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CHAPTER ONE


Journal: When we were little, Cait and I would swish around in the bathtub pretending to be mermaids, then one time, out of the blue, Cait reached out and pinched me.

I splashed water in her face and said, “Ow! What did you do that for?”

She splashed back and said, “To see if it hurt.”

And I’m like, “Course it did. What’d you think?”

“No,” she said. “I mean, to see if it hurt ME.”

“Oh. So did it?”

“Yes.”

I nodded.

That’s about all anybody needs to know about being a twin.



IT’S THE FIRST DAY OF school my senior year, and I’ve got a headache so bad, it feels like every thought in my head puts a new crack in my skull. I swear I can hear it splitting. Did Mom get home last night—crack. How can I go back to school—everybody hates me now—crack. The accident, Caitlyn—a web of cracks travels over my skull and down my spine, then down along every bone in my body.

I stumble to the bathroom and pop a couple of Advil, then get dressed and go check on my mom. She’s lying across her bed like she walked into the room, fell over, and landed there. Alcohol sours the air. I take the wig out of her hand, pull the covers around her, and kiss her cheek. It’s like putting my lips on one of those flour-dusted buns you get at the grocery store.

In the kitchen I make a steaming cup of coffee then, unable to drink it, pour it onto my hand. The brown liquid pools, then runs off into the sink. The pain is immediate, and deep, but something in me releases, my shoulders relax, all the knots untangle in my stomach. I make a fist, holding in the heat, the steam, old blisters swelling, filling again with pus.

Twenty minutes later I’m driving my mom’s car along a narrow, tree-lined street till I come to the opening in a brick wall where the school sits, flat topped and squat, but sprawling this way and that, like a game of Scrabble. In front of the school, just before the student parking lot, stands a cluster of leaning crosses made from sticks stabbed into the ground. Piled around them lie soaked and dirty stuffed animals, and flowers, mostly dead, except for the fake ones. Old, laminated pictures of Coach Jory Wilson’s smarmy pink face are now curled, hanging loose from wooden slats.

News reporters lie in wait for me. They jump out of their trucks, cameras and mics ready as soon as I pull into the school parking lot.

“Scotlyn O’Doul! Scotlyn, over here. How does it feel to be back?” Another one calls to me, “Scotlyn, have you changed your story yet?”

I race past them, backpack covering my face, and hurry inside the building then, after catching my breath, shuffle along the hall toward the Prince’s office, feeling like someone’s dumped a shovelful of manure into my stomach. I pause outside the office. Taped to the wall in front of me is a disgustingly huge photograph of Coach Jory, and under it students have plastered sticky notes, things like “2 Great 2 B 4 Got 10,” and “RIP,” and “4ever in Our [image: black heart emoji] [image: black heart emoji] [image: black heart emoji].”

I swallow hard and knock on the open door.

Dr. Henry Mead, a hearty, slap-ya-on-the-back kinda guy—a prince of a guy, a prince of pals, answers. “Yeah? Come in.”

I step inside and there he is, turned away, leaning back in his flexible chair, hands clasped behind his head. He swings around to see who’s entered. “Miss O’Doul, glad you’re here.” His voice is robust. The guy belongs in a used car lot selling defective cars to teens. He rests his hands on a belly the size of a sedan and forces a smile. “It’s good to get started on the right foot. Take a load off.” He indicates the seat across the desk from him.

My legs are shaking, and my heart’s quivering like it’s searching for the beat. Head’s throbbing.

I sit, back straight, feet together, pack on the floor leaning against my leg. “Okay, well—I’m here early, just like you wanted.” I attempt a deep breath but don’t get very far before my breath shudders, and I stop.

“Good, good.” He leans back in his chair again, sets his elbows on the armrests, and presses the tips of his fingers together. “So, listen, kiddo, we’ve got our usual first day of school assembly this morning.”

“Uh-huh.” Sweat trickles down my sides.

“I don’t want you there.”

“Oh.”

“We have many things to go over that pertain to what happened last May, and what we want to avoid at all costs, Scotlyn, is drama. You get me?”

I nod. “No drama.”

He smiles, displaying his tobacco-stained teeth. “Exactly. No more girls versus boys, did he or didn’t he debates or”—he gives me air quotes—“ ‘me too’ movement parades through the halls. No one else has come forward and made any similar claims to yours, Scotlyn, right? It’s time to put it all behind us. You’re a senior now. It’s a new school year.”

I scooch forward in my seat. “So, you think I made it all up? That picture of Coach outside your door—I don’t think it belongs there.” I’m gripping the edges of my seat so hard, I think my fingers might break. A blister bursts, stings. The ooze runs between my fingers. I grab a tissue from a box on the Prince’s desk.

“Look, I’m sure you understand, Coach Jory wasn’t just the best and winningest high school coach in the whole country, he was a friend and a father figure to so many of the students who have passed through these halls.”

I shake my head, hug my arms, pinch them. “Dr. Mead, I get it, and I’m sorry.”

“Yes, well, we all are.”

“Yeah, but see, where’s Cait’s photo? People here loved her, too.” I blink several times. “I—I didn’t just lose my best friend; I lost my sister—my twin.”

He makes a face like he’s just tasted something nasty. “Well aware, Scotlyn. Well aware. However, your sister de-liberately crashed that car, killing Coach—”

“And herself.”

“And if you don’t mind my saying, some folks around here are still having a difficult time forgiving you for putting the blame—accusing him of—of—unspeakable—” He shakes his head, unable to go on, his cheeks now a deep plum color.

I bite my lip, taste blood. People around here will never forgive me for talking, for telling the truth.

After the accident, where my sister supposedly drove her car, with Coach Jory Wilson beside her, straight into a stone wall, police and news reporters questioned me. They wanted to know why it happened, why I didn’t alert my mother, or somebody, that this was coming. I must have had some inkling. “You twins were inseparable. They say you literally read each other’s minds.”

Really? I mean, really?

The news media had called her a depressive, mentally ill, and the police latched on to that. Yeah, she’d been weird lately, but, still, if she were suicidal, she wouldn’t have taken Coach with her, even if he did mess with her, and she wouldn’t have left me behind. Never.

The police wanted to know what I meant by “messed with.” Did I mean he raped her? They wanted the details—two red-faced police officers just daring me to say that the great Coach Jory Wilson raped her.

“Uh—yeah,” I said. “He did.”

Somehow that got leaked to the media, and the town, the whole country, went berserk.

Where’s the proof? He’s the great Coach Jory, never a harsh word said against him. How convenient for me to accuse him when he’s not here to defend himself. Lies, all lies.

“… But you’re going to have to expect, and accept, that there’s still going to be some harassment.”

The Prince is talking to me. Something about bullying.

I cross my arms. “Dr. Mead, our house was broken into. Someone poured gallons of red paint all over Cait’s and my bedroom, even our clothes were destroyed. They chopped up our furniture, wrote ‘His blood is on your hands’ on the walls. So, like, it’s going to be zero tolerance for bullying around here, except for me? I’m supposed to accept it?”

“That attack on your house happened last May, and off school property.” The Prince taps his fingers on his desk.

I shake my head.

“Listen, kiddo, things are still going to be a little volatile. That’s why the assembly. We’re going to try to nip this in the bud, but don’t go expecting some kind of personal bodyguard, right? You gotta keep your head down and let this whole disturbing thing blow over.”

He says this, and his upper lip curls. He blames me just as much as he blames Cait, or more, even—because I told. I lean forward, sliding to the edge of my seat, my mouth turned down so far it hurts. “Look, I didn’t kill him.” I say it again, trying to convince myself, to remind myself.

“I didn’t kill him, and I didn’t lie. Coach Jory raped my sister.”






CHAPTER TWO


Journal: Sixty miles! I plead temporary insanity.



EVERYONE’S AT THE ASSEMBLY. I’M in my home-room. A sack lunch and a magazine lie on the homeroom teacher’s desk. I open the bag—a soggy tomato sandwich, chips, and an apple. I take the magazine, UltraRunning, and walk down to a middle row of desks and sit.

With nothing else to do, I read the magazine cover to cover, lost in the stories of these crazy people running fifty miles, or a hundred, or even more, all at once, and awaken to people “accidentally” knocking their hips into my desk. I lift my head. Reid Reed’s large ruddy face is staring down at me. He’s my sister Cait’s ex-boyfriend. “Hey, sorry—uh, sorry about Cait and all.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

His dark bangs fall into his eyes. “It’s over now, so, you know, leave it alone, right?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means go home, Scottie. Nobody wants you here.”

“That’s really nice coming from you, Reid. If you’d been where you’d said you’d be, it never would have happened.”

Reid’s face goes white. He kicks my desk so hard, it rams into my legs, then he hauls himself to the back of the room.

I’m rubbing my legs and then it’s another “Go home, O’Doul” from Patrick Cain, wide receiver.

“Shut up, Cain. Don’t listen to him, Scottie,” Emma Smith says, and flops down in her chair.

“You suck, O’Doul,” Jermaine Washington barks as soon as he enters the room.

“You suck, dickhead. Leave her alone. God, I hate you guys.” Carrie Pope shoves him, and he shoves her back. Another girl hits him with her backpack, and someone else shouts, “Get outta here, O’Doul.”

It’s too much. I shouldn’t have come. I scramble to my feet, then Lissa, who hasn’t talked to me since the accident, sits in the seat in front of me, with Amber, her new bestie, according to WhatsApp, nabbing the seat across from me. I sit back down and ignore the scuffle still going on at the back. “Hey, Lissa.”

“Hey.” She keeps her back to me.

“You okay?”

Before she can answer, Amber grabs the magazine off my desk.

“Ultra running? You?” She laughs and glances at Lissa, who shrugs.

I try to grab it back, but Amber’s too quick. She holds it out of reach and waves it in the air.

“This can’t be yours.” She wears this mocking smirk that makes me want to twist her nose off her face.

“Well, it is.”

“Right, you run. Since when?” She squints at me.

“Come on, lay off her, Amber,” Nico says, taking a seat a couple of rows over.

Nico. My eyes tear up. Along with Lissa, he used to be Cait’s and my best and oldest friend.

“It’s a new year, okay?” he says. “Didn’t you hear anything at that assembly?”

“Yeah, come on, peace, everybody,” Lawanda Davis says, taking the seat behind me.

Before I can smile or say thanks, Patrick reaches across the aisle, grabs the magazine, and starts flipping through it. “My sister runs track,” he says. “Funny, never saw you at any of the meets.”

“Track?” I draw my head back. “What’s that, like, a few miles? I’m not interested in running around in circles for a couple of miles. I’m training to run sixty miles. I’m going to run the—the Hellgate 100K in the mountains.” Crap, what am I saying? I sound like Cait. I need to shut up.

“Hellgate? Sounds made up—liar.” Amber grabs the magazine out of Patrick’s hands and the cover rips.

“See for yourself. It’s actually sixty-six point six miles, right here in Virginia.” I try again to take back the magazine before it’s torn to shreds, but Amber holds it in the air away from me.

“Right, who cares.” Amber laughs and tosses the UltraRunning back to Patrick. “You’re not running it. The Poky Puppy, isn’t that your nickname?”

I squint at Lissa. She must have told Amber that. Only Lissa’s mother called us Poky Puppies, me and Cait.

Amber pokes my arm. “Poky. You don’t run, does she, Lissa?”

Lissa shrugs—again.

“So, I guess you signed up for Dr. Senda’s class, huh?” Amber smirks, like she’s got me.

“Yup,” I say, because I’m just that stupid. Me and my big mouth. I don’t even recognize myself. This is a total Caitlyn move, lying and bragging about things she knows nothing about. Now I’ll have to sign up for that class. Seniors get two weeks to change electives. So after homeroom, I’ll switch into Dr. Senda’s Exercise Physiology class. Along with the labs in his course, you have to run a 14K in October, a half-marathon in November, and a full marathon in February.

“Scottie, you need to be able to run a five K to even get in the class,” Lissa says, her voice soft, sad. She grimaces like she’s embarrassed for me. “Tryouts are on the track this afternoon.”

I shrug. “Yeah, no problem.”

Somebody coughs, the sound is low, deep, and we all turn our heads.

This dude glides into the room, looking like Jesus, with his long, wavy hair and beard, wearing an untucked white shirt, cream chinos, and lime-green running shoes—our homeroom teacher, Dr. Senda.

Everyone slips back into their seats. I quickly snatch the magazine out of Amber’s hands and flop down in my chair.

“Hey, what’s all this?”

Senda strides over to my desk, anxiety pulling at his mouth. He sees his magazine in my hands. His shoulders relax, color returns to his face.

“Scottie thinks she’s going to run a sixty-mile race,” Amber says, and laughs. “Marathon’s not long enough.”

“If Scottie says she’s going to do something, she does it,” Nico says.

I smile a thanks at him.

“Don’t defend her,” Patrick says.

The whole class is listening now.

Senda tilts his head, studies me, and I squirm in my seat.

“You’re an ultra runner, huh?”

I lift my chin. Caitlyn always said, “If you’re going to lie, go big, and go bold.” “Sure am,” I say, my voice strong, certain. “I’m training for the, uh, Hellgate Hundred K?” I pinch my arms, clear my throat.

Senda’s face lights up. “Hellgate, good for you. You got in, then?”

“Yeah, uh-huh.” I catch myself squirming again and stop. I hold my breath, instead.

“Then I’ll see you in my class, I hope.”

“Oh, she’ll be there,” Amber says. “She’s going to show us her running form on the track at tryouts this afternoon. Sixty miles. Right?”

I glare at Amber. “I’m in training. It’s not like I can run the whole sixty miles today.”

“Bet you can’t even run three,” Patrick says.

“She can die out there for all I care,” says a voice from the back of the room.

“Okay, enough.” Senda picks up the magazine, the cover ripped and barely holding on, and walks back to his desk with it.

So, yeah, sixty-six point six miles. You betcha.






CHAPTER THREE


Journal: I used to have friends. Where’d they all go? Cait? Where are they now?



THE DAY AFTER THE NEWS broke with my story, accusing Coach of rape, I was hiding out at home. I couldn’t go back to school, even to finish out the last couple of weeks. Our house was swarming with news vans and people shouting and carrying signs, or throwing stones at our house, and the police trying to control it all with megaphones.

Then Lissa called me.

“Oh my God! What have you done?” she said, before I’d even finished saying hello. “That’s my dad’s best friend you’ve accused. Coach even did that commercial with him, promoting Dad’s real estate business. Now people think he’s a rapist too, or that he at least knew about it.”

“Lissa, I had to—”

“The media’s over here wanting to get my dad’s side of the story, but we’ve got some lawyer in our living room who won’t let him defend himself. Scottie, why’d you say it?”

“Because it’s true.”

“My parents are ready to strangle you, or sue you, or something. You need to take it back. I’m scared, okay? There’s a lot of angry people over here.”

“You should try it at my house. I only told the truth, and we both know that Cait wouldn’t deliberately kill somebody. Why’s everybody so convinced of this?”

“Why do you think? It was her car, she was driving, there were no skid marks, so she didn’t try to stop, she just ran into that wall.”

“The police say the verdict is still out on all that. I think something weird must have happened. I mean, the whole thing’s creepy. Their phones and Cait’s backpack with her iPad are missing. What’s that about? And why were the two of them in a car together in the first place? And on Mud Lick Road. What’s out there besides a couple of farms?”

“Lots of people take exit eight A when they mean to take exit eight B.”

“Yeah, people from out of town.”

“Well, I don’t know, and I didn’t know about the missing phones.”

“Now you do. Anyway, why should he be the hero while Cait gets all the blame?”

“Because if she told you Coach raped her, she lied. You know her. She loved being the center of attention. Remember when she said y’all’s father was that English actor, Orlando Bloom, and that the proof was how much y’all looked like him?”

“That was more like wishful thinking. Nobody wishes they were raped. She came home the night of the rape in your clothes, Liss. Why?”

“She told me she and Reid had been playing video games, they got into a fight, and Reid spilled beer all over her. She didn’t want your mom to smell her reeking of alcohol. She said nothing about rape.”

“Then where are her clothes?”

“I don’t know, stuffed in that Hollywood tote bag of hers most likely. Look, I know Cait, and I know Coach, and you don’t have the truth here.”

“Uh—I think I know Cait a little bit better than you.”

“That’s the problem, you’re too close to her to see clearly.”

“And you’re too close to your dad to see clearly.”

Lissa gasped. “Are you accusing my dad of rape too now? Wow. We’re done here.”

“What? No, Lissa, of course not, I—” My phone beeped three times. Call ended.






CHAPTER FOUR


Journal: Running = Pain. So much pain. Like who would ever do that to themselves?



I’M ABOUT TO MAKE A total ass of myself. Why did I say I could run sixty miles? It’s drizzling, and so humid, our clothes cling to our bodies after just strolling out to the fields. We sidle down the slippery slope toward the track that lies beyond the playing fields, almost forgotten in the shadows of the mountains, the Appalachians and the Alleghenies, that surround our town.

Lissa and Amber are already warming up, doing little jogs and side stretches on the track. They look so alike from the back, tall and lean, matching bantu knots on their heads, and long, muscular legs. We always were so different, even in appearance, but we didn’t mind. Caitlyn and I are short, with short, muscular legs, not fat, but not runner slim, either. Definitely not sprinter material, and black hair, and skin so pale it shines with a blue cast in certain lights.

Nico is beside me, his right arm swinging awkwardly as he trots down the slope. Suddenly we’re friends again?

“So, are you going to tell me what’s going on with your arm?”

“Bad fall off the high bar. Luckily, I didn’t break my neck.”

“Oh—you okay?”

He shrugs and gallops down the steepest part of the slope, and I gallop with him. “So, guess what?” he says as we reach the bottom together. “I’ve signed up for this class too.”

“But what about gymnastics?”

We start across the fields toward the track.

“Out of the picture.”

“You mean—?”

He nods, slaps his right arm. “Pretty useless.”

“I don’t know what to say, Nico. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. Let’s just forget about it. Anyway, what about you? You serious about this running thing?”

I brush the hair out of my eyes, squeeze my hand into a fist, nails digging into blisters. “I guess so. Are you?”

“Yeah. This will be fun. A new challenge. But have you been doing any real running? Twelve laps doesn’t sound like much, but once you’re out there, if you’re competing, it’s a bitch, and Amber’s been telling everybody how you said you could beat them, like this is a race. They’re super fast. What was Lissa, sixth in the whole state last year?”

“Fourth,” I say. “And, yeah, I mean, no, I haven’t been exactly running, but this summer I walked my butt off on the trails all day. And I mean all day. I did anywhere from fifteen to twenty miles a day by the end.”

Nico’s eyes bug out. “Wow. That’s—excessive.”

I nod. “I needed to stay away from town—from people and all their hate, and, you know, deal with losing Cait. So, I went to the woods, and walked. It helped, some, and then I found that exhausting myself was the only way I could get any sleep at night, so the walks just got longer and longer.”

“Yeah, they did.” He shakes his head like he’s thinking, What kind of crazy is this?

“Anyway, I’m in really good shape; I’m just nowhere near as fast as Amber and Lissa.”

“You don’t have to prove anything, you know. Even as fit as you are, if you try to match their speed, you’ll die out there.”

“I know. No matter what Amber says, it’s not a race. We just have to prove fitness. I’m plenty fit enough.”

Officer Law, our school resource officer, and a bunch of kids, including Patrick Cain, are streaming down the hill behind us. I know they’re not all trying out for the class. They’ve come to watch me race against Amber and Lissa. “No drama,” the Prince had said. Does this count?

Senda’s back there too, making his way with the rest of them, dressed in shorts and a race T-shirt.

I’m sure as soon as I start running, he’ll know I lied, that I’m no ultra anything.

We arrive at the track. Lissa and Amber are dressed in running shorts, T-shirts, and fancy track shoes. I’m wearing tight jeans, the running shoes I wore all summer hiking, which now have a flapping left sole, and the wrong bra, but I make no excuses. I brought this on myself. Time to get it over with.

There are ten boys trying out, including Nico, and just me, Lissa, and Amber for the girls.

Senda calls us girls on the track first. Just before I line up, Nico stops me. “Here,” he says, and hands me something. “For good luck.”

It’s the tiny Wonder Woman Lego he bought the day the four of us, Lissa, Cait, Nico, and I, ran away, taking a bus to the Comicon in Richmond without telling our parents. We were ten years old.

“You can do it.” He squeezes my arm.

I smile and push the Lego into my back pocket. “Thanks.” I step onto the track and line up next to Lissa.

“You don’t have to do this,” she says with pity in her eyes.

“Oh yeah she does,” Amber says, lining up on the other side of me, crowding me.

“It’s okay, I’m good.” I take a deep breath, shake out my arms and legs. All I have to do is run twelve times around the track. That’s easy enough. It’s not supposed to be a race, anyway, no matter what Amber’s told everybody.

With about thirty-five onlookers gathered around him, Senda bellows, “On your mark,” and Lissa and Amber crouch into some kind of racing position. Maybe this is a race. My trembling legs and jiggity kneecaps scream, Run the other way, but I stand tall, stand my ground.

“Get set,” he says, and they raise their butts in the air, while all my muscles tense, threatening to cramp. “Go!” And they’re off at the speed of light. Stupid me, I race after them, pumping my short little legs, pushing to keep up, lap after lap, my jeans groaning, straining against my thighs. What am I doing? Slow down. Slow down. They’re getting away. I run harder, push harder to stay with them, and manage to keep pace with them for a mile before I feel my whole body tearing, ripping, lungs and calves burning. I’m going to explode. I imagine thick pieces of my flesh splatting onto the faces of everybody watching, cheering, jeering. You liar. No. Push. Push harder. Faster. Another lap and already I want it over with—need it over with. Why don’t I just stop, or slow down? But no, I keep going. I have to keep going. Do or die, Scottie. Do or die. I make it around one more lap—a mile and a half, run faster than I’ve ever run in my life. My mouth is dry. My stomach cramping, a knife stabs my side. My legs are pumping, pushing hard against the rubber track, but it’s like I’m running backward. I’m getting nowhere. The girls pull farther ahead, while I stumble, stagger. I’m falling behind. Come on. Don’t give up.

Senda stands on the edge of the track with the small crowd, he nods each time our eyes meet as I go around and around the oval. He holds his fist up, encouraging me. I push on, push harder, my feet burn, knees buckle, as I complete the second mile. They’re at least a quarter of a lap ahead of me now, but still I push on. My mouth has pulled back into some kind of death grimace, and I’m making weird gasping-wheezing sounds that grow louder as I make my way around the track into the third mile. Kids laugh when I pass, then cheer for Lissa as she leads the way. Entering the final lap, I take the first curve as fast as I dare, and snap! The sole of my shoe tucks all the way under, and breaks, and I go flying, slamming hard onto the rubber track, knees and chest first, then face. My nose cracks, chin scrapes, and finally hands and shoulders make contact. Pants or muscles rip, I don’t know which. What have I torn? My face is bleeding. Lots of blood. More laughter, shouts of encouragement for Lissa and Amber.

Officer Law steps onto the track, but Senda holds her back. I grit my teeth and spring to my feet again, kicking off my shoes. I run like there’s someone chasing me, like I’m deep in the woods, monsters all around. Tears sting my eyes. The rough rubber track tears at my feet. Lissa, then Amber, finish, with arms raised, and shouts of victory surrounding them, while I’ve still got three-quarters of a lap to go. People jeer. “Serves you right.” “Loser.” “Said she could beat ’em. Not even close.” “Liar. Just like Cait.”

Senda gives them a warning.

I press on, don’t let their words touch me, don’t slow down, even though I’m the only one on the track now, even though it doesn’t matter, even though everybody now thinks the challenge was a race I claimed I would win, and I’ve lost it. I charge forward, snot, and blood, and tears running down my face.

Nico calls out, “You’ve got this.”

Got what? What do I have? What do I have? Nothing. I’ve got nothing. Caitlyn, look at me now. I run harder, push forward, pump my arms faster. I run until I return to where we started, to where Senda, Nico, Lissa, and all the others are waiting for me. Most of them are laughing at me, happy that I’m hurting, but so what? I ran the damn 5K. I finished the damn 5K. I did it. And I’ll never do it again.






CHAPTER FIVE


Journal: It’s funny where I find relief these days: in a cup of coffee, the woods, Hallmark Christmas movies. Mom has found her relief too. In a bottle. We’re strangers now, to each other, and ourselves.



I ARRIVE HOME AFTER SCHOOL—ALONE. I’ve gone my whole life with my twin beside me. It’s not something I ever had to think about. She was always there. We entered and left the house together.

“Scottie, is that you?”

Mom’s voice is groggy. My heart sinks. She’s an art professor at the university, but she’s been on unpaid hardship leave since the accident. Like me, she was supposed to start back to school today. We’re running out of money. We need her paycheck.

I go upstairs to her bedroom and stand just inside her door. “Hey.”

She opens one eye, and I turn my head, so she doesn’t see all the bandages on my face.

“Did you even teach today?”

“Of—of course.”

“Really?”

Mom closes her eye, nods. “Just like we agreed.”

“Sober?”

“Scottie, of course.”

“Doesn’t smell like it.” Mom’s empty whiskey glass sits on her bedside table. I pick it up and sniff. She took up drinking in a big way last June after the shock of losing Cait, and the break-in made a bunch of her hair fall out. She’s been going downhill ever since.

“That’s from last night,” she says, struggling to sit up. “I was out so late, I had to get back in the bed.”

“So, what then, are you and that Mac guy serious? Mr. Hippie History Professor? Almost as soon as he steps in the house, you turn him around, and y’all go speeding off in that Mustang of his like there’s someplace you’ve gotta be. Then all you ever say is you’re just driving around talking. More like drinking than talking, if you ask me.”

Mom turns her head and I take a step back. “Scottie, be nice.”

“I miss you, Mom.”

“Sweetheart, I’m here.” She rubs her hands over her face.

“Barely. Don’t go out tonight, please?”

Mom throws the covers back, and I duck out of view. She groans and moves toward the door. “Gotta go to the bathroom,” she says. “I already promised Mac I’d go to his lecture. It’s in C’ville. Tomorrow night it’ll be just us girls, though, okay?”

“Sure.” I back away, let her pass, then head down to the kitchen for a snack.

A few minutes later Mom shuffles in, hugging herself, dressed in jeans and one of Mac’s old denim shirts, which she came home wearing a few nights ago. She leans her hands on the kitchen table, then eases herself into her seat.

“You haven’t even asked me, Mom.”

“Asked you what?”

“Never mind.” I grab the pitcher of tea out of the fridge, holding it mostly from the bottom, its coldness soothing to my blisters, and pour us both a glass. “It’s just—remember when you used to care about our first day of school? New clothes, going out to dinner—all that?”

“Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry. So how was it? Anyone give you any trouble?”

“Yeah, fine. No probs.” I turn around, carry our glasses to the table.

“Scotlyn, your face.”

“Mom.”

“Who did this to you? Who did this?” She jumps to her feet then winces and grabs her head.

“Mom.”

“I’m going down there right this minute.”

“Mom, stop. I fell. I just fell. I’m fine. It looks worse than it is.” I try to hide a smile. She can’t totally have forgotten me if she’s this upset.

She brushes my cheek with her hand. Her fingers are cold. “What happened to your nose?”

“I fell on it.” I push past her and grab the pitcher off the counter. She follows me, so when I turn around, she’s right there in my face.

“How did you fall?”

“I was running. I ran, no, raced, three miles around the track. My stupid shoe broke, and I fell.” I lift my foot to show her the missing half sole. “That’s all.”

“That’s all? You’re all beat up. And look at those jeans.” She leans over, stares at the rips. “You’ve cut your knees, too.”

I wait while she examines me, smiling over the top of her head.

When she’s finished peering through the knee holes, I set the pitcher on the table and have a seat, tucking my legs out of sight. I down my tea in one gulp, then pour myself some more.

“So, this race, Mom, I want to tell you about it.”

“Oh?” Mom sits across from me. She looks like an anxious ostrich with her bitsy wisps of hair sticking up on her head, eyes blinking.

“What? What happened?”

“No. It’s okay, actually. I mean, I was terrible, compared to speedy Lissa and Amber, but—”

“Was this for phys ed?”

I shake my head, gulp more tea. “Exercise Physiology, or X-Fizz, as everybody calls it. We have to do some running in it. Anyway, they sort of challenged me to race them in this five K. It’s my own fault. We were—we were talking about running, and it was nice to talk about something other than—you know, all that other…. So, I made some stupid remark about how I could run a hundred K.”

“A hundred K? How many—”

“Sixty.”

Mom makes a face, half angry, half worried, or unbelieving. Like maybe she’s thinking, Who are you?

“Yeah, it was stupid.” I laugh, trying to lighten the tone. “Anyway, they challenged me. But what I want to tell you is that when it was over, everybody was giving it to me. ‘Knew you couldn’t run. Tripping all over yourself. You’ll never be able to run a hundred K. You’re such a liar.’ Stuff like that, you know?”

“Oh, really?” Mom reaches across the table, then stops, pulls back. “That has to hurt.”

“Yeah, it does, but at the end of the race, see, I’m hanging my head, thinking what an ass I made of myself, but then Senda… oh, wait. Did I tell you about Senda?”

“Senda?”

Mom shakes her head, then rubs it, like I’m causing her pain.

“New science teacher. From Japan—moved here with his grandparents when he was eight years old.”

Mom nods. “Okay. What about him?”

“So, he looks around at everybody gathered there and he says, ‘Well, actually, Scotlyn is the perfect type for ultra running.’ You know, Mom, running longer than marathon distance? He said, ‘Look at her.’ And they all looked at me and I’m standing there with blood and snot and crap all over me. I didn’t know what he was talking about.”

Mom shakes her head, takes a sip of tea.

“Then he says, ‘If you’re going to run a hundred K, it’s going to hurt. You’re going to have to push through more pain and fatigue than you can ever imagine. I think Miss O’Doul here proved herself quite honorably today. Well done. Well done, indeed.’ Then he gives me a fist bump. I mean, how great is that?”

“Great, I suppose,” Mom says, gazing out the kitchen window with a vague expression on her face.

I don’t tell Mom everything about that run. The real surprise came after the run. At first, I felt so beat up and sick, I threw up the bit of lunch I’d managed to get down me that afternoon. I swore to myself never, ever, would I run another step for the rest of my life. Then, later, after the nurse cleaned me up, I noticed something. My head had stopped hurting. The throbbing was gone. It felt like this space had opened in my head, my chest, this clearing out, cleaning out, of everything, leaving me feeling fresh, and light—lighthearted, even. I could breathe freely, easily, for the first time in months. The feeling lasts all afternoon, through dinner, through doing my homework, and into the late night, so that even now as I lie in bed, I’m exhausted yet energized. The lights are off. The door is closed, the curtains drawn, and I feel as if I’m lying on my back in the middle of a field, staring up at the stars, watching them twinkle, a gentle breeze blowing over me, and for this brief time I can pretend that bad day, that really bad day, and all that’s happened since, never happened.






CHAPTER SIX


Journal: I swear, what’s the point of even getting out of bed?



FORGET IT. LIFE SUCKS.

The news media is out in full force this morning. They’re not allowed in the building, but once again they swarm me the second they spot me climbing out of the car.

“How was your first day back at school?”

“Any change in your story?”

“Why’d she really do it?”

“Do you have any friends left after what happened?”

“What happened to your face?”

I push through the crowd as best as I can. Officer Law is waiting for me just inside the building. She scans my pack, then I scurry through the hall, past the large grinning photo of Coach Jory outside the Prince’s office, past the first row of lockers, holding my head down, face red hot. Everybody’s watching me, nudging one another, videoing me, as I make my way to my locker.

The hall smells like poop. Or maybe I do. Maybe that’s what they’re laughing at. I must have stepped in some on the way in, but ain’t no way I’m checking to see. I won’t give them the satisfaction. I work my locker combination, tears welling, then yank open the door, and surprise, there’s this huge mound of dog shit waiting for me on the floor of the locker.

Everybody’s laughing. Even though I’m blocking their view, they know. They all know. They move in closer to get a good shot of me for Snapchat.

I keep my cool. Say nothing. The back cover of my notebook looks like a sturdy-enough shit shoveler, so I tear it off, shove it under the pile, ease it out of my locker, and slowly, carefully, unemotionally, walk toward the trash can. Before I can get there, some guy rushes forward and pushes the load into my chest. The cardboard stays mashed to my body for a few seconds before dropping off with half the load still attached. It lands, shit-side down, on my sandaled feet. More laughter. Second day back at school is over before it even begins.






CHAPTER SEVEN


Journal: “We’ve all got to calm down around here”? Really? Tell that to the other inmates, why don’t you?



SO, MORNING OF DAY THREE, I’m back in the Prince’s office, standing, arms folded, in front of his desk.

“Look, kiddo, what did I say about drama?” He leans back in his chair, the springs groaning under his weight.

“You didn’t want any.”

“Yet you chose to leave campus yesterday without notifying anybody?”

“I didn’t think—”

“No, you didn’t. We had the school on high alert while we searched the whole building for you. We didn’t know if you’d been hurt or were in some kind of trouble. It wasn’t until Carrie Pope said she saw you leaving that we knew you’d gone home. From now on, when you enter or exit this building, you come di-rectly to me and let me know. Understood?”

I nod. “I was covered in dog sh—poop. I just wanted to get home and clean up. I’m sorry.”

“Look, kiddo.” The Prince leans forward. “If you’re in trouble—if you’re getting bullied, come to me for that, too. Don’t try to handle it on your own, okay? Now, are you seeing somebody?”

“Huh?” My mind shoots immediately to Nico. My face grows hot.

“You seeing a therapist, like Dr. Hall?”

Ah, Dr. “Call Me Shaquille” Hall, school psychologist. Yeah—no.

“I’m seeing someone else,” I say.

“You like him?”

“It’s a she, and yeah, I guess so. I’m supposed to keep a journal of positive thoughts.” I shrug; my face gets hot again. I press my thumb against a blister.

He smiles. “Of course, you’re one of our writers, aren’t you?” He points at me. “You write mysteries. You had a good one in our last edition of Fine Lines. I remember.”

I raise my brows, nod. I’ve been writing mystery stories and keeping a journal since I was eight, but all that was destroyed in the break-in, so I’m starting over. Not with mysteries or happy little positive thoughts. No, I’m writing about my life as I’m living it, all of it—the good, the bad, and the ugly.

The Prince stands and stretches, his belly straining the buttons on his shirt. He comes around the desk and walks toward the door with me. “Glad you’re seeing someone, kiddo. Now, we’ve all got to calm down around here, and it has to start with you. Capisce?”

“Sure.”

“Good. Good. Now, I don’t want to have to see you in here again.”

Come to him if I’m in trouble, but don’t come to him. Got it.






CHAPTER EIGHT


Journal: This guy gets me.



EVERY DAY I BRING A sandwich for Dr. Senda, but it’s only on the fourth day that I actually make it to homeroom again and can give it to him. I wait until the period ends, and students are leaving the room, before I go up to his desk and hand him the sandwich.

“Um, I made this for you. It’s hummus and avocados? I—I looked at your lunch the other day—tomato sandwich? It looked a little—sad.”

He tilts his head, holds the sandwich out, and I’m not sure if he’s trying to give it back or just listening to my explanation.

“On the first day of school? I took a peek. Sorry. I don’t know why I…” My voice trails off.

He sets the sandwich on the desk. “Thanks. I look forward to eating it, and I appreciate your honesty—about looking in the bag. It did look sad. My wife was out of town. She’s the better cook in our family.” He smiles. He’s got crooked bottom teeth. An unmatched set, because the top teeth are perfectly straight and white.

I turn to leave, then turn back. “Um, I was wondering—did you mean what you said? I mean—about me making a good ultra runner, or was that just—”

“No. No! You’ve got guts, determination, even without the run I could have told you that.”

I shrug, shake my head. “How?”

“You’re here, aren’t you? I can’t imagine what you’re going through, and yet you’re here. You come to school every day and try. That takes guts.”

I smile and glance out the window—another rainy day.

Senda pushes back in his chair and leans forward, rifles through the messenger bag he carries around with him everywhere. “I brought these for you.” He sets several copies of UltraRunning magazine on his desk. “Thought you might want to take them home and look them over. You can have them. They’re old copies.”

“Thank you. I’d love to.”

A good day. It’s the kind of day my therapist wants me to put in my journal. Even though someone smashed a raw egg on my head, people kept smirking and asking me how my hundred K training was going, and I had to run from a couple of reporters waiting for me after school. It was a really good day.
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