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Chapter 1: Game Day






The morning of the Lakewood game was cold enough to see your breath. Diane got to the field at six-fifteen, half an hour earlier than her usual early, without thinking about the reason. She walked the perimeter with her thermos and clipboard, watching the October air rise from the grass in white wisps. She told herself she was checking the turf, the nets, and the field after two days of rain. That was true, but it wasn’t the whole story.

She hadn’t slept well. It wasn’t dramatic—no tossing or waking up in a sweat—just the kind of restless sleep where her mind wouldn’t settle and kept circling the same thoughts. She got up at five, made coffee, and sat at her kitchen table with the scouting report she already knew by heart, but read it again anyway. Paula Wentworth’s team played a high press and moved quickly through the center. They had a second striker who was dangerous on set pieces. Their goalkeeper was solid on positioning but slow to her right when facing hard shots to the lower corner.

She knew all of this. She'd known it for a week. She was reading it because it was there and because reading it meant she was thinking about the game and not about anything else.

The gate at the far end of the field was padlocked, which it was supposed to be at six-fifteen. She checked it anyway, gave the chain a pull, moved on. The east goal net was solid — Deb had already replaced the bracket hardware after Diane's note last week, good — and the turf near the penalty spot was firm despite the rain, which was the best possible news. A muddy penalty spot changed everything about how you ran the final third. She crouched and pressed two fingers into the grass. Firm and even. Good drainage. She stood and made a note she didn't need.

She knew she was stalling.

In four hours, Paula Wentworth would walk across this field.

Diane drank her coffee and looked at the opposite sideline, where the visiting team's technical area was marked with orange cones. She tried to picture Paula standing there and found that she could — too easily, too specifically, with a detail level that was embarrassing given the decade of distance between then and now. Paula standing with her arms crossed, watching the field the way she always had, like she was arguing with it about something and winning.

She turned away from the visiting sideline. She had a team to prepare and a game to win. That was why she was here, and she would make it enough, even if she had to hold onto that decision all day.

The team arrived at eight for pre-game walkthroughs. Diane watched them cross the parking lot, paying close attention to their body language—who looked confident, who seemed distracted, who might need a word before warmups. The seniors moved with a steady confidence she’d spent two years helping them build. The juniors looked sharper, a little electric, the way younger players did when the stakes were clear. That was good. You wanted that energy, as long as it was focused.

Deb fell into step beside her as the team fanned out for warmups. "Morning."

"Morning."

"You sleep?"

"Enough." She adjusted her grip on the clipboard. "How's the defensive line looking?"

Deb accepted the redirect without comment, which was one of her best qualities. "Solid. Practiced the backline shape against the high press drill yesterday and they didn't break once after the third rep. They'll hold."

"Good." She watched Brianna Cole go through her pre-warmup foot drills at the far end of the field—the same careful routine, the same focused look, the same steady nerves that always turned into energy once the game began. "I want Cole starting in the center today. Back to the original shape."

"Already planned for it." Deb paused. "She's ready."

"I know she is." Diane watched the team spread out and start moving. Seeing their work, their preparation, and the way twenty-two people became a system calmed something in her that had been unsettled since five in the morning.

She had a game to win.

She talked to them for twelve minutes before warmups. It wasn’t a speech—she didn’t give speeches—just the specific things they needed to hear: how to hold their shape against the press, when to trigger the transition, and who to watch on set pieces. She kept it simple because players needed something solid to hold onto when the game got loud and fast and the tactics blurred. She remembered this from her own playing days, when her college coach’s voice would come back to her in tough moments—not full sentences, just the key words that carried the whole idea.

"Markham, you're the release valve when the press finds us. Stay available." She looked at Tess, who nodded once. "Cole, you're central. Use the half-space. Trust your instincts." Brianna lifted her chin slightly — not a nod, something more internal, like she was filing it. Good. "Everyone else: same system, same standards. You've been preparing for exactly this. Go be ready."

She blew her whistle and they came together, and she started talking.








