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    To my son, L, who inspired this entire book by actually losing the paperwork for a school bowling trip and getting us paired up with a random dad and his kid. (The real-life versions were nothing like Alex and Evangeline, who are completely fictitious characters.) I love you, and I hope you never read my smutty romance novels because it would be too weird.
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Dear Reader,

This book has many similarities to a romantic comedy. The characters find themselves in comedic situations, they fall in love, they are funny, and they get a happily ever after. I do want to note that there are some topics that readers may find triggering. Alex is dealing with grief over the loss of a loved one, Dani is struggling with undiagnosed ADHD and the difficulties of raising a child with ADHD. There is a discussion of a side character struggling with addiction. Characters also consume alcohol on the page, engage in open-door explicit sex, and grapple with their mental health struggles. If any of these topics are triggering for you, please proceed with caution.  I would also like to note that while Dani’s and Luca’s experiences with ADHD are based heavily on my and my son’s ADHD, no two people experience ADHD the same way. I tend to make jokes about the things I struggle with and so does my son, however, not all people with ADHD can find the humor in their situation, and at no point are my jokes meant to poke fun at anyone who is struggling. Last but not least, Fairytale University, the fandom Dani is obsessed with, is a product of my imagination. Any similarities to other fandoms are completely coincidental. And without further ado, I hope you enjoy Alex and Dani Hack Dating, book 1 in the Brewer family romance series. 

~Amanda  
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Dani

Life hack #275: If the laundry smells clean, it is clean.

“Just get dressed Luca, or we’re going to be late!” I shout, from my bedroom, where I’m racing around in my underwear trying to get myself ready to leave the house. 

I open my drawer and find I have no clean pants. Shit. There’s a laundry basket of clean stuff around somewhere. There’s always a laundry basket of clean stuff around somewhere. I can never get caught up on laundry. Which basket is clean, and which is dirty? I pluck a shirt off the top of one basket and give it a good sniff. Nope. Smells like deodorant and sweat. I toss it back in and try the other laundry basket. Nothing smells gross. Rooting through the basket, I search for a pair of jeans. 

At least it’s the weekend and I can wear whatever I want. You know, because God forbid, I try to teach my special education students in jeans. Dresses and slacks definitely help them learn better. Except on Fridays. On Fridays, their brain chemistry is different, and they can learn fine even if I’m wearing jeans. I need to focus. I gave myself plenty of time for us to be on time, but that doesn’t mean we won’t still be late if I let us get distracted. Luca’s distraction will be bad enough. 

Unfortunately, there is not a single pair of clean jeans in the clean laundry basket either. I grab a pair of black leggings from the basket instead. With one more sniff to make sure this is the clean laundry, I change into the black leggings, and begin the process all over again, looking for a shirt that’s long enough to cover my ass, because despite what some people think, I do not believe leggings are real pants. Well, they are. They just don’t hide enough of my curves where I feel comfortable wearing them without a longer shirt or a dress or something. 

“Luca, I hope you’re almost ready!” I call. “If you’re not ready when I get in there, we’re not going.” It’s an empty threat. We already paid for the bowling event the PTO is sponsoring. I would also never do anything to jeopardize the chance that Luca would socialize with his peers outside of school. He hardly has any friends, and he’s so awkward. 

The longest shirt I can find is a purple tunic-style t-shirt that reads “Nerd Mom” and sports a picture of an anime-style girl holding the hand of a little boy. It reminds me I should call my sister, who gave it to me, because I haven’t spoken to her in—well, I’m not sure how long.

I pull the shirt down over my head. It catches on my glasses, tugging them down my nose. After I get my head through and glasses fixed, I tuck my hands under my hair and swoosh it out of the neck hole. Scooping it up into a high ponytail, I secure it with the pony holder that’s been on my wrist so long it hurts. With a glance in the mirror, I notice the shirt isn’t as long as I remember. Either it shrunk in the wash, or I’m gaining weight. Or both. Well, it still covers most of my butt, and there’s no time to look for anything else. So, it is what it is. 

“Luca. You better be dressed.” I call, making my way to his room. I open the door and find Luca sitting in the middle of his bed, dressed, thank God, playing with the sequins on one of those pillows where you swipe one way and it’s blue, and then swipe the other way and it’s silver. “Nice job, bud. You ready?”

“Yup.” Luca hops off his bed with a huge grin. An immense wave of relief washes over me. I love to see Luca excited about going somewhere with kids from his school. He’s been in school with the same kids since kindergarten and doesn’t have any good friends. He never invites anyone over. When we go to the playground, he doesn’t play with the other kids. If I ask about what he does at recess, it’s something by himself. I get it. I was shy as a kid, too. But I had a few friends, at least. 

“Who do you want to bowl with when we get there?” I ask. “Do you know any kids from your class who are going?”

“I don’t know,” Luca replies. 

“Fair enough. Well, I’m sure we’ll find someone you know.” It seems like the right thing to say. Though, I’m not so sure. Luca is just such an awkward kid. I’m his mom. If I think he’s awkward, what does that mean about what everyone else thinks? 

“I can’t find my shoes,” Luca whines. 

“Why didn’t you put them in the closet where they go?” I ask. 

“I don’t know. You didn’t put your shoes in the closet either.”

I look at where my sneakers sit by the back door. I took them off when I came in from taking out the trash. It was raining, and I didn’t want to step on the rug. Not an excuse, though. How hard would it have been to pick up the shoes and bring them to the closet when I came in? How can I expect Luca to remember something when I can’t even remember to do the same thing? 

“Go check your room.” After being a special education teacher for twelve years, you would think I’d have some tricks up my sleeve to help kids with ADHD stay more organized and remember things—and maybe me, too?

Luca skips back upstairs to his room, and I pray nothing distracts him on the way. 

Alex

“Daddy. Come on. We need to get ready.” Evangeline is jumping up and down in front of me, the two poufs on top of her head bobbing with her erratic motions, and I am about to break her heart.

“I’m sorry, Honey,” I say, pushing dirty-blond strands of my hair back from my face. God, I need a haircut. I just haven’t had time. “Lola called out sick from the bakery. I need to go to work. You need to come with me.”

Tears well up in her eyes behind her red-rimmed glasses, and my heart cracks. “That’s not fair! You promised. I want a chance to make more friends at my new school. I don’t know anyone. And Mrs. Smith is so mean. We barely get any time to talk or anything in class, and at recess, everyone runs off to play with their friends before I even get to know them.”

My heart squeezes in my chest. How can I deny her? She didn’t ask to move to this tiny suburb and start a new school where she’s likely the only biracial kid in her class. This is all on me. “Maybe Uncle Adam can take you while I go into the bakery.”

“I already asked him if he’d come with us and he said, ‘I’m stuck with those kids all day during the week. I need a break on my weekends.”

That sounds like something Adam would say. I don’t blame him. You’d think bowling could be an exception, though. He is their PE teacher, after all. I can’t complain, though. He helps with Vange all the time since we moved in with him. 

“Then I don’t know what else to do, honey. We need to go to the bakery. I can’t close it on a Saturday. It’s our busiest day.” 

“Who’s there now? Can they stay later?” 

“I can’t ask Tammy or Jesse to stay all day, honey. They’ve both worked full-time this week. I can’t afford to pay them overtime. I’m sorry, baby. Maybe we can invite one of your friends to go bowling next weekend.” 

“I don’t have any friends!” Vange shouts, stomping down the hall to her bedroom. “That’s the problem. I hate the stupid bakery! Can’t you just get a normal job where you only work during the week? It’s not fair.” She slams the door to the bedroom so hard I feel the house shake. 

I should scold her for that. She’s gotten so bold with me lately. But I can’t do it. Her pain cuts me too deep. The poor girl lost her mama when she was only five. I tried to keep in touch with Jade’s family, for Vange’s sake. So she could stay connected to her roots on the black side of her family. But over time, that connection fizzled out. 

I am a world-class failure of a dad. I am continually fucking up. We just need to find a routine and stability. If we can get things back in order, everything will be better. 

That’s a problem for another day. Today, I need to figure out a way to get my baby girl to the bowling alley. I pick up my phone and dial my sister Ashley. Her job involves a rotating schedule of weird hours. Maybe she can take Vange bowling, or cover a shift at the bakery for me. She’ll do it for free if I let her take home the leftover pastries. 

“What do you want?” Ashley answers the phone.

“How do you know I want something?”

“You literally never call me unless you want something.”

I want to say that’s not true. But it kind of is. I’ve been the worst. Usually, my family is my number one priority, but over the past year, it’s like I’m drowning. Sweet Jade, the bakery that had been Jade’s dream, used to make me so happy. Knowing I was continuing her dream without her filled me with peace. It was the least I could do in Jade’s memory when she gave me our precious baby girl. But now Sweet Jade feels like it’s sucking out all my energy. 

“Well...” Ashley interrupted my thoughts. “If you need something, spit it out.”

“Are you working today?” I ask.

“Not until four.” 

“Is there any chance you can take Vange bowling for her school’s bowling thing?”

“Ugh. I mean. If no one else can, I guess I can. I hate bowling, though. Why can’t you do it? Or Adam?” 

“Adam doesn’t want to spend his day off with his students, and I need to go over to Sweet Jade. My afternoon counter girl’s kid is sick and she can’t come in.”

“That sucks. You really need to find some more employees,” she says.

“You think? Well, if you don’t want to go bowling. You could go run the counter at Sweet Jade. I’ll take over as soon as we’re back from bowling. There’s nothing to bake. We only had one custom order today, and it’s all set to go. Just stand there and pass out pastries and cookies.” 

“Fine. But I’m scheduled to be at work at four. So, you need to be there by three-thirty at the latest.”

“Done! You’re my favorite sister!” 

“Of course I am. With Annie as my only competition, the bar is real low.” 

I stifle a chuckle. I know she’s only joking, but she’s not wrong, either. Annie has been off in New York City for the past six years, and we barely hear from her. One visit a year at Christmas is all she can spare for us, even though the city is only a couple hours away.

“Well, you’re my favorite sister, anyway. And you’re about to be Vange’s favorite aunt when I tell her we can go bowling after all.” 

“All right. Go have fun. See you at three-thirty on the dot.”

“Jeez, Ash. You know I’m always on time. Relax.”

“I know. I know you are. Sorry. It’s just that I’ve been late to work twice already this week. I love my job, but the inconsistent hours are a pain.” 

“You won’t be late. I’ll be there. Thanks again, Ash.” 

“Anything for my third favorite brother.” she says. I’m about to answer, but I realize she’s already ended the call. 

I call down the hall, “Come on Evangeline, time to go bowling!” 

My beautiful baby girl comes bounding down the hall, the twin poufs on top of her head bouncing. She throws her arms around me. “Thank you, daddy!” 

I squeeze her tighter, breathing in the smell of the coconut oil she uses in her hair. The scent always reminds me of her mother. I hope the way I’m raising our baby would please Jade. I do my best, and I guess that’s all I can do.
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Dani

Life Hack #243: Always be early. Then you won’t be late. 

Life Hack #453: To avoid disappointment, always expect things to go wrong because they inevitably do.

We arrive at the bowling alley, and somehow, we aren’t late. Miracle of miracles, we’re early. That seems to be our life. Either we are late, or I overestimate how much time we will need to not be late and we’re early. The bowling alley doesn’t even open for ten minutes. So we sit in the car and wait. I turn up the radio and dance along to the Spice Girls. Luca sings along. I’ve taught him well. The song ends and we get out of the car, only a few minutes early now. A few other parents and kids are walking in, too, so we won’t stand out for being early. 

It’s been ages since we’ve gone bowling, but the familiar atmosphere—loud echoing bangs, the smell of bad pizza, and that sticky crunch to the ugly carpet that says hundreds of kids have dropped sodas right where we stand—brings me back to my teenage days. It’s baffling how little has changed about bowling alleys. 

A line has formed at the desk, and we join it. 

“Hey, bud. Do you see anyone you know from school?” 

Luca shakes his head. He has the panicked look on his face of someone who’s feeling overwhelmed. 

“You okay?” I ask, remembering how much he hated loud noises when he was younger.

He nods, and I trust him to tell me if it’s too much.

“Names,” the soccer-mom-looking woman behind the desk my thoughts as Luca and I move to the front of the line. She looks vaguely familiar. I’m pretty sure she is the president of the PTO at Luca’s school, but Hell if I remember her name.

“Luca Haden.” 

“Haden, Haden,” she mumbles, dragging her index finger down a list of names. “Who’s his teacher?” she asks, looking up with a puzzled expression.

“Mrs. Langdon.” 

“Hmm... I don’t remember getting any forms from Mrs. Langdon. Give me a minute.” 

“Luca. You definitely gave the form to Mrs. Langdon.” 

“Yes,” he whines. “At least I think so.” 

“You think so?” 

“I think I put it in the basket for notes from home.” 

The PTO mom is shuffling through an envelope full of permission slips now. I feel my face heat. God, why is this always us? 

“No, I’m sorry. Nothing for Luca Haden.” 

“I know I gave it to her,” Luca says. I hear a sniffle starting in his voice. Please don’t let him melt down here and now. 

“Take a deep breath,” I say. “I know we were supposed to pay ahead of time. Is there any way we can just pay now?”

“Probably. Can you just wait here for a minute? The line is getting long, and I need to check people in who have already paid first.” 

She probably doesn’t mean it, but it stings that she assumes I’m one of those moms who can’t read a permission slip and follow the directions. I mean, I am typically the mom who can’t get her shit together. But this time wasn’t one of those times. We sent in the form. We made it here on time. We followed the directions. 

I look at the long line that had formed behind us, and my face burns. Probably the other parents also think I’m too dumb to read the directions on the flier. 

“You gave it to Mrs. Langdon?”

“Yes, mom!” Luca sounds on the verge of tears. I need to drop it before it gets worse. 

“Ok, honey. I’m sure we’ll get it figured out. We just need to wait for some of these people to get checked in.”

We wait for about fifteen minutes. The line shrinks and Ms. PTO waves me over. “All right, sorry about the wait,” she says as if she’s running a customer service line, not checking kids into a bowling alley. “Unfortunately—” 

My heart sinks.

“—Unfortunately, all the lanes on this side of the alley are filled by the rest of the kids who paid ahead.” 

I want to scream, “We did fucking pay ahead. You lost our form!” But I know it’s pointless. If I’m being honest, Luca most likely lost it. At least I paid with a check so I didn’t lose my money, too.

“There is room on the other side of the bowling alley, though. There is another family waiting as well. You guys can share a lane.” She gestures to the side of the bowling alley that’s practically empty. So much for Luca making friends with his classmates. Hopefully, the other family is nice.

“Luca, do you want to stay and bowl on the other side of the bowling alley? Or go home?” I ask.

“Bowl!” Luca says with a look of horror on his face that I’d even dare to suggest otherwise. 

“Okay. I was just checking.” 

“So, it’s four dollars each,” she says. 

I pull out my Disney Princess wallet, taking my debit card from the slot in the back. 

“Oh, sorry. I can’t take a card, since you’re giving me the money, not the bowling alley. They just added you on to the bill that they are charging the PTO.”

“Oh. But I didn’t bring cash. I didn’t think I’d need it, since as far as I knew, I already paid. Is there any way I can just pay the bowling alley?” 

“I mean, maybe. But you’d need to pay full price. They give us a discount because we’re such a large group.” 

“That’s fine. I’ll—”

“I’ve got it.” I’m interrupted by an extremely handsome man. “Just the two of you?” He drops a 20 on the counter. “Keep the extra as a donation to the PTO.” 

Oh my God, did he seriously pay for us like we’re some sort of charity case? 

“The PTO thanks you,” Ms. PTO says, her face brightening as if he’s just given her a diamond necklace, or maybe the moon. I’m pretty sure she is moments away from an honest to God swoon like in a movie. I mean, I get it. The man is a fucking hunk. He’s gotta be close to six feet tall, with a thick head of wavy blondish-brown hair, and those perfect blue eyes that seem to reflect different shades around them so that they change color. And he doesn’t look dressed for bowling at a kids’ event. His dark wash jeans hang just a tad lower than they should, clinging to his butt in all the right places without looking too tight. And he is wearing a maroon button-down shirt open over a tight black t-shirt. He’s rolled the sleeves, revealing his shapely forearms. Shapely forearms? I didn’t even realize forearms could be shapely. 

“Hi. I’m Alex,” he says. “The other idiot who didn’t know he had to pay ahead of time.” 

I’m about to correct him because I most certainly did know we needed to pay ahead of time and what kind of idiot doesn’t know how to read the notes that come home in his kids’ backpack? When I realize, it doesn’t matter. I’m here so Luca can bowl with kids from school and maybe make a friend or two. If this guy and his kid are going to bowl with us, that’s better than nothing. 

“Dani,” I say. “Thanks for covering that. I’ll pay you back.” 

“It’s fine. Come on, Evangeline. Let’s go get shoes,” he says, turning to the adorable girl with brown skin, red glasses, and cute hair poofs behind him. 

“Coming, Daddy,” she says, smiling at him. 

Alright, I did not see that one coming. It’s none of my business, but I’m instantly curious what their story is. Is her mom black? Is she adopted? It doesn’t matter at all. I’m just a nosy person. I love to know the details about other people. Luca and I sometimes play a game where we make up stories about other people when we’re at the park and he’s too shy to play with anyone.

“Mom?” Luca gets my attention.

“Right. Let’s go, Luca. We’re bowling with Alex and Evangeline, was it?” I call after them.

“Yup!” the little girl calls back. “Come on, Luca!”  

Luca runs after her as if they’re best friends. Maybe they are friends, for all I know. She looks about his age. He might know her from school. He’s never mentioned an Evangeline. But he hardly tells me about any of the kids in his class. So, who knows? 

“What size shoe do you wear?” I hear her ask. 

“One.” 

“I wear a two,” she announces, as if it makes any difference. Luca seems happy, though. That was the whole point of this, right?

Alex 

Thank God, someone else hadn’t paid ahead. And Evangeline seems happy to bowl with Luca and his mom, Dani. She’s got that sort of effortlessly cute look about her. Hair tossed in a ponytail, a t-shirt and tight leggings that hug her ass. It should be illegal for women to wear leggings like that as pants. I hear my sister Annie’s voice in my head, calling me a toxic man for blaming the way a woman dresses for my own perverted thoughts. To be fair, I probably would have thought she was cute no matter what she was wearing. She’s like the cute quirky girl in a movie or something, every character played by Zooey Deschanel wrapped into one. Dark hair and bangs, and she’s clearly a nerd with her dark-rimmed glasses and that weird anime shirt she’s wearing.

“Daddy,” Evangeline says, and I realize I’ve been too busy checking this woman out to tell the shoe man my size. “Sorry. Um. Size ten,” I say, and the man roots around under the counter for shoes that will fit me. 

I hand over the shoes that are already sitting on the counter for Vange, grab my shoes, and follow the group to our lane. 

I get things set up and type in ‘Luca, Evangeline, Alex.’

“Dani with an ‘i,” Dani instructs.

“Luca, Vange,” I call to the kids, who are busy taking off their shoes, “bumpers or no bumpers?”

“Bumpers!” they call in unison, looking at each other and laughing. It warms my heart to see Evangeline getting along with a kid who’s gotta be around her age. At home, she’s super loud and chatty, but she’s always so quiet around people we don’t know. And she still hasn’t made friends in the new school.

I push the button to turn the bumpers on for the kids.

“Just a warning,” Dani says. “I’m a terrible bowler.”

“You want bumpers, too?” I tease.

“No way. I’m a terrible bowler. But I’m way too competitive to cheat by using bumpers.”

I chuckle. “Suit yourself. I happen to be an excellent bowler.” Where the hell did that come from? I mean, I’m not terrible, but I am by no means excellent. And I don’t even remember the last time I’ve been to a bowling alley. 

“Bring it on,” she laughs and tosses her long ponytail back over her shoulders. A whiff of her shampoo wafts towards me, something fruity, and I have the weird desire to wrap the long tale around my fist and yank her towards me. Cool it, boy, I command myself. I haven’t been with a woman for way too long. I can’t help the way my eyes travel over Dani’s ass, as she leans down to tie her bowling shoes, and I feel my dick twitch in my pants. Suddenly, I realize, this is the first time I’ve been around a woman who wasn’t my sister, my mother, or a customer in—I don’t even know how long. Hopefully, Vange won’t have any nightmares tonight, and I can hide in my room watching porn and taking care of myself. Shit. I’m a fucking mess. Adam would tell me I need to get laid. But when the hell does he think I’d have time for that? 

My phone rings, and Dani turns towards the sound. Thank God, I’m wearing jeans that should conceal the semi I’m sporting after ogling her ass. I pull the phone from my pocket.

“Nice ringtone,” Dani laughs. “I think that’s the one my mom uses, too.” 

I roll my eyes. So, what if I never changed it from the default setting that comes on most phones these days?

I look down at the screen. Shit. It’s Ashley. I hope something isn’t wrong at the bakery. 

“I’ll be right back,” I say. “Can you watch Evangeline for a minute? It’s work.” 

A look of annoyance flits across Dani’s face, but she nods, and I don’t want Vange to hear the conversation because she’ll worry that we need to leave or something. Crap. I hope we don’t need to leave. It feels good to interact with another adult who’s outside of my family, even if I feel more like I’m in tenth grade hiding a hard-on after a cute girl looked at me. 

I step outside the bowling alley with my phone, which has stopped ringing. I unlock the screen and press the button to call my sister back. 

“Hey. I need you to walk me through baking a batch of cupcakes,” she says without even waiting for me to say hello back.

“What? You don’t need to bake anything. All the orders are already fulfilled and there’s plenty for the walk-in counter type customers.”

“No. I know. They’re not for me to sell. I just want to bake cupcakes.” 

“Can I just bake you a batch when I get there later?”

“No. There won’t be enough time. I want to bring them to work tonight.” 

I lean against the wall of the bowling alley and sigh. “Why do you want to bring cupcakes to work tonight, Ash?” 

“I forgot that it’s family night. And it’s also one of the residents, Ella’s birthday. I want to do something nice.” Ash has a fucking heart of gold, but I don’t have time for this right now.

“If it’s family night, don’t you think whoever comes for her birthday will bring her a cake or cupcakes or something?”

“No. Ella doesn’t have any family that comes on family nights. I don’t want her to feel left out because everyone else has family bring them something for their birthday.” Ash works at a group home for adults with disabilities. She describes it sort of like working at a house full of five to ten-year-olds, only they are in adult bodies. And I imagine what that would be like for someone with the same emotional needs as Evangeline to live in a house away from their family with other kids who all get presents and treats for their birthdays except for her. It breaks my heart. 

So, of course, I walk my sister through baking cupcakes for work.
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Dani

Life hack #65: Cute guys are all the same.

“Dani, these shoes are too small,” Evangeline says, waddling towards me with obviously pinched toes. 

“All right,” I say. “Let’s go get you new ones.” I try to keep my tone light and not let my annoyance show. It’s not her fault her dad is on the phone with his job instead of inside getting ready to bowl. And to think, I had been enjoying his company so much. I even dared to flirt with him a bit after I caught him checking me out. Oh well. I shouldn’t be surprised by now. Men are all the same. Self-absorbed. What could ‌be so important at work that it needed his attention on a Saturday afternoon when he was bowling with his kid? Just like Mike. 

“Come on, Luca, let’s go get new shoes for Evangeline.” There is no way I’m trusting him to stay near our lane by himself. He’d stick his finger in the ball return and get stuck or something else ridiculous.

We get new shoes for Evangeline and by the time we return to the lane, Alex still hasn’t come inside. Well Fuck. Am I stuck bowling with two nine-year-olds by myself? I don’t think I know how old she is.

“Evangeline? What grade are you in? Luca’s in fourth,” I say. 

“I’m in fourth grade, too!” she exclaims, pure excitement on her face. She is adorable in her red-framed glasses, and her little puffs bouncing on her head. 

“Oh! Do you guys know each other from school?” I ask.

“I don’t think so,” she says. “We just moved here this year, and Luca’s not in my class.” 

“Oh. Who’s your teacher?” Not that I know all the teachers at Luca’s school. I specifically chose to work in a different school from where Luca goes. It just seems the next logical question to ask her.

“Miss Smith.” 

“We go to recess with Miss Smith’s class!” Luca exclaims. 

“Wow. Maybe if you guys have fun today, you can play together at recess sometimes.” 

“Yeah!” Evangeline says.

My heart tightens in my chest at the idea that Luca might play with someone at recess. He’s the type of kid that will never make the first move, but if another kid approaches him, he will jump in and play. Will Evangeline be that other kid for him? I try not to let my hopes show on my face. That’s a lot of pressure to put on a little nine-year-old. Especially one who’s new to the school. 

With both kids’ shoes on, we decide to look for bowling balls while we wait for Alex to come back in. Unfortunately, it looks like there are none of the super lightweight, four-pound kids’ balls with the extra finger holes left. I mean, it shouldn’t surprise me, since there’s an entire school full of children here and we were the last ones to get checked in. The kids agree to take turns with a seven-pound ball, the lightest we can find. And I grab a ten for myself. 

“Evangeline, any idea what size your dad wants? We can get a ball for him.” 

“I don’t know,” she says and sighs. 

Luca is up first, and I cringe, watching him struggle with the ball. He doesn’t want my help, but when he gets up to the lane, he pretty much drops the ball straight down. With only the slightest bit of forward motion, the ball creeps toward the pins at an agonizing pace. It bounces off one gutter and crawls towards the center of the pins. It hits near the middle but only knocks down four pins with the tiny bit of momentum it has left. Luca and Evangeline cheer anyway. 

The kids wait for the ball to come back. “All right, Luca,” I say. “Let me show you how to hold it better so the ball can roll quicker.”

“No, thanks,” Luca says.

“Please. A snail could reach those pins faster.” 

Luca rolls his eyes, but he looks at me like he’s waiting for my instruction. Not that I’m a bowling expert or anything, but my help couldn’t possibly make him worse. 

“Alright, use these three fingers,” I say, pinching my middle and ring fingers against my thumb.

“Your thumb isn’t a finger,” Luca says, with a smug smile. 

I roll my eyes, and Evangeline cracks up.

“Fine. You should use these two fingers and your thumb,” I say, putting them into my ball. “Then turn your hand this way, so you can push the ball forward instead of dropping it downward.” I demonstrate without letting go of the ball. 

By this point Luca’s ball is back and he grabs it, makes a big show of putting the correct fingers in the holes, and lugs it towards the lane. He drops it in almost the same manner as his first throw, and I sigh. This is going to be a long fucking game.

Evangeline takes her turn with a little more finesse than Luca, but not much. She knocks down eight pins. Then I am glad Alex is outside, so he doesn’t witness my two gutter balls in a row.

We wait for about five minutes for Alex to come take his turn when Evangeline says, “Let’s skip him.” 

“Does he do this a lot?” I ask, knowing it’s none of my business.

I instantly regret it when her face falls. “Only recently. He’s been really busy with work stuff.” Fucking men. Can’t they see how their children ache for them when they are too busy with work all the time? Just like Mike. I try to remind myself that it could be worse. Mike is a good father even if he’s busy a lot. 

“All right. Let’s skip him,” I say. “Or I could bowl for him. It would serve him right to get two gutter balls.” 

Evangeline laughs, but it sounds forced. I can tell I upset her, and I feel like a bitch. This random family is none of my business. 

I take Alex’s turn and somehow knock down nine pins without even trying, putting him in the lead. Of course.

We each take another round of turns, and Alex comes back just in time to see me knock over two whole pins. I turn and see him smirking at me and shaking his head. I hate the fact that my heart flutters. He pushes his overlong hair off his face, and I itch to run my hands through his luscious locks.

“Sorry about that,” he says. “I’m ready to bowl. Wow! Thanks for getting me nine pins.” He acts like it’s not at all weird that he left his daughter with a random stranger for almost a half hour. What if I was one of those child traffickers using Luca to lure other parents into a false sense of security around me? I think about saying something to that effect and bite my tongue instead. It’s none of my damn business. 

“Can I use your ball?” Alex asks. “I promise, I don’t have cooties.” He winks at me. 

I know he’s just being playful and trying to recapture the banter we had going before he stepped out, but I’m not feeling it anymore. Honestly, I just want to get the game over and go home. I look towards Luca, though, and he and Evangeline are smiling and laughing and having fun. I can suck it up and endure an afternoon with this man who reminds me too much of my ex, if it means Luca makes a friend. Who knows? If he and Evangeline become real friends, I’ll be forced to deal with Alex again. I might as well get used to him now. 

“Why don’t I get us some snacks!” I ask. “It’s the least I can do since you paid for our game.” It also gives me a chance to leave him stuck with the kids for a few minutes and gives me a minute to cool my irritation at this man who didn’t really do anything so terrible. 

Alex

“Sure. Thanks. Snacks sound great,” I say. I’m about to offer to chip in, but I already paid for her and Luca to bowl, and then donated to the PTO. The rest of that twenty was supposed to be for snacks for Vange and me. With the bakery struggling, my wallet is pretty tight, and it would make things easier if I didn’t also buy snacks. 

Dani rifles around in her purse, a denim knapsack-looking thing. She pulls out random shit and tosses it on a chair. Crumpled receipts, a hairbrush, and a pack of gum. Then she drops her wallet on the chair, and I wonder what she’s looking for, if not that. I’m about to ask when she dumps out the entire contents into a messy pile. More random papers spill out, along with some Pokémon plushies that look handmade, knit or something, a book, and I’m not even sure what else. She plucks a debit card off the top of the pile and looks up at me sheepishly. 

“Sorry. Bad habit. I should have put it back in my wallet instead of just tossing it in the bag. I’ll be right back.” She saunters off towards the snack bar, and I can see the back of her neck is flushed red with embarrassment. I debate whether to say, “it’s no biggie,” or something, but she’s already gone, and I realize it is none of my business if this random mom is a walking disaster. Looking over at the pile of random crap she left behind, I cringe. I will never understand what is so hard for some people about putting things away when you’re done with them. It’s not even like her purse is organized. She could have scooped the pile back into the bag before she left. My sister Annie is like that, leaving a pile of crap wherever she goes. She and Ashley used to fight like cats and dogs over the mess of stuff in the bathroom. 

“Dad. It’s your turn to bowl,” Evangeline says. 

“Oh. Sorry. Coming.” 

I pick up the ten-pound ball. It’s a little lighter than I would have picked for myself, but it’s fine. I only knock down five pins total. Not my best. But whatever. I’m still in the lead. And it’s not like it matters who wins this game. The point is for Evangeline to make friends. And she seems to enjoy hanging out with Luca.

Right now, he is lying upside down on a chair with his feet over the back. If he was my kid, that would not be acceptable. But he’s not. And he’s not really causing any problems. Evangeline laughs at whatever he is saying, and that’s the point of all of this. A friend for Evangeline. I should get to know this kid a bit if he’s going to be friends with my Vange. 

“So, Luca,” I say, looking back at the pile of stuff from his mom’s bag. “You must like Pokémon. Is that a Squirtle your mom had in her bag? Evangeline likes Pokémon, too.”

“Oh yeah. I used to love Pokémon,” he says. “But I’m not as into it anymore. I’m mostly into Minecraft and Zelda right now. Those are my mom’s Pokémon, not mine.”

“Oh.” I’m not quite sure what to say. I’ve never met a grown woman with Pokémon plushies in her purse.

“Legend of Zelda is the one with Link, right?” Vange asks. 

“Yep. My favorite game is Breath of the Wild. But my mom likes Ocarina of Time.”

“That’s cool. I played Ocarina of Time when I was in high school,” I say, not sure what else to add. 

“You played video games?” Evangeline asks me, a look on her face like it’s just blown her mind, knowing I used to do something cool.

I nod and smile. 

“It’s your turn to bowl, Luca,” Vange says. 

Luca flips himself down off the chair in a move that has me feeling nauseous just watching him and grabs the bowling ball. It’s painful watching this kid throw the ball. I can’t even say throw. It’s more like he just dropped it. The ball spins and bounces off both bumpers like he’s playing pinball. But he knocks over about half the pins. Luca waits for his ball to return. I can’t watch him do that again. He’s going to drop it on his foot or something. I turn away so he doesn’t see me wince. 

My eyes catch on the pile of Dani’s crap on the chair. Some of her initial cuteness has faded with her out of my sight. And after seeing what a walking disaster she is, it’s probably better. She left her purse behind. Maybe I can just pick it up for her. It’s going to drive me crazy just sitting there like a pile of junk. I sit down on the chair next to the pile, and I sift through and start organizing it. Some things, like an empty gum wrapper and a crumpled napkin, are obviously trash. I put them in one pile. She is probably not saving the receipts for anything the way she’s balled them up, but they could be important, so I unfold them and smooth the paper the best I can before making them into a new pile. I try not to be nosy and read them. They’re not ‌interesting, anyway. Mostly just the grocery store. One of them is dated from three months ago. Why bother saving them if she will never use them, anyway? Why not just throw them out?

We press the button to skip past Dani’s turn until she is back. Then it’s my turn to bowl again, and I spend the entire turn thinking about Dani’s pile of junk. Why does it drive me so crazy? Is it because I can’t believe she just dumped it out in a public place like that? Is it because I’m nosy? Or is it just the thought of a mess like that makes my skin crawl? I think it’s a combination of all three. 
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