavy—not curly, not straight, just sitting somewhere in that nebulous, often-frizzy middle. I had dark brown eyes—my dad’s eyes—which were probably the thing about me most people commented on, since they were such a contrast with my hair and coloring.

And even though I wanted to look like my dad, scouring pictures to try to prove the resemblance, the fact was there in the mirror. It was in my strong nose, my thick eyebrows, my deep-set eyes. I was the spitting image of my mother, Gillian—I never called her Mom. Which seemed patently unfair, that she should be so present on my face when she hadn’t bothered to stick around anywhere else.

But the last thing I wanted to do right now was think about Gillian. I gave myself a final look, brushing some dirt off my cheek and reasoning that I could have looked a lot worse, considering that I’d been sleeping in a tent for the last two nights. I smoothed out my shirt, even though I knew the wrinkles were beyond help at this point. I was wearing a variation on what I’d worn the whole festival—jean shorts and a tank top. This one was white and flowy, with an embroidered top. I had my dad’s vintage Nighthawks sweatshirt in my bag for when it got cold—which I’d thought would be for the ride home, but would apparently be for sleeping overnight in a bus station. It was from when my dad was in college, and when he’d given it to me for Christmas when I was in eighth grade, it immediately became my prized possession.

I turned away from the mirror, confident that I looked like a not-dangerous, fairly normal—Ha! Katy and Didi said in unison—eighteen-year-old. I didn’t look like someone who was about to abscond with a charger and disappear into the night, never to be seen again. Out of habit, I glanced for a second at my duffel bag and at the tent I’d borrowed from Katy and Didi—MEREDITH was printed on it in huge Sharpie’d letters—but then figured it would be fine.

I started to walk over to the guy with the book—when I realized he was no longer sitting there. Regrouping, I changed direction and headed over to the couple. I played with the pair of bracelets on my wrist as I walked. Everyone had gotten them upon arrival at the festival—mine indicated I was there on a three-day ticket, and that I was under twenty-one and not allowed in any of the beer tents, despite the fact that Romy had tried her level best to get inside all of them.

I stood in front of the couple, who were focused on their tablet. I cleared my throat, but neither of them looked at me, and I silently cursed their headphones for a moment before taking a step closer and nudging the girl’s sneaker with my Birkenstocked foot.

She glanced at me, then tapped the guy next to her. They both pulled off their headphones and looked up at me questioningly. It seemed like they were in their twenties, probably. She was wearing a Charlotte Sands T-shirt, and he was in Bad Bunny merch.

“Hi,” I said, giving them a small wave. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“It’s okay,” the girl said easily, even as I saw the guy cast a longing look back at the tablet. “Kind of a crazy situation, right? Like, how can they not get a bus fixed faster?”

“Right? I know!” My words spilled out in a rush, and I realized it was a relief to acknowledge the weirdness we were all collectively experiencing. “I don’t get it.”

“You going to be all right here?” she glanced over to where I’d left my stuff. “Are you alone?”

“I’m okay,” I said quickly. “I was just… wondering if either of you had a phone charger I could use? Just for a little bit! I, um, lost mine.”

“Sure.” She whacked the guy on the arm. He sighed, put down the tablet, and started to rummage in his backpack. I could see, frozen on the screen, that they had been watching Scott Pilgrim vs. the World, which I knew well from the Edgar Wright run Katy had gone on in movie club sophomore year. It was frozen on the party scene, when Scott first sees Ramona across the room and immediately falls in love—one of my favorite moments.

“Here you go.” He held out a cord to me, and I eagerly grabbed it—only to realize a second later that it wouldn’t work.

“Oh.” I turned it over in my hands, as though I could somehow will the plug to change shape. “You don’t have an iPhone charger?”

They shook their heads in unison. “Android,” the girl said.

“Right,” I said, handing it back. “Well… thanks anyway.”

“If you need to call anyone, though,” the girl said, her brows knitting in concern, “you can use mine. Just ask, okay?”

“I think that he had an iPhone,” the guy said. He pointed to where the boy with the book had been. He shrugged. “I’m sure he’ll be back.”

I nodded, and gave them a small smile before I turned to walk back to my stuff. What if I really couldn’t charge my phone? What then?

I was almost back to my corner when I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“I heard you were looking for me,” a voice said.

I turned around—the guy with the book was standing in front of me. I could see him clearly now.

And my heart, for the first time ever, skipped an actual beat.






CHAPTER 2 Sunday 4:45 P.M.


I’ve always believed in love at first sight.

It was my favorite beat of any romantic movie—the crowds parting, the couple seeing each other, both people falling at the same time. That undeniable, ineffable spark, the feeling of knowing someone you just met. A look of shared destiny, of sudden understanding.

Whenever it was my turn to pick for movie club, I always went for romances. I didn’t care if they were tragic and doomed, or earnest and sappy, or dramas, or comedies. As long as there was love in it—love that was never in doubt—I was in. Katy and Didi complained about this, since Didi always chose horror and Katy liked action and animated films—but I endured their haunted dolls and rat chefs and Tom Cruise endlessly running. When it was my choice, I wanted longing glances and dancing and banter and kissing in the rain. I wanted autumnal walks through Central Park, and racing through the airport, and shattering realizations in Paris. But mostly, I wanted that first moment.

And though I would have never shared this with Didi or Katy, I had always held tight to the feeling that someday it would happen for me, too. One day, I’d see someone and just know. Everything would be clear and simple.

I went to every middle-school dance hopeful for my own crowds-parting moment. (According to Didi, both Romeo + Juliet and West Side Story had a lot to answer for when it came to this particular idea. Which made sense, since they were from the same IP.) I’d come home from all these dances disappointed but still believing that at some point—at the right point—it would happen for me. It had to, right? That’s what all the stories had told me.

And I kept on believing this despite the fact it had never come close to happening for myself. There was Brent Perkins, my first kiss at the slightly embarrassing age of fifteen. And then I’d dated Alex Petrosyan, my chem lab partner, for a month last fall before we both realized that we were better as friends. (“There was just no… chemistry,” I explained to Katy and Didi, who groaned and yelled at me about puns.) There had been guys I’d kissed in the dark of backyard parties, slightly buzzed on warm beer, and guys I’d crushed on from afar, waiting for the moment in which they would finally notice me (a moment which, sadly, never seemed to arrive).

And while I’d had fun with guys, I had never slept with anyone, and I was more than fine with that. I wanted what I’d been promised—the fairy tale. Running to meet your true love across windswept moors. Eyes locking across a crowded room (or high school gym, or resort in the Catskills, or illegal underground dance club).

I wanted weak knees. I wanted the feeling of being swept off my feet. I wanted to know, from the first moment, that it was love. Meant to be.

I wanted that one perfect night.

And so I’d decided years ago that I would just hold out for that—knowing that at some point, it was bound to show up.

All of which to say, the first time I really saw this guy, and my heart temporarily forgot how to work, it seemed like the moment I’d been waiting for my whole life had—when I’d least expected it—shown up at last.

I was annoyed at myself that it had taken me so by surprise—how had I not been on guard for this possibility? But then a second later, I realized that this was exactly how it was supposed to work.

The guy standing in front of me was seriously cute. He was maybe an inch or two taller than my 5'7", and wiry. He had curly brown hair, sharply parted and pushed back, like he was a forties movie star, or Tom Holland. He had light blue-green eyes and cheekbones that honestly should have been illegal. He was wearing white Chucks, jeans, and a black T-shirt that fitted him perfectly. His ears stuck out the tiniest bit, which I was actually grateful for, since they were keeping him from being too intimidatingly perfect. He was smiling politely at me—he clearly had no idea that my stomach had started doing somersaults.

Pull yourself together, Milligan! my inner Didi yelled.

“Right,” I said, trying to gather my wits and focus. “Sorry. What?” I cringed. That was what I was leading with? My moment of destiny arrived, and that was the best I could do?!

“Uh.” The guy, looking politely confused, pointed at the couple with their tablet. “They said you were looking for me?”

I nodded as I tried to get it together and act like a reasonable human being.

But why start now? the Didi in my head chimed in unhelpfully.

“Yes.” I knew my face was probably the color of a strawberry, but I also knew there wasn’t anything I could do about it. “They mentioned that you have an iPhone?”

He shot a wary look at the couple, like he was suddenly worried they had been casing his belongings. “I… do.”

“I just needed to borrow a charger,” I explained. “I asked them, but they’re androids.”

His eyes widened in comedic horror. “They are?”

I laughed. “Android people.”

“That’s the most dangerous type of android,” he said knowledgeably. “I’ve seen the movies. When robots can walk among us undetected, that’s when we’re in big trouble.”

“But if they’re undetected, how will we ever spot them? They could be here right now and we’d never know.”

He looked at me for a moment, his eyes widening. “Well, I didn’t really need to sleep tonight anyway. No big deal.”

I laughed. “But um—do you have a charger that I could borrow? Just for a little bit. My phone’s about to die.” I pulled it out of my pocket just in time to see the little white dash-circle light up once before the screen went black—the iPhone death rattle. “And… it’s dead.”

The guy’s smile dropped quickly, like he understood the gravity of my situation. “Oh man. I’m really sorry—I don’t have a charger.”

“Ah.” I wasn’t sure how this guy had gotten through three days at a festival without one, but he was probably wondering the same thing about me. Maybe he’d also attended with a flaky gym-class acquaintance who’d made off with his stuff. “I guess you lost yours too, huh?”

“I had been borrowing someone else’s. And I just thought I could charge on the bus.”

“Wait, is the bus still here?”

He shook his head. “They towed it.”

“Oh.”

He pulled out his own phone and looked down at it. “But mine’s nearly dead too. So we’re about to be in the same boat.”

“It’s not a good boat. I’d prefer not to be in this boat.”

“There have been worse boats, though. Like the Titanic.”

“The one in Life of Pi.”

“I’m unfamiliar with that boat.”

“There was a tiger in it.”

“That is a bad boat.”

I laughed again. It felt like something was bubbling up inside my chest, making me feel buoyant, like my feet could start to leave the ground and I might not even notice. I didn’t even really care that I was down one person who might have a charger. “What do you think?” I nodded toward the sleeping man sprawled on the bench. “Should we ask him?”

“You mean… wake the stranger up and ask for a favor?”

“Uh… kind of?”

The guy took a tiny step toward me, causing my heart to start pounding triple-time. Not in a bad way—in an excited way. It suddenly seemed to me that there should be another option for adrenaline besides fight or flight. A more positive one, for good exciting things. Like dance party. Fight or flight or dance party.

“I just don’t know if he’s going to be in a good mood if we wake him up. He has a sunburn on his head.”

I burst out laughing, then clapped my hand over my mouth. The guy was smiling—and it was a great smile, too, taking over his whole face and revealing perfectly straight, impossibly white teeth. “And how did that even happen? Like, if you don’t have hair, how do you not at least have a hat?”

“These are all questions I’m sure he’s asking himself right now.”

“I mean, they were selling them all over the festival. He could have picked one up for the reasonable price of thirty bucks.” I waited for him to chime in about how expensive everything at Silverspun had been—I had a rant about how a twenty-dollar burrito was contrary to the very spirit of what a burrito was supposed to be all ready to go—but he just nodded.

“Right, totally.” He took a step closer to the guy. “I think what we need to do first is a recon mission.”

“See what we’re dealing with.”

“Exactly. We should assess the situation.”

I thrilled at the we. “I’m Darcy, by the way. Darcy Milligan.”

He startled a little at that. “Darcy?”

“Yeah. Like the song.” He just stared at me, his expression blank. “The Nighthawks song?” I was aware not everyone my age knew the band, but they had been the closing act of the festival.

He nodded, like he was trying to call the song to mind. “I think I’ve heard it.”

“It’s total dad music,” I said with a laugh. “But—my dad was the one who named me, so…” I looked at him, expectant, and after a second he seemed to realize he was supposed to say something.

“Sorry! Right. I’m Russell.”

“Russell,” I echoed, tasting the name in my mouth. It was a great name. It somehow evoked autumn and guitar solos and road trips under wide-open skies. And best of all, I’d never met another one before, which meant he was minting this name in real time. My first Russell.

“Russell. Henrion,” he added after a moment. He pronounced it with a slight accent—En-ri-on.

“Is that French?”

“Do you speak it?” He then said something in French, very quickly, and I nearly fainted. Katy, who had what could only be described as a shrine to Timothée Chalamet in her room, would have burst into flames on the spot. A cute guy was speaking French to me. It was almost too much to take. I cursed the fact that I’d taken Spanish and—for reasons passing understanding—Latin, all throughout school. What good were they to me now?

“Oh, um, no. I mean, non.”

He smiled. “My mom’s French. I wasn’t going to be able to get away with not speaking it.”

“Well—nice to meet you, Russell.”

“Et vous aussi. That is—you too. Darcy.” He held eye contact with me for a moment, and suddenly I wished that we were in a more formal environment, so that we could have shaken hands without it being weird. I wished we were in a Jane Austen ballroom, about to do the… pavane, or whatever. I had a feeling that if we touched, there would be an actual spark.

His mouth curled up in a smile on one side—god, I couldn’t stop staring at his mouth—and as we kept looking at each other, I let myself wonder if maybe he was feeling the same thing I was. Maybe all he wanted was to reach out and touch my hand as well. Maybe the world had spun the first time he’d seen me, too.

Was it possible?

“Right.” He tore his eyes away from mine and cleared his throat. “So. Our recon mission. I say we do a lap, see what we can see.”

“Look out for any evidence of an iPhone.”

“And if that fails, we can try to make noise or something so that he wakes up, and then we take advantage of the moment to ask him about chargers.”

“Solid plan.”

“Why, thank you.”

He grinned at me and we crept toward the sleeping man. I saw the girl look up from her tablet and give me a small, understanding smile as I passed her.

We approached the sunburned guy, who was sleeping on his side. His head was even worse up close—a dark, mottled red, with patches that were already peeling. Russell looked at me and mouthed Yikes and I had to press my lips together tightly to prevent myself from laughing.

The guy’s possessions were tucked under the bench he was sleeping on—a tent bag like I had and a large hiking-style backpack. Unfortunately, the backpack was zipped up tightly, and I wasn’t about to go rifling through a stranger’s possessions. It was one thing to assess the situation; it was quite another to cross that line. I met Russell’s eye and shook my head, and I could see that he’d come to the same conclusion. Just as I’d started to take a step away, though, the guy let out a giant, rumbling snore. He rolled over on his back, and his arm flung over the side of the bench, his hand grazing the floor. His hand that had a phone in it.

An Android phone.

I pointed at it, and Russell nodded. We walked back to the other end of the bus station, near my stuff, out of earshot of the sleeping, sunburned, snoring, non–Apple user. Russell shook his head. “That’s a bummer. What’s with all the Androids in this bus station?”

“Thanks for trying to help, though.”

“It might have been purely selfish. My phone’s about to die too.”

I nodded. Silence fell, and I realized I didn’t know what happened now. My stomach plunged at the thought that this might be over. Were we going to go back to our separate corners now, after the banter and the French and the sparks? Was this just… done? It couldn’t be, right? Not if this was what I was hoping it was.

“Okay,” Russell said. “So I saw a few places in town as we were driving in. Not a ton, but it might be worth trying. Maybe we’ll find someone who has a charger they can lend us, or a place we can buy one.”

Relief flooded through me, like a cool drink on a hot day. This wasn’t over. It was—possibly—just beginning.

“What do you think, Darcy? Want to explore?”

I nodded. In that moment, what I really wanted was a time-out so I somehow could have pulled Didi and Katy into a huddle and told them everything that had happened and was currently, right now, still happening. How did all the love-at-first-sight people in movies and books do it? How did they not have to grab their friends to fill them in? I wanted a pause in the adventure just to acknowledge that an adventure was happening.

Because something was happening. I could feel it in my bones. It felt like the curtain had just risen on a play I’d been waiting my whole life to perform, lines memorized and blocking down pat.

So even though I couldn’t talk to Didi and Katy about this, I’d just have to save everything up to tell them all about it later. Suddenly, the stories from this weekend would not be about how Romy had screwed me—they would be about Russell. Romy’s role in this whole thing had diminished—just like that, she’d gone from villain to footnote.

“I do,” I said, then felt myself blush. “I mean, yeah. Exploring. Let’s go for it.” I slung my canvas bag over my shoulder, then picked up my duffel and the tent bag. Once I was carrying all of it, I could feel just how weighed down I was. “Oof.”

“Maybe—” Russell started to reach for my tent bag, then paused and drew his hand back. “May I?” I nodded, and he took the tent bag from me. “ ‘Meredith,’ ” he read.

“I borrowed it from my best friends. It’s their parents’ tent.”

“Your best friends are siblings?”

I nodded. Occasionally, people had commented on this over the years. Was it strange/Was I closer to one of them than the other/Did I ever feel left out? And I never knew how to explain that it had always just worked, from the very first seventh-grade lunch period. And knowing Didi and Katy as I now did, I could see how it worked for them, too. That they were so close that someone who was only friends with one of them would have fractured them in some fundamental way. “They’re twins. Identical.”

“That must be fun.”

“It really is.” He gave me a smile and I drew in a breath, like I was preparing for all the questions I wanted to ask him. Because I wanted to know it all. Where he was from, and what his middle name was, and what his go-to pizza topping was, and what he’d wanted to be when he was five, and what he wanted to be now. I wanted to know everything. I got a sudden flash of a huge undiscovered country in the distance, just waiting to be explored, beckoning me.

Russell lifted the tent bag and crossed to the first bench, then slid it underneath. “What do you think? Feel safe enough?”

I nodded, and pushed my duffel underneath as well. After all, there were only three people here, and I couldn’t imagine any of them stealing my stuff. And even if they did—they had no place to go with it. That was what had landed us all here in the first place. I slung my canvas bag over my shoulder—practically empty except for my Nighthawks sweatshirt, my sunglasses, half a granola bar, and my tiny toiletry bag.

“Do you want to put your stuff here too?” I asked. I looked around, but the only thing where he’d been sitting was a small black backpack

“I’m okay,” Russell said as he crossed over to it and slung it on his back. As he did, his black T-shirt rose up a little, giving me a flash of his stomach, making my mouth go suddenly dry.

“That’s really all you have?” I was trying to make the backpack make sense. I’d packed as lightly as I could—despite Romy bugging me about what I was packing in the run-up to the festival, texting me constantly about what I was bringing—but I still hadn’t been able to do anything smaller than my duffel bag.

“Yeah. I… um…” He dropped his eyes to the tile floor and took a breath. “I had a fight with the guy I came to Silverspun with. I didn’t want to head back with him, so I just took my bag and got on the bus.”

“I had a similar thing! Romy, the girl I was at the festival with, headed off to Palm Springs with some people she’d met to ‘keep the party going.’ ” Russell made a face at that, which reflected pretty much the way I’d felt when I heard Romy say it, and I laughed. It was kind of crazy that we had both washed up here in similar circumstances. It felt like it was more than a coincidence. Was it a sign?

It’s totally a sign! Katy enthused.

A sign of what? Didi asked skeptically. Maybe Sunburn Head was also ditched by his friends. Want to go hang out with him?

Ignore her, Katy said. It means something. It totally does.

“Sorry about your friend.”

Russell took a breath, like he was going to say something, but then let it out and just smiled at me. “It’s okay,” he said, his eyes finding mine and holding them. “In fact, right now I’m kind of grateful to him.”

Heat crept into my cheeks, but I made myself keep looking right at him. “Me too,” I said, then realized that didn’t make any sense. “I mean, I’m grateful to my person. At the festival… who left…” My voice trailed off. “Anyway. Ready to go?”

He nodded and crossed to the door of the bus station and held it open for me. “After you.”

I tried not to swoon at that—Didi was always talking about how straight girls were far too impressed by things that should just be baseline manners—but I also couldn’t help noticing how nice his arms were, his biceps and forearms and large hands holding the door open. I glanced back for just a second at the bus station—my stuff stashed under the bench, the bald guy still snoring, the couple and their movie. The girl gave me a look that clearly said Go for it! and I smiled at her.

I tried to freeze the moment for just a second, pause it for posterity. Because I was pretty sure this was when everything started happening. This was Jesse and Céline getting off the train together, Tony and Maria ducking under the bleachers, Jack and Rose taking a turn around the deck. The moment that everything started to change.

I took a breath. And then I stepped forward, out of the bus station, into the Nevada afternoon—ready for our story to begin.






CHAPTER 3 Sunday 5:05 P.M.


It was still warm outside, but not too hot. It was August in Nevada, but we were north enough that we weren’t getting true desert heat—it had been warm during the days at the festival, but it had gotten really cold at night. The second the sun had gone down, the temperature had dropped, so much so that I’d been grateful for Romy’s insulated sleeping bags and ended up sleeping in a long-sleeved T-shirt both nights.

“Well,” Russell said, turning in a circle. “Huh.”

I followed suit, looking around. I could see now—in a way I hadn’t been able to tell from the highway—that Jesse must be in some kind of basin or valley. Because we were surrounded on three sides by mountains. They were dotted with green trees—and just looking at them, you could imagine, not too long from now, when they would be white-capped and covered with snow. We’d been able to see some mountains in the distance at the festival—but it was nothing like this.

But despite how gorgeous the scenery was, this didn’t translate to the area outside the bus station. We were at the end of a paved road—I could see the highway just over some fencing, cars zipping by on it. The station had a parking lot with a few scraggly trees planted in the medians between the rows of painted lines. Across from us was a Mobil, and I was momentarily hopeful that we might be able to find a charger there before I realized that there were weeds growing around the pumps, and that the little mini-mart was boarded up. This clearly hadn’t been a functioning gas station in a while.

“What do you think?”

I looked and saw that Russell had walked over to a brown sign that read VISIT JESSE, NEVADA! And then in smaller letters under it, PROSPECTING MUSEUM! HISTORIC DOWNTOWN!

“I think whoever made this sign really likes their exclamation points.”

“I think more signs should do it. Get you really excited about merging ahead! Or exiting right!”

I laughed. The sign pointed to the left, down a paved, dusty road that ran between the bus station and the gas station, away from the highway. “Let’s check it out. I can’t say I’ve ever been to a prospecting museum before.”

“It’ll be a first for me, too.”

We started walking down the road together. There was a sidewalk near the bus station, but it ended when we passed it, and then it was just the road with its yellow line, faded in places. There was nobody else out that I could see, and after having spent the last three days surrounded by more people than I’d ever seen in my life, it was giving me a bit of whiplash.

I glanced over at Russell. There was so much I suddenly wanted to say—so much I wanted to ask—that I wasn’t sure where to start. He looked back at me, one eyebrow quirking up, and I wondered if he’d just had the same thought. “So.”

“So,” he echoed, smiling at me.

I cast around for what to say next. I wanted to just get to the point where we’d gotten all of the small talk out of the way, and we’d talk about…

I realized, startled, that I actually didn’t know how this worked. In all my movies, you never actually heard the getting-to-know-you conversations. They were usually covered in a montage, with some pop song playing over it, and by the end of the montage, everyone was firmly in love.

We were kicking up dust with every step, and I looked down at Russell’s white Chucks. “I’m worried about your sneakers.”

“My sneakers?”

“I mean, aren’t they going to get dirty?” They were gleaming white at the moment, including the laces. How had he managed to keep them so clean during the festival? It felt like everything I owned was covered in a fine layer of dust.

“I don’t mind. I’ll get to take home a souvenir of historic Jesse, Nevada.”

“Still.” I shook my head. “Maybe it wasn’t the day to wear Converse.”

Russell looked over at me with a grin. “Fun fact! Okay, so—”

“Wait—did you just say fun fact?”

He blushed, which I was actually kind of glad to see. It meant that I wasn’t the only one getting embarrassed and turning red around here. And somehow, it made him seem more approachable—not just a guy with perfect teeth and shoes who had everything together. Someone who’d just said fun fact and whose ears were currently bright red.

“Um. Maybe? Never mind.”

“No, it’s good. It’s cute.” A second later, I wondered if I should have said that. It was like I’d just said the quiet part out loud, admitted why we were both out here wandering around together on the pretense of trying to find a charger. Or at least that was why I was out wandering around with him. But I was hoping that he liked me, too. He did, right? Otherwise, why all the eye contact and door holding?

And more than that—it was just a vibe I was getting. A sense from him that he was as aware as I was about the space between us, and when it widened or narrowed. How I was suddenly so much more tuned in to my hands and how near they were to his and how I could have reached out to him without even extending my arm all the way. I didn’t think my stomach would be regularly swooping and dipping—as though I were on a roller coaster only I could see—if he wasn’t feeling some of this too.

He shook his head. “My friends are always making fun of me for them.”

I couldn’t quite suppress a giggle. “For your fun facts?”

“Yes! Just like that. That’s just what they do. In fact, Tall Ben—”

“Sorry, Tall Ben? That seems to imply the existence of Short Ben. Or at least Medium Ben.”

Russell laughed, then took a breath, like this was going to be a story. “Okay, so there are two Bens. We’ve all been friends since fifth grade. And when we were younger, Tall Ben was really tall.”

“I mean, I should hope so. Otherwise it’s false advertising.”

“Well, keep that in mind. It becomes relevant later. So there we were. Russell and the Bens—”

“Excellent band name—”

“But then in eighth grade, Regular Ben started to grow really tall. And now he’s the tallest of all of us. He’s like six inches taller than Tall Ben. But at that point, you can’t just go around changing people’s names. Tall Ben was just Tall Ben.”

“So what happened?”

“Well, we decided to look at it like Starbucks. Where tall is actually the shorter drink.”

“Or you could call the other one Benti.”

Russell burst out laughing, like I’d surprised him. “Oh man,” he said, shaking his head, still smiling as he slung his bag around and unzipped it, took out his phone, and unlocked the screen. “That’s great. I’ll have to tell them—”

“Your phone is still charged?” I asked, surprised.

He looked at it and shook his head, then dropped it back into his bag. “Just died.”

“Sorry about that.”

“You should be. The pun was so good it made me use the last of the battery in an attempt to share it.”

“Well, I’m glad you liked it. Just like the Bens and your facts, my best friends always complain whenever I pun too much.”

“These are the twins?”

“Yeah, Katy and Didi. Because…” I hesitated.

“What?”

“Well—I kind of make a lot of them,” I confessed as I played with my Silverspun bracelets, hoping this wasn’t a deal-breaker. “Didi is always saying how a pun is a joke nobody enjoys. Katy kind of gives me a little grimace whenever I make one, like she’s acknowledging something happened, but nothing good. And my ex, Alex, said every time I made one, I was somehow causing him to get less funny.” Russell laughed. “But I can’t help it! It’s how I was raised.”

“How you were raised?”

“Well, my dad’s in advertising. So it was just the coin of the realm in our house. Puns, wordplay… you need to be good at them to come up with taglines and product names, so it just became second nature. It wasn’t until much later that I realized most people not only don’t find them funny, but actively dislike them.”

“Fools. Ingrates.”

I grinned. “Thank you.” The fear I’d had—that we wouldn’t have something to talk about—was gone. Why had I been worried? This was fun. It was easy, like I’d always known it would be when it was right. We walked a few steps in comfortable silence before I realized something and turned to him. “Wait, what was the fun fact?”

“It’s really okay.”

“No, I want to know! You can’t just dangle a fun fact and then not deliver on it. Fact, please.”

“See, now there’s been all this buildup. It can’t possibly deliver.”

“Um, I think I’ll be the judge of that.”

He looked at me with a half smile, and I smiled back, just reveling in how… right this felt? Like we were throwing a ball back and forth without having to talk about what sport we wanted to play or what the rules were. Just like we both automatically knew. “It’s that Chuck Taylor was an actual person. Converse were essentially invented by him. He was a shoe salesman and part-time basketball player.”

“Whoa.” I thought about my own Chucks—cute, but with practically no support, and not a shoe I ever would have exercised in. “People used to play basketball in those?”

“Converse used to be the official shoe of the NBA! They were huge in the sixties and seventies. In fact, they were basketball shoes before they were… I don’t know…”

“Walk-around shoes?”

“Exactly.”

I slowed, then stopped as I looked around. “I think this might be it.”

“I think you’re right.”

We were at the beginning of a street, what another brown sign—the same style as the one near the bus station—proclaimed as HISTORIC DOWNTOWN JESSE! EST. 1865. On either side, there were low one- and two-story buildings lining the street. They were made of dark red bricks or wood, and seeing this long street—with the mountains rising up behind them—made me feel like I was suddenly living inside one of the many, many Westerns my dad had made me watch over the years.

We started walking down the street—and I could see that most of the buildings had the raised or curved sections above them that screamed stereotypical Western town, like we’d just wandered onto a movie set. But it didn’t look like any of the buildings were general stores or saloons any longer. Some were boarded up, but most seemed to have current businesses in them—A Touch of Class beauty salon, Jesse Chamber of Commerce, This & That Resale Emporium. But exactly none of these currently looked open. We passed the Prospecting Museum, which was next to the Stagecoach Souvenir Store—both closed. I realized it was getting later on a Sunday, and it maybe didn’t seem like Jesse was the most happening town to begin with, but still.

We were walking down the center of the street—while there were a few cars parked in front of meters, there was nobody driving, so it felt like this was safe. I found I couldn’t shake the feeling that we’d wandered back into another time. The iconography of all the buildings and the mountains rising up all around us were familiar in a way I hadn’t been expecting. It could have come straight out of Unforgiven—except with lines on either side of the road for cars to park, and fire hydrants, and no Clint Eastwood looking for revenge.

“So when they said historic,” Russell said, “it seems they meant it.”

I felt a thrill, deep in my bones, that he’d been thinking just the same thing I had. “I mean, it was right there on the sign. We should have believed them.” I looked around, struck by the quietness of the street. “It’s weird to see it like this, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Just—these buildings are probably the original ones! From, like, a hundred years ago, right? In the middle of whatever boom created this town?”

“Gold?” Russell asked, then frowned. “Wait—was gold just California?”

“I… don’t remember. My fourth-grade teacher would not be happy.”

“Did you do the Gold Rush in fourth grade? I’m pretty sure that’s when we did the Spanish Missions.”

“We did that in sixth. I remember it well, because I did a whole presentation in the style of a heist movie, and I called it Missions: Impossible.” Russell laughed, throwing his head back, and I smiled, feeling something warm spread through my chest. “My sixth-grade teacher was not a fan. She called my dad and everything.”

“That sounds amazing. I want to see it.”

“I threw it out. Like, so long ago.”

“Well, that’s just wrong. It should have been preserved for pun posterity. Did you use the Lalo Schifrin music?”

“Uh—maybe? Is that who did the theme song?” Russell nodded. “Then yes. That’s very impressive.”

“What is?”

“That you know the guy who did the music.”

“I heard a lot about him growing up, believe me. It was…” He stopped, and pointed to the side of the street. There was a storefront—dark, of course, advertising something called Silver State Adventures. From the illustrated sign, it looked like it booked mine tours and trips to a nearby hot spring. “So it must be silver, right?”

“This is the problem with having a dead phone. I can’t Wikipedia Jesse, Nevada.” I took a step closer to the store and looked in the window. “But it seems like this town must have popped up in a silver boom? They’re advertising mine tours of something, after all.”

“And I don’t think there were gold mines, were there? Wasn’t it just… people finding gold in creeks? What’s it called—panning?”

We stared at each other, our shared lack of California mineral knowledge becoming clear to both of us. “But… the term gold mine has to come from somewhere, right?” I asked.

“You make an excellent point.”

“And Nevada had to be the Silver State for a reason, right? And that’s why California is the Golden State?”

“I thought—I thought we were the Golden State because of… like, sunshine?” He stared at me, his eyes wide. “Have I gotten this wrong my whole life? I feel like I need to rethink everything.” I laughed at that, and Russell smiled, like he was joining in.

We kept walking down the quiet street, and I tried to imagine what it would have been like 150 years ago, before the (closed) vape store existed, when things would have been at their peak. I tried to picture a town so bustling it couldn’t even have imagined an afternoon this deserted. “It’s funny.”

“What is?”

“Just being here. It’s… like a place out of time, you know?” I was finding my thoughts even as I was speaking them. “I’m just thinking about all the people who would have come here. The ones who showed up from other places, ready to begin again… find a fortune and start over. Become someone else, someone nobody back home could recognize.”

Russell nodded slowly as he looked around—it seemed like he was turning my words over in his head, which I liked. Like he wasn’t just jumping in because it was his turn to talk.

“But that being said, I don’t think we’re going to find an iPhone charger here.”

“I don’t think we’re going to find a telegraph charger here.” I laughed at that, and Russell grinned at me. “Ready for another fun fact?”

“Am I!” I said, making my voice comically enthused. The second after I said it, I worried that Russell wouldn’t get that I was kidding, like my ex, Alex, never seemed to. But he just smiled wider.

“It’s not exactly related to telegraphs—but it’s in the wheelhouse of old-fashioned phones.”

“I’ll allow it.”

“So in the 1940s, people used to call the phone the Ameche.”

“The Ameche?”

“Yeah. The actor Don Ameche had played Alexander Graham Bell in a biopic, and so it became what people said instead of phone.”

“So what you’re saying is that we’re looking for an Ameche charger?”

He looked over at me, a smile forming on his face. “Exactly.”

“That is a fun fact. How does one even come to be in possession of a fact like that?”

“There was this musical about ten years ago—The Game of Telephone. Do you know it?”

“No. But that’s not saying all that much. I only know, like, three.” I meant this as a kind-of joke, but Russell had gone stock-still, his face grave.

“Seriously?”

“Um. Yes? I saw Hamilton at the Pantages. And I’m pretty sure The Music Man, too…” Russell was still looking shocked by this, so I tried to think of any I’d seen put on at school. “Um… the one with the cats?”

“That’s Cats. And that should not be one of your examples. How is this possible?”

“We weren’t big on musicals in my family, I guess. Do Disney movies count?”

Russell shook his head. “No.”

“Oh. Um—sorry. I didn’t realize this was such an issue.”

“It’s not—I apologize. I know I can get a little… It’s what I want to do. Musicals. To write them, I mean.”

“Oh!” His reaction was making more sense now. “That’s so cool. Like Lin-Manuel Miranda?” I was pulling out literally the only musical composer I knew, but hoping it would still get me some credit.

“Yes! Him, Sondheim, Jeanine Tesori, Pasek and Paul, Michael R. Jackson, the Lopezes… it’s my favorite art form.”

“That’s really great.” I took a breath to ask him if he’d be studying it in college—but then a second later, stopped myself. Because I suddenly realized I didn’t know if he was starting school this year, like me.

I’d assumed he was around my age—but there was a possibility he was already in college. Or not in college at all. Or, more distressing, that he was a really mature-looking high school sophomore. I was all at once aware of the knowledge gulf between us, one that hadn’t seemed to have been there with the fun facts and the puns. I didn’t even know where he was from.

But was it such a big deal? In so many of these stories, it didn’t seem super important. What mattered was how you felt. After all, Maria and Tony didn’t know anything about each other before they were declaring their love and inadvertently starting a gang war. “West Side Story!” I burst out triumphantly. Russell raised an eyebrow. “Sorry. I just thought of another musical I know.”

“That did kind of come out of nowhere.”

“I think it came out of somewhere.”

He just looked at me for a second, and then his face broke open in a smile as he got the joke. “I can’t even believe you just said that.” His eyes were on mine, and his face was full of wonder. “Who are you?”

“Darcy,” I said, my voice coming out a bit strangled. “Like the song.” My thoughts were spinning in every direction, and if I’d been in a musical myself, I had a feeling this would have been the moment I would have burst into song.

Calm down. And maybe get some basic facts about this dude, Didi advised, her tone dry.

Unnecessary, Katy insisted, sounding swoony.

We walked in silence for a few paces, and I tried to think about the best way to do this. I was realizing that most of the time when I’d met someone, there had been context. I was usually meeting someone through school, or through a friend—and either way, I had something of a backstory sketched in. I’d almost never just encountered someone out in the world like this, not tethered to anything. The two of us could have been anyone, from anywhere. And while I liked that idea in theory, it also meant I wasn’t armed with baseline facts. But I wasn’t sure how to go about getting them. I didn’t think I could just demand How old are you and where do you go to school? without building up to it a little.

After a moment of silent deliberation, I finally asked, “Are you—studying musicals in school?”

Russell looked down at the ground for a moment. I was about to ask the question again—maybe he hadn’t heard me, or was still reeling from my lack of composer knowledge—but then he turned to me and took a breath. “I am. I got into the musical theater BFA program at University of Michigan. I start next week.”

“Oh, that’s awesome.” I was secretly relieved that he was clearly around my age, and couldn’t help thinking that it was just one more sign that this was meant to be happening. Out of only five people at the bus station, two of us were the same age and had this kind of connection? It meant something.

It means teenagers are more broke than adults, Didi said skeptically.

Ignore her, Katy said with a sigh. It totally means something.

“What about you? Are you going to college?”

My stomach sank, the way it always did when I thought about what would be happening in about a day and a half. “Yeah. I’m going to Stanwich College.” I tried to sound like a normal incoming freshman would, excited about going to school—like Russell had just sounded. I tried not to think about what it would actually mean when I showed up there, or about the note on the brochure that had been sent to me. I pushed all that away and took a breath to begin my explanation, which always seemed to be necessary, since most people on the West Coast hadn’t heard of a tiny liberal-arts college in a nothingburger state. It’s in Connecticut. About an hour outside New York City. Yes, it will be a big change in weather.

“In Connecticut, right?”

“Yeah—you’ve heard of it?”

“My—Montana, a friend of mine, knew someone who went there. She talked about it a lot.”

I nodded, trying to pretend like I hadn’t even noticed that my. I just silently hoped that he was talking about his ex and not a current girlfriend. Because otherwise, would he be out here with me right now? Would my heart be pounding this way if he wasn’t feeling something too? I decided this Montana had to be his ex. It didn’t make any sense otherwise.

“That’s a long way from home,” Russell said, then frowned. “Wait—where is home? I assumed LA, because of the bus, but…”

“LA,” I confirmed, a little bit shocked that we’d gotten this far without establishing this. But I also kind of liked it. It was like, for once, I wasn’t being defined by who I was or where I went to school or the people we had in common. Like I could just be. “We’re in Raven Rock. Me and my dad.” Russell didn’t say anything, which wasn’t that shocking. A lot of people hadn’t heard of our town, a tiny, peaceful pocket in the northeast corner of the city. One main street, farmers market every Friday, and more frozen-yogurt shops than made any rational sense. “It’s about as far east as you can be in LA without crossing into Pasadena. College of the West is there. Basically,” I said with a laugh, falling back on the analogy I’d heard my dad use more than once, “picture Brentwood. Then take away all the assholes, drop down a few tax brackets, and that’s Raven Rock.”

Russell looked down and frowned and I wondered if he’d just noticed how dusty his Chucks had become. “I think I’ve been there,” he said, sounding distracted. “There’s that hot dog place, right?”

“Walt’s?”

“I think so? With the pinball machines?”

“Yes! That’s the one.”

“It was so good.”

“It really is… wait, where are you from?” Was there a chance that he lived in Glendale or Highland Park, just a few towns over from me? It didn’t seem possible. I felt like I would have heard tell of him—this cute, smart, pun-appreciating guy—if he’d been anywhere near my orbit. Russell stopped, stared down at the state of his shoes, and sighed. “I did try and tell you.”
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