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Chapter 1 


[image: ]




Becky Donovan pulled her rental car into her parents’ driveway. A heavy dread settled on her shoulders. The tears she’d held back on the ride here hovered near her lids now, obscuring her vision and blurring the Christmas lights decorating the lawn and house into red, white, and green halos in the night. She shoved the gear into park and sat with her hands in her lap, leaving the engine running, hoping to stave off the moment she’d walk in the front door and take off her coat. 

How long could she stay out here before anyone noticed? Was it too late to put the car in reverse, back out quietly, and spend the holidays driving aimlessly around Long Island? Or better yet, go home to Seattle? As if on cue, a hand drew back the curtains in the living room window, and her brother’s face peered out. Yup. Too late for alternatives. That train had left the station.

“Okay, Becs, you’re a big girl.” She patted her stomach. “And getting bigger every day. Time to get this over with.”

It wasn’t like Mom could kill her.

Could she?

Not with witnesses. She shivered. Her only hope was her stepfather. He’d back her up. He’d promised he would.

Heaving a deep sigh, she unbuckled the seat belt just as the front door opened. She clambered out of the car, careful to turn away from the couple spilling out of the house until she grabbed a pile of gifts out of the back seat.

“Becky, welcome home!” Her mom practically flew down the steps to the walkway. “Come inside. Hurry. We held dinner for you. Jeff, get her things.”

She turned again, hefted the pile of colorfully-wrapped packages in front of her. “I’ve got this. If Dad could get my suitcase from the other side, though, that’d be great.”

“I can do that.” Her stepfather strode forward and kissed her forehead. “Welcome home, sweetheart.” He leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “Relax. It’s gonna be okay. I promise.”

Yeah, sure. The captain of the Titanic probably said the same thing to his passengers. With a curt nod, she allowed her mother to wrap an arm around her shoulders and squeeze.

“God, it’s good to have you back!” Mom exclaimed. “I wish you would’ve taken a job closer to home. It’s way too long between visits with you all the way on the west coast.”

“April,” Dad said in a warning tone, but with no bite.

Her mother beamed. “I know, I know. No nagging, no lectures. But I miss my Becky-boo!”

Becky didn’t have to wonder how fast Mom would break those promises. Her money was on... oh, in about sixty seconds. “Well, you’ve got me for two whole weeks now, so we’ll have to make the most of it.”

“Oh, believe me, I intend to. I already made an appointment at the nail salon for mani-pedis for us tomorrow, and I made your favorite dessert tonight.” Mom bounced like a child skipping rope. “It’s so good to have our whole family together again!”

Becky’s younger brother, Mike, opened the storm door wider for them all as they approached.

“Hey, Becs,” he said, “welcome home.”

“Thanks, buddy. How you doin’?” He'd grown taller since her last visit around Easter and now had the build of a grizzly bear. “How’s work?”

“Good. I got a promotion.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yup. I help out in the art classes now.” Mike attended a special school for people with Down Syndrome and worked there part-time as a teachers’ assistant.

“That’s great. I’m proud of you, little bro.” 

“Mike,” her mother scolded, “don’t just stand there. Take those packages from your sister and put them under the tree.”

“No!” She hurriedly turned toward the living room. “I’ll do it.” Her mother cocked her head in curiosity, and she added a hasty, “His present’s in here, too. I don’t want him to peek.”

“I’m a grown-up now, Becs,” he said with a scowl. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Guilt slapped her cheeks, filling them with heat. She hated using him as a dodge, and for what? The truth would come out any second now. Still, she walked on leaden feet to the Christmas tree—a real one, which they’d never had when she was growing up and times were leaner—and knelt to arrange her assorted presents beneath the spiky boughs. The ornaments were the same ones she remembered from her childhood because Mom was sentimental about family stuff. Her “Baby’s First Christmas” ornament, a pink angel stenciled with her birthdate and full name, dangled from a branch near her nose. She winced. Mike’s blue angel sat perched a few branches away. 

By next year, they’d need another one.

Knowing she couldn’t put off the moment any longer, she got to her feet, clumsy with the extra weight around her abdomen, and found her stepfather’s hand beneath her arm to steady her. 

“Let me take your coat, sweetheart,” he said. 

She straightened and slowly undid the buttons with shaking fingers while her mother chattered on, oblivious to what she was about to discover.

“Grandma decided to spend this Christmas with Aunt Lyn and Uncle Doug up in Vermont. She seems to have really hit it off with your uncle’s mother. Why, I can’t begin to imagine. Violet Sawyer is one of the nicest women I’ve ever met and Grandma’s...” She grimaced. “Well, you know Grandma. Anyway, it’s actually a good thing, since Aunt Summer and Uncle Craig will be here with the kids, so we’re definitely going to have a too-full house even without her—”

Her coat fell into her stepfather’s hands, and her mother’s gasp pierced the air like a needle through a balloon.

“Now, Mom,” she started, but Mom shook her head, silencing her.

Dad moved to stand by Mom’s side, ready to support her should she collapse in a dead faint. Not that Ironside Mom would ever faint. Anyone who knew her knew Mom was tougher than most MMA fighters. Becky had only seen her mother cry once, on the television show that brought April Raine, the owner of parenting services company Rainey-Day-Wife, together with Dr. Jeff Prentiss, a talk show psychologist who had publicly criticized her company, for a thirty-day modern battle of the sexes. That was over ten years ago now.

There would be no tears today, though. With a quick, “I’m okay” murmured to her husband, Mom tiptoed closer to Becky, as if her daughter’s condition might be contagious. “Becky? Are you...” She seemed to struggle so Becky decided to put them both out of their miseries.

“Yes, Mom. I’m pregnant.” She rushed on to fill in the blanks. “Ace knows. He’s in Norway right now for some competition but hopes to make it back before the baby’s born. I’m due the last week in February.”

Mom’s brow furrowed. “That’s... two months from now...”

Dad clapped his hands. “Let me be the first to say congratulations, Becs. We’re so happy for you! Aren’t we, April?” At her mute nod, he turned to his stepson. “You hear that, Mike? You’re going to be an uncle soon.”

Mike reached out a hand toward her belly. “You’re gonna have a baby?”

She smiled. “Mmm-hmm. It’s okay. You can touch it if you want.”

He placed a tentative hand on her sweater. “Wow. Does it hurt?”

“No. He moves around a lot when I’m sitting around doing nothing sometimes, and it’s kinda funny to see my whole belly rumble from side to side.”

“Make him move now. I wanna see.”

“I can’t,” she replied with a laugh. “He moves when he wants to.”

“He?” At last, Mom found her voice again. “My grandbaby is a grandson?”

Becky nodded. “Mmm-hmm. I’ve got sonogram pictures in my purse. Do you want to see?” She watched the play of emotions on her mother’s face, the disappointment that her daughter was about to follow in her disastrous footsteps versus the excitement to share in the joy of her first grandchild, followed at last by a temporary truce for the sake of everyone around them. Becky had no doubt that after dinner, when they were alone, Mom wouldn’t be so tightlipped. 

“Let’s eat first,” Dad said, his arm around Mom’s waist to draw her toward the dining room. “Before everything gets cold.”

Mom nodded, and the two led the way to the perfectly set table covered by a crimson tablecloth embroidered with cream-colored poinsettia flowers. Flames danced on the pine-scented pedestal candles perched on their silver stands. An herb-crusted standing rib roast took center stage, beside mashed potatoes topped with melting golden butter, honey-glazed carrots, a colorful salad, and yeasty rolls.

“Wow,” Becky said with genuine appreciation. “This looks fabulous. I take it Dad  cooked tonight?” 

Not that Mom couldn’t whip up a nice meal, but for special occasions, her stepfather had a magic touch. Mom tended to stress out, lose patience too soon, and under- or over-cook key ingredients when the pressure was on.

“I swear he’s like the Beef Whisperer,” her mother said. “Jeff knows exactly when to pull the roast out of the oven and how much time he needs to let it rest before he slices it.”

“And it’s rested just enough to be perfect at this very moment,” he said. “So, everyone, sit. Let’s eat.” 

Becs settled into the seat that had been hers at this table since she’d outgrown her highchair. By next Christmas, a new highchair would be in this room—if her mother didn’t disown her before then. As the family began to eat, silence filled the room, broken only by the clink of silver on china.

“How was the trip home?” Dad asked.

“Exhausting.”

“You didn’t fly, did you?” Mom twisted her napkin into a coil. “Not so late in your pregnancy.”

Becs smothered a sigh of relief. Mom’s concern had become centered on her soon-to-be-grandson, which was exactly what she’d hoped for. “It’s still safe, Mom. I checked with my doctor.”

“You should’ve called,” her mother replied. “We would’ve picked you up at the airport, and you wouldn’t have had the added expense of a rental car.”

“I wasn’t sure how long I’d be here,” she said without thinking.

That quickly, the tension returned. 

Unwitting or not, the barb found its target. Her mom slapped her crumpled napkin on the table with enough force to make the plates jump.

“I’m sorry,” Becky blurted. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

Mom sighed. “Yeah, I think you did.”

“Ladies,” Jeff interjected with a meaningful glance at Michael who watched the interaction with a furrowed brow. “Not now. There’ll be plenty of time for debate over the next eighteen years or so.”

Right. Becs turned away from her mother, pasting a big smile on her face. “Tell me about your new position at the school, Mike.” 

Mike, thank God, transformed to his usual exuberant self. For the rest of the meal, he kept up a steady stream of conversation about his school and the presents under the tree and how he’d helped with tonight’s dinner. Grateful for the temporary reprieve, she nodded and asked leading questions to keep him talking.

After dinner, Dad distracted Mike in the living room while she and Mom cleared the table and did the dishes. That was the Prentiss family rule: whoever didn’t cook cleaned up afterward.

With her mom rinsing the dishes and placing them in the dishwasher, Becs picked up a towel to dry the scrubbed pots before stowing them in their respective cabinets. No better time to open up a dialogue with her mother, which she assumed, was her stepfather’s goal in setting them up for kitchen duty.

“I know you’re surprised, Mom... and probably disappointed.”

Her mother stripped the rubber gloves from her hands and draped them on the edge of the sink to dry. “Surprised? Yes. Disappointed? No. More like...” She paused, no doubt searching for an appropriate synonym. “...scared for you. You know what happened between your father and me. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’ve never regretted that you or your brother were born, but—”

“But your life would have been a whole lot easier if you hadn’t gotten pregnant with me at seventeen. I know, Mom. I know you love us, and I get why you’re scared for me. The thing is, though, I’m not you. I’m not in the same position as you were. There are some major differences between your situation back then and my situation now.” She didn’t give her mother a chance to respond before plowing ahead. “I’m fifteen years older than you were. I’ve got a good job, great benefits, and a stable home life. I can work from home as long as I need to. I’m thrilled about this baby. I’m excited to meet my little guy. I hope when the shock wears off, you will be, too.”

“Oh, Becky.” Mom opened her arms, and Becky walked into her embrace. No matter how old or how pregnant she got, nothing would ever feel as comforting as a hug from her mom. “I’m excited for you. I am. Really. I’m a mother. Worrying comes with the territory.” Her mother kissed her cheek and placed a hand on Becky’s burgeoning belly. “You’ll find out for yourself soon enough.” 

At that moment, the baby kicked, and both women gasped before breaking into laughter. 

“Do you have a name picked out for him?”

“Frost. Ace picked it, and at first I wasn’t sure, but the more I played around with it in my head, the more I liked it. It’s unique.” Becky rubbed her stomach. “Like he is.”

“Frost Riordan,” Mom tried out.

“No. Frost Donovan.”

“Donovan? Honey, I can understand you wanting to keep your maiden name after you and Ace get married, but—”

“Whoa! Back up. Ace and I are not getting married.”

“You’re not?” Mom clucked her tongue, a sound of disgust. “I should’ve known. Ace has always been irresponsible, selfish—”

“He asked.” Becs rolled her eyes high enough to see a spot on the ceiling. “At least a dozen times. I’ve turned him down.”

“Why? The baby’s his, right?”

“Mom!” She took a step back, stumbled, and gripped the countertop’s edge behind her for support. “Of course the baby’s his. I... just...” She glanced at her feet and mumbled, “...don’t want to get married right now.”

“I don’t understand.”

She lifted her head to face her mother with a steady gaze. “I barely saw the two lines on the pregnancy test before Ace was on one knee, asking me to marry him. In the bathroom, no less! I love him, but I don’t want to tie him down. You know him. He’s the Aerial Snowball, world snowboarding champion. Right now, he can drop everything and fly to Oslo or Aspen or Australia for a competition or practice or advertising campaign or whatever.” She waved a hand. “I don’t want me or this baby to become an anchor. I don’t want him to become resentful because we’ve held him back. That’s what happened with you and Daddy, isn’t it?”

“Well, it was a little more complicated than that.”

“But that was the gist, right?”

Mom’s cheeks turned crimson. “Yes and no. We had a lot going against us from the start.”

“Most of which, I’m not facing. I’m not a high school student; I’ve got a great job, a house, money in the bank, a strong support system. In fact, the only similarity between my pregnancy now and yours back then is that neither of us was married before we got pregnant. And that’s the crucial mistake you made that I won’t repeat. I don’t want a baby to be the reason Ace and I commit our lives to each other ‘til death do us part. If and when we get married, it’s not going to be because he feels some duty to me. I want him to ask me to marry him because he’s realized he can’t live without me, that I’m the love of his life. Not because I’m the mother of his child.”

Her mother said nothing at first, hugging herself and running her hands down her arms as if warding off a chill. “Impressive speech,” she remarked at last. “How did Ace respond to it?”

Becs blew an exasperated breath, fluttering her chestnut bangs. “Please. I didn’t give him the reasons all lined up the way I did for you right now. I just told him, ‘no.’ Over and over and over...”

“Don’t you think he deserves to know your reasoning? Instead of telling him no over and over, have you tried explaining what you’re feeling and why?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’ll keep insisting I’m wrong.”

“Maybe you are.”

“You don’t understand, Mom. If I tell him what I just told you, he’ll do everything in his power to convince me his proposal has nothing to do with the baby. But we all know I’m a hundred percent right. If he truly wanted to marry me, he would’ve asked before I got pregnant. And if I say yes now, neither of us will ever know whether we got married because we wanted to, or because we felt we should for Frost’s sake. I can’t live like that, with a cloud of doubt hovering over my head—especially with a man who’s used to being around snow bunnies all the time. I’ll wind up suspicious every time I see him at some event standing next to any woman. I guarantee that’ll not only make me a bitter, angry shrew, but it will also make him resent me and the baby faster.”

“So, why does he think you’ve turned him down?”

“I told him I’m not ready. Which, I know, is ridiculous. He’s the one who’s not ready. He must realize that.”

“Maybe not,” Jeff interjected as he strode into the kitchen. “Sorry. You two are getting a little loud. Hard to avoid hearing you. Becky, you keep forgetting men aren’t as intuitive as women. Scientifically, we’re not geared that way. Take it from a card-carrying member of the clueless gender. Sometimes, we need you to convey your thoughts to us in words. Most of the time, actually.”

Her pale-faced mom veered her attention to him. “Where’s Mike?”

“Upstairs. Ditched me for his video games.” He settled on one of the barstool-style chairs that circled the U-shaped breakfast nook. “You should tell Ace the truth.”

She bit back a retort. They meant well; she knew that. But her life with Ace was nothing like their sleepy little day-to-day here in the suburbs with their family services business. 

In fact, the only people who might possibly understand her viewpoint were Aunt Lyn and Uncle Doug, who’d opted to stay home in Vermont for this year’s holiday. Naturally. Because this was the one time Becs could’ve used their support. 

Uncle Doug had known Ace since he was a fourteen-year-old wonder kid. As a sports reporter, Uncle Doug had been the first person to predict Ace Riordan’s meteoric rise to the top of the snowboarding world, and they’d remained friends. Becs had first met Ace while vacationing at Aunt Lyn’s bed and breakfast years ago. 

Aunt Lyn, a former Olympic grand slalom champion, knew what the competition circuit was like. If she and Uncle Doug were here, they’d have helped convince her parents that she’d made the right decision. Sports fame and babies didn’t mix.

No sense in wishing for extra support. She was on her own here. 

Hoping to avoid an argument, she yawned and stretched her arms wide. “I’ll think about it. Right now, though, I’m beat. I’m gonna head up to my room if that’s okay.”

“What about dessert?” Mom asked.

“Save it.” She rubbed her stomach in a circular motion and faked a smile for their benefit. “Frost tends to get cravings for sugar in the middle of the night.”

After that, she beat a hasty retreat, leaving her parents to sort out their own reactions.
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Chapter 2
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“Would you like something to drink before we take off?”

Snoozing in his first-class seat, Ace Riordan opened one eye to take in the pretty blond stewardess—no, wait. What was he supposed to call them now? Air hostess? No, that wasn’t right. He couldn’t remember. Becs always knew the right thing to say in any situation. Becs. The thought of her had him grimacing, and the blonde’s expression changed to concern.

“I’m sorry, sir. Did I wake you?”

“No, it’s okay,” he assured her as he sat up and wiped a hand over his dry lips. He was about to ask her for another bottle of water but the words, “I’ll take a beer” came out of his mouth instead.

A beer. See how crazy she’d made him? He never drank alcohol. His body was his fortune, and he strove to take excellent care of it. Somewhere between their last argument and the trip to Norway, his whole life philosophy had flipped. 

Well, no, that wasn’t entirely true. Everything he thought he knew about himself, about Becs, about the future he’d mapped out for himself had been blown to bits by one positive pregnancy test.

“Sir?” the blonde prompted.

“Huh?”

“I asked you if you prefer a domestic or imported beer.”

“Oh. Imported, I guess.” He wouldn’t know the difference, but imported sounded like it should taste better.

With a nod, she shifted to ask the passengers on the other side of the aisle, and Ace returned to his thoughts.

Whereas before, his focus had always been on his next trip, his next competition, his next run, his next trick, now all he saw was Becs and a half-dozen kids running around the backyard of a strange house. The vision haunted him. He wanted that house, those kids, and Becs as his wife. 

Yet, no matter how many times he asked her, she turned him down flat—not because she didn’t love him. He knew she did. As sure as he knew he’d nail his next McTwist with precision, he never doubted how she felt about him. Every look she gave him, every touch, every time she spoke his name had confirmed how much she loved him, until that day when he’d first proposed while kneeling on the bathroom floor.

Okay, probably not the most romantic place to pop the question, but he’d been swept away by the excitement of the moment and figured she was, too.

Boy was he wrong. He noted the fear in her tone and in her expression when she said she wasn’t ready for marriage. Ready. Who was ever ready? 

Sometimes, you stood at the edge of the lip, the wind whipping your face, looking down at a gully of slick white half-pipe and thought to yourself, “What the hell am I doing?” 

But then you skooched forward into the downward momentum, the excitement came rushing back at you, and instinct took over. You went along for the ride. If you face-planted, you picked yourself up, shook it off, and gracefully finished the run. When this game was over, you looked back at what you’d done with pride and satisfaction, win or lose, grateful to have had the opportunity to play at all. Besides, there’d always be another run, another day, another competition.

Marriage would be the same kind of ride, a series of ups and downs, good days and bad days. Mostly ups with Becs and Frost, though. They’d be... a family. What could be better? 

His cell vibrated against his chest, and he pulled the phone out of his jacket pocket without looking at the screen. “Hello?”

“Where the hell are you?” his coach bellowed from the earpiece.

“On a plane. I need to take care of something more important right now.”   

“You have an interview in the press room in an hour.”

“Cancel it. I left you a message. Didn’t you get it?”

“I got it. I just didn’t believe it.”

“Believe it. I’m going home.” The flight attendant—ha, he remembered!—returned with his beer.

“Here you are.”

Since her timing was perfect, he took advantage of her voice near his mouthpiece to say, “Listen, Sal, that’s the flight attendant in my ear. I gotta go. We’re about to take off, and I have to turn off all my electronic devices.”

“Ace—”

He pushed the button to end the call, turned off the phone altogether, and flashed another smile at the blonde. “Thank you... what’s your name?”

“Cindy,” she said. “And you’re very welcome, Mr. Riordan. If you need anything else, hit the call button.”

“I will. Thanks, Cindy. Right now, I’m just going to enjoy this beer you brought me.” He lifted the can as a mute salute, and she preened. While she turned to tend to other passengers, he gulped the beer. Maybe, if he got buzzed, it would help him get some much-needed rest before he landed in New York. Not that he could sleep—not with memories of Becky’s solemn face telling him she wasn’t ready for marriage trampling through his head.

As the blonde swiveled again to return to the galley area, he brushed his fingers over her hand. “Hey, Cindy?”

She whirled to face him. “Hmm?” Nodding at the half-full beer can in his hand, she added, “I’m sorry, Mr. Riordan. I can’t get you another until after we’re in the air.”

“No, that’s not it. I’m looking for your opinion on a hypothetical question. Why would a woman say she’s not ready to get married?”

“I guess it depends on the woman. There could be any number of reasons. Maybe she really isn’t ready.”

“She’s ready,” he scoffed. “She’s having our baby. If she’s ready for a baby, she’s ready to get married.”

Cindy blinked several times, then added, “Well, then, congratulations. Now, that we got that settled—”

“No, wait,” he cut in before she could take a step away from him. “Please? I’m curious. If you and I had been dating on and off for the last ten years—fully committed to each other the last seven—and you found out you were pregnant, wouldn’t you want me to propose?”

“I don’t know,” she replied.

“What don’t you know?”

“I... umm... should get back to work.” 

She swerved with speed, as if frantically seeking an escape route, and he grabbed her hand. “Please. I won’t be offended by anything you say. I just want some insight from another woman as to what she might be thinking.”

Her posture softened. “I guess, if it were me—and bear in mind, I’m thirty-eight, so your girlfriend might not feel the same way. I mean, we don’t all think alike or have the same life experiences. But, if it were me, I’d probably be wondering why it took you so long.”

“To have a baby?”

“No,” she said with a laugh, “to ask me to marry you. Ten years together, seven committed, is a long time to date without a ring or a promise or a plan of any kind, And if you didn’t ask until I was pregnant... it would make me think you only want to marry me because of the baby.” 

“It’s not like it wasn’t on my mind. She had to realize after all the time we spent together that eventually we’d get married...”

“Why? If you never talked about it, never asked, always kept it in the abstract, she probably assumed you weren’t the marrying kind. Forgive my bluntness but guys like you, who could have any woman they want at the snap of their fingers, aren’t known for fidelity in the long-term. Too much temptation around you all the time. There’s always someone younger, prettier, better in the crowd. It would take a tremendous ego or serious delusion on her part to start shopping for engagement rings and wedding venues on the mere assumption you might mean what you say. And what happens when you don’t show up, tell her you were only kidding, or that you found someone else? Someone new? Someone more... streamlined?” 

Ace absorbed her comments like a thirsty sponge. This made sense to him. He could totally see Becs thinking like this. Especially because this scenario was exactly what happened to her mom. How could he have forgotten that?

“Add to those fears that having a baby changes a woman’s priorities,” Cindy went on. “Maybe she worries you’ll resent that your child’s needs now come first. A lot of men can’t handle the competition. It happens more often than you think.”

Not for him. He wasn’t a giant man-baby. He understood Frost would need more attention from both of them. So, yeah. It definitely had to be that first part about the temptation he faced on the circuit. So, by retiring he’d taken that argument away from her. 

He saluted Cindy with the beer can. “Well, you definitely gave me a lot to think about. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. If you’ll excuse me now, I have to help the other attendants prepare us for takeoff. But good luck.”

He didn’t need luck. He needed Becs. 

Did she really think he’d only proposed to her because she was pregnant? That he wouldn’t go through with it because of all the women he met on the circuit? That he’d leave her for someone else, or worse, for himself because he’d expect her to kowtow to him instead of caring for little Frost?

Knowing Becs? Yeah, probably. The questions seemed like the type of crazy thoughts she’d get in her head. 

He didn’t always understand the way her mind worked. Okay, so, true, the topic of marriage hadn’t ever come up between them until they’d realized she was pregnant. That didn’t mean he hadn’t considered the eventuality before. He’d always figured they had time. Meanwhile, they had a good thing going. Their relationship was solid, and they were loyal to each other. They were a couple. No rings, but still devoted. Marriage always seemed to be something they’d get around to somewhere down the road. 

But he hadn’t proposed just because of the baby—not the way she must have assumed anyway. To be honest, that white stick had made him face a reality he’d been avoiding for a while now. He was getting older, and a lot of new kids were coming up the ranks in his sport, clawing at his back. Sure, he could still do most of his tricks, but his speed was slower, and the newbies were coming up with bigger air, more rotations, and more complicated grabs. These days, the morning after a major competition, he had trouble getting out of bed. Muscle aches and joint pains haunted him for weeks later. 

Gymnasts often talked about something they called, “the twisties,” a type of mental block they suffered where they can have trouble positioning themselves when in the middle of performing an aerial skill. It could happen at a moment’s notice and might only last a second or two—just enough time to throw off a competitor’s entire routine or potentially cause an injury. He hadn’t experienced the twisties yet, wasn’t even sure it was a “thing” in aerial tricks in snowboarding, but he was pretty sure he’d come awfully close to that feeling a bunch of times in the last year.

For him, Becs’s pregnancy was a sign, the universe’s way of telling him it was time to bow out of the circuit while he was still relatively on top, retire from the sport, and start thinking about his future. He’d always known snowboarding wasn’t a forever career. The best he could hope for was twenty years, provided he didn’t sustain any major injury, and he’d recently celebrated the nineteenth anniversary of his professional debut. 
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