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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 Eleven

Aftertaste
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Sunday morning arrived like punishment wearing sunlight.

Willow woke on the floor with one shoulder aching, a blanket twisted around her legs, and the taste of smoke still hiding somewhere behind her teeth. For a few seconds she did not know where she was. Then the hotel room came back: the cold air-conditioning, the curtains glowing with Florida brightness, Lyn asleep on one bed with her face turned toward the wall, and Molly in Willow’s bed, curled under the blanket like someone trying not to take up space.

That was what made Willow sit up.

Molly never tried not to take up space.

She was awake. Willow could tell by the way she held herself too still. Her hair was tangled across the pillow, copper darkened from sweat and sleep. Willow’s oversized sweatshirt swallowed her shoulders. Her eyes stayed fixed on the wall opposite the bed, staring at nothing.

“Morning,” Willow said softly.

Molly closed her eyes. “No.”

“Okay.”

“I reject it.”

“The morning?”

“The concept.”

Willow pushed herself upright, careful not to wake Lyn. “Do you need water?”

“I need a new body and a court order against memory.”

Willow reached for the bottle on the nightstand and handed it to her. Molly took it without looking over. Her hand was steady enough, but there was a delay in her movements, as if each one had to travel through fog before becoming real.

Lyn made a sound from the other bed. “Nobody use verbs yet.”

Molly rolled onto her back and immediately regretted it. Her face tightened. “I’m dying.”

“Hydrate,” Lyn said into the pillow.

“I have been betrayed by fun.”

“You were warned repeatedly by the morality committee.”

Molly opened one eye. “Is the committee taking visitors?”

“No. The committee is also dead.”

Willow stood and stretched carefully. Her back cracked once. The room smelled faintly of sunscreen, smoke, shampoo, and something sour from the night before. The evidence of Juno Beach was everywhere: sand near the door, Molly’s white shirt balled on the chair, Lyn’s green sandals kicked under the desk, Willow’s skirt hanging over the closet handle, a water bottle half-empty beside the bed. It looked less like a room and more like a place where girls had dragged themselves back from something.

Molly sat up too quickly and put one hand over her mouth.

Willow grabbed the small trash can and held it out. Molly leaned over it, breathing hard, eyes squeezed shut. Nothing happened. After a moment, she shook her head, humiliated by the possibility more than the act.

“I’m fine,” Molly said.

Lyn lifted her head. Her hair was flattened on one side. “No more okay. Remember?”

Molly stared into the trash can. “I’m medium.”

“That’s allowed.”

“Medium is generous.”

Willow sat beside her on the edge of the bed. “Do you remember everything?”

Molly’s face closed.

That was answer enough.

“I remember enough,” she said.

No one spoke for a moment. Outside the window, the pool was already bright and loud, full of families starting a vacation day that had no idea what had happened on the beach after dark. Someone laughed below them. The sound came up through the glass too cleanly.

Molly took a sip of water. “Can we not do the thing where everyone acts like I was assaulted in a documentary?”

Lyn sat up. “Molly.”

“No, I mean it.” Molly’s voice was rough, and beneath the roughness something frightened moved fast. “It was gross. He was gross. I was drunk. You came over. It ended. I puked in some decorative grass. Not my finest chapter, but civilization survives.”

Willow looked at her hands. “You asked if you said wait.”

Molly flinched.

Only a little.

“I know,” she said.

Lyn’s voice softened. “You did.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Molly looked up, and for the first time that morning, she looked angry. Not at Lyn exactly. At the whole room. At being witnessed. At needing the answer. “Yes. I know. And I hate that you all saw it, so maybe we could not make me say thank you for being rescued by committee before breakfast.”

The words landed hard.

Willow expected Lyn to strike back. Instead Lyn looked down at her blanket and nodded once. “Okay.”

That was worse. Molly’s anger deflated immediately, leaving shame in its place.

“Sorry,” Molly said.

“Don’t,” Lyn said.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

They sat there in the cold room, three girls who had crossed a line and come back carrying different parts of it. Willow wanted to say something perfect. Something helpful. Something that would make Molly feel less alone without making her feel pitied. No sentence came. Maybe there wasn’t one.

Then Molly swallowed, lifted the water bottle weakly, and said, “For the record, I would like my obituary to say she died as she lived, dramatically and underhydrated.”

Lyn closed her eyes. “I hate that I’m relieved you’re annoying again.”

“Grief is complicated.”

Willow laughed because Molly needed someone to, and because if she did not laugh she might cry.

Sunday was officially an off day, which meant Palm Crown had found a way to make absence feel like surveillance. The rink was optional. Stretch was recommended. Check-ins were available. Hydration was encouraged. Curfew remained in effect. The hotel pretended to be a resort again, but the skaters moved through it differently, softer around the edges, bruised from the first week and pretending not to count the days still left.

At ten-thirty, Willow and Lyn made Molly come downstairs for food. Molly wore sunglasses, leggings, and a long-sleeved white shirt despite the heat outside. She said the sleeves were because the restaurant air-conditioning hated women. Lyn did not comment. Willow did not either, though she noticed Molly pulling the cuffs over her hands when they entered the breakfast area.

The buffet had become brunch: eggs, potatoes, fruit, waffles, toast, smoked salmon, pastries, bacon, yogurt, and a dessert table no one trusted. Willow took eggs and potatoes. Lyn took coffee, fruit, and half a piece of toast after Willow looked at her long enough to become irritating. Molly took a waffle, stared at it, then poured syrup over the whole thing like daring herself to exist.

Brynn arrived in a fresh sweatshirt, a patterned scarf tied over her hair, and a plate of eggs, bacon, rice, and fruit. She sat without asking. “Alive?”

Molly lifted one hand. “Legally.”

“Good.”

“That was the whole wellness check?”

“Yes.”

“I respect your efficiency.”

Brynn looked at the waffle. “Eat.”

Molly picked up her fork. “Wow. The committee got muscular.”

Lyn sipped her coffee. “The committee subcontracted.”

Molly took one bite. Then another. It seemed to cost her more than she wanted anyone to know. Willow watched without watching, the way they were all learning to do. Across the restaurant, Aaron sat with two senior boys, his phone on the table. They were laughing at something on the screen. Willow’s stomach tightened before she knew why.

Lyn followed her gaze.

Aaron looked up and saw them looking. He said something to the boys, and all three turned away with the exaggerated casualness of people who had not been casual at all.

Molly noticed last. Her fork paused above the waffle. “What?”

“Nothing,” Lyn said too quickly.

Molly lowered the fork. “That was a terrible nothing.”

Brynn turned in her chair and stared at Aaron until he stood, grabbed his tray, and moved to another table.

Molly blinked. “That was impressive.”

Brynn went back to eating. “He looked uncomfortable.”

Lyn said, “You have a gift.”

Willow’s phone buzzed on the table.

Nico: How is she?

Willow stared at the message. Her first feeling was warmth. Her second was guilt for feeling warmth near Molly’s hangover, Lyn’s red-eyed worry, and the strange hollow place the night had left behind.

She typed: Alive.

Nico replied almost immediately.

Nico: That’s the official standard?

Willow smiled despite herself.

Willow: Today, yes.

Nico: I’m around later if you need anything. Or if you want to yell at me.

Willow did not know what to write. She turned the phone facedown.

Lyn saw anyway. “Towel boyfriend?”

“He has a name.”

“That’s not a denial.”

Molly leaned forward, sunglasses sliding down her nose. “Is he being tragic and helpful?”

“No.”

“Yes,” Lyn said.

Molly nodded. “Classic towel boyfriend.”

Willow rolled her eyes, but the teasing did what it was supposed to do. For five minutes, the table felt normal. Not good. Not healed. But normal enough to survive.

Then Mercy walked in.

She was alone.

That was new enough that even Molly noticed through sunglasses. Mercy wore a pale blue tennis dress and white slides, her hair pulled back loosely, face bare in a way that somehow looked more expensive than makeup. Without Jewel beside her, she seemed less theatrical and more dangerous, like a knife removed from a display case.

She crossed the restaurant slowly, acknowledging greetings from two mothers, ignoring a senior boy who tried to catch her attention, and stopping at the coffee station near their table. She poured coffee, added nothing, and glanced at Lyn.

“Rough night?” Mercy asked.

Lyn’s expression went flat. “I slept fine.”

Mercy looked at her face, then at the coffee, then at the barely touched toast. “Of course.”

Molly sat up slightly. “Good morning, Mercy.”

Mercy looked at her over the rim of the cup. “Is it?”

Molly’s smile stayed, but Willow saw her hand tighten around her fork.

Mercy’s eyes returned to Lyn. “You should be careful with off days. People think they’re harmless because nobody is scoring them.”

Lyn said nothing.

Mercy smiled. “But somebody is always watching.”

Willow felt the sentence move through Lyn before Lyn’s face changed. Just a flicker. Just enough. Mercy saw it. She had wanted to see it.

Brynn put down her fork. “Do you need something?”

Mercy turned her head slowly, amused. “No.”

“Then keep walking.”

The silence around the table widened. Mercy looked at Brynn for a moment, and the strangest thing happened: she seemed to consider her. Not dismiss. Not bully immediately. Consider.

Then Mercy smiled. “You’re very loyal for someone who still hasn’t been chosen by anyone important.”

Brynn did not blink. “Maybe I’m busy choosing myself.”

Molly made a tiny approving sound.

Mercy’s smile thinned. “That gets lonely.”

“So does worship,” Brynn said.

That one landed differently. Not as sharp as Lyn’s line about Mercy peaking before twenty-one, but cleaner. Less emotional. More immovable.

Mercy took her coffee. “Enjoy brunch.”

She walked away before anyone could answer.

Molly exhaled. “Okay, Brynn.”

Brynn picked up her fork again. “I don’t like her.”

Lyn stared at her. “That was your version of not liking someone?”

“Yes.”

“I need to become more athletic.”

From across the restaurant, Mercy sat at a small table near the windows. A minute later, Caleb joined her. Then Aaron. Mercy did not look toward Lyn again. She did not have to. Aaron put his phone on the table, screen up. Caleb leaned over it. Mercy’s face remained composed as she looked down.

Willow saw only the glow on her face.

Lyn turned away first.

The morning stretched badly.

Molly insisted on returning to her own room to shower and change. Lyn objected, Willow objected less directly, and Brynn solved the problem by walking Molly there without asking permission. Molly complained the whole way down the hall, which was at least proof of life. Willow and Lyn stayed in Room 914, pretending to clean. Mostly they moved objects from one place to another and avoided saying the names of anything that mattered.

At noon, Molly came back wearing denim shorts, a loose gray sweatshirt despite the Florida heat, and fresh lip balm. Her hair was damp from a shower. She looked better in the way people looked better after deciding which version of the story they were going to tell.

“Announcement,” she said, closing the door behind her. “I have chosen denial, but in a chic way.”

Lyn sat on the bed. “Is that the official statement?”

“Yes. Please direct all follow-up questions to my publicist, who is dead.”

Willow stood near the desk. “Do you want to watch a movie or something?”

Molly looked touched and horrified by the gentleness. “That sounds dangerously wholesome.”

“We can pick a bad one.”

“Better.”

She crossed to the desk to grab the remote, and that was when Willow saw it. A tiny red mark on the pale cuff of Molly’s sweatshirt. Not much. A speck, maybe a smear. Small enough to be nothing if Molly had not immediately seen Willow see it.

Molly pulled her sleeve down over her hand.

Too fast.

Lyn saw that too.

“What’s that?” Lyn asked.

“Nothing.”

The word came out sharp enough to cut the room.

Willow’s body went cold. “Molly—”

“I said it’s nothing.”

“Nobody said it was something,” Lyn said carefully.

Molly laughed once, high and thin. “Your faces did.”

Willow tried to keep her voice steady. “Did you hurt yourself?”

Molly’s eyes flashed. “Oh my God.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s a speck of blood. People have bodies. Bodies do weird, disgusting things. Do you want a medical chart?”

Lyn stood slowly. “Molly.”

“No.” Molly backed toward the door, one hand gripping the covered wrist, though Willow still could not see where the blood had come from or whether it had come from her at all. “No, you do not get to do this. You do not get to look at me like that because I had a bad night and now suddenly every single thing is evidence of me being damaged.”

The word damaged hung there.

Molly heard it too.

Her face changed.

Willow took one step toward her. “We’re not trying to—”

“I’m going to get ice.”

“We have ice.”

“I want different ice.”

“That’s not a thing,” Lyn said, but her voice was too soft to be funny.

Molly opened the door. “It is now.”

She left before either of them could stop her.

The door shut.

For a few seconds, Willow and Lyn stood in the middle of the room without moving.

Lyn said, “That was bad.”

Willow nodded.

“Was that—”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you see anything?”

“No. Just the sleeve.”

Lyn sat down hard on the edge of the bed. “Maybe it really was nothing.”

Willow wanted to agree. She wanted nothing to be as common as everyone kept claiming it was. But Molly’s panic had filled the room too fast. It had not felt like embarrassment. It had felt like a door being slammed before anyone saw inside.

“I’ll go after her,” Willow said.

“She doesn’t want us to.”

“I know.”

Willow went anyway.

The hallway was cool and
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