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For John, Sam, and Nick.

This heart is yours.


Overhead, the twilight sky was clear. But somewhere, far away to the south, a gale was blowing toward them. . . .

—ALFRED LANSING,

ENDURANCE: SHACKLETON’S INCREDIBLE VOYAGE
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Annabelle Agnelli is trying to hold it together in the parking lot of Dick’s Drive-In. After what just happened, she’s stunned. Frozen. And then—imagine it—Annabelle’s wrecked self suddenly takes off like a lightning bolt. She’s clutching the white bag, which has the unfortunate word, Dick’s, stamped across it in orange. Her burger is still warm. She’s holding the Coke, too, which sloshes like a stormy sea as she tries to outrun the bad visions of the recent past. French fries spring loose in the bag, and it shakes around like a maraca.

Of course she’s heard that saying—A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. Coach Kwan has a poster of it in his office. It shows the silhouette of a girl at sunset, running up a steep mountain path, and it’s all clouds parting and God rays shining down and purple mountain majesties. There is no panic and dropped napkins and hair flying. That poster does not look like this.

Where is she going? No idea.

Why is she going? Well, sometimes you just snap. Snapping is easy when you’re already brittle from the worst possible thing happening. It is easy when you’re broken and guilty and scared. You snap just like that. Like the snap has been waiting around for the right moment.

So, now, Annabelle Agnelli is no longer trying to hold it together in the Dick’s Drive-In parking lot. She’s lost it. Utterly lost it. She’s ditched her car entirely, and she’s jogging down the sidewalk, fast, at a really good clip. Coach Kwan would be proud. She’s getting sweaty and her mind is swirling, and it’s all a little unhinged for the straight-A student that she is. She is a good and nice person who keeps things together, but that has been a big job, an enormous job, a job that’s way, way too big for her lately.

It gets worse. Of course, this is what often happens: Things get worse and worse still. A spiral follows gravity downward. She’s been running for who knows how long, and it starts to get dark. It’s metaphor-darkness, but it’s also just the truth. Night falls. Big clouds cross the sky, threatening rain. So many things are falling—night, rain, the last of the stuff holding Annabelle Agnelli together.

She’s halfway down Seattle’s busy thoroughfare of Broadway. Then she turns down Cherry, and before she knows it, Annabelle is on the path that hugs Lake Washington. It’s March, which means that the sun goes down around five, five thirty. She has no idea what time it is, though. People with hunched shoulders and their jacket hoods up are walking their dogs. Little dogs and big dogs are pulled and yanked—there’s no time for luxurious sniffing with the sky that black. There’s a bicyclist or two or twenty, speeding home after work, their wheels zizzing by her. Backpacks are slung over their shoulders. Their tight, shiny bike pants shoot past, meteor streaks of luminescent yellow. Streetlights plink on.

She keeps running. There’s a little pit-pat of rain, nothing major. The burger bag is gone (in a trash can, she hopes, though she can’t say for sure), but Annabelle still has the Coke, and her purse bangs against her side. She stopped by Dick’s after hanging out with Zach Oh and Olivia, and so she’s wearing her jeans and a sweater and she’s way, way too hot. Her jacket is in the car; her regular running clothes and shoes are back at home. None of this matters.

Now, she’s past Leschi and then Seward Park, and it’s a little creepy out that way, with the lake a deep indigo and the big evergreens shaking their boughs overhead. This is the thing she wants to outrun: the creepiness. Not only the creepiness of Seward Park and the creepiness that just happened at Dick’s, but all creepiness, all powerlessness, all moments where you feel your fate in someone else’s hands.

Seriously, she should not be running in this part of the city at night. People get hurt here. Robbed. Killed. She feels a weird fearlessness. Whatever. Come and get me, she thinks. Do you think I care?

Then, she thinks something else: I could keep going and going.

This is where big ideas come from—a flash across the brain screen in moments when all the circuits are throwing sparks. The where and the why and the I don’t know form the tiniest ball of cells you’d need a microscope to see.

Big ideas can lead to great things. Big ideas can lead to disaster. The cells begin to divide.

Her phone has been buzzing in her pocket. She is hours late getting home. People are worried. She brushes away the thought, but then the responsible-person guilt collides with the burn in her legs and the ache in her toes. This is a large part of Annabelle Agnelli—the weight of what she owes everyone. It makes the gears of her anxiety click and whirl. Finally, she stops. She’s panting hard.

There is a park off to her left. She’s lived in Seattle all her life, but she’s never been out here. GENE COULON MEMORIAL BEACH PARK, the sign reads. CITY OF RENTON. She slurps down the Coke, crushes the cup. Crushing things feels awesome. She walks in a circle until her breath regulates, because she knows what will happen to her muscles if she doesn’t. Her chest burns.

Help me, Kat, Annabelle thinks. What do I do?

Keep going, Kat answers.

See? Kat is her best friend, so she understands. Kat knows Annabelle better than anyone, except maybe a certain someone who is losing her mind right about now. A certain someone who is calling and calling. Annabelle reaches for her buzzing phone.

“I’m okay, Mom,” she answers.

“Oh, God, Annabelle. Dear Jesus, where the hell are you?” Yes—God, Jesus, and hell in a ten-word sentence is really packing it in there, but this is Gina Agnelli. For her, being Catholic isn’t just about religion—it’s about superstition and safekeeping and tradition. She rarely goes to mass, but she’s got the required crucifix over the kitchen doorway, the rosary in the dresser drawer, and the stack of dead relatives’ funeral cards, held together with a rubber band. It’s almost hard for Annabelle to believe that people are still Catholic. But the Catholic church is something that’s been around for a zillion years and will keep on being around for a zillion years, in spite of the bad press and rumors of vanishing, kind of like Hostess Twinkies.

How can Annabelle believe in anything anymore, though? It’d be nice to have belief, but it’s likely gone for good.

“I’m at Gene Coulon Park. In Renton?”

“What? Why? Who are you there with? Have you been drinking?”

Ha. Annabelle wishes. “No, I haven’t been drinking! I ran here.”

“You ran there? What do you mean, you ran there? Where’s the car? Christ in heaven, do you know how worried I was? I was worried sick.”

Worry! Annabelle’s mother is always worried! She was worried even before last year, even before there was reason. Worry is another way Gina tries to keep everyone safe. Worry is a different version of prayer. Here is what happens when your mother worries: You become secretly worried. Anxiety plays in your background like bad grocery store music. You pace and count stuff and wake at night, your heart beating too fast. You pretend to be brave, and do stuff to prove you’re not a scared person like she is. The constant worry (over your whereabouts, over certain friends, over anything and everything, but always the wrong things) bashes into your head: You are not safe. The world is full of danger and treachery. You don’t have a chance.

Look what good all that worry did anyway.

How can you feel safe? It is a complicated question. Which is fitting, because Annabelle is complicated. Hidden behind all that nice-and-pretty, she is desperate and grief-stricken.

“I’m fine, Mom.”

Of course she is not. She is most definitely not fine.

“Malcolm was trying to ping you, whatever that means! And I almost called Grandpa to go look for you, that’s how frantic I was. Annabelle, you can’t just disappear for hours.”

Malcolm: Annabelle’s younger brother. Technological genius, thirteen-year-old MacGyver. Brainiac, irritant, little buddy. Ed Agnelli: Grandpa. Nickname: Capitano. Former owner and boss of a frozen fish packing company, who retired and became the solo skipper of his own ship—an RV he drove around the country. Currently—their next-door neighbor. Add in Bit the dog: breed unknown. Small, brown and tan. Superfast underwear snatcher. Also, Carl Walter: Mom’s occasional boyfriend, division manager of AT&T. Rabid Seahawks fan. Still thinks Pop-Tarts and Hi-C are decent nutritional choices. Finally: Anthony. Annabelle and Malcolm’s dad. Former high school athlete and runaway parent, now Father Anthony, a priest at Saint Therese’s near Boston. Also known as: That Bastard Father Anthony, which is what Gina’s called him ever since he left six years ago, after saying he’d had enough. Annabelle—she has stopped calling him altogether.

There it is: La famiglia. The family.

“Annabelle? Annabelle! Are you there?”

“I’m here.”

“Why are you so quiet? You’re making me nervous.”

Oh, mothers can drive you nuts, but mothers know you.

It’s now or never.

“I’m not coming home.”

“What do you mean, you’re not coming home? Of course you’re coming home. I’ve got my car keys in my hand. Malcolm!” she shouts. “Look up Gene Colon Park on GPS!”

“Not Colon. Coulon. Cu.” A wave of hysteria rises up. She almost laughs. Cu is an abbreviation for culo, Italian slang for ass. “But you don’t need to come now. I’ve got a hundred and twenty bucks of birthday money in my wallet. I saw a Best Western a ways back.”

“We’ll be there in a half hour, if I don’t get lost.”

“I’m not coming home. I mean it.”

“Annabelle. Stop this right now. I mean it. I’m the one who gets to mean it! What happened at Zach Oh’s? Something happened.” Gina says Zach’s name really fast. Zackos. It sounds like the online shoe-shopping site for people who’ve lost their minds.

“Nothing happened at Zach’s.”

“Is this some Dungeons and Dragons thing?”

“Mom, no. . . .”

How to explain it? Even to herself?

She replays the scene: She is leaving Zach’s. She actually feels good. She’s light, lighter than she’s been in months. They’d even had fun. Driving home, she spots the snowy ridge of the Cascade Mountains in the distance. It’s so beautiful that it fills her with a Nature’s Wonders surge of gratitude. Her iPod plays. It’s an old song she snitched from her mother—British alternative, rising good energy, from the time of shoulder pads and big hair. I’m alive! So alive!

She flinches at the words, but she ignores it. Up ahead, she sees the slowly spinning Dick’s sign. The delicious smell of grilling burgers marches through her heater vents. On a whim, she pulls in. She’s suddenly starving. It’s so alive hunger. It feels good.

She orders, and then slides the money through the bank-teller-ish window of Dick’s. She pushes the little lever of the box for a straw, yanks a stack of napkins. She collects her bag and her drink. And then she turns around.

There are two young guys in line behind her. The one in the army jacket is obviously drunk. He half leans on his friend. “Hey, beautiful,” he slurs to Annabelle. “Hey, come here.”

He steps toward her. He reaches for her arm. She feels his fingers through her sleeve.

“Chad, come on, man,” the other guy says.

“She’s beautiful. I want beautiful.”

“Chad, knock it off.”

Annabelle wrenches her arm free. She tries to pass, but can’t pass. The so alive vanishes. She stands there with her bag, paralyzed and small. The friend steers drunken Chad into another line.

“I was going to step in, in a minute,” the man behind them says. He’s as thin as fettuccine and wears a peacoat and a muffler. He has kind eyes. Annabelle wants to kiss him. Honestly, she’d do more than kiss him. She doesn’t care if he hoards bongs or spends his days in his mother’s basement, learning guitar. She doesn’t care about anything except the offer of safety.

All of it—the hand, the arm, the vulnerability, the urge to kiss the saving man—it crashes like an avalanche. All of the wrongness thunders and falls and threatens to bury her alive. Annabelle wants to be strong, and strong on her own, but she has no idea how. She doesn’t want to imagine that some guy can save her, because she knows that’s a lie. She doesn’t want to feel fear like that, or be paralyzed by it ever again. She wants to rise up, set her gorilla-mean chest right up against the chest of anyone threatening her. She wants to be the kind of woman who says No man will ever and No one messes with me, who banters about the power of her vagina and cutting the dicks off of bullies. Fierce talk. Bold, big, back the fuck off talk.

She’d like to even just believe talk like that, but she can’t. It’s not only because of what happened nine months ago. It’s about the bigger reality here. A reality that words can’t make untrue. She’s five foot three. She’s a hundred and ten pounds. She’s a young woman. History—her own, and the world’s, years and years ago and just yesterday—has told her the truth about the vulnerability of her gender. As a female, her safety, her well-being, and the light she has for the world are still often overlooked and stomped on. That is quite clear.

She is also beautiful, which means it’s what people see first, and sometimes, the only thing they see, and this is power and weakness both, but mostly weakness, at least so far. And while no one has put a hand on her (this is not that story, though of course for many women it is)—she understands something after last year that she wishes she didn’t. She understands that when push comes to shove, literally or otherwise, that she must rely on other people being good and doing the right thing. And this, as she knows—as she knows very, very well—is a terrifying thing to rely on. It’s fine most of the time, but at others, it is a thin thread. The thinnest.

She feels the thinness of that thread when that man’s hand is on her arm, and she realizes there is nowhere for her to go, and nothing she could do, not really, if he decided to harm her. She can’t overpower him. All she has is her voice, and even that can seem as helpful as shouting into a hurricane.

She is back in that place again, that horrible place, and the fun day is gone, and the happy music is gone, and the hunger is gone, and there is only the need to claw herself from the avalanche and get away. And that is how she finds herself here, at Gene Coulon Park in Renton. Her mind whirled and her feet slapped and slapped the pavement and now she is standing in a parking lot, trying to tell her mother what she is suddenly determined to do.

“Annabelle!” Gina nearly screams. “Stop going silent! Tell me what is happening.”

“I’m not coming home. I’m going to run and keep running. I’m going to run until I reach Washington, DC.” Of course, this is crazy and impossible and doomed, even if she’s a long-distance runner and has two marathon medals hanging on the doorknob of her room. It is silly, and dramatic, and naive. Also—idealistic. Of course, she has no concept of the realities here. She has no plan. No team. No training. She will fail, fail, fail. But all she can feel at this moment is how much she personally needs this. She needs this so bad.

Yes, she is that Annabelle Agnelli.

“This is PTSD, Annabelle,” her mother says. “Don’t you remember what Dr. Mann said? This is hyperarousal, recklessness. Have you been having flashbacks? You haven’t been sleeping well, I know. Talk to me. No one just does something like this. People who do . . . they plan, Annabelle. For months. There’s, I don’t know! Lots of stuff involved! No one just takes off. I’m coming to get you. Stop acting crazy.”

Stop acting crazy? Well, it is far, far too late for that.
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1. The blue whale has the largest heart, weighing more than a thousand pounds, the size of an average dairy cow.

2. The heart of a shrew can fit on your thumbnail.

3. The fairy fly, a type of wasp, has the smallest heart. It is 0.2 millimeters long. You need a microscope to see it.

4. Dogs have the biggest hearts compared to their body size.

5. A human heart is the size of two hands clasped together. Imagine your own hands joined, or your hand in someone else’s, because that is what hands are for, and what hearts are for: holding each other. This can be very, very hard to remember when hearts have been so broken.

After the words so broken, Annabelle sets her pen in the little notebook to keep its place. It isn’t really necessary, because the pen is between the cover and page one. She has been carrying around this little notebook, a nice one, the champion of notebooks, for a long time, not knowing what she should write in it. Now, look. The pen is moving, and the blank page has ink on it for the first time.

She has done all the things one can do in a Best Western while she waits. In addition to writing her first words in the Moleskine, she has searched the brown laminate dresser and nightstand drawers. She has thumbed through the padded folder of nearby restaurants. She has broken the paper-band hymen from the toilet seat. She has unwrapped the little soap and used a washcloth to clean her face. She has checked the bathtub for anything disgusting. She has tried out first one bed and then the other to see which had a better view of the television.

She sits in the swivelly chair at the table by the window and stares at the rain, which is now pummeling down like God is pissed. Well, He has a lot to be furious about, if He’s really up there. She hopes He is up there, but honestly, it’s very hard to tell. She has serious doubts, as you might understand.

The rain rolls down the window like tears. This sounds like bad poetry, so she’s probably just overly hungry and very tired and questioning her good sense. She checks in with herself. Nope. She still wants to do what she said she wanted to do. Things are a little shaky, okay, fine, but her will is strong. She can hear the steady thump of it as she gazes out, waiting for the familiar headlights of her mother’s Honda Civic to turn in to the Best Western lot.

Gina probably got lost. She is probably cursing the GPS woman as Malcolm claps his hands over his ears in the passenger seat. Gina treats GPS like it’s an incompetent chauffeur. She bullies and yells as the GPS woman keeps trying and trying with her endless, robotic patience. It’s like watching an abusive relationship. Recently, Malcolm decided that Gina has to pay twenty-five cents every time she swears. He has a jar on the kitchen table. He’s probably got sixty bucks in there already.

Waiting is tricky, because any sort of empty time in her head fills with you-know-what and with you-know-who. She will not say his name. He shouldn’t get to have a name. She calls him The Taker. She calls him this because it is the essential truth, that he is the most evil sort of thief, and she calls him this because the words are tall and slender like The Taker himself, and because the name is shorter than Motherfucking Asshole, which is what Gina calls him. The problem is—well, there are lots of problems, but this one problem is—he is not just evil incarnate, not just the most vile and vicious monster, but a human who breathed and talked and ate lunch and took notes and held her hand, even. This makes her shudder, but it is also true. Some truths you just hate. You wish they weren’t true. You wish you could annihilate them with your hate, but you can’t. The only thing you can do is hate them, and that doesn’t seem like much.

You wish you could annihilate some memories, too, but you can’t do that, either. You try. But they pop in. They pop in and pop in, like Malcolm used to do when she was studying for some really intense final in her room. He’d do it just to annoy her, and she’d want to kill him. Memories: same.

It’s happening now. She turns on the TV for distraction. It is a cooking show. A woman is making béchamel for lasagna, but not the way Grandpa does it. If he saw this, he’d have some heated words for the lady on the TV. The pans and the measuring and the woman’s high-energy voice aren’t doing enough to help Annabelle. The Taker walks right into her head, the way she saw him the first time. He’s wearing a plaid shirt and jeans. He swings his backpack off.

She doesn’t know him. He’s new. She’s in the one and only elective class she has all year, because she’s an overachiever. She doesn’t know what she wants to study later, but something science-related. She loves science, all of it—biology and physiology, planet earth, the universe, creatures both animal and human. She loves the magical design of it all, the unfathomable architecture of the cosmos right down to the intricate masterpiece of the eye. Science is where you might uncover facts that explain mysteries. She loves mysteries, too, but she loves explanations for mysteries even more. To her, explanations don’t ruin mysteries; they only make them more magnificent.

Something science means it’s AP everything, plus orchestra (cello), cross-country (of course), friends (she’s popular), books read just for fun (too many to name). There’s also her job at Essential Baking Company, and volunteer hours at Sunnyside Eldercare. See? She’s nice, and to old people, too. Sweet, watery-eyed ladies with tissue-paper skin. Cranky old men with hangy basset-hound ears and suspenders. They love her. She’s a sweetheart, they say. She is.

She was. Like a monster, she has destroyed people. She doesn’t feel like a sweetheart anymore. She doesn’t know yet if that’s a tragedy or a very good thing. Or both. What a loss, that her naive kindness is gone. Kindness like that is the daffodils of the world, the dewdrops, the grass stains on the knees of jeans, yet she is sick to death of being a sweetheart. Also, that kind of naive kindness is akin to standing on a busy freeway and gazing at the beauty of the sun.

The elective is Mixed Media Art. The oldest, most tiresome game is: What If. It starts here. What if she chose Drama? What if she chose Video Game Design? What if Mixed Media Art had been full? Why did she have to be so neurotic and perfectionistic that she was online the minute registration opened for students with last names beginning with A through C  ? An hour later, and that class would have been filled. Mrs. Diablo was everyone’s favorite teacher.

The Taker walks in. He has shaggy hair and he’s tall. Tall enough that everyone looks. Plus, everyone’s curious, because most of them have gone to school together since Eckstein Middle School. The backpack comes off and then the new guy slides into the seat in front of Annabelle. But first, he gives her a shy smile. He slides into the seat in front of her, but first, he gives her a shy smile. He slides into the seat in front of her, but first, he gives her a shy smile. He slides into the seat in front of her, but first, he gives her a shy smile for the millionth time.

Stop!

This is actually a technique that Dr. Mann taught her. She’s supposed to say it out loud, and so she does.

“Stop.”

Her own voice is very small in that room of the Best Western. The crowd watching the cooking show applauds. In this strange room, which smells faintly of traveling salesmen, the clapping sounds like encouragement, even though it’s only praise for the lasagna that has come out of the oven.

She is almost grateful when Gina arrives and pounds on the door.

“Annabelle! Open up. It’s me.”

The lock is one of those old-fashioned sorts where you slide the chain sideways, so she does this. It makes her feel like she’s in a detective-thriller film, which she sort of is. Gina busts in. Her disheveled, black-turning-gray-at-the-roots hair shimmers with raindrops. She’s wearing her sweatpants and a million-years-old green sweater. She tosses her purse on the closest bed. Stuff spills out. Her keys, her Maybelline mascara, a tampon.

“Thank God you’re all right,” she says.

Malcolm follows behind her. He looks at Annabelle and rolls his eyes. It must have been some drive over. It is late. Malcolm is in his striped pajamas and dress shoes. Annabelle sees the narrative: the hurry, hurry, hurry, the quick grab of whatever is nearest. Malcolm sits at the edge of the bed and unties his shoes. He leans back against the headboard and sighs. In his black socks, striped pajamas, and without his usual glasses, he looks like a weary businessman, fed up with the account managers in the tristate region.

“Get your things,” Gina says. “I’m just sorry you wasted the money paying for this room.” Said as if the room is somewhat beneath her, which it isn’t. It’s pretty nice, actually. There’s Wi-Fi and a coffeemaker. Free breakfast from six a.m. until ten in the hospitality center downstairs.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Annabelle.”

“I’m not.”

“You can’t be serious about this! Do you know what you’re even saying? Do you know how far DC is from here?”

“Two thousand seven hundred and nineteen miles by foot,” Malcolm says from the bed. He’s changed the channel on the television, from the cooking show to Nova, which she and Malcolm both love. Nova explains the ways impossible things work. Nova has answers. On the screen, a satellite orbits our earth.

“My phone’s about to die,” Annabelle says. “Did you bring my stuff?”

“Of course I didn’t bring your stuff. If you think I’m going to allow this, you’re nuts. Aside from the practicalities here, aside from the fact that it’s basically, um, impossible, you are graduating in two and a half months. Your birthday is in five days. I had a whole surprise bowling and picn—”

“Exactly.”

“What do you mean, ‘exactly’?”

She didn’t want to have to play hardball, but here goes. “In five days, I’ll be eighteen. There’s no more allowing. I’ll officially be an adult.”

Gina’s exhale is a freight train barreling through a tunnel. Her face turns red. She throws her hands up, paces to the bathroom and back.

Malcolm is putting his dress shoes back on. Tying the thin grown-man laces. He hates conflict. She’s surprised the shoes even fit. He only wore them twice that she can remember. Once to the wedding of Patrick O’Brien to Angie Morelli, her mother’s oldest friend. Angie helped get Gina the paralegal job at O’Brien and Bello’s Attorneys-at-Law. Malcolm also wore the shoes—

Stop!

“Excuse me,” Malcolm says.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Gina says.

“I forgot something in the car.”

“It’s dark out there. It’s eleven thirty! We’re in Renton.”

He’s got Gina’s keys in his hand. Annabelle once let him drive the car in the empty high school parking lot. She hopes he doesn’t try to make a run for it, too. “I’ll be right back. You can watch me from here,” he tells Gina.

“Be careful,” she says.

Gina doesn’t even keep an eye on Malcolm out the window, though. She has more than she can handle right here. The two of them, Annabelle and her mom, face off. “I know you don’t understand. . . .” Annabelle tries.

“It’s not that I don’t understand. Of course I understand. It’s just . . . We don’t know anything about this! Do you even know what you’re saying? There are mountains. Trucks. Miles and miles! Rain, summer heat coming. What’re you going to do, sleep on the road? Oh my God. I can’t even think about it. You, a young woman alone? You can’t do that! And you’re not ready for that kind of distance! You’re talking, what, a half marathon every single day? Do you have any idea what that would do to your body? And if you ran slower, well, you can’t be gone that long, in case you forgot.”

“Like I could forget? And a guy in Oregon just did it in four months. Coach Kwan told us about it. We followed his blog. I know more about it than you think. And I am ready. Ready enough. After the marathons, halfs are easy!” This is a lie. They aren’t easy. But they may be doable. “I ran eleven miles here, and I feel great. I’ve done the math. If I push a little, go sixteen a day—”

“What about money? What about graduation? What about Seth Greggory? You can’t just take off. September twenty-second, Annabelle.”

“I know. Do you think I don’t know? The date is burned into my brain.”

“Avoidance! PTSD symptom! This is just a momentary panic like Dr.—”

“I have more than enough credits to graduate already. I have more than enough money.”

“College money!”

“How do we know if I’m even going to use it? Dr. Mann also says I put too much pressure on myself. Maybe I—”

“And this isn’t pressure? This isn’t changing one kind of pressure for another kind of pressure? Frying pan into the fire. Frying pan into the blazing forest fire!”

She may have a point.

“And what do you hope to even get out of this, huh? What happens when you get there? You just knock on some senator’s door?”

“I haven’t figured that part out yet.” Annabelle pictures Dr. Mann, sitting in her office with the painting of the red and yellow mountains behind her. She has soft auburn hair cut short, a calm voice, and patient eyes that crinkle when she laughs. She wears looped scarves and the room smells like vanilla. There’s a box of Kleenex and a little clock next to the couch where Annabelle sits, but Dr. Mann sits back in her chair as if she has all the time in the world. She listens. She says things like, You don’t have to have all the answers at once. You can get more information. You can figure it out day by day.

Gina walks to the window, stares out. She folds her arms. “What is that even going to do? Huh? Really. Say you walk into the senator’s office. Say you actually talk to a giant room of politicians. How does that change anything?” When Gina turns around, her eyes are teary. God damn it. God damn it! Annabelle can see once again what this has done to her mother, too. She’s aged in the last year. She looks tired. Her sweater droops because she’s lost weight.

“It’s something. Something is better than nothing,” Annabelle says. Or tries to say. Her voice cracks and wobbles.

Gina shakes her head. “Oh, honey.”

“Mom,” Annabelle pleads.

Malcolm is back. He has a fat backpack, which he sets on the bed and unzips. Inside, there are two sets of her lightest nylon track clothes, her Camel hydration pack, her handheld water bottle, and her thin rain jacket. Underwear. Socks. Her small medical kit. Her phone charger. Toothpaste, toothbrush. The knee-length Batman T-shirt she sleeps in. A Ziploc bag with a fat bunch of money in it and a credit card. He applied for that card to start building credit, as Money magazine had advised. Annabelle gave him that subscription when it was on his Christmas list last year.

“Here,” he says. He hands her a brown bag. Inside, there are two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches packed tight in plastic wrap, an apple, slices of cheese, a few cookies, and a mostly full bottle of Gatorade. “You must be hungry.”

Annabelle can’t speak now. Her throat has tightened. She might cry.

“Also this,” Malcolm says. Several pages of paper, stapled together. “A route. Google Maps. Cross-referenced with the one Jason Dell from Oregon did. I got it from your cross-country binder.”

“Oh, butthead,” Annabelle says very softly. It’s an expression of love. It’s her all-purpose name for him, yelled in fury, tickled in affection.

“No,” Gina says. “No, no, no, no.”

“Wait. These.” Malcolm reaches into the backpack again. He sets her new pair of running shoes on top of the other stuff.

Annabelle can barely get the words out. “Thank you.”

“We’ll figure it out day by day.” There’d been several family sessions with Dr. Mann, too. Malcolm sat quietly, picking at his fingernails, but he’d been listening.

Gina starts to cry. A noisy cry. Malcolm claps his hands dramatically over his ears. Annabelle claps her hands dramatically over hers.

“God damn it, you two! Stop making fun of me.”

“Stop making fun of me,” Malcolm makes fun in a Gina voice.

“We’ll stay here with you, Annabelle, until we get past what you’re feeling right now. We aren’t going anywhere,” Gina says as she retrieves a wad of TP from the bathroom and blows her nose.

“Mom, no,” Malcolm says. “I’ve got to go to bed. I’ve got a math test tomorrow.” And then to Annabelle, “Give me everything from your bag that you don’t need. Tomorrow, run to the red circle on the map, and we’ll reconvene.” He’s gone from weary businessman to CIA operative.

“Okay, bud,” Annabelle says. “Thanks.”

Gina is shoving the stuff back in her purse. “I hate it when you guys gang up. I hate it. We are doing this tonight only.”

Malcolm’s and Annabelle’s eyes meet and have a conversation. In that split second, stuff is decided, a vow is made. Well, vows are often made without having enough good information.

Annabelle stands at the window and watches the arc of headlights as her mom and her brother leave the Best Western parking lot. She is less anxious than she’d have imagined, here alone in this room. Her anxiety is a quiet hum and not the heavy-metal band you’d expect, given her current plan, and given the future that awaits her. She sits at the edge of the bed, eats her sandwiches, and watches Nova. Planets spin and stars explode.

This is how it begins.
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Under the big aluminum domes—a bounty. There are fluffy mounds of scrambled eggs, shiny sausage links, a bacon extravaganza. Annabelle wraps up a few bagels and muffins in napkins and puts them in her backpack. She learned this trick from Grandpa Ed, who always makes her put the extra rolls in her purse when they go out to eat. There is an array of sliced fruit laid out like a sunrise. Orange slices go in her pack, too. There are little boxes of cereal and jars of granola.

The abundance makes her feel hopeful, and so does her charged phone, and the pink-yellow light of morning. She thinks: It’s going to be a beautiful day. Annabelle has not had that thought for almost a year now. She realizes that there have been other days when the pink-yellow light of morning made everything look hopeful, but not to her. She despised those days for their wrongness. Now, even a parking lot and out-of-state license plates and strip malls in the distance wink with hope. She feels the slightest opening inside of herself. She allows a little light in. This sounds like a religious card, but she doesn’t care.

Annabelle stretches. Legs up, legs out. Bend down; reach. She’s not as sore as she thought she’d be after yesterday. She feels great, actually. It’s like she already left something behind. Not it all, of course, she knows better than that. That is something that will never happen, her whole life long. Just something. One tiny piece, which is a large enough event to occur, given her circumstances.

She takes a big gulp of misty March loveliness. The air is deliciously damp. Annabelle spots the arrowheads of bulbs poking up in the landscaping. A Renton squirrel scurries up the gate of the motel swimming pool, closed for the season. Spring, renewal, life! Sure, this—this expansiveness—has something to do with the recent joy of consuming bacon (she shouldn’t have had that much salt), but it’s also from the road ahead. The road ahead. Is this where the magic is? That she is, for once, not looking behind?

She is still in front of the Best Western, where it is very easy to be optimistic.

In fact, after this moment, she won’t be this optimistic for a long, long time.

•  •  •

The slap-sound of her feet on pavement is familiar. Even way back when That Bastard Father Anthony lived with them, when she was just a kid, Annabelle would run circles in their backyard as he timed her with the stopwatch he kept in his gym bag. In elementary school, she raced around at recess, and it was all about speed, how fast she could go, the feel of her ponytail flying out behind her. Later, in junior high, after her father left and her name went from Annabelle Agnelli-Manutto to just Annabelle Agnelli, there were a lot of things to run from. Money problems; Malcolm in that bad spell where he peed his bed; Dad driving to the house to pick them up, and then driving away again after he and Gina argued. Dad spending less and less time with them, and how this hurt but was also somehow easier.

Annabelle started counting things then—ceiling tiles, sidewalk squares, and consonants in words. Steps. Strides. She went from speed to distance. Back in junior high, she learned that the long-distance run, tiring herself out, soothing herself with the rhythm of pace, helped the anxiety. It was like driving a screaming baby around in a car.

Back then, a three-mile cross-country event was huge. It still is—in high school, she made state. But after cross-country season ended in early November, she also just ran for herself the rest of the year. To stay in shape, but also for the nature-connectedness-science-y beauty all around outside and for the overachiever challenge of distance. Half marathons. Two marathons, just before her life went up in flames. And after it did, weeks after, when she could finally get up out of bed again, she put on her shoes. She went outside and ran. She ran until she was exhausted. She ran fast enough to blur the scenery in her mind.

When she did this, she discovered another trick. If she goes far and runs hard enough, her body hurts. She’d done this week after week even before now. Inflicting pain on herself. Punishment. That sounds a little sicko, but too bad. It is what it is. She wishes the punishment were more brutal, even though it’s pretty bad already and, thanks to Seth Greggory, about to get worse. Along with the punishment, she’s also doing the thing she most wants to do: flee.

Now, on this first day of her long journey, she is running along Lake Washington Boulevard again, but this time on the east side of the lake. The lake is pink-tinged with morning, and she can see the freeway beyond, and the cars lining up in their commute. School starts in just over an hour. Her seats will sit empty. People will wonder. People will worry. People will become uneasy. She shouldn’t even be in school anyway. Why they let her come back is beyond her. Every day, she makes people uneasy. They look at her like she’s got a bomb strapped to her chest.

To the east, straight through those hills packed with evergreens, is her destination for the day: Preston, Washington. The route ahead is filled with enticing Westward Ho! names: the Coal Mines Trail, the Bullitt Fireplace Trail, the Rainier Trail. Honestly, it looks a little dark out that way. It looks ominous, like the deep forests of fairy tales. Fear crawls up her spine.

You will not be weak, she tells herself. You will not think about Seth Greggory and the future. You will not imagine jails and handcuffs. The lecture evolves into a list of commandments: You will not count all the miles that are left. You will not be terrified. You will not let The Taker take over every silent moment in your head. That is not him, in that car. That is not you, getting out—

Stop!

There is a large building next to her. RENTON BIBLE CHURCH, the sign reads. CHURCH PARKING ONLY! VIOLATORS WILL BE BAPTIZED! She needs to pay attention. She is suddenly seeing problem number one: navigation. She doesn’t want to drain her phone battery, but she needs that GPS woman. They are about to have a very important relationship. She almost feels like she should apologize to her, for all the abuse she’s taken from her mother. This is one of Annabelle’s struggles, the sense that she must apologize and atone for other people’s actions.

“Let’s start fresh, you and me,” Annabelle says. “My mother isn’t exactly the most patient person in the world, so I’m sorry. She’s been horrible to you. I’ll do my best to be more respectful.”

“In one half mile, turn right onto Tenth Street,” the GPS woman says.

“I don’t even know who you are, and you’re going to be with me on the biggest trip of my life.”

The GPS woman is silent. She needs a name, for starters. As Annabelle heads for Tenth Street, she scrolls through some possibilities. Olive. Mrs. Cash. AJ. Big Rose.

“Loretta,” she says.

“Turn right onto Tenth Street.”

“Loretta it is, then.”

•  •  •

Somewhere just after the endless Highway 900, after a lunch stop for a bagel and water, Annabelle tackles the Coal Mines Trail, which parallels a railroad track before looping through a dark and fern-filled forest. She crosses a creepy wooden bridge. It is mossy-slick, and she has to watch her footing.

As she runs through the cool, dark woods, she begins to realize how alone she is. It feels dangerous, like the trees may start talking with gnarled wood mouths and reaching for her with twisted branch arms. She gets the creeps. It is alone-in-a-parking-garage fear, alone-on-an-empty-street fear, the kind of daily fear women are so familiar with that they forget how wrong that familiarity is. The damp path has splotchy parts. Mud smacks and dots her legs. And then: She’s out. She’s on Mountainside Drive and suddenly, shockingly, she grasps problem number two.

Hills.

Not just hills, but serious freaking inclines. And she is not unfamiliar with hills. Of course she’s run hills! But these are mountain foothills, which means they are the baby hills before she gets to the real deal of actual mountain passes. Already, as she makes her way up, she slows and leans forward, same as Mr. Giancarlo at Sunnyside Eldercare as he heads to the dining hall. Everything hurts. Her chest, her legs, her stomach. Probably this is also like Mr. Giancarlo at Sunnyside Eldercare, though he never complained. All Mr. Giancarlo used to say was Get that woman out of my room. What woman? There was no woman. Mr. Giancarlo had ghosts haunting him, too.

Annabelle shuffles. She can’t go fast, or she’ll never make it. She’s in excellent shape, training for this even if she hadn’t realized it, but sixteen miles a day could kill her if she doesn’t pace herself. At home, her friends are already in fifth period. This is taking a long time, much longer than she ever imagined, which is likely going to be problem number three. Seth Greggory is not exactly going to wait.

Her phone buzzes and buzzes. Wow! Look how popular she is, now that she’s not there. Now that people don’t have to face her and manage their own weirdness and sorrow. Of course, it could just be Gina, checking on her every two seconds. She can’t stop to look. This is her first day, and if she stops to look at her phone, she may just stop, period.

She can hear the freeway alongside her, I-90, humming along. Parts of the road have blind curves that scare her. She hopes she doesn’t get flattened by a car before she even gets out of her own state. Man, people drive fast. Problems number five, six, seven, eight!

Finally, she sees it—a tiny town, if you can even call it a town. There’s a single street with shops: a True Value and a Subway and the Preston Tire Center. She’s been out here once for a cross-country meet, but nothing looks familiar. After all of this running, she’s maybe a forty-five-minute drive from home.

“Help me, Loretta.”

“In two miles, take a left on Alder.”

“You’re a real friend.”

•  •  •

Her destination: the Secret Garden B&B, forty-two bucks a night. She booked it that morning, and she’s supposed to call home the minute she gets there so that they can decide what to do next. Annabelle loved The Secret Garden when she was a kid. She can still remember when the robin helps Mary Lennox find the key to the gate. So, okay, her expectations were high for forty-two bucks a night, but blame Frances Hodgson Burnett. The small, sagging house in front of her has faded gingerbread trim. The porch needs painting. On it, there’s a cat food bowl with dried stuff in it, and drapey cobwebs up in the corners, and a fat spider that has zero fear of being evicted. The welcome mat says only LCOME. But Annabelle is too exhausted and mud-splattered to care. She rings the buzzer. Twelve years later, an old hippie woman with waist-length gray hair answers the door.

“Yes?”

“I’m Annabelle Agnelli? I called this morning?”

“Oh! I was expecting someone . . .” Less muddy? Less covered in sweat? Less burdened, less crouched and exhausted? Someone not about to burst into tears? Someone whose life isn’t essentially over? “Older. Someone older.”

Clearly, the proprietor of the Secret Garden has not read or watched the news in the last nine months. Then again, Annabelle Agnelli may be utterly unrecognizable right now, even to herself.

Problems number nine, ten, eleven! She was stupid to think she could patch this thing together; stupid to think there’d be nice motels and cheap B&Bs along the way. There will be long stretches of country without any motels in sight.

This is why people plan for months. Her mom was right—you don’t just take off. Jason Dell had a team that followed along in an RV. He had a logistics coordinator, a driver, and the critical emotional support he needed. He had medical supplies at the ready, the right clothing and equipment, and meals prepared for him, along with a supply of protein shakes, protein bars, water, and snacks providing the hydration and thousands of calories required to keep him going. In that RV, he could sleep the essential eleven hours a night wherever he was.
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