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Kanitha P.


‘Skate It Till You Make It is a brilliant, heartwarming story about love, friendship, and believing in your dreams. Fake dating has never felt so atmospheric and riveting. Mazarura expertly weaves feminist social commentary into her writing, and it will have you rooting hard for every sportswoman in the story. This is the deep, layered, dreamy sports romance I’ve been waiting for my entire life!’
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‘Rufaro Faith Mazarura expertly weaves humor, conflict, and charm to write the gold standard of sports romance. Prepare to fall in love with Ari and Drew; their palpable tension had me swooning through this addictive page-turner. It was impossible to put down! Heartwarming, relatable, and compelling; loving this book is the ultimate green flag!’


Annabelle Slator


‘Skate It Till You Make It balances fake dating, family drama, and above all, the sizzling tension between Ari and Drew, with effortless charm. A fun, fantastic read’


Grace Reilly


‘Skate It Till You Make It is a tender, grounded story that will warm your heart, even with its wintery setting. Ari and Drew’s chemistry jumps off the page, as does the world that Mazarura has built. Prepare to follow the leads through their own journeys of self-discovery, packed with plenty of hijinks and an equally enticing supporting cast. Mazarura has expertly crafted a world full of beautifully complex characters that you can’t help but root for, all the way through the Winter Games’
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Ari


DECEMBER 31, 2025


Arikoishe Shumba was on her way to becoming a legend. By the age of twenty-one, she’d won an international Ice Hockey World Championship, received two Player of the Year Awards, and scored the majestic winning goal against the Netherlands that had led Team GB’s women’s ice hockey team to qualify for their first-ever Winter Olympics. Which was why she and her teammates were sequestered at a secret boot camp to train for the Games. They had spent the past five days in rigorous preparation for the competition that awaited them. But for some reason, the first question Ari’s favorite teammate asked her when they got back into the locker room that day was:


“Can I set you up? I promise it won’t be as bad as last time.” Izzy’s smile that signaled trouble. Izzy wasn’t just Team GB’s star goaltender. She was also the team’s resident matchmaker and one of Ari’s best friends.


“The last guy you set me up with found my Wikipedia page halfway through dinner, read out my stats, and still spent the whole date saying he could deadlift heavier weights than me,” Ari said, shivering at the memory. She took off her helmet and sat on the bench in front of her locker.


“But you didn’t have to take him to the gym in the middle of the night to prove you were stronger than him,” said Izzy in her warm Welsh accent, laughing as she undid her ponytail and let her red hair tumble down.


Ari smiled at the memory. She had ubered Overconfident Connor to the closest open gym and challenged him to a bench press “lift off.” Ari won, setting a new personal record of 225 pounds. Her prize was . . . never hearing from Connor again. But it was for the best. He was the last in a long string of bad dates that had made her ponder a vow of celibacy. But her friends were determined to set her up before the start of the Winter Olympics.


Izzy, ever the hopeless romantic, pressed even further. “This guy’s different. He’s on the Canadian men’s ice hockey team, and they’re in London for a couple days before they fly to the Olympics. It would be so cute! You could train together, take romantic winter holidays, and bond over skates.”


Ari smiled and shook her head as she dipped a sponge in warm water and used it to wipe her hockey helmet clean. Ever since qualifying, her friends had spent every locker room session coming up with grand plans for St. Moritz. Her dating life was just the next bullet point on their Winter 2026 agenda.


Yasmeen folded her jersey then shuffled over in the silk-lined slippers she’d gifted each of her teammates for Christmas last year.


“Ari, think about it from a business standpoint.” Yasmeen was as strategic on social media as she was on the ice rink in her role on defense. Her Persian parents had promised to be supportive of her athletic career as long as she made sure to diversify her income. Because athletics careers are short, and none of the girls on the team got paid enough to dedicate their entire lives to hockey. So Yasmeen was constantly reminding her teammates to make a plan for their lives beyond ice hockey, too.


“You already have a decent following, and romance sells,” Izzy insisted. “If you get together and post coupley content, your followers will eat it up. It might even you get another brand deal.”


Sienna, who played right forward, shook her head as she changed into an oversized Team GB hoodie. “Or . . . you could get him to use his clout to convince one of the big sports magazines to actually feature a women’s team for once?”


Izzy shook her head. “We’re supposed to be setting her up for love, not a PR campaign.”


“Dating men is miserable,” Sienna replied with a shrug. “You’ve got to get something out of it.”


“Which is why I don’t date men, but this guy . . .” Izzy said, scrolling through her phone for photos. “Seems sweet.”


“Iz, the last guy you tried to set me up with didn’t even have a bed frame,” said Yasmeen, who had also been a victim of Izzy’s matchmaking services. “He slept on a mattress, on the ground. Why did you think we’d be a good match?”


“Well, you got as far as seeing the mattress, so he had to have something going for him,” Izzy joked, then wiggled her tongue.


“Hot guy, but too much of a hot mess to last beyond the night.” Yasmeen laughed. All at once, everyone started chiming in, revealing the worst dates they’d been on and all the guys with obvious red flags they’d gone on a second date with anyway.


Ari loved hearing stories about her friends’ love lives. They spent so much time talking strategy, fundraising, and logistics that she craved conversations that failed the Bechdel test. So, she folded up her uniform and joined in, sharing her worst anecdotes. That afternoon, the locker room was filled with light conversation because, as demanding as their coaches, schedule, and practice matches were, the first few days of precompetition boot camp were always the most fun. Ari and the twenty-two other girls on her team had left their families on Boxing Day to travel to a secret Team GB training facility just outside London. They’d launched straight into an intense training regimen and spent the week after Christmas on a strict meal plan to prepare for the most important competition of their lives, the 2026 Winter Olympics. But despite the stakes of the two months ahead of them and the constant reminders of just how close they’d been to not making it this far, their postmatch conversations always ended up dissolving into locker-room talk.


“So, you want me to date this guy . . . so we get more funding and press coverage?” Ari asked.


“Exactly,” said Yasmeen with a grin. “Have you seen Yara and Ezra?” she asked, reminding them of a famous tennis doubles team who were obviously in a PR relationship. The buzz around them as a couple was generating enough hype for them to sign a multimillion-dollar joint sponsorship deal with the sportswear brand For Athena. Yasmeen shrugged. “I’m just saying, it pays to be strategic.”


“Maybe we should channel all of that strategic thinking into training instead of planning a fake romance?” asked Sienna. “What would Gracie think?”


Their team captain’s flight to boot camp was delayed, and Ari knew Sienna enjoyed being the default voice of reason in her absence. But Sienna was right, so Ari nodded in agreement.


“We’re going to the Olympics. I’m way too busy to meet someone new, so I don’t know why you’re so focused on setting me up.”


Her friends went quiet, glancing back and forth at one another as if they were in the middle of a silent meeting she hadn’t been invited to.


“Am I missing something?” Ari asked as the energy in the room shifted. Izzy, Sienna, and Yasmeen were her best friends. They were the only ones close enough to tell her the truth. But they were avoiding her gaze.


Izzy suddenly became deeply interested in her phone, and Yasmeen began to fold her uniform piece by piece. In the end it was Sienna who finally sighed and sat beside her.


“When we get to St. Moritz you’ll be too busy to meet someone new, but . . . you might see someone from the past,” Sienna said softly. And just like that, their attempts at setting her up made sense. She should have known.


“Come on, are we still talking about this? I told you, it’s over,” Ari said, suddenly defensive.


“It’s just . . . we know you still like him and he’s obviously going to be at the Olympics. We just don’t want you to get—” began Izzy.


But Ari put her hands up to stop the suffocating protectiveness that came over her friends whenever they broached the topic of her ex-boyfriend Harrison. Mentions of him always soured conversations among Ari and her teammates. But they were right, it was inevitable that she was going to bump into Harrison at the Games because he was a gold medal–winning snowboarder on Team GB. They would all be flying out to Switzerland together and staying in the same athletes’ accommodation block. But unlike her friends, Ari knew that her on-again-off-again relationship with her ex was truly over this time.


“Me and Harrison aren’t getting back together, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she snapped. Yasmeen and Sienna exchanged knowing glances, as if they’d heard her say the same thing a dozen times. She had. Which was why she knew her friends didn’t believe her. So, instead of trying to convince them she was sure this time, she took a deep breath, softened her tone, and decided to play along with their matchmaking scheme. Anything to bring some levity back into their conversation.


“If you’re trying to set me up to stop me from sneaking up the stairs of GB House to find Harrison, I don’t want to hear it. But . . . I’m not opposed to having a bit of fun before the opening ceremony if this hockey player is as great as you say he is,” Ari said. “Pass me the phone, let me see Mr. Canada,” she relented. Izzy grinned and shuffled across the locker room, dangling her phone from her fingers like a carrot.


Ari turned her attention to the screen in front of her. Chad Thompson was the alternate goalie of the Canadian men’s ice hockey team. He was six foot four with a sweet, crooked smile. Judging by the photo of Big Ben on his Instagram story, he was in London with his teammates to celebrate New Year’s Eve before they flew to Switzerland. He didn’t have the face of a could-be serial killer, but you could never be too sure.


“I don’t know about this,” Ari said as she scrolled through photos of Chad. She had a long, messy history when it came to dating other athletes. They either feigned disinterest if they thought she was more successful than them, tried to downplay her achievements if they were further along, or, like Harrison, got strangely competitive the minute her success began to eclipse theirs. “I think I’m done with athletes.”


“Ari, you’ve got to date at least one hot hockey player in your lifetime,” said Yasmeen.


“I don’t need to date a hot hockey player. I am a hot hockey player,” said Ari with a wicked smile, a comment that was met with a wave of agreement from the rest of the girls on the team.


Ari and the other girls had started playing the sport as children. Their parents had ferried them to the local ice rink every weekend and cheered them on from behind the glass-lined stands. But no one had ever really thought they would get that far.


While hockey was one of the biggest winter sports and the UK was home to some of the most successful athletes in the world, their women’s ice hockey team had never qualified for an Olympic tournament.


Until a couple of years ago, when their team had signed a game-changing new player, Gracie Walters. The twenty-six-year-old, London-born, Montreal-raised ice hockey champion had moved to Canada when she was three years old, and she’d become one of the top players in North America. But to everyone’s surprise, she’d moved back to the UK in 2022 to study for her master’s. She’d given up her prestigious North American career and used her dual citizenship to join Team GB. A decision that shook up the entire International Ice Hockey Federation.


The months after Gracie joined the team had been a beautiful blur. Gracie pushed Ari and her teammates to believe in themselves, train harder, and play better than ever before. She took a vested interest in each one of them, spending hours studying the way they played to amplify their strengths and improve their weaknesses. For some reason, she’d taken Ari under her wing, taking her out for coffee to talk strategy and giving her advice on how to be a better leader on and off the rink. It was inspiring for Ari to have a captain who genuinely believed they could win and forced the rest of the ice hockey community to take notice of them.


The uninspired coach they’d been stuck with for the past few years was replaced by Niall McLaughlin, the legendary former head coach of the men’s ice hockey team. And then, after years of being warned that they would never see an international win in their lifetimes, Ari and her newly thriving team won their nail-bitingly tense qualifier match against the Netherlands. With that, they’d secured their place at the 2026 Winter Olympic Games. Which was why they were spending the days after Christmas at a high-intensity, six-week-long boot camp.


But it was New Year’s Eve. At the end of their afternoon training session, Coach McLaughlin had given them an unofficial pass to celebrate the most successful year of their careers before their schedules filled up with more training sessions, uniform fittings, and travel plans. But Ari and her team were still split on whether to do the responsible thing and spend the night in the boot-camp hotel or throw caution to the wind and head into the city.


“Why don’t we just stay in and relax? We could watch a movie or something,” said Sienna. She’d spent the better part of her teenage years sneaking into clubs she was too young to be in and was too tired to go out-out now.


Ari agreed. “Coach isn’t going to give us this much time off again for the rest of the winter.” She was salivating at the prospect of a sleeping in after an intense day on the ice.


“It’s New Year’s! We’re not staying here all night,” said Izzy, who loved a good party. “I heard the hockey boys are going to the—”


But Sienna cut her off. “There’s nothing I’d rather do less than sit in a random countryside pub and talk about training regimens with the hockey boys,” said Sienna.


Ari didn’t want to go, either. Harrison was friends with them, and she didn’t want bumping into him to ruin the last night of her year. But the rest of the team was determined to go out.


“Shall we get a train into London? I think I could get us into a good party,” said Yasmeen, pulling her phone out. Yasmeen was the most well-connected person Ari knew. She’d spent her early twenties as a firm fixture on the London party scene, and her contacts were filled with the kind of musicians, DJs, and celebrities who threw star-studded parties every week. But before Ari could try to convince them that they would have just as much fun watching the New Year’s Eve scene of When Harry Met Sally as they would at an actual party, she heard a muffled voice calling her name through the locker room speakers.


“Arikoishe, could you please come to my office once you’ve finished getting ready? Thank you,” the voice said. The whole team oohed as Ari finished putting on her tracksuit. Coach McLaughlin only asked people to go to his office when they were in trouble, and Ari never got in trouble.


She got up, slung her duffle bag over her shoulder, and promised she’d be back to finish making New Year’s plans. Then she walked out of the locker room, curious to hear what Coach McLaughlin wanted to talk about. As she did, she clasped her black-leather-and-gold watch around her wrist. It made a quiet, reassuring ticking sound each second, as if it was excitedly counting down to the new year with her.


Ari couldn’t help but walk with a spring in her step as she made her way through the corridors of the ice hockey building. She looked up at the walls decorated with old, framed team photos and vintage posters from matches played decades before she was born. There were barely any Black players in those photos, and beyond her group of friends, Ari had never quite felt like she belonged to the ice hockey community. She’d answered, “Yes, there are Black ice hockey players” and “No, the cold doesn’t bother people like me” more times than she could count. But random people’s preconceptions mattered way less to her than the fact that she got to play her favorite sport with her best friends. Because one day her face would be in the photos up on those walls, and there would be countless more after her. While it was daunting to be one of the first, she knew it meant she wouldn’t be the last.


Coach McLaughlin was a Northern Irish man in his mid-sixties who spent every single match pulling at his hair and indirectly shouting at the referee until he was red in the face. But off the rink, he was a quiet, easygoing guy who spent training sessions carefully choosing his words, as if one wrong move might cause the team to turn against him. He didn’t tell them anything more than they needed to know, which was why the immediacy of what he said as she walked into his office sent a chill down her spine.


“I have bad news,” he began as Ari took a seat. Coach McLaughlin looked nervous as he fidgeted in his seat and glanced over at the clear glass door.


“If it’s that we have six a.m. training on New Year’s Day, Coach, I can’t be the messenger,” Ari joked.


“It’s not that,” he said, his voice solemn.


“Are the uniforms arriving late?” Ari frowned. “Yasmeen made a whole list of video ideas for the team TikTok account, and she’ll be devastated if we can’t film those this weekend.”


“Arikoishe.”


“Coach,” she replied, concerned by the seriousness of his tone.


“Have you heard from Gracie?”


“Yeah, her flight kept getting canceled because of the storm. But she should get here by tomorrow though, right?”


“She’s not going to be here tomorrow; there’s been an accident,” Coach said. Ari’s stomach dropped. He quickly clarified. “Don’t worry, she’s okay, she’s already out of hospital.”


But Ari was already imagining worst-case scenarios. “What happened?” she asked.


Coach sighed. “She fell, badly, and tore her ACL.” He began pacing around the room as he explained what happened. “She’s too injured to play, so she won’t be joining us these next few weeks . . . or competing at the Olympics.”


Ari froze. A part of her reasoned that if she sat completely still and didn’t make a sound, she could convince herself that this wasn’t happening. Trick her brain into believing this was a bad dream and rewind her watch by a week to change the course of time. Maybe that way she could stop Gracie from going ice skating after Christmas and return her life to a timeline that made sense.


But sitting still wasn’t enough to stop the next fifteen seconds from happening. Or stop the next sentence Coach McLaughlin said from altering her team’s future. She watched as Coach walked around the room before returning to his desk.


“This isn’t the way things were supposed to happen, so we won’t tell the rest of the team until after New Year’s. You all deserve a break before things heat up. But Arikoishe, I’m telling you first because I’m making you the new team captain.”


Ari’s mouth dropped open.


“What?” she asked. Coach gave her what was supposed to be a reassuring look. But it didn’t do anything to stop the wave of doom from washing over her.


Ari was a player, not a captain. She didn’t know how to stop her teammates from going to a misjudged New Year’s Eve party, never mind how to lead them to anything that resembled victory at their first Olympics. But before she could protest, reason, or try to convince Coach McLaughlin to change his mind, his head turned toward the noise outside his door. She turned in her seat and glanced through the glass office door to see that her teammates had left the locker room and were walking down the hallway. She could hear the sounds of laughter and twenty-two pairs of trainers hitting the freshly waxed wooden floors as they made their way through the building. Blissfully unaware that their dreams were at risk.


“Coach, I don’t think I’m ready,” she said, scrambling to get him to change his mind.


“I wouldn’t give you the responsibility if I didn’t think you could handle it,” he said as he opened the door and walked toward the water fountain in the hallway. Ari got up from her seat and followed him out. She had a dozen questions. But before she could ask him anything, her teammates flooded the corridor. Abuzz with chatter about some party.


“Let’s talk about it tomorrow, okay?” he said.


“Talk about what?” asked Sienna.


“Nothing to worry about,” said Coach. But Ari could see the apprehension in his eyes. “Anyway, it’s four p.m. on New Year’s Eve. What are you still doing here? Enjoy your last night of freedom,” he said, waving them a cheerful goodbye.


“Come on, Ari. We have a party to get ready for,” said Yasmeen.


The winter chill washed over her as soon as they stepped outside. It was already dark out, and the uneasy feeling that always found her in the week between Christmas and New Year’s Eve felt stronger than ever. But tonight was supposed to be a celebration, so Ari let her friends drag her across the boot-camp grounds. She did her best not to let her feelings show, but Sienna noticed her trailing behind and linked arms with her, pulling her in as the icy winter air blew against their skin.


“Next year, which is in less than twenty-four hours, we’re going to be Olympians,” said Sienna, her eyes twinkling as their footsteps crunched against a frosty patch of grass.


“Everything’s about to change,” said Izzy, looking up at the stars beginning to appear in the dark blue sky.


Ari just nodded. Everything was about to change. But the watch on her wrist didn’t feel like it was counting down to the new year anymore. It felt like a doomsday clock ticking down until the moment the team’s fate was put into her uncertain hands.
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Drew


DECEMBER 31, 2025


Drew Dlamini had been a college dropout for twenty-three days.


Twenty-three days, four hours, and twelve minutes, to be exact.


He’d woken up on December 9 in a cold sweat. Shaken by a nightmare he couldn’t remember once the lights were on. So, he’d gotten out of bed, opened his laptop, and typed up an email with the subject line: WITHDRAWING FROM MY STUDIES.


Drew had sent the email first thing in the morning, so he couldn’t call it a late-night mistake. He’d edited it in the library on a Tuesday, so he couldn’t blame it on the Sunday Scaries. And he’d spent hours drafting and redrafting it until he was sure it wasn’t just a spur-of-the-moment decision.


So, Drew had nobody but himself to blame for why the first thing his grandma said to him when he walked into a London restaurant three weeks later was:


“It’s your right to throw your education away, Andrew, but I draw the line at being late for lunch.” She was teasing him about lunch, but the education part? He knew he’d be hearing about that for the rest of his life.


The Dlaminis were staying in London for the holidays and his grandparents had planned their itinerary around all the restaurants on their must-try list. Today’s reservation was Akoko, a place in Fitzrovia they’d picked for its West African food and Michelin star. It was too upscale to be the setting for another family argument. So, when Drew walked into the warm, dimly lit restaurant, he headed straight to his family’s table. He hugged his grandma, an elegant woman in her seventies who wore her Sunday best on every occasion. Then he accepted a customary nod from his grandpa, a man who was technically retired but visited the accountancy firm he owned once a week and never left the house without a suit and a business proposal.


“So, I spoke to the guys at the firm, and they said they could find a place for you in January,” his grandpa said before Drew could even reach for a menu. He was trying to be supportive and use his connections to get Drew a job. But the pained expression on his face made it clear that, while he’d taken the advice he’d read in all the My grandchild is throwing his life away. What should I do? articles he found on the internet, he was still reckoning with Drew’s newfound status as a dropout.


“A job and some structure will be good for you. You’re smart, so you’ll adjust quickly,” Grandpa said, reaching out to pat Drew’s back. Affection didn’t come easily to him, but ever since Drew had dropped the news that he wouldn’t be returning to USC or California after winter break, everyone had been treating him with kid gloves.


“Just don’t make any more rash decisions,” his grandma pitched in, running her hands through the silk press she’d been wearing since the seventies. She took a sip of her wine, gave him her classic I have an idea smile, and aimed her lifelong commitment to fixing things at her grandson. There was no issue she couldn’t solve with a good plan.


“I have a friend on the board of your university. Do you remember Betsy? The sweet lady you met at your cousin’s graduation? Well, Betsy still owes me a favor from nineteen eighty-two. I’m sure she could help you reenroll by the spring.”


Drew’s grandpa enthusiastically nodded. “I was looking up the guidelines last night, and I think you still have thirty days before the decision is finalized, so it’s not the end of the world, Andrew.”


But it was the end of that chapter of Drew’s life, because he wasn’t going to change his mind. He’d reeled off a list of fake excuses to explain himself. Said he wasn’t enjoying his time at USC, argued that he didn’t need a degree to become a professional photographer, even went as far as to say that he missed Wisconsin. But his reason for dropping out was simple.


His grandma had Alzheimer’s.


He’d found out on Thanksgiving. It was his favorite holiday, so he always left college for the weekend to take the trip back home. Usually, he woke up on Thursday to the smell of a roasting turkey, the sound of old gospel music, and the sight of the expensive plates and cutlery she reserved for special occasions. But when he’d woken up, the only sound in the house had been the voice of his panicked grandpa calling up everyone they knew. Because Grandma had disappeared.


Her shoes were gone, her phone left behind. The turkey was prepped and the oven was on, but the door was left ajar, the heat filling up the kitchen in a way that made it clear it had been like that for hours.


His sister, Thandie, wasn’t due to come home until the evening. So, he and his grandpa spent the morning and afternoon driving around town. Trawling the streets and calling up friends and family to ask if they’d seen her—with no success.


When a police car rolled up to their front porch at around four p.m., the time she’d usually be making the final touches to dinner, Drew ran outside. Two officers got out and opened the back door to reveal their passenger: Grandma. She was shaken but indignant, determined to tell them she’d taken a walk on purpose, even though they all knew she’d gotten lost. It was only then that Grandpa sat him down and explained everything he’d missed out on while he was at school. The diagnosis, the symptoms. How things were progressing faster than either of them had anticipated. He allowed Drew to ask a flurry of questions under one condition: He couldn’t tell Thandie. She’d just come out of recovery, was in the midst of a stressful season at work, and nobody wanted to make it worse. So, the three of them decided to keep it a secret from her until the spring.


So, they drove to the grocery store and made a meal of freezer-aisle dishes. When Thandie finally got home that night, they blamed their not-so-traditional meal on a faulty oven. They couldn’t afford to let her know the truth.


At the end of the weekend, Drew took his scheduled flight back to USC, where he spent days trying to come up with a list of reasons to stick it out until graduation. The cost of tuition, the two and a half years he’d already invested, and the fact that all the best career opportunities were in California. But in the end, it came down to a simple question: What was the point of staying at college when his favorite person in the world needed him?


So Drew decided to go back home and spend as much time with her as he possibly could. Even if that meant leaving college in the middle of his junior year. So, he’d dropped out of USC, packed his things, and moved back to his hometown in time for Christmas. Madison, Wisconsin, was smaller than he’d remembered; the walls of his bedroom were still covered in posters from high school, and he’d long outgrown his twin-sized bed. But he’d felt an immediate sense of relief to be back home.


“We just want you to know that it’s never too late to go back,” his grandma said now, looking over at her husband and tapping his shoulder. The two of them exchanged a look that made it obvious that they’d already talked about this and, after a moment, his grandpa’s tense expression gave way to softness.


“We just want the best for you,” his grandpa said, his voice stilted like the line was rehearsed. It definitely was, because his grandma was not so subtly mouthing the words along with him. Drew stifled a laugh. His grandparents had been doing this tag-team parenting since he was a little kid. But as pure as their intentions were, Drew was too far gone.


“I’m not changing my mind,” he said, opening his menu as his grandpa gave him a look. His grandpa had reassured Drew that he could take care of his grandma without his help. Drew didn’t believe him. They’d gone back and forth for hours, disagreeing about pretty much everything except the fact that his grandma couldn’t know that she was the reason why Drew had left college behind.


“But you worked so hard, Andrew. I just can’t believe you would throw it all away.” His grandpa was now using the not angry, just disappointed voice.


“I worry about you, you know,” his grandma said, looking at him like he was a little kid. Her affection was almost too much to bear. “We’re not going to be around forever. So, we need to know you’ll be stable and secure when we’re gone.”


Drew studied the lines around her mouth earned by years of laughter, the proud grays in her hair, and the warmth in her eyes. He knew she wasn’t going to be around forever. There wasn’t a single day he didn’t think about it. But he couldn’t tell her that. It was easier to let her think he was throwing his life away than admit he’d moved back home to help take care of her. So, he tried to change the conversation.


“Think of it this way: Me being back home for a while means I’ll finally get around to putting together all those albums you’ve been asking about,” Drew said. His grandma lit up at that, and began a monologue about the family photos she wanted to print out while his grandpa quizzed an unsuspecting waiter about the origins of all the items on the menu. Drew was about to decide between a Domoda stew and a jollof rice bowl when his phone rang.


He looked down at the caller ID and sighed in relief. Thandie. He excused himself from the table, answered the phone, and walked as far away from his grandparents’ table as he possibly could.


“I can’t believe you left me to handle family dinner by myself,” he said as soon as he stepped out of the restaurant. Thandie appeared on the screen, power-walking through the streets with her hair pulled into a tightly braided ponytail.


“How badly is it going? Do you need me to run over and provide some comedic relief?” she asked as she crossed a tree-lined street Drew recognized from his own walk to the restaurant.


“It’s . . . not going well,” Drew admitted.


“Has Grandpa offered you a job at the firm yet?” Thandie asked knowingly. He’d been trying and failing to get one of his grandkids to become an accountant since they were kids.


“Yeah, we’ve already had the we can pull strings to get you in conversation.”


“It’s because you spend too much time with them,” Thandie laughed. She was right, they’d both moved out of state to stop their grandparents from getting too involved with their lives. “Love them, but you need to get some distance or else every conversation becomes about the life they think you should be living,” she said with the easy detachment of a youngest child.


“Is that why you’re late for dinner? You’re decentering your grandparents?”


“No, I just got lost on the Tube. But that’s not why I’m here. I called to tell you that we have New Year’s Eve plans.”


Drew and Thandie were only a year apart, so Drew could automatically tell when his little sister was about to try to convince him to do something she knew he wouldn’t want to do.


“I already have New Year’s Eve plans,” he said flimsily.


“What? Are you tagging along to the retirees’ river cruise?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. His grandma had invited him. But as strong as the pitch was, ringing in the new year with a boatful of senior citizens would have taken his week to a new low.


“I have . . . other plans,” Drew lied. He paced back and forth down the sidewalk, the December air making him wish he’d worn a coat.


“Sitting in a sad hotel room, staring up at the ceiling, and questioning every decision you’ve ever made while watching your college friends’ Instagram stories as the clock strikes midnight isn’t a New Year’s Eve plan,” Thandie said.


“Actually, I was going to take a walk through the city, listening to sad songs and watching the fireworks as I questioned every decision I’ve ever made,” he said, only half joking. “Isn’t an existential crisis the whole point of December thirty-first?”


“Drew, you’re in London, and it’s New Year’s Eve. I’m not letting you waste it because you’re sad or whatever,” she said, pointing around at her surroundings.


“I don’t really want to go to a random party—”


“You wouldn’t just be going to the party. I got you a gig . . . to take photos.”


Drew’s ears perked up at that. He’d left his photography classes at USC behind, but his passion for taking photos hadn’t faded away. Fleeing LA to move back to Wisconsin left him with fewer opportunities to get his camera out. So, he was desperate to get behind the lens again.


“I’m listening,” he said, curious to know how she’d found an opportunity on the other side of the world.


“Do you know Klaus Lindberg?” Thandie asked.


Everyone knew Klaus Lindberg; his family owned the biggest sportswear brand in the world.


“The son of the Zeus Athletics guy?”


“Not just the son,” she said. “The second-born son, the one who’s trying to push his older brother Lars out and take over his dad’s company.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard of him. But what do they have to do with New Year’s?”


“Well, Klaus is hosting Zeus’s annual blowout New Year’s Eve party tonight, and he wants to make it bigger than ever. Every single famous, influential person under the age of thirty is going to be there, and as of ten minutes ago, so are you.”


“What?” Drew asked, confused.


“I have connections.” She shrugged. “Klaus is old friends with a girl I went to college with who lives in London. We all went to breakfast together and he invited me to his party and said that I could bring you as my plus-one.”


Drew didn’t know what was more surprising. That his sister was casually friends with a twenty-two-year-old billionaire or that she’d gotten him an invite to photograph one of the most exclusive parties of the year.


“He was supposed to have two photographers for his party, but one of them has food poisoning. He mentioned that he was looking for someone else last minute, so I suggested . . .”


“Me?”


“Yes, you. I showed him your work, and he really liked it. It took some convincing and maybe I exaggerated a little to convince him you’d be the right fit, but he said you can come along and bring your camera. There’s going to be an official party photographer all night to get the most important shots, but Klaus wants someone who can run around and get some extra photos for socials. I said you’d be perfect.”


“I don’t know about this,” he said. He’d gotten a few good gigs back in California: a student press pass for a few Dodgers games, a spring internship with the Lakers, and a fall internship with a local football team. But those were all structured opportunities that he’d spent weeks planning for. “Zeus is a big deal, and I’m not sure I—”


“Stop trying to talk yourself out of a good thing,” she said firmly. “Plus, it’s not like you have anything else going on since you—”


“Dropped out and threw two and a half years of my life away?”


“You said it, not me,” she teased. “But it’s a great opportunity and it will be good for you. You need to leave the hotel and pick up your camera again.”


“But . . .”


“Drew. When January third comes around, you’ll be back home with absolutely nothing to do. Driving around Wisconsin and letting Grandma send you on errands.”


“Oh, that really is my future,” Drew said, letting the realization sink in.


“It doesn’t have to be,” she said, her voice softening. “Come to the party.”


Drew could already imagine all the ways his life was going to shrink when he flew back home. The nights he was going to spend questioning his decision and the days he was going to spend longing for a type of certainty he wasn’t sure he’d ever feel again. When January came, he’d probably be working at his grandpa’s accounting firm, reckoning with his grandma’s deterioration, and spending hours at a time watching the lives of his college friends unfolding online.


Maybe one last party was exactly what he needed to mark the end of his hellish year.


“Are you in?” Thandie asked.


“Send me the address.”
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Ari


DECEMBER 31, 2025


If her dad hadn’t skipped out on her family when she was a kid to run away with a new woman to a different country, Ari would have never become an Olympian. The money he’d sent to assuage his guilt sent her to an elite private school where everybody’s parents were wealthy and well connected. She’d gone into it expecting to feel out of place. After all, she’d gone to a state school from the ages of five to eleven and was one of the only Black girls joining her private school in the middle of the year. But she hadn’t expected to feel so lonely.


However, after a few weeks of roaming the halls alone, she’d met a half-Trinidadian girl with braces and a halo of brown hair, named Sienna, who had invited her to tag along to the after-school ice hockey club. At that point, Ari’s only experience of ice skating was the time her mom had taken her and her younger sister to a pop-up ice rink at an annual Christmas market. But to everybody’s surprise, Ari took to the ice like a duck to water. Playing ice hockey for the first time with Sienna and her new school friends felt like finding the missing piece to a jigsaw puzzle she’d spent her whole childhood trying to assemble. And Ari almost immediately excelled. She skated faster than any of the other girls on her team, plotted out each move to set her teammates up for success, and played with the kind of strategy that made her one of the most valuable players on her team. Ari lived for the thrill of scoring the winning goal and loved each second she spent on the ice.


But being a great player at eleven and a great captain at twenty-one were two entirely different things. Only one of which she felt equipped to do.


She needed to cast that to the back of her mind, though, because she’d promised Coach McLaughlin that she wouldn’t tell any of her teammates about Gracie’s injury or her new role as captain yet. The bad news could wait until January 1 because tonight was her and her teammates’ last chance to celebrate before they flew to Switzerland. So, Ari forced herself to succumb to the heady atmosphere taking over the seventh floor of their boot-camp hotel.


Every single door in the hallway was wide open as music blared out from speakers in different bedrooms. There were old-school R&B tracks, 2000s club classics, sad girl pop bops, and house anthems playing under the sound of her teammates laughing, talking, and getting ready for the night ahead. Freshly sprayed perfume merged with the smell of hot hair curlers as they ran back and forth between rooms to swap jewelry and borrow bobby pins. Their beds were covered with glamorous dresses and mismatched sparkles. The dressing tables were laid out with tiny bags and twinkling necklaces. The bathroom sinks were adorned with hairbrushes, overflowing makeup bags, and boxes of fake eyelashes. Ari and her teammates spent most of their lives in oversized jerseys, ice skates, and protective helmets, but tonight they were going all out. Half of the team was going to a spontaneous Team GB party at the pub down the road from boot camp, and a handful of the others were staying at the hotel to ring in the new year with a movie marathon. But Ari had agreed to join Sienna, Yasmeen, and Izzy at the blowout New Year’s Eve party Zeus Athletics was throwing in central London.


“Could somebody help me zip up the back of my dress?” asked Ari as she walked out of the bathroom and into the hotel suite she was sharing with Izzy, Sienna, and Yasmeen. Yasmeen was sitting on the floor surrounded by the emptied-out contents of her makeup bag, applying a perfectly sharp winged eyeliner. Sienna was half dressed, singing along to an old Sugababes song while she decided between two equally sparkly tops. And Izzy was slowly taking her bright red hair out of rollers and marveling at how each perfectly formed curl fell onto her shoulders. But when Ari walked in, all the girls looked up at her in delight.


“Ari! You look gorgeous,” said Sienna, getting her phone out to take a picture of their New Year’s Eve looks.


“I am going to steal that dress from you the minute you take it off,” said Yasmeen as she walked over, zipped up Ari’s dress, and gave her a YSL Black Opium–scented hug.


Ari studied her reflection in the mirror and concluded that while she hadn’t dressed up to meet the guy her friends were trying to set her up with, or the ex-boyfriend they were trying to keep her away from, she did look really good. She was wearing a midnight-blue dress with sparkly silver detailing. Her hair was blown out into big, bouncy, seventies-style curls and she was wearing glamorous diamond-cased earrings that twinkled each time she tilted her head.


“Chad is gonna—” began Izzy, but Ari shook her head and decided to put an end to the New Year’s romance plot. The Zeus party was going to be filled with athletes and famous people their age, so she didn’t want to spend the whole night letting Izzy play a game of matchmaker.


“Izzy, I love you. I appreciate your efforts, but I don’t want to meet Chad,” she said, looking around at the women she’d been friends with since she was a teenager. “In fact, I don’t need you guys to set me up with anybody.” To mark the moment, she picked up a nearby glass of sparkling water and raised it in the air for a toast. “To focusing on our matches. Swearing off men, especially Harrison. And spending the rest of the night dancing with you.” She could tell by the looks on her friends’ faces that they didn’t really believe the Harrison part. Still, they smiled, clinked their glasses, and launched into a conversation about all the athletes taking pit stops in London before they flew to Switzerland for the Winter Games.


But Ari couldn’t distract herself enough to shake off the dread she’d been feeling ever since Coach McLaughlin had broken the Gracie news. She’d never been a team captain and was daunted by the prospect of stepping into it for the first time, just weeks before the Olympics. Because being a good captain wasn’t just about being a good player, it was about being an excellent leader, keeping her teammates in line, and getting them to respect her, specifically, on a professional level. And as much as she loved her best friends, they could be a bit of a nightmare.


“Who’s taking shots?” said Izzy as she pulled a bottle of tequila out of her suitcase, seeming to forget that alcohol was banned from their strict pretournament diet and that none of them could afford to take risks in the first week of boot camp.


“Should I go with black, or white?” asked Sienna, lifting two pairs of shoes. Ari shuddered at the height of the six-inch heels; Sienna was one mistimed dance move away from a twisted ankle. If anything happened, the team would be without one of their best shooters.


“I love Gracie, but I’m kind of glad her flight was delayed. Because if she was here doing up team captain, we definitely wouldn’t be going to a party right now,” said Yasmeen. The other girls began to laugh along with her, blissfully unaware that Gracie wasn’t coming to boot camp. And that their new team captain, Ari, was right there in front of them. Noticing every small choice that could jeopardize their futures.


Ari was usually easygoing. Joked around with her teammates, danced on every occasion, and gave herself the freedom to occasionally indulge in small bursts of recklessness. But now that she was their team captain, it was up to her to get them to the party, through the party, and back from the party without any injuries, runaways, or dumb decisions that could affect their performance. The responsibilities that came with being the team captain now rested on her glitter-covered shoulders.


But one hour, three mocktails, and a ridiculously expensive Uber ride later, Ari’s worries were slowly, temporarily, beginning to retreat. She and her friends spent the journey passing the aux cord around, convincing the driver to sing along to their favorite songs. They drove into London with the windows down, playing Raye and Jorja Smith on full blast. Laughing, gossiping, and dancing their way into the final hours of the year. The car sped past a skyline of tall, spectacular buildings, big groups of late-night revelers, and city lights that pointed them in the direction of the party. But when they arrived, Ari began to question if they’d typed in the right address. The building they pulled up in front of was in one of the strange dystopian parts of Canary Wharf where all the skyscrapers were tall, expensive, and seemingly empty. The kind of apartments you knew belonged to mysterious oligarchs who bought a London postcode for business purposes but didn’t pay taxes. The buildings were glossy, the streets were eerie, and there wasn’t a parked car in sight. But their Uber driver needed to pick up his next round of passengers, so they got out and followed Yasmeen.


“Yas, are you sure that this is the right place?” Ari asked as they stepped into the lobby. The building was silent except for the sound of their footsteps. Yasmeen turned around and led them to the other side.


“This is the right place,” she said as they stepped into the elevator. Yasmeen pressed the button for the fifty-first floor. Ari looked out of the window as they went up. From this height, they could see the entire city. She liked imagining the lives of people who lived in buildings like these. Tall, multimillion-pound apartment buildings that stretched out into the sky like private hands reaching out to the heavens. The girls were quiet by the time the doors opened, in silent awe of the view that welcomed them on the top floor. Yasmeen led them down the corridor until they reached an unassuming door marked by two men with headsets and iPad guest lists. Yasmeen walked over and said a few words to them, and then the guards instructed them to hand their bags over for a search.


“Have a lovely evening, ladies,” one of the security guards said with a nod once he was done.


Yasmeen walked down the corridor, pushed the door open, and led them into a room where they were instantly engulfed by colors, lights, and sounds. The room was packed with some of the most beautiful people Ari had ever seen, and they were all swaying along to an intoxicating beat. Ari stood mesmerized as she watched them under the light of a mirror ball that was slowly spinning around the room, reflecting specks of light that looked like stardust. Eyelids glittered, dresses twirled, and a perfectly curated soundtrack lifted backs from the dark shadows and out onto the dance floor.


“Where are we?” Ari asked, locking eyes with a handsome server as he offered her a tall, shimmering glass of champagne and winked before turning his back.


Yasmeen turned to her with a glint in her eyes.


“The best party of the year.”
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Drew


DECEMBER 31, 2025


The best photographers knew how to be invisible. How to step into a party filled with glamorous people letting go of their inhibitions and fade into the background enough to capture them at their most honest. How to roam around a crowd with a camera in hand and blend into the scenery so that each image they captured felt raw and unstaged. And for a few moments that night, with his black blazer, silver press lanyard, and unassuming camera, Drew was practically invisible. A shadow among the beautiful people in dazzling dresses and expensive suits.


Drew was pretty good at spotting stories in a crowd, so when he arrived, he immediately began taking photos with his Fujifilm X100V. As he walked past the dance floor, he saw a trio of tall, stunning models dancing offbeat to the biggest song of the year, their dresses a glittery blur. He aimed his camera and took a photo. As he turned the corner, he spotted a crowd of A-list actors congregated around a table of untouched canapes exchanging passive-aggressive barbs. So, he took a picture and captured them, too.


Drew weaved his way through the party and watched it unfold with quiet awe. He took photos of the champagne tower and then the DJ dancing behind the booth. There was a Premier League football player on her right and a Grammy Award–winning rapper on her left. They were both drunkenly bobbing their heads and shouting song requests Drew knew she would never play. But the juxtaposition between their polished outfits and messy demeanor felt so stark that he had to capture it. The party was a visual feast, and Drew wanted his camera to devour every second.


Unlike his sister, who’d always thrived at parties and immediately got lost in the crowd, Drew was more comfortable standing on the sidelines. Which is why his grandmother had given him a green disposable Fujifilm camera for his seventh birthday. Drew was a shy kid, so at first the camera became something to hide behind. A barrier between him and everybody else. But as the years went on, it became his favorite way of seeing the world. In high school, he’d taken his camera with him every day to take photos of his friends. He’d spent his freshman year of college taking portraits of the most interesting people on campus, and, after deciding to major in photography, he’d spent his sophomore nights doing freelance gigs for local newspapers and popular websites.


But his real dream was to become a sports photographer. There was something about the atmosphere of a game, both on the field and in the stands, that always pulled him in. He loved watching the crowds’ reactions and following the small melodramas that unfolded as supporters celebrated, fought, and channeled all of their energy into their favorite game. Which is how he’d met his ex-girlfriend, Sade. Her dad was a senior exec at the football team he’d interned at last summer, and they’d met at a preseason celebration. As Drew looked around at the New Year’s event, he couldn’t help but notice the same out-of-place feeling he’d felt in LA creeping up on him.


“Drew, you promised me you wouldn’t get all weird and existential in the middle of the party,” said Thandie, materializing from the crowd in a purple jumpsuit and passing him a Negroni that immediately pulled him out of his thoughts.


“Who said I was getting weird and existential?” he asked, taking a sip before shaking his head. As much as he wanted to loosen up, he couldn’t afford to drink on the job.


“Your face? You look miserable,” she said, shaking her head and then examining him. “Are you thinking about Sade again?”


“I wasn’t,” he said. But now that she’d brought his ex-girlfriend up, he was. Wondering if she was spending her New Year’s Eve in LA with all their college friends and whether or not they missed him. He wasn’t heartbroken about the breakup, but he still felt blindsided by the ending.


“I just don’t understand how . . .” Drew began. His sister sighed and put her hand out as if to give him permission to talk it out.


“I just don’t understand how something that meant everything to me meant so little to her that she would just hook up with some random football player? His performance last season was below average, and he’s holding a fish in pretty much every photo he’s ever posted. He has nothing going for him,” Drew said, voicing the thoughts he’d been suppressing all week.


“Except being a professional football player,” his sister teased.


“He’s just a basic bro,” Drew said dismissively.


“And being a photographer, whose dream job is to follow professional athletes around the world, makes you . . . less basic?”


“I have a personality; it’s different,” Drew said, knowing how ridiculous he sounded. But he couldn’t help it. His ex-girlfriend had cheated on him. And now, she and her new boyfriend were moving on while his life fell apart.


“Well, I don’t know the guy. But on your behalf, I’ll hate him too.” Thandie nodded in solidarity.


“And another thing.” Drew wasn’t done. “When I took photos at the stadium, I got to know all the players, and he was the only one who never said thank you to the team staff at the end of the day. Nobody in the stadium liked him, he was such an asshole. Sade used to think so, too, so it’s wild that they somehow just accidentally ended up together. She didn’t even have the decency to—”


“What if we just hatch a plan to break them up, hmm? Get him kicked off the team and her kicked out of USC?” Thandie said, as if genuinely thinking it through. “You were never in love with her and admitted that the breakup just bruised your ego. But if getting in the way of their happiness is what it takes to make you feel okay again, I can make it happen,” she continued, turning to face him. “In fact, I know a guy who could just completely get rid of them . . . if that would stop you from whining about your ex-girlfriend in the middle of the coolest party of the year!”


“Okay, okay, I get it, I’m killing—”


“You’re killing the vibe. Yes, you are, Drew,” she said, but he knew she didn’t mean any harm. Tough love was just the way his sister took care of the people around her. Drew had been wallowing in the aftermath of his breakup for months and he knew she was the only one who would try and kick him out of his funk.


“Alright, alright. No more Sade talk for the rest of the night,” he promised, knowing that rehashing the breakup wouldn’t change a thing. It was California he missed the most, anyway.


“Trust me, you’ll enjoy yourself more if you stop thinking about her, at least for the next couple of hours, okay? Drink your drink, take some photos, and live a little!” she said, shaking him by the shoulders until he lightened up. “It’s New Year’s Eve. I’m going to go and dance for a bit, but I better not see you sulking when I come back.”


“I can’t guarantee it.”


Thandie rolled her eyes.


“At least try to look like you’re having fun,” she said, giving him a pointed look and then heading back to the dance floor to find her friends.


But Drew couldn’t help himself. It was only a matter of minutes before he was reaching for his phone, going onto Instagram, and subjecting himself to the quiet torture of seeing his college friends move on without him. As soon as he pressed PLAY on Sade’s Instagram story, he was hit with a photo of her new boyfriend and a bunch of their friends by the beach. They’d rented out a place in Big Sur and were having a party without him. It stung because that trip was Drew’s idea. He’d been the one to want to spend New Year’s Eve with all their friends in California. But they’d broken up and he’d left so abruptly that they’d gone ahead and went without him. It stung to know that their lives were moving on while his stagnated.
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