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This book was originally published in 2007, under the title Project Sweet Life. While the book was well-received, I was disappointed that no movie producer wanted to develop it as a feature film (as has happened with some of my other books). I had hoped Project Sweet Life could end up being something like The Goonies for a new generation.

Since no one was interested, I decided to develop a movie version myself. In 2013, I wrote a screenplay version. In 2016, an independent producer, Greg Koorhan, read my screenplay and optioned it without even realizing it was based on a novel. He subsequently produced and directed an upcoming feature film version, now called Project Pay Day.

The making of the movie led to another producer contacting me about adapting the book into a TV series, possibly for Netflix. That's now in the works too (but it also has a different title!).

A new edition of my now-fourteen-year-old novel seemed inevitable. But having lived with and worked on this story for so long, I now saw all kinds of things I wanted to change about the original book. So I completely rewrote it, updating it for the present day, even as I also tried to add a "timeless," slightly retro feel.

I've loved all the time I've spent with these characters and their world. I really hope you do too.

Brent Hartinger

February 2021
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WEEK ​1:

THE IDEA
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The school bell rang with the sound of sweet, sweet freedom.

"That's it!" said my best friend Curtis, leaping up from his desk. "We! Are! Outta here!"

He was already halfway to the door of our history classroom when Hannah, my other best friend, said, "Hold on. It's going to be a madhouse out there."

Curtis didn't hold on, just went charging out into the hallway with the rest of the class. Hannah and I looked at each other, rolling our eyes. We'd both known Curtis wouldn't hold on. Then again, the two of us didn't hold on either. We followed after him like baby ducklings after their mother. Like always. 

And yeah, it was a madhouse. People whooped it up, lockers clanged, papers fluttered all around. Getting to our own lockers felt like fighting our way through a stream full of spawning salmon — the other students were that excited. Or maybe they were more excited. After all, salmon are merely spawning, but this was the last day of school before summer vacation. But I admit I felt it too. I'd been waiting for the last day of school since, well, the first day of school.

"Outta my way, little freshman," said one of the seniors, swatting me aside like the worthless insect I was.

I stumbled to one side and banged against a row of lockers. All around me, seniors  —  and even a few juniors and sophomores  —  turned to look. I rubbed my shoulder, because, hey, it hurt, but I didn't dare look up and make eye contact. I felt like a dog that had been kicked once too often. It was totally unfair, the way the seniors treated freshman like Hannah, Curtis, and me. I mean, we were high school students too! But what could I do? I didn't want to be thrown into the lockers again. 

But Hannah stood right up to my bully, who happened to be a guy named Blake Steadman, and looked exactly like a guy named Blake Steadman would look. 

"Hey!" she said, getting into his face. "You can't push people around like that!"

Blake laughed out loud. "That's funny because I thought I just did."

It wasn't a very clever response, but it happened to be fairly accurate. Now even Hannah could only sputter. And she's not someone who's usually at a loss for words. 

"Hannah?" Curtis said. "Leave it."

Now she whirled on him. "Curtis! How can you say that? Holy smokes!"

"Seriously," Curtis said. "Let him have his fun."

At that, all the seniors laughed. 

"Listen to your friend there," Blake said to Hannah. "Let us have our fun."

At this, Hannah couldn't even manage a sputter. That made Blake and his friends laugh harder still, but it also got them moving down the hallway again. They had better things to do than harass speechless, scrawny freshmen, especially now that school was out for the summer.

Hannah fumed. "Curtis, how could you let him beat up on Dave like that?"

She meant me. My name is Dave. I kept rubbing my shoulder, which still hurt but not so bad that I had to see a doctor or anything.

"Because we're going to have our revenge soon enough," Curtis said.

Hannah frowned. "Revenge? What kind of revenge?"

"The perfect kind," Curtis said, with exactly the right amount of mystery in his voice. "Just you wait and see."

*   *   *
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I've been friends with Curtis and Hannah forever. I met Curtis in the second grade. We were definitely friends, and we even went to each other's houses a few times. But I never thought of him as my "best" friend. I remember not being entirely comfortable around him. It wasn't until the fourth grade, when the two of us met Hannah, that it all finally felt right. The three of us sat near each other in class, and then one weekend, we all went to a movie together, and it felt almost shockingly natural. She was like the last piece of an interlocking puzzle, the thing that makes the other two pieces make sense. The three of us had been inseparable ever since. 

Of the three of us, Curtis is the dreamer  —  the kind of guy with a million big ideas. He's a smaller guy but definitely larger-than-life. He's a great talker, and things always sound so good when he says them. It's partly because he's handsome, with dark hair, olive skin, and piercing brown eyes. Hannah and I are white, and so is Curtis' mother, but his father is Turkish. But Curtis' good looks are deceiving, and so are his words, because his big ideas never quite work out the way he says they will. I once saw a video about tropical clownfish, how they're bright and colorful and innocent-looking, but it's only so they can lure other fish into the poisonous tentacles of sea anemones. I remember thinking, "That's like Curtis. He's more dangerous than he seems." But I guess it's a good thing he looks like a choir boy because it means people don't strangle him for lying, which he usually shrugs off as "shading the truth a little."

Hannah is the opposite of Curtis, and I don't mean because she's a girl. If Curtis is the dreamer, Hannah is the thinker. She's a lot more cautious than Curtis, but not fearful exactly. I mean, obviously, given the way she stood up to Blake Steadman. She's just more worried about right and wrong. She's book-smart, the best student of all three of us, but she also has common sense, which is a good combination. I like that she sticks up for herself, and also for other people, like me in that hallway after school. She has auburn hair, rosy cheeks, and pale skin, and is perfectly nice-looking, but doesn't stand out the way Curtis does. Her flaw is that she's probably too cautious. She could stand to loosen up a little.

As for me, I guess I'm kind of like a mix between Curtis and Hannah, with brown hair that's somewhere between their two shades, and a gangly body that's not tan or pale, but also somewhere between the other two. It's the same with the way I act, always torn between thinking and dreaming — between thinking too much and not thinking at all. What's my downside? I don't think I have one. Then again, I don't have to be friends with me.

*   *   *
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Twenty minutes later, Hannah, Curtis and I were all packed up and riding away from school on our bikes. This is when Curtis got a chance to explain what he meant about our getting our revenge on those jerky seniors.

First, we passed a teenager in a fast food uniform, tossing bags of trash into a dumpster.

Then we went by another teenager, a babysitter, trying to corral two screaming brats in the park.

Finally, we saw two teenage yard workers scooping dog crap up off a lawn.

"See?" Curtis said smugly, the three of us still on our bikes.

"No," I said. "What are we supposed to see?"

"They all have to get summer jobs, and we don't."

"I don't—" Hannah started to say.

"It's the one beautiful thing about only being a freshman." 

Hannah tried again. "I still don't—"

"Don't you see? They're all sophomores or older. Mostly age sixteen and above. But we're not. We're younger." 

This was true. Hannah and I were fifteen, and Curtis was still fourteen. But what did that have to do with anything? 

"Don't you get it?" he went on. "This is the summer of our freshman year. The year of the optional summer job!"

I finally understood what Curtis had been getting at, and also what he'd meant before when he said we'd get our revenge on Blake Steadman. 

In our town, there were a couple of big differences between being a freshman and a sophomore. For one thing, we couldn't drive yet. For another thing, sophomores were expected to get summer jobs. The only exception was if you were, like, big into gymnastics, or football, or theater, or something like that. In that case, you spent the summer in some program or camp drilling down on whatever you happened to be into.

The point was, as a sophomore, you absolutely couldn't spend the whole summer just hanging out with your friends. It wasn't really even about the summer job — or gymnastics or football or whatever. It was about doing something "worthwhile." About "building character." Whatever that means.

But somehow this rule didn't apply to freshmen — to Hannah, Curtis, and me. It was this weird dividing line. At our ages, most adults still seemed to see us as kids. Or half-kids anyway. Sure, a freshman could get a summer job if they wanted the extra cash or something. Or if they needed a job because their family was poor, which a lot of families are. But none of us was that poor. So for fourteen and fifteen year-olds like us, a summer job really was optional. And I knew without asking that Curtis, Hannah, and I were opting not to get summer jobs this year.

Right then — and this couldn't have gone any better if Curtis had planned it this way — we passed Blake Steadman.

In a hot dog suit!

This was his summer job: standing in front of a hot dog stand trying to flag down patrons, in one of the most ridiculous costumes imaginable. There was a fat bun made out of some spongy material, and a big pink hot dog that stretched up and covered his head like a hood. He even had a yellow squiggle of fake mustard running down his front.

Sure, Blake was eighteen and he could drive, but that just meant he'd been able to get to his humiliating summer job faster than we could on our bikes. 

"Lookin' good, Blake!" Curtis called. "You're a natural born wiener!" 

Blake looked over, recognizing us. His expression flashed from fury to humiliation then back to fury again. But he was on the clock, and he couldn't say anything, just scowl. It's not like he could run after us in that silly hot dog suit anyway.

"I admit," Hannah admitted, "this does have a certain poetic justice."

*   *   *
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"But next summer, we're going to be the wieners," I said a few minutes later, after we'd stopped for ice cream at the local drive-in. Another teenager working his summer job had just slung us each a cone — rocky road for me. "We're all going to have to get summer jobs."

"Yeah, but that's next summer," Curtis said. "That's why it's so important that this summer be something truly special."

"What do you mean?" Hannah asked him. "What are we going to do?"

"Whatever we want! That's the whole point of freedom. While those poor sops back there are scooping up dog crap, while Blake is pitching hot dogs, we'll be having adventures. Life-experience!"

"Like what?" I asked.

"Well, we could go on long bike rides. And explore the downtown area — finally really get to know this city and its people. And, hey, we all have our SCUBA licenses now, so we can finally do some serious diving."

"Or we could just sit on our butts all summer playing video games," Hannah muttered.

Curtis pointed a happy finger at her. "That too!"

Suddenly, I was feeling very thoughtful. "The three of us, we're best friends, right?"

"You said it," Curtis said.

"Of course," Hannah said. "Why?"

"I don't know," I said. "Our friendship feels different than it did before. Better. We not kids anymore, playing in the park. You know? I guess I'm finally old enough to appreciate it, what the three of us have together."

Hannah and Curtis both smiled, and for once, even Curtis knew enough not to interrupt me. Except I wasn't sure what I was trying to say.

"Dave?" Hannah said. "What is it?"

"I don't know," I said. "This summer really does feel special, like Curtis said. Important somehow." But what did he mean? I still wasn't sure. "Like it's the last chance for..."

"What?" Curtis said, but I still didn't know.

"For us to be us," Hannah said. "The way we are now. Things really are going to change next year. When we're the wieners? We'll be older. Busier. We'll have responsibilities."

"Yes!" I said. Leave it to Hannah to put into words exactly what I'd been feeling. I could also tell she agreed with me, from the wistful tone in her voice.

"Things won't be that different," Curtis said. "You guys sound like you're afraid of growing up."

"I'm not afraid of growing up!" I said defensively. "But, I mean, things can't stay the same forever. Our parents aren't the same people they were when they were our age." 

"That's our parents," Curtis scoffed, "not us. Are you worried we'll, like, drift apart or something? The three of us are best friends, and we always will be. I'm sure of that."

I smiled. I couldn't imagine us ever not being best friends either. At the same time, Curtis sounded a little defensive too, like he was protesting a little too much. For once, he didn't sound like he completely believed his own words.

"Well, none of that matters now anyway," I said, carrying on. I turned to Curtis. "Because this one last summer really is going to be something truly special." I looked at Hannah. "We'll get to be us. And we'll know it, so we'll appreciate it more. Every minute of every day of every week for ten weeks straight!"

Now Curtis smiled too. I'd finally said something he couldn't disagree with.

"Let's make a toast," Hannah said, lifting her ice cream cone. "Here's to friendship. And the best summer ever."

"The best summer ever!" Curtis and I said together, all of us tapping our ice cream cones together like champagne glasses. 

*   *   *
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That night at dinner with my parents, I attempted a walk-by grab-n-go.

"I'm just going to snatch a quick bite to eat and—" I started to say.

"You are not," my mom said. "We're eating dinners together this summer. Sit!"

I sat.

My parents are perfectly fine people. The problem is, we don't have a lot in common. My mom works as an advertising executive, and she wears a lot of nice suits. She's also into self-improvement — she does daily affirmations and everything. My dad's former military, special ops, but retired on disability. Now he handles most of the cooking and the housework. He's stricter than my mom and sees most things in terms of black-and-white.

That's all I can think of to say about my parents. Like I said, we don't have a lot in common.

"Besides," my dad went on, "there's something we wanted to talk to you about." 

My Spidey-sense was tingling. But what could I do except listen? I started to dish up my dinner, which was already on the table. Spaghetti meatloaf. I said my dad does the cooking; I didn't say he does it particularly well. Even though he's retired from the military, he still cooks like we're eating in a mess hall.

I took a wary bite.

Then my mom said, "We got your report card." 

I chewed my food, thinking, Of course. I knew my report card was on its way. And I suspected it wouldn't exactly be bestowing me with a crown of glory. Then again, I've never been what you'd call a Straight-A Student. Or even a Straight-B student. So why did my parents look so disappointed now? Were they really expecting a leopard to change his spots?

"It's pretty clear you're not applying yourself," my dad said. "That you don't yet understand what's really valuable in life. That was fine when you were younger, when you were still finding your way. But you're a high school student now. It's past time for you to put away your childish games."

I guess I need to explain this. When I was describing Curtis and Hannah, their pros and cons, I said I didn't think I had any downsides. I'm not sure my parents would have agreed. They had it in their heads that I had a tendency to cut corners. That I maybe even had motivational problems. And I guess they were right that I didn't have a bedroom full of trophies and awards like Hannah, and I hadn't planned out my own twelve-volume comic book series like Curtis. But I was okay with this — with letting me do me. This was less true for my parents.

Still, my dad was laying it on pretty thick even for him.

I took another wary bite.

"So we think it's time you got a summer job," my dad finished.

You might think him saying something like that would make me choke on my meatloaf or something, but it didn't. I still wasn't taking him very seriously about this summer job thing. After all, I was only a freshman.

"Ha ha," I said, continuing to eat. "Very funny." In the weirdest reaches of some wild, alternate universe where my parents did think I should get a job the summer of my freshman year, even they wouldn't be so cruel to bring it up the night before the start of my vacation. 

"What's very funny?" my dad said.

"Well, you're obviously joking," I said.

I looked between my parents. They sure looked serious. I'd also never noticed before how they both had such annoyingly good posture.

"I'm a freshman," I said, talking with my mouth full. "Fifteen years old."

Their stern expressions didn't shift. But I still didn't choke on my spaghetti meatloaf, because I knew they couldn't really be serious. I was convinced this was all just a misunderstanding of some kind.

So very patiently, like I was reminding a little kid to pick up her toys, I said, "This is the year of the optional summer job."

"Says who?" my dad said.

"Says everyone. I think it's even in the U.S. Constitution. Please pass the salt."

"It's not in the U.S. Constitution," my mom said, not passing the salt.

"Then it's in the Bible," I said, reaching across the table for the salt myself.

"It's not in the Bible either."

I couldn't keep from rolling my eyes. "Like you've read the whole Bible?"

I salted my food, then took another bite, the biggest one so far. 

"Dave, we're not kidding," my mom said. "We've decided you need to get a summer job." 

Now I choked on the spaghetti meatloaf! My parents were really, truly serious about this summer job thing? Maybe Curtis had been wrong about the summer of our freshman year being some kind of magical limbo between childhood freedom and adult responsibility.

I took a drink and managed to get the meatloaf down. 

"But..." Choking or not, I couldn't get the words out. How did I explain to them that the last school bell of the year had rung that afternoon with the sound of such sweet, sweet freedom? Or that Curtis, Hannah, and I had just been talking about how we had this one last summer together — completely unscheduled and unsupervised? Two months that we'd planned living completely on our own terms?

"It's about time you learn the value of hard work," my dad said. "The secret to success is that there is no secret — you just have to do the work."

I understand the value of hard work! I wanted to shout. I'd never liked school, but I'd gone anyway, almost every weekday for the last nine months, and for eight years before that. Had I complained? Well, yes, maybe I had. But I'd still gone! Did I get no credit for that? 

Anyway, unlike my parents, I also understood the importance of hard fun. That there was more to life than just working all the time.

But I didn't say any of this to my parents. I knew they wouldn't understand.

"And if I don't?" I said.

My parents exchanged a glance. Then my dad chuckled like I'd told a joke, and said, "Well, then you won't be doing anything else this summer either. We'll keep you so busy with chores you won't have time to do anything else."

*   *   *
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"My parents are making me get a summer job," I said later that night, dramatically, as I entered the bomb shelter in Curtis's backyard. It had been dug by the previous owners of the house back in the early 1960s but abandoned until Curtis had talked his parents into letting us turn it into, well, we used to call it our club house, but we were too old for that now, so let's call it a hideaway.

Whatever you called it, it was pretty great. We'd brought in carpet, a plush couch, and these giant oversize floor pillows, and put up these big, framed posters from the TV show Stranger Things and a campy old movie called The Goonies. We'd also run an extension cord from the house, which let us add things like a little refrigerator, a movie-style popcorn popper, and a giant television and game system — all decent stuff we'd picked up at bargain prices at garage sales and on eBay. Since it had been built as a bomb shelter, we also had a working bathroom and running water. Even Curtis's parents didn't know about all the stuff we had in there, because we'd also installed a thick padlock on the outside door.

Curtis and Hannah were already inside the bomb shelter, but they weren't reacting the way I thought they would, outraged and indignant on my behalf. No, they were both slumped back into the couch.

"What?" I said, confused.

"My parents are making me getting a summer job," Curtis said sullenly. "They say I need to learn responsibility. That I never follow through on my big plans."

"My mom's making me get a summer job too," Hannah added, just as glum. "She says I'm too rigid, too risk-averse. That I need to get my head out of my books and into the real world."

This was interesting. Our parents had all decided we needed to get summer jobs? Something more was going on here than just my getting a bad report card. 

"They talked," I said. "It's the only explanation." Our parents all suddenly insisting we needed to get summer jobs couldn't be a coincidence. In fact, now that I thought about it, my parents and Hannah's mom, who's divorced, had all gone to a dinner party at Curtis' house the previous weekend.

"It's not fair," Hannah said. "Curtis was right before. This is our year of the optional summer job. It's been that way forever. They can't just change the rules based on some whim."

"It so figures," I said. "So much for having one last summer of freedom." 

Curtis sank even deeper into the sofa. "I'm not doing it. I mean, what can they do?"

"My dad said he'd make me do chores all summer. He said I won't have time to do anything else."

Curtis sat up so fast it made the couch squeak. "That's not fair!" 

"It doesn't matter if it's fair or not," Hannah said. "They're our parents, and we have to do what they say."

No one said anything for a second. Then Curtis, perched on the edge of the couch, said very quietly, "We could lie."

The walls of the bomb shelter were thick enough to muffle even the screams of neighbors dying of radiation poisoning, but Curtis had still whispered. Lying to our parents? That wasn't something we'd ever done before, at least not about anything as serious as this. 

Our soft-serve machine hummed.

"No, seriously, why not?" Curtis said, a little louder now, more confident. "We tell 'em we've got summer jobs when we don't. They'll never know the difference." 

"Sure, they will," I said. "My parents are going to want to see the money I earn."

Hannah folded her arms over her chest. "Besides, I don't want to lie to my parents. About little things, sure. But this is a big thing." 

"But our parents just said we need to get summer jobs, right?" Curtis said. "They didn't say what summer jobs." 

"Yeah," I said. "So?"

"So what if we found some way to make all the money we need at one time? A onetime job with a big pay day?"

"I don't see what difference—" Hannah started to say.

"The difference is that we'd still have a 'job,' so we'd be telling a little lie, not a big one, like you said."

This was an example of how Curtis was like a clownfish, luring people into things they later regretted. I knew it, and Hannah knew it. But at the same time, it really wasn't fair what our parents were doing. So another part of me wanted Curtis to keep talking. I guess this is how these things work. Clownfish wouldn't lure anything anywhere if the anemones weren't really pretty.

"Look," Curtis went on, "it's already not fair we're being forced to take jobs we don't want to make money we don't need. But it's really not fair that the only way we can make that money is through some dreary, minimum-wage job. What about the creativity and smarts we'd need to pull it off another way? Shouldn't we get credit for that?" 

"He has a point," I said to Hannah. "How much money are we talking, anyway?" 

Hannah didn't say anything for a second, and I wasn't sure if she was calculating the answer or still considering the consequences.

Then she said, "Ten bucks an hour, forty hours a week. Ten weeks between now and Labor Day. Times the three of us. About twelve thousand dollars."

Curtis grinned. "That's it? That's the price of one last summer of freedom? We could totally get that."

"What do you have in mind?" I asked. "Robbing a bank?"

"Maybe. It has to be really easy with a great big pay-off."

"Get-rich-quick, you mean?" Hannah said. "Yeah, that always works." 

"No!" Curtis objected. "Well, yes, but we'll be different. We'll be smart about it."

"Yeah," Hannah said, "because no one ever says that either."

"Oh, come on, this is us. The three of us can do anything we set our minds to. How do you think we got all of this cool stuff in the bomb shelter?"

Curtis had a point about this too. None of us had any real money, but we definitely knew how to rock a garage sale.

Hannah wasn't convinced. "But even if we do invent fake jobs and make twelve thousand dollars in one big pay day, our parents are still going to expect us to go to work every day." 

"So what?" Curtis said. "We come here, exactly like we would have done anyway. My parents and sister work all day, so we don't have to worry about them seeing us. Can I just say? I already love this plan."

I tried to work all this through in my head. "So if my parents ask, I tell 'em I got a job as a lifeguard at the pool?"

Curtis jabbed an excited finger at me. "Exactly! Then you pick up a fake uniform and occasionally complain about kids peeing in the water. Hannah, you can work at KFC. We can pick you up a T-shirt somewhere, and maybe wear a band-aid now and then from when you burned your hand on the deep-fryer. As for me, I want to do something outside, work on my tan a bit, so I think maybe I'll mow lawns at the country club."

It was kind of eerie how easy lying came to Curtis. One the other hand, the idea really did make a certain amount of sense.

"I don't know about this..." I said, torn.

"I think it's a terrible idea," Hannah said.

Curtis sank back into sofa, totally relaxed now. "This will all be a piece-o-cake. Trust me."

"Even if you're right," Hannah said, "saying we have summer jobs is the easy part. Where do we get the twelve thousand dollars? It has to be legal."

"Of course it'll be legal," he said, like he was deeply, personally offended by the suggestion that it might not be. "But we may not even need the money."
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