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For you formed my inmost being.


You knit me together in my mother’s womb.










  
  

Prologue


Jason





Jason had come to the church to pray, but now that he was there, there was no prayer—only panic. 

He sat silently, staring at the large wooden cross hanging in the front of the sanctuary. 

Finally, he breathed, “Oh God, you must be so mad at me.”

Predictably, God didn’t answer. That was probably a good thing because if God was angry, Jason didn’t want to hear what he had to say. He closed his eyes. There was no if God was angry. God was definitely angry.

He bowed his head. “I don’t know what to say,” he whispered. Only a few months ago he’d promised to follow Jesus. And then he’d gone and made the biggest mistake of his life. What had he been thinking?

He certainly hadn’t been thinking about God. 

“I don’t know what to ask for,” he whispered around the lump in his throat. “I really messed up, and I’m so, so sorry.” A quiet sob erupted out of him, and he wiped at his eyes, embarrassed to be crying like a little boy. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what I need you to do. Just help me, God. Help me. I need you.”








  
  

Chapter 1


Zoe





Zoe bent over and put her hands on her knees. She gasped for air, her lungs burning. What had she been thinking? Why had she gotten herself into this mess, and how was she going to get out of it? She feared it was going to kill her. 

“Stand up straight!” Coach Hodges shouted.

Slowly Zoe uncurled herself.

The coach threw both her arms into the air, her eyes boring into Zoe’s, not unkindly. She let the whistle fall from her lips. She spoke to all of them, though Zoe knew she was really addressing her directly. “Keeping your arms up in the air will make the cramps go away.”

Zoe didn’t have cramps, but she put her arms up anyway. She heard a snicker in the gym’s balcony, and her eyes flitted that way. The boys’ team was lined up for practice, which was great news because that meant that hers was almost over. Hype caught her eye and made a silent clapping motion. She knew he was trying to be supportive, but she was still annoyed and looked away. She scanned the line of boys for Jason, but he wasn’t there. This was curious. He was never late for practice. 

“Down and back two more times,” Coach said, and Zoe thought she might cry. She sucked in a lungful of air and took off, already behind the rest of her team. Zoe had never been in good shape, and compared to her new teammates, she was in terrible shape. 

She hadn’t even wanted to play basketball. Jason had harassed her to no end, but she’d stood firm. When the season started, Zoe thought she’d dodged a bullet. 

But the team only had eight girls, and Jason had brought the coach to Zoe’s lunch table.

Coach Hodges was a persuasive woman. 

Zoe made it to the baseline and turned for her second sprint.

“Great job, Zoe!” Coach called out, managing to sound sincere. 

Before she’d reached half-court, though, Zoe met her teammates returning in the other direction. She didn’t know what was going to kill her faster: the lack of oxygen or the embarrassment. She tried to go a little faster, but she wasn’t sure that her feet cooperated. Coach Hodges had told her, “I can make you a ballplayer.” Zoe had believed her. How stupid. If this was what ballplayers had to do, she wasn’t going to last long. This was her third practice, and things weren’t getting any easier. Her calf muscles had been so tight that morning that she’d cried walking to the bathroom. 

Callie, a girl in Zoe’s class whom she’d never talked to until she started playing basketball, got her team to start clapping and shouting for Zoe. 

Zoe appreciated Callie’s effort, but she wanted to be invisible. She didn’t want to be the slow kid everybody went out of their way to encourage. The charity case.

Zoe had barely finished her sprint before Coach told them to bring it in. The rest of the team trotted and Zoe trudged toward the huddle. They put their hands together. Coach praised them and quickly reviewed their upcoming schedule. Zoe didn’t really hear her words, though, because she was trying not to retch. Finally, they all flung their hands up into the air and shouted, “Family!”

Zoe turned to head to the locker room, but Coach stopped her. “Zoe? Would you mind staying for a few extra minutes?”

Zoe did not want to stay, but she couldn’t make herself say that. Callie stood beside the coach, smiling. “Okay,” Zoe said because she didn’t know what else to say. The boys filed down the stairs, and the gym filled with the loud obnoxious chaos of a dozen bouncing balls. Zoe looked at her coach expectantly.

“I’ve asked Callie to spend a few minutes with you working on post shots.”

Zoe managed to suppress her groan. It wasn’t bad enough to be the worst kid on the team. Now she was being kept after class for extra help from the smart kid.

Coach registered Zoe’s lack of enthusiasm. She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I really appreciate it, Zoe. You’re going to score a lot of points for us. We need to get you ready.”

Zoe’s brain didn’t believe this promise, but her heart was encouraged. She nodded, and Coach walked away. Callie waved her over to a side hoop on the other end of the court. Callie stopped underneath the basket and took a small step to the side. “Coach wants us to practice shooting from right here … like a thousand times.”

Zoe didn’t know what to say. This looked like a peewee basketball drill.

Callie laughed. “Don’t be insulted. We’ve all had to do it. But if you shoot from here a thousand times, you won’t be nervous when you have to do it in a game.” She bounced Zoe the ball, and surprisingly, Zoe caught it. Callie glanced at the boys behind them. “Don’t worry about them. They’re all dorks.”

Zoe laughed, once again wondering where Jason was, and shot the ball. It made a loud dong as it bounced off the rim, and Callie gave chase.








  
  

Chapter 2


Zoe





Zoe couldn’t understand how Callie wasn’t annoyed with this task she’d been given. Callie joyfully bounced the ball to her, and Zoe tried again. Again she missed. Again, Callie chased the ball. Again, Callie smiled as she brought it back. “Here,” she said, a little out of breath. “Bend your knees a little and hold the ball like this. Then jump when you shoot and aim for that top corner of the square.” She made it sound so simple. She handed the ball to Zoe for another try. Zoe stepped into her spot. She bent her knees, and her thighs screamed in protest. She held the ball like she’d been shown, and she jumped and shot. The ball banged off the backboard and went flying. She heard boys laughing. Callie was off at a sprint. 

When she got back, she said, “Good job. You’re getting closer.”

Zoe wanted to laugh, but she was too tired. No. She wasn’t getting closer.

“You don’t have to throw it that hard. Just kiss it off the glass.”

“Yeah, Zoe,” Hype said from behind them. “Just kiss it off the glass.”

His friend snickered, and Zoe considered beating them up, but decided she was too tired.

“Like I said, dorks. Go ahead. Give it another shot. Try it with a softer touch.”

Zoe didn’t know how to do anything with a soft touch. She shot the ball. It hit the correct part of the backboard and went through the net. Despite herself, Zoe found this incredibly satisfying.

“Yeah! Yay!” Callie cheered as if Zoe had just scored the winning shot. “Now bend your knees and jump this time.” 

Zoe bent her knees, jumped, and tried to have a soft touch. The ball hit the backboard too hard and bounced astray. 

Callie fetched it. “You are so close, Zoe.”

Zoe gave her an incredulous look. “What, are you like the most optimistic person on the planet?”

Callie giggled. “No, I don’t think so.” She bounced her the ball.

Zoe shot again. And missed.

When Callie returned with the ball, Zoe asked if they could quit.

“Let’s do a few more. Trust me, it does get easier.”

Easy for her to say. Callie was incredibly graceful and athletic, and she’d been playing basketball since she was five. All these girls had. Zoe sighed and shot the ball.

“You forgot to jump, but let’s not worry about that part right now. You seem to not like the jumping. Maybe you don’t need to. Do what you just did again.”

Zoe shot again. It went in. She suppressed a grin. She didn’t want to let on that she was excited about making a few baskets when she was hardly a foot from the hoop.

They shot these baby shots for thirty minutes before Callie announced that it was enough.

“Thank you,” Zoe said softly.

“No problem. You want a ride home?”

Zoe did want a ride home. It was too cold to walk, and she didn’t want to make Gramma come get her. “That’d be great.”

Callie changed in record time.

“What’s your secret to getting out of a sticky sports bra that fast?” Zoe was new to sports bras and found them shockingly easy to get trapped in.

Callie laughed. “I just leave it on. I’ll deal with it later.”

Zoe realized that Callie hadn’t actually changed but had just put multiple layers on over her clothes. This seemed like a good plan. So Zoe stopped changing and started putting on lots of clothes instead.

When they got into Callie’s car, she asked Zoe to remind her where she lived—as if she’d ever known.

Zoe was a little embarrassed to say she lived at 1 Providence Ave. Though it was an apartment building like any other, a lot of people in town considered it to be an old folks’ home because only old folks lived there. But Callie didn’t bat an eye.

They rode the short distance in comfortable silence until Zoe saw Jason’s car parked beside the church. That was odd. “Actually, would you mind letting me off here?”

Callie looked surprised. “At the church?”

“Yeah. I know it’s weird, but I spend a lot of time there.”

Callie pulled the car alongside the curb. “Not weird. To each their own. See you tomorrow.”

Zoe climbed out. “If I don’t die of sore muscles first.” She scooted down to look at Callie before slamming the door. “Thanks again for your help. Not sure why you got the job babysitting me, but I appreciate it.”

Callie laughed. “I like winning. I volunteered to help.”

Zoe wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she shut the door and headed for the church. Why was Jason at the church and not at basketball practice?








  
  

Chapter 3


Esther





Esther was alone in the chilly basement of her beloved New Beginnings Church putting together food boxes. The grocery store had given them stacks and stacks of empty boxes, and Esther was currently filling them with goodies for local families. In each box she had put a bag of apples, a bag of oranges, a bag of onions, and some canned peas. She’d given a third of the boxes some cottage cheese, but then she’d run out of cottage cheese. Now she had her head in the fridge looking for something equitable to put in the cheeseless boxes. She thought she heard a voice and stood up straight, closing the fridge door. She didn’t hear anything else and chalked it up to her imagination. She was about to open the fridge again when she heard Zoe say, “I thought I was the only weird one who hung out in empty churches on weekdays.” 

What? Who was Zoe talking to? Esther didn’t hear anyone respond. Was her granddaughter up there alone talking to herself? If so, that couldn’t be good. She could have been praying, but if so, she wouldn’t be calling God a weird one who hung out in empty churches, would she? 

She heard Zoe speak again. “Hey, what’s going on? What’s wrong?”

Then a male voice whispered something that Esther couldn’t make out.

Feeling only a little guilty, Esther crept toward the stairs and then stared up at the open doorway, willing sound to do a better job of floating through it.

“What’s that mean?” Zoe asked. 

Esther put her foot on the bottom step but didn’t ascend, knowing the stairs would creak and give her away. It was bad enough she was eavesdropping. It would be much worse to get caught.

The male voice said, “I’m not sure what to say.” And Esther recognized the voice. Jason was there too? How long had he been there? Had he come in with Zoe?

“You say whatever’s going on. You tell me what the problem is.”

Again, silence. Then Jason said, “I can’t.” There was something about his voice. He didn’t quite sound like himself. Of course, this made sense if he was upset about something.

“Of course you can. I’m your friend. I’ll help.”

Don’t push too hard, Zoe.

They were quiet for so long that Esther thought they might have left. Then she heard Zoe say, “Jason, what is it?”

After another hesitation, Jason said, “Zoe, you are my friend, and I don’t want to be rude, but I really just need to be alone right now.”

“Okay,” Zoe said, “but if there’s anything that I can do to help, you’ll ask?”

“You can’t, but yeah, I would.”

There was nothing else, and Esther thought that meant that Zoe had left. She stood there, her foot still on the bottom stair, wondering what to do next. She didn’t want to get caught down here, not if Jason thought he was safe alone in his church. But she’d been puttering around down there for over an hour and he hadn’t known. She backed away from the stairs slowly and turned to go back to the fridge. She would just go back to her business, and if he caught her down there, she would play innocent and act like she hadn’t heard anything.

But she had heard something. Or at least part of something. What had she heard, exactly? Jason was upset about something. She’d heard the concern in Zoe’s voice. And he wouldn’t tell her anything. This didn’t necessarily mean it was a big deal. He just might not want to share with Zoe. But what did Jason DeGrave have to be upset about? He led a fairly charmed life. Of course, his parents were going through a messy divorce, but he seemed to be weathering that storm well. Was it something to do with basketball? She’d heard that he didn’t like his new coach. But would that level of drama bring him alone to an empty sanctuary? She didn’t think so. She shook her head. She shouldn’t be trying to figure these things out. She grabbed some sour cream from the fridge and went back to the boxes. Not quite as yummy as cottage cheese but versatile. 

As she placed the tubs into the boxes, she silently prayed, Father, you know what’s going on with Jason, and I know you’re already right there with him in it. I just lift him up to you and ask for you to do mighty things for him and through him. Shower him with your favor and whatever he’s struggling with right now, comfort him and give him your peace and your confidence. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen. 

She finished distributing the sour cream, stopped, and looked at the stairs. Maybe she should go up and talk to him. Maybe she’d be less threatening, and he’d open up to her. She shook her head. No, that was foolish. 

Yes, she wanted to know what was going on with Jason because she cared about him and wanted to help. But she also wanted to know what was going on because she was feeling nosy. She was on the brink of acting like an old busybody.

“Sorry, Father,” she whispered. “I’ll try to leave this up to you. If you want me to interfere, you let me know.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Zoe





Jason pulled his car in front of Zoe’s apartment building as if everything was normal. Alita was hogging the front seat with a perky ponytail that Zoe desperately wanted to yank.  

Zoe studied the back of Jason’s head but couldn’t glean any information from it. 

It was hard to focus, though, because Alita was being such a chatterbox. Whether the perfect little princess wasn’t aware that her boyfriend was acting strangely, was well aware and didn’t care, or was trying to make up for his silence with her jabber, Zoe didn’t know. But Jason didn’t say a single word all the way to school. Zoe had tried to show restraint the night before and had only texted him once before she’d fallen asleep. “Hope you’re feeling better. Remember, I’m just a shout away.”

Not surprisingly, he hadn’t responded.

He pulled into the school parking lot, and Zoe unfolded her sore body from the back seat to follow the loving couple into the school. Why did she do this to herself? Riding to school with them every single day put her in a bad mood every single morning. She knew why she did it. She wasn’t proud of it, but it seemed she’d do just about anything to be close to that boy.

She went to her locker but kept an eye on Jason. He moved slowly, and his face was expressionless. He did not interact with Alita at all. She didn’t seem to mind.

Zoe and Jason had every class together, so Zoe was able to continue analyzing his behavior throughout the day. He did ask her if she had an extra pencil during math, which she found encouraging. But then the day was over, and it was time for another hour and a half of torture in the name of the bouncy orange ball, and she was no wiser about Jason’s problem. 

She got into her practice clothes, put her earbuds in, and went into the gym to wait for the festivities to start. Her long legs dangled off the edge of the stage, swinging to the beat of the music. Her chattering teammates gathered around her, and she turned the music up.

Her playlist ended, and she picked up her phone to start another one. 

Chevon sat beside her, whispering to the girl on the other side of her. Zoe wasn’t paying any attention, but then she heard Jason’s name and her entire body focused on what was coming out of Chevon’s mouth. “No one knows, and you can’t tell anyone,” she whispered. “He would kill me.”

The other girl responded, but Zoe couldn’t make out what she said. She fought the urge to slide closer. Why did Chevon know what was going on with Jason and she didn’t? This made her stomach hurt. Maybe she and Jason weren’t as good a friends as she’d thought. 

“Does he have a plan?” the friend asked.

“Yeah, it’s called come up with a thousand bucks.”

Coach Hodges blew the whistle, and the girls trotted toward her. Slowly, Zoe joined them. What had she just heard? A ball of lead settled in her stomach as her mind birthed a theory. 

She didn’t like this theory. 

She told herself she shouldn’t make assumptions. Just because Jason was a teenager didn’t mean he was going to live out a script of some cheesy movie. She tried to talk herself out of her theory. Maybe he’d lost a bet. Maybe he’d borrowed money from someone and had to pay them back or he was going to get hurt. Maybe he got in trouble with the law and had to pay a fine. Any of these would be better than what she was thinking. But she didn’t think any of these theories held water. First, why would he keep stuff like that from her? And none of those things sounded like Jason.

Of course, neither did impregnating Alita.

She tipped her head back to keep tears from falling. Of course they’d been sleeping together. How had she thought anything else was the case? Because she’d convinced herself that Jason was a good little Jesus boy who wouldn’t be having sex.

She’d been wrong.  

“Line up for the three-man weave!” Coach Hodges called.

Zoe actually knew what this was, but she didn’t have the mental space to be proud of herself. She was too busy trying to figure out another meaning for those words she now wished she hadn’t overheard.

But she could only come up with one. Alita was pregnant. And this was the worst news Zoe had ever heard in her entire life.

The ball hit her on the chin. This was entirely her fault, but the coach hollered at the girl who’d thrown it, telling her to say Zoe’s name before she threw it. “In fact, everyone say the name of the person you’re throwing it to! Let’s go!”

Zoe felt the girls’ annoyance at this new addition to the drill and wished Coach wouldn’t work so hard to protect her. She got the ball back and threw it to the girl at midcourt, desperately wanting to get out of this gym, out of this school. 

Her throat was nearly swollen shut. As if trying to run and breathe wasn’t hard enough without the crying. She’d known she never had a shot with Jason. It’s not like they were going to get married one day and have babies of their own, but this certainly made that reality more real. Alita was pregnant. She’d finally managed to trap Jason for the rest of his life. And the worst part was that Alita was happy about it. More than happy—giddy even. She’d been giddy on the way to school. Zoe should’ve pulled that stupid perky ponytail after all.








  
  

Chapter 5


Zoe





This time when Coach Hodges asked her to stay after and shoot peewee baskets with Callie, Zoe said, “No, thank you.” In the last hour and a half, she’d decided to quit basketball altogether. She’d only been playing because Jason had wanted her to. She was glad now for a reason to quit. She hated it. It was stupid. It was a stupid game that made her stupid body hurt in stupid places.  

When Callie, with a frustratingly concerned look on her face, offered Zoe a ride home, she said no thanks again.

She was going to walk. It was only twenty-four degrees out, but she was going to walk. 

In a brokenhearted huff, she walked all the way to Main Street and into her favorite gas station. She ducked into the bathroom, shook her backpack open, ran the sink in case anybody was listening, and then left the bathroom sixty seconds after she went in. 

Keeping her eyes on the register and not on the liquor bottles, she slyly reached out with one hand and wrapped her fingers around the neck of a fifth of vodka. Her mouth watered at the feel of it. She couldn’t wait to feel that fire slide down her throat, but as she pulled it toward her, warm fingers wrapped around her wrist. She stopped and jerked her head toward whoever had just interfered with her little plan and found herself looking into the eyes of Levi.

“Oh, hi,” she said, a little embarrassed. She let go of the bottle.

“You know, I can’t recommend that brand,” he said with a lazy smile.

She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t paying attention to the brand,” she muttered.

He stepped closer to her. “I know that.” He looked past her toward the door. “You want to go for a ride?”

She scowled. “You don’t have a car.” Instantly she felt guilty. Maybe he’d gotten one. Maybe he’d borrowed one. “Sorry.”

He shrugged. “No need to be sorry. I’m not offended. I’m proud to be driving my mom’s car around.” He flashed that same smile. “So? A ride?”

“Wait. Can you even drive?” She looked down at his cast.

“Sure. I don’t use both feet to drive. Do you?”

“I don’t drive,” she said softly. 

“What?” he barked. He started toward the door. “Come on, if I’m faster than you, something is wrong.”

Something was wrong. Her legs weren’t broken, but they might as well have been as much as they hurt. Because she didn’t know what else to do, she caught up. Maybe he had booze in his mom’s car.

He pushed the big glass door open for her. “Why don’t you drive?”

“Never took driver’s ed.”

He nodded and headed toward a nearby car. “Well, you need to hurry up and do that. Carver Harbor is boring enough with wheels, let alone without.”

She got into his car, suddenly aware of how sweaty she was. “Maybe I should just go home.”

“I can take you there, or we can go for a ride.”

“A ride to where?”

“Anywhere you want.” His eyes fell on his console. “Anywhere that an eighth of a tank of gas will take us.” He laughed at his own joke.

Despite her shattered heart, she smiled.

“So, were you going to pay for that booze or just walk out with it?”

He had to know the answer to this. She didn’t look twenty-one. “Don’t have any money.”

“I had a feeling.” He started the car. “You a big drinker?”

She leaned back in the seat. “Used to be. Trying to turn over a new leaf.”

He laughed heartily. “Oh yeah? How’s that going?”

She laughed. “It’s not as easy as it sounds.”

His voice grew serious. “Tell me about it. I’m still on some drugs for the ankle and some other stuff, and they keep ordering me over and over again not to mix it with alcohol. I don’t even know if it’s that dangerous, but that warning gives me a little extra motivation.” He took a deep breath as he pulled out onto the street. “I’m hoping I can continue with this sober streak once there is no more medication involved.”

“That’s good,” Zoe said and then felt lame. “Good for you.”

He looked at her and gave her that same smile. One side of his lip curled up more than the other, and his face was super relaxed. His laid-back nature calmed her heart rate a bit.

“So, you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Cool.” It was clear he didn’t believe her. “I’d offer to go to the Cove but I’m afraid there might be people there drinking, since, you know, it’s after dark in Carver Harbor.”

She giggled. “Yeah, if you’re trying to stay sober, that’s not a safe place.”

“Not a safe place for your new leaf. Hey! I heard about this really cool haunted cabin with no floor up in the woods. You want to go check that out?”

She laughed for real this time, and it felt great. Her heart was still shattered, but it was hurting a little less. “No, thank you. Already got that T-shirt.”

He laughed as if that were the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

She found this exceptionally rewarding and tried to calm her own smile down a bit. 

“Well, I’d offer to take you to the Ice Cream Scoop, but that closed months ago. You want a doughnut?”

“No, thanks. I eat enough doughnuts at church.”

“Oh yeah? Doughnuts a big part of the Jesus gig?”

“Sort of.” She looked at him. “You’re welcome to come, you know. Anytime.” She’d seen his mom in church, but she’d yet to see Levi. Suddenly she felt self-conscious. “I know, I know, girl steals a bottle of vodka and then invites you to church. What a hypocrite.”

He laughed. “No, I was thinking no such thing. I was thinking that yeah, I should go to church soon. I’ve been meaning to. But it’s so easy to stay in my pajamas and watch television. Hey! Let’s take a ride out to Richie’s Head. See if the lighthouse is still there.”

She didn’t know if he was joking and didn’t dare to laugh, but then that smile appeared again. “Sure. We should go check because if it’s not there, we should definitely tell someone.”

“Oh, absolutely. We’ve just got ourselves a pressing mission.” He stepped on the gas.

After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Zoe asked, “Have you heard any weird rumors about Jason lately?”

The smile slid off Levi’s face. “Nope, sure haven’t.” He waited a beat and then asked, “Why?”

“No reason.” She knew he wasn’t buying that, so she added, “I just thought I might’ve heard something and was wondering if I misheard.” Her cheeks got hot, and she twisted her fingers together nervously. “Never mind. I’m being dramatic, and I hate that.”

“Not dramatic. Just in love.”

“What? No,” she said too quickly.

“It’s okay. The whole town’s in love with Jason DeGrave.”

“Well, I’m not.” She tried hard to mean that.

“You can lie if you want, but I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

Now she was mad. Of course she was lying, but still, he didn’t have the right to tell her how she felt as if he knew more about her feelings than she did. “Not much point to being in love with him when he’s in love with Alita.”

Levi didn’t say anything for a while, but then he said thoughtfully, “I don’t think Jason is in love with Alita.” Zoe’s heart leapt at this. She opened her mouth to say something, but Levi didn’t let her. “But even if he wasn’t dating her, I still don’t think you should be in love with him.”

She looked at him sharply. Did he know something about Jason that she didn’t know? “Why’s that?”

Levi gave her an unnerving gaze, the dashboard lights making the green in his eyes shine. “You know who Jason’s in love with?”

Alita? Zoe shook her head.

“Jason DeGrave is in love with Jason DeGrave. Always has been, always will be.” He turned his attention back to the road in front of him.

Zoe wasn’t sure what he meant and didn’t know how to respond. “Do you mean to say that he’s cocky?”

Levi thought for a few seconds. “Nah, I wouldn’t say that. He might be, but that’s not what I meant. I just meant that with Jason, he’s always going to be his own number one.” He looked at her again. “And I would think that you would want that for yourself.”

“Want what?”

“Don’t you want to be someone’s number one, Zoe?”
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