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            One

         
         I don’t mind living in a small town; I just don’t want to die in one.

         
         I also am not interested in serving time in one, either, but that possibility is growing exponentially, as I seriously consider
            murdering the guidance counselor’s secretary. But, of course, I’m not allowed to do that. For one thing, it’s illegal. For
            another, I’m Lydia Chass, and being a Chass in a small town like Henley means something . . . mainly that you’re good and
            kind, earning the respect of everyone around you.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, what?”

         
         I say it the right way, the nice way. With a smile. But my eyes must be hard, or maybe my smile is showing too many teeth,
            because Mrs. Pascale can’t quite meet my gaze.
         

         
         “We don’t know how it happened, Lydia, truly,” she says, her hands fussily rearranging things on her desk. A coffee mug that reads pencils but holds only pens. A photo frame that proudly announces My Grandchildren! that exhibits only one child. A red Expo marker cap that sits loosely over the tip of a black Sharpie. Nothing makes sense
            here, and everything is wrong, yet Pascale still somehow manages to seem struck with wonder that a mistake has been made in
            this office.
         

         
         A very big one. One that could stop me from graduating.

         
         “Walk me through this again,” I say calmly, leaning forward. “I don’t have enough history credits to graduate, is that right?”

         
         “Yes,” Pascale says, nodding in apparent relief that I have grasped the conversation so far. “And we’re very sorry about that.”

         
         She adds a quivering smile to this, maybe hoping that that particular silver lining will be relayed to my parents, along with
            the news that their only child just got screwed—even though I’m still totally a virgin. Which has nothing to do with morality;
            it’s much more a factor of having overloaded myself with courses, college credits, extracurriculars, teams, boards, and advisory
            committees. I put my sex drive on hold in order to organize blood drives, food drives, dog-adoption drives, and anything else
            that would look good on a résumé. Because Ivy Leagues aren’t impressed when you’re the valedictorian of a graduating class
            of sixty-eight students.
         

         
         And they’re definitely not impressed when you don’t even graduate.

         
         “I’m very sorry about that, too, Gladys,” I say, glancing at the plaque on her desk for her first name before dropping it. 
         

         
         She winces, and I know that particular bomb hit the target, as it should; Gladys is a terrible name.

         
         “But being sorry doesn’t put me any closer to what I need,” I say, keeping my voice calm. “So, before I go home and tell my parents that the guidance department at Henley High has ruined any chance I have of getting into a first-class journalism school, why don’t you tell me how this is going to be fixed?” 

         
         There’s a rapping of knuckles on the door behind us, which stands open. I know it’s Principal Walton without turning around
            in my chair. He’s exactly the kind of person who doesn’t have the confidence to walk through an open door without permission.
         

         
         “We have an idea about that, Lydia,” Walton says, coming around to Pascale’s side of the desk. 

         
         She visibly relaxes, like having a witness means I will back down. The Chass veneer has always kept me on the safe side of
            social acceptability, but while I might have my dad’s eyes, the volatility that lurks beneath them can’t always be hidden.
         

         
         “Which is?” I ask.

         
         “The board and I came to an agreement that this is a very unfortunate incident,” he says, leaning back against the wall, like
            we’re buddies having a chat about baseball. Not discussing my future, or the fact that Henley High just went to town on it
            with a chain saw.
         

         
         “And we came to the conclusion that no one is really at fault here,” he finishes up, giving me a quick shrug like, Things happen, Lydia. You understand. 
         

         
         Things happen. They do. They just don’t happen to me.

         
         “‘No one is really at fault here,’” I repeat, narrowing my eyes. “It’s an interesting point of view. I guess, if we want to worry about blame—which, I can see why that would be a topic of conversation—we wouldn’t want to put it on a particular person, right?” 

         
         Principal Walton is nodding along, like he’s sure the words I’m saying are in agreement with his own, but for some reason
            the tone is making him uneasy. It’s called being facetious, and I might explain that later. But right now I have a point to make, and I’m about to drill down.
         

         
         “Because if we said a particular person was responsible for this mistake, that would probably be Mr. Benson, the former guidance
            counselor, right?”
         

         
         Gladys nods quickly, like I’m doing a good job of identifying school staff. I tilt my head toward the closed door to the right,
            which has the words Guidance Counselor painted in black on the window. Underneath that, the outline of Mr. Benson’s name can still be made out; a janitor scraped
            it away only a few days ago. The room beyond is darkened, the square of the window a black hole that my GPA is about to be
            sucked into.
         

         
         “And if Mr. Benson were responsible, that would reflect poorly on the people who hired him, wouldn’t it?”

         
         Walton shifts against the wall, recrossing his arms.

         
         “Lydia.” Glady’s jumps in, eager to deflect. “You know that Mr. Benson has been going through a really tough time.”

         
         I do know. Everyone knows. It’s Henley. But the fact that his wife left him for another woman doesn’t strike any real chords
            with me. My grandpa died holding my hand, and I still took the SAT the next morning.
         

         
         And got a 1600, thanks.

         
         “A tough time,” I repeat. “And we wouldn’t want to make that any worse, right?”

         
         “Oh, no,” Gladys says, but Walton is watching me, suddenly aware that there’s blood in the water, and it’s probably not mine.

         
         “Or tarnish his reputation,” I continue. “Maybe we’re even worried about his feelings a little bit?”

         
         “Very much,” Gladys says, like the self-worth of incompetent guidance counselors are at the top of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
            But none of this is a surprise to me. I’ve lived in Henley my whole life, so I know this game. We’re all going to be nice.
            We’re all going to say the right thing and not use words that could hurt. The only salt that gets passed around in this town
            is at the dinner table in private homes. In public, we might as well be spitting fudge in each other’s mouths, we’re so damn
            sweet.
         

         
         But I’m Lydia Chass, and I’m done with that. Being a Chass means two things—people expect you to be nice and polite, and I
            expect to get my way. Sometimes those two things are in conflict with each other; this is one of those times.
         

         
         “So, let’s not blame Mr. Benson,” I say, getting up from my chair and crossing over to the darkened room. The knob turns in
            my hand, and I breeze into Benson’s office, the motion-sensor lights flickering to life above me.
         

         
         “Lydia! Wait!” Gladys’s rolling chair hits the wall behind her, just as Principal Walton says, “You can’t just—”

         
         Of course, someone who knocks on open doors would think that I can’t just.
         

         
         But I can, because I choose to, and I will, and because I am Lydia Chass, and they’re about to find out that if they’re going to screw with me, they’re going to need more than muttered apologies and one-shouldered shrugs. 

         
         “It’s okay!” I tell Gladys as I reach for the bottom left-hand drawer of Benson’s desk. “I don’t blame him,” I reassure her
            when it slides open. “I blame this.”
         

         
         I set the half-empty bottle of Jim Beam in the center of the former guidance counselor’s desk. I rest my hand on the lid,
            tilting the bottle back and forth as I talk, listening to the slosh of the bourbon inside.
         

         
         “We can’t blame Mr. Benson and hurt his feelings, tarnish his reputation, or get the board and administration in any type
            of trouble,” I say. “So we’ll blame this bottle. I’m happy with that for now, as long as your idea about how to fix this is
            a good one.”
         

         
         “Well, Lydia,” Walton says, clearing his throat and eyeing my palm as I roll the bottle under it. “The board and I thought
            an independent study project could be a substitute for your missing history credit. Assuming, of course, that it’s of sufficient
            scope and depth—”
         

         
         I tap my ring finger against the neck of the bottle; the circle of metal there—part of a meteorite whose trajectory I calculated
            in fifth grade—rings against the glass, reminding him that scope and depth are not going to be a problem. NASA representatives
            have only been pictured in the Henley Hometown Headlines once, and they didn’t come here to meet him.
         

         
         On the other hand, I don’t think I can barge into the offices of the state Department of Education and start opening desk drawers and flashing space junk while demanding that they change graduation requirements because my guidance counselor was a drunk. The truth is that verbally sparring with Walton and Gladys might be a great outlet for my rage, but in the end, I’m going to have to take whatever deal they give me. 

         
         And I’ll scope and depth the crap out of it.

         
         “All right,” I say, and they both visibly relax. I toss the bottle of Jim Beam at Walton, and he snatches it out of midair.
            There might be an ex-athlete under all those desk Twinkies and gas station sandwiches, but he’s buried deep, and he doesn’t
            have the recovery time to stop me when I open the second drawer to unearth a baggie of unmarked pills.
         

         
         “And if Mr. Beam doesn’t want to take the blame,” I tell them, “we can always pass it off on Mr. Benzo, am I right?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         “So what was that all about?” MacKenzie asks in yearbook class.

         
         On my schedule it’s listed as a publishing class, but what that really means is that MacKenzie and I are camped out on bean
            bag chairs in the corner of Mrs. Wilhelm’s earth science room. There aren’t enough people interested in being on yearbook—or
            enough students in the high school—to justify having an entire block dedicated to it. So MacKenzie and I just kind of chill
            and occasionally upload pictures or format things on our laptops.
         

         
         I’m working on the cross-country pages right now, flipping through the five different action shots we have and deciding if I want to pretend that I care about the sport by making sure everyone gets some exposure, or if I should just feature the sole senior—Brian Phillabrant. Unfortunately, he’s extremely sweaty and seems to be in an incredible amount of pain in all the pics, so I decide to go for the group ensembles instead. 

         
         “Why do people even run?” I ask MacKenzie, blowing up a shot of Brian’s face until his anguish pixelates, turning my screen
            around for her to get a look.
         

         
         “It burns calories and builds character,” she says, glancing up. “And are you just going to ignore me or what?”

         
         “Probably ignore you,” I say, turning my laptop back around. “Why? Did you say something?”

         
         She makes sure Wilhelm isn’t looking and then flicks me off. “Why’d you get called to the office?”

         
         Of course this was coming. Lydia Chass was called to the office, and everyone is probably wondering if there was Xanax in
            my locker or if Harvard said no thanks, and a team of purebred emotional-support dogs have been summoned in to console me. While I’ll be landing on the senior personalities
            Most Likely to Succeed category in the yearbook, if there were a Thinks She’s Better Than Everyone Else page, it would be
            my picture, full-frame. I’ve always aimed high and never made a secret of it.
         

         
         And while it would feel really good to throw Mr. Benson under the bus and tell my bestie about his utter failure at his job,
            I can’t quite bring myself to do it. He hadn’t even blinked when I trotted into his office as a freshman and told him I needed
            the most rigorous academic schedule possible and that he had four years to cultivate contacts at Columbia, Emerson, Princeton,
            and maybe NYU if I decided to lower my expectations.
         

         
         Benson never sat me down and reminded me that I’m from Henley. Benson never said that I should keep in mind that the only truly famous person in our Hall of Fame (located directly across from the bathrooms) is the CEO of a plastics factory who is currently in jail for violating roughly thirty-five different EPA regulations. Benson encouraged me, right up until I detected the alcohol on his breath and the tremors in his hands. He’d lost focus by then, either constantly checking his phone while we met or staring off into the space over my left shoulder, depending on whether he’d popped a bennie yet or not. 

         
         The truth is that the game that Walton and Gladys wanted me to play with them back in the guidance office is one I know all
            the rules to: be nice, smile, and nod. The efficacy of that approach has put families like mine at the top of the Henley food
            chain over generations, proof that you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. But I’ve got a lot of vinegar inside
            of me, and keeping the stopper in has become harder and harder as I get older.
         

         
         I’ve been smiling and nodding my whole life, Lydia Chass, benign bobblehead. A couple of cracks have let the poison slip out
            once or twice, but I’ve always mopped away the mess and followed up the faux pas with a teeth-whitening session, so that the
            smile would flash even brighter the next time. I might’ve flown my dark flag a little high back in Benson’s office, but generations
            of Chasses gone before have built a foundation strong enough for me to flash my temper now and again and still come out safely
            on the other side of public opinion. Besides, the mea culpa offering they’d devised hadn’t been half-bad.
         

         
         “I’m missing a history requirement in order to graduate,” I confess to Kenzie, whose eyebrows shoot right up to her hairline.

         
         “How?”

         
         I wave off the question as irrelevant, relying on the magic of someone being too polite to push for the truth. It works; Kenzie
            has also lived here her whole life.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I tell her. “Remember my podcast?”

         
         “The one that you made me follow, like, and review on every single platform?” Kenzie asks. “No, I forget. Tell me again?”

         
         I really didn’t need that reminder, since her reviews and follows are among the very few On the Ground in Flyover Country actually has. Many of the top-tier journalism programs ask for a highlight reel along with your application, assuming that
            every applicant attends a high school that has a serious student news channel. One that has things like anchors, desks, blue
            screens, microphones, and their own budget. Henley High doesn’t even have a newspaper, and I don’t think Columbia will look
            too kindly on me just linking to Heather Chapman’s Instagram account, which is where we all get our news anyway.
         

         
         I’d started On the Ground in Flyover Country as a way to illustrate some slice-of-life reporting, the kind that runs right before the credits, hoping to leave the audience
            with a little bit of feel-good after letting them know that their favorite sports team lost and it’s not going to rain anytime
            soon, so all the crops are going to die.
         

         
         So far, my podcast has bought right into the smile-and-nod mentality. I talked to Jennifer Phillabrant, who runs the food pantry, about the number of families they feed each month. I spoke with Mrs. Levering, my fifth-grade history teacher, about the Prepacked Packs Program, where every kid in the elementary got a new backpack, filled with school supplies. Today’s episode was with Mrs. Nathans, the senior-class adviser, and featured the upcoming blood drive along with a reminder of why donating is so important. Other college applicants might have exposés on distracted driving and teen drinking, but I’m going to pretend like everything is fine and we’re all going to be okay, right up until the red button gets pushed and everyone becomes ash particles in a great big mushroom cloud in the sky. 

         
         I kind of hate myself for the angle I’m taking, but I also know that the review board at Princeton will probably be eyeball-deep
            in pie charts and infographics, along with emotionally controlled, acne-sprinkled teens who really, really care about global
            warming. When my enthusiastic coverage of the annual dog costume winner from the Halloween parade hits them, they might just
            be grateful for the levity. Plus, keeping it positive means keeping Mom and Dad happy, which we need at home right now, even
            more than the human race needs to chill with the CO2 emissions.
         

         
         “Walton suggested that I refocus the podcast,” I tell MacKenzie. “I’ll toss up a couple of episodes about the history of Henley,
            and we’ll call it even. I get my history credit, they get to pretend—” 
         

         
         I’m about to say, They get to pretend that they didn’t just drop the biggest ball since circles were discovered when a horrible screech erupts over the PA.
         

         
         “Give that back!”

         
         Everyone jumps in their chairs, jerked out of the half sleep that Wilhelm’s sonorous monologue about igneous rocks had induced.

         
         “You can’t— Hey!”
         

         
         It takes a second for me to place Eva St. John’s voice. She’s the school secretary, and always does both morning and afternoon
            announcements in a voice so chipper it can’t be faked. She actually really does love saying things like “meat loaf sandwich”
            and “emergency medical forms.” But right now, she doesn’t sound happy at all. St. John sounds pissed, but she’s eclipsed in
            about two seconds by a voice that is neither chipper, nor professional.
         

         
         “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” a coarse female voice asks. “I want the whole school to know that I’m about to
            get fucked, and I don’t mean in that free-YouTube-porn kind of way, either.”
         

         
         “What the hell?” MacKenzie whispers to me, but I can only shake my head.

         
         Mrs. Wilhelm is staring up at the ceiling, her mouth working like a fish out of water. The freshmen in her class are glancing
            at each other, probably wondering where the motherly, happy, high-fiving staff of the middle school has gone to.
         

         
         There’s a scuffle over the intercom, then the sound of a door slamming, and someone pounding on it, demanding it be unlocked.

         
         “No more commercials, I promise,” the voice continues. “Just a straight-up PSA from Bristal Jamison.”

         
         “Ohhhhhh . . . ,” MacKenzie says. And suddenly everything makes sense. Bristal Jamison.

         
         A fellow senior who has been suspended more times than a piano has keys (eighty-eight—I know these things) is mad about something . . . again. The only thing that makes this time different is that she’s taken her usual method of communication—screaming obscenities in the hallway—to a different level by hijacking the PA system. 

         
         “It looks like I won’t be graduating,” Bristal continues. “So all you underclassmen bitches can look forward to another year
            of getting Jamisoned.”
         

         
         My ears perk up as one of the freshmen puts his head down on his desk. Bristal nailed him with a baseball during gym class,
            claiming to be confused; she thought they were playing dodgeball. She also said it had nothing to do with the fact that he
            had just dumped her little sister, making Mariana cry in the hallway.
         

         
         “Not graduating, big surprise,” MacKenzie sniffs. “Probably doesn’t have the attendance.”

         
         “No,” Bristal immediately contradicts her via the speaker. “I’ll be here next year because—news flash—our guidance counselor
            is a drunken idiot.”
         

         
         “She buried the lede,” I say.

         
         “I don’t know.” MacKenzie shrugs. “The YouTube porn line was pretty good.”

         
         There’s a crash and a huff as Bristal pulls the mic right up to her mouth. Her words come out low and fuzzy, her voice dropped
            deep in a mocking tone. “Tune in next week for my next episode titled, ‘Sorry, kids! Nobody’s going to college, because somebody
            has to pump the gas.’”
         

         
         That gets a snort, and Mrs. Wilhelm covers her mouth, faking a sneeze.

         
         “Get your goddamn hands off me, Walton! You nasty-ass son of a—”

         
         There’s a crack and the PA goes out, breaking the spell Bristal Jamison had very forcefully cast over the entire school.

         
         “I really hope that didn’t go out to the whole district,” MacKenzie says, her thumbs flashing over her phone as she texts
            her brother in the elementary wing. “I don’t want to sit through Mom and Dad explaining what porn is over dinner tonight.”
         

         
         “How old is Jude again?” I ask.

         
         “Nine,” she answers, and I wave off her concern.

         
         “He already knows.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Bristal’s car—a battered and rusty Neon, with four miraculously nonmatching doors—is still in the parking lot half an hour
            after school lets out. I’m running out of ways to make myself look busy as I sit in my own car, but it’s not like there’s
            anybody watching. I let the engine idle and the heat run. We’re at the end of fall, when the chill is taking the turn from
            pleasant to bitter, right along with the mood of our football fans, who are starting to realize we’re not going to win a single
            game this season—again.
         

         
         The dead leaves that skitter across the parking lot serve as a reminder that time is running out. All my applications have
            been spell-checked, spit-polished, and submitted. I’ve been hitting refresh on a tracking app since mid-September, but the
            little gray box next to the logos of all my dream schools continue to simply read Processing. Every time I check the stats for On the Ground in Flyover Country and I’ve got a listen from any state that holds an Ivy League, I break out into a sweat, wondering if an admissions officer
            just heard my deep dive into the plucky alumni baton twirler from the class of ’68 who broke her ankle during the homecoming
            halftime show. She finished her routine anyway, smiling through the pain because—as she told me—twirling ain’t for the weak.

         
         Mom had wanted me to edit the quote graphic and opt for the grammatically correct isn’t. But I didn’t, and had felt a little thrill when I ran the episode with that same title. This woman had splintered a bone
            to prove that she was still relevant, and to stand as an example to the single baton twirler—freshman Hazel Lawson—that twirling
            is . . . kind of badass. And badasses don’t have to use proper grammar.
         

         
         But now, sitting in my car with the heat on blast and my hands shaking, I have to question if the review board of any decent
            university is going to look at that and realize that I’m going for local color and accurately representing my subject . . .
            or if they’re going to think the mistake was mine.
         

         
         “Shit,” I mutter when I spot a listen from Massachusetts. It could be a rando. It could be the dean of admissions from Harvard.
            It could be a bot. I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. That single listen sends my anxiety spiking and a flash of quicksilver
            through my belly. I might defend seventy-year-old, plucky Henley housewives and their choices, but I sure as hell don’t want
            to be one. On the Ground in Flyover Country needs some grit, stat. Something that’s going to turn those little gray boxes of Processing into green go-lights of Accepted.
         

         
         And I know exactly who can help me out with that.

         
         The police cruiser that had been cozied up next to the entrance doors (apparently fire lanes don’t apply to the law) pulls
            away, and I sit up straighter in my seat.
         

         
         Bristal walks out a few minutes later, her long dark hair tossing in the wind, her not-quite-warm-enough jacket whipping around
            her. She’s got her shoulders hunched against the chill and her hands jammed in her pockets, but by the look on her face this
            girl is far from beaten. If you sat me down across from a police officer I would freeze up at the mere implication that I’d
            done something wrong. Bristal, meanwhile, is walking away from a chat with the cops looking slightly amused, even as her cheeks
            redden from the cold.
         

         
         I pull up next to her Neon, and she glances at me through the windshield. I get an up-nod of recognition, but that’s it. I’ve
            got to roll down my window to really get her attention.
         

         
         “Hey,” I call. “Want to get in?”

         
         She pulls a vape pen out of her pocket and considers me for a second, taking in a long pull before speaking.

         
         “Why?”

         
         She exhales, the vapor pulled from her mouth and torn away by the wind, as she holds my gaze impassively.

         
         “Because it’s cold,” I tell her. “And because I also got screwed.”

         
         She pulls open the door and slides into my passenger seat, bringing with her the smell of wind, river water, and the faintest hint of strawberries, which must be from her vape. She doesn’t ask if she can smoke in my car, but she does crack the window before taking another pull. I decide to keep this conversational instead of confrontational and let it go. 

         
         “What’d they offer you?” she asks. “Did they just say, we know you’re really smart, so we’re going to let this slide? Or do you have to go directly to jail and not pass go and collect your two hundred dollars?”
         

         
         “I’m not going to jail, like, ever,” I tell her. “Mostly because I don’t assault people.”

         
         “Assault is just one way in,” she says coolly. “And you didn’t answer me.”

         
         “Independent study project,” I tell her, my eyes trailing her exhalation of vape that she doesn’t bother blowing toward the
            cracked window. 
         

         
         “Of the appropriate depth and scope,” I add mockingly.

         
         “Sounds like a trigger warning before a porno,” she says. “They told me the same thing, but I told them where to stick it.”

         
         “Sounds like the script for the same porno,” I shoot back, and she turns to face me for the first time.

         
         “Wow, Lydia Chass. I didn’t know that was in there.” She shifts her gaze back to staring out the windshield, her fingers drumming
            on the center console. Her nails are stubby and bitten to the quick, and the knuckles on her right hand are scraped, like
            she’s thrown a punch recently. I really hope it wasn’t at any of the staff; I could be making some dangerous liaisons here.
            But the scrapes are scabbed over, and I mentally chalk it up to something I don’t want to know more about.
         

         
         “You think it was just us?” Bristal asks. “We’re the only ones who got called in today.”

         
         I’d noticed that, too. And it’s the reason why I was creeping in the parking lot, waiting for her to come out of the school
            and hoping it wouldn’t be in cuffs.
         

         
         “Yes, and I have a proposition for you,” I say.

         
         “’Kay,” she says, disinterested.

         
         I turn in my seat to face her, put on my sale smile, and even pop out the jazz hands from those early days of dancing lessons
            that came to a screeching halt when I corrected the instructor on the pronunciation of chassé.
         

         
         “How would you like to cohost my podcast?” I ask.

         
         “Why?” Bristal asks, the single word escaping with another lungful of vapor.

         
         “Walton didn’t just give me a pass,” I tell her. “They want me to do a few episodes that focus on local history, and they’ll
            call it a credit.”
         

         
         “Why?” she asks again, and I’m left with my hands held out to either side, my smile fading as she remains completely unmoved.

         
         “So you can get your credit, too,” I say. “It’s a win-win.”

         
         “No, I get that,” she says, tapping the vape pen against my dashboard. It leaves little indentations in the leather that I
            try to ignore. “I mean, why are you offering? What are you getting out of it?”
         

         
         “I’m just . . . I’m being nice,” I say, somewhat flustered. Dad is the county public defender, and Mom the head of every fundraising group in the area. I’m not accustomed to having to explain the concept of being nice; I’ve always moved in circles where kindness was the social contract, the assumption that allowed you through the door. 

         
         “Nah, this isn’t about that,” Bristal says. “You said it yourself. Win-win. So, what are you winning by handing a Jamison
            girl a microphone, other than an FCC violation?”
         

         
         That sets me back, and I’m not quick enough to cover it.

         
         “Yeah, I’m not stupid, Chass,” she says. “I know what the FCC is.”

         
         “Perfect,” I say, crossing my arms and leaning back into my heated seat. “You know what else? It’s been kind of a long day,
            so instead of me trying to convince you that I’m doing a good deed, why don’t you show me exactly how smart you are. You tell me why I asked you.”
         

         
         “So now I’m auditioning?” she shoots back.

         
         “Call it what you want,” I say, my breath coming in heated gasps. The car is too hot, the air filled with stale vape. My head
            is starting to spin, and I’m wondering what exactly she’s got in that pen when she tilts her head and holds my gaze.
         

         
         “You made sure that Phillabrant mentioned your volunteer hours at the food pantry in that episode. Mrs. Levering got in a
            great plug about you spearheading the Backpacks for Brats—”
         

         
         “Prepacked Packs,” I correct her, but she sails on.

         
         “And you definitely dropped the fact that you’re the organizer of the blood drive into that ep. It’s not a podcast about Henley,
            it’s a podcast about Lydia Chass and how wonderful you are. And no, I didn’t say how nice you are. Because you’re not. You’re calculating, and I’m willing to bet that the angle you’re working right now is a charity piece.” 

         
         “A charity piece?” I repeat, truly lost.

         
         She puts her hands out to either side, shaking them in a clear mockery of my enthusiasm from earlier. “Valedictorian throws
            a rope to struggling fellow senior, hauling her along for the ride to graduation.”
         

         
         “That’s not—”

         
         “A story that ends well for me,” Bristal says. “And I don’t need your help.”

         
         I’m quiet for a second, weighing my options. When I finally speak, I don’t try to push my better qualities, pitch the pros,
            or argue that she can’t come up with anything better on her own. I drop the formalities and ask an honest question.
         

         
         “How do you know I’m not nice?” I ask her.

         
         “Kindergarten, playground, Lyle Hunter,” she says automatically. “Back before any of us did a good job of checking each other’s
            clothing labels and before we decided who we sat with at lunch. A bunch of us were hanging from the monkey bars, seeing who
            could hold on the longest.”
         

         
         “I remember,” I tell her. “You don’t have to—”

         
         “Your friend Kenzie dropped fast, then Heather, then me and Jason Franklin. It was you and Lyle Hunter still hanging,” she
            says. “Your fingers were dead white, and your skin was turning blue where your shirt had pulled up. It was the middle of January,
            and you were a couple minutes shy of frostbite. But you weren’t going to let go.”
         

         
         I do remember, and I don’t need her to remind me.

         
         Lyle and I had hung face-to-face, little bodies dangling, effort turning our cheeks red as the wind whipped around us. At
            some point it had turned from a game into a battle of wills, and I was not about to back down. My arms had trembled, and my
            feet had twitched in midair as I’d battled gravity, begging it to give me a single second longer of reprieve than it did my
            opponent. And then I’d decided to take matters into my own hands.
         

         
         Or, rather, my feet.

         
         “You kicked him in the balls,” Bristal says. “Solid strike to the sweetmeats.”

         
         “And you told on me,” I say. “You and Jason ran to the monitor.”

         
         “And they didn’t believe us,” Bristal finishes up. “Because I’m a Jamison and Jason is a Franklin, and you are Lydia Chass.
            So, no, you’re not nice, and I damn well know it. You’ll go along to get along until you’ve got to put your foot down in order
            to get ahead. And I want to know if that includes stepping on my neck if things don’t go the way you want.”
         

         
         “I told you earlier—I don’t assault people.”

         
         “Anymore,” Bristal corrects, then narrows her eyes again. “That I know of.”
         

         
         “It’s not . . .” I sigh, waving away another cloud of vape when she exhales. “Look, you’re right—I’m not nice. And that’s
            exactly the problem, because I’m supposed to be.”
         

         
         “Which is why your podcast is all puff pieces and party streamers,” she says.

         
         “Uh, you’re the one who listens,” I stab back.

         
         “Mr. Blanloss gave us extra credit,” she says with a sniff.

         
         Oh, great. While I appreciate the hometown support, that means that the little boost I saw midweek wasn’t from reaching eager
            organic listeners. Instead, it’s exactly what Bristal is accusing me of—charity work.
         

         
         “I’m not handing this to you to make me look good,” I tell her. “I know that what I’ve got isn’t exactly lighting fires and
            making waves, and I’m tired of pretending like everything is fine. That recess monitor didn’t believe you back in kindergarten
            because of who you are and who I am, but twelve years later we’re both in the same boat, and it’s sinking. We need to graduate,
            and we might not because our guidance counselor is an alcoholic. But nobody wants to say that—except you. You said it loud,
            and you said it to everyone.”
         

         
         “And you want to cash in on my voice,” Bristal says, putting it together. “Add a little edge.”

         
         “Which you benefit from,” I remind her. “Like I said, win-win. Now, what do you think?”

         
         Bristal shifts in her seat, folding her legs into a pretzel and resting them against the dashboard while she considers my
            words.
         

         
         “I think no one from my family has ever graduated from high school,” she finally says.

         
         I stare back at her for a moment, weighing my options. Bristal Jamison has a lot of things—a bad reputation, a crappy car,
            and a dirty mouth. But she’s also got gravity. I’ve felt it before when the crowd parts for her in the hallways, when teachers
            backed down from her dead-eyed stare, and when a hush fell over the entire school as she used the PA system to vent a personal
            diatribe.
         

         
         I could try to sell her again, give her a speech about being an unlikely duo overcoming their dual obstacle and bridging the social divide between them in their shared best interest. I could do that; and I could even make it convincing. But I have a feeling that Bristal Jamison would call me out on my bull, then get out of my car and leave me in her wake of strawberry-scented vape cloud. 

         
         “I don’t just need a history credit to graduate,” I confide to her. “I’m the valedictorian of Henley High School. . . . Do
            you know what that means?”
         

         
         “To say farewell, in Latin. Don’t be too impressed,” she says. “I only know that because in seventh grade I thought my dog was possessed and
            I tried to exorcise him using a homemade speech and Google Translate. Turns out he just had rabies.”
         

         
         I shake my head, trying to recall my point. “It means that I’m the smartest person out of sixty-eight people. That’s not a
            huge pool.”
         

         
         “No, it means you have the best grades out of sixty-eight people,” she contradicts me. “That doesn’t mean you’re the smartest.”
         

         
         “Oh yeah?” I bristle. “How many keys are on a piano?”

         
         “Eighty-eight,” she says smoothly. “How much does a gallon of milk cost?”

         
         “I . . .”

         
         “Somebody else buys your groceries for you, don’t they?” she asks, looking smug.

         
         I feel the blood rising in my cheeks. “I don’t care what you think of me, and we don’t have to like each other,” I tell her,
            straightening in my seat. “We just have to work together. It’ll be good practice for adult life.”
         

         
         “Right, when you’re at the White House and I’m in the poorhouse,” she says.

         
         “Poorhouses don’t exist anymore,” I snap back.

         
         “Really?” she asks. “When’s the last time you drove down Far Cry Road? Lots of poorhouses out there.”

         
         “Okay, look,” I say, flexing my hands on the steering wheel. “I just want this to happen because—”

         
         “Because you want to rip the polite off like a Band-Aid to take a good look at the wound underneath, but you don’t quite know
            how to do it. You’ve had a nice, comfy life. I haven’t.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I confess. “Yes, that is exactly it.”

         
         “And,” she adds, still eyeing me coyly, “if it goes badly you can always blame it on me.”

         
         “Uh . . .” I waver my hand in the air, teetering it somewhere between being honest and getting what I need.

         
         “Whatever,” she says. “I’ll take it.”

         
         A sigh escapes me, and the breath I’d been holding comes out sounding a little more relieved than I care for.

         
         “That’s it?” she asks, tucking away her pen.

         
         “Well, no,” I say. “We need to put together a timetable, brainstorm, talk about episode topics, who wants to cover what, whether
            we’re each hosting our own episodes, or both of us are recording together. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”
         

         
         It’s one of my favorite phrases in the world. I love having a lot of work to do.

         
         “No, I mean like—that’s it? No strings attached? You don’t want to bang me, or anything?” Bristal asks.

         
         “What?! No! I—”

         
         “You hesitated,” Bristal says.

         
         “I. Did. Not,” I say through clenched teeth.

         
         Bristal rolls her eyes. “Listen, if we’re going to do this thing, you’re going to have to lighten up, or I’m going to poke
            at you until you explode.”
         

         
         I straighten my spine. “I accept your conditions.”

         
         “We’re going to have some fun.” She smiles at me. “At least, I am. You might just get an aneurysm out of the deal.”

         
         “That’s doubtful, given the data and my age,” I tell her as she cracks the door open, letting in a cold finger of air. “Wait—we
            should exchange numbers. We need to get on this, right away. Can I text you tonight?”
         

         
         I think she’s going to have another go at me, but Bristal just digs out her phone and taps my number into a new text as I
            recite it. Seconds later, a new message pops up on my phone. It reads:
         

         
         
            An aneurysm can occur at any age. Check your sources.

         

         It’s followed by 🤯, and as Bristal Jamison gets out of my car, I have the feeling I’m going to need to use that particular emoji quite a bit
            in the upcoming months.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Highlighting the silver lining of having a drunken guidance counselor is not easy; pitching it to your parents—one of whom
            happens to be on the school board, and the other on the village council—is even harder.
         

         
         “Excuse me, what?” Mom says, putting down her fork.

         
         It’s spaghetti night, and I’m sure Bristal would be shocked to know that the sauce came out of a can, and the pasta out of a box from the local food pantry. Dad inherited the three-story brick mansion on what’s known as the “nice street” in Henley. He makes enough money that we get to live the American dream: two-car garage, a stay-at-home mom, and a cat. But we’re not as well-off as some people would believe. My car is leased, the deck on the back of the house needs to be replaced, and Mom and Dad have been leaning on me a little more heavily about applying for scholarships—state and national, of course. Not local. That would be embarrassing. 

         
         And we actually only own half a cat. We adopted Uneven Steven (who only has his two front legs) from the Humane Society after
            he got hit by a ditch mower a few summers ago. He came with a Pinterest DIY wheelchair for his back half and a lot of congratulatory
            Facebook posts about our selflessness. Steven is wheeling his way through the dining room when Mom delivers her follow-up
            invitation to repeat myself after I dropped my bomb for the evening.
         

         
         “What’s that?” I ask, cupping my ear.

         
         Steven’s wheels could use a greasing, but Mom isn’t fooled. She knows I heard her.

         
         “I said, the guidance office is incompetent and I don’t have enough history credits to graduate.”

         
         Mom’s eyebrows stay where they had been before—right up next to her hairline. But she did get her Botox refreshed at the beginning
            of the school year, so I can’t really say if she’s shocked or still in recovery.
         

         
         “What? How?” Dad asks. “When did this happen? Why didn’t I know about this?”

         
         Since he’s covered everything but the where, I assume he’s done throwing interrogatives at me, and I finish up with the good news.
         

         
         “It’s fine,” I say, twisting my spaghetti onto my fork. “They know it’s on them, and they offered me what I think is an acceptable
            substitute. They want me to retool the podcast, cover some local history. And I think it could actually work in my favor.
            Remember Jeremy Dayforth?”
         

         
         Mom and Dad exchange glances and nod warily. Jeremy Dayforth had been Henley’s most recent golden boy, the minister’s son, an all-state scholar athlete, and clean-cut good looks in tandem with teeth that came in straight without the aid of braces. Jeremy could have made a living in front of the camera, but he wanted to be behind it. When Ithaca College turned him down for their film school because it was impossible that Henley High could have prepared him for their rigorous academic programs, it put every liberal arts–bound teen in the county on high alert. 

         
         The message was clear—your GPA doesn’t matter. Where you are from does. Be better than smart. Be better than special. Be spectacular if you want to get out.
         

         
         “I think this is going to light the fire that I need under me to take On the Ground in Flyover Country to a new level, a more honest level.”
         

         
         Mom and Dad are listening, her with the same half smile she reserves for patiently bathing Steven, and him with the resolved
            I-should’ve-taken-that-job-offer-in-Cincinnati look that has haunted his face since I was in fourth grade.
         

         
         “What do you mean by more honest?” Mom asks carefully.
         

         
         “Sort of like . . .” I mentally hit rewind, looking for the phrase that Bristal had used. “Ripping off the Band-Aid of politeness
            and taking a good look at the wound underneath.”
         

         
         Mom visibly winces at the word wound, and Dad’s hand tightens on his fork.
         

         
         “Is that really a great idea?” he asks, his voice inquisitive but controlled, a planned approach no doubt taking form in his lawyer brain. 

         
         “I think it is,” I say, my riposte already loaded. “I mean, how long have we all known that the guidance counselor was an
            alcoholic? For a while, right?”
         

         
         Mom and Dad look at each other again, food forgotten as I talk openly about the things that everyone else wants swept under
            the collective town rug.
         

         
         “Lydia . . . ,” Mom begins, but I feel the same rush of anger I’d felt in the guidance office. Somebody is going to get fucked,
            but let’s keep everything nice because we all have to see each other at the same grocery store every day.
         

         
         “No,” I say calmly. “Mom, just no. How long has everyone known and nobody said anything? And then your daughter ends up almost
            not graduating from high school.”
         

         
         “Fair enough,” Dad says, leaning back in his chair. “But what specifically are you thinking about covering in your podcast?
            You can’t just go around saying whatever you think is true. Remember, most of what you hear is gossip, and the last thing this family needs right now is a libel charge.”
         

         
         He’s not wrong, as the sagging deck on the house and food pantry spaghetti can attest to. Everyone assumes that being a lawyer
            automatically translates to being rich, but much like the oh-so-valuable trait of kindness, the equation doesn’t always balance
            out to equal success. Dad has represented more than a few people in the past who couldn’t afford him—at all.
         

         
         Instead of defending white-collar criminals and making bank, Dad stands up for people who stick up the dollar store, try to casually walk their cart of groceries out the back door of the market, or drive away from the gas pump without taking the step of actually paying. While Dad can defend someone who crossed the legal line when trying to find the money to pay for their kid’s surgery, feed their family, or make the drive to a job that doesn’t pay them enough to get there, the end result is that our family finances are slowly creeping down to mow-your-own-yard levels. 

         
         If we got a libel charge because I ran my mouth on a podcast, Dad might find himself in the unenviable position of not being
            able to afford his own services. So, I step carefully with the next part.
         

         
         “First of all, this is going to be historical, so I won’t be slandering anyone living. And no, I’m not going to mention the
            reason for the pivot, either. We don’t need to advertise that Benson’s personal problems screwed our public education.”
         

         
         “We?” Mom asks. “Our?”

         
         “Bristal Jamison also needs a history credit, and she’s going to be joining me on the podcast so that she can be the first
            person in her family to graduate from high school.”
         

         
         “Oh Lord,” Mom says into her wineglass. “A Jamison girl?”

         
         “We had a saying about them back when we were in school,” Dad says, sharing a conspiratorial smile with Mom. “There’s always
            a Jamison girl in each wing—elementary, middle, and high school—”
         

         
         “And it’s a good bet that the oldest one is pregnant,” Mom finishes.

         
         “Well, that’s . . . rude,” I say, but Mom only shrugs. “You guys realize that if I become a famous journalist you might have to work on pretending to be less judgmental, right?” 

         
         “Honey,” Dad says, “all we’re saying is that there’s a lot of Jamison girls.”

         
         “Sure,” I agree. “But you’re also implying that they breed like rabbits and because of the last name continuing down a female
            line, they don’t marry the fathers of their children.”
         

         
         “Don’t marry or can’t hang on to them,” Mom mutters, and I reach across the table to pull the wineglass from her hand.

         
         “First of all, changing your last name upon marriage is an archaic form of transferring ownership of a woman from father to
            husband. And secondly, Bristal isn’t pregnant.”
         

         
         At least, I don’t think she is. If she is she should probably stop vaping and starting fistfights.

         
         “Fine, you’ve given your evidence against the patriarchy,” Dad says, the trappings of lawyer mode still hanging from him even
            though office hours are over. “And you’ve rather artfully changed the course of this conversation. What does Jeremy Dayforth
            have to do with anything?”
         

         
         “And can’t you just start a different podcast, honey?” Mom asks, her worry lines deepening. “On the Ground in Flyover Country is so nice!”
         

         
         I flinch at that word the way she did at wound. “Exactly,” I tell her. “And so was Jeremy Dayforth. Ithaca didn’t accept him, and he rolled over and didn’t argue. Now he stocks the paper products aisle at the Family Dollar and uploads bitter YouTube videos about how he could have been something if not for his humble roots.” 

         
         “I don’t think his roots are entirely to blame,” Dad says. “If he couldn’t hack it, that doesn’t fall entirely at the feet
            of Henley.”
         

         
         “I agree,” I admit. “And I do think Henley is a nice place to live.”

         
         “Then why not celebrate it?” Mom asks. “Why drag it through the dirt? Why not stick with the clean image? It’s not entirely
            untrue.”
         

         
         “Because dirt is part of being human,” I tell her. “And I think there’s greater beauty in a whole truth rather than sectioning
            off the easily palatable parts. I mean . . .”
         

         
         I spin my fork, aware that I’m contradicting myself and unsure how to claw my way to clarity. “It’s like this,” I say. “Henley
            is a nice place, but nothing is perfect. As an aspiring journalist, I can do what I’ve been doing—highlight the positives
            and hope that all the world needs is love—or I can be truthful, present this town as a whole picture, and ask people to appreciate
            it for what it is, not what we pretend it to be.”
         

         
         “Well said.” Mom nods. “I’ll need you to write that down for me so I can repeat it when the phone calls from my knitting circle
            start coming in.”
         

         
         “Look,” I plow forward. “All I’m asking is to be able to do exactly what Dad does every day, look at the darkness and find
            the shades of gray.”
         

         
         That one hits, and I let them marinate in it for a second.

         
         Dad is one of the only defense attorneys in Markham County that will fight instead of roll over and plea down. He’s won the hearts of plenty of people by defending the less fortunate, but there’s an equal amount that won’t speak to us for the same reasons. Being nice in Henley comes with a couple of supposed to’s—you’re supposed to be nice . . . but only to the people you’re supposed to be nice to. Mom had to drop out of her book club
            last year after Dad defended the man who had broken into the organizer’s house, taking everything right down to the kid’s
            piggy bank.
         

         
         But when Dad took on the case of Abe Lytle, even I have to admit that pleading insanity might be a better move than going
            for not guilty. Lytle came from a long line of proud military men and women. He’d signed up and shipped out at the age of
            eighteen only to return broken, driving his young wife back into the safety of her childhood home. She took their kid with
            her and filed for divorce—and full custody. Abe panicked, certain that he would never see his son again.
         

         
         On an emotional tear, he’d decided the
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