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Chapter 1


Swish. Clack. Swish. Crunch.

Kathy breathed out and glided towards the end of the rink. She could do it this time. She could.

A quick turn. She positioned her upper body and raised her right foot. Not too much. Just enough to provide the force she needed as she dropped it down and jammed her toe pick into the ice to lift off, snapping her arms in, rotating, flying—

Falling off her blade on the landing and rolling to the ice. Her fifteenth attempt at the triple flip today had ended just like all the others.

Kathy bit back a frustrated noise and pushed herself up again.

"C'mere," called Keith, her coach. Kathy waited for another girl to glide past before she skated over to him at the edge of the rink.

"Was the rotation at least a little closer?" she asked. She tried not to sound too desperate, but from the expression Keith shot her, it didn't seem to have worked.

"Let's look at it," he said, turning around and holding up his phone.

They reviewed the video he'd taken in super slow-mo together. Kathy winced when she saw how off her balance had been when her skate touched the ice; she hadn't finished the third rotation, and her body weight had simply been too far off center to keep herself upright without far more effort than she'd put in.

"It's a little better," Keith said. "I mean, it's better than what you were doing three months ago when you'd balk at it half the time. Now you're going for it. I think you'll be able to get it this summer."

"I hope so," Kathy said. She grabbed her water bottle off the boards as an excuse to linger a few seconds longer instead of rushing back into practice. Some days she felt ready to land this stupid jump. Days like today, she never wanted to try it again.

Unfortunately, Keith had known her long enough to understand her habits. "Finish up," he said as she gulped a mouthful of water. "That's enough jumping for one session. I think next we'll work on footwork, and then we'll find time for spins before the end. I want all level fours from you this season."

"Right," Kathy said, putting down her water bottle with a sigh.

The thing was: Kathy loved jumping. She'd been the first in her learn-to-skate group to try the tiny baby jumps that kids learned, and she'd managed to land her first axel, the hardest of the basic jumps, at a relatively early age, too.

It was just getting hard to face the fact that she wasn't as good at them as she'd always thought she was, that the praise everyone had for her jump height hadn't translated to results at her age. Here she was, seventeen, still struggling with her last couple of triples – she had yet to truly land the flip, and the lutz was in even worse shape. Something mental had always blocked her, and when she'd finally made some progress on the flip last year and tried to include it in her programs, she'd gone and hurt her ankle attempting one, setting her back further.

Which meant that she wasn't exactly World Championship material, not here in the US where too many other women had their full array of advanced jumps.

Steps are important too, she told herself as Keith started directing her into patterns and barking when she didn't hit the edges as deeply as she should have or hopped where she was supposed to turn. It felt kind of pointless today – she was probably going to apply to college this year, like people her age were supposed to, and would her ability to do a rocker turn matter then?

But she did each pattern as she was told. It was just a funk. She'd had them before. She'd get over it.

Spins were easier. Kathy had never been the best at them, but there was something meditative about turning around and around and around in place.

Her camel spin was nice, she reminded herself. Focus on the good points. She'd struggled with the triple toe loop at one point, too. And she'd gotten it. Just as she had turned her camel into a point of pride after too many critical comments from judges and Keith.

She had practiced holding her leg up high and stretched out behind her, perfectly straight and toe pointed, until the line would look amazing in her black practice leggings, and then she turned her torso sideways and twisted her head towards the dizzying lights above. One hand to her chest, one arm matching her leg. Learning to do this well had once been a good distraction from falling on the triple toe loop over and over, and the shape of her spin positions was something she'd become fixated on in competition video of herself.

But a nice detail in a spin was barely going to get her any more points. That was what the jumps were for.

Spins are important, too, she chastised herself. They were still points. Competitions could be won and lost by tiny margins.

Kathy was glad to get off the ice at the end of the session. She sat down on her favorite bench – they were all wood with faded paint, but this one rocked a bit less than the others – and felt relief bubble in her chest as she pulled at her laces.

"Hey," came a voice from the bench across from hers.

"Hey, Chloe," Kathy replied without looking up. Chloe Yang was the closest of her skating friends left after the years, between people dropping out of the sport as they grew older and others moving to bigger rinks with more famous coaches in hopes of making it (but as far as she knew, none of them still skated).

"I saw you working on your flip," Chloe said. "You've got the height for it down again. You just need to, you know, really, really go for it."

"Thanks," she said, rolling her eyes at the rubber mats. As though she hadn't thought of that! "I'm trying."

"That was how I got mine," Chloe added.

Kathy told herself that she wasn't trying to rub anything in; she was just trying to help Kathy out the way she always tried to, even though it wasn't what Kathy wanted to hear today.

"Did you choose your music for next season yet?" Kathy asked so they wouldn't be talking about jumps anymore.

Chloe had not, but her chattering about which songs she was considering filled the time that it took Kathy to get off her skates, pack, and do a little stretching before her dad arrived.

Nowadays, she mostly drove herself to practice – to the relief of her parents – but Mom had needed the car for errands earlier today, so a pick-up it was. "How was practice?" Dad asked.

"Fine. We worked on the flip," she said, having already decided what she was going to say ahead of time. Mom would have taken it was fine; Dad could tell an axel from a lutz. "I didn't land it, but it's getting closer. And then we worked on spins and stuff."

"Good, good," Dad said. "Sounds like you're making progress. Think you'll have it in your program next season?"

"Yeah," she said. She had to, after all the work she'd put into it, how close she was to getting it. "And Keith and I were talking about what to aim for next season, and I want to try to beat my best placement at Nationals when I do," she added. "My stretch goal is to try to sneak into the top ten."

He nodded, looking pleased at this announced plan.

She pulled out her phone, ready to settle down and relax and think about something other than skating for a bit, but Dad continued.

"By the way, you remember there's that homeschooling meet-up at Cottonview Park on Tuesday? You never decided if you were going or not. I'd be fine if you wanted to skip it, but it's up to you."

Kathy turned her head to hide a grimace. She'd started homeschooling years ago when she was still a kid, since sessions at the rink were often during the day and it made everything easier to fit, but she'd also rapidly outgrown the usual demographic of those meet-ups.

Maybe in a larger town, there would have been more teenagers. But in Nunipag? If she was lucky, there might be someone who was twelve; if she was unlucky, it'd be a bunch of kids running around and screaming after being cooped up at home all winter. Or one of the adults would try to talk to her about religion, and that was always awkward.

No, thank you.

"Eh," she said. "I don't know. I'd have to miss practice."

"That's true," he said. "Your mom really wants you to go. You know how she gets."

She sighed. "It's not like I don't have friends! There's Chloe. I see people at the rink every day, and I even see normal people at learn-to-skate. It's not like I'm going to grow up into some freak who can't talk to another human just because I don't go to school."

"Kathy," Dad warned, and she slouched into the seat. "She's just worried about you. I don't agree about this particular thing of hers, but it's what parents do. She wants you to be happy when you grow up and go to college or get a job, not lost." He paused. "I think you're doing fine. If you don't want to go, we're not going to make you."

"Okay," she said, staring determinedly at her phone screen even though it was turned off. Dad couldn't see it either way.

Kathy did not particularly want to think about college at this moment. Then again, she didn't want to think about skating much right now, either.

It had to be exhaustion. Tomorrow was her day off, and she would let her aching muscles rest and rebuild themselves. Maybe she would go outside and enjoy the fresh air and the slow coming of spring.

Monday would be a better day.

***

Body warm from an hour of exercising off-ice, mind ready from practicing jumps on the rubber mats, Kathy hit the rink. She had the first lesson of the session with Keith, and as soon as she was ready to go, she skated over to him.

First, they ran through the jumps she had already mastered and practiced some combos. Then Keith said, "Looking sharp today. Let's get this flip down."

She nodded and took off, not letting her mind build it up in any way. After she dodged around a couple of little girls, she made a circle on the ice, gaining speed. Her shoulders were straight; she turned on her left foot, checked her limbs, picked, and threw herself into the jump.

Halfway through the second rotation, something in her head bailed. Her position fell apart midair, and her feet tangled on the way down to the ice.

Kathy let out a huff of air that had nothing to do with any pain from falling. There was a childish part of her that wanted to slam a fist down into the ice – she had felt so ready this time! But she was too old for tantrums or crying fits; the last of those had been when she was struggling with learning her double axel. Keith wouldn't stand for it, and neither would she.

She picked herself up, dusted the snow off her legs, and circled back to Keith, who was shaking his head. "I don't know what happened," she admitted.

"You rushed the take-off with your upper body," he said. "Everything got twisted up. Come on, let's try again."

They tried it again, and again. They took video. They stared at the video. They tried it again.

Kathy didn't have any falls quite that jarring after the first. But by the end of the hour, it didn't feel like she was any closer to grasping the jump, either.

She waved goodbye to Keith, doing her best not to look dejected. Time to go work with her spin coach for half an hour. Level four out of four on all of them would be worth more points than a triple flip she fell on.

As she skated to the other side of the rink, a girl flew by, one a few years younger than her who had moved to their area last year and started taking lessons with Keith. She was wearing fashionable leggings, with a spiraling stripe going up one leg, and though she hunched way too much, she moved quickly.

Kathy turned to watch for a moment as the girl skated backwards into the corner and tried a triple lutz. She fell, made a face, and clambered back up.

Though she wouldn't be here until the afternoon, the girl made her think of Chloe. She could do a triple lutz. While her success rate on them was still a bit low, at least she could do it sometimes. Kathy had only ever tried them with a rate of zero, and they hadn't looked much better than those girl's.

Chloe was younger than her, too, by a couple of years. She could do all the usual triples, and she would probably receive a junior Grand Prix assignment. Kathy was still age-eligible for them – this season – but after her disastrous results last Nationals and with her difficulty still not high enough, nobody was going to be sending her to any international competitions.

Kathy took a deep breath and tried to focus. Spins. This was spin time now.

After the spin lesson, she had a half-hour left on the session to practice by herself. She avoided jumping in favor of edge exercises, and even threw in a couple of her favorite showier moves to cheer herself up. Still, when the Zamboni arrived and everyone jumped off, she was happy to remove her skates and dig out her lunch box.

She went outside to eat, though today was a bit chilly for it. But outside was quieter than the lobby of the rink, and she nagged a picnic table to herself. Chloe texted her, complaining about morning lessons at her school. Kathy dug into her sandwich and sent her reply one-handed.

After eating, she was supposed to do some schoolwork in the rink lobby before her next lesson. Dad had that section of her calendar marked in red. Kathy's finger hovered over the alert that popped up on her phone screen, and then she swept it up, not dismissing it, and swiped away. She'd start in a minute.

Just as she thought that, Dad texted her, and she groaned. But it wasn't a reminder to catch up on her biology class. Mom wants to know if you wanted to go to the event tomorrow. She's got the day off anyway, so she can drive you.

She started to type that she didn't, but she paused.

On the one hand, she needed to skate. Way more than she needed to ignore a bunch of kids.

Then again, if she went, she'd have an excuse to skip her usual lesson. She could come in to the evening freestyle session and practice on her own. No Keith for a day. No videos. No flips unless she felt like it.

It would be another little break. One day. Her jumps would be the same if she skipped a single day, wouldn't they?

I guess we could check it out, she wrote. If nothing's happening, I could go for a run or something.

Weather's getting nice enough for it, Dad replied. Your mom could use some time away from her computer, anyway :) I'll let her know you want to go.

Kathy nodded to herself. But the sense of relief was extremely short-lived, and already she felt like a coward, running away instead of facing this stupid jump. Chloe was probably right; she just needed to go for it.

But she'd already sent the message. Kathy adjusted her posture, tilting her phone away from the rest of the rink and towards the wall – even though nobody was close enough to be looking at it anyway – and went searching for a distraction.

Dad had set up a couple of social media accounts for her skating career, private ones for her relatives. He still managed them, and Kathy was happy to leave him to it. But she also had a secret account of her own. There was nothing strange about what she followed, exactly, but she liked to keep it all to herself.

First on her feed was an announcement of an upcoming opera production from one of the theaters she followed. It would be telecast, and the name of it was new to her, but the description didn't pull her in. Kathy scrolled past it to a picture of a woman on a hiking trip with her partner, both of them sweating but smiling. One of them looked like she could lift the other if she put down her hiking poles.

Kathy stared at her arms. At her buzzed hair and mud-covered hiking boots. The stance both of them had that said I can do anything, just like in every photo.

She knew it was kind of fake. There were pictures of her mid-program where she looked as confident as anything when she'd secretly been shaking with nerves inside. Mom had given her a ton of talks about social media illusions. But the fantasy was comforting.

Kathy liked looking at photos of other girls in pretty skating dresses, with their hair neatly tucked away, their tights disappearing into polished white boots, spinning til their skirts flared, but it was hard not to feel a pang when she saw things like this. Maybe it was just the confidence they exuded in the lives they lived online. Or perhaps it was the styling, haircuts that looked like they came from a barbershop rather than buns and clothes that made skating dresses look like tissue paper.

What kind of face would Keith make if she showed up looking like that? Perhaps the hair she could explain as a throwback to the '70s women, if she styled it enough like a woman's haircut. Any judges would probably shake their heads at her; she'd gotten comments on a skating test once because she'd worn leggings and a pair of shorts instead of a dress.

But it was fun to think about. She always felt so out of place in the glitz of competition dresses and mandatory makeup, and the moment she was old enough to dress herself, she'd at least toned it down. Stage makeup only, dresses that didn't emphasize her curves so much.

Her phone reminded her it was time to warm up for the ice again, and she clicked her screen off, closing the fantasy again. However cool those women looked to her, she could never be like them. Not while she was a figure skater, that was for sure.


Chapter 2


Cottonview Park was finally starting to turn green, though the grass was short and marshy underfoot. The homeschooling group had taken over one of the pavilions, and as Kathy approached them with her mom, she scanned for anyone roughly her height who wasn't obviously over the age of twenty.

No luck.

At least there was free food. Kathy refused to feel bad about picking up two huge slices of pizza; everything in moderation, Dad said. She added a handful of carrot sticks and a big dollop of hummus to her paper plate, grabbed too many napkins by accident, and wandered away from the picnic tables and into the weak sunshine.

Kathy's favorite part of Cottonview had always been the reservoir, frequented by ducks and by geese that protectively herded their babies along. The water monitoring station in the middle, or whatever the artificial structure was, ruined the view a bit, but it was still nice to sit by herself on one of the benches lining the water and stare at it.

Spring was firmly on its way, though a chill remained in the air. Still, Kathy unzipped her jacket and pulled it into her lap so she could feel the gentle breeze on her shoulders for the first time in months. The wind rippled the water, causing it to lap quietly at the edge of the reservoir, and the sunshine, thin as it was, felt amazing after a winter of practicing inside through the short daylight hours.

Enough thinking of skating; she'd come here today to escape that. Kathy happily started in on her food. It wasn't until she'd devoured both slices of pizza and crunched through half the carrot sticks that she happened to glance up and see the other girl sitting at another bench down the path from her.

She was unusually pretty, with a small, flat nose and black hair that hung straight and shiny over her shoulders in the sunlight. Something about the way she stared at the water suggested she was turning over serious thoughts.

The girl looked to be about her age. Kathy wished that she was part of the homeschooling group; maybe then she'd have someone to talk to at these things.

While she finished her carrot sticks, Kathy stole glances at her and wondered what she was thinking about. If she was here in the middle of a weekday, then she was probably a little older than her – perhaps she was contemplating whether to move to somewhere more lively than Nunipag for a dream job, or considering whether she wanted to pursue a degree.

It had to be something interesting. She looked like someone more exciting than anyone who went to homeschooling meet-ups. Someone with bigger dreams than landing a jump in a figure skating competition.

"Kathy!" came her mom's voice. Kathy glanced up and waved, stuffing the last of her carrot sticks in her mouth and chewing furiously as she did so. Her mom walked over, smiling, along with a man Kathy didn't recognize.

She managed to swallow down the remains of her carrots just as they reached her. "Hi," she said, waving at him. Maybe he was a new dad at the events, or a tutor or something. Mom had used to talk about getting one for her to make sure she was on the right track, though not for a few years now; skating was expensive enough, and Kathy didn't have much issue with her education being a hodgepodge of online courses and whatever textbooks her parents bought for her.

"This is my daughter, Kathy," Mom said, gesturing for Kathy to stand. She did, awkwardly balancing her plate, her napkins, and her jacket as Mom slid her arm around her shoulders. "Kathy, this is Mr. Alex Choi."

They shook hands. Mr. Choi looked nice; he had bright eyes behind his glasses and a bright smile beneath them. "Pleased to meet you, Kathy," he said. "My wife and I just moved to the area. We were worried that our daughter wouldn't have a good chance to get to know anyone her age, so I'm glad to see one person around here who's between ten and twenty-five!"

Kathy looked over her shoulder at the girl on the bench. She was staring at the ground now, her hair covering her face, but....

"Yep," said Mr. Choi. "That's my daughter. Can I introduce you?"

He didn't wait for Kathy to nod before he went ahead of them and spoke to the girl in a low voice. She came over when he encouraged her, but she walked so slowly that Kathy wondered what was wrong; she didn't look up from the ground even when she came to a halt in front of them.

"This is Ava," he said, patting her shoulder. "Ava, this is Elise Peterson and her daughter Kathy. She's almost exactly the same age as you, and it sounds like you have some things in common. Why don't you try talking with her?"

Ava glanced up. She had big, dark eyes, lined with long eyelashes. Kathy thought she could have been a model, if only she wasn't so shy she instantly looked away again. And if she'd been taller. Maybe one of those models in make-up ads, advertising eyelashes that went on forever with a pair of eyes Kathy could stare at for longer.

Kathy did not need to be thinking about pretty girls this year. Not with everything she needed to get down. But it was hard to take her gaze off Ava.

"Okay," Ava finally said.

"Well, we'll leave you two to it, then," said Mr. Choi. He gave her an encouraging pat to the shoulder, and then he left down the path with Mom, the two of them talking about the challenges of parenting teenagers.

"Want to sit down?" Kathy asked. Ava nodded quickly and perched on the end of the bench, mouth firmly shut.

Man, maybe she was doing the homeschooling thing because she was too shy to talk to anyone. Unsure of what to do, Kathy gave her plenty of space as she sat down with her, and she busied herself with pulling her jacket back on and stuffing the napkins into her pockets so they wouldn't blow away. The plate she folded into halves, then quarters, still waiting.

When it became clear that Ava wasn't going to start the conversation, Kathy tried, "So your dad said you guys just moved here?"

"Yeah." Ava's voice was small. Kathy could barely hear her over the rustling of a new breeze.

And that was all she said. Okay.... Take two. "Where from?"

"Illinois."

Kathy could recall nothing about Illinois except its general location. "That's pretty far from upstate New York."

Ava nodded.

"Is it really different from here?"

This time, she only got a shrug. Frustrated, Kathy turned back to the pond. Fine, if Ava didn't want to talk with her, she'd stop trying to force the issue.

A group of ducks swam by, quacking at each other and ducking under the water for nibbles of food. The sun moved behind a cloud and then emerged again. Kathy thought about pulling out her phone – the scenery was nice in its familiarity, but not nice enough to stare at in silence for this long – but Ava hadn't gone for hers, and it felt rude to be the first one to visibly give up on their conversation. Then again, she felt like Ava was being rude, too.

Kathy gave it another minute or two before the boredom won.

"How long have you been doing homeschooling? Like for years or?"

Ava shook her head. "One," she whispered.

"Oh, huh." Not really that long, then. "I've been studying on my own for a few now. I'm a figure skater, and it's a lot easier to schedule practice if I can do lessons whenever."

Ava finally looked up at her. Kathy gave herself an internal fist-pump at turning the strained air around. Take that, Mom and all her worries. "You skate?"

"Yeah. Not, like, I'm not going to the World Championships," she said, before Ava could ask like everyone did. "Or much of anything you see on TV, actually. But I love it." Not that she could remember the last session that hadn't been a disappointment right now. Whatever, it was simply a stupid jump getting her down. "My mom worries about me 'cause I don't have a lot of time left over for friends, but I feel like I talk to people at the rink enough to have learned not to be a weirdo. Or maybe I haven't and I'm talking too much."

The corner of Ava's mouth turned up just a touch. Another victory! Kathy wondered if she could get a full smile out of her.

"It's fine," said Ava. "It's cool that you skate."

"You do anything like that?"

Ava hesitated. That was a yes, Kathy guessed. No idea why Ava wouldn't simply say so, though.

She tried to encourage her. "I know you can't judge by looking, but you seem like you'd be a beautiful dancer."

Ava hesitated again, then said in a quick mumble, "I like practicing gymnastics. But the kind with the ribbon, not the kind with the flips. If you've heard of it. Most people haven't."

A vague image flashed at Kathy of girls in leotards tossing things at each other. Must've seen a bit of it at the last Games. She nodded a couple of times.

Ava seemed relieved, her shoulders dropping. She tilted her head and asked, "You... compete?"

"Mm-hm. It's kind of the off-season right now, so I'm just working on things, but I've been to Nationals a few times."

Ava straightened, her mouth parting. "Wow, really? You perform in front of all those people? I'd die."

Kathy laughed. "I thought I was going to throw up the first time, but you get used to it! It's nice because everyone there is rooting for you."

"I couldn't," Ava said, shaking her head. "You must be so brave. Can't imagine how much courage it must take to do anything in front of a crowd. I only do gymnastics for fun."

Touched at the compliments – was it really that scary to other people? – Kathy smiled. "That's fine. It's still, like, exercise. Better that than gym class."

Not that she knew what high school gym classes were like, but judging by the face Ava pulled, the movies were right about it. Unfortunately, though, she suddenly dropped her eyes to the ground again.

Which was a shame. They had a doe-like quality; Kathy thought again about magazine ads. The glossy models with colors splashed over their eyelids or lashes curling to the edge of the page really had nothing on her.

She tried a few more times to get a conversation going, but it seemed her luck had run out. Ava barely responded to anything else she said, and when she did, half the time it was with a small gesture instead of a word. Kathy wondered where the interest had suddenly gone.

Eventually, their parents finished the loop around the reservoir and came around to meet them again. "Making friends?" Mr. Choi asked.

Ava withdrew even further, her shoulders sinking down. It kind of hurt to see. Kathy had thought they were getting on well for a minute there, but looked like all they had in common was their age and a weird school experience after all.

"I guess," said Ava.

"Well, Elise here was telling me about everything Kathy does when she's not at school. Told you the two of you had some things in common! You take ballet lessons to help with your skating, right, Kathy?"

"Sure do." She wasn't great at it, but there was nothing like time in the dance studio to help her discover how her limbs worked and fix her posture.

Mom smiled at Ava. "Well, since Alex said you do ballet to help your gymnastics," she said, "I was thinking maybe you'd like to try out Kathy's studio. At your age you might be in the same classes, and her teacher—"

"No," Ava said sharply.

Kathy blinked at her.

"Ava," sighed her dad.

"No," she repeated. "I – I...." She turned her face back to the ground. "I can't. We should, um. I need to. Look at the different studios. I don't know what time...."

Her voice faded into a mumble that Kathy couldn't pick out. While her dad came over to bend down and whisper in her ear, Kathy traded a what on Earth was that? look with her mom.

Geez, and after the way she'd called skating, of all things, cool, she'd flinched like she hated the idea of taking a dance class together. But if so, she could've stopped talking to her far earlier. Could've excused herself to go get more pizza or whatever from the pavilion or faked a phone call. What was with her?

"Well," said Mom, "it's probably time we got going anyway. Kathy's got a skating session to catch."

Kathy pulled out her phone and checked the time. She'd be a bit early, but yeah, it wasn't a made-up excuse.

"Thanks for taking the time to tell me so much about the area," Mr. Choi said. He tapped Ava's shoulder, and she slowly uncurled herself, her gaze rising to the vicinity of Kathy's lap.

"Good luck with your skating," she said. "It, um. You sound good at it."

"Thanks," Kathy said.

Kathy stood, taking her paper plate. As she and Mom followed the path out, she found herself unfolding and re-folding it, anything to do with her hands.

She glanced back before they rounded the path around a stand of trees, still leafless at this time of year, and saw Ava with her feet pulled up on the bench, talking with her dad, pushing that lovely hair of hers away from her face.

"I thought we had a connection going for a second there," she said mournfully. "She didn't have to freak out like that."

"Maybe I put her on the spot too much with that," Mom said. "She looks shy. But we'll see her soon, and maybe she'll change her mind when she's had time to think about it."

She hoped so. With all the questions Ava had asked, she hadn't been able to return the curiosity at all. But Ava seemed like she'd be amazing at ballet, one of those girls who stood toward the front of the class and moved with more grace than Kathy would ever be able to muster.

"Wait," she said, coming to a halt. "What do you mean we'll see her soon? She said no to the classes."

Mom's eyebrows pulled together, and she turned to face her. "You remember how I've been harping on you to brush up on your grammar and writing skills? That course really did nothing for you... anyway, it turns out that her dad is a professional translator, and he's been helping Ava with writing for years. So we've decided that the two of you might as well have lessons together."

Kathy frowned. It wasn't that she objected to Mr. Choi – he'd given off a friendly aura – but she'd just had the talk with Keith about her goals for next season, and they weren't going to be easy to achieve. "They're not going to take that much time, are they? And do you really think Ava wants to take any kind of class with me after how she reacted?"

Mom sighed and put her hand to her cheek. "Kathy, I've had this discussion with your dad too many times. I'm not attached to you learning the same classics that the kids in school do, but you need to learn solid basics. You're going to be applying to colleges soon – you have to write essays to get into them and understand your textbooks. And then you'll have to write professional emails, if nothing else, once you get a job. Now's the time to learn. Our efforts haven't amounted to much, the course we signed you up for was a waste of money, and this is a great opportunity for you to learn from someone who reads and writes for a living. As for Ava, I suppose Alex will talk her into it. Seems like it wouldn't be a bad idea for her to spend more time with someone her age, either."

Kathy rolled her eyes. But Mom was staring her down; she'd never let Kathy get away with slipping grades or skipped classes. At least that would be Kathy's own responsibility soon enough, if she decided to apply to university after all. She wasn't even sure about that yet.

"If it's not eating into my training time. Okay. But I don't really think Ava's going to want to show up for them."

She looked back one more time. Ava was still curled up on the bench. She brushed her hair back from her face, looked up at her dad; her profile could have been a statue, every line of it elegant.

Well... maybe if her dad did convince her to join in, Ava would be less shy once they got used to each other. With such a light voice, she had to have a pretty laugh, one of those refined, tinkling ones. If anyone besides her ever got to hear it, which seemed doubtful at the moment.

Or maybe they'd come back to the topic of skating, if Kathy hadn't already tired her of it. Wasn't often she had a chance to babble about it to someone new, someone who wasn't already immersed in that world but didn't seem to be bored by the topic. Someone who went wide-eyed at the thought of competing and called her courageous for it.

And, sure, she'd learn to write essays or whatever and get Mom off her back about it.

They continued around the bend. Ava vanished behind the tangle of bare branches.


Chapter 3


After the third splat in a row on her triple loop, Kathy was starting to wonder if a day off had been the wrong move. Grimacing, she shoved herself up and stroked off, steeling herself for another attempt.

"Kathy," Keith called. She made an abrupt change of course and met him by the boards.

"I'll get the next one," she said.

"Take a second before you do. Remember, shoulders..." She pulled them out of their hunch. "...spine..." She straightened her back. "...core..." She fixed her bent center. "...and legs."

Kathy curled her toes in her skates and concentrated on the feeling of her thighs supporting her, of her knees ready to dip and spring. Her ankle no longer hurt, last year's injury completely healed, and she'd trained away the lingering weakness.

"And now a deep breath."

She took one in, filling her chest all the way, and held it, the air in every corner of her lungs. When she let it out, she did so slowly, eyes slipping closed.

"How's that feel?"

"Better," she said. "Thanks, Keith."

He smiled and patted her shoulder. "No use attempting to jump when your body is that wound up. Now let's try that again."

It wasn't her best triple loop, but she landed it.

In general, though, it was one of those days when her body seemed to have lost track of how everything was supposed to work. She stumbled over her combination jumps. When it was time to practice spins, she struggled to keep her blade balanced on the right spot, so her spins went this way and that instead of sticking in one place.

Maybe she should end the session with something easy. So she tried dipping herself down into a spiral – not her favorite element, and she was very glad the compulsory sequences of them were gone – but an arabesque wasn't that hard.

Naturally, she managed to rock too far forward on her blade, overcompensate trying to find her balance again, and fall back over her heel into a sprawl.

Stupid ice. Stupid blades.

Kathy left the ice a few minutes early to avoid the rush, then took herself outside and buried herself in her history textbook while she stuffed lunch in her face. The Incans were a nice distraction. They'd probably never invented ice skating.

"Hey," Chloe said at some point, plunking down next to her. "How'd your morning go?"

Kathy made a face and put away her textbook. "Terribly."

"Sorry to hear that. But I bet your afternoon will be better! You just have to keep picking yourself up and going, right? Hard work pays off, and I know you always give it your all, so if you keep trying—"

"Oh, shut up," Kathy snapped. "What, did you think I ran off the ice crying?"

She grabbed her bag and stormed away from the picnic table and back into the rink. As if she just needed to hear some words picked out of a motivational video and everything would be fixed! As if trying was all she needed to get anywhere! Why did Chloe think saying that crap would help anyone? Did she think Kathy was lazy and would give up all the time if she didn't have someone prodding her along? She knew that wasn't true!

Kathy sat heavily on her favorite bench and stuffed her feet into her skates, then started tightening the laces with quick, practiced motions. She didn't look up as Chloe crept over to the bench next to hers, nor when she saw Chloe stare at her from the corner of her eye.

Someone else who was getting his skates on laughed at a joke. Kathy knotted her right skate and started doing up the left one.

Contrition practically radiated off of Chloe. Please forgive me hung heavily on the air. She probably didn't even know what she'd done wrong.

Keith, getting his own skates on across from them, gave them both a look and raised his eyebrow.

"Sorry," Chloe said in a small voice.

Kathy took a breath through gritted teeth. She was the older one, the one with more experience in skating and competition and life in general under her belt, the one who taught little kids how to take their first steps on the ice as a basic coach of her own. Though right now she wanted to ignore Chloe, if she didn't say something, Keith would give her a talking-to about being the mature one again.

"Sorry for yelling at you," she said, surprised at how evenly her own voice came out. "I'm having a bad day, and I really don't need to hear about how I should simply work harder, okay? I feel like I'm trying as hard as I can right now, and it's not working."

"I know," Chloe said, her voice still quiet and squeaky. "I didn't mean that you weren't. You're always working super hard, you wouldn't be here if you didn't. Just wanted to make you feel better about it."

Kathy made herself take another deep breath, conscious of Keith's gaze, and scrambled for something to say that wasn't then shut up again. "Maybe you could, like, let me film a few of your triple flips to use as a model? That'd probably help."

Chloe perked up. "Really? I'd be happy to!"

As though she didn't already have a whole folder full of videos to use as models; she sometimes looked at them and tried to step through the jump mentally. It had worked for her before for other moves. So it would work out for her eventually with this jump, too.

But a few more angles wouldn't hurt. Chloe would be happy.

And then she could go off and work on steps by herself. Surely she couldn't screw those up too much before it was time for her lesson with her ice dance coach to work on skating skills. If this was going to be one of those days that nothing worked, it was better to practice turns than tire herself out and bruise her legs by falling all over her jumps.

As she stepped onto the ice, a thought popped into her head: Ava thought she was full of courage? Hah. Today it felt more like she was too stubborn to quit while everything was telling her that she'd already hit her limit, that there was no point in continuing any further. If Ava saw her skate today, well, that would be the end of the compliments.

Kathy squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. Not the time to be thinking about Ava, who was never going to watch her skating. She pushed away from the wall and started to practice turns.

Within five minutes of starting her skating skills lesson, she fell off her outside edge; she wasn't even doing anything!

At least it made her dance coach laugh. Kathy forced a smile onto her face, like she was laughing at herself, as she stood back up.
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