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“Dedicated to the One I Love”

—The Mamas & the Papas
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CHAPTER 1


“Since You Been Gone”

—RAINBOW
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The garage exploded with noise as twelve-year-old Zadie Drake struck a chord on her cobalt-blue electric guitar—a beast of an instrument that perfectly matched the streaks racing through her spiky, shoulder-length blond hair. Zadie’s thin, freckled fingers launched up and down the fretboard, releasing a caustic riff of speed and sound and energy that punctured the balmy June air of Wilbury, Michigan, as surely as a lightning storm. Zadie heard dogs barking, car alarms blaring, Mom’s boyfriend shouting—just barely audible over her epic solo.

“Zadie!”

Zadie continued. She imagined playing in a stadium with stage lights shining in her eyes and a sea of people reaching their arms into the air, screaming her name.

“ZADIE!”

Feedback cut through the garage. The amp whined in displeasure as the song halted, slowing to a muffled, stagnated mess. The plug fell slack against the concrete floor, and Zadie fell sharply out of her daydream.

Zadie’s head snapped to her amp. Mom’s boyfriend—a stout man with thinning blond hair and a spare-tire belly who always wore golf shirts, khaki shorts, New Balance sneakers, and a phone clip belt—knelt beside it on one knee, holding the cable in his hand.

“Lloyd!” Zadie marched toward him, her thick-soled Doc Martens clomping against the concrete. “I’m trying to practice!”

“I understand you want to practice,” Lloyd said as he stood up, back and knees creaking like an old tree, “but you don’t need to practice now.”

“It’s past five, Lloyd!” Zadie shouted, clutching her guitar in her hand. “I waited to start until after your work hours, and I’m not waiting any longer!”

Zadie and Lloyd must’ve had this argument a million times, but Lloyd never listened to what Zadie had to say. Zadie’s life had been great before Lloyd—back when it was just her, Mom, and Zadie’s older sister, Persephone—back when she could be herself in her own home and didn’t have anyone to yell at her about playing her music loudly or sleeping in late or setting off fireworks without permission. Zadie, Persephone, and Mom were like the awesome trifectas of goddesses from mythology—the Fates, the Norns, the Furies. Now, the goddess days were over. Lloyd and Mom had met barely a year ago, but despite their short acquaintance, Lloyd had managed to worm his way into every aspect of Zadie’s life. First, he was constantly over for dinner, then he was staying over most nights, and then, two months ago, he’d sold his condo and moved in with them. Permanently.

“My coworkers can’t hear a word I’m saying,” continued Lloyd. “I had to reschedule our biweekly afternoon check-in.”

Zadie gritted her teeth, trying her best to keep her cool. Lloyd was the “chief risk compliance officer” at a big company that sold machine parts, which basically meant he was a huge nerd who kept people from having fun. This was just one of the many annoying aspects of Lloyd’s personality, including, but not limited to, saying “yello” instead of “hello” when answering the phone, driving at exactly the speed limit, and drinking whole milk with every meal.

“This is my house too,” Zadie responded, “and I need to practice if I ever want to get a record deal.”

Lloyd grabbed the bridge of his nose. He had made it abundantly clear he did not care for Zadie’s “impractical” rock star career goal. “Here’s a compromise. If you promise not to play for just thirty minutes, I promise not to complain afterward. That should work, don’t you—”

Lloyd’s words were lost as the intro of Led Zeppelin’s “Heartbreaker” erupted from Zadie’s cell phone.

Zadie’s heart practically sprang from her chest as she moved to answer. She took her phone from her pocket, revealing a screen bearing the word “Dad” and a picture of Zadie holding finger horns against her forehead, sticking her tongue out, standing alongside a man with white-blond hair and tattoo sleeves posing in a similar manner. He was classically handsome with a bit of a ragged edge—as if Indiana Jones had wandered into a Zeppelin concert and fully embraced the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle.

Dad.

He was Zadie’s favorite person in the world, but she almost never got to see him because Mom got full custody in the divorce. Though Zadie loved Mom, things were always better when both Mom and Dad were around. Dad would play classic rock albums on a record player, tell Zadie and Persephone about old myths and legends, and bake delicious treats inspired by his travels around the world. He was a great dad, even if his job as a park ranger required him to travel for long stretches of time. People just didn’t understand him—the same way people didn’t understand Zadie.

Zadie fumbled to accept the call, eventually managing to click it in her excitement.

“Dad?” Zadie sounded practically giddy.

“Hey, Z.”

Just hearing Dad’s voice, Zadie felt calm. It reminded her of warm summer nights spent under the stars, sunlight shining through leaves, and songs plucked on acoustic guitars.

“My flight just landed—thought I’d call before I hit the road,” said Dad. He worked at the George Washington National Forest—deep in one of the world’s “Static Zones”—places where any sort of cell phone, radio, television, or Wi-Fi signal couldn’t get in or out. Whenever Dad wasn’t traveling, he made a point to drive out of the forest to call once a week. Unfortunately, he was almost always traveling. As such, a phone call was a lucky and rare treat.

“What’s up with you lately?” asked Dad. “Summer break goin’ all right?”

“It’s boring.” Zadie opened the garage door and ducked under to get away from Lloyd. Outside, the identical houses lining Allman Avenue greeted her in their usual dull way. “There’s literally nothing to do. All my friends are either on vacation or at summer camp and now I’ve got—” Zadie looked over her shoulder and noticed Lloyd exit the garage to follow her, a disgruntled look on his face. Zadie wrinkled her nose, then walked faster, determined to get away from him. “I’ve got Lloyd policing my every move.”

Dad laughed—a warm and hearty laugh totally unlike Lloyd’s weird chuckle. “That bad, huh?”

“Oh, you’ve got no idea,” Zadie said. She looked over her shoulder and startled at Lloyd’s progress. He was gaining on her—power walking with all the might his racquetball-toned legs could muster. Zadie looped around to the backyard, attempting to lose him. “First, I wasn’t allowed to practice guitar during the day. Now, I can’t even practice after he’s supposed to be done with work.”

“That so?” Dad mused, a tinge of annoyance in his voice. “Well, since your mom and her new boyfriend aren’t letting you practice at home, I may have a solution if you’re game for it.”

Zadie’s whole body perked up like a prairie dog standing at attention. Of course Dad had a solution. He was the kind of guy who had a solution to everything. “Really?”

“Really,” Dad echoed. Zadie could practically hear him smiling through the phone. “I was thinking you and Persephone could come and stay with me for a few weeks this summer.”

The heavens parted, and Zadie felt her soul begin to ascend. A few weeks? With Dad? At his awesome cabin in the middle of the forest? In the five years since he and Mom divorced, Zadie hadn’t ever been to Dad’s cabin. Not even once. It was too good to be true.

“You could practice all you want,” Dad continued. “Heck, I know better than anybody that learning guitar takes time. Plus, we could have bonfires, go camping—y’know, hang out.”

Zadie basked in the idea of a summer spent in the forest doing the things she loved most. Truly, there was nothing more Zadie wanted than to spend a few weeks with Dad. There was just one problem.

“Mom’ll never let me,” Zadie muttered.

“Oh, don’t you worry about your mom,” kidded Dad. “I’ll call her from the road.”

“You really think she’ll agree?”

“I’ve got this. Don’t worry.”

“That’s great!” Zadie said, hope beginning to flutter around her chest. “I—”

“Wish me luck,” Dad crowed. “Talk to you soon, Z.”

“Wait, I—”

The line went dead with a click.

Zadie’s heart firmly collapsed with that click, but she kept it together. She knew that Dad was eager to call Mom, to make sure Zadie could stay with him. He wanted to make sure Zadie would have the best summer ever.

Zadie turned and saw Lloyd standing behind her, his brow knit.

“Um… is everything okay?” Lloyd asked hesitantly.

“Oh, yeah,” Zadie shot back, glaring at Lloyd, feeling a raging satisfaction knowing Dad was currently in the process of saving her from Lloyd and his stupid rules. “Everything’s actually great. While you were busy, I dunno, stalking me through the yard or whatever, my dad invited me to stay with him. We’re going to play guitar and go on hikes and spend the whole summer together, and there’s nothing you or Mom can do to stop me from going!”
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CHAPTER 2


“Lookin’ Out My Back Door”

—CREEDENCE CLEARWATER REVIVAL
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Lloyd, of course, disagreed vehemently with the idea of Zadie visiting Dad, which he expressed in his usual spineless manner.

“I don’t know how your mother will feel about this,” Lloyd muttered, punching Mom’s phone number into his phone. “Morgan?” Lloyd asked when Mom’s coworker at The Winged Horse Bookstore picked up. “It’s Lloyd. Is Freyja available?” Zadie heard Morgan’s muffled answer, and Lloyd winced slightly. “Oh, she’s upstairs?” Another answer. “No, please don’t interrupt. Just tell her to call me when she gets a chance, if you don’t mind.”

Zadie smirked. Typical Lloyd. Mom was always busy when she was working. Dad’s pitch would definitely get heard first if Lloyd wasn’t willing to interrupt her.

“You have a good one.” Lloyd hung up the phone.

Zadie spun on her heel and headed toward the house.

“Zadie, where are you going?” Lloyd called after her. “We have to talk—”

“I’m done practicing!” Zadie shouted over her shoulder. She threw the screen door open with a deafening BANG. “I’ve got more important things to think about.”

Zadie did everything in her power to ensure Mom would be in a good mood when she got home. She set the table, took the laundry basket upstairs, unloaded the dishwasher, got the mail, and even put the water on to boil for the bland, tasteless spaghetti Lloyd liked to make (Alfredo à la Lloyd consisted only of butter, heavy cream, and Parmesan cheese). Zadie lit Mom’s favorite summertime candle, placing it daintily upon the white butcher-block countertop that complemented the light-blue cabinets, right beside Mom’s indoor herb garden and a stack of Zadie Henderson novels, written by an author Mom loved so much she’d named Zadie after her. Surely, seeing the books would put Mom in a good mood.

As the scent of Ocean Breeze filled the home, Zadie looked around the kitchen with her arms crossed, nodding in approval at her own handiwork. Not bad. Not bad. At the very least, Mom would hear her out after seeing how nice the house looked. At the very most, Mom would walk in the door after her overwhelming day, examine the kitchen with tearful eyes, brush her fire-red hair out of her freckled face, and turn to Zadie gratefully.

“Oh, my favorite daughter,” she would say, falling to her knees in gratitude. “You did all this for me? Knowing how stressed I’ve been at work?”

“Of course,” Zadie would answer humbly. “I work hard to make this house a home. I ask only one thing in return.”

“Anything!” Mom would say. “Anything in return for your kindness!”

And Zadie would answer. Zadie would tell Mom that all she wanted was to spend the summer in an unreachable part of a forest over half-a-day’s drive away. Mom would wholeheartedly agree, and tomorrow morning, Zadie would pack her bags, ready for a summer of fun with Dad. After all that hard work, there was no way Mom would say no.

Mom entered the house like a whirlwind, nearly tripping over her emerald-green maxi skirt. She flung her linen tote bag to the ground. Her round glasses were askew, and her white tank top was ruffled. Lloyd was by her side in a second, a strawberry lemonade in hand, picking up her bag and placing it on the hook beside the door. Mom took the lemonade, looking at Lloyd with all the love and gratitude Zadie thought Mom would have directed at her.

Zadie huffed. Of course Lloyd would steal her thunder.

Mom turned to Zadie, and Zadie noticed Mom’s eye twitch. Never a good sign.

“Hello, Z,” Mom said in her bright Swedish accent. She’d immigrated to the United States in her early twenties, just a few weeks before she and Dad got married. Zadie didn’t know much about Mom and Dad’s life before Wilbury and thus had no idea why Mom had left Sweden. Why anyone would exchange mountains and forests and Vikings for the blandness of Michigan was beyond Zadie, but then again, Zadie also didn’t get how Mom could exchange someone as wild and fun as Dad for a boring stick-in-the-mud like Lloyd.

Zadie nodded a hello, waiting for Mom to voice her thankfulness.

Mom smiled. “Any chance you could go upstairs for a few minutes while Lloyd and I talk?”

Zadie let out a shout of disbelief. “What?” Did Mom not smell the Ocean Breeze candle?

“Please,” continued Mom. “Just for a little bit. We have to talk about some grown-up stuff.”

“But I—” Zadie gestured to the candle. “Are you serious?”

Mom nodded. “Very serious.”

Zadie normally would have engaged in a spirited protest, but unfortunately, she had to keep Mom on her good side. Otherwise, Zadie might never get to visit Dad.

“Of course,” Zadie said kindly, smiling in a way that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Zadie turned and marched through the front hall and up the stairs, grumbling the whole long way. This was all Lloyd’s fault. If he hadn’t gotten that strawberry lemonade, everything would be fine. How—how had Zadie forgotten the strawberry lemonade? It was a rookie mistake, and now the whole summer might be ruined.

Zadie, of course, had no intention of going to her room and oh-so-calmly waiting for Mom and Lloyd to call her down. She turned to the room across from her own, threw the door open, and was instantly overpowered with the scent of cedar and eucalyptus.

“Knock much?” asked Zadie’s fifteen-year-old sister, Persephone, from her wicker desk chair. A short, athletic girl with tanned, freckled skin and orange, chin-length hair she kept tied back with a bandana, Persephone was a self-proclaimed environmentalist. She always wore thrifted cargo pants, crop tops, and Mom’s old hiking boots from the 2000s. Her podcast, Habi-Chat, which covered hard-hitting topics ranging from saving endangered species to decreasing one’s carbon footprint, had nearly two hundred listeners every month—something Persephone was extremely proud of. The walls of her room were covered in leafy green plants that wove their way around posters featuring national parks and some of Persephone’s all-time heroes—Jane Goodall, Greta Thunberg, and Wangarĩ Maathai.

“Hey, Zadie!” called the cohost of Persephone’s podcast, Ezra, who Persephone was evidently FaceTiming. Ezra, like Persephone, was a dedicated environmentalist, though he lived up in the Finger Lakes. Persephone always claimed that Ezra wasn’t her boyfriend, but Zadie knew better. The two of them talked constantly, even if both their friendship and relationship were long distance.

“Hi, Ezra!” Zadie called back, waggling her eyebrows at Persephone as she entered. “How’s it going?”

“Oh, same old same old,” said Ezra. “Going to the pool, playing some tennis, and, of course, doing everything in my power to forget that our planet is dying and that corporations are the ones slowly murdering it.”

Zadie nodded. “Sounds like you’re having a great summer.”

Persephone rolled her eyes. “Dad called you?”

“Yeah,” Zadie answered, lowering herself to the wooden floor beside Persephone’s air vent, which was just above the kitchen. It was super uncomfortable, but desperate times called for desperate measures. “You?”

“He did,” Persephone said curtly. “I didn’t pick up. Lloyd filled me in on the details.”

Zadie couldn’t help but feel a twinge of discomfort. Zadie never understood why Persephone didn’t like Dad. He was just as nice to her as he was to Zadie, but Persephone seemed to want nothing to do with him.

“Are you eavesdropping?” Persephone asked.

Zadie nodded. “Mom and Lloyd are—”

“Ezra, I’ve gotta go,” Persephone said.

“Wait, I—”

Before Ezra could finish the rest of his sentence, Persephone had hung up and was on the floor beside Zadie.

“Find your own vent,” muttered Zadie, pushing her sister’s head away.

Persephone rolled her eyes. “You’re in my room. If you don’t want me to tell on you, I’m listening.”

Zadie huffed but knew her sister was right. Persephone had total control of the eavesdropping vent. One word from her meant Mom would come running, and Zadie’s attempt at spying would get ruined.

The sisters turned their attention to Mom’s muffled words drifting up from the kitchen.

“—and I want the girls to have a relationship with Damian,” Mom said, “but he—the life he leads—” She sighed heavily. “It is just too dangerous.”

Zadie’s brow furrowed. Dad was a park ranger. Though it was an active job, it didn’t seem particularly dangerous. Zadie, Mom, and Persephone had been to national parks loads of times—both with and without Dad. Zadie and Persephone were more than capable when it came to the outdoors. They could set up a tent, start a fire, and name pretty much any animal track there ever was. Forests weren’t even that dangerous to begin with. Mom continued, “There’s no telling what could happen if he were left alone with the girls for an entire summer. I do not trust him to keep them safe.”

“So what do you think you should do?” Lloyd asked. “Call him back and tell him no?”

“Truthfully,” Mom lowered her voice, “I do not know if I can decline at all.”

“Why not?”

“Because Damian has always been a bit of a wild card.”

Zadie pressed closer to the vent until she could feel the cold metal against her cheek, as if that would produce more answers.

“I suppose that’s true,” Lloyd muttered. “Do you really think he’d tell them about… everything?”

Zadie’s eyes narrowed, unsure what Lloyd was talking about.

“He would never do that—not unless we talked about it,” Mom responded. “Even if he did, I do not think Persephone would believe him. Zadie, on the other hand…”

“Would do anything for Damian’s attention?” finished Lloyd.

Attention? Zadie scoffed. Never in her life had she sought anyone’s attention. Yeah, she and Dad had the same taste in music and the same taste in style, and they played the same instrument, and they had similar temperaments and outlooks on life, but that didn’t mean she was seeking his attention. That just meant they were similar.

Mom and Lloyd were both silent for a moment, but then Lloyd spoke up.

“I have an idea that might work.”

Alarm bells sounded in Zadie’s head as his voice once again dropped to a whisper. WARNING! WARNING! WARNING! Lloyd was giving input on her super fun summer with Dad—letting his risk-averse thoughts mingle with what was supposed to be the trip of a lifetime. It was a recipe for disaster!

Mom gave a slight laugh. “You have to be joking.”

“I’m unfortunately very serious. I know it’s less than ideal, but—”

“I have the shop,” interrupted Mom. “We’re short-staffed as it is. But there is always another option….”

At this, Mom’s voice lowered. She said something, but she said it so quietly that Zadie didn’t catch a single word of it.

Lloyd laughed slightly. “That would never work.”

“It has to,” Mom insisted. “I have kept the girls in the dark this long—kept them safe this long. After all the sacrifices I’ve made, I cannot let Damian undo them. I need your help.”

Zadie felt her heart clench uncomfortably. She hated the idea of Mom and Dad keeping secrets from her and Persephone, especially one so big that Mom would hesitate to let Zadie and Persephone visit Dad. Zadie was certain it couldn’t be that bad, but then again, Mom and Dad had divorced, and Zadie had never known what had caused their split, other than that their “personalities weren’t compatible.”

Perhaps this secret was the real reason behind their divorce.

“Unfortunately,” Mom said, “it seems like this is the only option.”

Zadie held her breath, crossed her fingers and toes, and hoped with every ounce of her being that once—just this once—things would go her way.

“Well,” said Lloyd, “I suppose we should tell the girls the news.”
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CHAPTER 3


“Stuck in the Middle with You”

—STEALERS WHEEL
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A few moments later, Zadie, Persephone, Mom, and Lloyd were sitting around the kitchen table. Lloyd was seated across from Zadie, attempting to wear a stern I’m-in-charge frown that came off more as a skittish please-don’t-yell-at-me grimace. To Zadie’s left, Persephone remained quiet, absentmindedly tapping her unpolished fingers on the table. To Zadie’s right, Mom sat with her hands folded.

Zadie’s heart felt like a jackrabbit leaping around her chest as she looked at her family members.

“Well?” Zadie asked, unable to bear the waiting any longer. “Can we visit Dad?”

Mom sighed, leaning forward. “You can.”

The jackrabbit leapt straight through Zadie’s chest and through the ceiling as a gigantic smile broke across her face. She could already see the sunlit forest—smell the dirt and damp moss and trees. She could imagine playing guitar with Dad, going on hikes, and laughing around a campfire as sparks reached up to the night sky.

“But,” Mom continued.

A record scratched in Zadie’s mind.

“The trip will only be for a week,” Mom said, “and Lloyd will be joining you.”

With that, Zadie felt the hope that had been building up around her crash to the ground with a BOOM.

The summer had been whittled down to a few days of pure disaster. How could Mom and Lloyd do this? Didn’t they understand that Zadie needed time alone with Dad? With the one person who truly understood her?

“Lloyd can’t go!” Zadie shouted. “It’s supposed to be a summer with just me, Dad, and Persephone! Not a week with me, Dad, Persephone, and Lloyd!”

“I understand you had different expectations for this trip, and I can understand your disappointment,” Mom said. “That being said, your dad’s offer, though incredibly generous, was a tad unrealistic.”

“No, it wasn’t!” Zadie shouted, throwing her hands up. “Just because you and Lloyd don’t want us to see Dad doesn’t mean it was unrealistic!”

Mom closed her mouth, thought for a moment, then opened it again. “As lovely as your father is, we need to consider the facts. He has many talents, but taking care of you and Persephone is not one of them.”

Unspoken memories began to float in Zadie’s mind, just as she was sure they began to float in Mom’s and Persephone’s. Zadie remembered breaking her arm after Dad assured her the jump from their backyard treehouse wasn’t too high and that she could probably stick the landing. She remembered Dad getting the family thrown out of the Detroit Zoo after he’d jumped into the tiger enclosure to get a “close-up” picture of Persephone’s favorite animal. (He had assured Mom he had the situation completely under control.) She remembered him traveling so much for work that he missed every first day of school she’d ever had.

But Zadie also remembered other things. She remembered Dad waking her up on her birthdays to a house full of decorations, gifts, and balloons and when he helped her dye her hair for the first time. She remembered the whole family dancing in the kitchen as Dad made dinner, singing along to a Zeppelin song spinning on his record player. She remembered Dad making time to call her whenever he could, no matter where he was in the world.

Zadie narrowed her gaze. Zadie and Persephone could handle themselves just fine in the wild. There was no way Mom was worried about some kind of predictable danger that came with national parks—like bears or forest fires or anything like that. This secret Mom and Lloyd were keeping was surely why Mom insisted on Lloyd joining the trip. Zadie considered bringing it up but felt the ground was too slippery. If Zadie revealed she and Persephone had been eavesdropping, Mom might not let her visit Dad at all.

Zadie switched to a different tactic. “Lloyd doesn’t even like the outdoors.” She turned to Lloyd, who had killer seasonal allergies that seemed to last all year. “You’re telling me you want to spend a whole week in a forest? Wouldn’t you be happier here?”

Lloyd glanced briefly at Mom, and that told Zadie everything she needed to know.

Yes, Lloyd would be much, much happier here.

Lloyd sighed. “Well, I suppose I can treat this as an opportunity to get out of my comfort zone and visit with you and Persephone a bit. I could use a”—he swallowed, as if the words were painful—“relaxing break from work.”

Zadie crossed her arms. “Really, Lloyd?”

“Watch the attitude,” Mom reminded her.

Zadie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She turned to Persephone for backup. Surely Persephone—who loved taking extreme hikes, rock climbing, and white-water rafting—would understand what a wrench Lloyd would be in their plans. “What do you think?”

Persephone’s eyes widened, as if she hadn’t been expecting to be called on. “What?”

“Do you think Lloyd should go?”

“Oh,” she scoffed. “Absolutely.”

“What?”

“You know how Dad is, Zadie. He’s not responsible. In fact, I’ll take it a step further. If we do decide to go—which I think we should, not because I want to see Dad, but because I’m always down to visit a national park—I’m insisting on bringing Lloyd. If there’s an emergency or Dad abandons us in the forest or wants us to do something dangerous beyond belief, I’m not getting left in charge.”

Zadie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Persephone was siding with Lloyd over her? How could she betray her like that?

“Dad would take care of us,” Zadie argued. “Especially if there was an emergency.”

“I’m certain he wouldn’t,” Persephone countered. “I know this is hard to accept, but Dad isn’t exactly what I’d call a great parent.”

“Like how?”

“Like when he showed you Dirty Confessions of Led Zeppelin?”

“He fast-forwarded through the bad parts!”

“Or when he brought that injured coyote to your kindergarten career day?”

“He’s a park ranger! Helping injured coyotes is his job!” Zadie protested. “And, in case you’re forgetting, he caught the coyote when it escaped its cage!”

“Oh, c’mon, Zadie!” Persephone yelled, throwing her hands up. “It’s like you put blinders on when it comes to him. I know he’s our dad, but he’s not a good dad.”

Zadie opened her mouth to protest, but it was already too late. Persephone’s words had put the final nail in the coffin.

“This is the one and only option I am giving you,” Mom said, holding a finger up. “Either you go for a week with Lloyd, or you don’t go at all.”

“But—”

“Only option,” interrupted Mom. “You can choose.”

Zadie huffed in disappointment but didn’t know what else to say. No one was listening to her. No one understood that Lloyd would mess up the trip. He hated her music, disliked the outdoors, and especially loathed any sort of risk or fun or adventure. How could Zadie enjoy the trip if Lloyd was constantly complaining about all the things she liked?

But if Zadie wanted to see Dad—if she wanted to spend some exceptionally rare quality time with her favorite person in the whole world—she was going to have to put up with Lloyd.

“Fine,” Zadie muttered, slumping back in her chair, “but he’s going to ruin everything.”
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CHAPTER 4


“ ’39”

—QUEEN
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The following morning, Zadie tugged her luggage down the stairs with one hand, holding her guitar case in the other. The luggage hit each step with a sharp THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!

“I’ll take that,” called Lloyd, picking up Zadie’s luggage as he scuttled past her and down the stairs. “Don’t want to scratch the wood, now, do we?”

“Of course not,” Zadie muttered sarcastically, kicking at the already scuffed floor as she continued behind him. “That would be a total nightmare.”

The air outside was chilly and damp. Spots where rabbits and squirrels had run through the yard dotted the dew-covered lawn. The sun had barely risen, letting off a sheen of orange light over the houses, which illuminated a thin layer of fog that hung lightly upon the earth. Mom talked with Persephone as she put her duffel bag in the back of Lloyd’s silver Subaru Crosstrek (“The safest car on the market!”), which he had named Charlie after the heroine in his favorite movie, Top Gun.

Lloyd crossed the driveway to put Zadie’s luggage in the trunk, and Mom approached Zadie.

“Are you excited, Z?” she asked, grabbing Zadie’s shoulder.

Zadie really wasn’t sure how to answer. The whole summer was teetering on the brink of ruin. A large part of this was Mom’s fault, and she wanted to know if Zadie was excited?

“I’m excited,” Zadie answered plainly. “Also very, very annoyed.”

Mom nodded. “Understood, and understandable.” She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I need you to remember something when you visit your father. Two somethings, actually.” Mom stared at Lloyd as he maneuvered Zadie’s luggage into his car. “First, though you may find Lloyd irritating, he has your best interests at heart.” Mom turned back to Zadie and lowered her voice. “You two have more in common than you think.”

Zadie scoffed. Lloyd? The guy whose idea of adventure was a trip to Circle K for a cherry Icee? Who considered eighties pop the epitome of music? Who stopped Zadie anytime she tried to do anything remotely fun? Fat chance.

“Second,” continued Mom, “I want you to remember that though your dad loves you very much, he can sometimes let… other things cloud his judgment. He has a very grandiose view of himself and his place in the world.” Mom paused, pursing her lips. “Do not let anything he says go to your head.”

“Right,” Zadie agreed, not sure what else to say. Zadie wondered if these “other things” Mom mentioned had anything to do with the secrets Mom, Dad, and Lloyd were keeping.

“Have a good trip.” Mom pulled Zadie into a hug and kissed her on the forehead. “I love you.”

“Love you too,” Zadie said quickly, trying to muscle out of the hug.

“I love you sooooo much!” Mom shouted loud enough to wake the neighbors, holding on to Zadie tighter. “I’m not letting you go!”

Zadie blushed, shoving Mom off, though she felt a smile rising.

And with that, Zadie and Mom walked to Charlie the Subaru. Zadie slid into the back seat, setting her guitar case next to her very, very carefully. Mom and Lloyd said their goodbyes right next to Zadie’s window—holding hands and cooing over each other. Mom wiped a tear from her eye, smiling sadly.

Zadie gave a long-suffering sigh and looked away, turning to Persephone in the front seat. She was typing away on her cell phone, a slight smirk on her face.

“Who’re you texting?” Zadie asked, leaning forward.

Persephone immediately clicked the phone off and put it in one of her many pants pockets. “Ezra. Just letting him know the address for the Visitor Education Center, so he can write to me with any updates.”

Zadie smirked. “Can’t go one week without talking to your boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend?” Lloyd asked as he got into the front seat, having finished his conversation with Mom. He turned to Persephone. “You’re dating someone?”

“No, I’m not,” Persephone insisted, though she blushed as red as her hair.

“Sure, you aren’t,” said Zadie, rolling her eyes.

“Am not, Zadie! Why are you always in my business? Ezra and I are friends!”

“I’m not always in your business,” said Zadie. “I—” Zadie’s foot hit something metal. She looked down and blinked. “Lloyd?”

“Yes, Zadie?”

“Why’s there a fire extinguisher in your back seat?”

“Wouldn’t fit
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