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Chapter One

I’m late. The first song on the warm-up playlist is almost over.

The music from the arena’s sound system is loud, heavy, fast. It drills through me as I step onto the ice and skate toward the bench, my gloves tucked under my arm. I shake out the stiff, weighted feeling of exhaustion that comes from a day of early-morning practice followed by seven hours of riveting public education. I both dread and welcome the hour of intense drills, the stretch and burn in my muscles, the pure instinct of movement and play.

I also dread the beatdown I’m going to get for being late, even though I have a good reason.

I grab a water bottle and squirt some into my mouth before snapping the strap of my helmet closed and dropping the cage.

“Hey, Princess.” My linemate Justin “Slacks” Swenson skates up next to me. “You’re late. I’d watch out if I were you, because Captain Hot Shit is in a mood today.” Justin has a different name for our co-captain, Wes “Hot Sauce” Millard, every other day.

I try to laugh away some of the tension. “Tell me something I don’t know,” I say as Justin skates away.

“Dutch.” The word is sharp. Here we go.

I spin around and pinch my lips together as I stare down our co-captain. Even through the wire cage on the front of his helmet, I can see that Hot Shit—er, Hot Sauce—Millard’s eyes flash with irritation.

“You’re late,” he growls. “Unacceptable.”

I roll my eyes. “I had to stay after class to talk to one of my teachers, OK? I mean, last I checked, academics come first, right?”

I hate that every sentence ends with a question mark, like I’m asking for his approval. Which, I guess, I sort of am.

He sighs. “Which teacher?” he asks, his words laced with frustration.

He thinks I’m lying. Ass. “Rieland. Journalism. She rejected my story idea. Happy now?”

I don’t tell him that it was the third story idea for the Jack Pine print edition that she’s rejected this week. I need to come up with something good—and fast.

He holds my gaze for another second, then looks away. “Just get out there, Dutch,” he mutters. Can’t argue with grades, although I’m somewhat surprised that he doesn’t at least try.

“And don’t call me Dutch,” I snap as I join my teammates, Hot Sauce on my heels.

In all my years of playing hockey—eleven total between the Halcyon Lake Area Youth Hockey Association and on the high school team, thirteen if you count falling on my ass as a toddler, chasing after my brothers—I’ve never had a nickname.

Most of the guys have them, usually something to do with how they play or some twisted version of their last name. One of our coaches started calling my older brother Carter “Six-Four” back in our Squirt days because he was already so tall, and sure as shit, he’s six-four. Most people shorten it to Six. Wes, apparently, has been called Hot Sauce for years because he puts Cholula on everything. Holls and Holly are the closest things I’ve had to a nickname, until Hot Sauce moved to town, along with his giant ego and state championship medal. He snagged a co-captain spot alongside Carter a year later.

A spot that rightfully should have gone to someone with team history, in my opinion. But obviously my opinion wasn’t shared by the majority of my teammates who voted him in.

“What’s your secret?” Justin asks me as I skate up behind him. “I expected him to bitch you out.”

I shrug. “My irresistible charm, Slacks. What the fuck else?”

He snorts. “Nice mouth, Princess.”

I’m a lot of things, but a princess is not one of them.

“Hot Flash thinks his shit doesn’t stink because he scored that goddamn game-winning overtime goal,” Justin goes on. “Then he moves here and kisses Coach’s ass and the next thing we know, he’s captain.” He’s on a roll now, although it’s a quiet one. He skates off, catching a pass.

Justin and I go way back, linemates since Peewees, and I trust him almost as much as I do my brothers. And he’s found me to be an easy confidant for years. Two months ago, I was the first person he told about his crush on Joseph Lincoln, senior class treasurer and track star. “Slacks-n-Tracks,” I like to call them—well, now that they’re together and out, that is.

I follow the action on the ice, leaning in and waiting for Justin to swing back around to pass me the puck.

“Dutch! You’re up!” Hot Sauce yells from behind me. Thank you, Captain Obvious.

I connect with the puck and drive it toward the net, flick it neatly past the goalie’s right shoulder.

Yessss.

“Nice shot,” Carter says from his perch near the net. When I return to the back of the line, though, Hot Sauce doesn’t say a word.

Five minutes before practice is scheduled to end, Coach Giles blows his whistle and motions for us to join him at the bench. His typically stoic face crinkles into something like a smile. “Great news,” he says. “Just got a text from the activities office. Halcyon Lake has been selected as one of this year’s HockeyFest cities.”

Carter whoops and Justin lifts me off my skates and spins me around as the guys talk over one another in their excitement.

“Holy crap,” Showbiz Schroeder says. “Ho. Ly. Crap.”

This is the closest Showbiz comes to swearing (admirable, considering the potty mouths on our team), further evidence that this announcement is a big deal.

Minnesota is known as the State of Hockey, and the annual HockeyFest weekend is one of the most anticipated of the year. Five cities are chosen to represent different regions of the state. The event brings scouts from colleges across the country and sometimes even from the NHL. Some people view HockeyFest as a popularity contest, and technically there’s not a stated, official requirement that you have a decent record, but everyone knows you need one to be considered.

The team quiets and Coach continues. “One host city will be selected to have their game televised statewide. Last year, a national station picked up the game. This could be a huge opportunity for us. And I’m sure you all know the selection process.”

A few of the guys nod, and I bite my bottom lip. Jason Fink, a wacky sports anchor from one of the Twin Cities news stations, travels around the state and interviews players from each town’s teams about what makes the place special, and viewers then vote for their favorite. Last year, the high school game that was televised nationwide? Mondale-Petersburg in northwest Minnesota, known for seven Olympic gold medalists, five state championships, and an arena shaped like a giant hockey puck.

Halcyon Lake? We’ve got a recently renovated outdoor rink originally built in 1930 called Hole in the Moon. It has stone walls and a stone warming house, and it’s on the National Register of Historic Places.

And we’ve got me.

The girl.

I cringe as Coach turns his gaze toward me. “Fink will interview players from a few teams—the girls’ team, a couple of Peewees—and Holland.”

All the guys turn to stare at me like something choreographed straight out of High School Musical. I look down at my skates.

“Holland,” Carter says. I look over as he nods. “Deep breath,” he mouths.

I inhale for four beats, hold it, and blow it out through my mouth for six, this new thing that Coach taught us at the beginning of the season that I thought was total bullshit until I realized it actually works. I take another breath.

“Holland hates to be the center of attention,” Luke Abbott, the center on my line, says, not unsympathetically.

He isn’t wrong. I didn’t have to worry about being the girl until I made the JV team freshman year and, suddenly, a girl playing on the boys’ team was newsworthy. I’ve done everything I can to stay out of the spotlight. I write the articles. I don’t star in them.

Hmm. Maybe I could write an article about HockeyFest. I doubt Ms. Rieland would reject that idea.

“Well,” Hot Sauce says, skating over and patting me on the shoulder. “I guess Dutch will have to take one for the team, then.”

I shrug his hand off and glance up at him, annoyed. Something flashes across his face that can only be described as intense frustration.

The feeling’s mutual, buddy. At the moment, I can’t even tell him not to call me Dutch, because I’m afraid that other, more vicious words will spill out. Or that I’ll start to cry, which would be much, much worse.

“She’s got a great story,” Coach says. “And you all know it. I don’t have many details yet, but I can tell you that Holland’s interview is scheduled for a week from Saturday. And they’ll send a crew up sometime that week to get footage from practice. I’ll know more tomorrow. That’s all I got.”

That’s plenty. I turn and skate away, the first off the ice.


Chapter Two

Being the only girl on the boys’ hockey team offers exactly one perk: my own personal locker room. It’s not actually mine, of course. It’s the designated girls’ locker room at the arena, and when our team practices, there aren’t any other girls around. Well, except for Darla, who runs concessions, and sometimes her daughter, Molly, who’s a year younger than me and helps out on game nights.

It’s quiet in the locker room, especially after the loud reception of Coach’s news. I relish the peacefulness but don’t waste any time stripping off my stinking, sweaty gear and pulling on jeans and a clean T-shirt. Today it’s a long-sleeved Foo Fighters tee. Soft, washed-out charcoal gray with the double-F logo surrounded by the band name and wasting light in a circular border. My favorite band, my favorite album, and my number one go-to when the stress and pressure settle in. I even named my blog after the album. Pretty sure there’s some Wasting Light in my very near future.

I sling my gear bag over my shoulder and head out to the lobby to wait for Carter. The Bantam game must be starting soon, because parent volunteers have set up a card table in front of the main entrance to collect the three-dollar entry fee and pass out rosters. I hang out next to a pillar near the concession stand to avoid the traffic.

Two guys in their fifties or sixties hand over their crisp singles at the card table and step into the short line at the concession stand.

“It’s embarrassing, is what it is,” I hear one of the old-timers saying. I recognize him as George, from Third Street Rental, the DVD and video-game rental place. Not that I spend a lot of time renting movies, but I have gone in a time or two for their other draw—homemade popcorn of every flavor imaginable. George isn’t exactly the friendliest guy in town, at least not to me.

His buddy, the owner of Pete’s Hardware on Main Street, nods in agreement. “Embarrassing,” he repeats.

“I don’t care if they think they’ll have a better chance of getting that broadcast. That girl playing with the boys is an embarrassment to the sanctity of the sport.”

My stomach drops, crash-lands.

An embarrassment to the sanctity of the sport.

I’ve heard that one a time or two hundred.

“Not to mention a real liability. Hockey’s too rough for girls,” Pete says. “My granddaughter wanted to play, and her father said, ‘Absolutely not.’ She’s figure skating instead. What is Marcus Delviss thinking, letting his only daughter play with the boys?”

I roll my eyes. What is Marcus thinking? How fucking awesome his daughter is, for one.

“And she’s taking a spot that rightfully belongs to someone else. It’s a boys’ hockey team.”

“At the very least, they never should have moved her up from junior varsity. There’s a boy out there who’ll never have a shot at varsity because she took his spot.”

I earned that spot.

No matter how many times I hear it, this stuff still hurts. I close my eyes, lean my head against the pillar, and pinch my lips together to stop from saying anything. That would only add fuel to the fire.

Pete buys them two small cups of coffee and stuffs the change into the tip jar. Tonight’s tips support the upcoming Bantam boys’ tournament in St. Paul. I’d bet all the money in that jar that Pete and George wouldn’t turn over their hard-earned cash for a girls’ team.

The high school has a girls’ team, too, and it’s not that I don’t want to play with them or that I think I’m too good for them. I’ve grown up playing with my brothers, with boys. I like the extra challenge. I like to push myself. My dad and my brothers have pushed me, too. They’ve never treated me any differently because I’m a girl. I’ve worked hard to get where I am. I belong here. End of story.

I scowl as George and Pete walk through the double doors to the rink. Screw them.

My scowl deepens when I see Hot Sauce leaning against a pillar on the other side of the lobby, scrolling on his phone. Shit. I cling to the small hope that he didn’t overhear the two old-timers. For all I know, he could agree with them.

I’ll just pretend he’s not standing there and get some coffee for the ride home.

“Hey, Darla,” I say as I drop the heavy bag at my feet and lean up against the concessions counter. “Fresh pot?”

“Just gave Pete and George the last of it, but I should have a fresh one in a minute,” Darla says.

I experience a disproportionate amount of satisfaction that Pete and George got the dregs of the last pot.

I chitchat with Darla (and continue to ignore Hot Sauce—why is he still here, anyway?) until the light on the coffee maker clicks off. She calls to Molly for a large. “Two sugars and a cream. Don’t forget a straw for our girl.”

Molly pours the coffee, taps in two packets of sugar and one little tub of cream, and gives it a stir with a wooden stick. She carefully places the lid on top, grabs a straw, and walks up to the counter. She points the straw at me. I reach for it, but she pulls back.

“Do you know that Americans use five hundred million plastic straws every day? Where do you think those straws end up?”

Here we go. Molly’s headed up the school’s Earth Day efforts for as long as I can remember. She went vegetarian at the age of twelve. At fourteen, she partnered with the electric co-op to provide every single Halcyon Lake household with two reusable shopping bags, and she convinced the local grocery store to stop using plastic bags. She’s a force.

“A landfill?” I guess.

“If we’re lucky!” she says. “More likely, up a poor sea turtle’s nose! Plastic pollution kills millions of seabirds every year. That includes straws.”

“Good thing we’re so far from the ocean, then,” Darla mutters.

“What about our lakes, Mom?” Molly asks. “Our birds? Our fish?”

Darla rolls her eyes.

“No, it’s OK,” I say. “I want to know.” At this, Molly tentatively holds out the straw, and I grab it before she can change her mind, tearing the thin paper wrapper open with my teeth and sliding the straw into the hole in the lid. “I’d love to write an article about you for the Jack Pine. For Earth Day, maybe?”

She nods excitedly.

I reach back and rub my tense neck muscles. I started drinking everything with a straw a couple of years ago after a nasty hit that resulted in a trip headfirst into the boards and a mild concussion. Tipping my head back to drink gave me the spins. I recovered from the concussion but haven’t kicked the straw habit.

Let’s be honest. At the moment, I’ve got bigger things to worry about than a straw stuck up a sea turtle’s nose.

She’s moved on to her spiel about plastic shopping bags when the doors between the lobby and the rink bang open and the boys fill up the space with their big personalities, noise, and stench.

“Hey, Holland.”

I turn to find Jack “Lumberjack” Lewis leaning against the counter. Jack is a year younger than me, a buddy of my younger brother, Jesse. He’s the starting center on the JV squad, leads the team in goals, and dresses once in a while for varsity. Cocky. Obnoxious. Especially when he flips his long hair away from his face. He skated practice with us this afternoon.

“Oh, hey, Jack,” I say and turn my attention back to Molly. “Thanks for the tip.”

She sighs. “Holland. I’ve been telling you this for months. I just got the grocery store and the drugstore to carry metal straws, so pick some up, OK?”

“Oh, OK, sure,” I say and then turn back to Lumberjack, who for some reason is tugging at my sleeve. “What?”

“Pretty exciting about HockeyFest, huh?” he says.

“Yep.” The p pops.

“And so cool that you get to be interviewed.”

I blink. Lumberjack’s lived in town about three years, and I don’t know him as well as some of the other guys. I’m not sure where he’s going with this. “And?”

“And,” he says, winking. “And I thought we could go out after the pasta feed Friday night.”

And that’s where he’s going with this. “What?”

“Go out? To the movies, maybe, or—”

I move my lips into something resembling a tight smile. “Wow, thanks, Jack, but I can’t.”

I make a point of not saying I can’t go out with him on Friday night, because that would leave the door open for another night. And this door is definitely not open.

“That’s OK,” he says. “How about Saturday after the game?”

My smile fades. “No, thank you.”

Jack’s brow furrows. “Next weekend?”

Even if I would consider dating a teammate, which I would not, my tolerance level for Lumberjack’s cockiness is basically zero. “I appreciate the offer. But the answer is no.”

He takes a step toward me and I take one backward. “Why not?”

He’s persistent, I’ll give him that. I try not to sigh. “I don’t really go out with hockey players.”

He grins. “I heard that about you. Maybe you just haven’t met the right hockey player.”

Arrogant ass. “You’re a great teammate, Jack, but anything more could create a really weird dynamic for the team, you know? Fishing off the company dock and all that?”

“Oh, come on, babe.”

Babe? Babe?

Behind me, Molly sucks in a breath.

“Uh-oh,” Darla mutters.

“‘Babe,’ Lumberjack? Really? I am not your babe. Do you have any idea how derogatory and demeaning that is?”

Lumberjack puts his hands up in front of his chest and steps back. “Chill already,” he says. “You always seemed so cool, Holland.”

He turns, hauls his bag over his shoulder, and is out the door before I can think of a response other than fuck you. I gape after him, my hand tight and burning around the hot cup of coffee.

Someone takes the cup from me and sets it on the counter. Hot Sauce. Of course. Exactly what I need right now. I’d actually forgotten about him.

“You’re going to crush that cup if you’re not careful, Dutch,” he says. His eyes land on my T-shirt for a few seconds, then snap back up to my face. “What’s the matter? You don’t like being compared to a big blue ox?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Babe? The big blue ox? Lumberjack? Paul Bunyan? Surely this is ringing a bell. You’ve lived up north your whole life.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

Carter blows into the lobby and jangles his keys in my direction. “Holls, let’s move,” he calls, and I’m more than happy to leave Hot Sauce Millard and his stupid Paul Bunyan references behind.

Except he follows me through the lobby, out the door, into the frosty January night, and across the parking lot.

Right up to Carter’s Suburban.

I whirl around. “What are you doing?” I spit. “Why are you following me?”

“I call shotgun.” He laughs and grabs my duffel to throw it into the back. “Truck’s in the shop. I’m catching a ride.”

And I cannot catch a break.


Chapter Three

I grumble under my breath as I yank open the back door and slide across the ass-biting cold seat. It’s about as cold in the truck as it is outdoors. Carter and Hot Sauce carry on a conversation up front as though I’m not even here.

“HockeyFest. Shit,” Carter says. “Can you believe it?”

He flips the radio to his favorite station—the Power Loon, the Brainerd Lakes Home for the BEST in Classic Rock—and the song playing is “Babe” by Styx. You’ve got to be kidding me.

“Right?” Hot Sauce says. He must not notice the song, or he would surely give me more shit about the blue ox.

“It’s so awesome,” Carter says. “Senior year, maybe a shot at state, and now statewide coverage with HockeyFest.”

“Statewide if Holland can nail that interview and we get enough votes,” Hot Sauce adds.

Oh, I’ll nail that interview. I am going to rock that interview and get us the broadcast.

“Hello,” I say. “I’m right here.”

The guys ignore me. The song on the radio ends and another begins: Poison, “Every Rose Has Its Thorn.” Ah, one of my all-time favorite songs of any style or decade. I lean forward.

“Can you turn this up?” I ask.

Carter groans. “You and your glam bands,” he says. He’s always been more of a late-’70s/early-’80s classic rock guy. Journey, Boston, Supertramp, the Eagles. Oh Lord, how he loves the Eagles.

Hot Sauce turns to look at me, disbelief on his face. “You like Poison?”

Carter barks out a laugh. “She loves Poison. She’s single-handedly trying to revive the hair metal movement.”

“You cannot revive what never died,” I snap. “Yes, I like Poison. Is there something wrong with that?”

Hot Sauce laughs. “Oh, no, Dutch, everything about that is right.”

He turns back around and I’m about to request, for the nine hundredth time, that he not call me Dutch when he starts to sing.

Sing.

Hot Sauce Millard, singing along to “Every Rose Has Its Thorn.”

His voice is gravelly and smooth at the same time and, not going to lie here, a little bit sexy, and that annoys the hell out of me.

He is ruining this song for me forever with his beautiful voice–slash–arrogant, intolerable personality. A personality that, quite frankly, we didn’t need on our team.

I’ve played with the same guys my whole life—my brothers, Showbiz, Luke, T.J. MacMillan, Slacks and his brothers. So, when you throw a new guy into the mix—one from a state champion team, no less—things go a little offkilter. Especially when he’s elected co-captain after only one year on the team. No one was surprised when Carter got it, but we all figured the other one would be T.J. or Showbiz. Not the new guy.

I met Hot Sauce the week before school started my sophomore year, right after he’d moved to Halcyon Lake. I’d ridden my bike into town to meet Morgan and our other best friend, Cora, at Little Dipper’s, the ice cream shop where Morgan works. Hot Sauce was there, too, with T.J.

“Hey, ladies,” T.J. had said in his smarmy way. He’s tall, with blond surfer hair and blue eyes so dark they’re almost black. He reeks of Ralph Lauren Polo Blue and insincerity. “Meet the new sniper.”

New sniper? I’d tilted my head and scrutinized the boy in the booth. Taller than T.J., with deep brown hair that stuck up in every direction, he looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. I figured I’d probably played against him at some point over the years.

“Meet the ladies,” T.J. continued. “Cora Delmar and Holland Delviss.”

“Delviss?” Hot Sauce had said. “This is the girl?”

Cora put her hands on her hips and opened her mouth, but he spoke again before she could unload. “I heard you’re not bad. Maybe you think you’re good enough for varsity, but don’t think anyone is going to give you a free pass because you’re a girl. You have to earn it.”

T.J. snorted.

My mouth dropped open. “Who the hell are you?”

“He,” T.J. said as he tried to contain his laughter, “is Wes Millard. He scored the game-winning overtime goal in the semifinals to take the Great River Thunder to the state championship tourney as a sophomore—which they won— and now he plays for us. So, show some respect, Holland.”

“I’ll show some respect when he does,” I’d said, jabbing my thumb in his direction. “Don’t think anyone is going to give you a free pass because you’re a . . . a . . . Thunder. Scratch that. Former Thunder. Now you’re a Hawk. You have to earn my respect.”

“Yeah, girl!” Cora said, giving me a high five.

Hot Sauce went on to set a school record for goals scored in one season, earned co-captain, and has had it out for me ever since.

Thank God he lives so close to the arena. The song ends as we pull into the driveway of a blue rambler on Third Street up the hill from downtown. The house is kind of plain, but there’s a fence with a cool mural of the four seasons of Halcyon Lake, including a group of kids playing pond hockey.

“Thanks for the ride, Six,” he says to Carter as he opens the passenger side door. “Hey, Dutch.”

I snap my head up. “Don’t call me—”

He waves a hand and cuts me off. “Whatever. I heard what those guys said about you tonight.”

“What guys?”

“Pete and George. Don’t let that shit bother you.”

He heard. At least I don’t have to wonder anymore. “I don’t—”

He cuts me off again. “Look, George is a friend of mine. I’ll talk to him. He shouldn’t be shooting off his mouth like that.”

“George is a friend of yours? He’s, like, sixty.

“Don’t let them get to you,” he says again. “You’re good. You skate hard. You hold your own against a bunch of guys who are bigger and stronger. So don’t let a couple of old guys stop you from getting out there and playing your heart out.”

Well, this is unusual. Is he being nice to me?

“I always play my heart out,” I say in a low, steady voice.

He shrugs. “Yeah, well, I’m not just talking about games. I’m talking about practice, too. And that starts with being on time. No more bullshit about staying late to talk to a teacher.”

Nope. Not being nice.

“That wasn’t bullshit,” I hiss.

He raises an eyebrow. The one with the little scar cutting through it, a still-pink half-moon indentation from when he took a high stick from T.J. during a pickup game with a few of the guys over winter break. A game I wasn’t invited to.

“’Night, Dutch,” he says and waits a beat for me to return the sentiment. I don’t.

And then, finally, he looks away. He gets out of the truck without another word.


Chapter Four

Mom is beside herself at the HockeyFest news and can talk of nothing else. She even video calls Dad while we eat dinner. He’s a landscape architect for a nursery and landscaping company and is at a big industry expo in Minneapolis. He beams with pride like we’re going to the state tournament or something. Jesse and Carter talk over themselves in their excitement.

“The chair of the HockeyFest committee called me today to see if I could cater a sponsor dinner,” Mom says.

“Catering?” Dad asks from Mom’s phone. “Is that even in the plan?”

Mom is a well-known food blogger with a special angle—how to feed growing, hungry hockey players. She’s been writing her blog—Top Shelf Pantry, a nod to when you shoot high on the net—for about ten years. She needed to figure out ways to keep four growing hockey players fed, healthy, and satisfied—for cheap—while at the same time driving us to practices and games. She started a blog to keep track of her attempts. She was a huge hit with the online hockey mom community, and it all began with a recipe for cheesy shredded chicken and broccoli with rice. The slow cooker and pressure cooker companies love her, sending her new products to feature, and she brings in a ton of money from advertisers.

That cheesy chicken is still one of my favorites.

“Might be fun to try it,” Mom says. “This would be for about fifty people, the night before the game. I was thinking about doing a Hotdish Feed. I’d need volunteers to help serve.” She points at the three of us.

They chat for another minute or two before Dad says good night.

“You’re awfully quiet, Holland,” Mom says as she scoops more au gratin potatoes onto my plate. At least today’s news hasn’t affected my appetite. “Aren’t you excited for HockeyFest?”

“Yeah, I’m excited,” I say and shovel a forkful of potatoes into my mouth. Mom has a strict rule about not talking with food in our mouths, so I hope that answer will be good enough for her.

“She’s nervous,” Carter says helpfully. “About the interview.”

Gee, thanks, Carter.

“Plus, Pete and George were shooting off their mouths at the arena tonight and she heard them,” he continues.

“Carter!” I swallow the mouthful of potatoes.

“Why do you care what those guys think, anyway?” he asks.

“How do you even know about that? You were still in the locker room!”

He shrugs. “I heard Wes say something about it to you in the truck, so I called him when we got home.”

I stare at him, wide-eyed, and shake my head. Nosy bastard.

Carter scrapes his fork across his plate and shoves the last of his dinner into his mouth. “Your turn for dishes, Holls.” He scoots his chair back from the table and stands up. “Me and Jess got a little playoff football to attend to downstairs.”

Jesse shoves his plate back. “You’re going down, Six.”

“Homework!” Mom calls as they pound down the stairs. Jesse grunts in response. “Those two would play video games twenty-four seven if I let them.” She sighs.

I stand up to clear the table. “I think it’s good stress relief for them.” Too bad I’m not into video games.

“I’m sorry you’re stressed about the interview,” Mom says. “Even when you were a little girl, you never were much for the spotlight.”

“That’s part of it,” I say slowly. I keep a lot to myself, but Mom has this way of drawing things out of me.

“What’s the other part of it?”

I stack plates and utensils and take them to the sink. “So many people are counting on me. Like, the whole town.”

“Hmm,” she says as she brings over the leftover potatoes.

“Now that we know we’re one of the HockeyFest towns, it’s a matter of pulling everything together. The broadcast is one piece of the puzzle. But remember, just like when you’re on the ice, this is a team effort. You’re not the only person they’ll interview.”

“Yeah, but I’m kinda the reason, right? That we got picked in the first place?”

“Maybe. Grandpa Delviss might have something to say about that.”

My grandfather is a founding member and past president of the Rotary Club. The organization donated money to renovate the rink and the stone warming house at Hole in the Moon. Yes, the renovation has historical significance, and no, I’m not the only girl in the State of Hockey to play on a boys’ team, but let’s be honest: I’m the reason.

“Still. Why can’t I just be a hockey player, instead of the girl?”

“I know, sweetheart,” Mom says. “Just be yourself and you can’t go wrong.”

Sounds super easy.

Once I’ve loaded and started the dishwasher, I grab a few of Mom’s famous organic chewy coconut oatmeal cookies. (Seriously, they are famous. She made them on the Katy Bakes Live! show in October and that post has about two million hits. Not an exaggeration.) I pound up the stairs to my room and pull my textbooks and notebooks out of my backpack. I set them in a neat stack on my desk, but I don’t open any. Instead, I stare at the items on the corkboard on the wall next to my window. Memories and milestones. The roster from my first varsity game. A laminated, autographed Zach Parise rookie card that my brother Hunter had found at a garage sale for an unbelievable ten bucks. A photo of me and my brothers and my dad, all in hockey gear, posing in front of the goal on the frozen lake behind our house. A picture of me and Morgan and Cora at Little Dipper’s.

And a newspaper clipping, curling at the one corner that’s not tacked down.

It’s a letter to the editor, a letter I’ve committed to memory, written by a Halcyon Lake resident named Don O’Rourke. Big Donnie, I call him. An old-timer whose granddaughter played for the girls’ team and graduated last year. Don had plenty of things to say after I played my first varsity game. A lot of bullshit concerns about my safety and well-being, for one. The same old song and dance that allowing a girl to play on the boys’ team is a travesty, a disservice to me and to whoever’s spot I took on the team. An embarrassment to the sanctity of the sport, blah blah blah. And then this:

Allowing Ms. Delviss to play with the boys at this advanced age introduces a concern that coaches hadn’t worried about when the players were younger, that a female on the ice and in the locker room with teenage boys will cause a significant distraction, at the very least affecting the quality of their play. As much as I’d like to state otherwise, boys will be boys, and I, for one, will feel no sympathy for Ms. Delviss should something unfortunate occur because of her presence on the team.

More than anything else in the letter, those words—his unfounded assumptions—pierced me.

I’ve collected Don O’Rourke’s phrases like stones. I carry them with me every day. I take them out and turn them over, reminders of what I’m up against. Reminders of what I can do.

A travesty and a disservice.

An embarrassment to the sanctity of the sport.

Significant distraction.

Boys will be boys.

I reach out and touch the words, remember the anger that curled into me when I first read them, anger that fuels me most days, motivates me to prove him wrong. Him and Pete and George and anyone else who believes those things.

Tonight, the weight of the stones exhausts me.
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By HardRock_Hockey

The Power of the Power Ballad

Now Spinning: Poison, Open Up and Say . . . Ahh!

Hello, Hard Rockers.

I’m not a sappy love song kind of girl. I’m not swoony or romantic. I don’t cry at happy endings, or sad ones, for that matter. I don’t even need a happy ending. Give me a five-gallon bucket of battered pucks for sniper practice over roses and a box of chocolates any day of the week.

But there’s one thing I cannot resist, and that’s a romantic power ballad. Power ballads have been around a long time, but the ’80s, kids . . . That’s my favorite power ballad era—hair bands and glam metal.

Not every power ballad is a love song, although it could be (“Love Song” by Tesla). It might tell the story of the end of a relationship (“Time for Change” by Mötley Crüe); it might be an anti-war anthem (“When the Children Cry” by White Lion).

Sometimes there’s hope in the lyrics, sometimes simmering fury. Either way, the power ballad gives you something, well, something to believe in (yeah, I went there: “Something to Believe In” by Poison).

Which brings me, naturally, to Poison. Tonight, my brother told someone that I’m single-handedly trying to revive the hair metal movement of the late ’80s. I crisply informed him that you can’t revive what hasn’t died. Case in point, the power ballad to rule over all power ballads: “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” by, of course, Poison. A song that a heartbroken Bret Michaels wrote in a laundromat in the middle of the night after discovering that his girlfriend was cheating on him! A song that the label didn’t even want to release as a single! A timeless classic!

Power ballads soothe. They take away the sting, whether you’re headed for a heartache or you don’t know what you’ve got (till it’s gone). Power ballads offer an outlet for your emotions and, at the same time, a place to tuck them away, unseen.

Here’s the deal. I’m a girl in a guys’ world, a world where showing any emotion besides rage (or elation after a sweet save or a killer goal) is a sign of weakness. I’ve never—not once—cried on the ice (alone in the locker room after the game? Yeah, a couple of times). For as long as I can remember, I’ve worked through my feelings with music. Yeah, the lyrics speak to me, but sometimes it’s a riff or the drumbeat that hits me hard and stays with me.

Or that breath at the beginning of “Every Rose Has Its Thorn.” You know what I’m talking about. If you don’t, turn on the Power Loon. They’re probably playing it right this minute.

I’m lucky. I haven’t experienced true heartbreak in my young life. Sure, I’ve had my share of crushes (Zach Parise counts, right?). But I’m not naive. I know it could happen someday. Part of life, right?

Here’s the real reason I’m writing tonight and listening to Poison on repeat: power ballads—and music in general—also have the power to take your mind off the shit that’s really bothering you. The worries, the pressure, the stress, you know? Some people might listen to classical or new age or whatever when they’re stressed. I gravitate toward something harder, grittier. Sometimes that means a power ballad.

And maybe I haven’t experienced the kind of heartbreak that Bret Michaels felt writing that song in the laundromat, but I know disappointment. I know pressure. I know stress. Tonight, I’m going to de-stress with Poison and the Power Loon and also this awesome, chill playlist I just put together.

HARDROCK_HOCKEY TOP 10: DE-STRESS

10. “Planet Caravan”—Pantera (Black Sabbath cover)

9. “Black Book of Fear”—Mad Season

8. “Vulgar Before Me”—Candlebox

7. “The Rain Song”—Led Zeppelin

6. “Big Empty”—Stone Temple Pilots

5. “I am the Highway”—Audioslave

4. “Fall to Pieces”—Velvet Revolver

3. “Drive”—Incubus

2. “Black Hole Sun”—Soundgarden

1. “One Ocean”—Chevelle

BONUS TRACKS:

“Chloe Dancer/Crown of Thorns”—Mother Love Bone

“Change (In the House of Flies)”—Deftones

“The Kill”—30 Seconds to Mars

Tell me, what’s your favorite power ballad?

\m/
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Comments

12:12 a.m.

You’ve never experienced heartbreak? I guess you’ve never experienced love, then. Don’t just live through the music. LIVE. Get your heart broken. Get kicked to the curb or slammed into the boards or whatever analogy you want to use. But you’re right about the healing power. My girlfriend dumped me at a Mötley Crüe concert, and even though hearing “Without You” kills me every time, it helped me get through a bad breakup, you know?


Cooper1970

Reply from HardRock_Hockey

5:07 a.m.

Sorry about your girlfriend. AT the concert?

That’s cold.



12:30 a.m.

Good tunes. I’m glad I found your blog. I play hockey, just a local bar league, basically, we’re called Zero Pucks Given, funny, right? I’m going to school for HVAC repair. My favorite band is Foo Fighters, that’s how I found you. If you’re ever in SoCal, look me up. We’ll talk metal. Also, my favorite power ballad is probably “Wait” by White Lion.


MetalManiac (Jim)

Reply from HardRock_Hockey 5:08 a.m.

California sounds pretty good right now. It’s like twenty below here. I love White Lion.



3:03 a.m.

You put this playlist on Spotify yet? Let me know when you do. Also: C told me about the interview. You know you’re going to rock that thing, right?


Hunter_Not_The_Hunted

Reply from HardRock_Hockey 5:10 a.m.

Please come home for it.



About Me
Hockey player. Number 19. Lover of hard rock, grunge, some heavy metal, ’80s glam bands. Yeah, I’m a girl. Living the good life on the lake in the heart of Minnesota.
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