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To all the girls struggling to find their voice




The End


I pick up the landline, dial Mom’s cell. It takes too long to connect. There is only the static silence of a dead line, and that’s when I know I’m not alone.


I drop the phone onto its cradle and eye the door, my car keys on the floor in my path. In seconds I calculate how my body will need to scoop the keys as I run from the house. I move just as a metallic snap echoes from under the house.


The breaker.


In the basement.


Someone has thrown the main switch, pitching me and this house and my escape into blackness.


Fear roils in my blood. Becomes me. I kick around for my keys but with each sweep, I am losing time.


I reach for the island, my eyes adjusting, carving light into the shadows. The smell of spearmint bleeds through the air, through my memory, as my senses conjure the last time panic joined me in this space. And how my fingertips reached for the knife set even then. But the block of knives is gone now. The counter cleared. I open a drawer, rifle for utensils, scissors. My fingers meet with the smooth wood of inner drawer and nothing else. I fumble around the sink, but even Mom’s pruning shears are missing.


The phone rings and I freeze from the impossibility of its sound. A second ring sears through silence. I wade across the black, remove the handset, place it at my ear.


I pray that it’s anyone besides him.


Terror climbs the ladder of my spine. My voice, reluctant. “Hello?”


Silence.


Then the dial tone cries beep beep beep and I hang up, quickly dial 911. But he’s quicker.


The line falls dead again.


He’s in the basement, where the phone line enters the house.


But then, no.


He could be outside. At the junction box.


All at once the woods outside feel too hungry, haunted.


My body tells me I need to flee, protect. My brain tells me to fight, engage. I tuck into the forgotten corner of the laundry room, quiet as my fear, and wrap my hands around the butt of my field hockey stick. I hold it tight against my chest, a weapon.


I try to reverse my breathing. Make it soundless. Make it so I cannot be found. The darkness is a comfort, a cloak. I blend into it. For anonymity. For safety. There was a time when I feared darkness. As a child. Alone.


Not now.


Darkness doesn’t have fingers that twist into my flesh. Darkness can’t stalk me. It can’t drive me into the shadows because darkness is fleeting. Not like the threat before me.




Chapter 1


The Beginning:


Three Months Earlier


I’ve got one foot in this world and one in the next.


Stuck in the limbo of being a high school senior. Here, but dreaming of next year, of college and freedom. Freedom from hall passes, curfews, field hockey pressure, and conjugating French verbs in a gray classroom on the most beautiful day of autumn. I twist a ringlet of my too curly hair and stare at the lone sugar maple in the courtyard outside room 104. It’s early October and most of the leaves have already fired into reds and golds. One mad burst of flame at the end of a growing season. Just like senior year.


A pale yellow finch settles onto a high branch and twitches its head nervously. I watch it scan for what? Predators? Its mate? An early acceptance letter from Boston College? Around me, the room fills with the muffled sounds of students shuffling in. Conversations hush and quicken. The metal legs of a dozen chairs scrape the floor as the teacher writes “Learning Target for Français” in flawless cursive on the whiteboard just as Gregg fills the seat next to me like he’s sliding into home plate. His chair glides a few inches closer and he’s in my face, all shoulders and cologne.


“Bonjeer, Zephyr.” He winks. “Looking good,” he tells me, like he tells every girl on the planet. Even so, a blush pushes onto my cheeks, like always. It’s embarrassing how easily I embarrass.


Gregg Slicer is my oldest friend and a legend at Sudbury High for being the best ice hockey player in the history of our school. And I mean The. History. Colleges from all over the Northeast have been scouting him since our sophomore year. Today he’s wearing his red mesh number 17 hockey jersey and even though I can’t see the back, I know it reads SLICE in oversize white block letters. Everyone in Sudbury, New Hampshire, calls him Slice because the boosters have invested a fortune marketing “The Slice on Ice.” We take our hockey seriously in these parts. So seriously that Gregg’s parents even call him Slice. Me? I’m the sole holdout for refusing to feed his ego.


“Did you—” I start, but he’s talking to someone on his opposite side, someone I don’t recognize.


Mrs. Sarter begins in hitch-pitched French, “Bonjour mes étudiants. Es-vous bien?”


Bien on a Monday? I don’t think so.


Her teacher-speak fades into background noise as I consider the identity of the new student sitting next to Gregg. I lean back and catch a glimpse of the boy’s neatly cropped, golden brown hairline. Huh. I study the collar of his blue oxford shirt, rumpled slightly. But Gregg’s wide frame blocks a clear view. When did Gregg’s head get so big? I lean forward, glimpsing New Boy’s footwear. Faded black Converse. Long legs. His jeans are an Abercrombie shade of worn denim. His fingers drum a tune onto the broad part of his thigh. I fixate on the song he’s tapping. Old-school rock? Black Eyed Peas? Something from the Grease soundtrack?


Next to me, Gregg opens his textbook. The room fills with pages being fanned, the collective hunt for chapitre huit. I flip open my book to a random page, but keep my eyes cut to New Boy. There’s something about the boy’s elongated fingers, the steady, sure rhythm that’s coursing through to his fingertips.


When Gregg drops his pencil and bends to retrieve it, New Boy turns my way, stares at me across the void. His eyes flicker cinnamon brown, like newly minted copper pennies. He shoots me a casual head toss and my breath catches in my throat. Just as Gregg blocks him again.


My head fills with New Boy’s face. Smooth as honey skin. Searing gaze. My cheeks flush, and I’m certain I’m the color of a pomegranate.


“Mademoiselle Doyle?” Mrs. Sarter calls, louder than necessary. My eyes snap to the front of the room.


“Oui, professeur?” My voice crackles over the foreign words.


“Nombre dix, mademoiselle? Quelle est la reponse?” She rattles her throat. Never a good sign.


Number ten? What is the answer to number ten? I search the pages in front of me. There’s a picture of two teenagers at a sidewalk café, each wearing a colorful beret. The word bubbles above their heads tell me they’re chatting about homework.


“Mademoiselle Doyle?”


I scan the page, but can’t find a nombre dix. I’m lost. Totally lost. I look up at Mrs. Sarter and know she’s expecting more from an honors student, even though French is hands-down my worst subject. “U-uh . . . ,” I stutter. The room falls quiet. The clock marks mechanical seconds. Tick. Tick. Tick. I swear I can hear the steady rise and fall of New Boy’s breath, the smile that lifts slightly along the corners of his mouth. Then I hear the admissions board at Boston College, asking me about my goals and aspirations and why I want to attend their institution. Their questions are all in French-that-sounds-more-like-German, unintelligible and alien. My nerves shatter.


My weak voice spills into the still air. “Uh . . . Je suis . . . Je suis . . . stuck.”


The classroom skitters with laughter. In the front of the room, Jeremy Lang repeats my words: “Je suis stuck! Classic!” Mrs. Sarter winces with disappointment and reprimands him. She does this in lowly English, and her scrunched expression makes me think it physically pains her.


Suzanne Sharper’s arm flies into the air, pole straight—the answer practically bubbling off her overeager lips. Mrs. Sarter calls on Suzanne and nods at her correct la reponse. She turns to the whiteboard, writes the answer in measured purple strokes.


Gregg leans over and whispers, “Page eighty-four, genius.”


“Right.” I flip to that section of my book.


“Way to have your head in the game.” He flashes me his press-popular smile, now twisting with a smirk.


“You could have helped me out.”


He cuts his eyes to the front. “Who says I knew the answer?”


“Pa-lease.” Gregg speaks French better than Mrs. Sarter on account of his dad being French Canadian. I straighten in my chair and smooth the pages of my book. Gregg slips me a small rectangle of a note, a makeshift business card. He’s printed FRENCH TUTOR across the front using the red Sharpie marker he carries for autographs. He’s scrawled his cell phone number on the bottom right-hand corner. I snark a glance at him and his self-satisfied grin. Then I can’t help the way my eyes move beyond Gregg to find New Boy’s profile.


I pull my attention away. What am I doing? I tuck Gregg’s fake business card into the pages of my textbook and find number ten. I put my finger on it as if to physically plant my brain in this lesson even as the sentences morph together, indecipherable. My insides collapse into a warm sensation. Can a crush take hold this quickly?


Lizzie likes to say I “crush without the mush,” which is her headline-clever way of reminding me I steer clear of deep commitment in the boyfriend department. Unless you count my two years in a junior high nonrelationship with Matt Sanders, which I don’t. Or going to the senior prom with Zach Plummer when I was a freshman and being embarrassed by his drunk self all night.


But since my dad ditched me and Mom this summer, Lizzie’s worried my inability to commit may have more to do with burgeoning abandonment issues. “Crushing is safe,” she said. “It only involves one person . . . you. And you can be in control.”


I prefer to believe my preference for remaining romantically unattached stems from the fact that I have a carefully mapped-out plan for my future, and there’s no point in hijacking that with unnecessary dating drama now. The best boyfriend in the universe will be at Boston College. With me, next year. See? Perfect. Hooking up with a guy in Sudbury will only anchor me to a place I’ve wanted to escape since I was a freshman. So why can’t I help but wonder . . .


If New Boy smells like oranges . . .


Has a British accent . . .


Plays sports . . .


Has secrets he’ll tell only me?


When the bell rings, I jolt.


“Twitchy much?” Gregg jokes while gathering his books.


I stuff my books into my bag, stand, and force myself not to watch New Boy. I take one last look at the maple tree outside. The finch is gone. A spiral of panic swirls in my stomach. Nothing seems grounded lately.


And then Gregg’s voice: “Zee, this is Alec.” I turn and New Boy appears from behind Gregg like a shadow.


My heart quickens. The classroom goes fuzzy around the edges, as if my brain is only capable of taking in this one boy and nothing else. I try to appear calm. “Hey.”


“Your name is Z?” he asks, with a distinct lack of British accent.


My pride ruffles. “Zephyr, actually.”


His eyes throw an apology. “What does it mean?”


“What does Alec mean?” I counter. I’m aware my reply is obnoxious, but that question has always annoyed me.


“It means ‘gentle breeze,’ ” Gregg says. “But I called her Zipper until we were about seven.”


I redden.


“Her parents were hippies.” Gregg knows my family story almost as well as I do.


I think of my mother, stuck in her unmovable fierceness, and my father, God knows where right now, and I don’t see a shred of hippie. “They were young,” I clarify. They were only nineteen when I was born. I can’t imagine having a kid next year. Talk about hijacking college plans.


“Well, it’s a cool name,” Alec says. Damn if my blush doesn’t deepen. But something else. Does his face redden too?


“Alec’s transferring from Phillips Exeter,” Gregg tells me.


My eyebrows knit. “To here?”


Alec laughs. “You don’t approve?”


“No. I mean . . . it’s just . . . why would you do that?”


“For Sudbury High’s world-class foreign language program.” A smile plays at the corner of his mouth.


“Sorry, I just meant . . . Exeter is such a better school.”


Gregg laughs. “How long are you gonna dig this hole, Zeph? We’ve got a meeting with Coach.”


Alec’s gaze dips to my chest and I flatten my bag against me like a shield. He lifts his eyes quickly, a blush definitely blooming. “Do you play? Um . . . field hockey.” It’s impossible not to see his feet shift with embarrassment.


That’s when I remember the emblem on my sweatshirt, the two field hockey sticks crossed in an X. Duh. I clear my throat. “Um, yeah. Forward.”


“Zeph’s the captain of our field hockey team,” Gregg says.


“Cocaptain.”


“Still, the best Sudbury’s seen,” Gregg adds.


Alec’s eyes widen. “Impressive.”


His acknowledgement sends a shiver racing across my skin, like heat and ice tripping over one another.


“You playing this weekend?” Gregg asks.


“Thursday’s our last game of the regular season.”


“I’ll be there,” Gregg says as if this is news. He’s never missed one of my games. “You coming to Waxman’s kegger on Friday?”


“Probably.” Ronnie Waxman has a kegger every weekend. It’s pretty much the apex of Sudbury’s social scene.


“Come. You can help me show Alec around.”


Alec is cute and new. He won’t need a tour guide. “Sure, but keep in mind, this is Suckbury. You’re likely to be disappointed by local customs.”


Alec draws up the softest of shy smiles. “I don’t know, I thought French would be lame.”


My heart hiccups.


“Look, we gotta see Coach. Let’s roll.” Gregg slaps Alec’s back before he slips out the door. The classroom empties except for me and Alec, and Mrs. Sarter wiping down the board as if it’s an aerobic workout.


Alec takes a step back and motions for me to go ahead. “Ladies first.” He lowers his head as I pass, like I’m royalty. It makes me wonder if chivalry is standard private school curriculum.


Just as I’m through the door, I hear, “Zephyr actually?”


I spin to face Alec. I should respond with something brilliant but my voice betrays me.


“It was nice to meet you.” Alec’s damn shy smile softens his every beautiful feature.


“Thanks.” Thanks? I can only imagine what Lizzie would say if she were here. Not the most memorable first impression, Zee. I manage a nod and dart down the hall thinking Alec’s Zephyr actually was both adorable and clever. A dangerous mix.


When I get outside, Lizzie’s waiting for me in the courtyard, sitting at our picnic table. Her cropped hair looks ice white in the sun as she hunches over the small spiral-bound notebook she clutches with two hands. She flips a page, reviewing the shorthand reporter code I have yet to break. This is her process, the way she decides what story will appear on the front page of the school’s Sudbury Sentinel.


“This seat taken?” I sit, and swipe an impeccably julienned carrot from Lizzie’s lunch bag.


Lizzie lowers her notebook with a sigh. “This place might kill me, Zee.”


“Dramatic much?”


“I’m serious. There is exactly nothing going on at this school. Unless I’m expected to use my professional genius to dissect the nutrients in the caf’s tater tots or dig into the bizarre—and might I add—disturbing flirting rituals of some of Sudbury’s faculty.”


“Please spare us that.”


Lizzie smiles, her face softening. “I need to get out of here.”


“You and me both.”


Lizzie and I have wanted to be free of small-town Sudbury since we met in fifth grade. She’s always had plans to be a reporter in a big city. At twelve, she wore a fedora, complete with a tab of paper that screamed PRESS in orange crayon. While other kids played tag, Lizzie taught herself shorthand.


Me? A marine biologist working off the shores of Cape Cod. Or Cape Town.


Lizzie peers over her New York cool black-rimmed glasses. “I hear Sudbury’s snagged itself a transfer student.” She squints, scans the crowd in the quad.


“Alec. He’s in my French class.”


Her mood perks. “You met him? Any scoop there?”


“I’m not trained in human observation the way you are, Lizzie.” I pop the top of my Sprite and it hisses with release.


“Oh come on. There has to be something.”


I take a short sip. “He’s friends with Gregg. Plays hockey. Moved here from a private school.”


Her smile winks. “But you weren’t paying attention, right?”


“I guess some might say he’s cute.”


“ ‘Cute’ does not a headline make, Zee. Rumor has it he got expelled from his posh school for having a girl in his room.”


“I met him for, like, two seconds. It didn’t really come up.”


Lizzie stretches out along the table. I envy the way she’s always seemed so comfortable in her own skin. “But he’s nice?”


“Like I said, our conversation wasn’t deep. He could be a total player for all I know.”


“News flash: All guys are players. It’s called having a Y chromosome.” Lizzie arches her neck toward the sun in a way I never could. Not without feeling everyone’s eyes critiquing me. “Perhaps we should investigate. See if this boy is crush-worthy.”


“Not interested.”


“In him or any crush?”


“Come on, Lizzie. I’ve got, like, zero time for any of that. All that matters is getting my ass to Boston next year.”


She turns to narrow her eyes, study me. “Maybe. I mean, I get it. But we’re here now and he might be an attractive prospect. He could help keep your mind off some things.”


I shoot her a look, one that warns she’s going too far.


“I’m on your side, Zee.” She throws up her hands. “I just don’t want you to shut out opportunity now because you’re thinking a thousand steps ahead about how your heart might get hurt.”


Lizzie’s been dating Jason since sophomore year. He’s a year older and attends NYU. He comes home a lot, or she goes to New York. Each time they meet up it’s like no time has passed between visits. I can’t imagine getting lucky enough to share that depth of trust with another person. “And how is Alec an opportunity?”


“I’m not talking about Alec, Zee. I’m talking about taking chances. Making this year a little more than doing time.” Her voice softens. “It’s our senior year, our last chance to do whatever we want without consequences. Promise me you’ll at least be open to different. Whatever form it takes.”


I cringe at the thread of pity I hear in Lizzie’s voice.


And her words don’t leave me for the rest of the day. All through the grueling sprints of field hockey practice I can’t wrestle free of Lizzie’s advice: embrace different. But she doesn’t get how hard different has been without Dad. I’ve kind of had my fill of different for a while.


Ugh. Maybe I have turned into a sad abandonment cliché.




Chapter 2


By the end of the week nothing matters except winning our game. There’s no room to think about crushes or Dad disappearing or Mom trying to hide how her world has detonated into a thousand shards.


“Huddle up!” Coach’s sharpened-knife voice slices through the locker room, and we quickly round into one. I breathe in the scent of lemons and too much bleach, and the adrenaline skulking about, readying to be set free. The room smells like I feel. Bottled, reined in. I need air. And the space to run.


And then Coach’s speech: “This is it, ladies. An entire season—an entire career for some of you—is waiting for its punctuation mark. Will it be a period? That small dot at the end of a sentence that the reader glazes over? Or will you leave this season with an exclamation mark? A long streak of ink that proclaims you as victors, unbeatable!” Coach doubles as Sudbury’s freshman English teacher.


We bang the butts of our sticks against the concrete floor until Coach’s hands quiet us.


“Focus hard. Feel your youth. Use it.”


It’s her mantra. We all know it by heart and I am suddenly thankful for the things I can count on.


As if she knows what I’m thinking, she scans the room and I watch her trying to stamp this moment into her memory, fix it there like a photograph. Or maybe that’s me.


Coach’s face reddens then in the way I’m used to, all the blood rushing to her rallying call. “The word ‘lose’ does not exist! Not in your wheelhouse! Do you understand?” Her words ricochet off the cement walls, their echo washing away the bleach and the lemons. Leaving room only for the pulsing adrenaline. “Get out there and win!” My heart resets, beating with the pregame intensity I’ve known in all of my four years at Sudbury. When we raise a collective cheer, our pooled enthusiasm climbs into me, shares my skin. It feels familiar and safe.


The room thunders with the beat of a thousand sticks smashing against the cement floor. I gather my gear and slam my locker, the sound of its tinny, hollow screech singular amid the noise. A sound I won’t hear again after tonight. Unless we win. Unless we make it to the playoffs. And in this moment I realize I’m not willing to let go of Sudbury. Not yet. No part of me wants tonight to be my last night in this uniform. I tuck my mouth guard under the strap of my sports bra, feel the weight of a hand patting me on the back. Then another. I grab my cleats and in a terrifying flash I realize I’m not even sure who I’ll be without my teammates—without field hockey. I draw that fear down, deep into my core.


I’ll use that fear to win tonight.


Prolong the season.


Cool air sweeps over me as I exit the gym, the bright lights of the distant field marking our arena: a rectangle of cropped grass, regulation lines, and more hope than any space should be able to contain. It feels odd to realize I’ll miss even these lights, these electric eyes that have been watching over me for four years. My stomach dips with unexpected sentiment just as I hear Gregg’s call.


“Wait up, Five!” I turn, even though my jersey says 23. When I was a freshman, five wasn’t available so Gregg suggested two numbers that add up to my lucky number. I’ve been 23 ever since.


Gregg jogs to me, his smile moon-wide.


“Hangin’ around the girls’ locker room, huh? It’s kind of a creeper move.”


“Funny.” He bends into an almost-bow. “I’m here to carry your cleats.”


“Come again?”


“It’s an epic night, Zeph. I thought I might have the honors.” He reaches for my cleats and my game shoes look small in his palms. A wash of gratitude feathers over my skin.


We head toward the field, my feet bare except for socks. It’s the only way I’ve ever walked to a game. Ever since the first time I played for Sudbury when I was running late and the Junior Varsity coach yelled me out of the locker room before I had all my gear on. I scored two goals that night. Got promoted to Varsity three games later. The cold pavement seeps through my socks and licks at my toes, but it only energizes me. Baseball players aren’t the only ones who hold on to their superstitions like lifelines.


“You psyched?” Gregg asks.


“Um, kind of petrified.”


He thrusts out his arm, stops me short. “Why?”


I stare into the washed blue of his eyes and my worry forces itself out of my rib cage. “This could be my last game for Sudbury. Or my last field hockey game ever. What if I fuck it up? What if we lose?” There are so many unknowns next year. What if I’m predisposed to bailing on all that’s important to me—like Dad? What if I let the team down? “What if—”


Gregg pulls an imaginary zipper across his own lips and I quiet. “Remember our school talent show in second grade?”


My voice almost left me that night, too scared to speak to an auditorium audience. “I remember.”


“You wore that Groucho mustache and told a bunch of knock-knock jokes. Remember your closer? Knock-knock . . . ,” Gregg prompts.


“Who’s there?”


“Tanks.”


“Tanks who?”


“No, no, no,” he mimics. “Tank you!” He bows for an imaginary audience. “You had the crowd laughing their asses off.”


The memory paddles up in me like a friend visiting.


“You were a star that night, Zipper. You’ll be one tonight.”


The eight-year-old me visits when she hears Gregg’s nickname. She tells me I’ve got this.


Gregg bends his tree form to nudge my shoulder with his and we continue to the field. Our shadows march forward in front of us. Straight. Determined. Together. Just like our plan for Boston next year.


A sudden flash of pom-poms and cheer cascade by us.


“Cheerleaders?” Gregg says. I shrug.


Lani Briggs, head cheerleader, sidles up to Gregg’s opposite side. “Hey Slice.”


“Lani. What brings you and the crew out tonight?” I can hear Gregg flashing her that killer smile.


“Football’s loaning us out since, you know, the field hockey team hasn’t gone to State in, like, forever.”


“Jinx much?” I mutter under my breath, and Gregg elbows me.


“That’s cool. Good to see so much support,” he tells her.


“Maybe we can meet up after?” Lani asks, her full flirt dialed high.


“Maybe.”


“I hope so,” Lani coos just before she bounds forward to join her clan, her red and white pom-poms raised over her head.


“Gross,” I tell Gregg.


“Lani?” He laughs. “Please. I’m not man enough to handle her stimulating conversation.”


“I’m not sure it’s conversation she’s looking to stimulate.”


“Get your head out of the gutter, Doyle. You’ve got a game to win.” We reach the sidelines and Gregg hands me my cleats. “You’ll rock this, Zeph.”


I lace up my cleats and watch the football cheerleaders line up on the opposite side of the field. I snug my mouth guard around my teeth and squat in a final stretch.


Coach calls for us to take the field and I assume my position as right wing forward. Gregg’s unmistakably deep, “Bring ’em hell, Five!” reaches me from the crowd. Then the ref’s whistle blows a split second before I hear wood crack against the hard round ball. I run deep, open the face of my stick, ready for a pass. I bend low when the ball comes my way, trap it under my stick and snake it down the length of the field. I reach scoring position without a defender, no one blocking me, but it’s not my shot to take. Lyndsey is set in front of the goal and I flick the ball to her, where she instantly hammers it into the corner of the net, putting Sudbury on the scoreboard first. Lyndsey and I crash into each other with a full-body high-five, riding on our wave of adrenaline. The cheerleaders sing out a practiced chant, which makes tonight seem bigger than all of us. That surge carries me through the rest of the game, through the fatigue and frustration, until the ref  ’s whistle blows for the last time and he raises his arms in a win for Sudbury.


The cheerleaders sound out a victory cheer as my team smashes together, bound as one in our exhaustion and elation. I feel grounded here in the middle of a hundred heartbeats. Cocaptain Karen nudges me and we call the team into a straight line to high-five the Clinton Colonials. With each hand I slap I wonder why I’ve always wanted to leave this town so badly. Has it really been that bad? Because right now, in this moment, the thought of leaving Sudbury sits uncomfortably upon my bones.


Lizzie meets me at the end of the line, puts on her old-timey newsman voice. “You’re a star, Doyle. Front page news, see.”


I laugh and pull out my mouth guard, jiggle it in my loose fist. “Front page, huh?”


“The frontest.”


Gregg joins us. “Way to go, Five. It’s playing like that that’ll get a Boston College scout scrambling for your number.”


I scoff. “As if. I’ll be lucky if they let me sit on the sidelines to watch their games.”


Lizzie knits her eyebrows. “Maybe it’s because I know exactly nothing about college sports, but why is it such an impossibility that you could play for Boston College?”


“Because those girls are amazing. They are, like, the best of the best.”


Lizzie bursts a short laugh and looks to Gregg.


He shakes his head at me like I’m dense. “You’re a captain who just took her team to State, Five.”


And that’s when it hits me that the girls playing for the Boston College Eagles were playing for high school teams before they got to college. Hope spikes in me and it’s almost too much to want.


“Zephyr!” It’s my mom. At the bleachers, waving.


Lizzie pulls up her notepad. “I should go see how the Clinton coach spins this loss. I’m hoping for lots of expletives, but we probably both can’t get that lucky tonight.”


Gregg tosses his chin toward the corner of the field. “I’m gonna roll with Alec. Catch up with you later?”


My eyes follow his nod, find Alec. He’s alone near the net, waiting for Gregg. Watching me. He gives me a shy wave and I raise my stick casually. Like him watching me is nothing.


“Tell your moms I say hey.” Gregg pats me on the shoulder and jogs toward Alec.


I go to Mom, her face too small to hold a wider smile. “Oh Zephyr! You were amazing! I’m so proud of you, honey!”


“You should be,” Coach says from behind, catching me off-guard. “You played one hell of a game, Doyle.”


“Thanks Coach.”


She nods and asks Mom, “Does she get her athletic talents from you, Olivia?”


Mom laughs. “I’m the definition of uncoordinated. Zephyr has her father to thank for her physical skill.”


Mom hugs me to her. It’s odd how easy it seems for her to talk to Coach about Dad. Mention him in this offhanded way like he comes up casually in all our conversations lately.


Coach raps on my stick, tells Mom, “You make sure she rests up, Olivia. Tonight is only the beginning.”


Mom beams, pulls me tighter. “I will.”


“I’m grateful,” Coach says before heading over to the other players, their parents. But I’m the one who’s grateful, for Coach including Mom in our team’s success. It’s a mission Mom doesn’t take lightly. After devouring an enormous banana split at Fernalds, we head home where she tells me to shower and head to bed. “Like Coach said, you need your rest.”


I oblige her the shower, but I spend half the night texting Karen and some of the other players. We’re going to State and sleep is the last thing any of us seem capable of.




Chapter 3


The following night I go to my dresser and grab the woolen socks that are standard armor for a fall party in New Hampshire. Only days ago I would rage against the idea of attending yet another lame party at Ronnie Waxman’s, but tonight feels different.


My full-color Boston College catalog sits on my desk. I trace my finger along its spine. Like always, I imagine I’m the girl on the cover, walking the brick path to the arched entrance of an academic hall, books rested on her hip, the photographer catching her on an up-step so that she looks like she’s floating. Soon, I think. Soon.


Except . . . except . . .


Lately I’ve had a harder time imagining I can really be that girl . . . self-doubt Lizzie would attribute to parental issues.


When I sit on my bed to fasten my boots, a soft knock sounds on my bedroom door. For a dumb second I wonder whether it’s Mom or Dad.


“Come in,” I tell Mom.


She opens the door slowly, Finn forcing his wide doggie body through the crack before pushing his soft head into my shins. I feel for his ears, that sweet spot that makes his back leg flick quick as a jackrabbit.


“Hey Sunshine. Do you want to join me for pizza before you leave?”


Finn’s head lifts at the mention of pizza, and his enthusiasm tempts me down the hall.


In the kitchen, Mom’s setting the table, still wearing her fitted navy suit. She’s a state prosecutor with meticulous grooming skills, never a hair or fact out of place. I wouldn’t want to go up against her in a courtroom. She’s fierce and forward in a way I could never own.


She sets out knives and forks, folded napkins. She’s even poured two glasses of milk. Dad’s the eccentric artist type—writes graphic novels for a living—and is way more relaxed. When he lived here, we’d stand around the island eating pizza right out of the box, sneaking Finn the crusts. I take a seat, slide a slice onto my too-formal plate. Finn drools at my side.


“I noticed the Boston College catalog in your room.” Mom wrestles a slice onto her plate. “When’s the application deadline?”


“Not till January.” I don’t tell her that I’ve applied early decision. Fact one: I can’t wait until spring to know my academic fate. Fact two: I can’t have Mom checking in every day to see if I’ve heard. I play with the crust of my pizza, knowing Mom’s approach. She knows the application deadline but wants to talk about something important, something more important than Boston College. I imagine this is how she warms up her witnesses, gets them comfortable with some safe, calming chitchat.


She blows on her slice. “I talked to your father.”


She doesn’t even try to camouflage these explosive words. The words I have longed for and dreaded since my eighteenth birthday, the day Dad left with a note as his explanation: “Zephyr’s an adult now and there are things I need to do besides being a parent.” That wasn’t his whole message, but it’s the part I remember, the part that hurt most.


I stare at Mom, unable to conjure a simple and . . .


“We’re going to meet for drinks. Tonight.”


“You’re meeting him? As in seeing him?” I want to scream, Where is he? Where has he been? How can he all of a sudden be in a place that’s close enough for you two to meet up? In my brain four months spreads itself out like a distance. Four months means equator far away. Off-our-radar far away.


Mom’s fingers move to the middle of the table and pick expertly at the yellow leaves on the centerpiece lipstick plant. She’s been vigilant about perfect houseplants lately, as if pinching away dead foliage will exert some sort of order in our Post Dad Universe. “I know it must seem out of the blue, but we have a lot to talk about, Zephyr.”


I tense in my chair, slip Finn my slice. He slinks to the corner to indulge. I can’t help but wonder where Dad’s been eating his dinners and if he’s been alone. Does he have a girlfriend? Another house? A new kid on the way?


She wipes her hands on her napkin, reflattens it against the table. “He wants to talk to you, Zephyr.”


“It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” The words bite with all the anger I’ve stored.


She looks at me hard. “No. I don’t. I don’t think it’s ever too late. I didn’t have the luxury of talking to my parents or even knowing them.”


I soften, knowing Mom’s parents were killed in a car crash when she was an infant. “I know. But this is different. Dad chose to leave. Does he expect me to just forget him ditching me? That note?”


“Those are questions you’ll have to ask your father.” Mom reaches for my hand across the table. “I think you need to be really careful about dismissing your father, Zephyr. You can be angry at him. You can be upset. But in the end he’s the only father you’ll ever have.”


I look at her, searching. Doesn’t she know that I know that? It’s why his leaving hurts so much.


I hear Lizzie’s horn outside and practically jump for the door. “I gotta go.” I bring my plate to the dishwasher and knock Mom’s pruning shears from their perch at the sink’s edge. The dull twang of them hitting the metal echoes in our quiet house.


I give Mom a quick kiss on the cheek. I don’t tell her to have fun, like I would if she were going to her gardening club or meeting a friend. I can’t find a combination of words that would be appropriate in this beyond bizarre situation. I mean, a twenty-six-letter alphabet has its limitations.


I fold into Lizzie’s passenger seat.


“How’s Olivia?” she asks.


“My mom is officially jenked. Apparently she’s having date night with my father.” I pull my seat belt across my chest and hope it’s enough to keep my insides from spilling out.


Lizzie twists to face me. “So wait . . . what does this mean exactly?”


“It means that my parents are the last thing I want to talk about.”


She gives me a hard stare. “But your dad is back, right? You don’t want to talk about that fairly major event in Doyle family history?”


I press my head to the cold glass of the passenger door, hoping it will freeze still my racing thoughts. “I don’t know if he’s back back or why he’s here. I can’t even process.”


Lizzie lets out a low sigh. “You still up for going out?”


“God yes. Anywhere. Please.”


Lizzie drives and I watch the dark blink past my window. By the time we arrive at the party, we have to hike to Ronnie Waxman’s house because cars already pack both sides of his private road. The October air sings crisp and I pull my scarf from my pocket, wrap it around my neck.


Lizzie links my arm in hers. “Be prepared to be treated like royalty.”


Sovereign is the last thing I feel. “What for?”


“This place is crawling with jocks, and you just captained your team to State, girl. That makes you an A-lister.”


“Hardly.”


“You’ll see.”


As we approach Ronnie’s house the rap is deafening. I’m grateful it absorbs the ache in me as we walk across his enormous, flawlessly groomed backyard, the earth thudding with reverberating bass.


On the raised patio, two kegs are positioned on opposite sides, like always. I don’t drink. Control issues.


“Captain Fantastic!” Shane Taylor calls. He’s manning the keg, handing out cups. He fills one, passes it to me. “You drink for free tonight, Zephyr Doyle.” Shane swims in his own smile.


“Thanks.”


He raises his cup in a toast. “Legendary.”


“Told you,” Lizzie says, nudging me.


“Right as usual.”


Someone walks behind me, pats me on the back. “Great game, Doyle.”


I look at Lizzie and laugh. “When did students at Sudbury start giving a shit about field hockey?”


“It’s not the game, Zee. It’s the fame. Everyone wants to be affiliated with a winner. Tonight, you’re a winner.”


Lani bounces in front of us and I have to take a step back from her energy. “Great game, Zephyr.”


“Thanks.”


But Lani’s looking past me. “Is Slice here?”


“No clue.”


“Oh. Okay. Well . . . Can you tell him I’m looking for him when you see him?”


“Will do.”


“Okay, see ya!” Lani cheers and bounds off.


“Being ignored by Lani Briggs could be the biggest compliment of my life,” Lizzie says.


“Hah! If I could be so lucky.” I search the crowd. “I do suspect Gregg’s behind this jock marketing campaign, though.”


“Yeah, well, he’s here somewhere. Nowhere else to go in Suckbury.”


“I know, right.”


We duck into the house, where I dump my beer and fill my cup with water to disguise the fact that I’m a total party dork. The rooms are packed and the music is too loud, and when Lizzie tells me she needs to use the facilities, I need air. “Meet me outside when you’re done.” I have to scream to be heard over Rihanna. Lizzie nods and I head out to our spot at the edge of the lawn, turn my back to the evergreens and feel comfortable hiding in the shadows. I like the distance. From here, I spy the already-wasted football team pooled around the kegs and the girls fawning. And Alec.


He leans against the house, three girls hanging on his every word. I can see their smiles and their too many hair flips. I lean forward, pulled by warped interest.


“Hey!” Gregg appears behind me and I jump. Cold water splashes over my wrist. “Man, what is with you lately?”


I blot the water off my skin with my jacket sleeve. “What do you mean?”


“You were jumpy in French class too.” I smell the beer on his breath, recognize the way his words stumble out slower than usual.


“Don’t sneak up on me and I won’t jump.”


“So . . . o . . . rry.” He bats his eyes. “Forgive me, Zeph?”


“Always.”


He takes a sip of beer, looks out into the crowd. “Where’s Lizzie?”


“Bathroom break. But Lani’s looking for you.”


“Yeah? How come?”


“Probably because she’s in love with you.”


“Not my type.” He swigs another sip. “So how are you enjoying your fame?”


I fan my arm around my deserted space. “I prefer the sidelines.”


“Not comfortable with stardom? Inconceivable. How is it that we’re friends, again?”


“Hilarious.” I throw an eye roll.


“Well, I think you had an amazing season.”


I shift my feet, uncomfortable. I’m not the hugest fan of compliments, something Gregg knows. “I had help.”


“Oh right. I forgot that you’re blandly ordinary and your team pretty much carried you.” He smiles over the ridge of his cup.


“Your accuracy is impressive.” I nod toward the house. “Looks like Alec’s making friends.” Two of the girls have moved closer to Alec. “So is it true he got expelled for having a girl in his dorm?”


“Fact. Why? Is that important?”


“Not to me. Lizzie’s writing an exposé.”


“Classic, right? One of the most interesting things to happen here didn’t even happen here.”


“Classic indeed.” I take a sip of water, the cold shocking my insides. “How long have you guys been friends? I’ve never heard you mention him before.” My curiosity about Alec surprises me.


“His peeps moved here last year. We share ice when he’s home on break but I’m one of the only dudes he knows in town.”


“Bummer for him,” I say, and laugh.


Gregg puts his arm around me and squeezes. “Enough about Alec. How about you? Things cool?”


I lean into him in our comfortable way. I know he’s asking about my home life. Olivia. The Missing Link that is/was Dad. I pull in a deep breath, prepared to blow the entire update his way, get his take on the unfolding madness. “Olivia’s meet—”


But then my words are stolen.


Gregg’s mouth presses onto mine, evaporating sound between us. His cheek stubble pricks against my skin. He thrusts his tongue between my lips and it meets mine, furiously searching. I pull back, shove my palm against the thick ridge of his collarbone.


“What was that?” Shock ripples through me in a way I thought impossible only moments ago. Gregg tilts his head and settles it onto my shoulder.


“Go out with me, Zeph.” A plea whispered into the crook of my neck.


I slink out from under the weight of his drunk head and he scoops me to his tree trunk chest. My feet dangle in midair. He pushes “Zeph” into my ear. Half of me shivers from the intensity of being held by his strong arms. The bigger half of me can’t believe this is happening because it’s Gregg. My friend-since-preschool-Gregg.


“Put me down.”


He eases my feet to the grass.


My voice falls soft. “You kissed me.”


“I know. It was a little more one-sided than I’d planned.”


“Planned?”


“I—” he starts, but something rustles behind us. Lizzie.


“You two look cozy,” she says.


Gregg staggers backward, looking as disoriented as I feel.


“Sober much?” Lizzie laughs, showing no signs she saw the kiss. The kiss that was planned. Oh god.


Gregg stares at his empty hands. “I-I need to grab a beer.” He turns quickly, heads toward the patio. I pull my sleeve over my hand and blot my mouth, wishing I had a stronger drink to wash away the taste of Gregg—Gregg, who’s practically my brother.


Lizzie arches her eyebrows. “Is it something I said?”


“No, I think he just . . .” But I don’t know how to process the last two minutes, let alone make an excuse for Gregg’s behavior. I grab Lizzie’s beer, swig a sip, and shove the cup back into her hand.


“Whoa. What’s gotten into you?”


“I think I want to bail.” I can’t drink enough to forget that kiss, but maybe Gregg will. Maybe he already has.


“We can leave if that’s what you want. Things have to be pretty messed up for you right now.”


Major understatement. “I need to go.”


On the drive home, Lizzie doles out supportive advice about the recent development with my parents in the way I’ve come to depend on, but tonight I only half listen. I’m too floored by Gregg’s kiss to focus on much else.


I retreat to my room and lock the door. Lying on my bed, my brain cyclones with thoughts of men and boys and boys and men. All making the wrong choices.


•  •  •


Gregg’s kiss haunts me all Saturday morning, so I ditch my homework and run. A lot. Just like I always do when too many issues creep up that are beyond my control. When I return to our long dirt driveway I stop to stretch against the pole that is supposed to hold up a green Ashland Drive sign, but the lonely metal rod stands as bare as the surrounding trees.


A twig cracks in the far distance. A deer, probably. The quiet of our forest is a comfort after the chaos of Waxman’s party. A bit of thankfulness surges in me for Dad deciding to buy so much property. But then I remember that this wooded seclusion and me and Mom wasn’t what Dad wanted after all. Or is it? A chill licks my insides as I reach for the mailbox, duck my hand into its mouth, and retrieve the stack of letters. All bills. Some with Dad’s name.


Inside the house, Mom’s sitting at the kitchen island studying Gardeners’ Supply Catalog. My skin drips with a heated layer of sweat. All I want to do is take a shower, but Mom asks me to sit. Instead, I stretch my hamstrings. Again.


“I wanted to fill you in on my dinner with your father last night. He misses you, Sunshine.”


I miss him too. The words are hard enough to admit inside the protected shell of my brain. I can’t imagine giving them to the world.


“He wants to be in your life again. And I hope you’re open to the idea.”


“Well, I’m not. I’m still pretty pissed off.”


“Language.” She gives me a manners-reminding stare and stands. “Having a relationship with your father is important. More important than anything going on in your life right now, whether you can see that or not.”


“It’s pretty hard to see past him bailing on us.” And can you even start over with your own father?


Her face hardens with thought. “Maybe it’s time you start focusing on what your future will be like if you can’t welcome some forgiveness.”


But how can I when my brain is busy obsessing over all the reasons my father didn’t think me worthy of sticking around?


“You should know he has an apartment in Concord. For now.”


An hour away. Then . . . “For now? What does that mean?”


Mom gathers her catalog and stacks it with the others. Her “future gardens” as she calls them. “It’s a little early to say, but that shouldn’t be your main concern. You need to focus on the relationship you want to have with him. You’re an adult now, Zephyr.”


Being reminded of my eighteenth birthday shifts the walls inward, devours oxygen. “Mom, I can’t see him. Not now. I can’t deal with hearing about why he left or why he’s back.” My heart’s still breaking over the why he left part.


“Zephyr—”


“No, Mom. If you see him, that’s fine. That’s between you and him and whatever.”


Mom folds her arms across her chest like she’s holding in all the rest of the stuff she wants to say. But she keeps it locked in. Instead, she tells me, “I know you’ll do the right thing.”


The weight of her expectations crumbles me. I’ve always done the right thing. She expects me to make good choices but I don’t even know what good choices look like after being abandoned by my father. His note had the edges of a serrated knife, tearing through the bond we’d once shared, carving out Before and After.


I escape to the shower and when I get out, I text Lizzie that I’m not feeling great, which isn’t a total lie and it’s enough to excuse me from tonight’s limited Sudbury social scene. I bury myself in English and trig for the rest of the weekend, and obsess over why Gregg hasn’t answered my “You around?” text.


“Do you think things are still cool between us?” I ask Finn, who’s stretched out on the bed next to me, his head on my pillow. I nuzzle close to his face. “Do you think Gregg was too drunk to remember the kiss?” I interpret Finn’s slobbering lick across my lips as a definitive no.




Chapter 4


By Monday I’m practically crawling out of my skin from Gregg’s silent treatment. I can’t even name the last time I went a day without a text from him, let alone an entire weekend. Does he hate me? Blame me? I’m so preoccupied with bracing myself for seeing him in French last period that the last thing I expect is Alec waiting for me at my locker. “Uh . . . hi.”


“Hi yourself.” He must read the question in my eyes because he says, “Mind if I walk with you? I thought it might be good if we started over. Our introduction wasn’t exactly epic.”


“Yeah, not my finest moment.”


“It’s all good. I’m in a position to be very forgiving considering you and Slice are the extent of my social connections in this school.”


I hate the way my heart dips when I hear Alec mention Gregg.


Alec wiggles his French textbook before letting it hang smoothly by his hip, a gesture I try not to notice. “I’ve been studying.”


I grab my own book and slam my locker closed. “Yeah?”


The corner of his mouth turns up. “In an attempt to master the language as you have.”


A laugh betrays me and slips right past my lips as we move down the hall.


“Seriously though, it’s intimidating to be in an AP French class when I’ve never taken it before.”


“You’ve never taken French?”


“Nope. I’ve studied Latin since, like, the third grade. I can tell you anything you want to know about noun declension. Impressive, right?”


I try to force back a growing smile, but it’s hard to tame.


“But French, now that’s tricky. As you so brilliantly displayed last week.”


“I wasn’t exactly paying attention.”


His eyes widen. “Distracted?”


“Bird watching.”


“Lucky bird.”


Huh. “So how did you get into this class? If you’ve never taken French before?” I ask as Mrs. Sarter’s room comes into view.


“I scored high on the placement test. I used my Latin and a lot of educated guessing. Who said dead languages are useless?”


Dead languages. Like the dead silence between me and Gregg. I shake the thought from my head.


We enter the classroom and take our seats at the back. I open my book, pretend to review. Gregg’s homemade card for free French tutoring flutters to the floor. And that’s when I see him in the front row, chatting it up with Suzanne Sharper, his charm turned on high. Mrs. Sarter calls the class to order and Gregg twists in his seat, like he’s supposed to be in the front row. Like he’s always been in the front row.


•  •  •


Gregg successfully ignores me the rest of the day, despite my best efforts to catch him coming out of class or run into him at lunch. It’s like he’s changed all of his patterns just to avoid me, an observation that makes my stomach coil. I remember the same sinking feeling in the weeks after Dad left, the way I’d search for him in the aisles at the grocery store or through the windows of passing cars. I don’t want Gregg to slip away like Dad did.
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