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Chapter One

THE MORNING AIR is damp and warm. Soupy. Disgusting. I swipe a hand across the back of my neck as sweat curls beneath my hairline. The iconic neon lights of the BONANZA sign are muted in the daylight. I shift my weight onto my good ankle and let out a quiet sigh.

There is no choice to be made here. I have to go in. That was the deal I cut with my parents over the phone last month. You need structure, they said, something to keep you centered and grounded.

Grounded.

I will also be grounded until next year’s high school graduation if they see fit, the only exception being my new job. I would call that an extreme measure, but for what I put them through last summer…

Well, I can’t blame my parents.

I can blame a lot of people—Kensington’s star defensive player, Lily Thompson; my ex–best friend, Brie Bradley; and certainly myself. But my parents? They are not to blame.

A car beeps next to mine. I watch as a middle-aged man walks toward the Bonanza entrance, grocery bag in hand. Maybe his lunch for later. It’s time for me to go in as well. I arrived home yesterday evening and still haven’t unpacked my things, but we were all eager for me to get a job, so I scheduled my interview for this morning. The interview is just a formality, supposedly. Joey, my younger brother by one year, got a job here last fall when he turned sixteen. He promised I’m a shoo-in to be hired.

And yet, my muscles tense with nerves. I have no work experience, a mediocre academic record, and zero recommendations other than the one from my kid brother. Joey is a charismatic goofball with a heart of pure gold. I’m sure the boss loves him because everyone loves him. Unfortunately, my brother and I could not be more different.

Will the manager realize it from the start? What if he asks how I spent my last year? Thank god I don’t have any sort of record, but it’s still like I’m marked, officially slotted into the problem-child category. And I feel like people can read it all over my face.

I shift my weight again, wincing as it settles onto my left ankle. I wasn’t like this before. I was never unsure. Unsteady. I used to have confidence, used to know and not think. But everything is different now. I’m different now.

The BONANZA sign blinks at me, and I walk inside.



“No former work experience?” the manager asks.

His name is Pete. He looks exactly like a Pete, middling height, middling weight, pale white skin and eyes that seem a shade too dull, like someone turned down the saturation. I have a feeling if I saw Pete on the street tomorrow, I wouldn’t recognize him.

I concentrate on these details instead of the spiral of thoughts that stems from his question. “Um, no.” I sit up straighter. “No, sir. No former work experience. Well, I did a little babysitting, if that counts….”

I didn’t really babysit so much as hang out with Brie while she watched her little sisters, twin girls, miracle babies. Her parents had trouble conceiving for years, and then got a two-for-one special when Brie was nine.

Brie.

I cross my arms and dig a nail into my skin. I haven’t spoken to my best friend since I was shipped off to Mountain Bliss Academy. Ex–best friend. Spending an evening watching Monsters, Inc. and baking snickerdoodles with her little sisters feels like a lifetime ago.

“Babysitting is applicable here,” Pete replies with a nod. “You’ll be with children all the time. Are you good with kids?”

I’ve never been good at anything other than soccer, and with soccer no longer an option in my life, I guess that leaves me with being good at nothing at all.

“Um, yes,” I say.

Kid-wrangling is a requirement at Bonanza, a megaplex entertainment center serving our Atlanta suburb since the eighties. There’s a bowling alley, mini golf, go-karts, an arcade, and more, so birthday parties and Little League celebrations are regular occurrences. My traveling team went here in fifth grade after we won the regional championship. I stuffed my face with chocolate cake, guzzled soda, and ran around all afternoon, eventually throwing up somewhere around the windmill hole of the mini-golf course.

Thankfully Pete doesn’t notice my lackluster lie, as he’s busy fumbling with the wrapper of his protein bar.

“Great!” he replies, finally ripping open the wrapper. He smiles at me. “Love the peanut butter flavor.”

I give a weak smile in return. “Great.”

“Well, your brother is one of our favorite employees, and I’m sure you will be as well. I can only offer a seasonal job for now, but if you want it, you’re hired.”

“Really?” My stomach flips, and I realize how scared I was of failing a task this simple. “Yes, definitely. Thanks. Thank you.”

“Let’s get your paperwork filled out, and then we’ll get you on the floor for training.”

“Training… today?”

As in today, today?

I don’t have other plans, per se—being grounded and alienating all your friends clears a calendar with impressive totality. But we weren’t allowed access to our laptops at Mountain Bliss, so I’m about three hundred episodes behind on all my favorite reality TV. I was planning to numb my brain for the rest of the afternoon with straight-to-camera confessionals.

“Yep!” Pete hands me a clipboard of paperwork. “Welcome to Bonanza, Hannah Klein!”



The paperwork is easy to fill out. I have to call Dad to ask for my Social Security number, and after he lightly nags me for not having it memorized, he congratulates me on getting the job. I can hear the eagerness in his voice, the hope that this will fix things. That this will fix me.

I don’t share in his hope, but I don’t have the heart to burst his bubble, either. And if getting a job is what it takes for them to let me spend my senior year at home instead of back at boarding school, then that’s what I’ll do.

That was the deal, at least part of it. My parents agreed that I could come back home for summer and then return to my regular public school in the fall if, and only if, I got a job.

Mountain Bliss isn’t the worst place in the world. It’s like the Diet Coke of boarding schools for troubled teens. My cohorts’ crimes ranged from cutting class to shoplifting jewelry from Forever 21. Our daily activities ranged from yoga to sustainable farming. And the entire place is tucked against the beautiful backdrop of the North Georgia Mountains. We even peer-interview past students before enrolling to ensure it’s a safe space.

But I missed home. I missed my bed and my things. And most of all, I felt a heavy weight of guilt thinking about how much my parents were spending to keep me in line. My bad behavior draining their savings.

I love my parents, and I don’t want them to worry. So I can fake it for a year, pretend things are fine, be a good little worker, act as if I’m like, totally okay. And then I guess I’ll go off to college or something and be away from their nervous eyes.

I finish filling out the paperwork and hand everything over to Pete. He hands me a Bonanza T-shirt in return. In the bathroom, I send Joey a quick text. We share a car now that he’s sixteen and I’m home from boarding school.

Got the job. Apparently my first shift is today—can you get a ride here?

Joey: Mazel tov sis! No problem, Ethan can drive us

Ethan is Joey’s best friend and basically my second kid brother. They’ve been inseparable since they met in their preschool synagogue class. Ethan regularly sleeps at our place more often than his own home. One summer, when I was on a traveling team, I’m pretty sure he slept at our house more nights than I did.

I text back great and then slide my phone into my pocket.

“Everything looks good here!” Pete says when I return to his office. “Let’s get you started!”

He leads me out into the hallway. The dark carpets are grimy, plastered in decades of dirty shoes and spilled concessions that no steam cleaner can erase. The offices are in a hallway off the arcade, but Pete says he wants to start me on mini golf. “It’s slow during the day,” he explains. “Too hot for most of the customers. So it’ll give you a chance to learn the ropes.”

We pass the entrance of the arcade. From here, I can feel the cool blast of air-conditioning, see lasers and blinking lights, hear the electronic beeps and whirs. For a moment, the sounds yank me to the hospital, to images of my bubbie weak in bed, to images of myself broken and battered.

I rub my arms, shivering as I walk past a vent.

It’s barely noon, so there are only a handful of people playing games, and another few in line at the EZ Eats concession stand for slices of underbaked pizza and dry hamburgers. Culinary fine arts, not exactly a strong suit of the Bonanza brand.

Sunlight hits us as Pete pushes open a pair of heavy double doors. I blink, eyes taking a moment to adjust. Then I follow Pete down the sidewalk path toward the mini-golf course.

When we’re halfway there, his phone beeps. He looks down at the screen and gives a tiny “Hmph.” Then he turns to me. “Hannah, I apologize, but there’s a kerfuffle at the bowling alley about the senior discount. I need to go handle it. Head straight to the check-in counter and let the employee on staff know you’re new. Sound good?”

“Yeah.” I clear my throat and force a pleasant smile. “I mean, yes. Sounds good. Thank you, again.”

Pete gives a little wave before doing a half jog back toward the main building. I’m curious about the senior community drama, but I follow Pete’s instructions and finish walking down the path to the check-in counter.

There’s a family in line, a dad and his two kids. I’m not sure if I should stand to the side or cut the line or what. Awkwardly, I step behind the dad like I’m getting in line to play mini golf as well. I rub my hands up and down my jeans as I wait. The fabric is too warm for the hot sun, but Mom said it wasn’t appropriate to interview in shorts.

Eventually, the dad and his kids finish paying. They walk away to pick out their clubs, and I step up to the counter to introduce myself, and—

“Oh, shit.”









Last Summer







The night air is sweet and crisp. My skin tingles as I tighten the laces of my cleats. My left ankle, weakened by years of injuries, feels more secure with each sharp tug. I lock my car, then walk down the hill and toward the field, my cleats crunching down fresh-cut grass. Half the team is already here, gathered and chatting. Buoyant laughter echoes through the air. Elizabeth sets eyes on me first. She waves, jumping up and down a couple of times as she does so.

Brie notices me next, smiling at me as she adjusts her neon-green shorts. Brie is Black, and her dark brown skin glows under the floodlights. I tackle her with a one-armed hug. My strength might throw a lesser being off-balance, but Brie Bradley has the steadiness of a gymnast.

“Hey, best friend,” I tell her.

She grins and wraps an arm around me as well. She smells like peaches today. Her collection of Bath & Body Works sprays could last her through an apocalypse. “Hey, best friend,” she replies.

We’re at our happiest in summer, when the days stretch long and the nights even longer. No papers and teachers and group projects. Just cleats and water bottles and suntan lotion.

We’re addicts. Soccer is our lifeblood, and we’d be lost without it.

“Hey, Hannah girl,” Nina says, giving me a cool nod. She pulls on an eighties-style sweatband. Her light brown skin is freckled from days in the sun. Even though we’re the same age, Nina Pérez has always given off cool-older-sister vibes. She doesn’t let the little stuff bother her, which makes her the perfect goalie and captain: clearheaded and confident.

“Hey, Nina,” I reply with a smile. “Ready to play?”

“Soon. Stretches first.”

Excitement pulses through me as we stretch, like it always does when a game is close. There’s nothing better—the lights, the competition, the adrenaline. A perfect pass to a teammate, nailing one smack-dab to the corner of the net, a game-changing goal, the crowd erupting around me in—

“She’s doing it again,” Nina says.

“Oh yeah, definitely,” Brie agrees.

They’re both looking at me with amused smiles. “Doing what?” I ask.

“Imagining your Olympic fame and glory,” Nina answers.

I roll my eyes but smile. They’re not wrong. I’ve made a name for myself as an offensive force to be reckoned with. If I stay on the right path and make it into a D1 school, the Olympics could well be in my future. I wouldn’t be the first alumni to make it from this team to the medal podium.

Just the idea makes my heart skip.

“All right.” Nina claps her hands together. “It’s time.”

We finish our stretches. Elizabeth asks for my help lacing her shoes. “Thanks,” she says, smiling as I yank the laces. Elizabeth Mehta, our tiniest teammate, plays a ferocious defensive game that makes our opponents tremble. Our own little pint-sized glass of terror. “You always get them tighter than me.”

The scrimmage kicks off slow, everyone feeling each other out, trying to sense who will play aggressively tonight and who will hang back. That’s what I love most about my team. We’re adaptable. To be the best, you have to constantly shift. You can’t just play to your one strength—everything has to be your strength.

My eyes focus on the ball in Brie’s possession. She strikes it with a hard left to Ainsley as the wind picks up and rustles through my hair. I give my ponytail a tight tug, then fall back to midfield, biding my time to make my move. I had to learn that when I was younger—there’s a time to strike and a time to fall back. I used to be too eager, always chomping at the bit.

I practice patience now, watching Ainsley pass to Brie, then Brie pass to Rosie, but Rosie isn’t quite in position, and in that lost second, I get in front of her to intercept the ball. And then all noise drops off around me, and I’m in a breakaway, sprinting with the ball toward the goal. Acutely, I’m aware of Carrie-Anne on my right, there for an assist while closing in on the back door. But I have a wide-open shot.

I strike hard. The loud thwack brings the rest of the sounds back, and I hear the tension in the air as the ball rockets toward the top right corner of the net. Nina jumps, reaches, stretches—and manages to deflect the ball with the tip of her fingers.

I deflate, but only for a moment. Nina is an incredible goalie, and I like playing against the best. We exchange grins, and I fall back to center field.

Ninety minutes later, the game ends in a 1–1 tie, everyone equally frustrated and pleased. Some girls head home, but most of us linger on the field. We collapse onto the grass in a sweaty mess, lying on our backs in a circle, our heads almost touching. The air feels cooler now. It rustles over my skin, my hairs rising up in pinpricks. I inhale and savor the scent of summer, cut grass, and sweat.

My muscles relax, and I let out a gentle hum. “Good game, Brie,” I say.

“Good game, Hannah,” she replies.

The smile in her voice warms me down to my toes.

I get to spend every day of summer with the sport and the friend I love most.

How lucky am I?






Chapter Two

“OH, SHIT.”

The words escape my lips of their own volition.

Immediately after, I snap my mouth shut. And then there’s a long pause, a knot forming in my throat, as the person at the counter stares at me in equal shock.

“Um,” I say.

After what feels like forever, Brie asks, “What are you doing here, Hannah?”

Her voice is cool, detached, but I catch the hint of emotion in it. The uncomfortable tremor of coming face-to-face with the person you used to care about most and now haven’t talked to for almost a year. A million emotions pummel me at once—sadness, guilt, anger—it’s overwhelming. I’m not ready to see her. This wasn’t part of the plan. I can’t do this.

Panic makes my head light.

Brie shifts back on her feet as her expression holds steady. Her box braids hang down past her shoulders. She’s wearing a pink Bonanza T-shirt and small gold hoop earrings. A purple bracelet with a silver charm adorns her wrist—our team bracelet. I scratch my own empty wrist.

When I speak, I stare at a spot just to the left of Brie’s head and try to keep my voice neutral. “I’m, uh, back for summer. My parents said I needed a job, and Joey works here, so.” I gesture down at my Bonanza T-shirt, which she just now seems to notice. “I didn’t know you worked here as well.”

“Started in the spring,” she replies, then after a beat adds, “Postseason.”

The season—the season they won, first in regionals, fourth in nationals. All without me. Mom texted me a picture from the game, a photo of Brie, mid–defensive kick, eyes bright and determined. “You should congratulate her,” Mom said.

Reception at Mountain Bliss was spotty. I pretended the text never got through.

Guilt claws at me even though it’s Brie who let me down. It’s Brie who ratted me out to my parents. It’s Brie who let years of friendship go when my life got flipped inside out.

And that’s all true. But what’s also true is that I’m not an innocent party in the downfall of our friendship. No, Brie wasn’t alone. It was mutually assured destruction.

“Right. Well…” I crack my knuckles, one by one, a nervous habit. “Pete said to tell whoever was working to train me, but I can—”

Brie pulls out a radio and speaks into it. “Daisey, need an AC break?”

A voice comes through the static a second later: “Like you need to ask. Be right there.”

My throat tightens. Nothing says I hate my former best friend like relinquishing the cool blast of AC to get away from her.

An incredibly uncomfortable ninety seconds of silence later, Daisey appears from the curved path of the course, and Brie exits the check-in counter. As she passes me, I catch the scent of today’s body spray, a coconut-pineapple mix, and remember a flash of our Daytona team trip, hot sand and slushy nonalcoholic drinks.

“See you around, Hannah,” Brie says.

Her tone insinuates she hopes for anything but that.



As the sun rises higher in the sky, I grow increasingly more stressed.

I can’t believe that of all the places in our city, Brie works here. What are the chances of that? She could work at Wakesville Mall or at a restaurant or at a summer camp, literally anywhere else, but god decided to play some cosmic joke and land us both at Bonanza.

I just want to put my head down and work. I want to forget everything about last summer. But with Brie here, a reminder will be around every corner.

With a groan of frustration, I shove a handful of tiny pencils into a basket.

“They’re heavy, I know,” Daisey says with a raised eyebrow.

A pierced raised eyebrow. I’ve been working with Daisey Liu for two hours now and have counted at least sixteen piercings, including one in her chin, which hurts to look at. But despite the unfair assumptions I made from all the metal, Daisey is really nice, and apparently we see eye to eye on how to use sarcasm: in large doses.

“Sorry,” I reply, “just a long morning.”

Understatement of the year.

“Evening shifts are better,” Daisey replies, running a hand through her short hair. Her skin is a light tan, and her T-shirt sleeves are rolled up at the shoulders. “Busier, more stuff to distract you.” She snaps her fingers. “Zips by like that.”

“Sounds nice,” I say. “How long have you been working here?”

“Three years,” she answers. “Since Owen turned two. He was too young for Bonanza daycare before that.”

Daisey is twenty-five with a five-year-old son. Bonanza might be an old, run-down place that barely pays over minimum wage, but they’re famous for their free in-house daycare. It lets employees have somewhere safe for their kids to be while they work.

“And you like it?” I ask. Other than running into Brie, my first few hours as a Bonanza employee have been pretty easy—though I did have a moment of panic when it took me too long to ring up a customer. Her foot did an impatient tap-tap on the pavement.

“Better than most jobs,” Daisey replies. “The daycare is great. And the staff here is awesome.” She grins. “Wild, but awesome. Some of the over-twenty-one employees, well, they’re hot messes.”

“What do you mean?”

She shakes her head. “You’ll have to check out the alley bar after close one night. Shift employees are allowed one drink each, but they play fast and loose with that policy.”

I grin. “Nothing says ‘kid-friendly family fun’ like a fully stocked bar.”

Daisey laughs. “You’ve got that right.” She checks her watch, an actual analogue one with a slender black leather band. “Pete usually likes the newbies to move around, see where they’ll be the best fit. Why don’t you go check out the arcade? Or the bowling alley? You’ll want to hold off on whirly ball for now—the birthday parties there are the definition of chaos.”

Since whirly ball is a combination of bumper cars and lacrosse, I’m not surprised by Daisey’s appraisal.

“Okay.” I nod. “I should just head over and ask someone to train me?”

“Yup,” Daisey answers. “Exactly. Pete is… Pete. He’s fine. There are a lot of employees to corral, so it’s usually best to take the training into your own hands. You’ll get the hang of things a lot faster that way.”

“Okay, thanks, for the tutelage and stuff.”

“Sure thing,” Daisey replies. “I’ll see you around, newbie.”

I wave goodbye and head off toward the bowling alley, wincing as I put weight on my ankle. It’s gotten a lot better over the last year, only hurting badly when I land on it wrong. My doctor said it was okay for me to work, but I have a feeling I’ll need an ice pack by the end of my shift. I grit my teeth and keep walking.

I’m used to pushing through pain—I’ve been doing that for years, pushing through sprained ankles and pulled muscles. Ice and heat and ibuprofen all to make it through one more practice, one more game. But with this pain, there’s no scored goal or winning game as a reward.

I shove my foot down with more force and squeeze my hands tight. The sharp pain shoots up my ankle all the way to my spine, pushing everything else out of focus.

The bowling alley double doors are automatic, so I have to slow my pace while they stutter to open. Once inside, the icy air-conditioning blasts me. Hot, cold, hot, cold. I wonder how many employees get sick each summer.

I spot an employee immediately, his back to me. He’s a lean guy with medium-tan skin and pushed-back black hair. A tattoo crawls out of his Bonanza shirtsleeve.

“Hey. You.” I walk up to him. “I need someone to train me.”

He turns to me, and I feel a tug in my stomach as his dark eyes connect with mine. Hot. He’s hot, in what I can already tell is an utterly self-satisfied way.

His lips quirk. “Hey. You,” he responds, eyes flicking over me from head to toe. If I had to guess, he’s a couple of years older than me. Boys who live with their parents don’t look at girls like that.

I used to steer clear of boys entirely—not for lack of interest but lack of time. Soccer consumed my every waking hour. But after breaking my ankle, I found myself with a lot of spare hours and energy and no way to expend it. And it turns out, making out with a string of guys can really pass the time.

It never went far with any of them, not to something more physical, not to something more emotional. I didn’t want any of it to get serious. So I went for guys with superior attitudes and guys with video-game addictions and guys who had too many girls with first names only in their contacts list. I went for guys who had no more interest in me than I had in them.

“I’m Patrick,” the guy in front of me says now. “Patrick Cho.”

I stick out my hand. “Hannah Klein.”

He closes his hand around mine, fingers lingering a second longer than necessary as he replies, “I’d be happy to train you, Hannah.”

“Great.” I take half a step closer to him. “Let’s do it, then.”

He laughs, eyes sparking. Then he nods toward the front counter in a motion for me to follow him. “How old are you?” he asks.

It’s a bit of a creepy question to ask right out of the gate, but honestly, I’m glad he’s getting to the point.

“Eighteen in the fall,” I answer. “You?”

“Nineteen in the fall.” His eyes flick over me again as he answers, a bit more interest in them this time. A smile tugs at my lips. Only a one-year age gap. Nice.

I’m positive he’s thinking the same thing, and suddenly Daisey’s description of the wild employees is making a lot more sense. With a rotating staff of more than one hundred people, I’m sure things can get more than a little incestuous at Bonanza. I need to keep it in line this summer, but I don’t think I’d mind falling into something lightly irresponsible with Patrick Cho.

Patrick actually does a good job with training, showing me how to work the register, how to clean the shoes, and how to assign lanes so fights don’t break out. “Never put the Birdies next to the Highnesses,” he tells me, talking about two of the early-bird-special women’s bowling teams. “Putting them next to each other is a guaranteed way to start a catfight.”

“ ‘Catfight’ is a sexist term,” I tell him.

“You’re some kind of feminist, huh?” Patrick asks. He steps closer to me so his hip presses against mine behind the counter, just for a moment, before moving away. “Maybe you’ll have to teach me about it.”

“I am a feminist,” I tell him, leaning forward so our hips touch again. “But I can think of better things to do with my time than teaching you the ideology.”

His eyes flash as I move away to ring up a new customer. “I like where your head is at.”

I shrug and shoot him a quick smile, then turn my focus to the customer and the archaic, but thankfully easy to use, cash register. I feel Patrick’s eyes settle on me as I work, and I adjust my posture under his gaze. The guy might not be Prince Charming, but here’s the thing: I don’t have to actually like someone to want their mouth on mine.

To be honest, it seems as good a way as any to spend my time this summer.









Last Summer







“I think we’re going to do it,” Brie tells me. She sits up in my bed and hugs a pillow to her chest. Her pink Adidas are on my floor, along with her backpack, water bottle, and keys, flung to the ground like they would be in the comfort of her own room. Brie and I share habitats with ease, best-friend symbiosis.

It’s dark outside, stars in the sky and crickets chirping. Figgy, my family’s giant Saint Bernard, is curled up on the floor by my feet, snoozing soundly against me. I reach down and pet her soft fur. It takes me a second to process Brie’s words because my mind is still on how I messed up a drill at this morning’s practice. My timing was all off. I should know better by now.

I look away from dozing Figgy and up at Brie’s nervous eyes. She has a fingernail in her mouth, the yellow polish almost entirely nibbled off. “Like it, it?” I ask. “Like sex.”

“Yes.” Brie nods. “Sex.” She says the word like she’s testing it out. After a short breath, she clarifies, “I think I’m going to have sex with Cody.”

“Oh,” I say, brain whirring.

It’s strange, the feeling that Brie is outpacing me, especially because nothing about this should be a competition. And yet, Brie is about to have sex, and I’ve never even had a boyfriend. I’ve only ever had two kisses. One at a bar mitzvah party, when I was too young for it to really count, and one last year on the beach. We had just won a tournament in Daytona, and I locked lips with a shaggy-haired boy playing Frisbee. It was fine.

I’m not jealous—I don’t think. Just uncomfortable. And uncomfortable at being uncomfortable. And honestly, I don’t even understand how Brie has time for boys. With our soccer schedule, I barely have time to eat and sleep. When your heart is set on the Olympics, there’s not much wiggle room for extracurriculars.

But somehow Brie found time, found a boy. They’ve been dating for five months now, and I’ve nodded along to every advancement in their physical interactions and have tried to say the right things… but it’s hard to invest in something I can’t relate to.

“I’m nervous,” Brie admits, eyes vulnerable.

I remember then our first day of sixth grade. I, always confident on the field, hesitated at the double doors of Maplewood Middle School. I could feel my heart beat in my throat as kids swarmed inside. Older kids. Older kids who knew things I didn’t and could make fun of me for it. I was at the bottom of the food chain when I was used to being at the top.

But then Brie slung an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close and said, “Hey, you’ve got this. I’m here for you.”

And I knew she was right. And all those nerves went away.

I lean forward now and soften my voice. “Hey, you’ve got this. If you want to have sex, have sex. If you don’t want to, that’s okay too. I’m sure Cody will wait. He’s, um, really nice.”

To be completely honest, I’ve never understood the appeal of Cody. He’s always sighing, like the weight of the world is resting on his giant, football-player shoulders. His jokes are never funny. And he doesn’t even try to cover his mouth when he burps. But Brie likes him, and that’s what matters.

“I know he’d wait,” Brie agrees. “I wouldn’t be with him otherwise. But I want to do it.”

“Then do!”

Brie laughs and shoves her face in her hands. “Ugh. I’m being ridiculous, I know. I’ll shut up about it all.”

“You’re not being ridiculous,” I say. “We can talk about it more if you want.”

Brie shakes her head. “It’s fine. Really.”

I glance down at my watch. It’s late. I’m exhausted. But I still wish we’d practiced longer. My mind goes back to the drill from this morning. I need to put in more hours. The game against Kensington is coming up, and we have to win. I have to win.

“Thanks for listening,” Brie tells me.

Maybe I can squeeze in an extra hour tomorrow morning before practice with the team. The field should be empty.

I pet Figgy again and tell Brie, “Always.”






Chapter Three

I’VE DECIDED I definitely want Patrick’s mouth on my mouth. The more I look at him, the more attractive he gets. It’s like a magic trick. Now you see him, now you see him, and he’s even hotter. His little amused lip-quirk makes me want to pounce.

“You good at bowling?” he asks me.

We’re cleaning up the alley, picking up discarded trash, mostly cups and chip bags but disturbingly a condom wrapper as well. I use a napkin to pick that up.

I shrug. “Okay, I guess.”

I haven’t bowled in years. But I guess I have a natural ability with most sports. I’m comfortable with a clear objective: score a goal, knock down pins, run faster than the person next to you.

Sports have rules and regulations and boundaries and score cards. You know the exact parameters and what you have to do to get better. You know everyone around you wants the same thing, and that makes it exciting, exhilarating—

My jaw tenses, and I yank a full trash bag out of its can.

“Damn,” Patrick says. “You’ve got some muscles on you. Those are thirty-gallon bags.”

“You should see her carry groceries into the house, three bags in one go,” a familiar voice cuts in. “Heavy ones too. I’m talking cans of black beans and jars of pasta sauce.”

Patrick and I turn around, and that’s when I find myself face-to-face with Ethan Alderman, my brother’s best friend.

But something catches in my throat as I take him in.

Um. Whoa.

Ethan… Ethan looks… different.

He is no longer a string bean with a Shaggy-from-Scooby-Doo hairstyle. It’s been almost a year since I last saw him, and in that time, Ethan seems to have shot up a few inches, cut his mop of hair into a cleaner style, one where you can actually see his light brown eyes, and he’s accrued muscles, muscles that noticeably fill out the sleeves of his Bonanza T-shirt. The overall effect is disarming in a way that makes heat rise to my cheeks. I’m not used to looking at my younger brother’s friend in any sort of light other than guy around my house who also likes crunchy peanut butter on his PB&Js.

“Hey, Hannah,” he says to me, his voice soft.

Ethan has always spoken softly, but now his quiet voice almost sounds sensu—

“You two know each other?” Patrick asks, his eyes flicking between us as he tries to figure out the relationship.

“Yeah, this is Joey’s older sister,” Ethan answers.

Patrick looks confused at first but then nods. “Right, Joey. Whirly-ball kid.” Patrick’s lapse of recognition throws me. Joey’s primary life function is being the center of attention, so I’m surprised he hasn’t made more of an impact on Patrick. I guess it is a big workplace. “Cool, cool.” Patrick runs a hand through his hair. Again. Patrick has tousled his hair approximately ten times since I’ve met him. I’d bet twenty bucks his conditioner costs more money than mine.

I nod. “Yep. Cool.”

We’re all silent for a moment. Even though I’m looking away, I can feel Ethan’s eyes searching my face. My skin itches under the quiet scrutiny.

Patrick breaks the silence. “Well, I was just showing Hannah around, but my shift ends in a few minutes. Want to take over, Evan?”

“Ethan,” he corrects, his voice still quiet but sure.

“Yeah, right, of course.” Patrick gives a wide grin. “Sorry, man.” He then turns to look directly at me. He seems to be attempting a smolder with his dark eyes, and I have to admit it’s kind of working. They are very nice eyes. “Hannah, it was awesome meeting you. Looking forward to… getting to know you this summer.”

I swear Ethan coughs behind us.

“Same here,” I say, smiling at him.

Patrick gives me a quick wink before walking away.

When I turn back to Ethan, he’s standing with his thumbs tucked into the pockets of his jeans. Ethan has always been comfortable in silence, happy to stand by while Joey runs the show. With some people, silence is awkward, but I’ve known Ethan too long to feel anything but comfortable around him, even the new him with the muscles and the height and the haircut that makes the planes of his face, well, striking, to be honest.

Oy vey.

Striking?

What is wrong with me? Ethan is my younger brother’s best friend.

I clear my throat and nod. “Hey, Ethan. How have you been?”

Good. Nice, normal conversation from wise older-sister figure.

Ethan glances behind us as Patrick leaves through the automatic doors. I notice his white skin is slightly tanner than last summer and wonder if he ever works on the mini-golf course with Brie.

When he turns back to me, he says, “Patrick’s kind of a douche. Just so you know.”

“He seems all right,” I reply.

Ethan shrugs. “I guess we all have different definitions of ‘all right.’ ”

I raise an eyebrow. Combative words from Ethan Alderman. The guy is about as aggressive as a Labrador retriever puppy.

“Noted,” I say. “Don’t worry. I can handle myself.”

“I know,” Ethan agrees, then asks, “When did you get back?”

I hesitate. Unfortunately, the question When did you get back? leads to things I don’t want to talk about. Instead of answering, I haul the trash bag over my shoulder and ask, “Where do I dump this stuff?”

Ethan, bless him, accepts my evasion. “I’ll show you.”

We walk through the bowling alley in companionable silence. It’s late afternoon now, and the crowd has shifted from senior citizen to preteen, sodas and soft pretzels and awkward groupings of people with giggles ricocheting all around.

We stop at another overflowing trash can. Ethan hoists out the heavy bag. Despite Patrick’s compliment, my muscles aren’t what they used to be. At Mountain Bliss, yoga for beginners kept me from regressing to a state of complete inactivity, but it didn’t compare to hours of weightlifting in the gym, muscles burning as Brie kept a steady diet of Lizzo and Cardi B pumping from our speakers.

Before Ethan ties up the garbage, he pulls a few plastic bottles off the top and tosses them into a second bag. “Recycling,” he explains. “Every little bit helps, right?”

I smile. “Definitely.”

He replaces the liner. “We have to change these things every couple of hours. Humans are great at trashing up the planet.”

“I should do more than use a reusable water bottle,” I reply.

“Well there’s plenty of opportunity at Bonanza. Detritus everywhere.”

I laugh. “Detritus?”

Ethan’s cheeks heat, his head ducking down. “My mom got me a word-of-the-day calendar for the SATs.”

“Way to go, Judith.”

Ethan and I hoist up our respective bags and walk toward the back entrance. “Are you going to enter the tournament?” he asks.

“What tournament?”

He raises an eyebrow. “Wow, I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it yet. Joey never stops talking about it. Every year the employees put on this massive tournament called the Bonanza Olympics, and—”

I stiffen, anxiety suddenly pulsing through me. Ethan notices and stops talking.

My body flushes, embarrassed to be triggered by a single word.

It was probably silly even thinking I could make the Olympic team in the first place. That’s what I tell myself. It was a young girl’s fantasy, like how other people dream of their acceptance speech for best actress.

But—

It wasn’t silly. Not really. I was good. I was excellent. The best my coach had seen in years, she said. “On my list,” that scout from USC said. And, of course, the Olympics are in my genes. If I stayed on course, it was possible. I had a chance. More than a chance, and then—

“I’m sorry,” Ethan says. His genuine tone cuts like a knife.

“Shut up,” I reply, whipping out the words as a defense.

Ethan’s eyes flash with hurt.

Panic builds in my throat. Quickly, I correct what I said. “No, not like that. I didn’t mean you need to shut up. I mean shut up as in, you don’t have to apologize. You didn’t do anything. I’m sorry. Tell me more about the tournament, okay?”

To his credit, Ethan doesn’t hesitate. As we walk, he launches into all the details. His voice is slow and calm, like the water that runs through the small creek in our backyard. I feel the tension release from my muscles as he tells me about all the competitions—mini golf, bowling, arcade games, laser tag, and so on. And how almost all the employees participate, some in just one category and others in all of them. And then at the end of summer, at the closing ceremonies, because apparently they have closing ceremonies, the one person with the most medals is deemed the Bonanza Champion and gets unlimited free concessions for the next year.

“Jesse Simons went through so many platters of free nachos that even the mention of artificial cheese makes her vomit now, so beware of that if you win,” Ethan advises, opening the door to the back alley. The bright sun peeks through. He keeps the door open for me to step outside first, and as I do, I fully notice how tall he is now. Last year, we were about the same height. Maybe he had an inch on me. Now my eyeline lands right around his Adam’s apple. I swallow hard, then avert my gaze to his silver mezuzah necklace.

“Um, who gave you the necklace?” I ask. “I can’t remember.”

Ethan follows me out into the alley. The sun is high in the sky, and as Ethan pulls open the top of the dumpster, a rancid smell fills the air. Gross.

“My grandmother,” he answers. “For my bar mitzvah.”

I remember her. An image of a slight woman in a shimmery gold suit crosses before my vision.

And then, an image of my own bubbie. Her eyes, smiling and crinkled at the edges; her hot-pink cane, special-ordered from a local artist; her kitchen, brimming with the scent of brisket, roasted potatoes, and onions. My step falters. I miss her, an unbearable amount. The thought of her absence makes my muscles ache.

I think we all get one person on this earth who truly understands us, one person who sees us fully as we are, our deepest dreams and greatest fears in plain sight. For me, that person was my bubbie. I had my soul mate for sixteen years. And then she was gone. And I know that no one will understand me like that ever again.

“Hannah?” Ethan asks.

His eyes are on me. I swallow hard, trying to force away the painful thoughts. “Yeah?”

“I seem to be saying a lot of wrong things today,” he says.

I shake my head. “It’s not you. It’s me.”

He smiles. It’s a small smile, but it hits his eyes in a way that brightens his entire face. “You breaking up with me, Hannah Klein?”

Wait.

Was that—

Is Ethan flirting with me?

Obviously, the intense sunlight and rancid garbage smell is messing with my thoughts, because Ethan Alderman, my brother’s best friend, the kid who spent an entire weekend with my brother re-creating the Stranger Things theme music using only a kazoo and kitchen utensils, certainly cannot be flirting with me. Absolutely not.

“Anyways.” I heft up my garbage bag and toss it into the dumpster. “The tournament. Sounds, um, interesting I guess, but I’m just here to work. Get a paycheck and all that. I’m not signing up for any extracurriculars.” I glance around. “This place has a light cult vibe, you know?”

Ethan laughs as he throws in his own bag of trash. “That’s not an inaccurate description.”

I gesture to the dumpster. “Can we close this thing now?”

Ethan’s nose crinkles. “Yeah, trash duty is the worst. Well, after vomit duty.”

“Yikes.”

“Exactly.”

Silence passes over us as Ethan closes the dumpster and we walk back toward the door. And in that silence, my thoughts turn inward again, and I think of my bubbie, of how desperately I wish I could have one more day with her, and I think of my ankle, of how I’ll never play soccer again, and I think of Brie, of how my best friend is so physically close to me and yet we’ve never been further apart.

“I’ll show you how to fix the pins when they get stuck, okay?” Ethan asks.

It’s hard to imagine that these things will ever be okay. It’s hard to imagine that I will ever be okay.

“Sure,” I tell Ethan, and follow him back inside.

The air-conditioning blasts us, and I shiver.









Last Summer







Crickets chirp as I slide out of my car. Night presses in, dark and heavy. I open the back door for Figgy, and she hops out, tail wagging. After practice, I swung by home to pick her up. I let us into Bubbie’s house with my spare key and call out, “Sorry! Practice went long!”

“You’re shvitzing all over my home,” Bubbie says as I walk into the kitchen. She’s at the table, wearing her favorite pink silk bathrobe and gold-chain glasses. A mug of chamomile tea and today’s crossword puzzle sit in front of her. “So. Practice went long?” she asks with a pointed look. “Or you made practice go long?”

Bubbie knows me better than anyone. “The latter,” I admit.

I convinced the team to run an hour of extra drills after Coach left. My muscles feel like jelly.

Bubbie smiles with approval. “That’s my girl.” Figgy gives a tiny bark. “And my other girl. Come here, sweetie.”

Figgy pads over, and Bubbie slips her a dog treat from god knows where. Figgy rubs against her knees, then settles by her feet.

“The game against Kensington is coming up,” I say, sitting down at the table. My fingers twist together.

We play Kensington, our local rivals, every year in a summer scrimmage. It always sets a precedent for the year. Win the scrimmage, win the season.

“I believe in you,” Bubbie says. “Hard work and talent. The perfect recipe.”

My bubbie understands my Olympic dreams more than anyone because my bubbie was an Olympian. A cross-country skier.

I’ve made her tell me her Olympics stories so many times they practically feel like my own. As a little girl, I’d spend hours tracing my fingers over her bronze medal. It felt like a portal into another world. And there’s a picture of her on the podium. It’s grainy, obscured even more by the snow falling in big flakes that day. But Bubbie’s smile shines through—radiant and proud.

Bubbie is a champion. One day, if I’m lucky, I’ll have my own podium photo taken. And I’ll put our pictures side by side on my mantel.

“Mamaleh.” I look up and meet Bubbie’s eyes. They’re dark blue and can see right through me. “You’re thinking too hard. Turn that brain off. Come, we’ll make babka. You’ll be my assistant.”
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