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Perfect Landing

by Jordan Demaire

 

Elite figure skater Ben Taylor-Hess was badly injured at an event three years ago. After a lot of physiotherapy, he's ready to mount a comeback, but now in his early thirties, no coach will take him on.

 

Marcus Altenberg, who lost his own skating career to injury, agrees to coach Ben, but differences in style and recurring injuries threaten to derail Ben's attempt.

 

As the pair grow closer, Marcus comes to see how strong Ben really is, and Ben learns there's more to Marcus than the tough, disciplined skater he was taught to be by his own strict coaches. Friendship turns to romance, but Ben and Marcus both have issues to face if Ben is going to achieve his dream.

 

 

 


Chapter One

 

 

The 2023 World Figure Skating Championships

Saitama, Japan

 

WHEN BEN’S skates left the ground two and a half minutes into his four-minute-long program, he knew the jump was going to be a bad one.

His right blade caught a nick in the ice. He felt it right away. He was off balance in a way he hadn’t been since he was a junior, maybe not even then. This was going to be a fucking disaster. In the fraction of a second he was in the air, he tried desperately to think how he could possibly make up for it. If I turn the triple in the second half into a quad, if I can recover quickly enough to get back on beat by the next measure, if I—If I, if I, if I.

In the end, none of those ifs mattered. Gravity took everything away. Ben landed with his right leg twisted beneath him, and the loud crack that rang through the arena told everyone he wouldn’t be completing his program after all.

 

 

Two Years Later

 

THE MAPLE Glen Community Ice Rink was in the blandest, most uninspiring location imaginable. In the literal middle of some suburban neighborhood of Mississauga—which was itself a suburb of Toronto, so suburbia squared—it was located at the end of a strip mall containing a Subway, a hair salon, and the office of someone who called himself “Peter Lawton, Licensed Insolvency Trustee.”

The rink itself had clearly seen better days. The outside was made of the kind of heavy, dark wood that was popular forty or fifty years ago; the G in Glen hung upside down. Inside, things weren’t much better. The smell of ice and old hot dogs pervaded. The second was explained by the canteen window, its metal shutter closed at the moment, that Ben practically bumped into as soon as he went inside. The ice itself was harder to find.

When he finally located it, down a short hallway and through two sets of double doors, he wasn’t exactly overwhelmed. It was a regular-sized hockey rink, surrounded by the usual waist-high wooden boards. Banners hung from the rafters let him know the Mississauga Northern Lights won the Heritage Cup in 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2013. They seemed to have been in a bit of a slump lately. Most of the boards around the rink were plain white, although there was an advertisement for what looked like a driving school, and another for Peter Lawton. Red and blue lines were painted on the ice, something Ben hadn’t seen since he was a kid. Very early on, he was able to get away from training in hockey rinks in favor of ice that was actually dedicated to figure skating. He really was starting over now.

Which means this is a new beginning, he thought, trying to boost his positive thoughts over his negative ones, the way his therapist taught him. A fresh start. After nearly two years away, it certainly felt like he’d never stepped on the ice before.

“Hello?” Ben called, approaching the side of the rink. Scratched plastic panels stretched up from the boards, to protect spectators sitting on the cement bleachers behind them from errant pucks. The bleachers were empty now. The whole place seemed empty.

He hadn’t come here on a tour of Ontario’s most depressing ice rinks. He was here because his old coach had “regretfully” dropped him after Ben spent two years out of commission. Nobody else would take on a thirty-one-year-old skater—even one with Ben’s history—who was starting essentially from zero. Nobody except Marcus Altenburg. A former pairs skater for both the German and the Russian national teams, he’d agreed to meet Ben and speak to him, which was more than anyone else had. He could be Ben’s one and only shot at actually doing this, if he bothered to show up.

Ben took a seat on the bottom row of the bleachers and set his skate bag down beside him. He reached for his phone, to double-check he was in the right place on the right date, even though he was a hundred percent sure he was. Before he could pull it out, an accented voice sliced through the air.

“Mr. Taylor-Hess?”

Ben looked up.

“You’re five minutes late.”

Ben knew what Marcus looked like from the smattering of Instagram pictures he’d seen and the old programs that were up on YouTube. Neither of these, Ben realized, did the man any justice at all.

Not to put too fine a point on it: Marcus was hotter than Ben had expected. He was older than Ben, probably in his early forties although it was hard to tell, with long blond hair pulled into a ponytail. Like most of the coaches who’d been in Ben’s life, Marcus was wearing a black fleece sweater with the logo of some skating club on the chest, along with a pair of black sweatpants. He still looked like he could be walking a runway.

“Sorry.” Ben stood up. He was pretty sure he was right on time, but he wasn’t going to start off this relationship with an argument. “It was kind of tough to find the place.”

He didn’t mean that to be a dig at Marcus, or even at the rink. Marcus seemed to take it like one anyway.

“Apologies if this is not up to your standards.” He sniffed. “I have not yet found a consistent base in Canada.” His German-Russian accent was lighter than Ben had expected from their brief phone conversation.

“No. Right. Of course. So, ah, do you want to sit down somewhere? Talk about a plan?”

“I am not here to talk,” Marcus replied.

Ben stifled a sigh. So this was how it was going to be. “No, I know. I—”

“Get warmed up,” Marcus ordered. “Let me see what we’re working with.”

Without commenting, Ben took off his jacket and started to stretch.

With the exception of the last two years, the ice had been Ben’s home since he was a toddler. He didn’t remember the first moment his parents put him in skates, but there were plenty of videos of it. Ben had seen images of his toddler self countless times, dressed in a snowsuit and grinning widely as his dad, bent in half, held him by the armpits and dragged him around the frozen surface of his grandparents’ pond.

Ben did remember endless school days when the clock seemed to be moving so slowly it was ticking backwards, moving him ever further from the skating lessons he couldn’t wait to get to. He remembered the exhilaration of landing his first little waltz jump, the nerves of his first competition, the pride of his first trophy, a symphony in gold plastic with a figurine of a female figure skater on the top. He still had that trophy, on the shelf beside his National and World Championship medals.

Trying to channel those memories, Ben tied his skates under Marcus’s watchful glare. His stomach flipped with nerves. Ben tried to ignore them. Instead he breathed deeply, squared his shoulders, and stepped onto the ice.

Marcus had to suspect Ben still had something to offer, otherwise he wouldn’t have agreed to a meeting. Ben reminded himself of that as he took a slow loop around the rink, feeling out the ice. It was well groomed, at least. There were no grooves or skate marks. That was a good start.

“Do you plan to circle the rink for the rest of the afternoon?” Marcus called, unfairly. Ben was only on his second loop. He gritted his teeth to keep his mouth shut.

Two decades ago, before Ben’s time, Marcus had regularly been on international podiums. He was an experienced skater; he was an experienced coach. He apparently wasn’t the warm and fuzzy type, but Ben didn’t need that. He had a family and a boyfriend to take care of his emotional needs. What he needed now was a coach.

Ben started off slowly, feeling his way through a little footwork. Cautious at first, he was acutely aware of each muscle movement in a way that used to be instinctual. His knees bent deeper as he picked up speed, switching edges.

Mohawk, counter, back inside edge. Ben’s right blade shuddered a little on a Choctaw. For a second his heart jumped, but he steeled himself and recovered. Marcus said nothing, but Ben could feel his sharp eyes tracking every movement.

Ben eased into a serpentine pattern. His upper body started to soften into it, catching the music in his head. Rachmaninoff, Symphony Number 2, the last one he’d performed to. That was no good. Pushing it aside, Ben moved his mind to happier times—Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite, the free skate that had won him his first Canadian National title.

After the accident, Ben had gone through extensive rehab, followed by a lot of physiotherapy. His legs were strong, but the sudden use of these muscles in a way they hadn't seen in years made them ache. Coming out of the final edge, he glanced up and caught Marcus’s eyes where he stood behind the boards. The expression on Marcus’s face was unreadable.

“I suppose that’s not bad,” he conceded as Ben skated to a stop in front of him. “You are clearly out of practice, but I admit, I expected worse.” Already, Ben could tell that was going to be what passed for a compliment from him. “Show me a jump next.”

Ben’s throat grew dry. Still, he tried to project confidence when he asked, “Which one?”

Marcus seemed like the kind to ask for a triple Salchow, the one that had put Ben in this mess. He didn’t. “I will leave that up to you,” he said instead.

Ben nodded and skated back into the middle of the rink, his blades cutting through the painted lines on the ice. Double toe loop, he decided. Not flashy, not impressive for a skater at the senior level, but a way to ease back into it.

Taking a deep breath of cold air, he set off. It started off well… his right arm stretched back, his shoulders square. Even after his prolonged break, the setup was familiar. Keeping his breathing regular, keeping his heart rate calm, he let the edge carry him forward into the takeoff. The toe pick of his right foot stabbed the ice, and his body snapped up into the air.

For an instant, it was right. Ben felt the lift, the beginning of the spin, but all too soon, the axis was loose. Ben’s free leg swung wide; his shoulders opened too early. He landed heavy on his right blade, his left foot skidding across the ice in an ugly scrape that echoed off the outdated wooden rafters of the rink. He managed to stay upright, but he wobbled so much, he had to windmill his arms like a beginner to keep his ass off the ice.

Ben expected criticism from Marcus, maybe even insults. Instead, Ben just heard him call, “Do it again.”

Ben took more time setting it up, forcing himself not to rush. Back outside edge, deeper curve, weight centered. Commit to the edge, he told himself, in the voice of his former coach. He pulled his arms tighter as his free leg slid into position.

The pick went in clean. He rose higher than before, the rotation quicker. Ben’s knees were a little loose, but at least the axis held steady. One revolution, two, and then his blade met the ice.

The landing came with a jolt, but the months of physiotherapy had paid off. The pain in his leg was only a twinge. There was no wobble. No scrape. A solid landing.

Landing that measly double loop felt like the first time he’d successfully pulled off a quad in competition. Ben’s heart thumped just as hard as it had then; he had tears in his eyes. He looked over. Marcus’s reaction, of course, was more subdued. He waved Ben to the boards.

“Your technique is sloppy,” he said as soon as Ben was in earshot. “You rush like a novice. You’ll need a lot of work if you want to get back to where you were. Even then, you might not make it.”

“Yeah, I know that,” Ben snapped. “That’s why I need you.”

“No, that’s why you need a coach.” Marcus met his gaze. “Why did you come to me?”

“It wasn’t for kind words and support, that’s for sure.” It was rude, but Ben couldn’t help it. He was proud of that fucking toe loop, damn it. It was the first time he’d tried anything since that nightmare day at Worlds. Getting it right on the second try was pretty fucking amazing, if you asked him.

The corner of Marcus’s mouth twitched, just a little. “I don’t offer that. But you haven’t answered my question.”

For a moment, Ben wondered whether he should flatter Marcus, say something about his reputation preceding him or some bullshit. But Marcus seemed to value plain speaking, so Ben was honest. “You were the only one who was willing to meet with me.”

If he was offended, Marcus didn’t show it. His expression didn’t change at all. “Go home and ice your legs,” he said. He handed Ben his water bottle over the boards.

Ben blinked, surprised. They’d barely done anything at all. “Already?” He took a swig of water.

“I assume you haven’t skated regularly for a long time” Ben couldn't feel insulted. It was obvious. “If you don’t take it easy now, you’ll pay for it later. You don’t want to jeopardize your chances of success. They’re small to begin with.”

Ben chose to ignore that last part. “So you are going to train me?” Thank God. Ben didn’t need sweet words, he didn’t need coddling. He needed someone to get him back into shape. It was already nearly August; the Canadian Nationals were in January. He needed to be ready by then.

“I didn’t say that.”

“So what are you saying?”

Ben wasn’t exaggerating when he said Marcus was the only coach currently in Canada with a lot of senior-level experience—both as a coach and as a skater—who was willing to even see him. Ben could go to the States, he guessed, or maybe Europe, but he wasn’t independently wealthy. He had savings and a line of credit at the bank, and his parents had given him a generous loan. That was all he had to funnel into this goal.

“Give me twenty-four hours,” Marcus replied. Maybe he was getting used to Marcus’s glares. This one seemed to carry a hint of what Ben thought might be interpreted as sympathy. “I’ll let you know by then.”

He turned and left Ben standing on the ice.

 

 

BY THE time he changed out of his skates and found his way back to the nearest GO Train station, Ben was caught in the middle of the afternoon rush. The train was packed, meaning Ben had to stand.

As much as he hated to admit it, Marcus had been right. Even after the short time he’d spent on the ice, standing on the train made his legs ache, and by the time he walked up to his apartment above a fairly decent ramen restaurant on Bathurst Street, his thighs were burning.

“How did it go?” Ben’s boyfriend Eliot was already home, sprawled out on the black IKEA futon with his laptop on his chest. He glanced up when Ben opened the door, twisting his neck to look at him.

“I landed a double toe loop on my second try.”

“That’s great!” Eliot beamed. “Right?” Eliot wasn't a skater, or even a fan of the sport. He was a graphic designer. They hadn’t known each other when Ben was injured; their meet-cute happened months later, in a physiotherapist’s office. Eliot had pulled a hamstring playing Ultimate Frisbee.

“Yes.” Ben went over to him, bending to kiss Eliot on the forehead. “It’s great.” It was okay, anyway. They would have to see how things went from there.

“How was the coach?”

Ben shrugged. “He doesn’t know if he wants to take me on yet.”

“What? How could he not? You’re amazing, babe!” Eliot was good about offering compliments. Everything Ben did was amazing—every meal he cooked, every outfit he wore, every time they had sex was fantastic, incredible, out of this world. Ben appreciated the unending enthusiasm. Sometimes he thought he should appreciate it just a little bit more than he actually did.

“Thanks,” he said automatically. “I’m going to ice my muscles for a bit. Do you want to get dinner after?”

“Ramen?” Eliot suggested cheerfully.

“Sure.” Ben beamed back at him. After another kiss, he went to the bathroom to fill the bath with cold water.

 

 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

MARCUS HEARD about Ben’s injury when it happened.

Of course he did. Serious injuries on the ice were thankfully rare in skating, and one as serious as Ben’s was almost unheard of at a big competition like Worlds. Marcus remembered feeling sorry for him, even though Ben was only someone he knew vaguely by name. He knew what it felt like to go out that way.

Only Ben hadn’t gone out, it seemed. Despite his injury, despite his age, despite the years of training lost, he was determined to come back. Marcus admired his tenacity and his optimism. But he clearly wasn’t ready.

His footwork sequences were fine. Not at the level of a World Championship athlete, but Ben’s muscle memory was there. It wouldn’t take much to bring them up to scratch.

The jumps, though, had been worrisome. Ben favored his right leg; he was stiff in the shoulders. Maybe it was because it was his first time back in a long while. Marcus could cut him some slack for that, but not too much. He had obvious technical skills, but the foundation was frighteningly shaky. If he pushed himself as hard and fast as he seemed to want to, Ben was going to burn out quickly.

Marcus mulled it over on the way back to the house he was renting. It was a bland two-story townhouse not far from the rink where he’d managed to book ice time. Marcus had only been in Canada for three months when Ben reached out to him. Not long enough to establish a coaching practice of his own. He’d been contemplating focusing on juniors anyway. He didn’t have a style that appealed to parents, he knew that, and he didn’t want to work with children anyway. But he was thinking dedicated teenagers, young enough to mold and old enough to take it seriously, was where his future lay. Until he got the unexpected email from Ben.

“Marcus!” As Marcus approached the house, he saw his neighbor Jen mowing the lawn. She stopped, silencing the lawnmower’s roar as he parked his car on the driveway.

“Hi, Jen,” he said, because he knew he was expected to.

She was about his age, maybe a little older, with a husband named Tom and two teenage kids. He’d learned all this within moments of first arriving at the house. A couple of hours later, another neighbor had brought over banana muffins and a third had invited him to watch a soccer game later in the week.

Marcus had grown up in a small town in the Black Forest, the sort of place that had been shocked for decades when his mother moved there from Russia, and where you had to drive for at least thirty minutes if you needed to buy something other than what they sold at the single corner shop. His skating career had taken him to Munich when he was still young, then to Saint Petersburg, where he’d lived for years. Neither of those big cities were particularly neighborly. Marcus had forgotten what it was like to live near people who knew your name, who wanted to talk to you and seemed interested in what you had to say. He wasn’t sure he’d missed it.

“You’re coming over on Saturday, aren’t you?” Jen smiled at him. Marcus tried to remember what that invitation had been. “For the barbecue,” she clarified, which was fortunate. It saved him having to pretend he knew.

“I’m afraid I’m very busy.”

“Oh, I know. But if you could stop by just for a couple of minutes, I know it would just make Tom’s night.” Why? Marcus wanted to ask. He and Tom passed the time of day, but it wasn’t like they were friends. “Tom’s sister’s going to be there,” Jen added. “She used to model for La Senza ads. And she’s single. Not newly single or anything, she’s been divorced for a couple of years.”

“Ah. Yes. You did mention. I, I don’t… I’ll see what I can do. Good evening.” He disappeared into his house, closing the whitewashed door behind him like he was dropping a portcullis.

The main floor of the house was what Marcus was given to understand was called “open plan”: one big space containing kitchen, living room, and a dining room where he’d set up his laptop and printer. He skirted the island counter that separated this room from the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out the Tupperware box carefully labeled “Thursday.”

As he warmed up the vegetarian chili inside it, he took out his phone and thumbed through his new messages. One from Jen, who’d written earlier this afternoon to remind him about the barbecue, one from Nicola in Berlin, asking how he was settling in, and one from Anna. That one made him pause. Heard you’re in Toronto now, she’d written. I’m still in Boston. Maybe we can get together sometime?

The microwave beeped before Marcus had to think about an answer. After putting his phone aside, he took the chili from the microwave, filled a glass of water at the tap, and ate standing at the countertop, looking out the window at a pair of brown birds flitting about the small, sunlit yard.

He didn’t know whether it was the text from Anna or the meeting with Ben. Maybe it was both. Whatever the reason, once he’d washed his dishes in the kitchen sink, Marcus headed over to the desk in the dining room and turned on his laptop.

He wasn’t the kind of person who rewatched his own performances often. But tonight he looked for a video of his last Olympics. He knew he would find it. Nearly all his competitions were still online if you knew where to look for them, even the less memorable ones. Modesty was not a fault of his. Marcus knew exactly why he and Anna were still popular all these years later. On the ice, in their era, they had been unparalleled.

It was rare in pairs skating to find someone with whom you clicked so perfectly in every way. Marcus knew that intimately. He’d skated with two other partners before Anna. The first, Nicola, was still his friend now, decades later, but with Anna, it had been on another level from the very start. He could understand why people had thought they were a couple, even though what they had was much more than that. He could understand why people had loved to watch them compete together. Even after everything that happened between them, he still did too.

Marcus started the video, and the camera panned to the center of the rink. He and Anna stood, side by side, their hands lightly clasped, waiting for the music to begin.

Ten years had passed, but to Marcus’s jaded eye, they looked even younger than that. Their costumes were midnight blue, almost black, adorned with silver embroidery. Anna’s short dress flowed around her, with a low back and a sheer panel across the chest. His costume matched: close-fitted tunic and trousers, with the same silver threading.

The music started. Mahler’s Symphony Number Five: Adagietto. Their choreographer, the great Irina Solvyova, said it suited them. It did. The mournful swell of strings filled the arena, and they began to move.

The first minute was pure choreography, executed with flawless synchronization. A delicate spread-eagle from Marcus, Anna gliding backward in a soft arabesque, their hands meeting. Their timing was perfect, their faces were unreadable. Not emotionless, but controlled. Contained. Marcus had learned the difference as soon as he started training with the Russians. They did it better than anyone else; no other country even came close.

When he lifted her for the first time, Anna extended into a perfect horizontal line above his head, her arms out like wings. He held her like she weighed nothing. He always did. That was part of what made them so mesmerizing. He was glad. It had taken him hours to be able to do it.

The music swelled. A quick transition into side-by-side triple toe loops, not the hardest jump in the sport, but they were perfectly matched, landing within a hair’s breadth of one another. That was something singles skaters never truly understood. The two of them had trained for years on that synchronicity alone.

Then the death spiral, another staple of pairs skating, but theirs was always different. Anna leaned back almost impossibly low, her blonde hair brushing the ice as she spiraled around him, one arm extended, the other gripping his hand. The camera caught her face briefly. She looked serene, as though she were dreaming.

At the midpoint, as the music dipped into softer terrain, they performed a pair spin that began in a tight, traditional position and opened slowly, almost imperceptibly, into a wide, elegant camel position. Marcus’s posture was firm, anchoring them both as they rotated faster and faster, until the blur of them looked like water stirred by a storm.

After that was the moment everyone waited for, the throw jump.

Marcus launched Anna into a throw triple Salchow, a high, arcing leap. Her form in the air was exquisite. When she landed, light as a feather, the arena applauded. They didn’t see that Marcus’s career had just ended. He covered it well.

The final movement came with the crescendo, a step sequence across the full length of the rink. Tight turns, Mohawks, counters, and chassés, as they had practiced over and over again, Anna lined herself up for their final lift. Marcus knew it wasn’t going to be possible. With the kind of silent communication they’d excelled at, he saw himself shake his head minutely. Anna didn’t pause to question him. She didn’t pause at all. She slipped into a perfect Ina Bauer, her upper body almost parallel to the ice, skating around him in an improvised gentle spin. It was far from ideal. The change in program confused the commentators, but she and Marcus finished together in their practiced final pose, Marcus’s hands gently supporting Anna’s back while she turned her face toward the ceiling, her eyes closed. The arena erupted.

Later that night, Marcus climbed the podium and received the silver medal with his right arm in a sling. He didn’t bother looking for a video of that. A doctor in a Sochi hospital told him he’d severely torn his rotator cuff during what turned out to be the last throw jump he ever did.

After closing the laptop, Marcus’s gaze went to the window again. That had been the worst night of his life. He’d medaled at the Olympics in his adopted country, but it wasn’t the medal they should have received. If he’d been able to complete the program as practiced, they would have won gold. He let everyone down that night: Anna, their coaches, Irina, himself.

The world moved on. Of course it did. Marcus retired. Anna was given another partner, then another, but she was never able to work with them the way she had with him. It was because of that she left Russia and joined Marcus coaching in Germany. That had ended up with its own set of problems, but even before they arose, he wasn’t satisfied with that life. He didn’t want to be on the sidelines. Marcus wanted to compete. A decade later, he still did.

So he understood where Ben was coming from. He wanted Ben to succeed, to make a comeback the way Marcus had never been able to. But was Marcus the person to help him with that? Did he want to be the one to try?

Marcus picked up his phone and scrolled through his messages. For a second—just a fraction of a moment—his thumb hovered over Anna’s text. Then he moved past it and tapped on Nicola’s instead.

She was his first skating partner, a team put together by their coach-mothers when they were both only ten years old. It hadn’t lasted long. After less than two years—a lifetime for children—Nicola decided she wanted to spend more time on her music than on her skating. She’d given it up, and Marcus was paired with another skater in Munich.

It had paid off for her as well as him. Decades later, Nicola had a busy career scoring movies and television shows made in Germany and overseas. She also had a husband and three kids, and she seemed as happy as Marcus had always wanted her to be.

It was late now, after one in the morning in Berlin where she now made her home, but Marcus texted her anyway. Still loving Canada, he told her. It was true, even if his coaching life was a little uncertain at the moment. Then, Thinking about taking on a skater who could be a challenge.

He hit Send. He didn’t expect to see a reply until at least the next morning, but right away, three dots appeared to show she was writing back.

What kind of challenge?

What are you still doing up? Marcus replied.

Working with a client in LA

Fair enough. He was injured a while ago. Wants to make a big comeback.

A pause. The dots appeared and disappeared before she wrote. Do you think he can do it?

Watching Ben today, seeing his determination and his drive, Marcus didn’t doubt that it was possible. But he needed someone to show him how to do it right. Marcus hadn’t even been able to do that for himself. He hadn’t tried. I didn’t, Marcus replied, throwing that out into the intercontinental ether.

Nicola replied quickly. You didn’t give up. Your career was taken from you.

Not as dramatically as Ben’s had been. I don’t know if I can make him listen to me. Ben had said Marcus was his only option, but he was clearly headstrong. He would have to be to even consider this.

You??? Marcus could practically hear her laugh in some dark house in Berlin. You’re the scary Russian coach of every skater’s nightmares, and the kind everyone dreams of having.

Marcus smiled at her conviction. Nicola had always been his biggest supporter, through his skating career and what came after. Not really Russian, he replied.

Russian enough. If you feel yourself getting too nice, just channel that guy. What was his name? Arty?

Marcus laughed out loud. Artyom Kozlov. The man to whom Marcus owed his career, and whom he hated beyond anyone else he’d ever met. “A gargoyle on skates” was how he’d described him to Nicola. Unfortunately Artyom had overheard Marcus saying it, and even more unfortunately, Artyom’s German was very good.

Right. Just think, what would Artyom do? You’ll have this guy in shape in no time. Maybe. Sorry, I have to go, Nicola added. Give me a call this weekend, yeah? xx

Bye. xx

Marcus put down his phone.

Nicola was right. She usually was. He’d never been what you would call a touchy-feely type of coach—certainly not after what he’d gone through with Anna—but Artyom was in a class all his own. Maybe Marcus needed to join him there.

No personal attachments, no connections, just skating. No drawing parallels between what had happened to Ben and the way Marcus’s own career had ended. No human parallels at all. Just pure, unemotional training that would yield pure, unemotional results. That was what Ben needed. That was what Marcus would offer him.

He picked up the phone again and found Ben’s contact. Tomorrow, ten a.m. at the rink. He’d have to call and make sure it was available. Setting his phone aside, he opened his laptop again and sat down to create the training schedule that would serve as a roadmap to where Ben wanted to go, as long as he was able to follow it. As long as Marcus was able to keep him on the right track.

It was well after midnight before Marcus was finished. Blinking tired eyes, he looked down at his forgotten phone and saw that Ben had replied to his text minutes after Marcus had sent it. I’ll be there, he promised. Then, he added, Thanks.

Don’t thank me yet, Marcus thought. He replied a brisk, efficient “Yes” and went upstairs to bed.

 

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

A WEEK into training with Marcus, Ben was waking up every morning feeling like he’d run a marathon. With Eliot still snoring beside him, he pried himself out of bed, staggered to the shower, and let himself stand beneath the soothing spray for as long as he could before he had to head to the gym again.

This was normal. Ben knew that. If they’d been working on something useful, he could have easily accepted it as just the way things were, but they weren’t. Whenever they were actually on the ice—which wasn’t often—Marcus had him working on basic footwork sequences like a beginner. He hadn’t even attempted a jump since those two double toe loops on the first day.

Nearly all their time together was spent in off-ice training. Again, despite the way Marcus was treating him, Ben had been around the block a few times. He knew that not all his preparation could be done on the ice, that it was important to hit the gym too, but it felt like it was all they were doing.

Nine days in, when he was going into what felt like his hundredth hour of sliding back and forth on the rowing machine, his arms burning and his mind numb, he snapped.

“What the fuck are we doing?” Ben dropped the handle and yanked out his earbuds. Marcus, who had been coolly watching him from the sidelines like he always did, raised a calm
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