Madison bent over and placed her hands carefully on the rough surface. She bent her knees and thrust her gluteus into the air, feeling the pull of the muscles in her back and along the backs of her thighs. On both sides of her, three other young women felt the same pull. They all shot forward when the gun sounded. Madison quickly took a commanding lead, rounding the first curve of the track nearly ten feet ahead of the seven other girls. Her feet pummeled the turf, her arms pumping like oil jacks, her head cocked back like the safety on a gun. She pictured her father in her mind’s eye, shouting at her, “You want to qualify for State, Maddy-girl! Can’t you run any faster?” She thought about how satisfying it would be to run past him, run out of the stadium, run down Schuyler Street to Highway 47 and out of Duluth forever. She wished she could forget the scouts in the stands, the track scholarship from the U, the drama with Jeff, and run all the way south to her mother in New Orleans. 
The end was in sight. Madison glued her eyes to the strip of plastic stretched across the finish line. The 400 always went so fast! She could hardly believe it was almost over already. But out of the corner of her eye, a yellow Asics running shoe with blue laces and purple racing stripes poked into her vision on her right side. Madison knew those shoes. It was Betsey Alejandro. Madison hated her, ever since Betsey defeated her in the 800 at last year’s Northfield Relays. The sight caused her to pick up her pace, but the Lafayette High runner’s kelly-green jersey and shorts still came more and more into view. She heard the crowd. It was screaming louder than the wind in Madison’s ears. 
Betsey smiled as she pulled even with that bitch, Madison George. She had taken her down in Northfield and she would do it again here. See if she got to run at the U next year. 
There were only ten feet left to the finish line. Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two . . . Madison put her head down and thrust her chest forward. She threw her arms in front of her, then swept them back like the wings of an angel. Her right arm smacked into something soft. Then suddenly that arm was grabbed by something that then yanked it up. Madison tripped and fell, hitting something else soft on the way down. Madison realized there was a kelly-green uniform on the ground next to her. Her face hurt. Had she won the race? Or had she lost to Betsey yet again? What made her trip and fall? Those were the latest Asics sprint shoes—how had Betsey scored them? Had they even crossed the finish line? 
“Madison!” Her coach, Peggy Reynolds, a tall white woman with white-blonde hair she wore in a fashionable pixie cut, stood over her. She held her gray plastic Motorola 4500X stopwatch in her hand. “Are you all right? Do you need a medic?”
 “My face hurts . . .” Madison moaned.
“Don’t move,” Coach Reynolds commanded peremptorily. “You’re bleeding. What happened here?”
“I was running and my arm hit something, I guess?” Madison narrated as she ran her fingers over her face until she felt something warm and sticky. She looked at her red fingers, then put them back on her face to apply pressure to the wound. “Then we both went down.” She pressed harder to stanch the bleeding, then noticed her elbow was bleeding as well. “What was my time?” Her left hand came up to press that elbow.
The coach told her, “Your time? Fifty-three point eight seven five. It’s a new personal best for you, if they let it stand.”
“Let it stand? You mean, I could be disqualified?” Madison whined.
Betsey’s body rolled back and forth over the rough track surface as she clutched her knee. A track official, Gilbert Seabury, knelt over her. “She tripped me! She tripped me! She tripped me!” the girl was screaming. 
Madison felt indignant. The two girls had been neck-and-neck the whole race. Then, at the very end, Betsey had started to pull ahead. She hadn’t tripped the other girl! If anything, Betsey had tripped her. She must have been the one to pull on Madison’s arm as they approached the finish line. That was completely typical of Betsey, who had cheated in Northfield as well, which was why Madison hated her.
It had been free of humidity, eighty-seven degrees, and cloud-free—a perfect day for a track meet. Madison had worn her favorite pair of Nikes, which glowed hot pink against her pale skin. Jeff had smiled at her from the stands. Her dad hadn’t been there. She had won the 400 and made every other competitor eat her dust. Then it came time for the 800, which wasn’t her best event, as she was more of a sprinter than a pacer. Still, she felt great as she approached the starting line for the 800, which she had won at the previous year’s championships.
A Latina girl in a kelly-green uniform and garish clown shoes was standing in her starting space. “You’re in my blocks, chica,” Madison joked.
The girl rolled her eyes. “Chica? Really? Hope your running is as lame as your Spanish.” 
Madison in fact spoke Spanish fluently, thanks to her nanny Odelia. It was on. 
“Of course you could be disqualified. You deliberately tried to block a competitor from crossing the finish line ahead of you! We all saw it. You hit Betsey in the face. She was so surprised that she tripped, so she tried to grab on to your arm for support, then her foot went in front of yours and you went down too. She may need surgery. What were you thinking, Madison?” 


