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CHAPTER ONE


Nooooo!”

The words are out of my mouth before my feet step out of the bathroom, but I already know what I’m going to see when I shift my gaze to the floor.

Marshmallow with a hairbrush in his mouth.

And not just any hairbrush. My hairbrush. The hairbrush that I was planning on using in five seconds to get my thick hair into a ponytail.

“Marshmallow, why?!” I whine.

I’m not sure why Marshmallow views my hairbrush as a toy. Maybe he thinks of it as a sort of stick, like the ones he likes to grab when I take him out for walks. I try and reach for the brush, but he growls playfully and backs two feet away.

“I’m not playing with you, Marshmallow!” I try again, but he takes another step back. His four feet tap against the floor in a light rhythm—

“No,” I squeak out. “Don’t. You. Dare.”

(He does.)

He bolts.

“Marshmallow!”

Unfortunately, as mad as I am about chasing after a dog before school, I can’t really be that mad. He’s too cute for me to be angry. I guess that’s why people love dogs so much, because all you do is take one look at their little faces and you completely forgive them. As if to make matters worse, Marshmallow is a bichon frise, so his face is probably even more adorable than most dogs’ faces.
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Marshmallow’s paws pitter-patter away. I have to stop myself from smiling. He’s probably having so much fun running down the hallway, but now I’ve got to run too. I take after him like lightning, sprinting around the house in my mismatched pastel socks. Usually my long legs can outrun his stubby puppy ones (after all, I’m not Golden Trails Middle School’s track star for no reason), but all speed is lost when I’m trying to avoid slipping in socks—and crash landing onto one of Mom’s many expensive vases around the house.

Why Mom likes those hideous things, I’ll never know.

I don’t know how long we run around for, but eventually, Marshmallow ducks into my room and jumps onto the bed.

“Gotcha!” I squeal and lunge onto the bed, too, but this pup’s fast—he zips out of bed before I can finish plopping on. Then he’s out the door and running down the hallway again.

I look at my posters on the wall—Misty Copeland, Serena Williams, and Naomi Osaka stare back at me. Misty, Serena, and Naomi are my favorite athletes of all time. They made history. I wish I could make history like them too.

Then I glance back down at my watch. It’s almost time for school—and I can’t be late.

“Marshmallow, please!” I beg, loud enough that the puppy-shaped shadow outside of my room can hear. I approach the shadow in the hallway. “I need to get ready now!”

“Jess? What’s going on out there?!”

BOOM. Silence. If you don’t think silence makes a noise, you’ve never had my mom yell at you.

Mom’s voice gets us both to stop running. I’ve had Marshmallow only a few weeks, but we both know better than to make this much noise in the morning. That’s because Mom is usually working out around this time, one of those “early to bed, early to rise” types. She starts almost every day with spin class, yoga, weight training, or the occasional treadmill jaunt.

I like to think I got my interest in sports from Mom. She’s always been “the athletic one” ever since she was a kid; she was even voted “Most Valuable Player” on her high school softball team.

I’m into sports too—my BFF Celia likes to affectionally say that if we’re the Spice Girls, I’m Sporty Spice. I dunno about that, but I think being sporty is a great thing. I love sports—the competition, the emotion, the ever-present struggle to come out on top or persevere. There’s a beautiful rush of emotion when you’re out there on the field, moving your body. Like the world is yours, and you are the world.

Like you can do anything and be anything.

Except argue with Mom.

“Jess?” Mom’s voice cuts in yet again. “Is everything okay?”

As if knowing he’ll be in even bigger trouble if he makes another sound, Marshmallow drops the hairbrush and sits down gracefully, like he’s modeling for the cover of a canine magazine.

“Oh no,” I whisper to Marshmallow as I grab the hairbrush. It has a few teeth marks on it, but nothing too bad. “I’m not going down for this alone. You took the brush, mister.”

Right on cue, Mom steps out of our home gym and into the hallway with us. Her headphones are draped around her neck, and she’s dressed in her favorite activewear, bright purple leggings with black stripes running along the sides and a matching sports bra. I know it’s her favorite because it’s my favorite too. We bought matching sets together a few years ago when I first made the town’s soccer team, but I’ve outgrown my own set since.

My eyes fixate on something else, though. Mom’s hair is up in a high ponytail to keep it out of her face, the same style I’d been planning to do with my own hair before my hairbrush was stolen by the cutest thief to ever exist.

“What’s going on out here?” Mom asks. “Wait, why aren’t you ready for school?”

“Marshmallow took my hairbrush!” I point a finger at him dramatically.

“You gotta train that dog better, Jess,” Mom says. “So instead of teaching him something valuable, you decided to chase him through the house?”

“I was trying to get my brush back,” I plead my case.

Mom sighs. “Come with me,” she says.

Oh no. Now I’m really in for it.

I follow Mom to the other bathroom in the house, the one we like to call “The Big Bathroom.” It’s not really big; it’s just got a bathtub, and not one of those “eh-kind-of-bathtubs” that landlords advertise in teeny-tiny apartments, I mean, it’s a bathtub, like the kind you see in cartoons and old Hollywood movies. Our house was built sometime in the 1970s, and the original owner had this in here. Mom says the original owner was some old jazz singer who liked to pretend she was royalty. I see that—the tub’s got gold feet and everything, and when I was a kid, I used to take bubble baths in it, and not for nothing; I did kinda feel like royalty.
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Marshmallow follows dutifully behind us, although he won’t step in the bathroom—dogs just don’t appreciate baths the way that humans do.

He’s in luck, though. The Big Bathroom’s door is closed.

Mom raps her knuckles against the frame.

KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK.

“Sorry, we’re gonna interrupt you. I need to fix this girl’s hair,” Mom says into the door.

This girl? Oof.

I supposed this girl isn’t as bad as if she actually used my full name—Jessamine Ruth Johnson—but it’s still not good.

I guess I should’ve expected that. Mom hates having her morning workouts interrupted. Some people’s parents drink coffee in the morning to wake up. Mom does a workout.

“One moment. Then you both can go in,” says a gentler voice on the other side of the door.

The gentler voice is my momma. True to her word, she opens the door a few seconds later, and I can tell from the cloudy mirror and towel wrapped around her head that she just finished a bath in the tub herself.

Mom has a very “it ain’t funny” look on her face, but when she sees Momma wearing a towel with cartoon ducks printed on it, I can tell she’s starting to soften. Momma can see it too, ’cuz she gives me a wink.

When I was little, my parents made sure they referred to themselves differently. Of course, names aren’t everything—they’re both my moms—but I guess they wanted to make sure I didn’t get confused or asked too many questions if I had to talk about my family at school with people who don’t get it. Some people get a bit flustered when they realize I’ve got “Mom” and “Momma” and no “Papa,” but no one’s ever been mean about it—at least not to me. Although it is kinda funny when people think they’re sisters, even though they look NOTHING alike.

My parents have experienced homophobia before, though—I’m sure there are other situations they don’t talk about, but when I was little, there was this lady two houses down who they’d call “nosey.” She doesn’t come around much anymore, not since Momma gave her a stern eyebrow raise and politely told her to mind her manners when she caught her bad-mouthing them on the town’s community boards. I was really little, and Momma had to sit down and talk to me about how my family is “different.”

I thought it was going to be the “Black Talk”—the talk about how we are a Black family in a predominantly non-Black community and that we need to always be aware of our surroundings and look out for each other. My cousin Jeremiah had the talk with my auntie before, so I knew it was coming. But this wasn’t it. (That one came later.)

This talk was “The Lesbian Talk,” although I’m not sure if other kids of two moms get it, but it was about how my life was also different ’cuz I have two moms. Which also didn’t make sense to me, ’cuz my moms probably have the best, most loving relationship out of any couple I’ve ever seen—seriously, they could win an award for being adorable together, and they actually kind of have. Mom and Momma have a photo over our fireplace of the three of us posing for a Valentine’s Day issue of our neighborhood magazine. Mom’s arm is draped over Momma, and it’s so heartwarming, you almost don’t even need to turn the fireplace on.


[image: ]
After Momma steps out of The Big Bathroom and ducks into their bedroom to get dressed, Mom and I enter together.

While I can definitely do my own hair, I can’t do it as fast as Mom can. I wince a little from how fast Mom is brushing my hair. The texture of my hair isn’t always agreeable with brushes, but that doesn’t stop my mom from brushing through.

Through my eyelashes, I can see Marshmallow watching us from the entryway of the door. He’s got tons of hair, too, so I think he knows the struggle.

As Mom brushes my hair, making sure to wet the brush first so my hair smooths out better for a high ponytail, Momma sings in the hallway. It’s something she always does, but we’re usually downstairs and ready to leave by this point.

“Hmm, I don’t think I know this song,” I say between winces.

“It’s from before you were born,” Mom says. “Your Momma is being a little sappy this morning.”

I have to admit it does sound like a sappy song. The lyrics talk about being uncertain with yourself but still embracing your feelings.

“Can’t help it!” Momma shouts. “It’s been in my head lately. I wonder why.” She winks.

Mom grabs a hair tie and somehow manages to get all of my hair into a ponytail with ease. How does she do that?! It would’ve taken me at least ten more minutes!

“I think I know why,” Mom says back to her.

I know why too. My parents’ anniversary is coming up in a few weeks.

I’m smiling about it as Momma resumes singing again, but inside, I’m panicking. I’ve been stressed over finding something nice to surprise them with, but nothing feels good enough. It’s not just any anniversary—it’s their tenth anniversary. Women weren’t always allowed to marry other women, so although Mom and Momma have been together forever, they only tied the knot ten years ago. New Jersey legalized same-sex marriage in 2013, and the rest of the country followed two long years later. That was basically my whole lifetime ago, but in the context of history, that happened barely yesterday.

So this is a big anniversary, one that celebrates a lot of history—and not just any gift will do.

Maybe I should call Dylan, I think to myself as Mom reaches for another hair product. Dylan is the big sister of my other BFF, Nat, but really, Dylan’s more like a big sister to all of our friends. She’s basically the coolest person anyone’s ever met, and she lets us stream our Gamer Girl meetings from her apartment in a place I like to call the HQ. (Or, if you ask Nat, “The Gamer Girls Den.” Its name is debatable. Its coolness is not.)

The “Gamer Girls” is a club that Nat, Celia, our other BFF Lucy, and I started. Together, we stream video games online, but it’s much more than that—we also have so much fun playing together and learning different games, and we’re part of a mission to prove that girls game too.

Throughout it all, Dylan’s been there, including helping Celia design our merch, blocking internet trolls for Nat, and having pep talks with Lucy.

If anyone has good ideas for my parents’ tenth-anniversary gift, it’s Dylan.

I spy Marshmallow go from a “sit” to a “lay” by the door as Mom uses her favorite hair moisturizer in my hair. Now that I think of it, Dylan is the reason I have Marshmallow too. Dylan works at an animal shelter and fosters dogs, and her shelter had a fundraiser “adopt-a-thon” a few weeks back. The Gamer Girls and I all went to help her raise money by doing a Gamer Girls stream live from the fundraiser, and while there, I just fell in love with Marshmallow. Or rather, he fell in love with me. My parents surprised me with Marshmallow’s adoption papers because they were so proud of how well I was balancing school and sports stuff, and we’ve been in love ever since.

[image: ]
I’ll admit it: I definitely wasn’t prepared for how much work a dog would be. I’ve seriously had to LEVEL UP! There’s bowls to wash, feedings to remember, and commands to teach … we’re still working on “drop,” as in, “drop that hairbrush now.”

Mom finishes my hair, and I check my watch again. I have about a minute to grab my backpack, make sure my homework is inside, get my shoes on, and leave.

Mom lets me know that she’ll meet me downstairs since she’s the one who takes me to school in the morning. That’s code for “I’m gonna kiss your momma goodbye.” Might as well take advantage of the situation, I guess.

Marshmallow follows me downstairs.

“Still mad at your ugly butt,” I mutter to him.

I don’t mean it, though. Marshmallow’s butt is definitely not ugly, and I stopped being mad at him a while ago, but I can’t let him know that. Unfortunately, he has some kind of dog sense or something and already knows, ’cuz he lets out a happy bark and his tail wags behind him.

I give Marshmallow a pat goodbye and meet Mom in the driveway. Mom has a red van that’s basically perfect for any soccer parent—it’s got wide, plush seats for up to six kids (and an extra parent in the front), tons of trunk space for sports equipment, and a big screen near the dashboard so that she always has the GPS ready. My soccer friends dubbed it the “Momobile.”
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I love the Momobile. It makes me feel like Mom is a superhero—which, if you think about it, she kind of is. I toss my bag in the back and slide into the passenger seat as quickly as I can.

“Always a rush with you,” Mom mumbles under her breath as she powers up the Momobile.

“I mean, I wouldn’t be rushing if it weren’t for Marshmallow,” I remind her.

Mom actually laughs as she turns the wheel and starts backing up. “You’re the one who wanted the dog, Juju.”

Oh good, she’s not calling me this girl anymore. Mom has about ten different nicknames for me. I only really get “Jessamine” when she’s upset. Sometimes I get “Jessie” if she wants me to pay attention. My friends all call me “Jess.” Still, I’m not sure where Juju came from.…

“Nuh-uh,” I argue as the Momobile’s butt warmer heats up. “You’re the one who surprised me with him!”

“Because you’ve been talking about how you wanted a dog since pretty much forever,” Mom says with a small smile.

I grumble because I can’t argue with her. Minus 10 XP for parents being right, I guess.

After that, the ride to Golden Trails Middle School goes pretty quickly, despite Marshmallow’s best efforts to derail my morning. We live about six minutes from the school, so that’s how long it takes us, and sometimes eight with traffic. Even so, I sometimes wish I was close enough to walk there like Nat and Lucy do. It would just be so much easier than having to rely on my parents to drive me every day since we live outside the pickup area for school buses (Mom and Momma tried to debate this with the school board, but the bigwigs didn’t cave).

Sometimes I think I can run faster than the cars that block our way. This isn’t one of those times, though, as Mom skillfully weaves around the cars like a professional driver. The last thing she wants is for me to mess up my flawless attendance record, or maybe she’s just eager to return to her workout.

“Okay, I have track practice after school, but I’ll be ready when you pick me up,” I tell Mom as she pulls up at the student drop-off lot. I can already see my friends hovering around the nearby ramp leading to the library, our meetup spot every morning.

“I’ll be here. On time,” Mom promises.

Ugh, she had to make one more dig about the morning.

“Yeah, yeah,” I say as she kisses me on my cheek. “Love you.”

“Love you too, Jessie.”

I get out and close the car door behind me, but not before taking another look in the car’s sideview mirror.

And another one.

Hmm. My hair does look fabulous today.
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CHAPTER TWO


“Jess is here!” squeals Celia as I run up the ramp. She’s wearing a hoodie with our Gamer Girls logo on it, and I can tell she tie-dyed it herself because it looks really cool—a lot cooler than something you’d find in a store. If I were to describe Celia in one word, I’d say she’s “creative.” She is also an excellent problem solver and always knows exactly what to do in tough situations.

“Finally!” Lucy shouts and throws her arms in the air.

“Well I would have been earlier, but Marshmallow decided to play fetch with my hairbrush.”

“Oooooh noooo,” Nat says, holding her hands to her face. I know she understands—like, actually understands—because she’s used to watching some rowdy dogs with Dylan. “That’s the worst!”

“Tell me about it.”

Then I spy something wonderful: Nat’s TOTE bag. Nat’s dad, Mr. Schwartz, owns the best bakery in town, and every day, he sends her to school with some extra sweets. That’s one of the reason my friends and I like to show up for school on time—we don’t start eating the treats until every one of us is here.

And with the way Lucy is eyeing the tote bag, I can tell she really wants what Nat’s brought today. The daily sweet is supposed to be a secret, but like I mentioned earlier, Nat and Lucy do walk to school together. Celia and I have always had an inkling they share secrets before they arrive—not that it matters much, anyway.

Nat holds up the tote bag.

“It’s a good one today,” she says. “Why don’t you do the honors, Jess?”

I smile back at her. “Gladly.”

I reach into the tote bag and pull out a reusable silicone container with today’s treat: four mini croissants in the shape of a flower with little chocolate swirls on top.

“Aren’t they cute?” Nat asks excitedly as I take one. “These are my dad’s new desserts for the spring. Well, I think they’re going to be his new desserts. He hasn’t added them to the menu yet. Right now, we’re all just taste testing, but I think it’s gonna be a hit.”

I have to agree with Nat—the mini croissant is pretty delicious. It’s soft and warm and buttery, despite the fact it had to have been sitting here for a while before I arrived.

BRIIIIING! It’s time for homeroom. I let Lucy lead us all away and up the ramp into school, but not before I catch another glimpse of my hair in the library mirror.

Maybe Marshmallow should steal my hairbrush more often.
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The school day goes by quickly. Nat, Celia, Lucy, and I eat lunch together like normal, and Lucy tells us some of the stuff her cousin Jordan has been playing. He lives in California and he’s a gamer like us—we met him when he visited Lucy for spring break. He even has his own streaming group called Gamer Squadrons. Jordan also has two moms like me, which is pretty cool.

Note to self: Ask Jordan for his thoughts on my parents’ anniversary gift.
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“Jordan will be watching the stream this week,” Lucy says, talking about our weekly Gamer Girls stream. “Maybe some of my old friends too.”

Lucy moved to New Jersey at the beginning of this school year from California, and I know she misses her friends back there a lot. I smile at her. I know how much having her old friends’ support means to her.

“We should play some new stuff for the Gamer Girls channel this week. Everyone has been playing Fast Pursuit Horizon lately, and it’s getting kind of stale,” Celia says while simultaneously shoving a cheese sandwich in her mouth. Some of the bread spews out as she talks. I chuckle, thinking about what Mom would say if she saw me do it. Momma would probably laugh because she talks with her mouth full when she’s excited too.

Fast Pursuit Horizon is a game where you each have a car and try to race people on different courses. It’s a lot of fun, and it’s my favorite game right now, but Celia’s right. Everyone is playing it lately, which definitely isn’t a bad thing, but the developer hasn’t released any new content in a few weeks, and I could probably finish the rainbow rally course with my eyes closed.

“We have to keep being relevant! Dylan’s fundraiser was great for getting more viewers, but what’s next?” Nat adds. “What sets us apart? Why does a viewer want to choose our stream over anything else they could be watching on Friday nights?”

Trying to stay relevant as a gamer is a lot more difficult than it sounds. It’s kinda like track, in a way. It’s great when I do well in my track meets, but I can’t ride that wave for too long. I have to practice and prepare for the next match so I can earn that top spot again.

“We’ll think of something,” I promise my friends. “We’re the Gamer Girls. We’ve got this.”

BRIIIIIING! The lunch bell chimes and it’s time for our next lesson.

The rest of the day isn’t nearly as interesting as lunch with my friends. It never is. Maybe that’s why schoolwork never stays in my brain as much as our morning baked goods and lunch conversations do. When the last bell rings, I bound to the locker room so I can change into my track clothes. Celia walks there with me since the locker room is near the student pick-up lot, and she’s meeting her mom there to go shopping together for some art supplies.

On the way to the locker room, we pass Liam Porter in the hall. Liam is a boy in our grade who games sometimes too. Celia waves enthusiastically at him, almost too enthusiastically, and I smile. She’ll never really admit it, but her crush on Liam is her worst kept secret. She even painted pottery with Liam, his eight-year-old sister, Tammy, and their other sister, Grace, over spring break. I met Tammy at Dylan’s adopt-a-thon but have never met Grace. Celia told me she’s really quiet but really good at art. So I’m sure she and Celia get along really well.

Celia follows me into the locker room while waiting for her mom.

“Oh? I thought you’d stay and talk with Liiiiiaaaaam,” I tease her.

“What? Huh? No, no, no, this is more important,” Celia replies.

“More important than Liiiiiaaaaam?” I can’t help but say his name like that.

“Yes!” Celia yelps. “I have not been able to stop thinking about it. We need a new game!”

Ah, so that’s what’s more important than Liiiiiaaaaam.

“Like, something cool to stream. Or talk about.” Now Celia drops the volume of her voice. “Listen. I’m … kind of worried about our followers.”

“What?” I gawk at her. “Celia, we have so many followers.” I don’t mean to laugh at my friend, but we really do have a lot, at least to me. “We got like, thousands after you won the Monster Village contest.”

It’s true—after we won this amazing contest put on by one of Celia’s favorite games, people started finding our channel and subscribing. If I had that many people cheering me on during a meet, they’d fill all the bleachers at school and then some.

“But we have to keep finding ways to get more followers,” Celia emphasizes, as if I’m not getting her point. “That’s what Mel does. I mean, no one would watch her channel if she just talked about the same stuff all the time, right?”

Mel is Mel White, who used to live in Lucy’s house before Lucy moved in and Mel moved to the ritzy part of town. She has her own streaming channel where she talks about makeup and fashion.

Mel White is probably the nicest person you’ll ever meet, and I guess it would be kinda easy to hate her because she’s so perfect on paper, but lately I’ve been warming up to her.

Still, I don’t stream for the follower count or number of subscribers—personally, I think that’s kind of silly. What good is ten million “followers” if you aren’t happy with what you’re doing? That’s the part that matters most.

But I guess for Celia, follower count is kind of like scoring goals in a game, and you always want more points, right? If Coach stopped pushing me, then the folks who cheer for me wouldn’t be nearly as excited during a meet. If I think about Gamer Girls that way, then it makes perfect sense to want a new game to stream. We need something that no one’s seen us play before, something fun and exciting that gets everyone hyped about what we’re doing.

I kind of expected Nat to be the one who was more anxious about this though. She’s the one with the big dreams of being a well-known streamer; it would make sense if she was the one insisting that we stay relevant. Not Celia.

“We’ll think of something,” I promise her.

“You better,” Celia says. She seems a little more at ease now. I’d never poke fun at her for this, but Celia’s face gets all red and puffy when she’s worked up over something, and I can already see her cheeks return to normal. “Hey, speaking of thinking—have you figured out a gift for your moms’ anniversary yet?”

“No,” I admit, feeling defeated. Of course Celia would know it’s been on my mind. “I’ve been stumped.”
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Celia gives me a sympathetic look. “I know you’ll figure it out eventually,” she says and reaches for a small hug. “You’re great at surprises!”

I guess I am. I mean, not to brag, but it’s kind of my thing. Nat has video games and Celia has her art and Lucy has coding. I have all my sports stuff, but the next best thing I’m good at aside from sports? Surprises.

I’ve always done something cool for my moms for their anniversaries. One anniversary I made them breakfast in bed, but I was seven, so it only consisted of toast, cereal, and orange juice since I was too little to use the stove without permission. Another year I made up a dance just for them, which I performed in the living room and gave them each a flower after, just for being such great parents. (Mom pressed the flowers and they now rest next to one of her ugly decorative vases, ugh.) Last year I got them gift cards to a new spa in town.

My parents always do something special, too, just for themselves. One year they went away for a weekend and I stayed at Nat’s while they were on vacation. When I was ten, they went to the restaurant where Momma originally proposed, and they got congratulated by the whole restaurant again!

So those ideas are out, but that just means I’ll have to do something bigger.

“You’re right,” I say to Celia. “I’m the master of surprises. I totally got this.”

I hope.
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CHAPTER THREE


After Celia leaves, I take my track shoes out of my locker. These shoes are special ones that Mom got for me. When I started to get super serious about track, she surprised me on my birthday with a pair of blue Keps. Blue is my favorite color and Keps are, like, the coolest shoes on the planet. Even Mel White wears them and sneakers aren’t exactly the pinnacle of fashion. Personally, I don’t really care that they’re stylish; I like that they’re cool and light and they make me run fast. Sometimes I like to pretend that Shuri made these shoes just for me in her laboratory on Wakanda.

I get to the gym (we practice indoors mostly year-round ’cuz it’s just easier to not deal with the changing weather) and see my teammates already practicing, so I decide to run some laps on my own. Before starting, however, I stretch (Mom made SURE to stress the importance of stretching to me) and then squeeze my eyes shut. People have lots of words for it, but I like to use affirmations, a.k.a. telling myself something in order to believe it’s true. I think of the nickname my parents have for me whenever I’m running (and my video game alter ego): JessBQuick.

I hype myself up, because it’s time to set my mind from FRIEND MODE and GAMER MODE and SCHOOL MODE and FAMILY MODE to SPORT MODE!!
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I open my eyes. SPORT MODE!! activated.

Let’s do this.

I start off slow, building my pace. One, two. One, two. One, two. Then I add a faster beat. Three, four. Three, four. Altogether—one, two, three, four, one, two, three, four.

My legs propel me forward.

And then I’m off.

I’m flying.

I’m in the zone. Nothing can get me when I’m running, ’cuz I’m one with the ground. I keep my back straight and my shoulders level, just like Coach taught us.

I barely hear Coach’s whistle when I make the first lap. And then the next. And the next.

By the time Coach blows the final whistle announcing that practice is done, I feel like it’s only been half an hour, not an hour and a half. I’m sweating a lot, but Coach is practically beaming, which makes me feel better.

“Great work today, Jess!” she says and holds up her hand for a high five as she walks by me, stretching again. “You really got it out there. Must be something in the water!”

Mom always tells me to not pin my progress on things like “the water” or “luck,” that it’s all me and my hard work. But I know what Coach means.

“Thanks,” I say and high-five her back. “I know we have that big meet in two weeks, so I want to make sure I’m super ready!”

The “big meet” is an annual competition between our middle school and a middle school in Florida. We’re the two top seeded track teams out of all the middle schools on the east coast, so every year their track team comes to compete against ours. I mean, I guess it doesn’t have to happen that way, but it always does. And that team’s track star and I have a bit of a rivalry.

I head back into the locker room to change into my regular clothes again. The rest of the team is getting dressed too so they can leave for the day; a few of them crack jokes about Coach’s comment about the water.

“Make sure to have that water with you when we go up against them Florida kids, Jess,” one of my teammates, Sandie, says. Sandie usually gets the fastest times, but lately I’ve been catching up.

“What is in their water, I wonder?” The question comes from another teammate, Lydia, who I’m on pretty equal footing with. During last year’s meet she had almost beaten one of them Florida kids until they zipped past her, seemingly out of nowhere. “Maybe we need some of it.”

A third girl throws her towel at Lydia. It’s Aimee, who used to lag behind but with our encouragement her times have been improving. “We don’t need it! We’ll beat them with our own water! And it WON’T be full of chlorine like the water in my nana’s condo in Miami!”

We all laugh after hearing that.

“The whole point is to be the best without power-ups,” I say in response. Then I smile to myself. “Power-ups” is such a video game term!

I finish getting dressed and head outside. Mom is probably waiting for me right now, and the faster I get home, the faster I can do homework, walk the dog, brainstorm ways to increase our Gamer Girls channel’s follower count, think of a stellar gift for my parents, and maybe even get a little game time in on my little handheld console.

I do a lot of gaming on the little console I carry around, which is super convenient because I can sometimes use it when I’m waiting around after practice—like today. I boot up a Fast Pursuit Horizon minigame and crush it.

After the virtual confetti falls, I see Mom pull up. She’s waving to me from inside the Momobile, as if she’s worried I won’t see her or something.

She’s technically a few minutes late, and from the look on her face when I get in the Momobile, she knows I’m gonna bring it up. We’d just had an almost-late situation this morning.

“I’m sorry,” she says as I buckle my seatbelt. “I got caught up on a work call—and then Momma had to start dinner before I left, otherwise we’d never eat.”

When I don’t respond, she sighs.

“Okay. Go ahead and say it.”

I smile.

“You’re laaaaate, Mom!”

“Yeah, yeah.” She sounds the way I did this morning. “I deserve that.”

“It was your idea to … to …”

“What? Have a job?”

Yeah, this doesn’t work the same way it did when she brought up me wanting a dog.

“Anyway! Practice was fun!” I say, trying to change the subject. “Coach said I was great today.”

“JessBQuick came out to play, huh?” Mom asks proudly. “I can’t wait for the meet. Just two more weeks, right? It’s the biggest thing I’m looking forward to.”

“More than your wedding anniversary with Momma the day before?” I ask with an eyebrow raise.

Mom laughs.

“Maybe not as much as that, but almost,” she says. “And how was school?” Mom follows up. She always makes sure to ask about school too.

“Okay,” I answer. “Except for this Gamer Girls issue.”

“Oh?” Mom looks over quickly before turning her eyes back to the road. “What Gamer Girls issue?”

“Well, Celia—actually, everyone—thinks we need a new game to get more followers during our stream,” I tell her.

Mom laughs. “You know, back when I played video games, streaming wasn’t even a thing.”

I know that my mom used to game when she was younger with her friends—she doesn’t really play much anymore, but sometimes she’ll tell me about how she would go to her friends’ houses or arcades and play while her parents (my grandparents) worked. And sometimes when I talk about gaming stuff, she’ll tell me about what was different when she was growing up and gaming.

When we get home, the whole house smells like crushed garlic and basil, and I can tell immediately that Momma has made spaghetti—the special kind with the chunky meat sauce that my grandma used to make. The recipe is one Momma has memorized. She knows what spices to put in without having to figure out measurements, she just knows. Apparently, one day, I’ll know too.
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The only thing missing is a side of catfish, and much to my delight, Mom drops her car keys in the “don’t forget” tray by the entrance and walks over to the stove to help Momma with that part. Mom’s catfish is the best in our family, though we have some distant relatives who come by for family barbecues who like to try and challenge that opinion. I win either way, ’cuz it leads to a whole lot of food in our house.

The kitchen smells so good right now. I can also hear music coming from the wireless speaker. My moms’ favorite R&B band, The Faybles, are playing—I know their songs by heart because my moms play them all the time, especially while cooking. Sometimes we dance together in the kitchen, just because. Sometimes they even play them in the car on the way to school. I don’t really listen to them on my own, but it’s a cool thing I share with my family.

All I want to do is dance and eat right away, but I know I have to take Marshmallow outside first.

As if reading my mind, Momma nods from where she’s still cooking at the counter.

“It’ll be here when you get back,” she says.

I head to the guest room, where I know Marshmallow has been waiting while Momma was cooking. Eventually, when he learns how to settle down and not try to sneak a bite out of what she sets on the table, I know he’ll be a welcome addition to her cooking routine. But he’s still just a puppy.

I can’t say I blame him, though. When Momma has time to really get down in the kitchen (just thinking about her peach cobbler makes my stomach rumble), I also try to steal a bite. I usually get sent to my room, much like Marshmallow in the guest room.

We don’t really use our guest room for anything except when relatives are in town. If my parents really like the relative, they’ll clean up and offer up the guest room, otherwise it’s “too full of boxes” to accommodate them. We all have that one cousin or auntie who’s better at a hotel than in our house, I suppose. We could use the room for sleepovers with my friends, but honestly when everyone comes over we end up taking up space in my room and staying up until we can’t keep our eyes open anymore.

Currently the room is mostly a place for Marshmallow to hang out when my parents don’t want him running around the house. It’s got a bunch of his toys, pee pads, fresh water, and his crate—we’ve watched a lot of videos from vets (thanks to Dylan) on proper crate training. It’s also a storage room because my parents put a lot of their old books and clothes in here that they plan to donate later.

“C’mon, Marsh,” I say as I remove the doggie gate so I can get inside. “We’re both hungry. Let’s get this over with.”

As I slip his harness on and then clip on the leash, something catches my eye near a pile of clothes that Mom has placed near a box marked “TO GIVE AWAY.” I only notice it because it looks like a video game, except it doesn’t look like one of my video games. I mostly download online, not buy big boxes.

I forget about the walk for a second, bound over, and pick it up curiously. On the cover of the game are silhouettes of three girls outlined in different neon colors—green, pink, blue. The text on the box reads DANCE DANCE RHYTHMS and, for some reason, there’s arrows all over the background behind the dancers.

There’s also a tagline underneath:


THE BEST VIDEO GAME OF THE YEAR!

1994



The name sounds cool, but this definitely doesn’t ring a bell when I think about if we’ve played it or talked about it before on the stream. Nat likes games like Alienlord where you compete against other players, and Celia likes games like Monster Village where you design cute animals and towns. We’ve never played a game where you dance.

I take a photo of the game with my phone and try to remember if Mom or Momma has ever mentioned this before, because I feel like I would’ve remembered hearing about it during one of our conversations. But I can’t. It must be some kind of Christmas present that an auntie gave one of them thirty years ago and has been languishing away in storage ever since, only to be moved to the TO GIVE AWAY pile just now.
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On the box, it advertises that there’s a dance pad inside, with colorful little arrows that point up, down, left, and right. It’s a controller, but rather than use your thumbs, you have to press on the mat—by dancing. There’s a little box near it, with an extra memory card or something. That one looks like it’s been opened.

1994. My parents must’ve been around my age. Weird.

I know I’ve seen similar games in old movies before, but I never even thought of it as a video game before.

Marshmallow whines, and I gotta take him out.

We race downstairs and out the door. At first, he doesn’t do much, just sniffs around. But he does pee on the lady two houses down’s rosebushes, which makes me chuckle. I wonder if Momma has been secretly training him to pee there when she walks him while I’m at school.

As soon as I return home from taking Marshmallow on his walk, Momma has dinner ready.

If I thought dinner smelled good, it tastes even better. Spaghetti with meat sauce and catfish? I ask for thirds, which goes to show you how much I love it.

I scoop some kibble in Marshmallow’s bowl and give him a face full of pity. But he doesn’t seem to mind. He gobbles his kibble right up.

By the time I’m getting ready for bed, I’ve almost forgotten about the sealed video game in the guest room.

Almost.
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CHAPTER FOUR


When Friday, a.k.a. our weekly Gamer Girls stream rolls around, I still haven’t figured out anything cool to do or make for my moms’ anniversary that I’m happy with. And my babysitting gig for my cousin’s twin toddlers hasn’t exactly proved fruitful since my track meet practices started conflicting with their nap schedule, so my funds are kinda dry. I’m also stressed with school stuff.

But I did finally have a chance to look a little more at Dance Dance Rhythms before taking Marshmallow for a walk one night. I still don’t know what the deal is with this game, and I guess I could ask one of my moms, but every time I remember to ask they’re busy and then I forget.

Mom drops me off at Dylan’s for the Gamer Girls stream right after dinner. I walk inside Dylan’s place and find her sitting on the couch in her living room, streaming some animal documentary on TV.

“Hey, Jess,” Dylan calls out while I whizz by.

“Sup, Dee!” I say.

Then I race over to the “Gamer Girls HQ,” a.k.a. our gaming nook at Dylan’s.

Nat, Celia, and Lucy are deep in conversation, and snacks have already been laid out in bowls for us. Today there’s some spicy veggie chips and a few cheese puff snacks. Mmm.

I flop down on one of the poufs in front of my friends. “This week has been the worst,” I moan as I put my head in my hands. “I mean, the science homework we got?”

“Oh my glob, I know! It took me forever,” Lucy agrees, making a face. “I didn’t even have a lot of time to game this week. And I barely talked to my Cali friends.”

“Well, that’s not our problem today!” Nat announces. She stands up from her gaming chair, holding a controller in her hand. “Because it’s Friday, and Gamer Girls is now in session!”

I know she doesn’t mean to be as harsh as she sounds, it’s just Nat putting all her focus on her favorite things: video games. Nat usually likes to run these meetings, which is fine with me. I like being the center of attention on the field, but when I’m with this crew, I’d much rather go with the flow.

Usually, we start off the Gamer Girls meetings by talking about any new or cool things we’ve played or found. Then we stream. The Dance Dance Rhythms game is at the forefront of my brain, and I want to ask if anyone else has ever heard of it, but before I can say anything, Nat bounces up and down and launches into her own announcement.

“Okay, so you know how we were all looking for new games, right?”

Nod, nod, nod.

“Well, I overheard some kids talking at lunch the other day about this new fantasy game called Dragon’s Lair. It sounds so cool!”

“Ooooh, the RPG where you make all the characters?” Celia asks.

I raise my eyebrow. The what?

“Role-playing game,” she quickly hisses at me, and I throw up a heart symbol with my hands, ’cuz she knew I had no idea what “RPG” meant. Up until this moment, I probably would’ve guessed and said it was an acronym for “Real PRETTY GIRL” or something.

“I’ve been wanting to play that one! There’s so many cool designs I’ve seen online. I think our viewers will really get into the characters we create if we make them look cool enough,” Celia continues.

“Yeah, but Dragon’s Lair is expensive,” Lucy points out. “It’s so new that it’s never been on sale, and it’s one hundred dollars. Where are we going to get that kind of money?”

Lucy’s right. We’re about eight months away from Christmas and Hanukkah, and no one has any birthdays coming up.

“Nat, do you think Dylan—?” Celia starts to say, but Nat cuts her off.

“Dylan isn’t our piggy bank,” Nat reminds us. “And she already gets us free snacks.”

Celia sighs.

“Maybe we can create an online fundraiser?”

“For what?” Lucy asks. “Those fundraisers are for things like kids who need school supplies and hospital bills, not video games.”

Lucy’s got a point.

Hmm.

We need a new game. One that works for everyone.

One that … dare I say …

Was the best game of 1994?

“I have an idea,” I announce. “I found this old game in my house. I think my moms were gonna give it away?”

I haven’t asked them, but it is sitting by the donation stuff. Why else would it be there?

I hold out my phone to show the photo I took before Marshmallow’s walk yesterday. My friends gather around, seemingly interested. Lucy’s face lights up.

“Wait, I know this game!” she says excitedly. “Well, kind of. I’ve seen it in the arcades. But I’ve never seen a home version before.”

I shouldn’t be surprised that Lucy knows what game this is. I probably should’ve texted her when I found it because she always seems to know games no one else would know, even more than Nat, who is, like, mega knowledgeable about games.

“So it’s a … dancing game?” Celia sounds dubious.

“It’s kind of like taking a dance class,” Lucy explains. “You connect the mat to the console system, and the game shows you the arrows to match, which you match with your feet. You gotta follow the rhythm in order to win.” She gets up and stands in front of our computer desk, pretending that she’s watching the screen. Then she starts making a bunch of patterns with her feet. “There’s music too. You have to kind of keep the beat and hit all the right steps to win!”
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“Are you talking about Dance Dance Rhythms?” says a voice.

We all turn to see Dylan in the doorway. She’s holding a mug of hot chocolate topped with a ton of whipped cream.

“Sorry. I know I shouldn’t interrupt your meetings or anything, but I was on my way to grab a spoon from the kitchen and heard you guys talking.”

“You know about Dance Dance Rhythms?” Celia asks in surprise.

“Of course. How old do you think I am?” Dylan jokes. “I played it a lot in high school. One of my friends had the game at her house. Are you kids going to play it? I haven’t seen anyone play it in a while!”

“No, Jess just found it the other day,” Nat answers. “Her moms are giving it away.”

“Oh.” Dylan looks interested. “Well, if it’s up for grabs, and you do want to play it, let me know. I gotta show off before I’m thirty.”

“Okay, we get it. You’re the cool sister,” Nat says, rolling her eyes. “You can leave now.”

Dylan shakes her head and winks.

“By the way, thirty isn’t old!” she says and walks away.

Celia looks excited as she looks at the picture on my phone again.

“Dance Dance Rhythms sounds awesome. We should try it out and do a stream,” she says.

“It does sound awesome,” Nat agrees. “But is anyone going to be interested in seeing us dance around to an old game?”

“That might make it more appealing,” Lucy offers. “Retro games are super popular. I mean, hello, have you heard of Pokémon?”

“Pokémon isn’t retro!” Dylan yells from the other room. We share a chuckle.

“Yeah, but only certain ones we’ve heard of that are, you know, popular,” Nat argues. “Like Gigi.”

Gigi is a game that I know is older, but I’ve seen Nat play before. In the game, you basically control a little guy that looks like a farmer who you move around and through different planets and obstacle courses trying to get points.

There are new versions of Gigi out, but the older ones are considered to be classics. These days, people play to try and see who can beat the game the fastest, and there’s even times in record books about it.

Nat gestures around the room. “Okay, think about this: what if Mel decided to do a new makeup spotlight on a lipstick that came out years ago? Do you think people would care about watching it when they can’t even find it in stores?”

“I think retro gaming is different than makeup,” Lucy says carefully, and I can tell she’s trying not to make Nat annoyed by arguing with her about this. “There’s a whole market for retro gaming. Retro game stores, retro game conventions … retro games made history, you know.”

“Yeah, but that’s not this,” Nat interjects. “We’re the Gamer Girls. Modern. Current. Not the Retro Gamer Girls. Y’know?”

Celia and Lucy look disappointed, but I have to admit Nat has a point. Even Alienlord is a bit of a stretch. It came out about a decade ago.

“What if we did a trade?” Lucy suggests after a beat.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Well, I was thinking about retro game stores. People trade video games all the time in places like that,” Lucy explains. “Sometimes they trade in old games to get money for new ones.”

Nat’s eyes sparkle.

“Like Dragon’s Lair,” she breathes. “Lucy, that’s the most perfect idea of all time!”

“But Jess’s game is right there,” Celia points out. “And we like the retro idea, right Jess?”

My friends turn to me as if they’re waiting on my opinion and my opinion only. To be honest, I do like the retro idea. I know Nat isn’t super into it, but Lucy seems to be on board and Celia seems interested. “It does sound fun …”

“It’s a lot of work though,” Nat cuts in. “I mean, we don’t even have the older console to play it on. Also, we’d probably need to get a camera that can handle multiple angles if we wanted to stream it.”

Ugh. I have to admit Nat’s right—it does sound like a lot of work. At least, more work than just trading a game and getting money for a new one would be.

“Maybe trading isn’t such a bad idea,” I say.

Nat gives me a look. Sometimes she can get really eager with Gamer Girls stuff, but I know this look is empathetic—she’s searching my face to see if I’m okay with it, and I am. I’ve never even played Dance Dance Rhythms.

“But how much is a game from 1994 even worth?” I ask.

Nat shrugs. “Only one way to find out, right? We can take it to a store and see what they think.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I say.

“Then this is perfect!” Nat says, her voice rising an octave above in the way that I know it does when theeeee Natalie Schwartz gets super excited. She pauses for a minute and types some things on her phone. “Looks like there’s a cool hobby shop called Rusty’s Retro with some good reviews in the outdoor shopping plaza. They buy retro things and they carry new stuff too. It’s perfect. We can appraise Jess’s game and trade it in for Dragon’s Lair.”

“That is pretty perfect,” I reply.

I look at Lucy and Celia. Lucy’s biting her lip. Celia seems more into the plan than she was a minute ago, probably thinking about all of the new followers Dragon’s Lair will get us.

My friends continue chattering and I look down at the Dance Dance Rhythms photo again. Am I making a mistake? Is this game cool? Whenever we have family get-togethers, I’m always dancing with my cousins or even my moms because we all love music. The fact that I can do that in a game sounds really cool.

Nat’s probably right, though. People wouldn’t care that much, not when there are newer games like Dragon’s Lair out there. I don’t know what the stats are on videos where they show people playing that versus Dance Dance Rhythms, but I assume that they’re much higher for Dragon’s Lair than what you’d see for a Dance Dance Rhythms video. Is anyone even making Dance Dance Rhythms videos? Probably not. I mean, why would they?

Playing a game that still gets advertised is probably the best thing for our channel.

“Okay, we’ve talked long enough,” Nat decides. “People are probably wondering where we are. Let’s game!”

She switches on her headset and gets the monitors ready, and I turn on my own smile as we all grab controllers. We’re playing another round of Fast Pursuit Horizon today, which is always fun, especially since it was originally the game that I liked.

But in my head, I’m wondering what it would be like if we played Dance Dance Rhythms together.

Wait, no. Dragon’s Lair.

See? It’s confusing, even to me.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Flowers.

Song???

Card?

Aaargh!!

Each item on my list is scribbled out because the moment I write it, it reads like it’s not special enough. What do you get your moms for their tenth anniversary that says “I love you” and “I’m so proud to be your daughter” and also “This is monumental”? And how do you do it with all your allowance and little piggy bank funds going to dog toys?

It’s Saturday morning, and Dylan’s on the way to pick me up for the outdoor mall excursion. I go into the guest room and find the copy of Dance Dance Rhythms still next to the box. Actually, scratch that. A few things have gotten shuffled around and now it’s in the box. Okay, so it’s definitely up for grabs.

I pick up the box and put it in my tote bag. I know I should probably tell my moms that I’m going to bring it to the hobby store, but Mom is locked into a virtual spin class workout with her favorite instructor, Kody, and Momma is out running some errands.

I have no idea how much it’s worth, but in the back of my head, I kind of have this dream where it pays for the Dragon’s Lair game and there’s some leftover cash to treat my moms to a really nice anniversary gift.

Maybe I manifested this.

“I’m leaving!” I yell out and meet Dylan outside. Dylan’s car is already parked in our driveway. It kind of rumbles even when it’s stopped, and I’m wondering if maybe she could have some extra cash too.

Dylan’s wearing sunglasses that look too big for her face, but who am I to say anything about Dylan’s style choices when she’s ten times cooler than I’ll ever be?

As soon as I get in the car, Nat reaches around from the front seat to hand me a Tupperware full of treats that her dad made for our outing. I smile. These treats aren’t a secret since they’re not the everyday school ones, but they’re welcome all the same. I grab one—a coconut macaron—and munch away.

“You have it, right, Jess?” Celia asks from my left.

I nod.

Celia grins. “Awesome! I can’t wait to see what we can get for this. I hope it’s enough money to get Dragon’s Lair.”

Dylan readjusts her sunglasses.

“Are you absolutely sure you want to trade the game?” Dylan asks, peering at us from her rearview mirror. “I know it’s older but it’s still really fun. You should at least try it out.”

“We’re sure,” Nat answers with the same confident tone, and I nod along with her. “Dylan, you know no one wants to see us play old games!”

“Plus, the value is higher if it’s a sealed game,” Lucy adds quietly. She’s to the left of Celia—no surprise Celia is in the middle, since she’s the smallest of us all.
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I raise an eyebrow at Lucy. She’s usually as outspoken as Nat, not quiet and reserved. What’s going on?

Dylan sighs, as if she knows she’s lost some big argument.

“Okay,” she says. “But I still think you should try it out one day. Just because things are old doesn’t mean they’re not cool.”

“We get it, Dylan,” Nat groans. “You’re cool. Can we go now, please?”

Dylan chuckles.

When we get to the mall, Dylan parks by the pizza place, since I guess no one really wants a slice of pizza in the morning and it’s the only place with open parking. Usually Dylan lets us wander off on our own while she watches from a distance, but today she’s coming with us because according to the terms and conditions Nat found on Rusty’s Retro’s website, you have to be eighteen to trade in games and, well … we’re definitely not eighteen.

Rusty’s Retro is a small little shop a few stores away from the pizza place. It’s funny. I’ve been to this outdoor mall what feels like a zillion times with my parents, and not once have I ever seen Rusty’s. It’s pretty unassuming from the outside—just a boring white door with an address on it. The only sign it has that something’s cool inside is a tiny little sticker with an Alienlord character on it. I feel like the whole place could seriously use a new decorator.

The five of us walk in, and there’s five chimes at the door, as if to alert Rusty himself that we’re here. It smells a bit like dust that someone’s tried to mask over with a lavender candle, and there’s messy stacks of games everywhere, but I’m honestly taken a little aback. The place isn’t just games—there are little bobble heads of popular characters that people like to collect and posters and some keychains and clothes here too—and there’s even sports cards, which I feel like a lot of people on my team would love. Of course, the video games are pretty prominent, lining the walls and also the big wall behind the counter. And these aren’t the new games like Monster Village and Dragon’s Lair. It’s all old games with a few in glass cases. Retro seems to be on full display here, even though there’s also newer stuff. Just a lot less than what we’d normally see at stores.
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Dylan walks up to the counter with us. A dude with short blonde hair and a baggy T-shirt is standing behind it. I can tell he’s definitely older than her but he doesn’t look that much older.

“Can I help you?” he asks.

Dylan glances at us. That’s when I realize, oh yeah, we’re here to do the thing. I speak up before any of my friends.

“Yes! Um, hi. We’re hoping to trade a game in.”

I open the flap of my tote bag and take Dance Dance Rhythms and the little box with the memory card out. Then I slide it across the counter. As soon as I do, the dude’s face changes.

“Whoa.” He leans over for a better look. “This thing’s legit?”

Legit? They make bootlegs of video games? I had no idea.

“Um,” I say.

The dude types some things on his computer and then takes out a magnifying glass, as if inspecting every nook and cranny on the box of Dance Dance Rhythms. He looks at the desktop computer, then at the game in front of him, and nods, as if taking account of everything that checks out.

After what feels like forever, he smiles.

“Oh, it’s legit, all right,” he says. “How’d a kid like you get a vintage game from 1994?”

There’s a pit in my stomach I can’t quite explain.

“My friend found it in her house,” Celia answers for me.

“Hmm,” the guy says. He looks over at Dylan. “You’re the guardian for them?”

“Yes,” Nat pipes up. “This is my sister, Dylan. And she’s definitely over eighteen.”

Dylan shakes her head. “I’ll take care of this, Nat,” she says and shows her driver’s license. I’m not sure why she needs to do that, but the guy behind the counter takes it and types on his computer some more.

While Dylan works out the details, I hear an excited voice from an aisle away.

“Look! They actually have it!” Lucy says excitedly. She waves us over to another part of the store, and when I find her, I see she’s holding a game with a colorful-looking dragon and knight on the cover. It’s one of the few non-retro games that Rusty’s is selling, which I guess makes sense since it’s super new. Nat, Celia, and I crowd around her as she points out all the cool things you can do: character creation like Monster Village and levels and different worlds like Alienlord.

I smile. This game does look like a lot of fun—a lot more fun than a silly dancing game! At least, that’s what I tell myself.

Dylan comes over and I see she’s holding a big slip of paper.

“You sure this game wasn’t anything special?” Dylan asks me. “We got about one hundred dollars in store credit and seventy-five extra for the extra memory disc. The guy said your game is limited edition.”

One hundred dollars in store credit? Seventy-five extra?

Pinch me. This is the answer to EVERYTHING.
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I don’t even get a chance to respond, because Nat makes a small sound that sounds like a mouse.

“Oh my glob! Dragon’s Lair!” Nat squeaks. Her eyes go wide and I think for a moment she might actually fall over. “That means we can definitely buy it! Dylan, this is the best. Jess, thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“What should we do with the extra?” Lucy asks.

“Well, I was hoping to use some of it toward an anniversary gift for my moms,” I reply. The leftover money and my piggy bank allowance would probably get me something nice.

“That’s perfect,” Celia says. “Not only did you help get us a new game, but you’ll get your moms something really cool. Way to go, Jess.”

“Jess rocks!” Nat says.

“We owe you,” adds Lucy.

Dylan and the guy shake hands and the deal’s done. I do the honors of grabbing the new box of Dragon’s Lair, and I watch as he puts Dance Dance Rhythms on a high-to-reach shelf near the back.	

See? I tell myself. He doesn’t even want it in anyone’s eyesight. People don’t want this game.

I feel a lot better. Plus, everything is working out better than I expected. Sure, I now have to think of an anniversary gift, but I’ve got some extra cash, so now I’m one step closer to solving the anniversary problem too.

How could anything go wrong?
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CHAPTER SIX


We stay at the outdoor mall a little longer after we make the video game trade, since Celia wants to stop in one of the K-pop stores to see if they have new LTS-inspired clothing. By the time Dylan drops me off at home again, it’s the early evening and I’m starving. Mr. Schwartz’s treats were filling, and we had thin crust pizza slices at that place for lunch, but I want something big and hearty for dinner.

Thankfully, I know we always keep some protein bars stocked in the pantry because of all my sports stuff, so I grab two of them after I get home and sit down at the table to munch while I wait for Mom to make dinner. Saturday is usually leftover day: we save all the food we didn’t finish throughout the week and make kind of an “all-purpose” lunch and dinner from it. My parents love to do that because it helps them feel creative and it also keeps our fridge clean.

I sit for a bit before I realize neither of my parents have come down to say hi to me. Huh. That’s weird. I shove the rest of my second protein bar in my mouth and wander up the stairs, where I hear a muttering noise coming from the guest bedroom.

Even weirder, Marshmallow is sitting outside the door, as Mom moves around the room, muttering to herself things that don’t really make sense.

Marshmallow isn’t brave enough to interrupt so I guess I’ll take the hit for both of us.

“Mom?” I ask.

“Oh!” Mom looks up, as if I’ve surprised her, even though I know she heard me walk in the door. “Sorry, Jess. Momma’s still out on her errand. I know you got home a while ago, and I was going to come downstairs, I just got distracted.”

“What are you doing?” I glance around the room, where things seem out of place and messy. That’s odd. Last time I was in here, everything seemed to be pretty organized. “Putting stuff away for donations?”

“Well, kind of,” Mom says. She gets up and sighs as she starts rummaging through another box. “I was actually looking for something I thought I put here.”

My heart pounds.

She’s looking at the TO GIVE AWAY box.

Maybe it’s not what I think. Maybe it’s just a coincidence.

“What … is it?” I ask carefully.

“I don’t think you’d know it—at least, not this version of it. Maybe they still make newer versions of it. Anyway, it’s this old game called Dance Dance Rhythms.”

Worst fear confirmed.

Minus 100 XP.

“Um,” I start to say, but realize I can’t quite find the words. “Did you maybe donate it? That is the giveaway box,” I point out.

Mom shakes her head.

“No, no, they’re not coming for donations for another month. I know it was just here.” Mom peers up at me, looking frustrated when she doesn’t find what she’s looking for in the box in front of her. It’s full of old photo albums that she’d probably flip through if she weren’t looking for anything specific. “I’m sorry. I’m just so frazzled about this. Can you keep a secret?”

I am most definitely keeping a secret, I think.

Mom takes my silence as confirmation.

“Dance Dance Rhythms was one of the first games I played with your Momma when we started dating. I’ve been holding on to this sealed version forever and want to open it up as an anniversary present. The memory card in the box with it has all the songs unlocked too.”

“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say. Think, Jess, think!

I try again. “Um. Well. It’s an old video game, right? Can’t you get Momma a new one? They make newer versions of this one, right?” I hope I’m sounding casual enough.

“Yeah, but this copy is important,” she says and closes the box. I can practically see the cogs in her head turn as she debates looking through another box before she decides to take a break. She can’t sit on the bed, though, because everything that was in the donation pile has been spread across the mattress. She settles for sitting on the floor and I sit down next to her. Marshmallow jumps in my lap.

“This copy of Dance Dance Rhythms has some special art on the reverse side of the cover. It’s also a limited edition that came with an extra song they took out of the game in later versions.”

Reverse side of the cover? Extra song? None of that had been mentioned at the store. Is that why we got so much for the game?

“The old console it plays on is still here,” Mom continues, nodding over to one of the open boxes. “But the game itself and the dance pad is gone. There’s an extra dance pad we had in one of these boxes somewhere, but without a game to play …” she trails off.

I feel worse than Marshmallow did when he ate too much food much too quickly and threw it up.

“I guess you must be wondering why I never told you this. I hadn’t thought about it for years, actually, until your Gamer Girls came along. Then it made me think of this and Momma.”

Of course. How else would I feel that stab to my heart?

“I haven’t played video games in a long time. I kinda fell out of them the older I got. But I used to play a lot when I was your age. That dance game is what made me fall in love with them. I used to go to arcades and play it all the time, and your Momma would play with me too. One day, your grandmother bought me the console version. I’ve kept it sealed, for a special day with Momma. She didn’t game too much but this was one she really liked. And I think our anniversary is the perfect day to finally open it.”

If there’s a bug about to get squished on the dance mat, that’s what I feel like. I wish I could just run out of the room, but I know that would look too suspicious.

“I’m sorry for dragging you into this. C’mon, let’s eat some dinner. I can always come back to this later.”

“Okay. I gotta get something from my room first,” I answer with a smile that I hope covers up how much I’m freaking out.

Stay calm. Stay calm. You’ve got this. You can totally fix this. Just go get the game back, and no one will even notice you made a mistake!

As soon as Mom leaves the room, I walk to my own room and close the door. Marshmallow slips inside with me and we sit on my bed. I feel jittery and not good jittery like before a race. I pat his head in an attempt to calm my nerves. He must be able to sense how frazzled I am because he keeps bumping his nose against my leg, trying to comfort me. I wish I wasn’t feeling so frantic, otherwise I’d be able to fully appreciate how good of a boy he’s being.

Instead, I get out my phone and type frantically in all caps.


EMERGENCY!!! EMERGENCY!!! GAMER GIRLS EMERGENCY!!!




What’s wrong? Nat immediately texts back.


Celia and Lucy both reply with question marks and confused emojis. I type back quickly.


Need a meeting, NOW!! Can someone call me???



Nat replies that she and Lucy are eating dinner so they can call me together. Celia asks for a few minutes so she can finish painting some new picture she’s working on. I get off the bed and pace my room nervously while I wait for my phone to ring, hoping Mom isn’t going to get suspicious of me taking a while to come downstairs.

“Finally!” I blurt out when Lucy calls and Celia beeps in not far behind them.

“… Jess? Uh, what’s wrong?” Nat sounds concerned and I can guess why. Out of everyone in our friend group, I’m usually the level-headed one and the one who’s calm about things. But not now. Definitely not now.

“We made a huge mistake!” I whisper-screech into the mic, careful to make sure Mom can’t hear me. I walk back over to my bed and grab Dandelion, my bear that I’ve had since I was two. And I’m not making this up, I think Marshmallow looks a little offended. I don’t mean to upset him, but Dandelion’s been around for a lot more crises.

“Okay, but what kind of mistake? I’m still confused,” Celia says.

I take a deep breath and attempt to keep my voice calm as I explain to my friends.

“The game. Dance Dance Rhythms.” I probably don’t need to whisper. Mom won’t be able to hear me from downstairs, but you can never be too sure. “My mom just told me. It wasn’t something she was going to give away.”

Then I tell them everything. Recapping it all, out loud, makes me feel even guiltier. I know I couldn’t have known this game was special, but maybe I should’ve known!

“Oh noooo,” Lucy moans.

“I know,” I say miserably. “And now I don’t know what to do.”

“Well, that’s easy,” Celia answers, as if I’ve been silly to think that this is a problem. “We just go back to the store with Dylan and get it back.”

“But we sold it,” Nat points out. “When you sell stuff you can’t just, like, ask for it back. Also, we already opened Dragon’s Lair. I was installing it with Lucy to try it out, so it’s value is a lot less now.”

“This is awful,” I moan. “And what if someone bought Dance Dance Rhythms already? What am I going to do?”

“Jess, calm down. It’s only been a few hours,” Celia replies. “Besides, the store’s been closed for an hour now. Do you really think someone would buy it that quickly? I mean, it’s so old anyway! I bet if we brought Dragon’s Lair back the salesperson would understand. After all, it is the newer title.”

I hear Nat gasp over the phone, clearly not liking the idea of returning the new game.

“I mean, it is a retro game store,” Lucy chimes in. “It’s full of old games, and what are the chances it sells in a day?”

“Look, there’s not much we can do about it now,” Nat says. “But we can call them tomorrow and ask them to set it aside.”

Ugh. Tomorrow is way too long. How am I gonna sleep tonight?!

“Also, what if we found another copy, as a backup?” Celia asks. I can tell she’s trying to be helpful but what good is it? I traded away my parents’ game!

“It would have to be THAT version of the game,” I say. “The one with the art and the song. Oh, and the worst part? My mom’s memory card was inside the box. I didn’t even know. It had all the songs unlocked on it, apparently.”

I can almost hear Lucy and the rest of my friends deflate, knowing that their suggestions won’t really help make anything better. Even so, Nat tries to come up with something else. I can tell that she’s trying to be a good friend, because I know how excited she is about Dragon’s Lair.

“Okay, well, what if we see if we can find the game online, at least? I know the memory card is with the store copy, but maybe we can find the game itself? That’s better than nothing. As a backup.”

“It’s going to be hard to find,” Lucy points out. “It has art on the reverse side, and it is a 1994 edition. Finding it sealed is going to be even harder.” She pauses, letting us sink into the doom and gloom. “But we won’t know until we try. Weird choice for reversible art, huh?”

“Weird choice or not, that’s what this game has, and it’s what my mom wants.” I try not to be annoyed. Having special editions to games isn’t a new concept (clearly! It’s from 1994!), so I’m not sure why they’re acting like it is. Though I guess special editions these days are clearly labeled. Still, none of that matters. What matters is we sold my mom’s game. And I said it was okay for us to do it.

“There’s also another option,” Lucy says brightly.

“What?” I gasp.

I can hear Lucy’s heavy breathing through the phone. “Well, you could tell your mom what happened. Maybe she can help you get it back.”

“No way. She’ll never trust me again,” I say.

I think, deep down, Lucy is probably right. But how can I tell Mom what happened, especially now that she knows I was lying to her when we had our talk in the guest room? Mom is stern on a good day, but on a day when I was deceptive … I might as well have traded all my free, non-grounded time to Rusty’s.

“Jess?” Mom’s voice carries up the stairs. “Dinner is ready!”

“Gotta go,” I say into the phone. “I’ll keep thinking. Thanks, guys. Sorry this is a mess.”

“We’ll keep thinking too,” Nat says, her voice filled with confidence. “It’s a mess but a mess we’re in together.”

Nat’s words make me smile, at least a little, as I hang up the phone. Despite the bad situation I’ve found myself in, and even though Nat and the others really wanna keep Dragon’s Lair, I know I can count on my best friends to do what they can to help me.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


I call Rusty’s Retro first thing in the morning but just get a voicemail.

“Thanks for calling Rusty’s Retro! I’m Rusty. We’re at a trade show this week and will not be open in our New Jersey location. We look forward to serving you soon!” the voicemail chimes.

Trade show?

I gather the Gamer Girls for another web call.

“It’s like a comic convention,” Lucy explains. “A trade show is basically a show where it’s everyone from one trade—so in Rusty’s case, probably collectibles or retro video games or something like that. Now that I think about it, I think I did see a sign on the store saying he’d be closed the rest of the week.”

“Well, can we find out what trade show it is?” I ask. “Maybe we can go and talk to him?”

“We can try!” says Nat brightly. I know this is all disappointing to her since it means she’ll have to return Dragon’s Lair, but she seems a lot more chipper than yesterday, even if I feel way worse.

But after an hour or so, we can’t find out what trade show Rusty is at. There’s an anime convention in New York, and a horror show in Connecticut. Rusty’s isn’t on the vendor list for either. There’s another show in Pennsylvania but they don’t publicize who is exhibiting online.

“Ugh!” I moan.

“Well, this isn’t good news, but it isn’t bad news either,” Celia says. “He put it up on that high shelf, remember? So it’s probably still sitting there, waiting for you. And if the store hasn’t been open, even better. No one’s even seen it.”

I take in Celia’s words. I think she must be right. This is kind of the best “not bad” news, ’cuz it means we’ll be able to get the game back, and maybe even pool together enough allowance to make the deal better for Rusty, like give him the money back plus the game plus some extra. Maybe I’ll even bring Marshmallow to the pleading. His puppy dog eyes can certainly say it all.

“We’ve got this,” Nat tells me at the end of the call. “We’ve got you, Jess.”

“Thanks,” I say.

We hang up.

I try not to think about The Case of the Missing Game (as I’ve called it in my head) for the rest of the day, but it’s a little hard. I don’t want to game because it feels wrong to game when Mom’s game is missing, and I don’t want to work on their anniversary gift ’cuz I know I have to return the money. All I end up doing is walk the dog and finishing my science homework, and even then, I’m pretty sure I got some questions wrong.

On Monday morning, we all convene outside the school library ramp with Mr. Schwartz’s daily treats (today’s are brownies with fudge inside). No one says anything about the game—I think they’re trying to distract me, but it’s all I can think about.

I’m in a pretty sour mood all day, even during lunch when Liiiiiiaaaaaaaaam comes over to talk to us about some gaming stuff and Celia talks way too fast about some new Monster Village levels she unlocked. Normally I’d be all over making jokes about him, but not today.

Nat tries to cheer me up by having us covertly play Fast Pursuit Horizon on her handheld console, which we’re technically not even supposed to have during the school day (sometimes, Nat manages to sneak it in and keeps it in her locker so we can play during lunch without someone noticing), but it still doesn’t help.

I don’t actually feel better about anything until track practice after school, when Coach reminds us about our upcoming annual meet.

Our upcoming annual meet! I get a flash of inspiration.

“Travis!” I blurt out when Lucy meets me outside of the gym so she can hand off one of my math books she’s borrowed.

“Huh? What? Who?” Lucy asks.

I don’t blame her for being confused. I practically blurted out the name without even saying hello first. Plus, I can’t remember if I’ve ever actually talked about Travis to Lucy.

“Travis! He’s my friend who runs track at our rival middle school in Orlando.”

I leave out the part where Travis is my main rival.

Travis and I met last summer at a track camp in upstate New York. My parents sent me there on Coach’s recommendation; it’s like sleepaway camp, except all you do is eat, sleep, train, and practice. It’s kind of intense, but Coach thought it would be good for me, and honestly, it was. I learned a lot about posture and balance there that I still apply to my runs.

Travis was there, too, although I think his Gramps made him go or something. We met over our shared love of cheesy fries. He was in the boys’ dorm, of course, so we didn’t spend a ton of time together, but whenever we did, we’d grab cheesy fries and talk track.
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“Oh yeah. You’ve mentioned him before,” Lucy says nonchalantly. Okay, so I have talked about Travis once or twice. “But why do you think he’d help?”

“Well, for one, Travis loves video games,” I say. It’s true. Travis told me all about video games, particularly one called Altered Legends. It’s kind of funny, because this was before I was into video games at all, and I thought he was speaking an alien language or something. I was much more interested in my posters of Misty Copeland and Serena Williams, not Travis’s obsession with the Altered Legends posters on his wall.

In a way, I think he’d get along great with Nat and Lucy since they’re much more competitive gamers than me.

Along with video games, Travis is also into enamel pins. Well, kinda into pins. I don’t think he has any of his own, but he knows a lot more than he lets on. His best friend (and big fat crush), Rhyan, is a big pin collector, and Travis supports everything Rhyan does because he thinks Rhyan’s better than any gold trophy he could win in track (assuming I didn’t win the trophy first, of course).

Anyway, I don’t know much about enamel pins, but I do know collecting them is a whole thing that involves lots of planning if you want a rare pin. At least that’s what Travis says. There’s limited exclusive drops and everything, and some people go to theme parks specifically to trade for rare ones. Between his pin hunting experience (however adjacent it may be) and video gaming prowess, I can’t think of a better person who can help with The Case of the Missing Game than Travis.

“Travis is coming here with his school for the big meet soon anyway, so I’m sure he’d be happy to help out!”

“You think?” Lucy asks.

“Absolutely,” I say confidently. It feels a little bit like I’m the “old” Jess again—the one who is rational and logical—it feels nice. “I’m going to text him when I get home tonight.”

“Okay,” Lucy says with a shrug. “Good luck, Jess. Hopefully we can figure something out.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


After practice is over, Momma picks me up in the Momobile since Mom had some extra work she needed to finish.

While passing the gas station, Momma turns to me and asks, “Do you know what’s going on with your mom? She’s been in the guest room a lot lately, looking through everything. Just wondering if you know what’s up with that.”

This time, I’m not as nervous. After all, we have a plan—a plan and a backup.

“Um,” I say. I can hear my voice cracking when I speak. “I mean … I …”

“Ah, I see.” Momma chuckles. “All this worrying for nothing. It’s anniversary stuff, isn’t it?”

Saved! I nod. That’s not a lie. It is anniversary stuff, just not in the way Momma thinks. “But I can’t tell you nothing else.”

“Understood,” Momma says with a laugh. Then she turns up the music she’s listening to. It’s The Faybles again, a song that’s playing through the car thanks to the connection from her phone.

As soon as we get home, I go upstairs and to my room, where Marshmallow is waiting for me. I toss a toy at him and he seems extra pleased with it, even though it’s just his super-slobbered-on rope toy.

Momma knocks on the door a little while later and lets me know that Mom is going to bring home dinner, so I have some time before we all eat. I take a deep breath. That gives me plenty of time to make THE phone call.

I pull out my phone from my jacket pocket and scroll to Travis’ name. Hopefully, he’s home. I’m not sure how long his practice lasts.

I guess I could text him first, but this is just too long of a conversation for text. Besides, Travis has told me that he likes talking on the phone more than messaging. So really, this works in everyone’s best interest.

RING, RING, RING!!!!

I hear some static noise on the other side. We’re connected.

“Hey, Jess!” Travis’ voice perks up as soon as I say hello. “What’s up? Calling to say you’re bailing before the meet even starts?”

I laugh. Travis can be a bit cocky, but it’s all a part of the competition. I’m on an all-girls’ team, so I technically don’t even compete against him, but between the two of us, we’re competing for the best time (and to win for our respective teams).

“How many quarters did you throw in a well to make that wish?” I tease. I can almost hear Travis gearing up to counter me over the phone. “’Cuz I think you gotta go get a refund.”

“You think you’re gonna beat me? Think again, Johnson!”

“Johnson? Why so formal?”

“I dunno, sounds more menacing that way, I guess?”

“Yeah I’m sooooo scaaaaared,” I say before I switch to the subject I want to discuss. “I actually wondered if you could help me with something when you come to visit.”

“Help with what?” Travis asks.

I sit down on my bed and take a deep breath. Even talking about it makes my stomach hurt.

“Well, my friends and I have a … kind of a problem. See, my moms have this old video game, Dance Dance Rhythms—”

“Dance Dance Rhythms?” Travis sounds the way he does when there’s a new Altered Legends expansion. “I love Dance Dance Rhythms! I haven’t played it in forever because I can’t find an arcade that has the game! Whoa. Your moms really have it?!”

What the glob? I find myself thinking. Does everyone except us know about this game?

“Yeah, well, my moms had an old version of the game,” I say. “An old special version from 1994. I didn’t know it meant something to them. I thought that they were going to just get rid of it ’cuz it was near our donation pile, so I traded it at our local game store to get money for a different game for the Gamer Girls stream.”

“Is it Altered Legen—”

“No!” I cut him off. Not that I dislike the battle royale type game where only one person is left standing, but he’s always trying to get someone to play that game. Besides, we already have Alienlord, and really, they’re basically the same thing. “It’s Dragon’s Lair.”

“Ah. I should’ve guessed. It’s all the rage online, if you can afford it,” Travis mutters. “But back to what you was sayin’ … you traded in Dance Dance Rhythms when you weren’t supposed to?”

“I didn’t know,” I whine. I normally hate whining, but this is a different matter. I feel like I’m allowed. “I thought my moms were getting rid of it, but then I found out my moms didn’t want to get rid of it. My mom was gonna set up the game again for their anniversary because they used to play together. Now I have to get it back, but the shop is closed, and I don’t know how! So I’m looking for—”

“A backup game,” Travis finishes my thought. “Is this where I get to help?” I can hear the excitement in his voice. “You know I love a good mystery!”

“It’s not really a mystery,” I say. “It’s more like a scavenger hunt. Or a quest in a video game. We need a backup plan, like if I can’t get that exact game, the same edition—”

“Hmm,” says Travis.

“And it has some weird special art and an extra song. Any ideas how to find it?”

Silence.
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“Travis?” I try again.

“Oh, sorry,” Travis replies after what feels like forever. “I just … well, usually, when a game has extra stuff, it costs more. Like, a lot more. Assuming you can find it at all.”

“Yeah,” I say.

“I mean, maybe it’s still at the store!” I can tell he’s trying to make me feel better. “Or maybe, if someone bought it, they’ll be nice enough to return it if we can find them.”

“Right.” Ugh. I’m trying not to sound doubtful, but it’s hard not to be.

“Hey, don’t worry about it. Your boy Travis is gonna help you out. He flies in to your parts on Sunday. Sadly, your boy Travis is also gonna embarrass you at the track meet. But first he’s gonna help you out.”

“Oh my glob, thank you!” I instantly feel relieved by Travis’s teasing, like I can actually move my body again without feeling like there’s a bunch of rocks on my shoulders. Then it occurs to me what else he said. “Um, not that embarrass you at the track meet part, that part’s trash.”

“Maybe so, but it did get you to relax, right?”

Now I can’t stop smiling. “Yeah,” I agree. “Thanks, Travis.”

“That’s Sir Travis, He Who Helps Me in All Things and Will Definitely Beat Me at Track to you, Miss Jess.”

“Whatever you say, T-man,” I smile.

I’m going to do it. With Travis’s help and the help of my friends, I’m going to get my mom’s game back.
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CHAPTER NINE


I ring the game store every day, just in case I’m able to catch Rusty when he returns to work from the trade show. But it’s no dice.

Friday rolls around and after a long karate practice session in the afternoon, I join the Gamer Girls for our weekly Friday stream. We boot up Monster Village, and I definitely see our weekly viewer number dropping—after all that, Celia’s right, we need a new game, and stat.

	“Okay, so let’s think,” Lucy says in between streaming sessions. I’ve already mentioned Travis helping us, which everyone seemed okay with, but Lucy’s decided that we need to prepare for our mission. “I want to start with a worst-case scenario.”

“Ugh, why?!” I ask, making a face.

“Because we need to know all our options!” Lucy answers.

“Do you really think Travis will be able to help us?” Celia asks after a moment.

“I hope so,” I say. “He knows a lot about video games and pin collecting.” Then I correct myself. “Weeeeeeell, his best friend collects pins, but he knows about it because of him.”

“And how does that help us, exactly?” Nat asks.

“Have you ever tried to hunt down a specific enamel pin?” Lucy asks, though she already knows the answer. None of us really collect and trade enamel pins, not like the professionals do. I’m pretty sure I have a few nerdy pins but they’re scattered throughout my room. “It’s hard, like … trying to find specific, exclusive LTS merch.”

That’s something everyone can relate to because of Celia, and I know that I’ve seen some LTS enamel pins on Celia’s backpack at some point so I know she knows what they are. It at least gives the group some context on what Travis will, hopefully, add to the game hunt.

“He’ll help us on the hunt,” I say. “We got this.”

Somehow, later that night after I get home, I manage to fall asleep without stressing too much about the events of the weekend.

I never sleep in, so I’m surprised when I’m woken up on Saturday morning by Marshmallow trying to pull my hair, as if saying, “Wake up, I gotta pee.”

By the time I’ve taken Marshmallow out, eaten breakfast with my parents (and hiding all potential anxiety), and finally get a moment to call Rusty’s, it’s eleven a.m., and it technically opened an hour ago. Or so the hours on the Internet says—Rusty’s has been closed all week, and I doubt they’ll be open now.

Only they are open now.

“Hi, it’s Rusty!” says a voice when I call you. “Can I place you on a quick hold?”

Rusty does, but it isn’t a “quick hold.” I wait twenty minutes before hanging up and trying again, only for the process to repeat itself.

My hands are getting clammy. What’s taking so long with the phone? He better not be chatting it up with the customers about my mom’s game!

Since the phone isn’t exactly working, I text the Gamer Girls group chat and ask if anyone’s parents are around to drive us to the store. My moms are available, but I can’t exactly tell them why. Thankfully, Nat says she’s got us covered. I feel a little pit in my stomach about seeing Dylan again after promising her that I definitely wanted to trade the game, but I try to shrug it off. I’ve got bigger (CAT)fish to fry.

To my surprise, though, when Nat texts me to tell me she’s here, it’s not Dylan who I find behind the wheel.

“Hi, Jess! I’m Marc!” says that someone.

Right! Marc, Dylan’s partner! They’re nonbinary; they are called “they” or “them” rather than “he” or “she” or other pronouns. I glance at Nat. I know Dylan’s been super secretive about Marc since they started dating earlier this school year. She hadn’t brought them by to meet her parents and even Nat hadn’t met them until they showed up at the adopt-a-thon and introduced themselves to her. Dylan had promised Nat she could finally meet them if she got a dog adopted, and I adopted Marshmallow, so Nat’s wish was granted. Still, this is my first time meeting Marc when not totally distracted by a new puppy. And I totally get what Dylan must feel—right now, Marc is my knight in shining armor. Or rather, not-so-shiny pickup truck.

I instantly notice that Marc kind of looks a lot like Dylan, at least in terms of fashion choices. They have short blonde hair that’s lighter on top than on the bottom, a nose ring, and a small tattoo in the shape of a star on their right wrist. I wonder if they got it together, which would be cute, or maybe they got them separately and found out later, which is also really cute.

“Isn’t this awesome?” Nat asks as I get into the car. “Dylan has an emergency at the shelter, but I knew we couldn’t wait to go to the mall so Marc said they’d drive us!”

“Well, I thought it was time to finally meet all of the infamous Gamer Girls,” Marc says with a smile. “I’ve heard so much about you from Nat.”

I can see Nat blushing when she turns around from the front seat to shake her head.

I lean in closer to Nat. “Is Marc aware of …” I gesture around, even though there’s nothing really there. “You know. The reason we’re going to Rusty’s?”

“The game?” Marc asks, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, Nat told me about it. Hope you guys can figure something out.”

“We’re going to get it back,” Lucy says confidently. I’m glad she sounds confident because it’s helping me bounce on my legs less. “And if push comes to shove, Jess’s friend Travis is going to help us too.”

“I’m sure you guys have it under control,” says Marc. “You know, I played Dance Dance Rhythms, too, at one point.”

“The same special version?” I ask. The question comes out as kind of sarcastic, which I feel bad about because I don’t mean it that way, it’s just that my mind is so focused on getting the game back that I gave up. I don’t know how old Marc is, but definitely not thirty, or old enough to play an edition of a game that’s thirty years old.

Marc shakes their head. “No, it wasn’t special, I don’t think. I forget where I even got it. But it was a fun game to play.”

“Yeah,” I say, because now I’m realizing that there’s a lot more to this game than I originally thought. So many people seem to think it’s fun, maybe it would’ve been good for our streams after all. Also? My mom still has the console needed to play, so she may have been able to help us out. I wish I’d known that. Well, I guess I would’ve known that if I had asked and figured out what this game was rather than just assuming things. I would’ve done a lot of things differently had I known.

“By the way Nat, don’t forget the treats,” Marc says. “Dylan gave me the bag before we left.”

“Oh, yes!” Nat grabs the bag by her feet and doles out some lemon-frosted muffins, but I’m so focused on what’s going to happen when we go back to the store, I can barely focus on how it tastes. We gotta get the game back, I tell myself. And if not, there’s Travis.

After we park (at the pizza shop again), Marc walks us to the store. I feel like I’m sweating and even touch my forehead to check and see if I am. I feel so bad and have felt so bad about it all week, and I know that nothing will change that except reversing my mistake.

“It’s all going to work out. But if I’m being honest, I’m kinda bummed too,” Nat admits as we walk to the store. She’s holding another bag with Dragon’s Lair in it, which she’s boxed up despite it being opened already. I don’t know if we can return it now that we’ve done that, especially since Nat had started installing it. We have to try, though. “I really wanted to play this game.”

“The Dragon’s Lair world looks huge,” Lucy adds. “The opening cutscene shows a lot of it. There’s forests, and castles, and dragons, and …” Lucy stops, seeming to realize that she’s not helping anyone right now.

“I wanted to play it too. Or at least, watch you all play,” I say. I don’t know if I’d like Dragon’s Lair, but it’d be fun to see my friends create characters and explore. “Thank you so much for having my back. Dance Dance Rhythms is so important to my moms, and I know now to never do anything like this ever again.”

Nat nods. “Of course,” she says, although she still sounds a little sad.

I feel about two inches tall as we walk through the outdoor mall together. I wish there was something I could say to Nat to make it better. Like, I already feel bad enough because of my moms. I don’t need to feel bad that I’m making one of my best friends sad too.

I wish this was like Fast Pursuit Horizon, and I could throw a power-up juice on us all to speed us through this situation.
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Even though I know she doesn’t really want to do it, Nat seems to be taking the lead, because once we arrive inside and hear the chimes at the door, she marches up to the front counter. The sales dude—who I now know is the Rusty of Rusty’s Retro—stops rearranging a pile of old controllers and turns to us.

“Hi,” Nat smile at him. “We were here last week to trade in a game. Do you remember? It was a Dance Dance Rhythms game that was like, super old.”

“Oh, yeah.” Rusty nods, as if we’re jogging his memory. “I remember. You had your sister with you, right?”

“Yeah,” Nat nods. “So, long story, but we decided we want it back.” Nat stands up taller. “We can even trade back the game we bought, plus the cash you gave us. Sound good?”

I gotta admit it. Nat might have a future as a defense attorney, because she’s really convincing.

“Hmm,” Rusty says. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t quite work like that. Dance Dance Rhythms is priced way higher than Dragon’s Lair, even with the additional dough.”

Higher? WAY higher? Than the newer game? “How much higher?” I ask. But the way Rusty says “WAY” higher, it does not sound good.

“Even if you could, I’m afraid the game’s already been sold,” says Rusty.

“What?” I gasp. “You mean … someone else already bought it?” I instinctively look up at the top shelf, where he’d originally placed it. Sure enough, the game is missing. There’s a retro stuffed animal there instead, mocking me.

Rusty nods. “Yeah. I was at a trade show all week, and I brought it with me. It sold pretty fast.”

I bite down on my lip, trying to keep myself from getting too upset, at least, not in this public store.

“Do you remember anything about who bought it?” Celia pipes up. “It was super important to my friend, so we are still hoping to get it back.”

“Hmm.” Rusty scrunches up his nose. “She was wearing a sweatshirt with a yellow lion on it. Stopped by the booth with someone older, just like you all did, at the trade show about a half hour away.”

I groan. The trade show was only a half hour away? I want to school Rusty on having a more comprehensive voicemail, but now’s not the time.

“Golden Trails?” Celia asks, a hopeful note to her voice. “The mascot for Golden Trails is a yellow lion. Do you think she went to Golden Trails??”

“Maybe?” Rusty shrugs. “That’s all I can tell you. It’s not like I got her name, and she paid in cash, and even if I did know her name, I wouldn’t be able to legally tell you something like that.”

“We understand,” Lucy says. “We really appreciate your help.”

“No problem,” Rusty says, gesturing around the store. “You’re welcome to look around if I can help you with anything else. There’s tons of vintage Dance Dance Rhythms.”

Apparently, “vintage” can mean 1994 in the same way it can mean 2007. Marc scowls when they see it. Something tells me that my moms would be pretty offended if I brought anything with Soulja Boy on it.

Normally, I know all of us would jump at the chance to just walk around a gaming store at our heart’s desire. But I think my friends are all feeling the same way I do. With everything on our brains, we’re not really in the best moods.

“Why don’t I let you guys hang out for a bit?” Marc asks when we exit the store. “I have to pick up lunch for Dylan anyway. I’ll be right back.”

I nod as I sit down on the bench, my friends following. Nat dutifully passes out the treats from her bag of snacks, which are tiny chocolates in the shape of bears.

“Okay, look. Yeah, it bites that we can’t get the game back. Not right now, anyway. But it’s not a total loss,” Nat says as I shove a few chocolate pieces into my mouth. “We have a lead, at least! We know the buyer is someone we go to school with!”

“Yeah, but that could be anyone,” I point out. “How do we even start to narrow down who it could’ve been? It might not even have been someone in our grade.”

“Maybe we can ask Mel White and her friends,” Lucy says, nodding at Celia. “They know a lot of upperclassman we don’t.”

“I’m on it,” Celia says, taking another piece of chocolate. “But what if—oh my glob, I can’t believe I didn’t think of this yesterday—we could put something on our stream!”

“Huh? Like what?” Nat asks curiously, tilting her head.

“Like a callout!” Celia says. “We don’t know who watches our stream, so maybe someone knows something. We don’t even have to say we’re looking for the game because we traded it away, we can just say we’re wondering if anyone has played or bought an old version of Dance Dance Rhythms lately.”

Lucy thinks about this for a moment, and then she says, “Celia’s right. “We could definitely say something next week at our meeting and see if that helps us!”

I have to admit, Celia’s idea is good. I’m almost mad I hadn’t thought about it, but Celia is much more of a creative entrepreneur than I am. Using the stream as a means of making an announcement is the perfect way to get the word about this out.

But … I’m less than enthused about the idea of waiting yet another week to keep figuring this out, especially since my moms’ anniversary is also almost a week away. I don’t want to keep dragging this out. I just want to fix my mistake.

Still, a lead is better than no lead.

Right?
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CHAPTER TEN


“Jess Johnson!”

When Travis shows up at school at the end of my track practice on Monday after flying in the day before, I practically fling my arms around him. It’s not only good to see him again, but I’m so glad he’s agreed to help me with this game thing. And I can’t wait to introduce him to my friends.

“Travis!”

Ugh. What was his last name again?

“Better give me a big hug now before I take your first-place medal,” says Travis with a grin. I raise my eyebrows.

“My jersey number isn’t number one for nothing,” I remind him.

“Maybe you’ll feel differently when I help you find your dance game,” Travis ribs back. “Any luck with that, by the way?”

I shake my head. I don’t really have the time to tell him anything now because his own practice is about to start, but it wouldn’t really be much of an update anyway. We’re still at square one, and I haven’t heard from Celia if she’s managed to talk to Mel’s friends or not.

“I’ll fill you in when we meet up later,” I say because I’ve already arranged for us to all get together after school tomorrow at my house. Sometimes, I like the fact that I’m so organized.

I only hang around for a little bit to watch Travis run, because Momma arrives to pick me up at our designated end of practice time.

“Have you decided what you’re doing for your anniversary?” I ask her as we drive. Maybe talking about it in a positive way will make me stop worrying about it so much. It is this Saturday, after all.

“Not yet,” Momma says.

“What’s the big plan for just the two of you?”

“I’m actually not sure,” Momma says with a laugh. “Your mom keeps saying she has a surprise for me, so I haven’t planned anything. You know how she gets.”

I laugh ’cuz I do know how she gets, but that deep pit unfurls in my stomach. Momma doesn’t know how great Mom’s surprise actually is, she just has to be able to do it.

“Yeah, I know how she can be. Just let me know!” I make sure my voice is as chipper as possible.

When we get home, I’m relieved to see Mom at the table reading a book. I expected her to be in the guest room again, rummaging through stuff.

“Hi, Juju!” she says. She sounds like she’s in a much better mood than she has been all week. “How was practice? Did you see your friend from Orlando?”

“Yeah, it was good,” I say, trying to keep my voice light and unbothered. “We’re really excited for the meet.”

“Well, good, you should be!” says Momma. She gives Mom a little kiss on the cheek, and Mom smiles. “We’re excited to see you compete. We know you’ll do great.”

I wish my moms’ excitement made me feel better. Normally, it does. But today? Not so much.
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After school the next day, we all gather outside waiting for Nat’s mom to pick us up and take us to an after-school lunch. Nat has somehow managed to convince Mrs. Schwartz to drive us to Marino’s, a pizza place we love near the Hudson River. You can eat pizza slices with all kinds of toppings (some of the best, in my opinion), and there are some old school arcade games there. I thought that was perfect for all of us, including Travis!

(Fun fact! Marino’s is where Nat kind of soft-launched her being a gamer. I don’t really remember the conversation super well, but I do remember her asking us about playing the arcade games and Celia and I seemed a little uninterested. Nat basically took that to mean we’d never understand her wanting to stream video games and kept her secret from us until Lucy moved here. Isn’t it interesting how sometimes even your best friends get insecure around people they’ve known their whole lives? I mean, Nat and I were in each other’s baby playgroups.)

All the kids from Travis’s track team are staying at a local hotel near the school, like this kid Jenson I know he has a rivalry with. I look him once over. Is the rival of my rival my rival too? But I’d convinced my moms to talk to Travis’s teachers and see if they’d let him come spend a few hours with us, especially with Nat’s parents there to watch. I told them it was because I wanted to spend more time with him, which they were all for. And it wasn’t a total lie. I just obviously didn’t mention the Dance Dance Rhythms thing.

I know I shouldn’t be nervous about my friends meeting Travis, but I still feel relieved when Travis finally shows up with his teacher and my friends all wave enthusiastically.

“Travis, this is Celia, Nat, and Lucy,” I say, pointing to each of my friends as Travis waves. “And Gamer Girls, this is Travis. The man, the myth, the …”

“Altered Legend,” Nat says. She gets the joke.

“Super cool and super good at track,” Travis boasts.

I roll my eyes.

“All I care about is you being super good at finding Dance Dance Rhythms for me,” I say.

“Well, all I care about is how good you are at Alienlord,” Nat says. “Jess told me you like to play that. It’s my favorite game!”

“Mine too!” Lucy adds.

“I mean yeah, it’s cool, but Altered Legends is—”

“Food first,” I say. If I don’t cut Travis off, he’ll spend hours talking about all the lore behind Altered Legends. “Then we can talk video games. I’m starving!”

The food comes out pretty quickly after ordering—three delicious pies, just for us.

“It has been foreverrrrr since I’ve had one of these slices,” Celia moans as she chomps into her slice. The sides of her mouth immediately become outlined in red sauce. She kinda looks like she’s taken one of Mel’s lipsticks and put it on without looking in a mirror. “Heaven!”
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“I gotta admit, one of the best things about having track meets in New Jersey is the pizza,” Travis says. “Orlando was named one of the foodie capitals of the world, but what you got in pizza, we don’t.”

“Okay, I get it. The pizza’s great. Can we please focus on the game now?” I ask impatiently.

“Wow, Jess, I just got here. Let a guy finish his slice!”

“It takes forever to finish these giant slices of pizza,” I say in protest. “We got stuff to do!”

“Yeah. Like eating pizza and talking about Altered Legends.”

“Or Alienlord,” Nat adds.

“Or both!” Lucy chimes in.

I’m glad that everyone’s getting along, really, I am, but I really need the group to focus! “How about we get through half our slices, then talk Dance Dance Rhythms.”

“Deal,” Travis says. Then he folds the slice in half—must be a Florida thing—and chows down.

Okay fine, maybe we do have time to eat, because once I have a slice of Marino’s, I can’t think of anything else. But then once we’ve had our fill, I get back to the topic at hand.

“Cece, did you find anything of note out from Mel’s friends?”

“Yeah,” Celia says after wiping her mouth, and I can already tell from her voice that it’s not good news. “They don’t even know the game. They had no idea who would have bought it, but it’s definitely not them.”

“Well, that’s three down,” I say, even though I knew that was probably the outcome to begin with. “I asked the track team just in case, and no one knows anything either.”

“Well someone must know about it,” Travis says. “Special editions of games like the one Jess’s mom had are super rare and they have stuff that they don’t sell anymore! I mean, I did some research about Dance Dance Rhythms—did you know that you can download songs from the old version, but it doesn’t let you download certain songs? Something about copyright.”

“I didn’t know the versions varied that much,” Lucy says.

Travis sighs. “You guys really don’t know anything about Dance Dance Rhythms, do you?”

“I know my sister said it’s a dance game,” Nat replies. “But I’ve never played it.”

“You guys are so missing out!” Travis says. He slams his napkin down on the table and reaches for my hand. “C’mon. They’ve got a machine here, and I’m gonna go show you how it’s done!”

Huh? They have a Dance Dance Rhythms machine here, at Marino’s? When did that happen? I know it’s been forever since we’ve been here, but I don’t remember them having a dance game.

“But my pizzaaaaa!” Celia whines as Travis starts pocketing his tokens.

“Bring it with you,” Travis says, waving his hands around and pointing to the arcade. “We’re only going over there!” He gets up and races over.

Fine. I’ll admit it. Travis is fast.

I hesitantly follow as Nat, Celia, and Lucy pick up their paper plates and pizza slices and walk to the arcade. I notice Celia trying to shove her pizza in her mouth as quickly as possible without totally looking gross. But as artsy and fun as Celia is, being graceful isn’t one of her skills. She gets chunky tomato sauce goop on her chin again. I point to her chin so she gets the message and wipes it clean with a napkin.

“He’s going to show us how it’s done?” Nat whispers to me as we walk. “Oh, he is so competitive. I can see why you guys get along.”

I shake my head and laugh, because Nat saying someone is competitive is funny, especially since she’s one of the most competitive people I know.

Travis leads us to the small collection of arcade games in the corner. I’ve actually never really paid attention to the kinds of games they have here, but now I notice a lot of cool things I’ve never noticed before. A Gigi game, a racing game that looks a little bit like it could be something out of Fast Pursuit Horizon, and a big, towering console with flashing lights on top and a little platform in front of it. The platform is divided into two squares, and both squares have red and blue arrows on them, similar to what I saw on the mat when I found the original game.
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“I’m surprised to hear you praise a game that isn’t Altered Legends,” I tease Travis.

“Listen. Dance Dance Rhythms is legendary. Besides, Altered Legends characters dance when they win a match.”

Of course Travis can connect anything back to his beloved game. Maybe we should actually play Altered Legends on stream sometime … you know, once this whole situation is game over.

“How do you play?” I ask.

Travis grins and puts his tokens in the slot. “Okay, so basically, a song is going to play on the screen,” he instructs. “And then these arrows will come on during the song.” He points to the ground. “You’re supposed to match the arrows by stepping on them when you see them. The better you are, the higher your score is!”

I think Travis is waiting for some big, exciting reaction to his explanation. But the four of us just stare at him.

“That seems complicated,” Celia says doubtfully.

“Yeah, we’re not dancers or anything,” Nat adds.

Travis laughs. “Exactly, that’s why it’s so fun! You don’t have to be a dancer. It’s more fun if you’re not.”

“Maybe fun for you,” Lucy says to him, but eyeing me also. “You guys do sports and stuff.”

“C’mon, just try!” Travis prods. “I just want you to see how to play. We’ll do the beginner level song! Aren’t you curious about the game that cost more than Dragon’s Lair?”

That last sentence gets the group’s attention.

“Alright, let’s see what this game’s all about,” Nat says.

The game powers up and Travis starts moving around to hit the arrows on his side. I have to admit, it’s kind of fun watching him try to match the beats of the song. But while watching him, I’m thinking about my moms. Weird, right? The fact that my moms did this together is pretty cute, and now that I have context for what the game is, I appreciate it even more. Some people’s first dates are dinner and a movie, but my moms? They went to an arcade and they danced competitively. It makes me love them even more.

“My turn!” I say.

As I shove some tokens into the machine, I recognize the song that comes on the overhead speakers. I don’t really know the specific song, but I do recognize the beat of the song that comes on Marino’s overhead speaker. I’d recognize the vocals from the group anywhere; it’s The Faybles.

I listen to a bit of it, and then I select the beginner level. I’ll admit it, I’m a little giddy to see what the hype is all about.

The game begins. At first, it’s easy. But at the thirty second mark, things start heating up, and they don’t stop. The arrows get faster and faster and I keep confusing yellow and blue. I’m not very good at hitting all the notes and my score isn’t great, but I have too much fun to care.

“Me next!” Lucy exclaims, jumping up onto the machine.

One by one, my friends abandon their pizzas to take turns playing until we’re completely out of tokens. Even though Nat keeps saying she’s not a dancer, she gets the highest score, probably because she’s just so used to playing games where she reacts quickly, whereas Celia and I play more leisurely games that are less competitive. I think about the really athletic cheerleaders on our teams who would probably crush it at this game. Oh, how I wish that were my skillset!

“This was so fun!” Lucy says.

“I told you!” Travis exclaims. “You didn’t know what you were missing!”

“Well, we didn’t even know this game existed until Jess found it,” Celia points out. “But oh my glob, you’re right! I wanna play it all the time! Now we have to get it back!”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


By the end of the week, I’m having an epic case of what my parents call “Jess Stress,” and I can’t even hide it. They know me so well that they try to make things better with a special breakfast on Friday morning (bacon and chocolate-chip waffles).

The breakfast makes me feel like the worst daughter ever. For one, their anniversary is tomorrow, and I still have nothing planned as a surprise or a good present. For two, I’m also the reason why my mom can’t execute the plan she had for Momma, and she doesn’t even know it.

Plus, the big track meet is Sunday afternoon. Not to mention the Gamer Girls meeting tonight, where we’re finally putting Celia’s plan into action, and even though she’s so confident about it and insists that it’s the best idea ever, I don’t know if it’ll work.

“I have it all ready,” Celia says when we all gather on Friday. She holds out a piece of paper with a lot of bullet points on it. “I even wrote a script, see?!”

GAMER GIRLS: GETTING JESS’S GAME BACK is written in big block letters at the top. Underneath, Celia has written part of her speech, which I notice starts with, “Before we stream today, we have a very important announcement for all our viewers and followers.” I also notice it has little doodles all over it obscuring some of the words. I guess that’s just Celia for you. If she doesn’t doodle on something, it’s considered weird.

“Well, hopefully it works,” Travis says, speaking up from his spot on the floor. “I looked up how much Dance Dance Rhythms—the limited edition—was going for online. First of all, there were no recent listings, only two sold in the last six months. And get this: people are selling it for like, four hundred dollars!”

We all stare at each other. I think we’re in shock. I know, at least, I’m in shock. Four hundred dollars?? People were willing to pay that much when it has a newer version with way more songs?

Then it occurs to me that we were so happy over half the price, of course it had to sell for more. But it still doesn’t make me feel any less salty.

“Ratas,” Celia says. “Are you serious?”

“Totally serious,” Travis answers. “I even compared prices. And then I asked a few people I know who frequent gaming stores. This kid Skylar knows everything about collectibles, and they confirmed it too. I bet the reason why you got a lot of money in the first place is because what you had was so rare.”

“Whoa.” Nat sounds impressed, and I don’t know if she’s referring to the amount of money or Travis’s intel. “You really know your stuff.”

“You think that’s impressive? Wait until I show you Altered Legends.”

For once, I don’t cut him off. We’ve already decided that today Travis is going to show everyone how to play Altered Legends. I’m in a bad bout of Jess Stress right now, but I also appreciate this because there was definitely a time when Nat would’ve been weird about someone else playing games on her stream. Now, it just seems like she’s accepted that we can have people join our club—temporarily, that is.

Celia’s already setting herself up in front of the camera and redoing her eyeshadow (a new set she got from Mel White), and I can’t quite explain it, but it makes me so nervous. I realize I don’t know if I can watch. What if this doesn’t work? What if we can’t get the game back? My parents’ anniversary is so close now, and I still have nothing to show for it. Worse, Mom is gonna be super disappointed. I need to step out of the room. I excuse myself for a moment and Nat raises an eyebrow.

“You okay?” she asks.

“I gotta go to the bathroom. If Celia wants, you can start without me, and I’ll be right back.”

I turn and walk out of the room before anyone, including quick-witted Travis, can say anything else.

Right before I enter the bathroom, Dylan walks out of her bedroom and sees me.

“Jess! Hey!” she says with a big wave. “How’s the meeting going?”

“Um. Good,” I answer, rubbing my foot against the floor.

Dylan smiles.

“Awesome! And how’s everything else? Track, school, that new video game?”

Ugh. I wish Dylan hadn’t brought up Dragon’s Lair. I guess Marc didn’t tell her.

There’s something about Dylan, though, that makes me want to talk to her. Like I mentioned earlier, in a way, she kind of feels like my big sister too—I’ve known her since I was a baby, and she was always this cool, older sibling who was into fashion when we were in diapers and graduated high school before we even knew what braces were. Besides, she’s not only Nat’s big sister but also her best friend.

“Honestly? Everything bites,” I admit. Somehow, saying this out loud is the first time I can find some clarity all week. I’m tired of pretending everything is going to be okay. I know my friends are being supportive, but there’s something about their constant optimism that also feels kinda toxic.

I slump against the wall and hope my friends won’t hear me talking. (Nat’s pretty loud when she gets into gaming, so she probably won’t.)

“I just feel so guilty. I traded my mom’s Dance Dance Rhythms game away and didn’t know it was important, and some kid bought it before we could, and there’s no way to get it back. And now Travis just revealed how much it sells for online. How can I ever make it up to them?”

Dylan slumps against the wall too and puts an arm over my shoulders in a sisterly way.
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“I’m sorry to hear that. I was worried something like that would happen, but it was a mistake,” she says. “Everyone makes mistakes. It’s how you respond to the mistake that counts.”

“But this was a big mistake!” I reply. “It was so important to my moms! And if we can’t get that game back, I’m going to have to tell my moms what happened, and they’re going to be so mad! And I’m out of time! Their anniversary is tomorrow, and I’ve got nothing to show for it.”

Now Dylan raises an eyebrow at me. I forget how much she and Nat look alike when they do this.

“Wait. Backtrack. You didn’t tell your moms yet?”

“No,” I sniffle.

Dylan sighs.

“I don’t think they’ll be too mad,” she says after a moment. “But how can you know if you don’t own up to it and tell them?”

I look at her in surprise. Does she mean that or is she just trying to make me feel better? “You don’t think they’ll be mad?”

“Well, I did say too mad,” Dylan repeats. “But you learned a lesson from this, didn’t you?”

“Yeah—don’t go through my parents’ things,” I grumble. That’s not the lesson, I know it’s not. “And ask before you take something that belongs to someone else. And—”

“That newer isn’t always better,” Dylan adds.

I imagine Nat yelling back at her, “Unless it’s siblings, ’cuz the younger sister is always better!” and the corners of my lips lift a little. Not quite a smile, but almost. Dylan’s right. “New” hasn’t made history yet.

Dylan continues. “And that you’re sorry you didn’t come clean immediately. But talking to them now is eons better than talking to them later. I’m sure if you tell them that you realize what you did was wrong and that you learned something from your mistake, they’ll be okay with it. They might even be proud.”

Was Dylan right? Could I save this whole thing by just admitting my mistake, even if it makes my moms mad? I know Celia’s already enacting her plan, probably as we speak, so I think I should at least wait and see if that helps at all before turning myself in and potentially resigning myself to a lifetime of grounding.

“Thanks, Dylan,” I say to her. “You always know how to make someone feel better.”

“Well, that just comes from years of being Nat’s sister.” Dylan smiles. “I’m used to it. And maybe someday you’ll be giving this same advice to a younger version of you, somewhere out there.”

“We can hope,” I shoot back. “’Cuz that means Mom didn’t ground me for life.”

We share a chuckle. Then Dylan gives me one more hug before she gets up and walks away. At this point, I realize I actually do have to go to the bathroom ’cuz I’ve drank way too much water before coming to the meeting, so I quickly lock myself inside the bathroom and pee before returning to my friends.

When I return to the Gamer Girls HQ, I see that Celia has just started to make her announcement. She must’ve been waiting for me, which is a little unfortunate, as I was trying to avoid being in the room when it happened, but now I don’t really have a choice, though and can’t exactly use the bathroom excuse again, so I take a seat in one of our gaming poufs and try to concentrate on my controller instead.

“Hi, everyone!” Celia says with a big smile. “Welcome to our Gamer Girls stream! Before we get into tonight’s stream, we have a quick announcement.” She pauses, probably more for dramatic effect than anything else before continuing. While I was at track camp this summer, Celia was at drama camp, and if you ask me, she came back with way too many skills. “A few weeks ago, my friends and I found a cool game called Dance Dance Rhythms. We didn’t know anything about it, so we decided to trade it in to buy a cool new game for us to play with all of you. But then we realized we made a mistake.”

“Dance Dance Rhythms wasn’t just any game; it was a game that was important to our friend’s moms,” Lucy continues, picking up where Celia left off. “It was a rare version of the game, and it had a certain song on there that they really liked. We tried to get it back, but we found out someone bought it.”
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Pause for another dramatic effect.

Okay, maybe Celia is really good at this.

“So now, we’re asking you, our viewers,” Nat chimes in. “If you happen to know to know anyone who bought a limited edition, retro copy of Dance Dance Rhythms at Rusty’s Retro, please drop a message and let us know! We really want to help our friend find this game. Like, yesterday. And I’ll even offer Dragon’s Lair for a trade! And maybe even a guest spot on our next stream.”

That last part makes me look at Nat in surprise. I know it took a lot for her to say that out loud and even consider saying it.

Thank you, I mouth to her.

No prob, Nat whispers back.
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BEEP BEEP BEEP!!!!

The next morning, even before I’ve gotten dressed and completed my usual Saturday morning run, my phone pings loudly. I pull it out and tap the green button.

“What?” I hiss into the phone, not even looking at who the caller was.

“It’s me,” Celia sing-songs. “We need a group meeting, now!”

“Now?” I groan. “Can’t it wait until, like, after breakfast? Are Nat and Lucy even up?”

“Yes, because I just called them,” Celia says. She seems unapologetic that she had to wake all of us up before our alarms. “Hang on, I’m connecting us.”

I close my eyes, trying to be less grumpy as Celia goes silent. Maybe I can get some of my sleep back.

After a moment, there’s three beeps, signaling that we’re all on a video call together.
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“Okay, I think everyone’s here. Right?”

“Mmm,” Nat says, and I hear the same sleepiness in her voice.

“Yeah,” Lucy agrees tiredly.

“Happy six a.m. to you too,” I say.

Celia doesn’t wait.

“It worked!” she announced.

“Huh?” Nat sounds confused. “What do you mean, ‘it worked’?”

“I mean, it worked! The call I put out yesterday during the Gamer Girls meeting. One of our viewers sent me a DM, a direct message. They saw who bought it at the store.”

“Oh my glob!” Suddenly, despite my tiredness, I’m wide awake. More than that, I’m ecstatic. This is great news. This is amazing news. This is the best news I could’ve gotten all week!

“So, who is it?” Lucy asks impatiently, and I can tell Celia’s words has woken her up too. “We need to know!”

“Yeah, we have to plan our attack! Like we’re getting ready to win a round of Alienlord.” Nat declares dramatically. I think her brain is always thinking of Alienlord.

“Well …” Celia trails off and the joy I’d felt immediately turns to dread.

This can’t be good.

“Okay, so we were right, the buyer does go to our school,” Celia says.

Is Celia’s hesitation leading to … something good?

“And we know her.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


What?” Nat screeches into the phone after Celia reveals her super, top secret intel.

I’m more shocked than anything that the person who bought the game is someone we actually know. Okay, maybe we don’t know them, know them, in the sense that we’d hang out together or something. But we have met before.

“Ava Rivera,” says Celia.

“The sixth grader?” Nat asks. “The one who asked us to sign her class binder after we won the Monster Village contest?”
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“The one and the same,” Celia says solemnly.

“Why would she buy it?” I ask. I’m not pretending like I know Ava super well, but what would she want with such an old, retro game?

“Dunno, but she bought it,” Celia says. “Look, that’s not important. I mean, it is, but here’s the good news. We know Ava!”

“Yeah, but now what do we say to her?” Lucy asks. “We don’t even have her phone number. And Jess is out of time. We gotta figure this out ASAP.”

My breath feels heavy and thick. Lucy is right. We gotta find the game or else.

“Well, we tell HER the truth, and ideally in person. People are usually more agreeable in person,” Celia replies. “I mean, it should be super easy. Right? She’s a big fan of our Gamer Girls channel. And I happen to know she goes to the mall every Saturday, ’cuz she’s friends with Liam Porter’s little sister, Grace. And today is Saturday! So all we have to do is go to the mall today, find her, ask her for the game back, and then we can have everything fixed before Jess’s moms’ anniversary tonight and the track meet tomorrow.”

See how close we’re cutting this? I feel nervous all over again.

“Wait, back up. Liam Porter was watching our channel? He’s the person who DMed you?” Lucy asks suspiciously.

I can almost hear Celia blushing.

“Oooh, someone’s got a cruuuush!” Nat says in a sing-song voice, even though it’s not like any of us didn’t know that. My lips curl up into a half smile, too. Nat also has a crush on Liam Porter, or at least, she used to.

“I do not! I just pay attention, and I’m very detail-oriented. And Liam happens to watch our stream a lot,” Celia protests.

“Okay, well. Thank you, Celia. This is actually perfect,” I say. “We can totally get the game back!”

“Yeah, except there’s just one problem,” Nat says. “How are we getting to the mall? Dylan and Marc have some date thing this afternoon, so they can’t drive us. And Mom and Dad have to do stuff at the bakery.”

“My dad’s car is in the shop, and my mom took her car out early for yoga and errands,” Lucy says.

So I guess that leaves me.

To ask Mom or Momma to drive us to the mall … on their anniversary … to get their game back.

That I still haven’t told them about.

“Um.” I feel my face tighten. “I guess I can ask my moms.”

“Awesome!” Nat says. “We’ll figure this out. I can already tell this is going to go great.”

Will it? I think as my friends all hang up the phone. Everyone seems to have so much hope that this is going to work out. Meanwhile, I feel like I’m just going along for the ride—literally. Which feels kinda weird. I’ve never been this knee-deep in doo-doo before. Speaking of doo-doo, I gotta take Marshmallow out for his walk.

I clip his harness around his belly, and we go for our typical walk outside, where Marshmallow pees on the lady two doors down’s rosebushes not once but twice, and I kind of smile when he does it, like one for Mom, one for Momma.
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But my mood sours when we get back inside the house. Now I gotta ask Mom or Momma to take us to the mall and that means one of them is going to be a part of this whole situation. I have to ask them to do me a favor while knowing I’ve been lying to them the whole time, and that makes me feel terrible.

What if Dylan’s right? What if I should just come clean?

But you’re so close to fixing this! says a voice in my head. If you can pull this off, no one has to know!

The little Jess in my head is also right. You don’t quit the race until you’re at the finish line.

Right?

Like Dance Dance Rhythms, I feel like I’m randomly stepping on different shapes.

Is it enough to get the high score?
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“Why do you need me to take you guys to the mall?” Momma asks when I ask her about driving the Gamer Girls over breakfast. “You seem to be shopping every weekend.”

“I’ve just been really stressed out lately,” I answer. (What? It’s not totally a lie.) “And my friends know that being with them and going to the mall together helps. C’mon, Momma. I’m not asking you to drop me off at an R-rated movie or anything.”

Momma gives me a look.

“Good, ’cuz the answer to that is R stands for Respectfully, No.”

I chuckle.

“You have been extra Jess Stressed lately,” Momma continues.

“Tell me about it,” I say, rubbing my hands against my face.

“You know what? You’re right. You should be able to relax a little. Why don’t we make a family day out of this? I know we typically don’t celebrate our anniversary till the evening, but what about some family day action?”

“A family day … with my friends?” I ask dubiously. Red alert, red alert! How can we talk to Ava privately if my moms are hovering around us?

“Well, you and your friends can have your time together, and your Mom and I will enjoy the mall too,” says Momma. “But maybe we can all have lunch together. I’m happy to treat your friends since they’ve been helping you so much with everything going on. Plus, it’s been a minute since I’ve had chicken teriyaki at the food court.” Momma does love food court chicken teriyaki. To be fair, who doesn’t?

I can argue, but I know it’s not gonna work. Momma is nodding at me excitedly, and I can’t dampen her excitement when the entire reason I want to go to the mall is for her, anyway. We’ll just have to make do and hope she doesn’t catch on.

“Okay,” I agree. “That sounds good to me. Thanks, Momma.”

“Don’t mention it, Juju.”
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Remember when I mentioned the Momobile being great? Well, it’s especially great when we’re carpooling. In this case, the Momobile can accommodate us all comfortably—both my moms, me, and all my friends.

Momma picks Celia up first, who scrambles into the backseat with me and puts on some new music from LTS for us to listen to. Normally, that would have me super pumped up (I actually started listening to some LTS music during my runs, which made Celia super happy), but I’m not even paying attention to the lyrics during the ride. Then we pick up Lucy and Nat from Nat’s house.

Nat’s brought white chocolate macadamia cookies for everyone, including Mom and Momma. I spy an extra cookie in her Tupperware, too, and I wonder if that one’s for Ava.

When we arrive at the mall, my parents walk with us, but the Gamer Girls walk a little in front to have some privacy.

“Okay, it’s game on,” Celia says, keeping her voice low as we walk. “So here’s the scoop: Liam told me that Ava and his middle sister Grace go to that little mall arcade every week.”

Celia points toward the food court where I know a small arcade is also located. Honestly, it’s really too tiny to be called an arcade, at least in terms of what an arcade really is, like Marino’s. Everyone just calls it that because it has a few games and Gashapon machines and some of those claw machines that I think are broken because we never win when we try them.
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“We have to be totally inconspicuous and very casual,” Celia instructs as we walk toward the food court. “We can’t let them know we’re only there to ask them for the game. And, Jess, you have to confront Ava.”

I almost ask why me? but I know Celia has a point. I should be the one to confront her. It’s my game, and the whole reason this is happening is because I’m the one who needs to get it back. My friends could probably explain why it was important to get the game back, but it’s me who could explain it the best.

I know in the past, when my friends have had their problems—like when Celia was stressing over playing Monster Village when no one else wanted to, or when Lucy was worried about her cousin Jordan fitting in, or even when Nat was worried that no one would understand her dream of being a big-time streamer—I’ve been more level-headed. I’ve offered advice. I think because of all my sports competitions, my friends just assume I’m more put together than I am. And to be honest, I am calm during certain situations. But when situations like this happen that I can’t control, I get frazzled, just like my mom has been about finding the game. She’s normally pretty calm, too, so seeing her like that had been a bit of a shock. My moms always seem to have everything in order, and that’s how I like to be as well. I don’t like when I have those frazzled moments because I feel like I have to always be perfect, especially if I make mistakes. If I make a mistake, it’s up to me to fix it. I hate that this is throwing me for a loop and making me feel uneasy, and I know part of it is the guilt I feel about the whole situation.

“I think we’re going to go to the arcade there,” I tell my parents. I point to the entrance where a Gashapon machine is filled with Monster Village merch.

“Okay. We’ll wait outside for you,” Momma says. I can see her eyeing a chicken teriyaki sample on a toothpick already.

That’s as much privacy as we’ll get, which is better than nothing.

I march into the arcade and my friends follow. At first, I wonder if maybe Celia is wrong about Ava. Maybe she won’t be there after all. But then I look to the right and notice a yellow baseball cap and, yep—Celia’s right. There’s Ava Rivera, in all of her sixth-grade glory, wearing jeans and a striped T-shirt and playing (or rather, losing) one of those annoying claw machine games. Grace Porter is next to her, cheering her on. And behind both of them is Liiiiiiiaaaaaaam, probably making sure his little sister and her friend don’t get into any trouble.

“Liam!” Celia calls out. She waltzes up to him with a big smile.

Liam finishes putting some tokens in the machine and smiles back. Any other day I’d gently tease Celia with Liiiiiiiiiaaaaaaam, but not today. When he moves, I see his other little sister, Tammy, is behind him. She’s so small, I barely noticed her before! Were we really that small in third grade?!

“Cece!” Tammy calls out. She gives Celia a hug, and even though Celia is the shortest of our crew, Tammy can only reach her belly button. “I gave the mug we painted to my mom! She really loved it!”

Celia smiles back. “That’s awesome,” she says. “Nicely done!”

“Hey, Gamer Girls!” Liam chines in. He gives each of us a high five.

I really do like Liam, even though we haven’t spent a lot of time hanging out together one-on-one. “What’s up?” he asks, even though I know he knows why we’re there.

“The sky, the moon, the usual.” Celia smiles back at Liam.

The sky?? I make a mental note to have a chat with Celia about flirting.

“It’s the Gamer Girls!” squeals a voice. Ava and Grace finish their claw game and walk up to us. Judging by their empty, prizeless hands, I’m pretty sure they didn’t win anything in the claw machine.

“Hi, Ava. Hi, Grace.” I smile at them.

Ava looks like she’s going to faint.

“You know my name!” she says.

“Of course I know your name,” I reply. (I don’t tell her that I only just found out when Nat said it.)

I guess Celia was right, when she said that Liam’s sister Grace doesn’t talk much.

“Are you playing any new games right now?” Ava asks.

“Actually, we played Altered Legends yesterday,” Celia says. “It was really fun! And we’re eyeing that new fantasy game Dragon’s Lair. Heard of it?”

“Oh, yeah, but isn’t it, like, super hard and expensive to get?” Tammy chimes in.

“Yeah, it is,” Nat replies casually. “Have you been playing anything lately, Ava?”

Celia jabs me lightly in the ribs, as if to say, now’s our chance!

Ava tilts her head and considers the question. Next to her, Liam’s brown floppy hair lunges forward, and I can kinda, maybe, a little baby bit see why Nat and Celia are gaga over him.

“Not really anything new. But I did just get a game that I’m itching to try out,” Ava says.

“Oh, really?” Lucy asks, her voice rising.

I gulp. This is our chance.

“Was this game Dance Dance Rhythms, by any chance?” I ask her.

“No, it’s—” Ava starts to say, but then she looks taken aback. “Wait, how did you know? Were you at the retro game show too when I got it? I saw it sitting in the display case when I came in and couldn’t believe that someone had traded it! Especially a limited-edition version!”

I take a deep breath.

Come on, Jess, you can do this! JessBQuick! JessBQuick!

“So, funny story,” I begin. “Actually, the game belonged to me. Or rather, my moms.” I manage a small smile along with my words so I don’t sound so confrontational. “I found it in our guest room by some old junk, so I thought my moms were going to give it away for donation. But I didn’t ask them. I just took it. By the time I figured out that it was meaningful to them, we traded it away for Dragon’s Lair. We tried to get it back as soon as we could, but it was already gone.”

Ava smacks her lips. I can tell she doesn’t think it’s a funny story.

“You need it back?” Ava looks confused. “But you sold it. And I bought it. With my allowance.”

How much allowance does Ava get if she can afford this game? Did she really have four hundred dollars for it? But that’s not important right now.

“I know. So I was thinking, why don’t we trade you Dragon’s Lair for it?” Nat suggests. “I looked online before we came here, and it’s gone up in value since we traded it. And it’s barely used. And to sweeten the deal, maybe you can guest star on our next Gamer Girls stream. And we’ll throw in some extra cash, so you basically make money back.”

Ava smacks her lips again.

“It’s not about the money,” she says at last.

“Then what is it?” I argue, my voice rising. “You don’t understand!”

“No, you don’t understand,” Ava says. She sounds frustrated even though his facial expressions don’t show it. “I mean, you don’t even know, do you? This version has the song!”

“What is she talking about?” Nat asks me. “What song?”

“The song!” Grace cuts in now.

Huh. I realize that’s the first time I hear her talk. She has a beautiful voice.

Grace pulls out her phone and types furiously. Then she holds it out so we can see a song list. Most of the songs are unfamiliar to me, but I recognize some of the artists because sometimes when Mom has music on in the car, the Momobile’s dashboard tells you who’s singing.

“The version of the song on this game is the original one that was recorded for it before it was updated for other games,” Ava says, pointing to “Let You In” by The Faybles. I hate to admit it, but I find myself surprised she’s so knowledgeable. I mean, I knew she was into gaming since she’s a fan of the Gamer Girls, but I didn’t know she was into gaming this much—or into music.

“So why is it special?” I ask curiously.

“Because you can’t even find that version of the song anymore!” Ava says. “It’s like, impossible. They never play it. You can’t even find it on the internet. I’ve been saving up for this one for years, the one that has this song! I saved all my allowance. I was in a bidding war online for it a few months ago but had to pull out because I used some of my allowance to get my little sister her birthday gift instead. I thought I really messed up because I’ve never seen it on sale since. I was just thinking I’d never find it, until I saw it at the retro gaming show. And it’s really important for a few reasons, like—like—” she exchanges a look with Grace, who seems confused, too, but then stops herself.

“Well, Ava and I were considering making our own channel and launching it with this game. Just like you guys,” Grace says, speaking for her friend. Grace may not be a gal of many words but what she does say commands the whole arcade.

“And they’re going to let me be a part of it too!” says Tammy. Then she drops the decibel of her voice. “Well, they’re not gonna let me be on camera, but I am going to have a really important role. Snack Preparer. And I’m going to prepare theeee best snacks!”

The situation’s tense, but that almost gets a chuckle out of me. I wonder if Dylan takes her unofficial job as “Snack Preparer” this seriously.

I can see Liam wants to interfere—I mean, it’s a pretty hard place to be in, caught between your school friends and your little sister’s BFF, and maybe even your little sister’s future gaming channel—scratch that, both your little sisters’ future gaming channel (that was inspired by our gaming channel, I might add).

“Ava. Look, okay. I get it,” I say, and place my hands on my hips. “Both of us really want it for different reasons. But you gotta listen. I need it back.”

“She really does,” Celia adds.

“Yeah, it’s important,” Lucy chimes in, and I feel grateful my friends are backing me up and supporting me in this, especially knowing they don’t have to. “It belonged to her moms, they played it when they started dating each other and she wants it back for them.”

“But I—”

Ava is about to say something else when there’s a BOOM.

And not just any BOOM.

A silent BOOM.

The kind of BOOMING SILENCE that happens after Mom says my name.

“Jess?”

I turn around slowly. My friends turn around too.

Mom is staring at me and Momma is beside her holding a few used toothpicks.

I can tell from their faces that they’ve overheard everything.

Minus 10—no, minus 10,000 XP—points for me.

My lie has caught up to me.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Um.” I honestly don’t know what to say. My mind is racing. I try to come up with something, anything.

“Is that my game she’s talking about?” Mom asks, gesturing behind me.

“Um. Well.” I giggle kind of nervously, but Mom and Momma aren’t smiling. “Yeah. Er, I kinda have something I have to tell you.”

Mom crosses her arms and raises her eyebrows. Momma seems a little less stern, but neither of them look exactly happy. I wonder if I should just ask if we can talk later. Like, not in the middle of the mall with all my friends around and Ava Rivera and the Porter siblings.

But before I can make a decision, my moms make one for me.

“I think we should go home, Jessie,” Momma says, looking at me and then at my friends. “We can get lunch another day.”

I nod, knowing I really have no leg to stand on in terms of trying to protest. Lucy, Celia, and Nat mumble small goodbyes to Liam, Ava, Grace, and Tammy.

I follow my parents out of the arcade, through the food court, and back toward the Momobile. The ride home is mostly silent, though to Celia’s credit, she tries to pretend everything is normal and not awkward and talks about a new sequined top she wants to buy next time we go back to the mall.

Too bad, I think. I’m going to be grounded for so long, we won’t be wearing clothes from the same stores by the time I go back.

I sit in the seat behind Mom in the passenger seat trying to see if I can tell what she’s thinking, but I can’t. I have no idea if she’s mad, sad, or what … I guess I’ll find out when we get home.

My phone dings! Right before we drop off Nat, Lucy, and Celia at Mr. Schwartz’s bakery. It’s a message from Travis.


Hey!! Just wondering how the trade went. Did you get the game back??




I shove the phone back in my pocket. I know Travis didn’t really mean anything bad with the timing, but I don’t want to deal with this any more than I have to right now.

When we arrive back home, my parents are still giving me the silent treatment. I slowly get out of the Momobile. Marshmallow is waiting for us at the door, wagging his tail super fast, and I can tell he’s probably just excited we’re home early so he can get some treats and maybe a walk. I have a feeling he’ll be waiting a while for both of those things, though.

“Hey, buddy,” I say when I walk in, trying to ignore everything. I pat him on the head as my parents walk in front of me, each of them taking a seat at the kitchen table without even saying a word. I know better than to ask if we’re going to talk or what’s wrong, so I finish petting Marshmallow’s soft fur and sit down at the table with them.


[image: ]

There’s an awkward silence that feels like it could last forever. Then Mom cuts in.

“So, what do you have to tell us?” Mom asks, keeping her voice calm but also serious. It’s her “disappointment voice.” Ugh, I hate the disappointment voice!

“Okay,” I start. I figure the best way to go into this is to just dive in. “All right. So, a few weeks ago, I was taking Marshmallow out for a walk. I went upstairs to get him out of the guest bedroom and happened to find the Dance Dance Rhythms game. I thought you were going to give it away because it was near the stuff you usually put away to donate. Then when I saw it next, it was in one of those boxes. And so I … traded it at the store for a new game.”

Momma turns to Mom. “So that’s why you’ve been looking through the boxes in the guest room lately. You were gonna surprise me.” Tears well in her eyes. “That’s so sweet of you!”

“It was going to be a surprise,” Mom says. I can’t tell if she’s more upset about the fact that I ruined the surprise by selling the game or by telling Momma about it.

“I know I should’ve asked you,” I continue. “I just didn’t think I had to. And Celia was talking about needing something new for our followers, and …” and I’m making excuses, I realize. I’m making excuses and I need to stop. I need to do what I should’ve done in the first place, like Dylan said. I gotta be honest.

“I made a mistake. But once I knew how important the game was to you, I tried to get it back, Mom, I promise. I tried so hard! It’s all I’ve been thinking about! Me and my friends, even Travis! We’ve all been trying. Celia had the idea to make an announcement on our channel when we had our weekly stream yesterday, and that’s how we found out this girl Ava Rivera had it because that kid Liam Porter told us he’d seen her buy it. So we went to the mall to try to get it back from her today, but she wouldn’t give it back.”

Mom is definitely disappointed. Her arms are still crossed and her voice is pretty stoic.

“She didn’t owe you anything,” Mom says. “She bought it. But what I gotta know is, what game did you end up getting after selling mine?”

“It’s called Dragon’s Lair,” I reply. “We were gonna trade it back once we realized what we’d done.”

“You mean what you’ve done, Jessie. You were the one who said it was okay to do this.”

Mom’s right, even if her being right makes my heart hurt.

“Jessie.” Momma shakes her head and I know I’m in trouble. I’m not going to be Juju for a while. “You really should’ve asked us first. That game was important to your mom. To us.”

“I know,” I say. I shake my head and look down at my lap, unable to meet their eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Do you even know why? I know I told you why it’s important to us, but do you know why it’s important in general?”

In general? I thought it was just sentimental, though Liam had been saying something about a song not being available anymore.

“I … don’t,” I admit. “I mean, I know it was important to you. You said you wanted to play it with Momma.”

“Yes, but it’s more than that, Jessie. It’s important because of the song,” Mom says. “There’s a song on it by The Faybles. It was written by one of the band members and her wife.”

“Her wife?” I ask curiously. As far as I know, the band had one female member and three male members. I’ve heard them all harmonize on songs when we’ve played them in the house.

“Yes,” Mom says. “She was very private about it. No one knew she wrote the song with her—or that she even existed. But it was one of the first songs about queer people that I heard. That we ever heard. And it happened to be in this game.” She pauses. “It was taken out of later editions. That’s why I had kept this one. Even the new games don’t include it. Isn’t that bananas? Even now, when we supposedly live in such an accepting area. Or so they say.”

“Oh.” I feel my heart sink. Knowing that makes me want to cry. I know they said the singer wrote the song with her wife, but I’m betting they weren’t married at the time—like I wrote earlier, gay marriage wasn’t legalized throughout the country until 2015. They couldn’t have been.

“Jessie.” Momma is looking at me now. “You know that if you had been honest with us from the start, you wouldn’t have been in this whole mess. We would’ve helped you.”

“I didn’t want you to be mad,” I admit. My throat tightens as I talk. “I wanted to fix it myself.”

“Jessie, we want you to come to us for help,” Momma says. She reaches out and takes my hand across the table. “You don’t always have to do everything on your own. I know you think you need to be perfect or hold it all together. But you’re our daughter. We’re your moms—your guides—for a reason. We’re here to help and always will be.”

I bite down on my lip to keep myself from crying.

“I’m really, really sorry I couldn’t get your game back. I know how much it meant to you. And now I know how much the song meant to you.”

“It was important to me,” Mom admits. “But you’re also important to me, Jessie. And I think you learned an important lesson about asking for things before you do anything with them, right? And not telling the whole truth?”

I nod. “Yeah. Absolutely. But …”

“But?” Momma prompts.

“But I couldn’t get it back,” I finish. “I still feel so bad that I gave away something you cared a lot about.”

“Sometimes, that’s the way life works,” Momma says. I’m surprised she sounds so calm about the whole thing. Maybe that’s a grown-up thing. Maybe when you become a grown-up, you just learn enough lessons that you can see the bright side of things even when everything feels like it’s falling apart around you, the way Dylan always seems to have some magical answer when any of us are stressing. “Sometimes things happen and you can’t fix them. You have to learn how to accept that. And move on.”

“And we’re proud of you for trying so hard to get the game back,” adds Mom. “What we’re not proud of is the lying.”

Then Mom places her palm on my hand. “You’re our Juju. We’re always proud of you. And we’ll always love you. But next time, please just talk to us. Be honest. Okay?”

I sigh loudly, feeling like a big weight has been lifted off my shoulders from this entire conversation. Being called Juju again feels like everything’s being reset to where it should be. “I’m sorry that I ruined your anniversary.”

“You didn’t ruin it,” Mom says. “There’s still lots to celebrate. We love each other and we’re able to say that we’re married, which is a big deal. And we have you in our life. That’s what our anniversary means to us, and that’s what’s more important than anything.”

It makes me feel better to hear all that, even though I know I’ll be living with some form of guilt for a long time.

“So I’m … not in trouble?” I ask cautiously.

Mom and Momma laugh together. Their laughter sounds like the cackle of a final boss in a video game, like I should’ve known better than to ask that question.


[image: ]

“Oh, no, Jessie. You’re in trouble,” Mom says. “After practice, you’re coming straight home for the rest of the month. And no Gamer Girls meetings, at least for the next two weeks.”

“No Gamer Girls meetings?” I ask in a small voice, feeling crushed.

“That’s what started all this, didn’t it?” Mom asks. “You wanting a new game? I’m sure your friends can hold down the fort without you for two weeks.”

I nod slowly. I hate that I have to be punished at all, but I know I deserve it. And honestly, the fact that my moms understand this whole mess and didn’t even yell counts for something. I thought for sure they’d react much worse.

“Can I still be allowed to walk Marshmallow?” I ask hopefully.

My parents look at each other and then Momma nods.

“I think we can make that exception since it’s technically a chore,” Momma says. “Now, I know we left early without eating lunch. Do you want me to make you something?”

I really want a sandwich—for some reason I’ve been craving an Italian hero sub since getting a whiff of the bad Italian spot at the mall—but I shake my head.

“In a little bit,” I say. “Can I go upstairs first?”

Momma nods.

I grab my bag and bring my stuff to my room. Then I sit down on my bed, take out my phone, and call Nat.

“Jess!” Nat squeals when she picks up. “Oh my glob, you’re okay!”

“Of course I’m okay,” I answer with a small laugh. “Why would you think I wouldn’t be okay?”

“I mean, hello! Your moms caught you trying to get the game back!” Celia breaks in, because Nat, as predicted, has put my friends on speakerphone. I wonder if they’re hiding in the back room of the bakery or if they’ve gone outside or something because I can’t hear anyone in the background. “You were in super big trouble! We thought you’d be yelled at forever!”

“I mean, I did get punished. I’m grounded for two weeks,” I say. “My moms were more disappointed that I didn’t tell them about trading away the game than anything, and they were upset that I didn’t come to them for help.”

“That’s rough,” Lucy says.

“It’s okay,” I assure them. “Really. I learned some lessons, and I know I’ll never take anything without asking again. Or lie by omission.”

“So you’re not going to try to get the game back at all?” asks Celia. “I mean, we can ask Liam and see if he can argue our case to Ava and Grace. They all go to our school and it’s not like you were grounded from school. Besides, we were so close.”

I wonder if Celia’s saying that because she wants to see Liam again without actually asking him to hang out, but I don’t pry.

“I don’t know,” I answer instead. “I mean, my moms seem okay with me not being able to get it back. And Ava really seemed to want to keep it because of that song. She and Grace want to start that channel which sounds like an awesome idea and … and maybe I’m just not meant to get the game back.”

Then I think about the look Ava gave Grace.

“And maybe Ava has her reasons too, just like Mom and Momma. Maybe they haven’t even happened yet.”

I know now that the song means a lot to everyone. It’s history, and queer history is important. The world has tried to suppress it for so long, it’s time we fight back. Share it more. Talk about why it matters. Even for those of us who aren’t queer.

It’s such a shame that this song isn’t available everywhere—just a random old video game, the best video game of 1994, apparently, and Marino’s for some reason.

Wait a minute. The song!

My jaw drops.

Marino’s!

“Jess? Earth to Jess! You still with us?” Nat asks after I’ve gone silent.
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“Oh my glob, I just got the best idea ever,” I said. “Tonight, I’m going to surprise my moms with their anniversary gift—I’m going to take them to Marino’s to hear the song!”

The Gamer Girls all clap. They think it’s a fantastic idea—and even though I’m technically grounded, they agree to go to Marino’s, too, so that they can support my moms on their special day.

“See you soon, Jess!” Celia says and I hang up.

Before going back downstairs, I call Marino’s quickly and make us a reservation. Then I make a special request—one the person on the phone is happy to honor.

I climb down the stairs, smiling big. And I know it’s not the fact that I can smell meatballs being toasted on pieces of bread in the convection oven.

I think I finally, finally have an idea for an anniversary gift for my moms.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I tell my parents that I have a surprise for them, even though I’m grounded, and they agree to drive. I know Marino’s isn’t exactly a fancy place, and I don’t think Mom and Momma have ever been there, since it’s kind of a super popular spot with kids, but not really adults. But the pizza is actually good, and the money I did get from trading their game should be able to cover dinner.

I give Momma the directions to the restaurant, and it’s clear she has no idea where we’re going.

	“What’s the surprise, Jessie?” Momma asks. “That you’re gonna make me drive to FUNTASTIC PLAINS or something?”

FUNTASTIC PLAINS is a theme park in Florida, and we always joke about wanting to go there. It’s not really a joke, though—we really do want to go but have never been able to make the time. Travis talks about it all the time.

“You’ll see,” I say. Then Momma pulls into the lot at Marino’s.

Mom raises an eyebrow at me, as if to say, this is it?

“I promise, the pizza is really good,” I say.

“We just had Italian for lunch,” Mom chides.

I ignore her and walk in. What I haven’t said yet is that we’re not there for the pizza.

I spy the Gamer Girls and Travis huddled at another table, doing their best to hide behind big menus so they can jump up and surprise my moms when the time comes. It takes everything in me not to get up and hug them, but I’ve got to stay the course.

Mom, Momma, and I squash into one of the dining tables by the arcade. I’m super hungry, but I know there’s something I have to do first, even before I begin eating pizza.

My parents look confused, but they let me lead them to the arcade.

“So, as you know, I feel really bad that I traded away Dance Dance Rhythms,” I tell them. “I know I can’t really replace how special it is.” I pause for dramatic effect. Okay, maybe Celia is rubbing off on me. “But I think I can replicate the magic.”

I grin and wave my hands really wide to reveal the Dance Dance Rhythms arcade game that Travis had shown us when we were here last.

“Voilà!”

“Oh!” Momma looks surprised and Mom’s grin widens as she sees the game. “Is this a proper Dance Dance Rhythms machine?!”
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I imagine the console version is nice, but the hard, metal machine is a close second.

“Yeah! Travis showed it to me and the Gamer Girls the last time we were here.”

“That I did!” comes a voice. It’s Travis, along with Nat, Lucy, and Celia. They all smile big at my moms.

“We’re really sorry about your game,” Nat says, breaking out from the group a bit. “Please don’t be too mad at Jess. It was also my fault. I pressured her into wanting a new game, and I’ve already talked to my parents about it.”

Mom raises an eyebrow at Nat. Nat and I have known each other basically forever, so she and the Schwartz family are tight. I know she’s going to confirm that Nat did admit blame to her parents, since that’s a thing grown-ups—or at least my mom loves to do—but that’ll come later.

“We all wanted to make it up to you,” Lucy adds. “And so …”

“Johnson family, you are hereby officially challenged to a Dance Dance Rhythms contest!” squeals Celia.

Mom glances at Momma and then smiles. “You know what?” she says. She holds out her hand and taking Momma’s palm. “I think it’s time to make some new Dance Dance Rhythms memories together. What do you say?”

“I think that’s a great idea.”

Mom starts up the game.

I find myself impressed when she picks the “Advanced” level. Then she gets moving, and I’m even more impressed. I knew my mom was sporty and all that—but I didn’t know she was this good at Dance Dance Rhythms!

“Whoa, go Mrs. Johnson!” Nat exclaims, unable to help herself.

Lucy bursts into giggles.

Momma steps up to the machine. “Mind if I join in?” she asks Mom.

Mom nods.

And then they’re off—the two of them taking turns and dancing.
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Honestly? I don’t think I’ve ever seen my parents look happier. And as Mom dances with Momma, surrounded by all my friends as we cheer them on, I realize that life does sometimes work out okay, even when it doesn’t seem like it will.

You just have to not be afraid to take some different steps.

Mom and Momma crush the competition. Like, it’s not even close. Even Travis admits defeat, which is pretty big if you know Travis. I almost take my cell phone out to record him saying that he’s the loser, but then I don’t.

None of us are losers.

Not even me, who couldn’t get the game back.
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After eating tons of pizza and garlic rolls with extra butter, the waitress brings out a red velvet cake with rainbow sprinkles on it, and icing that says, “Happy Anniversary!”

If I thought that made Mom and Momma happy, I couldn’t prepare for what would happen next. Well, I guess I could, especially ’cuz I’m the one who requested it.

The whole restaurant dims and the song by The Faybles plays. Yep, the song. From the wife and wife team.

As it turns out, the owner of Marino’s is queer herself, and she tracked down a copy years ago.

“I play this song at least once every night,” the owner says. “And you wouldn’t believe the amount of people who tell me they love it. Hmm,” she says, thinking about it. “Maybe we should email the songwriting team and see if they’d consider releasing it wider.”

I’m about to say “that would be awesome” when I see Celia’s face, bright and red again. So instead I turn to her. “What is it?” I ask.

Celia is so giddy, she almost drops the cake slice she’s holding.

“I’ve got it!” she says. “For our channel. We can make an announcement that we’re searching for The Faybles. Now that we know more about the Dance Dance Rhythms fandom, I bet there’d be someone out there who can connect us. And our announcements work! They really do!”

Huh. I guess Celia’s right. I kinda wish I’d thought of that, but I’m also really proud of my friend. When we started the Gamer Girls, Celia wasn’t always an “ideas person.” Now she’s taken the business part of our channel on, and she has a ton of great ideas.

Speaking of ideas … I’ve got one too. I know Nat offered Ava a guest spot on our channel if she traded back Dance Dance Rhythms to us, and I bet that was really tempting. Ava’s been a fan of us for a while. Like, you might even say she’s our biggest fan. No one’s ever asked me to sign their binder aside from her.

But I think we should offer Ava and Grace (and Tammy, as Snack Preparer) a guest spot anyway. The channel will be one Gamer Girl down for two weeks anyway, so there’s an open gaming pouf back at HQ. Who knows. Maybe they’ll eventually let us play Dance Dance Rhythms with them.

Maybe they’ll eventually be signing our binders.

And how cool would it be if we can contact the songwriting team for The Faybles? And get their music back online?

But that’s a conversation for later.

“Jessie, you did it,” Momma says while we board the Momobile to drive back home. “I don’t know how, but you made this day even more magical than if we had played the game together.”

CLICK! I put on my seatbelt and grin.

“But you’re still grounded,” Mom adds. “Starting after your track meet.”

Oh, right. The track meet.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


All of my friends have come to Sunday’s track meet to watch me and Travis compete. Or maybe ’cuz they know I won’t be able to hang out for two weeks after this, so this is the best they’re gonna get for a while.

No matter the reason, I’m glad they’re here. I can see them on the bleachers when I step out to the race line—Nat, Celia, Jess, and even a few others from our school, like Mel White and her crew. Celia must’ve invited them. I even see Liam next to Celia. Liiiiiiaaaaaaam.

Travis is standing a few people down from me, his uniform colors standing out against the yellow and black of Golden Trails.

“If I beat you, I’ll never let you hear the end of it,” I call out to Travis.

He laughs loud enough to know he’s heard me.

“You wish, Johnson!”

“That’s still not menacing!”

I stand at the starting line, looking down at my Keps. I close my eyes, repeating my parents’ nickname for me as this meet’s affirmation.

JessBQuick. JessBQuick. JessBQuick!

When Coach blows the whistle and announces GO!, I fly across the track. I feel like I’m playing a game—something like Dance Dance Rhythms—where I’m just letting my feet move me without really paying attention to what I’m doing or where I’m going.

I don’t think about Travis or the game I traded without permission or homework or Gamer Girls or my moms’ anniversary. I just let my legs carry me and run as fast as I can.
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When I cross the finish line, I finally become aware of everyone cheering my name. I look up at the scoreboard to see my time as other runners fly past me, and I try to figure out if I’ve won or not.

I find my parents in the stand. Mom smiles and gives me a thumbs up. Momma gives me a little shake of her head and that’s when the scoreboard flashes.

I was definitely fast, but Travis was a little faster.

I didn’t win the race.

I’m happy for Travis, I really am, but my heart sinks. I wanted to win this one. I feel like I’m constantly losing lately.

Momma’s words echo back in my head.

Sometimes things happen and you can’t fix them. You have to learn how to accept that. And move on.

Maybe Momma’s right. Maybe this is all part of being a young adult. If I’m being honest, I really like who I’m becoming.

“Jess!” Coach immediately comes to my side as I grab a towel to dry off all my sweat. “That was an amazing run!”

“Really?” I look over, where I can see Travis talking with his coach.

“Absolutely. That was your best time yet! You should be proud. You really went above and beyond for this race!”

I smile and nod at her. “Something in the water, right?”

“Hmm?”

“Nothing, Coach.”

So what if I didn’t beat the competition? I outdid MYSELF. I proved to myself that I am powerful.

And I’ve got plans—big plans.

I’m Jessamine Ruth Johnson. Most times Jess. Sometimes Jessie. Sometimes Juju.

Maybe I am more like Misty and Serena and Naomi than I think.

’Cuz no matter what happens next, I know one day, I’m gonna make history.

Scratch that. I’m already making it.
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THE END

of Book 4 in the Gamer Girls series!
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Want more GAMER GIRLS fun?

Gamer Girls: Gnat vs. Spyder

Gamer Girls: Monster Village

Gamer Girls: Out of Control
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are available now!
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In Search of Superpowers: A Fantasy Pin World Adventure is available now.
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And coming soon, you’ll get a chance to read the next part of Travis’s story in In Search of the Pinmaker: A Fantasy Pin World Adventure, out in 2025.
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