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PROLOGUE


Washington, DC


January 20, 2049


THE MORNING sky is a deep shade of blue, and for a moment, I wish I’d gone with the crimson coat. The contrast of red wool against blue sky would have been powerful. But it’s too late to change now. This is what I’m wearing. Cream-colored coat over a crisp white suit jacket and matching pants that the designer made personally for me. We’d originally talked about doing a skirt, but the January air is cold and I’m glad for the last-minute change.


“Diffenderfer.”


My husband and I both turn at the sound of our last name, but the Diffenderfer they’re looking for is me, of course. The professional young woman whose job it is to tell me where I need to be and when says, “We’re five minutes to go time.”


Five minutes. The moment is so close and yet it still doesn’t feel completely real. My friends will tell you that they always knew. That out of all of us, I was always the most likely to end up here. Respectfully, and with love, I think they’re full of crap. The truth is, if someone had told me back in high school that this is where my life would lead, I never would have believed it. In some ways, I still can’t believe it’s about to happen. And I really can’t believe it’s about to happen to someone with the last name Diffenderfer.


Diffenderfer. Ugh. I wonder for the millionth time why I took his name. It was a choice, of course. But I was heavily advised to choose it. Even in this day and age, people felt that it would make me seem more relatable. More approachable. More… “traditional” is the word that one brave soul used before I kicked him out of my office. The reason it pissed me off so much is because I knew he was right. As much as I hate to admit it, it’s important to put on a bit of an appearance. So as much as I hate my husband’s last name, I made the traditional choice and took the damn thing.


I look over at the man who gave me the gift of being a Diffenderfer and smile. He winks back. “Big day,” he says.


“Is it?” I tease, and take his hand. I’m surprised to find it shaking slightly. He’s nervous, and this fills me with such a sudden sense of tenderness that I’m momentarily overwhelmed. I give his hand a squeeze. He squeezes back. Twice. To tell me that he loves me. “Don’t be nervous,” I whisper.


“Aren’t I supposed to be saying that to you?”


“But I’m not nervous.”


“Of course you’re not.”


I lean in and kiss him. My makeup artist, Margot, will have to refresh my lip gloss, but I don’t care. I may not love his name, but I do love this man. I have ever since high school. I’ve told the story of senior year and that first kiss close to a thousand times now. People apparently like that my love story is uncomplicated. Uncomplicated. It always makes us laugh. It’s only uncomplicated because they don’t know about the complicated parts—which are actually my favorite parts. Those definitely wouldn’t have helped my image, though. So we’ve kept it our little secret. Thinking about this makes me smile. I like that, in spite of everything that’s happened, there are still a few things that belong only to us.


The young woman with the headset walks up to tell me that it’s time. My husband gives me a look. “You ready?”


“Yes,” I whisper back, even though the answer is no. How can I ever truly be ready for something like this? I take comfort remembering that the most important moments of my life have been the ones that terrified me. Like that first kiss. Not the story we’ve told a thousand times. The real one. The one that was messy and excruciating and painful and exhilarating. The one that broke my heart and healed it all at the same time.


I take a deep breath and give my husband’s hand one more squeeze. I suppose it doesn’t really matter that I share my last name with him. Because the title they’re about to put in front of it will belong only to me.


I, and I alone, will be president of the United States of America.














CHAPTER ONE


Cleveland, Ohio


Fall 2019


LOGAN DIFFENDERFER kept a strong pace as he rounded the track. His sweat-soaked shirt clung to his body, and his brown hair bounced as if to the beat of some tragically hip but perfectly rhythmic song.


It was completely annoying.


The space underneath the bleachers was usually the best place at William McKinley High School to have a private conversation. CJ couldn’t believe she’d forgotten about cross-country practice when she suggested that she and her three best friends meet there after school. “Maybe we should go somewhere else,” she said. Up until this year, CJ had been on the team too. She’d never been a particularly strong runner, and she reminded herself that quitting made sense. She needed the time in her schedule to study for her SATs. (Another thing she wasn’t particularly strong at.) Still, it was weird and maybe even a little sad to watch her old team practice without her. “We could try the library. Or that spot behind the cafeteria dumpsters.”


Martha looked at the time on her phone. “I have to be in the car in five minutes. Not walking toward it. In it.” CJ didn’t hold it against her for being in a hurry. Martha was the only one with an after-school job. She was also the only one without a car, so she looked desperately to Ava, who had agreed to give her a ride. “Please tell CJ it’s safe to talk here.”


Ava shrugged. “It’s totally fine. Literally nobody can hear us.”


This prompted Jordan to look up from her phone. “That is literally not even remotely how you use the word ‘literally.’” She closed out of Snapchat and opened Instagram. Earlier that day she’d posted a photo of herself in her new ’50s-style midi dress with the “J” for Jordan embroidered on the pocket in a shade of purple that perfectly matched the stripes of color running through her hair. CJ was more of a “jeans and T-shirt” kind of girl and didn’t totally get Jordan’s look, but she’d clicked on the little heart next to the post and left a comment. Because that’s what you do when one of your best friends is trying to boost her social media following. “Ava has a point, though. Literally. Nobody.”


Martha looked at the time. “Four minutes. I have four minutes.”


Jordan put her phone away. “So, tonight, who’s going to drive and who’s going to bring… wait. What do we even need to bring?”


They all traded looks and shrugs. None of them had ever done anything like this before.


“Something sharp, I guess,” CJ finally said.


“I’ll handle that,” said Ava. “But how sharp are we talking?”


As they debated just how sharp of a sharp object Ava should bring, a loud whoop came from the track behind them. They all turned to see that Logan Diffenderfer had just crossed the finish line. As he slowed to a walk, catching his breath in big heaping gulps, he pumped his fist triumphantly into the air and let out another whoop. CJ felt a pang of jealousy. She missed that feeling of crossing the finish line in a flurry of relief and excitement. She watched as her old cross-country coach handed Logan a bottle of water and gave him a pat on the back.


CJ felt another pang. Everything always came so easily to Logan. Not that he didn’t work hard. Back when she was on the team, they were the only two who consistently logged extra miles and didn’t roll their eyes when their coach shouted inspiring things at them in the middle of practice. For Logan, this extra work resulted in first-place medals and broken records. For CJ, it barely put her in the middle of the pack.


Sometimes CJ couldn’t understand how Jordan had ever dated him. (Sure, it was only for about five minutes during freshman year, but still.) He was too perfect. It made him boring. Right then, Logan peeled off his shirt and used it to dab the sweat off his chest. Well, that certainly wasn’t boring. It was intimidating, though. With his shirt off, his tan skin and carved shoulders, which he’d earned teaching summer swim lessons at the rec center pool, were on full display. CJ folded her arms over the pooch of her stomach self-consciously. She’d spent all summer swimming too, and all it had given her was a face full of freckles.


“Maybe I am into dudes.”


This was Martha talking. Instead of drinking the bottle of water he’d been given, Logan touched it to the back of his neck. Ohio summers had a way of lingering, and the air was heavy with humidity. Sweat and water dripped down his shoulders.


“You can be into dudes,” Ava said. “But please not that one.” Logan started running the bottle of water up and down the line of his neck. Up and down. Up and down. “Oh, come on,” Ava huffed. “He’s doing that on purpose. He wants people to stare.”


“It’s working,” Martha said.


CJ laughed. Martha’s sexuality had been a question ever since they all watched the second-to-last Harry Potter movie. After it was over, CJ announced that she wished she could be Hermione Granger, and Martha announced that she wished she could make out with Hermione Granger. Whether her feelings were specifically directed toward Gryffindor’s most notorious female or toward females in general was yet to be determined. Martha was waiting to actually kiss a girl before she officially declared her sexuality.


“Come on, ladies,” Jordan said. “Martha’s gotta get to work. So what’s the deal?”


“I’ll drive,” CJ said. “Ava’s got the sharp thing covered—”


“Right. But seriously. Like how sharp?”


“Your choice,” Martha said. “I’m working until eight. Pick me up then?”


This would make them late. They’d be some of the last to arrive. But it’s not like they could ask Martha to blow off work. She was already a total stress ball about how she was going to pay for college next year.


So they agreed on eight PM, and then they discussed and settled on an appropriate level of sharpness, and that was that. They’d been talking and dreaming about this night for so long that it almost seemed surreal that it was finally happening.


As they walked away from the bleachers, CJ looked back for a second. She’d meant to catch her old cross-country coach’s eye. She wanted to give her a nod, a wordless way to let her know that even though she’d quit, she was still thankful for three years of coaching. CJ accidentally caught Logan’s eye instead. He quickly glanced away, but not before she realized that he’d been staring at one of them. What was impossible to tell, what she did not know, was which one of the four of them it was.














CHAPTER TWO


AVA, CJ, Jordan, and Martha (they always listed themselves in alphabetical order out of fairness) were a loyal and inseparable foursome. But their remarkable friendship had a fairly unremarkable origin story. There was no great moment of triumph, no great moment of tragedy. No magic pants. They simply met in a park one day when they were five. It was late summer and the line for the slide was long and they started talking while waiting for their turn. They were still a few weeks away from starting kindergarten, and each girl was nervous about it for her own reasons. There was a profound relief when they realized that all four of them had been placed in the same teacher’s class. One of them declared that it was fate, and all of them nodded even though two of them didn’t know what that word meant. By the end of that first day, they decided that they should all be best friends. It was as easy and natural as that.


Twelve years later, they still liked to say that it was fate that brought them to that particular park on that particular day. Though it’s hard to credit divine providence when every kid in the area practically lived in Memorial Park that summer. It’s not just that it had the best slide and the tallest set of monkey bars, but there was a certain curiosity and fascination with the names that were carved into the soft wood of the old jungle gym. At the time, Ava, CJ, Jordan, and Martha didn’t know why the names were there. They could barely even read. But that didn’t stop them from tracing their fingers over the letters and trying to sound out the words as the afternoon sun burned overhead and the sweet smells of summer seemed to stretch on forever.


That day felt like a million years ago and it felt like yesterday. That’s what Jordan was thinking as they drove to Memorial Park that night. They were running late, which was annoying even though it was basically her fault. She’d changed outfits about a million times before going back to the one she’d tried on first.


CJ pulled her car to the curb even though they were still around the corner and several blocks away from the park. “What are you doing?” Martha asked from the back seat.


“In case the cops show up,” CJ said. She turned off the ignition. “I don’t want my car placed at the scene of the crime.”


“Clarke Josephine Jacobson,” Jordan said. “You’re being ridiculous.”


CJ wasn’t listening. Or if she was listening, she was doing an excellent job of ignoring Jordan. She climbed out of the car and the others followed. Then she put her keys into her backpack and pulled a black sweatshirt out of it. She zipped the hoodie all the way up despite the fact that the night was warm and muggy. Jordan watched with curiosity as CJ pulled the sweatshirt hood around her face and tugged the strings so tightly that only her green eyes remained visible in the darkness. As she tied the strings into a crisp little bow, the others traded a look.


Long ago, the four girls had promised never to talk trash about any member of the group behind her back. They took their promises seriously, so when CJ looked over at them and uttered a muffled “What?” from behind the cotton/polyester blend of her hoodie, they didn’t make fun of her behind her back. They made fun of her to her face.


“You cannot be serious,” said Martha.


Ava looked her up and down, and tilted her head to the side. “Aren’t you a little hot in that?”


“I think she looks adorable,” said Jordan. She turned to CJ. “Smile.”


“Huh?” Right as CJ turned, Jordan snapped a picture.


“So cute,” she said, looking at the photo.


“Ha ha. You guys are hilarious. I don’t want to get caught.”


It’s not like what they were about to do was a felony or anything—they’d looked it up just to make sure—but it’s not like it was completely legal either. (It was a misdemeanor.) Jordan tried out different filter options on the picture.


“Don’t you dare post that,” CJ said in a slight panic.


“Why not? Look how cute you are.” Jordan held her phone out.


CJ took the phone and her eyes widened in horror. “I am not even remotely cute.”


The picture wasn’t exactly flattering. CJ’s face was all squished up by the hoodie, which made her freckled button nose—arguably her best feature—look a little too buttony. Wisps of blonde hair clung sadly to the sides of her face, and she looked tall. She was tall—the tallest girl in the class—but if she’d known the picture was coming, she probably would have done that weird thing she always did where she jutted her hip out to the side and shifted her shoulders down in a way that she claimed made her look normal heighted. Jordan watched as CJ deleted the photo.


“Hey!” said Jordan.


“I am not getting arrested because you posted this on social media. That one picture could destroy my whole future.”


Jordan took her phone back. “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?”


“I might want to go into politics. What if this is the thing that keeps me from getting elected president? Wouldn’t you feel terrible?”


“Don’t worry,” Jordan said. “They’ll still let you be president of the Justin Bieber fan club.”


“Ha ha,” said CJ.


“Relax, CJ,” said Ava. “We’re minors. Nothing you do as a minor counts.” Ava’s mom was a lawyer.


“Then let’s commit all the crimes while we still can,” Martha said.


“Agreed,” said Jordan. “Come on. I have the least amount of time left.” She enthusiastically linked arms with Martha and they broke into a skip.


“Assholes,” CJ said as she caught up to them.


Jordan stopped skipping when she noticed the broken window on the corner house. The area had changed so much since they were kids, shifting from “quaint” into “kinda scary” practically overnight. Martha lived only a few blocks away, and even though she pretended like it didn’t bother her, Jordan knew that she was sensitive when the other kids at school referred to the area as a shithole. Jordan didn’t have to imagine how much that must hurt, because whenever people saw them together, it wasn’t Martha who they assumed lived here. Being half black meant that people looked at Jordan and decided that she was the one who belonged in the neighborhood with the broken windows and the high crime.


Jordan’s phone made the ding sound that meant she had a new text. It was from Logan Diffenderfer. It wasn’t totally unusual for him to text her. She was the editor of the school paper and he was the photographer. So they had a lot of professional business to sort out. His messages would usually start with “Hey, boss,” and say things like “Sent you the photos so check your e-mail.” Her replies were equally professional: “Got it, thanks,” “Final layout approved,” or “If you send me another dick pic, you’re fired.” (They were never actually obscene pictures. They were pictures of guys named Dick, and Jordan always pretended like she didn’t think they were funny.) The message today was a little different.


Looking for you. You here yet?


She didn’t know why he was looking for her, and she didn’t like that the fact that he was made her heart beat just a little faster. It made it harder to pretend her feelings for him were gone. Jordan looked over at Ava and wondered if she’d seen the text. She hoped not. She didn’t want to have to try to explain it. Not that she would ever lie to her friend. Well, that wasn’t completely true. She’d lied once. When they were freshmen, she had told Ava that the reason she dumped Logan Diffenderfer was because she didn’t care about him anymore. That wasn’t true. She cared about him then, and she still cared about him now. The truth was, the reason Jordan dumped Logan was because of Ava. Because of what Ava had overheard him say. And how it had hurt her.


Next to her, Ava unzipped her cross-body bag and dug around for something. Jordan found herself watching Ava carefully the way she often did. Ava seemed good. She seemed happy. But with Ava, appearances could sometimes be deceiving. Only her closest friends knew about the pain that was locked away down there. Jordan smiled at her and Ava smiled back. Then she found the thing she’d been digging around for and pulled it out of her bag. It was a large chef’s knife.


Jordan jumped back. “Holy crap, Ava! What the hell?”


The blade glinted under the streetlight. “What?” Ava asked nonchalantly. “You said to bring something sharp. This is sharp.”


CJ took the knife. “This is a Wüsthof, Ava. This is your mom’s chef’s knife.”


“So?”


“So we can’t use this. Your mom will kill you.”


“I’ll put it back after we’re done.”


CJ turned the knife over in her hands. “You’re going to put it back destroyed.”


“She’ll never notice.”


“How could she not notice?”


“Uh, because she doesn’t cook. Like ever. I mean, have you met my mother?”


It was supposed to be a joke, but the truth was that even after twelve years of friendship, the other girls didn’t know Ava’s mom very well. She was always working. Jordan knew that when people heard that Ava was raised by a single mother, they always made assumptions. They’d look at the moody Latinx girl who hated speaking up in class and sometimes stayed home from school for cryptic reasons, and they would create a narrative of poverty. The reality was very different. Ava’s mom was a senior partner at one of the biggest law firms in the city.


“I cannot allow us to ruin a Wüsthof.” It’s not like CJ liked cooking, but she did like cooking shows. “And look at this thing. We’re liable to take a finger off.”


Ava took the knife back a bit defensively. “Then what are we supposed to do? You put me in charge of the knife. I brought a knife.”


Martha opened up her own backpack and produced something that she showed to CJ. It was a steak knife, old and dull with time and use. The tip of the blade was more of a nub than a point. “What about this?”


“That,” CJ said, “we can destroy.”
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The knife felt strange in Martha’s hand. Her mother had given it to her earlier that afternoon after showing up unexpectedly at the movie theater where Martha worked.


Both of Martha’s parents were Cleveland lifers—class of 2003 at the same high school Martha now attended—and she’d always known that her parents had committed the same misdemeanor that Martha and her friends were about to. It wasn’t exactly a crime you could hide. She’d seen the evidence. Martha and her mom never really talked about it, though. Not that they really talked about anything. Martha lived with her dad, and her relationship with her mom ranged from difficult to nonexistent. They saw each other so infrequently that Martha barely even had a relationship with her half brothers. They were twins, and even though they weren’t identical, Martha still sometimes confused them. That part of her family didn’t feel like family. That’s why it had been such a surprise when her mom showed up with the knife. Her voice had caught when she handed it to Martha and told her that it was the very same one she had used when she was a senior.


The girls turned the corner and Martha saw the size of the crowd. It looked like every senior in their class was there. Martha liked to self-identify as cynical and had been pretty vocal about thinking this tradition was kinda dumb. But as she turned the knife over in her hand, it didn’t feel “kinda dumb.” It must have been a pretty big deal for her mom to keep this knife for almost two decades. Maybe tonight was going to matter a lot more than she thought.


“Here we go,” Jordan said.


“Time to add our names to history,” said Ava.


For more than fifty years, seniors at William McKinley High School had gathered at Memorial Park on the first Friday of the school year to carve their names into the old wooden jungle gym. Tonight Ava Morgan, CJ Jacobson, Jordan Schafer, and Martha Custis would add their names to the list along with the rest of the class of 2020.


Unfortunately, things for these seniors were about to get complicated. As they got closer to the jungle gym, the girls realized for the first time that the crowd wasn’t actually gathered in the park. They were congregated along the edge of it. Memorial Park, which was usually open to everyone, was now completely sealed off, surrounded by a chain-link fence and topped with loops of barbed wire. At first, they thought it was just an annoying effort by the local cops to keep them from participating in a tradition that was technically vandalism. Then they saw the sign: an official proclamation from the city that told them they would never get the chance to join the generations before them in carving their names into the jungle gym. Their legacy would not continue on—at least not in this particular form—because the park was scheduled for demolition.
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Everyone was shouting over everyone, but it was Grayson Palmer whose voice kept rising to the top. “They can’t keep us out. Does someone have some bolt cutters or, like, a crowbar or something? Because I say we break in!”


The crowd erupted in cheers. Ava looked to her friends and was happy to see that Jordan was already doing her journalist thing. She had her phone out and was typing the name of the park into her search engine to get more information. Logan walked up to her. “Finally,” he said to Jordan as a greeting. “I’ve been texting you. I think we’ve got a front-page story here.”


“Already on it,” Jordan said. “Are you taking pictures?”


He nodded.


“I can boost people over the top,” Grayson shouted. “Girl with the shortest skirt goes first.”


More cheers and more laughter. Grayson was the group’s de facto leader now. He was tall and he was loud and that was enough to put him in charge. Ava wanted to tell everyone that there was no point in breaking in if the city was just going to tear the park down. But her voice was the kind that you could never hear in a crowd.


Jordan looked up from her phone. “I’m on the city website. It’s taking forever to load.”


Ava, CJ, and Martha huddled around Jordan and peered at the electronic glow of her screen, waiting impatiently. Logan leaned in too, and Ava had to step awkwardly to the side to make room for him. His presence felt like an invasion. Just being near him always made her feel insecure. Small and inferior. Insignificant and stupid. Intellectually, she knew that she was none of those things. Okay, small, yes. Only physically, though. And she definitely wasn’t stupid. Years ago, Logan had said that she was. Not to her face. It was behind her back, which actually made it worse. It meant he really believed what he was saying. Even now, it was hard for her to not feel dumb whenever he was around. Ava did the thing that Dr. Clifford told her to do when flashes of insecurity bubbled up. She recited a mantra to herself. I am smart. I am smart. Then she added a second part that definitely wasn’t part of her doctor’s advice. Logan Diffenderfer is an idiot.


Something popped up on Jordan’s screen, and Logan scooted in even closer to try to read it. This time Ava held her ground. “Sorry,” Logan said and backed up.


Jordan used her fingers to widen the text on her screen. “Bingo,” she said. “I found the information about the proposed development.”


“I like the word ‘proposed,’” said CJ. “That means it’s not a done deal yet.”


“I don’t like the word ‘development,’” said Ava.


“Me neither,” Logan agreed. Ava looked at him, and she must have been making a weird face because he said, “What? I’m agreeing with you.” She looked away, and he turned back to Jordan. “What are they developing?”


Jordan followed another link. As her phone loaded, a deep thumping beat boomed from a nearby phone. Someone was playing a song about fighting the power, and a few people started dancing. Cammie Greenstein announced that her parents weren’t home and that her older sister could buy beer. For a second, it looked like the crowd might scatter. But Grayson shook his head. “No. Nobody’s leaving. We came here to do this. We’re doing this.” He drifted over to the fence and seemed genuinely upset as he wrapped his fingers around the links of fence and stared at the jungle gym. It was so close and yet so far away. “Anyone drive a truck here tonight? I say we just ram the whole gate down.”


Jordan groaned. Not at Grayson. She was reacting to something on her phone. “Well,” she said, “I have good news and I have bad news. What do you want first?”


“Bad,” said CJ.


Jordan held up her phone. “It’s a giant-ass office building.”


On the screen was an architectural rendering of a ten-story tower. Martha took the phone out of Jordan’s hands so she could look at it closer. “Assholes,” she said. “They want to put this in the middle of my neighborhood?” She handed the phone back to Jordan. “What’s the good news?”


“There’s a city meeting in three weeks to discuss it. It’s open to the public. Anyone with concerns is welcome to voice them.”


“Good,” Logan said. “Because I think there are quite a few people here who would like to voice some.” He turned to the crowd and put his hands up to his mouth like a megaphone. “Hey! Everybody! Listen up! Cut the music.” The fight-the-power song stopped on his command. “This isn’t over. We’ve got a plan.”


Everyone listened. They hung on his every word. Just like they’d done with Grayson. Ava wondered what it would be like to have a voice like that. Loud and commanding. She wondered how she’d use it if she did.
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When Martha got home that night, she found her dad in the living room reading on the couch. Until recently, he’d been on the night shift, but he finally had enough seniority at the warehouse where he worked as a loader to get a more normal schedule. It still wasn’t enough hours to qualify for health insurance, but it was a huge improvement.


“Hey, Patsy,” he said, looking up from his book. Martha knew that she should have outgrown the cutesy term of endearment long ago, but she liked that her dad still called her that. Patsy was the childhood nickname of the woman she was named after. Her great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother, Martha Washington. “Aren’t you back kind of early?”


She plopped down on the couch next to him. “Aren’t you up kind of late?”


Since his shift change, he was usually in bed by ten. Martha glanced at the time. It was pretty obvious he’d been waiting up for her. Maybe her mom wasn’t the only one who was sentimental about the tradition. Her dad closed his book and set it to the side. “How was the big night?”


“It was a total bust, actually. The whole park was closed off. They want to tear it down.”


“Why would they do that?”


Martha picked up the book he was reading. It was a biography of Abraham Lincoln, and when she cracked it open, it had that fresh library-book smell. “Some developer wants to put in an office building. Right in the middle of our neighborhood.”


“This seems like a weird area for an office building,” her dad said.


“I know. It’s such a bummer.” Martha set the book down. “There was still space by your name on the jungle gym. I checked a couple of weeks ago. I was thinking it would have been cool for my friends and me to put our names next to yours.”


Her dad smiled, and Martha remembered the first time she’d learned about the names. She was just a little kid when her parents had taken her to the park and told her the story of the night they carved their names in together. Her dad had held her up so she could trace her fingers around the letters. “Oh well,” he said with nonchalance. “Price of progress, I suppose.”


“It’s not over yet,” Martha said hopefully. “There’s a meeting in a few weeks for the developer to present the project. After she’s done presenting, anyone who wants to can voice concerns.”


“She? They let ladies be developers now?”


Martha punched her dad playfully in the arm. He loved to tease his only daughter about being a feminist. She didn’t care. She knew he was proud of her. For an old-school guy, he was pretty new-school about a lot of things. When she’d finally gotten up the courage to tell him, Hey, Dad, I think I might like girls, he’d been quiet for a long time. When he did eventually speak, it was to say, “Well, at least you and I finally have something in common.”


Martha had laughed. Mostly out of relief. But what he’d said was true. She and her dad were nothing alike. He was a voracious reader. She was a math nerd. He was a former athlete. She once faked Morgellons disease to get out of PE. He liked country music. She liked anything but. And yet, she loved him so much that sometimes it scared her. How was it possible to love one parent so much more than the other one? There was something so obviously screwed up about it that she knew something must be wrong with her.


“Hey, Dad,” she said, trying to sound casual. “I was thinking that maybe you’d want to go with me. To the meeting. We’re all going to say something and so are a bunch of the other seniors. I think it would mean a lot to hear from someone whose name is already there. You’re kind of a part of history.”


His look was tough to read. “I don’t know, Patsy. You’re the good speaker.”


Martha knew it was more complicated than that, though. These were memories that Martha wasn’t sure her dad wanted to hang on to. She nodded and tried not to look disappointed. Sometimes she wished her dad was the kind of guy who would swoop in and save the day for her. Other times she liked that she was the kind of girl who didn’t need him to. She looked over at him, and he smiled at her briefly. Then he picked up his book and went back to reading.














CHAPTER THREE


AVA FELT tense during the weeks leading up to the city meeting. Not that this was anything particularly new or different. She basically existed in a constant state of feeling slightly anxious about something, so it was hard to tell how much of this was related to the fact that her friends were forcing her to speak at the meeting and how much of it was just her brain chemistry. She blamed at least some of it on the college counselor who had visited everyone’s homeroom and scared the crap out of them with information about deadlines and essay topics and their last possible chance to retake the SATs. She mostly blamed her friends, though. They were the ones making her talk in front of a group of people.


When they arrived at the auditorium on that Thursday night, the room was already packed. Because of “unusually high interest” in the meeting, everyone who wanted to speak was required to sign up before it started. The girls were directed to a long line that snaked the length of the room. CJ crossed her arms in an irritated sort of way and counted the number of people in line ahead of them. The meeting was limited to two hours, and that meant that not everyone who signed up would be able to talk.


“It’s going to be tight,” CJ said.


Thank god, Ava thought.


She could feel Jordan glance over at her. “Hey,” Jordan said. “You okay? You look…”


The sentence did not need to be finished. Ava looked exactly how she felt. Like she was going to pass out. Or hurl. Or maybe both. Probably both. She shoved her toes against the edges of her shoes and held them there for a count of five. This was something her therapist had told her to try in moments of stress. Sometimes it actually helped. Today was not one of those times.


Martha gave Ava’s arm a squeeze. “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.”


“Yes, she does,” CJ said abruptly. Long ago, CJ had decided that it was her job to be the “tough love” best friend. She saw it as an admirable quality. Ava was still on the fence. CJ was always pushing her to do things that were out of her comfort zone. Just last week she’d forced her to submit one of her paintings to a local gallery. Ava knew there wasn’t a chance in hell that the Coventry Art Gallery would pick the painting of a high school amateur over all the professionals and more experienced artists who would be submitting, but sometimes it was easier just to do what CJ said rather than argue.


“I’m sorry, Aves,” CJ said. “I know you hate this. But you’re going to thank me later.”


Ava seriously doubted that. But it was impossible to slow CJ down once she got excited about something. If there was a problem, she wanted to solve it. The girls were only twelve when CJ dragged them to their first protest. Ava contributed the artwork for their signs. That was the extent to which she was comfortable sticking it to the man.


“Look at her,” Martha said, pointing to Ava. “She’s like… an unnatural color.”


“She’s not an unnatural color.” Ava could feel CJ’s eyes on her, evaluating and processing. “Okay, maybe she’s slightly paler than her regular color. But only slightly.”


“I’d say it’s dramatic,” said Jordan.


Ava clenched her eyes shut while her friends argued about her. She wished she could just astral project right the hell out of there. When she opened her eyes, she was disappointed to discover that not only had her soul not left the room but that Logan Diffenderfer was walking up to them. Great. That’s all she needed right now. Even worse, he had his camera around his neck.


“Hey,” he said to Jordan. “I’ve been getting some great shots for the paper.”


“Good,” she said. “I’m thinking front-page spread for sure. Let me see what you’ve got.”


He held up his camera and clicked through a few images. Ava had to admit that he was good. She’d never say it to his face, but secretly she loved his work. Jordan complained that his shots were often too artsy for the paper, but Ava loved them. His photos weren’t just beautiful. They told a story.


He clicked forward and paused on a picture. Oh god. It was a picture of her. She really did look pale. Logan lowered his camera, and it seemed like he was about to say something to her. Ava was thankful that Martha jumped in before he could.


“Hey, Diffenderfer,” she said. “You weren’t in AP Physics today. Mr. Young said you’re dropping it.”


Logan glanced down at his camera. “Yeah.”


“Why?” Martha asked.


Logan hesitated and a commotion stirred up in the line ahead of them. He looked pretty relieved about the distraction. Ava recognized the look. It’s how she felt every time something happened that took the focus off of her.


They all turned and saw that a couple of their classmates were arguing with the woman supervising the sign-in sheet. It was getting loud. “We have rights,” someone said. It was Kaia Huber. She was one of the best writers in school other than Jordan.


Jordan turned to Logan. “Get your camera ready. Come on.”


The line dissolved as the commotion got bigger. Jordan was already pulling her notebook and a pen out of her bag. She quickly jotted down quotes. CJ followed right behind her. Ava would have preferred to stay out of it, but Martha grabbed her arm. “Come on. Let’s see what’s up.”


They reached the table where a mob of their classmates surrounded the woman with the sign-in sheet. “I’m sorry,” she said. She was older and had the distinct look of someone who watched a lot of public television. “But only constituents can speak at these meetings.”


Ava didn’t know what a constituent was. She thought about discreetly googling it, but Logan Diffenderfer asked the question for her. “What’s a constituent?”


“It’s a voter in this district,” answered Kaia with annoyance. “None of us are registered. So they won’t let us speak.”


“Well, we would register,” CJ said to the PBS woman. “But we can’t. We’re not eighteen.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, not sounding that sorry at all. “These are the rules.”


“But we’re the ones most directly impacted by the park closure. We should get to talk about it,” Martha said.


The woman looked frustrated and tired and completely unmoved. “You’re welcome to sit and listen.”


“But we don’t want to sit and listen,” Logan said. “We want to stand and be heard.”


There were cheers from their classmates, and Ava had to admit it was a pretty good line. She saw Jordan jot it down in her notebook. The public television woman put up her hands as if she were staring down an unruly mob. “If you insist on making a scene, I’m going to have to ask you all to leave. This is not appropriate behavior.”


Martha scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Not appropriate? Are you kidding me? We’re just asking for two minutes.”


It was starting to dawn on Ava that she was getting her wish. She wouldn’t have to get up in front of the crowd while her voice quavered and her cheeks turned bright red. The relief didn’t feel as wonderful as she’d thought it would.


“Hey,” CJ said, pointing to someone at the door. “Isn’t that the councilman?”


Ava, Jordan, and Martha followed her gaze to an older man in a tailored suit. He walked with a level stride of self-importance and was trailed by a younger man, who was also wearing a suit, though not nearly as expensive-looking.


“That’s definitely him,” Martha said. “I recognize his picture from the district website.”


Councilman Kenneth Lonner looked like the kind of guy whose voting record favored large developments. Which it did. They’d learned that from the district website too.


“Well,” Jordan said, straightening the skirt of her dress and tugging at the top to make sure everything that should be covered was covered, “everyone back up. If they’re not going to let us speak, then I guess it’s up to the press to solve this.” She turned quickly to Logan. “Get as many shots as you can.” Then she broke into a fast walk. “Councilman! A minute of your time, please.”


Ava watched with awe as Jordan walked right up to him and got in his face. “I’m with the McKinley Blaze and wanted to ask you about your decision to ignore the input of students at tonight’s meeting.”


The councilman looked up from the file that he’d been thumbing through as he walked. He closed it and handed it to the young man next to him. The young man was very young. Probably close to their age. An intern or something.


“I’m sorry,” the councilman said. “Which paper did you say you work for?”


“The McKinley High School Blaze. I’m the editor. Jordan Schafer.”


She put out her hand, and the councilman took it and flashed a charming grin. “I love it when kids get involved in our civic process, Jordan. I really do. But I’m afraid I’m a bit overscheduled tonight. If you call my office, we’d love to give you a tour. My associate here can set it up for you. Best of luck to you, Jordan.”


He reached into his pocket and handed her something that she awkwardly took. Then he continued toward the front of the room, where a seat was waiting for him. Ava, CJ, and Martha scrambled to get to their friend. Logan hung back and took a couple of pictures.


“What was that?” CJ asked. “What did he give you?”


Jordan looked stunned. She finally opened her hand. It was a campaign sticker. “I asked for a hard-hitting interview,” she said. “And he gave me a sticker.”
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Jordan went to bed angry that night, and she woke up angry the next morning. After they’d learned that they weren’t allowed to speak, a lot of their classmates had left. Not Ava, CJ, Jordan, and Martha, though. They’d sat right in the front row and tried to look intimidating. Jordan was pretty proud of her epic scowl, but it’s not like a rude facial expression was going to solve anything. The meeting had not gone well for them. The developer was convincing, and even though several people spoke out in favor of the park, their remarks were rambling and all over the place. They hadn’t practiced and prepared like the girls had. The night ended with Councilman Lonner saying he would support the development. It still needed to be approved by the city, but with the councilman’s support it was considered a done deal. If they were going to save the park, they needed a real plan and they needed it now.


Jordan opened her laptop so she could search for “successful protest ideas.” Maybe a letter-writing campaign coupled with a demonstration. They could have sign-making parties and then descend on City Hall en masse. She wondered if one of her classmates would suggest that they chain themselves to the park fence. Ordinarily, Jordan didn’t agree with extremist measures. But that was before the councilman had called her a kid and handed her a sticker.


She saw that she had an e-mail from Logan and opened it. He’d sent her the pictures from the city meeting. She clicked through them and stopped when she got to one of her. Logan had managed to capture the exact moment when the councilman handed her the sticker. Her head was cocked slightly to the side and frozen in an expression of bewilderment.


She’d felt so good going into that night too. She’d been wearing her vintage-style swing dress in a bright-red apple print that her little brother said made her look like a wicked queen. He didn’t mean it as a compliment, but she took it that way. The dress usually made her feel powerful. Now, looking at it in the pictures, it seemed like a childish thing to wear to an important event. Jordan was used to people not taking her seriously when they first met her. Not just because of her clothes. People loved to say that they didn’t see color, but she could read the lowered expectations in their faces. That usually shifted as soon as she opened her mouth. They would tell her that she was “well-spoken” and express awe at how smart she was. She hated that she had to be smarter, better, and more eloquent than her white classmates, and yet she loved that she was.


Councilman Lonner had misjudged her. He’d looked at her and dismissed her as just a kid. Which, okay, technically and legally speaking, she was. What he didn’t know was that she was a kid with a stack of newspaper awards. She was the reason that the school had been forced to switch cafeteria food vendors after she’d published an article taking the vendor to task for their unethical business practices. She’d won national recognition for her story about mismanaged funds within the music program. She wanted the councilman to know all that. She wanted him to look at her and acknowledge that he’d been wrong.


An idea came to her. She knew how to get her wish. It was simple and yet completely effective. She fired off a quick text to her friends even though she knew they wouldn’t be up yet. She was too excited to wait. Now that she had a plan, she felt giddy about it. Councilman Kenneth Lonner had messed with the wrong kid.
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The sound of an air horn rocked Martha out of a deep and blissful slumber. She bolted upright and searched for the source of the noise. Her phone usually made a soothing bell sound when she got a text, but someone had changed it. CJ, most likely. They’d been in a cell phone prank battle since summer.


The air horn sounded again, and Martha opened the texts while simultaneously plotting her revenge. Both messages were from Jordan.


I KNOW HOW TO SAVE THE PARK!


That councilman messed with the wrong kid.


After the text was a black fist emoji.


Martha didn’t respond. She padded into the bathroom and cringed when she saw her reflection in the mirror. She hadn’t bothered to wash her face last night, and her eyes were dark with smudged eyeliner. As she scrubbed her face clean, she thought about everything the developer had said at the meeting. And how convincing she’d been. She’d talked about how the new office building would create about three hundred jobs once it was built. How that would give the local restaurants a boost and bring in a lot of tax revenue. She said it would revitalize the neighborhood. She had facts and figures to back it up.


Face clean, Martha turned her attention to her hair. She never quite knew what to do with it. Her natural hair color was a mousy brown, but over the summer, Jordan had helped her dye it a shade of black called Urban Death. Her mom had cried when she’d seen it, which made Martha like it even more. She pulled it up into a messy bun. Three hundred jobs. Martha couldn’t stop thinking about that number. Maybe her dad could get one of those office jobs. And even if he didn’t, somebody’s dad would. Or somebody’s mom. Or somebody.


Martha hated that her dad had to work a crappy loading job. It hadn’t always been that way. Martha still remembered what it was like when he was a production supervisor at the Ford engine plant. The people who worked for him called him sir. He even had his own business cards. His name and title embossed onto a shiny white card. He’d given one to Martha to keep in her backpack in case she ever needed to call him at work. She took the card eagerly even though she knew the number by heart—still knew the number by heart. Then the plant closed in 2012 and Martha’s parents got divorced not long after that and she moved into this tiny two-bedroom apartment with the gray carpeting in the neighborhood that made Ava’s mom purse her lips together every time she drove into it. Revitalizing it didn’t sound like such a bad thing.


The air horn sounded again and Martha jumped. This time it was CJ.


I’m in.


CJ punctuated her statement with a fist emoji in her signature shade of beige.


Ava’s response came not long after that.


As long as I don’t have to talk in public.


She added a brown fist emoji.


Martha stared at the fists and wondered which was worse: letting her friends down or letting her neighborhood down. She only had to think about it for a second. She typed her response and hit send.


It was an extremely pale white fist emoji.
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