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      Some people spend the night before Thanksgiving putting together everything they’d need to prepare the big feast the following day. Others sit back and enjoy a night off. Perhaps some frantically clean their houses for the arrival of extended family, or maybe run to the grocery store to see if they can find any more canned cranberry sauce.

      Me? I avoided all of that. As much as I could.

      “I’ll take my usual,” I told the bartender at my favorite local hangout on South Pearl Street.

      Jim popped the top off a bottle of beer and set it on the bar. “Want me to start a tab, Jules?”

      I passed him my debit card and nodded. “Of course!” My plan was to stay out as long as I could to avoid the inevitable bickering between my mother and stepfather. It happened every night.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that she needed his salary to pay the mortgage and he needed her health insurance, I could pretty much guarantee the marriage would’ve crumbled a long time ago. Instead, they were trapped in this prison sentence, brought on by bureaucracy.

      I’ve never been one for family time. We’ve never really been tradition people. Turkey and stuffing and going around the table to say how much we’re thankful for wasn’t really our thing.

      The traditions I did enjoy, though? Spending time with people who are happy to see me. And after I snapped a quick picture of my beer bottle with the bar lights in the background, I grabbed it and stepped around the corner into the bowling alley, where three of my friends were just starting a game.

      “Hey, cut me in!” I waved to my friends as I kicked off my shoes behind the bench and came around to greet them.

      Brittany and Chloe both gave me hugs when they saw me. Eric was lined up like Fred Flintstone, all twinkle-toed and ready to hurl the ball down the lane. He did, and with a crash of pins, he tossed his hands up and roared, drawing all attention to him.

      The lift of his shirt was hard to miss. He wasn’t some muscle-chiseled model. His gut certainly showed that he liked beer. But his rugged handsomeness and overall charm made up for not having the perfect body. And that made my mind wonder about what the rest of his body looked like even more.

      When he saw me, he cried out, “Julie!” and then wrapped his arm around me.

      I put my arm around his bulk and leaned into him. His red beard tickled my face and some of my long blonde hair got tangled in it. I absently stroked my hair back into place when we parted, much sooner than I would’ve liked.

      “You’re late!” he said. “I’ve already got a strike on you!”

      “We can add her in,” Chloe said. “Each of us has only bowled once. Julie, if you want to play, it’s your turn.”

      I nodded, then grabbed one of the balls in the return corral and stepped up to take my turn.

      The marbled blue ball sailed down the lane and knocked out six pins. Not my best, but not my worst. I certainly needed warming up. My friends and I had tossed around the idea of joining a bowling league, but with me and Chloe being off to college and Brittany picking up as much overtime as she could manage, that really only left Eric and a few of our other drinking buddies, Tony and Otto. So, in a sense, the bowling league would have been a drinking league, making Eric and the other guys even more regulars of the bar than they already were.

      “You’re supposed to knock the pins down, Jules!” Eric cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, as if he wasn’t standing less than ten feet away from me. The hoarseness in his voice told me that he’d been shouting for a while. Clearly, he was already teetering on drunk. Factoring in his size and how often he drank, he must’ve started drinking at noon.

      I tossed the ball down the lane a second time and knocked down two more pins. A total of eight. That was going to leave a mark on my score, compared to Eric’s first-frame strike.

      Chloe clapped her hands. “Good try, Jules!”

      I retrieved my beer from the table, then found the picture I had taken of it on the bar and posted it to my Story. Then I snapped a picture of Brittany, who had stepped up to take her turn to bowl and posted that as well. Then, I leaned into Chloe and we both made kissing faces at the screen.

      “Cute!” Chloe declared.

      Another few presses on my screen, and that picture was posted as well.

      “Enough with the pictures, girls!” Eric said, with a fresh bottle of beer in his hand. “Jesus, this isn’t a photoshoot.”

      I held up my phone and snapped one of him. He swiped at my phone and missed, resulting in a blurry picture of him. It looked artsy. I liked it.

      “Sure, it is,” I said. “Every day is a photo shoot!”

      He tried again to take the phone from me, but I pulled it away in time, so he grabbed my wrist and spun me around so my back was pressed up against him. I giggled as we struggled, eventually sinking to the floor.

      My heart fluttered with how close we were. There had been a lot more physical touches from Eric over the last couple months. I couldn’t figure out whether he was flirting or not. Of course I wanted to believe that he was flirting, but my brain was telling me to put that wall up and not expect too much for fear of getting hurt.

      “Looks like you’re getting empty,” Eric said.

      My bottle was only halfway gone, but I recognized that it was an excuse to extract himself from the situation and avoid any further awkwardness.

      Eric didn’t do awkward.

      In his absence, the game settled a bit. I took a seat next to Brittany while Chloe bowled.

      “Are you dreading tomorrow as much as I am?” Brittany asked.

      She had a perfectly normal family. A mom and a dad, two brothers, and even a family dog. But Brittany hated tradition and anything that made her feel normal. She felt trapped when she felt normal. Besides that, it was a forced day off from work for her, and when she was paid hourly, it mattered. She had wanted to go into work and get the holiday pay, but her mother had thrown a fit, so Brittany had no choice but to attend her traditional family Thanksgiving dinner, now laced with resentment between mother and daughter.

      It wasn’t quite the same situation as me, but it was still nice to commiserate with someone.

      “Mm-hmm,” I murmured. “Between my stepdad shouting at the stupid football game, my mother swearing and banging things around in the kitchen, and my brother being completely complacent to our messed up family, I would much rather skip the holiday.”

      “Right?” Brittany responded. “At least with Christmas we get gifts.”

      “Then there’s a distraction,” I said in agreement.

      Chloe came back from the lane. “Where’s Eric? He’s up.”

      I nodded toward the bar. “Getting some refills. He’ll be back.”

      “Again?” Chloe asked. “He just got another drink!”

      Brittany nodded. “Just be glad Tony and Otto aren’t here.”

      “Where are they again?” Chloe asked as she took a seat on the bench across from us.

      “They’re both traveling for Thanksgiving,” Brittany said. “Tony’s parents moved out to Tennessee—couldn’t stand the New York taxes, I guess. Or maybe it was the weather. I don’t know.”

      “And where’s Otto?” I asked.

      “They go up to his uncle’s cabin in the Adirondacks every year for Thanksgiving to go hunting,” she said. “The hunting season is a little different up there.”

      I nodded, then turned to my phone. “Well, it looks like Tony found a bar anyway.” I leaned over and showed the girls a picture of Tony chugging from a beer can in some dark bar.

      Chloe scoffed. “Typical.” She was still nursing her first drink.

      Brittany shrugged. “I mean, it is the night before Thanksgiving. That’s, like, a drinking holiday. So I guess I get it today.”

      Chloe and I exchanged looks. We both disagreed with Brittany about the drinking “holiday,” but kept it to ourselves.

      On one of the TVs hanging over the bowling lanes they were playing the nightly news. Was it the eleven o’clock? I had lost track of time. The footage showed a local marching band, while the words: Local Band to March in the Thanksgiving Day Parade in NYC scrolled across the bottom.

      “Oh cool! One of the high school bands is going to be in the parade tomorrow.” Chloe pointed to the screen. “Ugh, I can’t wait to pour myself a cup of coffee and sit on the couch in my bathrobe and watch the parade with my sisters while the food cooks.”

      I nodded. “I do like the parade.”

      “I’m usually still passed out then,” Brittany muttered. “If I’m going to have to take a day off, I better do it in a haze.”

      “I’ve always wanted to see it in person,” I said, ignoring Brittany’s comments.

      “See what in person?” Eric asked as he came back with a pitcher of beer and plastic cups.

      “The Thanksgiving Day Parade,” I told him. “It would make the perfect Thanksgiving. Especially considering my Thanksgivings usually suck.”

      Brittany nodded. “That would be cool. I’d love to pass out the candy to the kids.”

      “I’d want to be on a float and wave to the kids,” Chloe said.

      Eric laughed. “Yeah, and I’d like to cut the ties to the balloons and let them all go.”

      The girls laughed, but I interjected a fun fact I had just learned about from a video I saw in my feed. “Actually, back in the day before they cared about pollution, that’s exactly what they used to do with the big balloons.”

      “Now that would be something to see.” Brittany pulled a plastic cup and filled it from the pitcher.

      “Those streets are probably mobbed,” Chloe said. “Could you imagine how long people are waiting just to get a glimpse of the parade?”

      “Especially when you can just watch it at home in your underwear.” Eric sloppily poured himself another drink.

      “I don’t know,” I said, trying to get the image of Eric in his underwear out of my head. “The parade route is a couple miles long. I think the crowd might not be that bad. It’s not like it’s New Year’s Eve or anything.”

      “Still, those floats probably have to be registered way in advance,” Chloe said. “I wonder if there’s a waiting list to get in the parade. Or a fee—I’m sure there’s a fee. There’s always a fee with everything nowadays.”

      “Free marketing,” I added. “But I’m not sure it’d be terribly hard to get on one. I see random people on those floats next to celebrities and characters all the time.”

      Chloe shook her head. “They’re not random, Jules. They’re probably a part of the team for that float—someone who works for the company but doesn’t have camera time. Someone who isn’t a household name. I think half the time the celebrities are the ones who are random just so they can help advertise the parade.”

      “Which then advertises the company.” Brittany rolled her eyes. “It’s all a big marketing scam, and we’re falling into it.”

      I turned back to the TV, which had moved on to a statement about new street parking rules for the upcoming winter season.

      I didn’t want to believe that the parade was just a marketing gimmick. I mean, yes, of course, that was the main purpose when the parade had first started, but since then it had evolved into so much more than that. A sense of community for the whole country, which spawned millions of tiny moments of families creating traditions and memories around it over the last several decades.

      “Either way,” Chloe said, breaking into my thoughts. “Those people on the floats aren’t just nobodies. They’re real people, working hard for their companies, who deserve to be in the limelight, even if for only a few seconds a year.”

      “They might as well be nobodies,” Eric said. “I don’t know them and I don’t give a shit about any of them. I don’t even watch the parade. No point.”

      “Would you watch it if you knew someone in the parade?” I asked him.

      He scoffed. “Yeah, like that’s ever going to happen!”

      The idea of Eric watching the parade at home in his underwear, as he so eloquently stated, was still stuck in my head.

      “I’m just saying, I don’t think it’d be that hard to get on a float,” I said. “I could do it.”

      Brittany narrowed her eyes. She was growing skeptical of my bravado. “Okay, well, if it’s not that hard then why haven’t you done it?”

      I averted my eyes. Where was I going with that statement anyway? It wasn’t like I was ever going to get to be in the parade. Especially not when there was less than twelve hours before it started.

      “Oh, I bet you could do it.” Eric wrapped his arm around me and tugged me closer.

      The physical touch made my heart race, but also left disappointment seeping through my veins. He gave me the awkward side-hug that he gave to everyone whenever he had had several drinks in him.

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “None of you are listening to me. All of this is decided on well in advance! They’re not just seat-fillers walking down the street in one of the biggest parades in the country!”

      “In fact,” Eric went on, clearly ignoring Chloe. “I dare you to get on a float.”

      Brittany broke out into a wide grin and oohed. “Oh man! Now you have to do it!” It was possible that Brittany had had too much to drink as well. “Wait, wait, wait!” She pulled out her phone and began recording me. “Julie Griffiths, do you accept the dare to get on a float in the Thanksgiving Day Parade by the end of the parade tomorrow morning?”

      I froze. I couldn’t turn the dare down. Not with their scrutinizing eyes on me. Not with it being recorded—which I knew would be posted immediately with my handle being tagged. Everyone online would see it as well.

      “Jules, you don’t have to,” Chloe said from beside Brittany.

      “Of course she does!” Eric blurted. “She’s been dared.”

      Another moment passed, then I recovered and put on some confidence—even though it was fake. “What’s my reward if I do it?”

      There were several more oohs from around. The group of guys bowling next to us had taken interest in our conversation. Not sure how, being that Brittany and Eric were making me a spectacle and all.

      Eric considered my question, then said, “I’ll pay for your drinks for the rest of your life—if you can pull it off.”

      Another round of oohs erupted from the peanut gallery.

      If Eric was my drink bitch for the rest of my life, then I would have a reason to call him up out of the blue to come and buy me a drink. I would have a reason to text him, to tease him, to spend more time with him. But I needed to make it more personal. “I need at least one meal a week in there, too.”

      “Greedy, huh?” Eric asked with a smirk.

      I smiled back, playful. Pushing the limits of our game of cat and mouse. “Hey, a girl’s gotta eat.”

      “Fine.” Eric stuck out his hand. “If you can do it, you’ll have one meal a week on me and drinks for life.”

      I smiled and shook his hand. “Then you have a deal.”
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