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      For one night they had everything.

      

      Pro snowboarder Stella Lazarus has always loved her brother's best friend. But the one time she tried to show him, she was shot down faster than you can say "competitor disqualified."

      Until one blissful night in Tahoe, when Stella finally gets her man.

      Or does she? In the morning, Stella and Bear wake up to horrible news. The sort that sends them racing back to Vermont, and straight into the arms of guilt and family obligations.

      For all of Bryan “Bear” Barry’s life, three natural laws held true: his best friend Hank was destined for greatness, Hank’s sister Stella was off-limits, and Bear would always manage to negotiate the rocky paths that life threw his way. In the space of two days, that’s all shattered.

      Bear can't believe he slipped up so badly with Stella. Even if his best friend wasn't lying broken in a hospital bed, it would still be unforgivable. Determined to do better, he devotes himself to his friend's recovery, denying himself the very person he loves. And the very thing he needs.
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      DECEMBER

      Stella Lazarus lifted her eyes from her snowboard to the shimmer of Lake Tahoe in the distance. She was standing atop a ridge so steep that the spectators below could not easily be seen. But that was just as well, since one spectator in particular might make her knees feel even shakier.

      Chill already, she chided herself. This isn’t your first rodeo.

      This momentary panic always arrived, though. At every competition. The scariest part of the race was not the actual descent. Those seventy-five or so seconds of bombing down the mountain were so adrenaline-filled that there wasn’t any time for nerves.

      No, the worst bit was right now — these last three minutes before her run. From the moment the previous competitor disappeared over the cornice, Stella had to fight the surge of nervous energy fizzing in her gut.

      By now, it was too late to rethink her line of descent. And it was too late to decide which of her many snowboards was the best fit for the icy conditions. All the important stuff had already been decided. Yet it was too early to exorcise the demons coiled like springs inside her chest.

      So the seconds ticked by in slow motion. Each glug of her heart was audible, as was the wind whistling through her helmet. The weather was fierce today. Stella was too pumped up to worry much about the chill, yet the bystanders could be seen bracing against the wind, curling in on themselves during each harsh blast.

      The snow underfoot was crunchy, icy stuff. There’d been quite a bit of complaining among her fellow competitors about the crusty conditions California had dished up for the freeriding competition, especially at this resort so famous for its lofty powder.

      Bring it, Stella thought, bouncing her body up and down to keep her muscles warm. She was from Vermont, where hardpack was the norm. She’d grown up hearing that scrape of the board against the ice every time she swung into a turn. Today’s “poor” conditions actually favored her.

      The loudspeaker, garbled by the wind, mumbled out her predecessor’s score. So now all eyes would turn to her.

      No fear, baby.

      A few yards away, the lead judge raised a hand, indicating she was free to begin. He cracked his gum and smiled at her. “Rip it up, sister,” he said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Snowboarding was a sport that refused to take itself too seriously, and Stella loved that. A freeriding competition was not a race, per se. There was no gatehouse, and no fancy-ass timing equipment. Freeriding competitions weren’t about beating the clock. The judges cared about speed, but only as it related to style and prowess.

      Stella bent down to check her bindings one last time. Standing tall again, she rocked her feet, testing the fit. Everything was solid.

      Now it was just girl versus mountain, and Stella liked her chances. This was it right here. It could very well be her greatest moment as a snowboarder. The Master of the Mountain Championship was the biggest American event of the Big Mountain Cup. Not only was Stella in good shape and injury free, but she’d trained harder this year than any other in her life.

      I can win this, she told herself.

      The assorted coaches and competitors standing in the wind began to clap for her.

      “Kill it, girl!” somebody shouted.

      With a deep breath, Stella bent her knees and tipped the board over the edge. Just like that, her whole existence was reduced to motion and instinct.

      Gravity kicked in immediately. The top of the course was a wicked fifty-degree pitch. The first three women had taken it with extreme turns, keeping their speed in check by jamming the board back and forth.

      Not Stella.

      She straight-lined it, pointing the nose of her board directly downhill to maximize her acceleration. She was ready for the course’s sudden turn to the left. But when the lip of a fifteen-foot cliff rushed into view, there was barely enough time to flex her knees and watch the ground fall away. Airborne now, she snapped her hips and grasped for the board’s edge with one hand — she’d get points for the grab. And then she was spotting the landing, setting the board down smoothly enough to keep herself upright and moving fast.

      The landing was almost perfect. She experienced a nanosecond of terror when her board wobbled. Clenching her quads, she rode it out.

      You’ve got this, she reassured herself as more terrain came into view. The next rock wasn’t as big as the cliff, so Stella used it to throw a one-eighty. Lake Tahoe’s icy blue shimmer swung from one side of her body to the other. Landing the jump, she was now riding switch, her back to the fall line below. It was risky as hell, but Stella needed the points. She needed this win. Hanging on for all that it was worth, she dropped switch into another little chute, propelling herself toward the last section of terrain. It wasn’t as steep, but Stella was already carrying some wicked speed.

      Time to lay down a few more tricks before the finish line.

      And here her brain shut off entirely as she jumped and whirled and landed at a velocity too fast for logic and reason. Years of muscle memory and plain old reflex kicked in. There was a final snarl of trees to navigate, and then a sweet little double jump. By the time she landed the second one, the finish line was rushing towards her, the faces of the spectators blurring together as she swept past.

      Less than a minute and a half since dropping in, Stella stood panting in the run-out.

      Unclipping her bindings, she walked, chest heaving, over to the scoring area. She stood in front of the sponsor board, the corporate logos shining in the afternoon sunlight, trying not to shake. There would be cameras trained on her here. So the trick was to wait calmly for her score, even though her body was still coursing with adrenaline, her synapses quivering from hyper-stimulation.

      There was no other rush like it.

      It would take a few minutes until she felt fully human again. That kind of speed and danger brought you to a primal place. In high school biology class, when the teacher had explained the fight-or-flight response, Stella had had no problem grasping the concept. By then, she’d already been the most daring female snowboarder in her corner of Vermont.

      She heard her score before she actually saw it. “Seventy three point five,” the announcer’s voice said. It took her heart a half second to process the news. But when she did, her giant smile could not be contained. On the leader board, she saw her name pop into first place.

      This was the moment when an athlete was supposed to turn into the waiting arms of her… boyfriend? Husband? Parents? Stella unclipped her helmet, shook out her hair, and smiled for the cameras. Then she began looking around for her fan club of two.

      “You rock, little girl!” someone shouted. But it was a stranger.

      “Thanks!” she called, scanning the crowd. “Crowd” being a relative term, of course. Freeriding didn’t bring out the masses, like her brother’s superpipe events did. Hers wasn’t an Olympic sport, which meant that few people even knew what freeriding was. Also, the competitions weren’t very accessible. The hundred or so spectators here today had taken three different chairlifts to reach the finish line. Some of the fans were probably on the mountain for an ordinary ski day, and had stumbled on the event while picking out their next run.

      When Stella’s gaze landed on the face she sought, her heart tripped over its own feet. Her whole life, Stella had been a fierce and graceful athlete. She’d had to be — how else could a girl keep up with a brother who was four years older and his best friend, Bear?

      But while Stella’s body had always been sure-footed on the snow, her heart was a total klutz. The large object of her affection was now staring at her, a proud, quirky smile lighting up his handsome, scrufftastic face.

      What she wouldn’t give to be the frequent target of that smile.

      This thought was interrupted by something hard crashing into her chest. It was her brother, Hank. “That was sick,” he enthused, grabbing her into a hug. “The way you ate up that first chute. The jump in switch! The tail grab off that last boulder. I mean, dayum.” He pounded her back.

      For once, Stella just hung there in his arms, eating up the praise. Because there was a chance that the run she’d just put down was every bit as good as Hank said it was.

      Then, when Hank set her back onto her feet, Stella held her breath. Because it was Bear’s turn to congratulate her. Usually, when Stella knew she was about to come face to face with Bear, she braced herself. Because there was never any point to letting him read on her face how much she cared.

      Just once she’d tried to let him know and had been brushed off so fast it had made her head spin. But that was years ago.

      Today was special, though. She had just kicked some serious ass up there, and nobody expected her to play it cool. So Stella didn’t dim her smile when she looked up into Bear’s eyes. She just let it all hang out — her joy at doing well, her excitement at seeing him for the first time in months. Her love.

      Not that he’d notice.

      When those silver-gray eyes met hers, there was more unguarded warmth in them than Stella usually saw there. That gave her a zing that no drug could ever touch. Her run must have been spectacular to get that kind of approval from Bear. Given the choice, Stella would have stood there forever, soaking up that look in his eye. Instead, she found herself briefly crushed against his side, one of his big arms pinning her.

      “Awesome job, buddy,” he said in that rumbling voice which she always felt everywhere.

      “Thanks,” she whispered. Just as her mind formed the words Bear is holding me, he wasn’t anymore. There was nothing but cold air where his body had just been.

      Meanwhile her brother was still singing her praises. “…so fast and so solid. Nobody is going to touch that run,” Hank said.

      “Don’t jinx me,” Stella yelped. Like any red-blooded athlete, she was deeply superstitious.

      “Honey, I couldn’t,” he said. “When you ride like that nobody can step in front of you. The first event of the season belongs to you.”

      “Stop, already,” she laughed. “Jesus.” There were several more competitors to follow. Any one of them could put down the run of a lifetime, too.

      But none did.

      Thirty minutes later, she took her phone out of her pocket and snapped a picture of the final standings, showing STELLA LAZARUS on top. She forwarded the photo to her parents back home in Vermont. They would probably reply with “great job, Sweetie.” But their absence spoke volumes. They hadn’t really been listening when Stella told them how important this single competition was to her. Yet they’d bought their plane tickets to the Olympics three months ago. And Hank wouldn’t even be named to the American team for another four weeks.

      Whatever. She had won this thing, and she was going to be happy about that. “I’m picking the cocktails tonight,” Stella announced.

      “Oh, man,” Bear teased. “Don’t pick anything that will lose me my man card.”

      She socked him in the arm, which was their usual form of affection. “Just for that, there’s going to be an umbrella in your drink.”

      “Great,” Bear muttered.

      “Stell-Bell, I’m going to have to take a rain check on the drinking,” Hank said.

      “God, why?” Hank never took a rain check on partying. He’d earned his nickname “Hazardous” both on the snow and off.

      “I’m flying back to Vermont tonight for the exhibition event.”

      “Oh, shit,” Stella complained. “That’s this weekend?”

      “Yep. I’m really sorry.”

      For a second, she was disappointed. But then Stella realized two things. First, her brother had come to Lake Tahoe for no reason other than to watch her compete. And, secondly, for the first time in years, she was going to have an evening alone with Bear. Well then. “I’m sorry to see you go, but I totally understand,” she said.

      “You do? Aw.” Hank ruffled her hair. “Will you still be this nice about it if I ask you to drive Bear back to South Tahoe? Then I can take my rental straight to the Reno airport.”

      Stella laughed. “Fine.”

      “I didn’t check out,” her brother added. He fished a key card out of his pocket. “You can have my room tonight, and it’s awesome. I got upgraded.”

      “You always get upgraded.” Stella took the card. “For once, I’m going to be the lucky beneficiary.”

      “The room is penthouse number one. Just like your standing.” He cocked his head toward the leader board. Then he hugged her one more time. “I’m outie. Got a flight to catch.”

      “Bye, Hank!” Stella called after him. As she watched her brother duck under the roped-off boundary, a swarm of people descended to ask him for an autograph. That always happened, and not just on mountains. In shopping plazas and airports, people recognized her Olympic champion brother.

      Stella shook her head. “Think I’ll be mobbed like that later?”

      “I’ll fight ’em off for you,” Bear offered. He lifted his snowboard off the ground and mimed bashing heads with it.

      She gave him another gentle punch to the bicep. “I knew you were good for something.” Weirdly, Bear actually flinched. Then his mouth drew into a tense, straight line. Stella watched him, studying his silver gaze, trying to figure out what she’d said to make him frown.

      Bear turned away. “Let’s ride down,” he said. “I mean, if you’re ready. Is there a press conference?”

      Stella sighed. “Nope. The back-country events don’t draw many journalists. And I already spoke to Outside Magazine and Snowboard today. Which way do you want to head down? I was thinking the Rock Garden.”

      He hesitated. “There’s always Dead Tree.”

      “Bear, you know where this is leading right?” Stella stuck out a fist. The two of them had always been competitive. Since they were preschoolers inventing stunts on their tricycles, he’d had a bossy, alpha-dog personality. And Stella could admit she was just a wee bit strong-headed herself. Their entire childhood had been a long series of petty disagreements which needed settling.

      Even though they hadn’t seen each other in months, Bear knew exactly what to do. Removing his glove, he put his fist across from hers. In unison they chanted: “Rock, paper, scissors, SHOOT!”

      Stella was about to protest that Bear had hesitated when she realized she’d won. “Scissors cut paper! Rock Garden it is.” She hiked her board under one arm and ran toward the cornice.
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      Together, Bear and Stella jetted down the mountain.

      Bear was glad for this little respite from his own churning mind. Edging hard, he chased Stella’s dark ponytail as it flapped in the breeze. It was like flying, really. The silver-blue of Lake Tahoe appeared and disappeared as they wove and bounced through the terrain.

      Stella liked to go fast, and Bear liked pursuing her. For twenty minutes, it didn’t matter that Bear was having a really shitty day. Chasing her downhill, everything was a simple balance between friction and gravity.

      His best friend’s little sister had never been the sort of girl who stopped to admire the view, so the whole thing was over too soon. At the base, they bent over their boots to unclip. And Bear had to work to keep himself from panting like a winded old dog. “I’m happy to drive,” he said when Stella turned to face the parking lot.

      Stella removed her helmet and shook out her ponytail. “You do know that people with boobs are capable of operating a motor vehicle, don’t you?” She studied him with one hand on her hip, flushed cheeks and bright eyes.

      He got trapped for a second by all that loveliness. Stella was one of the most beautiful girls he’d ever met. And she always had a challenging glint in her eye. It was comforting, really. On this day when people he trusted had let him down, he could count on at least one person in his life to remain constant. “Easy, killer. I just thought that since I knew where the hotel was, because I came from there a few hours ago, that driving would make your load lighter.”

      She tipped her chin up, considering his argument. Bear had wisely stopped short of pointing out that Stella got lost more than anyone else he’d ever known. She’d probably give in. But first, she would draw out the moment, deciding whether or not to be offended by the suggestion. And that was fine, because he could look at her all day.

      With an eye roll, Stella dug a set of rental car keys out of her pocket and handed them to Bear.

      Thank Christ. The real reason he wanted to drive was that he didn’t think he was going to be much good for conversation. If he was behind the wheel, his poor mood might be less noticeable.

      “Omigod, look!” Stella squealed.

      On a digital screen at the bottom of the ski lift, there was a picture of her. It had to be three feet tall. “WINNER of the Women’s Mountain Masters: Stella Lazarus.”

      Bear yanked his phone out of his jacket pocket and took a picture. “Wait, Stella, go stand beside yourself.” Giggling, she dropped her board on the snow and ran to stand next to her oversize image. He took another shot. “I don’t know if the world can handle two of you,” he said.

      “Right?” she agreed cheerily.

      When Bear went to stash his phone again, he found a crisp bill hanging out of his pocket. That was odd. He didn’t keep money there.

      “Careful,” Stella said. “That’s a c-note.”

      Bear pulled it into his palm and saw that she was right. He looked down on the snow and found another hundred dollar bill, quickly trapping it under his boot before it could blow away. What the fuck?

      Oh. Hank.

      Bear felt a hot spark of irritation. He didn’t want his wealthy friend’s money.

      Scowling, Bear bent down to collect the bill off the snow. The universe had obviously conspired to humiliate him today. The first blow had come just as Bear and Hank had pulled into the parking lot here at Squaw Valley. Bear’s phone had rung, and he’d found that the caller was his biggest sponsor. “It’s Rafe from Bungee Brands. I’ve got to take this, but I’ll only be a minute,” he’d told Hank. “Hi Rafe,” he’d said, picking up the call.

      “Bear. How are you man?”

      “Good. What’s happening?”

      There had been a pause on the other end of the line, but Bear hadn’t really noticed. He’d been watching Hank pull their gear out of the back of the car. And he’d been feeling lucky that they were standing in this beautiful place, with a crystalline lake on one side, and one of the burliest resort mountains in America rising up before them.

      “I’ve got some bad news,” Rafe had said into his ear. “We can’t renew your contract at New Year’s.”

      New Year’s? That was only three weeks away. “What?” he’d asked, stupidly. The Bungee Brands sponsorship was forty thousand dollars, and by far the largest source of Bear’s meager income.

      “Things are just really tight this year. I’m so sorry. I wanted to explain in person, but I’m not going to make it to any of the tour events until January.”

      Reeling, Bear had done the math. Bungee Brands would be spending all its efforts — and its money — on the Olympic qualifying events. New champions would be crowned. And even now — weeks before the first flights left for Europe — the whole world had already decided that he was yesterday’s news.

      “I see.”

      “I’m putting a little something in the mail for you, though,” Rafe had said. “We’ve been friends for a long time, man. Hope that doesn’t change.”

      Bear hadn’t even had a response to that. “I have to run,” he’d said. Hank was standing there, his boarding boots already on, watching Bear with a question on his face.

      “Call me later, if you want.”

      “Thanks,” Bear had said before ending the call. Thanks, he’d repeated numbly afterward. He’d just thanked the guy for canning him. Thanks for nothing.

      He’d shoved his phone into his pocket again, still stunned.

      “What’s the matter?” Hank had asked.

      “Bungee dropped me,” he’d answered.

      “What? They cut you back?”

      That was the moment when numbness had turned to anger. “They didn’t cut me back, they just fucking cut me.” But how could Hank understand, anyway? Bear had felt a surge of resentment for his friend of more than twenty-five years. Hank had never lost a sponsorship. Not once. He was one of the highest paid athletes in winter sports.

      They’d ridden the lift in a rare uncomfortable silence.

      Eventually, Hank had turned to him with a sheepish expression. “Can I ask a favor? Take Stella out tonight? I feel bad that I can’t do it myself.”

      “Yeah. Sure thing,” Bear had said.

      “And maybe you can take your mind off of… you know.” Hank had cleared his throat.

      “Yeah, I know,” Bear had grumbled, his mood plummeting immediately.

      And now? Finding two hundred of Hank’s dollars in his pocket did not boost Bear’s spirits. Although he understood why Hank had done it. He’d asked Bear to take Stella out for the night. Bear would have happily done it anyway. Bear didn’t like talking about money, ever. And he didn’t like thinking about it, either. Unfortunately, it was about to become the biggest problem he had.

      On that glum thought, he followed Stella toward the parking valets.

      

      “Here goes the winner of the American Masters Cup, putting on her sunglasses,” Stella said as he loaded their boards and boots into the back of the Jeep she’d rented. “…And here goes the winner of the American Masters Cup, asking you whether you’d rather have the Snickers, or the peanut butter cups.” She opened her backpack as she slid onto the passenger’s seat.

      “The peanut butter cups. Easy choice.” He knew Snickers was her favorite. When they were kids, she’d always traded for them on Halloween, when she and Hank and Bear would dump out their booty on the floor of the Lazarus family room to paw through their new wealth.

      That was before Bear understood what wealth really was. That it was bigger than a pillowcase full of fun-sized chocolates. And that some people had it, and others never would.

      Bear got into the driver’s seat, or rather he tried to. Stella was nearly a foot shorter than he was. Adjusting the seat, he warmed up the engine, then maneuvered the Jeep through Squaw’s vast parking lot and out onto the roadway.

      He was alone with Stella Lazarus. If that couldn’t lift his mood, then nothing could.

      “Where shall we have dinner?” she asked while fiddling with the radio.

      “It was your big day. So you can pick. Anything you want. I’ll even dress up if you want to hit one of the nicer places.” After all, someone should be happy tonight. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be him, but so far he was doing a decent job of hiding it.

      “You’ll dress up, huh?” Stella asked, and he could hear a smile in her voice. “You’ll wear your good flannel shirt and jeans without holes?”

      Since his eyes were on the road, he didn’t look at her. But he really didn’t need to. He’d been watching Stella smile his whole life. It started with a quirk of those perfect lips. And then those big brown eyes lit up.

      “I could whip out a dress shirt, buddy,” he said. “Try me.” Though hers was a fair question. They’d known each other literally forever. And Stella could probably count on one hand the number of times she’d seen him dress up for something. The whole state of Vermont was strictly casual. The snowboarding world was, too.

      “Okay, as much as I would like to see that, a fancy meal isn’t what I want tonight.”

      “No?” He should have been relived, since he really wasn’t in the mood for formality. On the other hand, if they went somewhere casual then he’d miss out on the rare sight of Stella wearing a dress.

      “What I want is to sit in the hotel bar, and order all the fattening appetizers that I usually avoid. Tonight nothing is off the menu.”

      “Nothing, huh?” As soon as he said the words, he wished he could take them back. Because Stella was the one girl on the planet that he wasn’t allowed to make sexy jokes with. Usually it wasn’t an issue because Hank was nearby. Hank’s presence always reminded him to keep it on the straight and narrow.

      “Not a thing,” Stella said, arranging the fingers of one hand into heavy metal horns. “Tonight we’re going to party like Vikings. Vikings who like tequila.”

      “You got it.”

      

      Bear wound Stella’s rental car down highway 89, which was one of the most gorgeous roads in America. The startling beauty of Lake Tahoe, its frigid waters framed all around by mountains, flashed in and out of view. On the other side of the road, an endless number of evergreens rose into the air. Their trunks performed a visual trick as the car passed by. If Bear turned his chin a few degrees toward the passenger side, the spaces between the tree trunks seemed to gap open in rows as the car flew past. It would make a cool shot for one of the videos he liked to stitch together in his spare time.

      Stella fiddled with the radio, settling on a bluegrass station. And Bear drove on in silence, the scenery calming him.

      He loved this. Pro snowboarding wasn’t glamorous in the traditional sense. Very few athletes actually got rich in terms of dollars and cents. But there were dividends all the same. Bear never sat his ass in an office cubicle and watched the clock for lunchtime. Instead, he passed his days on the most beautiful mountain roads on earth. He breathed the cleanest air. And when he closed his eyes at night — even if it was on the scratchy pillow of a cheap motel — on the inside of his eyelids, he saw aspen trunks framed against the blue sky, or the black cut of the High Sierras standing dark against the clouds.

      “Do you mind if I call my agent for a minute?” Stella asked from the passenger seat. “There’s five bars of reception here.”

      “Knock yourself out, buddy. Where was he today, anyway?” Her agent should have been there to see her rock that event.

      Stella let loose with one of her killer smiles, the kind Bear often felt in some very inappropriate places. “When I become one of his more important clients, he’ll probably turn up more often.”

      He sneaked another glance at her as she cocked the phone against her sun-kissed face. Stella was so happy today that it almost hurt to look at her. He’d been like that once — full of optimism and the belief that things would just keep getting better. Tonight he needed to make it through the next few hours without poisoning her joy.

      “Chad! I won the whole thing!” he heard her tell her agent. “It was beautiful.”

      And that was the truth, not bravado. Put a Lazarus sibling onto a snowboard and prepare to be awed. He’d watched her event with his heart in his throat, of course. The speed she’d accumulated by straight-lining that first chute had made him almost physically ill. But he needn’t have worried. She had chewed up that terrain as if it were her breakfast appetizer. For seventy seconds, he’d been able to forget his own troubles and just love the sport again. Watching Stella carve an artful line down the slope, it was easy to remember why he’d given so many years of his life to snowboarding.

      “Do you think StillWater will come through for me now?” Stella asked her agent.

      During the long silence which followed, Bear found himself holding his breath. Please say yes, motherfuckers, he coached the universe. He could get past the idea that his own usefulness to the sport was starting to wane. He’d been given every chance in the world to prove himself. And then some. But the fact that Stella was having trouble picking up sponsorships was just plain wrong.

      “Okay, Chad,” she said. “Then I’ll just have to win the next one, too.” A minute later she set down the phone.

      “Everything all right?” he asked quietly.

      “Sure,” Stella said, but she swallowed hard. “I was just hoping to pick up a decent sponsorship from this win. But Chad isn’t sure that it matters.”

      “Of course the win matters,” he practically growled. “It’s just that in an Olympic year…”

      “They’re going to throw all the money at medal winners,” Stella finished. “I know that. He’s going to make another round of calls for me. But…” She let the sentence die.

      Bear didn’t get it. He really didn’t. Stella wasn’t just an awesome snowboarder, she was flat-out gorgeous, with thick, shiny hair and cheekbones that most women would sell their souls for. So what if freeriding wasn’t a sport that people followed? They would start watching it if Stella Lazarus were on the front of their cereal boxes.

      “You know what?” he declared. “We’re not thinking about sponsorships tonight. This is a sponsorship-free zone. Tonight we’re all about the win.”

      She sat up a little straighter in her seat. “Okay. I can do that.”

      “Speaking of your win, I got the whole thing on video.”

      “Thank you! Can I see it?”

      “Not until it’s edited.”

      “What?” Stella yelped. “You are such a tease.”

      He chuckled. “No, buddy. I have to put you to some killer music, okay? And tag on the podium shot, the billboard with your name. The whole package.”

      “Don’t forget to edit out that bobble from the first jump.”

      Bear shook his head as the hotel came into view. “Other guys I have to edit. But not you. There weren’t any bobbles.” He pulled Stella’s rental car up in front of the main doors to the nicest hotel at the southern end of Tahoe. This was where Hank Lazarus stayed when he came to town, whereas Bear had made a reservation at a cheaper lodge a few miles away.

      A valet leaped forward to ask for the keys, but Bear shook his head.

      “Aren’t you coming in?” Stella asked, one foot on the curb.

      “I was going to check in at the lodge so they don’t give my room away,” he said.

      Stella lifted her chin toward the hotel. “Bear, it’s cocktail hour. If they give your room away, you can crash in the suite Hank left us. Just come inside. I want a margarita, like, yesterday.”

      An argument formed on the tip of Bear’s tongue. It was a reflex, really. He and Stella had locked horns over everything from pizza toppings to politics for more than two decades. But tonight he just didn’t have it in him. Sitting beside her over cocktails was the best fucking idea he’d ever heard.

      Bear got out of the car, handing the keys to the valet—another damn thing that Hank was paying for—and followed Stella into the hotel lobby. She rolled a small suitcase along behind her, and Bear knew better than to try to take it from her. In the past, he’d received several lectures on feminism by giving into the impulse to carry things for her.

      “Wow, it’s jamming in here,” Stella remarked inside.

      She wasn’t wrong. It was après ski hour. Every table in the bar had a group of wealthy Californians around it. Returning from a day of skiing, they’d have a beer or three before deciding where to eat dinner. In their brand new parkas, and the occasional fur hat, they dressed as if they owned the place. (Some of them probably did.)

      Mixed in with the A-list crowd was a smattering of ski and snowboard bums, some of whom were familiar to Bear. He raised a hand in greeting to a couple of Canadian kids who’d joined the freestyle circuit just last year. They stood by the door, hands jammed in their pockets, probably waiting for friends. Now that Bear thought about it, they weren’t even of legal drinking age.

      He’d never felt as old as he did right then. Twenty nine years old, and his days as a pro snowboarder were probably numbered. There was even one kid on the circuit — a Japanese competitor — who was fifteen. His mother actually flew around to all the tour stops with him.

      Stella hooked her arm through his, steering Bear toward the elevators. “I want to change out of my ski pants,” she said. “And check out this hotel room Hank raved about.”

      “Bryan Barry, hold up.” Bear swiveled around to find Dan Lacy, the president of the Fresh Mountain Extreme Freestyle Tour, waving him down.

      Damn. It. All. Tonight was supposed to be about drinking with Stella. Not running into this weasel. But when the head of the tour asked for your attention, you had to say yes.

      “Can I come and find you in ten minutes?” Bear asked Stella.

      “Sure.” She gave his arm a squeeze. “Penthouse number one.”

      “Got it. I’ll be right up.”

      

      “I need a word,” Lacy said as Bear approached. “Follow me, please?”

      His curt manner made Bear’s stomach roll. He’d thought that his day couldn’t get any worse. But apparently that wasn’t true.

      Lacy ducked behind the concierge desk and into a suite of offices that Bear hadn’t known was back there. Everywhere the tour stopped, Lacy always commandeered an office. The guys (and gals) on the tour referred to it as Airfarce One. And nobody wanted an invitation, because that’s where the tongue lashings and the wrist slaps happened. Hank was a frequent flier. Lacy was always chewing him a new one for something or other: drunken singing in front of reporters or making so much noise at the hotel that it made the local news.

      Bear mostly stayed out of Lacy’s way, and that was intentional. He hadn’t won a tour event in two years. He wasn’t a superstar like Hank or a household name. He was basically clinging to his spot on the tour with his fingernails. That’s why he hadn’t gone to the freestyle exhibition back in Vermont with Hank this weekend. The hometown event had sounded like a great time. But Bear knew he couldn’t afford to skip tour competitions. He had to show up for everything. On time. Every time.

      Lacy led him into a windowless office with just three chairs, a table and a laptop. “Close the door,” Lacy said.

      Ouch. Bear closed it, and turned to face the president.

      “Sit.”

      Bear sat.

      The president made a tent of his fingers. “Bryan, I’m sad to say that with your scores where they are this year, this will be your last season on the tour.”

      For a moment, Bear merely replayed Lacy’s statement in his mind, trying to find a loophole in those words. But there just wasn’t any way out of that simple statement. Even so, he didn’t flinch. He would never give Lacy that satisfaction. And he didn’t say anything, either. Because what was the point?

      “I know this is difficult for you,” Lacy went on. “But there isn’t anyone on the tour right now who isn’t eventually going to hear the same thing from me.”

      Now Bear did flinch. Because even though Lacy was right — nobody was immune to the ravages of time — Bear hadn’t expected this conversation to happen just yet. Hank, for one, was older than he was. But Hank was Hank. He was in a class all his own. He’d accomplished everything that Bear had ever wanted in the sport, and then some.

      And now it was all going to end.

      “We want you to ride every event through the third week of February,” Lacy was saying.

      “The third week of February,” Bear echoed. He caught up to the president’s words, and realized what they meant. They wanted to keep him around through the Olympics. Because the superstars would be going for the gold then. And Lacy needed the also-rans to hold down the fort while they were off chasing glory.

      “That’s right. That’s more than half the season, anyway. You should be able to earn most of a year’s sponsorship income.”

      “I see,” he said. Because he did see. For the next ten weeks, he could limp around the tour circuit, staying in even shittier motels to save what little income he had left. And because there was no such thing as a secret when it came to the sharp elbows of the athletic world, he would get nothing but pitying looks all around.

      The next ten weeks would be pure torture.

      Bear stood up and went for the door.

      “Chin up, Bear,” Lacy said as Bear clenched the doorknob. “This feels like a shock right now, but this isn’t the end of the world.”

      Spoken like a man who did not just lose his job. Bear left without saying another word.

      He did not, for what it was worth, stoop to thanking the man.
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