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ONE HAYLEY


If you’re going to have an emotional breakdown and stop your car in the middle of a busy intersection, let me suggest the main entrance of Groveland High School. It’s wide, there’s plenty of sunlight, and it’s also Arby’s-adjacent just in case you want to grab some curly fries after the police show up and pull you from your vehicle. You’ll want to remember to dress appropriately, because several of your classmates will be filming the entire ordeal on their phones. Maybe wear something simple like jeans and a T-shirt but also have on a Batman Halloween mask, as if to say, “Sure, I’m crazy, but I’m the fun kind of crazy!” Or maybe wear a long flowing gown and wet your hair like Ophelia à la Hamlet, act four. That’s Shakespearean crazy, arguably the classiest form of crazy. If you’re hoping to use this moment to make some kind of statement, I suggest investing in a bullhorn or at least a poster board with large, legible writing. Because despite your other numerous accomplishments, this is what you’ll be remembered for during your time in high school.

Sadly, it’s too late for me to take my own advice. But even if I could go back in time and make these adjustments, I doubt it would keep me from ending up here—the school conference room with my parents and me on one side of the table and Principal Wexler and Mr. Keith on the other. Meetings like this are never good. Your school administration will never call you in two days before the start of your senior year to tell you how well you’re doing and how thrilled they are to have you as a member of the student body. No, meetings like this start with “We’re all here because we want what’s best for Hayley, and we want to set her up for a successful school year.” It sounds like they’re doing me a favor, but the tension in the room and the forced smiles make it clear this is no happy occasion. People who are already doing well in life don’t need a little committee to “figure out what we can do to get you to really thrive this year.” In this case, “really thrive” means “please don’t lose your mind again.”

“You’ve certainly accomplished a lot during your three years here, Hayley,” Principal Wexler says, looking down at what appears to be my transcript. Wexler is an intimidating figure. He has the broad chest of a retired football player, and he wears his green Groveland polo like a mob boss wears a finely tailored Italian suit. My ears start buzzing as he speaks, knowing already we’re headed nowhere good. It’s like our wasp mascot has escaped the stitching on his shirt and is now circling me, vigilantly watching for the best opportunity to sting. Wexler lifts his thick black reading glasses to his face to look over my file. “Your grades are impeccable. You’re active in multiple clubs, and I understand you’re quite the asset on our tennis team.”

These are the words I always imagined coming from an admissions officer at a reputable college with a distinguished premed program. They should be paired with a handshake congratulating me on admission and a good scholarship offer and then followed by a trip to the campus bookstore where I triumphantly hand over too much money for an overpriced sweatshirt with UNC or Cornell or maybe Northwestern stitched across the chest. Oh this? It’s my Cornell sweatshirt. Yeah, I’m going to Cornell. No big deal. Bill Nye, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and Toni Morrison went there too, but whatever. It’s chill.

This is not that conversation at all. The only thing that’s about to follow these words now is a “but.”

“However,” Principal Wexler continues (“however” is just a fancier “but”), “we are concerned that you’ve inadvertently overpacked your schedule. We’d like you to scale things back a bit this year.”

And there’s the sting.

A nervousness tugs at my gut, pulling my stomach down like I’m at the front of a roller coaster peering over the edge of the first big drop, which makes sense because this conversation is only going straight down from here.

I didn’t overpack my schedule. I selected my classes the same way I’ve been doing since my freshman year, carefully choosing the courses that will look best on my transcript and building an unblemished record that will land me a spot at a prestigious college, where I’ll earn a diploma that can be matted and framed and hung with pride like Mom’s and Dad’s in the den. I’m on Groveland’s Accelerated Track, which means I take advanced science and math courses every year, but these days being smart isn’t enough to land a spot at a reputable college. Schools want well-rounded students; you can’t just have a singular interest. So during the summer after ninth grade, I begged my parents to let me go to tennis camp because what admissions officer doesn’t love a student athlete with a murderous backswing who also has a knack for writing killer term papers? I wore myself out learning the game. My best friend, Lucy, got tired of playing with me. Exhausted, she would just lie down on the court, and I would practice driving shots into the corner of the service boxes until the park’s stadium lights would cut off at midnight.

I want to handle this conversation in a calm, mature way, but when I ask, “What exactly does ‘scale things back’ mean?” there’s clearly an edge of annoyance in my voice. But how can I not be annoyed? I’ve been making all the best choices for three years, and now, just before what should be the culmination of my high school career, they’re changing the rules of the game.

Mom shifts in her seat beside me, unbuttoning her blazer and releasing a small sigh. It’s so humiliating that she and Dad are both getting a front-row view of what is gearing up to be one of the most unpleasant discussions of my life. I’ve been sandwiched between them for multiple parent-teacher conferences, conversations where all I had to do was sit there and smile as my teachers piled on the compliments. Mom would smile, and Dad would scratch the back of my neck in a way that was somehow embarrassing and wonderful at the same time. Now I don’t know what’s going to happen; we’re in uncharted territory.

“Extracurriculars are important,” Mr. Keith jumps in, “but these activities should be enjoyable. They should energize you. If they’re draining or becoming a burden, you should step back and reevaluate.” I bite hard into my lower lip to keep from lashing out as my irritation spreads, building like static over my skin.

Mr. Keith is my school-assigned guidance counselor, and he’s basically what happens when a hippie decides they’d also like a 401(k). Keith is his first name, but he insists we call him Mr. Keith because it’s just so cool and youthful, isn’t it? He’s always wearing sport coats over T-shirts emblazoned with cheesy graphics and only stops wearing his Birkenstock sandals when the temperature drops below twenty degrees. He’d probably make a great counselor at my little brother’s middle school, or even here if I was interested in majoring in hacky-sackology or pan flute studies, but I’m not. I want a serious guidance counselor, not Bob Marley meets Bob Ross.

“We must learn that there’s a difference between resting and quitting,” he says. Mr. Keith loves to drop these sorts of phrases, corny positivity mantras that Instagram models like to use as captions for photos of themselves doing yoga on a mountain.

The weirdest part is that Mr. Keith and Wexler are basically best friends, and it doesn’t make any sense. Wexler is a strict disciplinarian, and Mr. Keith has multiple rainsticks in his office. In high school, Wexler probably wore the prom king crown while Keith wore a flower crown, but it doesn’t matter. Now they’ve united forces against me. Apparently, it takes both ends of the social spectrum to properly reorient my mental health.

“We want you to succeed here, Hayley, but we don’t want you to burn out,” Mr. Keith says, sliding a copy of my senior schedule across the table. I pick it up and my parents lean in. AP English. AP Calculus. AP Chemistry. AP European History. Looks great to me. “We’d like you to step away from the Accelerated Track program,” Mr. Keith says.

It’s like having a golden retriever tell you to give up on your dreams.

The charge of irritation I was feeling slides toward full-blown panic.

Ever since Mom told me about this meeting a week ago, I’ve been trying to imagine the worst-case scenario for how this might go—maybe weekly mandatory check-ins with Mr. Keith or not being allowed to drive to school—but I never imagined this. “No,” I manage to say, my voice quiet, like I’m testing the waters. Wexler and Mr. Keith don’t react. “No way,” I say, more forcefully this time. “Dropping out of the AT program during my senior year will look terrible on my transcript.” Mr. Keith gives me a pitying smile. It’s the same look my mom gives my little brother, Tanner, when he talks about building his own tree house in the backyard, something that’s never going to happen. I hate that look.

“Aren’t you supposed to be encouraging me to keep working hard?” I ask, my voice too loud and too sharp for the small conference room. “It’s like you’re telling me to throw the car into neutral and just cruise to graduation.” Wexler and Mr. Keith both flinch, and I realize, considering the circumstances, a car metaphor may not have been the best choice of words.

I catch my parents exchanging a glance over my head. Wexler and Mr. Keith might be a lost cause, but I can at least make sure I have Mom and Dad on my side. “I can handle the workload,” I tell them. The words come out sounding more like a plea than an affirmation, but at least they’re out there. I’ve spent years working toward an impeccable academic record, and I’m not going to let one moment of weakness bring that crashing down.

Mom puts her hand on my knee, and I realize I’ve been bouncing my leg so fast it’s practically shaking the table. Not exactly the confidence-inspiring behavior of a self-assured individual. She gives me a weak smile. Dad puts a hand on my shoulder, and all I can think is it’s not the back of my neck. I suddenly feel very small, like a toddler trying to elbow their way up to the adult table at Thanksgiving dinner. My parents—a woman who succeeded in becoming a partner at her law firm the same year she gave birth to my brother, and a man who successfully manages a team of corporate consultants and still found time to run three marathons last year—are having to sit here and comfort their daughter, who can’t even handle high school.

Wexler takes off his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose, like he’s already growing tired of this conversation. “There is another option,” he says, folding his large hands on the table in front of him. “If you want to stay in the AT program, you’ll have to cut back on the extracurriculars. Resign from the tennis team and sign up for some, uh, less intense electives. Maybe TV Production.”

“TV Production?” I scoff. “Like AV club?”

“TV Production is a class,” Mr. Keith says. “They produce the announcements each morning. We actually have a pretty nice studio. Have you ever seen it?”

Of course not. I’ve never seen Groveland’s art room either, but that’s okay because Introduction to Pastels isn’t exactly an impressive addition to your transcript when you’re planning to apply for premed programs. Is this how they see me now, like some girl who’s too fragile for real academic rigor? Is that who I am? I stare down at my schedule, running my finger along the edge of the page and testing how far I can push it without giving myself a paper cut. So I either drop out of the AT program or quit tennis and take some boring electives. They might as well be asking if I’d rather have them chop off my left leg or my right. Either way, my stride is wrecked. Dad must sense my apprehension because he says, “Are those really the only options?” His disappointed tone nearly cracks me open.

“At this point, we really believe one of these would be the best path forward,” Mr. Keith says.

“Part of succeeding means knowing your limits,” Wexler adds. Ironic considering his barrel chest is currently testing the limits of that poly-cotton blend. Ugh. Dr. Kim, my therapist, says I tend to get pretty judgmental when I’m feeling vulnerable, and I hate moments like these when I prove her right. Because really, who am I to judge anyone at this point?

Wexler leans back in his chair and crosses his arms like everything is settled, like he’s made me an offer I can’t refuse. Several moments of heavy silence pass, and it must become too much for Mr. Keith to bear because he digs into his blazer pocket and comes out with a handful of candy. “Would anyone like a Starburst?”

This is my life now.

I’ve reached an all-time low, but at least there’s snacks.

I know I have the next line in this little play, but I can’t form any words. Before my incident, I was all confidence because life made sense. It was a science: determine what you want, work hard, achieve your goal, repeat. But now that same equation doesn’t seem to work. Because sometimes it leads to being pulled from your car at eight thirty on a Thursday morning. So as much as I might want to speak up for myself, I can’t. Maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe it’s best for me to sit back and let people whose brains aren’t malfunctioning make the decisions for a while.

“Okay,” I say meekly. “I’ll do the second one. I’ll take TV Production.”

We all get up to shake hands, and I thank them for their concern, but it’s like someone else is speaking. It’s like I’ve gone numb. Even when we conveniently run into the TV Production teacher, Mrs. Hansen, who just so happens to be free to give me a tour of the studio, I don’t even care that this was clearly a trap. This had been the plan all along, and they only made it seem like I had a choice. People like me who make bad choices don’t get to make real decisions.

My parents head off to the car while Mrs. Hansen guides me downstairs and through a large set of wooden doors with an unlit ON AIR sign hanging above them. I try my best to nod at the right times as she points out the editing bays and sound equipment, but it’s difficult. Trading sunny afternoons on the tennis court with my team for this cinder-block room where I’ll stare at a computer screen is not an even trade at all. My face must be telegraphing my disappointment because Mrs. Hansen says, “I know this elective wasn’t exactly your first choice, but I think you’ll really enjoy TV Production, Hayley. I tend to give the class a lot of freedom. You guys really get a chance to make this program what you want. Within reason, of course.” She smiles at me, and I do my best to mirror her excitement, but I can feel my smile faltering.

“Check this out. Sit here.” Mrs. Hansen pulls out one of the chairs at the anchor desk, and I take a seat. Then she goes over and switches on the monitor and points one of the stationary cameras at me. I appear on the TV, seated at the half-empty desk. Mrs. Hansen positions the camera so that my face is center in the frame. It’s the same image I saw when I checked the mirror before leaving the house this morning—straight red hair, large brown glasses, freckles prominent from a summer spent in the sun. I bring my hand to the side of my temple, testing to see if I can feel it. Can I locate the part of my brain that’s damaged? Is there a knot or a scar? Mrs. Hansen peeks out from behind the camera. “Pretty neat, huh?” she asks.

“Yeah. Pretty neat.”






TWO LEWIS


I’m lying on my back on the kitchen floor waiting for the room to stop spinning. My Mr. T T-shirt is soaked in sweat. I can feel the weight of it on my chest as I breathe in, out, and in again. There’s a glass of ice water on the edge of the counter, and the thought of the cold liquid sliding down my throat seems so refreshing, but I can’t find the strength to get up. I extend my arm, willing the glass to float down to my hand, but it doesn’t move.

Mom enters, the sound of her heels on the hardwood announcing her presence before she arrives. When she spots me on the ground, she moves quickly and crouches down beside me. “Lewis, are you okay? What’s going on?”

She’s wearing a navy pantsuit, and her short brown hair is styled with so much hair spray it practically has its own force field. Mom’s an anchor at the local news station, so she looks put together pretty much all the time, even when everyone else is a complete mess. Seriously. There are pictures in our family photo albums from Christmas morning where my hair is sticking up everywhere and Dad doesn’t even have a shirt on, but Mom looks like she just walked out of a Norman Rockwell painting.

I flop my arm down over my eyes. “Don’t look at me! Just pretend I’m not here.”

She places her hand on my forehead, checking for a fever. “What happened, Lewis? You’re burning up. Are you sick? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” I say, breathing hard. “I mean, I can’t really feel my legs and the room seems tilted, but other than that, I’m fine. Does the room look tilted to you?”

“No, honey. You’re sweating a lot. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, I just went running.”

“Running? Where?”

“Outside.” I cough.

“On purpose?”

“Um, should I be concerned about this?” I hear Dad ask. I peek out from under my arm and find him leaning in the doorway.

“Our son just went running, dear,” Mom says, standing up.

“It went great. Can’t you tell?” I pant.

“I didn’t know you were… into that,” Dad says, walking to the counter and then bending down to place the cup of water on the floor beside my head.

I lift myself just enough to take a drink. “Oh, you know I’ve always been into fitness.” It’s funny because it’s clearly not true. Mom takes classes at the local gym four times a week, and Dad naturally has a lanky frame, but I’ve always been on the larger side. I’m that size where polite strangers affectionately refer to me as “Big Man” and ask questions like “I bet you play football, don’t you?” You know, the kind of comments fat people are comfortable with. Well, for the most part, anyway. Still, I’ve learned there will always be bullies more than willing to make fun of the fat kid. (Mine’s called Harold Lockner.) That’s why I’m always the first to make a joke about my weight. If I can beat you to the punch line, I can at least hang on to some of my pride.

“Well, I think it’s great you’re trying something new,” Mom says, pouring some coffee into her travel tumbler now that she’s confident I won’t die here on the floor. Probably. “It shows initiative and maturity.”

“Yes, this is the height of dignity,” I say, spreading my arms wide across the floor. Today I made the mistake of putting on some music and just running as hard as I could for as long as I could. I only made it to the second song on my ’80s mix before my lungs were pounding against my chest and I was hunched over with my hands on my knees. I don’t really know what a good running distance is, but I have a feeling when people say they ran a 5K, they aren’t talking about five blocks. “I think I’m just going to lay here the rest of the day if that’s okay,” I moan.

“No, you’re not,” Mom says. “You have school.”

I turn over onto my stomach with a groan. “There’re still two days of summer left,” I protest.

“Not for you,” Mom says. “You and Cal agreed to help clean up the TV studio and get it ready for the new year, remember?”

I did remember, but that was before I made the mistake of scrolling through a couple of fitness Instagram accounts and convincing myself I was ready to try running. Now I think lying on the floor is the only thing holding back the rising tide of nausea.

“It’s just sweeping and making sure all the equipment is working,” I say into the kitchen tile. “I’m sure it can wait until the first day on Wednesday.”

“No,” Mom says. “You made a commitment, and you’re going to stick to it.”

“Because sticking to one’s commitments shows initiative and maturity?” I mock. That gets a snort out of Dad, but he’s quick to cover it with a cough when Mom shoots him a threatening look.

“Well, yes. But I was also going to say because extracurriculars look good on your college applications,” Mom says. College is not a subject I particularly want to discuss, and I know fighting her on this is futile anyway. I’m senior producer in our TV studio this year, and it’s the only sort of leadership position I’ve ever pursued at Groveland, so she’s making sure I don’t mess it up. Plus, I think it makes her a little happy to see her son possibly following in her television career footsteps.

I use the counter to pull myself to my feet, and Dad frowns at the floor. “You left a damp spot,” he says.

He’s right. There’s an outline of my body in sweat. “It’s like a snow angel, but gross,” I say. He rolls his eyes and tosses me the paper towels.



On the way to Groveland, I stop to pick up my best friend, Cal, and my car groans a bit when he slides into the passenger seat. Not because he’s overweight like me but because my car is old. I drive a 2003 Mazda hatchback. My parents say a seventeen-year-old doesn’t deserve a nice car because I’ll probably just wreck it.

I pull away from Cal’s house, and he lifts my banana from the center console. “What’s this?” he asks.

“You’re about to start your senior year and you don’t know what a banana is, Cal? The public school system has really failed you.”

“Ha. Ha,” he spits. “I’m just wondering why you’re not having your normal breakfast of Pop-Tarts and Mountain Dew. You drink that stuff so much I figured you were trying to get them as a corporate sponsor for your funeral or something.”

“I know you’re just making a joke, but why would Mountain Dew sponsor my funeral? If I claimed I lost weight drinking Mountain Dew, then they might want to be my sponsor, but not if I died drinking it. Think through your material, man.”

The real reason I’m not indulging in my normal breakfast is because I have big plans for this year. Not that I’m about to tell Cal that. The plan started with this weight-loss infomercial I saw last week. That sounds stupid, I know, but that’s how it happened for me. I was watching a late-night showing of Say Anything on TV when, during a commercial break, some spray-tanned guy with weirdly white teeth and a microphone wrapped around his head started promising washboard abs if you bought his revolutionary exercise invention for three easy payments of $19.95.

They started showing pictures of former fatties who had supposedly gotten thin using the device. I was about to change the channel when they flashed a photo of a guy who looked like me. Like, just like me. He was large and pale and trying to appear relaxed in his Hawaiian swim trunks while standing next to a pool. His shoulders were slumping, and he had a tight, closed-mouth smile. Next, they showed what he looked like after supposedly using the device every day for three months. He was toned and standing on a beach, wearing aviator sunglasses and flexing like some Renaissance artist was about to chisel a marble statue of him. Just as I was biting into a s’mores Pop-Tart, the camera zoomed in on him, and he whipped off his sunglasses like a low-budget Tom Cruise. “I used to sit in my room all the time, staying up late and eating loads of junk food,” he said. “Then I got this device, decided to have a little discipline, and now there are other reasons I’m staying up late at night.” The camera panned back as a tiny blond woman wearing an even tinier bikini entered the frame and wrapped her arms around muscle me. It was honestly pretty gross, but even as I clicked off the TV, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to be like him. Not frat-boy buff, necessarily, but confident. It’s not like I suddenly pictured myself surrounded by models and piles of cash and a cheetah that I trained to fold my laundry, but maybe a girl would want to hold my hand. One girl in particular…

I didn’t order the workout device, of course, but I kept thinking about what muscle me said about how his life changed when he decided to have a little discipline. So I woke up early and went running. Maybe this is the start of something, but since this was only my first day running and it was not particularly successful, I’m not exactly eager to tell Cal about all that. I’ve never been the type of person to set a goal and pursue it relentlessly, especially something physical, so I figure there’s a good chance I’ll fail. I don’t want to give Cal a reason to mock me in a few months if I’m still the same idle self-deprecating fat ass I am today.

“Well, if you are giving up Mountain Dew, I support that decision,” Cal says. “I heard it makes your testicles shrink. That’s probably why you’ve never had the balls to ask out Rebecca.”

Cal never misses a chance to remind me that I’ve had a crush on our friend Rebecca Woodruff for about five years now and I’ve never had the courage to tell her about my feelings.

“Number one, that’s an urban legend,” I say. “And number two, I have the balls to ask out Rebecca. I’m just waiting for the right moment, all right?”

“It’s been years, man. I think the right moment has come and gone several times.”

I can’t think of a great rebuttal to that, so I just turn up the stereo.

Cal spends the rest of the ten-minute drive to Groveland pretending my banana is his penis and using it to do things like change the station on the radio and try to roll down the window. It’s so unsettling that I can’t even bring myself to eat the thing. I just toss it in the trash outside school.

It’s a little weird being back inside Groveland after three months away, especially with no one else here. It’s too quiet and too clean. All the shiny surfaces and the lingering smell of bleach are clear indications everything has recently been given a good scrubbing.

When we get down to the TV studio, Mrs. Hansen walks out, and Cal yells, “Hey, Mrs. H! How was your—” before faltering on the word “summer” as Groveland’s own unintentional YouTube sensation Hayley Mills steps out of the studio behind her. Before this moment, if you had asked me to guess who I was going to see at school today, I would have listed Amelia Earhart or Bigfoot above Hayley Mills. I’m so surprised, I trip over my own feet and have to grab on to Cal’s arm to steady myself.

“Hi, boys, good to see you again,” Mrs. Hansen says, her Southern accent coming through strong. A lot of guys at Groveland have a crush on Mrs. Hansen. She’s young and cute and pretty chill. Kind of like having Reese Witherspoon as a teacher. “Do you know Hayley?” she says, touching Hayley’s shoulder. It’s a ridiculous question because at this point I’m pretty sure the whole school and probably several schools in the surrounding counties know Hayley.

At the end of last year, she had some sort of mental breakdown and stopped her car at the main entrance into Groveland. She sat in the middle of the intersection for so long that it caused a major traffic jam, cars and school buses backed up for blocks. People started getting out of their vehicles to see what was going on, including me and Cal. A few concerned teachers tried to get her out of the car, but she had all the doors locked. I don’t even think she acknowledged them as they tapped on her windshield and tried to open the doors; she just sat there with her hands at ten and two. By the time the police showed up, there was a traffic helicopter floating over the whole scene. The cops were able to pop her lock and open the door. One officer walked her over to the curb while another moved her car, and a few others started directing traffic. Kids had a field day with all the news and cell phone footage. For weeks there were new edits popping up on TikTok and YouTube every day with funny captions and goofy music. Hayley spent the last couple weeks of school taking all her finals alone in one of the small study rooms in the library. People thought she wasn’t going to come back this year.

Hayley and I actually had history together our sophomore year, so I sort of knew her before. But I didn’t even feel comfortable saying hello to her in the hall, let alone reaching out after her incident.

“Yeah, I know Hayley,” I say. “We have history, uh, had history together. Mr. Rosco, right?”

“Right,” Hayley says, giving me a tight-lipped smile.

“Hayley, Lewis is our senior producer this year. And Cal Raglin is one of our lead anchors. Boys, I was just giving Hayley a tour of the studio. She’ll be joining our class this year.”

“Why?” Cal blurts, cementing his position in the “Terrible at Social Cues” Hall of Fame. Even though he’s asking the same question that’s at the front of my mind. I have no idea why someone like Hayley would want to spend her senior year in TV Production, but I at least have the common sense to save my questions for a more appropriate moment. I give Cal a nudge.

“Whhhyy, that’s great,” he croaks in what is arguably the worst recovery of all time.

“I agree. It is great,” Mrs. Hansen says before turning to Hayley. “Lewis and Cal generously agreed to help get the studio ready for the new school year. Boys, I’m going to walk Hayley out. Why don’t you go in there and get started?”

Cal and I watch as they disappear up the stairs. When the large studio doors shut behind us, Cal shoves my arm. “Dude! What. The. Hell?” he exclaims, his eyebrows shooting up into the blond curls of his hair. “Hayley Mills is joining TV Production?”

I move toward the brooms in the corner. “I know. I was there beside you when Mrs. Hansen just told us.”

“So how are you not freaking out about this?”

I shrug. “New people join TV Production every year.” And while I’m very curious about why Hayley suddenly wants to be here, I saw enough posts about her over the summer to know we tipped the scales from playful hazing to outright cyberbullying long ago. Even I’m guilty of making a joke or two at her expense, but it doesn’t feel funny anymore. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“This isn’t just some new person. It’s Messed-Up Mills. She’s a wild card, man. Did you see her hair?”

“C’mon, man, don’t call her that. And what was wrong with her hair?” I ask, tossing Cal a broom.

“It was, like, three inches shorter than last year.” He pauses like that should mean something to me. When I shrug, he sighs and forges ahead. “Girls only get dramatic haircuts like that when weird shit is rattling around in their head.”

“Maybe it just got hot over the summer.”

“No, no, no. You don’t understand, man. Girls don’t have the same relationship with hair that you and I do. It’s different for girls.” He waves his broom in front of him like the shittiest of wizards. “For them, it’s something spiritual.”

I snort. “I think you might be reading into it too much.”

“You better hope so, senior producer. This is basically your studio this year. Your baby. And now Hayley Mills is loose in it. Anything could happen. You’re going to have to keep her in check.”

I walk over to Cal and place a hand on his shoulder. “Dude, relax. It’s going to be fine. You and I are going to be partners just like last year, and we’re going to keep making hilarious video segments that Mrs. Hansen loves, and she’ll keep Hayley in check. Yeah, I’m senior producer, but she’s still the teacher.”

Cal relaxes a little. “Okay. You’re probably right.”

“Of course I’m right. We’re basically Mrs. Hansen’s favorites. She’s not going to let anything bad happen. Nothing’s going to be any different.”






THREE HAYLEY


There’s one,” Lucy says, pointing to the grocery store parking lot across the street.

“Oh no, does that one have a feather in the band?” I ask.

“That’s how you know it’s fancy, Hayley.”

Lucy and I are currently sitting in our “mansion,” which is what we affectionately call the tiny shaved ice stand where we’ve worked the past two summers. The space is barely big enough for both of us, but we have fun bumping into each other and joking that we’re “going to recline in the parlor” or “going to relax in the library.” The stand is owned by Lucy’s neighbor, Mrs. Cambridge. We don’t really know what she does on a day-to-day basis, but it keeps her away from the stand most of the time, so Lucy and I basically have free run of the place.

The stand is in the parking lot of a small shopping center containing a post office, a couple restaurants, and a second run movie theater. Sometimes we get a small rush of customers after a showing lets out, but we’ve never truly been busy. To pass the time, Lucy and I play people-watching games. Yesterday we looked for people walking animals other than dogs. Not many results there. We saw a middle-aged woman walking a fat orange cat and a man in a denim vest walking a ferret. At one point there was also an old man at the bus stop feeding oyster crackers to a bird on his shoulder, so we counted that, too. Today’s hunt is much easier; we’re looking for people in straw fedoras. They’re very common. We’ve been open for two hours, and we already have six tally marks in our notebook.

Lucy pushes the notebook aside and stretches her arms out into the ray of sun that’s coming in through the serving window. She keeps them there and closes her eyes, enjoying the warmth on her brown skin. Summer has always been Lucy’s favorite season. She says it’s the only time of year that the bright colors and loud prints she likes to wear are socially acceptable. She usually looks like she just stepped out of a ’90s sitcom. In the best way.

“Soak it up while you can,” I say. “Last day.”

“Quiet,” Lucy responds. “We are not talking about the fact that school starts tomorrow, okay?”

I look out the window and spot Mallory Scott marching across the parking lot. It suddenly feels as if the shaved ice stand is even smaller, like the walls are closing in and the air is evaporating. “Oh no.”

“What?” Lucy asks.

“Mallory’s coming. I called her last night and told her I wasn’t doing tennis this year. She basically lost it, hung up on me, and then called back ten minutes later to yell some more.”

“And now she’s come to harass you at your workplace? How lovely.” Lucy slides open the window, and Mallory props her elbows on the counter. She gives us a big smile that’s incredibly unsettling because the last time I saw her this happy was when she beat the captain of the boys’ tennis team in a match by drilling a serve right into his crotch.

“Hi, guys!”

“Hi, Mallory,” I say, my hands clasped in front of my own crotch in a subconscious defense position.

“What can we get you?” Lucy asks dryly.

“Actually, I just came to talk to Hayley,” Mallory says.

“Sorry,” Lucy responds. “Gotta keep the window free for customers.”

Mallory turns around to look at the nobody behind her. “Seriously?”

Lucy gives her a silent grin, and it takes everything in me to not laugh. “Fine,” Mallory relents. “I’ll take… lime.”

I take a couple steps to the rear of the hut, happy to be putting a little distance between Mallory and me as Lucy collects her money. I add a fresh block to Bertha, which is what we call the cantankerous machine that shaves down the ice. When I pull the lever, Bertha rumbles to life, shaking the whole counter.

“I think I owe you an apology, Hayley!” Mallory shouts over Bertha’s moaning. The block of ice slowly vibrates down into the inner workings of the machine as I grab a cup and position it at the dispenser. “I may have overreacted a little last night when you told me you were quitting tennis,” Mallory continues. “But I hope you can at least see where I was coming from. It was very jarring to find out less than two days before the start of the school year that we’re losing one of our best players.” The shavings quickly fill up the cup. I pass it off to Lucy, who shapes the top into a mound and begins pouring the green syrup.

“Yeah, I understand,” I tell Mallory, handing her a spoon and a napkin. Even though it may sound like Mallory is here to make amends, I know this conversation is actually a minefield. The slightest misstep could be a disaster. “For what it’s worth, I don’t like the situation either.”

“And I was hoping that after you’d slept on it, you might have reconsidered and decided to stick with tennis. I know the rest of the team will really, really miss you.”

I have a flashback of lying in a sleeping bag on Mallory’s bedroom floor, wiping tears of laughter from my face. Last December we did a team holiday gift exchange, and several of us slept over, spending most of the night talking and gossiping and laughing about things I can’t even remember now. That memory alone is enough to give me second thoughts.

I’ll miss everything about tennis. The satisfaction I get when I’m able to return a shot my opponent wasn’t expecting, the buzzing in my arms and feet when I come from behind to take the lead, the van rides with my teammates where Coach would yell at us for being too rowdy. But it’s not like I’m going to become a professional tennis player. I’m good at Groveland, but not good enough to land a scholarship to any of the colleges in my top five. I’m going to earn my way based on academics. I can’t sacrifice that for a game. Even a game I love.

Lucy hands Mallory her shaved ice. “Sorry,” I say, not really able to meet Mallory’s gaze. “I can’t afford to drop my AT classes.”

“I think you can,” Mallory says, clearly working hard to keep her voice even. “I know you’re thinking about college, but your transcript is already solid. Just get a good SAT score and you’ll be fine.”

“My schedule’s already set, Mallory.” Even before I’m done speaking, I can feel the click of the land mine beneath my feet as Mallory’s face begins to contort. I try to counteract it by continuing to ramble. “I can still play with you guys sometimes, I just can’t—”

Mallory slaps the counter, cutting me off. “Seriously? You’re just going to abandon the team? You’re going to regret this.” Then she turns and marches away, dumping her untouched shaved ice in the garbage. Lucy and I watch her get back in her car and peel away.

“Damn,” Lucy says. “That girl just needs a white cat to stroke and she’d be like a real-life movie villain. Who says, ‘You’re going to regret this’ unironically?”

“She’s definitely intense,” I say, lifting my arms to air out the sweat I notice has started to gather there.

“Too intense. And about school sports no less.”

“Says the girl who spends hours after school every day hanging out in the photo lab.”

“Hey, I’ve never shunned someone over photography,” Lucy says, doodling in our notebook. “Don’t let it get to you. I’m sure she’ll be over it before Halloween.”

Lucy says it lightly, but my stomach grinds like Bertha’s gears. That’s part of my fear going into this year: that people won’t ever be over it. That they’ll never move on. I’m worried people will still be weird around me and only see me as the girl who had a nervous breakdown. Dr. Kim says I’m probably feeling this way because I’m too close to the situation. She thinks all my classmates have had three full months of new experiences and they’re all too consumed with their own lives to be worried about me. She phrased it better, but it still came across a little like she didn’t really remember what high school is like. I mean, I bring traffic to a screeching halt right in front of school and people will just forget? I doubt it.

Lucy and I finish the day with eleven straw fedora tally marks. She says eleven plus one because we saw a guy in a straw cowboy hat, which is “worth noting.” As we’re locking up, a white SUV cruises into the parking lot.

“Looks like your boyfriend’s back in town,” Lucy says.

I curse under my breath. I knew this day was coming, but I was hoping the first time Parker saw me once he got back would be under better circumstances. I may have been imagining some magical moment where I looked flawlessly elegant, my face and hair illuminated by the soft orange light of the setting sun. Guess I’ll have to settle for standing in an asphalt parking lot while keeping my arms down to conceal my pit stains. “Ex-boyfriend,” I say, quickly taking off my hat and raking my fingers through my hair a few times, hoping it doesn’t look too matted.

“Yeah, we’ll see how long that lasts,” Lucy jokes.

Parker Murakami is in the Accelerated Track program with me, and we dated for around five months last year. I ended things back in March, about a month before my incident, because it started to feel like we were just constantly competing, seeing who could achieve more. At first I thought it was just part of the playful way we flirted, but soon I realized I had this small but very real flame of resentment inside of me each time he told me about another one of his accomplishments. It’s like we were Mozart and Salieri if Mozart and Salieri liked kissing each other. I broke things off gently, and we’re still something resembling friends. Lucy is convinced it’s only a matter of time before we get back together.

He pulls up beside us with his windows down. “Hey, ladies. Need a ride?”

“Who is this international man of mystery?” Lucy asks, already starting to climb into the back seat. Parker spent most of the summer visiting his grandparents in Kyoto, Japan. We were all very jealous of his Instagram feed when he was posting photos of ornate temples while we were uploading pictures of our Starbucks run. Parker flashes us his big class president grin, a smile that reminds me just how different our summers have been. Because it seems like it takes nothing for him to produce something so wide and genuine, and most days I can barely muster a smirk. “I ate soooo much ramen,” he says.

“I’m sure you did,” I say, climbing into the passenger seat and adjusting one of the AC vents. It’s a move that still feels surprisingly natural, even though we haven’t been a couple for roughly six months. “When did you get back?”

“Just a few days ago. I’ve been trying to adjust to the time difference.” A few days. Part of me wonders if Parker has also been planning how we might first see each other, and this was his plan, showing up casually cool right at closing time.

On the way to Lucy’s house, Parker tells us all about his favorite sites from Japan, and then he drops her off and it’s just me and him in the car. It suddenly feels stifling as I realize this is the first time we’ve been alone in close quarters since our breakup. Before, when we drove around, he would slide his hand over toward me, palm up, so I could lace my fingers through his. Now both of his hands remain firmly on the wheel, and I don’t really know what to do with mine, so I slide them under my legs to keep from pushing open the door and rolling out into traffic to get away from this awkwardness. I desperately try to think of anything to say, and I’m about two seconds from asking Parker if he rode in a rickshaw during his trip when he says, “How was your summer? I assume you’ve been playing a ton of tennis.”

“Oh, yeah. Some,” I mutter, wondering if it’s too late to jump into traffic. “I’m actually not doing tennis this year.” I try to make it sound casual, like it’s no big deal.

“Really?” he asks.

He glances over toward me, but I keep my eyes on the houses moving past the passenger-side window. “I just didn’t want to overschedule my senior year, you know? I wanted to make sure I had some free time to just hang out and enjoy it.”

He’s quiet for a moment before finally nodding. “Yeah. I get that.”

He doesn’t get it. He can’t possibly get it because it’s the total opposite of the attitude we both had during our relationship—that he still has. But I can’t open up to Parker about everything that’s happened in the past couple of days. I couldn’t even open up to him when he reached out after my incident. I just sent his calls to voicemail and ignored his texts until he was too busy in Japan to keep trying. I know if I told him about being forced to quit tennis, he would be sweet and supportive and it would just annoy me, because yeah, Mallory’s reaction was excessive and borderline deranged, but I prefer her anger to the usual looks of pity I get so often these days.

“I just want to have more fun this year, you know? You know colleges mainly look at what you did during your junior year, so why not enjoy senior year, you know?” Oh God, how many times did I just say “you know”? This is pathetic.

“Sounds like a plan,” Parker says, and in this moment I’m thankful he’s my ex because he’s clearly too uncomfortable to press into the messy details. “Well, having fun means coming to my annual First Friday party, right?” he asks, shifting the subject to something lighter. Unlike me, Parker is able to successfully balance a rigorous academic schedule and a thriving social life, and he always hosts a party at his place at the end of the first week of school.

“Yeah, I’m sure Lucy and I will be there,” I say as he pulls up to the curb outside my house. I open the door before he even comes to a complete stop, eager to make my escape. Part of me is secretly hoping I come down with pneumonia or a bad case of food poisoning before Parker’s party. Apparently I’m at the point in my life where diarrhea is preferable to social engagements.






FOUR LEWIS


Cal takes a bite of his burger, and a large glob of ketchup and mayonnaise lands on the foil wrapper in front of him. Normally food that oozes and drips kind of disgusts me, but today it’s different. Today I’d give my left leg for it. Well, maybe not my whole leg, but at least one of my less important toes. We’re sitting at our regular picnic table outside Graze Daze, and while Cal is diving into one of their famous double bacon cheeseburgers, I’m attempting to enjoy a grilled chicken salad.

After Cal’s comment about drinking Mountain Dew yesterday, I decided to reevaluate my diet and do a little research. Most dudes would be embarrassed by their internet search history because it’s full of porn. I’m embarrassed of mine because it’s full of questions like “What is a calorie?” and “Why are carbs bad?” I even stumbled across a fitness blog where a muscular guy wearing nothing but a towel was talking about how his body doesn’t even crave sugar anymore because he detoxed and now he craves quinoa and brussels sprouts, and he can’t even remember what a doughnut looks like because he spends all of his free time mountain biking with swimsuit models who shove crystals up their butts to cleanse their auras or something. It was terrible, but I’m trying to make some smarter food choices. I stab a mushy forkful into my mouth and try to imagine it’s a burger.

Rebecca slides onto the bench beside me and places a chocolate milkshake on the table. “The paychecks are great, but the free milkshakes might actually be the best part of working here,” she says. “That and the lasting smell of french fries I can’t ever seem to get out of my hair.”

“Truly intoxicating,” I say.

She flips her brown curls into my face. “Girls spend so much money on products that make their hair smell like coconut or eucalyptus, and what’s the point?”

“Maybe she’s born with it. Maybe it’s fry oil,” I joke.

Okay, so let’s get real. It’s her. Rebecca is the main reason I’m trying to change things up this year. Lose some weight, gain some confidence, get the girl.

Rebecca Woodruff has been one of my closest friends since sixth grade. That’s when she and her parents moved here from New Zealand. During her first week, we got paired up as scene partners in drama class. We were assigned a scene that involved two teenagers from the Bronx, so we kept trying to do New York accents. It was particularly funny to listen to Rebecca attempt it. “How about you just try to sound less like Steve Irwin?” I joked. That earned me an earful on the difference between New Zealand and Australia. We’ve been pals ever since, even after her dad left and she and her mom had to move into a new apartment in another school district.

She’s been working here at Graze Daze since last November. It was already one of our regular hangout spots before she got the job, but now we spend more time here than ever. Not a week of summer has gone by where we haven’t spent some time sipping shakes at these outdoor picnic tables.

“I thought people usually stopped enjoying the food from a restaurant when they started working there,” Cal says.

“Not me,” Rebecca responds. “If anything, working here has only rejuvenated my love of burgers.”

“So it’s clean back in that kitchen? Because I’ve had some concerns,” Cal says, stuffing several fries into his mouth.

“Oh yeah, you clearly look like you have reservations.” Rebecca laughs.

I don’t think Rebecca loves working in fast food, but she talks like it’s not too bad. I know she feels a certain level of responsibility for helping out at home now that her dad is out of the picture. She pulls off her work shirt so she’s just in a tank top and slips a pair of sunglasses onto her face. Then she shifts and lies across the bench seat, her head resting on my leg and her hair pooling in my lap. Something lights up in my gut.

“So what’s the plan for tonight, boys?” she asks. “Another movie night?”
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