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For Luke and Max.


I’d swim into the breakers for you.
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JESSA


Soph had another nightmare . . .


That was all the text message said.


The after-school daycare bus shuddered as I killed the ignition, letting out a sigh that pretty well captured how I felt: tired as hell, going nowhere.


I unbuckled my seatbelt, leaned over the aisle, and shoved my phone with more force than necessary into the cubby labeled MS. JESSA.


I knew exactly what those ellipses meant without my sister having to spell it out for me.


My daughter, Sophie, had another nightmare . . . about me.


I blew out a breath and sat back in the driver’s seat, eying the double doors of Northridge Elementary’s main building. I was early for my first pickup, but just barely.


I shifted my gaze back to the four-by-four row of cubbies that had been retrofitted just inside the bus door, above the handrail. Each cubby had a little plexiglass door, labeled with a name that belonged to each of the students who would burst through the shiny blue doors of the elementary school as soon as the final bell rang.


A sign fixed to the top of the cubbies read, THIS BUS IS A NO-PHONE ZONE! in cutesy, curly purple font that arced above the Bright Beginnings Childcare Center logo: a bunch of children staring lovingly, and directly, into the sun.


“Very bright,” I mumbled to myself, same as I had every day this week. The childcare center was supposed to be getting a new fleet of buses soon. Maybe they’d spring for a new logo, too.


When I’d started this job—only a week ago—I’d learned that the childcare center had a strict no-phones policy for its bus drivers and students. That was fine with me, but I’d been surprised by how many of the kids already had phones in elementary school. One of the first-graders. Both of the third-graders. All but one of the fourth-graders.


I side-eyed the cubbies and thought about reaching into the box labeled MS. JESSA to type back a quick reply to Lisa’s text. I knew I should ask my sister how Soph was doing. Find out whether I could come by the house after my route. I could offer to bring pizza for dinner. Or just ask for details about my nine-year-old daughter’s nightmare.


That was the right thing to do. The good-mom thing to do. I’d really sucked at that lately, though.


I appreciated the fact that Sophie had been able to live with Lisa instead of being funneled into the foster-care system. But it still hurt that I’d had to ask about my daughter’s well-being like a game of telephone for the past three years.


So I left the phone in its cubby and shifted in the driver’s seat, craning my neck to gaze in the rearview mirror so I could scrutinize my own face in the harsh, late-afternoon light. Then I forced a smile that didn’t reach my eyes and wiped the beads of sweat collecting beneath the thick mop of bangs I’d cut just before moving back to Idaho three months ago.


The bangs had been yet another mistake.


I’d been trying for fresher, younger. I got neither. Combined with the “luxe mahogany” box dye I’d splurged on, the bangs made it look like I was wearing a too-bright red wig on top of my former blonde, middle-parted hair. Before the hair hack job, I’d looked every day of my thirty-eight years. Now I came across as at least mid-forties.


Maybe my hair color was the reason Soph was having nightmares, I thought hopefully. Because I looked so different from before.


I pushed the thought away before I could really latch onto it.


I knew better. That wasn’t the reason.


CLANG.


“Shit.” I startled at the noise—more gong than bell—that announced the end of the school day. I put the key back into the ignition, ignoring the fast thud of my heart and the fizz of anxiety that bubbled in my stomach.


“Just get through it,” I whispered under my breath, trying to keep the smile on my face as I pulled the lever to open the bus doors. After a week on the job, I felt more confident that I could handle the lumbering bus and the kids. I’d nearly had a panic attack on the first day, so even a little confidence was progress.


“Hi, Ms. Jessa,” a solemn little boy with auburn hair and freckles mumbled as he boarded the bus, his eyes landing on my name tag near the speedometer.


“Hi, Ked,” I replied as soon as I saw which cubby he was sliding his phone into. Ked. Who named their kid after a shoe?


Two little girls with messy black curls dashed down the sidewalk and boarded the bus after Ked. Sage, a lanky sixth grader, and her first-grade sister—and shadow—Bonnie.


I pasted a smile onto my face then glanced away. With her long hair, freckles, and thick pink glasses, Bonnie could’ve been a rewound version of my Sophie. Sage, with her bob haircut and pierced ears, looked like the fast-forwarded version.


“Hi Sage, hi Bonnie,” I chirped, proud of myself for remembering their names—and sounding perky.


“Just sit with Rose,” Sage told her sister, ignoring me completely. Then she plopped down in the front seat and set her backpack in the space beside her.


“But I want to sit here,” Bonnie whined.


Sage sighed like she was being asked to donate a kidney. “I’m saving it.”


“Ms. Jessa said we can’t save seats. That’s against the rules,” Bonnie said triumphantly.


Behind her on the bus steps, a little girl with a blonde bowl cut nodded vigorously. “Yeah, you can’t save seats, Sage.”


This was technically true, but I had no idea how I’d actually enforce that rule. My training hadn’t covered that, and Sage had a defiant look on her face that told me she was about to argue. So I said, “Sage, put your phone in the cubby. Bonnie, why don’t you just sit somewhere else today?”


Bonnie’s brown eyes widened, and I knew that look. Unless something changed, she was going to start crying. “But . . . I want to show her my clay person,” she whispered. “We made them today in art.”


I gave Sage a pleading look as she rolled her eyes and stood to slide her pink phone into the cubby with her name on it. Come on, kid. I just want to drive the damn bus. And I don’t even really want to do that.


To my surprise, she relented.


“Fine,” Sage muttered, rolling her eyes as Bonnie slid past her into the bench. “What’s a clay person, anyway?”


When all of the phones in the cubbies were accounted for—minus the two students absent for the day—I checked the enormous sideview mirror and caught eyes with a random teacher standing at the curb near the bus with her line of students for parent pickup.


I waved at her and smiled a little too enthusiastically.


She tilted her head and waved but didn’t smile back.


Shit. I shoved the bus into gear and peeled away from the curb more quickly than I’d intended. The stream of irrational thoughts kept coming like they had every time anyone gave me a funny look.


She knows you lied on your job application.


She knows what you did.


I eased my foot off the gas and pushed the panic down. Calm down. She’s a teacher, not a psychic.


When I risked another look in the mirror, the teacher was busy helping a little boy find something in his backpack.


I forced in a deep breath and brought my eyes back to the road.


“Ms. Jessa drives like Mom,” Bonnie murmured to Sage, interrupting her own speech about clay people.


“That’s just how moms drive,” Sage shot back matter-of-factly.


I coughed to hide the laugh that escaped my mouth and checked my speed as I turned onto the rural highway.


The Bright Beginnings after-school childcare and rec center was a good thirty-minute drive from Northridge, including a detour for my second pickup at Southridge Elementary. It was a hot afternoon, but with the air-conditioning blasting and the kids safely loaded, the ride was now almost enjoyable. I’d grown up in Idaho, but had been out of state long enough to forget how much I always loved its scrubby beauty. A lot of people complained about the “ugly” brown foothills dotted with sagebrush breaking up the cheat-grass in muted green clumps, but the landscape felt both dearly familiar and beautifully wild to me.


I sat up a little straighter in the lumpy driver’s seat and glanced back at the kids, letting myself feel normal for half a second. Pretending I was just another mom with a part-time job. Pretending that my Sophie was one of the kids behind me, instead of taking a different bus home to my sister.


With each zip of the wheels on the road, I practiced the mantra I’d read online in a blog post entitled “9 Therapy Hacks You Can Try at Home.”


I accept my past, understand my present, and look forward to my future.


I gave up repeating the phrase before I even reached the exit where the highway crossed the river and moved back toward Boise.


I didn’t accept any of it.


Shaking my head, I shifted my attention back to the road as I made the turn off the interstate and onto the empty county highway. My second and final pickup for aftercare was at Southridge Elementary for just one student, and it meant a ten-minute detour into the boonies. I’d gotten lost the first time I drove this route, winding through the switchbacks of rural roads in a panic, too paranoid to grab my phone out of its cubby for directions. One of the kids would definitely narc.


Supposedly, Bright Beginnings was getting a new fleet of buses—complete with dashboard navigation—soon. But for now, drivers were expected to know their routes.


In the distance an orange sign sat in the middle of the road. Was there road construction? It was too far away to tell.


I gritted my teeth in frustration and nudged the bus a little faster.


At this point, my entire life was a detour. The last thing I needed was another one.
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SAGE


“But Mom said—”


I shot Bonnie the dirtiest look I knew and hunched sideways to look out the bus window, even though doing that always made me carsick.


I already knew what Mom said. Same thing she’d been saying since Bonnie was born. “Come on, Sage. Let Bonnie tag along.” Or, “Take care of your sister, Sage.” Or, “Friends come and go, but sisters are for life.”


Joke was on Mom. I didn’t have any friends, because ever since Grandpa’s Alzheimer’s had gotten worse and he couldn’t watch us after school, I’d spent every day on the dumb daycare bus with Bonnie and the babies. That’s what Mia said on the playground when she wanted to get me really mad. “Bonnie and the babies.” Like it was some kind of cringey cover band you’d hear on “Kidz Bop.”


I was the oldest kid on the Bright Beginnings bus by two full years. And with my long, skinny legs that came out of nowhere last summer and made me the tallest student in the sixth grade, I looked even older. Grandpa was always saying that sixth grade wasn’t meant to be part of elementary school. It hadn’t been like that when he was a kid. And I agreed with him. The only reason I wouldn’t be going to Bright Beginnings daycare with Bonnie after school next year was because I’d finally turn twelve and go to junior high. And even Bright Beginnings knew that twelve was way too old for daycare.


Today was swim day, which was usually my favorite. The blue twisty slide in the indoor pool went so fast it made your swimsuit ride up your butt if you weren’t careful. And best of all, the older kids—who could actually swim—got sorted out from the younger kids who had to stay in the shallow pool. But last week, Bonnie had gotten pushed down the slide by a third-grader named Kenan. So this week, Mom wanted me to stay in the baby pool with her. No slide.


I kept looking out the window and ignored the rest of what Bonnie was saying, watching the foothills turn into long rows of cherry trees as we got off the highway. There wasn’t really fruit on the branches anymore. The cherry festival in Emmett happened last month, and the harvest was over. But if you pressed your nose to the crack of the bus window, you could smell the last of the ripe fruit that had missed getting picked.


“Ms. Jessa is nicer than Mr. Edward,” Bonnie said abruptly, leaning so close to me that the faint, sweet smell of cherries was replaced by the peanut butter and raspberry jam sandwich she’d eaten for lunch. I could still see a little smear of red on her chin.


“How do you know if she’s nice or not?” I mumbled, hunching my shoulder and pressing my nose back against the window crack. “She only said you could sit by me because you were blocking the aisle.” Bonnie was right, though. Anybody was better than Mr. Edward. He’d made Rose cry at the end of last year, when she dropped the apple from her lunch box and it rolled all the way up the aisle of the bus and lodged under the brake. He’d pulled over to the side of the road and started yelling and swearing like she’d done it on purpose. “Oh for shit’s sake,” he kept saying while he tried to pick up the pieces of the smashed apple, flinging them into the aisle. “Fucking hell.”


I’d never heard a grownup use that combination of swears, not even Grandpa, and any other day I might have laughed, but he just sounded so mad and mean. All the kids on the bus had gone quiet, and that pretty much never happened. That was the last time anybody saw Mr. Edward, so that definitely meant he’d been fired.


Bonnie shifted on the bench beside me. To my surprise, she didn’t say anything else about Mr. Edward or Ms. Jessa. Instead, she asked, “Why are we stopping?”


I sat up and leaned forward so I could see out the windshield of the bus. We were still headed toward the cherry orchards—and Southridge Elementary so we could pick up Amber Jensen. But we were slowing down. We never slowed down here.


Then I saw the big orange DETOUR sign with an arrow pointing down a dirt lane that looked like it led right through the orchard.


A little ways past the sign, parked on the shoulder of the road, was a big white van. SPEEDY SHUTTLE, it said on the side.


Something about that van seemed strange to me. I almost made a joke to Bonnie about the shuttle not being a very speedy shuttle right now, but I was still mad at her, so I kept my mouth shut.


Ms. Jessa slowed the bus to a crawl, inching closer to the detour sign, as if maybe she wanted to go around it instead of turning right, like the sign said we were supposed to. She was leaning forward, looking down the road past the sign at the parked Speedy Shuttle.


Then she sighed like the sign had been put there just to annoy her, flipped on the turn signal, and turned the bus onto the narrow dirt road into the orchard.


“Um, this isn’t the right way,” Ked announced, his voice monotone but loud from a few seats behind me. Ked was always piping up about something. “Ms. Jessa, this isn’t the right way,” he repeated.


Ms. Jessa flicked her eyes up to the big rearview mirror so she could see him without turning around in the driver’s seat. “It’s all right. There’s just a little road construction . . . or something.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bonnie lean down, reach into her backpack, and pull her “clay person” out again. It was an ugly, brown squiggle that looked more like a turd than a person to me, but I knew Bonnie would cry if I said that. “Did you see how I gave him hair, Sage?” she chirped, pointing out the tiny squiggles of clay on top.


“Yeah, I saw,” I said, keeping my eyes out the window as the bus finished its turn, trying to catch a glimpse of orange barrels or cones in the distance past the Speedy Shuttle. The road looked exactly the same as yesterday, though.


I shrugged and faced forward again.


It wasn’t like I was in a hurry to get where we were going. I’d rather drive through the cherry orchard than babysit Bonnie in the rec center kiddie pool, anyway.


The wheels bumped down the narrow dirt road, and some of the kids laughed when we hit a deep pothole, bouncing us in our seats. I smiled, hoping the road would keep us in the orchard for a while. The smell of overripe cherries was all around us now, and it made me think of fall. I closed my eyes as that smell drifted through all the windows while the bus brushed against the leafy tree branches on both sides of the road.


Ms. Jessa hit the brakes as the road dipped then curved sharply enough that Bonnie tumbled against me, pushing my nose into the window. Someone—maybe Rose again—said “Whee!”


“Ouch!” I opened my eyes, pulled back from the window, and rubbed my nose. “Stay on your side, Bonnie!”


“What the hell?” Ms. Jessa said, loud enough for everyone to hear as the bus slowed, then stopped. I felt Bonnie stiffen next to me, no doubt remembering the apple incident with Mr. Edward.


Little gasps prickled across the bus.


At first, I thought it was because of Ms. Jessa’s swearing.


Then I sat up tall and looked out the windshield. There was another vehicle completely blocking the narrow dirt road in front of us. Its hazards were on, flashing red.


Bonnie leaned into the aisle so she could see it, too. “What are they doing, Miss Jessa?” she asked.


Ms. Jessa looked over her shoulder at us and scrunched up her forehead so her eyebrows disappeared beneath her bright red bangs. She ignored Bonnie.


“It’s fine. They’ll move out of the way in just a sec,” I told Bonnie. The words felt sticky in my throat, though. Something about the ugly gray van with its brake lights glowing orange felt wrong.


Ms. Jessa just seemed annoyed. She made a frustrated noise in the back of her throat, and her hand hovered above the horn. “Let’s go,” she muttered and hit the horn.


When nothing happened, she reached for the gear shift to whip the bus into reverse and drive backward, like I’d seen Mom do when we zipped right past a good parking spot at the Merc in Sunset Springs.


Then another sound rose above the low hum of kid voices.


It was coming from behind the bus. The rumble of an engine.


I shifted on the bench, swiveling my head to see out the back window of the emergency exit. A few of the other kids did, too.


The window back there was grimy, but it showed enough.


A big white van was coming up the road.


It came to a stop right behind the Bright Beginnings bus, angled a little bit so that I could just barely see the writing on its side.


Speedy Shuttle.


“Are you serious?” Ms. Jessa tilted her head into a beam of sunlight that made a strip of her hair glow neon red.


Bang, bang, bang.


Bonnie and I jumped as three hard raps came at the bus door. One of the kids shrieked in surprise.


Ms. Jessa made a noise like she’d choked on a sip of water as she stared out the glass of the bus door.


I smashed my face against the window to see for myself.


On the other side of the aisle, Ked sucked in his breath, then he said, “There’s a man. He has a gun.”
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SHEENA


The door to my home office creaked open a few inches, then swung wide.


I gritted my teeth but managed to tip my frown into a smile when I scanned past the photo of Bonnie and Sage hanging by the door, reminding me to be a better human.


Dad stood in the doorway, peering at me with an expression of mild surprise. Like he hadn’t fully expected to find me at my desk—even though we’d repeated this routine four times today.


He held up his arm, tapped the watch on his wrist, and grinned. “You sure I can afford this, Sheen? My pension is pretty damn good, but not this good.”


I saved the spreadsheet on my computer and swiveled my chair to face him. Give him the answer he’s looking for, even if it’s not quite true.


“It looks really good on you, Dad,” I told him honestly, trying to keep my voice light and neutral like his doctor had coached me. The watch was a perfect Rolex knockoff, and it did look good on him. “You worked hard your whole life. You deserve it.”


That was true, too. He’d spent thirty years as a lieutenant for the Idaho State Police.


He leaned against the doorframe to my office, still holding up his wrist, where the timepiece glinted. The wry smile on his face—the same one he wore every time he asked me this question—told me he loved the expensive-looking watch to pieces. I felt guilty every time I thought about activating the GPS function. He’d know then that it wasn’t actually a Rolex. But with the way things were going lately, he’d forget just as quickly.


Dad had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s two years ago, five years after he’d retired from the force. The diagnosis itself was devastating and terrifying, but also wonderful in its own way. For the first few years, I’d felt like I was finally getting to know him. Not just as my dad, but as a person. While I was growing up, he’d always been tight-lipped about his cases and the things he’d seen as a police officer. But when he moved in with us, all that changed. He opened up and told stories I’d never heard before. “Before I forget, Sheen,” he’d always say.


The person he was back then felt like a distant memory, though. When he first came to live with us shortly after the diagnosis, his forgetfulness felt like an inconvenience—nothing too scary.


For the first year and a half, we’d settled into a new normal that I pretended would last forever. Dad had been a huge help with Bonnie and Sage, picking the girls up after school and even pitching in to make meals—something he’d never done when I was growing up. Bonnie and Sage loved having Grandpa all to themselves while I worked.


But over the last few months, Dad’s stories had gotten repetitive to the point that my stomach clenched when he’d cocked his head and say, “Sheen, I ever tell you about the time . . .” I didn’t mind hearing the stories again, but it was a constant reminder that the disease seemed to be progressing faster every day.


I’d stopped feeling comfortable letting him near the stove, let alone sit in the driver’s seat of the car. I couldn’t leave the girls alone with him anymore, which meant I’d had to send them back to after-school care—something that upset Sage so much I still felt sick when I thought about the angry tears running down her face when I first told her.


“Dad, I just need to finish up this budget before we pick up the girls from aftercare, okay? Will you check on Karen for me?”


“Where is that old gal hiding anyway?” His eyes lit up when I mentioned the cranky cat, and he turned to head back down the hall without argument. I breathed a sigh of relief and then went back to the spreadsheet, knowing I had twenty minutes at best before he made his way back to the doorway.


The realities of caring for an elderly parent—an elderly parent with Alzheimer’s—had taken me by surprise in the same way caring for newborns did. I knew it would be hard. I knew it would be a lot of work. But there was no way to prepare for the gut punch of spending your day with someone who was completely dependent on you to keep them safe, fed, and cared for. And unlike newborns, it wouldn’t be getting any easier with time. The disease was progressing so fast now that, even with Dad’s medications, it was like I could feel his memories slipping through the cracks of a crumbling dam.


A few weeks ago, I’d put him on a waitlist for Cherished Hearts, an expensive full-time memory care facility in the foothills, twenty minutes from our house. His pension would just barely cover it. But they’d warned me not to expect an opening for at least a couple of months. Until then, I just had to hang on.


I glanced at the clock on my computer and shook my head. I’d been planning to make a real dinner tonight. Meatballs and mashed potatoes. But I hadn’t even started thawing the ground beef, and pickup at Bright Beginnings was less than an hour away. I’d screeched into the parking lot at four-fifty-nine twice this week to find Bonnie and Sage the last kids there, waiting for me. I was earning bad-mom demerits left and right these days.


“Dammit,” I muttered, trying to focus on my spreadsheet again. I had to finalize the file tonight. The state budget surplus was all anybody could talk about, and I was the bottleneck to finalizing the budget proposal. Cue the bad employee demerits, too.


I pawed through a stack of papers in the filing cabinet beside my desk until I found what I was looking for, the bid for new buses that would serve ten school districts in the Treasure Valley, including Northridge where Sage and Bonnie went to school. The supplier had changed the proposal twice over the last two months, which wouldn’t have been such a pain in the ass except for the fact that the bid wasn’t just “buses.” It covered every single aspect of commissioning the new fleet of vehicles—including tires, engines, mirrors, new safety cameras, paint, and about eighty other line items.


I didn’t mind numbers. Math had always been my favorite subject. But even my eyes were starting to cross when I looked at all the rows that had to be updated, checked, and rechecked. And the fleet of buses was just one of the budget allocations. The spreadsheet itself was already up to fifty tabs. Thankfully, I had only a few more fields to verify today.


I heard a happy, chirping meow from down the hall, and then, “There you are, Sunshine. How’s about a few pats for my favorite girl?” I bit my cheek and focused on the numbers in front of me. The cat’s name was Karen. Sunshine was the name of the cat we owned when I was Sage’s age.


After fifteen more minutes of frantic scanning and tapping, my desk was a mess—but the surplus budget proposal was finally, finally ready for review with the committee. And, if I put the ground beef package in some cold water while I took Dad with me to pick up the girls from daycare, I could still get a real dinner on the table tonight.


“Dad? We need to pick the girls up now,” I called from the kitchen, rummaging through the freezer drawer until my fingers connected with a lumpy baggie of meat. I plopped the frozen hunk into the sink and started the water. “Dad?”


When I didn’t hear him respond, I shut off the faucet and walked around the couch in the living room and found Dad lying back against the pillows with Karen kneading the front of his sweater as his chest rose and fell. His gnarled hand—gold watch glinting at the wrist—rested on her orange-and-black fur. His eyes were closed, and his mouth had gone slack.


My heart twisted. The bags under his eyes, stark against the pale skin and freckles of his Irish complexion, underscored the fact that he’d had a hard time sleeping for the past few months. It was normal, Doctor Kitteridge said. Like that made it better.


For half a second, I thought about just leaving him here sleeping with the cat. Karen peered at me with slitted green eyes, purring softly, as if warning me not to remove her human pillow. Bright Beginnings was only fifteen minutes away.


I shook my head. Fifteen minutes was all it took for him to walk through the neighbor’s back gate and start harvesting the potatoes in their garden. Or for him to try to change the oil on the lawn mower—the electric lawnmower. Or ride a bike to the gas station down the road and start a fight with the cashier because of the outrageous prices. Or empty every drawer in the house, trying to find his gun and badge.


All of those things had happened.


“Dad,” I said again, picking up the cat instead of jostling his arm. He startled so easily now, especially when asleep. Last week, he’d nearly clocked Bonnie when she bounced into the living room to show him a drawing and woke him from a nap.


Dad blinked and sat up, smiling at me through tired eyes. “Sorry, Sheen. Must’ve lost track of time.” He winked and nodded at the watch. “Useless hunk of metal.”


I swallowed hard and smiled brightly. Sometimes, the moments he sounded just like my old dad hurt as much as the times he slipped away.


“Is Jacob getting home soon?” he asked as he got to his feet and rubbed the short, white stubble on his chin.


“He’s working late,” I lied, grabbing his hand to help him up from the couch. “It’s just you, me, and the girls tonight.”


It was the right answer. Reminding him that Jacob and I had gotten divorced back when Bonnie was a baby would only lead to a long conversation and upset him.


“That’s okay. I didn’t much like the way he was talking to you last night,” he said, his mouth twisting into a frown. He put his hands on his hips and pulled back on my arm. “If you wanna know the honest truth.”


I sighed, stopped trying to lead him toward the garage, and pulled him into a wordless hug.


We were going to be late for pickup for sure now.
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JESSA


A gun. He’s holding a gun.


There were maybe five feet between us, from where I sat in the driver’s seat and where he stood on the dirt road, leaning up against the bus door.


If he fired that gun, he wouldn’t miss. The only thing separating us right now was a flimsy piece of cracked glass that rattled when the bus drove on the highway.


Keeping the gun pointed at my head, he motioned for me to open the door.


The black box in my brain fired instructions at me before I could fully process what was happening.


Do what he wants.


Don’t give him a reason to use that weapon.


Don’t fuck this up.


It couldn’t have been much more than a second that I hesitated with my hand on the pull-bar for the door that opened the bus door.


It felt like an eternity, though.


Behind me, the kids were making worried noises, asking what was happening. I knew I should say something to them, maybe tell them that everything would be all right. But my jaw was locked shut.


My eyes flicked to the cubbies full of cell phones—then back to the man standing at the bus door. He wiggled the gun in his hand menacingly, one finger on the trigger.


I stared at his face, still frozen.


He wore tight pantyhose pulled over his head that smashed up his nose and mouth. Like the after pictures at a theme-park roller coaster, taken right as the cars start screaming down the tracks in the wind. The opaque fabric concealed the lines of his nostrils and mouth. The afternoon sun made it sparkle a little where it was tied in a knot at the top of his head. I could just barely see the place where his eyes were supposed to be. They looked like two dark holes.


Still keeping the gun pointed at my head, he spread his feet shoulder-width in a wide stance. “Open the door, now, bitch,” he barked.


Where the hell had he come from? I hadn’t seen anyone get out of the van blocking the road ahead of us.


My eyes flicked to the white shuttle that had pulled up behind us as my brain spun through my options. There wasn’t room on either side of the narrow orchard road to get around the gray van. Not without slamming directly into one of the trees on the sides of the road. And the shuttle was so close behind us I’d run into it the second I yanked the bus into reverse.


The smell of rotting cherries coming through the air conditioner suddenly made me want to vomit.


This is your fault.


My stomach recoiled at the thought, but it was true. I’d almost blown right past the strange DETOUR sign in the middle of the road. I couldn’t see any road construction ahead. There was plenty of room for me to skirt around it and keep driving on our normal route.


Instead, I’d obediently put on my turn signal and driven left into the orchard on this bumpy, sketchy-ass dirt road. Because what if a cop saw me disobeying a traffic sign and pulled me over? What if he ran my driver’s license, figured out who I was—and realized that I should absolutely not have a job driving children?


If that happened, he could report me to my parole officer back in Utah—and Bright Beginnings. Then they’d all know that I’d lied on my job application. And I’d never get Sophie back.


So I’d ignored the twinge in my gut telling me to blow past the sign. And this was where it’d landed us.


“Ms. Jessa?” one of the kids whimpered.


“Sage?” Bonnie whispered to her sister, a few feet behind me.


There was a chorus of squeaks from the cheap upholstery of the bus benches as more kids knelt on them, trying to see what was going on.


Somebody, I couldn’t tell who, let out a nervous giggle. Like maybe this was a joke.


Bang, bang, bang.


The man hit the glass with the gun again, harder than before, gesturing for me to let him in. “Don’t you dare touch the phones.” He gestured toward the cubbies, visible to both of us along the handrail and bus entry steps.


Time seemed to slow as the thoughts whirled faster in my head.


I could reach the little cubby labeled MS. JESSA if I leaned across the aisle and snaked out my arm.


But he could shoot me long before I managed to open the cubby door and unlock my phone screen.


I turned my head ever so slightly so I could glance at the kids in my peripheral vision. I had to do something. But what could I do that wouldn’t make this worse?


“Open it now,” the man with the gun boomed.


My hand was sweaty on the pull-bar. I gripped it harder, wondering whether it might be too slippery to open at this point.


One of the kids started to cry, and the sound tore at my heart in a way that made it physically difficult to stop myself from turning around to murmur some kind of reassurance.


They didn’t deserve this.


You do, though, I thought distantly. Karma.


The voice in my head sounded just like my brother-in-law Gregg. If the masked man outside the bus put a bullet between my eyes right now, he would call it good riddance. But would Sophie?


I could already imagine the sound the gun would make, a deafening crack like close-up thunder. Only this time, I’d be the one to fold in on myself, tumble backward and go still.


The man was losing his patience, but I couldn’t move.


He abruptly shifted the gun away from my head and trained it toward the bus windows. “You gonna make me start shooting kids?”


That finally unfroze me. I started to pull the lever that would open the door.


The man holding the gun cocked his head, like he was pleased, and moved his weapon so it was pointed at my head again.


“Don’t let them on the bus, Ms. Jessa!” a tiny, scared voice called from behind me, just as a car door slammed from behind.


“I have to,” I told her firmly, hating the way the words sounded coming out of my mouth.


Keeping my hand on the lever, I flicked my eyes to the rearview mirror to see that the driver of the white van was out of his vehicle now, moving toward us, fast.


For half a second I let myself hope he was just a random driver who had followed the detour sign. Maybe he could help us. Face off with the man with the smashed-up nose and black eye sockets.


“NOW,” the first man screamed.


You don’t have a choice. He’s going to kill us all.


My fingers felt cold and clumsy. I couldn’t see this guy’s eyes, but I didn’t need to. I already knew from the sound of his voice that there was a deadly gleam in them. Men like him were as predictable as they were erratic.


I finally forced my hand to grip the slick lever and pull.


Do what he wants.


My head swam and my stomach sloshed. The children shrieked behind me in earnest now.


Nobody was coming to help us. And I was opening the door. That was the only choice keeping us alive right now.


Now a second eyeless, smash-faced man standing next to the first.


The door mechanism was already engaged. I didn’t have to pull anymore.


My hand dropped limp to my side as the door swung fully open.
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TED


The pantyhose was making my face sweat like balls.


So were the latex gloves on my hands. And I was still breathing hard from shoving the heavy detour sign back into the shuttle by myself.


None of that mattered, though.


What mattered was, we’d actually done it. The hardest part was over. The lady bus driver with the fried red hair drove exactly the way we wanted and then opened up the door when Andy knocked.


Everything was going to plan, but my stomach was still spinning like a washing machine. All I could think was, We’re actually doing this. Holy shit, we are actually doing this.


I’d imagined what today would be like in my head a thousand times. It was more real than I’d prepared myself for. The sounds the kids made were still echoing in my head. But it’d all be worth it in the end.


“I want my mom,” one of the little kids was saying in a shaky voice, and that made me feel bad. But kids were like rubber bands, I reminded myself. They bounced back.


And these rubber bands were worth a shit-ton of money.


Their parents probably weren’t rich: Bright Beginnings aftercare was state-subsidized, so you had to be at least a little bit poor to send your kid there. That didn’t matter, though. It was all part of the plan.


I snapped to attention, focusing on making sure the next steps went smoothly.


Apply yourself, Ted, I thought in my mom’s snappish, Marlboro-thick voice. The one she used every time I got fired from a shitty job or left a Hot Pocket in the toaster oven longer than she liked.


She’d probably pretend she was horrified if she could see me right now. Her forehead would turn into an accordion fan of deep lines, and she’d pucker her mouth like she’d just popped a lemon. But I was pretty sure she’d also be just a teeny tiny bit impressed by how much effort me and Andy had gone to pulling this thing off. And if there was anybody who’d taught me that the law was more of a suggestion than a rule—as long as you didn’t get caught—it was good old Mom.


While Andy kept his gun trained on the bus driver—Ms. Jessa, from the cutesy Velcro name tag in purple font—I brushed past him and pulled the phones out of the cubbies. I could hear him breathing loudly over the kids’ whimpers while I dropped each phone into a Walmart bag with a soft thud.


Even a couple of feet away, the combo smell of Andy’s BO and the spearmint hair oil he loved made my eyes water. Andy was gross. And he could be sorta dumb. But unlike me, he handled his gun like it was an extension of his hand. People always mistook him for a friendly hipster with his chubby cheeks, lazy eyes, and frizzy, shoulder-length brown hair that he rarely washed. That was a mistake. Andy could be mean as fuck.


The little girl in the seat nearest to me, a tiny kid with short black curls, was crouching with her knees on the bus bench and staring up at me with a look that made me worry my pantyhose were the see-through kind after all. I knew they weren’t. I’d read the word opaque to myself at least a dozen times on the L’eggs packaging that promised “no rips or runs.”


When I tilted my head toward her, her eyes suddenly went big and she ducked down, cowering against the tall, skinny girl beside her. Her sister, I guessed, from how much they looked alike.


“Hey,” I barked, but my voice came out high and weird. Nothing like I’d practiced. I cleared my throat and tried again, aiming for deep and gruff. “Hey, listen up.” Then I plopped the last of the phones in the bag and said the line that me and Andy had memorized. “Stand up and put your hands on the seat in front of you. If you do what we say, and keep your mouths fucking shut, nobody gets hurt.”


Every head on the bus turned toward me, but nobody made a move to stand up. The sweat running down the back of my neck itched in a way that made me want to tear the pantyhose off.


I gripped my gun tighter, afraid I’d drop it if my hands started shaking the way my legs were. My body burned with adrenaline and too much gas-station coffee.


“Do what he says, now,” Andy screamed so loud I nearly jumped. And the kids actually listened.


They fell all over themselves getting their butts out of the seats and their hands in the air, and the ones who were crying toned it down to snuffles.


While Andy kept his gun trained on the bus driver, I reached inside the kangaroo pocket of my hoodie and grabbed one of the long, black zip ties.


“Hold out your hands,” I snapped at Ms. Jessa. Her choppy bangs looked like they’d been cut with kiddie scissors. Way shorter on the right side than they were on the left. She offered me her arms without hesitation, shaking like a leaf.


I zip tied each hand separately, then together, just like me and Andy practiced.


A little girl with blonde pigtails, standing up with her hands hovering above the bench in front of her, stared in disbelief while I pulled the ties tight.


I’d been worried the bus driver would try to pull some kind of hero shit. Dive for the phones in the cubbies, throw herself on top of me or Andy like a human shield. The kind of thing that’d get you on the “Local Legend” section of KTRB.


But she seemed so eager to let me tighten those ties around her wrist, even I was a little surprised.


My phone, then Andy’s phone, made three little chimes. The second alarm. Time to get moving. The bus was due to arrive at Bright Beginnings soon. When it didn’t, nobody would worry too much—at least, not right away. With traffic and a busload of kids, delays happened.


That meant we had about fifteen minutes before anybody got their panties in a twist.


We’d be long gone by then.


“Hey, what’s your name, bitch?” Andy kicked at the bus driver’s shoe. Apparently he hadn’t bothered to read the swirly cursive font. Andy was an action man—not a details man. That was me.


“Jessa,” the woman whispered. Her voice sounded younger than she looked. I’d been thinking late-forties from the bad hair, but I upgraded her to early thirties.


Andy nudged me with his foot, but I’d already pulled the little notepad out of my hoodie’s kangaroo pouch. No technology, we’d decided when we first started planning. The things Big Brother could see were unreal.


“Jessa what?” Andy kicked her shoe again. I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to do that. She was already doing exactly what we wanted. But I wasn’t about to question him in front of everybody. He hated that.


She hesitated. “Jessa . . . Landon.”


I wrote that down.


“Walk where I tell you to walk, Jessa,” Andy said, making her name sound like he was still calling her a bitch as he waved the gun toward the orchard. “There’s nobody out here, so if you scream, I’m the only one who’s gonna hear. Do it, and I shoot you in the face. Got it?”


For a second, I imagined him actually doing it—shooting her in the face. I pushed the gory image away as fast as it came, telling myself he’d stick to the plan. He wanted the money as much as I did.


Jessa nodded and stood up, cowering away from the gun. “That’s right,” Andy growled. “Down the steps. March, Jessa.”


As Andy followed her, he turned his head toward me and nodded.


It was my turn.


I glanced at the little girl with the short black curls sitting next to her sister and wished I hadn’t. Tears cut through her eyelashes like a sad doll. The way she looked at me made me think of the summer I was ten and my dad paid me two dollars for every squirrel I shot off the fence with my archery set. The squirrels ruined the giant pumpkins we were growing in the vacant field behind the trailer park. The ones we sold at The Farmstead for ten bucks each, but not if they had holes gnawed through them.


I wasn’t a great shot. One little guy, I’d pinned by the tail.


The way he’d looked at me when I got close enough to see his eyes was the same look the girl was giving me right now. Eyes wide and terrified, heart beating so fast you could see it pumping in its throat.


I felt so bad about that squirrel I hid in the shed and cried until my dad came looking for me and smacked me with the flat side of an old tennis shoe. When he left us a month later, I told myself that was why.


I looked away from the little girl with the black curls. Unlike the squirrel, she’d be fine. We weren’t going to hurt the kids.


With Jessa out of the way, I used the butt of my gun to smash the ancient dash camera that had recorded everything. The clunky device wasn’t connected to anything, just looped over itself every day until it ran out of battery. Bright Beginnings had needed new buses for a long time, and this was one reason.


One of the kids started hollering—and kept it up—even after the last of the shattered camera had fallen into the driver’s seat.


I whipped around. “Quiet!”


She turned down the volume but didn’t stop. A few of the other kids were still crying quietly. I remembered what Andy had told me yesterday when we talked through everything for the hundredth time. You gotta shut down any issues quick. If they don’t think we mean business, they’re gonna make problems. Scare them right off the bat.


“Fucking hell,” I muttered. Then I drew in another breath and screamed, “Shut UP!” in my best imitation of Andy. I moved the gun back and forth across the aisle, making sure it passed over all ten kids’ heads at least once. “Dammit, shut UP. If you don’t, my friend will shoot Ms. Jessa.”


That did it.


Nobody even sniffled.


I pulled another handful of zip ties out of the front of my hoodie and did a quick count. There were ten kids on the bus. It would take me thirty seconds to secure each of them. Then we could get back on the road.


Hurry up, Ted.


Apply yourself.
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SAGE


With their faces all smashed up, the men with the pantyhose over their heads looked like the thing from Jeepers Creepers. I’d snuck downstairs to watch it one night when Grandpa fell asleep while he was babysitting me and Bonnie.


Thinking of the man as that sack-headed monster scared me so much I wanted to hide under the bus bench and cry.


They’d made the ties on our wrists so tight, the skin was burning and my fingers were starting to go numb.


I refused to cry, though. Because Bonnie—who was crying—kept looking at me like she needed me to be calm for her.


I wasn’t calm inside. Not even a little. There was a feeling in my stomach like I was falling down a flight of stairs. Sick and spinning. But I pushed all of that down deep for my sister.


I kept looking out the window at Ms. Jessa, the way Bonnie kept looking at me, but that only made me feel worse. Because Ms. Jessa just did what they told her to do, like the bad guys were the real grownups in charge now and she was one of us kids.


If Mom were here, she would’ve done something. I didn’t know what, but I just knew she would have. Run them over with the bus, maybe. Broken off the gearshift and smashed them over the head. Something. Anything. Not duck her head like a kid, follow the first guy off the bus, and just let it happen.


The scared, sick feeling crackled in my stomach like Pop Rocks.


The second guy—the one who told us he’d shoot Ms. Jessa if we didn’t stay quiet—finished tying up Mindy, the girl in the last seat.


Bonnie shrank against me and whimpered as he whipped around and stomped back down the aisle to the front of the bus.


There was something familiar about him, but maybe that was just because I kept imagining the squish-faced guy from Jeepers Creepers. For some reason, he felt less scary than the other man. Maybe it was the way his hand holding the gun shook a little.


“You two.” He pointed at me and Bonnie, then down the bus steps. “Start moving.”


I’m pretty sure I know him. The spark of recognition pinged in my brain again. It wasn’t just that his face looked like that creature from the movie. It was his voice, too. There was something familiar about it, like I’d heard it a long time ago. But when I tried to find the memory, the spark went out.


Maybe I was imagining it. Even so, it made the snake of fear in my stomach coil tighter, until I couldn’t breathe very well.


I moved toward the bus aisle so I could walk down the steps and into the orchard, even though I didn’t want to.


Bonnie made a strange little sound as I shifted away from her, and the guy tilted his head to look at her but didn’t say anything. Her face was bright red from crying, and her mouth was pursed in a tight line like it was full of bees she was trying to keep inside.


Snot and tears were rolling down her face, but she wasn’t going to make a sound.


She wasn’t going to let them shoot nice Ms. Jessa.


I stepped back toward her and stretched out my tied hands to grab hold of her pinky finger. Just a soft touch. “Come on, Bonnie,” I whispered. “It’ll be okay. Come with me.”


More tears poured down her cheeks, soaking the front of her purple My Little Pony T-shirt, but her mouth relaxed a little and she followed me as I moved into the aisle.


The first guy, the one who’d taken Ms. Jessa away, was waiting for us the second we set foot on the dirt. His gun was just a few feet from my head. “That way.” He used his free hand to point at the open door of the gray van, maybe ten yards away. “If you try anything, Ms. Jessa eats a bullet.”


Bonnie made that noise again, and a spark of anger in my stomach flared to life. You don’t need to keep saying that, I wanted to yell. We’re doing what you say.


I kept silent though, and for some reason that made him laugh, even though we were doing exactly what he told us to do.


“Such nice, quiet girls.”


I stared right at him and noticed that there was a wet ring around his mouth, like he’d been licking his lips. That part of the pantyhose had gone more see-through, showing little bits of white when he opened his mouth. His teeth.


Bonnie heaved out a breath behind me, but kept moving past the man. I didn’t turn to look, but I could hear more of the kids following behind us.


Gravel crunched under our shoes. The sun hit my cheeks. The fresh smell of dirt and grass washed over me in the tree-thick orchard as we approached the gray van. “It’s okay, Bonnie,” I whispered again.


I surveyed the orchard without moving my head, hoping I’d see a house somewhere, another car driving down the dirt road, anything that might mean somebody could see us. Wouldn’t someone else be following that same detour sign any minute?


I couldn’t hear any other cars coming down the road, though. The only thing I could hear was the sound of kids lining up behind me and Bonnie, and the man with the wet ring around his mask telling them to hurry up and keep walking to the gray van. All I could see were rows and rows of trees. The dirt road was so narrow and choked with weeds, I was starting to wonder if it was really much of a road at all. There were hardly any tire tracks.


In July, the orchard probably buzzed with activity as workers picked cherries, but the season was over now.


My eyes moved to the gray van’s back doors, wide open a few feet in front of me, like the entrance to a cave. Pitch dark and full of things that might jump out at you any second.


I wanted to turn around and look at the other kids, but all I could think about was the man behind us, herding the last kids off the bus, and the other man leading us toward the gray van. Somehow I knew that if I looked at the other kids’ scared faces, I’d freeze up and stop walking, and then everybody else would stop, and we’d get in trouble. So I just kept on going, like the Pied Piper, with Bonnie and the other kids following behind.


Where was Ms. Jessa? Was she inside that dark van? How were me and Bonnie supposed to get up into it with our hands tied?


Every part of me wanted to run. But I could still feel that gun trained on the back of my head.


Heavy, fast footsteps came up behind us when Bonnie and I reached the bumper. I turned my head in time to see the man with the lighter brown pantyhose jog past me to stand beside the man with the darker pantyhose.


“When I lift you up, you scoot to the back of the van real quick. Got it?” he said in that weird, too-deep voice that sort of sounded like Batman.


I nodded, but I wanted to scream when I thought about him touching me.


“I don’t wanna get in there, Sage,” Bonnie whispered, echoing my own thoughts.


“It’s just a van,” I told her, trying to sound like I believed my own words.


It wasn’t just a van, though.


It was like every bad thing I’d ever heard about getting in a car with strangers had suddenly appeared in front of me. But none of the things I’d been taught about getting away would work. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t say no. I couldn’t find a grownup to help.
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