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			For my mom,

			who gave me the confidence to dream the biggest dreams.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			
				Dear Reader:

				When I read a book on a topic I know well, I’m quick to notice if it has inaccuracies. That’s why I want to be up-front with you about something: This story blends realism with imagination. While I worked hard to authentically capture the culture and emotional intensity of elite competition, I’ve also taken creative liberties to better serve the narrative and characters’ journeys. To those deeply familiar with rowing, I hope you find this story reflects the heart and spirit of the sport you love.

				Ann

			

		

	
		
			One

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			1 Day Until World Cup Final

			There’s nothing but a lemon bar standing between me and financial ruin. That’s why, the evening before my last World Cup final, I’m powering over quaint garden parks and through sweeping alleyways, light mist glossing my face. If I don’t get that bar, it won’t matter if I sleep like a rock, or crush my pre-race routines, or wear thirty pairs of lucky Powerpuff underwear—I’m losing the final, the rest of my sponsors, and all my remaining income.

			My foot snags on an irregular cobblestone and I glare at it as I speed past. I can’t afford to face-plant in a piazza full of Italians sipping wine.

			Sofi, a few paces behind, leaps over the threatening stone. “I always knew one of your superstitions would be the death of me. What I didn’t predict was that it would happen while sprinting to a bakery in Varese.”

			“Okay, first off,” I say, falling into step beside her. She’s usually faster than me—both on and off the water—but this evening her wildly impractical strappy sandals are holding her back. “Our pace clearly puts us in the ‘power walking’ category. And second, as I was told on my fourth call to one of these places, the preferred term is pasticceria.”

			“I notice you’re not taking issue with my untimely demise.”

			“Oh, this situation is absolutely going to ruin us both,” I say. “You because of those shoes. And me because of my ridiculous Olympic dreams.”

			Sofi sighs. “Your Olympic dreams will be fine.”

			“If I choke again tomorrow,” I say, ticking off fingers as I list my points, “I won’t make the World Championships team and then my last two sponsors will dump me. I’ll have to work a part-time job between practices. I won’t properly recover. My performance will keep spiraling. And I’ll never make it to the Olympics.”

			When I stop, I notice that my heart rate has accelerated despite my world-class cardiovascular fitness. Maybe it’s because our route has started to curve uphill. Or it’s that laying it out makes it feel even more real.

			Sofi lowers her chin. “Okay, then. Let’s do this thing.”

			“Thanks, Sof, but I think we’re already doing it.”

			“Nah. Before, I was here for aesthetics and comic relief. Now, I’m committed.”

			“Aesthetics?”

			She swivels and jogs a few steps to the side so she can motion at her outfit. “Aesthetics.”

			I laugh. Even though she’s one of the fastest rowers on the planet, and has the stacked quads and chiseled back to prove it, Sofi’s muscles have a softness that allow her to look conventionally feminine, especially when she’s not wearing spandex. It’s a feat I never even try to pull off, thanks to my high forehead, angular jaw, and hips so straight you could use them like a giant ruler. That’s not to mention my hair, which has basically been ironed onto my head in the shape of a French braid. But, as I glance at her again, I notice that tonight Sofi’s also wearing earrings, a flowy skirt, and golden eyeshadow that looks like stardust against her brown skin.

			“You look good, but right now my only priority is speed.” I swivel my wrist to glance at my watch. “Although we are making decent time.”

			“How long ’til they close?” Sofi peeks around my elbow at the electronic display. “Wait, you have the watch set to training mode?”

			“I needed to actively monitor our progress!” I slap the screen with my palm, darkening it, and move my hands back into walking position. “I’ll delete the data later.”

			We skitter around a set of café chairs and Sofi vaults over a sidewalk planter to evade a woman walking a dachshund at approximately the speed of a sedated turtle.

			“They’ll still be open for a couple of hours,” I say when we’ve cleared our obstacles. “The problem is that lemon bars are some kind of rarity here, so it took me approximately a billion calls to find a place that sells them. Also, the lady mentioned they had only one left and she ‘definitely won’t hold it,’ no matter how many times I asked.”

			“Did you try begging?”

			“Repeatedly. Also cajoling and a little insisting. I think that made it worse.”

			“I mean, fair,” Sofi says. “Americans are already obnoxious and you are…”

			“A carefully curated brand of neurotic and inflexible?”

			“I was going to say ‘determined.’ ”

			I snort. “That’s kind of you.”

			The good news is the hill has leveled out and we’re really cruising now—leaping over sidewalk edges and zipping around motorbikes. The bad news is our mist has turned into a light drizzle.

			“So,” Sofi asks, “why didn’t you already have a lemon bar with you?”

			It’s a solid question. The last time I was caught without food pre-prepared was probably in high school before I started insisting Mom let me handle our groceries.

			Still, I hesitate before answering. The truth is sure to open up an argument.

			“I did bring a stash on the flight,” I say finally. “But, Maxwell threw the last one away.”

			“He WHAT?”

			I grimace. The fact that my best friend and boyfriend don’t get along is probably the greatest source of discomfort in my life right now. Except, of course, for my monthlong string of spectacular defeats that are putting my entire future in jeopardy.

			The whole Maxwell situation is yet another reason tomorrow’s final needs to go well. Whether I win or lose, Maxwell always goes through videos of my races with me—pausing after key moments to lecture me about stroke rates and connection. I used to look forward to our debriefs, but now that my performance has started spiraling, these conversations have become more stressful than helpful. Inevitably, I end up snapping at him, and he’ll throw up his hands and storm out of the room. Once I get back to normal, we can get back to normal.

			Sofi bumps a rain-slicked elbow against mine. “Seriously, Kath, what was Maxamillion thinking?”

			“Maxwell.”

			She snorts. “Right, right. What was Maxwellington thinking?”

			I repress a laugh. When they first met, Maxwell made a big show of correcting Sofi for calling him “Max,” and she refuses to let it go.

			“He said”—I pause as we zoom around a towering statue—“that he forgot about that particular superstition of mine.”

			Sofi releases a signature groan. You know how some people have a way with words? Sofi has a way without them.

			I would cross my arms if we were standing still but instead resign myself to pumping them even harder. “Even you’ve been saying you can’t keep up with my ‘rapidly expanding list of neuroses.’ ”

			“I have expressly prohibited you from adding yet more superstitions to your list,” she says pointedly. “A decree you have flagrantly disregarded.”

			She’s not wrong—since I first qualified for Worlds last year, I have tacked on one or ten more. Still. “Because they’ve all been solid additions! And you agreed daily affirmations are a good idea.”

			“None of this excuses Maxattack’s behavior. The lemon bar thing is one of your oldest and most sacred superstitions.”

			“To be fair,” I say, “he had a good reason. Namely that it’s not a good idea to eat so much sugar before a race.”

			Sofi rolls her eyes and, honestly, I can’t blame her. Maxwell is usually quite helpful—he goes over my pre-race checklists with me, shares his own sponsor-provided supplements, and even bought me a top-of-the-line sports watch for my birthday—but it still frustrates me that he’s always been skeptical of my superstitions, especially those he’s deemed illogical.

			“He only did it because he cares about my success,” I argue, as much to myself as her.

			“Maybe too much,” she mutters.

			My eyes whip toward her. Sofi’s suddenly absorbed by her footwork, as though this pace requires concentration. Cobblestones aside, this girl can run for miles without getting winded.

			“What does that mean?” I ask.

			My phone instructs us to turn right. As we bank hard past a street vendor huddled under a wide canopy, Sofi’s lips snap open and closed, like she’s fighting with herself about how to answer my question.

			Finally, she says, “Don’t you ever think he cares a bit too much about whether you’re winning or losing?”

			I consider this for long enough to do it justice, waiting for Sofi’s usual wisdom to seep in. It doesn’t. Like me, Maxwell is disciplined and hardworking. We both care about rowing—and making it to the Olympics—more than anything else. Maxwell pushes me to be a better athlete instead of questioning my dreams. The fact that he wants me to succeed is literally the reason I started dating him in the first place.

			“I don’t see why that’s bad,” I say.

			“It’s bad if he doesn’t want that for you, but because he sees your success as a reflection on him.” She watches me as she says the next part, clearly choosing her words carefully. “Things have been rocky between you two for a month now—ever since that first regatta. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

			I purse my lips, unswayed. So what if Maxwell cares about my success for selfish reasons? He still cares about my success. It’s far better than the alternative: a man who forces you to choose between the person you love and the thing you love to do. I should know. I’ve had a front-row seat to that kind of relationship disaster.

			“Things will get better,” I assure her. “Once we’re back in the training center and in our normal routine.”

			Sofi nods, resigned. Besides, the thick smell of sugar and dough has heralded our arrival. Beyond an expanse of slightly fogged glass, clustered café tables dot a terrazzo floor. I use a finger to squeegee rainwater off my forehead as Sofi yanks open the door.

			It’s time to get that lemon bar.

			

			.   .   .

			Unfortunately, two minutes later, Sofi and I are gaping at an irritated woman and a nearly empty display case.

			“What does she mean she just sold the last one?” Sofi’s voice has gone up about forty-five octaves. “Tell her you need that lemon bar and you’re not leaving until you get it.”

			“Scusi,” I whisper to the cashier, thankful for my single year of Italian in college. I’m suddenly self-conscious about my damp braid, stuck to the back of my neck, and gray racerback darkened with rainwater. “Siamo Americani.”

			We’re American—as though that explains it.

			The woman presses her lips together in an expression that falls somewhere between a respectful smile and an irritated frown. “Si vede,” she says. That’s obvious.

			I’m about to ask if she knows of any other establishments in this city that sell lemon bars when Sofi hooks an index finger into the hem of my shirt, pulling my attention to the high-back chairs behind us.

			“He’s got it,” she hisses and points.

			The man at the other end of her blue fingernail is hunched over a thick book, notebook to one side and the lemon bar on the other. He scribbles something furiously, seemingly too preoccupied to have yet touched his baked good.

			“Oh, and he’s a hottie,” Sofi adds enthusiastically.

			“Why is that relevant?” I ask, even though she’s unequivocally right. He looks to be a few years older than us, maybe just touching thirty, with a tight jawline and high cheekbones. His brown hair sweeps low, nearly into his eyes, and his concentration is so intense I think he could snap a pencil with his gaze. I’m probably the only one who finds that last bit attractive.

			“Go ask him for it,” Sofi whisper-commands. “Use your charms.”

			“What charms?”

			Sofi sighs and theatrically jabs an elbow into my rib cage. “Then use your determination. I know you can white-knuckle your way through pretty much anything.”

			Still, I hesitate. I’m willing to do some weird stuff to achieve my goals, but begging a stranger for his pastry is a step beyond normal behavior, even for me.

			“Didn’t you say it was important? That you’ll race poorly without it?”

			“Yeah,” I say as I picture myself approaching tomorrow’s starting line. Lately, my races have felt wildly unpredictable. It’s like, at any moment, my body could betray me and my performance could spiral without an ounce of my consent.

			But this? This I can control.

			“All right.” I suck in a deep breath and set my chin like I would just before the start of a race. “I’m going to get that lemon bar.”

		

	
		
			Two

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			As I approach him, the stranger with my lemon bar is crossing out long lines of his own notes like they’ve done him a personal injustice. I brace my hands against the high-back chair across from his table, taking in the littering of espresso cups, insides coated with a brown film, and snapped pencils—casualties, no doubt, of his assault on these notebooks.

			I clear my throat. “Mi scusi.”

			His eyes rise to meet mine. They’re an unexpected shade of effervescent green, like slices of polished jade. The words I had planned to stammer out in Italian flee my mind. I fumble to regain them, like I’m grasping for droplets of water skittering across sand.

			“Do you want that chair?” he asks after another beat passes and I still haven’t spoken.

			“No, sorry, I—Oh. You’re not Italian,” I say as I place his accent. He’s almost certainly American, maybe from the West Coast or some Northeastern city.

			“Fortunately not,” he says. “If I had daily access to this espresso, I’d spend my life in a half-delirious caffeine high.”

			I re-scan his empty cups, mentally tallying the milligrams of caffeine he’s consumed in this sitting. “Do you need to stay awake for something?”

			“Nah,” he says. “I just think this stuff tastes like they’ve found a way to liquefy a rainbow and pour it into an espresso cup.”

			I smile, even as I speculate about the nutritional value of liquid rainbows. “You sure that would taste good?”

			He tilts his head. “Why not?”

			“Sounds a bit saccharine.”

			“You’re not a sweets person, then?”

			“Sweets are usually useless to me, but—Well, actually.” My eyes fall on his untouched lemon bar lingering at the edge of the table. “That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

			He lets his pencil drop between the pages of his book. “You have my attention.”

			“Right, well, the thing is…is that…” I fumble through my cross-body bag for my wallet. “I’d like to buy your lemon bar. Please.”

			“Even more interesting.”

			“I’ll pay you whatever you want.” I shove a handful of coins toward him. “That is, as long as you’ll take euros. Otherwise, I’ll have to use an app or something.”

			He leans back in his chair. “Honestly, now I just need to know why someone who is not a sweets person so desperately wants a lemon bar.”

			I drop the coins and they tinkle to the ceramic table with a soft clatter. “Okay. I assume you’ve seen the signs around town? The last regatta of the World Rowing Cup is here in Varese.”

			For a fleeting moment, the stranger looks genuinely surprised, and not just in an amused kind of way. He quickly hides the expression, though, wringing it out with an exaggerated frown.

			“Rowing…” he says. “Is that the one where you huck yourself off a waterfall?”

			I snort. “That’s kayaking.”

			“Oh,” he says, but there’s mirth tugging at the corners of his lips. “Then you mean the one where you face the wrong direction and a short person yells at you from the back of the boat.”

			This draws a smile out of me. “I race singles so the only person yelling at me is my coach, and she’s nearly six feet tall.” I flatten my lips. “I guess you don’t know much about rowing, then?”

			He exhales a laugh and flips his book closed. It’s not a textbook at all, but Dunbar’s Training for Elite Rowers.

			“Clearly, not as much as I should,” he says, motioning to his mangled notes.

			Now it’s my turn to be surprised. I survey his torso with new appreciation. He’s wearing a loose windbreaker, so I can’t gather much about his build, but he has a rower’s stereotypically broad shoulders. He also has telltale signs of someone who spends their summers on the water—in his case, a mess of brown hair that’s lightened at the ends and white skin tanned to a light taupe.

			“You’re a rower?” I guess.

			This time his smile is more forced than genuine. “Let’s just say I’m a passionate fan.”

			That seems purposefully evasive, and I pause, waiting to see if he’ll say more. The door chimes in a cascade of bells, and a laugh rings out over the clatter of plates and cutlery. The stranger watches me, his expectant gaze unbroken by these distractions.

			I guess it’s time to explain.

			“Here’s the thing. I’m in the B final tomorrow, and it’s important that I do well. I mean, it’s the World Cup, so of course it’s important. But it’s bigger than that for personal reasons.”

			“How does a lemon bar help?” he asks.

			“It’s one of my rituals.”

			“One of them?”

			“You want an inventory?”

			His lips tick. “No, but I’m curious about this particular one.”

			Even though the bar is on the line, I hesitate. It’s not like I believe eating this pastry will guarantee victory. It works because it gives me a feeling of calm and confidence—a knowing that I’ve done everything I can to prepare, which puts me in the right mindset for victory. Still, I know how this sounds. I get judgmental reactions to my detailed sleep plans and food logs from pretty much everyone except Maxwell.

			“I’ve been eating a lemon bar before every race since my first Youth Nationals,” I explain, bracing myself as I walk through my logic. “I ate one the night before a final and, very unexpectedly, I won gold. The next race, I didn’t eat one, and I got fifth. I’ve been doing it ever since. Every race. No matter what.”

			He raises an eyebrow.

			“Lots of athletes have superstitions,” I bite out. “It might sound strange but—”

			“I don’t think it’s strange.”

			“Oh. What’s with the”—I circle a finger in the direction of his eyebrow—“skepticism?”

			His lips tick. “That’s not skepticism you see.”

			“What is it then?”

			“Let’s call it intrigue.”

			A tingle traces between my shoulder blades. “Oh.”

			He taps a finger against his notes, fixing me in place with those jade eyes. I avert my own gaze toward the counter. In the last few minutes Sofi has procured some kind of chocolate-stuffed pastry. She’s now fervently tearing it into tiny pieces and casting glances at us from behind a curtain of curls. At least someone is enjoying this.

			“Here’s the thing,” the stranger says, drawing me back to our pocket of the room. “I want the lemon bar, too. Not for the same reason, but still. A good one.”

			I frown at his dessert. “You haven’t had a bite yet.”

			“I’m saving it.”

			“For what? An art installation?”

			He smiles softly. “You eat lemon bars to win competitions. I eat lemon bars to cheer myself up.”

			I squint at his lingering smile. “You don’t look like you need cheering up.”

			“Not yet, but I will after tomorrow morning.”

			“What’s happening tomorrow morning?”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t usually share deeply personal shortcomings and coping strategies with strangers in Italian bakeries—”

			“Neither do I.”

			“To be fair,” he says, “you still haven’t.”

			“Haven’t what?”

			“Told me why this race is so important.”

			“Oh,” I say.

			He seriously wants more? I guess he’s right that I haven’t shared anything truly personal. Nor was I planning to. But it seems this man is just stubborn enough that he isn’t going to give up his dessert without the messy details.

			“Can I sit?” I ask.

			“Please.”

			The chair lets out a high-pitched whine as I pull it across the tile. I lower myself onto the creaky leather and brace my elbows against the cool table. “Here’s the deal. I’ve been competing in the World Cup regattas and my last few races—the ones in Germany and France—were bad. Really bad. I barely made it to the C final in Germany and I didn’t make it out of the repechage in France.”

			My memory of that day is as vivid now as it was when it happened. The finish line in sight. The buzzing in my ears, drowning out the roar from the sidelines. The burning filling every muscle. The exhaustion that felt both all-consuming and also wholly inadequate.

			I take another breath, keep my gaze fixed on my fiddling fingers. “Two of my four sponsors dropped me after that. This Italy event is the last one—and the last-chance qualifier for Worlds. If I do worse than third, I doubt I’ll make the team, and that will mean losing my last two sponsors.”

			I sneak a glance upward, ready to find pity or dismissal in the stranger’s gaze. His lips are flat in a way that’s almost purposefully neutral. But the lock of his eyes on mine sends a prickle across my bare arms.

			“What happens if you lose the last two sponsors?” he asks.

			“My friend and I”—I tip my chin toward Sofi—“we live in the training center in Southern California. That covers our living expenses and coaching. But we have to pay for everything else ourselves, like travel and equipment.”

			“Hence, sponsors.”

			“Right.”

			The stranger traces a finger across the edge of his notebook, considering. “So you’re saying that winning this race isn’t just about the thrill of victory?”

			I swallow, considering how openly to answer. Unlike Sofi, who competes with a team, I race alone. While Sofi always internalizes far more of the boat’s mistakes than she should, she’s still training and racing with eight other women. In my case, it’s just me and the boat and the pain. I have no one to blame but me. I have no one to answer to but me.

			I suck in a long breath through my nose, trying to let the ambient scent of espresso and sugar calm my nerves.

			“I don’t race to win,” I say. “I mean, winning is good. It feels good. But, for me, a race is always more than a race. Because a loss is always more than a failure.”

			The stranger sits back, some other emotion unspooling onto his face.

			“That’s more compelling than I expected,” he says.

			“Are you going to tell me your reason, then?” I ask. “Since I shared.”

			He drums his fingers against his book, perhaps weighing his response. Like me, deciding how much to reveal to a stranger in an unfamiliar place.

			“My dad always expected a lot from me,” he says finally. “And he was never much of a coddler. So, I didn’t always get much…”

			He pushes a hand through his hair.

			“Anyway. You get the idea. But once in a while, when I was going through something tough, he bought me a lemon bar. The last one was about two years ago. When he went into the hospital for the last time.”

			Holy shit. My problems suddenly feel so small.

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

			“I didn’t tell you that for—I only told you because I didn’t want you to think I was being a jerk.”

			He closes his eyes briefly and rolls his shoulders. When he opens his eyes again, the expression that meets mine is clear and light, all traces of consternation erased.

			“How about we split it?” he asks.

			It’s a fair and decent offer. The problem is that I’ve tried it. Ahead of the demoralizing heat in France, I was so nervous I could barely choke down a few bites before my stomach revolted. Clearly, I paid for that mistake.

			“It only works if it’s the whole bar,” I say, sincerely apologetic. “And your reason is really good. As much as I hate to say it, better than mine.”

			He frowns. “Why do you think it’s better?”

			“You have that whole dad thing…”

			He shakes his head. “I shouldn’t have played the dead dad card.”

			“It’s a good card.”

			He chuckles. “That’s why it was unfair. But I have an idea.” With an index finger, he slides one of my euros to the middle of the table. “We’ll flip for it.”

			I frown. “I know that sounds good, but I’m not a fan of leaving stuff like this to chance. Random chance is just random. Not divine.”

			He nods like he might have been expecting that. “A competition, then. Rock, paper, scissors?”

			“Still pretty much just luck.”

			“Fair.” His eyes roam the table, the chairs nearby, and then touch on my arms, just for a moment. “How about we arm wrestle?”

			He must be joking, but it’s an interesting proposition and not as unbalanced as it might seem. I am excellent at arm wrestling. It’s not just about upper body strength, which obviously I have, but also leverage and technique. Back at the training center, one of Sofi’s favorite pastimes is to challenge male athletes to arm wrestling matches with me in the dining hall. I can’t beat the swimmers or the gymnasts, but Sofi revels in the expressions of utter defeat that dawn on cyclists and soccer players alike when they get bested by a woman.

			Plus, I’d strongly prefer a competition where my own effort will control the outcome. This might be the best offer I’ll get.

			“All right,” I say. “You’re on.”

			A few moments later, we’ve cleared the table of his books and cups and perched our lemon bar on a chair, like a trophy awaiting its victor. Sofi has procured another baked good. At this point, she’s lost all pretense of minding her own business. Instead, she has a bit of chocolate muffin dangling from her fingers and one of the café chairs scooched so far forward she’s practically breathing on my opponent’s shoulder.

			He pushes up the sleeve of his windbreaker, revealing a sinewy forearm, and extends his hand. I slide mine into his. I can feel the rough edges of his calluses, and his palm is bigger than I expected, with fingers so long they nearly envelop my wrist. Strength radiates not just from his forearm, but his whole shoulder.

			Well, shit.

			“Ready?” he asks.

			Over our clasped hands, his gaze settles on mine. The room collapses, like our table is bathed in a spotlight and everything else—chattering customers, grinding espresso machine—has fallen away.

			“I was born ready,” I whisper.

			We push. His forearm flares to life, long lines of muscles raising across tan skin. Pressure rockets me back. Balancing to one side, I fight to regain my ground. My chest heats as I recruit stronger muscles. Our palms tremble, but remain aloft.

			He’s even stronger than he looks. I’ll have to use leverage to hold my own until I can catch him off guard with a burst of power. So, I angle down my wrist and tuck my elbow into my body, pressing hard enough to keep the balance from tipping against me, but without giving away my true strength.

			My pecs and biceps burn, forcing a tremble into my hand. I distract myself by watching my opponent’s expression. He’s bent forward, hair fallen nearly into his eyes. I can tell he’s trying to keep his face neutral, but there’s a strain in the slight flex of his well-crafted jaw.

			He purses his lips to let out a breath. It shakes just slightly. My opening.

			With sudden ferocity, I push. My shoulder screams. I nearly levitate out of my seat, but keep myself rooted to the cushion.

			This is the part of the race—the competition—that I love most. The finish.

			His arm descends, hard and fast, toward the table. With a thud, his knuckles land against ceramic.

			“YES!” I leap out of my seat.

			Sofi lets loose the same battle cry she makes when her boat is picking up speed.

			I sneak a glance downward, expecting to find the hurt, bewildered expression of the male athletes I best in the training center. Really it should be doubled, given that this guy had something at stake other than his ego.

			He’s rubbing the back of his knuckles and staring up at me. Yet the look on his face is anything but resentful. In fact, he seems…impressed?

			All propriety gone, Sofi leaps to my side and drags an arm around my shoulders. “That’s my girl!” she says, squeezing me close.

			The man scoops up the plate and, when he extends it, maintains eye contact. Heat flares through my fingertips. It’s residual, surely, from the competition.

			“I think this is well earned,” he says.

			I blink at his plate. “Are you sure?”

			Ignoring both of us still staring at each other, Sofi scoops up the pastry and slips it into a white paper bag, probably leftover from one of the several desserts she’s consumed in the last twenty minutes.

			He raises a shoulder. “This was worth it.”

			The smile he gives me is as warm as his hand felt covering mine.

			“Thanks,” I say, breathlessly, as Sofi tugs me toward the exit, clearly ready to move on with her evening.

			“Victory again tomorrow, then?” the man asks with a grin.

			I raise the pastry bag like I’m making a toast. “Already planning on it.”

		

	
		
			Three
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			Day of World Cup Final

			My pre-race routine goes almost flawlessly. According to my watch, I hit my sleep metrics like a champion bowler bagging strikes. Then, this morning, I somehow convinced the hotel’s kitchen staff to let me cook eggs on their industrial stove. I boiled the eggs for seven minutes and twenty-two seconds before shoveling them down with two pieces of wheat toast and four ounces of banana. That breakfast is exactly as delicious as it sounds—that is, not at all—but it’s tradition.

			Like I said, it goes almost flawlessly. The problem is Maxwell.

			He was supposed to meet me by the trailers before I head down to the lake. A month ago, Maxwell would have been there ten minutes early, notebook at the ready, prepared to impart last-minute advice. Sure, these pep talks have recently been devolving into laundry lists of the problems with my technique and race strategies, but his support is still vital, nearly as important as a lemon bar.

			When I arrived, though, I found only Sofi—coffee cup clutched in one hand and a cardboard sign reading KILL IT, KATH in the other. Twenty minutes later, I’ve finished my dryland warm-up and had a final conversation with my coach about my race plan. As I make my way to the docks, boat lofted on one shoulder, I still haven’t seen a single hair of Maxwell’s perfectly coiffed head.

			Heart skittering, I set my boat in the water and tap the oarlocks six times for good luck. Despite the encouragement from Sofi, my stomach churns like a washing machine set to high. I’m just lowering myself onto my seat, taking another breath to ease my jangle of nerves, when I hear my name.

			I look up to find a familiar spike of gelled hair and neon green sunglasses descending toward the dock.

			“Maxwell,” I say, exhaling his name like a sigh of relief.

			The dock bounces slightly as he steps across it, then he crouches low next to my hull, resting an arm against a knee so his bicep muscles bulge. Maxwell isn’t racing today, but he’s still wearing a unisuit like he might need to spring into action for an emergency training session.

			“Hey there,” he says.

			I search his expression for remorse or anxiety but find neither. He looks neutral, almost like he’s steeling himself in indifference. “Why weren’t you at the trailers?”

			“I—” He flexes his shoulders. “I came, okay? I’m here now.”

			“Okay?”

			I roll a hand against my oar grips as I wait for him to impart some words of wisdom or tips for the race to come. Instead, he keeps staring at me, mouth working like he’s chewing on his words.

			“Any thoughts you want to share?” I ask. “Advice on my race plan?”

			He pauses. I can’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses, but I swear I can feel him roll them. “I can’t keep wasting my time giving out advice that you’re only going to ignore.”

			“I don’t ignore you.”

			He frowns. “You haven’t fixed your chin—”

			“That’s unfair,” I say, interrupting him. This is not the time to bring up my worst technical issue. “You know I’ve been working on that for years.”

			“All the more reason you should have fixed it by now.”

			I slap the surface of the water, sending a splash across the dock. “I can’t just change my technique halfway through the World Cups!”

			He frowns at my outburst. “And that’s why I can’t do this anymore.”

			I look from his face to a group of four rowers marching toward the dock, a shell lofted on their shoulders. Behind them, a race official is frowning at me, probably wondering why I haven’t pushed off yet. “You can’t give me notes?”

			Instead of answering, Maxwell lets out a long exhale that’s tinged with a sigh. That’s the noise he makes when he’s going to lay out one of his “difficult truths.” I know you’re working hard, he said after we watched the tape of my heat in France. But some rowers peak in their twenties. Maybe it’s time to face what’s on the horizon.

			When he still doesn’t say more, I tug off my sunglasses and shove them on top of my visor. “I don’t understand what’s going on. Tell me what’s happening.”

			He splays out a hand, gesturing toward me, my boat, the dock. “I can’t do this anymore.”

			The men’s single sculls are already flying down the shimmering lanes, judges streaming behind them in a roar of engines and wake. That’s only five events before mine. I should have already started my warm-up.

			“Do what anymore?”

			Maxwell tips his chin. “Us.”

			The lake tilts. My oar slips wrong into the water, nearly dragging me over. I slap the dock to catch myself.

			“You…what?”

			“You know we’re not right for each other, Katherine.” He’s using that slow, patient voice, like he’s explaining how to share to a small child. “That’s been clear for some time now. It will be better for both of us, in the long run, if we go our separate ways.”

			There’s a low buzzing in my ears, like someone stuffed cotton into them. The announcer, the wind, the clang of cowbells—it’s all muffled.

			“Now?” I say. “You want to do this now?”

			Maxwell tightens his lips into a conciliatory smile and nods slowly. I imagine that behind his mirrored sunglasses, his eyes are drenched in pity. “This is somewhat overdue.”

			My knuckles whiten on my grips. “Maxwell. I’m sitting in a boat about to go race. It’s maybe the most important race of the year. You could have talked to me about this at any other time. Later this evening, or tomorrow, or when we get back to the training center. Why in the actual hell did you pick the worst possible moment to have a breakup?”

			He folds his arms around a knee, and in that level, reasonable voice, he says, “I doubt it would have made any difference.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“I think it’s clear enough.”

			My blood has gone hot and sticky. “Because you think I’m going to race poorly?”

			He pauses. Then nods. “It has nothing to do with belief. Past performance is highly correlated with future success.”

			Tears prick my eyes. I have a completely irrational urge to whip my oar out of the water and slap it against his smug face. Instead, I bottle up every emotion inside. I have never cried in front of Maxwell. Not when he threw away my lemon bar. Not after France or when he called me “a ball of anxiety” or when he told me my Olympic dreams were already dead.

			“I need to go,” I say. I don’t trust my voice enough to say more.

			Without another glance in his direction, I slam my sunglasses over my eyes and heave off the dock. My shoulders burn as I start the long, slow strokes toward the warm-up area. My heart pounds like a boxer laying into a punching bag. My lungs blaze with fire. And I haven’t even approached the starting line yet.

			Thirty minutes later, the start judge calls for attention.

			I race, but I don’t just fail to make the top three.

			My bow crosses two boat lengths behind fifth.

			Dead last.

			

			.   .   .

			I don’t bother with a cooldown. What’s the point?

			When I make my way back to the docks, my lungs are still burning like I lit one of my mom’s incense sticks and shoved it down my throat. My vision blurs at the edges so all I can see are Sofi’s curls framed by fake wood. The lactic acid in my arms and legs makes my limbs so thick and heavy that I have to let my boat coast the rest of the way.

			Sofi grabs my blade and pulls until she can catch my rigger. I slump forward, elbows crushing my knees.

			“I’m so sorry,” she says as I heave myself off the seat and she folds me into her arms.

			I take a deep breath, fighting back the tears that threaten to spill onto her curls. There are people everywhere—athletes clamoring into boats, officials hopscotching over oars. The Canadian woman who won my final is shouting breathlessly into a phone that her coach is holding up.

			I can’t lose it now. Not in front of all these people.

			So, I wordlessly extricate myself from Sofi’s hug. She silently squats to lift my bow. Together, we trudge up the long grassy hill toward the trailers. When we finally loosen my boat into its slings, I drape myself over it and let my temple rest against the cool surface.

			“I heard him telling one of his teammates about what happened.” Sofi’s voice is so sharp it could slice through rock. “He’s a dick, by the way.”

			“This isn’t how it was supposed to go.”

			“I know,” Sofi says. “But that doesn’t mean you won’t get through it.”

			“I would have never done something like this to him. He was never supposed to do something like this to me. That was the whole point, Sof. He supported my goals instead of questioning them. He understood who I am and never tried to change me—only tried to make me better. Those were the reasons I took a chance on this ridiculous relationship in the first place. And it still backfired.”

			Sofi sighs, but doesn’t respond.

			I ball up a fist and push myself away from my boat, then root through my duffel bag until I find my phone. Any moment now, it will fire to life, carrying more bad news. “I’m not going to Worlds. I definitely lost my last two sponsors.”

			She lays a hand across the screen. “Don’t worry about that right now.”

			“But it’s going to happen. And then what? I have no marketable skills. What employer wants me to work a few hours a day for eight months a year?”

			“I think you need to stop trying to leap fifteen paces forward and instead focus on what’s next. Tomorrow, we’ll fly back to California and we’ll be back in the training center. You’ll get to sleep in your perfectly made bed, and eat your perfectly ratioed meals, and row on our perfectly flat lake with Carla shouting at you from her launch.”

			My lips crack into the slightest smile. I do love it when our coach shouts at us.

			Sofi squeezes her hand against my clammy skin. “And maybe you’ll have to get a part-time job. That’s okay. I know you can handle it. You can handle pretty much anything, Kath. Including getting over Maxwell.” She grabs me into another firm hug. “But you’ll cross all of those bridges when you get there.”

			I let myself melt into the strength of her embrace. She’s right, as always. I just need to get home, get back to normal. This isn’t a death sentence for my Olympic dreams. I can’t let it be.

			My phone buzzes.

			I pull away and wipe my cheek with the back of my hand as I peer down at the name on an incoming message. COACH.

			Come to my tent. We need to talk.

			Hovering by my shoulder, Sofi grimaces. The phone buzzes again.

			Now.
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			Inside her white vinyl tent, Carla is perched in a director’s chair, her windbreaker’s declaration of TEAM USA facing me. She lets out a snort of laughter directed toward the laptop balanced on her knees. Which is playing…a TikTok video?

			It’s the last thing I’d ever have expected to find my coach watching. Actually, no, the last thing is one of those sappy rom-coms with an ensemble cast of famous people. But TikTok would have been a very close second. And yet, here she is, watching a screen with a profile video of young kids in unisuits doing some coordinated dance.

			I clear my throat awkwardly. “Coach? You wanted to see me?”

			Carla slides her laptop onto the stack of papers and clipboards adorning her makeshift desk—a card table—and tosses her reading glasses on top. She bolts upright to face me, fists on her hips like a superhero. Even from this angle, I have to crane my neck to look her in the eye. I don’t dare look down. Carla’s athletes hold their chins high on and off the water.

			Her eyes roam my face, and my breath stills.

			“Kath.”

			“Coach?”

			She rubs the back of her head where her hair is buzzed close to her scalp. “Tough break on that race. What happened?”

			I shake my head, trying to sort through the tangle of memories from the last hour. “I was fast off the line and settled into pace, but when I hit the thousand—”

			She folds her hands, steeples her index fingers, then tilts her head. My shoulders stiffen. This is Carla’s X-ray vision pose—the one she assumes when she’s examining my soul. Or whatever is even more core to my being than that. My to-do lists, maybe.

			“No,” she says. “What happened?”

			I’m not sure how much I should share. I hate that she’s looking at me like she’s wondering how much disappointment I deserve. Then again, Carla has very little patience for excuses and interpersonal drama, so oversharing might backfire.

			I keep it vague. “I—I had some bad personal news. Right before the race.”

			She fixes me with a purse-lipped stare. “I’m sorry to hear that. But we both know this has been going on much longer than just today.”

			Despite my best intentions, my eyes drop to my cracked red, white, and blue toenail paint. I suppose that’s true. I don’t have the breakup to blame for the race in France. Or the ones in Germany.

			“Kath.” When I look up, Carla nudges her chin toward the director’s chair. “I need you to sit down.”

			My heart freezes. Carla has been my coach for nearly four years and, for all the tough talks she’s given me, she’s never once asked me to sit down. She delivers bad news with the swift precision of a surgeon cutting out a diseased kidney. This woman has never even heard of the word coddle.

			“This is about the Worlds team, isn’t it?” I ask.

			She shakes her head minutely. “This is about your residency.”

			“My…what?”

			“Your performance in this regatta has brought down your standing rather significantly.” Her voice is uncharacteristically soft. “You no longer meet the minimum qualification for Olympic Training Center residency.”

			These words punch a hole through my center. My scalp tingles and fingers go numb. It’s like my body is responding before my mind even has a chance to process what’s happening.

			“You mean…”

			“You’re going to have to find somewhere else to train.”

			There is no air in this tent. I’m floating, like the sensation that sometimes happens during a race, in those moments when I’m in such intense pain that my mind disconnects from my body as some kind of demonic self-defense mechanism.

			The training center is everything to me. Everything. It’s my home, my coaching, the literal roof over my head. The weight room, physical therapy, medical care, all of my meals. I can’t be a rower without the training center. I don’t know where I’ll live without the training center.

			“I’ve…You’re telling me…”

			How did this even happen? How did I miss that this was a possibility? A few years ago, when I first qualified for training center residency, I was tracking my standing obsessively. But I guess I’ve been so focused on everything else—my sponsorships, qualifying for Worlds, Olympic trials next year—that I started taking what I already had for granted.

			“You can re-establish residency at the next qualifying event,” Carla says, not unkindly. “That would be Pan Ams.”

			“Pan Ams,” I whisper.

			I would have to win the Pan American Games to make a straight qualification there. And winning seems unlikely at best, impossible at worst. I can beat the Argentine and Chilean women when I’m at the top of my game. But the Canadian is like a tank on a Jet Ski. I couldn’t beat her if Carla sprinkled me with fairy-coach magic dust.

			My coach squints at me like she’s reading all of this mental calculus. “This isn’t a death sentence. Pan Ams won’t be until the end of September. You have two months to train.”

			Train where? My sponsorships barely pay for my travel needs, so I have almost no savings. No money for rent or dues at a top-tier club. Crashing with a friend is impossible—they all live in the training center. “I don’t even know where I’ll go.”

			“You’re from Berkeley, right?”

			“Yes, but…” I haven’t lived in Berkeley since high school. I’d have no other rowers for pacing, no dining hall for meals, no trainers to tape my shoulders and wrists. I’d have to move back into my mom’s house, which can best be described as the landfall of a tropical storm. “There’s nothing for me there. I’d be all alone.”

			“Actually, you wouldn’t.” Carla moves to her desk and flips through a stack of papers until she finds a business card near the top. She hands it to me. “There’s a solid youth club in the East Bay. It’s currently headed up by Adrian Crawford, a very promising coach. I can talk to him for you, see if he’d be willing to let you work with his team. Plus, I think going back home and training in a less demanding environment could be good for you. Get away from the pressure of all this—just for a while.”

			I stare down at the plain-looking card—inscribed with the address where I first got on the water. Carla is looking at me expectantly, like I’m supposed to be grateful. I try not to look incredulous. I’ve been living in the training center for four years. Before that, I rowed on my college varsity team. Before that, I made the Junior Worlds team. And, still before that, at the very beginning of it all, I learned to row at this very youth club.

			“I’m sorry”—I splutter out—“you want me to train with teenagers?”

			Carla purses her lips. “Is there something wrong with teenagers? Are they offensive in some way?” I’m about to stammer out an explanation but she folds her arms and plows forward. “You need a coach and other boats to pace you. The guys will be about your speed when they’re in doubles. And, from everything I’ve been able to tell, this coach is excellent, which is why he’s currently under consideration for a position with the junior national team.”

			“Junior national team,” I repeat.

			I’m not trying to be arrogant here. Really. It’s just that there is an order to things, a progression. In rowing—in all sports, really—you take certain steps forward, pass certain milestones. I’ve earned my progression. I had to train, race, and win for my spots. Going back to training with a youth club isn’t like taking a step or two backward: It’s like nearing the end of Chutes and Ladders and getting sent back to the start.

			To make it all worse, somehow, I’ll have to go from that starting place to winning Pan Ams. In two months. I know Carla believes her athletes can do anything we set our minds to, but right now it’s like she’s saying this Adrian guy in Berkeley will teach me to sprout wings and fly over the course. It’s impossible. It’s—

			I remember something. A few years ago, one of the men’s pairs lost their training center residency, but their ornery coach urged USRowing to keep them on anyway. They got to stay.

			“Overrule.” I whisper the word like a prayer.

			Carla blinks. “I don’t have that power.”

			“Right
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