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Chapter 1


"The GPS says we'll be on this road for another hour," Chloe announced. Mom nodded from the driver's side, and Chloe replaced the phone in its holder and turned to look out the window again.

Beyond the dark roads of upstate New York, endless snow-covered mountains drifted by, surrounded by a sea of trees and interrupted here and there by shadowed houses or a far-off light from a small town. Thankfully, it wasn't actively snowing this year, and the Adirondack roads were clear and silent. The car was warm despite the thick layer of snow between the dark tree trunks, and listening to Mom's playlist and trying to sing along to songs she'd been hearing for her entire life, she felt like she was in a timeless little cocoon.

When had she started enjoying the long drives that bookended the Lunar New Year as much as the holiday itself? She couldn't remember. Chloe had loathed it when she was younger, especially when she couldn't sleep through the hours it took them to go each way.

The past couple of days still had a great golden glow for her in the midst of the harsh New York winter. Relatives hovering over bamboo steamers going for hours, dumping out the crate of local apples she and Mom had brought for everyone and diving into bright good-luck oranges, staying up all night and eating candies, attempting to best this cousin at a game or get that one to open up about something other than the recipes for his bingeworthy snacks, the scent of ginger and fish.

Chloe's favorite part might have been getting to feel like part of a big full family, when her world at home consisted of her and Mom. She'd cried the one year she realized it intersected with Nationals, because Nationals had to come first.

Of course the drive had seemed like torture in comparison to a kid. Maybe it was simply that nowadays, she didn't often spend this much time with Mom with nothing interrupting them for hours.

Chloe chattered away about every tiny thought that the holiday had stirred up in her, Mom replying when she felt the need to. "I wish I'd had a medal to show off to everyone," Chloe said at some point along the seemingly infinite highway. "If I'd just placed one higher at Nationals, I'd at least have the pewter!"

"Fifth place isn't so bad," Mom chided gently. "They gave you the berth to Junior Worlds, didn't they?"

"I know, but – it would have been nice! And not just to show off, also like, a thank you for helping me out so much."

Mom's mouth pinched. Chloe instantly felt bad for even hinting at the subject of money; a lot of her extended family had pitched in to the Chloe skating fund over the years when Mom's long hours of nursing work didn't cut it. Only getting Junior Worlds – when she was old enough now to go to big senior competitions – felt like she was letting everyone down.

She cast around for a change of subject. "That and, all my cousins seem like they're either in college or about to go, and they're talking about what they're going to study and what they want to do. And here I am, no idea about anything but skating." She laughed nervously. Although she had smoothly elided the topic of her taking a gap year with her aunties and uncles, she'd felt bad about it.

"We do need to figure that out this year," Mom said. "Skating won't last forever."

"I know," Chloe said, resisting the urge to fold down in her seat, regretting hitting on this topic, too.

She had no idea what she could study that would be half as interesting as skating, let alone one that would also net her a good job at the end of the degree, one that would help support both her and Mom. Her friend Kathy was studying movement itself; maybe that would be kind of fun, and it was sort of like medicine, so maybe it would sound impressive, too. But she'd peeked in one of those textbooks and had immediately closed it. And putting in hours of her life at a computer or a desk after all the time she'd spent moving around? No, thanks.

"I guess after I graduate in the spring, I could get a real job to fill the hours while I—"

"No," Mom said sharply. "We talked about this! If you aren't going to university this year, it's so you can focus on your senior debut. No distractions."

Chloe frowned. Her hands twisted in her lap; for the first time in the hours since they'd waved goodbye to their relatives, she longed to bury herself in the safe light of her phone screen. "I just thought it would be nice. Something part-time to help out a bit. You're always working."

Mom let out a long breath. "I know," she said. Even those two simple words were exhausted. "But it's worth it. Because my daughter is growing up into a beautiful skater. Even if I had wanted to try that myself, I never would have had the chance to." She glanced briefly at Chloe before looking back at the road. "I am so happy that you do, and that you've worked so hard to use it. Even if I can't be there to see it every day, I can see the results of it every time you compete."

Chloe swallowed, nodded, and looked back out at the trees flashing by them.

The thing was... it still wasn't enough. Mom spent so, so many hours toiling in hospitals, and relatives threw in what they could when that still hadn't been enough to pay for everything, and still Chloe couldn't afford what her better-off competitors could. Top-of-the-line costumes, coaches in famous training centers, choreographers whose names everyone knew. There had been times when she had skated in boots that didn't fit anymore for months rather than tell Mom she needed a new pair, because the cost of new ones would be so high.

More hours of training sounded nice – but she had to pay for each session on the ice. And for any extra hours of time with any of her coaching team. More dance lessons? Those cost, too. There were only so many ways to skimp and still make it, and Chloe had already learned a lot of those. Teaching learn-to-skate for an hour each weekend didn't make a dent in everything.

Inside, Chloe was starting to feel as dark as the forest still rolling endlessly by.

She didn't like feeling like that. So she took a breath and shoved all those unhappy thoughts down, the way she usually tried to do. Look on the bright side – that was her motto!

And there were plenty of good things to look forward to. She was going to be at Junior Worlds! That was a great place to make her statement for how she wanted her debut on the senior scene to go and receive a last bit of feedback before she and Keith set to work for the next season.

Having the free time to work on that debut wasn't nothing, either. Not all skaters were as lucky as her well-off compatriots; she knew people who had to work, had to spend time at more than one job, had to worry about rent while training. She got to live at home with her amazing mom, even if they didn't see much of each other most days.

Plus, for a few years now, she'd won herself a little sponsorship from a boot company and a blade manufacturer with her results, so that was one big expense off the table. If she kept it up, maybe more opportunities like that would come her way. Trying to get some of those wouldn't count as a job, would it?

And, okay, she wasn't going to sound as intelligent as her cousins when they next caught up and talked about school, but Mom would help her find something fitting to study. She was smart. Nurses had to be, Chloe was sure of that.

"I have a goal for next season," she said. It was the first time she would say it aloud, though she'd had it hung in her heart for weeks already.

"What is it? A new combination?"

"Better!" She smiled at Mom. "Hey, guess where they're going to be holding Four Continents?" It was the biggest competition before Worlds each season, the equivalent for the longstanding European Championships for everyone who wasn't in Europe.

Mom frowned, then gasped. "Taipei!"

"Yeah! If I get the assignment, you have to come, okay?"

"Of course, of course." She let out a happy sigh. "How long has it been since we've been back?"

For Chloe, Taipei was a city she could only remember visiting once, after Dad had died, made blurry both by how small she'd still been and the grief she hadn't yet been able to make sense of. How cool it would be to go around with Mom, meet the family who still lived there, do some sightseeing.

And, of course – to compete in Mom's hometown! Aim for the podium! Start to show everyone that Chloe Yang was a talent to take note of!

Smiling to herself at the mental image, Chloe snuggled back into her seat and started to sing along with the next song on the playlist.


Chapter 2


After her free skate at Junior Worlds, Chloe held it together through the kiss-and-cry, where she waved at the camera and said hi for Mom and her friends. She held it together through her brief interview afterward backstage. And she even held it together when Keith sympathetically herded her away after she'd changed and took her to wait for the bus back to the hotel.

Kathy, back when she'd been competing, had received full-on lectures from Keith in the kiss-and-cry, but he had never been like that with Chloe. Today, all he'd said was that he was proud of her for fighting back so hard and that she'd put in a good effort. "Take a week or two off when we get home," he told her as they waited. "Then we can start figuring things out for next season."

"Right." Chloe blinked back the wet disappointment in her eyes. Next season. There would be another one after this.

And really! Eighth place wasn't so bad. Lucky number and all that. She'd made a decent jump up from her disastrous short program, where she'd been too taken with the adrenaline, overcooked her best jump, and then been too flustered to get her head back in the game. The free skate had truly been a lot better. That was a kind of signal, too, to the federation and everyone, wasn't it? Chloe Yang was not a girl who got crushed by one bad skate, thank you.

She had to tell that to herself, too, as she boarded the bus and slumped into her seat.

Once back in her room, the very first thing Chloe did was abandon her skate bag to go to the safe and unlock it. Inside lay her phone, dark and innocent.

Literally locking her phone away had been a top tip from Keith, but the competition was over now. Chloe slipped it out and slumped on her bed, her stomach going queasy at what she knew she would find on it.

There were a bunch of messages that had arrived over the past day. Well-wishes from relatives, sympathetic texts from Kathy and her girlfriend, Ava, several from Mom saying that her free skate had been beautiful.

None of it really registered, though. And Chloe couldn't help herself from tapping the icon for her web browser, she knew she shouldn't, but she had to see what people were saying.

She had successfully trained herself out of visiting the worst places, but fans in their own discussion spaces only held back so much. Keith had told her that they weren't meant for her, or anyone else competing, that she shouldn't pay much attention. Chloe had been to the stupid lecture on healthy social media usage at one of the federation training camps.

Here she was, opening up a thread anyway.

Awww I love Chloe she's so cute!

idk she smiles way too much it kinda loops back around to creepy to me

I don't agree about creepy, but it does make her look very juniorish. On top of the programs being so kiddy.

she is a junior lol???

No I agree she is always 110% smiling no matter what, which is bad interpretation when the music doesn't call for it and makes her look super young when it does because it's all very sunshine if you get what I mean.

Hopefully she can expand her range as a senior!

but I love the smiles she looks like she's always having a blast out there.

Can we talk about her lutz instead of her face for a second?

Nah let's talk about how she cheated at least three jumping passes and WASN'T CALLED.

On and on and on, so many total strangers dissecting her acting ability, her expressions, and... okay, Chloe was pretty sure that the grumpiness about her supposedly uncalled under-rotated jumps was bullshit. Juniorish and similar words popped up over and over again, especially in contrast to the girls who had won, mature, sophisticated, it's too bad she's not old enough for seniors yet.

Chloe blinked back moisture again. Trembling, she closed her browser and went back to her messages.

She texted Kathy: can we talk please.

Kathy replied right away, saying she'd be ready in five minutes. Chloe took the five minutes to get up, try to do Keith's little post-competition mental exercise, three things she was proud of and three to improve on, and splash a bit of water on her face. And then she downloaded her scoresheet and stared at the numbers, already wishing she could magic them to be higher.

It was late at night here in Italy, which meant it was a more reasonable hour back home in Nunipag. When Kathy sent the video call, Chloe curled up on her bed, grateful her roommate was still gone, and tapped the icon.

Her best friend appeared on her screen, and she wasn't alone. Ava had her head tilted onto her shoulder. Chloe mustered a smile for them, and she didn't entirely have to fake it. Even in the shitty lighting, they l a good-looking pair with quite the contrast, since Ava was also Asian and kept her long hair loose, while Kathy was white and nowadays had her hair trimmed prickly-short.

Sometimes watching them be cute over each other made her feel jealous, kind of in a good way. (Without school in the way, maybe she could use some of that free time she wasn't allowed to put into a job into finding a girlfriend... somewhere? She didn't think she would find one at the rink.) Tonight, though, the sight made something in her unwind.

"Hey, Kath-kath," she said. It was simply so normal to be talking with them. Friendly. Warm. Her and her friends.

"Hi," Kathy said. She adjusted the laptop pointing up at them, making the view shake for a second. "How are you doing?"

Chloe had all her good thoughts lined up. "Well, I had a good comeback, and I landed both my lutzes and a pretty darn good flip, and I got a lot of cheers after that free skate. And the scores weren't bad. So, uh." Those thoughts were running out. Not good. She usually found a lot more than that. "I got a level four on all my spins for the first time this season, so Keith is probably happy about my progress there. And...."

Her words spun out into a silence that was awkward from the first moment it fell. She desperately searched for more positives, found none.

Ava raised her head slightly and said in her soft tone, "It's okay, Chloe."

There were the stupid tears again. It's okay, and it wasn't okay, but it was okay for one brief night after a disappointing competition to show them that she was sniffling and screwing her face up. To push her free hand against her eyes and say, "I wanted to be higher."

"I know," Kathy said.

"And it's not like – I could have been higher! Maybe not, like, on the podium, but I threw it all away in the short, and now I... this was the last chance I had before next season, and I blew it!"

"You didn't," Kathy said, more firmly this time.

"I did! This isn't even the first time I've screwed up the short and had to make it up, I can't make a career out of that!" Tears leaked out from behind her hand. Her scores flashed through her head, the sensation of her butt hitting the ice, the collective gasp from the crowd—

"Chloe." She looked up at her phone screen, blurry both from the tears and her shaking hand. "You won't, okay? I know you have this. You can do triple-triples and you've got great spins. It's Junior Worlds for a reason."

"Right," she said, swiping at her cheek. "I – Keith is helping me with the adrenaline thing! You sent me that PDF about it. I just need practice."

"It doesn't always work the first time," Ava said. "Or the second." She turned to look at Kathy. Chloe had seen her lock up from fear before; those weren't platitudes. Ava knew her words were true from experience. "But... that doesn't mean it won't ever."

Chloe nodded and put her phone down for a moment to scrub at her face. Heaving a deep sigh, she picked it up again. "Didn't you, like, do some paper for one of your classes about how junior results aren't everything? And you never landed a good triple flip until you were eighteen. But it was beautiful when you did."

"There's the Chloe we know," Kathy said fondly, and a smile came unbidden onto Chloe's cheeks.

"Still can't believe you retired," she grumbled. "I wanted to beat you at senior Nationals! Guess I'll have to win over these other gals instead."

"Sorry that my title of chief research assistant isn't sufficient. I'll see if I can still crank out a triple salchow during the holiday show, and you can upstage me with the lutz, how's that?"

"Good enough I guess!" The knot in Chloe's chest was steadily loosening as they joked around. "Though Ava might have us both beat on artistry."

Ava once might have flushed and denied all possibility of that happening even in their imagination; tonight, though, she put a finger to her lips and gave their laptop a thoughtful stare. "I don't have the reputation with the judges," she said. "Not like a Junior Worlds competitor. Your components will probably be higher than mine because you've already impressed them."

Chloe laughed, enjoying how very seriously Ava said it as part of the joke. "You know, actually, speaking of artistry, maybe there is something there I could use real advice with. You guys are both great at it."

"Let me guess," Kathy said, the mirth fading from her face. "You smile too much."

"What?" Ava said, looking at Kathy. "I like how much she smiles. She looks like she's having fun and enjoying the attention of the crowd. Why would she need to change that?"

Chloe made a face. "It's something I've been hearing for years. But I guess it was okay when I was a cute little fourteen-year-old, and now the judges are saying I look too young because of it, and people online – I know, I know – and I can't help it! I am having fun, the attention is great, skating is great, competing is great, and I always get upbeat programs because I want happy, energetic music, so... but I don't want people labeling me as a little kid on my senior debut, either! Keith might just be like, well, letting Kathy do what she wanted worked out, and I don't want to do sad drama programs. Help?"

On the other side of the screen, both of them looked lost in thought for a second. "I do think," Kathy said slowly, "your programs are kind of... not that you need to stop being happy, but they're flat. Maybe you can find something that lets you show more of a range of joy, like something calm or hopeful," and here she put her hands on her heart and looked up, which looked very silly in her casual getup and made Chloe giggle. "And then it builds to the real excitement at the end." Now she pumped her fists in the air in the same way Chloe did when she'd finished a great program, like she had earlier after her free skate. "Something like that? You can talk with Keith to figure out the particulars."

"That's a great idea," Chloe said, relieved to have an idea already. "Or, like, more variation in the music tempo?" She felt pleased with herself when Kathy nodded.

They let Ava finish putting her own thoughts together, chatting about the competition. Finally, Ava nudged her shoulder gently into Kathy's, and Kathy turned to her and quieted down. "Perhaps you could try taking acting classes," she said. "Not that there's anything wrong with how you skate now – at least, I don't see anything – but it would let you explore more ways of expressing yourself off the ice, and you could choose what to take onto it."

"Ooh," Chloe said, and then she deflated. "Uh, where would I find those? Are they expensive?"

"I could look into it for you," Ava offered. "If that's okay. There might be community classes at one of the local colleges."

"You'd do that?" Chloe had heard Kathy praising Ava's ability with a calendar or a library search engine, but she'd never been the beneficiary of it herself. "That would be amazing!" She sniffed as more wetness came to her eyes. Silly. Her mood was all over the place tonight. "Thank you both for the suggestions."

Ava's cheeks pinked. Kathy grinned and said, "I know you're going to kill it next season."

"Right!" Chloe clenched her free hand in a fist by her face. "Triple lutz-triple toe, all my levels, and nines in my components by Worlds!"

"Gotta make Keith cry," Kathy said with a laugh. "I did it on my retirement skate, maybe you can do it a bit earlier."

They talked for a little longer, moving on to cheerier topics, like how kind the volunteers backstage had been, and how cool some of her competitors were, and what it was like to take the ice at Junior Worlds. Ava hid her face in Kathy's shoulder when Chloe described the feeling of coming out onto the ice for her short program and seeing a bunch of people in the stands; for a moment she wondered if Kathy, who had never really competed internationally, was feeling jealous, but if she was, it was gone in a few seconds.

By the time she finally shut off the video call, she was feeling like her usual self. Eighth place wasn't so bad. She could and would go up from here!

Acting classes, huh? Chloe made silly faces in the mirror as she brushed her teeth, only stopping because her roommate finally showed up. After climbing into bed, she checked her phone and found that Ava had already sent her several options, and she had included the schedules and costs. Chloe sent her a thanks that might have had a few too many exclamation marks in it, oops, but Ava replied with a cute smiley.

She could talk about the classes with Keith tomorrow, and of course with Mom when she was home. For tonight, she flicked back through her messages, re-reading the well-wishes and praise and setting her head firmly back in a good place, until her eyes slid closed.


Chapter 3


Chloe took a deep breath at the big glass doors, then yanked one open and entered. Her first college class!

Keith had thought an acting class was an excellent idea, and he'd also been proud that she was looking for new ways to extend herself instead of sulking about her disappointing final Junior Worlds. Mom had helped her pick out exactly which one to take, and they'd decided on a summer class at Upper Hudson Community College. Tuition: affordable! Transportation: easy bus access! Schedule: packed!

Chloe hadn't gotten much of a break between graduation and today's starting date. But it felt totally different to walk through the halls here. It wasn't a pretty red-brick building like they had at fancy places like Cresskill University, but it didn't have the weird fluorescent lighting that had plagued her high school, and there wasn't a locker in sight.

Mom had told her to go early to make sure she could find the room on time, and it turned out to be good advice; the building layout was a bit confusing, and she wandered down one hallway for too long before she realized the numbers were going the wrong way. When she finally found the correct classroom and poked her head in, she had to bounce up on her toes with excitement.

This looked nothing like a boring old classroom with a bunch of cheap desks lined up in rows and a poor lefty chair shoved in a corner. This one had big windows running along one wall and the back, and four shallow tiers of seating with long desks and a bunch of chairs. Only a few people were here already, and Chloe hurried over to join them.

Ooh, these were spinny chairs! With padding! Chloe skipped up the first couple of stairs, then hesitated about where she should sit. There was an older woman typing away at her laptop – these desks had tons of places to plug things in – and a guy about her age quietly reading the textbook. And up on tier number three was the prettiest gal Chloe had seen all week.

Her hair fell around her face down to her chest in long, loose curls that looked super fun to play with, and she stared out the window with her coffee in front of her and her hand tucked under her chin like she was posing for an advertisement. Despite the increasingly warm weather outside, she wore a loose jacket, but the sunshine did at least highlight the strong line of her nose and tanned cheeks and put a soft glow on her hair.

Chloe hadn't had a feeling like the one now leading her over to the seat next to the woman in, how long? Not for a while. The kind of feeling that she had once thought was wanting to be friends with another girl at first sight, until she'd realized she didn't want to merely be buddies with those who caught her eye like that.

And her laptop had a rainbow heart sticker on it. Promising sign!

"Hello!" she said.

The woman glanced at her, then immediately turned her face back to the window.

Oh, uh, not the reaction she'd expected. That kind of hurt.

The woman looked lost in thought, though, and it was only their first day. So Chloe decided to settle in and see if she could try again later with her new neighbor and hopefully new friend.

She put her backpack down, plopped in her comfy chair, and dug out her favorite gel pen and her new notebook. A laptop would have been more convenient, but she'd figured out a whole system that relied on handwriting to cram in good grades and good skating all in one week. Plus, no staring at a screen for an hour.

Acting 101, she wrote at the top, along with the date and a big number 1. A beautifully blank page lay beneath the heading. She glanced up to see that they still had fifteen minutes to go, and ooh, their instructor was setting up at the front!

Chloe pulled out her phone to text Kathy and Ava. Maybe it was silly to be so excited – and she'd probably be over this by next week, the schedule was pretty intense to fit everything into a couple of months – but she would enjoy it while it lasted.

The woman to her left still seemed like she was somewhere mentally very far away and very important, and Chloe felt bad about interrupting her to go hi, I'm Chloe, so, acting, huh, so she kept playing on her phone instead.

Mom had finally let her get some public social media now that she was grown up (Chloe had tried making profiles a couple of times before, and she'd gotten into so much trouble because Mom checked). A few people had liked the video she'd posted this morning of herself spinning. Chloe didn't even know all of them personally!

She'd floated the idea of trying to fund her skating with, like, an influencing career, but it turned out that making money that way was very hard, and it kind of seemed like it was a lot of luck, and possibly she might get creeps instead. So there had gone that idea. But it was nice to have fans. Nobody had left comments on her posts telling her off for smiling.

The room filled up a decent amount – they had something like fifteen people in the audience when the professor finally went over and closed the door a couple of minutes past their starting time, after one last sheepish-looking person had slipped in.

It was only when the professor cleared her throat and started talking that the woman next to her finally looked up and opened her closed laptop. Ah, well, maybe Chloe could say hello after class!

"My name is Alice Dunham," the professor was saying. She had the syllabus up on the projector screen. "Today we're going to go over the expectations for this class, and then since we have a lot to do and not much time to fit it all, we'll hop right in."

Chloe paid close attention as Professor Dunham talked through the syllabus. It seemed a bit excessive to go over it in such detail, but when Dunham ran her cursor under the part of her grading scheme laying out that participation and attention and punctuality counted for a huge fraction of their final score five times, Chloe got the feeling that issues had happened in previous classes. Not that she could imagine paying for an acting class and not bothering to show up....

Next to her, the woman was clearly not paying much attention to the explanation. She had a document up, but it was blank, and she was silently playing a simple-looking puzzle game in the corner of her screen. Not that Chloe was peeking! The animations just kept catching her eyes.

For her part, Chloe noted down things like the assignments that they'd be handing in, and the exercises and stuff sounded like they would be fun. They'd be up and moving, exactly the way she liked it, not listening to lectures all day.

"Now," Dunham said when she was finished, "let's all come down, form a circle, and do introductions."

Chloe was the first on her feet. The woman next to her took a long moment to look up, blinking, like she hadn't heard the instructions at all. But she came down like everyone else and shuffled into a circle at the front. Their class had a variety of people in it, and some of them were older than the typical student. Maybe, like Chloe, they were doing only the one class, or maybe, like her mom had, they were going back to school later in life.

"Hi!" Chloe chirped when it was her turn. She made sure to greet her new classmates with her biggest smile. "My name's Chloe Yang! I'm a figure skater, and what I'm hoping to get out of this class is learning new ways to express myself on the ice."

"Figure skater, that's interesting," Dunham said – politely or sincerely, Chloe didn't care. Meanwhile, the woman she'd been sitting next to made a weird, soft scoffing sound. Perhaps clearing her throat? She wasn't looking Chloe's way. Chloe kind of thought she was rolling her eyes, something Chloe had sadly experienced more than once before, but then she realized the woman was next to go and thinking about what to say.

Somehow, she managed to not be looking anyone's way in particular when she introduced herself. "I'm Maya Dunn. I normally go to Cresskill, computer science. Um... here to try something out for the summer." Her voice was strangely flat. That was okay, she might be like Ava, shy in front of new people. That was probably why she was staring at the wall.

"It's great to expand our horizons," Dunham said. Maya shrugged.

Once they'd gone around the circle, they really did hop right into things. Dunham explained that they would do warm-up exercises each class, sometimes in a group, sometimes in pairs, and she gave a few examples. Warm-up to Chloe meant moving around and getting her blood flowing, and they apparently would have a couple of those, but others seemed to be about getting their tongues or imagination flowing.

Today she had them do a series of tongue twisters, starting with basic ones like she sells seashells on the sea shore and growing more complicated. Plus she had them repeat the words faster and faster, until everyone was tripping up and laughing at their mistakes.

Well, most of them. Maya kind of mumbled along. Wow, she must have been really uncomfortable in groups like this. Ava had once taken a public speaking class to make herself grow braver, so maybe Maya was doing something similar! Having seen how hard it was for her friend to get through stuff like that, Chloe was absolutely not going to make fun of someone trying her best, or stare at her, no matter if she was the prettiest person in the room and had hair that looked fun to curl around her fingers.

Then they had deep breathing and posture exercises, and these Chloe was more familiar with than sing-song sentences about Peter Piper. Back straight, shoulders relaxed, core stable, hips under her in a neutral position, floor solid under her feet – she almost turned them out automatically, like she was in ballet class. Some of her classmates seemed to find this one hard, too, but Maya followed along just fine.

Lastly they did a mirroring exercise where they all faced the front and followed along with Dunham as she did slow, deliberate movements, each one flowing into the next. Maya (Chloe couldn't help but keep peeking her way when they were still standing next to each other) didn't seem very into this one, either, which Chloe thought was a shame. Nobody was looking at them at the back of the group.

For Chloe, though, it felt as natural as anything. How often had she followed along with a demonstration by Keith or copied off a video of a skater she admired? Choreo moves, bits of technique. She'd modeled for the kids in the learn-to-skate classes, even for Kathy on occasion. And of course, there was learning the choreo for the group numbers at the annual Nunipag holiday show.

The main difference here was how long they spent doing it. Although they moved very little across the floor, and most of the class were not athletes with a decade of dance classes behind them, Dunham had a whole array of movements, from subtle turns of the head to slow gestures with her hands and fingers in different positions to bends and dips of the torso. Chloe started to become impatient after a bit, and then her mind somehow quieted, focused on doing each gesture, no longer looking to see what anyone around her was doing.

Finally, Dunham turned and clapped her hands. "That's today's exercises done with," she said. "We won't usually spend quite that long on them, but I hope that gives you an idea of what to look forward to for the rest of the class. Remember to do the reading for tomorrow – the theory will give you a grounding for the physical work we'll be doing."

With that, the class started to disperse. Chloe paused to shake her limbs out of after all that copying, and an older student stopped next to her. "You said you're a figure skater? Hope you're careful with those blades, I had to stitch up a poor kid last summer who got cut badly at hockey camp."

"I do wear gloves," Chloe said – she'd skipped them once for a program where she had several blade-grabbing moves because she couldn't find a pair that matched her costume, and one cut palm later, she'd decided maybe fashion could be traded off for safety in the future. "Are you a nurse, then? My mom is one, too!"

The woman's face lit up. "Is that right? Good on her. I just retired a few months ago, got grandkids to watch, but everyone needs a hobby, yeah?" They talked for a minute about how she had come to be taking the class before Chloe waved goodbye and hopped back up the stairs. A nice auntie for a classmate, fun exercises, this was all getting off to a great start.

Chloe tipped her notebook into her bag and threw her pen in there, and she had just taken out her phone to check her texts when Maya said, "Excuse me."

Right, Chloe was between her and the exit. Chloe dragged her bag up onto the desk so she could nudge the chair under it and stand to the side.

Maya hesitated on her way out – Chloe prepared a grin – and for a moment, her lips curled up at the sides. It was a soft smile, a subtle one. Chloe liked it instantly.

"Your hair is pretty," she said, and oh god, Maya actually flipped it over her shoulder. She raised her eyebrows like she didn't see what was so special about it.

"Thanks," she said awkwardly. "You're cute."

Ooh, cute. That was a promising word.

Then she looked at Chloe's bag.

"You're really serious about this skating thing," she said, not a question.

Chloe's bag had half a dozen skating-related pins on it. Some had been presents over the years; a few she'd come by at competitions. "Sure am," she said. "I competed at Junior Worlds a couple of months ago! Still got a lot to learn, though. That's why I'm here! So I can put on even better performances and get higher scores."

Maya definitely scoffed this time. "Sounds like a waste of time," she muttered, so far under her breath that Chloe wasn't sure she was supposed to have heard, and then she sidled past and started down the stairs.

Chloe stared after her, hurt. A waste of time? Who the hell was this girl to—

No, no thinking like that.

The real waste of time was giving Maya any more of hers after that comment. Chloe swung her bag onto her back and checked her phone. Mom had sent a text asking how her first class went. Another person had liked her spin video.

She took a deep breath, put her phone back in her pocket, and went to go catch her bus. So much for the I want to be friends (and maybe kiss you) feeling, or the compliment that had come five seconds before the stab. Apparently she had pinged on the wrong grouch. She wouldn't be sitting in this seat again tomorrow.


Chapter 4


"How's the acting class so far?" Keith asked.

"It's good!" Chloe said. She didn't mention Maya's comment, though it had lingered in her head for the past few days. The way her freckled nose had crumpled up, the dismissive tone of her voice as she muttered it. Maya's problem with skating was not her problem. People got weird about judged sports. Better for Chloe to focus on the good side of things. "I like the professor. The first part of the class does have a lot of improv stuff, so I'm not sure how helpful that's going to be."

"Could be more useful than you think," said Keith. "Let you explore different styles and characters in quick bursts, give you a feel for variety, get you into the mindset quick."

"Huh, I guess," Chloe said. She hadn't thought about it like that.

"Anyway, keep me posted about any thoughts you have," he said. "While you're working on that, we need to start focusing on next season. How's your music selection coming along?"

"I've narrowed it down to five pieces for the free skate!" She was pretty sure she would keep her short program for another season. It was cute, peppy, bubbly; Keith said he didn't think it was too babyish, and that it suited her personality, so she was simply going to upgrade it a bit. Maybe the classes would give her a few ideas there. Bonus, that meant she didn't have to shell out for new choreography, either.

Chloe was breaking in a new pair (a free pair!) of boots, so they felt a bit weird, still stiff, not yet molded to her feet. Stiff or not, she and Keith went through a series of basic exercises and then started on jumps. The triple loop was not working for her today, and after her sixth fall in a row, Keith suggested they move on. She blamed it on the boots.

Her flip was in order, though, and so was her lutz. Toe pick down into the ice, up and away, smooth landing and smooth sailing out of it – hopefully, anyway, she had a couple of jumps where she kind of slammed down on her blade and didn't glide out of it very well. But mostly they were okay. She liked jumps off the toe pick, which were always the easier ones for her.

The axel, though, the stupid double axel. It was the only jump to take off forward, so it was already dumb in Chloe's eyes, and it relied on pushing off a solid edge rather than jamming a pick in to start her momentum. Her axis of rotation often went wobbly while doing it. While it wasn't a big point-getter compared to a triple of another type of jump, she did have to include one in both her short and free programs, so Keith had decided their project for the summer was trying to fix her wobble.

Which meant a lot of staring at videos of herself in slow motion, trying to correct her muscle memory, rinse and repeat for half an hour until Keith decided she was gonna blow a knee out if she kept going. Or maybe start crying.

Today was especially bad. Her axis shook like a top about to fall over; her landings were clunky and heavy-feeling; she had to push into her too-stiff boots not to lose her balance a few times. Keith had mercy and called it off early. "The boots still bothering you?" he asked as they skated down the ice, dodging the young girl running through her program.

"A bit," she said. Her eyes went to the girl, then to the guy spinning in the corner, the coach demonstrating a turn on the ice, and she completely missed what Keith said next. "Oh, sorry – what?"

"I was saying, we should work on some things that will help break them in faster." His glance her way said pay attention, and right, she was paying for his time. And not a little bit, either. Keith wasn't a super-famous coach, but his time still came with a good price. Plus, it was kind of rude.

Chloe tried to snap herself back into her body. She was struggling with that, too, though, and over and over she had to tell herself to listen to what Keith was saying, not zone out and stare at the advertisements on the boards or the clock above their heads.

This was weird. Chloe usually had lots of energy for skating – she loved spending all this time on the rink, working with her body! And she had even worn a skirt today in hopes that it would make her feel more like herself. Though she normally wore leggings and maybe shorts like most other girls on the ice, the occasional skirt made her happy.

Hopefully it was just the change in her schedule from the end of high school and the new class that was unlike ones she had taken before. And she had felt bad this morning, heating food in the microwave in a silent house. Mom had picked up extra shifts at the hospital for the week, which meant she was making more money for Chloe's skating.

It wasn't the first time, not by a long shot, but sometimes the first day in a while of waking up by herself was... strange. An empty kitchen, the living room quiet, sitting by herself with her laptop or phone to eat breakfast instead of chatting with Mom about the day ahead. Nothing to do about it but do her best, so that Mom's time away at work was worth it for both of them.

Once Keith let her go for the day and she had practice time for herself, Chloe spent some of it skating in literal circles, working on her backward crossovers. Then circles again, going forward. Then more doing chassés, simple movements that weren't really like the ones her ballet teacher called chassés, focused on her turnout, a straight knee. Ava always had something nice to say about Kathy's lines and basic movement quality, and Chloe bet that if she could improve hers, that would do wonders for the comments about her looking childish.

It felt like she worked forever. She finally stopped, let someone else use the hockey circle as a template, and went to drink some water. The clock said ten minutes had passed. She had another fifty minutes on this session, then a break while the Zamboni went, and then more ice time and another lesson with her spin coach.

Chloe stared at the numbers, drank some more water.

Sounds like a waste of time.

She made a face at herself. After the first day, she hadn't sat near Maya, had managed to not get paired up with her for the warm-ups and exercises, had successfully avoided staring at her now that the desire to do so had been evaporated by that awful comment. It was not going to intrude upon her very important ice time, thank you, brain.

None of this was a waste of time. She was growing stronger, she knew it. Yesterday, Keith had made her watch a video of herself at the start of last season, then her performance at Junior Worlds. A lot had improved – and she had worked hard to make that improvement happen in that time.

So what if she wasn't going to a summer camp this year, Keith had helped her out so much already. So what if she didn't have thousands of dollars to throw at a new dress, a friend of hers who also coached learn-to-skate was going to make her a new costume with a little discount for helping advertise her store on her social media. So what if she was never going to have a triple axel like a lot of women and girls were working on nowadays, someone had said her smile could be seen from space and her other triples were growing steadier all the time.

She put her water down. Shook her head. Put one foot in front of the other and made a big circle around the rink, bending deep into the stiff tongues of her boots. No real hotspots, no blisters, just a little discomfort, no pain.

Then she went to put her phone in the music queue, ready to start thinking about how to tune up her old short program into something worthy for her debut on the senior scene.

***


Dunham seemed to like putting a round of discussion questions early in each class session. So far, she had let whoever wanted to talk give an answer (Chloe was often one); today, though, the first day of their second week of lessons, she ran along each desk, asking for everyone's opinion. And the question was, "What do you think is one cause of stage fright?"

A lot of the answers were similar: public speaking was hard, having the attention of an audience made people afraid of making mistakes, they didn't have confidence in their abilities, or they felt silly when they tried to act. Chloe thought acting on a stage, or in a movie, had to be easier than a competition, where she would literally get a score at the end, and funding, or even prize money at bigger competitions, would be on the line.

She wanted to give a more creative answer when it was her turn. "I think people often get physically tight when they're worrying about doing something right," she said. "But that makes it harder to do anything, even talk. And then maybe you make a mistake, and your mind starts going to that and away from what you're supposed to do, and you lose focus instead of moving on and letting everyone forget anything happened."

Dunham seemed pleased with the answer, at least. In the next row up was Maya, and when she was asked the question, for a long moment she brushed her fingers absentmindedly over the touchpad on her laptop.

"When acting, you usually aren't alone," she said. "It's a group project, except your teammates can't completely take it over if you screw up, or decide you're not going to do your part and try to get credit for what they finished. And you can't compartmentalize it so person A is doing the UI and person B is doing the controls and person C is doing the sound, and maybe it'll at least work well for
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