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PROLOGUE

She’s standing in the silence of the woods, in the milky night with the moon obscured behind dark clouds.

Go back and get your things and leave, now, the voice says, words ricocheting around her, whipping up through the air.

And then she hears something break the silence of the night—something real, not in her head, for as much as she can tell the two apart: the snap of wood, as if beneath a foot.

She whips in the direction of the noise, to the west of the house, somewhere within the trees. “Who’s out there?” she calls, a yell into the absorbing wall of green. “I’m coming after you. I’m not afraid of you!”

There is no mistaking it then, the sound that follows—definite footsteps, disappearing deep into the woods.

She takes one last look back at the house, full dark.

Then she turns in the direction of the noise and takes off at a run, into the depths.
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“Meredith. Meredith. Miss Bloom. Are we boring you, Miss Bloom?”

Harlow stays slumped over her desk, chin propped up on one hand, eyes glazed.

Somewhere beneath the hum of her brain she registers words, noise, but she doesn’t actually hear anything. Not until the girl next to her kicks her worn-down Docs against the leg of the desk and Harlow’s hand slips from beneath her, jolting her awake. Only then does she become aware of Mr. Thompson at the front of the class, staring at her expectantly.

“Well, Miss Bloom?”

The girl to her left hides behind her hand and mouths something. Just say no.

Harlow reaches to tug at hair that is no longer there. She keeps forgetting about the clippers she took to it almost a month ago now, her soft dark curls falling around her, drifting through the bathroom air like dandelion seeds. “No,” she says, like her accomplice told her to. And then, because she has learned that men like Mr. Thompson, with their power trips and overinflated egos, really only want one thing, she makes her voice small and adds, “Sorry, Mr. Thompson.”

The teacher raises one eyebrow, a look Harlow imagines he’s practiced in the mirror of his studio apartment a thousand times, modeling it with his carefully rumpled shirts and skinny ties. He probably tells women in bars that he teaches high school English and waits for them to sigh. Teachers are so amazing. You’re, like, so important to those kids. He probably saves the other part for later, when they’re all three pretentious cocktails deep: I teach, but I’m a writer, too. A poet, really. He probably takes those women home and pretends not to notice their college IDs in their tiny bags.

Up front now Mr. Thompson still watches her like he’s so disappointed. “Try to stay awake in my class, Miss Bloom.”

Harlow nods, keeps nodding as he goes back to the board, starts running through whatever chapter they were supposed to read this week. It’s been a long time since she forgot her name.

She can’t do that. She has to remember that here, in this classroom, in this town, in this particular time, she is Meredith Bloom, new girl, quiet girl, inconspicuous girl. She is not Harlow Ford, whoever that really is.

When class ends, she packs up fast, senses the girl with the beat-up Docs hovering. Really Harlow should say thanks, but she doesn’t have the energy. She picked out the kids she would target on her first day here, and this girl wasn’t one of them. No: Harlow had seen three girls laughing at something on a phone as they sat on the wall by the parking lot, all wearing short skirts in some kind of pastel, but with tights that meant they weren’t technically breaking dress code, and decided she could be one of them. It’s important, she’s learned, to ingratiate yourself with somebody. Give yourself a layer of protection. Most people would think the way to stay unnoticed, out of trouble, would be to keep your head down and not talk to anyone. But people notice a loner way more than they notice a girl who quickly becomes just another body in the halls, another clone.

As soon as the bell rings, Harlow is out and weaving through the crowded hallway, heading in the opposite direction of her math class. Her powder-blue Mary Janes pinch as she takes the stairs toward the drama department, and she shouldn’t be skipping class, not really, it goes against her rules, but she also can’t have another moment like the one she just had. I need a minute, she tells herself as she pushes through the heavy door that marks the shift between the new part of the school building and the old, the air instantly cooler as she turns left toward the music rooms. Get it together, Meredith, Meredith, Meredith.

Harlow slips inside the last practice room and turns the lock behind her. All the practice rooms lock from the inside, sealing to keep them as soundproof as possible, to mask the noise of a dozen different instruments being played simultaneously. She crouches to unbuckle her shoes and kicks them off, standing in knee-high socks.

That’s the kind of girl Meredith Bloom is. She wears kitschy, shiny shoes, pleated skirts, plastic pieces of fruit as earrings. She waits for her friends—Sam and Elle and June—outside the cafeteria at lunch. She laughs at her friends’ stories, takes selfies with them in the mint-green bathrooms, listens to them talk about the boys they want to kiss but don’t want to sleep with. She tells them about the boys she wants to kiss, the boyfriend she left behind at her old school in her old town. Meredith Bloom is definitely not a lesbian. Meredith Bloom is not on the run. Meredith Bloom is a nice, normal girl, with a nice, normal family, a mom and a dad who goes on a lot of business trips and an older sister away at college.

Harlow smiles to herself. Nice, normal girl. Nice, normal life.

As fucking if.

She sits at the piano, pressing her socked feet on the pedals. She took lessons once, for three months when she was eleven. The lessons had to stop, though, like everything Harlow does stops, comes to an abrupt end when it’s time to run again.

Harlow plays fragments of the elementary pieces she learned back then, all that she can remember, and picks out the melodies of songs by sad girl singers who she likes to listen to when she falls asleep. She should be learning about parabolas right now, but this slow, aimless exploration is way more soothing than the drone of yet another teacher’s voice.

By the time the period ends and she has put her Mary Janes back on, Harlow is more awake, the dust of a chain of sleepless nights falling off her. When the bell rings, Meredith Bloom heads to the cafeteria to resume her life.



“Mom?”

Harlow closes the door to their latest apartment behind her, listening for movement. Habit.

Her mom appears out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, her dark curls hanging loose and heavy with water. “Hi. How was school?”

“Boring. Fine. Whatever.” Harlow drops her bag by the door and crosses into what they call the living room but is really just the half of the apartment where the kitchen isn’t. This isn’t one of the worse places they’ve lived, but it’s far from Harlow’s favorite, with its gray walls and faded rose-print carpet in the bedroom. The landlord didn’t ask for references, though, and accepts the rent in cash, which is all her mom really looks for.

Harlow throws herself onto the couch and closes her eyes. “What’s for dinner?”

“Hold on,” her mom says, her voice fading as Harlow hears her walking. She pictures her mom back in the bathroom, raking leave-in conditioner through her hair, and then moving into the smaller bedroom, picking out her favorite Friday-bar-shift outfit, sitting down at the tiny vanity to paint on smudged black eyeliner and three coats of mascara and scarlet lipstick. Cora Ford doesn’t have to change the way Harlow does, to fit in every new place. She finds a bar, a pub, a grimy club, and shows off how running the bar is nothing to her, how she can pour a perfect measure without looking and handle belligerent drunks without sacrificing her tip, and that’s it. Here in—where are they now? Oh yeah, Harlow thinks, Madigan—she’s assistant manager at a club that has fading grunge bands almost every night, where her silver jewelry and nose ring make her look like everybody else.

By the time Harlow hears her mom’s footsteps come near, she’s almost asleep. Only almost, though, and she opens her eyes to see her mom looking down at her. “Hi.”

“You look tired,” her mom says.

“I am tired,” Harlow says. “I feel sick.”

“Sick like what?” Her mom perches on the arm of the sofa. “Like you might throw up or like your bones ache?”

“I have a headache,” Harlow says, aware of the whiny tone of her voice. “And my throat hurts.”

Her mom lays a cool hand across Harlow’s forehead, a rare move. “Hmm,” she says. “You don’t feel warm. But maybe we should order pizza just in case. There’s ice cream in the freezer already. Mint chocolate chip,” she says before Harlow can even ask, laughing. “Would that fix you?”

“Maybe,” Harlow says, and sinks deeper into the couch cushions. Pizza and ice cream might be, like, the most basic comfort food choices, but it’s what her mom always gets for her when she says she feels sick.

She closes her eyes, and maybe it’s because she’s so tired, exhausted really, or maybe it’s the feel of her mom’s hand on her head, but she lets herself ask a question she wouldn’t usually dare. “What did your mom do for you when you got sick?”

Then her mom’s hand is no longer on her, and Harlow opens her eyes in time to see her mom jump up from the couch and move toward the door. “Actually, I really need to get going,” she says, making a show of checking her phone. “How about I leave you the money and you can order the pizza yourself?”

She grabs her bag and takes her wallet out, digging out enough bills for Harlow to pay and tossing them on the table. “I’ll be back later,” she says without looking at Harlow. “Make sure you lock the door. And save me a slice, okay?”

Then she’s gone, the door slamming behind her before Harlow can even process what just happened.

Harlow stays frozen, lying there on the couch, her cheeks burning with the embarrassment of thinking she could ask a question like that and get any kind of answer. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she thinks. She should know—no, she does know better than that. What did she think, that just because her mom put her hand on her forehead that meant she had suddenly become an entirely different person? That suddenly the parts of her mom that she keeps hidden, the pieces of her that Harlow can’t—has never been able to—reach would be right there for her to take?

“Stupid,” she says aloud this time, the word small in the emptiness of the apartment. There has always been this divide. Up on the surface her mom can be good—the kind who takes their kid’s temperature and makes sure there’s always the specific kind of ice cream they like in the freezer, just in case. But it’s what’s beneath that haunts Harlow. The way that Harlow doesn’t know what it is they’re running from, because her mom refuses to tell her, so Harlow long ago stopped asking. The way her mom shies away from Harlow’s touch, has never liked to be hugged or hold Harlow’s hand and jumps about a thousand feet if she’s surprised by a squeeze of her arm or something. How sometimes her mom can be sweet—a hand on the forehead, despite her discomfort—but sometimes she’s so far away, retreating to her bedroom, talking to herself in whispers that stop as soon as Harlow enters the room. Retreating as soon as Harlow asks a question she doesn’t want to touch.

Like she was ever going to answer.

Harlow sits up and orders the pizza anyway, because even if the moment is gone, she’s still starving. She waits for it to arrive, shoving the bills her mom left into the delivery guy’s hand, and then leaves the box on the table while she goes to her room. In there she strips out of Meredith Bloom and back to herself, scrubbing off her makeup and putting on black boxers and a black sweatshirt that used to belong to her mom, with some band Harlow doesn’t know on the front. She takes a Diet Coke and a Gatorade from the fridge, puts them on the low coffee table next to the food, and pulls the big forest-green blanket off the couch. Then she wraps herself up, sits on the floor, and eats a weed gummy she got in their last town as she puts on her favorite doctors-fucking-and-crying show. When the edible hits and the pizza is still warm and she feels relaxed for the first time since they got here, Harlow thinks she might actually cry.

But she doesn’t, only eats enough pizza until her teeth hurt from chewing and bats texts back and forth with Sam-Elle-June and even remembers to put the remains of the pizza on a plate for her mom, in the microwave with a note on the door that says I’m the best daughter ever, I know in her messy writing.

Then, mind blurry, Harlow crawls into bed and plummets into deep sleep.
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“Harlow. Harlow. Come on, wake up.”

One minute she is deep in a dream about headless carousel horses, and then Harlow snaps violently awake, clawing at the sheets as her heart thrums like a hummingbird. “What the fuck—”

Eyes gleam in the dark, and Harlow throws herself backward before she puts the face and the voice together, before she understands it’s her mom shaking her awake. “It’s okay,” Cora says, but the urgency in her voice tells Harlow it is anything but okay. “Come on. We have to go.”

“Go?” Go. Harlow wipes the back of her hand across her mouth, her lips dry and sticky, the inside of her mouth sour. Oh. Go.

There isn’t time for her to think. There never is. It doesn’t matter: they’ve done this so many times now that Harlow is an expert at packing without thinking too much.

“Ten minutes,” her mom says, still in the dark, and disappears down the hall.

Harlow slips out of bed, her feet landing soft on the old carpet, adrenaline pushing her to start moving and put on real clothes and begin packing her familiar black duffel bag. She has no idea what time it is, only that it must still be night because the light around the curtains is that Mars-dust shade of black sky and orange streetlights, and she can’t hear anything coming from the apartment on the other side of her bedroom wall.

She is used to this, so practiced in quickly dismantling what passes for a life. She collects everything important—birth control, old busted-but-usable laptop, the photo of her five-year-old self held in her mom’s arms, the last time she can remember being held—without even having to think about it. Throws it in the bag and piles her clothes on top, leaving behind the parts of her Meredith costume that she knows she’ll never wear again—those painful blue Mary Janes, the white tights. Goes to the bathroom and tosses in her makeup bag, her period cup, her toothbrush.

In seven minutes Harlow is standing by the door, ready to go, leather backpack over her shoulder and duffel bag gripped with both hands. She watches as her mom finishes a final sweep of the apartment, ensuring no identifying fragments remain. They don’t own much beyond their clothes and a few personal things each. It is easy for them to do this. That’s the entire point, the thing around which they frame their entire lives. They must be able to pick up and leave at a moment’s notice, and they must not leave anything of themselves behind.

Her phone buzzes in her back pocket, and Harlow takes it out like a reflex, like she’s forgetting for a second that there are more important things happening than whatever Sam-Elle-June is texting her at three a.m. But they don’t usually text at three a.m., and Harlow opens the message to see it’s a link to a local news site, and beneath it June has sent a string of comments:

oh my god jack was there

he just called me

he said they barely made it out without getting caught ha

omg can u imagine?

his dad would have locked him up for the next year

and then how would i get those coachella tickets???

Eight minutes.

Harlow clicks the link. It takes her to a bare-bones story about a disturbance at a local club, a fight of some kind, police on scene. There’s a picture to go with it, a slightly blurry image clearly taken by a bystander, a raft of police vehicles with their lights on outside the club, a club that Harlow knows. The club where her mom works.

Cora picks up the keys and pulls the one for the apartment off the ring. “Ready?”

Harlow looks at her mom, still dressed in what she wore to work. Her makeup a little more smudged than before, her hair a little wilder. The questions hover on the tip of her tongue: What exactly happened, Mom? Was it the cops being there that scared you? Was it somebody in the club? What did you see, hear, remember in the time since you left the apartment and now that scared you so much? Who is it that we’re running from?

But Harlow stopped asking years ago. She never got an answer, not one that made sense, not one that felt like the truth. The truth is somewhere deep down, hidden in the abyss that Harlow can’t reach. All her mom would ever say was I’m doing this to keep us safe. If we stop moving, we’ll be found. I can’t let that happen.

Nine minutes, and her mom is looking at her expectantly. “Ready, kid?” she says again, and this time Harlow answers.

“Yeah,” she says. “Let’s go.”

They pack their bags into the trunk of their old dark car, both shivering in the night cold. The car doors sound loud, but it’s okay: once they are in they are gone, rolling out of the parking lot, leaving the sleeping apartment complex behind as they head out onto the road.
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Harlow watches the town she barely knows roll past the window as she tucks herself down into her wool-lined denim jacket, the heater barely kicking in. Despite the adrenaline and the rush, the nervous energy she can feel radiating off her mom, these are the moments Harlow feels most at home in. When it is just her and her mom in the car, wherever they’ve been in the rearview mirror, whoever they’ve been fading away like a half-remembered dream. This is the only life she knows, a life spent in perpetual motion since before she can even remember. Always outrunning something. Someone.

“You want music?”

Harlow glances over at her mom behind the wheel, her fingers drumming like always. “Sure,” Harlow says. “But no Cure.”

“You used to love the Cure,” Cora says with a shake of her head. “When you were tiny. Sometimes it was the only thing to put you to sleep. Getting into Disintegration is, like, a rite, you know? I still remember when someone first played it for me when I was your age, how I got chills right away.”

Harlow stays quiet, waiting for her mom to continue, to tell Harlow all about whoever it was who played her an album from the eighties when she was in high school. Was it a friend, a lover? Were they in Cora’s teen bedroom, where the walls were painted green or white or navy blue, where she had pages ripped out of Vogue or reproduction van Gogh prints or a hundred overexposed instant camera pictures stuck on her walls? After the album was done, did she talk about her deepest secrets, her biggest fears, where she wanted to go to college?

But her mom says nothing more, only fiddles with the stereo until crackly jazz comes out of the speakers, and Harlow wonders why she ever thinks things are going to change. Again—this has been her life since before she can remember. Always the two of them, and nobody else. And always the threat following them. Someone—something?—on their heels who poses great danger if they catch up to them. That is really as much as Harlow has ever gotten from her mom. When she was little, it didn’t register as strange to her; it was just a fact of life, a thing she thought everybody else experienced too, to the point where when in second grade a girl named Olive said her family was moving, Harlow said, “Oh no, did the chaser catch you?” And then she learned that other kids moved because their parents got new jobs, or to be closer to family. Not because some monster was after them.

It was only then that she started asking questions, and started learning that there were things she wasn’t allowed to know. It was only then that she started wondering about their life—no family to speak of, no history beyond the ones they would build and dismantle every time they started fresh. And it has only been in the last couple of years that she has stopped asking, tired of never getting any kind of truth.

Well. No, that’s not quite it. If pressed, Harlow might admit that the reason she stopped asking is because there is a part of her that no longer even wonders. A part of her grows bigger every day that thinks—hush, say it quietly—that they’re running from nothing. No one. That the only thing snapping at their heels is her mom’s paranoia. Take tonight: it would be simple enough to infer from tonight’s events that it’s the cops her mom fears, that she once did something and never got caught and so now they run. Right? But that doesn’t explain the other times they’ve taken off. Once there was an argument in the apartment next door; the couple who lived there screamed at each other until the door slammed and they heard footsteps walking away, and then a minute later there came a knock at their door, and five minutes later Harlow watched as her mom held ice to the woman’s bleeding eye socket. They left town that night, the next-door woman left with a fake number that Harlow’s mom told her to call anytime. Another time they left because the neighbors were too quiet, her mom said. Makes me nervous. And another time, Harlow came home from school with a letter about an overnight field trip, and before she could tell her mom she didn’t even want to go, their belongings were packed into the trunk of the car and they were on the road. It doesn’t take much to trigger her mom’s defense mechanism. It doesn’t make much sense, what causes them to have to run.

This is what hurts, Harlow thinks, curling toward the door. This is the part of her mom that makes Harlow want to scream—and sometimes she does, face pressed hard into a pillow at another new apartment, sweatshirt mashed into her mouth as they change clothes in a gas station bathroom as the sound comes out of her, stripping her throat raw. Sure, her mom buys her small, pretty things, is always there at breakfast—but what about anything fucking else? Like, what about a stable fucking life, Mom? What about a world in which we’re not always escaping some ghost that I’m not even sure exists? What about me knowing where I come from, who made me, who made you, us? What if you would tell me anything real and I could quiet the voice in the back of my head that says you have no idea what you’re doing, that you’re not keeping us safe at all?

She hears her mom fiddling with the heat, the click-click-click of the dial. “Try to sleep,” her mom says. “I’ll wake you up when we get to—”

And then the truck smashes into them.
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Harlow’s head snaps into the door, and there is no sound but the screeching grind of metal on metal, the splintering of glass, so loud Harlow can’t think. They’re still in motion but going the wrong way, sliding sideways across the intersection instead of forward, and it’s as if they’ve become unstuck from time and space, glitching.

It lasts for a minute or an hour, Harlow can’t tell, and then suddenly there is silence. Or near silence: a faint hiss of steam from the crumpled hood of their car, the occasional noise of still-falling glass like the wind chime that swung on the balcony of an old apartment.

There is a second before Harlow feels back in her body, and then the searing pain in her head kicks in, and there’s a dull ache across her torso as if her ribs might snap if she breathes too hard.

“Mom?” It comes out too quiet. Or is it the ringing in her ears that is too loud, drowning everything else out? “Mom. Mom, talk to me.”

No response comes, and Harlow tries to turn but she is pinned close to the door by something.

Harlow looks around as much as she can: the window is shattered, and she can see the torn-up front end of the car out of the corner of her eye. She flexes her fingers, her toes, relieved to feel her feet are not trapped, that she can move her legs freely. They are flat on the road, at least: didn’t roll, aren’t hanging upside down facing a drop. For a moment Harlow wonders what she’s supposed to do: Sit and wait for someone to come, for the truck driver to get out of their cab and help them? “Shit,” she says. “The truck driver.”

A cough. “Shitty truck driver.” Her mom’s voice is soft, shocked, but Harlow could cry.

“Mom,” she says again, half a breath away from a sob. “Mom, I’m going to try to get out. Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” Cora says. “Are you okay?”

Harlow struggles with the door handle and thinks for a second that she might be stuck for real, but then it pops and the door swings open. “I hit my head,” she says. “My ribs hurt.”

“Seat belt,” her mom says shortly, and Harlow realizes she’s right, that it’s the seat belt still tight around her that is responsible for that tender feeling across her chest. Something to be thankful for, really.

She undoes the belt and eases out of the car, until she is standing in the middle of the night road so quiet that she again feels like she has glitched out of existence, passed into some alternate dimension where there are no people anywhere for miles. Then she turns, finally, and all the breath goes out of her as she surveys the aftermath of the accident.

There is the truck, towering above their small car, lights still beaming bright. There is their car, smoldering in the center of the intersection. And there is no way, Harlow realizes as she stares at the concertina remains of the car, at the exploded driver’s side that was so clearly the impact point, that took the entire force of the eighteen-wheeler—there is no way that her mom is okay.

“Mom!”

She ignores any pain as she runs to the other side of the car, squeezing into the gap between the truck and where her mom is. “Mom, I’m here, I—”

Harlow freezes. Her mom is pinned in too small a space. There is a violent gash across her forehead, and a bright red bloom on her cheek, and a thin line of blood running from her mouth. Her skin is pale, her eyes closed, chest rising and falling too rapidly. But it is the shaft of twisted, snarled metal disappearing into her chest that is the worst.

Somewhere in the distance sirens sound.

“Oh my god.” Harlow sinks to her knees, reaching through the mess of broken glass and metal to lay her hands on her mom, just to feel her still breathing, heart still beating. “Oh my god, Mom—I’m here. It’s going to be okay. Mom? Can you hear me?”

Her mom’s eyes flicker open. “I didn’t see it,” she says. “It came out of nowhere. I didn’t think…”

Her lips keep moving but her voice is a whisper, and Harlow leans as close as she can, catching the murmur of her mom’s words but unable to decipher them. “Don’t try to talk,” Harlow says. “Hold on, okay? I think an ambulance is coming. Or I’ll call—” She pats herself down, trying to remember if she shoved her phone in her bag or in her back pocket. “Shit. It’s all right, it’s all right, I can still hear the ambulance—”

Her mom shakes her head, the movement making the wound on her head flex and gape, torn skin and muscle gleaming wet and red under the truck’s headlights. “No,” she says, the word half a gasp, urgency making her voice loud again. “No ambulance. No one.”

“You’re hurt, Mom. You need help.”

“Can’t help me,” her mom says, her gaze drifting down to the metal erupting so incongruously from her body. “But I—I can help you.”

Harlow’s fingers clutch at her mom’s shoulder. “They can help you,” she says, even though she knows it’s not true. It’s not only the injuries that Harlow can see: What about her bones, broken by the initial hit? What about her organs, crushed by the weight of the semi and probably bleeding now, slowly filling up her mom’s insides with blood?

Look at her face, Harlow thinks. So pale, all the warmth leached out of her brown skin. Her eyes focus, unfocus, roam around with no aim.

The knowledge comes without warning.

Without pause.

She is dying.

Harlow feels it sure as anything, a cold fact rolling around her head. But she also feels how important it is not to acknowledge that. Harlow can’t acknowledge it, because then that would mean her mom is dying and she will be alone and that is not a future she can accept happening. “They’ll help you,” she says again, and is the siren getting louder or fading away? “Hold on.”

“Listen,” her mom says, and it is evident in every word how hard she is struggling for breath. “There’s a safety-deposit box. In the bank. North Langston. Not far from here. Go there. It’s in my name but you. You’re on it too. The key—in my bag.”

“What?” Harlow says. “Why do you have—”

“Just go,” her mom rasps. “It has. Everything you need. You have to go now. Listen to me. Go. Keep running. Don’t ever stop. And don’t look back. Just go.” Her eyes search for Harlow’s and lock on, the desperation easy to read. “Tell me. What are you going to do?”

“Mom—”

“Tell me.”

Harlow swallows. “Go to North Langston. Open the safety-deposit box. Keep running, and don’t stop.”

“Good.” Her mom closes her eyes, her chest sinking.

Her breath rattles. Harlow can hear the liquid in it, as if her mom is drowning from the inside out. She hears sirens for certain now, getting closer, except this time it scares her rather than reassures. Her mom scared her, the urgency in those clipped, breathless words. Keep running. Don’t ever stop. And don’t look back.

Her mom’s eyes stay closed, each breath a challenge, and then she moves, only a little, a pained noise as she lifts the hand closest to Harlow and holds it there.

It takes a second for Harlow to understand. To see that her mom is reaching out, her fingers stretching and searching for Harlow’s.

She swallows as she takes her mom’s hand and laces their fingers together. Her mom’s skin is cold, sticky with blood, but Harlow leans in and presses her cheek against their joined hands. It’s been so long. She’s thought about it, before, when the last time she held her mom’s hand was, because she often thinks that if she had known it was going to be the last time, her little-kid self would have held on forever.

And now here they are and Harlow is going to have to let go, she knows, and this is going to be it, the real last time.

She holds on tight as the sirens grow nearer, a quick flash forward of the options in front of her. One: stay here until the ambulance arrives, and maybe they’ll be able to keep her mom alive, maybe they’ll be able to come through this to the other side together, except that will mean hospitals and surgeries and insurance, and that means people will have to know their real names, that they’ll be registered in so many systems, and all those years drifting beneath the surface will be for shit.

But then there is option two: do as her mom says and run. Disappear from here while she still can, and get whatever is in that safety-deposit box, and find a new place to become yet another new girl. Running from something she’s not sure she even believes in.

Her mom exhales, a sudden rush of air, and then she does not breathe in again.

Harlow shakes their joined hands. “Mom. Mom, come on, please—”

She slaps her other hand over her mouth, holding an anguished sob in. In front of her, Cora Ford lies still, bloodied and bruised and most of all so quiet.

Harlow does not have time to feel this moment, to register that her mom just died in front of her, that what began as an escape earlier tonight turned into an end as soon as the eighteen-wheeler had them in its sights.

Salt tears slip down her cheeks as Harlow brings her mom’s hand to her lips and kisses her knuckles, desperate, over and over until she knows she has to stop. She unlaces their fingers, lays her mom’s hand carefully onto her damaged chest. Then she is up on her feet as if on autopilot, doing the only thing she’s ever known how to do.

The crunch of glass beneath her boots barely registers as she rounds the car, praying that the trunk will open. It’s not as bent as the front of the car, and when she presses, it springs halfway open—all she needs, room enough for Harlow to reach in and tug her bag free. She is about to turn to leave when she thinks better, twists back and reaches inside again, tugging her mom’s duffel free this time. With the bags weighing her down, she breaks into the best run she can and crosses the intersection, trips up onto the curb and toward the building closest to her.

Harlow slips into the shadowed alley right in time as two ambulances and an accompanying fire truck come screaming to the spot where the vehicles still smolder. Where her dead mother waits.

She allows herself to watch for a minute as the EMTs and firefighters swarm the scene, as they wrench open the door to the truck’s cab, as they pull out medical instruments and heavy equipment like any of it is going to help.

Before it is too late, before someone spots her, Harlow picks up the bags again and, with quiet, careful footsteps, she vanishes into the night.






BEFORE

The night is thick with ice rain, fog swirling eddies in the air, and it is just like that night two years ago, before everything changed.

That’s all Cora can think about as she leans out the car window, shimmying as much of her upper body out as she can before Ruby reaches over and grabs at her shirt, a handful of material to keep her anchored. “Jesus, do you have a death wish?” Ruby says, but she’s laughing, her other hand on the steering wheel keeping them locked in a fishtail spin.

They can do what they want out here; there’s no one around to care, not this late, not on these streets of another abandoned half-built housing complex on the outskirts of town. Ruby knows all the best places, where they can scream at the top of their lungs and light firecrackers and, like tonight, drive way too fast. Cora, on the other hand, knows almost nothing. But that isn’t her fault. She has to remind herself of that so often. Not her fault that she doesn’t have a history in town like Ruby does, like all Ruby’s friends do. Not her fault that she’s still learning what it is to be reckless like this.

Cora closes her eyes and smiles as wind rushes over her body, the rain stinging as it smacks her skin. “Faster,” she calls, the word almost snatched right out of her mouth. Always wants more, faster, farther, yes.

Yes, she said on that first day a few months ago, when Ruby asked, “Hey, you need a ride?” And Cora had noticed her before in their GED class, Ruby the only one there with a bleached-blond ponytail and black lipstick. Cora had noticed her from her seat at the very back and wondered who this girl was, and then this same girl had appeared in front of her where Cora was waiting at the bus stop, and so she said yes.

She says yes to whatever Ruby asks. Do you want to hear my favorite album? Do you want to go skinny-dipping? Do you want to kiss me, Cora?

“Faster!” Cora says again, a yell this time, and then a giddy howl of delight as Ruby gives her what she wants and Cora’s whole body vibrates with the speed of the car, the metal frame cutting into the soft flesh of her back.

She has to get it all out tonight, in preparation for tomorrow, the part she has to play. Two years exactly, and she’s still good at the act.

They drive through the empty streets, past skeleton buildings, homes that hang suspended like maybe one day a beating heart will move in and bring them to life. Or maybe they’ll rot forever, Cora thinks.

When she can’t bear the cold anymore, she slides back inside the car, rolls the window up tight, and puts the heat on full blast. “Will you teach me?” Cora says, a sudden inspiration.

“Teach you what?”

“To drive stick. I feel like it’s the kind of shit I should know, you know?”

Ruby’s black-painted lips curl into a smile. “Sure. Why not.”

Cora drums on the dash before leaning back, chill rainwater snaking down inside her shirt. She’s never sure if Ruby knows about her, about what happened, that other Kennedy curse, but Cora figures she must. Neither of them have ever brought it up, though, and that’s the way Cora wants it to stay. It’s better if they don’t poison what they have with all of that. She likes to keep things separate: there is home, and what happened, and who she is. And then there is Ruby, and the eighties goth music she likes, and the way she always smiles when she is finished kissing Cora.

If Cora had it her way they’d never go home, but that’s not how the world works; she’s learned that lesson the hard way several times over. So when Ruby clicks her tongue against her teeth and says, “Shit, I’m almost out of gas,” Cora knows that means time’s up.

Cora has Ruby stop at the usual place, right on the side of the winding road that cuts through the woods, a snake-slick scar through the trees. The first time, Ruby raised her plucked-skinny eyebrows and said, “Are you for real?”

There’s a turn not much farther along, and then another, onto a worn track. It would be easy enough for Cora to show Ruby where to go, because follow that track all the way and it ends deep in the woods, at Cora’s front door. But she can’t let Ruby follow that path. Ruby belongs out here, away from all of that.

Cora steps out of the car, dragging her jacket behind her. “Later,” she says to Ruby.

“That’s it?” Ruby says. “That’s all the goodbye I get?”

She laughs as Cora gets back in the car and leans over to kiss her, a move that still makes Cora nervous. When they separate, Ruby laughs again. “Lipstick,” she says, and reaches out to run her thumb across Cora’s chin. But Cora ducks her touch and slides back out of the car, using the sleeve of her jacket to wipe at her face instead. “Good night,” she says, pretending not to notice the small hurt look on Ruby’s face, and turns toward the trees.

She knows Ruby is still there, waiting, the headlights throwing Cora’s shadow long and lean. But eventually the lights dip and disappear, leaving Cora in the ink-black night.

She slips her jacket, cracked fake leather and once-white wool, over her shoulders.

Then Cora makes her way into the forest.






5


Harlow enters the first open-all-night place she sees, a too-bright diner where the few other people inside look exactly as exhausted as she feels. She spends an hour or two there, drinking coffee black and bitter enough to keep her awake.

She tries not to think of her mom left behind.

She keeps on drinking coffee until she’s the only person in the place and starts to feel like the white guy with a wispy mustache behind the counter is paying too close attention to her. That’s when she goes into the small bathroom and looks at her own damage for the first time.

No wonder he was staring. There’s an angry red bloom on her forehead that will soon become bruised, Harlow knows. When she lifts her shirt, she can see the impression the seat belt left in her skin. She has a couple scrapes on her arms, and her neck is stiff and sore, but other than that, she is fine.

Harlow drops her shirt, meeting her black-eyed gaze in the mirror. Still not used to her short hair, but shockingly used to the speed at which everything is going. A few hours ago she had a mother. Now she doesn’t. It feels both real and not, and maybe if she were the kind of person to stay still, she would feel the wave of grief rush over her, knock her down and drag her out to the open ocean of loss.

But she is already putting the feelings away, shoving them into the box inside her chest where everything else lives—the questions she can’t get answered, the half memories she clings on to, all of it. She pushes the memory of her mom’s blank face into it and locks the box tight shut. No room for that. Don’t think about it, don’t think about her face, don’t think about holding her hand, don’t think about her voice—

Her whispered words that come back, Harlow’s brain suddenly knowing what the end of her mom’s unfinished sentence was: It came out of nowhere. I didn’t think this is how we would get caught.

Harlow watches herself have the realization that her mom’s most immediate thought was that the accident was not an accident. That the force chasing them was behind it, that she thought they had been found, caught, finally.

But it can’t be, Harlow thinks. Her mom was hurt, scared, not thinking straight. What better time for the paranoia to kick in, full effect? It doesn’t even make sense, Harlow thinks. Not logically. Who would do that? Better question—why?

She splashes icy water on her face and scrubs it off with rough paper towels. Then Harlow leans in and rests her forehead against the mirror, wincing as her still-forming bruise presses against the glass. “You are in shock,” she says, watching her reflection’s mouth move, distorted from this angle. “You might even have a concussion, you stupid bitch. Come on. Time to make a plan.”

She’s never had to make a plan on her own before. She’s not even sure why she ran from the scene of the accident other than her mom told her to. That’s all she knows how to do—run, like her mom taught her. Hide, like her mom taught her.

Harlow’s mind flicks back to the road, the second before the hit, the coldness after. And as much as she has grown to not believe that anyone is looking for them—standing here in the bathroom of a diner, washing her mom’s blood from her hands, while blocks away paramedics are loading her mom’s body into an ambulance with no lights, she can’t help but let a little of her mom’s fear find its way back inside. Because as much as she doesn’t believe, it’s also all she’s ever known. And if there is any small, so small, chance that her mom was right and it wasn’t an accident, then Harlow isn’t safe.

If she isn’t safe here, and her mom told her to run, and all Harlow knows how to do is exactly that, then—

Running it is.

She takes as deep a breath as her ribs will allow. North Langston, her mom said. Harlow has not been to North Langston and does not even recognize the name. Her mom never mentioned it before tonight, and Harlow has to wonder what made her pick that place, what it was about some nearby town that she deemed important enough to leave whatever she left there. Or maybe this isn’t new, Harlow thinks as she crouches to rifle through her bag, finally finding her phone in the inside pocket she slipped it in. Maybe she does this in every place.

Yes: that is something Harlow can see her mom doing. In every new place they arrived, finding somewhere close enough to feel in reach, but not so close that it might be obvious, to place her important things. Everything you need, she told Harlow. She can imagine her mom driving out in the daytime while Harlow was at school becoming Kristen or Nora or Jill, walking into the bank and arranging it all, and then driving back to be home in time for Harlow to return without knowing anything had happened. Speeding there whenever she decided it was time to run, if she had the time, so she could collect whatever it was she’d hidden, or maybe even returning once they’d already fled. Who the fuck knows? Harlow thinks, and isn’t that always the question?

She looks up the town and sees it is not that far, maybe a couple of hours by car, slower by the bus she’ll have to take. According to the schedule, the first bus is still five hours away. “Shit,” Harlow says, and stands. She pulls up her maps and traces the route from the diner to the bus station, then puts her jacket on and lifts the bags.

As she leaves the bathroom and walks through the diner, she has the burning sensation of someone’s eyes on her. At the door she pauses and looks back, expecting to see the reedy kid with the mustache watching her go. But he is not there: there is no one at the counter, no one seated slumped over a tuna melt, nobody else at all.

Harlow steps outside and tries to tell herself that now she is the one paranoid. Nobody is watching. Nobody at all.



After waiting out the night on an unforgiving bench at the bus station, and then a slow bus ride made slower by construction, Harlow steps off the bus into North Langston.

The morning is cold and wet, winter making itself known. Two weeks ago Harlow stared out the window as snow clouds gathered, the colored lights on their tiny Christmas tree flashing. Now the snow is gone, and Harlow blows on her hands as she takes in her first impression of the town.

(She kept her eyes closed the entire ride in, her whole body held rigid, pulse racing as she couldn’t stop her body’s ingrained reaction to being back in a moving vehicle, recalling the last time.) It looks like the town she just left, or as much as she can tell from the station and the slice of small office buildings and car dealerships that she can see from it.

She uses the little charge left on her phone to look up the nearest and cheapest hotel, finding a Days Inn only a few blocks away. There’s a convenience store on the way where Harlow buys a bottle of water and a SIM card with a generous data plan. She drops her old SIM card in the trash can outside the store—how many times did she watch her mom execute this same dance?—and heads to the hotel. It’s easy enough to get a room, with Harlow willing to pay a little extra so she can check in immediately. She looked up the bank while she was on the bus, but she can’t go there looking like she does.

When she gets to her room on the third floor, she puts her bag and her mom’s bag at the foot of the bed. Turns the TV on and finds some old sitcom for background noise, as if that will make her feel less alone. She strips out of her clothes and steps into the shower, where the lukewarm water rinses the small flakes of dried blood that she missed in the diner earlier off her arms, spiraling down the drain.

When she’s done, she wraps the scratchy hotel towel around her body and sits on the edge of the bed. She only means to stay there for a few minutes, but the curtains make the room so dark and her head is so sore and the bed so much more comfortable than the bus station bench that before she knows it, she’s asleep.



When Harlow comes to, she’s sprawled across the bed, half-covered in a tangle of towel and sheets. The laughter from the TV slices through her headache and she winces. “Fuck,” she says under her breath. “What time is it?”

Her phone—at least she’d managed to plug her charger in before she passed out—says four, and Harlow scrambles out of the bed. She imagines the texts from Sam-Elle-June that would probably be flooding her phone if she hadn’t ditched the old number, the ones asking why Meredith isn’t in school, why Meredith won’t respond, if Meredith is okay. Soon they won’t be asking if she’s okay, Harlow knows, but who the fuck she really is, and where the hell she’s gone. It doesn’t matter; they don’t matter anymore. What matters right now is that the bank closes in an hour.

She pulls black jeans and a plain black sweatshirt from her bag and dresses in a rush. Then she kneels, her hands resting on her mom’s bag, fingers toying at the zip. She needs to open it, to search through the contents in order to find the key that she needs to gain access to the safety-deposit box, but she also knows if she opens it she’ll see all her mom’s clothes and be hit with their smell, the citrus perfume her mom always wore saturating the fibers, and then she might start sobbing and never stop.

Beneath her fingers it almost feels as if the bag has a heartbeat of its own, blood thumping under her hands.

Harlow snatches her hands back and takes a breath. She does not have time for this. Keep the box of emotions closed. Open the bag, find the key, and go.

She rips the zip back before she can think about it too much more and begins pulling out everything her mom packed. It makes sense that she would put it somewhere safe, an inner pocket or maybe in one of the little bags her mom always kept her silver rings inside.

Harlow feels the pressure building in her chest as she searches and then, at the bottom of the bag, a small white envelope with something solid inside. Harlow opens it and pulls a key out, curling her fingers closed around it.

Then she gets to her feet without looking back at the mess in front of her, the pressure inside so tight now she feels like her chest could burst open at the slightest touch.

“It’s okay,” she tells herself. “It’s okay, you’re okay, it’s all going to be okay.”

She’ll go to the bank and get what she needs, whatever her mom put in there that will help her stay in motion, the only way Harlow knows how to be, and then she’ll be out of this hotel and this town.

She checks her reflection before she leaves. The spot where her head hit the car door is tender, and a redness radiates outward from it, the flush ending halfway across her eyelid. She tries to arrange her hair to cover it as much as she can, wishing as she pulls the longer soft curls left on top across her forehead that she hadn’t been quite so brutal with the clippers and shears. When it’s as hidden as it can ever be, Harlow pulls on her jacket and boots and throws her phone into her leather backpack, where her wallet and real ID already are. Not too bad, she thinks, turning in the mirror, pushing her sleeves up. I don’t look like I just got in a car wreck. I look like a normal girl coming to the bank to do normal things. Absolutely no reason to be concerned.

“Be normal,” Harlow says to her reflection, and then: “Jesus Christ, I have got to stop talking to myself.”

Downstairs at the front desk she gets a number for a local cab company and waits outside for the car. When it arrives, she slips in with only a small nod to the driver and closes her eyes like she had on the bus as the car takes her downtown to the bank. Soon the car stops, and she steps out onto a small thoroughfare lined with a mixture of chain clothing stores, cheap restaurants, and coffee shops. The bank looks out of place, an obvious fake aged facade slapped onto a new building.
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