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For the friends whose lives are no longer intertwined with mine, but who’ve left their marks on my life in all the ways that count
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1
MARI
No matter how many times I do this, it never feels any less claustrophobic. I’m surrounded by teenage girls on all sides, and the only thing stronger than the heat of a fall sun is the smell of grass and sweat and worry. It’s the first cross-country invitational of the year and no one wants to start off the season by losing. I’m in front. So are Sarita and Tiff. Everyone else is breathing down our necks. Their excited, nervous energy spreads like wildfire down the entire starting line. I keep my eyes on the guy with the starting gun and take a deep breath. The second he pulls that trigger it’s a new season. A season that’s ours to win.
My body tenses in anticipation. This is the best part.
There’s an excited rumble throughout the park as the crowd starts cheering, but I don’t give in to the urge to look around for my mom. She’s at work. She’s always at work.
Instead, I catch Sarita’s eye. She smirks at me. My responding smirk is automatic. And it automatically fades as I catch a glimpse of a familiar braided ponytail. As if she can feel my eyes on her, Taylor turns my way.
And.
And she looks right past me.
Like she always does.
Like she did at that first meet.
Jefferson is still emblazoned on the front of her green-and-white uniform, in thick gold letters. It’s the last thing I see before she’s swallowed back up by the line. I ball my hands into fists, using the pain of my nails digging into my palms to ground myself. I knew she’d be here, but her dismissal still stings. It feels like being rejected all over again. If I hadn’t already wanted Westfield to beat Jefferson, then I do now. We need to be better than them. I need to be better than her.
“Anything else is unacceptable,” I mutter to myself.

The gun goes off and my mind goes blank.
The first two hundred meters is pure chaos. Cross-country’s not track; we’re not meant to start off running our hardest. It’s an endurance game. The runners who don’t remember that almost always end up in last place. You have to know when to switch gears, when it’s time to surge and when it’s better to keep a steady pace.
But all that goes out the window when I see the bouncing, braided ponytail ahead of me. Taylor’s bounding down the track with a single-minded determination in her stride that’s so familiar it almost hurts. I knew a girl who ran like that even when we were running for fun, her laughter breathless, her soft voice teasing as she called out for me to hurry up and catch her—
Damn.
I blink my way out of the past and realize that I’ve lost sight of Taylor entirely. I try to shrug off my frustration. It’s for the best. Chasing her has never earned me any favors.
I manage to regain my focus as the trail winds through the shade of the trees and back into an open field. I catch glimpses of a couple of my teammates as I run—passing Sarita and Kia just as I leave tree cover. If the others are nearby, I don’t see them and I don’t bother looking.
The sun is brutal on the back of my neck for early September. Time is flying and it feels like we should already be at the finish line by now, but this park is massive. There are towering trees with heart-shaped leaves or bark as gray as ash, flower beds in colors I didn’t know flowers grew in, and a fountain somewhere in the distance. Even without the extra touches, this would still be the most green space I’ve seen in forever. There are no parks like this near Westfield—parks the size of a golf course. We’re lucky if we even get a square in the middle of an intersection and a couple of twigs. It’s all city for us—high-rises and telephone poles and mounted police cameras—a new, awful kind of nature.
It’s parks like this that Jefferson girls take for granted.
I speed up and catch a glimpse of green and white and gold.
Taylor is twenty feet away now.
Fifteen.
Ten.
And then we’re side by side, neck and neck, and I have the sudden realization that I could reach out and take her hand if I wanted to. A burst of longing accompanies the thought. I shove it away. I haven’t been this close to her in a long time, but even now she doesn’t look at me, doesn’t bother to glance my way to see who’s matching her pace. Her eyes are fixed straight ahead as if I don’t exist.
Heat pricks my scalp, and it’s not from the sun. I clench my jaw but I can’t afford to tense up right now. My lungs expand as I force a long, slow breath and shove everything—thoughts, emotions—as far down as they’ll go. I need to keep running. I need to beat her. My legs keep pumping in a steady rhythm. I’ve got this.
I pick up the pace as a bend in the field approaches. There are more people watching the closer we get to the finish line, though I hear them before I see them. It’s the easiest place to gather for the parents and coaches who don’t try running around after us. It’s harder to concentrate with so many hungry eyes on me. They weigh me down with their want, their need for all-out competition.
Once the finish line is in sight, it’s easier to tune out everything else. It’s only a couple yards in front of me but if I push myself too fast too soon, I’ll fall short. It’s something Coach Kelly’s been doing her best to drill into my head and it might actually work this time.
At least, it might have if my body wasn’t so aware of Taylor. She inches forward ahead of me, but I keep up with her.
I could reach out and take her hand, I think again.
As if she heard my thoughts, Taylor looks at me. It’s not acknowledgment. It’s barely even a glance. But it’s enough to make me falter and just like that, the race is over.
The crowd celebrates while we wobble forward on rubbery legs, their excitement drowning out our gasps for air, the frenzy of their cheers adding weight to our exhaustion.

We don’t wait for the awards ceremony to head out. Why would we? The only thing worse than being runner-up is having to smile about it.
Still, Coach Kelly’s happy enough with how we did. I can tell because she lets us stop at Wawa instead of driving straight home. My teammates are thrilled though none of them actually placed. Me and Tiff finished top twenty, but the rest of them weren’t as far behind as they could’ve been. I guess that’s a far cry from last year, so to them it feels like a great start. Normally, I’d be hype about a hoagie along with them, but I’m too busy reliving those last few seconds of the race and the way I faltered right at the end.
The reason I faltered.
“Keep glaring, but I doubt the screen’s gonna place the order for you, and you know how Kelly gets.”
I blink a few times, turning to see Sarita standing at my side with freshly unbraided hair falling in loose dark waves down by her waist and glossy lips wrapped around a straw. She sucks down a chocolate milkshake with way too much whipped cream. Even after a morning of running, she looks more put together than the rest of us. Makes sense. In the nicest way possible, she’s a Bratz doll. It’s something she couldn’t stop laughing about when my eight-year-old sister, Lili, pointed it out the first time they met.
“I forgot how useless you get after a race,” she continues, turning her attention to the order screen. The sharpened points of her acrylics clack against the plastic as she starts ordering for me. “Stop sulking.”
“I’m not,” I grumble. “And no tomatoes.”
She arches an eyebrow. “Since when?”
Since I wanted to feel a little less predictable. “Now.”
She takes another long pull of her milkshake and keeps eye contact with me as she taps the picture of sliced tomatoes anyway. I’m glad, but I’m not about to admit it.
“Don’t get aggy with me ’cause you’re mad she beat you.” She snorts. “As if we don’t have all season for you to kick her ass.”
She presses Complete Order and tears the receipt from the printer, holding it out to me. “Save the pity party for when you get home, okay? None of us needs you killing the vibe.” She grins. “Any more than usual, I mean. Enjoy your first victory as captain or whatever.”
Sarita steps forward, reaching up to wrap her arms around my neck. The plastic cup of her milkshake is wet and cold against my skin but the rest of her is warm. She lowers her voice. “I could help.”
She leans even closer … and I laugh as she turns her head to take a loud sip. She presses a quick kiss to my lips that tastes like whipped cream. The gesture is surprisingly sweet coming from her considering this thing between us mostly consists of hooking up when she’s bored and when I have the time.
Too bad we’re lacking the last bit today.
“I’m babysitting,” I say.
She sucks her teeth and steps back. “Always.”
“Y’all done?” We both jump as Kia appears out of nowhere, glancing between us. “Kelly says we’re leaving in a minute.”
I hold up my receipt. “Just waiting.”
Kia, leech that she is, rolls her eyes and grabs Sarita by the wrist. “Wait by yourself,” she calls back when they’re halfway to the door.
Sarita wiggles her fingers in a wave as she lets herself be dragged away, her laugh loud enough to turn heads. I relax. I don’t mind the quiet that follows. It lets me replay the race again in peace. Should I have paced myself better at the beginning? Or surged the second the finish line was in sight? Maybe I should’ve focused on the rest of my team, prioritizing team time over my own personal record. Is that something captains do?
Still, it doesn’t matter what questions I ask myself because I already know what my problem is. And as usual, it starts and ends with Taylor Evans.
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TAYLOR
“That was a hell of a race, Tay. Really! I remember when you and Mari used to run like that,” Dad says, twisting around in the passenger seat with a smile. “Hand in hand, always in lockstep.”
He laughs. “Look at you now! Speed demons, both of you.”
He sounds so happy that I don’t bother reminding him that me and Mari haven’t been friends in years. Not that it would matter. He’s almost as big a Westfield fan as he is a Jefferson one and none of us bothers pretending that it’s just because he graduated from there.
I’ve had time to come to terms with it. It doesn’t make it any less annoying, though.
“I thought it was good enough when you both made varsity as freshmen, but this. Feels like y’all were made for the sport.” He looks at Mom. “Don’t it, Tati?”
“Sean,” Mom scolds softly, “how about we focus on our actual daughter’s accomplishments? A new record at the start of the season!” She catches my eye in the rearview mirror and smiles. “We couldn’t be prouder, baby.”
I muster up a smile. “I’m glad.”
And I am. That’s what all of this is for, to make them proud of me. I’d follow in Dad’s footsteps—varsity by freshman year and be captain by the time I graduated, just like he did with basketball. I’m a year ahead of schedule, with a state record or two thrown in for good measure. More than living up to expectations.
All of them except my own.
“I probably could’ve shaved off a few seconds,” I say. “I burned through too much energy going uphill.”
“Well, now you know what to work on, right?” Dad offers easily.
It’s something I love and hate about him, the casual way he turns my criticism into encouragement. I used to wonder how so much optimism survived his twenties, back when he was playing basketball internationally, but every time I ask he says that beating himself up never motivated him like improving did. I wish I could say the same. Maybe what I’m lacking is the love of the sport that makes it all worth it.
Love or not, I know when I’ve screwed up … and that the hills weren’t my biggest problem.
I unlock my phone, scroll through the flurry of incoming messages in the team group chat to look again at the photo Jiani sent. Their mom’s finger obscures part of it, but she still managed to catch the second I crossed the finish line before Mari did. I squint, looking a little closer. Half second, maybe. My eyes drift to Mari.
The look on her face, pale brown against the maroon of her uniform, is one of absolute focus, like the finish line is more than flimsy tape, but like there’s a whole world behind it.
I click out of the picture.
We’ve been at races together before, so I don’t know why today felt any different. Because we’re both captains now? Which means even if we’re not pitting ourselves against each other, everyone else is doing it for us?
Or maybe it’s because Dad’s getting sick again.
I shake my head, trying not to think about that or about how I wouldn’t be in this position—captain—in the first place if she’d never moved away. This whole thing has always been her dream more than it was mine.
Running. Leading.
Having to do it makes me feel like I’ve bent time and stepped into her skin. It’s all sorts of cramped and itchy and uncomfortable, like catching a cold or getting a rash.
Mari used to scratch herself bloody in the spring. Allergies.
The memory is a surprise, a jump scare in my own thoughts where everything is fresh-crayon red: underneath her fingernails and on the brown skin of her arms and legs and neck. We’d run through lotion and Band-Aids at my house by the fistful. Trying to stop the bleeding. Trying to ease the itching. My hands slapping hers away to provide what little relief I could.
Hands, always our hands. It never felt like there was much difference between them, me always reaching, her forever being sought out. Hand slapping games and hair braiding and come-let-me-show-you tugging. Hands slipping in and out of holds—with ease, with hesitation.
Our hands.
Her hands.
My—
I wince at the sudden sting on my arm as I step out of the car, cursing a long-gone mosquito.
Mom looks over with a worried frown. She’s still wearing her sun visor, the one she swears helps her see me better during races. “You okay?”
I circle the pad of my finger around the emerging bump. It’s still hot out, but the mosquitoes will be dead soon.
“I’m fine,” I promise.
It’s a common promise in our house these days. An easy lie. Like I don’t notice the grayness in Dad’s face or the way Mom’s eyes crinkle with worry every single time she looks at him.
Fine, they say too, and it’s so hard not to think of three years ago, when everything was uncertain but urgent, when Dad went from being a “little sick” to needing new kidneys faster than it took Mom to plan my fourteenth birthday party.
“I think I’m gonna take a shower and meet back up with the team,” I blurt out. “Jiani wants a victory lunch.”
I wasn’t planning on going, but I’m suddenly eager for something sweet to chase away the bitter in my mouth.
“Y’all deserve it.” Dad moves to drape an arm across me while Mom dials in the code for the front door. “You’re off to an A1 season but then that was to be expected. Team can’t be anything but great with you leading ’em, Tay.”
I don’t think he means for it to sound as heavy as it does. He and Mom never do.
But I’m used to it. It’s Dad, his energy is infectious. I lean into him for a quick hug.
“I guess we’ll see.”

“You can’t tell me you’re not still riding the high of that race,” Jiani says, “because I am.”
Their black hair wobbles dangerously in its topknot as they reach across the table to grab a fry covered in Old Bay. Along with the rest of the team, we’ve crowded our way into a booth in the back corner of Mello’s, a Friendly’s copycat with better food and worse ice cream. The middle of our table is covered in appetizers.
“I’m not,” I answer honestly. There’s no point in getting too cocky. There will be other races. We have a whole season ahead of us.
“Me neither,” Khyris says. She rests a pale cheek on Jiani’s tanned shoulder, light brown hair spilling over as she snags a mozzarella stick from their plate while they’re distracted. “I’m tired.”
Jiani rolls their eyes. “Well, at least you showed up, unlike some people.”
The runners in question, Kerri and Hannah, try to enjoy each other’s company when they can, and team bonding times are always the perfect excuses to give their parents. It’s hard to blame them if you see them together, but apparently not too hard for Jiani.
“Speaking of showing up,” Khyris adds, “that turnout was huge! I’ve never seen so many people at an invitational before. Seriously, if it’s what we can expect for the rest of the season, we really need to be on our best behavior.” She grins at me. “No problem for you, huh, Ms. First Place?”
I grimace around the fry in my mouth. What is it about me that makes people think my effort is effortless? “It almost was a problem,” I point out. “I barely won.”
“Yeah, Mari was hot on your heels, wasn’t she?” Jiani laughs but their eyes are sharp as they study me.
It was easy to ignore the weight of her presence beside me while we ran, mostly, because I was sure I could outrun it. Outpacing her has never been an issue. But Mari’s always been stubborn.
“I bet Greer just loooved that,” Khyris says. “Are you looking forward to those extra drills she has in your future?”
I frown. “What?”
“You’re her ace. Her secret weapon.”
“Not that secret,” Jiani mutters around a mouthful of chips and dip.
“Whatever. My point is: If we took bets, you’d make people a lot of money. But if Marianna was that close to beating you, then…” Khyris shrugs.
“Greer’s not a drill sergeant,” I argue, despite the fresh worry building. “She knows I ran my best.”
I did. I always do.
“But you’re not competitive.”
“I’m literally the captain.”
“Yeah,” she agrees, brushing a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Because you’re good and fast and Greer only ever sees trophies when she looks at you. But you never run like you’re trying to win.”
Jiani nods. I frown harder. “What do you mean?”
“You run like it’s a chore. Like you’re not going anywhere in particular, just crossing something off your list.”
“Like you want to get it over with,” Jiani clarifies.
“Mm-hmm.” Another one of Jiani’s mozzarella sticks makes its way into Khyris’s mouth as she agrees. “You’re full speed ahead with your blinders. You barely even see the rest of us unless you’re about to smack into someone. You’d suck in a relay race.”
I start to protest but it dies in my throat. They’re not … wrong. When it’s time to run, it’s time to run and I do it until it’s time to stop. For races, anyway. Running on my own time, usually in the mornings or in the middle of the night, is so much more freeing. I’m just running for myself then. For the enjoyment of it. Not for my parents or my team.
“So what?” I say finally, crossing my arms and leaning back against the booth. “Am I supposed to change because Marianna Rogers, of all people, is getting a little faster?”
Jiani and Khyris share a look. “’Course not,” Jiani says. “We’re just saying that Greer will probably try and make you. For the sake of competition and all.”
“Right,” I say blandly. “Sure.”
I guess 100 percent isn’t enough.
“But hey!” Khyris’s smile is halfway between apologetic and encouraging. “Greer loves you. And if you’re not riding on the high of this win, she probably is, at least.”
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MARI
“You can’t just tell me we’re moving again—back to Jefferson Hills—and then leave for work, Mom!” I say, following her out of her bedroom, stepping over one of Moses’s toy cars and a handful of broken crayons littering the short hallway. “Can we have a conversation about this? Or can you give me more information? Something?”
Why couldn’t we have done this over the summer, like last time? Why let us start school? Why let me become captain?
Mom pauses by the front door to look at me. When I’ve bothered to straighten my hair, it can be hard to tell us apart sometimes … but not in the summer. Despite the early September sun, her light brown skin is as pale as it is in winter, the undertones yellow instead of golden. Makes sense, seeing as how she’s only ever outside when she’s getting out of the car to go to work or come home. She’s working a double today, but the bags are already heavy under her eyes and the eye shadow she’s wearing isn’t doing her any favors. Her dark brown hair’s been pulled back from her face into a loose ponytail that’s more frizz than curls.
“You want more information? Marcello’s trash and I’m sick of dealing with him to try and get anything fixed around here.” She huffs sharply. “He asks for too much.”
Marcello, our landlord, is trash, and it’s not just because he comes over for inspections without warning. He’s creepy in a way that makes my skin crawl. It’s not hard to imagine that “too much” might mean more than just money.
“Okay,” I say. “Okay, fine.”
I bend down to pick up one of Lili’s shoes—just one, who knows where the other one’s gone. “But we can stay around here, can’t we? Like we usually do? We can just find a new place. I mean, wouldn’t that be cheaper than moving all the way back—”
“Some old coworkers have a house they’re willing to rent out to me for cheap,” Mom interrupts. “Well, cheaper than they’d list it for. Only two bedrooms, but there’s a whole backyard, Mari.”
She smiles a little. Regardless of the number of bedrooms, a backyard is a luxury she’s never had and it’s not hard to see how excited she is that she gets to give it to us. Which is sweet and all, really, except for the part where we have to switch schools.
“Sure, but—”
“I’m already late,” she interrupts me again. “We can talk more in the morning, okay, and I’m sorry to spring everything on you this way but I’m gonna need you to start cleaning up, maybe doing some purging and light packing while I’m gone? There’s a bunch of boxes in the hall closet. Get the twins to help, too, won’t you? It’ll make it easier.”
She says. As if the twins have ever made anything easier in their lives.
Mom’s out the door before I have time to throw another question her way, and the slam echoes in the tiny space. Instead of chasing her down and demanding answers like I want to, I tie my hair back, matching Mom’s for frizz if not color or curls these days, and turn my attention to the hall closet. There are boxes in there. Dozens of them, which means she knew we were moving far enough in advance to buy them.
I find a groove, tossing whatever I decide is useless or old, no matter what Mom would think. By the time Lili and Moses come home, my trash pile is much bigger than my keep. But my twin siblings look more tired than me. They’re drenched in sweat—with yet another day’s tan making them a shade browner than they were before they headed outside—and look like they’re about to pass out, their dark curls matted to their foreheads and their clothes covered in grass stains I’m not looking forward to scrubbing out.
I turn down my music. “What’d you two do, get in a fight?”
Moses rolls his eyes but Lili laughs. “We were playing soccer.”
“You win?”
Moses answers this time. “No, ’cause we were playing against a bunch of teenagers who were cheating! They stole the ball right before we could make the winning goal!”
I can’t help it; I laugh. “Like, stole it from you for their team or stole it stole it?”
He kicks off his shoes but bends down to place them neatly when I shoot him a look. “Stole it stole it!”
I work a little harder to keep my laugh to myself this time. “That’s rough. At least you had fun?”
He frowns at me but Lili nods, heading over. She looks at the two trash bags I’ve managed to fill up, then at the closet. “Why’re you throwing everything away?”
There’s no point in trying to soften the blow but I try and think of a way to do so anyway. We’ve been in Westfield since they started going to school and even though this is just one apartment of many, the city’s the only place they’ve really known. Of course it’s on me to tell them we’re leaving, because why wouldn’t it be?
I reach for something and toss it into a trash bag without looking. “Less stuff to pack.”
She’s quiet for a moment before she kneels at my side, carefully placing a stretched-out scrunchie I’d missed into the trash bag it had fallen next to. “Do you think we’re moving to The Echelon? Kehlani’s dad lives there and she says they’ve got a pool and stuff.”
Considering The Echelon is a gaudy, overpriced set of buildings downtown whose rent probably starts in the high thousands for something with no bedrooms, they’d never be an option for us.
“Not exactly. We’re not staying around here.”
Still, I’ve got at least one piece of good news I can give them. I try not to think about how I’m using it like a shield as much as Mom did.
“I hear the new place has got a backyard, though.”
It takes all my effort to smile when the two of them cheer.

I wait until after practice on Friday, my last day, to tell Coach Kelly.
I’ve already told Sarita—hard topic to avoid when I’ve been at her place after school as often as I can get away with—which means most of the team already knows. It’s not the nicest thing to do, waiting. I know that. I’ve known it the entire week I’ve had to tell her; we’ve even had a whole invitational that’s come and gone, but I didn’t want to have to deal with her silent judgment … which is exactly what I’m dealing with now.
Coach Kelly stares at me.
I’m pretty sure it’s been a full minute of silence at this point and everything I say just adds more time to it. She’s not a big talker on a good day but right now it’s like she’s trying to wait me out to see if I’m joking or not. I wish I was.
Finally, she lets out a breath like air releasing from a tire. “This is disappointing,” she says.
“I’m sorry.”
The apology slips out and I don’t bother taking it back. I am sorry, and not even just for myself. She and I were working together beyond the track. Emailing with recruiters, meeting once a week during the summer to discuss what I needed to work on, whether it was strength training or speed or, more annoyingly, my attitude. As dedicated as I am to making some sort of future for myself out of running, Coach Kelly was even more so. And here I go, breaking the news and screwing up all our plans.
Mom didn’t think about that. Sometimes it feels like she never thinks about me at all. The future to her is the very next day and everything else can wait until it can’t. Survival, she says, comes first. Then we can think about the rest. But the rest is all I’m ever thinking about. It keeps me running far past where my legs alone could carry me.
“You’re not disappointing,” Coach Kelly says with the slightest shift in her tone, “just the situation. We were primed for a good season.”
I crack a smile. “Yeah.”
I don’t dare say any more than that, not here. I haven’t cried on this track yet and I’m not about to start on my last day.
“You know who you want to replace me as captain?” I ask. That’s something I can focus on because I can help, even if it’s just offering my opinion.
The lines around her eyes tighten and her lips purse. She even runs a hand over her short dark hair. “I guess that’s the next thing to consider. Tiffany is the closest to you speedwise, but I do have my … concerns.”
I know what she means. Tiff’s not really the captain type. She’s quick to suck up to people and it’s hard to take her seriously, let alone listen to her. I’m not so self-absorbed as to think that most of the girls liked me or considered me a friend, but that’s where getting in good with Sarita always came in handy.
Coach Kelly shakes her head. “I have the weekend to think it over, at least.”
“Right. Great.”
We both go quiet. I don’t have anything left to say and I doubt she does either. Our whole relationship centered around running and now I’m not on the team anymore, so what’s left? Nothing. The realization stings. Coach Kelly has been the most influential person in my life when it comes to cross-country and I thought she would be until I graduated.
It’s funny how a choice I didn’t make can ruin so many of my plans.
“I need to go,” I say finally.
The longer I stick around, the less this feels like my happy place, a long stretch of rubber where I can chase my future and outpace my fears.
“Marianna,” Coach Kelly says as I turn away, not quite facing her.
I don’t want a weird goodbye. I don’t want a goodbye at all. “Yeah?”
“I’m not worried about you. You shouldn’t be either.”
I laugh. “Really wish it worked that way, Coach.”
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TAYLOR
“Are we still on for the fifteenth?” Kerri asks.
She leans into a low lunge. Me and Khyris both wince at the popping sound her knee makes.
“You sure you should be running on that?” Khyris asks, frowning. “It’s only been, what, a few months?”
“It’s been a whole summer. Do you want me to sit out forever?” Kerri wrinkles her nose. “Greer already made me an alternate. Not my fault I fractured it.”
It’s … debatable. Literally, since no one knows how it happened. After she sent a picture of herself from a hospital bed to the group chat, Jiani started taking bets on what we thought the official story was. Ski accident was the top guess—it was how she’d broken her wrist freshman year. Fell down the stairs was a pretty close second since Kerri is perhaps the clumsiest athlete I’ve ever met. So far, no one’s won. We’re pretty sure Hannah told Kerri about the bet because we haven’t been able to get a straight answer yet.
“Anyway,” Kerri continues, raising her eyebrows at me, “is the fifteenth a go or not?”
Right. The fifteenth. The party.
It’s a tradition at Jefferson that the captain throws a party to mark the midpoint of the season, celebrating all the hard work we’ve done before the next, and arguably bigger, wave of meets and championships. I’ve gone to them in the past but it’s been the last thing on my mind lately. Not true for everyone else, apparently.
“It better be,” Khyris says. She’s facing away from me, twisted into a stretch. “I could use a break.”
“The season’s barely started,” I point out. Considering practices began at the start of August, it’s barely been two months. Not nearly long enough for a break. And yet … I’m tired, too. It’s a good night if I can get four hours and I’ve barely been doing half that the past couple of weeks. But I’ve learned how to function on limited sleep. For the most part.
Khyris grins at me, the picture of innocence with her apple cheeks and big brown eyes. As if I don’t know any better. “All the more reason for a break. I mean, we’re here on a Saturday.”
I roll my eyes. “I’ll let you guys know.”
I’d rather skip the party altogether, but even I know there’s more to being captain than just helping Greer out at practices. Sometimes it means finding ways to boost team morale.
I sigh. I’ll have to talk to Mom and Dad before I do anything, about the potential risks of germs and infections or anything else that comes with having people over when you have an immunocompromised parent. Maybe that’s a pamphlet they could use at the doctor’s, another one to add to the growing stack Mom brings home like they’re substitutes for actual information: Kidney Disease, Your Teen, and You. The Dos and Don’ts of Being a Good Kid.

We’re only halfway through our warm-ups and I’m leaning into a hamstring stretch, my mind still on the logistics of a party, when Greer blows her whistle. I don’t bother looking up—she blows it a lot and I can hear Hannah chatting loudly, something Greer hates during warm-ups. Instead, I keep flexing my foot so I can reach my toes. My calves have been tight lately and I’ve been trying to work more stretches into my before and after.
The whistle blows again. Louder. This time it’s accompanied by my name.
“Being captain doesn’t give you permission to ignore the whistle, Evans. Eyes on me goes for you, too.”
I look up, freezing mid-reach.
“Sorry,” I apologize quickly, ignoring the quiet giggling of my teammates. “I didn’t realize.”
She nods. Her short red bob barely moves. “I appreciate the single-minded focus but keep it on the trail. I’ve got some announcements and I’m not repeating myself.”
Announcements? Me and Greer meet once or twice a week to go over race schedules, so I rack my brain for something I’m missing. There hasn’t been anything important enough to warrant an announcement. Even me being made captain was treated like business as usual at our first practice.
“First up, congrats are in order for your win against Galloway.” She pauses while we clap for ourselves. “It was a meet well run and I’m proud of you. I also have plenty of notes, which is why I’m switching up running partners for the rest of the season.”
A few people grumble. I eye my outstretched leg, wondering if I can slip into a stretch while she’s not looking. It’s not uncommon for her to switch our running partners depending on improvement or injuries, but it doesn’t affect me this season because I don’t have a partner. It’s not a captain thing, it’s just a numbers thing. Besides, being captain is already a bit like having everyone as a running partner.
I ignore the twinge of loneliness that sparks in my chest. It should feel more familiar than it does by now, considering it follows me into the locker room whenever the laughter goes quiet when I enter, or after practice when a huddle disperses as I start to head over. It’s not malicious, I know, I’m just on the outside looking in now. Something higher than teammate, lower than coach. It’s a weird spot to be in when the people you’re partially in charge of are your friends.
“… that’s not all. Evans is getting a running partner, too.”
I snap my head up. “I am?”
I quickly look over the team. I’d missed who was being paired but the numbers don’t add up anyway. Not unless she’s planning to turn a partnership into a trio.
“Who—” I start, but Greer cuts me off.
Her hands are clasped behind her back and she’s standing stiff and upright the way she always does when she’s about to launch into a speech, motivational or otherwise. “You know with budget cuts and graduations we’ve suffered with some recruiting. Kids have been going for volleyball and basketball and”—she sneers—“pickleball, these days.”
Jiani leans over to me. “I bet you ten bucks this is the ‘kids don’t play sports anymore’ rant,” they whisper.
I shake my head, keeping my voice low. “What would that have to do with me getting a running partner?”
“Since when do Greer’s rants make sense?”
They have a point. Last year, she managed to ramble on for a record-breaking fifteen minutes about how eating lunch too early ruined our practice speeds and argued that athletes should be allowed to have either a later lunch than everyone else or a second lunch added to their schedule. Most of the team was pretty on board. Principal Park was less so.
“Anyway!” Greer claps, getting herself back on track, and we all jump. I guess I’m not the only one who expected her to ramble longer. “I’m happy to introduce someone who not only knows the hunger we all feel when it comes to running, and winning, but who’ll be an asset to our team—especially since she’s coming to us from the competition.”
I’m sitting perfectly still but my heart pounds in my chest as if I’ve darted off into a full sprint. Competition is a broad enough term that she could mean almost any other school in the state, I tell myself, but I know better. “Competition” is a word Greer reserves for a handful of teams, and none of them have started the season as strong as we have.
None of them but Westfield.
“There’s no way,” I hear Khyris whisper vaguely to my right, but I don’t turn to look in the same direction as everyone else.
I keep my eyes on Greer as Mari walks up to stand by her side.
I keep my eyes on Greer, who’s beaming like a proud mom, like she didn’t yell curses at the entire Westfield team at every meet last season.
I keep my eyes on Greer, who doesn’t seem to realize that my heartbeat has tripled in speed and I’m more lightheaded than I’ve ever been, so maybe her lunch theory holds water.
It’s easier to focus on Greer’s smile. So much easier than it is to flick my eyes in Mari’s direction, hers already trying to burn a hole straight through me.
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MARI
I’m hoping for a big reaction, but I only realize it when I don’t get one.
Taylor’s surprise is a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment, and even that half second of emotion smooths itself out into bland politeness before I can count it as a victory.
It pisses me off.
I smile to spite her, letting it look as sharp as it feels, and keep my eyes on her as the coach keeps talking. She’s more animated than Coach Kelly, all anger and fire where Kelly is calm expectation. I kinda like it, even if she talks a little too much.
Finally, she turns to me. “Anything you want to say before we start, Rogers?”
Coach Kelly would’ve known better than to ask. I open my mouth but somehow Taylor’s voice comes out.
“I’m not running with her.”
It’s all one big rush, like she meant to exhale and started speaking instead.
“She was our competition a week ago and now you want me to be her partner? She didn’t even try out. Why should she get special treatment?”
Some of the other runners murmur their agreement but I don’t care. Taylor’s eyes are locked on my face as she tries to brush me off—again, for no real reason—but I’m not thirteen anymore, too dumbstruck to say anything as she blindsides me at a backyard birthday party. She can’t get rid of me on a whim this time, and our former friendship is nonexistent. We’ve been running in the same races for years without her so much as looking my way. If I have to step into her space, tread on her toes, run on her track to make her remember I exist, then so be it.
Here I am.
At my side, Coach Greer only laughs. It’s deep and dismissive in a way that makes my smile grow a little wider. “We’ve all been at the races, Evans, and so have you. Tryout’s unnecessary and you two are closest in speed.” That’s an understatement, but whatever. “So, congrats. You’re partners for the season. Yes, it’s my final decision. It’s for the good of the team.”
I can’t help myself; I scoff. As if Taylor’s a team player. As if she cares about anyone other than herself.
Then to me, with a stubborn clench to her jaw, Coach Greer says, “You asked to join the team, not the other way around, and I suggest you remember that. Ex-Westfield runner or not, you’re here now and I expect you to either be part of this team one hundred percent or hightail it back to where you came from.”
She turns back to everyone else. “Now. Are we going to continue sitting around gawking or are we going to run at some point today?”
She blows her whistle and I watch as the group of grumbling girls peels off onto the track. I’m grateful we’re skipping the introductions. I know all of them or have seen them before. But I recognize a few faces from middle school. It’s funny how little most people change. Jiani grins at me as they pass, shooting me a little wave as they take off.
I bend into a quick stretch, ready to join them. More than ready. Being on the team hasn’t totally sunken in yet; I mostly feel like I’m spying for Westfield, keeping close tabs on the competition for any info I can report back to Coach Kelly. But the longer I stand here, the more restless I get, like butterflies have made their home not in my stomach but in my legs, and running has always been a quick and easy solution to make myself relax.
Still. Stretches first. I’m not about to go out there and give these Jefferson girls anything less than my best.
“Welcome to Jefferson.”
I glare down at Taylor’s yellow sneakers and ignore the twinge of nostalgia as I slowly straighten up. “You call that a welcome?”
“I call it a surprise, but it was still unnecessary.”
“Whatever. Are we sticking to the track or following a trail?”
“We do the track for the first half of practice, trail for the second most days. I could show you—”
“I’m fine.”
I don’t want or need help from her of all people. Doesn’t matter if this is a new team, it’s still running.
“I get that you’re captain,” I continue, ignoring how bitter the word tastes in my mouth. The loss stings. “But I don’t need a mentor. I don’t even need a partner. We can just keep doing what we’ve been doing: running and staying out of each other’s way.”
Taylor’s quiet and I hate that her silence feels most familiar. Familiar from when we were friends. Familiar from when we weren’t. Everyone used to say that I talked enough for the both of us. Taylor claimed to like the sound of my voice, as if that was a normal thing to say, like it didn’t send me into a tailspin.
Even with the flurry of chatter around us, this close to her, the silence still drives me a little crazy.
And just like I used to, I give in to the urge to take a hammer to the quiet.
“What? Why are you staring at me?”
I almost can’t believe it. It’s the first time she’s actually looked at me in years, and I don’t know how to feel about it.
No, that’s not true. I’m irked. I’ve waited forever for her to pay me some shred of attention and now that she finally is, I can’t read her. All I see is a stranger.
It shouldn’t matter.
It should be nothing.
But I’m still standing here waiting for her to answer me, and my chest is starting to burn from holding my breath. She opens her mouth and as soon as I think she’s about to say something, she turns on her heel and runs away.
I blink, and then I’m chasing after her—as usual.
“Some captain!” I call out. She’s not running fast, this is still just practice, so it takes no time at all until I’m beside her again. “What happened to your warm welcome?”
“You said we should stay out of each other’s way. That’s what I’m doing.”
I snort. “If you have something to say, just say it.”
“It’s nothing.”
Taylor speeds up but I won’t let her off easy this time.
“You’re lying,” I argue. “Just spit it out.”
“I’ve said everything I wanted to say to you, Mari.”
It’s my name that catches me off guard, that makes my breath catch in my throat. “That’s hilarious.”
She flits her eyes toward me. “What?”
“How can you, when you’ve never bothered talking to me?”
Cutting in front of her isn’t part of my plan but that would mean I had one in the first place. It’s a bad decision, which I realize a split second before I do it. She’s going too fast to stop, and slams right into me.
Pain explodes in my head as the back of it bounces off the track and all the air is pushed out of my lungs as Taylor lands flat on top of me. She’s so close now I can see myself reflected in the deep brown of her eyes. She quickly scrambles to push herself off me.
“What’s wrong with you?” she snaps, glaring at me as I force myself to sit up. This track might look nicer and newer than Westfield’s, but falling hurts the same. “A stunt like that could have gotten us both injured. Did you come here just to screw everything up? Again?”
I stand, noticing the way other girls’ footsteps fade as they stop running to listen in. Somewhere in the distance a whistle blows, and a man’s voice yells out something football related. There’s so much green around Jefferson, around the track and fields, and the wind’s picked up enough for the rustle of tree leaves to be the loudest thing around us.
Its only competition is my pounding heart.
“I remembered how much you liked attention, but I didn’t think you were so desperate for it that you’d literally get in my way.”
This is nice. This is better. Anger replaces any hurt feelings that had started rising to the surface. No more nostalgia and half-buried fantasies about things going back to the way they used to be. This is the Taylor I know, the one who made sure I remembered her—all blame and icy irritation.
If she’s ice, I’ve always been fire, my own rage warming me from the inside out. “Accidents happen. Are you still not getting enough sleep, Tay? Maybe you should take a nap, because even my eight-year-old brother and sister have a handle on their emotions without throwing a tantrum.”
Taylor stiffens. Before she can react, Coach Greer is suddenly between us, doing her damnedest to blow out my eardrums with that whistle of hers.
“That’s enough!” she snaps. “Whatever the problem is here, you two better figure it out and you better do it fast.”
She settles her gaze on me. “You want to be on this team?”
It takes everything in me to say, “Yeah.”
“Then act like it. You’re not so indispensable that I won’t boot you. Consider this your warning. Understood?”
I force a smile. “I got it.”
“Good. Check yourselves out for any injuries and then get back to running. And don’t think you’re leaving here without extra laps for causing a disruption.”

We run in silence and even though I try to focus on running, my attention keeps returning to Taylor.
She’s taller than me now and mostly limbs, her long brown legs toned and offset by bright yellow shorts, her arms working at her sides as she runs. She still has a scar on her left elbow from the time she fell off the swings at Hanover Park. Her black box braids are in a long ponytail that slaps against her back as she flies down the track, moving faster than she needs to for a few extra laps. I wonder if this is her way of trying to get back into Coach’s good graces or if she’s just trying to get away from me.
It makes me want to run faster.
When she sees me coming, she kicks into another gear. Her furrowed eyebrows and the clench of her jaw just make me grin wider.
She always was a sore loser.
Coach’s whistle slows us both down to an easy pace. We’re the only people left at practice, and she doesn’t look too happy about having to babysit us. She stalks over with her whistle still in her hand, as if she’s prepared to blow it in our faces again. She’d better not try.
“Look,” she says abruptly, “I get this might take some adjusting, going from rivals to teammates and all. But.” She narrows her eyes. “I meant what I said. I’m not dealing with any nonsense. You two have a problem, you deal with it outside practice hours like everyone else. For as long as the cross-country season is in session, you’re partners and I’m expecting you to act like it.”
“Of course,” Taylor says quickly. “It won’t happen again.”
I glance at her. She looks determined, in the way that Lili gets when I’ve told her to go do her homework—like it’s something she’s opposed to but willing to do because she likes the person asking.
“And you?” I look at Coach Greer when she addresses me. “What’ve you got to say for yourself?”
I sigh. Didn’t we do this already? “I’ll be a perfect little Jefferson student and I won’t cause trouble ever again for you and our captain here.” It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. “We good now? Can I go?”
These running shorts have no pockets to hold my phone, and I need to know what time it is. Ricki, our new neighbor, has to be at work by noon, and I have no idea what time Mom gets home today. Plus, who knows what the bus schedule is looking like around here these days, if it’s even running on a schedule at all. Suburbs aren’t exactly public transport priorities and I’ve waited anywhere from fifteen minutes to an hour and a half one way before.
Coach looks like she wants to yell but instead she just sighs. “Yeah, Rogers, you’re good to go.”
I practically sprint my way off the field, swooping down to grab my gym bag before I open the gate; I’m already pulling out my phone and checking the time before it shuts behind me. 11:38. The bus stop’s right across from the school, but schedule or not, it takes at least a half hour to get from here to my place. Shit.
“Sorry,” I’m apologizing the second the phone clicks me through to Ricki. “Practice ran late but I’m on my way, I swear. I should be there soon.”
“Soon” is a lie and Ricki knows it, too. “I’m already headed out. Good news is: They seem like smart kids. It’ll be nothing for them to keep the door locked and themselves alive until you get there, y’know?”
That’s not the point, though. Moses and Lili are eight. They shouldn’t have to worry about staying safe in the house because all the people who are supposed to protect them can’t be bothered to be home. I stayed home alone when I was younger, but this is different. They’re … little. It’s not my job to make sure they’re looked after and it’s not my fault if our schedules don’t overlap perfectly, I know, but I still feel bad about it.
“Right,” I say finally. “Thanks for keeping an eye on them.”
“’Course. Daycare’s a scam, and I remember what it was like for me and my own babies back in the day. We’ve got to build community when we can.”
They’re not my babies, but what does it matter when they’re still my responsibility?
I rush out another thank-you and hang up. I check the time again. It’s 11:43, and not a bus in sight.
I slump down onto the bus stop bench. It’s sloped at a stupid angle, because God forbid people without cars or homes be comfortable, but it feels nice to sit after so much exercise. My legs are thrumming the way they always do after a run, like the hollows of my bones are filled with electricity. It’s a buzzy feeling—less restless, more fulfilled. I’m still staring at my phone when a car pulls up in front of the bus stop. I don’t bother looking to see what idiot’s choosing to park in a bus lane, not until they honk.
I whip my head up, irked and ready to cuss out some old man who I know is about to open his mouth and be a pervert, and blink.
It’s Taylor.
“If you’re about to offer me a ride,” I say, “don’t bother. I’ll wait for the bus.”
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TAYLOR
“The bus runs every hour on the half hour on weekends,” I say. “You’ll be waiting a long time.”
I’m not sure why I’m even bothering. From the look she’s giving me, I’m pretty sure Mari would rather I hit her with my car than drive her anywhere in it. I’m not exactly eager to spend any more time with her today myself. There’s a low throbbing in my left knee from where it hit the ground that I do my best to ignore. But she looked so stressed on the phone. The way her bottom lip trembled before she bit down on it—so viciously, like it’s betraying her. I know that look. I’ve seen it a hundred times in my memory.
Now, I can’t help but feel a little bad for my outburst. Besides, offering her a ride seems like a captain-like thing to do. She might not ever be my friend again, but I need to treat her like everyone else on the team.
“I’ll wait,” she says, unsurprisingly.
I sigh. “Mari. C’mon. You can pretend I’m an Uber driver or something if you want but let me take you home.”
There’s a long pause. She glances down at her phone and then longingly down the street like she can will the bus to appear. When it doesn’t, she says, “Fine.”
It’s quiet after she gives me her address. The radio is on low, and Mari is pointedly silent beside me. It’s weird. The silent treatment was more my speed than it was hers, but what do I know? She could’ve changed. I hope she has. Everything’s a lot easier if the girl sitting next to me is a stranger instead of the same one who’d stay up with me, helping me take out my braids while we watched clips of America’s Next Top Model on YouTube.
This is the first time I’ve gotten a good look at her. On the track, I was too focused on getting back on my feet. She looks tanned from the summer, her light brown skin slightly golden, and her hair is perfectly slicked back. The curls I remember her having are straightened and her hair looks like it was dyed blond so long ago that only the low bun she’s wearing holds any memory of the color. The dimple in her right cheek has yet to make an appearance. Probably because she hasn’t smiled once since she arrived. Not in a way that didn’t look like baring teeth.
“You might as well take a picture,” she grumbles, facing the window.
My eyes snap back to the road. “Sorry.”
“So, you do know how to apologize.”
I don’t know how to respond to that, but I should try to be civil like Coach Greer said, for the team’s sake.
“Look,” I start, tapping both index fingers on the inner edge of the steering wheel. “Maybe we should talk.”
“She speaks,” Mari says in mock surprise. “I thought you’d said everything you had to say to me already?”
To her in that moment, maybe. But about her? Involving her? In general? No.
I sigh again. “Will you just listen? I don’t want to argue.”
“So, am I listening or are we talking? You really should make up your mind, Tay.”
It’s the second time she’s called me that and it’s hard not to flinch. She doesn’t say it the same. It’s drawn out now, mocking and deliberate. Before, it felt like a flash of joy, an exclamation point in the middle of a sentence like she was afraid I’d disappear before she got to the end. Everything with her felt so fleeting, sometimes.
I’m about to tell her to forget it when a message pops up on the center console screen. It’s from Dad. I press Open right before I remember that my phone’s connected to the car.
“Leaving the doctor,” the stilted AI voice says over the speakers. “No news is good news, right?”
I roll my eyes. Maybe I’d believe him if that wasn’t always his answer. To my surprise, the car speaks again.
“They cut back on the meds. More of our old friend D back in our lives, looks like.”
I frown. D? It takes me a second of mentally scrolling through all of his friends and former teammates when I realize that he doesn’t mean a who. He means a what.
Dialysis.
It’s a surprisingly long drop from my chest to my stomach, where my heart settles.
So much for everything being fine.
“You gonna respond to that or can I turn the music up?”
She’s always been nosy. I tap the screen to exit out of the message.
“It’s all yours.”
She mutters something under her breath and leans forward to crank up the volume.
We flinch in unison at the beginning of “Party in the U.S.A.” It was our unofficial “sleepover song” once upon a time. We’d sing it so loud and off-key, jumping around and giggling into hairbrushes or bottles of leave-in conditioner.
I press the power button.
Neither of us speaks again. My thoughts dip in and out of the past as I drive, tree-lined streets slowly becoming highway, which gives way to blocks of row houses.
I wish there was more to look at so I had something else to think about besides memories of us. Me and Mari on the playground, both way too old for the monkey bars but she’s hanging from them anyway, all curls and crooked teeth in an upside-down grin. Me and Mari giggling in the back of an R-rated movie we’d snuck into and then calling each other from the dark of our bedrooms when we had nightmares afterward, whispering our fears across radio waves in the dead of night. Me and Mari passing notes in science class, trying and failing to come up with our own languages, words meant only for us.
Me and Mari and me and Mari and me and Mari.
And then just me.
Of course, the sleepover worms its way into my thoughts. It always does, at the worst times.
We usually fell asleep facing each other, accompanied by the glow of a night-light I was too old for. With every turn it made, Mari’s face lit up purple. She slid her warm hand into mine, where I held it gently, hoping the touch would be enough to say what I couldn’t.
Mari moved closer to me. Or maybe it was the other way around.
I touch her purple-painted cheek.
I don’t know why this sleepover feels different, this hundredth sleepover of ours, but Mari is pre—
I mean Mari is beau—
I mean Mari is my friend.
“It’s the last one on the left,” the Mari sitting next to me says, pulling me back into the present. This Mari is not my friend. There’s a familiar figure in the tiny front yard on the left. A woman I realize Mari has started to closely resemble.
She gets out of the car without a word, slamming the door behind her loud enough to make me flinch. Her mom stands idly by, taking everything in. Mari. My car. Me. Seeing her is almost stranger than seeing Mari again. Mari, at least, I’ve seen at meets and invitationals over the past few years but if Ms. Rogers ever came to any, I never saw her.
“Taylor Evans,” she says as she approaches, a tight smile fixed on her face. “You’re about the last person I expected to see Mari with. All grown up and driving now, huh?”
Ms. Rogers looks at my car like it’s personally offended her. It’s a dark blue sedan, half a decade away from new, without a single distinguishing feature except its three-pointed star logo.
I smile politely. “The bus is unpredictable on the weekends, and it looked like she needed a ride after practice.”
“You take after your parents. So helpful.”
She makes it sound like an insult somehow.
“I remember when Mari used to beg me to drive her to your house,” she continues. “Even walked her little butt all the way down to the bus stop when I couldn’t take her. But then your parents bought her that bike.”
Her expression twists, like she’s tasting something sour. It only lasts a second before she laughs, shaking her head. “Barely saw her again after that, she was with you so often. That bike’s Lili’s now, so be sure to let your parents know their money didn’t go to waste.”
“Of course,” I agree, and I think maybe I get it now. How Mari was.
For the first few weeks of our friendship, Mari always brought snacks with her. Plastic baggies of chips, fruit or fruit snacks, small containers of cookies. At first, I thought she had an allergy, or she was picky. Eventually, Mom managed to convince her that we needed help getting rid of all the stuff we’d bought and to save her own snacks for later. I should’ve known that the things my parents gave so freely out of affection must have felt like charity.
Ms. Rogers’s eyes flicker back toward Mari, who’s busy fending off hugs from two small, barely visible bodies in the doorway. I stare, trying to get a better look at her siblings. They hadn’t even started school yet the last time I saw them and now they’re up to Mari’s hips.
“It’s probably for the best if you don’t make this a habit. Driving her home, I mean.” I turn back to Ms. Rogers. Her tight smile has faded into something much more tired. “Better for everyone if you just leave her alone.”
I can’t speak around the lump of guilt that’s formed in my throat. I can hardly swallow. How am I supposed to respond to that?
“Mom.”
We both turn toward the sound of Mari’s voice. I forgot how good she is at sneaking up on people.
“Oh, Mari. We were just—”
“Are you home for good?” she interrupts. I can’t tell if she heard our conversation or not.
Her mom sighs. “I wish. Saturday rush. I’m doing a one to one, but I wanted to stop home for a bit.” She slips her phone from her pocket and frowns. “I think I’ve got time to grab a shower and a quick nap. Do you mind—”
“I can put the groceries away,” Mari says. Her eyes flicker toward me. “Thanks for the ride, but I can catch the bus next time.”
It’s a clear dismissal and too similar to her mom’s advice for comfort. I clear my throat. “Right. It was nice to see you again, Ms. Rogers.”
She only hums in response. As I pull off, the weight of their resentment follows me down the street long after their house is visible.



  
INTERLUDE
TAYLOR’S FOURTEENTH BIRTHDAY PARTY
Mari’s not here.
The party started twenty minutes ago and she was supposed to come early to help me figure out what to wear. But she never showed, and I’m still in my room, in my closet, trying to figure it out by myself. Mom is playing hostess, and Dad hasn’t felt good enough to do much for weeks, let alone help me choose an outfit, though fashion has never been his thing.
I call her phone again but it only rings.
Are you still coming?? I text. I wait a full minute for the bubbles to appear to show that she’s responding but they never do. Outside, I can hear Rihanna playing on the speakers and the slight buzz of the rest of my friends mingling.
There’s a knock at my door and I rush out of the closet to throw it open. “Final—” I start, but stop at the sight of Mom.
My frown mirrors hers. I’m in a robe and there’s still a scarf on my head. I’m already over this party before it’s even started. Who said fourteen was a big enough deal for a party anyway?
“You’re still not ready?” she asks, bumping past me to come in. “I thought you were wearing that blue dress.”
“The long-sleeved one?” I cross my arms. “It’s a million degrees outside.”
“Okay…” She heads into my closet as I plop down onto my bed. I’ve already searched through my closet a million times. There’s nothing in there I want to wear. “What about the jean shorts? The pink ones?”
“I don’t have a shirt to wear it with.”
“You’ve got the—”
“Don’t say the unicorn shirt, Mom.” I groan. “I’m turning fourteen, not five!”
She turns back to me, eyebrows creased in worry. “I’m only trying to help, Taylor. Let’s try some positivity.”
I could, but I’m not in the mood for it. She looks about thirty seconds away from either yelling at me or crying, though, so I oblige. “I’ll keep looking.”
“Well, do it quickly, please. Your friends didn’t come to celebrate my birthday.” She pulls me into a hug; a truce. “And if they ask me if I’ve heard of one more skinny little white boy who does fake pranks and raps on the internet, I might end this entire party on the spot.”
I’m pretty sure that would be a relief for both of us. As she heads for the door, I dutifully flip through hanger after hanger until my phone buzzes in my pocket.
here!
I rush downstairs to see for myself. Finally! Mari’s wearing jean shorts and a T-shirt and holding a yellow-and-white gift bag, which makes its way onto the kitchen island.
“You’re late,” I say, grabbing her hand and dragging her upstairs.
“And you’re … eager?” She looks at me as I shut my bedroom door. “Shouldn’t you be dressed?”
“Yes,” I say slowly, “except you’re late and you said you’d help me pick out something to wear.”
Mari laughs. “Yeah, but I thought you still knew how to dress yourself.” She heads into my closet, throwing me a grin over her shoulder. “Lucky for you, I’ve been watching every season of Project Runway with my mom.”

It’s one big garden party outside.
There are a bunch of oversized pillows placed around a long wooden table with fancy place settings and large gold-and-green centerpieces. There are a few other tables set up on the side—one with a white cake trimmed in various shades of yellow and covered in more flower-themed desserts, another with a row of small picnic baskets tagged with everyone’s names, and one for drinks that’s mostly ice buckets full of canned sodas and water bottles. There are balloons and banners and the number fourteen made out of sunflowers and daffodils sticking in the grass.
It’s nice, I guess. I notice most of it in passing and then only when Mari points it out.
Everything’s fine, at first. We stuff ourselves full of veggie wraps and fruit and cake, Jiani shows everyone videos of their brother surfing in Hawaii, we have a cornhole competition, and then on the second question of truth or dare—truth—everyone starts talking about high school. It’s all prom and SATs and clubs and sports.
Mari knows a lot about sports. Running, specifically, which isn’t a surprise except that all her new fun facts are about Westfield. Who used to go there and where they went to college and what they’re doing now, as if anyone cares because almost everyone else here is going to Jefferson.
“Your dad’s on their website,” she says eagerly. “Since he played basketball and stuff.”
Right. My dad. The same person who’s upstairs, probably in pain, while I sit out here surrounded by my friends at a birthday party I didn’t really want in the first place.
“Can we talk about this later?” I ask, because why would I want to talk about a high school that Mari didn’t even care about until a few weeks ago?
She doesn’t hear me, maybe, or she ignores me. I’m annoyed either way. It’s hot and Mari was late and now she won’t shut up, like she’s just so ready to leave that she’d be happy to go right this second.
My grip tightens on my water bottle as she keeps yapping. Soon, I’ve spilled it everywhere. I wipe my hands on the pallet table’s fancy tablecloth as I stand up. Fine. She wants to leave so bad? She can go.
“Mari,” I interrupt. I must be too loud or abrupt because everyone else goes quiet and now all eyes are on me.
The dimple in Mari’s cheek disappears as her amusement fades. “Yeah?”
“Can I talk to you?”
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Jefferson girls are easy to bullshit, mostly because all of them think they’re slick. They ask things that’ll confirm their suspicions about Westfield, like whether my earrings set off the metal detectors (there are none) or if I’m excited to have more classes to choose from at Jefferson (I’m not) or if I’ve ever been afraid to go to school (no).
It was annoying at first. But about a week in, it got fun.
“We had a girl on the team last year who got pregnant,” I say, leaning back in my seat on the bleachers to give myself more space for my lie. “Freshman, real talented too, but she’d have to sit out most of the season. She still wanted to run, so our coach said she could until she wasn’t feeling right. And you know what?”
Some blond girl whose name I’ve forgotten is gaping at me. “What?” she breathes.
“Her water broke in the middle of practice.” I laugh. “I almost slipped in all the fluid on the track. We thought Coach Kelly was gonna have to deliver the baby right there, with all the football players watching in the field across from us, since it takes forever for nine one one to show up, you know?”
The girls, JV kids, nod their agreement like bobbleheads, and it’s all I can do not to crack up.
We turn at the thunderous, partially squeaky rumble of someone bounding up the bleachers two steps at a time before Jiani sits down hard on the bench next to me where I’m holding court. They grin as they nudge me hard in the side.
“Marianna’s a bald-faced liar, kids. I wouldn’t go using her as a primary source for any papers you’re writing.”
“But she said,” one of the freshmen starts to speak up.
“Li-ar,” Jiani emphasizes. “Stop asking stupid questions and maybe she’ll stop telling you stupid stories.” They cock their head playfully. “Shouldn’t you guys be in the weight room or are you trying to get extra laps on purpose?”
The freshmen grumble among themselves but they scramble to their feet anyway, shooting glances at me. I wave goodbye happily enough before I turn to Jiani.
“You got rid of my audience.”
Their grin widens; no braces in sight these days. “You’re welcome.”
I blow out a breath dramatically. “Wanted me all to yourself, huh? Figures. It’s been a while.”
It has. When was the last time we talked? I can’t remember. Definitely after the disaster that was Taylor’s fourteenth birthday party, but not by much. When you have a group of friends it’s always hard to tell who’s closer to who until things go wrong. Hard to blame Jiani, though. Whether or not they liked me more than they liked Taylor, proximity counts for a whole lot when you’re young.
“Come warm up with us.”
They point to a small huddle of girls on the track who don’t look like they’re warming up at all. Instead, they’re laughing about something on one of their phones with their heads close together as they talk, too far away for me to hear what they’re saying. Practice hasn’t started yet, and Coach Greer and Taylor aren’t anywhere in sight; it’s a free-for-all and it shows.
I snort. “Amazing dedication from you guys. I always knew Jefferson put in the work, but I’ll have to pass.”
Jiani rolls their eyes. “You’re going to have to play nice with us sometime.”
“Not today, though.”
A week’s not nearly long enough to remember that these girls aren’t my competition. It’s barely been enough time to remember my class schedule.
“Yes, today,” Jiani insists, hopping to their feet and reaching for my hand. “You don’t have any more excuses.”
I try to snatch it away but they’re quicker than I thought and all it gets me is a sharp tug that has me standing up too, if only so I don’t go rolling headfirst down the bleachers.
“Oh, I have plenty of excuses left,” I grumble as we head down to the track. “You wanna hear ’em?”
“Nope!” The p sound pops cheerily.
Jiani only lets go of my hand when we’re at the bottom of the bleachers, just in time for them to hop off the last step, leaving it rumbling angrily under my feet. I brace myself as the group of girls turns our way.
“Hey! Jiani got you to join us after all, huh?” Khyris asks.
It takes a second for me to replace the nickname Sarita gave her, Smiley, and remember her actual name. It’s not bad as far as Sarita’s nicknames go, especially since it’s accurate. Khyris smiles toothpaste-commercial wide. It’s usually blinding and bright, but it’s hesitant now, like she’s afraid I’ll bite her head off if she says too much.
“’Course I did!” Jiani huffs. “Me and Mari go way back.”
“Oh, yeah, you guys and Taylor were friends back in middle school, right?” Hannah, I think, asks.
Kerri, the redhead with the shit knee, nudges her hard in the side. Jiani looks at me. Khyris’s features strain. I force the tension out of my shoulders by shrugging. “I’m the only person who ever beat Jiani at thumb wrestling, yeah.”
Jiani scoffs so loudly it cuts through the rest of the tension. “By cheating!”
I grin. “A win’s still a win. Not my fault you’re easily distracted.”
“Fine. I want a rematch.”
“What, a million years later? Didn’t you drag me down here to warm up?”
“But this would be more entertaining,” Kerri says. She smiles. “Twenty bucks says Mari destroys you.”
Jiani gapes at their friend and I just barely resist the urge to do the same. Twenty bucks is a stupid amount of money to put on a thumb wrestling match of all things, but I’m not about to pass it up.
I grin wider. “Any other takers?”
“Shouldn’t you, like, race instead? Since we’re on the track?” Hannah asks, but she’s quickly drowned out by Jiani’s dramatic, extended groan.
“We’ve all seen her run! At least give me some sort of chance.”
“Fine,” I say. “You’re on, J.”
I crack the knuckles on both my hands, then bend both thumbs back in a deep stretch. I’m kind of excited, full of the same silly, bubbly energy I’d get as a kid, when I drank too much soda at once.
Mischief glints familiarly in Jiani’s eyes as we settle onto the bleachers. For a second, it’s like no time has passed. We’re friends again, without all the drama that came later, without the years that have passed in the meantime. I glance quickly at my side. It’s empty space where Taylor might’ve been if this were then, the weight of her absence louder than any cheer Kerri or Khyris can provide.
I shake my head. Now’s not the time—I’ve got a thumb war to win.

Three rounds and a handful of minutes later, I’m twenty bucks richer. I’ve even earned myself a permanent cheerleader in Kerri, though she jokes that she just wanted to see Jiani get taken down a peg.
It’s … surprisingly nice.
Not just because I’m not on edge around these girls for the first time, but because they feel a little more like teammates. Not other runners I need to beat. Not rich girls competing just to pad their college applications. Not even Taylor’s friends. As we finally ease into a warm-up, Khyris and Jiani jogging by my side, Kerri and Hannah falling behind in their own whispering, giggling bubble, I let myself imagine that maybe this won’t be all bad.
By the time practice actually starts, I’m in a good enough mood that I’ve decided I’m gonna start keeping a tally of how many times Taylor looks at me during practice, because it’s at least triple the number of words she’s spoken to me. Group addresses—like when she’s the mouthpiece for one of Coach Greer’s reminders—or times when she hasn’t explicitly said my name and/or isn’t looking at me directly, don’t count.
In this practice alone, the score’s as follows:
Words spoken: Three. (“Are you ready?”)
Glances taken: Forty-five. Approximately. Probably.
Sure, keeping tabs on this means having to look at her too, but the thing is, I don’t have a problem with it. I don’t scowl and look away when we lock eyes. Why would I when I can just wave instead? It seems to piss her off even more.
“I wish you would stop,” Taylor says now.
Five whole words! A record so far.
I raise my eyebrows. “Stop … what, exactly?”
Her back’s to me where I’m sitting on the edge of the track, rifling through my duffel bag. Standard practice is to keep it in the locker room, but I’ve finally nailed down the late bus schedules. While none of the routes go all the way to my place since we live on the edge of town that just barely qualifies as Jefferson Hills at all, I can narrowly make the last one out if I keep my stuff with me. Coach Greer isn’t a fan, but unless she’s planning on driving me home, it doesn’t matter to me.
I’ve almost forgotten Taylor’s said anything to me at all when she does it again, turning to face me this time. “Stop bothering the girls.”
“Oh, you mean my teammates?” I grin at the way she winces, just a little. “Is that a captain’s order? ‘Stop bonding with your new team, Marianna’? Doesn’t sound like a good one to me.”
“It doesn’t matter what you think because you’re not the captain here. And you’re not bonding; you’re mocking them.”
“A captain and a mind reader?” I snort. “Impressive. They give out state records for psychic abilities too?”
“I’m not joking. Either you’re running literal circles around everyone or you’re slowing down so much to talk that it’s like you’re mimicking them.”
We both know she means Hannah, who moves at a snail’s pace whether or not Kerri’s right there enabling her. I’d be confused how she made varsity to begin with if I hadn’t seen her not-at-all-common last name plastered on a handful of things at this school.
I laugh. “Did it ever occur to you that some people actually like talking during practice?”
Of course it hasn’t, not with the way she holds herself so separate from everyone else. For the first couple days I thought it was just a me thing and I was fine with it. Who needs their ex-best-friend-turned-captain in their face for hours a day after school? But by the third day it was obvious: Either Taylor stuck close to Coach Greer’s side or she ran ahead of everyone like a stuck-up bird at the head of a V formation.
“You don’t need to talk to run,” she says stiffly. “It only slows you down.”
Apparently. She hasn’t tried to have a talk with me again since that first day. As much as I’ve liked talking to everyone else, I’ve realized that any words between us would be just like pulling teeth.
“This isn’t a race, Taylor, it’s practice. No one’s trying to set a personal record right now.” I tilt my head to get a better view of her. “Do you even remember what fun is?”
She blinks a few times. “What?”
“Fun,” I say emphatically. “It’s a thing you’re allowed to have when you’re doing something you enjoy. You want a dictionary definition?”
I grab my phone out of my bag and start googling. “Fun. Noun. What provides amusement or—”
She huffs sharply. “I’m aware.”
“Could’ve fooled me. Which”—I scroll down a little farther—“is a verb; fool, I mean.”
Taylor glares at me. She leans back in annoyance. Her dark brown skin drinks up the afternoon light. I look over to the field instead. It’s one of three or four that the school has. While Westfield only has one field that everyone but the football team shares, Jefferson has an entire sports complex, with a massive six-lane track surrounding this field as well as separate baseball, soccer, and football fields. The turf here’s a vibrant, unnatural green and the track is deep black wrapped around it, so dark that it reminds me of a road, the lanes clearly marked off in fresh white paint. I wonder how often they have to touch it up. I wonder what their budget is for paint alone.
“Why’d you come here?” she asks, addressing the sky.
“You mean, why’d I move?” I shrug. “I’m in charge of a lot of things at home but finances aren’t one of them. We did have this creepy landlord, though, and—”
“Why’d you come here?” she repeats, with emphasis. “To Jefferson? Hillside was right there.” Closer to my house, even, but on the wrong side of the town limits. “Or you could have just…”
My amusement fades. “I could have just what?”
What choice does she think I had? Does she think this whole thing is about her? Some elaborate, years-long plan to … what? Get revenge? Slightly irritate and inconvenience her? As if I’d give up my entire life, all the opportunities on the horizon, to be bothered with Taylor Freaking Evans.
She meets my eyes. “Not joined the team.”
Her voice is soft but that’s always how she’s said things that set me on fire; like I’m supposed to lean in to hear words meant to hurt me. For half a second, I’m thirteen all over again, listening to her tell me just how unwanted I am.
I get over it a lot quicker this time. It’s easier, now that I don’t care what she thinks.
I click my tongue. “Damn, my bad. I didn’t realize my life being uprooted would be a problem for you. Guess it must suck to have to remember how much of a shitty friend you are every time you look at me, huh?”
She makes a face that I can’t decipher, which is annoying because once upon a time, it would’ve just been second nature.
Taylor stands a little taller. “You’re a distraction.” She frowns. “You make it hard for people to focus. We have meets coming up, important ones, you know that. We can’t afford to be off-balance.”
“I’m a distraction for who, Taylor? The team? Or just you?”
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I can’t get that stupid question out of my head. It chases me down the streetlight-streaked pavement, echoing in both my ears even as I increase the volume on Megan Thee Stallion to drown it out. I’m flying over the concrete as I run, past freshly mown lawns and dark-windowed houses since it’s too early for anyone in this neighborhood to be up yet, my parents included.
Racing against the sunrise has become my favorite thing to do since I got the news about Dad’s possible kidney rejection, as if cardio can stave off any possible future where I’ve inherited his very genetic kidney disease. It’s felt like a good use of time that I’d otherwise spend tossing and turning in bed. Sure, it might be dangerous to head outside alone while it’s dark out, my cozy little suburb included. Maybe especially this suburb, where we’re one of only three Black families and the neighborhood watch makes it a point to patrol this street the most. But in the almost-morning, fear is secondary, for once; the sun is right there with me. At least, the promise of it is.
Day outpaces night and the stars fade back into invisibility. Then the world is purple and pink and pale blue, like it’s telling me good job, good run, you’ve got this. The world is bright and beautiful and mine for the taking.
At least, I tend to believe it when I’m running.
But that’s not the case this morning—because I can’t get Mari’s question out of my head.
Of course she’s a distraction. But where was she when I actually needed one? Not here. And now that she is, she’s an inconvenience. I have to stay focused; I need to make Dad proud.
This isn’t a race, Taylor, it’s practice.
As if the effort we put into practice doesn’t equate to effort we put into a meet. If everyone gets complacent and starts treating practice as some sort of … hangout … then it’ll be useless. What would we learn? How would we prepare?
The burden of winning would rest even heavier on my shoulders, and there’s no point in having a team if one person is doing all the work and everyone else is sitting on their butts gossiping with someone who was their competition not even two weeks ago.
“Maybe she’s being distracting on purpose,” I grumble as I round the corner. “Sabotaging the team for Westfield’s sake.”
But I know that’s not true, no matter how badly I want to convince myself otherwise. While I’d jump at the chance to put cross-country and all its pressures behind me, running’s as important to Mari as breathing is. She wouldn’t be herself without it.
It doesn’t feel like I should be so sure of anything where Mari is concerned, but there are some things that never change.
Every conversation with her sparks some memory that I fall into whenever my mind wanders, like the welcome week pep rally in sixth grade, the first time we met. For some reason that year, seats in the gym were first come, first served. It was a scramble to get front-row seats so people could be a part of the action. I’d lost track of my friends in the swarm. I was too short or too slow and when I reached out to grab Jiani’s hand, I somehow found Mari’s instead.
She looked down at my hand with a confused frown. When I tried to pull it back, though, she only held on tighter. A grin lit up her face, a dimple in her right cheek so deep it made her smile more contagious.
“C’mon,” she’d said, tugging me forward through a crowd that stank of deodorant and sweat. “If we really wanna get to the front, we have to push past people, no sorrys, no nothing.”
“I don’t really think,” I’d started, but she just squeezed my hand.
“We’ve got this,” she’d said, and for some reason, as we skirted around a loud cluster of boys and cut between two teachers on the edge of the herd trying to keep things orderly, I decided to believe her.
She talked a mile a minute. I think I knew she was new to town, had twin siblings, loved Fruit Roll-Ups, and hated hot dogs before the pep rally ever even started. But I didn’t know her name. After I’d listened to her groan and applaud and boo strangers for an hour, I finally thought to ask.
She laughed that loud laugh of hers—the one that felt borrowed because it was so big—and said, “You first.”
I’m down the street from my house when the streetlight ahead of me goes dark. I scowl in the daylight. I missed the entire sunrise thanks to Mari.
“Ugh.” I head inside, wincing as the door rattles in its frame behind me on impact.
“Careful.” Dad’s voice, coming from the living room, makes me jump. “Your mom’s still sleep.”
I slip off my shoes and join him. “Sorry,” I say automatically. I pause before plopping down on the opposite end of the couch. “What’re you doing up?”
“Ah, y’know. Just thought I’d make it an early morning.”
He doesn’t say he couldn’t sleep because he’s in pain, but it lingers beneath his words anyway and makes itself obvious in the slight pinch of his expression, the way he’s sitting upright on the couch instead of in his casual, comfortable slouch. Mom’s latest crochet project, a half-finished yellow-and-blue blanket, rests on his lap.
“Dad…”
He ignores me. “Trying to break new records this season? How long were you out there today?”
I glance at my watch. It’s barely seven. “Just an hour.” Maybe two. “How long have you been up?”
He smiles faintly. “About the same. Heading out soon.”
Once upon a time, “heading out soon” would only mean he was going to work. Some days it still does. More often than not, though, it means he’s going to the dialysis center.
“And everything’s going … okay?”
“It’s going fine.”
“Everyone knows ‘fine’ is a useless word, Dad.”
He smiles, and it gives him away. Dad’s smiles are wide and loud, like a little boy’s—all eager to see the world and be a part of it. But when he’s like this—in pain, in denial?—every expression just looks like one long wince.
“Well,” he says, “it’s a good enough word for me. I promise you I’m not dropping dead any time soon.” This time he smiles better. “I’m too young and handsome for that.”
I laugh. “Sure you are.” My own smile fades. “I mean, I know. It’s just that…”
It’s just that his body is literally rejecting the new kidney he got only a few years ago. Even if he manages to get a new one, who’s to say his body won’t reject that too? Maybe all the meds and dialysis and transplants in the world can’t fix him.
“I get that you’re concerned. But all the doctors say I’ll be okay, and I’d rather believe them than think the worst forever.”
“Maybe I’d worry less if you guys told me more.”
I’m not sure it’s the full truth—I’ve gotten great at worrying in silence—but there’s some truth to it. Even though I know they mean well, the lack of information just means doing my own research, and while polycystic kidney disease might not have sounded all that scary when I first learned about it, chronic kidney transplant rejection definitely does. Besides, the internet can make almost anything sound horrible. Especially genetic conditions. Especially since Dad spent his entire life completely healthy—Division 1 athlete, semi-pro basketball player—and now has to deal with this.
Dad sighs and moves the blanket from his lap as he stands, heading past me into the kitchen. A few seconds go by before I hear the familiar sound of the coffee maker.
“It’s not that we don’t think you can handle things,” he says finally. “It’s just that we’re your parents. We want to protect you from anything we can, confusing medical stuff included. Doesn’t mean it’s anything bad. Just means we’re figuring it out for ourselves too. You want a cup?”
I could desperately use the caffeine. I’m not going to get thrown off track, though. I twist around on the couch to scowl at the back of his head. “No. I want information.”
Dad chuckles and I listen to the sound of coffee being poured into a mug.
“You don’t even let me go to dialysis with you,” I argue. “Would you guys have even told me anything was wrong if you didn’t have to?”
He doesn’t answer. It stings more than I thought it would.
“Being the only person kept in the dark doesn’t make me feel better, Dad,” I explain, unable to resist the rich, chocolatey smell of his favorite roast as I get up to follow him into the kitchen. “It just makes me feel alone. I’m not saying I need to know specifics. I’d just like to be treated like I’m someone who cares about you too. That’s it.”
Dad pours me a cup as I make my way to his side, then digs the almond milk out of the fridge. When he speaks again, his voice is heavy with promise. “No more keeping things from you,” he says. “Got it.”
I crack a smile. “And Mom?”
She’s the real driving force behind the medical silence and we both know it.
“I’ll…” He hesitates before chuckling. “I’ll convince her.”

Mom’s not convinced.
She joins us in the kitchen a few minutes later. Dad meets her at the counter as she makes a beeline for her caffeine fix, wrapping his arms around her from behind and resting his chin on her shoulder as she begins her elaborate morning coffee ritual. I tune them out as they speak in murmurs and whispers, scrolling through the backlog of texts in the group chat, the one Mari’s not been added to yet, I realize, with the slightest pang of guilt. It’s mostly Khyris sending pictures of her goldendoodle puppy and everyone else gossiping about the boys’ cross-country team or asking me if I’m still throwing the party.
I haven’t responded.
“You’ve got other things to worry about,” Mom says suddenly as she sits on the barstool next to mine, the heavy thud of her mug on the island like a punctuation mark.
Besides my dad? Besides our family? “I can worry about multiple things at once.”
“But you shouldn’t have to. That’s what we’re here for.”
“It’s hard to focus on practice and the team when I’m worried about Dad,” I say. “Hard to get into the right mindset.”
It’s true enough that I only feel a little bad when she winces. “There are supposed to be scouts this season, not to mention all the college applications I need to start thinking about, but it’s hard to even visualize my plans when I’m stuck on—”
“Okay,” Mom interrupts. “I get it. I do. And I can’t promise that I’ll give you an update after every session, mostly because there isn’t anything new to share, but…” She stretches out the word and meets my gaze with tired brown eyes. “I’ll tell you the important stuff.”
It’s not a lot. But it’s more than I’ve had. And, honestly, she’s unlikely to agree to anything else. “Thank you.”
“So,” she says after a moment, “how’s the season going so far? You think you girls are ready for the bigger meets?”
“Of course they’re ready!” Dad says. He grins above the lip of his mug. “How could they not be with Tay leading the pack?”
Mom rolls her eyes, but I catch her slight smile. “And Mari’s fitting in okay? It has to be hard for her.”
Who cares?
“She’s fine,” I say.
More than fine, even.
“We should take you girls out after your first meet together,” Dad says. He downs the rest of his coffee. “Just for water ice or something, like we used to.”
The treats were always after one of us got good grades or had a long day. But Dad could come up with any excuse to “spoil us for dinner.” Mom would complain though she’d be sitting in the car right with us, scrolling through an online menu to pick her flavor ahead of time. We always felt like a family on those drives or at whatever roadside stand we ended up at. A perfect set of four. The picture-perfect family my parents always imagined they’d have. Maybe that’s why things got so confusing toward the end, when my heart started beating a little faster every time Mari grinned at me and passed a spoon back and forth while we split a sundae. I shake my head.
“It would probably look like favoritism to only take one person from the team out to celebrate,” I argue.
“Oh.” He looks thoughtful for a second before he shrugs. “You’re right. Ice cream for everyone, then!” He laughs. “Greer too.”
I smile. There’s nothing like Greer’s excitement when we win. “She’d probably be the first person in the car.”
“Just like we’ll be the first people on the sidelines cheering y’all on,” Mom adds. “It’ll be good to see you girls run on the same team for once. We won’t have to root for Westfield quietly anymore.”
“Speak for yourself. I’ve always been a proud Westfield alum,” Dad says.
I roll my eyes as they both chuckle, then reach for my phone when it buzzes.
TAYLOR. Please say the party is on for next week. Pleasepleaseplease!
The next few texts are just please, from different teammates, in various degrees of capital letters.
I slump forward in my seat until both my arms and face are covering my phone. I rest my cheek on my hands, turning to my parents. “You guys are still going to that kidney center in Maryland next week, right?”
“Yes,” Mom says slowly. “Are you about to try and come? Just because I agreed that we would do better about keeping you in the loop doesn’t mean it’s a good idea for you to—”
“I’m not. I have a meet. I just…” I resist the urge to groan as loudly as I want to. “I just wanted to make sure it’s on my calendar.”
Mom nods. I catch her shoulders relax a little. “The fourteenth to the seventeenth,” she says. “Quick and easy.”
“Right,” I repeat as I reluctantly type out my yes to the group chat. “Quick and easy.”
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“Five more minutes, I swear,” I reassure Lili as I finish her second-to-last braid. I squeeze my thighs together to keep her trapped, or at least squirming less, between them on the floor in the living room. We were both over this an hour ago. It’s not my fault she’s so tender-headed or hers that I’m so impatient. Our mornings are busy enough as it is, and it’s picture day tomorrow so it’s now or never.
My little sister groans. “You said that ten minutes ago!”
“Yeah, and I meant it. We’d be done if you knew how to keep still.” I tug lightly on a braid and she swats at me. It’s the first year she’s asked me to do her hair without beads and I can’t lie—I’m feeling some type of way.
Lili stretches out a foot, wincing as it hits the coffee table. Although this place is technically bigger than our last, there’s no denying that it’s still too tight for all of us. There’s barely a Lili-sized space between the couch and the coffee table. The dining room table a few feet behind us barely fits, extending slightly into the kitchen so we constantly have to skirt around it whenever we’re going in or out. It doesn’t help that the twins’ toys are scattered everywhere and are way too easy to step on in the dark. We’d’ve been better off in another apartment than this house Mom was so excited for.
She was right about the backyard, though; Moses and Lili have been loving it.
I finish up the last braid and lean back to get a good look at her. I’ve gotten better since last year and even without the beads, she looks cute with her braided bob, the ends curling just above her shoulders. I give her the mirror. As expected, she sticks her tongue out at me instead of saying thanks. I know she likes it because she immediately calls for Moses.
I lift my arms in a long stretch before reaching for my phone. It’s been buzzing a lot since I got Jefferson group chat privileges. I ignore yet another picture of Khyris’s dog and click on the second name in my list of messages; as usual, it’s in all caps.
U CALLED ME?
Sarita finally answers when I’m about to hang up, loud music greeting me before she does. “Aw, look who misses me already.”
“Maybe I’m just bored.” I kick my legs up on the couch. I can hear Moses and Lili arguing in the other room but choose to ignore it. “You busy?”
Sarita’s voice dips low. “I might be. Why?”
“You wanna come over?”
Mom’s working overnight and there are only a couple more hours until the twins go to bed. We can at least pretend the place is ours for a while.
She sighs heavily and her voice returns to normal. “Can’t. Even if you weren’t far as hell these days, I’m at a party.”
I blink. “Whose party?”
“Kia’s.”
Oh. So, a party I wouldn’t have been invited to regardless. It makes me feel a little better not to have been offered a plus-one, even if I feel jealousy stirring. I hear a girl shriek through the phone. Someone else says something loudly but still inaudible over the music. Sarita laughs a little.
“You been to any Jefferson parties yet?” she asks. “Are they all mansions and kegs and pools?”
“Couldn’t tell you,” I say.
“Well, have you at least learned anything juicy? Spoiled brats have got to have some kind of drama.” I don’t have to see her face to know she’s raising her eyebrows.
“Not unless you like dogs or rich white boys. There’s a party coming up, though. Taylor’s throwing it.”
I still find it hard to believe, especially since she’s the only person who hasn’t said anything about it since her agreement two days ago. She barely says anything in the group chat at all, only reacting to messages with hearts or thumbs-ups. It’s hard to imagine her place the way Sarita’s imagining a Jefferson party. It’s huge, sure, way too big for just her and her parents, but it’s too tied up in my memory with family dinners and movie nights. Plus, she doesn’t have a pool.
“You gonna go?” She doesn’t give me a chance to respond. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter if you were going to, you have to. You should invite me. Nah, invite the whole team. I bet that’d really piss her off. She feels like the type to stress about it but be too polite to kick us out.”
“What makes you think I want to piss her off?”
Sarita snorts. “We could’ve run against Sha’Carri herself and you’d find a way to make that girl your number one enemy. You still never told me what she did to you anyway.” Her voice goes teasing. “She break your heart or something?”
Yes. No. It doesn’t matter.
“I want to beat her,” I say. “That’s it.”
It’s mostly the truth. There’s not just one neat emotion when it comes to Taylor. It’s always a disgusting gray soup full of too many ingredients to ever taste any good. But beating her is an attainable goal. I’m not sure if it’s competition or jealousy that spurs me on. Maybe just stubbornness at this point.
“Speaking of running,” I say, switching gears. “Who’s captain now? Tiff?”
Sarita groans. “You don’t even have to ask. She acted like she was giving an Oscars speech that first practice after you left. Talking about how she’s going to do her best to live up to you and make us proud, like you even had time to do anything. I’m telling you, she’s so far up Kelly’s ass she’s gonna catch a disease. Good luck to her, though; Kelly’s been pissy since you left.”
I laugh, and then feel bad for doing it. Even if I did it for half a second, captaining those girls is no joke. Half of them are on the team to socialize and the other half are on the team just to feel included. Even if me and Tiff didn’t exactly chat regularly, she was probably the only other person who took this whole cross-country thing as seriously as I do. Sarita’s always floated somewhere in between.
The music on her end gets louder. I hear her voice, muffled, turned away from the phone as she talks to someone. I hear a girl giggle.
“I thought it was a toss-up between Tiff and Ashley?” I ask, trying to pull her attention back to me.
I’m trying not to think too hard about how I should be there, in the middle of a too-loud, too-messy good time. Even if Kia doesn’t like me, she’d let me in if I were with Sarita and then I’d be the one getting her attention and fiery affection, bright one second and burned down to a nub the next, scalding my fingers along with it. But I like our casualness. And when I actually want it, stealing Sarita’s attention for myself feels like a win, reassurance that I am capable of holding someone’s interest—or at least bringing it back to me when it fizzles out.
“Yeah,” Sarita says, “but no one likes Ashley. So, we gonna keep talking about the same old or are you planning on telling me what life’s like on the east side?”
Jefferson’s hardly east, but I’m not about to knock the Jeffersons theme song reference I know she probably googled just for this. “Too early to tell.”
That’s not totally true. Me and Taylor had been prepping ourselves for a high school experience at Jefferson before I moved, imagining some big, exciting teenage life as we stared over the fence connecting the middle and the high school, watching the teams practice when we should’ve been riding our bikes back to her house. For a while, Jefferson symbolized a future I wanted so badly I used to pray about it every night, shoved in between unknown, obligatory grandparents’ names and the hope that Mom would buy the good cereal. Stepping foot on the track I’d watched so many kids practice on for the first time in years felt a lot like coming back to a place I’d told myself I forgot about, and having it be exactly the same as I’d hoped and nowhere near as good as I thought.
But that’s not what she’s looking for when she asks how Jefferson is, so I don’t offer it up.
Sarita huffs. “They’re all as boring as they look, then? Even that captain of yours?”
“She’s not my—” I catch myself. Taylor is my captain, technically. But it’s in the phrasing, Sarita’s “yours” doing double duty. “None of them would interest you,” I say, refusing to rise to her bait.
“C’mon, you know I won’t know until I try. Bring me to the party and I could find out for myself. Maybe I’d even get two captains under my belt…”
Sarita’s easy to bait but hard to hang on to. All a Jefferson girl needs is for her to set her eyes on them and they’d be done for. Taylor especially.
“Don’t you have a party to get back to?” I ask.
She sucks her teeth. “Touchy. I barely said anything.” Her voice lowers, nearly getting lost in all the background noise. “Don’t worry, if I wanted to hook up with a Jefferson girl, I’ve still got your number. Maybe I will come over later.”
I won’t hold my breath.
“Sarita!” Someone shouts her name. It sounds like Kia. “Get off the phone!”
“Sounds like you’ve gotta go.”
“Apparently. Don’t be a stranger just ’cause we’re rivals now, okay? I can still outrun you and play nice if I feel like it.”
“I’ll think about the party. Tell the girls I said hi.”
“Ri said hi!” she yells. I hear the responding mix of hi’s and groans before she hangs up.
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TAYLOR
Jiani’s talking to me about party decorations and whether or not they should text their cousin who has a fake ID, but I can barely hear them over the sound of Mari’s laughter at the other end of the lunch table. The cafeteria is large and filled to the brim with chatting people but somehow it’s only Mari that I hear. It’s an effort to ignore her. She just … takes up so much space. She always did, but I was used to it before. I even benefited from it, blending into the shadow she cast. Having Mari as a best friend was kind of like staring into the sun—overwhelming, but so, so warm.
Away from that warmth, it was easy to forget how it felt, the way a sunless sky in winter feels natural after a while. Now I’m all too aware of how chilly it is in the shade. Shade that I willingly stepped into.
Mari looks up.
I turn away a beat too late. Jiani grins at me. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”
“Um.” I try to remember the last thing they said. “You said you could borrow your mom’s Costco card for snacks?”
The party is coming up quickly, and I’m more than behind on my prep. I’d half hoped that if I avoided doing anything everyone would just agree that we could skip it this year, even with Mom reluctantly agreeing to let me throw it, but that hasn’t been the case. Jiani, who needs an alarm just to remind them of our daily practices, has been almost scarily organized.
They laugh. “Okay, so you’re no good at multitasking. That’s fine. You can go back to staring and answer my question at the same time.”
“I wasn’t staring.”
“Is scowling a better word? Judging?” They lean in closer. “Pining?”
“I’m not pining.”
My words are quick. Sharp. True. But Jiani only grins wider.
“I was kidding but…” When I don’t respond, they groan. “I don’t understand the problem here. You and her.”
They glance down the long table at Mari. She started sitting with us on her first day of school before anyone had even invited her to, like friendship was a perk of being on the team. But she’s befriended almost all the girls by now, so the table’s focal point is centered on wherever she is most days. In another month or two, I’m sure they’ll have forgotten she was ever even on a different team.
“Are you jealous?” Jiani asks. “Or do you just miss her?”
“We were friends a long time ago.”
Three years to be exact. We’re far enough into high school now that middle school and everything that happened in it shouldn’t even matter. So, why does Jiani’s question cause a lump in my throat that’s hard to swallow around?
“Sure,” Jiani says. “But she’s back now.”
I keep quiet and they lean in, close enough that they almost upend my tray of food when they knock into it with their elbow. “You can always say sorry, you know.”
I’ve probably thought up a dozen different ways to say it by now—maybe twice as many—each of them as useless as the one that came before it.
A part of me doesn’t even want to apologize.
Even without all the birthday party drama, there was never going to be space for me in her new life, where everything was all Westfield all the time. So, I just decided to make it easier for us both. Dad’s diagnosis broke my heart enough; I couldn’t deal with any more.
“We’re both over it,” I say, shrugging. “There’s no point.”
“Right,” Jiani says slowly. “Both of you. Totally over it.” They purse their lips. “So, what are you gonna do? Keep pretending she doesn’t exist until we graduate? Two years is a long time. Especially if you’re going to keep acting, well, like that.”
“Like what?”
Khyris plops down on my other side, her plastic tray clattering against the table. Lunch is halfway over but she doesn’t seem bothered as she leisurely dips a chicken tender into ranch dressing. She answers for Jiani around a mouth of breaded white meat. “Like a jerk.”
“I’ve barely said anything to her.”
“Yeah,” Khyris agrees. “That’s the point. You’re the captain, and you’ve been ignoring her.”
It’s exactly what Mari asked me to do. But from the outside, it probably does make me look like a poor sport.
I sigh. “You guys are saying I should talk to her.”
Jiani nods, reaching across me to steal a fry from Khyris’s plate. They’re quick enough to keep from losing skin to her sharp French tips. “Saying, begging, pleading, all of those things.”
I get to my feet, brushing off my jeans. “We’ll talk, then.”
Jiani and Khyris gawk up at me with matching looks of surprise.
“I didn’t mean in the middle of lunch!” Jiani calls after me.
Better to do this now than to sit through the rest of the day thinking about it. Besides, the bell will ring soon anyway.
It’s only a handful of feet to where Mari’s sitting but it feels like miles. Instead of racing, my heart beats heavy in my chest. I have to swallow a few times to keep my mouth from drying out.
“Excuse me,” I say, interrupting a fresh round of laughter from the huddle of girls at this end of the table. “Do you mind if I borrow Mari for a second?”
“Mari might mind,” she says without turning around. “What do you want? Am I not allowed to ‘distract’ the team at lunch either?”
Okay, so not off to the best start. Not exactly unexpected.
“Can I talk to you?”
Mari snorts. “I’m getting déjà vu. This can’t wait until practice because…?”
“Because it would be a waste of practice time and we’re both free now.”
The words spill out of my mouth. They’re quickly followed by a wave of regret that makes my head spin. I’m already screwing up. Perfect. I know I can be quiet or broody or aloof but it’s only Mari who brings out anger in me, quick flashes of it like I’m reflecting some warped version of her own light back at her.
She glances over her shoulder, giving me a once-over before she stands. The cafeteria continues to buzz around us, but our table is annoyingly silent. I feel all of my teammates’ eyes on me, probing so deep it’s like they’re trying to draw blood. I can already imagine the whispers that will start up the second we leave. Is Mari in trouble? Am I kicking her off the team?
Even if it were in my power to do it, I wouldn’t.
Not when running is everything to her.
“Well,” Mari says finally, “I wouldn’t wanna be responsible for wasting any of your precious practice time, so let’s chat.”

I lead her to the east wing, where the walls are made of glass and the new auditorium sits unused more often than not. It’s an extension to the school, built just before I started, but far enough out of the way that it doesn’t add much except a shiny new exterior.
“So. Talk.”
She says it like it’s so simple, but I don’t even know where to start. With an apology? With an explanation? I don’t have either prepared. I don’t know if either would make a difference.
“I think we need to move forward,” I hear myself say, “for the sake of the team. We can’t go through the season like this so it’s easier if we just—”
“Move forward?” she repeats.
Mari takes a step toward me, closing the distance between us to just a foot or two. I hate that I have to tilt my head a little to maintain eye contact. It’s such a small, foreign thing, her being shorter than me now, but it reminds me of how much time has passed.
“You think that’s a thing we can do? That it’s a thing I want to do?”
I’m not delusional enough to think that our problems can be solved with a conversation, but honestly, I’d rather just bury them altogether. A bandage is our best bet, at this point.
“I’m not saying you need to forgive me—”
“Would be hard to do, considering you haven’t apologized.”
“Do you want me to?” I pause, staring behind her at a patch of sunlight glowing gold against the white tile of the floor. I’d like to sit there for a while. Bask in the warmth and forget this conversation ever happened. It reminds me of another light, purple glowing in the dark, another kind of warmth with Mari at my side. “Would it matter? I mean, honestly, do you even care what I have to say at this point?”
“Maybe I might, if you’d actually try.” The sharpness in her voice makes me focus. The purple tinge to my memories fades. A glaring teenager replaces a grinning preteen.
“But you never have,” she continues. “I’d have to tease everything out of you and even then, parts of you felt so hidden.”
She laughs. It’s a harsher sound than it was in the lunchroom, than it is in my head. Here, it echoes. “But I didn’t mind that much because that’s what friends are for, right? You get to know them until you know all of them and then you keep the parts that are secret to everyone but you safe.”
Her expression darkens. It’s like watching a storm cloud roll in, the way anger settles on her face and rearranges her features. “Unless it’s being friends with you, where I told you everything and you told me nothing.”
I told her things.
I told her so many things.
Anyone can talk. People say all kinds of stuff just to hear themselves say it and to fill the silence, so talking isn’t friendship to me, not really. I thought she understood that.
Mari’s gone quiet—waiting for me to speak?—but it’s not silent. My heartbeat is too loud; my lungs are threatening to burst. I’m scared she’ll walk away and won’t bother to speak to me ever again. And I’d deserve it, so why won’t I just let it happen?
“Are you going to say something?” she asks, finally.
Am I?
I’m not …
I don’t …
She laughs bitterly but it’s so faint it’s more of an exhale. “Right. Well, good talk. I don’t know what else I expected but I’d rather get back to lunch before Hannah eats all of my—”
“My dad got sick,” I blurt out. “Before you moved. Before my party. Really sick.”
Everything was so much worse that first time around because none of us knew what was going on. He was in pain all the time and he got these headaches that just drained him. He became a stranger overnight, some gray, exhausted version of himself who barely talked, barely smiled. A shell. He went from rising early to sleeping in, so late sometimes that I’d be at school wondering if he was still in bed, worrying that he’d never get up again.
“I didn’t tell you because I figured if I didn’t talk about it, it wouldn’t be real. I’d rather hear about what Lili and Moses tore up in your room or how you thought you did on Mr. Marks’s science quiz instead.”
Mari’s frowning but for once it doesn’t look directed at me. “But I was still coming over. Your parents were still acting like everything was normal.”
“We had to. We figured that if we all pretended hard enough as a family, things would be okay. But it was summer then, so it wasn’t like we had to stay in the house. And that’s when your mom started saying you couldn’t stay over as much anymore, do you remember?”
She nods slowly. “Was that your mom? Did she ask mine to do that?”
“I don’t know.” Mom was a hundred places at once back then, doing a million different things—medical research and going to work and planning my birthday were only a fraction of it. “But it didn’t matter, did it? Because you moved and everything that I thought I could rely on…” Shopping for locker decorations and joining the cross-country team together and, I don’t know, going to prom, was over. “Well, that didn’t matter. You were gone and I was losing Dad and…”
I clear my throat and blink away my tears. This isn’t supposed to be a pity party, and I’m not expecting her to forgive me.
“So, you decided to stop being my friend?”
“No,” I argue. “That had already happened. You were already so on board with going to Westfield, you wouldn’t shut up about it.”
“I was trying to be optimistic! Did you want me to sit around and mope?”
“Yes!”
My outburst surprises us both. I inhale deeply and let it out slowly. “I was miserable and you didn’t care enough to notice. You were so ready for your new school and your new life and all the new friends you’d get to make that I was already a memory to you.”
“How was I supposed to know—”
“You were my best friend! You could’ve asked!”
Mari scoffs. “You just told me your entire family played pretend for, what, weeks? I did ask. I know I did. And do you know what you did? You lied. You acted like everything was the same as it always was.”
“You didn’t have to believe me.”
Why did she? So easily? If we were as close as I thought we were, wouldn’t she have tried harder to figure out what was wrong—to help? She turns away, gaze fixed out the window. It’s mostly parking lot out there but there are a few trees, summer-green leaves succumbing to the oranges and reds of fall a handful at a time. Change, but a consistent sort. When she speaks again, it’s to the gravel and the greenery, her voice high and tight.
“That’s what friendship is, Taylor. Believing people. Trusting them to tell you the truth if something’s wrong.” Her reflection stares at me through the glass before she turns to face me for real. “Why are you telling me this now anyway?”
Because I didn’t want her to just walk away.
Because this felt like our last chance and there’s a part of me that misses her, that wants to grab her hand and beg her to understand me.
“So we can move forward,” I lie. I swallow hard. My spit tastes sour, or maybe it’s just my words that are acidic. “For the team.”
The bell rings, and the halls stir to life as students start moving from one class to the next.
A cloud drifts by outside and the sunlight shifts, moving from the ground to Mari’s face. It’s bright and directly in her eyes, but she doesn’t flinch. It reminds me of the sleepover. Mari’s face stained purple in the not-dark of my room as she spoke.
Do you think we’ll always be friends?
And I think of my promise to her, my younger self so certain that nothing could ever tear us apart.
“For the team,” Mari repeats, but I’m not sure she means it. I don’t get the chance to ask either because she’s already walking away.
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MARI
It’s week one of handing out smoothie samples at the mall and my cheeks already hurt from the ever-present smile that Millie, my manager, keeps demanding I wear. Once Millie finally leaves for the night, Danny and I will split my tray of leftover samples and I’ll listen to him complain about his pregnant ex-fiancée but current girlfriend who he’s trying to convince to move in with him. I’ve done this exact same thing for three shifts in a row now, and I still haven’t gotten used to the perpetual smell of burnt cheese and fried onions in the food court. But, hey, money’s money, right? It could be worse.
Laughter spills through the mostly empty food court as a wave of teenagers makes their way up the escalators. I tense. I recognize that laugh, I think. It sounds an awful lot like …
“Hold still,” Sarita says, stopping in front of me with a wide smirk. “I need to take a picture of this.”
I groan, pulling down the brim of my bright turquoise hat to cover my face, but it’s no use. She snaps away, laughing, before snatching up two samples of strawberry banana, the only flavor we’re allowed to make samples for.
“Customers only get one,” I snark.
“What about favorite customers?” she asks, slinging an arm over my shoulder as her hip presses into mine. She kisses me on the cheek and I can smell the sticky residue of her favorite peach lip gloss on my skin; I wipe it off with the back of my hand.
“Get a room.”
I glance over and register Kia leaning against one of the food court pillars. More surprising, though, is Tiff standing next to her. I raise my eyebrows. She waves.
“If I didn’t know any better,” I say, turning back to Sarita, “I’d think you only liked me because I was captain.”
“Maybe I like a little favoritism every now and then.” She has the audacity to take a third sample—or at least try to before I move the tray out of reach. “Besides, I like you enough to come pay you a visit. I heard you had a new job.”
“From who?”
She shrugs, a smirk still playing on her lips. She’s swapped out her usual gold septum ring for something with stars and her hair’s burgundy instead of the blond I saw her with last. “Can you slip away for a couple minutes, or do we have to talk while you play human table?”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes and turn back to the counter where Danny’s hunched over, looking at his phone. Must be nice. I’m always the one on sample duty.
“Hey!” He glances up. “I’m taking a break.”
“Cool.” His attention is back on his phone immediately. He doesn’t even notice when his long dark hair dips into the sample he grabs.
“I’m all yours,” I say, following her toward a table Kia’s snagged by the fountain.
“You’re not, but we can pretend if you want.” Sarita grabs me by the arm, dragging me forward the rest of the way.
“I got your text,” she adds. “About your friend.”
She never says Taylor’s name and I’ve never figured out if it bothers me or not. Right now, it doesn’t. My mouth goes dry and my stomach cramps at the reminder of our conversation last week. Years of waiting to confront her and none of it went how I imagined it would. I got what I wanted, though, didn’t I?
She finally talked to me.
I shake my head as if I can shake off all my conflicting feelings that easily. “Yeah, it was long, I know. My bad.”
I’d considered a voice note but there was no way Sarita would listen to more than five minutes of me rambling and, besides, I was pretty sure if I’d opened my mouth to start spilling everything I’d just start yelling. It was bad enough I’d had to sit through the rest of my classes and practice.
“Oh, I definitely skimmed it. I wasn’t reading all of that. But at least now you know, right?”
We’re at the table before I can respond and we slide into chairs beside Tiff and Kia. The latter is already glaring at me. Somehow she’s managed to both grab herself a plate of fries and eat half of them already. I ignore her to smile at Tiff, who’s wearing pale-green glasses the way she always does off the track.
“Hey. Long time, no see.”
“Same to you, Ri.”
There’s a sudden pang in my chest at the nickname, so specific to Westfield that for a second it makes me feel like a whole other person. Or like myself, maybe, someone who hasn’t spent the past few weeks feeling like she’s been backhanded into the past.
“I’m surprised to see you,” I say, pushing back the urge to ask her to call me Mari.
What I mean is, I’m surprised to see her with Sarita. Kia’s a given but Tiff’s never been in Sarita’s ever-rotating inner circle. Honestly, she’s never seemed to mind it much either—always perfectly happy keeping to herself on and off the track.
She smiles like she knows exactly what I mean. “Captains have to try new things, right?”
“Enough with the captain heart-to-heart,” Kia interrupts. “Tell us about this party Sarita mentioned.”
I glare at Sarita but she just bats her eyelashes innocently.
“It’s just a party,” I say slowly.
“But one we’re invited to?”
“Sarita is anyway,” I say.
Kia slumps back in her seat with a groan of disgust. “Told you she wasn’t gonna go for it. We should’ve just showed up.”
“That’d be a little rude,” Tiff says softly, ignoring the look Kia levels at her. “Especially the day before a meet.”
Right. The Thompson 2 Miler. My first meet against Westfield and I’d forgotten all about it. Something else to blame Taylor for.
“Seems perfectly friendly to me,” Sarita says. “But we could always ask.” She nods behind me. “Isn’t that your captain over there?”
“What?” I say, but I’m already twisting in my chair to look.
She’s right. It is Taylor. Her braids are loose down her back instead of in their usual ponytail and she’s wearing a fitted navy turtleneck that I know must feel like hell thanks to the mall’s overaggressive heating.
“Yeah, that’s her,” Sarita answers for me. She raises her voice. “Hey! Evans, right? C’mere!”
I whip my head back around to stare at her. “What’re you doing?”
She shrugs but the grin she’s wearing is far less innocent. “Playing nice. Saying hi. Maybe asking if we can drop by her party this weekend.”
I stand up quickly, catching the back of my chair before it can fall over, and Sarita stands with me. “I need to get back to work.”
I’m too late. Taylor’s right in front of me when I turn around. Her eyes flicker from my former teammates to me. Ignoring each other has been a mutual decision since our lunchtime chat, but I find myself holding her gaze now until she looks away first.
“Did you need something?” she asks Sarita.
“I thought I’d say hi, y’know, runner to runner.”
Okay. Not terrible. Maybe if she leaves it here it won’t be too bad.
“Plus,” she continues, “I needed to make sure you’re taking care of our girl over there.”
Sarita drapes her arm around my shoulder in that casual, possessive way she has. I watch Taylor’s eyes flick from Sarita to her arm to me, then right back to Sarita. I might not know her anymore but I sure as hell recognize the flicker of irritation before her expression smooths back into politeness.
“Mari’s good at taking care of herself,” she says.
“Mari?” Sarita repeats. “That’s cute; I like it.” She purses her lips around the first syllable of my name as she repeats it. “Mari.”
“Or whatever you call her.” Is that annoyance in Taylor’s voice or just tense politeness? “We’re lucky to have her on the team.”
Sarita snorts. Her arm around me tightens. Normally I’d shrug her off but … I’m fascinated by the way Taylor keeps glancing down at it.
“Tell us something we don’t know. Better for you to have her on your side than practically on top of you, right?” She smirks. “While running, I mean.”
Taylor opens her mouth to speak when something buzzes audibly. She glances down at her wrist before standing a little straighter. “Sure. I have to go but … good luck this season.” Her eyes flicker toward me. “I’ll see you at practice.”
It’s not a question but I feel like I ought to answer anyway. The way she’s looking now, it’s like she half believes my old teammates will steal me away.
“Yeah,” I say, “I’ll see you.”
“Oh, Evans!” Sarita calls when Taylor’s gotten just far enough away that walking back would be an inconvenience. Taylor pauses but only glances over her shoulder. “Have fun at your party—and see you on Sunday.”
She doesn’t respond, instead continues to walk away. Kia speaks up once she’s out of sight.
“God,” Kia says. “Imagine her as captain? She looks like she’d have a breakdown if she lost. I’d take you over her any day, Tiff.”
Tiff’s brows furrow. “Um. Thanks?”
Sympathy bubbles up inside me, and I’m too slow to push it down.
“Some people actually care about the sport,” I snap. “Not everybody wants to coast and complain all the time. Besides, Jefferson’s beaten us three years in a row.”
Even though both our teams haven’t made it to the most important race, the Ring of Champions, in a while, Jefferson’s ranked higher than us for every year I’ve been running cross-country.
“So, whatever they’re doing is clearly working.”
“They?” Kia sneers. “Don’t you mean you?”
A few weeks hardly seems like enough time to claim the Jefferson reputation even if I wanted it. “I said what I said.”
Sarita’s fingers tap lightly against my neck. It’s a startling reminder that her arm is still draped around my shoulders, the sharpened points of her acrylics digging faintly into my skin. “You good?” she asks.
When I look at her, I can’t quite figure out what she wants me to say. There’s no concern in sight that matches her question, only a slightly smirking amusement that I’ve gotten used to as her default. “Yeah,” I answer after a moment. “I’ve gotta get back to work.”
Sally’s Smoothies doesn’t have a customer in sight. Danny’s still behind the counter doing absolutely nothing, but my tray of samples is empty. I’m pretty sure the food court could be in flames around him and he wouldn’t blink twice.
She shrugs. Those coffin-shaped nails drag down the bare part of my shoulder before her arm drops away entirely. “I’ll see you at the party, then.”
“Sarita…”
“Just me,” she says, as if that makes it better. “Promise.”

“I thought you said she wasn’t rich,” Sarita says, raising an eyebrow at me as we walk up the front steps to Taylor’s place.
“She’s not,” I argue. Then add, “At least, that’s what she says.”
The shock wore off after we’d been friends for a while, but it took some time. My first few visits I’d mostly sat there and wondered at the amount of space Taylor had to herself. She wasn’t tripping over toys or tiptoeing in the mornings to keep from waking up cranky little kids. Even when we ate with her parents, the table seemed too big for the four of us, no one’s elbows or plates touching.
Sarita shrugs and when I pause on the porch, she takes the time to apply more lip gloss. “Looks like one of those movie houses to me.”
It does. Taylor’s whole neighborhood could be B-roll for a show like The Real Housewives. There aren’t a whole bunch of white picket fences but there are plenty of three-car garages and dozens of bay windows and perfect white siding or brick exteriors. Hell, their lawns are all still green in the fall.
I shake off my jealousy. Most of it, anyway. “Wait till you see the inside,” I say, pushing open the unlocked door.
The party’s in full swing. The number of people in here changes the house so completely that it keeps me from being overrun with memories as we head out of the foyer and into the kitchen, but it still takes effort to not think about how high the ceilings are in here and how it wasn’t just the smallness of childhood that had made this place seem massive. The music is an early 2000s pop charts mash-up that has me wincing with every transition, but someone shoves cups into our hands and Kerri is on us before we’ve had a chance to take everything in.
“Mari!” she squeals. “You made it!” Her eyes flicker toward Sarita. “And you brought a friend! Hi! I’m Kerri.”
Sarita’s grin is far too sharp. “Hi,” she says, her voice high and mocking, the word longer than it should be.
I nudge her. She ignores me.
“Half of us are hanging out by the firepit in the backyard but everybody else is in here.”
Kerri reaches around us for a plate that she starts piling high with some of the snacks arranged artfully on the kitchen island. There are strawberries stuffed with something and shrimp on skewers and cucumber slices topped high with tiny, colorful vegetables and a dozen other things that would make more sense at a banquet than a house party. “Han sent me in here for snacks. Wanna join us?”
“Where’s Taylor?” I ask.
Kerri’s no good at subtlety and her eyebrows furrow as she glances at Sarita. “I haven’t seen her in a while. Are you planning to go look for her? Because I don’t think she’d love someone from Westfield being here. No offense!” she adds quickly.
“None taken.” Sarita laughs. “And no, she’s not. We’ll be right out there with you, Kerri.”
The redhead waves goodbye, snack plate full. Sarita turns to me with her Cheshire cat smile growing even wider. I speak before she can. “She has a girlfriend.”
She pouts. “You’ve got so little faith in me, Ri. I’m here with you, aren’t I?”
As if that’s ever stopped her before.
“Play nice,” I warn. “I’m going to go look for—”
“No one. We just got here. You’re really gonna leave me by myself with all your new friends?” she asks, brushing a curl away from my face. I try not to flinch at how close the pointed tip of her nail comes to my eye. “Imagine all the trouble I could get up to if you go running off to look for Evans now.”
I don’t have to think too hard. I groan. “Do you want to stay inside or go out?”
Sarita shrugs, skimming the crowd and the decor. I can’t tell what she’s thinking and it’s probably for the best. “Outside.”
I nod. “I’ll grab us some food, then.”
“Get me some fancy cheese I can’t pronounce.” Sarita presses a long kiss to my cheek, her breath warm on my skin as she whispers, “Don’t take too long.”
I step back. “Don’t get into any trouble.”
“Cross my heart,” she says, but she’s smirking. “Now, where’s the backyard?”
I don’t even have to think about it; the directions spring to mind automatically. “Down that hall, sliding doors are to the right. You should see it from the deck.”
“The deck,” she repeats, and snorts. “Got it.”
She walks away, off to join my new team around the fire. I grab some plates.

Jiani’s laughter precedes my view of the team when I open the sliding glass door, but it takes a second for me to see what they’re laughing at. Kerri is on Hannah’s back as she runs circles around the firepit, both of them trying to catch marshmallows being thrown into their mouths. Jiani hands me a marshmallow as I join the circle and I chuck it in the couple’s direction; Hannah sticks her tongue out when she misses.
“I’m guessing the two of them didn’t just decide to do that for fun,” I say, sitting down between Jiani and Sarita. The latter’s already in someone’s personal space, listening hard as they spill gossip about the latest PTA bake sale or whatever passes for drama at Jefferson.
“No,” Jiani agrees, “but close. We’re playing truth or dare. And since you’re late, you’re next.”
“Sarita was late too,” I point out.
She turns to grin at me, slipping the plate I made her out of my hands. “I went already. They wanted me to rate you out of ten.”
“We wanted her to rate the last person she kissed,” Khyris clarifies from across the circle. She’s a haze through the fire, light brown hair glowing almost copper.
“She gave you a seven,” Kerri adds, plucking a marshmallow from Jiani’s hand as she and Hannah rejoin the group. She talks around it as she chews. “So. Truth or dare?”
I roll my eyes. I don’t trust Sarita’s dares … or Jiani’s questions, for that matter. “Isn’t there a drink option?”
Hannah lifts a red Solo cup from the ground and holds it up like a toast. “Always,” she says, downing it.
Jiani passes me a new cup, replacing my earlier one. I can’t tell what’s in it, but it smells like hairspray and pineapples. I hesitate. We have a meet tomorrow, after all.
“What’s the question for truth?” I ask. “Hypothetically.”
The night is cool and the wind is soft enough to make the flames dance, but not to blow smoke in my face. Jiani’s eyes glint with red and orange when I meet their gaze and when they open their mouth to speak, I chicken out.
“I’ll drink,” I say quickly.
And I do.
It tastes like pineapple-flavored gasoline, and I don’t take another sip as truth or dare spills over into a drinking game, which turns into a free-for-all that might be charades. People from inside start making their way out in droves, music pouring through the door that someone eventually leaves open. Jiani heads in to get more food. Khyris manages to talk some cheerleaders into teaching her how to make a pyramid. Me and Hannah join a game of red rover against the boys’ cross-country team, only for both of us to end up winded and laughing on the ground.
“Let’s try again,” Hannah says, once her giggling has faded. “We have to beat them.”
I sit up, ready to go, when I see movement coming from an upstairs window. All the lights are on for both floors, but I know that window. It’s Taylor’s.
“Sarita loves kicking guys’ asses,” I say, getting to my feet. “Grab her. I’ll be right back.”

The last time I walked down this hallway looking for Taylor was the same day she told me she didn’t want to be friends anymore.
It’s the main thought that does laps in my brain as I make my way to her bedroom. It’s where she’d always go if her parents had people over and she was tired of socializing.
I raise my fist to knock on the door … and hesitate. Why’d I even bother coming to find her? I could go back downstairs and enjoy the free food and loud music like everyone else, the brief time away from the twins and Mom and work. If she’s in the mood to hide in her own house, she’s clearly in no mood to talk.
Too bad that’s never stopped me before.
I feel the same stubbornness now as I let my fist fall into a familiar knocking pattern that I haven’t used in years. Five knocks, up and down parts of the door in the shape of an M.
There’s a pause so long I really am tempted to go back downstairs. But then Taylor’s voice comes from inside.
“It’s open.”
I twist the knob and head in, shutting the door quickly behind me. From in here, the music’s little more than a deep, lyric-less thumping through the walls. Taylor’s room, like the rest of her house, is huge. It doesn’t look exactly like it used to but it’s close. Same pale-green walls, same queen-sized bed. The most surprising thing is that the giant green beanbag managed to survive … and that Taylor’s currently curled up in it.
“Shouldn’t you be with your friend?” she asks. “The one from the mall? I’m pretty sure she’s about five minutes from making out with Khyris, and I didn’t even know Khyris liked girls.”
I head over to peek out the window, squishing myself between the beanbag and the wall to see. Sure enough, Sarita isn’t playing red rover and Khyris is sitting so close to her she’s practically in her lap. “About right for Sarita.”
Taylor turns to look at me. It’s not dark in here, so it’s not hard to see the puffy circles under her eyes. “Aren’t you jealous?”
“Should I be?”
“I mean, I thought you and her were…”
“And I thought you were supposed to be hosting this party, but it looks like we’re both wrong.”
She heaves a sigh and sinks deeper into the beans. “What do you want, Mari? Why’d you come up here? You looked like you were having a good time out there.”
So, she was watching.
I sink down onto the beanbag chair, relaxing when she doesn’t automatically shoo me away. I don’t remember how it used to feel but it seems to mold its shape to fit me now like a welcome-back gift. “Maybe I just wanted to be nosy and see what your room looked like now.”
She rolls her eyes. “It’s the same.”
No, it’s not. I spent enough time in here to know.
I point to the ceiling. “No more fairy lights.”
I turn to study her desk with a frown. It looks similar to the old one but this one is new, so flush to the wall it looks built in. There are no half-torn stickers on the side of this one but there’s a corkboard on the wall above it, photos overlapping photos like passing years. For a split second I wonder if a picture of me and her is buried somewhere underneath shots of her and her parents, and her and the other Jefferson girls. I push the thought away.
“New desk.” I glance pointedly up at her trophy shelf. “That’s new, too.”
I look harder but I don’t see what I’m looking for, the tiny white projector that plugged into the wall. “And no more night—”
“Fine,” Taylor cuts me off. “It’s not exactly the same. I like to think I grew up a little.”
“Can’t just get rid of things and call it growing.”
I don’t mean for it to land as heavy as it does between us.
The window’s open and I can hear the chatter outside in the backyard, the playful shouting and laughter all blending together with the music. I should get out of here. Go eat or dance or join in on whatever they’re doing around the fire. Go do something besides sitting here, in this room that holds too many memories, balancing on the edge of diving headfirst into them.
But I don’t.
Instead, I ask, “What happened to your projector?”
Taylor stiffens. I think of the purple rotating light and the tiny green dot-like stars it projected on the ceiling. “I liked it.”
“Good thing I don’t live my life based on your every whim.”
It’s quiet a moment before she sighs. “Sorry. I just … sorry. I didn’t need it. Whenever I used it, it just reminded me of…”
She trails off but I know what the next word is; at least I think I do.
You.
“Is that so bad?” I ask. “Remembering me?” I turn onto my side to face her even though she’s not looking at me, trying not to sink too deep into the beanbag.
“You’d left me behind and I wanted to do the same thing.”
But I didn’t. It takes so much effort and slow, deep breathing not to yell at her. She pushed me away before we could even see what being friends who lived farther apart looked like.
“You didn’t give me a chance to leave you,” I argue. “You didn’t give me a chance to do anything. You thought I’d forget about you, so you stopped being my friend. You thought I wouldn’t care about what was going on with your dad, so you just didn’t tell me. Notice the pattern? Because you’re at the center of it. All of it revolves around you and your feelings, Taylor, not reality.”
She keeps her eyes on the ceiling and her voice perfectly calm. “It doesn’t matter anymore. You moved, and I stopped using the night-light. I don’t even know where it is.”
It sounds like a lie but I don’t call her on it. Instead, I say, “I’m back now.”
“So?”
I frown. Maybe the grass has grown up too high and thick for either of us to make our way through, forward or backward, and we’ve gotten too used to our time apart.
“It can never be the same, can it?” I ask.
Us, our friendship, whatever little baby steps we’d been taking toward something else.
“No. It can’t.”
We can’t stop being who we are now to be thirteen and obsessed with each other again. Would we even want to, knowing how it all turns out?
“That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen, though,” I stress.
Restlessness creeps in slowly and then washes over me all at once. And now, I’m itching to run, like I’m some fairy-tale creature that exists on memory and Taylor is starving me out. I’m not about to beg for her attention but I refuse to be the person in charge of our shared history, the only one who has to deal with their aftershocks. My heart wasn’t the only one running a marathon that night. My hands weren’t the only sweaty ones. This entire room is a nebula of purple in my memory—she can’t just try to erase that with a few words and a lost projector. Not when it became such a core memory in those first lonely months after our friendship ended, when I started a high school where everything was brand-new and nothing fit right—not my clothes or my personality or my teeth in my mouth or the way I felt when girls smiled at me.
Her eyes finally flit over to meet mine. “You’re making it out to be bigger than it was.”
“What’s it, Taylor? Our friendship?” I want her to say it. To acknowledge it. “Or our kiss?”
A muffled cheer makes its way up through the floorboards and the music gets louder. Too loud. The walls are rattling or maybe that’s just the vibration in my bones. She looks away from me and sits up, eyes on the door. Someone in this fancy, quiet little neighborhood will probably complain if she doesn’t go tell them to turn it down.
Taylor gets to her feet gracelessly, nearly falling off the beanbag before she straightens herself up and brushes past me. I turn to watch her. She grips the doorknob tight before she yanks it open. Music crashes over us like a wave. I can hear her over it, though. Barely.
“It was a mistake,” she says, leaving me alone in her bedroom.



  
INTERLUDE
THE SLEEPOVER
I don’t sleep in her bed, usually. I sleep in the guest bedroom next door, declared “Mari’s room” at Mrs. Evans’s insistence. Long summer days means sleep comes easy for me, but Taylor has insomnia. The lights stay on and she stays up, doing God knows what to pass the time.
It’s a Friday night and Mom’s off tomorrow, which means I don’t even have to leave early, so I can try and stay up too, match Tay hour for hour. The little clock on her nightstand flashes the time: 11:00 p.m. in one blink, midnight the next.
We’ve switched from Tay’s beanbag over to her bed. I roll onto my side from my stomach, tugging some of the thick blue blanket we’re sharing with me. It’s June and it’s not that hot out, but her parents keep it freezing in here, and even with my socks on and a fluffy pink robe I snagged from Taylor’s closet, I’m still shivering.
She reaches forward to tap the space bar on her laptop and the video stops. I frown at her.
“What’d you do that for?”
“You’re not even paying attention.”
“I was!”
At least, I kind of was. We’ve been taking turns picking what videos to watch for something like an hour, I guess, and now that we’ve finished watching the highlights of last year’s outdoor track and field championships, it’s Taylor’s pick: some old white lady with a garden bigger than her house where she grows broccoli and squash the size of her head.
“I can pick something else,” she offers quietly. “I just like watching it at night sometimes, but we don’t have to—”
“No,” I interrupt. “I like this lady. She calls eggplants something weird.”
Tay smiles. “Aubergines. I guess that’s what they call them in England.” She runs a finger along the edge of her laptop, avoiding the space bar or the mouse pad that’ll get the video going again.
I nod, yawning. “Yeah, that. So, turn it back on.”
She doesn’t. Instead she sees right through me. “You’re tired.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I say, rolling fully onto my back and taking the rest of the blanket with me. “I’m awake, though.”
“You can go to sleep.”
I shut my eyes. Not sleeping. “I want to watch the aubergine lady.”
“Her name is Clara. And it’s hard to watch her with your eyes closed.”
“Turn it on anyway.”
“Mari…”
I don’t even have to open my eyes to see the frown on her face. “Go ahead.”
“Fine. But I’m turning the lights off.”
I feel the bed move as she gets off it and then hear the soft click of the light switch. It’s only dark for a second, though, before there’s a faint tint of color behind my eyelids. Taylor’s night-light projector, something Lili would go crazy for but Mom would never buy. It makes Taylor just as happy. I watch her visibly relax in its violet glow. Guilt hits me hard. I’m moving soon, so this might be the last time I get to spend the night for a while.
I haven’t told Taylor. Partly because Mom hasn’t said where we’re going. Mostly because I don’t want it to feel real yet. We’ve got at least one more week together until eighth-grade graduation. Maybe between now and then Mom’ll change her mind.
I stare up at the tiny bit of outer space rotating slowly on the ceiling.
“It’s nice,” I say, noting the green stars speckled across the ceiling amid the sea of purple. I twist around to face Taylor, who’s still standing over by the projector, adjusting its square base to get whatever perfect little angle she wants. “Does it change color?”
She clicks and the purple changes to blue. Another click, and the green stars flicker out. She cycles through a few more—orange and yellow and pink—before coming back to the purple.
“I like this one the most,” she says.
“Me too.”
I don’t take my eyes off the purple sky above us as Taylor climbs back onto the bed and turns the video back on. Maybe I zone out or fall asleep because the next thing I know, the video’s over, Taylor’s laptop is back on her desk, and she’s lying next to me staring up at her purple-painted ceiling too. I roll onto my side to look at her.
“How’s the old lady’s garden?”
Taylor turns on her side too. “Good.”
“What’s she gonna plant next?”
“She’s moving her tomatoes outside soon. She needs to buy a trellis first.”
I don’t ask what that is. I don’t care that much. Taylor does, though.
“You gonna grow stuff?” I ask, cut off by my own yawn. “Your backyard’s huge. You could probably have a garden better than hers. I’ll taste test for you. Or I can help you dig holes; that part seems kinda fun.” I yawn again. “What grows around here anyway, besides flowers?”
The woman in the apartment next door to mine grows all sorts of plants on her balcony but I’ve never seen any vegetables.
“We can talk about it tomorrow.”
“Are you telling me to go to sleep?”
“Maybe. Are you going to go to the guest room?”
That’s what I usually do. But I’m comfy under this blanket and I don’t know how many more times I’ll get to spend the night here. Taylor’s looking at me like she knows, like she really can read my mind and is just waiting for me to spit it out already. She’s frowning, and her fingers are twitching a little where her hand is resting between us. She’s nervous about something and it’s making me nervous too.
I put my hand on top of hers and the twitching stops. The fast little flutter in my wrist doesn’t, though, and I’m not that tired anymore, now I just feel like I could run a dozen miles without stopping even once, and Taylor’s closer than she was a second ago and her eyes are all brown and black like normal except they’re kind of purple now too, and I have to move in closer this time to get a better look, to see if maybe the green dots will reflect in them too.
Tay moves her right hand to my cheek, the other one still holding mine.
I could tell her I’m moving now but if I do she’ll probably ruin whatever moment this is.
“Do you think we’ll always be friends?” I whisper. There’s not a lot of space between us anymore; my words don’t have to travel far for her to hear me.
“Yes,” Taylor says. Her words come quick but she’s whispering too. “Of course we will.”
Maybe it’s her promise or that little heartbeat in my wrist or the way we’re so close and everything is so hazy it feels like I’m dreaming. Or maybe it’s just because I’ve been thinking about doing this forever.
I lean forward, just a little, slow enough that she can move back and I can shut my eyes and go to sleep and pretend it didn’t happen.
But she doesn’t move away so I don’t close my eyes and then my lips are on hers, and she still isn’t moving away, and her hand is still on my cheek and everything is so,
so
purple.
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MARI
We are running so late.
First, Lili couldn’t find her shoes. Then Moses didn’t want to wear his jacket because it’s too small but one of mine wouldn’t work because it was “too girly.” And then there was the damn bus that was so slow it made us miss the connecting one that might have helped us actually get there on time. So, here we are. Crammed in the back of an Uber that costs half a shift’s worth of money to go ten miles.
“Are we gonna get food when we get there?” Moses asks.
I stare at him. “Are you joking? I made you Pop-Tarts.”
He shrugs. “I ate ’em.”
I sigh deeply, rubbing my forehead and trying to think of who can keep an eye on them while I’m racing, let alone when and how I’ll have time to take him to a concession stand.
“Remember the taste and suck it up for a while, okay?” I say as my phone buzzes in my pocket.
“Yeah,” Lili agrees from my other side. “You’re just being greedy.”
I wince as Moses’s attempt to kick her lands on my shins instead and kick him back as I take out my phone. There’s a text from Taylor. Directly to me, not even in the group chat. And here I’d hoped I wasn’t the only one who’d be running late considering last night.
Where are you?
I toy with the idea of ignoring her for a while before giving in. We’re not up to race for at least an hour but I’m definitely missing warm-ups. The least I can do, especially if I’d like to avoid being sidelined as a no-show, is respond.
omw, I type out quickly.

It’s packed. I don’t know if this park is smaller than where we had the last invitational or if there are just more people excited to watch now that race times are starting to count for more than highlighting early favorites. I keep a tight grip on both the twins’ hands as we squeeze our way through pockets of people, my head on a swivel as I search for my team.
“Over there!”
I look down as Lili tugs on my arm and then up again as she points. She’s found my team … my old one, anyway. I catch sight of Coach Kelly and a few other girls before focusing in on Tiff, who’s heading our way. Her hair’s pulled up into a thick puff on the top of her head and the Westfield emblazoned across the front of her chest makes my heart squeeze a little.
“Wrong team, kid,” I murmur, nudging Lil a little before returning Tiff’s wide smile as she stops in front of us.
“Marianna, hey! Glad I got the chance to see you before we race.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Something wrong?”
She shakes her head. “’Course not. Just wanted to say good luck.” Tiff bites her lip and even though we were never the best of friends, I know enough to know that’s not all she wants to say.
“And?” I coax.
“And, uh, you might need it.” She rubs the back of her neck, smile curling awkwardly on one side. “Sarita did say your team was cutting pretty loose last night.”
It’d be stupid to be any type of surprised that Sarita’s spilling gossip about the party, so I ignore it. “You know where they are?”
She tilts her head to the right, nodding farther onto the field. “Your coach’s yelling is hard to miss. She’s … excited.”
I laugh. Compared to Coach Kelly, a monk would probably be too loud, but Coach Greer’s in a class of her own sometimes. “Thanks.”
I feel a small hand slide out of my own and I look down at Moses as he stares up at me. “I’m hungry,” he grumbles.
Right. That.
I blow out a breath. I’ve barely had time to take in the teams or the start of the course, let alone search for food for my brother and his bottomless stomach.
“Do you…” Tiff hesitates for a second. “You need someone to watch them? My parents are here.” She turns her smile on Moses and Lili. “And they’ve always got snacks.”
My first instinct is to say no but I don’t have a better option. Besides, I’ve met Tiff’s parents before and, well, they raised her. She’s probably the nicest person I know. Maybe they could teach my little demons some more manners while they’re at it. I all but shove them in her direction.
“That’d be great, Tiff, seriously.” I whip my bag off my shoulder and start digging through the side pocket. “I think I have a ten in here if they’re planning to buy food or something…”
Lili happily switches her grip from mine to Tiff’s. Moses just stands by her side with his arms crossed.
“Our treat, don’t worry about it.” When I open my mouth to protest, she shakes her head. “Seriously. I’m pretty sure they’ve got a bet going against Jefferson, so consider it payback.”
I let myself relax, tossing my bag back over my shoulder. “Not sure if I should throw the race or not now.”
“Not sure you’ll need to.” She shakes her head before I can ask. “I’ll take ’em to my parents and give them your number to call you afterward if we can’t find you in the crowd. And really, Marianna … good luck.”
I ignore the sudden urge to hug her and settle for smiling back. “You too.” I flick my gaze between my siblings. “Be good. Don’t act like we starve you, please.”
I take off, and I swear I can hear the shrill shriek of Coach Greer’s whistle above all other noise as I head onto the field.

It doesn’t take a genius to understand that three-fourths of the team is hungover. Jiani and Hannah are sitting on the grass with their backs pressed to each other and their eyes closed. Everyone else is at least trying to go through the motions of warming up, jogging past me with Taylor at the front. Our eyes meet and she slows to a stop that the others immediately look grateful for.
“You’re finally here,” she says. Her voice is sharp.
“And in a better condition to race than the rest of them, so you should be happy to see me.” I nudge Jiani with my foot, but they barely stir. “Did you get them some water? Painkillers?”
“I’m no one’s mom.” When I only raise my eyebrows, she huffs. “They have water. What they need is willpower.”
“You get that straight from Coach Greer or did you do a little paraphrasing?”
She doesn’t answer, so I turn to look at everyone, all of them now sitting down. The ones who’d actually made an effort to warm up are guzzling down water or lying with their heads in each other’s lap. I grimace. I don’t think Tiff’s good luck is gonna be enough.
“Have you just been complaining about them all morning to their faces? I’m pretty sure they feel crappy enough.”
Taylor crosses her arms. “They’re not acting like it.”
“If you’re going to whine no matter what, why shouldn’t they sit here and tune you out?”
There’s a collective groan from the zombie members of our team as Coach Greer blows her whistle.
“Nice of you to join us, Rogers,” she says, glaring my way. “At least the others had the decency to be on time.”
As in the rich girls with cars who all live close enough to carpool if they need to and who probably didn’t have to drag their siblings along with them. The retort sits so close to the tip of my tongue that I think, for a second, it’ll spill over, but I manage to keep my cool. It took a few weeks, but I’ve learned that the best way to shut her up is just to not say anything.
Coach Greer turns her attention to the zombies. “We’ve got some warm-up time left. You all planning to get your heads in the game sometime today or should I put in our disqualification now?”
“There’s no way we’re going out like this, right?” I call. Kerri gives a half-hearted cheer from where her head is buried in Hannah’s shoulder, and I chuckle before turning to Coach Greer. “I think I can help if you give us a minute.”
She gives me a once-over, then nods, tugging on the brim of her cap. “I don’t care who does what. Just do something.”
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TAYLOR
Of course, Mari sweeps in late and it’s still all eyes on her.
She squats to talk to a still bleary-eyed Jiani, pushing a water bottle into their hands and making them laugh despite their groans. It’s the same for the others too, the ones I had to plead with to stretch and to at least try jogging with me. It’s all so … easy for her. None of them glare at her or tell her to leave them alone.
Instead, they get to their feet one by one, trembling like baby deer. They down water and start coming back to life in increments, like all they needed for resuscitation was Mari’s presence. Like all my effort—my pleading and convincing and irritation—wasn’t anywhere near good enough.
The little kid in me stamps her feet. She whines about how none of this is fair. I’m the captain, not Mari. But right now, being listened to and being liked aren’t the point. I just don’t want us to embarrass ourselves at this meet. If Mari can get the team to where we’re able to avoid that, then good, at least someone could.
It’s a perfectly reasonable train of thought, so I’m not sure why anger is still burning beneath my skin. I feel like I’m on the playground at recess, quietly sitting with a teacher because no one asked me if I wanted to play with them. “Captain” is just supposed to be a title, not an identity, but I’m feeling a little wrapped up in it anyway. Watching Mari makes me less and less sure that I’m any good at it.
I swallow down my insecurity but it doesn’t feel like it makes a difference.
“Okay!” Mari says happily, once she’s gone from person to person. “You’re all supposed to be good at this, right? I mean, I didn’t spend years practicing to beat you guys for nothing.”
She grins. “And if you’re not, I’m on your team now so lucky for you. Unless you want Coach Greer blowing her whistle until your ears bleed, how about we get on with warm-ups and running this damn race? You can puke or sleep as much as you want when this is all over, but the faster you make it to the finish line, the sooner it’ll be over. And honestly? Beating the rest of these teams this hungover would be legendary.”
She eases into a stretch and they all follow, even though we’re supposed to be done with the stretching portion, something she’d know if she hadn’t shown up late.
“Evans!”
I turn around to find Greer watching me. She gestures to Mari and the rest of the team. “You planning to join them sometime today?”
I hate being scolded. The sting of it spreads across my scalp, in the spaces between braids. “We already did this part.”
“Then do it again. You’re the captain.” Her eyes flicker toward Mari. “At least, I think you are. It’s on you to lead the warm-ups.”
She says it like I haven’t already. Like I’ve just been sitting here uselessly. And I guess I have, since Mari showed up.
“Right,” I say. “Of course.”
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Taylor striding up from behind me while I’m hot on Tiff’s tail is the first surprise.
She looks as tired as she normally does but no worse for wear.
The second surprise is when she actually talks to me. I thought we’d avoid doing that for at least a few days.
“If you’re trying to work your way up to captain, it’s going to take a lot more than motivating a few hungover people to cancel out being late.”
“You should be thanking me. And I’m not ‘working my way up’ to anything. I don’t want to be captain.”
Not here, not at Jefferson. The title only meant something to me because I earned it. I’d worked my ass off for it. Coach Kelly didn’t just give it to me because I had a cute face and a fast enough personal record. That’s why she couldn’t pick anyone else but Tiff after I left. There’s running well and then there’s leading a team, clearly something no one’s bothered telling Taylor.
“You expect me to believe that?”
“Believe what you want, Taylor.”
We run past a group of cheering moms as we round a corner, all of them decked out in the yellow and purple of Hylton High like a jump scare the second we’re out of the tree line.
“I will,” Taylor says. “You’ve wanted to be captain ever since we watched Nellie De Marco lead the team through drills with her hot-pink whistle.”
I laugh. That’s someone I haven’t thought about in forever. Nellie was a sophomore and the youngest captain of a sports team at Jefferson when we were kids with stars in our eyes who’d sneak over the fence and into the high school’s bleachers to watch the girls practice. She was mostly known for her whistle … and her not entirely appropriate relationship with the former coach.
“People change. For example, you usually hate talking during a race.”
I almost expect her to come to her senses and pull ahead of me but instead she scoffs. “It’s not like it matters. Obviously, no one’s taking this seriously.”
“You are.” I am.
“Maybe that’d count for something if this was a solo sport, but it’s not.”
“It’s one bad race. You’re working yourself up for—”
“It’s not just one race. It’s the fact that no one cared enough to be responsible and no one bothered listening to me all morning until you showed up. I wouldn’t be surprised if Kerri and Hannah quit halfway through or Jiani decided to—”
“You’re an easy person to disappoint, Taylor. And a hard one to make happy. They’re doing their best.”
“Then maybe they should work a little harder.”
“Or you should be more upfront about what you need from them. Or at least less of an asshole.”
I think we’re still talking about the team and this meet, but I don’t really know anymore. All our conversations always circle back to years ago like we’re stuck in a time loop, and there’s no forgetting the way we left things last night.
“What’s being upfront ever gotten me?”
“I don’t know—have you ever tried it?”
“I kissed you.”
I stumble to a stop. Some girl behind me swerves to avoid a collision at the last second, grumbling under her breath. I’m surprised to see that Taylor’s stopped too but not as surprised as I am by what she said. “No, you didn’t.”
“Yes, I did.”
Never mind the fact that we could’ve had this conversation last night, I can’t believe this is what she’s convinced herself of. I shake my head and pick up my pace again. For all of Taylor’s complaining about the rest of the team, we’re both nowhere near running our best.
“Kissing me back isn’t being upfront,” I say as she runs up beside me again. “If that was the case, I wouldn’t have been so…”
Scared. Anxious.
“That’s not how I remember it,” I continue. And I should know. I only replayed it in my head a few hundred times afterward.
“Of course it’s not. I’m always the follower to your leader in your head.” She skirts around a pair of girls who look like they’re ready to collapse, barely sparing them a look; she’s too busy scowling in my direction. “Another reason you probably want to be captain.”
“I already told you that’s not what I want.”
“Fine. You’d rather watch me try and fail, then swoop in to do it yourself. Not the captain, just better than her.”
A headache starts throbbing behind both my eyes. “It’s not my fault you don’t feel like you’re good enough.”
“Yes, it is!” she snaps. A few girls nearby glance our way before refocusing on the race, but Taylor doesn’t seem to notice. “This was supposed to be your job! Your role! I never … I wouldn’t have even signed up for the team if that wasn’t our plan.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I catch her wipe her cheeks roughly. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. Sure, we’d had a plan, something vague and exciting decided on over lunch or in the bleachers during a practice we weren’t even supposed to be at. But who cares? There are a dozen plans we haven’t even thought about and more promises than that that we’ve broken. Why’s this one the one she stuck with?
Taylor’s face is as blank as it normally is when she’s running. Whatever flurry of emotion she was feeling has been shoved right back down to wherever it came from. Makes sense. She’s got an image to project to the rest of these people and she doesn’t give a damn about how I see her these days.
Is that supposed to be trust or just indifference?
The sight of the finish line makes me run a little faster automatically, as if this race isn’t already lost. Tiff disappeared from view forever ago and is probably already gulping down water and praise from Coach Kelly. Maybe the rest of Westfield is too. I’ve been too distracted to keep track of any of them. I don’t know which of us crosses the finish line first, but thanks to Taylor, it doesn’t even matter.
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TAYLOR
I’d rather Greer just yell.
It’s worse when she’s quiet and right now I can’t tell if it’s because she’s pissed or surprised or both. I don’t blame her. I can’t blame anyone but myself. My final time ended up being 30:46.
Thirty minutes.
I don’t think I’ve run that slowly my entire time on the team, let alone during a race. Even Hannah managed to cross the finish line before me and Mari did.
It’s my own fault.
I don’t know what I was thinking—no. That’s exactly it. I wasn’t thinking. I was just experiencing. Anger and guilt and frustration and confusion and all the things I’m usually so good at ignoring came rushing out of me at the worst possible time.
“Evans.”
For once, Greer’s almost completely impassive. Only the tight grip on her whistle gives her away. Everyone else’s eyes are on me too, and I do my best not to wilt beneath them. What kind of captain loses her cool in the middle of a race? Not the kind anyone respects, that’s who.
“I’m sorry,” I apologize before she can say anything else. “I let stress get the better of me and became a distraction to Mari and a liability to the team.”
Buzz words. What are more buzz words? I need them to believe me. But it’s just one meet, I try to reassure myself.
“Go cool down.”
I blink, waiting for Greer to say something else. She doesn’t.
“But,” I start, and she shakes her head.
“We’ll talk on Monday. Cool down; then go home.”
She gives orders like they’re such simple things. But it’s not like I have another choice.
“What about Mari?” I ask.
She disappeared the second we crossed the finish line.
“I don’t see how that concerns you,” Greer says. “End of discussion, Taylor.”
I can’t tell if it’s a good or bad sign that she actually used my first name.

“We should’ve realized how tired you’ve been,” Mom says over the car speakers on the way home. “Up earlier and earlier for those runs of yours.”
Half the team decided to get something to eat before heading back, and I’d been driving in silence until a few minutes ago, when my parents called. They caught the live stream, apparently. I didn’t even know that was a thing outside of championship races.
“Tired” is the excuse I gave for my poor performance. Better that than trying to explain arguing with Mari in the middle of a race.
“You can’t run on no sleep,” she continues. I can hear the sound of soft chatter behind her and I wonder where they are. “Literally and figuratively. Why didn’t you tell us you weren’t feeling well?”
I sigh. “Which is it, Mom? You should’ve realized or I should’ve told you?”
“Taylor.”
It’s a mild-mannered reprimand from Dad—the only kind he gives.
“What? I’m just asking. I didn’t mention it because it was no different than usual.”
That’s not a lie.
“Clearly it was.” It’s Mom’s turn to sigh. “You’ve never been so…”
“Slow?” I offer.
“Defeated,” she corrects me.
“I’m fine, I promise. Things with the party just got out of hand and I’m … I guess I’m still getting used to the whole captain thing.”
Mom hums softly, like I’m confirming something she’d already thought. Does she think I wasn’t cut out for this too or is just agreeing that adjusting takes time? “Right, the first time in any role is always going to take some time getting used to, especially when you add a new teammate into the mix.”
There’s a pause and I know she wants to ask about Mari. So, I’m surprised when she says, “Maybe we can go see Dr. Kim again soon, talk to her about some newer meds?”
“I just need to adjust,” I say. Pills were useless and awful the last time I tried anything prescribed to me and I have way more keeping me up now than I did as a kid.
“We’re still proud of you, you know that, right?” Dad chimes in when me and Mom go quiet. “You could’ve come in last place and we would still be proud.”
“Sure.”
Maybe it’s even true. But there are degrees to pride, especially my parents’. Everything depends on me doing my best. I’m the only kid they’ve got so there’s no one else to pick up my slack. No one else for them to pin their hopes and dreams to and pray that they stick.
“We can still go out for ice cream when we get home,” Dad offers. “I mean, a 5K for most people’s the biggest thing they’d ever done, you know.”
“Maybe we can even invite the other girls,” he continues. “You could all use a reward.” He laughs. “Helluva thing, running with a hangover. All of y’all should’ve placed better just for that.”
“Rewarding the children for drinking,” Mom says, her voice bone-dry. “Perfect idea, Sean.” She looks my way. “Maybe that was the issue more than a lack of sleep, hm?”
He chuckles. “Either way, all effort deserves a little something.”
“As long as our house doesn’t look like you threw a party in it by the time we get home,” Mom adds. “No one’s getting anything if my house is a mess.”
Thankfully, I managed to wrangle most of the team into cleaning up last night before everyone went home. Anything that’s left should be enough to deal with on my own. Still, as captain, I probably shouldn’t reward bad behavior. Especially not my own. “Maybe next time, Dad,” I agree half-heartedly, wincing as I hit the curb before pulling into our driveway.
“I’m going to hold you to that,” he says. “One of these days. You, us, the whole team. A celebration.”
“A celebration,” I repeat, watching the garage door inch open.
I make it up to my room, with my parents’ constant reassurances still ringing in my ears, before I bother to unmute the group chat. My phone starts vibrating the second I do, texts and notifications coming in from the girls all at once. I sit on my bed to read them. They’re all versions of the same thing.
Are U OK?
What happened??
Did u get hrt?
You did great!1!!
can’t believe I beat you lol
I drop a quick I’m fine in the group chat so I don’t have to deal with anyone one-on-one and lie down. My bed has never been uncomfortable but now it feels like heaven. It won’t last. It never does. But for now, I shut my eyes.
It’s just one race, not the end of the world.
Practically nothing in the grand scheme of things. Then why do I feel so awful?
But as everything starts to go hazy, the race is the thing I’m least worried about. Mari hasn’t replied to any of the joking texts mentioning her and it’s been over an hour. Sure, it’s none of my business what she does or where she is, but …
No. No “but.” Mari’s life is none of my business and hasn’t been for a long time. That hasn’t changed.
Sleep presses down on me, more insistent than everything else for once, and I settle under its weight for as long as I can.
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I’m on attempt number four of trying to sleep for more than thirty minutes at a time before I have to get up for school and my meeting with Greer, when I hear the familiar noise of the TV downstairs. Dad must’ve forgotten to mute it before he turned it on—something I learned quickly as a kid trying to watch cartoons in the middle of the night—because the voice of some TV personality blares through the house like an alarm, announcing the winner of today’s episode of some cooking show I’ve never heard of. It cuts off just as suddenly, the announcer’s voice returning softer than a murmur a few seconds later as Dad lowers the volume. I stare up at the ceiling for a few seconds longer before I throw on a robe and some slippers and pad downstairs to join him, following the glow into the TV-lit living room.
“You’re lucky Mom’s a heavy sleeper,” I say, dropping down onto the couch next to him.
He shoots me a guilty smile. “Don’t tell me I woke you up.”
“Okay, I won’t.” When he starts to frown, I quickly shake my head. “I’m kidding. Sleep wasn’t working out.”
Every time I close my eyes, I’m back at the meet, running on a clock face instead of grass, puking up nonsense and memory.
“What about you?” I ask. “Any luck in Maryland?”
“Just test after test, mostly.” He chuckles. “Felt like I was back in school.”
I crack a smile at the joke. “What’d they say?”
“Too much to keep track of. But the gist is these kidneys I’ve got don’t seem to like me too much. The doctors gave me the thumbs-up on the rejection.”
“Thumbs-up like good?” I ask hopefully.
“Thumbs-up like they’re officially calling it rejection.”
“But you did everything right!” I argue. “You take your meds and eat everything Mom makes out of that one cookbook and…”
I try to think of everything else I know that he’s been doing since his transplant. Exercising and hydrating and getting enough sleep. With Mom’s help, he’s practically been an organ transplant poster boy. So, this makes no sense.
“You go to the doctor all the time,” I point out. There was a schedule for all his appointments on a whiteboard stuck to the side of the fridge for a while. “How didn’t they notice before?”
“They’re human. And so am I. User error, laziness, procrastination.” He shrugs and smiles a little but there’s nothing happy in it. “When you’re feeling good, it’s hard remembering you’re not a hundred percent all on your own—that it takes a whole lot of medicine to keep you there. Some weeks I can go days thinking I’m in my twenties. In my head, I’m in my prime, ready to step onto the court with the best of them.”
Dad shakes his head. “Funny how our minds work.” He nods toward the screen, where a dozen frantic chefs are running through a house-sized kitchen searching for ingredients that all start with the letter P. “Like that. I never would’ve thought to put pickles in that.”
I couldn’t care less about this cooking show, but I know this is his way of changing the subject. He’s already said way more than I expected him to. I’m not about to prod deeper and test my luck. I snuggle closer and lay my head on his shoulder.
“Pickles feel like cheating,” I murmur. “They’re boring. Where’s the challenge?”
Dad laughs. My head moves as his shoulders shake. “It’s the dessert round, Tay.”

To my surprise, Mari’s already outside Greer’s office when I arrive Monday morning, a half hour before classes. It’s locked and dark inside so she’s sitting on the floor with her eyes closed and her legs crossed, her head tilted back against the wall. She has earbuds in and I can barely make out the beat.
She must have had to get up really early to get here before me.
Sitting next to her feels like a bad idea, so I sit against the wall opposite the office door. The tile is cold under my jeans. I’ve been to Greer’s office often, but I’ve never been here so early. Without any windows down here on the lower level, the fluorescent strip lights overhead are putting in work, casting everything in a sickly yellow light that makes my head hurt. Most of the lights are motion detecting, so everything too far down the hall is all shadow. Sometimes the shadows move, side to side or creeping closer in our direction.
“There’s nothing down there.”
I turn to find Mari watching me with a faint frown. She’s got one earbud between her fingertips.
“I know,” I say defensively. “I’m just keeping an eye out for Greer. I thought she’d be here already.”
She sighs and stretches, her arms reaching high above her head. “I didn’t forget that you’re afraid of the dark.”
Something flutters in my stomach at the admission. “It’s not that dark in here,” I lie, glancing back down the hall. Motion-detecting lights are the worst. My parents installed them in the upstairs hallway when I was six and took them out a week later after I refused to leave my room because the lights never seemed to register me or my movements.
“Look,” she says, pressing both palms into the floor and leaning forward, “if we’re gonna wait here regardless, I’d rather we get this out of the way before Coach Greer comes in to play therapist.”
I blink in response.
“I’ve had more than enough of whatever this is. I want to be done.”
It shouldn’t be a surprise, being discarded so casually.
“How do you expect us to—”
“Good. You’re both here.”
We turn toward the sound of Greer’s voice. Her hair is still wet where it hangs loose around her shoulders and she’s shrugging her way out of a dark blue jacket as she unlocks her office door and turns on the lights. She gestures for us to follow her inside.
Her office is about the size of our hall closet at home. There’s not much room for anything but her desk and the two floral upholstered chairs that have been crammed into the space. There are floating shelves hung precariously behind her with degrees and trophies on them—her own and the team’s, respectively—and on her desk there’s a picture of her and her wife, a pretty blond woman whose name she’s never bothered sharing. Greer starts speaking as soon as we sit down.
“Let me be clear: anything like that happens again and you’re both off the team.”
“What?” I splutter. “Because we were slow?”
“Slow? You were unsportsmanlike, disruptive, and honestly, just embarrassing. Our reputation would’ve fared better if we’d disqualified ourselves.”
I wince. I hadn’t seen anyone looking at us or overheard any whispers but that doesn’t count for much. Meet days are usually a blur and my focus is on the track and my team. I never really notice the crowd or all the other teams and coaches unless they’re being especially loud and annoying.
Greer leans back in her chair with a heavy sigh. “I’m not dealing with this for the rest of the season, and it would be unfair of me to ask your teammates to either, not if you two plan to treat each other like competition at every possible turn.”
She raises her hand when Mari starts to speak. “I understand the difficulties that might come along with unlearning competitiveness, but it’s been long enough now that it shouldn’t be a problem. Whatever the issue is, it’s clearly personal. Now, I’m not going to ask what’s going on because it’s none of my business.”
She flicks her eyes in my direction. “So, the way I see it is: You both get your shit together or you both walk. Simple as that.”
“You can’t just—” Mari starts, but Greer laughs.
“I can and I will. You two are not the only people on this team, something I think your overconfidence has blinded you to. And frankly, neither of you are even very good, not with this behavior. A couple of the JV girls can get bumped up and I can save myself the headache.”
“It was my fault,” I admit, meeting her gaze. Shame is sticky like sweat on my skin. My stomach cramps and I’m grateful I skipped breakfast because I’m not super sure I won’t throw up. “I was having a bad day and I made it Marianna’s problem.”
“Sure,” Greer agrees easily. “And what about the next time? Is it her turn to cause a scene?” She crosses her arms. “You don’t need to talk to run but you two sure looked like you were having one hell of a discussion. What I do know is that it needs to happen on your own time.”
Mari scoffs. “No, thanks.”
To my surprise, Greer smiles. “I thought you might say that. Which is why this isn’t optional.”
She turns away from us to rummage through one of her desk drawers.
We both startle when Greer slaps something down on the desk. It’s a manila folder full to bursting with paperwork sticking out in every direction. She flicks it open and swipes past a few pages before tapping the header of one. I lean forward for a better look.
“Lucky Dog Animal Rescue,” I read aloud. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“The district has implemented mandatory volunteer hours for all sports and clubs,” she explains.
“I don’t see how volunteering can be mandatory,” Mari grumbles.
“Well, you’re about to. As a team, the collective number of hours we’re aiming for is about one hundred, so twelve or so per runner. I was going to put it to a vote to decide what we should do, but now, you two are up to bat first. Lucky Dog’s been running low on volunteers for walks lately and I don’t see anything better to help with this problem.”
She smiles. “It’s the perfect opportunity to chat all you like.” She pushes the folder across the desk toward us, but Mari snatches up the paper before I can reach for it.
“How often do we have to do this?” I ask.
“Once a week should do it. Sundays, excluding any races we have, of course. Weekends are when they need volunteers the most.”
Sundays. It’s not like my weekends are so busy and fun filled, but that’s just throwing in another day that I have to see Mari. It feels like gluttony after so long apart.
“For how long?” Mari asks. Her eyes are still on the paper, frowning hard at whatever she’s reading on it.
“The rest of the season.” Mari spares a sharp look in her direction, but Greer doesn’t look bothered. She only shrugs. “You’d need the volunteer hours anyway.”
I sigh. So much for being done with each other. Maybe we’ll run out of things to argue about. But there’s no getting out of this. Greer means business.
I don’t let myself seriously consider getting booted from the team as an alternative, no matter how tempting it is.
“We’ll do it,” I agree for both of us.
Mari whips her head around. “Don’t speak for me. Some of us actually have to work.”
Greer doesn’t bat an eye. “Rearrange your hours at your job or quit the team. Those are your choices.”
I wince on Mari’s behalf. It’s not much of a choice, especially with Saturdays already devoted to meets. I can’t imagine doing no weekend shifts at all will go over well, especially somewhere like the mall food court, and I don’t know if her job is just for pocket money or something else. I don’t think Greer’s thought about the fairness of her ultimatum, but I also don’t think she cares. For her, cross-country is a thing everything else can be scheduled around. Normally, it can. But that’s mostly because I don’t know anyone else on the team who has to worry about money.
“We could try Friday?” I offer, searching for a compromise. It still counts as the weekend. “Right after practice?”
Mari’s lip twitches, just a little at the corner. I haven’t seen her do that in forever. It usually happens when she’s overwhelmed or stressed and trying not to be obvious. It is rare enough for her—not showing exactly what she’s feeling—that I’d forgotten about it.
She shakes her head, shutting her eyes for a second. When she opens them again, the lip twitch is gone and her face might as well be made from stone. “My mom usually works doubles on Fridays. Sundays are fine.” She tosses the sheet of paper back onto the desk and pushes back her chair. “We done here?”
“We’re done,” Greer agrees.
Mari’s up and out of the office without another word; the door rattles in its frame as she slams it shut.
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I have better things to do than spend all day thinking about Taylor and my awful race time and the punishment I’m somehow receiving for her actions. Instead, I send a text pleading my way out of weekend shifts at Sally’s that leads to a packed weekday schedule instead.
It’s chaos on paper and worse in reality.
There’s school all day, then practice until four thirty, then handing out samples and blending up fruit until the mall closes at nine. Our first district meet on Tuesday sucks up my one day off but it’s uneventful enough—no arguments, normal race times. Taylor and I don’t even get anywhere near each other, staying a field and a dozen girls apart. She comes in first.
The only weird part is that Westfield’s been nowhere on the meet schedules and Sarita hasn’t responded to my texts. Well, her not responding is pretty normal, actually. I ignore the urge to check their schedule online because it’s not my business anymore. By Friday, I’ve forgotten all about it. All week, I’ve seen Mom maybe once and the twins only in the mornings, but we’re meet-less this Saturday and I’m looking forward to a weekend spent together like an actual family. I don’t think we’ve had even one since we moved here.
It’s movie marathon time in the Rogers house, which mostly means fighting over what we watch and making four separate bowls of popcorn so everyone can mix in their own toppings. The twins’ are piled high with candy.
“Obviously, Lil or Moses can pick first,” I say, kneeling in front of the doors of the TV stand and frowning at our DVD collection. “They always fall asleep, like, two movies in. If we’re lucky, there won’t be any singing frogs this time and—”
“I’m so sorry,” Mom apologizes. I glance over my shoulder to find her digging through the entry table bowl for her keys, her back to me as she searches. “Robbie just called me in, and Fridays bring in better tips. I could offer it to Janet but she always makes me feel like I owe her one instead of me doing her a favor.”
She’s rambling but I sit there and listen anyway. Where else am I going? Not to go pick up more movies, apparently …
“Marianna, are you listening?”
I wasn’t, but I nod anyway. The script’s always the same so I can guess what my line is supposed to be here.
“Yeah. It’s no big deal,” I say, pushing down my disappointment. “We can try for another time. Besides, who’s Janet to snap up all the good shifts?”
Mom visibly relaxes before she brushes curls out of her face and into a loose ponytail. She’s beautiful, but always so tense it’s hard to tell. There’s a reason I’m forever telling the twins they look like Mom when their faces scrunch up because they’re about to throw a fit.
“Mom,” I call, catching her as she passes me, just before she runs out the door a few minutes later. “I’ve got a thing Sunday morning. Can you tell me now if you’re good with Lili and Moses?”
She’ll forget by the time she gets home but this way, at least, she can’t say I didn’t tell her.
She pauses a second. I know that look. She’s going over her schedule in her head, moving things around before she opens her mouth and makes a promise. It doesn’t always work; sometimes things pop up that take priority, but she does try, I’ll give her that.
Mom nods her head. “Now that I’m picking this shift up, yes, that’s fine. What thing?”
“Just some volunteer work.”
She raises her eyebrows. “Should I be worried? Did you do something I should’ve signed off on?”
It’s only willpower that keeps my snort from slipping out. I learned how to forge her signature when I was younger than the twins are; I’m pretty sure my “Eliana Rogers” is better than hers by now.
“It’s for cross-country. Mandatory.”
There’s no need to get into the specifics and besides … she’s gotta get to work.
Right on time, she glances at her phone and curses. “Sure, baby, that’s fine. Just remind me again tomorrow.”
She blows me a kiss and the door slams behind her a little too hard in her rush. I shoot a glance down the hall, where the bickering and video game noises coming from our room have immediately gotten louder. In this moment, the sound is familiar enough to be comforting.
I head back there, knocking twice on the door as if it isn’t my room too.
“Come in!” Lili calls cheerily, the main reason I do it.
They’re both sprawled on the carpet in front of the TV, red and blue controllers in their hands. On-screen, Link is doing his best to absolutely annihilate Sonic. I sit on the bottom bunk, watching them play for a few seconds before I ask: “Who’s winning?”
“I am!” both of them pipe up.
Moses turns to glare at Lili and that’s his big mistake. Sonic forward air attacks Link right off the edge of a platform and his winning animation pops up on-screen, the blue hedgehog’s words drowned out by Lili’s victorious and slightly evil laughter.
“I am!” she says again, turning her head over her shoulder to grin at me.
“You messed me up,” Moses accuses her with a scowl.
“Too bad.” I slide down onto the floor, making grabby hands for the controller. “If I lose, you can play again.”
He rolls his eyes but drops it into my hands. It’s sweaty. I grimace, dragging it along the carpet until it’s no longer wet. “When you lose,” he retorts. I don’t even correct him. I’m beyond trash at this game but I make up for it with my trash talk.
“Where’d Mom go?” he asks, settling into my now vacant spot on the bottom bunk. He’s lucky Lili isn’t paying attention; she hates when he sits on her bed. “Is she getting more snacks? We’re out of M&M’s, did you tell her?”
I sigh. Figures she didn’t tell them the movie marathon was canceled before she left. Why bother, when I can be the disappointing one instead?
“Nope. She had to go to work,” I say, flipping through Character Select until I find Min Min.
“Again?” Lili this time. She’s already picked Sonic again, and she’s rolled onto her back while she waits for me to choose. Her wide brown eyes remind me a lot of a puppy’s. “I thought she didn’t have to work this weekend.”
I shrug. “Plans change. Like how I’m actually gonna kick your butt this time.”
“Is she gonna work always? And you too?”
“We will if you like eating and having somewhere to live, yeah.”
Not that any of my Sally’s Smoothie money goes toward the rent. It barely covers my bus fare and lunch for all three of us.
“Some of my friends’ moms don’t have to work,” Moses chimes in. “They just stay at their house and cook all day and stuff.”
“That’s ’cause they have husbands,” Lili points out.
And money, I agree, but I don’t say it out loud. Considering how young they were when we left Jefferson Hills and its many, many rich neighborhoods, coming back has been a little bit of a culture shock for them.
“Maybe Mom should get a husband,” Moses suggests. He looks so serious that I have to smother my laugh. “We could have our movie marathons then. Or maybe she’d play with us and I could beat her too.”
“You can’t even beat me,” Lili says.
“Yeah, whatever,” I interrupt before things can spiral into an argument or, worse, a pity party. “Start a new game, Lil. Then we’ll see who the real champ is in this house.”
“Not you,” they say at the same time. Lili giggles as she clicks ahead to the next screen.
“We’ll see. If I win, I get to pick every movie next time,” I threaten. I meet my little sister’s eyes. “Every. One.”

Okay, I got hustled out of forfeiting my own pick, so Mom and I’ll be at the whim of two children and their love of animated singing frogs whenever we get another free weekend.
I can’t say I mind it too much.
A few more embarrassing losses, a dinner of leftovers, and a quick argument about whether or not we should have our own movie marathon without Mom that ended in tears (Lili) and a broken action figure (Moses), we settle on regular old TV until they’re both nodding off on the couch.
They’re too big to carry to bed anymore but they at least let me hold their hands as we walk to our bedroom, their feet dragging the short distance down the hall. I tune out the familiar complaining that comes with brushing their teeth and changing into their pajamas until they’re tucked away, half asleep before they’ve even finished their routine prayers.
I pause in the doorway when I hear Lili’s drowsy voice ask, “Are you gonna be here tomorrow? No races? Or work?”
She might as well have wrapped her little hands around my heart and squeezed tight. I think I was her age when I asked Mom something similar. It takes me a second to answer.
“Yeah,” I say, clearing my throat. “I’ll be here. If you two promise not to be annoying in the morning, I might even make pancakes.”
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I’m feeling a little smug that I arrived before Taylor but the feeling doesn’t last long. The smell of the animal shelter is enough to wipe the grin clean off my face, though I try to paste it back on for the benefit of the stressed-out woman sitting behind the front desk of the cramped lobby. Her graying blond hair is thrown up in a messy bun with a literal pencil stuck through the middle of it and the cardigan she’s wearing is only a shade or two darker than the shelter’s vomit-green walls.
“Sorry,” she greets me. “The smell takes a little getting used to, I know. Consequence of so many animals in one space. They’re all well taken care of, though, I assure you!”
She staples a stack of papers together in front of her, then quickly types something into the computer. The phone rings shrilly at her side. She ignores it, jotting something down on a sticky note before giving me her attention. “I’m Shirley. How can I help you?”
“Uh, I’m here to volunteer? From Jefferson High?” I don’t know why I phrase it like a question. Maybe because I’m hoping she’ll say I’m not on their schedule and send me home.
“Jefferson, Jefferson,” she mutters to herself as she scrolls on her computer. “Ah! Right. Dog walking, perfect. We always need more of those volunteers.” She glances at me and then back at her screen with a faint frown. “Aren’t there supposed to be two of you…?”
“Supposed to be,” I agree.
“Well, feel free to look around until your friend gets here, maybe get to know some of the pups. They’re all sweethearts, and hey! If you’re in the market, any one of them would love a forever home.”
“Thanks,” I say, trying to imagine Mom’s face if I brought a dog home.
I head farther into the shelter, which only houses pups. They’re packed two to a cage half the size of my bedroom and they all race toward the bars as I walk down the hall, barking and whining for my attention. I’m pretty indifferent toward most animals—I don’t love them or hate them—but it’s kind of sad to see all the begging and tiny noses pressed against metal bars.
“Okay,” I say softly so I don’t scare any of them, “which one of you could really use a walk?”
“They’ve already picked who we’re supposed to walk with.”
I recognize Taylor’s voice but it comes out of nowhere. I jump, turning around to scowl at her. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”
“Sorry. I thought the barking dogs might’ve given me away.”
“They’re stuck in cages—pretty sure they’d bark for anything.”
I stick my hands in my pockets as I look at her. She’s wearing a brown sweater that it’s too warm out for and jeans. Sneakers too, but a brand-new-looking blue-and-white pair I’ve never seen before, not the usual yellow ones. I resist the urge to glance down at my own. All my good shoes are for running. These are scuffed to hell and years old.
“You said they paired us with a dog already?” I ask, glancing around. “Kinda takes the fun out of it.”
Taylor frowns. She looks uneasy but I don’t know if it’s because of me or because of the dogs. I try to remember if she has a thing when it comes to them, allergies or fear, but it’s a blank in my memory.
“I don’t know,” she says. “I’d feel bad having to choose. Would we just pick the cutest one? That feels unfair.”
“Good thing dogs probably don’t know the difference.”
“Girls!” Shirley calls, and we turn. She’s standing in the doorway, that same polite, distracted smile on her face. “We’re ready for you!”
I head back the way I came in and Taylor follows close behind. There’s a tall, dreadlocked Black guy standing next to the front desk waiting for us. He greets us warmly.
“Hey! Thanks for coming. I’m Tyler and this is Rosie.”
He gestures to a chocolate lab who’s sitting by his side wagging her tail as fast as it can go. Her brown eyes shift from Taylor to me like she’s trying to decide which of us she likes best.
“Rosie’s a sweetheart but she can be a little overeager when it comes to, well, just about anything. She loves jumping and if she sees something or someone interesting, she’ll go barreling after it, so you’ll need to keep a good grip on her leash. That said, she’s a good girl and comes quick at the sound of her name. Anything from a brisk walk to a sprint is good with her, though she tires easy, and I doubt you two wanna carry her back. She’s heavy.” He laughs. “Any questions?”
“How long are we supposed to walk her? What if there’s an emergency?” Taylor asks. She’s frowning at Rosie like she’s just now realizing we’ll be responsible for her.
“An hour or so would be great if you can spare the time, but we’re not picky. Any chance she gets outdoors to stretch her legs for longer than a few minutes will do. As far as emergencies, there shouldn’t be a problem. But I’ll give you my number just in case and you can call or text if you need to.”
“Oh, um.” She grimaces in a polite enough way that it looks like a smile if you’re not paying attention. “Thanks. But what if you’re not here? I mean, we’ll be here every week so shouldn’t I have the shelter’s main number?”
Tyler smiles. He’s a handsome guy, if you’re into them. Big brown eyes, muscles, practically drooling positivity. He’s almost exactly Rosie in human form. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be here too.”
“Great,” I interrupt. I’m not about to sit here and listen to them flirt. “Got it.”
I stretch out a hand for the leash and Tyler hands it over. Rosie trots happily over to my side and I squat down to give her my hand to sniff while Taylor takes down Tyler’s number. I can feel the warmth of his megawatt smile from here.
“Are you gonna be a good girl for us, Rosie?” I ask her, relaxing a little as she presses her nose into my palm and then her full face until I start to pet her. “What if we just run and leave Taylor behind?”
“I can hear you, you know,” she says, apparently done with Tyler. I look up in time to watch him disappear through a side door. “And I can keep up.”
“That’s what she thinks,” I whisper to the lab, giving her one last pat before standing. Her tail hits me in the shins repeatedly as it wags even faster.
Taylor glances down at our shared little responsibility and then at her phone. She shoves it into her back pocket. “Okay,” she says on an exhale. “Let’s go, I guess.”
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We go to a nearby park.
Rosie’s sweet, and a convenient buffer. She sticks mostly to Mari at first—walking circles around her repeatedly in a way that forces Mari to turn with her or get caught up in the baby-blue leash we’ve been given—but eventually she warms up to me too. She sniffs my feet, then my shins, and rubs her head against the top of my thighs until I lean down to pet her. For a while, affection seems like more of her concern than walking and it makes moving pretty slow going. Which makes our silence even more awkward.
Every time Mari opens her mouth, I brace myself, but all that ever comes out is baby talk meant for Rosie. She’s never had a dog, though I can’t remember if she’s ever wanted one. The park’s play area is massive as far as playgrounds go, a cluster of interconnected wooden towers that parents can’t see into but kids can still see out of, thanks to all the circular cutouts. Painted ivy wraps around a few of the towers while images of princesses and knights decorate the others. The huge green slide twisting through the towers is even shaped like a dragon, its gaping mouth the part that spits kids out instead of gobbling them up.
“Moses would love that thing,” Mari says. I can’t tell if she’s talking to me or Rosie, but I can hear the smile in her voice.
“It’s new,” I say.
Too new for us to have played on it together.
“If you don’t pet Rosie,” Mari says suddenly, “I’m pretty sure she’s going to start barking.”
I blink. “Huh?”
She doesn’t need to answer because my attention is immediately grabbed by the firm head bumping insistently into me, rubbing roughly against my legs. I kneel and Mari’s “Careful, she’s a jumper” isn’t quick enough for me to avoid a tongue to the face.
“Okay!” I laugh, twisting my head to avoid a flurry of licks and a face full of slobber. “Rosie! Please! Enough!”
Mari pulls her back enough for me to stand up and presses the leash into my hand once I’m on my feet. I try not to jump when her fingers brush against mine.
“You’ve got a little…” She gestures to my face.
I snort. “What? Dog spit everywhere?”
She grins. “Exactly.”
I turn away, facing the mostly empty path ahead of us. Rosie’s getting antsy to move quicker, if her tugging on the leash isn’t making it obvious, and I use the opportunity to speed up into a jog. Mari joins me, Rosie ahead of us. The quiet we fall back into is a relief.
It doesn’t last.
“How come you never got a dog?” she asks, when we’re on the other side of the playground. There are monkey bars, I realize, stretching from tower to tower. High enough up to be a little scary, actually.
“My mom’s not a big fan of pet hair in the house.”
I’d never asked for one, but Dad has, plenty of times. She almost caved on her own when he got sick but then decided it felt a little bit like defeat or a last wish to do it. Now, a dog is on the top of the “get better” bucket list, a small, untitled list written on the back of a receipt that Mom keeps stuffed in her wallet.
“I don’t know,” I continue. “Maybe I’ll introduce her to Rosie and she’ll change her mind.” The chocolate lab barks happily at the sound of her name, and I catch Mari smiling. “What about you? I don’t remember—”
I cut myself off.
Mari shrugs. “We’ve got a backyard now, which is new, but still no time. Moses and Lili are the only pets we need; I’m pretty sure they get just as dirty and eat just as much.”
“Maybe you should take them on more walks.”
She tenses and I’m pretty sure I’ve ruined it, this careful but hard-earned ease between us. But after a long second, she only huffs out a laugh. “Maybe I should.”

It’s midmorning by the time we take Rosie back to Lucky Dog, sufficiently tired out. Shirley welcomes us back, still frantic, and I meet Tyler’s overeagerness with all the politeness I can as he waits for us to give Rosie her final goodbye pats. Mari and I head out together and I hesitate in front of the shelter entrance.
“It’s Sunday,” I blurt out.
She raises her eyebrows. “Yeah, I know.”
“It’s just, the buses,” I stammer. “They’re not great at…”
“Yeah,” Mari says again, slower this time. “I know.”
“I could drive you back.” I stare hard at the Lucky Dog logo behind her head instead of meeting her gaze. It’s the silhouette of a dog inside a four-leaf clover, which explains the color of the walls inside. “On Sundays, I mean. It’s the least I can do.”
I’m fully expecting a no. Our first car ride was a disaster, but we’ve had time to relearn each other and while none of it’s been great, exactly, we’ve come far enough to manage this. At least, I hope so.
Mari’s gaze drifts down the street to where the bus stop waits at the end of it. It’s just a pole with the information to download the app for the schedule. No shelter for bad weather, not even a place to sit. She turns back to me.
“Okay,” she says. “Might as well.”
Sunday feels like a barrier, roping it off from the rest of the week. On Sundays we can occupy the same space without feeling cramped; on Sundays we can play nice.
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Mom took the twins to a new friend’s place before she left for another last-minute work shift so, for once, I have the house to myself on a weekday.
For, like, an hour anyway.
“Nice digs,” Sarita says, throwing herself onto the couch and immediately stretching catlike across it. “Too bad it took forever to get here.”
I squeeze into the leftover space beside her, nudging her until she sits up to make more room. “No one said you had to come over.”
“Please. As if you haven’t been blowing up my phone.”
I open my mouth to protest, as if I have the time for that, and relax into the kiss she springs on me, bringing my arms up to wrap them around her neck. For as quick as her tongue is when she talks, her kisses are much slower, taunting in a whole other way.
I pull back after a little while. “Just admit you miss me.”
She rolls her eyes hard, like I knew she would. “Now, why would I do that? I got plenty to keep me busy.”
“So I noticed. Didn’t see Westfield at the last district race.”
Sarita grins. “Now who’s missing who?”
“I think it’s ‘whom,’” I say, biting back my laughter as she sucks her teeth.
“Not even two months and they got you talking like an English teacher. I knew that little friend of yours was a bad influence.”
“Which one?” I ask, turning to watch her as she gets up and heads for the kitchen. She rummages through my fridge—not the best place for snacks—before turning to the cabinet closest to it. “Honey Buns and chips are in the pantry. We’re out of cookies.”
“Oh, the pantry,” she repeats in the worst British accent I’m pretty sure I’ve ever heard. “Excuse me.”
She drops the accent to tear open the plastic on a Honey Bun that I can smell from here. “You know which friend,” she says around a mouthful of sugary bread.
“She’s got a name.”
“What’s that matter to me? You know who I’m talking about.”
“Then why don’t you say it?”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she says, sounding anything but as she stalks closer to me, her wrapper dropping crumbs as she does. “Am I not being nice enough about your girlfriend? Am I supposed to kiss her ass now that you’re on the same team? Tell you how grateful I am for the invite to her party and the chance to meet all her rich little friends?”
I roll my eyes, even though I can feel my face flaming. “You didn’t seem to mind Khyris that much.”
She laughs, locking eyes with me as she takes another greedy bite of her snack. “Maybe I just like girls who are easily manipulated.”
Sarita leans over the back of the couch to kiss me, and I turn away. Her sigh is heavy with annoyance. “I didn’t come all the way out here so you could catch an attitude. I can leave.”
I hesitate. Sarita hasn’t really said or done anything that’s not completely on brand for her, so this could be on me. Maybe I’m overreacting.
I shake my head. “I haven’t seen you since the party.”
“Barely saw you then, either.”
I don’t rise to the bait. I relax into the couch instead, tilting my head back until I’m face-to-face with her. “She’s not my girlfriend, by the way.”
She arches an eyebrow. “Who?”
“Taylor.” I put emphasis on her name, as if that’ll make it stick in Sarita’s head.
“Mm-hmm,” she hums, playing with the ends of my hair. I haven’t had time to straighten it so it’s a mess of loosely and tightly coiled curls clumped into something resembling a ponytail. “Don’t see why you felt the need to specify, then.”
I’m not in the mood to argue for the sake of arguing. She comes around the couch and tosses herself down dramatically, reaching for her phone. The energy in the room shifts to discomfort. I’ve had Sarita ignore me a hundred times but never when it’s just us.
I’m about to speak when my phone buzzes. It’s from Taylor, directly to me instead of in the group chat. As curious as I am confused, I click it. A picture of Rosie pops up, a screenshot from Lucky Dog’s social media. She’s got her mouth open wide and her tongue is lolling out. I glance at the caption underneath it.
Our Rosie’s a lucky girl! She’s found her forever home with the Martinsons and we couldn’t be happier.
I’m still smiling at the news when another text pops up. Guess we won’t be walking her again.
Maybe we’re good luck, I reply. We make all the dogs we walk 50% more adoptable.
Khyris’s grandparents were in the market for another dog. I might’ve mentioned it.
Shocked she didn’t drop a picture already.
I’m not sure she knows it’s official yet. We’ve got insider info.
The last words set off a flurry of fireworks on my phone and I laugh. Taylor’s texts are usually straight to the point, one-word answers or wordless, to other people’s messages only. The fact that she even knows how to make a text effect is as much of a surprise as the text itself.
“You’re cracking up over there,” Sarita says. She doesn’t glance up from her phone. “What’s so funny?”
“Nothing, really,” I say, shaking my head. “Just a text I wasn’t expecting.”

I laugh again, fifteen minutes later and alone in my living room after Sarita decided to head out, when the same picture pops up in the group chat from Khyris.
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Okay, so Mom and Dad are right: There’s nothing important about a dialysis session.
Sure, the process itself is. There’s a machine standing in for Dad’s formerly functioning kidneys, after all. But from the outside, it doesn’t really look a whole lot different from giving blood.
Google didn’t prepare me for that part.
I was imagining a hospital bed and an oxygen mask and a bunch of nurses and doctors coming to talk to Dad in low tones like he was dying but … there’s none of that here. The dialysis center is entirely beige. The walls, the floor, even the reclining chairs and the hulking machines next to them, all lined in a row on each side of the room, are all differing shades of a non-color. There’s only one other person there—a skinny white woman with bleached hair—and she and Dad wave to each other. Then he drops into a chair, the third one down on the left, pulls a lever, and kicks his feet up.
I surprise myself by laughing. “Making yourself at home?”
He grins. “I’d better, I’m here often enough.”
He is, but it’s my first time. Mom and Dad sprung the opportunity to come along on me after a late-night hospital trip, like a consolation prize for keeping me out of the loop, but today’s the first day I’ve actually been able to tag along.
A nurse, Diamond, comes in to talk to us but she’s not how I expect either. She speaks loudly and laughs with Dad like they’re old friends. There’s a Mickey Mouse–shaped pin on the neck of her scrubs and her nails are the color of sunset beneath her latex gloves. She’s a pro at hooking everything up—one minute the two of them are talking and the next thing I know there’s a cuff around Dad’s wrist, bandages on his arm, and a series of dangling tubes red with his blood looping everywhere like one long crazy straw.
The thought makes me laugh again and Dad glances my way. “Not so bad, right?”
“No,” I admit. “Does it hurt?”
He shakes his head. “I get dizzy sometimes or nauseous or real cramped up, like after a run, but it doesn’t hurt.” He shrugs, the movement careful.
I try not to think about how all of this is because of something he can’t even control, something in his genes that just decided to go wrong—and that the same thing could happen to me one day.
“Do you get bored?”
Mom can’t always make it, I know, and it’s my first time here, so what does he do for hours when it’s just him?
He gestures to his laptop bag by his side. “Hard to be bored when everything’s so portable. I answer emails, take meetings sometimes. Mostly watch a lot of shows or catch up on some of the international league games.”
I don’t know if I’ve ever thought to ask him these things, which makes me feel guilty.
My face must give me away because Dad says, “We all could’ve saved ourselves a lot of worry by just letting you come along sooner, huh?”
“Definitely.”
“Couple of real practical girls I’ve got on my hands.”
“Lucky for you, or you’d probably have a heart attack trying to do decathlons and playing basketball at the park with teenagers.”
He laughs. “I was thinking about rock climbing but those don’t sound half bad either.” He nudges me. “We could do the Amazing Race.” Another one of his shows. “Just explore the world, me and you, doing all kinds of things.”
“What about Mom?”
“Oh, she’d be sure to let us know that one out of the three of us has to make a smart decision, in between cheering us on. And she’d update the life insurance.”
That does sound like her. I smile. “Fine. Deal. Once this”—I gesture to the blood tubes and bandages and recliner chair—“is all done, we’re off. How long until then anyway?”
It’s only because I’m looking right at him that I catch his smile slip. It doesn’t even disappear all the way. Just a few quick twitches before it’s back under control like I haven’t said anything wrong.
“Dunno,” he says casually. “Until they find me another donor or invent some new meds that actually reverse rejection, I guess. Just means we’ve got plenty of time to prep. Grab my laptop?”
“Right,” I say. “We can binge all the seasons for an advantage.” I try keep my mask in place the same way he does as I grab the computer, but I’ve never been very good at it. I know I fail when he squeezes my hand where it rests on the laptop’s keyboard.
“We’ve got this thing in the bag.”
“No snakes, though,” I murmur, resting my head on his shoulder as he uses one hand to search for the show, my eyes following the tiny white arrow on the screen. I resist the urge to offer to help. “Anything to do with snakes and we’re forfeiting.”

Sunday rolls around again quickly.
It’s not like I sit around waiting for it, but fall is always a blur, an endless loop of homework and practices and quizzes and meets. A week passes in the blink of an eye. At least this one does.
Mari and I still don’t quite know how to act around each other now that we’ve settled into some strange truce-like state. When we talk, it’s about things without history, like our teammates and upcoming meets or, like this morning, what time I should get to her house. If getting the bus back from the shelter was a hassle, then getting there had to be twice as much, I’d argued the night before in my text offering to pick her up.
To my surprise, she’d agreed. We spent the last few minutes of the drive there trying to figure out if Jiani’s have fun you two! text was a hint about whether or not the rest of them are taking bets on us and our mandatory volunteer work.
“No one is going to tell me the truth since I’m captain,” I say as we approach the entrance to the same park as last week. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if they were.”
With Rosie adopted, and a constant presence in the group chat these days thanks to Khyris’s pictures, we’ve got Pickles with us this time. He’s a beagle who’s almost all white except for a large tan patch on his belly and at the tips of his ears.
“Rich people love spending their money. What’s there to bet about? If I’ll quit? If we’ll kill each other before the end of the season?”
“Yes.”
Mari huffs a laugh. Her hair isn’t straightened so it’s not in a bun for once. Instead, it looks damp, the blond tips curling loosely around her shoulders. Under her jacket she’s wearing a pair of sweatpants pulled up to where her crop top ends, only a sliver of brown skin on display. It’s a good choice for walking a dog. It makes me feel even more weird that it took me so long to pick my own outfit before I settled on one of the athleisure sets my mom’s obsessed with buying.
“They should cut me in on that,” she says. “I’m not a quitter, so no one should be betting against me there, but…”
I glance at her when she trails off. “But what?”
“I’m curious.”
“About?”
“Why you actually went through with joining the team.”
This is dangerous territory. She’s stepping right up to the line we’ve drawn in the sand between past and present and the acceptable things for us to talk about. She seems to realize too because she backpedals a little with a shrug.
“You don’t have to tell me.”
We both already know, don’t we? It was her idea, her plan. Running was fun but I was never as obsessed with it as she was. If I was restless at night, then Mari was the perfect opposite, fidgety all day. Some part of her was always moving. Jiggling, bouncing, tapping, stretching. Most of my memories of her involve some sort of movement, or her getting in trouble in class for it: a long, skinny brown arm tapping away on her desk in my peripheral vision.
“I needed to join a sport,” I say. “For an extracurricular for college, to make my parents happy; even my sleep therapist recommended it. But I hated lacrosse and field hockey felt like the exact same thing. Basketball…” I try not to think of that awful tryout. “Well, that one didn’t work.”
“So, you went cross-country, not track.”
There’s no “why” in there but her nosiness is still bleeding through, for all that she pretends to be focused on Pickles and his fight with a stick on the ground. He’s as lively as Rosie was but smaller and older, and it wasn’t hard to figure out that a brisk walk is the best pace for him, if only to get his mind off a park full of distractions.
“I thought I’d get to see you again,” I admit.
I’d looked up Westfield to see how often they raced against Jefferson in a season before tryouts. Mari’s name had already been up on the site under girls’ varsity runners. I remember thinking, after Dad’s transplant was done and he was healing fine, that I could find her at one of our meets and apologize; it felt like a thing that should happen in person instead of over the phone. But every time I saw her, I’d chicken out. She’d be surrounded by girls, or our teams were racing at different times; there were so many excuses to grab on to and I did, with both hands. Eventually, she stopped being the person I looked for at meets and I started actually focusing on running. The better I did, the happier the people in my life were, so I kept my focus on the trails and tried to forget that Mari was anywhere nearby.
And the more time that passed without us ever speaking, the harder it got to imagine doing what I’d wanted to begin with. Talking. Apologizing.
“Huh” is what Mari says.
“That’s it?” I ask. “‘Huh’?”
“You just couldn’t get rid of me even when you tried.”
I open my mouth to argue but when I look her way, she’s smiling, or at least trying not to. Her dimple gives her away.
“I didn’t join because I thought I’d see you again,” she says.
“I know. You always wanted to run.”
“Yeah,” she agrees. “But it was about wanting to run away, at first.”
She glances at me, and I wonder if she’s remembering that weekend too, the one in seventh grade where she showed up at my house after dinner with a duffel bag slung over her shoulder and a stubborn frown on her face. Mom huddled us into my room with a plate of fruit and some water while she called Ms. Rogers. I think Mari was the most surprised out of anyone that she actually got to stay. Just the weekend, with a direct pickup Sunday night, but it seemed like long enough for her to relax. A quick recharge before heading back home to needy siblings, an overwhelmed mom, and a big-sister complex I still don’t think I understand.
“Then it was just about the feeling,” Mari continues. “The freedom. Everyone says you can’t run away from your problems but of course you can.”
She kicks a rock out of her way, grimacing when Pickle barks loudly, startled. “Sorry,” she apologizes to him. “Anyway, that’s why I joined. Maybe if I’m good enough, they’ll let me do it for real. Forever. They’re supposed to be adding it to the Olympics at some point, you know.”
I know. Greer rants about it sometimes. She even likes to use it as a motivator, as if running professionally has ever been something that’s interested me. There’s no more cross-country for me once I graduate, I’m sure of that, but what else is there? What else do I know how to do? It feels like the one thing I’m good at is the thing I’m sick of doing.
I open my mouth to ask her if she has any other hobbies when Pickles starts barking. Loudly. Nonstop. Mari’s attention shifts. She’s holding on to his leash with both hands and he’s straining against it, yapping and doing his best to pounce on … I turn to look at what he’s focused on. It’s a squirrel. A fat gray squirrel a few feet away, watching the three of us with beady eyes and not a care in the world. It doesn’t pay Pickles any attention at all. Instead, it twitches, scrambling around in the dirt, and moves even closer.
“Shouldn’t you do something?” I ask, raising my voice to be heard over Pickles’s barking.
“What does it look like I’m doing?” She tugs again on Pickles’s leash but he stands his ground.
“Not a whole lot!”
She cuts her eyes at me. The familiar annoyed look almost makes me dizzy with nostalgia. I do my best to ignore it and focus on what she’s saying. “Distract him! Chase away the squirrel! Stop just staring at me!”
Right. “Pickles!” I call. I move around until I’m in between the beagle and his prey. Not a smart idea, maybe, but it seems to work a little. He goes quiet and his tail picks up speed as he looks at me, then at the stick I’ve snatched up. “Good boy. You want to play fetch?”
His eyes follow the stick as I give it a shake. But the squirrel must twitch, because Pickles darts to the left, and to Mari’s surprise, the leash is out of her hands and dragging along the grass behind Pickles as he chases down the squirrel, who decides to make a run for it.
Mari and I lock eyes.
And then we’re sprinting without a warm-up. We’ve been sticking to the path during these walks, so this is our first trek onto the minefield that is the open grass. Buried tree roots and litter and a missing baby shoe do their best to take me out. Mari doesn’t seem to be doing much better. She barely swerves in time to avoid hip checking a bench as Pickles dives under it.
Unfortunately, it’s me that she crashes into.
I go down, not hard but hard enough. Pain flares in my hip. She glances back at me—the shock on her face almost makes me laugh—but I shoo her forward. We can’t lose Pickles. I don’t know what type of trouble volunteers get into if they lose the dog they’re meant to be watching, but they probably wouldn’t let us walk any ever again.
The pain in my side is nothing more than an ache, so I could get up if I wanted to. But it’s a lot more fun to watch Mari chase Pickles around in circles, his white little body bright against the browning grass. He’s given up chasing the squirrel—I’m pretty sure he just thinks him and Mari are playing now. And they kind of are, if the way they both feint and dodge and bark and laugh is any indication. Eventually, he gets tired and she scoops him up. They head my way, Pickles firmly secured and clearly content in Mari’s arms, his tail wagging happily against her like the ultimate proof.
They both stare down at me. Pickles with a happy grin. Mari with a raised eyebrow. “Loved all that help you gave me,” she says. “For real, great teamwork. Coach Greer’ll be thrilled.”
I laugh. “I did what a captain should do: I delegated. And look.” I sit up, reaching out a hand to pet Pickles. “You got him.”
Mari snorts and sits down, plopping Pickles in my lap. She leans back on her hands and takes a deep breath. “I’m exhausted after that. I see why your mom doesn’t want a dog.”
“That’s not why,” I remind her. I hesitate before I add, “Besides, she’s warming up to the idea. Mostly to make my dad happy, but still. It’s on her ‘get better’ list.”
“Get better list?” she repeats.
I tense, not eager to ruin my morning by regurgitating what every pamphlet and internet search has taught me about kidney transplant failure, but she just sighs.
“I could probably convince her. Your parents love me.” She pauses. I can’t see her face; only the clouds can. “Well. Loved.”
“They still do,” I say. It feels important that she knows that. “They want to take us out for ice cream after the next meet.”
That’s the least of it. I could tell her how Mom still buys the exact brand of yogurt that only Mari ever liked and acts surprised every time it’s still in the fridge, uneaten, weeks later. Or about how the matching pajamas my parents bought her one Christmas are tucked in the back of the guest room dresser. I could even talk about how Dad’s still trying to get me to watch track and field with him, turning to me with that wide-mouthed, ready-for-an-excited-rant smile that always falters when he remembers it’s me sitting beside him on the couch. Mari was my friend but sometimes she felt like their kid too. She’d wormed her way in deep less than a week after we met, becoming another daughter in a house that was always meant to have more than just one kid in it.
“Ice cream,” Mari repeats. She reaches over to stroke Pickles’s fur and he makes a rumbling noise with his face buried in my lap. “Yeah, sure. That sounds nice.”
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“You coming or what?” Jiani asks, throwing an arm over my shoulder as I head for the bus stop. “Rumor has it Taylor’s parents are paying.”
I glance behind us as Taylor’s still talking to Coach Greer, a serious frown on both their faces despite the fact that we came in second today.
“Maybe,” I answer when Jiani nudges me, grimacing down at my phone as I scroll through the half dozen texts from Mom asking what time I’ll be home. Almost all of them were sent while I was mid-race. “Probably not. I have to get home and check on my siblings.”
“Easy,” they say. “We never go right after a meet anyway, so you’ve got time. Bring them with you! Do you need me to pick you up?” I hesitate and they barrel on before I can answer. “Just text me when you’re ready, okay?”
I nod, sprinting the last few feet to catch the bus that’s threatening to pull away.
Instead of texting Mom back, I let my finger hover over Sarita’s name. We’ve barely talked since she came over but that’s not why I’m calling. Westfield wasn’t at this meet, and I haven’t seen them at any of the smaller invitationals we’ve run either. They still haven’t even been on the schedules, so it’s not like we’ve just been slotted for different times. I should probably be glad I don’t have to race against them, but I’m not. I’m competitive enough to want to beat them, but even more, I’m nosy as hell.
“Why’re you calling me?” Sarita asks, answering on something like the fifth ring. “Did you break your hand? Forget how to text?”
“Funny. I thought I might get a straight answer this way.”
“Usually, you’d just get hung up on but I’m feeling myself today since we won our district race. What d’you want?”
“Wait,” I say. “What district race? You haven’t been to any.”
“We were in North Jersey.”
In New Jersey, there’s only the North league and the South league when it comes to major races. Central Jersey teams, who no longer have their own league thanks to an administrative scandal a few years ago, usually just get in where they fit in, so to speak, by picking one or the other. Westfield’s picked South for as long as I’d gone there. Switching it up isn’t wrong exactly … but it’s kinda weird.
“What are y’all doing up there? Why’s Kelly—”
“Not your business anymore. Not unless you wanna tell me all of Jefferson’s plans for the season.” Sarita’s voice dips, turning teasing in an instant. “Y’know—you show me yours, I’ll show you ours.”
I know she’s screwing with me but the girl’s got a thing for knowing how to tempt people. She always was our secret weapon, flirting just enough with some of the newer girls on a team before a race that it was easy to fluster them mid-run. It wasn’t anything that could get us kicked, so Kelly couldn’t be bothered to interfere. Anything for the win, after all. She and Sarita were of the same mind on that.
I was, too. But we’re not on the same team anymore. Though pretty and competitive is a deadly combo on Sarita.
“Not up for show-and-tell today,” I say finally. “Maybe later.”
“Then call me when you are,” she says, and hangs up.
I’m still trying to decide if that’s a problem in waiting or not when I walk in the house, sore, tired, and more than a little unprepared for the smell of smoke that pours out the second I open the door.
“What the hell?”
“Mari!” Lili races toward me. “Help!”
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
My head is on a swivel searching for fire and my little brother. I find Moses in the kitchen. The microwave door is hanging open and smoke is billowing out of it like a thick black cloud. The oven fan is on and whirring as loud as it can, but that shouldn’t be enough to prevent the fire alarm from going off.
I stomp across the room with a hand over my mouth and push Moses away with the other. In the microwave, there’s a scorched Cup Noodle. The Styrofoam cup, even half burnt with a crisp black void inside instead of noodles, is easy to recognize.
I sigh in relief and then try not to hack my lungs out.
I glance at Moses, who’s still waving his towel in the air. “You forgot the water,” I say. It’s not a question.
“Lili forgot,” he argues.
Lili doesn’t even like ramen if it’s not the ones in the pack, but now’s not the time to point that out. “You guys go open all the windows and crack the door.”
He nods and starts to run away but I grab him by the back of the shirt when something occurs to me. “Where’s Mom?”
He meets my eyes. I know what he’s going to say before he says it. “She had to go to work.”
I grind my teeth against a wave of frustration and let my brother go before I accidentally take it out on him. I toss the noodles in the trash and grab the baking soda and a few cups to sprinkle it into, a trick my grandma taught me when I was the twins’ age, for crap just like this. God, it’s going to stink in here for hours.
I take out my phone to actually read through my texts from Mom. She started off nice, at least, before she got a little desperate.
How’s the meet going?
Think you’ll be home by lunch?
Mo wants to know if you guys won. Also, your answer to the prev?
Work called. Need to head out soon, will you be here?
Mari, I have to go and I don’t know what time you’re getting back. I told Mo and Lili pb+j for lunch. Talk when I’m home.
I roll my eyes at the last one. My fingers itch to respond but I don’t want to regret anything later. Easier to focus on getting the smell out of here … and finding new batteries for our fire detector, I guess.

Fifteen minutes pass, and the three of us are eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in the front yard. I don’t know if the bread smells like smoke or I’m just imagining it, but I eat mine as quick as possible so I don’t have to think about it too hard. It helps that I was starving. Moses and Lili are scarfing down their own sandwiches, juice boxes in hand. I need to add more to the shopping list. The juice boxes are supposed to be for weekday lunches and now they’re gonna be two short, but bringing cups outside felt weird and they’ve already promised they won’t complain about it next week.
“Hey.”
They both look up at me. Moses has a glob of jelly clinging to his lower lip. Lili’s face is covered in breadcrumbs. They look so little. I sigh.
“You have to be more careful. What if I hadn’t gotten home? What if there had been a fire?”
I don’t want to think about that but apparently I have to, because my siblings are latchkey kids and my brother lacks common sense. This could have been bad. It could have been so much worse than it was. And where was I? Off getting second place in a race. I can’t even be happy that I’m back up to usual speed, close to a personal best even, or that Coach Greer actually smiled like she was proud of me and I realized that I cared what she thinks, just a little, because Moses and Lili could’ve died while all that was happening and it feels like my fault.
“Mom said we’re old enough to stay home by ourselves now,” Lili pipes up. Her tongue is flicking wildly around her lips, trying to catch some of the crumbs. I brush them from her face in annoyance, ignoring the way she wrinkles her nose at me.
“Of course she did,” I mutter. “She has to.” Babysitters aren’t cheap, neighbors aren’t always free, and the both of us are busier than we should be.
“Fine,” I say loud enough for them to hear me. “But big kids are smart.”
“Not all of ’em. Derrick in fifth—”
I talk right over Moses’s attempt at a story. “Most of them are smart. And if a certain set of big kids don’t want to eat P-B-and-J for the rest of their lives, they’ll listen to me. No more bad decisions.”
Lili stares at me, her thick eyebrows furrowed. “Everybody makes mistakes, Mari. Not just kids.”
Okay, that’s fair. I roll my eyes anyway. “No more silly ones, then,” I say, as if those are any less frequent. “If you think you’re doing something wrong, text me first.”
“What if you don’t answer?” she asks.
“What if it’s an emergency?” Moses asks.
I blow out a breath. This is going to be a much longer conversation, I realize, and it’s not one I have the energy to have right now. Plus, the house is going to stink for a while and I’m already getting cold out here.
“How about we get some ice cream and talk about this later?” I ask, already taking my phone out to text Jiani.



  
INTERLUDE
FRESHMAN YEAR: FIRST MEET
I keep messing with the number on my chest—233.
It’s bold and huge, printed on something that looks exactly like plain white paper, and no one will tell me how they chose which runners get which numbers, so I’ve mostly stopped asking. I’ve had to do that a lot lately. I’m the only freshman on varsity this year and I know it bothers some of the girls, mostly the seniors.
I wonder if Mari knows.
I haven’t seen her yet, but I know Westfield is supposed to be here too. I made Mom check the schedule again before I got on the bus this morning just so I’d know whether or not to get my hopes up. I’ve already decided that I’ll talk to her after the race, but I’m second-guessing that now because what if she leaves early or I can’t find her?
“Are you nervous?” Mom asks.
It’s too early for warm-ups so everyone’s mostly just standing around and talking. I’m not really in the mood to chat. I’ve got the apology down but I haven’t figured out how I’m going to start it.
“Not about the race,” I answer honestly, looking over her shoulder as a blue school bus pulls in. It’s too far away for me to recognize any of the girls who come piling out. “Or, well, a little.”
“What’s on your mind?”
I look at her. She’s tugging down her brand-new visor, though it’s barely sunny out, and digging in her purse for her bird-watching binoculars. She’s planning on taking pictures through them to send to Dad, I know, since there’s no live stream and he can’t be in crowds yet, even outside.
“I mean, what if I lose?”
Mom stops searching and looks up at me with a smile. “What if you do? It’s only your first meet.”
“Coach Greer will be disappointed.”
Maybe she’ll think I just got lucky at tryouts and that I don’t actually deserve a varsity spot. It’s early enough in the season that she could probably replace me.
“She won’t. It’s a team sport, Tay, and you’re only one person, just one small part of whether you guys win or lose.”
“And what if I’m the losing part? What if I’m the slowest?”
Mom laughs and pulls me into a hug. Normally, I’d squirm away but it’s chilly out without my jacket and she smells like perfume and coffee.
“The whole point of starting something new is that you usually get better if you keep going,” she murmurs, resting her chin on my head. I’m almost as tall as her now. “So, I guess you’ll just have to persevere and see how much better you get.”

It’s only been the summer that we’ve been apart so I don’t know why I expected her to look any different. Mari just looks like herself. Her hair is pulled back into a low ponytail and she’s wearing a maroon-and-white uniform with a number pinned to her shirt, the same as me: 414.
We’re not that far apart in the starting line; there’s probably only a handful of girls between me and her when my team settles in, and I should be paying attention and waiting for the gun to go off but I keep looking her way, hoping she’ll look over. She’ll see me and know that I’m here and I stuck to our plan, and even though we’re not on the same team we’re still running together, technically.
Someone nearby sneezes, and Mari’s head turns in my direction.
I don’t know if she sees me.
I could wave and try and get her attention, keep staring until she notices, or whisper her name in the hopes that the wind picking up around us will carry it to her.
Instead, I look away, turning my attention to the trail ahead of me. I’ll talk to her after the race is over.
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I know why Mom decided to sit on the outer edge of the sticky black-and-white booth the second Mari arrives, because she’s the first one to greet her, crushing her into a hug immediately. When they break apart, there’s an obvious shine of tears in Mari’s eyes.
Dad’s greeting is a whole lot louder than Mom’s.
“Westfield’s finest!” he exclaims, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and squeezing her in a side hug.
Mari laughs. “Jefferson’s finest now, haven’t you heard?”
He laughs too. “Right, right, of course. Haven’t been able to make it to as many meets as I want so it doesn’t feel real to me yet.”
“You haven’t missed anything, Mr. Evans.” Mari gestures for Lili and Moses to sit down before she squeezes in next to Kerri, across from me. It smells a little like burnt toast as they crowd in, briefly masking the scent of waffle cones and vanilla that lingers in the shop. She snags the cherry off Kerri’s sundae and pops it in her mouth, ignoring the redhead’s glare. “Me and Tay are still the highlights.”
Jiani snorts. “You two are something all right,” they say, pulling up a chair at the end of the table.
Mendelson’s is tiny, probably about the size of our dining room back home, with a ’70s-style, bright-red light fixture hanging too low above us, and we’ve had to squeeze a table and a booth together to make us all fit. If someone else is paying, it turns out, almost the whole team will show.
“What kind of ice cream is that?” Lili asks me. She’s sitting next to Mari and frowning across the table at my bowl like if she stares hard enough, the Styrofoam will give her an answer.
She’s big now—her and Moses. They must’ve been about four or five the last time I saw them. Moses’s hair is cut low on both sides and curly up top and he’s wearing a UNC hoodie that him and Dad have already started chatting about. Lili’s hair is braided into a bob, probably by Mari, that makes her look older in a way her round face refuses to.
Mari nudges her. “Is that some new slang for ‘hi’ I’ve never heard before?”
Her sister rolls her eyes. “Hi,” she says. “So? What flavor is it?”
Mari jumps in before I can answer. “Wait, lemme guess.”
She studies my melting ice cream just as hard as her sister. “It’s chocolate and vanilla,” she says after a second. “Boring.”
“But it’s tan,” Lili argues. Mari shrugs. “She just mixed them together. It’s just like the twists from the ice cream truck.”
She glances up at me, a smile tugging at her lips, but keeps talking to her sister. “If they didn’t have them, or have the cones for it, she’d just buy a separate vanilla and a separate chocolate and ask for a bowl. Sprinkles on the side.”
Mari glances around the table like she’s searching for sprinkles, and I quickly hide the kiddie cup full of them behind my ice cream.
“It’s not boring,” I say, eating a spoonful. “It’s classic.”
Apparently, Lili doesn’t agree. She steers clear of both my flavors when the three of them come back with their ice cream, her choice so pink it reminds me of bubble gum. Mari, with a milkshake whose only recognizable flavor is chocolate, tries to hand Mom her change. Mom waves her away.
“It’s been a while,” she says, “but you know the drill.”
“Right.” Mari hesitates before slipping the money into her pocket. “Thank you.”
“You all did great out there today. And yes,” Mom adds before I can say anything, “second place is great.” She smiles at Mari. “Maybe you can help me convince Taylor that the world’s not going to end if the team gets anything less than first.”
“I don’t think it will,” I argue. “I just think our best should earn us the top spot.”
They both ignore me. “Doubt she’ll listen to me,” Mari says. “I can try to convince Coach Greer to bring in some freshmen to be our cheerleaders, though. Maybe some JV girls who can run after us with signs the whole time.”
I roll my eyes but don’t bother telling them how unlikely that is. For a moment, it feels a little like things have settled into place as they talk. Not exactly how they used to be—Mari stops mid-conversation a few times to keep Moses’s ice cream from spilling everywhere and Mom’s eyes follow Dad every time he gets up to go to the bathroom—but close to it. Just different enough for this to feel like real life and not some weird, hopeful little dream my brain’s thought up while I’m trying to sleep.
It has to end, though, like everything else, and I hesitate out front as everyone heads to their cars. Jiani’s already said they’ll drive Mari and her siblings home, so I don’t bother offering.
“Oh,” Mari says, slowing to a stop as she pushes open the front door. “I thought you’d gone already.”
My parents had left her with more hugs and a standing offer to come over for dinner whenever she wanted before they headed for the car to wait for me; even Lili and Moses got an invite.
“Not yet.” I clear my throat. “My parents really missed you. I wanted to say thanks for coming, and for not making things weird.”
“Yeah, well, I missed them too.”
We both go quiet as we watch our teammates pile into their cars and drive off. In their car, I can see my parents talking, Mom gesturing, Dad nodding along. In Jiani’s car, Lili’s leaned forward onto the center console, playing with the charm dangling from the rearview mirror woven in the yellows, whites, purples, and blacks of the nonbinary flag, while Moses taps away at a phone that looks a lot like Jiani’s.
“I should go deal with that,” Mari says finally. I nod. “But I appreciate the invite.”
“We should do it again,” I say quickly, as she turns to head for Jiani’s car. She pauses.
“What, make your parents pay for everyone’s snacks after every meet?” She laughs. “I don’t think that would work. Your mom can’t tell everyone to keep the change. They must’ve spent a hundred bucks on just ice cream today.”
“They don’t have to pay,” I say. “Everyone doesn’t have to come.”
I shift on the spot, bouncing on the balls of my feet anxiously before I catch myself. Mari glances down anyway. She smiles and her dimple is fully on display. “Your mom’s never getting rid of those shoes, is she?”
My lucky running shoes? Mom likes to threaten but she’d never actually do it; I think she believes they’re good luck too. Before I can say as much, Mari starts walking away again.
“Your parents don’t need to treat me,” she calls over her shoulder. “I’m pretty sure we can still chase down an ice cream truck next time we see one.”
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It’s not that late when Mom gets home, all things considered, but the twins are in bed and the house still smells faintly of smoke. I watch her pause when she opens the door, sniffing a little bit, before she notices me.
“Hey. What’s that smell?”
“The house almost caught on fire.” Not totally true but close enough. It gets a reaction, anyway.
“What?” She drops her keys on the entryway table, eyes darting around as if she’s imagining the place in flames. “Is everyone okay?”
“Yup. Moses tried to cook a Cup Noodle without water.”
The tense line of her shoulders relaxes and she spares a glance for the microwave, still intact, before looking at me. The circles under her eyes are deep but they’ve been that way for as long as I can remember, even after the one spa day she reluctantly spent with Taylor’s mom—a birthday gift I’d planned with her help for weeks. They’re her signature, she jokes sometimes, the way some women have certain perfumes or hairstyles.
“Oh,” she says. “Well, why didn’t you—”
“I wasn’t here,” I snap. “I was at my meet, you knew that. I can’t always be here.”
Mom crosses her arms and stands a little taller, all five foot four of her. She’s already on the defensive and I’ve barely said anything. She was the one who said we needed to talk when she got home; I’m just starting a discussion we should’ve had years ago.
“I don’t expect you to be, but a reply to a text would be nice. I don’t know anything about your schedule and maybe if I did, I could plan mine a little better.”
I scoff. “Even if I gave you a list of where I had to be every second of the day for the rest of this year, it wouldn’t matter. You’d get a call or a text and you’d pick up a shift. To hell with me and my life, right?”
“Watch your mouth, Marianna.”
“Why? Because I’m right? I’m wrong for pointing it out? I’m the one who’s supposed to stress myself out trying to get home on time to watch Lili and Moses when ‘on time’ could be whenever you say it is? That’s not fair. I didn’t spread my legs—”
My name is a curse on her tongue. “Marianna.”
I should probably shut up. I don’t.
“They’re not my kids, Mom! How come they’re my responsibility?”
She’s clenching her jaw so tightly I’m worried for her teeth. If this was a couple years ago she’d be yelling, but it’s now and it’s late and the twins are asleep and I think she’s been trying to be a better mom to them than she was to me. At least in some ways. But I’m still me, so I still get the mom she’s always been.
“We’re a family,” she says finally. Her voice is a little choked, a side effect of how tightly she’s holding herself. “We make choices that are best for all of us, not just ourselves. Since you’re the oldest, there are things I’m going to expect from you, stuff I need your help with. So, what do you want from me, Marianna, huh? You want me to stop working so much? You think I don’t want that too? Fine. Say I stop. I let someone else pick up the doubles and the overnights. What then? How’re we supposed to afford new shoes when Moses grows out of his? What about snacks for lunch? Clothes?” She laughs. “And I haven’t even touched on the rent.”
She takes a few steps forward. The couch is still between us but she doesn’t need to get close to meet my gaze. I thought the skin beneath her eyes gave away how tired she was but her eyes do it all on their own. She looks at me and there’s no mom there. There’s only exhaustion so dark her pupils aren’t even visible.
“I get that you want a certain type of life and a certain kind of freedom where you can be a teenager like in the movies, going and doing what you want when you want, but I can’t give you that. I need you here. It might not be fair, but that’s what it is. If you can’t be here when I need you to be, then Moses and Lili are on their own and that’s fine too. They’re young but they’re not that fragile. They won’t break if they have to stay home by themselves for a couple hours. You didn’t.”
How would she know? She was barely there to ask me or check in. I was lucky if I got a kiss good night or good morning before getting dropped off at school or at Yaya’s, my “neighbor grandma” a few houses down. Then Yaya started asking for more money and Mom decided I was old enough to stay home by myself. It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask her—how do you know I didn’t break?—but what’ll it get me? I’ll probably hurt her feelings, and mine won’t be any less bruised; that younger, long-gone version of me won’t be any less lonely.
“What if we found a babysitter? Or an after-school program?” I ask, but Mom is already shaking her head.
“So, I could pick up even more shifts to afford that? They’re fine here.” She glances at the microwave. “Maybe with a few more rules. But if you feel so strongly about it, you can stay with them.”
No, I can’t. Not because I don’t love my siblings, but because the longer I act like their parent the more I feel myself becoming one. Planning more parts of my life around them, bringing them into spaces, with friends, that should just be mine. Turning into Mom.
I can’t do that. I don’t want to.
“When do I get a break?” I ask. Maybe I’m not as tired as she is but I’m still tired. Exhausted, even. Is this how Taylor feels all the time running on no sleep?
Mom cracks a smile. I’m reminded of the dimple we have in common.
She says, “The same time I do.”
She’s halfway down the hallway to her room before she sighs and turns back around. “I’m sorry,” she says, “if that’s worth anything. And I’m grateful for your help. I know I don’t always give you much of a choice but…” She shrugs. “I still appreciate it.”
I don’t trust myself to speak so I only nod. The door to her room shuts with a soft click and I let my head fall back against the couch. Somehow that went worse than I expected it to. I hate sugarcoating and Mom gave it to me straight, so maybe I should be happy for the truth but I’m not. It feels a little like I’ve had the wind knocked out of me instead.
I take my time getting ready for bed and wait until the last possible moment, when I can hardly keep my eyes open, to slip into our shared room. Moses is snoring too loud, as usual, and Lili’s moved around so much the sheets are all coming off the bed. I sigh. They have each other so they’d never really be home alone, but …
I shake my head and climb into my own bed on the other side of the room. It feels farther away than it normally does, even if Moses’s snores still echo way too loud in my ears.

We skip a week of dog walking; it’s a mostly mutual decision. Between district and regionals kicking into full gear in the lead-up to state championships, Taylor and I have been busy. So we decided, after last Saturday’s hard-fought win, that we’d take Sunday as a rest day. This week, though, I think we’re both ready to get back to a routine that makes more sense than our running schedule has. And honestly? Any time spent out of the house is something I look forward to lately.
Right now, a walk in the park sounds perfect.
This time, we get Oscar, a wiener dog, who’s handed off to us by none other than Tyler, who still looks at Taylor with his heart in his eyes. The second we hit the park, I ask, “So, are you gonna text the dog guy or not?”
She blinks at me. “Tyler? Why would I text him?” She looks down at Oscar, who’s proving himself to be much lazier than Rosie or Pickles already, lying down in the middle of the path and wagging his tail happily. “It’s not an emergency.”
“So, you’re oblivious, then.”
“To what?”
“The fact that he’d probably love to walk you like one of these dogs.”
Taylor splutters out a laugh. “Why would you say that?”
“Have you looked at him? He’s basically in love with you. He didn’t give me his number.”
“Did you want it?”
“No! I mean, a dog-walking emergency? Why would we ever need to talk to him directly instead of just calling the shelter?”
She bites her lip. “Well, Shirley seemed busy…”
“Yeah, and that’s what Tyler wants to—”
“Okay!” she interrupts me. “Maybe you have a point.”
I roll my eyes. “’Course I do. I might be gay but I’m not blind.”
Taylor’s laugh is a little strangled and when I look her way she’s looking around at everything like the park has changed since we’ve been here.
“What?” I ask.
“Nothing.”
It’s obviously something but I’m no longer in the habit of dragging things out of her. Besides, she’s gotten a little better at speaking up when she wants. If she has something to say, she’ll say it … probably.
“How’d you know?” she asks a few minutes later, after I’ve had to pick up Oscar’s poop and then tug him away from wandering too close to a German shepherd that looked like it could swallow him whole. “I mean, how’d you figure it out for good?”
I look at her. “Have you not?” She winces and I try to rephrase. I don’t mean to sound rude; I’m actually just surprised. “I mean, I just thought you’d’ve come to the same conclusion at some point.”
Not because being in love with your best friend as a kid makes you gay but, well …
Taylor sighs and there’s too much in the sound to even try to start figuring it out. “I just don’t think about it,” she says.
“Ever?”
Being gay isn’t exactly the first thing on my mind when I wake up in the morning, but it tends to cross it whenever I see a cute girl and, well, it’s been happening a lot lately.
“Well,” she says. “Sometimes.”
I open my mouth to ask when, like it’s any of my business, when she blurts out, “Do you remember the church?”
I blink. “Huh?”
“The one near my house. With the fancy gate and the—”
“Gargoyles,” I say slowly. “Yeah, I do.”
It was a small church, Gothic or some other fancy over-the-top style, more out of place and old than run-down. I don’t think we ever saw anyone set foot in there.
“What about it?” I ask. She’s not religious, or at least not that I remember, and she’s here with me now instead of in a pew somewhere.
“You said…” She clears her throat. “You joked we should get married in there, once when we were riding past.”
I try to remember but I come up empty. I’ve cracked a lot of stupid jokes in my life.
“So, it’s still the first thing that comes to mind whenever I pass it,” she says.
I raise my eyebrows. “Marrying me?”
“No! I mean, yes, but not like…” She hip checks me, hard. “Shut up. It’s just the gayest thought in my head, every once in a while. Since you asked.” She bites her lip. “Well, besides our—”
She cuts herself off but not quick enough for the word to not have already taken shape in the silence.
“Our kiss,” I say.
Her eyes dart away, over to the playground’s castle towers and the kids hanging out the windows, pretending to sword fight each other.
“Have you not kissed anyone else since then?” I ask, curious.
She has the audacity to huff, like I’m the one who brought it up in the first place. “Of course I have. Bryan Wheeler last year and Freddy Jones freshman year.”
I know Bryan but Freddy doesn’t ring a bell. Not that either of them matters apparently. “And? Did you like them? Were you attracted to them? Did you want to kiss them again?”
I don’t know why I’m suddenly her therapist or sex ed teacher or something, but it’s a little funny. It reminds me of the way we caught up after the one summer her parents sent her to camp before she convinced them to let her stay home. We’d tell each other everything and even though most of my stuff was at least a little made up—there was rarely anything happening but chores and twin stuff—it was always Taylor who was missing some obvious explanation to a problem right in front of her. She’s good at overlooking the obvious.
“No to all three, I guess,” she says, still not looking at me. “But it’s not like I’ve kissed any girls to compare them to.”
I ignore the tiny little jolt that goes through me at the thought of being her last queer kiss. First, too, I guess. “You’re making this harder than it has to be.”
“How?”
“Anyone on the team would’ve kissed you if you asked.” I should know. They played spin the bottle without a bottle for at least half her party.
“I’m not going to kiss my friends for research.”
“Okay, what about just for fun, then?” I tease, just for the satisfaction of seeing the wide-eyed look she shoots me before she looks away again.
But she doesn’t. “Fine. You still haven’t said how you figured it out. Why don’t you tell me, if it’s so easy.”
Damn. I didn’t mean to box myself into a corner but here we are. I narrow my eyes at the little smile Taylor’s wearing. It’s smug in that quiet way she’s got, not enough to be in your face but just enough to notice. I ignore the reflex to return it.
I don’t know how I’m supposed to tell her without admitting her role in things. I don’t want to bring up Sarita and our sometimey-ness. Sunday mornings are like this weird liminal space that exists outside of the mess of the rest of my life, the one bit of time I get to myself, or almost to myself. On Sundays, at this fairy-tale-like little park in the suburbs, with yet another dog, me and Taylor get to be ourselves—whoever they are—without all the other stuff in the way.
“I kissed my best friend for research once,” I say as nonchalantly as I can, “and realized I was sort of in love with her.” I swallow down the memory of my too-fast heart and the press of soft lips to mine. “Then when all my other friends started getting crushes on boys, I realized I couldn’t care less about them.”
“Oh,” she says.
I clear my throat. “Anyway, I don’t think they’re paying us to keep Oscar lazy,” I say, picking up my pace until I’m jogging. “We’re supposed to be helping him get some exercise and walking’s not gonna cut it.”
“They’re not paying us at all,” Taylor argues, but she falls into step beside me easily.
“You know what I mean.”
We both look down at Oscar. He’s panting but his long, wriggly little body keeps up, tiny paws plodding along against the concrete. His ears flop as he moves, I realize, and it makes me smile. When I look up, I notice that Taylor’s smiling too.
“Y’know, I could help you out,” I say.
“What?”
“We could kiss again and maybe you’d have your answer, if you’re still looking for it.”
I don’t know what the hell my problem is. Sure, I’ve liked going on these walks with her and sure, we work together fine during practices now. When we’re shoulder to shoulder these days there’s something almost playful in the competition, something that feels far too nostalgic.
But that’s just reacquaintance. That’s just good teamwork. It’s not even friendship, that thing that’s so messy and complicated for us. So, what the hell am I doing, offering something that feels a few dozen steps too far and a few years too late all at the same time?
“Oh,” Taylor says.
I could melt right into the ground and I’d be perfectly fine with Oscar licking up whatever goo I left behind if it meant getting away from this moment, right this very second, except that Taylor’s eyes flit down to my lips. It’s quick, deniable even, considering we’re still jogging and her eyes keep darting from me to the path ahead of us to make sure she’s not about to run into anything. It’s only when it happens a third time, during the charged, itchy silence that we’ve fallen into, that I even start to consider that maybe I’m not the only one who’s lost her mind.
Taylor clears her throat the next time she faces forward. “Thanks,” she says. “But I’ve—I’m pretty sure I figured it out already. “
I’m not disappointed, obviously. One of us needs to keep our heads on straight and if it’s not me it has to be her.
“Good.” I try for a grin and it comes surprisingly quick. “I’ll tell Tyler to call you, then.”
She laughs, wrinkling her nose, and it’s another déjà vu moment, just for a fraction of a second. “You better not.”
“Or what? I’m off the team? I don’t think even captains have that power.”
Taylor rolls her eyes, but she’s grinning too. She doesn’t tie her braids back all the way for these walks like she does at practice so there are a few dangling by her face, falling down past her shoulders to blend in with her black T-shirt.
“Greer loves me. She’d probably make an exception.”
I couldn’t even act surprised if she did.
“Good thing I like you,” Taylor continues. She kneels down to scoop up Oscar, who has decided that neither jogging nor walking is his thing. “Just not as much as I like Oscar.”
I laugh. “You two just met! I’ve known you for years!”
Her smile fades as she rests her chin lightly on top of Oscar’s head. He lets her. Rosie or Pickles might have tried to lick her, but his laziness even extends to this. The shelter could probably spin it as a calm demeanor pretty easy. I’d tuck that away to remember to tell Shirley later but it’s hard to focus when Taylor’s eyes are on me. I can’t look away, despite the insistent voice in my brain telling me I should at least try.
Sometimes, when Taylor couldn’t sleep and I was staying over, we’d have staring contests. She’d read, probably on some site that was all BS and clickbait, that a staring contest could help with insomnia. Not blinking was supposed to dry the eyes out enough to make you tired, and maybe it worked for some people but for us it never did. We’d have whole conversations with our eyes locked on each other.
It’s a good thing she looks away first this time and presses a kiss to the top of Oscar’s furry brown head, right before I feel myself teetering on the edge of getting lost in her again.
“We have known each other for a while, haven’t we?”
Would’ve been longer if we’d kept up the whole friendship thing but I don’t need to say it; she’s capable of basic math too.
“Yeah,” I agree. “Mostly.”
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TAYLOR
“I missed you,” I admit.
It’s the first thing I should’ve said to her when she showed up at practice that first day. Probably something I should have said at any point between now and the first time I saw her at a meet. But I’m saying it now, and isn’t late better than never?
Mari’s quiet.
She starts walking again and I set Oscar down so we can follow her. I didn’t say it so that she would say it back—but it’s still so hard not to overthink everything when I’m around her. I thought I’d get over it once we got used to being around each other again but it’s only gotten worse. Sometimes it feels like that’s all I can do—think and think and think about all the time we wasted. But here’s my chance to make things right. I’m circling back to a few minutes ago when she offered to kiss me.
Did she mean it? Do I want her to?
I don’t know. My head is urging me to move faster, to run and get as far away as I can so I can be alone to process everything. At my side, Oscar picks up the pace too, to keep up with my jogging, but he doesn’t look happy about it.
Sorry, buddy, but at least the shelter can’t say you didn’t get in a good workout.
I’m this close to breaking into a sprint when Mari says, “I missed you, too. Hated you for a while, then got over it, then hated you some more, but … I guess I missed you in between.”
I slow down, letting out a sigh. She sits down on a nearby bench, and I sit next to her. Oscar looks grateful for the break if the way he immediately flops down between our legs is any indication.
“You ever think about what it would’ve been like?” she asks. “Staying friends?”
All the time.
“I probably would’ve still screwed it up somehow.”
I don’t look at her. I focus on the park instead. The children screaming and the parents warning and the barking of other dogs somewhere, too small to see in the wide-open space. It’s not the most manicured park around here. There are weeds by the entrance gate, growing between the wrought-iron stakes and edges. The grass is browning quicker than it should, or at least quicker than it has been in my neighborhood, so it looks like some of the country does when you’re in a plane, swatches of different colored land right next to each other like an autumnal rainbow, all shades of yellow and brown and fading green. There are only a few trees and they’ve been slow to shed their leaves, all but the very highest branches still clinging to the green of summer.
“Who knows,” Mari says.
“Aren’t you still mad at me?”
I don’t know what I want from her. Maybe I want her to tell me how much she hates me so I can weigh it against how much I’ve been hating myself all this time and decide whether I’ve been fair or not. Someone should tell me what a bad job I’m doing, and it shouldn’t only be me.
Mari looks at me and I force myself to meet her gaze. I owe her this, I think. The opportunity to look me in the eye, the courage to look back.
I want anger.
It’s not what I get.
“Yes,” she says simply. “I’ll probably always be at least a little mad at you.”
“I can live with that.”
“But not just mad. I’m trying to be a new person, you know? Nuanced or whatever.”
But she doesn’t need to be someone new. Mari’s always been who she is, confident and determined and competitive. She’s a good sister and a good teammate. She has a lot going for her.
Maybe I should tell her.
We both startle at the heavy vibration of her phone against the bench. When it happens again even Oscar’s ears perk up. He growls softly at the buzzing bench until she slips the phone out of her back pocket and reads whatever message she got with a growing frown.
“I’ve got to take this,” she says, already walking away.
“Is everything okay?” I ask. She nods absently, then walks even farther as she lifts the phone to her ear.
“Lili?” I hear her say. “What is it?”
I bend down to pet Oscar. By the time Mari comes back, he’s just a furiously tail-wagging puddle on the ground.
“Do you have to head out?” I ask.
She nods, then seems to reconsider. “No. Not right away. Do you think we can stop by your house for a bit?”

“Are you sure you don’t have to be home to watch your siblings?” I ask once we’re settled at my place. That’s usually the case. Whenever I drop her off, one or both of them are usually waving from the window.
Apparently, it’s the wrong thing to ask. Mari frowns, tapping her nails against the floor. “They’re fine. I don’t have to be with them twenty-four seven.”
“No, I know,” I say quickly. “I just—”
“I just act like I do.” She huffs out a laugh. “I’m trying to do what Mom wants and let them be on their own more. Be ‘big kids’ like they say, but I don’t know. I just don’t want them to feel … abandoned or anything, so then I’m always on the phone with them anyway or rushing to get home. And then I’m pissed off because I’m overreacting more than Mom is and she’s the parent.”
She looks down at her phone. “That’s why I wanted to come here. Just to get away for a little bit.”
“Not a lot’s changed then, huh? You used to talk about it before.”
Mari looks at me. Her frown’s eased some but her eyes are narrowed and confused like she’s unsure whether or not I’m lying to her. “When?”
I shrug. “On days you couldn’t stay over or when your mom would come pick you up earlier than you wanted her to.” I crack a smile. “You wanted to move in so you could have your own room.”
Mom even suggested she bring some clothes to keep in the drawers for when she spent the night, but her mom never let her—something about keeping track of all her things. I’ve never thought too much about how she might’ve felt about Mari’s obvious desire to live with my family, whether she brushed it off as childhood fantasy or if there was any jealousy there. I guess the lukewarm greetings she’s always given me speak for themselves.
“I’d still love my own room,” she mutters. “Moses snores.”
“I’m pretty sure my parents would disown me if I didn’t mention that our guest room’s always here for you.” We don’t get many guests, after all.
“It was good seeing them,” she says.
“They were excited,” I admit. “More than I’ve see them in a while. Even if ice cream’s not exactly approved for Dad’s diet.”
“His diet?”
“Yeah, they’ve got all kinds of rules when you’re on dialysis, I guess. Or maybe it’s just my mom’s rules, I don’t know.”
Mari straightens up, frowning at me. “That’s a kidney thing, right? Is he okay?”
It’s something that loops in the back of my mind so often, something everyone else in my life at least knows the basics of, that I didn’t realize I hadn’t told her. And then cold settles over me, despite the heater groaning away in the basement, because I remember that I never did. Our talk, our argument, that day at lunch wasn’t much of an explanation about everything that was wrong then; it was my attempt at moving past everything from before, rushed and full of holes.
“He…”
I hesitate, my eyes glued to the grooves in the wooden floor. Where do I start? His kidneys started failing back when we were still friends, when you’d come over and talk and laugh like nothing was falling apart?
It feels like a lot. But that’s how it felt then. Even now I’m having a hard time untangling my feelings, disconnecting an oblivious Mari—again, oblivious, something in the back of my mind whispers—from all the panic and worry I felt before.
“He, um…”
My chest tightens and I feel like I’m breathing through a straw, one of those bendy ones with all the twists and loops. Maybe I should change the subject. That’s something I can do, and she’ll probably go along with it. But then she’s out of the loop, and I’m alone with all my worries and fears—again.
I already chickened out once—hundreds of times, even. I can’t repeat past mistakes.
“I already told you that my dad got sick. It happened when we were in eighth grade,” I say slowly. “We didn’t know why or with what at first, but it turned out he had some kind of kidney disease. Not because of anything he did—it was just genetic. It was slow enough that he didn’t notice for years and when he finally started not feeling well, his kidneys already weren’t doing great.”
I sigh, stretching my legs out in front of me as Mari keeps quiet. “Nobody told me. Not until he was doing dialysis the first time. And then, just when I started to understand that, everyone started talking donor lists and…” I laugh. “And then you said you were transferring. And you were so excited about it, and my life was falling apart.”
I shake my head, blinking back burning tears. “Anyway, he got the transplant, right after freshman year started, and everything was fine. Then this summer it started being not fine again. More meds, different meds, none of them worked so … the dialysis again. And the ‘no ice cream’ diet.”
I finally risk looking up at Mari. “And now you’re all caught up.”
“Now I’m all caught up,” she repeats. “Shit.”
Her face is scrunched up in a frown as her eyes move across mine like she’s looking to see if I’ve left anything out. I haven’t. Finally. For once. When she seems satisfied, she puffs up her cheeks and blows out a slow breath. “So, what happens to him now?”
I blink. “That’s it?”
“What do you mean ‘that’s it’? If you’re expecting me to be mad or something, I’ve already been there and done that. We’ve hashed this out a million different times. Only now I’ve finally got all the pieces. I’m tired. I’m old.” She grins when I snort. “And I wanna help. If I can. So, what now?”
“I don’t know,” I admit. “Another transplant soon if he’s lucky. A lot of waiting if he’s not.”
“Okay, so, I can’t do anything.” She bites her lip. “Except donate my kidney, I guess?”
I laugh, relaxing back against the foot of my bed. The tightness in my chest eases. “I don’t think you need to go that far … even if you were a match.”



  
INTERLUDE
TAYLOR’S FOURTEENTH BIRTHDAY PARTY
“Can I talk to you?”
She looks cute in the outfit I picked out, a purple-and-white floral sundress that matches the party’s theme, but miserable. She’s been this way since I showed up, running late because Mom forgot that the party was this weekend. I’d ask her what’s wrong if I thought she’d answer me right now, surrounded by too many friends and a park’s worth of chrysanthemums and glaring at me like I crashed her party instead of being invited.
“Yeah,” I say. “What’s up?”
She doesn’t answer. Instead, she turns on her heel and walks away, toward the other end of the backyard, the side that’s been left untouched by her mom or whatever party planners put this all together. I follow her, glancing behind me at everyone else. Some of them have kept talking but a few nosy people are looking our way. I catch Jiani’s eyes and they frown, mouthing something I don’t catch, so I just shrug.
Despite how quiet she was earlier during most of our conversations, Taylor doesn’t waste any time speaking now.
“You should go home,” she says.
I blink and my surprise turns into laughter. “Yeah, okay. You really have to work on the delivery of your jokes. So, what’d you want? Are you not having fun?” I glance back over at the guests. “Because, I mean, some of your friends are kinda boring, yeah, but you already knew that before today, so I don’t see the problem.”
It makes sense that this whole party is garden themed because at least half of them seem like the type who go to real-life tea parties and take it seriously. They’re mostly girls I’ve never met before now, people from her neighborhood or that she met in elementary school, girls whose parents decided to send them all to private schools.
“They’re not the problem.”
“Fine, then what’s—”
“It’s you.”
I blink, and then I blink a few more times because I’m sure I heard her wrong. “I’m … what?”
“The problem,” Taylor repeats, as if I should’ve heard and understood her the first time, except she’s not even looking at me. She’s looking behind me at something with her arms crossed so tight she’s practically hunching into herself. “All you’ve talked about since you got here is Westfield this and Westfield that. Do you think we want to hear that? You didn’t even tell me happy birthday.”
“Because it’s not your birthday.” Her birthday isn’t until next week, which I know because we were planning to spend the day together. “And I only brought Westfield up when people started talking about school.”
It’s not like I’ve been hogging the attention to myself, either. I know about the fancy college prep courses Rebecca Something’s planning on taking at her private high school and about the 3D printer room Cara Somebody’s school has available for everyone to use to make whatever they want. Even Jiani talked about what they’re excited for at Jefferson—how seniors get to leave campus for lunch—but Taylor is only mad at me?
Her eyes flicker my way. “Maybe, but then you kept going on and on about it. You wouldn’t shut up!”
I’m still confused but confusion’s quickly being replaced with anger.
“Well, someone had to talk!” I snap. “You’re the birthday girl and it was getting real awkward with you just sitting there and frowning at everyone. If you’re in a bad mood or something and you didn’t want us to be here, then you should’ve just said that!”
Taylor calms down as quickly as she got riled up. Her frown smooths out into nothing. Even her voice softens to a whisper, like she’s about to tell me a secret. “I am saying it now,” she says. “I don’t want you here.”
I want to laugh it off, the same way I did when I thought she was joking, but it’s a lot harder now that I know it’s real. My chest is tight all of a sudden and my throat and cheeks and ears all feel like they’re on fire.
“Why?” Because her earlier jabs still don’t make sense to me. Taylor’s been annoyed with me before plenty of times. Usually, it’s not a big deal.
She shrugs, avoiding eye contact, which is fine because if she’s not looking, that means she doesn’t catch me wiping my cheeks. “We’re both going to be busy once school starts. We might as well spend the summer with people we’ll actually keep being friends with instead of pretending like this is going to work.”
It’s barely summer. School hasn’t started but we’ve already moved, and I’ve still seen her at least three times this week. I don’t know what her definition of “not going to work” is, but it’s clearly different from mine.
“Do you want to be my friend or not?” I ask.
I press my hands against my sides, and it takes a lot to keep standing here, standing still. “It’s a yes or no question.”
Taylor looks at me. Her eyes are darker than ever, even in the sun. I can’t read her expression but I know her well enough to know what she’s thinking. Even when she hesitates. It feels like the first time all day that we’ve been in sync.
“No,” she says finally. “I don’t.”
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MARI
There are malls closer to Westfield so there’s no reason for Sarita to be here, in front of Sally’s Smoothies, on a random Wednesday evening, except for me.
Which means she wants something.
I slip my phone, mid-text to Taylor about how slow it is today, under the register as she approaches. She takes her time looking over the menu, asking me which one I think she’d like, moving from the front counter over to Danny to grab a sample of our new pear-based smoothie. She draws it out for so long that I finally pick a smoothie for her at random and start blending.
“Tell me what you want,” I say, when the blender’s calmed down and I’m searching for the right size lid in a container full of organized plastic.
“What, you don’t like me keeping you company?”
“It’s work,” I say, ignoring her pout as I turn back around, the right lid secured. “You’re not making it go by any faster by being here. Now, spill.”
She sighs theatrically. “Fine. We want you to run with us again.”
I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “You mean Kelly wants that.”
“I mean we. Team cohesion and all that, you know better than me. Besides.” She flashes me a smile. “Some of us miss you.”
Now she says it. When she needs something from me. I roll my eyes. “Sarita. The point. Get to it. I’m not even on the team anymore; why would I run with you?”
“As a favor?” When I only stare at her she sucks her teeth. “Look, all you have to do is run with us for a race or two. Since we’re running with the North league now, we figure they don’t even know about the changes on the team—and they don’t have to. You help us qualify, we get to race together in the big leagues at the Ring, and we’re all happy.”
“I’m not. Not if I’m doing double the work. How does that benefit me?”
“Well,” she draws out the word, “what if I said there’s a scout coming?”
“There’ve been plenty of scouts all over the place.”
It’s not even a lie. I’ve seen them at a few of the district races lately. Some of them do their best to blend in, trying to look like any other parent in the crowd and staying as far from the coaches as possible. Most don’t bother hiding what they are, though, their schools’ names right on their hats, their clipboards or tablets in hand.
“Not from North Carolina. Not coming just to see you.”
I freeze, finger on the power button I’d been about to press to drown her out. I’ve got another batch of Peachy-Keen to make before we can retire the flavor for the rest of the day. That was one of the things me and Coach Kelly had planned before I left: individual coach meetings, scouts from specific schools. North Carolina’s in the top five when it comes to NCAA rankings. They’re also the school on everyone’s list, which means getting their attention, let alone any money from them, is damn near impossible. Standing out takes a lot. More than a face-to-face meeting with a scout, but … it’s a start.
It’s more than I have right now.
“Why would they be coming to see me? I’m not on the team anymore.”
Sarita shrugs. “I don’t think they care what team you’re on, just whether or not they want you on theirs.”
“I could get a meeting with a scout at Jefferson,” I argue.
She tilts her head as she looks at me. “Could you? At Westfield, you stand out. You’re the best of us and even Kia wouldn’t argue with that.”
I make a face, and she laughs. “All right, she wouldn’t for long anyway. At Jefferson … it’s all eyes on what’s-her-name, ain’t it? She’s the star. She’s half the state’s star and you know it. When you were with us you got more attention from being constantly hot on her heels but now that you’re on the same team? Second place for real. Definitely second choice for scouts.”
It’s a trick. A very Sarita sort of convincing, helped by the weight of her deep-brown eyes on mine and the way she’s arranged herself in my space, all but spilling across the counter. I know that. But she’s also not wrong. Even if Taylor weren’t captain, the team is hers and everyone knows it. We could be neck and neck, shoulder to shoulder, until we crossed the finish line and she’d still be the one with the records, the medals, and still have the reputation a school like North Carolina would want. Even if Coach Greer did arrange for a scout visit, it’s Taylor they’d look at first.
Taylor they’d speak to.
Taylor they’d want.
Funny, considering a scout’s attention is the last thing she’s interested in.
“What’s the point, then?” I ask. “If they’d just recruit Taylor over me anyway.”
She grins. “You’d get to meet the scout first. That way when you beat her, and I know you will, they’ll already know who you are. It’ll be all eyes on you, Ri.”
Ri.
I remember picking the nickname before going into high school because it sounded cool, like someone who could be popular, who’d have enough friends it wouldn’t even matter if she lost one. Someone I wanted to be. Over time, though, she started feeling like a burden. I wasn’t Ri. She was always a whole other person, one I never really lived up to; someone I’ve already forgotten how to be.
But there’s one thing we still have in common.
We both want to be the best.
“Can Kelly guarantee I wouldn’t get in trouble?” I don’t know how often the North and South leagues interact or check in with each other; it’s administrative stuff I’ve never bothered paying attention to. But now it seems worth asking about. “This won’t bite me on the ass?”
“She wouldn’t have suggested it if she thought it would.” Sarita pauses and adds, “For her sake, if not yours.”
Kelly looking out for herself is believable, at least. It helps me relax. “What makes you think I have time to help? Between this and Jefferson and the twins—”
“Oh,” she says easily, cutting me off with a wave. “Kelly’s thought of that. They do that Boys and Girls Club thing in the auditorium. Just bring ’em along and dump them there while we race, then pick ’em up after. It’s free.”
I stare at her but Sarita only bats her eyelashes. “When d’you need an answer by?” I ask finally.
“Soon as you think one up. Time’s ticking, so the sooner the better.”
She finally snags the smoothie I’ve made her, Triple Berry Blast, out of my hand and raises it to her lips, smirking around the straw. “I’d add to the offer but I don’t think it’d help. You’ve got your little captain for that now, huh?”
I scowl. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Sarita laughs. “Right, okay. Well, text me your answer. Or text Kelly, whatever. Don’t forget: all eyes—”
“On me. Yeah, so you said.”
She blows me a kiss as she leaves, laughing as she nearly runs into a middle-aged white woman reaching for a sample.
“You gonna run with your old team?” Danny asks, setting his now-empty tray on the counter. He doesn’t even bother pretending he wasn’t listening.
“I dunno. Maybe.”
“Is that allowed?”
Probably not. But does it matter if it ends with me running for North Carolina? Even a Ring of Champions win doesn’t compare to that.
“I dunno,” I repeat.
We’re quiet for a minute, the sounds of a dying mall on a weekday buzzing around us. Finally, Danny says, “I tell you Vicky had the baby? Oh, and she kicked me out.”
I laugh a little. It’s a nice reminder that things could be worse, I guess. “Nah, Danny,” I say. “That sucks.”
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TAYLOR
It’s the second practice she’s missed.
I didn’t think that much about the first. It happens. People get sick or behind on schoolwork or something important comes up. Greer isn’t hard on people for it. Usually, they let her know ahead of time if they can’t make it. Lately they’ve been letting me know. Kerri with her orthodontist appointment, Khyris and the flu.
But I haven’t heard a thing from Mari. Neither has Greer.
It’s hard not to worry.
Even when we were younger, Mari was good at showing up to things. No matter what else was going on in her life, if she promised to be somewhere then she was, no matter how late she was. I’m not sure there’s a time I can remember where she didn’t bother not coming at all. Except now, I guess.
“Call her,” Greer says when twenty minutes have passed and there’s still no sign of Mari.
It only rings and rings and on the second try it goes straight to voicemail. Greer only nods when I let her know. Whatever she’s feeling or thinking, she doesn’t share it with me. That’s fine. I don’t either. I’m not sure she’d even understand the odd lightning of panic in the middle of my cloud of worry. It’s unlikely that Mari’s hurt or in trouble or any of the hundred other scenarios my brain is cycling through, like trying on new clothes. But if she’s not, why hasn’t she called back? Texted me, even. It prods at me all of practice, worry like weights, slowing me down despite my best efforts.
Greer only pulls me aside once. “Get it together,” she says. “You’ve been on this team before Rogers and if she keeps this up, you’ll be on it after her. Focus. I let things slide during smaller invitationals and dual meets but that’s over. We’ve got qualifying races, Evans.”
I know. It’s not like she hasn’t mentioned it at every practice and after every race. We’re in the high-pressure stage of the season. These are the races that decide which teams are good enough to even get close to the Ring of Champions, let alone be in it. Greer wants to win and I get that. I’d like to, too. But sometimes her focus feels so narrow, like we’re all just times and numbers and not people. It makes me itchy.
At the end of the day, it’s just a sport.
“Is Mari okay?” Jiani asks in the locker room. They’re at the mirror, fixing the messy bun they’ve thrown their hair into, but their eyes are worried. “I’ve seen her in class so I don’t think she’s sick or anything.”
“I’m sure she’s fine.”
“Maybe she rejoined her old team,” Khyris jokes. “She was a spy the whole time like in Bring It On.”
“We’re not cheerleaders,” someone I can’t see behind a locker door points out. “There’s nothing to spy on.”
“And she goes to our school,” Jiani adds. “She can’t still be on their team even if she wanted to.”
Khyris laughs. “Central kids think they can do whatever they want. Haven’t you heard about Westfield? We haven’t seen them because they’ve been running up in North Jersey. You think they’re scared because we stole their top runner?” She grins. “I would be. Now that we’ve got Taylor and Mari, they don’t stand a chance.”
I force myself to smile, though my mind has already started racing. “I appreciate it, but being cocky won’t help us win; it’ll just make us look silly if we lose. And I’m sure Mari’s fine,” I repeat, while shooting Khyris a look.
“Tell her to show up to practice sometime, then,” Kerri grumbles as she heads past me on her way out. “It’s not fair to the rest of us if she skips to hang out with her old friends and still gets to race with us. Greer had me sit out a whole week after I skipped to go to my cousin’s wedding.”
“I don’t think that’s what she’s doing,” I argue. But I’m reminded of our run-in at the mall. Her and the girls from her old team at the food court. An arm draped around her shoulders. Possessive, like Mari was something Jefferson—and by extension I—had stolen.
Maybe Mari’s felt like that too? Or maybe she’s just missed her friends. It doesn’t have to be either or, I remind myself. Just because she’s not on their team doesn’t mean they stopped being friends. Mari has a whole life that’s none of my business.
I’m still thinking about her when I get into my car—and find myself idling outside her place twenty minutes later.
“It’s not weird,” I say out loud. “I’m just checking on her.”
I’m captain. It’s basically in my job description. Besides, we’re friends now, mostly. Friends check on each other.
I take a deep breath. I’ll just knock on the door and if she answers and is obviously fine, I’ll go home and let Greer deal with her skipping practice however she wants to. And if she’s not? I groan. I hadn’t planned that far ahead on the drive here because that was a problem for future me.
Unfortunately, I’m future me.
I get out of the car and head up the walkway.
I knock.
Too soft.
I knock again and wince. That was a little too hard.
I’m ready to go baby bear and knock for a third time, hoping it’s just right, when the door swings open. Ms. Rogers stares at me, surprise turning into politeness.
“Taylor. Is everything okay?”
I nod, clearing my throat. “It’s fine. I was just looking for Mari.”
She frowns. It’s the twin of her daughter’s. “She’s at practice,” she says, like I should very much know that. “Shouldn’t you be there too?”
“We, um.” I do my best to keep my surprise off my face but I’m not sure it’s working. “We split up.” I settle on the lie as quickly as I can so I don’t get Mari in trouble. “Her group was in the weight room today and I guess they just … finished early.”
My mom would be able to scope it out as a lie before it finished leaving my mouth but Mari’s only nods. “Right. Well, she’s not here. She texted me that she had the twins with her, so she might have wrapped up quickly for them?” she offers, and I nod.
“Thanks,” I say. “You’re probably right.”
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MARI
Switching bus lines is not my idea of a good time, especially not with Lili and Moses in tow, but it’s a lot simpler when I drop them off at the Boys and Girls Club and walk the rest of the way to Hodgefield Park with forty-five minutes to spare until race time.
I’ve just stepped foot on the field when my phone rings. A groan rips out of me. If the twins have already managed to get in trouble, I’m going to—
“Mari?”
I pause. “Taylor?”
“Yes, hi. I don’t know if you saw but I called earlier?” She keeps going before I can admit that no, I didn’t see her call. I’m not sure whether to blame that on myself or on Lili, the keeper of my phone for most of our bus ride. “You weren’t at practice, so I wanted to check in.”
That’s because skipping it altogether seemed easier than leaving halfway through to grab the twins before they took the school bus home. “Yeah, I’m—”
“Is everything okay? Are your brother and sister okay?”
I grimace at her concern. “They’re fine. I’m fine. I’m just, uh…”
I should’ve prepped for this. Planned a cover story, an alibi, but there aren’t a lot that make sense. The first time I met up with Westfield to practice, I played it off as being sick. But that wouldn’t work this time considering I was at school today.
“I needed to get home to the twins,” I say. “Lili was at the nurse’s office earlier, so I figured I’d come home and keep an eye on her.” I wince at the shrill sound of a whistle too close for comfort, hoping the phone didn’t pick it up. “She can be a real baby when she’s sick.”
There’s a pause before Taylor asks, “So, you’re home?”
“Yeah. Sorry, I should’ve texted you as a heads-up. I’ll remember for next time.”
And I will. It’s easier to lie over text, where I don’t have to hear her worry and feel bad about it. “I’ve gotta go,” I say. “So, is that all?”
“Yes.” She clears her throat. “I hope Lili feels better soon.”
I squeeze out a thanks and hang up, ending the call right before another whistle blows.
“Ri!”
I flinch at the nickname and head over to my team. My old team. Nothing has really changed, at least not in the way they’re gathered, in pairs and trios. Coach Kelly is talking with Tiff, both of them looking like someone’s just died. A couple girls are showing each other videos on their phones and giggling, and two more are wrapped up in their own little bubble, hands and lips wandering more than is probably necessary in public.
And, of course, there’s Sarita, waving lazily at me from her spot on top of the bleachers, flanked like guard dogs by Kia and a girl I don’t recognize.
Kia’s the first to speak when I reach them. “You actually showed.”
“She said she would,” Sarita says as she pushes Kia out of the way to make room for me on the metal bench. She leans in to press an overly glossy kiss to my cheek that I avoid at the last second. “I’m so glad you’re here to help us win.”
“Not that we couldn’t’ve done it without you,” the other girl adds, shrugging when I glance her way.
I ignore her. “Is the scout here?”
From up here it’s easy to see the layout of the field. It’s not quite as big as an invitational but the turnout, the audience, is similar in size. I catch a line of runners, the first group of the afternoon, finishing up in the distance. They’re as small as ants from this far away and they keep in a group like one.
Sarita shrugs. “Kelly said he was on his way. Why?” She grins, tapping her nails along my thigh. “Worried I lied to get you to come run with us?”
I shift my legs away until her hand falls. “Just making sure.”
I don’t know if it’s anticipation at meeting a scout from my dream school or the usual restless anxiousness I get when it’s almost time for a race, but I’m feeling nauseous. Not like I’m actually going to puke, but enough to be distracted by it. The longer I sit here, listening to them talk and paying attention to the lack of cohesion in the team, the more my nausea grows. The only time anyone besides the three I’m with even bothers to acknowledge anyone else, including me, is when Kelly blows the whistle and we gather in front of her.
“You might’ve already seen her at our last practice but Marianna’s back,” she says shortly, offering me a nod. Tiff waves. Everyone else is silent. “Not for good, but for this race, at least, so make the most of it and I don’t mean by moseying along. She’s not here to carry the team but we do owe her our thanks in advance.”
The girls all mutter some version of thank-you that I ignore. Sarita winks at me as I pass but I’m focused on the scout. He’s a tall white man with bushy eyebrows over deep blue eyes and a thicker black mustache. He’s wearing a red-and-blue NC State hat.
“Marianna,” Kelly says, “this is Kenneth, from North Carolina State. Kenneth, Marianna. We’ve talked a lot about you starting last season, so I figured it was time the two of you met.” Kelly smiles, just the faintest upturn to her lips as she catches my eye. “I’ll leave you to talk.”
She slips away, blowing her whistle sharply at something behind me. He holds out a hand. I shake it firmly.
“It’s really great to meet you,” I say.
“Likewise. Surprising, though. Thought I had my wires crossed when Kelly called me up. Last I heard, you were at Jefferson.” He raises his eyebrows. “That not work out?”
I hesitate. I’m not sure about the rules, which means I’m not sure what I’m meant to tell him. Worry overshadows the fact that he’s heard of me at all. My stomach cramps harder than before. “It’s complicated,” I say after a moment.
“Is it? Loyalty and teamwork’s a big part of the sport. Big part of the culture at NC, too.”
I nod quickly. “I know. I’ve read about it and—”
He cuts me off. “Books lack experience.” His eyes roam over the rest of the team. “And I’ve got enough to know a team that’s lacking in loyalty when I see one. If you’re still here, you oughta know and fix it, and if you’re at Jefferson, well…” He shrugs. “Then you’d best not be here, huh?”
I take a second to let his words sink in and the ache in my stomach starts to ease. He’s … right. Whether or not I’d run well enough here to impress him, this isn’t my team anymore. There’s no cohesion, no connection. Here, I can’t anticipate when I need to run a little faster because Kerri’s knee is about to start bothering her ten minutes in, like clockwork, or slow down to run beside Jiani as a morale boost.
Hot girls run, Sarita told me once, at our first or second practice. Everyone wants to be like Sha’Carri.
Never mind that she ran track and field. To Sarita, I’m not sure it ever made a difference. As long as we were winning, as long as we were being seen, that’s what mattered. Sarita liked me because I kept us in the rankings and I let her use me because I wasn’t connecting with anyone else on the team, so what was the harm? She benefited from my effort and I from her attention; for the longest time, I called that teamwork.
But Kenneth’s right. What I had at Westfield, what the whole team has with each other, isn’t teamwork. It’s barely even friendship.
“You’re right,” I say slowly, blinking quickly when I realize my gaze has been focused on his giant eyebrows this whole time. “I don’t think I’m supposed to be here.”
He chuckles. “Race starts soon. I suggest you head out, then.”
“If you came out here just for me, I’m sorry for wasting your time.”
He waves me off. “No need to apologize, I come to these things all the time. And maybe I’ll catch you at the next one.”
He means the South league qualifiers that Jefferson’s part of. I nod, and he doesn’t say anything else as he walks off farther down the track to other teams and their prospective runners.
I don’t tell anyone I’m leaving. I can hear Sarita’s laughter and a whistle blowing and the faintest sound of Kelly calling after me, but I don’t look behind me and I don’t slow down. That’s how I bump into Tiffany.
We both stumble backward at the impact. “Shoot. Sorry, Ri. Just a heads-up: There’s no soap in there.”
I glance at the port-a-potty she just came out of and grimace. “I’m not going to the bathroom. I’m headed out.”
Tiff blinks. Whenever she has her contacts in, she’s always blinking like a baby deer. It’s one of the things the other girls laugh about behind her back. Sometimes even to her face. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.” She looks over to where the rest of her team is gathered. “I have some time.”
“How come you put up with everyone’s crap? Not just them not liking you, I mean, but their lack of effort. No one cares. What’s the point?”
Sure, some of the girls at Jefferson slack off but it’s more to take a break than because they’re uninterested. Taylor might hate how much we all talk but she’d probably die of frustration if she had to deal with this team.
Tiff purses her lips in thought as she looks at me. We’ve never talked this much before. While at Westfield, I was either by myself or somewhere lost in Sarita’s orbit. Tiff always showed up and ran and then went home—no one usually invited her out and she never asked to join.
“The point is,” she says finally, smoothing back a few flyaway curls, “I like running cross-country. I’m running for me. Not for them or in spite of them or to impress them, not even Coach Kelly. That’s why I joined the team and wanted to be captain.”
She shrugs. “Would I like it if everyone was nicer? Sure. But even if they were the nicest girls in the world and we were all best friends, I wouldn’t still be on the team if I wasn’t having fun. At the end of the day, I know what I’m about. It’s not my problem if they don’t.”
A whistle blows behind us. “Good luck, Ri,” she says, walking backward toward her team.
“Mari.” The right nickname spills out of me. “Mari’s fine.”
Her smile widens. “I really hope Jefferson qualifies.”
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MARI
I’ve screwed up.
I don’t even make it all the way to the field before it becomes obvious. Jiani makes a beeline straight for me on their way out of the locker room as I start heading over.
“Long time, no see, J. How’s it going?”
“You tell me,” they say, all but shoving their phone into my face.
My own face pops up on the screen. Sarita’s grinning for a selfie but I’m a big part of the background too, made even more noticeable by the animated arrow she’s pointed in my direction, along with her caption.
WESTFIELD 4 LYFE. The ride-or-die’s back to help us win big this year, as expected.
“She doesn’t even know what ride-or-die means,” I mumble.
I’m not ready to meet Jiani’s eyes but there aren’t a whole lot of places to look besides at them since everyone else is glaring at me from the track. I don’t see Taylor anywhere among them. If I’m lucky, maybe she doesn’t know yet.
“That’s what you have to say?” Jiani asks. “We were worried about you and you were off, what? Playing at being captain with your old team?”
“I wasn’t.”
“Whatever you were doing, we’re your team now. I’m sorry if it’s not what you wanted but I thought…” Jiani sighs and shakes their head. “I actually thought we were friends again.”
I’d love to be mad at Sarita and a post I know she only made after I left, but I only have myself to blame, don’t I? I agreed to the proposal. I went to the race. I would’ve probably even run it with them if I hadn’t gotten some sense talked into me. But I don’t know how to explain to Jiani that that wasn’t because of them. I don’t know how to explain that Jefferson’s the reason I left the race instead.
Not without admitting that I’d gone there because I knew I could still be the best without trying too hard.
“Jiani.” Taylor’s voice is soft, but I turn immediately at the sound of it. It makes sense that I didn’t see her before; she’s the last one out of the locker room. “We should get warmed up.”
She doesn’t look at me. She doesn’t even acknowledge me.
“Taylor,” I start, but she heads over to the rest of the team before I can get anything else out.
Jiani turns back to me with a sad little smile. “None of us follow the girl you brought to the party, you know,” they say. “We never would’ve seen the post.”
“Then how did you?” I ask, and they grimace.
“She tagged Taylor.”

It’s a lot like my first practice at Jefferson all over again, only the other girls aren’t wide-eyed and curious to talk to me, and instead of being shocked to see me, Taylor acts like I don’t exist.
I let her, an apology on the tip of my tongue.
Whenever I do get close enough to speak during our run, she forces herself into overdrive, powering through with speed even if she’d been winding down. Her legs and her lungs must be killing her but she doesn’t fall back unless I do … so I do.
I don’t even get a chance to talk to her after practice because Coach Greer pulls me aside as soon as the sound of the final whistle fades, leading me back into the school and downstairs to her office. I don’t bother arguing that I’ll miss the bus. Instead, I slump into one of her flowery chairs and brace myself.
“Not only did you skip multiple practices without a word beforehand,” she begins, “you skipped at least one of them to race for your former team. A rival team.”
“I didn’t run with them,” I say. “I went, but I didn’t run.”
“Oh, I know. I spoke to Kelly.” I snap my head up, but she only smiles blandly. “It’s a good thing you didn’t or you’d be off the team entirely instead of the weeklong benching I’m giving you.”
I sit up to lean forward in my seat, gripping the arms of the chair. “You would’ve kicked me? Kelly said it wasn’t against the rules!”
“Kelly,” Coach Greer repeats her name like it’s a curse, “covers her own ass and the people currently on her team. I’m sure there’s some sort of loophole that would’ve let them qualify with you running for them. Maybe there’s even one that would’ve kept you out of trouble, too.”
“So, then—”
“But the league rules aren’t my rules. I’m still the coach here and I don’t like people who straddle the fence. I don’t trust them.” She sighs. “I suggest you take your extra free time this week and use it to think about whether you actually want to be part of this team, Rogers, because I promise you, the rest of the girls will be considering if they even still want you on it.”

Taylor avoids me at lunch and in the halls and in class. I can’t get anywhere near the locker room or the track without one of the girls frowning at me, so we’ve got everywhere covered that I could go to apologize to her in person.
I’ve tried texting, but by Wednesday, I haven’t even gotten her usual “I’m reacting so you know I’ve read this” thumbs-ups.
So, of course I go to her house. It’s the worst bus route, but it lasts almost as long as practice does and it beats sitting out in the cold until she arrives. Still, I get there first somehow. No one’s home and the old woman across the street keeps frowning at me from her window, but she doesn’t call the cops when I camp out on the front porch, so I count it as a win.
It’s hard to ignore someone when they’re in between you and your front door, so when Taylor arrives she gives me a once-over and a cuttingly polite “excuse me” as she waits for me to move.
“Can we talk?” I ask, standing quickly. It’s colder out here than I planned and my whole bottom half is numb from sitting. “Maybe inside?”
Her eyes dart around her tree-lined neighborhood before she sighs and unlocks the door, and I follow her inside, shivering despite the warmth of central heating. I step to the side as she takes off her shoes and coat but don’t bother doing the same. I’m not sure how long she’ll be willing to hear me out and it feels a little rude to assume.
“What do you want?” she asks, heading for the kitchen. I can see her from the entryway as she fills an electric kettle with water and grabs hot chocolate mix from a cabinet and a mug from another.
I shove my hands into my pockets. “I’m sorry I lied to you.”
That feels like a good place to start. Khyris was the one who told me Taylor had stopped by my house looking for me after my no-show, which meant she was probably outside my house when she called me and I told her I was home.
She keeps her back to me as she watches water boil through the glass. “I thought something had happened,” she says. “I thought your sister was sick.”
“I shouldn’t have said that,” I admit. “And I shouldn’t have gone to that practice or to that race, I know. It wasn’t even like I missed Westfield or my friends there or anything, I just…”
I hesitate. Wanted to be the star of the show? Wanted all eyes on me, like Sarita taunted me with? But I’m not jealous anymore, watching Tay run. I’m not running off anger and frustration whenever we’re neck and neck these days. I’m not constantly trying to do better to win, just to improve.
But I guess that doesn’t change the fact that I was used to a certain level of attention at Westfield, and that it was nice to think about having it again.
The bottom of the kettle lights up blue with a quiet whistle and Taylor lifts it from its pad, pouring the boiling water into a mug that she adds her hot chocolate mix to. It smells immediately of chocolate and peppermint.
“You just what?” she asks over the sound of a spoon clanking against ceramic. “Wanted to double your chances at a win? You didn’t think I was doing a good enough job so you wanted to go be captain again?”
I groan. “It wasn’t about you. I wanted to be the best,” I say. “Okay? Not the best after you or second best or whatever position I am at Jefferson. Not captain, just good. Great. I wanted to be faster than everyone on my team for the first time in months, not just most of them.”
Taylor eyes me over her mug as she takes a sip. She’s so still, so in control of herself, when all I want to do is pace down her hallway while I talk, but that would mean taking my shoes off, and who does that after they’ve practically invited themself in? Not me. Not right now.
“Why does it matter?” she asks. “We’re all on the same team. We’re working toward the same thing.”
I can’t help the laugh that escapes. “Are we? I mean, be at least a little for real, Tay.” Her eyebrows furrow, and I shake my head. “We’re not working toward the same thing. You’re running to make your parents happy and to stick to a plan you don’t even like. You’re not trying to impress scouts and hoping they’ll throw a little bit of money your way because it’s probably the only way you can go to college, but you’re getting their attention anyway. You know you’re done with this the second you graduate but you’re at the top of their lists and your name’s in their mouths and they all know who you are and you couldn’t care less about any of it.”
I blow out a breath. “Why would they bother looking at me when they could pay attention to you?”
“But I don’t want it,” she says after a moment. “I really don’t.”
That only makes it worse.
“So, you went back to Westfield because you thought it would make you stand out as a first pick,” she continues.
I nod. “There was a scout I was supposed to meet with. From North Carolina. Sarita said … well, it doesn’t matter what she said. I listened to her.”
All at once, Taylor’s expression darkens. She frowns down into her mug as she takes another sip. “Sarita,” she says. “The one from the post. And the mall. And my party.”
I nod.
“Are you dating her? Did you used to?”
“What? No.” I snort. “Sarita doesn’t date.”
“So, you wanted to date her?”
I narrow my eyes, studying Taylor. It’s a little hard around the mug she’s holding like a shield but I’m better at reading her now than I was when I first got back. “We’ve never dated. Is that what you’re mad about? Her?”
“No,” she says, but it comes out a little too quickly. She says it again, firmer, like it’ll somehow be more convincing. “No. Lying, skipping practice to be with your old team, that’s what I’m upset about it. She’s just the icing on the cake, tagging me in her post to humiliate me.”
I shrug. “It’s not like I asked her to.”
“No, it’s that she could. Because you were there! With her, at Westfield, instead of at practice with us.” She sets her mug down on the island between us and hot chocolate splashes over the lip and onto the counter. She ignores it. “I get wanting to impress scouts for scholarships but—”
“Do you?”
“But,” Taylor continues, ignoring me, “You could’ve talked to Greer. You could’ve talked to me. You had plenty of choices besides going to the competition and trying to help them cheat and lying about it. Did you even try?”
I roll my eyes but there’s a lump in my throat that’s shaped a lot like guilt. “Coach Greer doesn’t even like me.”
“Maybe. But she’s good at her job and she cares about the team, you know, the one you’re on. We’ve had tons of people get scouted.”
“Rich kids,” I argue.
“Not everyone at Jefferson is rich!” she snaps. She takes a deep breath but her earlier calm, the controlled stillness, is gone now. “It’s a good school, yes, in a nice area, but do you ever actually pay attention, or do you just cling to the same stereotypes that you had at Westfield because it’s easier for you to pretend you’re the odd one out?”
Taylor sighs and it’s loud in the large, high-ceilinged first floor of her house. “Did you come here to apologize or did you just come to make excuses?”
I can’t tell if the fire under my skin is anger or shame, so I lean into what’s more familiar. “I’m sorry I lied and for skipping practice, but I’m not sorry for trying to further my dreams the best way I knew how.”
I didn’t even run with them, at the end of the day. I didn’t help them qualify.
Taylor shakes her head.
It’d be easier if she was angrier; instead she just looks so damn disappointed.
“I think you should go,” she says.
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“Was that Mari I saw riding past on the bus?” Mom asks when I come downstairs to greet her. “I didn’t realize she was coming over or we would’ve tried to get back before she left.”
“It was unexpected,” I murmur.
I grab an apple from the bowl on the island and roll it between my hands as I peek out the living room window. Mari’s long gone, but I can’t resist the urge to check anyway, just in case she’s come back to apologize for real this time.
“Oh. Well, maybe next time you can invite her over and we can plan something. Maybe a nice dinner? It’s been a long time.”
Out of the corner of my eye I watch her unpack groceries. She has too many bags, too much food for just the three of us. That’s only gotten worse in the past few months. There’s been new recipe after new recipe of kidney-friendly breakfasts and lunches and dinners, like she’s trying to find the perfect mix of foods that will cure Dad completely.
“Do you think she still likes salmon?” Mom asks. “She used to love it when I made my honey-glazed salmon, you remember? Not a big zucchini girl, though.” She mutters the last part to herself as she unwraps the vegetable from a tangle of produce bags.
I recognize the softness in her voice. It’s the one she uses when she’s tiptoeing around me because she thinks I’m upset—or the kind that means she has bad news.
I sit down on one of the stools at the island. I’d offer to help put the food away, but she claims she’s the only one who knows where everything goes whenever me or Dad try, so I don’t bother. Instead, I ask, “What’s wrong? Where’s Dad?”
There’s a thump from halfway in the fridge and Mom curses under her breath. She finishes dragging out a bag of potatoes from somewhere in the back, most of them sprouting little roots. “I don’t know why I keep buying these,” she grumbles.
She holds up the bag. “Think we can still eat them?”
I barely spare another look at the potatoes. “No. Where’s Dad?”
He’s never not come back from dialysis before, because why wouldn’t he? It’s simple; I’ve even seen that for myself now. The center he goes to isn’t even at a hospital so it’s not like they could’ve kept him overnight for anything. At least, I don’t think. It’s been a while since I looked up dialysis complications but maybe I should do it more often. Maybe something’s changed. Maybe his new schedule messed everything up and his kidneys are rebelling or the machines stopped working or—
Mom interrupts the spiral of my thoughts. “Nothing’s wrong,” she says, but she won’t look at me.
She even manages to sound convincing—calm—as she reaches in her grocery bag for something to take the potatoes’ former place. She pulls out a tub of sour cream. “We had a care team meeting and we decided we didn’t like where his blood pressure levels were, that’s all, so we had him checked into the hospital. It’s just in case. Nothing to worry about.”
“When will he be home?” I ask.
The trick to getting more information out of my mom has always been to match her calm. Sometimes I can do it and sometimes I can’t, but it’s practically the only thing she responds to. Panic makes her shut down. We have to talk about bad things in whispers in this stupidly large house, like if we raise our voices, it’ll echo and everything bad will know and come to make things even worse.
More food goes into the fridge. Eggs. Yogurt. Chia seeds go into the cabinet to the right of the microwave, cubed butternut squash finds its place in the freezer.
“They don’t know yet,” she says finally. “The doctors just want to make sure they’re seeing everything and that will take however long it takes.”
“Besides transplant rejection, you mean.”
She frowns at me over her shoulder before turning back to her bags and pulling out dish soap. “Yes.”
I hop down off the stool and hesitate. I can’t be around her when she’s like this—a robot focused on her tasks and nothing else—but I can’t not check on her. “Are you okay?”
This time the look she shoots me comes with a soft smile. She stays turned my way just long enough for me to see the lingering redness around her eyes. “I’ll be fine,” she says.
I don’t point out how that’s future tense and not present. Not that it matters anyway; she’s already gone back to her grocery bags and the safety of our fridge.
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“You know I hate missing the qualifiers,” Dad says, smiling tiredly at me as I step into his room. He pushes himself upright and we both do our best to ignore the spike in his heart rate on the monitor as he does. “I wish I could be there.”
It’s day three of Dad’s hospital stay and it’s not sounding like it’ll be his last. Still, I’m doing my best to stay optimistic as I sink into the uncomfortable plastic chair at his bedside.
“Maybe you still can. They alternate the leagues, so ours isn’t for another week at least. How’re you feeling?”
“Well enough not to be kept prisoner,” he grumbles. “My blood pressure’s gone down and everything.”
I don’t know the specifics—him and Mom aren’t willing to tell me—but I’m guessing it hasn’t gone down enough for anyone to be less concerned. I’m not sure if that’s the reason he looks so gray and drained, but it can’t be helping. His eyes are almost cartoon large in his head and he barely looks like he’s eaten since he’s been here, kidney-friendly diet or not.
“It won’t be much different from the other meets this season,” I reassure him. “Or last. Most of the same schools are competing.”
Besides Westfield, anyway. They’re trying their hand in the North league this season and I can’t help but wonder how much that has to do with Mari being on our team now … and the reason they tried to tempt her back. As it has for the past few days, my mind recoils at the thought of her. We haven’t spoken since she came to my house, though I know her and some of the others have already hashed things out. Hopefully her apologies to them were better than the one I got.
“Maybe,” Dad considers. “But I still wanted to see you girls qualify. What was it I promised? Something like a gallon of ice cream per person if y’all made it?”
I don’t remember the specifics, just that it was a ridiculous amount he came up with when we were at Mendelson’s.
“You can max out your credit cards on ice cream if you want,” I promise, forcing a grin. “I doubt anyone’s letting you live down that promise.”
Especially not Moses or Lili, I think, remembering how big their eyes had gotten despite the ice cream already on the table in front of them.
He chuckles and there’s a rattle in his chest that I don’t like, that I try not to catastrophize in my head. “Be careful, now, or our own freezer’ll be full.”
“Mom likes playing fridge Tetris; she’d probably be happy.”
Dad smiles fondly. He’s blinking slowly, which means he’s tired and fighting it. I should let him get his rest, but I know the only way to convince him to do that is by leaving and I only just got here. I’m not quite ready to go home and worry about him from a distance—at least here I can look at him and his monitors and piece some sort of truth together for myself. At home, there’s nothing but the internet and every bad search result imaginable.
“And you?” he asks after a moment. Another long blink before he forces his eyes open to focus on me. “What makes you happy, Tay? I’ve barely seen you smile. Not a real one,” he adds before I can argue.
“My dad’s in the hospital,” I point out to him, the dad in question. “I don’t think I have very much to be happy about.”
His face falls a little. “I’m sorry,” he says. As if this is his fault.
I shake my head. “Don’t be. Besides, other than this, things are fine. School’s okay. Practice is okay.”
It’s mostly the truth. If me and Mari keep going out of our way to avoid each other like this is the beginning of the season, well, that’s nothing new. I can deal with that. Considering where I currently am, it’s the least of my problems.
Except then he says, “Your mom says Mari came over?”
I swallow a sigh. “She did.”
I have to play this carefully. Dad isn’t like Mom, who thrives on a calm demeanor and calmer words. He’s good at sniffing out my emotions. He never forces me into talking if I don’t want to, but it’s the way he asks in the softest voice possible, or repeats what I’ve said, reworded enough that he teases out whatever I’d been trying to ramble my way through. In the end, it’s always easier to open up to him than to keep everything inside. But the shiny tile of this hospital room isn’t the place to spill my guts, not when he can barely keep his eyes open.
“How did that go?”
“She’s been over before,” I say. “We’re cool.”
Technically, only half a lie.
Dad cuts his eyes at me. “Your face is saying otherwise.”
“Maybe I’m just tired.”
“You’re always tired. But you don’t always have that look on your face. Talk to me.” He chuckles. “I promise I can still give good advice from this damn bed. Plus, I’ve got the time.” He lifts his arm, moving it just enough that all the wires and IVs he’s attached to are visible. “Not like I’m going anywhere in a hurry.”
“You should be going to sleep.”
He snorts. “Little too soon for our roles to be reversed like this, I think. C’mon. You’re already here, might as well talk to me.”
“I could leave,” I threaten, but we both know I won’t. Instead, I settle back in the chair, wincing as the metal legs scrape a few inches across the floor. “We had a fight,” I admit. “Sort of.”
I tell him about Sarita’s post and Mari’s half apology. I try not to let my frustration bleed into the telling but there’s no helping it. Of course, I’m frustrated. Instead of talking to anyone, she runs right back to Westfield the first chance she gets like we’re not a team—friends—there to support her.
“I get not wanting to be in my shadow,” I say. I spent plenty of time in hers, after all, though it wasn’t the same then and I never really minded it. “But I don’t understand the way she went about it. It wasn’t just hurtful to the team; she could’ve gotten in trouble.”
“She’s been at Jefferson for what, a couple months now?” Dad asks. I nod. “So, if I had a choice to make involving my future, I might trust the relationships I had with people for years over any newer ones too. Even if,” he continues as I start to protest, “the new people had different resources or I liked them better.”
“Fine, sure. But I thought she trusted us.” Trusted me. “Or was starting to.”
“Sometimes it’s about what’s familiar.”
I frown, twisting the loose end of his bedsheets in one hand. Everything in hospitals is so white, from the floor and the walls to Dad’s hospital gown. “I’m familiar.”
“You used to be,” he agrees. “Maybe you’re starting to be again.” He chuckles. “That can be scary, too. Familiar and comfortable aren’t the same, especially given y’all’s history.”
I glance at him. “Are you saying I’ve changed?”
He chuckles again. “I’d hope you both have. You do a lot of learning between thirteen and sixteen. Hell, everyone’s got more growing to go. Even grown folks.”
“So, what, I’m supposed to forgive her for skipping out on practice? Abandoning us?”
“I’m not saying you have to forgive her, but everyone deserves some grace once in a while.” He raises his eyebrows. “Isn’t that what she’s given you?”
It’s a way of saying I screwed up a friendship, but Dad’s plenty polite. He’s also right, more often than I’d like him to be. If Mari wasn’t extending me some sort of grace, we wouldn’t even be at the point where I could be mad at her right now, because she’d probably still be in the middle of actively hating me.
I blow out a long breath before I straighten up in my chair, narrowly avoiding hitting the machine next to me. “You’re saying I should talk to her.”
“I’m suggesting it.” He winks at me, or at least tries to. His eye stays closed for a little too long. “Nothing good comes from running out of sync, y’know.”
I laugh despite myself. “Or running at all, maybe. Was that a cross-country joke or a dad joke?”
He chuckles but he sounds half-asleep. “Why not both?”
I stand, getting ready to leave him to his rest, but he reaches out to grab my hand. “You’re a great kid,” he says. “But you have to be a great you too. You’ve gotta make yourself as happy as you try to make everyone else, Tay, because existing for other people gets old.”
He squeezes my hand. “Y’know, I used to think about how different my life would be for years and years if I’d made it on that Olympic team, but sometime in my thirties I realized I was happy I never qualified. Know why?”
He doesn’t give me a chance to respond. “Because I just would’ve been a medal to most people. And if I wasn’t then, I would’ve been some hole where one could’ve been. I’ve seen a lot of people buckle under others’ visions for them, and I know me and your mom can be guilty of doing it, too. But I promise, I always mean it when I say I’m proud of you, Tay. Win or lose. Medals or no medals. Running or no running.”
I swallow down the tears suddenly clogging my throat. “I’m coming back tomorrow, you know,” I manage to get out. “You don’t have to make this sound like a life lesson and a goodbye all at once.”
Dad snorts. “Part of being kept prisoner in a hospital means you get plenty of time to think.” He interrupts himself with a yawn. “I was gonna text it to you before your meet, but it seemed like you might not mind hearing it now.”
I lean down to give him a hug. He’s still pretty solidly built and somehow still taller than me even lying in a bed, but he feels so insubstantial in a way that has me blinking back tears. It’s probably just this place, I reassure myself.
“Thanks, Dad.”
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“I wasn’t sure you’d come.”
“I didn’t bring a pink whistle, if that’s what you were hoping for,” Taylor says as she sits next to me on the bleachers.
Even with only the two of us up here, they make so much noise, the groaning screech of metal on metal obnoxious as I shift in place, trying to get my thoughts together.
“Nah, only Nellie could pull that off. And it got old fast.”
It’d been fun watching her blow it all the time, at least for me and Tay up here in the stands—two Black girls cheering them on and talking loud, our voices carrying downwind. Probably not as fun for her teammates.
It’s windy out, cold. Fall procrastinated for a while and now it feels like it’s on a time limit, making up for those first few weeks of fake summer weather with windchill and thirty-degree days. Taylor’s braids are whipping behind her, and sometimes into me, no matter how many times she tries to tuck them into her jacket.
“C’mere,” I say, and she glances over at me with a frown. “What?”
“Your hair’s getting on my nerves.” I scoot closer to her when she doesn’t move, and when she doesn’t scoot away, I add, “Turn around.”
She stares at me for a second, confused, but she eventually does what I ask so that both her legs are on either side of the bench. I do the same, facing her back.
“I’m braiding your hair back,” I tell her before I reach for it.
Her box braids are thick and there are a lot of them, but it’s quick work to pull them into a larger French braid, my hands on autopilot until I get to the end and realize I don’t have a scrunchie.
“Here,” Taylor says as she pulls one off her wrist and hands it to me. I take it.
“Thanks.” I secure the strands and lean back to get a better look at it. It’s thick and probably heavy, but at least we’re both no longer in danger of getting slapped by a hundred small braids for the rest of the time we’re out here. “You can turn around now.”
Instead of turning to the field like I expect her to, she faces me. This close, I can see how vaguely red the tip of her nose and her cheeks are. I can even see the question in her eyes as she waits for me to explain why I dragged her out here on a day when we don’t have practice. She won’t ask, though, so maybe I could get away with sitting here quietly forever and—
“Why are we here?”
I blink. It takes a second for me to find my words.
“You were right that I could’ve talked to you,” I admit.
“I know.”
“And,” I continue, “you were wrong.”
She nods slowly, letting me talk, so I do. “I should’ve talked to Coach Greer about what her plans were for the team and asked her if she’d be willing to connect me to any scouts she knew. But I don’t know; I didn’t want to waltz onto the team and start begging this woman for scraps, especially not if y’all already had a system or had things figured out.”
I sigh. “That’s the part where I could’ve asked you. But by the time we actually got to the point of talking, let alone nicely, to each other … it felt like talking to you about running outside of practice wasn’t the move.”
“And what about when we were there?”
I snort. “You hate talking during practice.”
She cracks a smile and I grin back, but it fades quick. “You made it clear running wasn’t your future, so I figured you didn’t have a clue. But Coach Kelly did. We’d already been working together for years, so of course I thought of her as my only lifeline for that stuff, same team or not.”
“There are rules,” she says. “You could’ve gotten in trouble. What would you have done if it meant sitting out for the rest of the season? Or all of next? Or what about if other schools or scouts had found out?”
I grimace. “I couldn’t afford to think about all that.” Not really, anyway. “I just wanted to go and meet the recruiter. I’d figure everything out from there.”
“So, what happened?” Taylor’s eyes are holding mine steadily. She barely blinks. It feels like we’re in another staring contest. “Why didn’t you run with them?”
I swing my legs around, losing the contest, turning away, back toward the track. “Remember when we snuck down there the first time?” I ask instead.
It’d been the last week, last year, of school. I wasn’t moving yet, not as far as I knew, and we had so many plans for high school, but my big one started here. I wanted to know how it felt to run on the black rubber and how to hug the curves in the track, when to lean into them and when to lean back out so I wasn’t tripping all over myself. I was going to spend four years out here, getting personal record after personal record. I’d run right off into the woods behind the school, over hills and through neighborhoods and to the park, wherever the coach led us.
Wherever I led us.
“You asked me to race you and mean it,” Taylor says. She finally stops looking at me and twists to face forward. We’re somewhere in the middle of the bleachers but the track still feels far away from up here. My goals usually feel that way too, like if I just run a little faster for a while longer, I’ll catch up to them.
I nod. “What if I asked you to do it again?”
“Tell me why first.”
“Why what?”
“Why you didn’t run with them. I get…” She hesitates. “I think I get the other parts, why you didn’t want to talk to me. But not that one.”
“Easy,” I say, standing up. I hop onto the bench below us and the whole section shakes. “Jefferson feels like a team. Westfield felt like a race I had to keep winning to be noticed.”
I vault down the rest of the benches quickly, picking up speed the closer I get to the bottom. The wind whips me up in itself, tugging at my jacket and my bun, rushing into my face.
“C’mon,” I yell back when I reach the bottom. “We racing or what?”
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We’ve competed against each other a hundred times by now, maybe more, and this is no different. Mari still wants to win and I still want to prove myself, but it’s not to anyone or for anyone but ourselves, each other. We’re running together exactly where we started and it doesn’t feel like a beginning; it can’t, it isn’t one, the clock can’t tick backward, but it does feel like a refresh.
A resurgence.
It’s hard to explain, the freedom of that kind of run. How much it feels like flying.
By the time we stop, there are tears streaming down my face from the wind and my heart’s bumping a solid, steady beat in my chest as I catch my breath.
“You’re wearing your yellow shoes,” Mari says, and I look over at her. Her hair’s a mess of flyaways, but she’s grinning, wide and beautiful.
I tear my eyes from her to look down. “I always am.”
“Only when you’re running.”
I shrug. “You invited me to the track. I put them on out of habit, I guess.”
“I’m surprised they haven’t fallen apart by now.”
I laugh. “They’re not the same ones I had in middle school.” Mari stares at me, wide-eyed, and I stare back, just as confused. “Did you think I could still fit into those?”
“No,” she lies.
We both laugh. The sound fades and the wind picks up again, creeping in past the layers I’m wearing as the warmth of exertion leaves me. I shiver. We should leave and get somewhere indoors, but while we’re here, I might as well tell her. It’s something that’s been on my mind, and my talk with Dad the other day only brought it to the forefront, where it’s been running on a loop since.
“I’m not running in the Meet of Champions.”
The Meet is next weekend, the last qualifier before the Ring. It’s arguably the biggest race of the season.
Mari blinks. “You’re not?”
I shake my head, stuffing my hands in my pockets. They’re heavy and numb with the cold, or maybe that’s my nerves getting the better of me. “I’m not running in the Ring either, if you guys qualify. When you qualify,” I correct myself. “I’m…”
Quitting sounds bad. It sounds like giving up.
“I’m quitting,” I say.
It isn’t giving up and it’s not bad and it isn’t the end of the world; it just means stopping.
I don’t know how I want her to react. We finally get to act out our plan, all this time later, and I’m not even sticking around for it, now that she’s here.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do yet with all my newfound free time,” I add, because for once, I need to fill up the silence. “Hobbies always seemed like a luxury. But I’m thinking about gardening, maybe?” The wind stings, like the weather is commenting on my choice. “There’s a club for it here, did you know that? They even have a greenhouse somewhere, but I’ve never seen it.”
Only online, when I scrolled through Jefferson’s website and the never-ending list of clubs they apparently offer. I hadn’t heard of most of them.
“I don’t know if I’ll be any good at it,” I continue. “Or what you’re even supposed to do. But I want to try. I’ve never actually done it, but I’ve started watching videos again, like—”
“The aubergine lady,” Mari interrupts. She’s smiling slightly—not mad—and studying me like she’s piecing me together. I wish she’d tell me what pieces go where; it’s hard figuring it out for myself.
“Yeah.” I can’t help my returning smile. “Like her.” It’s a weird thing for me to have watched then, let alone for her to have remembered. But it makes me happy. God, it does.
“What’re you gonna grow first, then? What grows in fall?”
I … have no idea—carrots, maybe? I catch Mari shiver. Her jacket is even lighter than mine. The earlier sunshine fooled us both.
“Do you want to come to my house?” I ask. “We can look up fall vegetables and I promise I’ll actually offer you hot chocolate this time instead of just drinking it in front of you.”
She laughs. “Please. Your mom used to buy the fancy kind, the one with real marshmallows. It smelled so good last time, I almost asked for a cup to go when you kicked me out.”
I roll my eyes and grab her hand before I can second-guess myself, heading for the parking lot with her in tow. “Don’t be dramatic. Besides, I wouldn’t have given it to you anyway.”

It’s nice to have more than my own footsteps echo back at me as we head inside the house. Mari takes off her shoes and arranges them next to mine on the rack by the door.
She pauses just outside the guest room door when we get upstairs.
“I meant to check this room out during the party,” she says. She shrugs when I raise an eyebrow. “What? Snooping is what parties are for.”
I roll my eyes.
“You can go in,” I offer.
Mari opens the door. There’s a moment of surprise that I watch her fight through when she finds the hanging lights still up, taking over the whole wall behind the bed.
She turns back to me once she crosses the room. She’s tall enough to brush against the top of the lights now without standing on anything.
“Do they still work?” she asks in a quiet, hopeful voice that has me shutting off the lights and pressing a button on the remote sitting on the dresser.
They’re slow to turn on. There are a few seconds of stuttering yellow but they eventually glow bright along the wall like a welcome sign, welcoming Mari back to her own space, her own room. She stares at them, and the half of her face still visible to me glows with warm light.
“I loved these things,” she says. “I always wanted them at our place but Moses can barely sleep if Lili’s night-light is on, let alone a bunch of them at once.” She laughs. “I guess he’s sort of the opposite of you.”
“I’d trade him if I could. Did you want to hang out in here or…”
I hesitate. Going back to my room is fine. I don’t have a problem with it. But the last time we were in there together we argued. There are so many memories of the two of us in my room—angry words mixed up with midnight laughter and purple-tinted discoveries—that I don’t know if it’s a place we should spend more time in right now, not so soon after our run.
Maybe Mari feels it too. Or maybe she just notices my hesitation.
“Is your mom coming back tonight?” she asks.
Mom’s been in and out of the house between work and visiting Dad, but it’s never for very long, and I’m usually not even here. At first, she went to the hospital as soon as the sun was up in the morning and right after work until visitor hours ended, but now she spends her nights there. I don’t know if that’s technically even allowed, but at this point the nurses have all decided to let her.
“I don’t think so.”
Mari nods. “I have an idea, then.”
“Okay … Are you going to tell me what it is?”
“Nope.” She grins. “But you can remind me where your linen closet is.”

I try not to think too hard about whatever it is Mari is doing, and luckily for me the shower makes it easy. A perfect amount of scalding-hot water and twenty minutes later, I head downstairs to find my living room a complete disaster.
Okay, “disaster” might be a strong word.
It’s not messy, it’s just absolutely covered in blankets and sheets. There are so many thrown around—on the floor, on the backs of couches, hanging off the stools at the kitchen island—that I’m pretty sure Mari’s taken everything out of the linen closet and brought it down here. She’s also managed to drag in two chairs from the dining room, every pillow from the downstairs guest room, and a half dozen accounting books from Mom’s office. Mari pops up from beneath an olive-green sheet as I descend the rest of the stairs, blowing stray strands of her hair out of her face.
She looks a little guilty when she spots me. “I thought you’d stay in the shower longer,” she says.
“I could go back?” I offer. I’m still focused on the mess of linens. “Are you…?”
“Making a blanket fort? Yes. Is it working?” She glances around at the assorted bed coverings. “Kind of?”
She looks so much like herself right now. Not the preteen and not the teenager, but a perfect blend of both that’s 100 percent Mari. I can’t help but smile. “All right,” I say, stepping farther into the living room. “You clearly need help.”
“I have a perfect plan actually, thank you.” She puts a hand to her heart and gives me an exaggerated frown.
“Uh-huh. And that’s working out so well for you.”
She laughs. “I’ve just started! It took me forever just to get all this in here.”
I swallow my own laugh. “And you’ll have barely finished if you keep at it this way.” I point to the dining room chairs. “Supports.” The large gray comforter she’s dragged out from the depths of the closet. “Our base.”
I scan the living room again and grimace. “We’re going to have to rearrange everything.” The space isn’t exactly set up for a blanket fort.
Mari looks around too, nodding to herself. “I didn’t wanna just go around moving stuff,” she admits. A small reminder that this isn’t her space in the same way it used to be.
I reach for the arm of the love seat closest to me and start tugging. “My parents won’t care,” I promise. “Now grab a couch.”
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It takes us an hour, but by the time we’re done Taylor’s whole living room is one big blanket fort. It spans from the couch at one end of the room to the other, with two dining chairs, a tower fan, and a long, domed light all acting as tent poles. The inside is a mess of pillows and stuffed animals that I vaguely remember. Taylor grabbed most of them from so deep in her closet I thought she might get lost, but the most familiar one, a fluffy owl with gray-and-white “feathers” and the tiniest black eyes, came straight off her bed.
I reach for Mr. Tootsie, smoothing down the fuzzy, feathered plush with a hand. “Can’t believe this guy’s still around,” I call to Taylor. She’s across the large space in the kitchen and she comes over a few seconds later, tossing a bag of tortilla chips my way as she sets down a large metal tray covered in bowls of fruit and a smaller bowl of salsa.
She snatches the owl from me with an exaggerated frown. “Why wouldn’t he be? I love him.” She kisses the top of the stuffed owl’s head. “He’s never done anything wrong in his life.”
“His eyes,” I start, laughing.
“Are perfect,” Taylor argues, but she’s laughing too. She only laughs harder when I catch the grape she throws at me in my mouth and then almost immediately choke on it.
I squirrel it away in my cheek while I talk. “I’m just saying, he wouldn’t survive in the real world.”
“Got it. Devastating news. Heartbreaking, really.” Taylor nods, biting into a chip. She cups her hand beneath it to avoid crumbs.
I shove her. “Smart-ass.”
She falls into a small pile of pillows at her side, giggling around the tortilla chip still between her teeth.
It feels good to sit and joke with her again, even better under a blanket fort that we’ve built together. It’s close to what I’d dream about when I pictured us “all grown up”; older versions of ourselves doing the things we always loved. This is far from the first time I’ve made a fort since I was little. Sometimes it feels like our room becomes one at least once a week, when Moses and Lili are considered, but it’s the first time I’ve enjoyed it in a while.
Probably since the last one me and Taylor built.
We play rock, paper, scissors to decide on what to watch after we figure out a way to make the TV visible without ruining our fort, before just grabbing her laptop instead. I suggest we watch something scary. Taylor argues for some comedy from the early 2000s. I don’t remember what we decide, a sitcom, I think, because we barely pay it any mind. Instead, we talk. She asks about Moses and Lili, and I do my best to tell her what they’ve been up to since they were younger and how they’re liking their new school. She talks a little about her parents and a lot about the team—mostly her friendships with everyone, but after some prying, a bit of gossip too, like whether or not Greer’s hooking up with the principal (“there’s no way,” Taylor insists) and if Kerri will ever actually tell anyone what happened to her knee.
“Thanks for coming,” Taylor murmurs, when we’re two seasons into the show and the laugh track is spilling over into the credits for an episode.
She rolls onto her side to look at me, so I do the same. Mr. Tootsie is propped up under her chin, beady black eyes looking at me too. “It gets pretty lonely when I’m here by myself.” She grimaces. “Sorry. I don’t mean to sound so…”
I’d shake my head but it’s hard to do with my ear pressed to the floor. “I get it,” I interrupt. “I’d be lonely here too.”
Even when Mom and the twins aren’t home with me, a rarity, our place still feels cozy.
Something sad flickers across her face before she stretches an arm toward her laptop. “We should watch something else now,” she says. “I’m tired of listening to people fake laugh.”
“Hold on.” I place my hand over hers before she can touch the screen, and she pauses. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
It’s too quickly blurted out to be nothing. I raise my eyebrows. “You’re that ready to argue about what to watch again?”
“We can watch your scary thing.”
I chuckle. “Okay, now I know it’s something.” I hesitate. “You don’t have to tell me but…”
Taylor’s eyes flicker between me and her laptop screen for a few seconds before she lets her hand drop. She snuggles Mr. Tootsie closer, staring down at the top of his plush head instead of looking at me.
“Do you remember what I said at the park? When we were walking Pickles?”
I comb through my brain for the answer. “When you said you wanted to marry me, you mean?”
She chuckles, catching a few plush feathers in her mouth. “I definitely didn’t say that.”
“That’s what I heard.” I grin. “But go ahead, what did you say?”
“When you offered to help me figure things out, I told you I thought I had it all figured out already.”
“Oh, sure. Did you change your mind? Are you feeling the desperate urge to give Tyler a call so you can be one of those couples with annoying matching names?”
I laugh but she only snuggles Mr. Tootsie closer. I poke her in the shoulder. “Fine, not that. What is it, then?”
“Well.” Taylor nibbles on her bottom lip. It’s not my fault if that’s where my attention is immediately drawn. “Maybe I could actually still use the help.”
My eyes flicker up to meet hers. I frown faintly. “You…?”
She groans a little but it ends in a laugh. “Maybe I’m asking if I can kiss you? But I didn’t really think this through. It was supposed to be cute or something but now I’m just rambling and I—”
I kiss her.
It’s clumsy and there’s a stuffed owl in our way and I’m pretty sure I taste like spicy salsa, but I’m also pretty sure it’s the best kiss I’ve ever had.
I pull back to look at her and she looks at me with wide eyes. Then she shoves Mr. Tootsie out of the way and scoots closer until her lips are back on mine, warm and perfect, and my brain short-circuits a little because this is Taylor.
I’m kissing Taylor. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to do that again.
I don’t know how long it lasts, but eventually we blink at each other in the dim light of her laptop. There’s a faint, almost shy smile on her face; there’s probably one on mine too.
“So,” she says.
“So,” I repeat.
She rolls back onto her stomach, facing the screen. “I guess we can watch your scary thing.”
A laugh bursts out of me in surprise. “I’m that good a kisser, huh?”
She laughs too as she clicks through the tabs of streaming services she has open. “Two kisses aren’t nearly enough evidence to tell. Maybe I just like scary movies now.” She steals a glance at me. “Or maybe we’ll have to figure it out?”
I reach for a grape off our half-eaten tray of snacks. I grabbed it so my cheeks wouldn’t hurt from smiling so hard, but I’m not sure it’s actually working.
“Yeah,” I agree. “I guess we will.”
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When I wake up, the sun is shining weakly through the holes of an orange crochet blanket that Mari suggested we make our fort’s ceiling.
I blink a few times at the dotted pricks of light coming through. My head aches and my eyes feel like they’re full of sand. I don’t exactly feel well rested but it’s the first time I think I’ve slept through an entire night in ages, and everything feels a little clearer for it. The sunshine, my vision, even my mood. I glance around the fort and smile automatically at the sight of Mari curled up with Mr. Tootsie barely a foot away, still asleep.
I have to paw quietly through the nest of blankets before I find it, but I eventually check the time on my phone. It’s 8:16 a.m. I really did sleep through the whole night. Long enough, in fact, that school starts in less than fifteen minutes.
“Mari.” I shake her shoulder. “Get up. We’re going to be late.”
Mari groans, rolling over to bury her face in a pillow. “Five more minutes,” she grumbles.

We pull into the school parking lot twenty-five minutes later. Somehow, Mari is much more awake than I am. Almost cheery, even.
“You still coming to practice? “she asks on the way inside. Luckily, classes don’t start until nine, but we’re in different homerooms on opposite sides of the building and we don’t have long to talk.
“I don’t think so. I’ll be with my dad after school.”
“Do you…” She hesitates. “Do you want me to come with you?” she asks, but I’m already shaking my head.
“Dad would hate you seeing him stuck in a hospital bed. He doesn’t even like me being there too much. Besides, you’re already on thin ice with Greer and I don’t want you to jeopardize that just to sit in a hospital room with me and my family.” I smile. “Thanks, though.”
We linger a little in the intersection. I don’t totally know what last night’s kiss meant for us, but I feel a little more reassured when I reach for her hand and Mari squeezes mine in hers.
“I’m not sure if I can get another sibling-free day, but you can come over if you want, after you see your dad.” She cracks a smile. It’s a little self-conscious, too tight at the corners beneath worried eyes. “We don’t have a guest room, but the couch is pretty comfortable.”
Considering I’d never been inside any of her places before, the offer is more than a little appreciated. I squeeze her hand back tightly before letting go. “Thanks. Maybe soon.”
I’ve never needed a late pass before and I’m not about to start now.

Somehow, the week flies by.
Maybe because it’s pretty similar to the one before it or maybe because I’ve spent a good part of it actually sleeping. I haven’t managed to replicate the blanket fort “until morning” sleep again but I’ve gotten almost five hours a night, which has been impressive all on its own. The downside about getting any amount of rest after a long stretch of tiny naps, though, is that I’m way more tired than before. It’s an effort not to pass out in class or at the lunch table, though everyone does their part to keep me awake by complaining about Greer.
Apparently in my absence—my quitting—and in the lead-up to the Meet, she’s been harder on everyone than before.
“You sure you don’t wanna come back?” Kerri jokes on Tuesday. “It’s so fun getting yelled at all the time.”
I taste an apology on my tongue and wash it down with water before it can come out. Greer’s always been tighter wound the closer it gets to the bigger races. She might be missing me, but her behavior isn’t my fault, I remind myself. It helps that my team, my friends, have spent plenty of time reminding me too. They all took my quitting better than I thought they would when I told them—maybe even well enough that I’d be offended if I couldn’t tell they were actually happy for me and my decision. Already, I’ve got a list of requests for what vegetables to plant, as if I’m captain of the gardening club and not just another member.
“I’m sure,” I say. “She’ll calm down if you win. Maybe.”
“And it’s not Taylor’s fault if she doesn’t,” Mari adds, next to me. She squeezes my hand under the table and steals a fry from my plate. “I really think she just likes blowing the whistle for fun.”

“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” I ask as soon as Mari answers the phone, just before midnight on Friday.
“I could ask you the same thing.” Her voice is barely above a whisper, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s in her room, talking as quietly as she can to avoid waking up her siblings. I feel more grateful than I do guilty about it; it’s a nice change.
“A few doctors have,” I say. “But I’m not the one who has a meet tomorrow.”
She laughs. “Don’t worry, I’ll be just as good no matter how much sleep I get.”
“Cocky. I’m guessing you’re not nervous, then?” Just like Jefferson never qualified for the Ring while I was on the team, Westfield never qualified while Mari was with them.
“No. I’d feel more confident if you were running with us, but … y’all were good runners before I joined and this season I actually got to be on the inside. I’ve seen how everyone runs and how they work together.” She laughs. “Plus, I think everyone’s so over Coach Greer yelling that they’d do just about anything to shut her up, including breaking a few personal records. So, no, I’m not too nervous. I had a question, though.”
“Yeah?”
“You think you’re coming to watch?”
I hesitate. That’s something I haven’t decided yet. Not because I don’t want to support everyone now that I’m not captain anymore, but because I’m not sure I won’t feel at least a little left out watching from the sidelines. I open my mouth to say as much when my phone starts vibrating in my hand. I glance at it to see Mom’s face filling the screen.
My stomach drops. “I’ve gotta go,” I say.
“Everything okay?” Mari asks. She sounded sleepy before but her voice sharpens now.
“I don’t know. Probably. I’ll text you when I can, okay? Good luck tomorrow.”
Mom starts talking the second I click over. “Taylor? I didn’t wake you up, did I?”
“Of course not. Is everything okay?” I swallow hard. “Is Dad okay?”
“They found a donor.” Her voice is frantic, excited, far from the usual calm that I’m used to. “An older woman, a car accident. I don’t know all the details, just that the doctors have them and they just called to let us know.”
She takes a deep breath. “They want to run some last-minute tests on him in the morning, just to be completely sure he’s a match and that his body can handle everything, but then they’re doing the surgery as soon as they can. Midmorning, I think they said they were aiming for.” She sniffs but her voice is thick with tears. “He’s gonna be fine.”
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If I were running in the Meet today, I’d still be warming up.
It’s the only thing I can think about when I get to the hospital in the morning. It’s barely nine and I only waited this long to get here because it’s the start of visitor hours, but I’ve already missed Dad. I meet up with Mom in the waiting room on his floor after he’s been anesthetized and led back for surgery.
“Are you okay?” I ask after she releases me from a hug.
She’s looked tired for months and she still does, but there’s new life in her eyes, making them a brighter, deeper brown than I’ve seen in a while.
She says, “I’ll be even better soon.”
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I try to focus on the deep stretch I’m getting in my hamstrings instead of all the commotion around me. It’s harder than it sounds. This meet is busy. It’s a sea of chatter and whistles and the slap of shoes on wet grass. Everyone’s put on a good face since Taylor left but there’s no doubt that they’re feeling her absence now as we watch the other teams warm up and the group before us race. I am, too. I’m used to her being ahead of me or beside me like some sort of guiding star, but that won’t be the case this time.
There are only so many spots in the Ring and there are probably a million reasons in all our heads for why we won’t claim one. I do my best to pop those thought bubbles as they come. There are only so many spots, but one of those spots is ours.
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It starts off slow. A minute feels like ten, ten minutes feel like an hour. Things pick up a little after I make pod coffee at the machine in the corner, but when that’s gone there’s nothing else to focus on. Mom’s fully thrown herself into a new self-help book, and the magazines on the coffee table are all from 2012 and the live stream for the race is being glitchy. I could text Mari but her phone’s probably in her bag and I don’t want to distract her if it’s not. I sent the team group chat a good luck message when it felt late enough to text but not too late that they’d already be on the field.
I sent a lot of texts this morning.
Maybe I could take a nap. It’s not like I managed to get more than an hour or two after Mom’s call, and even with the coffee I already feel like I’m running on empty.
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There’s a trick to not flinching at the crack of the gun that signals a race’s start. You’re supposed to direct half your attention directly ahead of you so that when it sounds, you’re already too focused on where you need to be to think of it as something with the power to make you flinch. Especially since it’s not even a real gun.
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I know I’m in the waiting room, but I swear I can hear the murmur of machines and the soft, flat tones of doctors asking nurses to hand them a new tool. How many tools does someone need to cut out a set of kidneys and replace them? Are the new kidneys happy in their new home? Will the old ones miss Dad or are they beyond saving, headed for wherever it is that organs go when they die, having failed their second chance at life inside him?
The incinerator, probably. I think someone mentioned on Grey’s Anatomy once that’s where organs go.
The live stream still isn’t working. I think it’s the hospital’s Wi-Fi.
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The middle of a race feels a little like a fire, when it’s reached its peak and you’re waiting for it to either spread or burn itself out. Plenty of people fall back in the beginning, justifying it to themselves with a promise of a surge later on, a kick at the very end. Others surge sooner for the same reason, with the promise that they can coast if they get ahead now.
If you’re in the middle, then you’re in the heart of the flame. I nod at Jiani as they pass me but don’t adjust my stride. Different runners have different strategies, but only time will tell for sure who’ll be victorious.
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I think I’m sleeping and Dad’s done. Or Dad’s sleeping and I’m done. Either way, the hospital is playing nice elevator music. It’s something soft and jazzy but boring enough that it won’t cause any emotion in people already emotionally wrecked. It’s a good sound to sleep to, I think as I open my eyes.
Mom’s still buried in her book, squinting at the pages with a green highlighter in her hand.
“How long’s it been?” I ask her.
She glances at her phone. “Twenty minutes.”
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My favorite part of a race is when you can see the finish line.
When it’s not close enough to cross, but in the distance like a beacon.
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TAYLOR
I check my phone as it buzzes in my pocket against the vinyl of this waiting room’s most uncomfortable chair. It’s the only person I hadn’t heard back from yet from my morning text spree, but I think they’re just in time. At least, I hope so.
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Sometimes the end of a race is abrupt.
All that effort, just to cross the line.
Other times …
Other times it just feels good to be finished with something you started.
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I think I make fourth overall.
It’s hard to tell. My body is still coming down from the adrenaline so it takes me a cooldown loop or two until I can even stand without feeling like I’m still moving.
I’m heading to the water station to refill my water bottle when I think I hear my name. It’s getting closer and louder, doubling like a movie audio effect. I’m frozen in confusion, trying to pinpoint it, when the twins slam into me from either side, so hard I almost send us all crashing into the dirt.
“Easy!” Mom calls, following them from a distance. “Mari’s probably off-balance enough; we don’t need to go to urgent care.”
I frown down at my siblings, then up at my mom. “What are you doing here?” I ask. “How did you…?”
I don’t even know how to finish my sentence. I mentioned the race today, but only in passing, like every other one. I never told her where it was or what time we were running because it’s never mattered before.
“Taylor texted me,” she says, gently prying Moses and Lili off me so she can give me a quick squeeze. “I wasn’t sure if we’d make it on time and we didn’t get to see the whole thing but—”
“But we saw you cross the finish line!” Moses pipes up. He grins at me. “You beat, like, a million people!”
“There’s not that many people here,” Lili argues.
“You don’t know! You haven’t seen them all. They’re not even all done running!”
I laugh, tuning them out to focus on Mom. “I didn’t know you were coming,” I say. Her schedules are impossible to remember but I’m pretty sure she had work today.
She smiles softly. “Well … surprise.”
I lunge forward to hug her again. I’m a few inches taller than she is but I still feel like a little girl as she squeezes me.
“I’m proud of you,” she murmurs. “I’m glad I got a chance to see you run.”
“Thanks,” I whisper. I’m not crying but I think it’s only because I haven’t rehydrated yet.
There’ve been plenty of times I wanted to see my mom in the crowd or imagined I saw her there, but this is the first time she’s real flesh and blood and attention. I squeeze her tighter, and Moses and Lili, refusing to be left out, wrap their arms around our waists.
“This is great and all,” I speak up, clearing my throat, “but I really need some water.”
I feel their laughter vibrate through me like it’s my own.

I don’t know what the etiquette is for showing up at the hospital to sit with someone in the waiting room, but I make it there after a team debrief and a shower. Mom drives me. She tells me to pass along a hello and best wishes for her; the twins tell me not to get sick and die while I’m there.
Taylor’s asleep in a chair when I arrive but her mom is wide awake. She greets me with my second biggest hug of the day, pulling back to smile at me like she’s close to crying.
“It’s sweet of you to come,” she says.
“I’m glad I could. I hope everything’s okay with Mr. Evans.”
Her smile softens a little and she nods as she checks the time. “He should be just fine. Coming out soon, I think.”
“Mari?”
We both turn toward the sound of Taylor’s groggy voice. She squints up at me from where she’s slouched in her chair, a magazine with a much younger Miley Cyrus on the cover in her lap.
“Hey.”
“Hi.” She stretches, then covers her mouth as it splits into a wide yawn. “Did you win?”
I nod and sink into the seat next to hers. It still doesn’t feel real even as I say it. “Jefferson’s officially got a spot in the Ring.”
She beams. “That’s great! How’s it feel? Is everyone excited? Actually…” She reaches for her phone and scrolls through the sea of messages in the group chat. She laughs. “Yup. Excited.” She looks at me. “Did Greer cry?”
“If she did, I missed it. I was a little distracted. You texted my mom?”
Her smile fades. “Yeah. I’m sorry if that wasn’t the right thing to do. At first, I just wanted your siblings there to see you but I wasn’t sure how to get them there. I know your mom’s busy, but this race was important. I’d never seen her at any of the others and sometimes you’d look a little sad when everyone would break off to go with their families. So, I thought maybe—”
I kiss her.
It’s quick and light—we’re at a hospital and in front of her mom—and it probably doesn’t convey enough of my gratitude, but it’s better than hearing her second-guess herself.
“So, that was the right thing to do, then,” she teases, smiling at me when I pull away.
I laugh. “Yeah, it meant a lot.”
“Then I’m glad she made it.” She squeezes my hand where it rests on the chair. “You deserve to have more than just strangers cheering for you.”
I don’t know what to say to that so I don’t say anything. It’s just as well since the doors to the hospital wing open a little while later and a white woman in blue scrubs steps out, heading over to Taylor’s mom. “Mrs. Evans? Your husband is out of surgery. He’s still coming down from the anesthesia but you’re welcome to go in and see him now.”
Mrs. Evans looks about half a second away from wrapping the doctor in a hug as tight as the one she gave me. Instead, she nods and gathers up her purse. “I’m more than ready.”
She turns to look at us, at Taylor. “Tay? Are you coming now or do you want to wait?”
I can almost feel the anxious energy pouring off Taylor at the idea of seeing her dad and I’m not about to get in the way of it. I stand too. “Go ahead. I’ve gotta get home anyway. Talk later?”
“For sure,” she confirms, squeezing my hand one last time before she moves to join her mom and disappears behind the double doors.
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“Just because you’re not on the team anymore doesn’t mean you can’t keep me company while I get my volunteer hours in,” Mari says, trying to convince me back into our normal routine over the phone Sunday morning while I try to decide what I’m eating for breakfast. “Besides, other clubs do community service too. And I’m already outside.”
A knock at my door comes the second she hangs up. I throw open the door with a laugh. “What would you have done if I wasn’t here?”
Mari shrugs. “Good thing you are, and I don’t have to think about it. So? Are you busy or can you come walk a dog with me for a little while?” I open my mouth to speak, and she widens her eyes, batting her lashes. “Think of all the poor dogs. Think of poor Tyler.”
I roll my eyes. “Fine,” I agree. “But I’m not doing it for you. This is all for the cute little puppies.”
“We do make them fifty percent more adoptable,” she agrees, “and I’ll take what I can get. Now, c’mon.” She zips her jacket up a little higher. “They’re waiting for us.”

The dogs aren’t waiting but it seems like Shirley is. For once, she’s got time to relax and I catch a glimpse of solitaire on her screen before she minimizes the window.
“Look who’s back!” she exclaims. “I thought you were planning on switching it up on me, rotating in some new faces, and let me tell you, I was not ready to learn new people’s names.”
I don’t think I’ve ever met a more perfect front desk attendant for an animal shelter than Shirley. She matches their energy perfectly.
“No new names,” I reassure her. “Not today.”
Mari bumps my shoulder. “Or any time soon. Tyler around?”
“I buzzed him the second you came in. He should be out in a few. As always, feel free to take a look at some of our other residents while you wait.”
We take her up on the offer. There are fewer familiar faces than when we started and it’s nice to imagine that they’re in loving homes now, getting walked as much as they want to. I pause next to Mari as she kneels in front of a cage in the back, trying to convince a tiny gray-and-white shih tzu to acknowledge her.
“So, how long are you planning on doing this?” I ask her. “Greer said the season and it’s nearly over—all you’ve got left is the Ring.”
The meet of all meets, the best of the best. It’s less than a week away now, almost a month out from the qualifier, and Greer has limited practices to avoid burnout. I’m proud of her dedication to rest, even if I’m a little surprised by it. I’m proud of my team, too. I thought maybe the closer it got, the more I’d start to feel left out, but there’s been none of that so far. No regrets, no longing, no desire to do anything but cheer the rest of them on from the crowd. Not even a little bit.
The gardening club’s been keeping me busy. Carrots do grow in fall, apparently, but most of our time has been spent setting up the greenhouse for winter and planning rotations for who comes in over break to help care for all the plants.
“I dunno,” Mari says. “It’s a worthy cause. I figure I can just keep going.” She shrugs. “Plus, it’s a guaranteed thing in my calendar, so my mom already knows to either avoid Sunday morning shifts or to arrange something for Moses and Lili ahead of time. Question is whether or not you’re gonna keep coming with me.”
“What if Greer assigns someone else to volunteer with you?”
“She won’t.” Mari laughs. “Ours was a punishment, remember?”
I smile, watching as the previously uninterested shih tzu begins to creep its way over to Mari. He moves slowly, so the gray is probably from age and not just genetics.
“I don’t see why I can’t find some time on Sunday mornings,” I admit.
I enjoy the routine as much as she seems to, and it wouldn’t hurt to scope out some dogs and send Dad pics of ones I know he’ll like, that he can convince Mom to like too. Without Greer’s ultimatum, I’m not sure we ever would’ve bothered making the time or the effort to reunite. In fact, I’m pretty positive I would’ve kept running in circles around our past until I couldn’t anymore. Now we get to make new memories together.
“Your pup’s ready for you!” Shirley calls down the hall. A few dogs answer her with high-pitched barks, and we head out to find Tyler waiting for us in the front—with a familiar dog leashed and sitting at his side.
“Pickles!” Mari and I exclaim at the same time.
The beagle hops to his feet at the sound of his name, wagging his tail faster than I can keep track of. Tyler holds out his end of the leash for me to take. Mari grins up at me as she bends down to pet Pickles, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes.
“Don’t forget,” Tyler says, “feel free to contact me any time. If there are any problems with Pickles,” he adds quickly.
Mari snickers.
“Right,” I say, winding and unwinding the end of the leash around my hand. “Maybe Mari should get your info, too. Just in case, since I might not always be able to make it.”
“Oh.” He glances down at Mari where she’s crouched down doing her best to avoid dog kisses, and nods. “I didn’t, I mean I didn’t know if you…”
When I don’t give him anything else to go off, he eventually just nods. “Sure. Of course.”
He rattles off his number before she even has her phone out, then disappears behind a door marked STAFF and leaves us with Pickles.
Mari stands up, laughing. “That might’ve been less painful if you just rejected him outright.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, heading for the door.
Mari holds it open. “You’re right. You can be a little too thorough with your rejections. Better to not embarrass him in front of Shirley.”
I pause on the steps to the animal shelter, shooting her a look. “Mari.”
She widens her eyes at me. “What? Too soon?” She can’t even hold on to the innocent act for a second; she starts laughing again. “It’s been years! And I forgave you.”
When I only look at her, she relents. “Okay, okay, no jokes for at least another three years. Got it.”
She reaches for my free hand and I take hers without a thought as we step into the park. The trees are almost bare now and the few leaves hanging on are all red and gold. The grass has given up entirely; there’s not a green blade in sight. Pickles is mostly uninterested in the leaves though he has a ball with a few crunchy ones, walking in circles just to hear the noise they make under his paws until they’re nothing but broken bits on the pavement.
“Do you remember when we had a leaf picking contest?” Mari asks.
I shake my head. “No.”
“It was just for our class, I think. Mr. Donaldson’s science class. We were studying decay and he said that whoever picked up the most leaves in ten minutes or something won a surprise. I’m pretty sure it was just an easy way to pad the lesson plan, but I took it so seriously.” She glances at me. “You didn’t. I was running around picking up every leaf I could find and you were just standing around, looking at them.”
She chuckles. “But then some kid went to pick one up off the ground and you stepped on his hand and said, ‘I’m saving that one for Mari.’ It wasn’t even a special leaf, but you’d claimed it to give to me.”
Mari slows to a stop and I stop beside her, frowning in confusion. “I’m pretty sure at the time I thought that was the nicest thing anyone had ever done for me. I even won the prize too; some fruit eraser that never actually erased anything.”
I laugh. I remember that eraser. I’d asked to borrow it once, since it smelled like oranges, and never again after it ripped my paper. “Well, what’s the nicest thing anyone has done for you since then? I hope it’s better than that.”
“It is. Some girl I know gave my mom info about a meet I was running in.”
My smile softens. I let myself be tugged along as Pickles strains ahead and we pick up the pace again. “That was nothing. Want to know the best thing anyone’s ever done for me?”
“Sure.”
I grin. “This girl I know? She totally punched a boy in the face so I could get on the swings.”
Mari laughs. She tilts her head back and keeps laughing until Pickles comes over to nudge her with his head to investigate what’s wrong. She reaches down to pet him, still chuckling a minute later. “That’s what you remember?”
“Of course.” I shrug. “I told you: It was the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”
“Not sure I’d get away with that these days.”
“I guess we both have to get some new material, huh?”
We pause as Pickles stops to investigate an acorn. “I can live with that,” she says. “Can’t do the same old things forever.”
“Mostly,” I say.
“Mostly,” she agrees.
I let my eyes roam over her face. She still looks like the Mari I knew. There’s the mole by her chin I remember appearing overnight, and the dimple in her right cheek. There are differences now too, things I’m still learning about or getting used to, but there are all sorts of changes with me too. There will be even more as time flies by.
I step closer to kiss her at the same time that Pickles tugs me forward, running suddenly and fast enough that I’m convinced my arm is going to be pulled out of its socket. I drop the leash on instinct. Mari and I watch as it starts to slither away, trailing after the dog it’s attached to.
We look at each other. Then we break into a sprint.
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