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All Jemi wanted was to find the bathroom, and instead she found the wrong door.

“Oh God! I’m sorry — really sorry. Oh, I should probably shut this... I’m just — I’m really sorry. Oh, yeah, okay. I’m going. Sorry again!” she said to the two people on the bed, who were in various stages of undress. The girl gave her the dirtiest look she could muster while the boy mostly looked at her wide-eyed and sheepishly. She hoped she hadn’t made any lasting enemies as she quickly shut the door.

It was her first week at a new school — again — and she had actually gotten invited to the first big party of the year, thanks to her newest, and only, friend so far.

She walked a little way down the upstairs hallway and checked another door. Thank God it was the bathroom.

She walked back downstairs a few minutes later and found Hayden at the bottom of the steps.

“Find the bathroom?” Hayden asked.

“Well...yes,” Jemi said, raising her eyebrows a little.

“And?” Hayden said, turning her head to give Jemi a sideways questioning look.

“And...” Jemi continued, “I kinda walked in on a couple of people and then I found the bathroom.”

Hayden broke out laughing.

“Who was it?” she asked between laughs.

“How am I supposed to know?” Jemi said, laughing as well. “You’re one of the few people I actually know here.”

“Off to a good start, I see,” Hayden said, still laughing so hard she put her hands on her knees and bent forward, hanging her head. When she was upright again she asked, “So what did they look like?”

Jemi started to describe the couple, but before she could finish, she was bumped hard from behind and felt liquid go all down her back. The force from the bump pushed her forward, and just like a multi-car accident, she bumped into Hayden’s cup and soaked herself from the front too.

As she turned around, a big guy, who must have been on the football team, apologized profusely.

Jemi waved him off, as there was nothing he could do now, and told him not to worry about it. She looked at Hayden as if to say, “What do I do now?”

“Oh...dear,” Hayden said, looking like she might laugh but wanting to be kind to her friend.

“Oh dear is right,” Jemi said, looking down at her soaked shirt.

“I think I’ve got something in my car you can put on. It should look alright,” Hayden said and they proceeded outside.

It was humid outside and still hot. It had been a sizzling September day that still felt like summer even though school had started just this week.

Jemi finished describing the couple she had walked in on upstairs.

“Was the guy’s hair really dark, kinda messy?” Hayden asked.

“Yeah, I think. It was hard to tell —”

Hayden broke out laughing once again. “That was Mike Ellis and Cali Davis.”

“Oh, thank God you’re friends with them —” Jemi started to say, feeling relieved.

“Well...I know Mike casually,” Hayden said. “But Cali not so much.”

Jemi’s face fell as she gave Hayden a look that said, “And what exactly does that mean?”

“Cali’s a little prickly,” Hayden said. “Kinda like a cactus. But hey, I’m sure they’ve already forgotten about it.”

Jemi sighed and smiled. 

“Oh well,” she said. “Too late to do anything about it now.”

“Kinda like that shirt,” Hayden said as she reached into the back seat of her car and pulled out a t-shirt. She smelled it, found it acceptable and handed it over to Jemi.

“Thanks,” Jemi said and discreetly took off her wet shirt to put on the dry one.

“What are you guys doing out here?”

Jemi started and jumped, glad she had already switched shirts. Maddie Sedor was striding toward the car with two guys. Jemi had met her just once, earlier that day in fact.

“Oh, hey,” Hayden said, “Jemi had beer spilled all down her shirt. We came out here to get her a new one.”

“Well, good start to the new school year,” Maddie said and smiled.

Jemi smiled back.

“Yeah, and to think that was embarrassing act number two tonight. I’m batting a thousand right now,” Jemi said.

Jemi had never seen the two guys with Maddie before.

“So, what did you do?” the stocky guy with a full beard asked her before telling her his name was Rick.

Jemi told them the entire story of the evening beginning with barging in on Mike and Cali.

“Oh man, that is a good start,” the skinny guy with the shaggy hair said without introducing himself. 

The conversation went on for a few minutes more, everyone commenting on Jemi’s mortifying night in a good-natured way.

“By the way, this is Jarod,” Maddie finally pointed out, referencing the skinny guy.

“I need no introduction,” Jarod said as he posed like a superhero, hands on hips and chest jutted out.

“Jemi might like to call you something besides ‘hey you,’ you know,” Maddie said and gave Jarod a friendly punch when he wouldn’t drop the pose. “We were going to head to the diner. You guys want to come?”

“You’re leaving?” Hayden asked with surprise.

“Yeah,” Maddie said, waving her hand dismissively, “we’re kinda done with that.” She gestured back toward the house.

“C’mon, come with us,” Rick said. “We’re much cooler than anyone in there.”

“It’s still kinda early,” Hayden said, looking at Jemi and then looking back at the house with longing. “I mean the sun is barely set.”

“Well, I’m starving,” Maddie said, putting her hand on the passenger side door handle of an old SUV a few cars down from Hayden’s. “So come along if you want to, and if not we’ll see you guys later.”

“Yeah, I’m dying for some French onion soup and pancakes,” Rick said.

Maddie scrunched up her face at this announcement and pulled the door open.

“God, that’s weird —” was all Maddie got out.

“Ohmygod I LOVE SOUP AND PANCAKES TOO!” Jemi accidentally yelled, garnering startled looks from her new friends.

Rick’s eyes got wide as if he wasn’t sure why the new girl was yelling at him, but then in the middle of his beard a smile formed.

“No, it’s awesome, isn’t it?”

Jemi’s right hand was over her mouth where it had automatically gone after she had become overly excited.

“Sorry, guys,” she said, smiling. “I’ve just never heard anyone say that before. I love soup and pancakes.”

“Well you have to come with us then because every soup the diner makes is fantastic,” Rick said, putting on an exaggerated voice.

Jemi put her hands out in front of her as if she wanted the universe to stop around her and put on her own exaggerated voice.

“Do they have chicken rice?”

Rick pretended to ponder this a moment.

“I cannot guarantee chicken rice soup tonight because they rotate them daily. But there is a possibility.”

Jemi clapped her hands together excitedly using small movements and raised her eyebrows at Rick.

“That settles it,” Maddie said. “We can’t keep the soup connoisseurs away from their chicken rice. Hayden, you and Jemi are coming to the diner with us. We can drop you back at your car when we’re done.”

Hayden made a long exaggerated sighing sound but eventually moved for the back seat of the SUV.

Jarod tried to convince Maddie out of the passenger seat with a series of weird faces, but she wouldn’t budge.

“My car, my choice of seat,” she said, buckling her seatbelt with a satisfying click and then shutting the door.

“C’mon, man, get in the back with Hayden and Jemi. You guys can make a Jarod sandwich,” Rick said.

“Can we order that at the diner?” Jarod said, and the whole group laughed.

“By the way,” Rick shook the keys in his hand as he hopped into the driver’s seat, “I haven’t had a drop to drink with the exception of some lovely seltzer waters with lime, so you are all safe in my hands.” And just for good measure, he then let out a mock evil laugh.

“Those seltzer waters will mess you up, man,” Jarod said.

Everyone inside the car laughed.
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They pulled into a parking lot underneath a big neon sign that said, “Griff’s Diner.”

It was traditional in every sense. Huge dining area, extensive menu, counter seating, bright colors and a bustling wait staff.

The woman up front asked them, “How many?” in a voice that sounded like it had been carved out by many cigarettes. She picked up five menus and with a nod indicted they should follow her to a large booth in the back.

They all slid in across the vinyl seats and their hostess told them Pat would be taking care of them. They opened their menus and went quiet.

Ten minutes later they all had their sodas, teas, coffees and waters in front of them.

“So where’re you from, Jemi?” Maddie asked while squeezing a lemon wedge into her glass of water.

“Uhhh,” she started, stirring a little sugar into her tea, “a lot of different places, I guess.”

She had moved to Lakeside with her mother a couple of weeks ago from a different state. As she listed off all the different places she had lived, she watched as the eyes of her new friends got wider and wider.

“Wow, what does your mom do that you guys move so often?” Rick asked, sipping a soda.

Jemi laughed. She couldn’t help it.

“My mom does about everything under the sun. She got a job in a bank nearby, so that’s why we moved here. Well, for that and the lake.”

At her mention of the lake, Jemi could see the other four glance at each other around the table.

“What?” she asked.

“Have you seen the lake?” Maddie asked, the corners of her mouth upturned just a little.

“No, why?” Jemi asked, taking a conservative sip of her tea so as not to burn her mouth.

They hadn’t gotten the chance yet, what with moving, getting ready for school, and her mom’s new job. 

“Let’s go by there after we finish eating,” Maddie said and looked around the group for their concurrence. Everyone nodded with small smiles on their faces.

“Alright, cool,” Jemi said, wondering why they all seemed to be hiding something.

Finally, Hayden broke out laughing.

“Okay, I’m sorry. I can’t hold it in,” she said, taking a sip of diet cola between giggles.

“Hayden!” Maddie said, throwing her balled up straw wrapper at her. “Now the shitty lake isn’t going to be a surprise!”

“Have you really never seen the lake?” Hayden asked Jemi, using air quotes around the word lake.

“No, we haven’t had time. Why? What does it look like?” 

Rick, Maddie and Hayden all chimed in on the story behind the lake.

The town was once called “Pittstown,” and fifty years ago or so there was an effort to brighten its image and draw new people to the area. The town council decided to rename it “Lakeside” but there was only one problem.

There wasn’t a lake.

“So they constructed one,” Maddie said. “And it was a disaster.”

“Anyways,” Hayden said, “we’ll just show you what it looks like instead of telling you. You need to see it with your own eyes. It’s one of those experiences.”

“Yeah, the decay and neglect really need to be felt,” Rick said and made an exaggerated happy face.

“Well,” Jemi said, “at least me and my mom didn’t go down there expecting something great.”

“Keeping your expectations low is key,” Rick said and gave her an eyebrow raise.

Jarod sipped his ginger ale quietly, taking in the conversation.

Soon, the food was at the table.

The diner did indeed have chicken rice soup that night and with an order of chocolate chip pancakes, Jemi was in heaven.

Rick had gotten the French onion soup and an order of blueberry pancakes, and he dug in immediately upon delivery.

Jarod had a triple cheeseburger, a pile of French fries and a grilled cheese sandwich on the side.

Maddie had ordered a gyro while Hayden had ordered a salad.

“Don’t go crazy now,” Maddie said to Hayden between bites of gyro.

“I already had those beers, and I ate dinner before the party,” she said, defending herself.

“I ate dinner before the party too,” Jarod said, shoving his cheeseburger into his mouth and shoveling a few fries in for good measure.

“You know, one day your metabolism’s going to get revenge on you,” Rick said, gesturing with a fork full of blueberry pancake.

Jarod smiled through a mouthful of burger.

* * *
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“So here we are. Here’s the lake,” Maddie said while standing on top of a picnic table and being careful not to step on any weak boards.

The table she stood on was littered with graffiti, much of it obscene to some degree.

“Say, that’s a really good drawing of a dick,” Jarod said, tilting his head to get a better angle. “I mean the person who did that can seriously draw.”

Rick laughed along with him in agreement.

Jemi was too perplexed to take much stock in explicit picnic table hieroglyphs, as she stood on the grass looking out at the water.

Or, rather, what water there was.

It was like the water only wanted to sit in certain areas of the lake, so that others were completely bare. When the group said earlier that the lake construction had been a disaster, she hadn’t exactly been picturing this.

Rick came up beside her.

“I want to just take it,” he held out his arms in front of him, “and tilt it,” he finished, moving his arms like he was moving an object in front of him.

“Yeah, I wonder why the water won’t fill in all the way?” Jemi asked.

“Some people say it has something to do with the soil in this region,” Hayden said, coming up on Jemi’s other side.

“And others say the people who designed and built it just didn’t have a clue what they were doing,” Rick chimed in.

“Could be both,” Jarod said.

“Hmmmm,” Jemi said, feeling neither disappointed nor critical, just confused.

“Yeah, so here’s the lake,” Rick said, echoing Maddie’s earlier sentiment.

“Hey. I found a needle,” Jarod said, poking his shoe around at the ground in front of him.

“There’s a bunch of them around,” Maddie said, hopping off the picnic table. “Be careful.”

Jemi stepped forward, toward where the water should have been, and looked around, hands on hips.

“You know,” she said, squinting her eyes in the darkness. “There aren’t any trees around. Or any landscaping, really.”

Besides a few scattered picnic tables and benches, most of which were in ill repair or graffitied, there wasn’t really anything inviting in the park. Nothing made you want to sit down and spend time here, bring your family or friends here, or read a book here. It seemed mostly like a spot for addicts.

“I think it needs a walking trail,” Jemi continued, “all the way around. And some trees. And new tables and benches. And some bushes or something. I mean, despite the water, it would be a nice place to come and hang out.”

Rick crossed his arms and considered.

“I guess you’re right. It’s just that nobody’s really come here for decades.”

“I mean, you could have some food trucks come and park on that side of the parking lot,” Jemi continued, not responding to Rick but still in her own imagination. “Wouldn’t that be nice? I could totally see myself with a banh mi, my e-reader, and a blanket. I mean, I don’t know how you get water in the lake, but otherwise, this is a pretty nice place.”

“Well, we can tell you’re an optimist, Jemi,” Maddie said.

“Honestly, I’m kinda shocked no one has done anything about this. I mean, hell, once you get the lake area cleaned up, someone could come in and put up luxury condos with a lake view. You’d think someone would want to take advantage.”

“A lot of people around here are set in their ways,” Hayden said, sounding a little sadder than she should.

“Hmmmm,” Jemi said again and then shrugged.

It was completely quiet for a moment and then Jarod said, “Welcome to Lakeside.”
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On Monday morning, Jemi found herself in a rush. She decided to walk to school that morning instead of taking the bus and it had taken her a little longer than she had expected.

Her backpack was heavy with stuff, and she carried a travel mug full of tea in one hand, and her new class schedule in the other. She had had to change it, so now even though it was the second week of school, she was having to make her way to new classes again.

She was trying to find Environmental Science, which she had been able to switch into after a few kids had dropped it. This had been her first choice for a science so she took the opportunity to change her schedule. Only it was located in a portion of the school the other kids referred to as “the basement,” and she had no idea where that was.

The bell would ring in thirty seconds.

Jemi was winding her way through the crowded hallway, dodging people running to class, goofing around, talking and making out when she got hit from behind — again — and fell forward. She went sprawling onto the dirty hallway floor, travel mug hitting the lockers, class schedule taking off like a paper airplane, and her backpack tackling her from behind.

“Hey! Are you alright?” a male voice called out behind her.

Jemi peeled herself off the floor, wishing for the umpteenth time that morning her backpack wasn’t so heavy, and found herself face to face with someone familiar.

This time he was clothed.

“I am so sorry,” Mike Ellis said as he reached down and pulled her back up like he was picking up a small toy from the floor.

“I think this is yours,” he said as he handed her the travel mug. “And this too.” He handed her the schedule.

“Ummm,” Jemi said, “thanks.”

She looked up at him. Now that she was standing next to him, she was surprised at his size.

Mike was 6’4” and well-muscled but not bulky. His stature set him above his classmates in an obvious way, both literally and figuratively, and Jemi couldn’t help feeling a little intimidated.

Mike smiled at her and his face lit up in a way that made him seem like a very large teddy bear. She felt a little better.

“Thanks a lot,” she said, regaining her brain power. “Wow, the travel mug survived pretty well. I would have expected the hallway to be covered in oolong tea.”

“Oolong?” Mike asked.

“Yeah, it’s kinda in between black and green tea.”

“Oh, well cool,” Mike said as if his thoughts had never ventured toward the intricacies of tea before. “Hey,” he suddenly said as if a light bulb had just gone off in his head, “you look really familiar.”

Jemi knew it was coming.

“Yeah, well...I have to apologize too. I kinda ran into you at the party this past weekend. You were...wearing a few less clothes then.”

Mike was taken aback for a moment and then his teddy bear smile reappeared.

“Oh...that. Yeah, no worries. It happens. And anyway you didn’t see me in anything less than I’d be wearing at the pool.”

Jemi laughed. Though she still felt embarrassed, she was glad she hadn’t made an enemy.

“Thanks...” she said again. “God that was embarrassing, and my first week of school and all...”

“So you’re new here?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool, hope you like it. Just don’t get your hopes up about the lake.”

“Already seen it.”

“Ahhh, well that’s all you need to know about this town really. I’ll see you around,” Mike said and started to walk away.

Jemi spent a few seconds glad to be up on her feet and to have possibly made another new friend before remembering her task at hand.

“Oh hey, I’m trying to get to the basement. Where is that?”

The bell rang to signal the start of the school day.

Mike turned around, looking completely unworried that he was now late too.

“Thataway,” he said, pointing down the hallway where Jemi had just fallen and flashed one more smile.

“Thanks,” Jemi called out as Mike disappeared the other way, and she hurried off in her own direction.

* * *
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She found the staircase, which lead to a small area that was in fact below the main level of the school but was not below ground. It consisted of four classrooms off a small foyer as well as a door to the outside.

Looking at the room numbers, Jemi finally found her classroom and glanced at her watch. She was about three minutes late. Not too shabby for everything that had happened this morning.

She opened the door, stepped in and everyone in the class stared at her.

Including the teacher.

“Yes? Who are you?” the woman at the front of the classroom asked.

“Uh, Jemi, Jemi Brakeman. I just switched in.”

The teacher reached out and snatched the paper that indicated Jemi’s placement in this class right from Jemi’s hand.

The woman read the paper, and though her facial expression did not change, she had an air about her that seemed entirely displeased.

“Yes, well, you’re late, Jemi Brakeman.”

“I know. I’m very sorry. I just moved here and —”

“Save the excuses and don’t let it happen again.”

A few students in the room chuckled and Jemi had the distinct feeling she had walked into a secret club.

“There’s a seat at the table in the back. Take that,” the teacher said as she pointed with one long skinny finger toward the empty seat.

Jemi just nodded this time without speaking and made her way back to her seat. The room was filled with long, stainless steel lab tables at which the students sat, and it felt like an eternity making her way through the somewhat claustrophobic space.

It was as if the school had shoved the tables and equipment into a room that wasn’t designed for them, so the walkways between tables wasn’t very wide. Adding in stools, students and their belongings, it was like a maze.

Why had she packed her bag so heavily?

She couldn’t wait to sit down and take it off. It had been on her back for almost an hour at this point and if she could just make her way around this table to the far corner she’d —

RRRIIIIPPPPPPP

Her belongings hit the ground in a succession of thuds before she understood what had happened. There was outright laughter this time, and the teacher who had just returned to her lecture now gave her an even dirtier look than the one Cali Davis had given her this past weekend.

“Ms. Brakeman, are you having a problem?”

More laughter.

Jemi tried to move, but realized her bag was stuck on the corner of her table. She pulled it off her back as quickly as she could and saw that the fabric had caught an edge and had ripped under the weight of the bag.

How was she going to carry all of this out of here now?

The guy seated nearest the jagged corner gave her a small smile and got down on the floor to help her gather her things.

“Sorry!” she called out to the teacher and the class. “Just a...ah...wardrobe malfunction, I guess.

There was more laughter, quieter this time, and even the teacher seemed to be suppressing a smug smile.

“Well, at least you still have a shirt on,” the teacher said, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back against her own desk.

Jemi gave a weak laugh and made eye contact with the guy helping her out, mouthing, “Thanks.”

“No problem,” he said and gave her a friendly wink.

Finally, Jemi had gathered up her stuff, her ripped bag and her own person and made her way — successfully — to her stool. She had never been so happy in her life to be seated.

She set a pen and a notebook on the table on front of her and then turned her attention to the thing she wanted most at that moment. Her tea.

She clicked the top of her travel mug to open its spout and was about to take a sip when once again all attention turned to her.

“Ms. Brakeman?” the teacher said, fixing her gaze on Jemi.

“Yes?” Jemi said, mug to mouth.

“I don’t allow any food or beverages in my classroom.”

Jemi’s heart sank. Her other first period teacher didn’t have any problem with it. Nor did it seem that any of her other teachers did either. She clicked the spout closed.

“Got it,” she said and stored her mug underneath the table.

For the next minute or so, all Jemi wanted in the world was a sip of hot oolong tea, her morning companion for several years. This woman — this creature — at the front of the classroom was not only smug, but downright cruel with her beverage restrictions.

And Jemi realized that in all the confusion this morning and with her schedule change, she couldn’t remember the teacher’s name.

Try as she might, it wouldn’t come to her. She knew it was listed on her schedule, but she couldn’t bring it up.

And it was driving her crazy.

The guy who had helped her was seated next to her at the table. He sat very quietly, his mouth drawn in a thin line. He looked downright serene.

He gave off an air of gentleness and she assumed he was very quiet and thoughtful and probably very kind too.

She tapped him on the arm and he came out of his reverie.

“What’s her name?” Jemi asked him using only gestures and mouthing the words. He understood right away.

“Ms. Markum,” he whispered, and Jemi suddenly remembered it from her schedule.

She turned back to her notebook, but before she could grab her pen a shrill voice from the front flew her way.

“Ms. Brakeman and Mr. Carpenter, would you like to share your discussion with the class?”

Not again. Jemi went to apologize once more, but her tablemate jumped in first.

“Jemi just had a small question about the content. She didn’t want to disturb the whole class. I filled her in.”

The teacher backed off for a second and then went on the offensive again.

“Well, Ms. Brakeman, I appreciate your thoughtfulness. Considering that you’ve been here for three minutes and had as many disruptions in that time, I hope you can contain yourself for the rest of the period.”

Jemi nodded and smiled a smile she hoped would convey apology.

“Very well. Let’s see if we can get through the lecture now, huh?” 

Ms. Markum turned back to the class and wrote a couple of things on the whiteboard. Jemi turned toward her tablemate and, once again, mouthed, “Thank you.”

Instead of answering her, he picked up his pen and wrote something down in his notebook. Then he turned it toward her so she could read it.

My name’s Ben. Let’s talk after class. Wouldn’t want you to get into any more trouble.

Jemi looked up and found him smiling at her. She smiled back.
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Back upstairs, on the main level of the school, Jemi walked with Ben to her next class. She had been able to drop off most of her belongings and her destroyed backpack into her locker. Ben had helped her carry what she couldn’t.

“So, I guess I got on her bad side, huh?” she asked him.

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” he said. “It isn’t hard to do.”

“Yeah, well, I guess I’ve just got to keep my head down in that class. Just do what I’m supposed to do and try not to drink any more tea in class,” she said as she held up her travel mug, which she now sipped from happily.

“So where were you last week?” Ben asked as he waved to someone down the hallway.

“Uhhh, my first period was Advanced Biology.”

“Didn’t like it?”

“Well, I wanted Environmental Science to begin with, but by the time I registered for school there was no space left. So Advanced Biology it was. A few people dropped Environmental Science, though.”

“Yeah, I know. The kid whose seat you took showed up high all last week. I was thinking it was going to be a long semester being partnered up with him. So in all honesty, I’m thrilled you’re here now.”

He smiled at her in a way that, for him, was probably more expressive than usual though it was neither large nor boisterous.

Jemi smiled back at him and was grateful for all the friendly, helpful people she was meeting, with the exception of Ms. Markum.

“Here I am,” she said as she pointed at her classroom door. “Thanks for helping me carry my stuff.”

“No problem,” Ben said and smiled his small smile again. “Hey, uh, what are you doing for lunch?”

“Uhhh, lunch?” Jemi said, still feeling rattled from the morning and running out of brain power for even trivial things like lunch decisions. She tried to formulate an answer, to think if she had made any plans, and finally she gave up. “I have no idea and honestly I haven’t even had a second to think about it.”

She laughed at herself, standing here in this hallway after pissing off Ms. Markum with her arms full of things she needed from her bag, which no longer functioned. Ben was really very friendly, though. She hoped he wasn’t offended or thought she was weird.

“Hey, no problem,” he said and held his hands up and out as though in surrender. “I don’t want to add anything more to your plate. But if you want, I was wondering if you’d ever been to the sandwich place down the street. They have some of the best stuff there. We can make it there and back and still have time to eat during the lunch period. So if you want, just let me know. If not, we’ll do it another time.”

Jemi thought that sounded awesome but was having trouble thinking ahead fifteen minutes much less to lunch.

“I’ll let you know,” she said and hoped she sounded genuine and not like she was blowing him off. “What’s your number? I’ll give you a text.”

They exchanged cell phone numbers and Ben bid her farewell. He went off down the hall and finally disappeared into the crowd. Jemi ducked in her classroom door, praying to God this wouldn’t end up like first period.

* * *
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Badminton Team Meeting

Room 713

Right after school

Come join us if you’re interested!

No experience required!

Jemi read the sign that had been tacked up in the hallway and though she had never played badminton before was strangely interested. Her old schools didn’t have a badminton team she was pretty sure. In fact, she was pretty sure that most schools didn’t have a badminton team. Maybe that’s why she was interested.

She had one more period to go. Maybe she’d pop into room 713 afterward. Wouldn’t hurt anything.

Jemi wasn’t exactly athletic. With the exception of walking, which she did do a lot of, she didn’t specifically exercise at all.

She was fairly tall — 5’8” — but her body was woefully lacking any muscle tone and her coordination wasn’t exactly the best. Team sports had never interested her much. She had plenty of interests, almost too many, but the girls who played sports in high school were already very experienced since they began playing at least in middle school and many of them before that. She had always felt a little self-conscious about trying out.

Also, she wouldn’t have called herself competitive in any way, although she did enjoy board games. Mostly though, she just enjoyed the experience of the game. Winning was fun, but losing really wasn’t that bad either.

Her last period class had not changed from last week, so it was a familiar fixture to her now. The teacher, Mr. Daniels, was a friendly, thoughtful twenty-something whom she liked. And she thought he liked her. In fact, he seemed to genuinely like all his students. He was kind and quiet, a bit like Ben, now that she thought about it, and he taught English.

Speaking of Ben, she had not gone to lunch with him, but she had texted him to say she wouldn’t be able to make it.

He had texted her back an emoji loaf of bread, a smiley face and then a devil face, which upon her inquiring he said represented Ms. Markum.

She laughed out loud but forgot to text him anything back.

She had spent lunch outside on the grass sprawled out on a towel, eating a sandwich and some fruit she bought from the cafeteria. Other students, both singletons and groups, also laid out on the school’s lawn, eating and talking. 

It was seventy-seven degrees, clear, with a light breeze. As Jemi read and ate, her short hair blew in the wind pleasantly, and she relaxed for the first time that day after such a crazy morning.

She didn’t want to admit it, but she was worried about Environmental Science. Not about the grade in that class — she’d do fine, she knew — but about Ms. Markum, who thoroughly seemed to dislike her.

It didn’t happen often, but sometimes she had that effect on people and she didn’t know why. They seemed irritated or annoyed by her immediately. Granted, she had made quite an entrance, but for a new student on her first day in the class, that should be reasonable.

And it wasn’t her fault that her bag had ripped.

She thought she might be in for a long semester with that one but was glad all of her other teachers seemed pleasant and competent enough. She’d have to take her blessings where she could find them.

Last period drifted by, and Jemi daydreamed for much of the class and looked out the window. English wasn’t her favorite, though she did like to read, but she was pretty sure she’d do fine in that one too. 

She thought about the badminton team again and decided for certain that she would go to the meeting.

After class ended, she dropped off all her stuff in her locker, with the exception of her phone, and started looking for room 713. 

She couldn’t quite explain why, but she felt drawn to this meeting, like there was something special there for her. And she wouldn’t have said it was the badminton.

When she thought about it, she thought she had played badminton once or twice at a family barbecue or something, but that was it. She tried to remember if she had been good at it, but couldn’t quite recall.

She found 713 and peeked around the door frame at the group inside. There were six people, all spread out around the desks and talking quietly amongst themselves. She did recognize one of them though.

“Ben?” she said as she finally entered. He turned and looked at her with a surprised look on his face.

“Hey, Jemi,” he said and smiled.

“So you’re into badminton?” she asked, and found a chair to sit down in.

“I could ask you the same question. Are you?”

“I don’t know,” she said and laughed. “I saw the sign earlier and was interested enough to show up. I didn’t realize that high schools around here had badminton teams.”

“They don’t. Well, they haven’t,” said a girl at the front of the room. “The county decided to pilot a season this year in order to increase athletic opportunities for students. And to try out a co-ed team.”

She stuck her hand out at Jemi, hopping off the desk she had been sitting on top of.

“Ali,” she said and gripped Jemi’s hand.

“Jemi,” she said, returning the squeeze. “Have you been playing badminton long?”

Ali’s serious face burst into a smile and she actually laughed.

“Well, I’m super competitive at my family reunions, but, no, my badminton experience is kind of limited.”

Jemi looked at her and must have had a surprised expression because Ali continued.

“This is my service project, getting the team up and running and serving as captain/coach. I don’t play any fall sports so I had the time and you know, I’d like to graduate.”

“Wait, why wouldn’t you graduate?” Jemi asked, and a few butterflies flew into her stomach.

“Well, I’m kidding, kind of. But, you know, we all have to have service hours to graduate. I haven’t done mine yet.”

Jemi stopped cold. Service hours? To graduate? Her old school didn’t have anything of the sort, and it worried her because she had precisely none.

“Oh, right, yeah,” she said, but in her mind she was thinking this was another thing she’d have to add to her list to worry about.

“Jemi’s new here,” Ben chimed in. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, this time directly to Jemi. “They make sure you get ‘em, one way or another. Go talk to guidance.”

“Got it,” Jemi said and tried to put it out of her mind. “So, badminton.”

“Yeah, badminton,” Ali said. “I’m going to wait a couple more minutes and then we’ll see who we’ve got and get started.”

The six of them sat there another minute and one more student walked in, a guy with dark square-framed glasses, and it seemed they were complete.

Ali began the meeting and brusquely, but not unpleasantly, went through all the info they needed to know. Practices, games, uniforms, and so on.

“So anyway,” she said, “the school doesn’t have the nets here yet so we’ll be practicing for the next couple of weeks at the lake. They’ve already got a couple of nets there, albeit, a little worse for the wear, but it’s only for a couple of weeks.”

The lake, huh? Jemi thought. Interesting.

“We’ll get started on Wednesday,” she said, continuing. “Most fall sports have already been at it for a while, so we need to get a move on. Also,” she said and turned around behind her to grab seven manuals, “read these. Since the team is student-led and none of us has much idea what we’re doing, we’re going to need to read up on the rules and strategies. Got it?”

The other students sat dumbfounded as if they weren’t sure where they were or how exactly they had gotten there.

“Sooooo,” Ben said, “the other teams in the county. They’re just like us, right? Like, nobody knows what they’re doing?”

Ali locked her eyes on Ben.

“Let’s hope so,” she said.
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Jemi lay on her bed on her stomach and brushed a few strands of hair out of her eyes.

Her badminton manual lay open in front of her. She was just hoping she’d be able to hold the racket correctly, much less become familiar with advanced strategies before Wednesday.

“Jemi!” her mom, Kim, called out from the kitchen.

“Yeah?”

“There’s a pot of chili on the stove for dinner! I’m headed out!”

Instead of yelling back her reply, Jemi got up from her bed and headed to the kitchen.

“Okay, cool,” she said as she walked toward the stove and lifted the lid on the big pot. “Mmmmm...”

Her mother looked at her with an expectant expression and bright eyes.

“Where are you headed?” Jemi asked, though she already knew.

“I’ve got a date,” her mom said and ruffled Jemi’s hair a bit.

Her mom always had date. Every once in a while, a date stuck around and became a boyfriend for several months, but her mother had never remarried after divorcing her father.

“Don’t wait up,” her mom added as a joke, turning toward the door and flashing a smile back at Jemi.

“I won’t,” Jemi said, returning the joke.

Just like badminton, she thought as her mom walked out the door and pulled it behind her.

Jemi turned her attention toward the pot of chili once again and decided to wait a little longer to eat. She exited the kitchen and went back to her bedroom.

Her new house wasn’t anything special, but it was homey enough. About thirty years old, one level with a basement, three bedrooms, one and a half baths. A small backyard with an even smaller porch. It was typical of the homes she and her mother rented.

Back in her bedroom, she returned to the manual and began reading up on the rules of badminton, of which there were plenty.

After a few minutes, she turned on some music. Pulling up a radio app on her phone, she tried to decide between jazz, nature sounds with the occasional instrument or ambient electronic. It had to be something without lyrics. She couldn’t concentrate if there were vocals.

A minute later, saxophone with the sound of the ocean began playing and though she tried to keep her attention on the manual, her mind began to drift.

This hadn’t been a bad week or so. Not at all. She had had much worse at new schools. 

She stared at the ceiling above her and studied a couple of water stains in the corners of the room. This would be her last year at home. Full time, anyway.

Next year, she would be off to college. Probably.

She had considered something of a gap year but wasn’t really sure what to do. So she thought college was probably the best bet.

She’d have no trouble getting in somewhere. She certainly wasn’t Ivy League material, but that had never really been her ambition anyway.

Service Hours.

The phrase popped into her mind out of nowhere and the butterflies returned.

What was she going to do about that?

How many did she need to complete?

She probably should take Ben’s advice and go to the guidance office, just to make sure she was on track and that there weren’t any other requirements she was ignorant of.

She wondered why nobody had said anything when she registered for school.

Her phone dinged.

She reached for it and glanced at the notification. Hayden.

hey what’s going on?

badminton manual ;) Jemi replied, knowing that Hayden would have no clue what she was talking about.

what???

I joined the badminton team.

There’s a badminton team?

The phone rang ten seconds later.

“Hey,” Jemi said.

“Hey,” Hayden replied. “I’m bored. Can you take a break from your badminton reading?”

“Yeah. There’s chili here if you want to eat. My mom’s out.”

“Awesome. I’ll be right over. My parents are driving me insane right now.

“Okay, see you in a few minutes.”

“Bye.”

The line went dead and Jemi laid on her back a few minutes more listening to the ocean. 

The doorbell rang a few minutes later. Jemi peeled herself off the bed and headed toward the front door.

Hayden walked in and sniffed the air, dressed in leggings and a hoody with her hair pulled up into a messy bun on top of her head.

“Oh my God, that smells so good,” she said, barreling toward the kitchen.

“My mom is a really good cook,” Jemi said. “Despite some of her other flaws.”

“I really like your mom,” Hayden said, lifting the chili pot top. “God, that smells so good.”

Jemi opened a cabinet and grabbed a couple of bowls. Then she took a couple of spoons from a drawer. She had to hunt around a little bit for the spoons because her mom had been continually reorganizing the kitchen since they got here.

She handed a bowl and a spoon to Hayden, who wasted no time ladling herself some chili while Jemi pulled shredded cheese and sour cream from the fridge and hot sauce from the pantry.

Spreading those things out on the counter, she ladled some chili for herself and sat down next to Hayden on one of the counter stools.

Both girls ate in silence for a few minutes, periodically adding more cheese or sour cream to their bowls. Jemi was the only one who added hot sauce.

“So I ran into Mike Ellis again this morning,” Jemi finally said. 

Hayden’s eyes widened, and she stopped with her spoon halfway in her mouth.

“What happened?” she asked.

“He pushed me down the hallway,” Jemi began. 

Hayden sputtered and dropped her spoon back into her bowl. 

“On accident,” Jemi quickly added. “Yeah, I didn’t know where I was going and he ran into me.”

“You know, for not
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