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            PROLOGUE

          

          THAYER

        

      

    

    
      The fire danced in the fire pit as snow crunched beneath my feet. I would’ve liked to say the Colorado night air chilled my body, but I felt nothing. Not the bitter cold that everyone huddled around the fire in winter jackets felt. Not the warmth the fire created if you moved close enough. Not a blow to the fucking face. Emptiness had burrowed its way inside my chest four days ago and still resided there as I downed another beer. Might as well numb everything. 

      “You need anything, Thayer?” Giselle asked from the spot to my right. 

      I didn’t look her way, just shook my head, my eyes on the crackling embers alternating between orange and red in the bottom of the pit. 

      I could sense her blue gaze staring at me. “Well, just say the word,” she offered. 

      I appreciated her asking. Giselle, my best friend Kason’s sister, looked out for me. I guess being two years older made her feel as though she needed to mother her brother and me. And, seeing as though we’d been busy tearing up the mountains on our snowboards since we were kids, she always saw us as irresponsible mountain rats who needed to be looked after. 

      She didn’t even know the half. 

      “Dude,” Kason called from across the fire. 

      I glanced up at his smiling face, his icy blue eyes that matched his sister’s, dancing wildly as two girls molded themselves into his sides like pillars.  

      “You mind if I head out?” he asked with bouncing brows, his snow bunnies reason enough to ditch me. 

      I shrugged. “Whatever.” 

      “If you need me, I can hang back,” he assured me. 

      And while I knew he meant it, I didn’t need him adding to my pity party. Someone should be having fun. “I’m good,” I lied, knowing I was far-fucking-from-it. 

      “Cool,” he said, before standing and circling over to me. He leaned down and bro-hugged me. “I’ll see you back at the house.” 

      Once he stepped back, I ran my hand through my shaggy and disheveled hair. I should have gotten it cut before my mom’s funeral, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it, knowing how much she loved it.  

      “He’s such a selfish prick,” Giselle mumbled. 

      A humorless laugh escaped me as I glanced to her. “Yeah, but he’s our selfish prick.” 

      She offered me a smile, one carrying a mix of sadness and compassion. She understood what I was feeling. She understood that my world had imploded, and it would never be the same.   

      Someone handed me a bottle of beer over my shoulder. I took it, twisted off the cap, and downed the contents. I needed to escape the hell I was going through. I needed to be anywhere but in my body. Because this hell was real. And I was smack dab in the mother-fucking center. And I wasn’t sure I’d ever come back from it. 

      “Let me know when you want to head home,” Giselle offered. 

      “I’m fine.” 

      “You’re not fine. And I’m driving you home whenever you want to go. So deal with it.” 

      I rolled my eyes, not wanting to admit I needed her help, but I was halfway to oblivion and in no shape to drive home. “And if I want to bring two girls home with me?” I asked like the prick I could be.

      “Then I’ll cart their skanky asses home with us,” she assured me. 

      I scoffed. As if I’d want to bring anyone home when she was there. She’d consumed my thoughts since she first acknowledged my existence when I was ten. Since then, it had pretty much been a fucked-up story of boy loves girl. Girl’s brother would fuck him up if he knew. But that wasn’t the worst part. Girl loved a rich asshole. Classic, right?  

      I stood up, my legs wobbling beneath me. I needed to head inside to say goodbye to any relatives who were still lingering long after the funeral had ended. I’d stayed at my father’s long enough to be polite, but after tonight, I had no desire to see him again. He’d been an absent father and husband for most of my life, finally divorcing my mom five years ago—five years after he’d become a serial cheater. The fact that I had to watch people come up to him at the wake and tell him how sorry they were for his loss nearly made me lose my shit. He hadn’t lost anything. I’d lost something. Someone. Someone who meant the world to me.  

      My mom was the reason I picked up a snowboard for the first time. The reason I competed in competitions all over the world.

      “Where’re you going?” Giselle called, following after me as I headed to the back door of the house. 

      “To say goodbye.” 

      “Okay, then let me go pull up my car,” she said before disappearing around the house. 

      I stepped inside my father’s house. The interior was all rustic and ski lodge chic. People milled about as I grabbed a beer from the counter and downed it as I searched unfamiliar faces for him. I found him nestled on the sofa with a young blonde who appeared to be consoling him. I nearly vomited in my mouth. He was such a fraud. Such a fucking fraud. “I’m heading out,” I said. 

      “Okay.” He sat up, and the blonde moved a few inches away from him as if she wasn’t his latest screw. I waited for him to stand, to do anything that showed that he intended to console me after losing the only real parent I’d ever had, but in true Everett Caruthers’ style, he only nodded.  

      “See ya round,” I mumbled before spinning around and placing my empty beer bottle down on a table. I grabbed another for the road, unable to get out of that house fast enough.  

      Giselle’s car idled at the end of the steep driveway, her headlights illuminating the snow-covered road ahead. I hurried down the driveway, careful not to slip on black ice and fall on my ass. When I slid into the passenger seat, not only did the hot air blasting through the vents wash over me, so did a sense of relief now that I was away from that house once and for all. 

      “You good?” she asked as I closed the door. 

      “Nope.” 

      She sighed. I knew she wanted to say something to make it all better, but nothing that she said would. Life as I knew it would never be the same, and nothing anyone said or did would change that.

      As we pulled away from my father’s house, I opened the beer and took a pull. On any other night, Giselle would’ve acknowledged my stupid behavior, but not tonight. Tonight, all bets were off. And I appreciated her ignoring it more than she probably realized.

      “It was a beautiful tribute,” she said. 

      “Can we not do this?” I asked, slouching in my seat. 

      “Yeah. Of course,” she said, and I wasn’t sure if her quick response was due to my request or her relief in not having to talk about it with me. 

      We drove in silence for the next ten minutes. Giselle’s floral perfume worked its way into my senses. It was more expensive-smelling than the fruity lotions she wore when she was in high school. Must’ve been something her rich boyfriend bought her. 

      “One of these days you’re gonna have to be real with Kason,” she finally said, her eyes on the winding road in front of us. 

      “What do you mean?” I asked, the drunken slur in my voice more prominent now that I was in a confined space. 

      “His ego and selfishness are going to destroy him in more ways than one,” she explained. “You’re his best friend. He’ll listen to you.” 

      “Kason only listens to Kason,” I said. 

      “Yeah, well, one day he’s going to go too far, and it won’t be only him he hurts.” 

      I didn’t reply. Kason and I were bros, and we had each other’s backs no matter what. And even though it was a dick move to leave me for two snow bunnies on the night I buried my mother, I also didn’t need him to sit and sulk with me. I could manage that on my own just fine.

      Giselle pulled up to the house I shared with Kason, not far from Cranmore University where he and I were both students. The bedroom lights upstairs were on, but there were no lights on downstairs. No question where Kason was and what he was doing.  

      Giselle cut her engine and opened her door. 

      “You don’t need to walk me to the door. I’m a big boy,” I said as I pushed open my door. 

      She ignored me, stepping out and making her way up the partially shoveled sidewalk to the front porch.  

      I closed my door and followed her, burying my hands in my pockets as the remaining snow crunched beneath my feet. A drunken haze washed over me, and I needed to be in my bed before I either puked or passed out. 

      “It’s freaking cold out here,” she shivered as I stepped up beside her. 

      “Go home. I don’t want you seeing anything in there that will scar you for life.”  

      She sighed, her eyes locking on mine. If I wasn’t so heartbroken, her look would’ve done me in. She opened her arms and wrapped them around me, pulling me against her curves. “I’m here for you, Thayer. I will always be here for you.” 

      I wrapped my arms around her and relaxed into her embrace. I’d never been that close to her before. Never felt that connected to her. I wanted to get lost in all things Giselle, and the urge to make that a reality overtook my body. 

      “Whatever you need. Whenever you need it. You just call me,” she continued. 

      I slipped my arms free and stumbled a step back. Her dark waves had softened over the course of the day, but she still looked just as beautiful under the single light by the door. I inched closer to her, my body being pulled by an invisible thread. “You need to stop me before I do something I can’t take back.” 

      Her eyes widened. “What?” 

      Letting the alcohol dictate my actions, my lips moved dangerously close to hers and I went for it. But just as my lips narrowly brushed hers, she turned her head and offered up her cheek.

      Her fucking cheek.  

      As if electrocuted by the rejection, I drew back and my embarrassment morphed to anger. “Seriously? My mother dies, and you give me your fucking cheek? Fuck me.” Hoping I’d forget the whole thing in the morning, I did what I’d been doing since I fell for the one girl I could never have. I stepped around her and pretended rejection didn’t hurt like a motherfucker. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Thayer?” she called, her voice cracking.

      I wasn’t stupid enough to turn around. 

      “I’m sorry,” she said as I stepped inside the house and slammed the door behind me.
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            THAYER

          

          ELEVEN MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the corner of the bar swigging my beer and watching Kason make his rounds, showing off his much-deserved gold medal to everyone who approached him. I was happy for him. I really was. He worked his ass off—even after his injury—to get back in competing shape. I glanced to the other side of the bar and saw that his girlfriend Shay was watching him. She beamed with pride and displayed complete trust—which definitely wasn’t an easy feat given all the snow bunnies cozying up to her boyfriend for selfies.  

      I had a feeling word hadn’t made its way inside this Aspen bar that my once-self-absorbed best friend had gone and gotten serious with the least likely girl on the planet. Don’t get me wrong. Shay was perfect for him. Despite her small stature and vast intelligence, she had sass and confidence. And, unlike a lot of the girls who’d come before her, she had goals of her own. And, no gold-medal-flashing pro-snowboarder was gonna get in the way of that.  

      A group of snowboarders entered the bar, and a roar of applause erupted. Most of them were guys Kason and I had competed against over the last few years from around the world. And, tonight, they’d all finished behind my best friend. You’d never guess it given the eager way they circled the bar, fist-bumping fans before congratulating Kason who literally rubbed the gold medal in their faces. But they laughed it off, knowing they’d have their moments—some of them already boasting gold in other events and competitions.  

      “You miss it?” 

      I turned to find Shay beside me. She had a way of appearing out of nowhere, quiet and unnoticed. I wondered if it was because she always tried to blend into the scenery, unlike Kason who endeavored to stand out. “Miss what?” I asked her. 

      “Snowboarding. Kason said you’re better than him.” 

      My head hitched back. “He said that?” 

      She nodded.  

      I shrugged, unsure what to make of the compliment. Kason never admitted anyone was better than him.

      Since I was ten, most of my free time had been spent snowboarding. That all changed once I lost my mom. Snowboarding just didn’t hold the importance it once had. I didn’t want to win competitions if she wasn’t going to be there to cheer me on or to hug me when I reached the bottom of the mountain.

      Shay was right. I could snowboard better than Kason. He was reckless, while I was strategic. He was fearless, while I plotted out every move. But he was the one who medaled at the X Games. Not me.

      And, despite what anyone may have thought, I was happy for him. I just wished I didn’t feel so empty—and lost.

      “Well, I know he’d love to have you by his side if he makes it to the Olympics,” Shay said, still waiting for me to respond but not one to push it. 

      I scoffed. “Don’t let him hear you say if.”

      She chuckled. “Well, think about it.” 

      “What’s there to think about?” 

      She stared at me long and hard, her narrowed green eyes reading me. “When you’re going to decide to do what makes you happy.” She turned away from me and headed in the direction of Giselle, who was seated at the bar with our bro Jesse.  

      Giselle had pretty much been ignoring me since our almost-kiss last year. There’d been a few texts and brief conversations to let me know what was going on with Kason when he was in the hospital, but that was it. It wasn’t like I stuck my tongue down her throat or copped a feel that night. She didn’t let it go there. So, what was her problem? She was the one making it all uncomfortable and weird. 

      I tore my eyes away from her and pushed my way to the bar unsteadily. Great. Not only was I a washed-up snowboarder at twenty-one, but now I was a drunk. I ordered another beer, swigging it as soon as I had it in my hand. It wasn’t like anything would ever happen with Giselle and me. She was—and always would be—off-limits. And, knowing the number of girls I’d fucked around with—consensually, of course—Kason would kill me if I ever tried. Besides, Giselle had Gino, her rich asshole boyfriend. So, it wasn’t like I was about to condemn myself to a life of celibacy. I was twenty-one and single. I had every right to do whatever the hell I wanted to do.  

      “Hey, Thayer.” A blonde who looked vaguely familiar stepped up beside me. 

      “Hey,” I said, admiring her tight shirt and long legs but having no clue what her name was. 

      “Haven’t seen you competing lately,” she said, her eyes focused on my mouth. 

      I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip and watched as her breath hitched. Sometimes, it was just too easy. I glanced across the room. Giselle stared at me. I dodged her gaze and looked back at the girl. “Does that mean you’ve been looking for me?” I asked, all smooth and purposeful. 

      She shrugged.

      I knew Giselle was watching, and I couldn’t resist. I brought my A game. It’s what she deserved for ignoring me for almost a year. I reached up and tucked a stray piece of hair behind the girl’s ear before leaning in and whispering, “I like that you’ve been looking for me.” 

      She giggled, and I knew this night was about to get better.
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      I stared across the bar watching Thayer and some snow bunny chatting it up. It was like a train wreck I couldn’t tear my eyes away from. I wanted to believe it was the sisterly way I’d looked after Thayer for the past eleven years that had taken over my body. Or, maybe it was the liquor I’d consumed that made me want to go over there and tell him to stop. To tell him the only reason she was paying him any attention was because he could snowboard like a freaking rock star. But I had no right to do that.

      I had Gino. He took care of me. I planned to spend forever with him. I just couldn’t understand why some shaggy-haired snowboarder had this hold on me ever since he tried to kiss me last year. I knew his emotions that night were a mix of drunkenness and losing his mother, so I didn’t want to make it embarrassing for him. I thought distancing myself would’ve worked, but I’d been fooling myself. He was Kason’s best friend. He was always around. And, even though we’d barely spoken since the almost-kiss, he still invaded my thoughts for some godforsaken reason. 

      “Hey,” Shay said, stepping up beside me. 

      “Hey. Where’s Mr. Gold Medal?” I asked. 

      “Showing it off.” 

      I smiled. I couldn’t have been happier for my little brother. He deserved every good thing that came his way—including Shay. She had his back. She had changed him for the better. 

      Shay yawned. “Do you think I’ll be able to get him out of here before the sun rises?”  

      “Not likely.” My phone buzzed, and I checked the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gino

      

      
        Hey Babe. Your bro killed it. Congratulate him for me. I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I released a small sigh, hating that Gino had business meetings that made traveling to see me nearly impossible. 

      “You okay?” Shay asked. 

      “Just texting with Gino.” 

      “Did you make any plans to use that plane ticket yet?” 

      I shook my head. Kason and Shay had given me a ticket for Christmas to visit Gino, but I hadn’t booked anything yet. Since the boutique was still busy after the holiday rush—with shoppers using gift cards and returning incorrect sizes, it was impossible to skip out on my store.  

      “Go see him,” Shay urged. “I can cover at the boutique for you—as long as you trust me enough to leave me in charge.” 

      I laughed. “Of course I trust you. But as you know, I’m a control freak and…” 

      “And what?” 

      I worried my bottom lip, considering what excuse I had to not go see Gino. He signed the lease on my condo. He helped me open my boutique when I was still a college student and didn’t have enough money to do it alone. He was the guy I planned to spend the rest of my life with. 

      “Are you two not together anymore?” Shay asked. 

      “What? No. I mean, of course we are,” I answered quickly, needing to hear myself say it more than answering Shay. 

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked,” she said. 

      “It’s fine. I can see why you’d think that. It’s not like we’re ever together,” I said, my eyes scanning the unfamiliar faces in the bar.   

      “Why do you think that is?” she asked, her eyes inquisitive not implicating. 

      “He’s in one state, and I’m in another,” I explained, but even I knew it was a lame excuse. If you loved someone, you made time for them. You yearned to see them at any chance you got.

      “Any plans to move to Florida to open a boutique there?” she asked.

      “Maybe someday,” I said, though it was unlikely since I never planned to move away from Colorado.

      “Your family would miss you,” she said. 

      I nodded, knowing that was part of the reason I couldn’t go. 

      Jesse, one of my brother’s friends, squeezed between us. “We’re doing shots! Some tequila shots for me and my friends,” he called to the bartender before looking to me. “Your brother fucking crushed it today.”

      We’d already had the same conversation earlier, so I knew he was pretty wasted. “Did you expect anything less from the great Kason McCloud?”

      “The guy always delivers.” He glanced to Shay. “But you already know that, don’t you?”

      Shay and I both groaned at his insinuation.

      Jesse laughed as he handed his credit card to the bartender who placed the shots in front of us. “Take a shot,” he urged us.

      Shay waved off the shot, but I grabbed one and lifted it with Jesse.

      “To Kason…” He looked around the bar. “Wherever the hell he is.”

      We downed the shots—Jesse doing his and Shay’s. The liquor burned its way down my throat, warming my insides.

      Jesse took off in search of more people to do shots with.

      My head began to swim with the effects of the alcohol.

      “Hey!” Kason stepped up to us and draped his arm with the cast over Shay’s shoulder, his medal dangling from his neck.

      “You just missed Jesse. He’s toasting to you,” I said, a slight slur to my voice. Dammit.

      Kason laughed. “Any excuse to get wasted.” He pressed a kiss to the top of Shay’s head. “We can head out in a few.”

      “Take your time,” she said. She knew he deserved to celebrate his first-place finish after all of the hard work he’d put into preparing to compete.

      “This is why I love this girl,” he said to me, though his eyes never left Shay’s.

      Tears pricked my eyes. The way my brother had changed in less than a year was truly remarkable. He went from putting himself first to worrying about someone else. He’d always been a good guy deep down, but the fame had definitely gotten to him. Shay made sure that that Kason was long gone. Now, he was replaced by a guy I was proud to call my brother.

      Jesse approached now that Kason had joined us. “Shots!”

      Shay and I rolled our eyes as Jesse ordered more shots. Once they arrived, I grabbed one, joining Kason and Jesse in another toast. We raised our glasses.

      “To the baddest motherfucker on the mountain!” Jesse yelled.

      The bar erupted into cheers.

      Kason grinned before slamming his shot back. I followed his lead, downing my shot just as his theme song from his last run blared from the speakers. Everyone began jumping around to the music. I threw back my head and laughed, the whole scene like something out of a feel-good movie.

      “Let’s do this!” Kason pulled Shay and me out onto the packed dance floor.

      Shay looked uncomfortable, but I embraced the music and the night. We were there for Kason, so if my brother wanted to dance, I was gonna dance my heart out.
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      I crossed the hotel lobby to the bank of elevators, feeling bad for Shay who was still stuck at the bar. I waited for a few seconds before the doors split, and I stepped into the empty elevator. Just as the doors were about to close, a hand shot in between them, reopening the door. A group of girls squished inside, forcing me into the back of the elevator as they talked amongst themselves.

      “He’s so hot.”

      “Looks like he has a girlfriend.”

      “That won’t last. Athletes can’t stay loyal.”

      “Especially with us hanging around.”

      They laughed, and the sound turned my stomach.

      The elevator stopped on the fourth floor—my floor. The girls piled out and turned right—the same direction I was heading.

      I followed them, though I wasn’t walking as straight as I would’ve liked to. Damn shots.

      They stopped, knocking on the door to room 406 as I kept walking to my room.

      “Hey, ladies,” a familiar voice said.

      I stopped, unable to get my legs to move no matter how much I willed them to. Then, I slowly turned around to see the girls filing into the room.

      Thayer poked his head into the hallway, making sure he hadn’t missed anyone. His eyes widened when he saw me standing there.

      “With Kason off the market, you seem to be picking up right where he left off.” I hated that I couldn’t keep the thought to myself.

      His eyes narrowed. “Wow. Judgmental much?”

      “Just calling it like I see it.”

      “You know what…” He stepped into the hallway and walked toward me. His plain white T-shirt showed off the sleeve of tattoos on his right arm that he’d been adding to since he was sixteen. His jeans—that would’ve looked sloppy on any other guy—hung perfectly on his hips.

      Why was I even looking?

      “For someone who’s ignored me for an entire year, you have no right to comment on what I do or who I do it with,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. You’re a big boy. You can make your own stupid decisions.”

      He scoffed. “Unless someone else is making them for me.”

      My eyes tightened. Was he seriously making a dig at me for rejecting his stupid kiss? “Oh, please. Get over it. Like you said, it was almost a year ago.”

      His head hitched back as if I’d slapped him across the face.

      Okay. So, maybe it was my embarrassment over said kiss. Or, maybe I was just pissed he had a roomful of girls waiting for him, but I kept spewing. “Don’t let me keep you. Those girls couldn’t get up here fast enough. They’re all ready for you.”

      “There you go again. Judging.”

      “So let me get this straight,” I said, crossing my arms. “What are you all going to do in there? Watch a movie? Play a game? Have a pillow fight?”

      His lips twitched in the corners. They fucking twitched. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were jealous.”

      “Jealous?” My voice squeaked at the absurdity.

      He shrugged. “Sounds a lot like it.”

      “You think I’m jealous of a bunch of groupies in your room?”

      “Yes,” he deadpanned.

      “Why would I be jealous? I have a boyfriend, and you’re not him.”

      “Oh, you’ve made that abundantly clear.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “Fuck you, Thayer.”

      “Are we done here?” he asked, annoyance in his tone.

      “Are you dismissing me?”

      “Giselle?” a deep voice interjected.

      I froze as Thayer spun around. It was Gino, decked out in suit pants and a sweater vest, holding a carry-on bag.

      “Gino?” I said, stunned he’d shown up.

      “Everything okay?” he asked as he approached, his eyes jumping between Thayer and me.

      I shook off my surprise and hurried toward him. “What are you doing here?”

      He pulled me into a hug. “I jumped on the first flight, hoping to catch at least one of Kason’s runs. I texted you from the airport. Even though I was too late, I wanted to come celebrate anyway.”

      “I just left the bar,” I said, stepping out of his hug. “We can head back if you’d like. Kason’s still there.”

      He looked to Thayer who lifted his chin at him. “’Sup, dude?”

      “’Sup,” Gino said, the word sounding so unnatural coming from him. “Was I interrupting something?”

      “Just schooling your girl,” Thayer explained. “But now I gotta bounce. Got a room full of willing snow bunnies, if you know what I mean,” he said, clasping Gino on the shoulder. “And a monster pillow fight waiting to happen,” he added for my benefit.

      With that, he walked into his room and closed the door. The click of the lock echoed in the now quiet hallway.

      “To be single,” Gino mused.

      I looked to him, annoyed. Was it his words? Or, was it the fact that Thayer was in a room full of drunk girls? What would happen behind closed doors? Was my imagination worse than reality?

      I guess I’d never know.

      Nor did I have the right to.
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      I picked at the scrambled eggs on my plate, not really able to stomach much after the amount I drank last night.

      “And, once I landed that trick, I knew the gold was mine,” Kason explained to his family and friends at the hotel restaurant.

      “So, when does Olympic training begin?” his mom asked.

      “Been training for it my entire life,” Kason said. “Right, Thayer?”

      I glanced up to find all eyes on me. “True story,” I agreed, knowing we’d both been training for it. Only, I fucked it all up and stopped competing.

      “You considering any qualifying events?” Kason’s dad asked me. “I’m sure fans are waiting for your return.”

      I shrugged. “You never know. I’ve been feeling like I need some time away from Colorado.” My gaze shifted to Giselle, but her attention was on Gino, whose arm was draped over her shoulders. I had no idea why I needed to constantly be reminded that she didn’t care what I did—unless of course I was entertaining a room full of girls. Then, she went all crazy. “Maybe I’ll hit up Switzerland,” I added.

      “Switzerland?” Kason asked, excited by the prospect of me going with him.

      I only said it to see if it elicited a reaction from Giselle, but still her attention remained on Gino, the lame ass.

      “Dude,” Kason said, nearly bouncing out of his seat. “It’d be epic if the two of us placed in Switzerland.”

      “I’d have to get my feet wet again at Steamboat Springs before I even think about Switzerland.”

      “If you could just place there, then the next legitimate step is Switzerland. You think you’ll be ready?” Kason persisted.

      “I have no clue.”

      “Giselle said you don’t snowboard anymore, Thayer,” Gino interjected.

      My eyes narrowed as I looked to Giselle who was avoiding my stare. “I took some time off. But despite what some people think, I can do whatever I wanna do.”

      “Whoa, dude, I meant no disrespect,” Gino said, not knowing my words were a subtle dig at Giselle.

      “Got you a ticket,” Kason interrupted as he placed his phone down on the table.

      “For what?” I asked.

      “Switzerland.”

      I blinked hard. Had I seriously just agreed to compete in Switzerland to prove a point? I glanced to Giselle who was finally looking right at me. “Great.”

      Some distance would do me good.

      And, who knew, maybe getting back on my board to compete would be exactly what I needed.
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      I carried my laptop into the small classroom, sliding into an empty seat next to a pretty blonde.

      “Hey,” she said as soon as I was seated.

      “Hey,” I said, curious if she knew me. But I’d like to think I would’ve remembered her. She was beautiful with a great smile.

      “Are you in the wrong class?” she asked.

      “What?”:

      “We’re already a week into the semester, and you weren’t here last week. I figured you might’ve come into the wrong class by mistake.”

      I shook my head. “I was in Aspen for the X Games.”

      “Oh. Do you ski?”

      “Snowboard,” I explained. “But I wasn’t competing. My best friend was. He actually took the gold.”

      “Kason McCloud?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Can you do all those jumps and flips too?” She leaned in like she was really interested in what I had to say.

      “Depends on the day.”

      “I’d love to learn. It looks so cool,” she said.

      “You should. They give lessons at all the mountains.”

      She flashed a tight smile before reaching into her bag for her laptop.

      The guy behind me leaned in and whispered. “Dude, she left it wide open for you to offer to take her.”

      I laughed to myself. I usually wasn’t so off my game. How’d I miss that one? “Or…” I said when she glanced back at me, “…we could meet up, and I could show you the basics.”

      Her face lit up. “Really? You’d do that?”

      “Sure.”
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      After class, I hit up our buddy Jesse’s ski shop, Blades. Afternoons were slow. Skiers from out of town were off skiing for the day and wouldn’t be back to return their rentals until later, so I sat behind the counter while Jesse loaded up a snowboard with wax.

      “You really going to Switzerland?” Jesse asked, his eyes on the snowboard.

      “If I can place in Steamboat,” I said, playing with a block of board wax.

      “Why don’t you sound like you think you can?” he asked.

      “It’s been a while.”

      “So what? You’re not scared, are you?”

      “No. I know it’s time I get back out there and compete.”

      “Agreed.” He stopped what he was doing and turned to look at me. “Did Kason winning the gold give you the itch?”

      “Something like that.”

      “That’s not an answer,” he challenged.

      “I was good,” I said, staring down at the block of wax in my hand.

      “Damn straight you were. You still are.”

      I rolled my eyes, not looking for anyone to stroke my ego.

      He turned back to the board and continued lathering it up with wax. “So, tell me about this girl you’re taking out.”

      “She seems cool.”

      “Yeah? Does she snowboard?”

      “She wants to try.”

      He laughed. “They all wanna try if it means they get to spend time with you.”

      “I think you’re talking about Kason.”

      “Dude, you’re so fucking blind. Girls like the silent type. That definitely ain’t our boy. That’s you.”

      I didn’t respond because he was delusional. I knew from experience that this had always been Kason’s world, and I just lived in it.

      My phone vibrated. Speak of the devil.
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