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Chapter One

	False Starts

	Three hundred and forty-seven dollars.

	That was the number running through my head as I hauled the last box up three flights of stairs in Russell Hall, sweat sticking my T-shirt to my back, quads burning in a way I usually liked but at this particular moment did not. Three hundred and forty-seven dollars in my checking account. One scholarship. One chance.

	My mother had hugged me twice in the parking lot before getting back in the car. Twice was a lot for her. My father had clapped me on the shoulder and said, “Run fast, kid,” which was the closest he ever came to a speech. Then they’d driven four hours back to Harrisburg and left me standing on the sidewalk of Bellmere College with two duffel bags, a milk crate of running shoes, and a stomach that wouldn’t unclench.

	The drive up had been mostly silent. My mother had played her one Patsy Cline CD twice and pretended to look at the road. My father had drummed his thumbs on the wheel through the long stretches of farmland and tried, twice, to say something about how proud he was, and both times my mother had reached over and squeezed his forearm in a way that I think she meant as encouragement and that he interpreted, correctly, as please don’t make her cry on I-81. By the time we hit the New York state line, the only sound in the car had been the wind through my mother’s cracked window and the ticking of the turn signal whenever we changed lanes.

	Room 304 smelled like old varnish and somebody else’s lavender candle. Two beds. Two desks. One window with a view of a half-dead maple tree and, beyond it, the edge of the track.

	I set the box down on the floor and just stood there for a second, listening to the building hum. Pipes ticking. Somewhere down the hall, a girl was laughing too loudly at something a guy had said. A door slammed. Someone was playing Lorde, the old album, the one my brother always pretended to hate.

	This is not St. Catherine’s, I told myself. This is somewhere else.

	I started unpacking the way I always did. Shoes first. Five pairs, lined up under the bed in order of mileage. The new spikes, untouched, still smelling like factory rubber. Then the foam roller. Then the small zippered bag with my creatine, my electrolyte tabs, the inhaler I’d never actually needed but my mom made me keep. Then clothes. T-shirts folded into thirds. Sports bras stacked by impact level. Jeans in the bottom drawer because I almost never wore them.

	I’d gotten through everything except a small cardboard box labeled MISC in my own handwriting when the door blew open.

	“Oh thank God you’re already here, I was so worried I was going to be the boring one.”

	A girl about my height with a black bob, cherry-red Doc Martens, and what looked like dried acrylic paint on her knuckles dragged a suitcase into the room and let it fall onto its side like a dead animal. She straightened up, hands on her hips.

	“I’m Jessa. Kwan. They/she. Are you the kinesiology girl? Lennox?”

	“Yeah,” I said.

	“Cool.” She walked over, stuck out a hand. Her grip was firm and a little sticky. “I’m sorry in advance about my schedule, my mess, and the fact that my girlfriend FaceTimes me at like, eleven thirty every night. She’s in Vancouver and she’s a vampire. I told them I was bi when they did the roommate questionnaire so if that’s a problem you can switch but honestly I’d be insulted.”

	I felt my mouth twitch. The first real twitch since I’d walked in.

	“Not a problem,” I said.

	She looked at me a beat longer than felt comfortable. Then she nodded, like something had clicked, and turned to her suitcase. “Cool. Cool, cool, cool. You’re going to love it here.” She paused. “Or hate it. Honestly, it’s a coin flip with Bellmere.”

	“Great pep talk.”

	“I’m known for it.”

	She dug a sketchbook out of her suitcase and tossed it onto her desk. Then a paint-spattered hoodie. Then, weirdly, a small framed photo of two women at a beach. Her parents, maybe. I didn’t ask.

	I went back to my MISC box. Inside, near the top, was the folder I’d told myself I was going to throw out. A manila folder with SOPHIA written on the front in pencil. Inside it: a Polaroid, two notes she’d folded into tight little squares and slipped into my locker freshman year, the dried petals from the bouquet she’d brought me at the cross-country invitational. Nothing valuable. Everything valuable.

	I held it for a second.

	Then I shoved it back into the box and put the box on the closet shelf. Out of sight. Almost.

	“So what brings you to Bellmere?” Jessa said, not looking up. Her tone was light. Casual. I’d already started to suspect Jessa did very few things casually.

	“Track scholarship,” I said. “Transfer.”

	“From where?”

	“Catholic school. In Pennsylvania. Wasn’t a good fit.”

	“Mm,” she said. She glanced at me. “Yeah. Catholic schools aren’t a great fit for a lot of people.”

	I didn’t answer. She didn’t push.

	I liked her, I decided. Carefully. The way I liked everything carefully now.

	The track was still drying from a thunderstorm the night before when I jogged through the gate at four forty-five. Practice didn’t start until five, but I’d never been late to anything in my life, and the first practice at a new school was not the day I was going to start.

	The Bellmere College facility was nicer than I’d expected. Eight lanes, polyurethane surface that looked recently resurfaced, a covered grandstand on one side that I would later learn had been donated by some alum’s grateful parents. The infield was real grass, cut short. The hurdles were stacked neatly in the corner, which told me everything I needed to know about Coach O’Donnell before I’d even met her.

	I sat on the bleacher steps to lace up. New laces. Same ritual. Right shoe first, double knot, tug. Left shoe, double knot, tug. Two breaths in through the nose. One out through the mouth.

	“You must be Vale.”

	I looked up. A woman in her mid-forties was walking across the infield toward me. She had a runner’s build, gray streaks in dark hair pulled back in a low pony, and a stopwatch around her neck like it was a piece of jewelry. Her shorts and team polo were both Bellmere green.

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Don’t call me ma’am. I’m Coach Pat. Pat O’Donnell to admin and the IRS, Coach Pat to everybody else.” She held out a hand. “Welcome to Bellmere.”

	I shook it. She squeezed once and let go.

	“So,” she said. “Four hundred meters.”

	“Yes.”

	“Personal best?”

	“Fifty-three eight.”

	“That’s a good time.”

	“Not good enough.”

	She gave me a look I couldn’t read. Like she was weighing something. Then she nodded, just once.

	“I read your file. Some of it. I’ll tell you what I tell every transfer. Your past is your business. Your future is mine.”

	I felt my throat tighten in a way that had nothing to do with the warm-up I hadn’t done yet.

	“Okay,” I managed.

	“We’ll do a time trial today. Just to get a baseline. No spikes, no blocks, nothing fancy. Run it at about ninety, ninety-five percent. I want to see your form, not your guts.”

	“Yes, Coach.”

	“Good.” She gestured behind her with the stopwatch. “Let me introduce you to the squad before they start asking each other who the new girl is.”

	The team was small. Twelve sprinters and middle-distance kids, give or take. Coach Pat introduced me as “Lennox, four-hundred, transfer, be nice to her or run more,” which got a laugh, and that was the entire formal welcome.

	Most of them just gave me the polite half-smile athletes give other athletes. One of them stuck around after the introduction was over. A tall, lean kid with light brown skin, a buzz cut, and a Bellmere Track hoodie with the sleeves cut off.

	“Devon,” he said. “Four and the relay. Welcome to lane assignment hell.”

	“Hi.”

	“If you’re looking for the good running routes, the trail by the lake is the one. There’s a five-mile loop that doesn’t hit any roads. I usually go at six.”

	“Six AM?”

	“Is there another six?”

	“Apparently not at Bellmere.”

	He grinned. “You’ll fit right in.”

	He drifted back to the rest of the team. I watched him for a second. He had the easy posture of someone who belonged where he was. I tried to remember what that had felt like.

	A blond girl with very white teeth and very pink ankle socks introduced herself as Hayley, asked if I was the girl who had transferred from “the Catholic place,” and then, before I could decide how to answer, drifted away to stretch with a friend. Nobody else asked. Either Coach Pat had told them not to, or small talk was a thing Bellmere sprinters didn’t go in for. I’d take either.

	Then Coach Pat blew her whistle, and I stopped thinking.

	The time trial wasn’t pretty. I went out too fast and paid for it on the back stretch, my legs going to wood by the two-fifty mark. I held my form, mostly. Crossed the line at fifty-five point three on Coach Pat’s stopwatch.

	She nodded slowly. “Okay. We have somewhere to start.”

	“It’ll come down,” I said.

	“I know it will.” She tucked the stopwatch into her palm. “Cool down. Two miles easy. Then go eat.”

	I cooled down on the trail Devon had told me about. The lake came into view through the trees, flat and slate-colored in the late afternoon, with one sailboat out near the middle that didn’t seem to be moving. The air smelled like wet leaves and somebody’s cookout. My legs felt heavy. My head felt almost quiet.

	For about ten minutes, I forgot to scan for danger.

	By the time I got back to Russell Hall, Jessa had her music on and was unpacking what looked like the entire inventory of a small art supply store. She’d also ordered pizza.

	“I made an executive decision,” she said, sliding the box across her desk toward me. “I get veto power on Tuesdays, you get veto power on Thursdays. We will renegotiate as needed.”

	“I don’t have veto power on Mondays?”

	“Mondays we get along. Cosmic law.”

	I sat on my bed cross-legged and took a slice. It was decent pizza. Better than anything within ten miles of St. Catherine’s, which had been one of those towns where someone had decided in 1986 that pineapple was an acceptable default topping.

	“How was practice?” she said.

	“Slow.”

	“First-practice slow or actually slow?”

	“First-practice slow. Coach is good.”

	“Coach Pat is everybody’s favorite,” she said. “She came out to the team like five years ago and then sued the athletic director for something I don’t fully understand, and now she basically runs that whole side of campus. It’s very dramatic. She’s also nice.”

	I chewed slowly. “Came out to the team.”

	“Yeah. Married. Has a kid.” Jessa shrugged. “Bellmere’s not perfect, but at least you can be gay here. Mostly. On campus, anyway. Off campus is, you know.” She wiggled her hand in a so-so gesture. “The town is the town.”

	“The town is the town,” I repeated.

	“You’ll get a feel for it.”

	I nodded. I didn’t say anything.

	She studied me for a second, then went back to her pizza like she hadn’t. I was already learning that Jessa noticed everything and pretended to notice almost none of it. It was a skill I respected.

	We ate the rest of the pizza in the kind of quiet that only happens between two strangers who have decided, provisionally, to not be afraid of each other. She told me about the studio she was hoping to get into next semester, and the professor who ran it, who was, in Jessa’s words, “a witch but a fair witch.” I told her about my schedule — Biomechanics, Anatomy and Physiology, that mandatory first-year seminar that nobody wanted, Spanish III to keep my language credit alive. She winced sympathetically at the seminar.

	“They make you stand up and say a thing about yourself,” she said. “Just so you know. Front-load something boring or you’ll be the rest of the semester’s entertainment.”

	“Noted.”

	“What would you say?”

	I thought about it. “I run the four hundred meters.”

	“Perfect. Boring. Athletic. Forgettable.” She pointed at me with a crust. “You’re going to do great.”

	She got up and started cleaning her hands on a paint-stained rag, and I watched her for a second longer than was polite. There was something restful about her. She moved through the room like it had always been hers, like the act of unpacking was just a formality. I’d never been like that anywhere. I’d always moved through rooms like a guest who was about to be asked to leave.

	I wondered, vaguely, if you could learn that.

	After she went to brush her teeth, I sat on the floor by my bed and pulled the MISC box back down from the shelf. I took the SOPHIA folder out. I held it.

	Sophia’s mother had cried in the dean’s office. Not because they were expelling me. Because they weren’t expelling her daughter. Sophia had stared at the corner of the dean’s desk and said the word “experimenting” and I had felt something inside my chest go quiet in a way that scared me.

	I thought about ripping the photo up. I didn’t.

	Instead, I opened my laptop, started a new folder labeled OLD, and dragged every text thread, every voicemail transcript, every saved photo of Sophia and me out of my pinned files and into it. Then I dragged the OLD folder into the trash. Then I emptied the trash.

	The Polaroid I kept. Some things you don’t throw away. Some things you put on a high shelf and look at maybe once a year to remind yourself what fire feels like, so you don’t walk into it again barefoot.

	I closed the laptop.

	I’d told myself the whole drive up here that this part was going to feel like victory. That deleting Sophia was going to feel like crossing a finish line. It didn’t. It felt like crossing a parking lot in the dark with your keys between your fingers. Necessary. Functional. Not a thing anyone should be proud of.

	The clock on the wall said 11:47.

	I lay back on top of the covers, still in my T-shirt, and stared at the popcorn ceiling. Jessa came back in, said goodnight in a quiet voice that surprised me, and turned off the overhead light. Her bedside lamp clicked on. Pages of a sketchbook turned. Somewhere outside, an actual cricket was doing actual cricket things.

	Three hundred and forty-seven dollars. One scholarship. One chance. Don’t fuck it up.

	I made myself a list, the way Coach Cassidy back in Pennsylvania had taught me to do before big meets. Things I could control. Sleep. Hydration. Form. Showing up. Things I couldn’t. Other people. The weather. What a stranger across a dining hall decided about the shape of my jaw.

	Stay on the first list, I thought. Stay on the first list and you’ll be fine.

	I closed my eyes and tried not to count what I had to lose.

	 


Chapter Two

	Town and Gown

	The alarm went off at five fifty-five, and I was already half awake when it did.

	I always was. My body had been on a runner’s clock since I was thirteen — pre-dawn made sense in a way nothing else did. I killed the alarm before the second beep and slid out from under the comforter without sitting up, the way you learn to do in a shared room when the other person didn’t go to sleep until two. Jessa had been on the phone with Vancouver until well after midnight, murmuring in that lazy half-language couples slip into when they’re tired and don’t want to say goodnight yet.

	I dressed in the dark. Sports bra. Shorts. Long-sleeve over the T-shirt because the air was cooler than I’d expected upstate. Hat. Watch. Phone tucked into the band on my upper arm. I tied my shoes by feel on the hallway carpet so the lamp wouldn’t wake her, then padded down three flights of stairs and out into a morning that smelled, faintly, like wet grass and somebody’s coffee maker.

	The track gate was open. It always was, Coach Pat had told me. “We don’t lock running away from people who need it.” That was the kind of sentence she said and didn’t notice, because she meant it.

	I started easy. Two miles of warm-up, mostly to remind my hamstrings what day it was. Then I set the watch and started in on eight by four hundred. I wasn’t supposed to be doing anything that heavy on a Wednesday — Coach Pat had handed me a typed schedule with “EASY” underlined in red marker for today — but my body needed the math of intervals. The exact 73 seconds. The exact ninety seconds of rest. The way the pain came at the same place every time so you could measure yourself against it.

	The first five were fine. I started feeling it on the sixth. By the seventh my form was getting a little ragged, my arms drifting across my body, and I was thinking that I should listen to my coach more.

	Then a pair of long legs settled into the next lane.

	“You’re cheating on your schedule,” Devon said, easy. He was already in motion, light on his feet, picking up beside me like he’d been waiting for the right interval to drop into.

	“I’m supplementing my schedule,” I said, breath catching at the corners.

	“That’s what we call it now? Cool.” He grinned at the curve. “Last two with me. Easy seventy-fives.”

	I nodded. I didn’t have the wind to argue.

	We ran the last two together. He let me set the pace. He let me think I was setting the pace. That was the kind of guy he was — fast enough that he could run shoulder-to-shoulder with me without breaking sweat, generous enough not to make me feel it.

	When we finished the last one, I bent over, hands on knees, and waited for the world to stop pulsing. He just stood there looking up at the sky like he was thinking about something else.

	“There’s a place downtown,” he said, after a minute. “The Paper Lantern. Bookstore-slash-café. Lorraine runs it. She’s cool. You should stop in.”

	“Cool how.”

	“Just cool.” He looked at me sideways. He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to.

	“Okay,” I said.

	He nodded. Headed off to do his real workout. I cooled down for half a mile and walked back to the dorm in the first thin slice of actual sunlight.

	The first class of my college career was Introduction to Biomechanics in a room that smelled, somehow, like both new carpet and old chalk. I sat in the back. I sat in the back of every class I’d ever been in. The professor, a small woman with a German accent and a very organized voice, walked us through the syllabus and then, mercifully, dismissed us early. Forty-three minutes. I’d worked harder mornings.

	Anatomy and Physiology was bigger — a real lecture hall, maybe seventy kids, half of them clearly pre-med and already taking notes like the syllabus was going to be on the final. I picked an aisle seat halfway up and made myself a promise: stay invisible, do the work, don’t make any friends I would have to come out to.

	The first-year seminar, of course, was the one.

	It was a class of eighteen of us in a room with the chairs arranged in a circle, which always meant trouble. The professor was a man in his fifties with corduroy and a kind face, and he opened the class by saying, “Let’s go around and say our name, our hometown, and one thing that makes you who you are.”

	I felt a fine, cold shimmer go down the back of my neck.

	The kid to my left went first. He was from Long Island and his thing was lacrosse. The girl after him was from a town I’d never heard of and her thing was that she made pottery. By the time it got halfway around the circle, the things had been: lacrosse, pottery, baking, my dad’s in the army, my grandmother is from Korea, I’m an only child, I’m from a really small town, I’m really into musicals.

	When it got to me, I said, “Lennox Vale. Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. I run the four hundred meters.”

	The professor smiled. “Boring on purpose?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	The class laughed. I let myself smile. Jessa had been right; you front-load the boring thing and you become forgettable, and forgettable was exactly what I needed to be at noon on a Tuesday in a circle of eighteen people I didn’t know.

	A girl across the circle, ponytail and a sorority shirt, kept her eyes on me a beat too long. I couldn’t tell if she was reading me or just bored. I made a note to remember her face. That was the thing nobody tells you about being expelled for what I’d been expelled for — you don’t stop scanning. You just learn to scan more politely.

	The professor moved us into a discussion about “community,” which was the kind of word colleges used the way doctors used “discomfort.” I contributed nothing. I took notes about other people’s contributions, which made me look engaged. I had perfected the art of the bowed head and the moving pen. By the time he dismissed us, I knew three of the eighteen people’s majors and one of them looked like a person I might be friendly with eventually.

	I walked downtown after my last class.

	The campus and the town of Bellmere were separated by a four-block stretch of side streets lined with old maples and houses that had probably been built when President McKinley was alive. The leaves were just beginning to turn at the tips, the way they do in August upstate, when the trees know fall is coming even though nobody else does. Sprinklers ticked on lawns. A dog barked at me from behind a hedge as I passed, then immediately apologized by trotting alongside the fence and wagging its tail at me until I was out of sight.

	Main Street was prettier than I’d expected. Brick storefronts. Flower boxes. A bandstand in the town square. The lake was visible at the end of the street, a flat plate of silver under the afternoon sun, with a single sailboat that, possibly, was the same one I’d seen on Sunday. The air smelled like lake water and cinnamon — a bakery was venting somewhere I couldn’t see.

	The Paper Lantern was on the corner, between a real estate office and a place called Sweet Bea’s that sold ice cream the size of my fist. Its window had a hand-lettered sign in faded gold: BOOKS, COFFEE, KINDNESS. A bell rang over the door when I pushed it open.

	The shop was small and crowded in the way good bookstores are — shelves to the ceiling, two squashy armchairs by a window, a wooden counter at the back where an espresso machine hissed gently to itself. A woman in her sixties with curly silver hair and a stack of silver bracelets that clinked when she moved looked up from the counter.

	“Hi,” I said.

	“Hi yourself.” She had a low, easy voice. “What can I get you?”

	“Just a coffee. Black.”

	She made my coffee while I wandered. The fiction shelves were organized in a system I didn’t immediately understand. There were small, handwritten cards stuck under some of the titles. STAFF PICK. WORTH IT. CRY READY. There was a little altar of new releases on a table near the window. There was, in the back right corner, a section without a sign, with a row of titles I recognized — not by the covers, but by the way they made my stomach drop a little, in a not-unpleasant way. Carmen Maria Machado. Sarah Waters. Ocean Vuong. A used hardcover with a faded jacket: The Price of Salt.

	I picked it up.

	“That one’s a keeper,” the woman said, behind me, closer than I’d expected.

	I jumped a little. I didn’t turn around right away.

	“I’ve been meaning to read it,” I said.

	“It’s a good time of year for it. Lorraine, by the way.” She held out her hand without making it a thing. “I own the place.”

	“Lennox.” I shook her hand. She had a firm grip and palms that smelled like coffee and orange peel.

	“You’re new at the college.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Don’t call me ma’am. Where from?”

	“Pennsylvania.”

	She nodded. Didn’t push. I thumbed open the book. The first page already had a previous reader’s pencil mark in the margin, a little underline under the words knew at once. I didn’t know what that meant for the previous reader. It felt private. Like coming into a room and seeing somebody’s lamp still on.

	“Six dollars,” Lorraine said. “There’s a back corner with good reads. I’ll let you find your own. Come back anytime.”

	She didn’t wink. She didn’t do anything heavy-handed. She just said it.

	I paid in cash. She slid my coffee across the counter with a little brown stir stick I didn’t need. I sat in the squashy chair by the window and read the first chapter while my coffee cooled, and for fifteen minutes nobody knew where I was and nobody wanted anything from me, and it was a feeling I had almost forgotten existed.

	Lorraine moved through the shop the whole time I was there with the absent, easy attention of somebody who had been doing this for a long time and liked it. She rang up a man buying a Cormac McCarthy and asked after his mother. She told a kid with a backpack the new manga shipment was Friday. She refilled the milk in the little pitcher on the counter without making a production of it. She didn’t look at me again, and that, more than anything, was what made me decide I’d be back. Some kindness is the kind that watches you. Lorraine’s wasn’t. Lorraine’s was the kind that put a chair near the window and went on with her day.

	When I finally stood up, the chapter ended, the coffee finished, my legs faintly stiff from morning intervals, I lifted the book in a small thank-you on my way to the door.

	“Tell me how you like it,” she said, not looking up from the box she was unpacking.

	“I will.”

	The bell rang again over my head as I went out, and the late-afternoon street smelled like cinnamon and lake and the very first edge of fall.

	Dinner was loud.

	Jessa had decided, somewhere between Spanish and lunch, that I needed to meet her people. Her people turned out to be eight art majors and one theater minor at a long table in the dining hall, all of them speaking over each other and gesturing with their forks. A boy named Theo with bleached hair was telling a story about a printmaking professor who had threatened to fail a student over the wrong kind of ink. A girl named Ada was loudly defending the student. Jessa was eating a salad and watching the whole table like she was managing a small theater production, which, I would later learn, was approximately accurate.

	“Lennox,” she said, sliding the salt across the table to me without looking. “Theo, this is Lennox. Track. Roommate. Be nice.”

	“I’m always nice,” Theo said, then leaned in across his plate. “So, Lennox. The Rainbow Alliance has its first meeting Friday in the Union. Snacks are mediocre but the people are good. Are you coming?”

	I felt my throat close a little. The whole table didn’t turn to look at me, exactly, but two of them did, and that was enough.

	“Maybe,” I said. I could feel Jessa not quite looking at me. “I’ve got stuff Friday.”

	“You don’t have stuff Friday,” Jessa said, lightly. To Theo: “Stop interrogating my roommate, she just got here.”

	Theo held up his hands in surrender. “I wasn’t interrogating, I was inviting.”

	“Inviting can feel like interrogating when you don’t know each other yet,” Ada said.

	“Thank you, Ada.”

	“You’re welcome, Theo.”

	The conversation moved on to the festival. Somebody at the end of the table mentioned, in the casual way people do when they’re bored of a piece of news, that “Corinne Hale was definitely going to win again, obviously.” Another girl groaned. “Three years. Three years.” Theo said something about how Madison Pierce was going to lose her mind. A third voice said, “Corinne’s mom would actually murder somebody before she let Corinne lose, so.” There was general laughter, the comfortable laughter of people repeating a joke they’d been making for years.

	I tucked the name away without meaning to. Corinne Hale.

	I had no reason at all to remember it. I remembered it anyway.

	We walked back across the quad in that long, bluish twilight that only happens at the end of August, when the days are starting to get measurably shorter and the cicadas have figured out they have weeks instead of months. Jessa was quieter on the walk than she had been at the table. Halfway across the lawn she nudged my shoulder with hers.

	“You don’t have to come to the Alliance meeting,” she said. “I should have told Theo to chill.”

	“It’s fine.”

	“It’s not, but it’s fine that it’s not.” She kicked a pinecone with the toe of her boot. “You know you don’t have to hide here, right?”

	“I’m not hiding,” I said, automatically. “I’m just being careful.”

	She didn’t answer for a second.

	“Yeah,” she said. “Okay.” She bumped my shoulder again, lighter. “For the record, I think careful is fair. I think anyone telling you to skip careful didn’t earn it the way you did.”

	I didn’t know what to do with that. I’d known her for two days and she was already doing the thing where she handed you something you’d been trying to carry alone for so long that you’d almost forgotten it was heavy.

	“Thanks,” I said.

	She nodded. We kept walking.

	Back in our room, she put on a record (a record, in a dorm room — Jessa was the kind of person who owned a record player at nineteen), and I climbed into bed with The Price of Salt and read until my eyes stopped focusing. The window was open. A breeze moved through. I could hear, very faintly, the bell of a buoy somewhere out on the lake.

	“Hey,” Jessa said, from the other bed, eyes already closed. “Festival’s in two weeks. The town gets weird. Just so you know.”

	“Weird how.”

	“Hard to explain. You’ll see.”

	“Okay.”

	“Sleep tight, kinesiology girl.”

	“Sleep tight, witch student.”

	She snorted. The record kept turning, very softly, until neither of us was awake enough to hear it.

	 


Chapter Three

	Crowns and Crosses

	Coach Pat had built her practice plans, I was starting to understand, on the principle that Fridays were for running easy and saving everything for Monday. Two miles, dynamic drills, a couple of hundred-meter strides on the back stretch, and then she let us go before five. I came out of the locker room with my hair still wet from the shower and my whole body feeling like it had been done a small, well-organized favor.

	Jessa was at a party that I had been invited to and had politely lied my way out of. The dorm had that Friday-night hollowness to it, doors propped open, music bleeding from three different rooms, a freshman in flip-flops complaining about a clogged shower drain to nobody in particular. I had nowhere to be. I told myself, very specifically, that I was going downtown because Lorraine had said come back anytime and because Devon had said the espresso was good and because I needed to be moving.

	I told myself a great many things on the walk into town that afternoon, all of them true, none of them complete.

	Main Street had grown a circus skin since the last time I’d seen it. White banners hung in long swags between the lampposts. The bandstand in the square was being framed out into a stage by three men in jeans and tool belts. A pop-up vendor row was halfway assembled along the sidewalk, plywood booths painted in fading carnival colors, names stenciled on the canopies — BELLMERE ROTARY, KIWANIS, FIRST CONGREGATIONAL FELLOWSHIP, ST. ANNE’S BAKE SALE. Two women in matching polo shirts the color of grass were arguing politely over a clipboard near the gazebo. A truck with a tractor on its trailer was idling at the curb while a kid in coveralls draped bunting across the wheel wells.

	Festival posters were taped in every shop window. HARVEST FESTIVAL, AUGUST 16–18. CROWNING SUNDAY, 3 PM. On the poster, in a soft-focus headshot, a blonde girl with very even teeth wore a small rhinestone tiara and held an armful of sunflowers. The poster did not, anywhere, give her a name. It didn’t need to.

	I stood looking at one of the posters in the bakery window for longer than was reasonable. Honey-blonde hair. Eyes that were either blue or gray, the kind of color photographs argue with. A smile that looked like it had been ironed into place. There was something studied about the way her chin sat over her collarbone, like she had been told, sometime in the not-distant past, exactly how to hold it.

	“She’s pretty, right?”

	I turned. The bakery’s owner was leaning out the propped-open door, a flour-dusted apron around her waist, smiling at me like we’d met before.

	“The Hale girl,” she said. “She’ll be queen again. Third year. They’re going to have to change the rules just to make it interesting.”

	“Mm,” I said.

	“Are you here for the festival?”

	“No, ma’am. Just walking.”

	“College?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well.” She wiped her hands on her apron, businesslike. “We do a special on the Saturday for students. Bring your ID, get a free cookie. Tell your friends.”

	“I will.”

	I walked on.

	I told myself, again, that I was not looking for anyone. I just happened to be the kind of person who scanned every group of people on a sidewalk for a particular sort of face, the way you scan a track for a particular set of spikes. Hypervigilance was a habit. It had nothing to do with anyone specifically.

	I had almost made it to the Chamber of Commerce building when the door opened and I lost any plausible deniability about why I had walked this way.

	A woman in her forties stepped out first — tall, with the same honey hair as the girl on the poster, the same precise jawline, glasses on a chain around her neck. She was speaking over her shoulder to someone still in the doorway. Her voice had the brisk, low pitch of a woman who managed things for a living. Behind her came two committee women I didn’t know, then a girl my own age in a yellow sundress and a thin cream cardigan, then a second girl, slightly shorter and slightly meaner-looking around the mouth, in white jeans and a polo.

	The girl in the cardigan was the girl on the poster.

	In person she was less polished and more dangerous, somehow. The hair was the same. The teeth were the same. The cardigan was buttoned at the top button and unbuttoned the rest of the way. The eyes — they were closer to a gray-blue, like the lake at six in the morning — were directed politely at the older woman, whose voice was still cataloguing instructions. “Two photos, only two, and one of them is with Mayor Pierce. The interview question pre-list is going to be in your folder by Sunday morning, don’t answer anything that isn’t on it. If they ask about that hotel thing, say it would be inappropriate for you to weigh in until the council—”

	“Mom. Yes. I know.”

	“I’m saying it because I know.”

	I had stopped at a bench across the street, ostensibly checking my phone, completely failing to look at my phone. The girl who was apparently Corinne stood very still on the sidewalk with her hands folded in front of her, a perfect tableau, an inset photograph of an unrelated event taking place behind her own face. The other girl, the polo one, was watching Corinne with a focus that wasn’t quite friendly. I would learn her name was Madison Pierce. At that moment, I just thought: that one’s a problem.

	Caroline Hale — I knew her name later, but standing there I just knew her function — turned to take a phone call. She walked off a few paces. Madison drifted over to one of the committee women. For a second, Corinne was alone on the sidewalk.

	She lifted her face.

	She looked across the street.

	She looked, directly and with no particular expression, at me.

	It was nothing. It was nothing at all. I had been staring; she had clocked it; that was the whole transaction. I had been clocked by prettier girls than her and I had been clocked by meaner girls than her and I knew, intellectually, that being looked at on a street corner in broad daylight was not an event.

	Except.

	It was not nothing. There was a small, lit flicker in her face that did not match the iron set of her shoulders. Surprise. Maybe interest. Maybe just the relief of finding a stranger to look at instead of her mother for a second. It lasted maybe two seconds. Then she did the smile. The poster smile, full and equable and entirely off, snapping into place like a folding chair.

	A black sedan pulled to the curb. Caroline reappeared, herded the committee women toward the door, gestured at Corinne, who turned and got into the back without looking at me again. Through the tinted window I watched her settle her cardigan around herself like armor.

	The sedan pulled away.

	I stood at the bench for another full minute, telling myself that I was now going to go to the bookstore, that I had not been affected by anything, that the spike of attention in my chest was incidental, that I was a person on a sidewalk on a Friday afternoon with an espresso to drink.

	“Hey, runner.”

	I jumped. Devon was leaning out the door of The Paper Lantern, half a block down, holding a paper cup. He raised it in salute. “You coming in or are you just going to commune with the festival poster?”

	“Commune,” I said. “Definitely communing.”

	“Come commune in here. Lorraine made banana bread.”

	Inside the bookstore, the late sun was coming through the front window in long stripes, and a small fan in the back corner was making the pages of a display copy of a paperback flutter very gently. Devon was at a small table by the fiction section with his Bellmere Track hoodie folded over the back of his chair and a textbook the size of a dictionary open in front of him. He pushed the chair across from him out with his foot.

	“Sit. Lorraine, this is Lennox, the new four hundred runner. Lennox, this is Lorraine, who already loves you because you bought The Price of Salt the other day.”

