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Please be aware that Keep My Heart in San Francisco includes the following content:

Mental illness (bipolar disorder)

Conversations surrounding suicide



Stay afraid, but do it anyway.

—Carrie Fisher
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One

I’M ELBOW-DEEP IN some dead lady’s clothes when a customer bowls a perfect game.

Hidden from view, I’m kneeling behind the register as I finish cataloging my latest estate-sale finds, but I can hear the players whoop and holler. I take a deep breath, and the smell of Chanel No. 5 mixed with lavender-scented mothballs tickles my nostrils.

My shift ends in five minutes, but now I have to run interference with a cocky high scorer asking for a free game and his name on the wall of fame. Okay, fame is pushing it, but people love having their name displayed for the world to see. Normally not an issue, right? Except a bowling alley like Bigmouth’s can’t go comping games. I sweep the vintage threads into the garbage bag and pop up just as the winner, a regular named Marty, saunters over from the lanes.

I drop-kick the bag beneath the counter. “Congrats on the three hundred.”

“Thanks. Sign says perfect games are on the house.” He slaps down the scored transparency. Three feet of counter stretch between us, yet my eyes water from Marty’s stale nicotine breath and criminal lack of deodorant. Ah, the aroma of Bigmouth’s remaining patrons.

I side-eye the sign hanging crooked on the wall beside me. We really should’ve taken that down years ago, because Marty isn’t wrong. The refund is for the winning player’s entire group, which is a problem. My brain churns for another option because there’s not enough in the register to cover the sixty-two dollars the men paid for their games and shoes.

Thursdays are league night at Bigmouth’s, but they’re only the second group of customers we’ve had all day. Before his break, Dad grabbed money from the register’s drawer for dinner. A lowly twenty-dollar bill remains in the drawer.

Bigmouth’s is hemorrhaging cash.

“We can give you a voucher for a free game next time,” I offer, grinding my molars. Technically, a voucher is an option. Not the most lucrative one. But Marty’s a regular, and I cross my fingers that he’ll just take the voucher.

“That’s not what the sign says. Look, can you comp our game or not?”

Well, at least I tried. To buy time, I rustle through a stack of forms. “Sure thing. Why don’t you fill this out with your info so your name can be added to the wall?”

This occupies Marty long enough for me to duck to the floor and grab my wallet from my carpetbag purse. I only have forty dollars, which I crumple into my sweaty fist. Goddammit, Dad. When I unload the register, I slip my four tens in with the lone twenty.

“Here you go.” I fork over sixty dollars even.

Marty doesn’t count the bills. Doesn’t notice the missing two dollars.

“Thanks, Chuck,” he replies, pocketing the money.

When they leave, I rip the sign off its hook and toss it in the trash. I kick the trash can, my big toe throbbing through my patent-leather flats, and press my fingertips against my eyelids. I take a scrambled, aching breath, itching for a sense of calm. What would’ve happened if I hadn’t had cash on me? Beyond the sheer embarrassment factor, we can’t afford to upset or lose our dwindling customer base.

Thankfully, tonight is my last shift before spring break, a week of glorious freedom and fashion. Dad promised me a bowling-free vacation. No clunky register or used shoes or the clang of pins hitting oiled alleys. I’ve jam-packed my break with estate sales—they’re a treasure trove of history and cheaper than the overpriced thrift stores in the city. Plus a vintage showcase and a college tour of San Francisco’s Fashion Institute of Design and Merchandising on Saturday.

The bell above the door jingles and Dad walks in, carrying a sweating take-out bag. “Caroline! Did I miss the rush?” he jokes, and I find his cheerfulness grating. Our lack of customers isn’t a laughing matter.

“Nope,” I reply, flinching the way I always do when Dad uses my full name, “but Marty bowled a three hundred after you left.”

Dad fails to hide his grimace. The to-go bag of food swings against his legs. “Ah, I see. You comp him?”

“Yep. He wants his name up there,” I add, jerking my thumb to the stretch of wall above the lanes where we’ve immortalized our high-scoring customers. Benjamin O’Neill, my maternal grandfather, who opened Bigmouth’s, is the first name on the leaderboard.

“How’d you refund him?” Dad slides the form off the counter and pockets it without a glance.

I fixate on a drooping cobweb hanging from the ceiling. “I used some of my money. It’s fine.”

“I’ll pay you back, Caroline. I promise.”

The sentiment is nice, but I sincerely doubt I’ll see that forty bucks again. Annoyance flares, lightning quick, before I can tamp it down. Why is it up to me? Why am I helping Bigmouth’s stay afloat? I work for free—running the register and hosing off bowling shoes with disinfectant. Now I’m comping games with the money in my purse?

The stress lines around Dad’s mouth ease somewhat. Bigmouth’s is struggling, but his pride would take a serious hit if the customers found out just how badly we’re doing.

“Don’t worry about it.” Annoyed as I am, it’s a small price to pay for my dad to be happy. Unstressed. “Hey, did you order wontons?”

He sets the food down and attempts a smile. “Want one?”

I pluck a wonton from the Styrofoam container and pop it in my mouth. “Do you still need me around? My shift ended fifteen minutes ago.” I nudge the trash bag of clothes from underneath the counter, ready to dart toward my freedom. A week far from Bigmouth’s.

“Honey,” Dad says. “I heard from Pete and he, um, he quit.”

That small slice of freedom slips from my grasp. “He what?”

“I’m sorry—”

I groan and drop my forehead to the counter for a dramatic moment before looking up and saying, “But you promised.”

Dad tucks his hands into the pockets of his knee-length cargo shorts. “I know, I know, but I don’t have many options. Help your old man out.”

All my weight rests on my elbows as I slouch against the countertop. Helping him out is all I do. “So I’m working spring break after all.”

“Until I get the shifts figured out.” His fingers tap and twitch. I swear there’s an air of relief over Pete quitting—one less salary we can’t afford to pay. Other than me—child labor laws be damned—he was our only employee.

The tension webbed between my shoulder blades refuses to relax, and my throat aches. Resigned, I slouch on my stool. “Sucks Pete quit.”

“Ah, it’ll be okay. Thanks for your help, hon.” He slides his phone from his pocket, glancing at the time. “Can you stay until seven? Jesset’s coming by, and I need someone manning the front desk.”

A visit from the landlord is never good. “Sure thing, boss,” I say, unable to bite back my sarcasm.

Dad winces his smile. “Things are gonna change, Caroline. I promise.” Before I can respond, he takes his dinner and disappears down the hallway toward his office.

Change. The word turns and tumbles in my head. What kind of change?

The comment—and its implications—rattle me. I don’t love working here, but Bigmouth’s is a family business, and I’d do anything to help Dad. But the annoyance lingers over having my spring break hijacked. Not to mention losing my forty dollars. When Dad’s office door clicks shut, I grab my headphones and plug them into my phone.

Goodbye, spring break; hello, Hellmouth.

No estate sales. No vintage showcases. And the worst part? No FIDM college tour. I’m missing out because of Dad. Because of Bigmouth’s. Because of bowling. There will be other tours, other chances to explore my future in fashion design, but spring break is turning into a serious bust. And it hasn’t even started yet.

The city, with its dour skies and chilly air, beckons me from outside the tinted glass doors. Every April is the same; I don’t know why I’m surprised anymore. Spring is disappointing, the fog soupy and the sky weeping well into June. This is my city, and I thrive in it. The hipsters. The hippies. Our not-so-golden bridge. San Francisco may house eight hundred thousand people, but it’s mine.

I haul the trash bag onto my lap and unearth the vintage James Galanos I scored at my last estate sale. Break might be beyond saving, but at least I have my music and my endless sewing projects. There’s something soothing and methodical about mending ruined clothes. The Galanos dress’s hem is ragged, so I pull out my travel sewing kit to mend whatever disaster befell the once-glorious yellow silk creation.

Carefully angling the needle along the original seam, I tuck my bottom lip between my teeth in concentration. My time with a needle and thread began in middle school, when I worked on costumes for the theater department. I’m no talented thespian, but once I taught myself how to sew, I became an asset behind the scenes. Over the past few years, I’ve become addicted to renovating old clothing, mining gold from estate sales and reinventing them.

My mother also had an affinity for vintage, but I prefer to avoid the psychological implications of our overlapping interests.

Something heavy slams onto the countertop and my hand slips, the needle piercing my forefinger. Blood wells. I pop my finger in my mouth and glance at the cardboard box of food—our weekly delivery. But when I peer around the box, whatever semblance of a smile I might’ve had slips away.

Beckett Porter stares at me expectantly from the opposite side of the register behind a curtain of soft brown curls.

I blink once, twice, three times. How much blood did I lose from that needle prick? I must’ve passed out because there’s no way this is reality. A hallucination is more likely, because Beckett hasn’t stepped foot in Bigmouth’s since sophomore year.

When I make no move to acknowledge him, he mimes headphone removal, eyebrows raised in expectation. And that’s all it takes for my surprise to morph into annoyance. More than anything, I want to return to my dress as if I never laid eyes on him. But Dad expects a certain level of professionalism at work.

“Beckett.” I say his name lightly, but those two syllables are laced with distaste. “I’d say I’m happy to see you, but we both know that’d be a lie.”

“Always a pleasure, Chuck.” He points to the Schulman’s Delivery logo on his polo’s breast pocket. “Schulman’s put me on your route.” Since I’ve lost the ability to read him, I can’t tell what he’s thinking right now. Or what he’s doing here.

Until this very moment, there was only one place I had to avoid Beckett Porter. With a school as large as Castelli High, it was no problem. But Bigmouth’s? What am I supposed to do? Duck and cover beneath the counter whenever he has a delivery?

Schulman’s has delivered Bigmouth’s food supplies since before I was born, and I had no idea he worked for them. How—and why—he finagled his way into this situation is beyond me. We’re not friends anymore. We don’t talk. And we certainly aren’t going to interact on a weekly basis when he drops off deliveries.

Beckett taps the cardboard box with a pen. “So, yeah, I have a delivery. Can you sign?”

“Nope.” Only Dad can sign off. I’ve been forbidden from signing off on any deliveries after being held responsible for a missing shipment years ago. My free hand is full of sunshine-colored gossamer, and I flick my fingers toward the office.

Beckett sighs and his cinnamony coffee breath hits me in the face. “Mind walking me back? I don’t want to get lost.”

Lost? Yeah right.

I roll my eyes so hard my ocular muscles cramp. In another life, he used to spend as much time here as I did. What is this? A weird attempt at inconveniencing me? I round the register and snatch the signature clipboard from him.

He trails behind me as I stroll across Bigmouth’s lobby. Our feet smack on the red-and-white checkered flooring, and the air is heavy with Febreze and stale fried food. We pass framed photos of my grandpa on opening day in the seventies, stills from tournaments and parties: days when, you know, bowling was a sport.

Beckett smacks his gum between his teeth. “Excited for spring break?”

I glance sideways at him. What’s up with the small talk? “No. Working.”

Roughly a hundred things bother me about Beckett Porter, but one of my top annoyances is how he’s never, ever upset or disgruntled. Once, I liked this about him. He was mellow and easygoing. The direct opposite of my reactive personality. You could force the guy to greet the Queen of England in the nude, and he’d grin the entire time.

Mental face-palm. Do not think of Beckett Porter naked. Because unfortunately, while Beckett’s a pain in my ass, he’s a mildly attractive pain in my ass. Except I’m not attracted to him. I’ve forced myself to become immune to Beckett Dylan Porter. But the heat in my cheeks begs to differ.

Beckett wears a delivery uniform—short-sleeved collared shirt, faded jeans, loafers—and his tawny-brown curls hit his narrow shoulders. I hate to admit it, even in my head, but since he grew his curls out, he has ridiculously nice hair. My hair isn’t that nice, and I maintain it. He probably rolls out of bed looking like that.

When he’s not watching, I discreetly flare my nostrils, sniffing for a familiar drugstore brand. Something to prove Beckett doesn’t come by luscious curls naturally. Nothing. A year ago, he never used conditioner, and it’s unlikely things have changed. I doubt he knows what conditioner is, let alone applies weekly keratin masks.

I rap my knuckles against the door with the metal nameplate marked OFFICE and lean my hip against the wall.

Beckett clicks and unclicks the pen over and over. “What were you working on back there?”

I look him in his steel-gray eyes and lift an eyebrow.

“Just trying to be polite.” He sighs audibly and shoves the pen into his pocket. Huh. Maybe he’s not so unflappable after all.

“Well, knock it off.” I push open the office door, but Dad’s nowhere to be seen. The accounting books are splayed across the desk. “He’s probably out back.”

When Dad meets with Art Jesset, Bigmouth’s landlord, it’s usually in his office. But judging from Dad’s twitching hands, he was dying for a cigarette. I ease the hallway’s emergency exit open and stick my head into the alleyway alongside Bigmouth’s. Whatever sunlight we had this afternoon is gone. The fog this city is so famous for hangs heavy in the air. If you watch closely, it moves across the pavement, disembodied and a little ghostly.

“There he—” I stop. Dad’s talking to a slender guy with smooth blond hair. Jesset. From their gestures and spiking voices, I can tell the conversation is heated. I rock onto my heels. Do I interrupt? Walk away? Eavesdrop?

Beckett pauses behind me, the heat of his body narrowing the half foot of space between us. He drops his voice to a whisper. “Are we spying on your dad?”

“Shut up.” I inch outside, if only to get away from him.

“Okay, fine, but I didn’t dress for spying.”

The dumpster is large enough to hide me from view. To my horror, Beckett follows, and I grab him by the collar, pulling us both into a crouch behind the dumpster before Dad or Jesset notice. It’s dark out, but a huge light glows above the exit. Moths bounce and burn against the glass.

Jesset’s car is parked in the alley’s entrance, and he leans against the hood as my dad paces. If I listen hard enough, I can overhear their words slipping through the mist.

“I thought we had an arrangement,” Dad’s saying, his voice thin and watery.

“Jack,” the landlord replies, “I’m sorry, but I already gave you extra time. If you can get me that eight grand in back rent before the lease ends on the thirtieth, then we can talk.…”

Eight thousand dollars? I glance at Beckett, and from his face I can tell I heard Jesset right.

“I understand,” Dad says, but his hands worry through his hair.

“I hate doing this, but I have no other choice.” From the tone of Jesset’s voice, this doesn’t sound hard for him at all. In fact, it’s effortless, like he could be placing his morning-coffee order. Jesset’s breezy tone makes me want to punch him; there’s nothing casual about this conversation.

Deep down I know we’ve been struggling with Bigmouth’s rent, but Dad never gave me a reason to doubt that we were square with the landlord. From this conversation, it’s obvious he hasn’t been paying the whole rent for the last few months if we owe an extra eight grand. That’s an entire month’s rent.

“Asshole,” I say, and shift forward to get a better view.

“What’d I do this time?” Beckett jokes, knees folded awkwardly to his chest as he balances on his heels.

I almost smile, but catch myself. “I meant Jesset, but now that you mention it, yes, you’re an asshole.”

“That’s a bold claim.”

“Well, I have a lot of evidence to back me up.”

“Do you hear yourself talk?” His tone has hardened, and he brings a hand to his mouth, exhaling harshly between his fingers. “You are such a hypocrite, Chuck Wilson.”

I’m the hypocrite? If we weren’t hiding, I’d push him on his ass. Instead, I ignore him and focus solely on my dad. Because that’s why I’m out here: figuring out what’s going on with Dad. Not making hostile small talk with Beckett Porter.

Dad’s shoulders slump forward and his hand shakes as it brings a cigarette to his lips. Jesset looks at his phone, like he has better places to be. All I want is to give Dad a hug, comfort him, but I stay hidden.

“Sorry, bud,” Jesset says, and pats my dad on the shoulder. “You’re my favorite tenant, but if you can’t come up with the money, take this as an official notice of your eviction.”

Dad mumbles something too quiet for me to hear, and Jesset dismissively shakes his hand before ducking into the car and driving off. Dad stands there for a second, sucking on his cigarette, head tilted backward as if he’s praying to the foggy skies or trying not to cry. Maybe both.

When he turns and walks toward Bigmouth’s back door, Beckett tugs on my arm and snaps me into motion. I smack his hand away, but we hurry inside, and I slump onto the stool, all my energy zapped. My headphones sit on the counter, the music still playing.

Beckett hovers, his face a mash-up of confusion and pity.

“Don’t you dare say anything. To anyone.”

The menace in my voice does the trick, because Beckett’s eyes widen and he holds both hands up in surrender. “I won’t say a word.”

I nod, even though I don’t trust him, not one bit. Beckett doesn’t have the best record when it comes to keeping my secrets. “I can’t believe this is happening,” I mutter to myself, my mind spiraling to the worst possible scenarios. Lingering on Dad’s comment earlier about change.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine. Besides, I never thought you liked it here.”

“If Bigmouth’s closes”—I wave my hands to encompass the bowling alley—“then we leave San Francisco. So pardon me for panicking.”

Beckett just stares at me, but before he can respond, the back door closes with a creak and a slam. I school my expression before Dad enters the lobby. His despondence is gone. The Wilsons are masters at faking it until we make it.

“Wow, it’s brisk out there,” Dad says, rubbing his arms. “Makes a man long for warmer climates. Wouldn’t that be a nice change of pace, Caroline?”

I press my lips together, tethering the haphazard swirl of panic brewing behind my sternum. Like I was explaining to Beckett, if Bigmouth’s finally kicks the bucket, Dad will move us to Arizona. Hell, also known as Arizona, will have to freeze over before I leave San Francisco.

Then Dad spots Beckett, and a megawatt smile lights up his face. “Beckett Porter! What’re you doing here?”

“Beckett’s works for Schulman’s now. Isn’t that just great?”

“It’s wonderful!” Dad replies, not picking up on my sarcasm. “We’ve missed you around here.”

“Thanks, Mr. Porter,” Beckett says with a super-annoying grin.

“You’ve missed him,” I clarify, handing the clipboard to Dad, “not me.”

Beckett’s smile droops, and he clears his throat. “Where do you need these?” He gestures to the boxes of—I tilt my head to read the label—nacho cheese. Yuck.

Dad signs the clipboard and then claps his hands together. “Storage room should suffice. Not like this stuff needs refrigeration,” he adds with a laugh, and leads Beckett down the hall.

He’s so smiley that if I hadn’t witnessed him with Jesset, I’d suspect nothing was wrong. Here’s the thing—if we can’t comp a game, there’s no way we can afford eight grand in back rent. Dad knows it. I know it. Hell, even Beckett Porter knows it.

Bigmouth’s is like an ancient relative you never want to visit because they smell like death and pinch your cheeks until your face bruises, but that doesn’t mean you’d be happy if they died. I practically grew up here, and memories are layered into the dust that’s settled over the ancient trophies and wobbly-legged ball racks. But with every passing birthday, the bowling alley lost its fanciful charm. I finally see Bigmouth’s for what it truly is: our family’s failure. The problem is, Bigmouth’s Bowl is all Dad has left. And without it, we won’t stay in San Francisco.

I pick up the yellow silk dress and needle and try losing myself in the mindless work of fixing the hem. With each stitch, I can’t help but think: We’re screwed.
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Two

THE QUAD BUZZES in anticipation of spring break, but after yesterday’s accidental discovery and the glum realization I’m working all week, I can’t muster the smallest bit of excitement.

Castelli High is one of the largest schools in San Francisco, and getting lost in the crowd is easy. The campus is made up of hulking white-and-tan buildings with burnt-clay tile roofs and fancy arches, spanning several city blocks. My classmates spread out on blankets during our lunch period, despite the gray fog. I’m not hungry, but I take my food to the quietest part of campus.

A picnic table shades itself in the observatory’s shadow, and I park myself on the bench. Castelli lacks your stereotypical social groups—we don’t even have cheerleaders—but this picnic bench is prime loner real estate. At the start of the school year, it draws a few freshmen, but after a month they peel off to sit with their new friends. I took over the bench late last year and have been eating here ever since.

Aunt Fiona packed me a sandwich, but I can’t touch it. My stomach is too twisty for food, so I push the bag aside and put on my headphones. I’m grateful to be alone, because I’m anxious and all out of sorts. We have ten measly days to come up with an extra eight grand, money we definitely don’t have. Money we need to find. Fast.

Yesterday I tried tricking Dad into telling me what happened with Jesset, but his facade never wavered. He smiled, he joked, but when he thought I wasn’t looking, worry formed in the crease between his brows.

No surprise there. Us Wilsons? We’re not the talking type.

Without Bigmouth’s there will be no reason to stay in San Francisco, no money to pay the mortgage on our house. Dad’s parents live in a retirement community in Arizona, and that’s where we’d end up. No more Pacific Ocean mornings doused in fog or dreams of vintage and FIDM. Every remaining vestige of what makes me who I am gone.

Bigmouth’s circling the drain is bad enough, but the fact that Beckett Porter is privy to our financial woes makes a crappy situation crappier. Our falling out happened last year, but I have perfectly valid reasons to avoid him and pretend like our friendship never happened.

Beckett and I originally became best friends when he sat with me during lunch in the third grade. He liked my Princess Bride lunch box. We clicked instantly; I thought it would be forever. We shared the same brand of weird and understood each other. The more time passed, the closer we became. We took advantage of the whole “friends and family bowl for free” rule at Bigmouth’s, we got lost riding BART together, we went swing dancing every Sunday at Lindy in the Park. And Beckett never found out, but I liked him. As more than a friend. He was everything to me.

Then Beckett betrayed our friendship. Not only did he tell a secret that wasn’t his to tell, but he robbed me of the thing I cherished most—my trust in my best friend. Since then I’ve done everything in my power to rid my life of Beckett Porter. I’ve sworn him off.

Until yesterday, that was going pretty damn well.

Beckett’s reappearance really threw me, and I barely slept last night. But I’m not as tired as I should be. Instead, I’m hyped up on nerves and coffee, researching tips on my phone about how to sell vintage clothes on eBay and Etsy. Because I have to do something to help Dad. Most of my finds are cheap for a reason—stained, torn, missing buttons, shrunk in the dryer—but maybe I can flip a small profit if I sell my nicer items. Something to help supplement whatever Dad’s saved.

Lunch is almost over by the time I’ve filled a page with various tips on how to drive online auctions higher, ideas on displaying items attractively, and proper listing etiquette. I doodle dress designs in the margins of my notebook, turning up my music until Frightened Rabbit sears my eardrums. My fingers tap along with “I Wish I Was Sober” as it soars, plucky and sorrowful, through my headphones.

As if I didn’t already have enough going on, tomorrow is the FIDM tour, and I haven’t canceled—yet. I scheduled the tour during spring break because I was supposed to have the week off. I could slip away without informing my dad what I was up to, but now? If I decide to go, I have to ask my dad, and considering I haven’t even told him about FIDM, I’m thinking of skipping.

Telling Dad means admitting I’m serious about fashion design. I’m better off canceling the tour and using that time to save Bigmouth’s. Because frankly, I’d rather sell cans at the recycling center than have that conversation.

A prickle of unease runs down my spine, and I glance up from the notebook. Someone is walking straight toward me; there’s nothing else in this corner of the quad. Probably a lost-soul freshman. Unusual this late into the year, but not unheard of. But as the figure draws closer, my stomach dips lower. Those messy soft brown curls, the hunched, poor posture, a wrinkled band T-shirt.

Beckett Porter.

I cannot escape the guy.

Beckett lifts his hand in a wave, and I’m trapped with an achy, confused sensation tightening my throat as he draws nearer. People talk about fight or flight, but few talk about freeze. Stuck and unable to react. Yeah, I’m in freeze mode. I’m frozen long enough for him to drop on the bench opposite me.

“Chuck?”

I pretend not to hear him when he says my name and force my attention to my journal, the lines blurring beneath my intense gaze.

Beckett repeats himself and taps me on the shoulder—a quick poke.

Since the sophomore-year betrayal, I’ve implemented a strict no-touching rule with Beckett. And it didn’t stop with him; he single-handedly increased my general personal bubble by three feet with everyone.

I take off my headphones, fighting for the proper response to this huge violation of privacy, and say, “Fancy seeing you here.” Sarcasm is a safe choice because it’s a language he understands. “I thought being a truant meant never stepping foot on campus.”

True to his nature, Beckett is unflappable. “Nah, being a truant means I’m occasionally on campus.” The way the smug smile lifts at the corners shows me he’s pleased I’ve been paying attention.

Ugh. Rookie mistake. I shouldn’t have said anything.

Embarrassment flushes my neck, and I look away, biting into my apple for something to do. If I can’t talk him away, I’ll ignore him out of existence. He might not be on campus frequently, but he hangs out with theater kids. So that begs the question: What is he doing at my loner table?

Beckett swipes my bag of potato chips and pops them open.

“Dude. Leave. This is my bench”—I lean forward to grab the chips—“and that’s my lunch.”

He forfeits the bag and then tilts his head. “Are you okay?”

“In general, or in an existential sense?” I ask, expecting sass in response.

“I’m worried about you,” he says with strange sincerity. “After the thing with your dad? I thought you’d want to talk.”

Dropping my gaze to the table, I say, “I’m fine.” Actually, I’m the opposite, but Beckett’s the last person I want to talk to. A year ago, he would’ve never taken “fine” as an acceptable answer. For a fleeting moment, I wish he’d press further, to be relentless and pry open my feelings. In that brief, heartbeat-length moment, I miss my best friend.

Thankfully, that yearning loneliness disappears, replaced by suspicion and a heaping dose of annoyance.

“And if I wanted to talk about it with anyone, it wouldn’t be you.” The words cause a flicker of pain to cross his face. I crumple up the chips and shove them into the brown lunch bag. “What’s your deal? Trying to make amends before I’m gone for good?”

“C’mon, don’t say that. You’re not leaving.”

I sigh so hard the hair sticking to my cheeks fluffs out in front of me. “I might be.”

“If that’s the case, I want to help,” he says plainly, factually. He folds his arms on the table, leaning forward. As if the table between us is an obstacle, not a shield.

“How would you help me?” I ask. The bigger question remains unsaid—why? Beckett should be relieved, or at the very least, indifferent about my departure from San Francisco.

“You need eight grand by next week, right?”

“You were never supposed to hear that conversation.”

“Neither were you,” he points out.

“Whatever it is, I’m not interested. And you shouldn’t be poking your nose into other people’s business. Bigmouth’s is all my dad has left.”

“Which is why I’d like to help,” Beckett says, brandishing a notebook from his backpack. “I have an idea.”

Is this guy for real? We don’t speak for a year and because of one seriously misguided eavesdropping experience he thinks, what, we’re friends again? Not happening.

“Chuck?” He slides the notebook into view.

I forgot that ignoring Beckett only makes his powers of annoyance stronger. I switch tactics, hoping he’ll leave me alone if I humor him. “What’s this? Your diary?”

Beckett laughs, and I make the mistake of looking up. His face is earnest and hopeful. It’s all kinds of wrong. “Sorry to disappoint, but nope. This,” he says, and Vanna Whites the journal, “is your ticket to staying in San Francisco.”

“How is your diary going to keep me in San Francisco?”

“It’s not a diary! Just—look.” He folds back the front cover and turns the journal so I can read it. “Last year I started betting to make some extra cash, just a few hundred bucks. There are these underground bowling games in the Bay Area and some allowed betting. This is where I kept track of those games, different players, and my winnings.”

“What about your losses?” I ask, digesting this new piece of information. I’m not surprised—Beckett was all about hijinks when we were friends, constantly getting me into trouble—but discomforted. Not like I made a habit of thinking about Beckett the past year, but I imagined his life as business as usual. It’s unsettling to think of him experiencing new things without me.

He grins. “Oh, I rarely lost.”

“Your modesty overwhelms me.” I don’t want to care—and I definitely don’t—but I can’t fight my curiosity. My eyes scan the notebook, columns of names and stats. “Get to the point. The bell rings in three minutes, and unlike you, I care about getting to class on time.”

“Okay, just hear me out. When I was betting on these underground games, I saw players hustle their opponents out of thousands of dollars. Hustling was popular in the sixties. It still happens, but it’s seedy shit.”

“You want to hustle these guys? Con them?”

Beckett nods. “You’re still good? At bowling?”

Just because I don’t love bowling doesn’t mean I’m not any good. Growing up in a bowling alley meant I had access to the lanes whenever I wanted. But never with bumpers because “Wilsons don’t use bumpers.”

Beckett and I used to bowl together. I’ve always had an uncanny talent, but I rarely play anymore. I’m good—not as good as our regulars like Marty, but I have a mean left hook.

“Sure, I guess.” The heft of his gaze is making me uneasy. “Hold up, you want me to hustle?” Beckett always joked that my comfort zone would kill me, but this isn’t just outside my comfort zone. It’s in another state—a different freaking country.

He drags his fingers through his curls before tucking them behind his ears. “I’d coach you, and we could work as a team.”

“What do you get out of this?” I ask, wishing I wasn’t secretly dying for his answer. Wishing my heartstrings would stop aching with the sincerity of his words. Because everything about this conversation is making me more confused and conflicted than ever.

“We split the winnings fifty-fifty. I could use extra cash, and I know the ins and outs of the illegal side. We could win big.” He bites his bottom lip and looks at me. “What do you think?”

“That you’ve lost your goddamn mind.”

Unfazed, he presses forward. “Your talent plus the element of surprise? Priceless. Half of any successful hustle is lowering expectations. No one will expect you to be good.”

“What? You can’t hustle people with your shitty bowling skills?” I ask, retreating to my safe space: sarcasm.

“I know I suck, okay? And you’re right—you can’t hustle someone when you’re not a decent player. But you’re good. Deceivingly so.”

I stare at him. I’ve never broken the law. As far as teenage acts of rebellion go, hustling underground bowlers is ludicrous. Beckett must be messing with me because we can’t win that much money in a week. It’s impossible.

“Not interested,” I reply. I shovel the rest of my forgotten food into my backpack, close my notebook, and get up. Showing Beckett how unnerving I find his presence does me zero favors, but I can’t sit near him anymore.

“Chuck, wait.” Beckett trails me across the quad, stopping me outside the library.

I pivot on my heel. “I said no.”

“Why not?” Beckett’s face twists in what I can only guess is confusion, and he shakes his head. “C’mon, I… I promised Willa I’d help pay for her summer camp, and being a part-time delivery boy doesn’t pay well. We both need the cash.”

Willa’s his little sister, and if he’s trying to play the sympathy card, it’s not working. “Life is full of disappointments. Willa should learn that now.”

“What about Bigmouth’s?”

I tuck my jacket tight against my ribs, glaring at him. “What about it?”

“Is it worth losing over being so fucking stubborn?” Beckett’s cold gray gaze is hot and itchy, but I can’t look away.

“I can save Bigmouth’s on my own, thank you very much.”

“Yeah? How?” He nods to the notebook tucked beneath my arm, full of my scribbled online-auction notes. “By selling some clothes online? Do you really think that’s going to make a difference?”

I open and close my mouth, fists clenching in frustration. “You are such an ass.”

“If you change your mind, text or e-mail me, or send me a carrier pigeon.”

With an exasperated huff, I walk away, lifting my hand high to flip Beckett a different species of bird.






Three

AFTER SCHOOL, I declare my spring break DOA and head to Bigmouth’s.

I’m not sad; rather, my brain has kicked into high-gear panic problem-solving mode. Because there has to be a way out of this mess, a logical one. One that doesn’t include accepting help from Beckett and/or breaking the law. I’m hopeful I can make a few hundred dollars selling my nicer vintage items online. It won’t be much—and it’ll suck to part with the finer items I’ve saved the past few years—but I hope it’ll be worth it. I mean, it has to be worth something. I don’t have any other moneymaking schemes hidden up my sleeves.

If we can’t come up with the money? I shudder at the only other outcome. In my head, the next few months play out like dominoes falling. Bigmouth’s closes. Dad lets me finish junior year at Castelli’s. We move to Arizona over the summer, probably before the Fourth of July. Full stop. Because I can’t picture myself existing outside of San Francisco.

When the clock strikes eight, my shift is over, and we’ve only had one group of customers in the past four hours. The register is more accustomed to cobwebs than dollar bills. This does not bode well. Tonight’s the first night of vacation for several local high schools, and Dad hoped for more action.

Dad’s holed up in his office, has been for most of my shift. I wish he’d talk to me. Confide in me what I already know. Asking Dad outright is a waste because, knowing him, he’d lie. That’s what he does when he’s trying to protect me. Good-natured? Questionable. But the truth always surfaces.

Call me a coward, but I don’t want to hear that we’re leaving. I don’t want to hear that this crappy little bowling alley is closing, taking with it my life in San Francisco. The last time we talked about moving was in January, when Dad went over the quarterly losses. Back then, the prospect of change, of leaving our foggy city, excited him. But I didn’t really think we’d come this close to letting it all go.

The bowling alley isn’t anything extraordinary. Tall ceilings, airy, with a decent twenty-four lanes. Any opulence is long gone. Two or three decades ago, the pinewood might’ve been glossy, but now it reflects a dull shine. The lanes are oiled, slick, and the walls are gray brick. Above our heads, a maze of rafters with exposed beams and wiring stretches from wall to wall. Outside, in front of the entry, Bigmouth’s Bowl glows half-heartedly in blue neon script. The second B always flickers.

Each lane has a small cracked vinyl couch with the stuffing peeking out and an old-school projector with transparencies to fill in scores with dry-erase pens. The area above each pit is painted like a colorful gap-toothed mouth, the ten pins representing teeth. Get it? This bowling alley is filled with big mouths. It’s downright creepy with a vintage flair.

The nicest thing in this joint is the jukebox in the corner. Kitschy, vaguely sexist signs like you’d find in a fifties throwback diner decorate the otherwise plain walls. I’m not Bigmouth’s biggest fan, but the space is kind of cool. In a funky, well-loved way. But no one wants funky anymore.

The thriving local bowling alleys are trendy, renovated, and you have to reserve a lane days in advance. They serve gourmet food and fancy cocktails in mason jars. Ever since Billy Goat Bowl opened last year, Bigmouth’s has struggled to stay afloat. That ten-lane bowling alley is only a mile away, stealing our business with its hipster charm. But if Dad tried, if he got a liquor license and fixed this place up, we could turn a profit.

Fat chance. Liquor licenses and renovations cost money.

I abandon my post behind the counter and drag my fingers along a couch. Next month all of this could be gone. The little café/snack stand where we serve French fries and nachos and soda. The three perpetually broken pinball machines, dust layered over the glass tables—Monster Bash, Hercules, and Creature from the Black Lagoon. The sock vending machines and the bowling ball cleaner that hasn’t worked in my lifetime. Gone.

Bigmouth’s might not be my favorite place, but it’s the last thing anchoring us to San Francisco, the city of my heart. If we leave…

Maybe if we earn enough money for the back rent and escape eviction, Dad will try harder to keep Bigmouth’s afloat.

My arms fall limp to my sides, the possibility far-fetched.

“You heading out?” Dad calls, emerging from his office.

Heart pounding—from him scaring me, from contemplating my darkest timeline—I grab my belongings from behind the register. “That’s the plan, unless you need me?”

“Nah, you’re good to go. But first…” Dad digs into his pockets, pulling out his wallet. “Here,” he offers, holding out two twenties, creased but fresh from the ATM.

Guilt twinges, a muscle spasm in my gut, as I take the money. Even if he’s paying me back.

We don’t speak. The exchange is awkward enough without words. I fold the bills and slip them into my purse. “Thanks.” Before I lose my courage, I ask once more, “Is everything okay?”

My father is a sweet man—too sweet—and he lets life and people like Art Jesset waltz over him. Dad’s combed-over black hair, a shade richer than my own, is particularly pathetic today, and he has a mustard stain on his shirt. He grabs a rag and runs it over the framed pictures of Bigmouth’s more prominent history.

Photographs of Grandpa O’Neill, my mother’s father, who opened Bigmouth’s, and Grandma O’Neill. Pictures of my mother, which simultaneously hurt and confuse. I understand why Dad doesn’t keep any in the house.

“Ah, Caroline, the money thing yesterday was just a mishap, a mistake. Won’t happen again, I promise,” he says. “And why wouldn’t everything be okay? It’s a beautiful day.”

Every day is beautiful to Dad, a quality I simultaneously admire and hate. On one hand that much optimism must be nice. On the other? I’d rather acknowledge that danger’s coming and act than get bowled over.

No pun intended.

I sigh as I readjust my backpack. This is why we’re getting evicted. Dad can’t admit when the going gets rough.

“I don’t know; it’s just really quiet for a Friday night.” I study his face for any flicker of emotion.

Dad’s smile wobbles, imperceptibly, and he glances at his shoes, twisting the rag between his hands. When he looks back up, his smile is steady. “Sure, it’s a little slow, but that’s none of your concern. You’re seventeen, Caroline! Act like it.”

“I’ll get right on that,” I say dryly, and lean into Dad’s embrace, hugging him against my shoulder. It’s hard to be mad when he has mustard on his shirt. “Wanna watch Antiques Roadshow after you close up?”

Dad perks up at this. I have more in common with strangers on the Internet than I do with my own dad, but watching people turn junk into treasure is a mutual pastime we both enjoy. Shame he has no desire to turn our junky bowling alley into something worth treasuring.

“I’ll try. Will you let Fiona know I had dinner at work? She always tries to save me leftovers.” He grimaces comically because his sister is the world’s worst, yet most ambitious, cook.

Aunt Fee moved in once it became clear Dad couldn’t raise me alone. She is my maternal stand-in figure, laughable considering the woman doesn’t have a maternal bone in her body.

I smile as my mind spirals with an anxious brand of panic. “See you at home.”

Halfway to the door, I hesitate. Tomorrow is the FIDM tour, and I still haven’t canceled my spot. If Bigmouth’s goes belly-up, is there a point in going? Bigmouth’s closes, and we’ll be out of San Francisco before I can even apply to be a student at FIDM. Besides, my mom attended fashion school. The parallels are too strong for me to ignore.

A shake of my head clears my mind, and I leave the bowling alley. If, for some miraculous reason, Bigmouth’s pulls through, there will be other opportunities.

Relief fills me now that I’ve resolved to skip the tour. But it doesn’t take long—actually, it takes just until the Glen Park BART sign looms—before it disappears.

Because I’m no closer to conjuring up eight grand than I was this morning.

The stairway into the Bay Area Rapid Transit resembles a descent into hell. The underground station is busy, being early on a Friday night. I shuffle with the mass of pedestrians to the turnstiles, where I swipe my electric-blue Clipper card.

With my headphones on, I avoid eye contact and elbow my way to a seat. I’ve used BART for years and it still skeeves me out. You always, and I mean always, get the creepy leering guys who stare at you for a second too long. Muni is better because you’re usually aboveground, but it’s all public transportation. Which is why I carry Mace.

The doors slide shut, and the train takes off, bumpy at first, then slick and fast. The smudged windows expose the cement underground tunnel flying past. My reflection is a dark and pale blur, marred by red lipstick that lasted the entire day.

Dad’s in denial about the thousands of dollars in back rent, or he plans on letting Jesset terminate Bigmouth’s lease. Evict us. Fortunately, I’m made of tougher stuff than Dad. Or that’s what I tell myself as the train lurches to a stop and I move on autopilot, taking the stairs up to ground level.

San Francisco is a contradiction of hills and valleys, but I’ve lived here my whole life. According to the story, I was conceived in the bathroom on a ferry to an Alcatraz Island tour. Amusing, but super gross. Point being, San Francisco is my blood, it’s my oxygen, and when I die, I’ll have an urn at the Columbarium or my ashes scattered illegally across the city.

I start up a hill and pass pastel-colored houses, narrow and campy, on either side of the one-way street. With each pounding step, I try reassuring myself Bigmouth’s can survive Art Jesset. While I want to help my father—he’s the only parent I have left—I want to save Bigmouth’s more. Not for Bigmouth’s sake, but the bowling alley and San Francisco are linked. If we lose one, we lose the other. We can’t afford to live here, and our house belongs to the bank.

When I spot our yellow Victorian on the hill, the thought of moving from San Francisco to the barren desert wasteland of Arizona makes me want to scream. My grandfather bought the property in the sixties, the only reason our struggling middle-class family snagged such fine real estate in one of the most expensive cities in the United States. Even if it sold, and it’d go for over a million, we’d never be able to afford another house in the city until the bubble bursts. Thanks, housing crisis.

Nestled in the colorful Hayes Valley, our home belongs on a postcard, or at the least, in the opening credits of Full House. There’s no lawn, only a strip of sidewalk with flowering weeds, a single-car garage, and a small staircase leading to two stories of old-timey Victorian charm painted daffodil yellow. The front door is cherry red, the shutters white.

My mom died fourteen years ago, when I was three. I don’t remember how bad it was before Aunt Fee stepped in two years later. But I do remember my aunt’s face when she arrived at the yellow house, soaking in the wreckage, the disorganized chaos, and wondering if an earthquake had rolled through San Francisco and hit only our house.

We were a mess, inside and out. Yet we scraped by. We persevered. And there has to be a way to keep my family in San Francisco. Where we belong.






Four

AUNT FIONA CAN’T cook. The woman tries, and I’m thankful. But my stomach always does this inverted hunger growl whenever she gets innovative in the kitchen. My aunt loves Pinterest, and when she’s not writing articles for local magazines and various online platforms, she’s pinning ideas for meals. Recipes for experienced cooks with refined palates. Aunt Fee is not a chef; nor does she have a palate, let alone a refined one.

The smell of her dish mutating—I mean, cooking—downstairs is pungent in my attic bedroom. Like most ancient Victorian homes in San Francisco, the yellow house is narrow and tall, and my bedroom is a converted attic space. The ceiling slopes with the roof—peaked in some areas and feet from the floor in others—and the walls are unpainted. A twin-size bed rests in the center, and an ancient knotted rug covers most of the hardwood in nubby fabric and exotic designs. Aunt Fiona helped me decorate the plain walls with fairy lights, the delicate strands looped around nails in patterned swirls.

Along the dusty top of my bookshelf is the collection of wigs on mannequin heads I inherited from my mother. There are five in total—medium-length honey curls with a side bang, messy center-parted blond locks, French-chic black bob, super-long brown waves, and a peroxide-blond cut with blunt bangs. The mannequin’s faces are ancient, some pink and painted with eyes and makeup, others blank. All creepy, which is half of why I love them so much.
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