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To all the Lydias out there.



Chapter One


COUNSELING


There’s one scene at the end of almost every made-for-TV movie.

You know the one: the big dramatic emotional confrontation happens, fade out, and before the credits speed by with a promo for the next show, you’re forced to watch a minute of the super-traumatized young woman (and it’s always a young woman) sitting in a cozy office with wood paneling and dead, dried flowers, being prompted by some cross-legged PhD to start telling her story and working through her issues so she can get on with her life. That one.

I’ve always hated that scene.

But I guess that’s my life. A low-budget cable-channel movie you watch half-asleep at 3:00 a.m. because you’re too hungover to remember where the remote is.

Pretty freaking lame, huh?

I mean, it could be worse. At least my life has the unmistakable benefit of starring the one and only Lydia Bennet, aka me. Not some former Disney channel star struggling to prove she can handle “real drama” so one day she might be “taken seriously” as an “actress.”

Fine, and therapy—okay, counseling—isn’t all that bad, it turns out. It’s actually kind of nice talking to someone about your life and knowing they aren’t going to act like you’re some stupid overemotional kid or butt in with dumb opinions when they don’t even know anything about you.

In real life, anyway. I still think that’s an idiotic way to wrap up a movie. Because that’s not the end. If anything, it’s the start of the sequel.

Problems aren’t magically solved just because you throw out some societally approved ideas for how to fix them. Putting things back together is always harder and more complicated than breaking them.

I should know. I’m excellent at breaking things.

“Have you heard anything about your college application?”

So, yeah. Counseling. I’m in that. Like, right now.

I shrugged. “They sent me some more forms. Still collecting my thoughts about it.”

My counselor, Ms. Winters, reminds me of my oldest sister, Jane, in certain ways. As kind and patient as Ms. W can be, like Jane, you just get this feeling she could break someone in half for looking at her wrong if she wanted to.

Although Ms. W is overall less prancing chipmunks and double rainbows than Jane. And she’s never once offered me tea.

I miss Jane.

Ms. W seems to be pretty good at what she does, and she’s freakishly insightful sometimes. It’s that insight that made me think I might be good at counseling, too—from the counselor’s side of it, I mean.

So I thought if I wanted to go into psychology, maybe become a counselor or a therapist or whatevs myself, it couldn’t hurt to try to learn a few techniques from her. Learn . . . copy right in front of her during our sessions . . . whatever you want to call it. She’s never said anything about my mimicking, but I sometimes wonder if she thinks I’m crazy. Like The Roommate crazy (that’s Single White Female crazy for those not versed in popular teen movie rip-offs about stalking people and taking over their lives). Either way, that could be a fun twist.

I probably shouldn’t mention that to anyone.

“I’ve just been really busy getting ready for summer classes tomorrow and prepping for Mary to move in, and with Lizzie leaving today . . .” I could already hear Ms. Winters in my head as I rambled (I see. So it’s all external factors holding you back, then?), but it was the best I could do. “I’ve still got a few weeks. Nothing to worry about!”

Yep. Summer classes. Such is my curse. You see, I kind of . . . didn’t finish up all the credits I was supposed to during the spring semester. It sucks, but it’s not like the end of the world. I had my reasons for missing classes. But now I’ve gotta spend the summer taking two more courses so I can claim my associate degree and transfer to Central Bay College in the fall. Happy summer vacation to me.

Ms. Winters scribbled something into her notebook without looking down or away from me at all. She kept staring, most likely trying to read my mind or some other counseling voodoo (seriously, not convinced there isn’t witchcraft behind it all—and I so better get to learn that in college if there is). I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to say something else, so I just waited.

“Lydia, you know I’m not here to tell you what to do.” Yes, you are. “But as challenging as some of your classes here have been, if you’re serious about going into psychology, this next level of work is going to be even more difficult. And the one after that, and the real world after that. I want to make sure we’re setting you up with the tools you need to succeed.”

I wrinkled my nose. Did she think I couldn’t do it? Wasn’t she, like, paid to believe in me?

“It isn’t that I don’t think you’re absolutely capable of this, because you are.” (Okay, seriously? Mind voodoo.) “I just want to make sure you understand you’re going into something that’s going to take a lot more effort and preparation than just filling out an application.”

“Pfft. Don’t worry, Ms. W. You and I both know there’s nothing to this whole psychology/counseling thing. I’ve got it down.”

“Oh, there isn’t?” Ms. W said, smiling. “Then let’s try something. If you think you’ve ‘got it down,’ try putting yourself in my shoes. If you were acting as your own counselor, what questions would you ask yourself?”

“Like, how can the world handle two doses of mega-adorbs without imploding?”

“Something like that,” said Ms. Winters. “But maybe at least a few questions you think would lead to answers that could help you. Or maybe just a list of questions that would help, in their own way. Do you think you’d be up for that?”

“Please. Lists are my specialty.” I corrected myself: “One of many.”

“Good. I’ll see you here next Sunday? With the questions?”

“Don’t we have that special session on Tuesday?” I asked.

“That’s right,” she said, as if she’d forgotten, but she definitely hadn’t. I normally only have counseling on Sundays, but this week being this week . . . “See you Tuesday, then?”

I nodded and grabbed my things as Ms. Winters went to hold the door open for me on my way out. She always does that. I haven’t figured out what kind of psychology trick it is yet, but I will.

“Oh, Lydia? If you need to pop in unscheduled this week, don’t be afraid to, all right?”

“I know. Thanks.”

“And you can always text, too. You have my number.”

“That I do.”

I stepped out into the hallway and heard that generic click of a door closing behind me.

It’s strange to think of summer classes starting tomorrow, seeing as how I’ve still been coming to the school for these counseling sessions every week since the spring semester let out. It feels like everything is running together, no clearly defined end and beginning with a break in between. I guess that’s what life will always feel like once I’m finally done with school.

Not that that will happen any time soon.

I’ve been at this lame community college for three years now. More than three, once you count the upcoming summer session. I’m not a ditz or anything; school was usually just so boring. Academics were always my sister Lizzie’s thing. Art and fashion and that sort of creativity is Jane’s. And mine is . . . partying. Interacting with humanity. Socializing, drinking, going out. The fun stuff. The cool stuff.

Or was. I haven’t really done that in a while.

It’s just that, being a third-year student in a two-year school, literally all my friends have left town at this point. And I mean, how can you party alone? Solo partying would basically be the definition of lame. If it wasn’t for that, I’d so be out there painting the town pink (a way better color than red; “painting the town red” sounds like you’re bleeding everywhere, and I certainly don’t see how that sounds like anything fun or cool).

That’s all. NBD.

So I just gotta rededicate. “Hunker down,” as my dad always says. Do well in these last summer courses, (finally) move on to a real college near where Lizzie will be, and make awesome new friends I can party with—while still proving myself to be a responsible college student/kind of technically an adult.

That’s the plan, anyway. Sounds easy enough, right?

And the first step is preparing for class. Which means school supplies. Which I should probably go buy.

See? Responsibility. What up?



Chapter Two


SCHOOL SUPPLIES


Shopping for school supplies is, hands down, the best part of being in school. What’s the easiest way to make something mega-dullsville like chemistry or geometry a tiny bit more exciting? Glittery notebooks with cats all over the front. Obvs! I never understand classmates who just grab whatever plain notebooks and cheap ballpoint pens they see first and call it a successful shopping trip. Like, way to be sheep.

Even Lizzie isn’t that basic, and that’s saying something.

So I took Jane’s car—now my car (I may miss Jane, but I looooooove having my own wheels!)—through Main Street and turned into the pharmacy/pet shop/school supply store that has kept me in strawberry pencil sharpeners and scratch ’n’ sniff stickers since I was old enough for my parents to think I knew that just because something looked or smelled like food didn’t mean that it was. (Keyword: think.) It’s the only place to shop.

No, seriously. There’s nowhere else in this town.

I made my way down the aisle, keeping an eye out for anything that popped—glitz, glam, bright colors, unique and fun crap other people won’t have. That’s how I roll.

Tossing some gel pens and a bedazzled pencil bag into my shopping basket, I reasoned that using different color pens for each book we discuss in my Gothic Literature class will for sure keep my notes properly organized. And of course I need something cute and pleather to carry them in.

“Lydia?”

I stopped and turned toward the unmistakable voice of my fourth-closest BFF from the prior school year, Harriet Forrester.

So maybe that whole thing about everyone I know having left town wasn’t entirely truthful.

“OMG!” She strode over to me, her dangly earrings clinking against themselves amid her glossy brown waves. Though we were never super close before last year, I’ve known Harriet since we were little kids running around giving ourselves cootie shots on the playground.

And I haven’t seen anything about her look remotely out of place since then.

Her arms wrapped tightly around my neck.

“I thought that was you! It was just difficult to be sure with this color.” She brushed her fingers through my fading red hair, examining it. “Or lack of.” I guess it usually is more lively. Must’ve forgotten to do anything about it the past few weeks. Or months.

“Never mind that! How have you been?” She let out a small gasp and looked around the aisle. “Are you doing summer classes, too? I got my associate degree in the spring like everyone else, but I thought it would be a good idea to take a few easy things before I move on to USC—that’s the University of Southern California, not South Carolina, of course. Get ahead so I have time for extracurriculars, God knows we didn’t have any good ones here.” She leaned in closer, and I could practically taste her Marc Jacobs perfume. “Besides, my parents said I’d have to get a job if I wasn’t taking classes. Can you imagine? The only place even hiring is that weird coffee shop near campus. A service job. Cleaning up after underclassmen and, heaven help us, high schoolers. I shudder.”

She actually didn’t.

“My cousin Mary just got a job there,” I told her.

“I didn’t know you have a cousin who lives here!”

I opened my mouth to explain that Mary, who previously lived maybe an hour away—and whom Harriet had met numerous times over the years—was moving in with us for the summer now that Jane’s and Lizzie’s rooms were more or less free (the “more” being that no one was sleeping in them, the “less” being that my mom always managed to find some exotic use for any spare inch of space in the house—her brief foray into meditation when Lizzie was gone for a month earlier this year was proof of that).

“Irregardless, let’s leave that kind of demeaning work to those who are in need of the money, shall we?”

I felt a twinge of discomfort at her words (one of which I’m pretty certain isn’t real), unsure if maybe they were a jab at my family, who, at this point, everyone knows has fallen on somewhat rough times. Or it could have just been an offhand, thoughtless remark with no intended underlying meaning.

Like the thing about my hair.

“Now, which class are you taking? I’m enrolled in some goth book course. My brother took it a few years ago before he transferred and said it was such an easy A. And you know if he says something’s easy . . . although that was before they had all this ridiculous plagiarism-detection software, and I can’t imagine Zach getting through anything without copying someone else’s work.”

“I’m in that one, too. Gothic Literature? With Dracula and Edgar Allan Poe, that kind of stuff?”

“Exactly!” Harriet beamed. “Won’t that be fun! We haven’t been in the same class since . . . well, I suppose we were both in Classics with McCarthy during the spring, but that hardly counts, seeing as how you disappeared for most of the second half of the semester.”

There. There it was.

I wanted to think of something clever to say, or at least redirect the conversation. But instead I just bit my lip, locking in the words that weren’t coming to mind, anyway.

“Oh! Not that anyone blames you,” Harriet continued, as if the tension undoubtedly radiating from me like a freaking Bat-Signal somehow surprised her. “Honestly, I’m impressed you’re staying in town for the summer at all. If it had been me, I’d have just packed my bags and finished up school a town or two over. Or state, just to play it safe.” She considered this for a moment. “Though with the Internet being so permanent and everywhere, that wouldn’t likely make much of a difference, would it?”

“I’m also taking Intro to Psych.”

Harriet wrinkled her brow. Yeah, way to segue there, Lydia.

“Cute,” she finally replied. “Speaking of!” Her hand shot past me and snatched something off the shelf. “Isn’t this notebook just the most precious little thing you’ve ever seen? Cats and lasers! It’s so you!”

It definitely fit my adorbs quota. Sure, it was lasers, not glitter, but nothing’s perfect.

I tentatively reached toward it, but Harriet immediately dropped her hand, and the notebook, to her side.

“Anyway, it was so good to run into you, Lyds. Everyone started to wonder if you were just locked away in your room or something. I mean, I told them that wasn’t your style, but I guess if there’s one thing we’ve learned this year, it’s that sometimes you just don’t know people the way you think you do, right?” She tucked the shiny array of cats and lasers under her arm and smiled. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Without waiting for a response, Harriet flicked her wrist in a quick wave and disappeared off into the main aisle.

That was a sign of control. Having the last word, making your exit, not waiting to see—or caring—what the other person had to say.

See, Ms. W? I totally get this psychology stuff.

Besides, I’d taught Harriet that, back when we were friends.

Were we still friends? Yeah, we’d always done this hot-and-cold thing—granted, usually with a little more give-and-take—but that’s how it’s supposed to be, right? Girl friendships and all. That’s how it is on, like, every TV show. Then again, this was the first we’d really interacted since before I started skipping classes, and that didn’t seem . . . friend-y. She hadn’t talked to me on the days I did show up, and I hadn’t heard from her on the days I opted to stay home.

But to be fair, I hadn’t heard from anyone.



Chapter Three


STORY TIME


My sister is kind of famous. Well, Internet famous. I’ve decided recently that being Internet famous doesn’t count as being real famous. Some people would disagree with me, but that’s my opinion and I’m keeping it.

I have to. Hopefully you’ll understand why.

I have two sisters. The tea-bearing, awesome Jane, and the nerdy, academic middle sister who wears a lot of plaid, Lizzie. I’m the youngest. Obviously when my parents had me, they realized they’d achieved perfection.

So my sister is kind of Internet famous. Lizzie, not Jane. Though Jane kind of is, too. And so am I, but in a different way now, I think.

Lizzie and her best friend, Charlotte, started a video blog for a grad school project last year. She’s not any good at stuff like makeup or video games or being funny, like you’re supposed to be when you have a video blog (okay, that sounds so stupid, I have to start calling them vlogs), so she just decided to dress up like people we know and talk about her life.

The vlogs were actually pretty cool. And me and Jane and Mary and other people we knew got to be in them, too. Lend our awesomeness to Lizzie’s somewhat-less-awesomeness.

A lot of people watched her videos.

And followed her on Twitter.

And followed her on Facebook.

And then they started following all my stuff, and Jane’s, and Mary’s, and everyone else’s. Even my cat, Kitty, had a Twitter following.

And then . . . I started my own videos.

It’s this thing you sort of get caught up in. You don’t really think too much about sharing your life with strangers online, because you aren’t thinking about them as strangers online. It starts with just a few people, and then a few more, and a few more, and before you know it, it’s this giant network of fans telling you how awesome and cute you are and how invested they’ve gotten in your life, and defending you when you get into fights with your sister or when people are being mean to you. They’re like friends. And non-Internet-famous people have online friends, so it’s totally legit.

Except when there are so many, they aren’t your friends. They don’t actually know you, and you don’t know them. They’re just strangers, watching like you’re in some sort of glass cage. Only, you’re the one who put yourself there, and you don’t think about trying to get out because you don’t even notice the walls surrounding you. In reality, you’re just existing, raw and exposed, on display for everybody’s amusement. To dance when they scream for you to dance.

So you dance. And you flip and you twirl and you get caught up in the music—

And then you trip.

And all the applause and laughter goes dead silent. And before you know it, the silence has morphed into heckling, a taunting audience that doesn’t resemble the one you thought you knew, shrieking about how much you deserve whatever karmic retribution you’re about to get. It throws you. And as you keep tripping, as you keep screwing up, you can’t help but wonder if you’ve always been dancing on two left feet. If their amusement has always been at your expense and the only difference now is that for whatever reason, nobody’s amused anymore.

You’re not amused, either. Not by them, not by yourself. Not by much of anything. All you can do is try to stop tripping. Try to stand still.

But they’ve already seen so much of you. Too much. Everyone has. And anyone who wants to for the rest of existence will be able to because, like Harriet said, that’s how the Internet works.

Everything gets remembered. Forever.

And people . . . they aren’t afraid of using stuff against you. Of taking your lowest, most regrettable moments and saying that’s all you are.

All you ever can or will be.

Ms. W says it’s to make them feel better about their own failures. But I think it’s because we’ve made it easy to think of people online as not people. If they aren’t, we can never be them. We can’t make the same mistakes, fall into the same ugly traps. I guess what me and Ms. W think aren’t that different. It’s all about distance. Us versus Them. Me versus You.

Everyone at my school versus Lydia Bennet and George Wickham.

Who’s George Wickham? Yeah. He’s . . . well, that’s a good question.

I can tell you what I know.

• George Wickham was this guy my sister Lizzie dated for like six seconds.

• He was super hot and had great abs and was really nice. Seemed really nice.

• Lizzie and I got into a huge fight. We went our separate ways for a while.

• My way accidentally crossed with George’s way.

• We started dating.

• We didn’t tell Lizzie.

• He said he loved me.

• I think I loved him.

• We made a tape. The kind you don’t want to get out.

• Except he did. Want it to get out. And tried to sell it on the Internet for money, using my pseudo Internet fame. And my videos. And my face. Pictures of us.

• Lizzie’s new boyfriend and George’s childhood-friend-turned-nemesis, William Darcy, cleaned it all up and nobody’s seen or heard from George since.

• I don’t know why he did it. George, I mean. I don’t know.

Oh, and all of this? Happened on camera.

So, there you have it. There’s my very own personal tale of the consequences of televising my private life across social media. I’d have given you a PowerPoint presentation to go along with it but you can just Google me to get the gist. Even watch it happen—all my videos are still online.

I thought about taking them down. Lizzie wanted me to, even offered to take some of hers down—and she believes in the public record. She said she didn’t want me to ever go back and relive any of that. But I haven’t. Taking anything down—videos, tweets, all of it—wouldn’t change what happened. What it meant.

But the point is: everybody knows about it. Everybody at school. Everybody in the whole town. All of it, right up until the moment the site that would have sold the video to anyone with PayPal was shut down.

Everybody knows.

Anyway, that’s why I missed some classes last semester. That’s why I’m in counseling. That’s why Central Bay College took pity on me and is allowing such an extremely late application for fall enrollment (well, that and Ms. W put in a good word for me. And it didn’t hurt that Darcy is a long-time benefactor of the school and made a few calls “suggesting” they allow me to apply). That’s why I haven’t been out partying with my friends, and why I’m not convinced I even have any friends left here to party with.

And that’s why I’m not entirely thrilled to head home right now. I love my family, but they’ve been so overbearing since all this happened. Not in a bad way. They just want to make sure I’m okay.

All the time.

Sometimes I want to ask them how I can be okay if they keep treating me like I’m about to break.

But I guess sometimes I wonder if I am.


    Texts with Lizzie

    Lizzie: Didn’t your session end at 1? It’s almost 2.

    Lydia: I got kidnapped and trafficked into Canada. Oops.

    Lizzie: Figures.

    Lizzie: I have to leave earlier than I thought. Meet me at Crash in 20?

    Lydia: Omw

    Lizzie: OCSYS

    Lydia: That sounds like a disease. Leave the acronyming to the pros, nerd.



Chapter Four


LIZZIE


Crash is this ancient twenty-four-hour diner across the street from our bestest local bar, Carter’s. It’s not actually called Crash, but that’s the only name people remember. Ask anyone in town how it got its name and you’ll hear a different story. The one they tell at the diner is that a couple was arguing about where to eat lunch and the wife was so insistent on getting a specialty burger from Crash that she yanked the steering wheel to turn into the parking lot and blasted right through the sign out front.

I’m old enough now to realize they probably just tell it that way to sell more burgers, but when I was a kid it seemed like the coolest story in the world. I always wanted to get a Crash burger because I thought if someone wanted one so badly that she’d risk her life to make it happen, it must be pretty epic.

They’re okay. Once, Lizzie found a grasshopper leg in hers.

Either way, the sign really was plowed halfway down and never replaced, and everyone started giving out directions by pointing to “that diner where someone crashed into the sign” until eventually it just became easier to call it “the crash diner.” Which was still too much effort, hence, Crash.

Lizzie was messing around on her phone in a booth by the window when I got there.

“Sexting DarceFace?” I threw my bag onto the seat and slid in after it.

“What? No.” Lizzie blushed through her obvious lie.

I rolled my eyes. It is almost cute how she still acts like a preteen with a crush. Almost.

“You’re allowed to text your boyfriend, dummy.”

“Okay, fine,” she said, pushing her phone away from her. “But I’m not anymore.”

Bzzzt. Her phone disagreed.

Her eyes flicked to the lit screen and I raised my eyebrow, waiting. When she didn’t reach for it (I totally saw her fingers twitch), I sighed. “You can answer him, it’s no big deal.”

“Nope!” She snatched the phone up and shoved it into her purse. “I’ll see Darcy when I get to San Francisco later tonight. Right now, I’m getting lunch with my sister.”

Lizzie’s been treating me differently since everything happened with George. I mean, everyone has, but Lizzie’s the most noticeable. She’s been more attentive, more patient, more interested in my life. Which is great! Don’t get me wrong. But she’s also the one who wants to make sure I’m the most okay. Sometimes it’s a little much.

We fought before George and I crossed paths. We argued more often than not to begin with, but that fight was worse than the usual “siblings who are super different bickering over dumb stuff” kind of fighting. That was the longest I think we’ve ever gone without talking. I know she feels partly responsible for everything that happened. And yeah, maybe if we hadn’t fought, I wouldn’t have gone to Vegas and I wouldn’t have run into George and I wouldn’t have made out with him and . . . et cetera. But that doesn’t make it her fault. The choices made were George’s, and mine.

It would be great if she’d realize that.

While the waitress came, took our order, and brought our food back far too quickly for it to be fresh, I managed to coerce Lizzie into at least talking to me about Darcy, even if she was still refusing to talk to him while we were together. (Added bonus: we weren’t talking about me. After talking about myself for an hour with Ms. W, even I was a little worn out on the topic.)

“So, is Darce ready for cohabitation?” I teased. “Has he stocked the fridge with your favorite Ethiopian food and artisanal cheeses?”

“Okay, one: Who has a favorite artisanal cheese? And two: We aren’t cohabitating. I’m house-sitting for Dr. Gardiner’s friend, remember?”

“Whatever, you’re still gonna see the inside of his . . . fridge.” Lizzie threw a straw at me. “Fine. Are you guys ready to be living in the same city? Giving up the strain of long-distance sexting and webcam convos?”

“Yes,” she said, blushing again. I can read Lizzie like a book. No, like a tweet. And thinking about Darcy made her so adorable it was gross. “But, um . . . we’ve lived in the same town before. This town, in fact.”

“Yeah, but you weren’t exactly starry-eyed lovers back then.”

Actually, I’m pretty sure if they’d have stayed in the same town for much longer, the universe would have imploded from frowning and visibly uncomfortable dances.

But now? He makes my sister happy. She doesn’t say it, but any idiot can tell. And Lydia Bennet is way more observant than your average person. I don’t think I’ve seen her smile this much since her science teacher let her do weekly extra-credit assignments in eighth grade. Which is great—I was really starting to worry about her getting premature forehead wrinkles.

“How was counseling?” Lizzie asked. Oh, goody, talking about me again.

I shrugged. “I think Ms. Winters is threatened by how totally easy it would be for me to take over her job.”

Lizzie laughed but didn’t look up at me as she pushed her salad around with her fork. Probably looking for grasshopper legs. “I think she’s got a few years before she has to worry about that.”

“Pretty much what she said. It’s fine, though. Same as always. She told me I could come by this week if anything gets weird at school.”

“Do you think it will?”

I shrugged again. “I don’t think so. I hope not. I mean, I think everything will be fine.”

She waited, eyes focused on me.

“I just want to get through summer and move on.”

“Of course,” said Lizzie, setting down her fork. “But if anything gets to be too much . . .”

“I’ll talk to Ms. Winters. Or Mary, or you, or Jane, or whoever.”

“It’s okay if that happens. We don’t mind.”

“I know!”

“Okay!” Lizzie held up her hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to help.”

I took a breath and steadied myself.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry,” I replied. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

“I’m sure you’re right.”

I picked at the remains of my burger while Lizzie finished up her salad.

“Lydia . . .”

I didn’t look up. Lizzie had that hitch in her voice that I knew meant she was having a hard time finding the words for what she wanted to say. The conversations that followed were always serious. I was tiring of serious. Serious was hard. Serious meant things weren’t back to normal.

“I don’t know how to do this.”

Was she waiting on me to respond? Did she want me to ask what she doesn’t know how to do? Hey, you know what’s fascinating? This crack in my plate. It kinda looks like the outline of Kentucky. Or maybe Virginia, or Iowa, something like that. I never paid much attention to geography.

“I don’t want you to think I don’t trust you, or that I think you can’t handle being on your own—” Montana, maybe? A European country? As little as I know about American geography, I know less about European. “But I’m not sure how to leave and not worry about you. I feel like we’re just starting to get on the same page, but I still don’t really know what’s in your head most of the time.”

No, definitely Kentucky.

“I know it sucks for me to ask this, but I need you to tell me it’s okay that I’m going.”

The waitress chose that moment to swoop in and snatch Lizzie’s plate and my Kentucky off the table and leave the check in their place. No, we didn’t want coffee or dessert, thanks for asking.

With nothing else to properly distract me, I met my sister’s eyes, finally. “Lizzie, it’s not okay that you’re going. It’s more than okay. It’s great. I want you to be happy. I don’t want to hold you back from that.”

“You’re not—”

“I know I’m not,” I cut her off. “Because you’re going. You’re gonna go start your life, really start it, the same way Jane did, the same way I’m going to in a few months. I’ll be up at Central Bay before you know it. Everything. Is. Going. To. Be. Fine. Got it?”

“Okay,” she finally agreed. “Got it.”

“Good. I assume you also mean this meal, so, you pay for that”—I shoved the bill at her—“and I’m going to do the one thing we never do here.” I looked off toward a dim hallway with a noticeably crooked and likely never dusted sign that read RESTROOMS with an arrow pointing into the darkness.

“Really? Are you sure?” Lizzie cringed, and with good reason. The bathrooms at Crash are notorious for never being cleaned. Carter’s—a bar—gets a lot of traffic from people who walk across the street after dinner and buy a drink just so they can use the bathroom.

“I’m feeling adventurous,” I told her. “Back in a minute.”

I made my way toward the hallway, dodged a cobweb, and pushed open the squeaky door.

I turned the faucet on, letting the water run for a moment to clear the rust (ew), and rinsed my hands underneath it. Just to have something to do, I think. I just needed to get away. Needed a minute out from under Lizzie’s eyes. She’s right; she still can’t read me all that well. I don’t let her. But I know that could change at any moment. And this is not the right time for that. I meant every word I said about Lizzie needing to start her life, and about me being okay. Or at least, I want to be okay. And I need her to leave in order to try.

But at the same time, as irritating as Lizzie’s vigilance can be, it’s been a constant over the past few months. A part of me can’t help but wonder: If I’m not feeling annoyance, what will that leave me open to feeling in its place?

Nothing, I decided. Well, that sounds incredibly emo. Not nothing nothing, but not the things I’m afraid of, at least. I’ll do just as I said, keep my head down, finish classes, and move on. Things will be fine once I get out of this dumb town.

I’m not worried.

I am worried.

But I won’t let myself be.

That’s all there is to it, right? Have a plan. Follow through with said plan. And . . . something. I’m not sure what. Something decent and rewarding. Worry about that later.

I combed my fingers through my hair. I smiled into the mirror. I straightened my top.

One step at a time.

And the next step was saying bye to Lizzie.

She was waiting for me by her car when I came outside.

“You survived. You may be the first. What was it like?”

“Peeling flower wallpaper. Couple of ghosts. Pretty much what you’d expect.”

“Poor ghosts. They deserve better.”

“Are you leaving straight from here?” I asked, peering into the window of her fully packed car.

“Yeah. Dad doesn’t want me driving too late.”

“Okay.”

“Call me tomorrow? After classes?”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you soon. Don’t say ‘okay.’ ”

I grinned. “All right.”

She shook her head. “I won’t overwhelm you with more overprotective sisterly stuff, but I love you.”

“Yeah, I know. I love you, too, Lizzie.”

We hugged. She got in her car. And she left.

I know it’s melodramatic to see someone leave and think of every time anyone’s left you, but as Lizzie drove out of that parking lot, I can’t say it didn’t cross my mind. Lizzie, Jane, all my school friends, George . . . there’s been a lot of leaving. A lot of leaving me. I know that’s life. I do. I know that. But I still can’t help but feel there’s been a pattern lately of watching people disappear out of, if not my life, at least my town.

I’m not entirely sure what it meant, but the next thought to cross my mind wasn’t that I wanted them all to come back.

I wanted to be the one leaving.



Chapter Five


DINNER


“You’re here!” I squealed as I came into the house. Mary was busy unpacking her ugly army duffel bag into Jane’s old dresser. Unlike Lizzie’s room/Mom’s new Zen garden/aquarium/whatever, Mom had kept Jane’s room exactly the same, like a shrine to everything Etsy.

“Okay, I can’t breathe now,” Mary said, squished beneath me. It’s possible I tackled her. You can’t prove anything.

“I’m just so glad to see you!” I said, helping her up. (She could have just fallen over in her excitement to see me. You still can’t prove anything.) “We’re going to have such a blast! All-night slumber parties! Ragers at Carter’s! Getting you to wear colors!”

“I’m not here for slumber parties or color,” Mary replied, stone-faced. “I thought you weren’t ‘raging’ these days, anyway.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m all study, all the time. I’m basically you, minus”—I looked her up and down, trying not to cringe at the tattered Evanescence shirt and cargo shorts—“all the you parts. Scout’s honor.”

I was a Girl Scout once. Heavy on the once. Mom didn’t make me go back after I realized I couldn’t use the badges as currency at the mall.

But Mary’s not here to jump back into the party lifestyle with me, like she said. She’s here because the coffee shop next to my campus (called Books Beans and Buds—the buds are from the adjacent flower shop. Many a confused college kid has thought it meant something else) pays double what the pizza place in her hometown does. So she’ll save up cash and work for Lizzie’s new company remotely doing accounting stuff until I graduate and we can ride off into the sunset.

The sunset in this scenario being an apartment of our own near campus for me and near Lizzie’s still-unnamed-and-somewhat-fictitious New Media start-up company for Mary.

That’s the goal. I go to school, Mary is Lizzie’s person in charge of numbers, and we share an apartment with Kitty, who will rule over us all.

“Girls! Dinnertime!”

And in the meantime, this gives Mom someone else to feed.

*  *  *

Dinner is one of those rare things we had always done as a family, even as we got older. Sure, sometimes Dad worked late and sometimes Jane and Lizzie and I were out doing extracurriculars or hanging with friends, but without fail, Mom always made a meal for the whole family and anyone who was able to would stop whatever we were doing and sit down and eat. Even when she was sick. Even when no one else was going to be home at the same time. She’d call it her “mom duties,” and Lizzie would inevitably go off about antiquated gender roles, but Mom would just tell her to be quiet and warm up some leftovers later if she couldn’t make it to the table when food was served.

There are three times I can remember Mom being home and not making dinner:

1. When she refused to step away from the TV during coverage of the Royal Wedding.

2. The week after Jane’s kind-of-then-boyfriend-but-definitely-current-boyfriend Bing left town and Mom was convinced Jane would never get married.

3. The morning she found out about me and George.

When Lizzie found out, she thought I’d made the tape to get back at her, that I was proving my irresponsibility and lack of foresight. I understood why she thought that. I still do. When Dad found out, he just felt guilty. Guilty that he hadn’t been paying more attention or been more involved in our lives.

I didn’t know how Mom would react, and I wasn’t sure I could deal with it. So I asked Dad to tell her. Maybe that was cowardly of me. But Ms. W says I have to look out for myself. She also says things about how I have to face my fears and take responsibility for my life, but all those things seemed to kind of cancel each other out in this instance, so I went with having Dad talk to Mom.

He stayed in the kitchen after breakfast one Saturday and waited for Mom to finish cleaning up. Just waited at the table. He tried to help, but she wouldn’t let him. It took longer that way.

I’d been sitting on the stairs, listening, like we used to do as kids. It was the perfect place to hear things happening in the kitchen without being seen. But then Dad started telling her everything.

Well, not everything. She still didn’t know about Lizzie’s videos at that point (although she knows now, and watching her try to figure out YouTube was like watching her be the first contact for an alien invasion). But the stuff about George, and me, and . . . that everything.

But the minute I heard my mom’s voice break when she said “Lydia?” I knew I couldn’t stay. So I grabbed my keys and drove to Mary’s. We sat in the backyard and I flipped through the same magazine for hours while she read some Russian novel that didn’t look nearly as captivating as she seemed to think it was, but at least I wasn’t home.

So I don’t know what he said. I don’t know how Mom reacted, in that moment. I just know that when I got home that evening, Lizzie was poring over our collection of rarely used takeout menus, and we ordered Thai for the three of us. Me, Lizzie, and Dad, who’d said Mom had overworked herself cleaning and gone to bed early.

I couldn’t sleep that night, so I snuck back downstairs after the rest of the house was dark and quietly turned on a marathon of bad reality TV. An hour or two into it, my mom walked through the living room and into the kitchen, not even looking at me. I almost thought she was sleepwalking. But ten minutes later she came back with two mugs of hot chocolate, set one down in front of me, and settled in next to me on the couch. It wasn’t long before she was asking me questions about the show and we were poking fun at how awful the people on it were.

I guess I drifted off somewhere during episode five, because when the sun came out a few hours later, I felt fingers idly slipping through my hair and realized I was lying down with my head on my mom’s lap.

The next dinner she made had included all my favorite foods. And she hasn’t mentioned George since.

Now that I think about it, I haven’t been the one to tell anybody. Everyone’s just found out, some way or another.

It wasn’t as strange sitting down at the dinner table after Lizzie left as I had expected it to be. But the absence of Jane, the awkwardness of Lizzie introducing Darcy to the family, and the general uncomfortableness that had permeated everything right after the fallout of the tape had kind of already made all our recent family dinners weird.

Mary impressed me during dinner. She sat staring straight down, silent, dark hair shielding half her face. She was like a misplaced member of the Addams Family, transported directly out of the TV and straight to our kitchen table.

I knew the reason she sat that way was because she was hiding a book in her lap and reading through whatever conversation she found completely disinteresting. I think my dad knew it, too. Yet absolutely any time Mom attempted to engage her or asked for her opinion, she could parrot back whatever had just been said, without fail.

“So, Mary, where is that lovely boyfriend of yours these days?” Mom said, spooning some peas onto Mary’s plate.

Mary’s head came up. Barely. Just barely. Enough to convince Mom she was engaging.

“Nonexistent. We broke up. In January.”

Mary’s head went back down.

“Oh no! Such a tragedy!”

Up.

“Not at all.”

And down. End of questioning.

See? Mad avoidance skills right there.

And, yeah, in a different situation, I would have been dying to pry into Mary’s love life like Mom, but I wasn’t.

Mostly because I already knew Mary’s boyfriend drama.

Last year, Mary—who never likes anyone—liked Eddie.

They dated. Yes, Mary dated. It happened. I saw.

Eddie started a band in his garage. It was him and his friend Todd, and they both played atonal synthesizer and wrote songs about roadkill. Oh, and they never left the garage. Ever.

Stunningly, Eddie thought Mary was getting in the way of his music, and he broke up with her.

He. Broke up. With her. I mean, Mary may be quiet and emo and into bass guitar, but at least she doesn’t write songs about dead animals. As far as I know.

Anywho, it was still Mary’s first boyfriend. First breakup. So the fact that she’s avoiding the topic of dating is not a surprise.

Also, she’s Mary.

Without Lizzie or Jane to ruthlessly question about their reproductive prospects, Mary’s avoidance skills, and my being off-limits, Mom gave up and started talking about her upcoming tennis lesson.

I helped clear the table after we all finished eating (and after Mom shooed Mary away from the kitchen, insisting she’s still a guest and can’t help with anything), and as I was rinsing off my plate in the sink the conversation finally shifted to what it kept shifting to no matter where I went: me.

“Are you ready for school tomorrow?” Dad asked, still sitting at the table.

“It’s the same as always.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mom hesitate as she scraped some leftovers into a Tupperware container. Just for a moment, but I saw it.

“Mm-hmm, it is your last set of classes at this school, though.”

I shrugged, even as I realized nobody in the room was actually looking at me during this conversation. “Sure. No big.”

“It’s good that counselor of yours is right down the hall if anything comes up.”

“Lizzie already grilled me on everything, Dad. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Mom buzzed around behind me, loading the dishwasher. It’s not often she’s quiet and Dad’s the one speaking. It was kind of unnerving. Like she was biting her tongue.

I don’t know when my dad moved from the table, but I felt his hands on my shoulders as he leaned down and kissed the top of my head.

“We’re allowed to worry, peanut. That’s what parents are supposed to do.”

I didn’t say anything this time. The “supposed to” hung in the air, a reminder of the guilt I knew he felt over thinking he hadn’t been there for us over the past year. It was silly, his feeling guilty, but I knew sometimes feeling guilt didn’t make sense.

I heard him leave, and the remainder of the cleanup was only silent for a moment before Mom started telling me all about the phone call she had with Jane last week. She had filled me in the day it happened, but I pretended it was all new and fascinating. I passed her the soap for the dishwasher and wondered who she’d talk to about my sisters’ lives when I was gone, too.

Maybe I should get her a parrot.



Chapter Six


THE NIGHT BEFORE


This is one of those times I would have vlogged.

Sitting up in my room, getting ready for the first day of class, showing off my fancy new school supplies (if I had gotten fancy stuff), wondering who would be in my classes, what failed careers my community college professors had attempted before ending up here, what boy (or boys) I’d pursue for the summer.

This is one of those times I would have vlogged, if I still vlogged.

I thought about it. Picked up my phone, switched over to the camera, flipped it around, stared at my face. A pimple was forming over my right eyebrow. Perfect. I’d have to put toothpaste on that later.

People kept tweeting me to make at least one more vlog. I saw that. It took me a couple of weeks before I decided it would be better to turn off my Twitter notifications and delete the app from my phone. But during that time, I saw everyone saying how awful it was that my last video—before everything came apart—was about how I had fallen completely in love with George Wickham, and that I really needed to post just one more, at least one more.

They weren’t being mean. I know that. They pitied me. They wanted me to rise up and be this strong, independent woman and show that I was going to be okay. They wanted a proper end to my story.

It frustrated me that I couldn’t do it. It frustrated me then, and it frustrates me now, sitting in my room, finger hovering over the record button.

It isn’t that I’m not that person. I’m freaking Lydia Bennet. I’m awesome, and I can do anything.

Except when I can’t.

A knock on my door interrupted my failed attempt at vlogging.

“It’s open.” I put down my phone, crossing my fingers that the slow, heavy knock meant it was Mary on the other side of the door and not one of my parents. Room visits often meant serious conversations, and I could only handle so much from them in one night.

“I finished unpacking. And I finished my book.”

Definitely Mary. Thank God.

“I’m glad hanging out with your favoritest cousin comes second to reading,” I teased.

Mary shrugged and plopped herself down across from me at the foot of my bed.

“I can’t believe you only brought one bag of stuff,” I said. “You’re living here like all summer. I mean, you didn’t even bring your bass guitar.”

She shrugged again. I swear, if she could get away with only communicating via shrugging, she absolutely would. “The rest of my stuff is only an hour away. Besides, I have to wear all black for work, anyway.”

“Oh, that will be so hard for you.” Like anyone’s ever seen Mary in color.

“I start tomorrow,” she said.

“I thought you had another week before they needed you?”

Shrug. “Manager called this morning. Someone quit, so they upped me to this week.”

“Well, I hope it doesn’t get in the way of your grand plans to get a library card and sit in Jane’s closet all day with the light off.”

She cocked her eyebrow. “Why would I do that?”

“All of Jane’s windows get direct sunlight. Ooh! I can come visit you in between my classes. I get free drinks, right?”

“Let me at least get through the first week before I put my job in jeopardy handing out complimentary lattes.” Mary sighed. “But you can still come visit, if you want.” She paused, fidgeting with her sleeve. “I don’t know how things will work out with taking breaks and talking to customers and whatever, but I will be right there, so if anything comes up—”

I cut her off with a groan. “Not you, too. Did Mom and Dad put you up to this?” She shook her head. “Lizzie?” Again. She opened her mouth but I barreled through. “Well, either way, seriously, I’m super fine and I will continue to be super fine. Everyone constantly asking me about whether I’m fine isn’t going to make me any more fine than I already am because I. Am. Fine.”

Mary looked at me. I waited for her to shrug, but she didn’t.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” She nodded, still not looking away from me. “Okay.”

“I’ve got some spreadsheets I want to set up for Lizzie, so I’m gonna get started on that.”

“Seriously? Lizzie just left a couple of hours ago—she’s probably not even there yet.”

“Still. She should have them before she meets with investors again.” Mary got up and made her way back to the door. “ ’Night, Lydia.”

“ ’Night,” I called as the door shut behind her.

Part of me knows it wasn’t easy for Mary to make that kind of offer. But I just can’t anymore.

I looked at the clock on my phone and realized I still had some time to kill before I could justify attempting to sleep. So I dragged myself off my bed, over to the computer on my desk, and sat in the not-as-comfortable-as-I’d-have-liked chair I snagged from Lizzie’s room after she left. I tapped the mouse to wake up the screen so I could scroll through my email and found the latest one from Central Bay College.

It came in last Friday. And when I saw the subject header, CENTRAL BAY COLLEGE FALL SEMESTER APPLICANT, I thought, Oh! Is this it? My formal acceptance? Will my student ID and cafeteria pass be attached?

Nope.

Dear Miss Bennet—

We received your transcripts and financial aid information, so thank you. However, we discovered part of your application was missing.

Please complete the attached forms and return to the admissions office by—

Immediately, I’d checked the document, slightly freaked that I’d somehow missed part of the application. Slowly my heart rate returned to normal. It wasn’t so bad. It was just a form asking for my name, social, a lot of the same stuff on my other forms. The only new things they wanted were two letters of recommendation (yeesh) and an essay.

If Mary’s working tonight, so can I, I decided. Since Friday, she’d been pushing me to get this done before classes start, anyway. So I pulled out the essay questions and pasted them into a blank document.

Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you? What lessons did you learn? What would you do differently now?

My cursor blinked back at me.

Now that I think about it, I have a couple of weeks to work on this. It’s way more important that I get plenty of rest for my first day of school tomorrow.

Good night.


    Lydia the Counselor’s Fantastically Awesome and Insightful Questions for Lydia the Traumatized Young Woman

    1. Barring the counselor/counseled relationship, would you do me? Would I do you?

    2. Is it still as lame to start a movie with therapy as it is to end it that way?

    3. How are you so awesome?

    4. What do you see yourself doing in five years?

    5. In ten years?

    6. In a hundred years?

    7. Why did you choose psychology as your focus?

    8. Where do you think studying psychology will lead you?

    9. Why is it important that you go to where that is?

    10. Who will you meet there, if anyone?

    11. Why can’t you just stay home? Or why don’t you want to?

    12. Where is everyone else going?

    13. If you’re so awesome, why do you still feel so alone?



Chapter Seven


INTRO TO PSYCHOLOGY


I don’t think I’ve ever been as simultaneously nervous and excited as I was the morning I started kindergarten. Mom didn’t work, so I never did preschool or day care or anything like that. Kindergarten was really and truly my first day of school.

I threw up into my bowl of Trix.

Correction: I threw up the Trix I had just eaten back into the nearly empty bowl. Which meant I literally threw up rainbows.

That’s how I felt when I woke up for my last first day of community college. Simultaneously so nervous and so excited that I thought rainbows could come erupting out of my mouth at any moment.

Just to be safe, I skipped breakfast and made it to my Intro to Psych lecture by 8:42 a.m. Eighteen minutes to spare. I was the second person in the room; even the professor (Professor Latham, I reminded myself, fully committed to this Prepared Student persona) wasn’t there yet.

The lecture hall is one of the bigger rooms the school has, probably about eighty seats. Most of the classrooms fit twenty or thirty at most. Small class size is touted as one of the benefits to attending our community college. Seriously, it’s all over the brochures. And it’s something I used to love—not because we got more “teacher-student attention” (and ew, that sounds super gross now that I say it), but because you know everyone and everyone knows you. And, yeah, okay, it was easier to get everyone to pay attention to you—I won’t deny it! Attention is nice. Or it can be.

But that’s also one of the reasons coming back last semester was so difficult. Now, I’m glad to be taking a psychology class, but I’m also glad it will be a little easier to just blend in.

I pulled my blue spiral and a fountain pen out of my bag, trying to fill the silence of the room. Opening up to the front cover, I carefully printed:

INTRO TO PSYCHOLOGY, SUMMER 2013

Most of my notebooks for my previous classes have been filled up with whatever notes were on the board or PowerPoint, and doodles. Lots of doodles. I’ve gotten pretty fantastic at drawing spirally things that bleed into more spirally things. Too bad that’s not something you can make a career of.

“Cool pen.”

I raised my head to see the only person who beat me into class that morning.

A guy. A not unattractive guy. Maybe even bordering on, like, super cute and possibly even handsome.

Hey, I can take academia seriously, but I still have eyes.

He was turned around in his seat, looking up at me from a couple of rows ahead. Should I be sitting closer to the front? Would that show Professor Latham a dedication to the subject?

“Thanks,” I said, looking down at my dad’s fountain pen. I stole it off his desk—it’s the most serious pen I know of. Serious pen for a serious student.

“Did you get the time wrong, too?”

“Huh? Oh, no,” I replied. “I just . . . wanted a good seat.”

“Cool.” He nodded. “I screwed up and thought classes started an hour ago.”

He had a half smile. So I half-smiled back.

“I’m new. Just fulfilling some requirements so I can change majors at my regular school.”

“Makes sense,” I said.

“What about you?”

“I . . .” was saved by a bunch of other people filing into the classroom. As the newcomers settled into their seats, scattering, chatting, the new guy kept his chair turned my way.

“I’m Cody,” he said. “Would it be too soon to ask for your number?”
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