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1. DAWSON


Nothing is as full of possibility as an empty rink.

I hold my breath as I push away from the boards. It’s so quiet, I can hear each cut of the blades against the ice. Best sound in the world. The rest of the team isn’t here yet—I wanted a minute by myself to enjoy a fresh sheet.

My hamstrings are stiff as I glide around the rink in slow, easy strokes. Just warming up. I’ve been training over the summer, of course, but it’s been lots of weights and conditioning. Not much time on the ice. Luckily, Scott the Zamboni driver isn’t immune to the Luke Dawson charm—he looks the other way and lets me in to practice unsupervised, as long as I bring him leftover pie from my parents’ diner.

Starting the most important season of my life in a new facility feels like a good omen. Hamilton Lakes has been constructing this three-pad rink for years, and it’s already drawing people from the surrounding towns. One rink east, figure skaters with tiny bows tied onto their headphones get ready to practice their jumps. The rink to the west will soon be full of top-heavy toddlers in gigantic helmets learning how to skate.

The weight rooms are state of the art. The ice is freshly cleaned. Even the locker room smells lemony. No games have been lost here yet. No bad memories haunt the bleachers. Hope hangs in the air.

Thinking of the younger kids coming here to learn how to skate makes me grin. Dad used to take me to Yost in Ann Arbor sometimes, and there was nothing like looking up at the NCAA banners hanging from the ceiling. Once, I even got to practice on the same ice as some of the Wolverines during public skate time.

Right now, I feel like I’ve hit the pause button on the movie of my life. If I scrub backward a little, I’m still the kid hoping to skate with his heroes in a few years; forward a little, if all goes well, and I’m someone the kids of Hamilton Lakes can look up to as they imagine lives bigger than this town.

This place holds it all. Every shining surface reflects bright futures.

And this morning, the middle rink is just for me.

I speed up, my muscles warming, my breathing opening my lungs. This is the year that counts. When Coach Red gets here, I’m going to show him I’m his guy—ready to play my heart out this fall. Whatever will get me in front of the USHL scouts he brings in every season to watch his best players.

“Damn!” Noah arrives with a whistle, blasting onto the ice and doing a fast lap. “Did you see the trainers’ room in there? This place is almost as good as the Gamblers’ rink. Not a bad way to finish my Hawks career.”

I hold out my fist for him to pound. Noah, captain and golden boy of the team, is my reminder of what’s possible. What Red can do when he decides you’re worth it. “Almost like they built it for the most beloved senior at Hamilton Lakes.”


Noah smirks. “What can I say? They like to keep me happy!”

It’s mostly a joke, but not quite. Hamilton Lakes would do anything for their athletes.

We skate alone for a few minutes before the rest of the guys arrive, piling onto the ice with hoots and hollers. The JV players make the most noise, complaining about how sore they are from preseason training, looking over their shoulders to see if the varsity players are listening. Which we mostly aren’t—we’ve already proven ourselves. But I remember what it was like as a freshman, in awe of the older guys and hoping Coach Red would decide I was good enough to play alongside them one day. One of the new recruits does a reverse crossover right in front of Red, but Coach’s eyes barely flick over him.

Red watches everything from the bench, Hawks hat shading his eyes and whistle poised between his lips. In contrast, Assistant Coach Dan’s grin is so wide, it could power the whole rink. That guy has no poker face, and none of us can deny the magic of ice that’s never been touched.

Ryan whizzes by, bent at the waist and gathering steam, his blond waves just barely poking out the bottom of his helmet.

“Take it easy, man,” I shout after him with a laugh.

“No can do!” he calls back. “I need extra cardio this season if I’m going to stay in shape for baseball! Plus”—he executes a silly bow/pirouette combination that almost makes me trip over my own skates from laughter—“half of Hamilton Lakes is counting on me to maintain my girlish figure!”

I shake my head, half-admiring, half-amused. Ryan: shameless flirt, serious athlete. Hamilton Lakes doesn’t pin all its hopes on one sports team, and some of the guys are intense about trying out as many as they can.


Sometimes I wish that could be me. No way am I risking distraction by dating during the season like Ryan, and the idea of trying out other sports is as foreign to me as settling on one would be to him. Ever since Dad laced up my first pair of skates at two years old, I was a goner. One of my first memories is of him tugging a beanie on my head and leading me to center ice at Yost to watch the Wolverines practice. People don’t know you can sit for as long as you want in the bleachers, inches from the guys slamming into the boards. Dad tucked me under his arm and explained the rules, named their maneuvers, told me stories of his own games. His voice rang with love for the sport, and it echoed through me, too.

And that’s been it for me ever since. I’m a one true love kinda guy.

I glance up at the clock above the rink. Five minutes until practice, and I need to rehydrate before Red runs us through our paces, so I glide toward the bench to grab a water bottle from the selection prefilled by our team manager.

“So, um, I was wondering if we could talk about what else I might do to make varsity this season?” Alex is saying as I glide to a stop.

“Teams are already set based on last season’s performance.” Red’s voice is clipped and low. Businesslike. He checks something off on his clipboard, his hat hiding his expression. “But focus on your stats and conditioning, for whatever team you’re playing on.”

Alex hesitates only a second before nodding. “Yeah. Of course, Coach. I’ll do my best.”

We lock eyes over Red’s head, and I grimace sympathetically. Alex has been stuck on JV since he joined the team. When I got moved up to varsity as a sophomore last year, I’d worried it might mess with our friendship. But Alex isn’t that kind of guy, and after a brief flash of disappointment, he just made me promise to pass on any new tips from Red.

I’d love nothing more than to skate with my best friend, but Red knows what he’s doing and I’m sure not going to mess with a winning game. Red’s led this team to victory for as long as I’ve been at Hamilton Lakes, and he has the connections with scouts and coaches all over the country that I need in order to make moves.

First, Juniors during my senior year, an amateur-level league to prepare me for college hockey. Then Michigan, making my dad proud. And if everyone’s right about my potential—if I’m lucky—one day the NHL.

I clap Alex on the arm, drawing my attention back from dreams that could steal my focus. “I’m happy to practice with you. You know I try to get here early most mornings.”

“You think that’ll do it? We don’t all have your talent, Dawson,” he says with a self-deprecating smile.

I shrug off the compliment. “Talent is nothing without—”

“—good luck and hard work,” Alex finishes with a good-natured eye roll. “We know. Your dad get that tattooed on your ass yet?”

“Only a matter of time.” I grin, though there’s a weight in my chest at the reminder. This is the year I need to deliver. “But seriously. You heard Coach. Focus on your stats. I can help.”

“I heard him,” Alex says, sighing. “Yeah. Okay. Thursday? Drills?”

“You’re on.” I don’t even mind the idea of a little less sleep. Extra time on the ice is always a win in my book. If we know what’s good for us, we’re going to follow Red’s instructions this year.

So when his whistle tweets, sharp and short to mark the start of practice, I’m already jumping onto the ice.



An hour and a thousand drills later, Red claps his hands once, surveying the team over his bushy mustache as we kneel on the ice waiting for his final instructions. He squints appraisingly. “It’s gonna be a good season, boys. Shower up.”

A sigh of relief ripples through the group, and as soon as Red nods his dismissal, the guys are on their feet and skating back toward the locker room. Red doesn’t believe in going easy on us, which means the first practice back has us all wrung out like limp dishrags. The team’s skating slower than my grandma, and she’s had both hips replaced.

“Don’t forget to stretch,” I call after them. But I’m grabbing some water and adjusting my skates, preparing to run a few more drills before I follow the team to the showers. Noodle legs or not, if I want this year to be my best, I need to work harder than everyone else.

Red gives me a nod of approval. “I’ve been in touch with my friend Leo from the Steel.”

I stand at attention, hands behind my back, holding my breath. The Steel is one of the top Juniors teams, the very best of the USHL. As sure a jump start to a career as anything.

“He’s going to try to make the first game of the season. I’ve told him about you—best defensive forward I’ve coached in years—and he wants to see it with his own eyes.” Red holds my gaze, and suddenly I’m not tired anymore. “Skate like I know you can, and you’ve as good as secured yourself a spot for next year.”

My chest floods with warmth. Red doesn’t give compliments or promises easily. “Thanks, Coach. I’ll do my best.”

He nods at me. “Keep up the hard work.”

Red follows the guys to the locker room, and I start a few laps to quiet my mind. I know I’m the best player my age in Hamilton Lakes. I even beat Noah to top scorer last year, and Red got him lined up with the Gamblers. If he can do it for him, he can do it for me.

But being the best isn’t enough.

Talent is nothing without good luck and hard work.

The motto sends a shiver down my spine, and I skate faster to outrace it, chasing the puck from one end of the ice to the other. I have enough memories to remind me how true it is—a game I’d rather forget, a conversation I replay more often than I’d like to admit, an old rink littered with disappointments.

I slam the puck into the corner of the net, imagining a goalie diving for it but unable to stop its relentless trajectory. A perfect one-timer.

Red’s intense, but he knows what he’s doing. I’m not going to let a single shot slip away this year.






2. HARPER


The new ice hockey facility might be the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.

Sure, it’s beautiful on the outside—massive and shining, walls reflecting the October morning sunlight. The Hamilton Lakes hawk gleams, freshly painted, on the side.

But nothing has ever been such an eyesore.

Did it have to be right across from the school, sharing our parking lot? Does this place really need its sports to be in sight at all times?

Am I going to have to see that dumb hawk every time I head to first period?

Students mill around me with wide eyes and open mouths, their murmured excitement only irritating me more. The school mascot’s even here in full feathery regalia, waving its wings and hyping up the crowd for the upcoming season. My loose cream sweater was the softest thing I’d ever felt when I put it on this morning, but now it’s so itchy I’m this close to ripping off my own skin one cell at a time.

Or maybe it’s the molecules of air I’m sharing with the hockey team.


“Excuse me,” I mutter, turning to go to class. But the mob is too thick, and it churns with anticipation just when I think I have an opening to slip through.

The crowd goes wild as the guys emerge, flushed and slightly damp from morning practice. I turn to look over my shoulder despite my better judgment, so I get a front row seat to them loping across the parking lot.

Against my will, I can name every member of the team. There’s Ryan Thompson, grinning and waving at his fans like the British royalty he jokes that he’s descended from, elbow-elbow-wrist-wrist. I half expect someone to faint dramatically; Ryan attracts admirers wherever he goes, his lanky build and easygoing sense of humor a winning package. Right behind him is Alex Harris, who ducks his head bashfully, shiny brown hair falling over his face. He’s on JV, so he gets less attention than the rest, but we were lab partners last year, so we’re friendly. Mostly because he never brought up hockey on his own—even if our classmates did regularly enough that I heard a play-by-play of every game last season. Goalie Sam Hernández is twisting the mal de ojo bracelets on his wrist (from his Guadalajaran grandma, which everyone seems to think is very sweet), the rest of the team giving him a respectful berth. Wouldn’t want to throw off their goalie’s rituals. Brady Kim, a broad-shouldered senior, leads a pack of forwards, raising his hands jokingly to hype up the crowd. Pulling up the rear—probably for dramatic effect—is blond, blue-eyed Noah Green, their captain and the embodiment of white cis male privilege, surveying the scene smugly. Accepting the attention as his natural due.

I crane my neck to search the rest of the faces, but I don’t see the most annoying player of them all anywhere.

Good. I don’t need Luke Dawson messing up my morning.

“Oh my God, I can’t wait to watch you guys play in there!” a girl in a Hawks hoodie says. “I already have a countdown to the first game!”

A dude fist-bumps Noah with a grin. “It’s going to be an amazing season. You’re up against Washington first, right?”

Classic Hamilton Lakes. If you talk to anyone besides the jocks, you’ll learn there’s also a fall play opening this month (Miguel Aguilar practices their lines in the courtyard every day during lunch) and a robotics tournament next weekend (Sophie Choi from my physics class built an apparently unbeatable bot entirely out of leftover parts, and we should all hope she uses her power for good in the years to come).

But nothing can hold a candle to our sports teams. You’d think that was just a cliché from ’90s movies, but not around here. In our town, jocks part hallways like the Red Sea and receive extensions on homework assignments before they even have to ask. Hockey and football fill everyone’s social calendars in the fall; baseball and lacrosse take over in the spring. Sports are the only reason this town is on anyone’s map, and the athletes know it.

Too bad that means the rest of us are basically invisible.

Noah’s mouth quirks up in that smarmy smirk of his, and he raises a hand like, Calm yourselves, my adoring fans. “It’s the best graduation gift a guy could ask for. We’re going to win some games on that ice this year.”

Like it was created just for him.

“I really wish they wouldn’t,” a dry voice says.

I turn to Marissa, who’s made her way to my side. She rolls her eyes, her new chunky-framed glasses popping against her freckled skin and adding a nice sense of drama to her disdain. Her ink-black, blunt bangs and death glare are both very Wednesday Addams, but her fluffy pink-and-purple sweater is way more Enid Sinclair. She contains multitudes.

“Okay, so, there go half of the people who benefit from… what, tens of thousands? Hundreds of thousands of dollars? How much do hockey rinks cost?” I ask.

Marissa grimaces. “Now we know why they rejected your proposal for a Young Entrepreneurs Program.”

The reminder is a sharp twist in my gut. A sick feeling of longing, of exclusion, of unfairness. Every time I think I’ve gotten over the way no one in this town takes me and my fellow uncoordinated classmates seriously, something happens to reopen the wound.

I shake my head, fuming. Anger’s easier than hurt. “Obviously there wasn’t enough left in the budget for anyone else! Sorry, kids who’re hoping to forge a path out of this town. You’re on your own!”

“You’re going to be fine.” Marissa rests a reassuring hand on my arm. She pulls a familiar pendant out from her neck, a delicate M made out of tiny pearlescent seed beads and looping memory wire. “I’ve been getting so many compliments on your latest pieces already. There’s still the grant! You’re the obvious choice!”

I shoot her my best attempt at a smile. The Young Entrepreneurs Grant, given to one enterprising businessperson every year. Just what I need to get my jewelry-making business off the ground and hopefully buy my ticket to college. It’s a long shot, but at least Marissa believes in me. That’s one.


“Yeah, as long as I can keep my head above water this year. I really could’ve used some support from the school.” And just like that, my cheeks are flushed with anger all over again, never far from the surface. “I don’t understand how they don’t see the problem with investing in twenty students out of a thousand. It’s so unfair! I mean, the hockey team is—”

“The hockey team is what?”

I freeze. The voice is low and amused and coming from right behind me. And, unfortunately, I know it all too well.

The universe couldn’t cut me a single break today, could it?

I whirl around to look up at Luke Dawson. And up… and up. His dark hair is damp from the shower, and he’s clearly just thrown on sweats and a hoodie, but that doesn’t stop all the gathered students from throwing him not-so-subtle sideways glances.

If you’re into guys, it’s probably the messy hair and the dark eyes and the breadth of his shoulders and the famous hockey butt that makes itself known even through baggy sweatpants.

If you’re not, it’s the whole “heir to a hockey dynasty” thing, top scorer for two years running. (Hard to ignore even if you’re doing your best not to pay attention.) I’m sure that takes hard work—all those early morning practices are no joke—but I’m not convinced he wouldn’t be fawned over regardless. Everyone’s so enamored with his dad’s legacy that he just goes by Dawson, as if to remind them of his bloodline.

And no matter what you’re into, it’s impossible to miss the relaxed, confident way he strides across campus. The way you move when crowds part for you before you even have to say Excuse me.


Good thing I’m immune to it all.

I cross my arms over my chest. If he really wants to know what the hockey team is, I’m happy to tell him. “A bunch of bullies on skates who have maybe ten good years left before they’re washed up and dreaming of their glory days?”

Dawson rolls his eyes. “Right. Well, since I only have ten left, this one’s gonna be busy. Can you cover my shift tonight?”

He’s already fiddling with his phone, barely looking at me as he asks. As if I’m simply going to say, “Sure, whatever you please, Lord of the Hockey Puck!”

I hate that we have to work together at his family’s restaurant, and it sure hasn’t done anything to change my opinion about hockey players. He rarely acknowledges me, taking care of his duties without any small talk. Too good for nonathletes, I guess. Like the rest of this town.

“What if I have plans?”

He looks up from his phone then, raising an eyebrow. “Do you?”

I frown. No, I don’t. I never have plans other than working, whether it’s at the Lakeside Diner, or building my business, or on school stuff. I can’t let up if I’m ever going to get out of Hamilton Lakes.

I need the money from this shift. Since it’s clear there’s going to be no school support this year, I need to save every cent I can. My parents aren’t going to be able to pay my way through a good business program, which isn’t something someone like Dawson could ever understand. I can’t imagine how much his parents have spent on coaches and equipment and ice time over the years, and I know he only works at the diner because it’s a family expectation to chip in. He doesn’t need the job like I do.

And the way Dawson swans around like hockey’s the only viable pursuit in this town—the way he assumes I can’t have anything important to do myself—well, it all just heightens my determination to make my business a success this year. He’s not the only one who works hard.

“My only plan is to have a conversation with Principal Castillo about what a gross misuse of funds this arena is.” I smile tightly. “But I’m sure I can fit in a shift around that!”

Dawson doesn’t even fake a smile back. “Cool. Thanks.” We stare at each other for a long moment filled with mutual disdain. The heat rises in my cheeks, as it always does when I have to interact with the king of the jocks. Noah may be the captain, but Dawson’s the one who’s had all eyes on him for as long as I can remember.

He’s the first to break the staring contest—I almost crack, my mouth twitching in a triumphant grin—giving Marissa a brusque nod before brushing past. At least six fans trail behind him. I don’t love the term puck bunnies, but if the jersey fits…

As soon as he’s gone, Marissa and I whirl to each other in outrage. “I can’t believe he acknowledged my existence,” she says with an eye roll.

“I can’t believe you asked him out in ninth grade,” I say.

We both shudder.

“Momentary lapse of judgment,” Marissa says. “Study hall goggles. Thank God he turned me down.”

“I’m not sure God had anything to do with it. More like the charms of Hannah Kennedy.”


We’re silent for a moment, remembering the way Marissa came out of study hall all smitten from Dawson’s flirtatious pencil borrowing, convinced there was a spark there. The smile he turned on her in the halls, the inside jokes he referenced from their shared hours of boredom.

The awkward silence after she shot her shot, when he told her he didn’t date during the school year. Too busy, focusing on his game, blah blah blah.

And then the way he turned around and went to homecoming with Hannah a week later, and barely acknowledged Marissa’s existence ever again.

“Jerk,” we mutter simultaneously.

Good thing he showed his true colors so early on. It’s almost impossible to believe now, but there was a window—a brief, impulsive, unfounded window—when I’d also thought Dawson was pretty cute. When I walked into his parents’ diner only to be informed that the dark-eyed guy with the sleepy smile was going to train me, the first thought zipping through my mind was: Fuck. There goes this job. Because it’s going to be impossible to maintain any kind of good judgment around that level of off-the-charts attractiveness.

It only got worse that first week, as he patiently walked me through all the details of opening and closing, not seeming to mind at all when I messed up the fryer. He’d even made a few jokes at his own expense, and I’d gotten that swoop in my stomach that set off blazing red IMMINENT CRUSH alarms.

I couldn’t have a crush on my bosses’ son. I needed this job.

But then Marissa set her sights on him, and despite a brief moment of dismay, it made things a lot easier. Girl code. Thou shalt not pursue thy bestie’s object of desire.


When we both realized the truth, things got a lot simpler. A lesson everyone must learn, I suppose—a cute smile and a nice butt can hide all manner of evils. I’d felt so stupid, thinking even for a moment that Dawson might not be as egotistical as I’d assumed. It was a rude wake-up call, like getting dumped out of a cozy bed and onto a cold, bare floor.

Never again. My own foolishness is one thing, but Marissa’s honor is another. Girl code commandment the second: hold thy bestie’s grudges until the end of time.

“Well, at least it taught me to steer clear of the hockey team.” Marissa sighs and hoists her backpack higher. “Meet you in the library after lunch?”

I nod. “Yeah. I need to squeeze all my homework in before Dawson’s stupid shift.”

Marissa wrinkles her nose, waving goodbye before heading toward the science wing.

I linger, taking one last look at the sparkling rink.

I hope they have the worst season of their careers.






3. DAWSON


“Have you checked your email?”

I squint at the bright square of light from the hallway, silhouetting Alex’s familiar stocky, muscular build. After an hour in the dark, empty classroom, my eyes take a minute to adjust.

“How did you—?”

“Find My Friends. And it’s a good thing, too. You haven’t checked it, have you?”

I shake my head, still in a trance. But I pause the video playing on my phone and pop my headphones out. Only a few days into the season and I’m already scrambling for time. I had a spare hour after class, so I holed up here to map Dad’s training schedule onto Coach Red’s and to watch some film of last year’s games. Every time I pull up the Northview match that cost us the season, it makes my stomach knot with nausea. I still can’t quite figure out how it happened—they’re good, especially their center, Jack Petrov, but we’re better. All our stats outmatch theirs. But it was one of the toughest games I’ve ever played, checked within an inch of my life and outskated in a way I’m not used to.


Dad had been just as confused. I know because he got quiet, almost silent that whole night and weekend. The same silent he got when we watched the Stanley Cup finals every year, even though he’d never miss it. It was an intense quiet. The quiet of someone trying to figure out how to make a story end differently.

When he’d spoken again, it was to say: Work hard enough and you’ll beat them next time. I did my best to match his expression, shoving down the unfamiliar shame. Neither of us can control the luck, but the hard work is always in our grasp. Like it or not, I need to study Northview’s every move before we have another matchup this year.

Alex hops from one foot to the other with frantic energy. I’ve never seen him frown so deeply, and nerves gather in the pit of my stomach. “What’s the email about?”

“Coach Dan said we have a team meeting. In the auditorium.”

“Coach Dan?” My brow furrows too. Dan never calls our meetings. I clamber to my feet. “I’m supposed to work, and I already asked Harper to cover for me once this week.”

My whole body aches from the increase in training since the season started. It’s getting increasingly difficult to fit in shifts at the diner with the extra conditioning and lifting I want to do.

God, I’m so tired of Harper glaring across the room and sniping at me about the hours she’s had to pick up. When she first started working at the Lakeside Diner (not actually lakeside, but my parents had thought it sounded good) freshman year, I’d been basically useless for a full week. She was just really… distracting. Her gigantic green eyes tracked my every movement as I trained her, and I totally forgot how to operate the fryer when she put her hair up into a ponytail—it was more than just brown, it was so many shades of mahogany and auburn, and it looked so soft…

I’d made a promise to myself two years ago not to date during the school year. Hanging out over the summer was okay as long as there were no strings, but once the season started, girls just pulled my focus. Dad always reminded me I had to stay locked in if Red was going to invest in me. And clearly I needed the rule, because my resolve was getting tested fast.

Luckily, it only took a few days for the curiosity in Harper’s eyes to turn to disdain. She was all hands on hips, raised eyebrows, and questions that implied I wasn’t trustworthy or something. And when that turned into a vendetta against the hockey team last year, filing weekly petitions asking for our funding to get redistributed, I decided the smartest thing was to keep my distance as much as possible.

I can’t wait to leave the restaurant behind next year.

All the better if it shows her I earned every bit of recognition I get from this school. I don’t know why her derision worms its way so far under my skin. Maybe because her words sound familiar. Like they could be coming from my own brain.

“I don’t know what to tell you.” Alex glances over his shoulder, itching to move. He hates being late, or anything else that threatens the peace on the team. “This shit seems serious. I had to cancel on Max, and I’ve barely seen him since he got back from visiting his great-aunt in Tokyo. I promised to take him to the bookstore, so you can imagine how well bailing went over. The least you can do is ask to trade shifts. Harper always says she needs the money, right?”

I sigh, bracing myself for the wrath of Harper Braedon as I swipe open my phone.

Can you cover my shift this afternoon? Last minute hockey stuff.

The little typing bubble pops up immediately. I can almost see her thumbs flying across the keyboard as she reams me out.

Which is more important than anything the rest of us have going on??

I can’t help myself. Probably.

You’re so lucky I need the money. And you owe me.

I give her last message a thumbs-up and pocket my phone, turning back to Alex, who’s still vibrating with nerves in the doorway.

“Let’s go.” I grab my bag. “I have a bad feeling about this.”



When we get to the auditorium, the first thing I see is Coach Dan standing next to Principal Castillo. Dan’s pasty-white skin is even paler than usual. Like he’s nervous. I freeze midstep, and Alex crashes into me from behind. “Bro, what’s your prob—” When he sees what stopped me in my tracks, his gulp is audible. “What is the principal doing here?” he hisses.

I head slowly down the aisle, mouth dry. “Nothing good.”

Because not only is the principal here, but Red is conspicuously absent.

Alex and I slide into a seat behind the other juniors and seniors, all clustered in the first few rows. The underclassmen fill in the back. Coach Dan and Principal Castillo lean against the edge of the stage, poker faced, watching us all file in.

My heart races. I glance around at the other guys, who seem just as nervous. The D-men are quiet. Sam’s bent over a textbook, deliberately ignoring everything going on around him, as focused as he is in the goal. Ryan’s uncharacteristically silent, his leg jiggling nervously, causing his seat to squeak. But the varsity forwards whisper enough for all of us.

“Think they’re mixing up positions for the season?” Brady rolls up the sleeves of his sweater as if preparing for a fight. “This is my last year. I need to finish strong. If they screw over us seniors—”

Louis Bautista shakes his head, locs swinging. “They wouldn’t bring in the principal for that. And they’d be idiots to mess with a winning game.”

Coach Dan surveys us all, nodding to each guy who enters. He’s quiet and calm. As if there’s nothing strange about this. As if he can’t hear the speculation.

My chest is tight with anticipation.

Frowning, legs outstretched and arms crossed over his chest, Noah asks, “Where’s Coach Red?”

It’s like all the air has been sucked out of the room. I’ve never heard these guys so quiet. Not even in the tense countdown before a face-off. Today, there’s no shuffling, no shifting of positions, not even any audible breathing. We’re all waiting for something we know we don’t want to hear.

Coach Dan and Principal Castillo exchange a glance. Castillo adjusts her glasses on her nose before clasping her hands in front of her.

“He won’t be coaching you anymore.”


There’s one beat of taut silence before the uproar crashes over her.

“Why? What happened?”

“What did you assholes do to—”

“We need him!”

“Is this about the rooster?”

Turns out Principal Castillo can outshout us all. “Boys, it’s school business,” she calls above the crowd, her voice cutting through the chaos.

Noah shakes his head, stone-faced. “He’s our coach. We deserve to know what’s going on.”

The entire team nods and murmurs their agreement.

Castillo and Dan share another look. “It’s going to come out anyway,” Dan says quietly. “And Noah’s right. They should know.”

Castillo sighs and squares her shoulders. My stomach ties itself a little tighter in the split second before she answers, the quiet of the auditorium raising the hairs on the back of my neck. One of those moments that I know will mean no turning back.

“He’s been let go. For misusing funds,” Principal Castillo says.

The silence is sickening.

“What? From where?” Ryan asks, face pale.

Principal Castillo purses her lips. “The new facilities project.”

My stomach drops out in shock. Our coach? The guy I’ve looked up to as much as my own dad, stealing funds? I picture the out-of-date equipment in the science wing. The plan to build more all-gender bathrooms throughout the school. The petition going around last year for more accessible classrooms and school entrances for wheelchair users.


An image of Harper burns in my mind, hands on her hips and her chin jutted up defiantly. Yesterday she was complaining about how the school puts all its funding into athletics, and that there’s barely any left to go around.

If Red really stole from the funding that had been allocated for facilities improvement… that would be pretty shady.

Alex shakes his head, jaw agape. “For what?” His conscience won’t even let him give us a heads-up about how hard the precalc test is. The idea of stealing money is probably unfathomable to him.

But there’s no answer to his question. “Luckily, Dan will fill his role for the rest of the season,” Principal Castillo says, nodding to him.

We all turn to look at Dan. To be honest, I keep forgetting he’s in the room, and I have a feeling the other guys caught the same amnesia. He didn’t even react to Castillo’s bombshell, just kept his hands clasped behind his back, face steady and placid as always.

Now, he raises a sheepish hand at the team. “I’ll do my best to fill his shoes. They’re pretty big, though.”

The silence in the room turns awkward. Alex and I exchange a glance.

Dan’s a great guy. He’s the kind of coach who cleans up after Red has torn us a new one, reminding us of what we did right instead of wrong, telling us we’ll get back out there and do better next game. Reminding us to be goldfish with no memory of the past, to keep our focus on improving.

But he’s no Red.

I mean, the guy wears glasses. What kind of cutthroat hockey player wears glasses?


Thank God Noah’s the one who says what we’re all thinking. He’s still leaning back in his seat, arms crossed, but his resting frown has turned into wide-eyed shock. “Dan, you know we love you,” he says. “But are you really gonna be head coach?”

It’s the kind of thing only Noah, with his fresh contract to the Gamblers, could say.

It’s everything the rest of us are thinking.

Coach Red is the one responsible for leading the school to championships for the last six years. He’s the one who coached two Stanley Cup winners. He’s the one who was going to get me on the ice in front of the scouts who can promise me a future. Good as our program is, the scouts come because it’s Red’s program—because they were his former players, because he has friends everywhere in the league, because they know the guys coached by him are destined for something big. No one’s coming to games for Dan.

I look at Dan, who’s smiling lightly at Noah. “Sounds like I am” is all he says.

Coach Red would never let Noah get away with that kind of disrespect.

Castillo clears her throat. “Listen, boys. I want you all to win this season as badly as you do. I’ve seen every Hamilton Lakes game since I was a student here myself. Haven’t missed a single one.”

She surveys the room, looking into each of our eyes for a moment.

“This is the very best plan I could come up with. Dan knows the team. He’s been training under Coach Red for years. And you all know as well as I do that we’re not going to find a better replacement at the last minute. Not now that the season’s started.”

Her tone makes it clear this is final. Her words sink in like a stone dropping to the bottom of my stomach. All the good coaches are attached already. No one’s making the leap at this point.

I look around at the team. Half of them are shell-shocked, mouths hanging open and eyes wide. The other half, the ones who’re starting to realize the reality of the situation, are shaking their heads and muttering to the guys beside them.

I’m stuck somewhere in between. My mind is racing, but I can’t move. And I can’t help thinking: None of these guys are as close as me. None of them have as much to lose.

My dad’s words ring in my ears. Talent is nothing without good luck and hard work. He learned firsthand how one stroke of bad luck can end a career—an MCL tear that required surgery took him out for a whole season at the peak of his game, and there was no recovering from it. From the way Mom tells the story, he took it in stride, starting the restaurant with his savings when it became clear his career was over.

He’s done everything to make sure that doesn’t happen to me. There’s no way he can blame me for Coach Red getting fired, but I’m not looking forward to the conversation about how I’m going to have to compensate for the shit luck so I don’t ruin my season. And the reminder that if I don’t get a good enough scholarship to play in college, there’s always the restaurant waiting for me. You’re good enough to go all the way, he always says. It’s up to you not to mess that up.

Just a few days ago, I’d thought this season was starting with a good omen. I was skating on fresh ice and my legs were strong and I couldn’t wait for our first game.

But now…

Castillo nods once more before heading to the door. “If I were you, I’d give your new coach full respect. And I’d get to work.”

The door shuts behind her with a deafeningly final click, leaving us all silent in the velvet tiers of the auditorium. I breathe in the dusty aroma hanging in the air. Smells like dreams the curtain came down on.

This is going to be the worst season of my life.






4. HARPER


For everyone else, the Lakeside Diner is an after-school haven. They pile into its cracked red booths, order the famous onion rings to share, and sit for hours doing homework or debriefing the gossip from the day. There might be grease on every surface, the windows are fogged from humidity, and it’s definitely not a meal that’s gonna make you feel healthier when you finish—but you’ll sure leave happier.

For me, it’s just a job, and my feet ache from dashing between my tables and the kitchen. The place is packed today, and we could really use another server, and I’m not even supposed to be here. But of course Dawson had a hockey emergency, and of course I don’t have anything better to do than cover for him, right?

I wipe down one of my tables with a little more force than strictly necessary. Why am I surprised he even gets preferential treatment around here? One whole wall of the diner is lined with jerseys of famous Hamilton Lakes alumni, their signed napkins framed and mounted underneath, and Randall Dawson is the star centerpiece. There’s no escape from sports worship at the Lakeside.


Unfortunately, I really do need the money if I’m ever going to get out of this town, and Dawson knows it. My eyes are gritty from working late on charm bracelet orders and then cramming in the homework I knew I wouldn’t be able to finish during this shift, but there’s no other option.

The door opens with a gust of autumn wind, a few leaves skittering across the floor. “Hey, Harper,” Liv Williams calls, waving as she slides into a booth with Miguel Aguilar. “Can we get the biggest plate of fries this diner has ever served? We need it after that rehearsal.”

I look to Miguel to confirm, and they nod wearily. “If you can call it rehearsal. We spent half of it trying to troubleshoot the stage lights and the other half figuring out where we can get the cheapest lumber to build the set for Chicago.”

Liv throws up her hands. “I wasn’t made to work backstage! All of this”—she gestures at herself, from the box braids piled atop her head to her giant platform boots—“was meant to be under the lights.” It’s true. Her light brown skin glows even under the fluorescents of the diner, and she’s the kind of extroverted that means we’ve been friendly ever since we ended up in art together last year.

My stomach sinks. “Let me guess. Budget trouble?”

Miguel sighs, running a frustrated hand through their undercut. “It’s bad enough we’re stuck in a black box theater when Washington has a full proscenium stage. But with this year’s budget cuts, now it’s looking like we won’t even be able to put on a halfway decent production. Mr. Wood said there was nothing he could do about it as long as ticket sales are so low, though.” They shake their head. “And I thought things were bad over in band. At least sometimes people hear you play at football games.”

Heat rises to my face. The hockey team gets a whole new arena, but the theater department can’t even get new lights?! “I wish I could say I’m surprised, but that sucks. I’m already planning to stop by Principal Castillo’s office this week, so it’s just one more item on the list of grievances.” I sigh. “In the meantime, fries are on the house today.”

They protest, but I wave it off. If I can’t fund a new theater, it’s the literal least I can do.

If you’re a chosen one in Hamilton Lakes, all the resources keep flowing your way. The athletes with their brand-new stadiums and world-class coaches, and then (surprise!) their full-ride scholarships to the top schools in the country; the monthly assemblies celebrating our teams’ latest wins, as if they needed the spotlight, as if anyone missed the news in the first place; the fundraisers asking for even more donations to get them the state-of-the-art equipment they clearly deserve.

If you’re one of them, you get everything you need without ever having to ask.

And if you’re someone like me—and Marissa, and Liv, and Miguel—you have to spend every spare minute scrapping for whatever you can lay your hands on.

I’m still boiling with frustration when another group settles into my section, and I have to work extra hard to keep the polite smile on my face.

“I can’t believe how much homework Ms. Moore assigned this week.” A guy in aggressive plaid groans.

“Seriously. And scheduling the unit test for next Thursday? She knows there’s a game Wednesday!” says a girl I vaguely recognize from my precalc class.

The first guy rolls his eyes. “Literally her whole class is going to be there.”

Well. Maybe not the whole class. It’s not like I want to go to the game, but I can’t help the brief pang of being left out of the number one topic of conversation around me. When everyone started going to games in middle school, I just didn’t see the appeal—and when it became clear Hamilton Lakes’s support of athletics came at the expense of everything else, I got kinda stubborn about it. I’ll go to their games when they take my business seriously.

I drop off menus and water with a tight smile, reminding myself not to get into a fight at work. They’re allowed to get joy wherever they can. Who can blame them for finding it in the sports culture they’ve been surrounded by since birth?

And they’re responsible for my tips. So.

“Harper, hey!” The girl (Josie?) calls out for me to stop, eyes bright. “I’m sure you’re swamped with requests, but what’s your waitlist like right now? I was thinking about commissioning a necklace for winter formal!”

My smile turns genuine. “I can make that happen. The new site has an order form built into the home page, so you can describe what you’re looking for. Turnaround time is probably a few weeks right now, but business always picks up in the fall, so I’d act fast.”

“Thank you.” She presses her hands together in fervent prayer. “I’ll do it as soon as I get home!”


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/ZillaSlab-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/JosefinSans-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1: Dawson


		Chapter 2: Harper


		Chapter 3: Dawson


		Chapter 4: Harper


		Chapter 5: Dawson


		Chapter 6: Harper


		Chapter 7: Dawson


		Chapter 8: Harper


		Chapter 9: Dawson


		Chapter 10: Harper


		Chapter 11: Dawson


		Chapter 12: Harper


		Chapter 13: Harper


		Chapter 14: Dawson


		Chapter 15: Harper


		Chapter 16: Dawson


		Chapter 17: Dawson


		Chapter 18: Harper


		Chapter 19: Harper


		Chapter 20: Dawson


		Chapter 21: Dawson


		Chapter 22: Harper


		Chapter 23: Harper


		Chapter 24: Dawson


		Chapter 25: Harper


		Chapter 26: Dawson


		Chapter 27: Harper


		Chapter 28: Dawson


		Chapter 29: Harper


		Chapter 30: Harper


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		IV








OEBPS/e9781665971447/images/f000v-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665971447/images/f000v-02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/ZillaSlab-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/ZillaSlab-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/images/9781665971447.jpg
“Cozy and joyful.

An effervescent debut.”
—RACHEL LYNN SOLOMON,
New York Times bestselling author
of Today Tonight Tomorrow

EMILY CHARLOTTE





OEBPS/e9781665971447/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/ZillaSlab-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/Lato-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/ShadowsIntoLightTwo-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665971447/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


