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Nothing to Light Our Way


My sweaty thighs stick to the vinyl school bus seat like the hardened chewing gum underneath my desk at school. I try to adjust myself, but it is the same as peeling bandages off a cut. The movement tugs at the curly, blond leg hair my mom thinks I’m too young to shave, and I wince. I keep my backpack on the edge of the seat, near the aisle, because I’m saving it for Liv, my best friend, who’s been shaving her legs since last year. I hope she makes it to the bus in time. She spent almost all day in detention for losing her language arts homework again.


Dotty turns on the bus and it roars; the vibrations pass through me and continue to rattle under my feet. I keep them grounded, enjoying the feeling of the bus’s engine, until the Plantar’s wart on my left heel begins to throb and sting. Then, I place my knees on the seat in front of me and allow my feet to dangle. 


I say hi to T.J. and Carter as they pass me. T.J.’s been my neighbor since sixth grade, but he hardly talks to me. I’ve known Carter since kindergarten. He’s been nicer than normal since I started wearing a bra. 


“Hey,” Carter says. He joins T.J. in the seat behind me. “Do you and Liv want to come over and play Playstation after school?” 


I turn to face them. “Do you have SSX Tricky yet?” 


“Yeah.” Carter settles in the seat. “I stole it from my brother. He’s been traveling for football. It’ll be months before he notices we’ve been playing.” 


“Cool.” 


“Cool,” Carter says, nodding, and we exchange big smiles. Warmth rises from my belly to my chest. When I breathe, it climbs to my cheeks, and I feel them reddening. I look at T.J. He’s silent, wearing headphones, and looking out the window, as if he’s looking for someone. 


“Mary,” Liv says, out of breath. She throws her bag down on top of mine and slides it into the center of the seat, where the seatbelts should be. 


“Hey. How was ISS?” 


She sucks her teeth. “How do you think?” She blows a bubble with her gum, one that almost reaches her nose. “Old man Wilson was in there again, and his breath smells like farts.” 


We both giggle. 


“You missed out in science,” I say, trying to talk over the loud chatter as Dotty pulls out of the bus loop. Dotty beeps her horn at Principal Beech and the two women wave at each other. We turn onto 100. 


“What?” Liv says.  


“I said you missed out in science.” 


“I heard what you said, Dumbass. What did I miss?”


I hate that she calls me dumb, but I don’t say anything. “Mrs. Pittsford taught us about covalent bonds, how when the electrons become attracted to each other in different atoms, they bond instead of saying separate. She showed us how hydrogen bonds with water to become H2o.” 


“Wow.” Liv smacks her lips together. “That actually sounds kinda cool, the way you explained it.”


“I can show you in the book.” 


 “I wonder if I have to make it up?” 


“Since when are you a goody-two-shoes?”


“Since now,” she says flatly. She takes the gum out of her mouth and sticks it under the seat. “Mr. Huckabee says if I forget my homework again I’ll fail language arts and I won’t be able to go to eighth next year. He says they’ll send me to Pathways, where they send all the trailer park girls when they get pregnant.” 


“But you’re not pregnant. Or from the trailer park.” 


“That’s what I said.”


“So does that mean you’re not going to copy my homework anymore?” 


“I might sometimes.” She giggles. “I gotta study, though, seriously. If I get sent to Pathways, I’ll just die.” She starts rummaging through her backpack. “I’m gonna start right now. Mr. Huckabee gave me a butt-load of make-up work I have to get done.” 


I decide not to tell her about Carter and T.J. inviting us over and look out the window instead, watching the lines in the center of the road as they stretch and shorten and blend into one. 


The bus turns into our neighborhood and everybody shifts to the left. Sterling and Tanesha stop singing for a second; then, they continue playing the Slide hand game in the back seat. Slide, baby, one, two, three, four. Their hands clap together. One, two, three, four.

“I heard you got in trouble for fighting,” Carter says to Liv, peeking his head over the top of the seat.  


Her eyes are moving quickly over the textbook; she’s rereading a chapter on sentence types. “Shut up, Carter, I’m not in the mood.” When the bus stops, she’s pushed forward, almost into the seat in front of us. 


“What crawled up your ass and died?” 


She turns to face him. “I’ll shove this pencil up your ass if you talk to me again.” 


He looks at me and shrugs. I don’t say anything. 


When Dotty stops at our bus stop, the brakes squeaking and the red lights flashing, Liv shoves her book into her backpack and moves into the aisle. She carries her backpack in front of her instead of strapping it to her back like she always does. Her shirt rises up, showing her lower back and love handles, and I decide I like her love handles more than mine because they add to her shape. Mine just take away. 


“See ya later, kids.” Dotty’s voice is raspy. It reminds me of the way Liv’s mom’s voice used to be after too many cigarettes and cups of boxed wine.  


“Bye, Dotty.” I smile at her. The old woman smiles at me with crooked, yellow teeth. 


Liv steps off the bus without speaking. 


As my knock-off Adidas sneakers hit the pavement, I’m attacked by hot, thick air—the kind of stickiness that happens right before rain. Carter asks me if we’re still on. 


“Still on for what?” Liv asks. 


“Still on for SSX Tricky at my house is what. With bagel bites, bitches!” Carter moves next to us, laughing, while T.J. lags behind. 


“What?” She elbows me. “I thought we were going to my house to do homework.” 


“We are.” I try to avoid Carter’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I forgot.” 


Carter’s fingers brush against my elbow, and I instantly get goose bumps. “It’s okay. Maybe tomorrow.” 


“Who’s that?” Liv points to the dark green Tacoma parked ahead. There’s a man with dark glasses inside the truck. “He looks like a cop.”


“He is.” Carter faces her. “That’s Victor. He’s T.J.’s soccer coach, too. He says if I keep practicing I can get on the team next year.” Carter waves at Victor, and Victor nods. 


“If he’s a cop, then where’s his uniform?” Liv asks. 


“I dunno,” Carter says. “Maybe he’s off, geez.” 


“Is he picking you up?” I feel a drop of rain hit my forehead. 


“Not me. T.J.” 


“Is T.J.’s mom okay with that?” Another drop, then another. I look up at the sky. 


“What do you mean? Why wouldn’t she be?” Carter puts his hood up. 


“My mom told me never to take a ride from strangers.” I feel stupid as soon as I say it. 


Carter bumps into me, playfully, which causes me to knock into Liv, who isn’t amused by the domino effect. “But I just told you, he’s not a stranger. He’s a cop and a soccer coach. He does junior lifeguard training in the summer.” 


As we come alongside the passenger side of the car, I smile at Victor, who’s facing us, but I can’t tell if he’s looking at me. He smiles back, a picture-day smile, and I hear the passenger door unlock from the inside. 


“See you guys tomorrow,” T.J. mutters. 


When T.J. opens the door, I steal a glance at Victor. He’s smiling at us still; maybe it’s the glasses, but he doesn’t look friendly. 


“Bye.” Liv grabs my wrist and tries to steer me along, but I stop, waiting for Carter. The rain has stopped for now, but the clouds tell me we’ll be drenched by the time we get home. 


Victor rolls down the passenger seat window and tilts his head to the side as T.J. climbs in. “How are you, Carter?” The sun comes out from behind a cloud, and the shadow disappears from Victor’s face. He’s younger than I originally thought, so he looks a little nicer.


“Pretty good.” 


“Have you been practicing your dribbling like we talked about last week?” 


“Yeah,” Carter says. “I’m starting to get better at running too.”


“That’s great.” His white teeth glow. “Do you want a ride?”


“Come on, let’s go.” Liv grabs him by the arm; her voice is high-pitched, shaky, but also loud. This is the voice she reserves for Mr. Huckabee and other bossy grown-ups. 


“All right.” Victor laughs. “Carter’s off with the ladies again. I get it. Take care, kids.” 


Carter shakes off Liv’s grasp, smiles at me, and turns to face Victor. “See you Thursday, Vic. Bye, T.J.” 


“Bye.” I wave. 


There’s silence between us until the truck passes. We watch as Victor goes straight instead of turning on my street. 


“He passed it,” I say.


“I know.” Carter looks at me. “They’re going to Vic’s house; he lives just down the road, off White Feather I think.” 


“Oh,” I say. “Have you ever been there?” 


“No.” He shakes his head. “But I’d like to.”


“Why? Is he your boyfriend?” Liv snaps. 


Carter shoves her. “Shut up. He has a pool table. I wouldn’t expect you to understand.” 


“I didn’t know he lived so close,” I say, but it comes out as a whisper next to Carter’s laughter. Liv isn’t laughing, but I can tell she’s just messing with him, pretending to be mad when she isn’t, like always. He’s smiling as he picks her up and throws her over his shoulder. She giggles, yells out, and waves her legs up and down until he puts her on her feet. She chases him down the road until I can’t see them anymore. 







***


The rain finally comes, hard, about a week later. It lasts all morning and through the afternoon. Instead of watching The Miracle Worker in language arts, I watch the rain; it beats the pavement, leaving puddles of oil and water, flooding the gutters with sound. Liv falls asleep during the movie, as soon as Hellen Keller stops smacking Ann Sullivan in the face, and I have to nudge her with my pencil eraser to wake her up. 


The rain stops halfway through seventh period. On our way to the bus loop, I carry Liv across a puddle because she’s wearing flip-flops. Rain is normal during fall in Florida, sure, but not normal enough for Liv’s dad to check out what she’s wearing or give her an umbrella, I guess. 


When we reach the bus, I nod at Dotty, who’s smoking nearby. She’s cupping her hand over the cigarette, like she’s trying to hide it, but everybody can tell. She smells like an ashtray. She’s wearing her white bus driver shirt with nametag, khaki shorts, and navy-blue rain boots that sort of match the wormy veins on her knees and thighs. “Good afternoon, girls,” she says. 


“Hey, Dotty.” We climb the stairs. 


My soaking wet sneakers leave soggy footprints behind. Liv slips, bumping into me, and we collide like dead fish in a cooler. “Whoa, watch it,” she says, even though it was her fault, and we find the nearest empty seat. I see T.J. sitting alone a few seats behind, and I raise my hand to wave. We lock eyes, but he turns away. My face is hot. What did I ever do to him?


Carter smiles as he moves past me minutes later; his blonde hair is dripping wet, his white shirt sticking to his chest. That feeling creeps up again in my belly—more intense this time, like right before I ride the Bomb Bay at Wet n Wild. 


 It’s pouring sideways by the time we follow the other buses out of the loop. Someone nearby has left the window open and the cold water flings in.  


Dotty’s voice is on the intercom in seconds. “Hey, you, back there. You, new kid I just met this morning.” She’s waving one arm, pointing in the mirror. “Redhead. Yes, you. Push that window closed; you’re giving everyone a shower in here.” 


The bus turns into our neighborhood, trudging through standing water, and it groans. Liv grabs a sweatshirt from inside her bag. She also takes off her flip-flops, and I zip up my rain jacket. I’m happy Mom made me pack the jacket this morning, even though we fought about it. 


The bus stops. Liv leaps off, dodging puddles. “Aw, my dad’s gonna be pissed if I get worms from this water again.” she steps through dark water, clutching the plastic thongs of her polka dot flip flops.


 I walk around the front of the bus and Carter and T.J. follow. The Tacoma is there again, windshield wipers flapping. Victor gets out, and the door slams. Carter’s right after all: he is a cop. He’s got the green uniform, the badge, the belt, and the mean, annoying stare. But I wonder why he doesn’t have a cop car like my neighbor down the street, the one with the red and blue flashing lights on top and the panhandle on the side.  I don’t remember ever seeing a cop car on White Feather, but I don’t say anything. 



“Carter, it’s raining pretty hard. Would you like a ride?” Victor’s wearing the sunglasses again and I wonder why, considering the rain he just mentioned. They look cheap for cop’s glasses, like they came from the $10 rack at The Kangaroo.  


“Yeah.” he looks up at the sky and then at me. “Sure, I’ll take a ride. Wanna come?” 


Liv grabs my hand. “We’re good, thanks,” she says, even though Victor didn’t ask. 
“See you later,” I say.


“See ya.” Carter smiles. T.J. is already in the front seat. 


Liv tells me not to turn around until they pass and I don’t. My red jean shorts are soaked now. The place where my thighs touch is raw. 


“I don’t care if that guy’s a cop.” She shivers. “He gives me the creeps.” 






***


I know something’s wrong when I get on the bus. Liv is already there, which is never the case when she’s in ISS. She has her sweatshirt on, the gray one she stole from Disney World on our sixth-grade field trip, with the hood pulled tight over her head. Her cheeks are red. I know she’s been crying. 


I join her quietly, as if she’s sleeping, because I don’t want to bother her. But the silence feels heavy. “You forgot your language arts homework again,” I say, finally. As soon as it comes out, I wish I hadn’t said anything. Her eyes are half-filled with tears now. “I’m sorry.” I grab her hand. 


“It’s okay.” She squeezes back. “I did good for a while, right?” She chews on the drawstring connected to her hood, and the plastic crunches between her teeth like seashells under sneakers.


“You could have copied,” I say, but it sounds like I told you so. 

She looks up at me, and I feel farther away. “I did the work, Mary.” 


“Then, what happened? I watched Mr. Huckabee pull you out of class and you didn’t come back, so—”

“All this time I’ve been lying. To him. I hadn’t been doing the worksheets until last month when he threatened me about Pathways. I did it last night like I have been, you know; I wanted Dad to be proud of me because report cards are coming out. I wanted him to look at me for once like he’s glad I didn’t leave him too, like he notices I’m still here. But I forgot it. It’s probably still on the coffee table where I was working. The worksheet was on appositives. I remember, and I told Mr. Huckabee, but he didn’t care.”


I nod. There’s a lump in my throat the size of a peach. “He didn’t let you explain?” 


“No. I even told him he could quiz me.”


“I’m sorry, Liv.” 


“I’m kicked out.” She sounds like she wants to blow it off, but I know she can’t. “The only reason I’m on this stupid bus is because nobody could get a hold of my dad at work.” 


“You can come over to my house until he gets home.” 


Dotty fires up the engine. 


“Yeah.” She sits up. “I mean it’s not like I have any homework.” She lets out a short laugh, and I laugh too. 


Carter and T.J. step onto the bus, swiftly. They’re both dressed in gym clothes, carrying soccer cleats. Carter tells T.J. to slide into the seat next to us and he does. The aisle separates us, but Carter and I are only feet apart. 


Tanesha and Sterling are at it again as we pull out of the bus loop and onto 100. Slide, baby, one, two, three, four. I think about asking if we can join them, but I don’t. One, two, three, four. Instead, I ask Liv if she wants to play Truth or Dare. 

“Now?” she asks. 


“Why not? It’s your last day on the bus. Let’s make it count.” I smile, showing my teeth. She smiles too. One, two, three, four. 

“Can we play?” Carter’s voice is excited. 


I shrug. “Sure.”


“I don’t want to play.” T.J. plugs his headphones into his CD player. 


“Yeah, whatever, T.J. I’m first,” Liv says. 


“Okay.” I pause. “Truth or Dare?” 


“No, Dumbass,” she says. “I want to ask first, not go first. You go first. Truth or Dare?” 


I’m afraid of what she’ll ask me if I say “truth.” “Dare,” I say softly. 



Liv’s grin is pencil-thin. “I dare you to,” she pauses for suspense, “to kiss T.J. On the lips.” 


I let out a nervous laugh. “T.J. just said he didn’t want to play.”


“So?” 


“So,” I say. “He doesn’t have to play.” 


“Ask him, Carter. Ask him if he wants to kiss Mary.” 



Carter taps T.J. and T.J. pulls off his headphones. “What?” he whispers. 


Carter whispers something to T.J. and then points at me. T.J. shakes his head. 


“Says no,” Carter says. “He doesn’t want to play.” 


“Aw, come on,” Liv says. “T.J., don’t be a baby!” She makes puckering sounds with her lips and points to me. 


T.J.’s eyes narrow. He looks at Carter and then puts his headphones over his ears. 


Liv stands while the bus is moving and steps over me, so she’s halfway on my lap and halfway in the aisle. She leans over Carter and nudges T.J.’s shoulder, pushing his head too close to the window. “Come on, T.J., you suck. Can’t you speak for yourself or does your boyfriend have to do the talking?”


“Hey, shut up!” Carter shoves her away. “God, you’re a real bitch. Leave him alone.” 


Liv stands in the aisle, holding onto our seat with both hands, until Dotty yells Down! and she steps over me and sits quickly.   


“Yeah, leave him alone,” I say. “He doesn’t have to play if he doesn’t want to.” 


“Fine, then. Mary, I dare you to kiss Carter on the lips.” 

My face is red-hot. I look at Liv to make sure I heard her correctly. “What?” 


Liv elbows me in the ribs. “I dare you to kiss Carter on the lips.” 


Dotty turns into the neighborhood, and we shift to the left. 


Carter’s cheeks are pink. “Okay,” I say. Dotty stops the bus and two kids near the front trot off. Carter turns in his seat, facing me now, his mouth open a little. I want to tell him it’s my first kiss for some reason. Instead, I turn and lean close to him; our lips almost touch. But Dotty starts driving and Carter and I bang foreheads, hard. 


Liv cackles, clapping her hands. 


“Ouch.” My hands come to my head. I wonder if Dotty was watching us and did it on purpose. Carter is massaging his head too, and I don’t think he wants to try again. My heart is pounding so hard I think it’ll jump out of my chest and run out the door. 


“That might be the funniest thing I’ve seen. Ever.” Liv is still cackling.  


“Shut up.” My head throbs. I’m tired of her making me feel like a joke, and I’m sick of her telling me what to do. I don’t want her to come to my house—not today, not ever. I don’t even care if she’s expelled. “Shut up,” I say again, louder. Even T.J. is laughing. 


But she doesn’t shut up even when T.J. shuts up and Carter tells her to stop. She just keeps laughing, her voice making the tiny hairs in my ears stand up. People are starting to stare at us and Tanesha and Sterling have stopped playing. 


“You’re so dumb, Mary,” she says. “You should have seen your face!” 


“My turn,” I say. “Liv, you’re up.” 


“Truth.”


“Tell us the truth. Why did your mom really leave?” 


Liv stops laughing. She punches me, quick and hard in the eye, and then hits me again. All I taste is blood in my mouth. I’m pushed into the aisle by Liv, and Carter tries to grab me. I fall into an empty seat nearby and she’s on me, knee in my belly. Her fists are pummeling me, and I’m crying, trying to breathe. Liv is pulled away by the time Dotty stops the bus. Carter’s holding Liv, the back of her shirt ripped in half. “I hate you,” she screams. It is all I hear that day and every day after that. 

***


When I jump off the bus, my mom’s red Subaru is parked in front of Victor’s Tacoma. I wish I was walking behind Liv, in her shadow, but I haven’t seen her since my mom went to her house and yelled at her dad and she started going to Pathways. It’s been two weeks, the longest we’ve ever gone without talking. Victor is standing outside his truck, and he’s not wearing his uniform like he usually is; he’s leaning against the front bumper. My mom steps out of her car.


“Hey kids,” she says. “I got off work early. Want a ride, boys?” I’m embarrassed she’s here. She never gets off early. 


“Come on.” I look at Carter and T.J., and T.J. freezes. “Come on,” I say again as I open the passenger side door. 


“The boys have a ride.” Victor’s voice is cold.


“Excuse me,” Mom says. “Who are you?” 


“I’m a Flagler County police officer, ma’am. I’ve been giving T.J. rides since last fall. This is the first time I’ve seen you here.” 


“You’re a police officer?” She looks him up and down. “Where’s your cruiser—in the shop?” Her eyes meet mine and then move to Carter and T.J. “And your uniform? Come on, boys. Get in the car.” 


Carter and T.J. move quickly. T.J. is looking at Victor, into whatever eyes he has hidden behind the glasses. 


“Ma’am,” Victor says. “These boys are in my custody. I have been asked by their parents to take care of them after school. If you force them into your vehicle, I’m going to have to call back-up.” 


Mom sniffs. “Call back-up? Go ahead. I’ve known these boys for years. This is the first time I’ve ever seen you.” 


“Th-thanks, Victor,” T.J. says, and my mom’s eyes shift to him again. T.J. only stutters in math class. “I-I’ll just ride with Mary and Mrs. Cosgrove today.” 

***


I place my hands into my sweatshirt pockets and feel the beaded friendship bracelet inside. The last of the rain brought a cold snap, just in time for Christmas, and the palms of my hands are cool and dry.


I’m thinking of Victor the way I always do when I walk in the neighborhood, which isn’t often. My mom doesn’t trust the bus, so she or my dad usually take me to school. She doesn’t trust the police anymore either, even though the newspaper said Victor was never a cop. I had to show her the bracelet and beg her to let me walk to Liv’s house today. I promised to call when I got there and also not to fight. 


I try to keep my eyes fixed on the stop sign ahead, but I just can’t. I glance at T.J.’s house, and I can see a Christmas tree blinking in the front window. There’s a shadow sitting in the plastic chair on the front porch. I squint and look closer; it’s T.J. His head is down, and I can’t tell if he’s avoiding me again. When my feet stop, I’m in his driveway, just barely. “Hey, T.J.” 


“Merry Christmas. Did you get lots of presents?” 


“Yeah.” I look down at my new Adidas sneakers.  


“I got some new games and so did my brother. You should come over sometime. We can play SSX Tricky like we talked about.” 


“Sure.” I pretend to be excited. My mom would never allow it now. I try to swallow. The peach-sized lump is back in my throat. “I’m going over to Liv’s house, so I’ll see you later.”


“Hope you don’t get beat up.”


 “Thanks.” 

***


I push the doorbell and remember I’m wearing the purple nail polish Liv bought me for my twelfth birthday. When Liv’s dad answers, he has his cell phone pressed to his ear, like normal. He looks behind me, probably looking for my parents, and then waves me inside. The tree’s lights are blinking in the dark, cluttered living room. 


“Hold on,” he says to the phone. “Olivia, come downstairs, please. You have a visitor.” He smiles at me and then goes into the kitchen. I can’t tell if he’s smiling because he’s sorry she beat me up or if he’s happy I came over two months later. I smile back. 


 Liv’s footsteps thump down the stairs. She’s wearing the Disney sweatshirt and blue flannel pajama bottoms she probably got for Christmas. When she sees me, she scowls. “What do you want?” She folds her arms across her chest and sits on the stairs.


“Merry Christmas.” I join her. “These are new.” 


“Yeah.” She tugs at the pants. “My grandma.” 


I pull the bracelet out of my pocket and hand it to her. “I made this for you.” 


She looks at me, confused, and then takes it. “But I punched you.” 


“A lot,” I say. “But I deserved it. I never should have said that about your mom, not in front of everyone.” 


“You’re right.” She nods. “Especially since I got Carter to kiss you and all.” 


“Almost. I’m still waiting for the re-do.” We giggle for a second and then fall silent. 


I clip the baby blue and purple bracelet to Liv’s wrist. I know she’ll probably never apologize, but I forgive her anyway. I can tell we both feel like crying. “Friends?” 


“Friends.” 

***


It’s almost dark when we reach his house on White Feather. The sky looks like cotton candy. Soon, there will be nothing to light our way. Even though we’ve never been there, it’s easy to spot which one is Victor’s. The lawn is overgrown with weeds, and there’s a for-sale sign staked into the ground as well as graffiti on the front of the house. Whenever the neighbor kids found out about him and he went away, they tagged the house. With mean stuff, too. All that’s left of Victor is a couple of decorative rocks and an aloe plant on the front porch. It’s the only plant I know of that can survive so long without water. 

I grab Liv’s hand like I have since we were little and let out a sigh. It’s the only sound I can come up with. She squeezes back, our wrists touching. 

“Let’s go up there.” She points at the house. 

“What?” 

She drops my hand. “Come on.” 

“But—”

“For T.J.” She leads the way—from the driveway to the sidewalk to the front door. It smells like piss at the entrance. “Do you smell that?” She covers her nose. 

“How could I not?” 

“Gross.” We stand there in silence and look at the words on the door, and what’s written above the front window. Liv picks up a rock. 

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” 

“You can’t.” 

“Why not?”

“You’ll get in trouble.” 

“Look at this place, Mary. Forget it.” 

I pick up a rock too. It’s heavier than I expect—some kind of stone, like coquina, from the beach. We walk to the front window, and I look around to make sure nobody is watching. 

“Ready?” she asks. 

“For T.J.”

She throws first and the rock comes apart in chunks when it bounces off the side of the house. She hasn’t hit the window. “Go. My aim sucks.”

I throw the rock like I would a softball from third base. When the window breaks and I hear the shatter, I also hear the neighbors in the house next door. I hear voices. A few lights come on. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Liv says. We run through the lawn, and our sneakers hit the pavement. Liv giggles. “You’re so bad ass.”  

My heart beats quickly. I’m faster than Liv, so I grab her hand again when she starts to fall behind—that way we can stay together. Every time I look over my shoulder, I can see we’re alone, but I keep running. I keep running even when Liv wants to stop because somehow it feels like we’re still being chased. 

