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For Susie: This one goes to eleven, which
of course is all your fault.


Prologue


 


March 16, 2016


St. Moritz, Switzerland


 


 


“The last
skier of the day is our current World Cup leader, Elise Brandeis,” a male
commentator said somewhere behind her. She couldn’t tell if someone had a TV or
radio in one of the official tents, or if perhaps one of the techs was watching
online.


“It’s
certainly her race to lose,” a female voice added. “The young American has been
a force to be reckoned with all season long, and she owned this course in
practice all week.” 


“She’s
certainly been a cut above the rest all week, throwing down faster times with
each run, but we’ve seen her blow a lead before.”


Elise
closed her eyes and pulled on her helmet. She didn’t need to hear any more. She
didn’t need anyone to give voice to the refrain that haunted her every start,
her every turn, her every crouch for years.


“Conditions
are growing worser,” Paolo said close to her ear, his thick Argentinean accent
always more pronounced when he got amped up. “You saw the rut on Helga’s run.”


She nodded
solemnly. She’d seen the number five skier in the world take a back-cracking
bounce out of turn four before she’d managed to right herself. Helga would
likely spend some quality time with the Swiss team chiropractor in the week
ahead, but she’d still managed to finish with a decent time.


“Every
person who hits that spot packs it down more harder,” Paolo said.


She nodded
again and rocked back and forth on her skis in the ruts the women before her
had made while sliding up to the starting gate.


“You go
just a little around it and get the same time.”


“To the
inside,” she muttered.


“No,
Elise.” He drew out her name to sound like, Eeee-Lease. “Outside. You’re
so far ahead in practice. Four inches in one turn won’t hurt you. You stay
safe. You don’t bounce. You win.”


“It’s
getting softer,” she said, no longer referring to the spot he’d isolated, but
the entire mountainside. The full afternoon sun made for the beautiful pictures
that filled Austrian travel brochures, but it also slowed down the snow, and by
extension her skis. Her stomach clenched. She’d rather ski a sheet of ice than
slush. Competitors and teammates alike called her the ice queen for several
reasons, and only a few of them had to do with her personality.


“Outside,
Elise,” Paolo reiterated. “One hair outside. Tiny.”


The start
referee motioned her forward, and she slid her skis between the starting posts.
The only thing between her and the course now was a start wire that would snap
back the moment she pressed against it. Placing her poles carefully over the
line, she fixed her grip. The first of her three pulse warnings blared.


Beep. Breathe in, breathe out, rock
back.


Beep. Breathe in, breathe out, crouch.


Beep. Explode.


She
jumped, pushing off with her knees and poles as she angled forward as far as
she could and let gravity catch hold. One pump, she pushed off again with her
poles. Two pumps, she pushed with her right leg as the wind began to whistle.
Three pumps, a push with the left leg, and she lowered her head. She’d been
over this course so many times she could’ve seen the line she wanted even in
the dark. Poles up now, she pushed once more with each leg before ducking into
a tuck. Butt down, spine curved, chin up, she leaned into the first curve.
Roaring around the bend, she took flight for several yards. She held her form,
not moving so much as a finger while her skis cut through the air above the
snow.


Angling
her body toward the second turn, she remained low and slid her right leg wide.
She held steady, both skis slicing across the snow, until her sharp edges did
their job and held her on a perfect pitch into turn two. She heard nothing but
the whir of the wind and the rush of her own breath cresting through her head.


Shifting
her body weight out of the curve and onto the flat, she aligned herself for a
small jump. She set her form as the snow dropped out from under her, and once
again she shot through the air in a textbook tuck. Her poles molded along the
curves of her crouch, and she felt as if the wind didn’t even recognize her
presence as she flowed weightlessly over the course.


Landing
effortlessly, one flick of her eyes across the snow confirmed she’d set up
exactly the way she wanted to for turn three, but her skis chattered through
the flat as they cut across the ruts made by previous skiers. Her breath broke
rhythm as she processed the development. One tenth of a second lost, she
figured, as she smoothed back into her favored line for turn three, but the
prime position couldn’t shake the whispers. Two tenths.


Pulling
her chest lower, she led with her chin, jaw set. She tried to hold her pose
through the wide arc of the turn, but between the little drop-off on the
outside and the softening snow, one of her skis bit off more than she wanted to
chew, and her shoulder rolled back. Suddenly the wind was no longer her ally.
The brunt of Old Man Winter’s wrath landed a lancing blow to her open chest.
She had to rise a full inch or two out of her crouch to hold.


Time. Precious seconds whirred past as
she righted her body once more. How much time had she lost now? Half a second?
More? The refrain beat like a drum. Two tenths. Zero point two. Each
breath wheezed the painful reminder. She could’ve done more. She had to do
more.


At nearly
seventy miles an hour now, she felt turn four coming even before she saw the
flag. The mountain had a natural fall line, one she’d ridden to
record-splitting times in practice, one she could no longer count on. Onto the
straightaway, onto her angle, onto her edges as she leaned toward the turn. In
the full sun, she caught the glint of the ridge Paolo’d warned of. She couldn’t
hit it. She couldn’t afford another tenth of a second. She couldn’t afford the
six inches on the outside.


Two
tenths.


Zero
point two.


Bending
her right knee all the way to her sternum, she cut hard against the snow,
against the wind, against centrifugal force to the inside. Every muscle
tightened as she tried to bend Earth and time to her will. The mountain moved
beneath her as if tilting to accommodate her desire, and she cleared the ridge
to the inside.


Then, before
the sigh of relief could kiss her lips, the snow gave way. A slight slip, a
sliver of a second, and the sharp, silver edge bit into the bright red
polycarbonate of the gate marking the edge of the course. The faintest of
brushes, the lightest touch at seventy miles an hour, a nick was more than
enough.


Her left
ski continued to hurtle forward as the right one caught. The combined effect
sent her body spinning in a barrel roll. Vaguely aware of hurtling through the
air, she didn’t grasp the full impact of her error until her body bounced. The
first impact knocked all the air from her lungs. The second knocked her knee
into a back bend.


Her scream
died along with her hopes of a world championship. Fighting desperately for
air, she sucked in a gasp that ripped through her throat, bringing with it an
icy inhale of snow. Still she spun downward across the mountain. Choking on
pain and cold, she hit the first fence. A blur of orange shrouded her progress
but didn’t impinge on her momentum enough to keep her from skittering across on
her back and into the second row of neon netting.


The
spinning stopped as the pulsing stabs of pain took over. The knife to her knee
radiated anguish as the suffocating weight of fence and failure pressed down on
her chest, making it impossible to breathe. Icy hands of panic gripped her
throat. Voices cried out. Distant footsteps crunched across the snow. Bright
light cut through shadows overhead. Her senses faltered as raw pain superseded
them all. First the sounds faded. Then the cold gave way to numbness. Finally
her vision tinged orange, then gray, then black, and she submitted to
nothingness.


Chapter 1


 


July 7, 2017


Lake Henry Olympic Training Center,


Lake Henry, New York


 


 


Corey
laughed as she pumped the skateboard over the section of rollers and into Nate
Walsh’s path. She cut him off and mounted the twelve-foot wall in front of her
in one fluid arc before reversing course and bobbing back over the set of three
small, rolling hills. She tucked a tight line around a high-banked corner in
the track, then stayed low as she arced up another short wall. She had the
lead, and she’d take it all the way to the top, but on the last run of the day
she didn’t intend to stop there. Instead of kicking to a halt when she reached
the peak, she clutched the middle of her board and exploded through her knees
to send her whole body arching, not only over the wall, but also the safety
rail. Tapping the metal with the tail of the board for style points, she then
curled into a neat little ball and front flipped into a pit of blue foam
blocks.


As she lay
sprawled on her back, chest rising and falling rapidly, she gave a mock salute
to acknowledge the smattering of applause.


“You’re
such a show-off.” Nate leaned on the rail and smiled down at her.


She smiled
at the steel rafters above and relaxed back into the foam blocks, the scent of
sweat and Lysol filling her nostrils. “It’s one of the many things you love
about working out with me.”


“Working
out?” a female voice called from somewhere behind them. “Looked more like
screwing off.”


Corey
flopped onto her stomach and crawled over the blocks to the edge of the pit. “I
nailed the rollers. I worked my knees, my calves, and my quads.”


“And the
acrobatics? Last I checked, they don’t award style points for Boardercross.” 


Corey
hauled herself onto the sidewall and hopped up to her feet. “It’s called ‘air
awareness.’ It’s an essential skill in my line of work.”


“Hi,
Holly,” Nate called.


“Hi,
Nato.” Holly switched her tone to something more coy. “Did you miss me?”


“Always.”
He tipped his board back down the wall, but instead of running through the
course, he turned hard and rolled onto the mats before hopping off next to
them.


“The
LaCroix sisters are back together. Training season must be heating up.”


“It’s
July. A lot of things are heating up,” Corey said, a hint of frustration in her
voice.


“Overland
training makes her grumpy,” Nate explained.


“Why do
you think I went out of town for four weeks?” Holly asked. “I should’ve stayed
gone longer.”What is she 


“No,” Corey
said, coming out of her pout. “I’ll be in a good mood even when it’s hot. I
missed you.”


Holly
smiled sweetly and wrapped her in a hug. “I missed you, too.”


She rested
her chin on her sister’s shoulder and sighed. The team was back together again
in a place she loved. All was right with the world.


The doors
to the gym swung open, and a camera crew poured in. Long boom mics and bright
lights extended overhead as a reporter tried to walk casually beside a young
brunette in gray cargo shorts and a bright blue racerback tank.


“We’re
here at the Lake Henry Olympic Training Center with Nicole Prince to get a
little peek inside the world of an Olympic snowboard hopeful. Can you tell us
about this room?


“This is
one of my favorite rooms in the whole facility,” Nikki said as she began to
walk them through the various stations.


“Apparently
the new blood has arrived as well,” Holly said dryly. “What’s she like without
the cameras on her?”


“Bouncy,”
Nate said dryly.


“What is
she, like seventeen?” Holly asked.


“Barely,”
Nate said.


Holly
slapped him in the stomach. “Don’t sound so disappointed. You can use the year
before she’s legal to work off your beer gut.”


“Not even
tempted,” Nate said. “She’s a poodle. I’m more of a golden retriever sort of
guy.”


Corey
winced. Nate didn’t have much of a way with women, or words for that matter.
Holly didn’t seem pleased with the comparison, so she jumped in before they
could escalate. “You’re more the dog in this scenario, Nate. Besides, The Kid’s
not bad.”


They all
turned to watch the teenager turn a few flips and twists on a massive
trampoline as she explained her methods. “These exercises aren’t pure play.
They help with air awareness.”


“See?”
Corey said. “Air awareness is a real thing.”


“Hey, are
you Corey LaCroix?” The man wore khakis and a red polo as if he’d escaped from
a day job at Target.


She
straightened her shoulders. “I am.”


“Would you
mind giving us a few quotes on camera about Nikki? We’re featuring her as the
future of the sport, and it’d be great to get some perspective from a veteran
like you. Sort of a passing of the torch, you know.”


Corey
forced a smile. “Sure. Yeah. Happy to.”


“Great,
let me pull a camera over.” Mr. Target-polo ran off.


Both Nate
and Holly stared at her, embarrassment crossing their features. Nate spoke
first. “Passing the torch, Core?”


“You
should’ve told him to shove the stupid feature and do one on a legit Olympian,”
Holly piled on.


“It’s no
big deal. I don’t have to be a jackass to beat her. Besides, she can do all the
interviews she wants. Interviews don’t get you points in the standings.”


“They
don’t hurt with sponsors,” Holly said.


“I’m not
concerned about those, either. This isn’t my sponsor season, or my interview
season, or my torch-passing season.” The newly familiar urgency built in her
chest. “I’m here to ride.”


“Hey,
Corey, stand here.” Mr. Target-uniform grabbed her bicep and spun her around so
they could get Nikki continuing to bounce on the trampoline behind her. A white
light shone hot on her face, and she had to squint until her eyes adjusted.
It’d been awhile since she’d faced the cameras, and she felt a lot more rusty
in this area than she did on a board.


“What do
you think of the new crop of American snowboarders coming up?”


“The
American prospects are amazing. Our boarders are faster, stronger, and younger
than they’ve ever been.” Corey rolled her head back all the way until she
caught sight of Nikki high above them. “They’re springy, too.”


“And what
do you make of their chances at the Olympics this winter?”


“It’s an
unpredictable sport, but we’ve put the world on notice.” She tried not to put
too much emphasis on the “we.” “Boardercross has always been a North American
stronghold, but we’re not resting on our keisters here. We’re working out
year-round. I mean, look at Tigger up there. She’s like a regular Rocky Balboa
in moon boots. Probably strikes fear into the hearts of the fiercest
competitors.”


The camera
guy smirked, and she felt the little thrill that always accompanied positive
reinforcement. “The sky’s the limit, or, well, in this case the ceiling is
probably the limit, but you get my drift. The Kid is going up in the world. I
expect her to set the bar high.”


How much
longer could she go on with her tongue planted firmly in her cheek? She could
make big air puns all day long.


“And what
about you?” He cut her off before she even got halfway through her material.
“Ever consider coming out of retirement?”


She tried
not to let her jovial camera expression fade, but the muscles in her shoulders
tightened. “Actually, I haven’t retired. Shocking, I know, at the ripe old age
of thirty, but I’m still on the tour, Chad.”


“I’m
Mike,” the interviewer corrected with a twinge of irritation. Nate snickered in
the background.


“Sorry,
Mike. Any more questions?”


“Do you
see this season as sort of your farewell tour?”


This time
her jaw did twitch. She felt it, and knew the camera probably caught it, too.
The cameras caught everything, so she went ahead and took a second to compose
herself. Staring past Target Mike and his lights and all the trappings of
fickle fame, she noticed a woman slow to a stop outside the large plate glass
windows dividing the gym from the lobby.


She had
long, blond hair falling down past her shoulders and eyes such an icy shade of
blue they appeared almost translucent from a distance. Something about those
eyes sent a chill down her spine. She felt as if she could see right through
them, and even more as if they could see through her.


“Uh,
Corey?” Target Mike asked.


“Yeah,
sorry, what?” she asked, not looking away from the woman.


“Who’s
that?” he asked in his non-interview tone.


“I don’t
know.”


“It’s
Elise Brandeis,” the cameraman said almost reverently.


“Oh.” Mike
arched up on his toes as the excitement overtook him. “Let’s see if we can get
an interview.”


He headed
for the door, and then almost as an afterthought called out, “Thanks, Corey.”


“Wow.”
Nate laughed. “Shows how you rate. Nice job with calling him the wrong name,
though.”


“And
Tigger? I think you gave the poodle a new nickname,” Holly added.


She heard
them but didn’t respond. Instead she watched a shadow pass over the woman’s
face as she saw the cameras coming. She wrinkled her brow, lifted her chin, and
strode purposefully away. The view from the back wasn’t bad either. Her black
yoga pants and thin gray T-shirt highlighted a highly honed physical form, but
Corey had seen more than her share of athletic bodies. None of them ever came
with a set of eyes like those belonging to Elise Brandeis.


“Who is
she?” 


“Who?”
Nate and Holly asked in unison.


She turned
back to face them, trying to shake the trance she’d felt while trapped in the
woman’s gaze. “Elise Brandeis, who is she?”


Holly
rolled her eyes. “She’s a world champion skier. She was like, the biggest thing
in winter sports a couple years ago.”


“Was?”


“She wrecked.
Spectacularly. Do you live under a rock?”


“You know
I don’t follow skiing like you do.”


“I’m sure
I mentioned it,” Holly said, then shook her head. “I guess I should’ve shown
you a picture.”


“Even I’ve
heard of her,” Nate said. “She was in Sochi.”


“Forgive
me. I was a little busy in Sochi.”


Both of
them smirked.


“I didn’t
mean it that way. I had my own events. I didn’t have time to watch skiers, but
if she’s been around so long, why haven’t I seen her here before?”


“She’s too
big a deal to train with mere mortals, or at least she used to be,” Holly
explained. “She had all the major sponsors, but I guess she lost them after the
crash.”


“She’s
only deigned to appear here in order to secure funding on her way back to the
top?” Nate asked, disdain in his usually easygoing voice.


“Yeah. I
wouldn’t expect her to hang around for long.”


“Did you
see her expression? Icy. Even if she does stick around, I doubt she’d lower
herself enough to engage a bunch of board bums like us.”


“At least
she won’t be around long enough to steal any more of your thunder, Corey,”
Holly said. “Then again, maybe it’s good she interrupted that train wreck of an
interview.”


Corey
didn’t care nearly as much about the stupid, insulting interview as she did the
queasiness she felt at the thought of not getting any time with Elise. “Surely
she’ll be here for little while though, right?”


Nate
laughed and punched her shoulder. “’Cause
a little while is all you need, right?”


“No. I
meant I . . .” She didn’t know what she meant.


“You like
a challenge,” Holly offered.


“Maybe.”


“I suggest
you focus on the challenge of the upcoming season,” Holly said, “or you’re
going to get a lot more questions about retirement.”


Her
stomach tightened another uncomfortable notch, but she dug deep and pulled out
the smile she usually felt when pushed. “Let them ask. Doesn’t change the fact
that they’re going to have to scrape me off the side of the mountain someday.
I’m not retiring. I’m here to race.”


 


•   •   •


 


“Are you
sure this is a good idea?” Elise asked as she stood in the doorway of dorm room
twenty-five.


“What’s
wrong now?” Paolo asked, sounding even more exhausted than she felt.


Elise
lifted her arm in one sweeping motion trying to encompass the whole room, which
wasn’t hard since the whole room consisted of only 150 square feet.


“It’s a
dorm room,” Paolo said drolly. “Be thankful you have one for yourself.”


“I
expected something more state of the art.”


“You saw
the gyms. The equipment is the best, the trainers are the best, the doctors are
the best.”


“The dorms
are not the best,” Elise finished for him. The bed seemed narrow under a plain
white comforter, not a queen as she’d grown used to, probably not even a full
double, and the single dresser didn’t appear big enough to hold her summer
training clothes, much less her bulky winter gear. Add in a small table, not
even the size of most hotel desks, with two wooden chairs, and tour over.


“Also you
have your own bathroom,” Paolo said excitedly. “No sharing with strangers.”


“Why do
you keep mentioning this sharing with strangers thing as if you almost expected
it?” she asked suspiciously.


“No need
to worry about something that might not happen.” He waved her off. “Why don’t
you get settled, and we’ll go to the cafeteria.”


“Cafeteria,”
she repeated with a groan.


“You went
to boarding school. Shouldn’t you be used to this setup?”


“An elite
boarding school, not a juvenile detention center. When you pay $70,000 a year,
sharing bathrooms with strangers isn’t common.”


“When your
parents pay $70,000 a year,” Paolo corrected.


The barb
stuck under her skin, and her face flamed. He was right, of course. Both the
comment and the tone in which she’d delivered it reflected a part of her she
wasn’t proud of. She took a deep breath and tried again. “I don’t have enough
money left to keep us in the lap of luxury, but I read online there’s a lovely
little inn by the lake. We could both be more comfortable without going
overboard. They have cabins and homemade blueberry muffins in the morning and
no cafeteria.”


“Do they
have a weight room?”


“Maybe.”


“Do they
have a masseuse?”


“You don’t
know; they might.”


“Do they
have an ice tub and a nutritionist?”


“No.” She
tried not to sound pouty, but she failed.


“Do they
have Olympic ski team officials there to watch you work out? People with the
power to nominate you for a spot on the team? Or vote you into the Olympics in
less than seven months?”


“No,” she
said forcefully, then softened her tone once more. “You’re right. I’m here to
train. I can do this. I will make these Olympics. I’ll do whatever I have to
do.”


He smiled
sympathetically. “I know. And I know change is hard for you, but you’ve come a
long way already.”


“Not far
enough.” She shrugged off the frustration that had followed her for a year and
tossed her suitcase onto the bed. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll meet you in
the cafeteria.”


“You can
have as much time as you need. They serve dinner all night.”


“No. I’m
tired of waiting around. If people need to see me get back to work, we’ll do a
nice public dinner followed by an even more public evening workout. Then I’ll
report to the trainers for an eval.”


He opened
his mouth, then paused and nodded. “Okay. Back to work.”


He shut
the door behind him, and she entered her private bathroom. She splashed some
cold water on her face as she muttered. “Back to work.”


She’d
never left work. Not since the minute she’d woken up in a Swiss hospital. Every
single step of this journey had been work. And pain. So much pain. At least
she’d have less of that here than she’d had in the rehab clinic. She’d grown
used to a certain amount of discomfort, and she’d overcome all of it. Surely
the Lake Henry Olympic Training Center wouldn’t be the thing to break her.


Chapter
2


 


 


 


“Ah, my
favorite restaurant,” Holly said, in a voice similar to the one she used when
talking to a man she intended to brush off. Holly had perfected the “let ’em
down easy” routine.


“Does it
feel like your first day back at school?” Nate teased. “What if the cool kids
don’t want you to sit with them?”


“What do
you mean?” Corey asked. “Holly always was the cool kid.”


“That’s
right,” Holly said. “And if I let you sit with me, people will think you’re
cool, too.”


Corey
shook her head as she grabbed a plain white plate and got into line at the main
chef station. Holly veered off toward the salad bar, and Nate made a beeline
for the panini press. Typical.


As she
waited behind a group of men’s hockey players, she scanned the cafeteria. There
wasn’t a huge crowd in July. Athletes came and went year-round, but mostly for
short training sessions or camps. She was one of only a handful of Olympians
who called Lake Henry home. Most of the other boarders chose to train at the
Park City Olympic Center, but she didn’t see any need to move halfway across
the country when she had everything she needed in her own back yard. She spent
an undue amount of time with archers, skaters, and any number of high school
and college groups, but with this being a Winter Olympics year, most of the big
names would pass through at some point. She kept her eyes open for kindred
spirits.


She inched
up in line as the hockey heads began to find their seats. The smells of sweat
and baked chicken lingered in their wake.


“Big crew
tonight, Mac?” she asked her favorite cook.


“Not too
bad. The hockey heads, your crew, and the young boarder who chatters all the
time.”


“Tigger’s
already been in? Probably still has a curfew.”


He grinned
as he slid a chicken sandwich with an extra slice of cheese onto her plate, but
he wouldn’t join in the reindeer games, and she respected him for it. “Oh, and
the new skier’s here.”


She
glanced up at him quickly, then out across the cafeteria. “Where?”


“She and
her coach are at the long table around the corner.”


Corey had
to fight from craning her neck. “Cool.”


His grin
widened as he scooped on a large helping of steamed vegetables, but all he said
as he slid her plate back was, “Enjoy your meal.”


“Thanks.”
Corey headed back to the middle of the cafeteria.


Holly was
already there waiting for Nate’s panini to finish. “Usual spot?”


“Actually,
remember how you were talking about this being like the first day of school?”


“What, you
mean two minutes ago? No, I forgot already.”


“Right,
well I know you’re senile and all, but there are some new kids over there.” She
tried to act casual as she nodded to the area Mac had indicated. “Maybe we
should go welcome them or, you know, haze them. Either way’s cool.”


Holly
glanced over her shoulder, her grin slow as she shook her head. “You’re
seriously gonna go there?”


Corey
shrugged. “Trying to be friendly. You don’t have to come with.”


“Oh, I
wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Holly said as Nate joined them. “Come on,
Nato, let’s go watch Core get burned.”


“I’m so
in,” Nate agreed gleefully.


Corey
ignored them as she carried her plate over to the table Elise shared with her trainer.
“Hey, mind if we join you?”


Elise
glanced up, her icy eyes even more startling up close. Corey froze as Elise
flicked her gaze quickly over her. She didn’t dare get any closer until given
permission, something Elise obviously didn’t intend to offer. “Actually, we’re
in the middle of something.”


“Something
that can wait,” the trainer said, rising and extending his hand. “I’m Paolo
Diaz. Please join us, Ms. LaCroix.” 


She
welcomed the warmth of being recognized after the chill from Elise. Shaking off
the cold breeze, she claimed the seat next to Elise. An opening was an opening;
she didn’t need a big one. Flashing her most winning smile, she added,
“Everyone calls me Corey.”


“And
you’re Nate Walsh,” Paolo said. “I saw a video of your weight training regimen
last year. I’d love to talk to you sometime about exercises that transfer
stress






























































































































 




 




















































































 




 






































































































































Chapter
5


 


 


 


“Explode
up, Elise,” Paolo commanded. “More harder, not the toes, the whole leg.”


She
squatted down, gritted her teeth and tried to jump three feet off the ground.
She probably could have, too, if not for the added weight Paolo’d piled on
today.


“More
harder,” he called enthusiastically, and she crashed back down to a squat, the
weights crashing loudly on either side of her.


“More
harder,” she muttered. “More harder. Why don’t you get a whip and shout, ‘mush,
mush’?”


“Don’t
tempt me,” he said. “Go again.”


She braced
herself for the fire that would race through her quads, but she didn’t back
off. Setting her jaw once more, she pushed up with all the brute force her body
could muster, certain this time both feet would leave the ground, only to be
disappointed when she barely made it onto her toes before getting yanked down
again.


“She’s
phoning this one in, Paolo,” Corey called as she ambled across the gym and
slapped him on the back. “You going to let her off easy almost two weeks into
August?”


“Easy?”
Elise snapped as she tried to stand up. She liked to tower over Corey, but she
couldn’t with the weights anchoring her down.


“It’s not
a real workout until you get off the ground.”


“Would you
like to come a little closer and say that?”


“What? You
couldn’t hear me from here?” Corey laughed. “I could talk louder for you.”


“You can
get loud and obnoxious at the same time? Shocker.”


“Sassy. I
like it.” 


“Get a
little closer, see how much you like it,” Elise said.


“All
right.” Corey tossed a water bottle to Paolo and dropped her sweaty towel to the
floor. “I’ll climb into the ring.”


“Corey,”
Paolo warned, “it’s not wise to poke the bear.”


She’d have
to punish Paolo for the bear comment later. Right now any predatory instincts
she had were focused solely on Corey, who’d wandered dangerously close to being
within arms reach. Elise eyed her like a cat ready to pounce. Today Corey wore
bright blue track shorts and matching tennis shoes. She’d topped off the outfit
with a tight fitting T-shirt featuring a picture of a snowboarder on a ski lift
and a caption reading, “Do you even lift, bro?” Corey’s golden mane hung almost
to her shoulders, but the few sweat-soaked strands sticking to her forehead and
neck suggested she’d already put in a strenuous workout of her own.


“You can’t
get it up, huh?” Corey joked. “I’ve been known to help a woman or two out of
that predicament.”


Elise’s
cheeks flamed, but she only shook her head as Corey edged closer, then moved in
a circle behind the stabilizer bar Elise had her hands on. One more step, and
she’d be able to grab her by the scruff of her silly little T-shirt. She wasn’t
sure what she’d do from there, but Corey wouldn’t make another smart-ass remark
so quickly next time. But instead of coming closer, Corey started to climb.
First, she hopped from the floor to a nearby weight-lifting bench. Then she
scrambled onto the weight-lifting apparatus closest to Elise.


Several
people stopped their workouts to watch Corey monkey into position. She was
nimble and strong. Elise would grant her that. Corey swung one leg and then the
other around to the front of the equipment. She now balanced three feet above
ground, braced between two metal uprights with her feet on two of the pegs
normally used to hold weights.


“Oh for
fuck’s sake,” Nate called from across the gym. “Get down, Corey. You’ll break a
leg.”


“I’m fine.
She’s not going to jump this high,” Corey teased.


The
comment cut through Elise’s confusion and caused her annoyance to boil over
once again, only this time she had an audience to contend with. Nearly a week
had passed since their covert cold bath, and she’d grown used to seeing Corey
across the gym or in yoga class without feeling the grating sensation usually
associated with fingernails on a chalkboard. On her more generous days, they’d
even managed to make polite conversation in short doses. Paolo had been angling
for a group outing with the LaCroix crew that weekend, and she’d almost
relented, her only concerns focused more on the distraction from the training
schedule rather than a general dislike of her present company. And yet, all her
goodwill evaporated as Corey stretched out an arm above her like a chimp
swinging between trees and said, “Hey, Elise, gimme a high five.”


She stood
as much as she could under the weighted belt, but even without stretching out
her arm, she could tell Corey’s hand hovered about an inch out of reach. She’d
have to jump higher than she had yet been able to, which of course Corey knew
as well. Hell, the whole gym probably knew. If the other athletes hadn’t
watched her workout earlier, they were certainly watching now. Everyone for
rows around them stopped to see their local celebrity play the part of lion
tamer. Elise didn’t appreciate being cast in the role of lion.


Of course,
she could refuse the part. She could tell Corey to fuck right off. Corey seemed
to respond to that kind of language. If she delivered the message in the icy
tone she’d worked hard to cultivate, she could freeze her dangling from her
perch. Then again, she didn’t want Corey frozen on her perch. She wanted to
make her fall. She wanted to jump up there, drag her down and shake her
senseless.


She ran
her hands over her sweat-beaded face and blew out a heavy breath before meeting
her eyes once more.


Corey
smiled down at her, all golden and charming and oh so cocky. Her hazel eyes
flashed with mischief. “Come on, E. Don’t leave me hanging.”


“You’re
going to regret this,” Elise warned.


“Nah, I’ve
made a lot of regrettable decisions with women, but I feel pretty good about
this one.”


“Fine,”
Elise mumbled. Go ahead and doubt. Corey wouldn’t be the first or the last
person to do so. Every detractor only laid another log on the fire burning
inside her. The higher the flame grew, the more it fueled her desire to prove
them wrong.


Settling
deep in the crouch, knees bent, back straight, she coiled every muscle in her
lower body, then without even a countdown or a word of warning she exploded
into the air. Her arms and legs straightened in unison. Both her feet cleared
the ground, but she wasn’t worried about her feet. All her attention focused
tightly on the end of her outstretched fingers as they rocketed toward Corey’s
hand. Not only did they reach their target, she overshot Corey’s palm and
wrapped around her wrist as the weights took hold.


When
gravity and cast-iron conspired against her, she refused to relinquish her
prize, and holding tight to Corey, dragged her down from her self-selected
throne.


A cheer
went up from the onlookers, but she barely heard them. All her focus remained
on reeling Corey in. Still grasping her wrist like a winning lottery ticket,
once Corey’s feet landed catlike on the padded gym floor, Elise did some
pouncing of her own. She caught hold of her other arm and pulled her forward as
close as the bars and restraints would allow. Then cupping the back of Corey’s
neck, she doubled her over the handrail.


“Uncle,
Uncle,” Corey cried, laughter shaking her shoulders, but Elise had no mercy to
offer. All the endorphins of the challenge and ensuing victory still coursed
through her, and she had to burn them somehow. Taking Corey into an awkward
headlock, she knuckled the top of her scalp and rubbed aggressively, twisting
the amber mane as she did.


“Noogies?”
Corey laughed heartily. “I never pegged you for a noogie woman.”


“Yeah,
well”—Elise worked hard to keep from smiling—“I’d rather strangle you, but
people are watching.”


“All
right, all right. You made your point.”


“No, I’m
still making it.” She rubbed some more. “I don’t like being teased.”


“But you
responded,” Corey protested, though she did little to try to squirm away.


“She’s
right,” Paolo cut in. “Go easy on her. She got you off the ground.”


Elise
stopped as the comment sank in. She’d gotten off the ground. Weights and all.
To grab Corey’s whole wrist, she’d had to jump almost two inches higher than
the best she’d been able to muster on her own. Despite all the grit and work
and burning muscles and doubling her efforts or adjusting her stance, stupid
Corey with her games and her annoying court-jester antics had pushed her to a
personal best.


She
released Corey and quietly started to unbuckle her restraint belt. “Let’s call
it a day on this one.”


“Yes,”
said Paolo almost gleefully. “You’re done here. How do your legs feel?”


Letting
the belt fall to the floor, she took a couple of uninhibited knee bends to
confirm what she already suspected. “No pain.”


Paolo
looked from her to Corey, who wore her usual excessive grin. “It might be time
to try another joint workout. I can live with the bickering better if you two
can produce these results together.”


She shook
her head. “No. This wasn’t a shared workout. We didn’t produce anything
together. We aren’t training buddies. That’s not what any of this was about.”


“No,”
Corey said, still giggling. “It was about the fun.”


Elise bit
the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. She didn’t want to give away her
pleasure at having Corey recognize how much she enjoyed the allusion to
ass-kicking. “No, that wasn’t even about fun. It was me teaching you not to
doubt me.”


Corey
stilled her laughter as her expression grew serious. Then leaning close, she
clasped Elise on the shoulder, looked her straight in the eye, and whispered,
“I never did.”


 


•   •   •


 


Corey
stepped gingerly through the office wing of the training center complex trying
not to garner the attention of anyone working behind some of the open office
doors. She didn’t normally come over this way, but upstate New York was
experiencing a rare one-hundred-degree day.


“Thanks
global warming,” she muttered, as she turned another corner, trying to cool
down inconspicuously. She should’ve been walking on the indoor track, but the
gym was packed with all the outdoor athletes who’d moved inside due to the
heat, and the old air conditioning units could barely keep up with the weather,
much less all the added sweaty bodies. This side of the compound smelled
better, too, like clean paper instead of perspiration.


Besides,
these hallways wound around forever and were deliciously cool. Who could blame
her for choosing an unconventional venue for her half-mile wind-down? Even Nate
hadn’t argued. Maybe he shared her eagerness to get the hell out of the gym and
into a cold shower. He also had a meeting with Holly. Something about sponsors
for Team USA. She didn’t pay attention because she didn’t care about billboards
or names painted on the side of table jumps. As long as no one tried to paint a
McDonald’s logo on her board, she’d rather stay out of the conversation.


She
appreciated the officials and race organizers and travel agents and
fundraisers. Without them, she’d probably work 9-to-5 at the Lake Henry
sporting goods store and teach snowboarding to local kids on the weekend. While
she could do worse, she wouldn’t trade her current life for anything. Racing
was all she’d ever wanted to do. As long as the people here didn’t interfere
with her work on the slopes, she’d intrude on their domain only long enough to
steal ten minutes worth of their air conditioning and carpeted hallways.


“Dammit,
Don.” A familiar voice cut through the subdued sounds of keyboard typing and
copy machines. “She’s going to be ready before the Olympics.”


“But will
she be ready in time to qualify for the Olympics?”


“She’ll be
qualified. She’ll be more better qualified than anyone to win you a gold.”


Paolo. No missing that accent. Corey
slowed drastically.


“I’ll
admit when I reviewed her initial X-rays, I thought she might be done for
good,” the other voice—Don, apparently—said. “But I no longer doubt she’ll come
back and compete eventually, but questions remain about when and at what
level.”


“Will you
fund her?”


“Of course,”
Don said, and Corey let out a sigh of relief.


“She can
start the season on the B Team,” Don continued.


“The B
Team?” Paolo exploded again. “She’s an Olympian. She’s a world champion. She
was number one in the world when she went down.”


“You don’t
have to give me her résumé. I’ve known her since her first year in high school.
I’ve always done right by her.”


“Have you,
Don?” Paolo asked in a way that made the hair on Corey’s arms stand up.


“I’ve
always treated her like a daughter. I’ve met her parents. I know how they get.
I’ve always made the extra effort to let her know we cared about her. Hell, she
even spent two Christmases with my family.”


“Did she
get an invitation last Christmas?” Paolo asked pointedly. “Did you visit her in
the hospital? Did you ever call to check on her rehab progress?”


“I got
updates from the team doctors.”


“Did you
ever once personally check on the woman you say you treated like a daughter?”


Her
stomach churned as the silence stretched on. She knew the answer. She’d heard
it in Elise’s voice when she mentioned all the people who didn’t believe in her
anymore.


“Okay,
Paolo,” Don finally continued, his voice tight and tired. “I know you want to
make me the bad guy, but I’m running an Olympic team here. I have at least
twenty other skiers who want a spot on this team, and every one of them has a
story. Every one of them has potential to be a star.”


“She’s
already a star,” Paolo said.


“She was
a star, and I hope she will be again someday soon, but is it fair to ask
everyone else to put their dreams on hold because she might make a
highly unlikely comeback?” The
question was clearly rhetorical because he didn’t wait for an answer. “I can’t
bank my career and the career of everyone else on your word that she’ll be
ready in time.”


“Will you
consider her for a discretionary pick?”


Corey
rubbed her face as she considered what a nightmare that would be. Discretionary
picks were not democratic. They didn’t depend on hard-and-fast criteria like
World Cup standings. They were made by a committee of suits and coaches in back
rooms shrouded in what-ifs and might-bes. It wasn’t that she didn’t think they
had their place, or Elise didn’t deserve one, but they never came without
controversy. Could someone like Elise stand up to that kind of doubt? Or would
it only compound the panic Corey had seen on her face in the cold bath? 


“I’ll give
her the same consideration I give every other athlete,” Don finally said. “But
I have to caution you against trying to put too much emphasis on past
performance. With her injury, she might never be who she was, and just because
she’s on track now—”


“She’s
ahead of the track,” Paolo cut in.


“I’m not
going to argue that point, but I can’t hold up the future because of her past.”



Corey
clenched her fists as tightly as her stomach had been clenched through this
entire conversation. She could barely contain the protectiveness welling up
inside of her now. She knew little about knee injuries but a lot about passion
and competitive drive, and Elise had plenty to go around. If she’d already come
so far so much faster than the doctors expected, it seemed stupid to bet
against her finishing the job. She deserved every ounce of support and
confidence Team USA could show her.


“Have you
stopped to wonder if you might be pushing her right off the Olympic podium?”
Paolo asked.


Don sighed
heavily. “We’re going around in circles, and it’s time for both of us to get
back to work. Unless you have any new information for me, I’ll see you in
Argentina.”


Paolo
stepped out of the doorway and Corey scrambled around the corner to keep from
being caught eavesdropping, but he was too busy firing his final shots to see
her. “She gave you everything she’s had since she was kid, Don. Maybe she won’t
make the team, and if she doesn’t earn her spot, that’s on me and her, but if
you don’t give her every fucking opportunity to do so, that’s on you.”


Corey
raised her fist in silent solidarity as Paolo slammed the door behind him and
thankfully stormed off in the other direction. She stood in the once-again quiet
hallway with her back to the wall and her eyes toward the bright florescent
lights. She took deep calming breaths as she tried to kill the desire to stomp
into Don’s office and do a little yelling of her own. She had no points to add
to Paolo’s and much less right to make them on Elise’s behalf. Hell, she barely
knew the woman. And yet her urge to run to her rescue, to kick down the door,
and to shake some sense into a man she’d also never met screamed so loudly
inside her head she could barely think straight.


Did she
really care about Elise? Did she even know her well enough to make that call?
Hadn’t Don made a few good points himself? He’d at least asked some reasonable
questions. Maybe that’s what bothered her most of all. Don had landed a few
blows of his own. Snow sports were grueling and dangerous and competitive and
taxing. If the mountains didn’t break you down, the next generation was bound
to pass you on the turns. Where did loyalty belong in the equation?


She didn’t
know the answer. She didn’t even like knowing the questions. She lifted her
hand to massage a tight muscle where her neck met her shoulder and take
inventory of her own body.


So much
for cooling off. She flexed a slight cramp near her left ankle. Was it just her
or did winding down take more time than it used to? No, she quickly banished
that thought. She’d merely tensed up while eavesdropping on a heated
conversation.


This is
why she stayed out of the business end of the building. She didn’t want any
part in any of these conversations. She didn’t like the questions asked here,
and she definitely didn’t want to wonder if those questions needed to be asked
about her.


 


•   •   •


 


“Corey
and crew are gate-training this afternoon,” Paolo said casually, as she joined
him outside the locker room.


“And?” She
tried to sound neutral. She’d had a great massage, and she didn’t want to risk
tensing up again after a trainer had worked so hard to undo the damage of her
most recent increase in core workouts.


“I thought
maybe, since we’re done for the day,” he glanced at his watch with contrived
nonchalance, “and it’s not time for dinner yet, you might want to stop in and
say hi.”


“You
thought I might want to say hi to Corey? Or you thought you might
like to say hi to Holly.”


He grinned
sheepishly. “We could do both at the same time.”


“I’m sure
we could, but I think one of us wants to more than the other.”


“I think
it’s easier for one of us to admit what we want.”


She shook
her head. Why did Paolo always have to push things one step further than she
was comfortable with? “I might have given in if not for that comment.”


“What? Why
do you keep pretending like you hate her?”


“I never
said I hated her,” Elise said, then grimaced when she remembered a few
conversations where she might have purposely tried to convey the message
without using those exact words.


“But
you’re pretending you don’t like her.”


She
flipped her hair over her shoulder and turned to face the plate glass window
overlooking a gym filled with glorified toys and foam pits. “I’m not. We’ve made
our peace.”


“She’s
gotten you to try new things and push harder than your previous records, and we
both know you push pretty hard on your own.”


“Let’s not
overstate things. She pushed buttons. A few of them happened to be the right
ones.”


“If anyone
else pushed the same buttons, you would’ve shut down. If I climbed a weight
machine and told you to jump, you would’ve threatened to fire me.”


She
laughed lightly. “I might have actually fired you.”


“And yet
you smiled at the memory of Corey doing the same thing. And it’s not the first
time. She made you smile in yoga class yesterday, during boat pose, or whatever
she called it.”


“The
‘honey-I’m-home’ pose,” Elise said with a smile. “I don’t deny she’s funny. But
I can’t let the class clown cause me to lose focus.”


“You
didn’t think she was such a joke when you were on the balance board today.”


“No.”
Elise agreed quickly. “The exercise turned out to be a stellar addition to our
regimen. And I didn’t mean to imply she wasn’t a serious athlete.”


“Didn’t
you?”


“I honestly
didn’t. Not anymore.” That night in the cold pool she’d seen reflections of the
same doubts she faced flash across Corey’s eyes, and she’d hated being the one
to spark them. Then again, she’d also seen her abs. No, nothing internal or
external suggested Corey was anything less than a serious contender. She turned
to face him again so he could see her sincerity. “I only used the term ‘clown’
to describe her sense of humor, which I’ll admit I’ve learned to appreciate.”


“But?”


“I’m
tired, and I’m focused, and I’m busy. I’m five months away from being named to
an Olympic contingent. I don’t have time to make new friends.”


He looked
past her into the gym and frowned.


“What?”


“Hmm?” he
asked.


“You
looked away when I mentioned the Olympic team.”


“No.” He
shook his head. “I got distracted.”


She
briefly considered pressing him for more details, but a small part of her
didn’t want to know where his mind had gone.


“There’s
always time for friends,” he said, pulling the conversation back to more
comfortable topics.


“That’s
never been my experience.”


“Because
you’ve never picked the right kind of friends.”


So much
for comfortable topics. “You think Corey and company are different from the
others?”


Paolo
smiled and nodded over her shoulder. She turned to watch Corey ride a snowboard
down a fiberglass ramp. Knees bent, eyes forward, feet strapped to her board,
she executed a textbook start, but instead of sliding to a stop at the base of
the ramp, she reached out, caught Nate by the scruff of his T-shirt, and dragged
him into the foam pit with her. As she lay atop a pile of foam blocks, she
threw back her head, and her shoulders shook with laughter Elise could feel
even if she couldn’t hear.


“What do
you think?” Paolo asked, bumping her shoulder with his own. “Does she seem like
anyone you usually hang out with?”


She shook
her head and sighed. “Fine, we can go say hello.”


Paolo
slapped her on the back, his smile bright before he turned and speed-walked
down the stairs into the gym. She followed him slightly less enthusiastically.
He had a point about her track record with so-called friends. She had people
she enjoyed talking to occasionally and people she compared notes with. She
exchanged Christmas cards with a few women from school. For a while, before the
accident, she had people she traveled with, people she often dined with, people
she thought she could trust to help her out in a pinch. She hadn’t heard from
any of those people in quite a while. Watching Holly pull Nate out of the foam
pit before turning to offer a hand to Corey, Elise knew for certain these
weren’t the same kind of people. Their circle would go unbroken no matter what
favor or misfortune the fates heaped on them. She felt much less sure of
whether or not she could ever fit in a circle of that nature.


And, even
though she’d grown to appreciate Corey’s sense of humor, she didn’t share it.
She wasn’t jovial or even-keeled. She didn’t relax easily. Playfulness didn’t
come naturally to her. She’d always banked on her success to win her the
connections she needed, but Corey had enough success on her own. What could a
woman like Elise possibly offer them to garner their acceptance?


“Hey, Easy
E,” Corey called. “How’d your workout go today?”


“Easy E?”
she asked.


“Yeah,”
Corey said with a grin. “Easy, ‘cause you must be going easy on your workouts
since you’re already in your non-sweaty clothes at three o’clock.”


“Are you
kidding me?” she sputtered.


“Yeah,”
Corey laughed. “I’m joshing. I saw you in the gym at 7:45 this morning. Looked
like you were having some fun.”


“Tons of
fun,” Elise said seriously. “So I won’t expect to hear that nickname again.”


“Oh, the
nickname sticks, E,” Corey said, obviously undeterred by her business face,
“but from now on you should know the ‘easy’ part is because you’re easy on the
eyes.”


Paolo
laughed nervously. “See, a compliment? She’s nice. I can’t imagine why you
didn’t want to come down here and talk to her.”


Everyone
else laughed along with him. Everyone but her. She didn’t find the joke
particularly funny. She didn’t find it unpleasant either. She’d been told her
whole life she was beautiful, or rather that she’d be beautiful if only she’d
smile more. She never knew how to respond to those comments. They always came
with an expectation at best and a sense of entitlement at worst. Corey’s
comment carried neither, just a simple, joyful statement of fact.


“Hey,
whatcha doin’ Friday night?” Corey asked, bending down to unlatch her board.


“Studying
video.”


Corey made
the sound of a game show buzzer. “Oh, I’m sorry, wrong answer.”


“We’ve got
the video room reserved from seven to nine. Friday night is definitely study
night.”


“I’m going
to have to check my calendar,” Corey pulled out her phone and tapped the screen
a few times before turning it around to show Elise. “You’re mistaken. Says
right here, Friday night is cheat night.”


She
checked the screen, and sure enough Corey had marked cheat night in bright red
letters for the space between eight p.m. and midnight. “Looks like we have
conflicting schedules.”


“Looks
like you should try to reserve the video room for Thursday night, then name
your poison, and I’ll be sure to have it on hand on Friday.” Then looking over
her shoulder, she said, “Malbec for you, Paolo?”


He eyed
Elise hopefully, as though he were a small boy and Corey had just asked him if
he wanted a puppy.


“Friday’s
video night,” she said, with a little less force.


“We could
get the room Thursday. I checked.”


“You
already checked?” She planted a fist on each hip and tapped the toe of her
sneaker against the gym mat. “This isn’t a casual drop-in at all, is it?”


“Whoops,”
Corey said. “Misplayed that one, dude.”


Holly and
Nate apparently found something interesting on the ceiling and Corey backed
away.


“Oh, I get
it,” Elise said. “I’m being ambushed.”


“It’s for
your own good, honey,” Paolo said. “You haven’t taken a day off since we got
here. And we’ll be on the snow in two weeks. You won’t get one then.”


“I’m
wrestling my body back into shape.”


“And
you’re doing a marvelous job, if you ask me,” Corey cut in.


“But you
can’t let your body think you’re going to run it right into an early grave,”
Paolo said seriously. “Cheat days are used by a lot of programs to keep you
from plateauing in your progress.”


“Sorry,
Paolo,” she said. “I’m not buying what you’re selling. You want a night off to
drink wine with Holly.”


“Well”—he
turned to smile at Holly, who returned the expression—“can you blame me? She’s
really pretty.”


Elise
finally cracked a smile. “At least you’re being honest now.”


“So,
points for honesty?” Corey asked hopefully.


Elise
turned from one expectant face to another. She supposed a cheat day wouldn’t be
the end of the world. And she could do her video work on Thursday. She wouldn’t
lose the work time outright. Who was she trying to kid? She could logic all she
wanted, but she’d only be justifying her real motive of wanting to see what it
felt like to be part of a fun group for once. “All right. Friday is cheat
night.”


They all
cheered.


“Thanks,”
Paolo whispered as he hugged her. “I owe you one.”


“Yeah, you
do,” she said with a smile that made it clear they both knew that wasn’t at all
the case. He’d been much more than a coach to her the last few years, and even
now she suspected the deal he’d struck had been made on her behalf as much as
his.
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