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Disclaimer
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Certain events, dynamics, rumors, scandals, competitive pressures, public whispers, backstage dramas, and general human bad behavior may have been inspired by real people, real events, real circumstances, and the kind of stories everyone swears they heard from someone who was definitely there.

That said, all names, characters, dialogue, scenes, locations, institutions, timelines, relationships, and dramatic disasters in this book are fictionalized and original to this story. No character is intended to portray any actual person, living or dead.

Any resemblance to real individuals, skating programs, coaches, athletes, parents, officials, exes, rivals, hotel staff, wealthy sponsors, or people who think they are much more important than they are is purely coincidental.

Or possibly your imagination running wild.

Either way, don’t blame the book.
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Chapter Eighteen

Cold Start
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Monday began early. The alarm went off at 5:45, and for a second Willow thought it was part of a dream. Then Lyn’s hand came out from under the sheet and slapped at her phone until the sound stopped.

Neither of them moved.

The room was gray before sunrise. The air conditioner clicked off, leaving behind the quiet breath of the hotel and the faint sound of traffic somewhere below. Willow lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, feeling the weight of Sunday night settle into her body one piece at a time. Room 1106. The window. Jewel behind her. Jewel saying, I liked it.

Willow had slept badly and too deeply, the kind of sleep that felt stolen rather than earned. Her mouth was dry. Her limbs felt heavy. Her phone was facedown on the nightstand because she had checked it too many times before falling asleep and hated herself each time. She reached for it anyway.

No new messages. No Jewel. No Nico.

Lyn sat up slowly in the other bed. Her hair was flattened on one side, her face bare, her expression unreadable in the gray light.

“Morning,” Willow said.

Lyn looked at her for a moment.

“Morning.”

It was not warm, but it was not nothing. Willow accepted that and got out of bed.

They moved around each other carefully. Toothbrushes. Hairbrushes. Skating clothes. A quiet search for clean socks. Lyn did not ask where Willow had gone the night before. Willow did not offer. The silence between them had changed since Saturday. It was no longer just anger. Now it had knowledge in it. Not details, but enough. Lyn knew Willow had left again. Willow knew Lyn had known. That was the kind of thing a friendship either survived or stored for later.

At breakfast, Molly and Brynn were already at the table. Molly had a full plate and the exhausted brightness of someone who had decided to be civil through force. Brynn was in black leggings and a zip-up jacket, hair pulled back, earbuds looped around her neck.

“Good morning, final-week victims,” Molly said.

Lyn sat down.

“Too cheerful.”

“I’m trying a leadership style.”

“Try less.”

Molly looked at Willow.

“You alive?”

“Yes.”

“Great. We’re all achieving the bare minimum.”

Brynn pushed a schedule sheet into the middle of the table.

“They changed the groups.”

Willow picked it up. Final week looked worse in print. Full run-through blocks. Jump review. Showcase rehearsal. Sponsor observation periods. One-on-one coach evaluations. Performance class. Off-ice recovery. Parent meetings. Closing exhibition call times. Saturday final showcase order to be posted Thursday night.

Names were highlighted by group. Willow found hers under Group B: Monday full run-through, 9:20. Jump review with Gray, 11:10. Sponsor observation Wednesday. Showcase fitting Friday. Her stomach tightened at the word fitting. The red dress waited in the garment bag upstairs.

Across from her, Lyn read the sheet without speaking.

“What did you get?” Molly asked.

“Run-through at ten,” Lyn said. “Sonia at one. Death at three.”

Brynn glanced over.

“Death isn’t listed.”

“It’s implied.”

Molly leaned over Willow’s shoulder.

“You have Gray at eleven. That’s fun. He’ll say twelve words and all of them will hurt.”

Willow tried to smile. Her phone was in her lap. She had not meant to put it there. She checked it under the table. Nothing. Lyn saw. She did not comment. That was worse than a comment.

The rink felt different on Monday. The first two weeks had been pressure. This was judgment. Coaches stood closer to the boards with clipboards, and parents watched from the bleachers even when they pretended not to. Donors and local federation people had started appearing in small clusters, wearing linen, badges, and expressions of polite assessment. The younger skaters whispered about who was being invited where. The older ones knew enough not to whisper where anyone could hear them.

The ice looked the same. That was almost insulting.

Willow tied her skates with hands that felt slightly too slow. Molly sat on the bench beside her, wrapping tape around one ankle.

“Are we speaking today?” Molly asked.

“I think so.”

“Good. I prefer speaking. Silence makes me invent dialogue, and I’m meaner than reality.”

Willow looked at her.

“Are you still mad?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“But I have decided to be mad while still helping you not ruin your life.” Molly tore the tape with her teeth. “It’s called range.”

Willow’s chest loosened a little.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I’m annoyed.”

Brynn came around the corner carrying two water bottles. She handed one to Willow.

“Hydrate.”

“Why does everyone keep giving me water?”

“Because you look like you slept in a haunted elevator.”

Molly pointed at Brynn.

“That one was good.”

Lyn emerged from the restroom and sat on the far end of the bench. She wore her hair in a low bun and had put on makeup, but not enough to hide the pale cast beneath it. She pulled on one skate, then the other, moving with the concentration of someone building a person from pieces. Willow wanted to ask if she had eaten. She did not.

Lyn looked up anyway.

“I had toast.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You radiated it.”

Willow lowered her eyes.

“Sorry.”

Lyn tied her laces hard.

“Don’t be sorry. Just be less visible.”

That made Molly laugh once, unexpectedly. For a second, the four of them almost felt like themselves.

Then Jewel walked into the rink.

Willow knew before she turned. It was embarrassing, the way her body recognized Jewel before her eyes did. Some shift in the room. Some reflex she hated. She looked up and saw Jewel at the far entrance in black leggings, gray cropped sweatshirt, hair loose around her shoulders. Mercy came in beside her, laughing at something Caleb said from behind them. Jewel smiled at him, easy and public.

She did not look at Willow. Not even once.

Willow waited.

Jewel set her bag down near the senior skaters. She pulled off her sweatshirt. She checked her phone. She said something to Mercy. Mercy touched Jewel’s wrist with casual possession, and Jewel did not move away.

Still no look.

Willow’s face went hot. Molly followed her gaze and said nothing. That was how Willow knew it was obvious.

Gray called her group onto the ice at nine-twenty. Willow stepped through the gate with her heart beating too fast for the wrong reason.

Her run-through started badly. The opening was supposed to be controlled and quiet, a little mysterious, with the first jump out of a bracket turn. She rushed the bracket, muscled the takeoff, and doubled the triple toe. The landing skidded. She saved it, barely, and pushed into the next sequence with her shoulders tight. She could feel Gray watching. She could feel Jewel not watching. That was worse.

The loop was small. The spin traveled. She forgot to hold the choreographic reach long enough for the music to breathe. By the time she reached the final step sequence, she was angry enough to improve, which was helpful and humiliating. She attacked the last thirty seconds hard, too hard, skating with a sharpness that would have been interesting if she had used it on purpose.

The music ended. Willow stopped, breathing heavily. No one clapped. It was practice. Practice was where applause went to die.

Gray leaned over the boards.

“Again from the bracket.”

Willow skated over.

“The whole program?”

“Did I say the whole program?”

“No.”

“Then why ask?”

She bit the inside of her cheek. Gray watched her for a second. His face did not change, but his voice lowered.

“Your body is here. Bring the rest of you.”

Willow looked away.

“Again from the bracket.”

She did it again. Better. Not good. Better.

When she came off the ice, Molly handed her a towel.

“That was not your finest hour.”

“Thank you.”

“It was your most haunted forty-three minutes.”

Willow wiped her face.

“Also thank you.”

Brynn skated next and landed the opening jump so powerfully that Mary-Sue, watching from the far boards, actually lowered her coffee.

“Again,” Mary-Sue called.

Brynn looked exhausted already.

“I landed it.”

“I saw. Now make it less ugly.”

Molly leaned close to Willow.

“I think that’s Mary-Sue saying she loves you.”

Willow smiled, but her eyes moved across the rink again. Jewel was stretching near the boards with Mercy. Their heads were close together. Mercy said something, and Jewel laughed. It was not a big laugh. Not performative. That made it worse. It looked real. Willow waited for Jewel to look up. She did not.

By lunch, Willow felt stupid in a way that had nothing to do with skating. She had spent the morning building explanations. Jewel was busy. Jewel was being careful. Jewel did not want Mercy to notice. Jewel was waiting until they were alone. Jewel liked games. Jewel was not ignoring her, not really.

Then Jewel passed her in the hallway outside the locker rooms and gave her nothing. No pause. No smile. No Porcelain. No private look. Jewel walked by with Caleb and one of the senior girls, talking about music cuts. Her shoulder almost brushed Willow’s. She did not even glance down.

Willow stood still for half a second too long.

Molly came out behind her.

“Oh.”

Willow turned.

“What?”

Molly looked uncomfortable. Molly, who could find words inside a fire alarm, looked uncomfortable.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t.”

“I said nothing.”

“You said oh.”

“Sometimes oh is a complete sentence.”

Willow walked away before Molly could make it kind.

Lunch was crowded, loud, and full of girls pretending not to panic about Thursday’s showcase order. Willow took a turkey sandwich, grapes, and water. Lyn took soup. Molly took three desserts and said she was “stress-loading.” Brynn ate chicken and rice with the grim focus of someone fueling a machine under protest.

Willow checked her phone under the table. Nothing.

Lyn set her spoon down.

“This is painful.”

Willow looked up.

“What?”

“You. Trying not to look at your phone.”

Molly froze with a brownie halfway to her mouth. Brynn looked down at her food.

Willow’s face burned.

“I’m not.”

Lyn stared at her. Willow dropped her gaze first.

“I’m not trying to be awful,” Lyn said. “But if you are waiting for someone to care, and they’re making you wait on purpose, that is useful information.”

The table went very quiet. Molly looked at Lyn like she wanted to hug her and also maybe hide behind her.

Willow swallowed.

“You don’t know what I’m waiting for.”

“No,” Lyn said. “I don’t. Because you won’t say. But I know what waiting looks like.”

That one landed somewhere deeper. Willow put her phone away.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Lyn’s mouth tightened.

“Stop apologizing if you’re going to keep doing the thing.”

No one spoke after that for a while.

At one, Willow had jump review with Gray. He put her through toe-toe until her calves burned. First at half speed. Then with the full entrance. Then after footwork. Then after he had her stand at the boards and tell him exactly where her free leg was on the second takeoff. She hated that he was making her speak because speaking made it clear she knew what to do and still was not always doing it.

“Again,” he said.

Willow bent over with her hands on her knees.

“I need a second.”

“You had one.”

“That was not a second.”

“You’re wasting this one.”

She stood up straight and glared at him. Gray did not react.

She skated back to the setup, pushed into the entrance, struck the first toe, landed, snapped the second takeoff, and for one clean moment everything went quiet. Her feet knew. Her body knew. There was no Jewel, no phone, no room 1106, no waiting. Just air.

She landed the second toe clean.

Gray nodded once.

“Again.”

Willow almost laughed.

“You’re kidding.”

“No.”

“That was good.”

“Yes.”

“And you still want it again?”

“That is how good becomes reliable.”

She stared at him. He stared back.

She skated back. The second one was not as good, but she fought for it. Gray looked almost satisfied, which for Gray meant his face did nothing at all.

“Better,” he said.

Willow came to the boards.

“Can I ask you something?”

“No.”

She blinked.

“You can ask a skating question,” Gray said. “If this is about life, absolutely not.”

Despite herself, Willow smiled. Gray handed her water.

“Good. You still have blood in your head.”

She drank.

He watched the senior skaters across the rink for a moment. Jewel was now on the ice with Mercy and Caleb, warming up a step sequence. Mercy’s posture was flawless. Jewel moved like she had extra time inside the music. Gray’s eyes flicked back to Willow.

“Do not let someone else’s mood decide your body,” he said.

Willow went still.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You don’t have to. You’re loud when you’re quiet.”

Willow looked down at the bottle. Gray’s voice softened, but only slightly.

“There are skaters who train the jump, and there are skaters who train the conditions around the jump. Noise. Fatigue. Humiliation. Wanting to cry. Wanting to kill someone. Wanting someone to look at you.”

Willow’s throat tightened.

“The jump does not care,” Gray said. “That is the clean part.”

He tapped the boards.

“Again.”

She hated him. She needed him. She went again.

By midafternoon, the whole rink was running on caffeine, ice packs, and the threat of evaluations. Sienna had her run-through after Willow’s group. Mrs. Park stood at the glass with both hands folded around her phone. Sienna skated like the word error had been removed from her vocabulary by force. Triple lutz. Triple toe. Spiral. Change-foot combination spin. Every arm exactly placed. Every smile exactly alive enough to satisfy a judge.

When she finished, the rink clapped despite itself.

Sienna bowed.

Mrs. Park did not clap. She checked something on her phone.

Willow watched Sienna skate to the boards, face still bright from the performance, waiting for the approval that did not come. For one second, Sienna looked younger than seventeen. Then she wiped her blade and became perfect again.

Paloma was near the music table, speaking with Tomas. Her eyes lifted and found Willow across the rink. Willow looked back. Paloma’s expression tightened, just slightly. Willow gave no sign. No nod. No look that said I know. Nothing that could hurt her. Nothing that could free her either.

Paloma looked away first.

Mercy caught the exchange. Of course she did. Willow saw her notice and felt the day get worse.

The sponsor observation period began at four in the secondary rink. It was not officially an audition, which meant everyone treated it exactly like one. A row of adults sat behind the glass: local donors, federation observers, a woman from a skating apparel company, two men with camp badges and blank expressions. The skaters were asked to run selected program sections, not full programs. Smile. Present. Reset. Repeat.

Brynn went first from their group. She was not polished enough yet, and everyone knew it, including her. But something had shifted in her since the beginning of camp. She no longer apologized with her shoulders before moving. She took the ice like she had a right to occupy the full sheet. Her opening speed made one donor look up from his phone. Her landing on the loop combination was rough, but she held it. The step sequence still needed polish, but there was power in it. Real power.

Mary-Sue watched from the boards with her arms crossed.

When Brynn came off, Mary-Sue said, “You scared them a little.”

Brynn was breathing hard.

“Is that good?”

“It’s better than boring.”

Brynn smiled despite trying not to. Willow felt genuinely happy for her. Then she hated herself for wondering if Jewel had seen.

Willow’s turn came thirty minutes later. She skated better than the morning. Not clean. Not perfect. But present. She held the opening longer. She let the music breathe. The toe-toe was marked rather than fully jumped because Gray had told her not to burn it out, but she hit the takeoff position cleanly enough that he nodded from the boards.

The woman from the apparel company wrote something down. Willow tried not to look.

Afterward, as she stepped off the ice, Mercy was waiting near the gate. Not obviously waiting. That was Mercy’s art.

“Improving,” Mercy said.

Willow reached for her guards.

“Thanks.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

Willow looked at her.

Mercy smiled.

“Improvement is what they give girls when they don’t know where to place them.”

Willow snapped one guard on, then the other.

“Do you practice sounding like that, or does it just happen?”

Mercy’s smile widened.

“There she is.”

Willow started to walk away.

Mercy said, “First time always feels bigger to the person who hasn’t done it before.”

Willow stopped.

The rink noise kept moving around them. Blades on ice. Coaches calling names. Music starting and stopping. No one close enough to hear. Mercy had chosen the moment perfectly.

Willow turned slowly. Mercy’s face was pleasant. Almost bored.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Willow said.

“Good.” Mercy leaned closer, voice still soft. “Keep saying that. It makes you look younger.”

Willow felt her face heat.

Mercy looked over Willow’s shoulder. Jewel stood by the boards with Caleb, laughing at something on his phone. Mercy’s gaze returned to Willow.

“She does this,” Mercy said.

Willow’s mouth went dry.

Mercy smiled.

“You’ll learn.”

Then she walked away.

Willow stood with her guards on, unable to move for several seconds. That was when Jewel finally looked at her. Across the rink. Briefly. Calmly. No smile. No apology. No private signal. Just a glance. Then she turned back to Caleb.

Willow went into the locker room and shut herself in a bathroom stall until she could breathe normally. She did not cry. She was too angry to cry.

At dinner, Lyn sat beside her without being asked. That was new. Molly noticed and tried not to look pleased. Brynn asked Willow if she wanted the extra roll from her plate. Willow said yes even though she did not want it, because saying yes felt easier than making everyone worry. Lyn ate half her pasta. Willow did not look directly at it.

Molly told a story about overhearing two younger girls argue over whether Gray had ever smiled and whether there was photographic evidence. Brynn said photographic evidence could be manipulated. Lyn said Gray probably smiled once in 2011 and considered it a mistake.

Willow laughed. It surprised her. For a few minutes, the day loosened.

Then Jewel walked past the restaurant entrance with Mercy. Mercy said something close to Jewel’s ear, and Jewel smiled without looking into the restaurant.

Willow’s laugh stopped. Lyn saw. So did Molly. Brynn put her fork down. No one said Jewel’s name. That was almost kind.

After dinner, Willow went to the pool alone. She told herself she wanted air. That was the lie everyone at camp used when they wanted to be sad somewhere prettier.

Nico was stacking towels near the far gate. He looked up when she approached.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

He looked tired. There were shadows under his eyes, and his hair was damp from humidity. The normalness of him hurt. It was not fair that he existed in the same place as all the rest of it.

“How was final-week day one?” he asked.

“Terrible.”

“That tracks.”

She tried to smile.

He leaned against the towel cart.

“You okay?”

The question was simple. Not loaded. That made it harder to answer.

“I don’t know.”

Nico nodded, like that was acceptable.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The pool lights had come on, turning the water blue. A few families were still out. Two little kids jumped from the shallow-end steps while their father pretended to be impressed each time. Willow looked at them instead of Nico.

“I’m sorry about Saturday.”

“You said that.”

“I know.”

“And I said me too.”

Willow looked at him.

“Why are you sorry?”

Nico shrugged.

“For thinking I knew what was happening. For acting disappointed when you didn’t owe me anything.”

“I did disappoint you.”

“Maybe.” He folded a towel slowly. “But that’s not the same as owing me.”

Willow hated that he was reasonable. She would have preferred anger. Anger gave a person something to push against.

“I like talking to you,” she said.

He looked at her then.

“I like talking to you too.”

The words opened a small, painful space between them.

Nico filled it carefully.

“But I don’t think you’re really here right now.”

Willow’s eyes burned. He did not say it cruelly. That made it worse.

“I’m trying,” she said.

“I know.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Yeah.” Nico gave a small smile. “I noticed.”

She almost laughed, then did not.

He looked toward the hotel.

“You should probably sleep.”

“Probably.”

“But you won’t.”

“No.”

“Then at least drink water.”

Willow stared at him.

“Why is everyone obsessed with hydrating me?”

“Because you all look like expensive ghosts.”

That made her laugh for real.

Nico smiled, and for one second things were almost easy. Then his walkie clipped at his waist crackled, and he looked down.

“I have to go.”

“Okay.”

He hesitated.

“Willow?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful with people who only like you when you’re confused.”

The words were not sharp. They were not possessive. He did not even say Jewel. He did not have to. Willow nodded. Nico pushed the towel cart away. She watched him go, feeling the warning settle in beside all the others.

Back upstairs, Lyn was already in bed, reading something on her phone. The room smelled faintly of mint toothpaste and hotel laundry. Willow changed into pajamas and climbed under the covers.

Her phone lay on the nightstand. She had made it almost an hour without checking. That felt like a victory until she checked.

No message.

She opened the thread anyway. The last text from Jewel was still there.

Last chance, Porcelain.

Willow stared at it. She wanted to write something casual. Something sharp. Something that made it clear she was not waiting.

She typed:

Are we pretending Sunday didn’t happen?

Deleted it.

Typed:

You could have said hi today.

Deleted it.

Typed:

I thought you liked it.

Deleted it so fast her thumb slipped.

Across the room, Lyn said, “Don’t.”

Willow froze.

Lyn did not look up from her phone.

“Whatever you’re about to send. Don’t.”

Willow put the phone facedown. For once, she listened.

The room went quiet.

After a while, Lyn said, “I don’t want to know what happened.”

Willow’s throat tightened.

“Okay.”

“But I know enough to know she’s making you stupid.”

Willow closed her eyes.

Lyn’s voice softened, barely.

“And you are many annoying things, but you are not stupid.”

Willow did not answer because she could not.

A minute passed.

Then Lyn added, “Also if you cry, face the wall. I’m off-duty emotionally.”

Willow laughed once, and the laugh broke at the end. She faced the wall. She did not cry for long.

When she checked her phone again at 12:16, there was still no message from Jewel.

Monday ended exactly the way it had begun.

With Willow waiting.
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