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Prologue
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Mia

My last big win is burned like the brightest of memories into my mind. I can still hear the music, the hard beat of the grunge I listened to before each race, blasting thought my earbuds as I went over the course in my head. I can still remember the course, one of a million sets of slalom gates I’ve run in my life. If asked, I could still pantomime the movements through those turns, though each gate, as I had on that day.

I can see coach Marv signaling me, am still jolted by the sudden silence as I shut off the music and stuff the buds in my gear bag, I can hear the snap as my boot meets and joins the binding, feel the snow under my skis as I skate over to the start house, my limbs willing and anxious, the short wait already too long. There were cowbells ringing, they’d announced Tin’s finish time and I remember thinking not bad, probably enough to push her into third place and being happy for my best friend and best rival. I remember Tin’s crackly voice on the walkie talkie as I waited for Elena Marks, the Canadian star, to finish her run.

“Let it all out at the end, Ice. You got this,” Tin said.

“You got this. Just smooth out, don’t miss and you got this,” Coach repeated.

I took my place in the start gate and clicked my poles together three times for luck. My name was announced over the speaker and the count began—ten, nine—at zero, the start bar bumped my shin and I was off. The world a blur of white, nothing but snow and ice and speed, my skis an extension of my body, my breathing in tandem with each turn.

One turn and the next and the next, I let out fast and hard, the sun on my back, the gates coming at me as I chase them down and devour them. By mid-course, I knew I could win. By the last gate, I knew I would win. There’s a final skate, a push across the finish, my heart racing now as I turned to stop and pulled off my helmet in one continuous motion. My name flashed on top of the leader board. I was ahead by half a second.

Tin rushed toward me, nearly bowling me over. “Hot damn, girl!” She hugged me and I felt tears sting my eyes.

They announced Katya Hofstadter, the only woman who could still have beaten me out for the world cup, though she’d have needed a phenomenal run to do it. “I can’t watch,” I said, only half kidding as I buried my head in Tin’s shoulder.

I looked up as her mid-course time flashed on the board. Two hundredths of a second slower than me, it was going to be close. Katya skied into the finish, and the five seconds it took for her time to post on the leader board seemed like several eternities. Her name popped up under mine. Three hundredths of a second slower than me. And just like that, it was done. I had won my sixth world cup

Everyone gathered around me, hugging me, congratulating me. I was so high with winning I flew outside of my body, light as air, turning somersaults in the brilliant blue winter sky overhead.

If I had known what the next year would bring, I would have hung on to the feeling; I would have kept hanging on to it for all I was worth.
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Part One

Before
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One

MIA

The summer before it all changed, my life was so busy I barely had time to sleep or brush my teeth. Between training with the team, there were TV appearances, interviews, and even a visit to the White House. It was August by the time I had a chance to catch my breath and visit my home town. My boyfriend, Connor, picked me up at the airport in Manchester, New Hampshire.

“So you’re a legend now,” he said as we cruised over the highway toward home.

“Yeah. I plan on making it seven titles,” I said raising my brows.

“You’re not getting any younger.”

“Thanks a lot, baby. I love you, too.”

Coming into my hometown, there was a newly painted sign that read “Franconia, New Hampshire, home of ski champion Mia Whitmeyer.” Connor grimaced at it as if it had somehow done him wrong. I should have asked, but I didn’t. After kissing me with half-hearted enthusiasm when I’d come off the plane, he’d been quiet for most of the long ride home. It bothered me, and had I been less travel weary, I might have confronted him about it.

At the inn my parents owned another large sign said, “Welcome home, Mia!”

“My dad had the Sports Illustrated cover framed. He’s my biggest fan, it’s almost embarrassing,” I said. I’d been the cover story a few months back and my Dad had been more excited than I was. I think he told everyone in town.

“Did you mean what you said in the article?” Connor asked.

“What did I say?” The reporter and I had talked about skiing and racing, things sports fans would be interested in.

“About retirement not being on the radar.”

“It’s not. Just because I’m the oldest woman on the team does not mean I’m over the hill. Why, do you think I’m old?” I smirked at him, though I was irritated. It was the second time he’d brought up my age.

“No, of course not.”

* * *
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THE DAY AFTER MY HOMECOMING, Connor and I hiked to Lake of the Clouds. I had grown up in the White Mountains and this trail, lacing its way through the presidential range, was a favorite of mine. We got up to the ridge and sat on the rocks, overlooking the stony peaks and green hills all around us. The wind whistled through the pines, and the sun poked in and out of puffy clouds. It was a warm day, balmy by mountain standards, and so I took off my pack and put my head back, closed my eyes, and let the breeze cool my arms as the sun caressed my face.

Connor had again been exceptionally quiet on the hike up and, again, I had the feeling that something wasn’t quite right. I tried to tease him out of his mood. “Maybe some nude sunbathing is in order,” I said. “There’s no one here.” I put my hand to his thigh as he sat next to me.

He pulled back as though I’d scorched him with a match. “I can’t do this anymore.”

His words caught me way off guard. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I’m...it’s been, what, ten years? How long are you going to keep racing?”

This was the third time he’d brought up my age and my irritation with his constant question was beginning to turn to anger. I tried to look him in the eye, but the bright light put him into relief, and the only thing I could make out was a dark outline of his face. “The Olympics are less than two years away. I have to be there. If you know me at all, you know that.”

“There’s the trouble. I do know you. You said after the last Olympics you’d consider we get married.”

“I do consider it. It’s just...”

“It’s always ‘just something’. If it isn’t the Olympics, it’s the World Cup. I’ve never been first on your list. I’m not even sure I make your list.”

“I don’t have a list, Connor. I don’t have some hidden agenda.”

He’d gotten up from the rock and was looking out at the sea of green trees below us. A few years earlier, he’d asked me to marry him and I hadn’t said no. I’d said later. Maybe, though, there was a limit to his patience. Maybe I hadn’t been fair to him. I got up and stood next to him and put my arms around his waist. “Do you want to get married? I travel a lot. I’m hardly ever here. But if you want to do it, you know I will. In a heartbeat.”

I didn’t get how bad things were until he turned to look at me. There was something in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. “I’ve met someone. You don’t know her; someone I work with. It’s new and I don’t know where it’s going yet.”

You know what they say about not appreciating what you’ve got until it slips through your fingers? Connor might as well have punched me in the gut. I crossed my arms as though I could protect myself from further hurt. “You’ve met someone? As in friend? As in dating? Or are you sleeping with her? What?”

The lines of Connor’s mouth tightened. “We’ve gone out a few times. Nothing more. I want to be upfront. I wanted to tell you before things got any more serious.”

“That’s damn nice of you.”

“I’m trying to do the right thing here, Mia.”

I grabbed my pack and began to walk and then run back down the trail. I didn’t let myself cry until I was halfway down the mountain. I was a hot mess by the time I got to the trailhead parking lot. There stood Connor’s new SUV, a Honda Pilot big enough for a busload of people. That morning I’d joked about him wanting to field his own baseball team, meaning he’d want kids someday. I’d always thought I’d be part of the team, but now? Maybe it was someone else’s team he was getting ready to field.

The thought made my stomach clench and then some resolve kicked in. I took out the mini pack of tissues I had in my pocket, blew my nose and wiped my eyes. For good measure, I got my water bottle, tipped back my head and poured the water on my face. I dried my cheeks with my forearm.

The trailhead was about five miles down the road from my parents’ house. Since the last thing I wanted was to share car space with Connor, I decided to walk. As I hiked along the shoulder of the highway, my hurt evolved into anger. How dare Connor find someone new? He was supposed to love me. He was supposed to be there for me.

I’d been on the circuit for ten years and I was on the road most of the time. Long distance relationship didn’t begin to describe what Connor and I had, we spent far more time apart then we did together. Yet, in all that time, I had never once cheated on him. There had been plenty of opportunity. And once, I almost gave into temptation, I almost left him for someone else. I hadn’t let myself. I hadn’t given in. I’d been loyal to Connor even when I hadn’t wanted to be. I thought that counted for something, but I had been wrong.

A few miles into my walk, Connor’s SUV came up behind me and pulled over to the shoulder. Connor jumped out with the engine still running. “Mia, stop.”

I kept walking. He came up behind me and took my arm. “Why do you have to be so damn stubborn?”

I swung around. “Why do you have to be a lying asshole?” I stared at him. My eyes are blue and once upon a time, a reporter had referred to my pre-race concentration as ‘an ice-ray stare’. The stare would have worked to convey my anger if my eyes hadn’t started filling up again.

“I guess I deserved that.” The tears softened Connor’s voice. I hated that they worked this way. “Will you at least let me drive you home?”

I should have said no, I should have kept walking, but I climbed into the SUV. Maybe there was still some part of me that hoped he would apologize and say it was all a big misunderstanding. That of course he still loved me.

“I can stay for the party if you want,” he said. My parents were planning a get together for about fifty friends and relatives.

“I don’t want you to stay,” I said as he pulled into the driveway. “I want you to leave. Right now. Leave and don’t come back.” It was a tad dramatic, I’ll admit. I wasn’t by nature a dramatic person, but mixing anger and heartache can do that.

“Mia, please. This doesn’t have to be so hard. I still haven’t made any decisions. I still care about you.”

His words just served to fuel my temper. “Oh, so now I’m still in the running for the Connor O’Keefe prize? Here’s the thing, I don’t want to be. I’m withdrawing from the competition.” I got out of the car. “Have a nice life.”

I guess I’d made myself clear. He didn’t try to follow me into the house. Half of me wished he would bound up the front porch steps, get down on his knees and beg my forgiveness. When I heard the car pull out of the drive behind me, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. And I knew it was over

* * *
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MY FOLKS DIDN’T SAY outright they were having a party in my honor, but they wouldn’t be having one if I hadn’t been visiting.

The last thing I wanted was to be clapped on the back by people I’d known since I was in a highchair. But my folks had sacrificed a lot for my racing career, even taken out a second mortgage on the inn to cover travel when I was still a junior racer. They used to get up at the crack of dawn to take me to training at Cannon when I was a kid. They’d come to all the Olympics I’d competed in and every time I raced in the east, I could count on them being in the stands to cheer me on, no matter how awful the weather. They deserved a big share of the credit for what I’d been able to accomplish and if they wanted to have a party, the least I could do was paste on a smile and make the best of it.

Everyone kept telling me what a star I was. I didn’t feel much like a star, I felt second rate, the girl who couldn’t keep her man. “You put Franconia on the map,” said Sam Helmstead, an old friend of the family. “You must need an entire museum for all those trophies.”

My Aunt Patty, standing next to me, said “She keeps them here, isn’t that right? Alex has an entire bookcase dedicated to them in his office.”

My dad did have a display case of trophies and medals in his office. I was proud of them, sure, but he was prouder, and I liked that I could give him those tokens for all he’d done over the years.

“Would you like to see them?” Dad, standing nearby, had overheard our conversation. He beamed at me and handed me the key to the office. “You do the honors. You earned them.”

“Which is your favorite?” Nina Helmstead asked.

I shrugged. “If I had to pick, it would be the gold from the downhill in Turin, I guess. It was my first Olympic gold medal.”

Dad reached in and retrieved the medal from the case and hung it around my neck. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

“Would you like to try it on?” I asked Nina, because having everyone stare at me was a little unnerving.

“You mean it?”

I took the medal from my neck and hung it around Nina’s. Her husband snapped a picture of us.

“I’d love one of you and Connor,” said Aunt Patty. “I haven’t seen him around, where is he?”

I took a deep breath. How could I have imagined no one would notice Connor’s absence? “He couldn’t make it. Work.” I caught my father’s eyes as his look went from proud to concerned. “He’s up for a VP job; it’s a lot of responsibility right now.” This much was true, and maybe Dad would buy it.

“Well.” Aunt Patty took my arm. “Good on him for being ambitious. But if I see him, I’m going to tell him he ought to pay some good attention to his pretty girlfriend if he doesn’t want her stolen away by some other young fellow.”

She hadn’t done it on purpose, but it felt like she’d taken a rusty knife and stabbed me with it. The room felt too small and crowded. “I’m going to go get something to drink,” I said.

“There’s my girl,” Mom came over to me as I got a cola from the bar. “Where were you? And where is Connor?”

“Dad and I were giving the trophy tour. And Connor couldn’t make it.”

“Couldn’t make it? Why? He was here this morning.”

“I don’t want to talk about right now, okay?”

“Okay.” Mom looked me over. I figured my injuries had been tucked away under my stuck-on smile, but I was pretty sure she could see them. “Listen, sweetheart. If you want to go on home, you go ahead. Everybody’s had the chance to talk with you. I’ll just tell them you had a headache and you’re tired.”

Her kindness brought tears again. I didn’t really want to just slink off, it felt wrong. But I was more afraid of breaking down into a messy heap in the middle of my parents’ party. “Thanks, Mom. I’m sorry.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.”

* * *
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THE HOUSE WHERE MY parents lived and I had grown up in was next door to the inn. I let myself in, music and laughter coming from next door with the party still going strong. I went to my bedroom and collapsed on the bed. I couldn’t stay here, couldn’t face any more questions. I was contracted to do a commercial spot in Chile at the end of August. The team trained there for a few weeks off season, and the Chilean government was promoting tourism, particularly some of the great skiing around Valle Nevado. Being a champion skier sometimes served up these opportunities, and while I wasn’t exactly rich, they paid well and allowed me to make a decent living.

I went to the computer and re-booked my flight for the following night.

My mom knocked on the door as I was packing. “What are you doing?”

I eyed the half-packed suitcase, the shirts and jeans and jackets spread over the bed and felt as though I’d been caught committing a crime. “I’m leaving for Chile tomorrow.”

“That isn’t for another two weeks, is it?”

“No. I just need...I don’t have much time to ski for fun anymore. I thought I might treat myself. The tickets are paid for and—”

My mother put her hand on my arm before I could finish. “Mia, what is going on with you?”

I thought I could still bluff my way through. Telling the truth would reduce me to another puddle of tears. “Nothing.”

I might have known she wouldn’t buy it. “You haven’t been yourself since Connor dropped you off this morning. And then he’s a no show at a party. Is there something going on between you two?”

I swallowed again and sat down next to the suitcase. “He...we broke up.”

“Oh honey, it’s probably just a little spat. You and Connor have been together a long time, you’ll figure it out.”

“He’s seeing someone else.” The words were hard to bring up. In them was every defeat I’d ever suffered.

“Oh.” The news even left my mother speechless.

“So, you see, I can’t stay here right now. I have to go. I can’t...”

“You go to Chile. That’s for the short term. But what about in the long run? You’re going to have to deal with this.”

“What I’m going to do is win myself a seventh cup. I’m going to do that, and nothing else is going to matter in the meantime.”

My mother did not look convinced, but she said, “Okay, Mia. You do what you need to do.” Then she sat down and put her arm around me. “But you’re a champion no matter what happens. Win or lose, you’re special to me and your father and a whole lot of other people. I want you to remember this. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I told her, although I felt anything but special.

Connor texted me the next morning, “We should talk.” I didn’t answer him. Last thing I wanted was to talk over what had happened between us. I turned off my phone.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Two
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The ski season was going full tilt in Valle Nevado. I checked into the hotel, telling myself I’d enjoy room service and hit the slopes. I’d ski all day just for fun. I didn’t get to ski for fun much anymore and refueling my passion for the sport seemed a good idea. The team coach, Marv Eagan, was always telling us how we needed passion.

I loved Coach Marv. He was tough as shoe leather and he could be a bear during training. Some of the girls complained about how hard he pushed us, but Marv had been my coach since I’d been a dewy-eyed newbie and I doubt I would have had the career I’d had so far without Marv pushing hard from the sidelines. I liked his toughness and I knew he admired the same trait in me.

I spent the first day in Chile sleeping. It had been a long plane ride, and all I wanted was a soft bed. By day two, I was out on the slopes. I skied all day and then did a few hours in the gym, wanting to push myself hard enough to leave no time out for brooding. It worked and that night I slept deep and long. On day three, it rained and I got out my rain gear and had the slopes to myself. I came in at dusk wet and hungry. My thoughts managed to catch up to me, as much as I tried to out ski them, and I felt sad and alone and sorry for myself.

Christina Renton, known to everyone as Tinny, was my best friend. We’d come through a lot together and I loved Tinny, at least I loved her when she wasn’t trying to knock me off the board in a race, which she was more than capable of doing. And, honestly, if anyone other than me had to win, I would want it to be Tinny every time.

The ski season and training went on for about ten months out of the year, so Tin and I spent a lot of time together. In the hiatus, we messaged back and forth and usually called each other every day or two. Besides Coach, I often felt Tinny was the only one who understood me, and understood the dedication it took to be a world class racer.

“Where the hell are you?” she asked when I finally managed to call her.

“I’m in Valle Nevado. Hey, you should come on down. We could have fun and party for a week, get out all the bugs before we have to go back to training. What say you?”

There was silence on the other end of the line. “Tin?” I asked, wondering if I’d lost the connection.

“Jesus, Mia. I’ve been trying to reach you for three days. What the hell?”

“I have no phone service. You know how it is with overseas. No biggie. I had to pay for Wi-Fi to get onto a network, so I kinda put it off.”

“Coach had a heart attack.”

“What? Is he okay?” I thought maybe there was a fissure in the line. Coach was in his late sixties, but he was fit as a teenager. He could out-fit me on most days, and I prided myself on my muscle-to-fat ratio. “Where is he? Back in Boulder? I’ll catch the next plane out of here.”

There was silence again on the line, then a deep intake of breath that knocked my own breath away. “He’s gone, Mia.”

“What do you mean, gone?” I stared at the mirror next to the bathroom; it reflected the jumble of clothes coming out of dresser drawers, my stuff scattered everywhere. I should straighten up. If I did, Marv wouldn’t be gone.

“The funeral’s day after tomorrow in Boulder. Me and the other girls—you should be here, Mia. He would want you to be here.”

* * *
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NUMB, I HUNG UP AND made a reservation for the next flight. I don’t remember getting into Denver, just the airport, busy and noisy and me getting lost trying to find the right bus to the car rental place.

“How long do you need the car for?” asked the cheerful blonde behind the Avis desk.

“I don’t know.”

She stared at me, “You need to tell us how long you want to rent the car for.”

“I don’t know. A week, a month, what the hell does it matter?” Get a grip, I told myself. “A week,” I said, mostly because I didn’t want her to call security.

Tinny had grown up in Boulder, which was also Marv’s hometown, and a few years back, she’d bought a house, a little bungalow on the outskirts of town. She lovingly decorated the place and called it her retirement home.

It was a cute little house, with a big porch hugging the front with flower boxes of geraniums. Tinny had, in typical Tin fashion, painted the place turquoise, which sounded like a crazy choice, but it looked good and gave the house an individual kind of flair. She answered the door, wearing her usual sweats and T-shirt, her feet bare. My hands started to shake and I gripped tighter onto the handle of my suitcase. “Hey, Ice,” she said, using my nickname.

“Hey yourself.” A few tears came out as we squeezed each other, though not enough to unfreeze the block my body had become.

“I made pizza. And I have Stoli.”

“Can we skip right ahead to the Stoli?” I asked.

We went to the kitchen and she poured us each a glass. “The funeral’s at nine,” she said.

“I bought a black dress in some boutique yesterday. I hope it fits.” I had a hard time with clothes, as I was six foot even in stocking feet.

“It’ll be fine. Hey, it’s good you came.” We ate Tin’s homemade pizza in silence, each of us picking at the food. Tin’s boyfriend, Jack, texted that he’d come to the funeral. “He’s been like a rock through this,” Tin said. “I don’t know what I’d do without him. “

“He’s a good guy,” I agreed.

“Speaking of guys,” Tinny refilled my glass with soda and a splash of vodka. “Is Connor coming out?”

I took a deep swallow, my head spinning and not because of the vodka. “Connor and I split.”

“Oh, shit. Mia, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, it’s been a hell of a month.”

Tinny put her hand on mine. “One day at a time, isn’t that what they say at AA?”

“Things keep up, I might need sponsorship.” I took a swallow.

* * *
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COACH MARV’S FUNERAL was packed with people from the ski racing world. The air conditioning in the church was on the fritz and it was about ninety degrees that day. Tinny and I and four other girls were in the A division, and we were referred to and called ourselves the A team. We were, or had been, Coach’s girls. The six of us sat together in a pew, me between Tin and Lara Brandt, a quiet girl who had newly moved up from B. I hadn’t been to many funerals and I didn’t know what to expect. Mike Granberg, the head of U.S.. ski racing, said some things about Marv’s stellar career. We sang a few hymns and then the pastor said we were all invited to a reception at a local banquet place.

The banquet hall was out in a wooded area. With a huge park-like garden and a gazebo, it looked more like a place to hold a wedding than a funeral. There was a buffet, with food piled high, though none of it seemed very appealing. After giving Marv’s wife, Nell, a hug and saying how sorry I was, I sat down with the girls from the team.

“I hear Davey’s getting Marv’s job,” said Irene, called Reni, Auckland. Davey was one of the assistant coaches. A few coaches had retired in the off season, and there was talk of some moving around, even before Marv had died. It churned my stomach to think on it now.

“Man, Davey. He’s such a hard ass,” lamented Rachel King. Rachel and Davey had a long history of run- ins, last year he’d nearly kicked her off the team for staying up and drinking half the night. She somehow managed to pull down great times despite her partying and so he had no justification for doing it. “Whoa, who’s that?” Rachel pointed a plastic fork in the direction of a man talking to Nell Eagan.

Dark hair, tall athletic physique, Creech Crèches was the kind of handsome you don’t soon forget. I hadn’t forgotten him, though I hadn’t seen him in eight years and the last place I would have expected to run into him was at Coach’s funeral.

“That’s Creech Crèches; he was my coach in the development levels. You think he’s the new assistant?” asked Reni

“Ooh, man, he can assist me any time,” said Rachel.

“Jesus, Rachel, it’s a funeral,” I hadn’t meant to go at her, Rachel was just being Rachel, but if I was unnerved before, I was ready to come entirely unglued now. “I’m going to get some air.” And with that, I left my half-eaten plate of food and headed for the door.

I went to the gazebo, sat on a bench and put my head between my knees. The roses growing up the trellis gave off a cloying smell and bees buzzed around, threatening to sting. Creech Crèches, what were the odds?

“Hey.”

I pulled my head out from between my palms to see him standing at the edge of the gazebo. He had a little indent in his cheek when he smiled and hazel eyes that reminded me of the woods at home. Would the sight of him smiling still make my heart flip? It had been eight years. We were at a funeral. But the answer was clearly yes.

He wasn’t smiling now. “I wanted to say hello before I took off. I’m really sorry we had to meet like this.”

“Why are we meeting like this?”

He stopped to consider me for a minute. “I’m taking over for Marv.”

“You are? You?”

“Is it that surprising? I just found out this morning.”

Connor had busted my heart, and I’d lost Coach Marv. I started to laugh at what fate had brought and then the tears came. Me, Mia Whitmeyer, the girl who was nicknamed Ice, was sobbing uncontrollably in a hot gazebo surrounded by roses and bees. All of it witnessed by Creech Crèches. “I’m sorry,” I managed.

“You’re allowed emotion once in a while.” He sat down next to me and bad went to worse as I sobbed into his shoulder. His hand was stroking my hair and it felt like it belonged there, but it didn’t. I pulled away.

“I better get back inside. The girls will wonder what happened to me,” I said, staring at the wet spot I’d left on the lapel of his jacket. And then I got up and went back in, without turning around, because I might have turned into a pillar of salt if I had.
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Creech

When I’d met Mia, years ago, I was brasher, full of bravado, maybe crazier, too. I was fast and I was going to be on top of the world racing order. It wasn’t an idle brag on my part—I had spent my first year on the team on the C squad, and raced so well that I was put on A my second year. It meant I was one of the top six racers in the country.

In those days, we didn’t have the huge training facility they have now, and Mia was just starting out, so her poster wasn’t one of the first things you’d see when you walked into the lobby. But we had a facility and there was a lounge, a place to relax and take it easy or recover from a workout. It had a smoothie fountain and a café with all sorts of good-for-you foods at one end, and an ancient foosball table at the other.

We played foosball in between training sessions and we were, as always, cut throat competitive. The day I met Mia, I was playing against Pete Russ, a guy from B team who had been my roommate. I was heavy into it and annoyed when Pete suddenly stopped playing. “Who is that long, fine, drink o’ water?” Pete was known for his hyperbole when it came to women. He was a great athlete, competitive to a fault, but very shy around girls so
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