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 Dedication

This book is dedicated to William A. and
Nathan M., two friends in Austin, Texas. Keep it weird,
dudes...
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 Chapter 1

-
3 February 2030 10:45 A. M.

*
A Mall in Dubai, United Arab
Emirates

 


There are several things easier to believe in
than the city of Dubai, including Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy and
that the Village People frequented the YMCA for the catechism
classes. Visually it just seems so unreal: a glass and steel
utopian skyline built on sand dunes directly adjacent to the
sapphire-blue waters of the Persian Gulf. Even garden sheds and
tree houses rise up at least forty stories into the sky. And, when
nature failed to provide sufficient beach-front property for all
desired condos and resorts, the clever people of Dubai constructed
highly irregular shaped off-shore islands to provide the desired
coastline: two Brobdingnagian palm trees and the Lilliputian
silhouettes of the landmasses of the world. Oh, and the shopping
malls! You can’t launch a pet falcon anywhere in the city limits
without it flying over at least three malls. These malls not only
feature an abundance of high-end stores, but also massive art
installations, ice rinks and ski slopes.

Yes, you read that correctly. There are ski
slopes in the desert. And that is why Dubai, United Arab Emirates,
in February of 2030 is hosting the first Winter Olympics to be held
in the Middle East. And completely within a metropolitan area. And
indoors.

To be fair, there are a few events that are
too space-consuming for even a rich and innovative and, well,
ostentatious city to build an indoor venue. The Nordic skiing
events (ski jumping, cross-country skiing, and biathlon) and a
subset of the alpine skiing events (Downhill, Super-G, Giant Slalom
and the Downhill leg of the Combined competition) are being held in
Innsbruck, Austria, which is an honorary Arab Emirate for the next
two weeks. Events that require more than a single venue, like Ice
Hockey, are spread over arenas in several emirates (Dubai, Abu
Dhabi and Sharjah). But, the majority of activities are being held
indoors in Dubai; that winter-wonderland feeling you get when
watching an event evaporates immediately the instant you step
outside because you are immediately in the desert working on your
tan. To avoid giving every spectator a head cold, the spectator
areas for these winter sports are physically separated from the
snow and ice. The fans are pleasantly air-conditioned but not
sitting in a freezer, so they don’t need to carry parkas around
Dubai.

Two days after the outdoor opening ceremonies
held amongst the dunes, featuring the UAE team arriving atop camels
and a surprisingly impressive ostrich race, the first run of the
Women’s Slalom is being held on the specially constructed slope
connected to the largest shopping mall in the world. This slope was
built specifically for these Olympics and should not be confused
with Ski Dubai, which opened 25 years ago. While that is still a
nice general facility, it is far too small a slope with too small a
viewing area to house an Olympic slalom course.

In the stands, one row from the top and near
the start, are Eleanor Cooprider and her partner in life and love,
Kim Park. Eleanor (54 years old) and Kim (53) are here to support
one member of the U. S Olympic Team, Rosemary Sage, the “Skip”
(Team Captain) for the team representing the U. S. in Women’s
Curling at this Olympics. But, as long as they have come all this
way, Eleanor and Kim ordered tickets to several other events, too,
including this morning session of the slalom. It is half the cost
of the session late this afternoon when the medals will be handed
out after the second run. By then, Eleanor and Kim will be watching
Rosemary’s first match against a surprisingly competitive team from
the UAE. How did the UAE get so good at curling so fast? Simple;
they offered citizenship to the good curlers who couldn’t quite
crack the Olympic teams for Canada, Scotland and Russia.

Eleanor looks over at Kim, who is so focused
on the current run on the slope in front of them (the first Olympic
alpine skier from Tonga) she doesn’t notice the attention she’s
getting from Eleanor. Eleanor is impressed by and amazed at how
little Kim’s appearance has changed since she met her nearly 30
years ago. From a meter or more away, Kim still looks exactly the
same: a cute Korean-American woman with a round face and generous
proportions. It’s only by looking closer (as Eleanor is happy to do
on a regular basis) that you can see the tiny lines on Kim’s face,
the slightly baggy skin under her eyes, the gray roots of many of
her hairs. And yes, her proportions have gotten a little more
generous with the years, but Eleanor doesn’t mind that at all. In
Eleanor’s opinion, she’s the one that has aged to a point that she
is barely recognizable as the woman who was teaching Kindergarten
when she and Kim first met in Austin, Texas. Gray roots are not an
issue; her hair is gray, period, from root to tip. She has managed
to find places to carry an extra ten pounds around with her all the
time, though she’d be hard pressed to tell you where those pounds
hang off her. Her pale skin is liver-spotted and sun spotted and
otherwise encumbered with weird looking patches of dryness over
prominent veins and arteries. Eleanor feels like a teaching tool
for a medical school, at least for the circulatory system and for
spotting various dermatological conditions. She has had three basal
cell carcinomas removed from the back of her neck, and fervently
remembers to put on sunscreen and wear a floppy hat everywhere she
goes these days. Even to watch the Winter Olympics, where they were
able to take the subway from their hotel in the beach town of
Jumeirah to the mall and therefore have not received any direct
sunlight at all today, she wears sunscreen and carries her hat in
her bag. Hey, they might step outside sometime later in the day,
you never know.

“This is incredible!” Kim tells Eleanor,
wrapping her arms around Eleanor’s arm after watching the skier
from Tonga finish via a large video screen. “I have always wanted
to attend the Winter Olympics! This is uber-cool!”

“I bet you’re a little happier about being
the co-founder of the ACK! now, aren’t you?” ACK! stands for Austin
Curling for Kids, the group Eleanor and Kim got started about
twenty years ago. It is now the largest youth curling club in the
United States (though certainly not in North America, thank you
Canada) and has produced one Olympian. The name was Kim’s idea.

“Getting happier about it by the minute,
yes.”

“Good. How many competitors are still to ski
today?”

“Oh, we have a long way to go,” Kim replies.
“There are 88 competitors and only thirteen have skied so far. Each
run and the break to reset the course takes a minute plus.” Kim
looks at her smartwatch that also tells her how many steps she’s
taken today, how many calories she’s burned, and suggests desserts
and junk food she could eat to counteract that caloric burn. That
last part is not a standard feature; one of Kim’s students had
installed a hacker-adder feature to her watch at her request. Kim
likes to be motivated to exercise by all the things she could eat
that would nullify that exercise. So far, they have not had to walk
very far, just from the subway station to the ski slope and then to
their seats, so that calorie burn is being shown as equivalent to a
mid-sized banana. But, Kim is convinced that, before the end of the
day, she will have taken a jelly donut-equivalent number of steps,
so she’s looking forward to that moment. “At least 90 more minutes
of skiing are in our future.”

“It’s great they have the huge video boards
along the slope, so we can see the end of each run,” Eleanor
notes.

“Yeah, it’s like watching from home on the
big screen TV while also watching from the slopes live and in
person. Win-win!”

“Speaking of winning, who do you think will
win?”

“Anytime in the last decade I would have said
Mikaela Shiffrin of the U. S. and I usually would be right, but
she’s almost 35 years old now, so isn’t quite the lock she once
was. I’d say the race is wide open; it could be anyone.”

“I wouldn’t count Mikaela out if I were you,”
says the person sitting on the far side of Kim from Eleanor. “Sure,
she’s a few years older, but her mind is just as sharp as it has
always been. Someone else will have to beat her, she won’t be
giving the race away.” Both Kim and Eleanor take a good look at
their seatmate. She looks like she might be in her thirties, but
that might just be because, even in street clothes, she looks like
she is in terrific shape. Eleanor guesses she’s probably a little
older, into her forties. Her hair is blond almost to the point of
being white. She’s tall, even seated, towering over Kim and sitting
taller than Eleanor, too. And she’s beautiful, in a way that normal
humans just aren’t. Eleanor guesses she is a fashion model or
actress that she just somehow has never heard of. But, Kim responds
a little differently. Her eyes open wide and she inhales a huge
breath to get ready to scream in excitement, but the beautiful
blond woman puts up her hand to Kim’s lips to try to stop her. “Ah,
yes, recognition. I appreciate that, but please don’t shout my name
all over the venue, I’m trying to sit here in the cheap seats to
avoid drawing any attention to myself, OK?”

Kim nods and the blond woman removes her
hand. Kim turns to Eleanor and intently whispers, “It’s Lindsey
Vonn! American skiing great, drop-dead gorgeous goddess and former
gal pal to Tiger Woods!”

“At least you didn’t start with the Tiger
Woods part, I appreciate that even more than you not shouting my
name to all of Dubai,” Lindsey says.

“I’m Eleanor Cooprider and this is Kim Park,”
Eleanor replies, reaching over to shake Lindsey’s hand. Kim is
trying to contain her enthusiasm with limited success. She shakes
hands with Lindsey and, feeling that’s just not enough, wraps her
up in a quick hug. “Kim, let the poor woman breathe, will you?”
Eleanor says.

Kim lets Lindsey go. Lindsey, to her credit,
doesn’t make a run for it, she just sits as far away from Kim as
she can while still staying in her seat. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Ms.
Vonn, I got carried away,” Kim stammers. “I have always wanted to
meet you and tell you I am so impressed with your athletic career
and your life! You are amazing, and getting to meet you in the
stands of the Olympics is nearly too much for my aged heart to
handle.”

“No problem, it’s nice to meet you too,”
Lindsey responds gamely. “Is this your first Olympics?”

“Our first Winter Olympics, yes,” Eleanor
tells her as Kim nods enthusiastically. “We’re school teachers from
Austin, Texas, so it is hard to get time off this time of
year.”

“Believe me, every trip to the Olympics is
special,” Lindsey says.

“What are you doing down here? Shouldn’t you
be broadcasting this event for NBC?” Kim asks.

“No, your average American doesn’t have the
attention span for two heats of a race. This evening’s broadcast
will include a few minutes of highlights of this first heat and
then show the top ten or so competitors of the second heat. I’ll go
back and record some commentary for this heat after the producer
has selected the footage she wants. That leaves me free to check
out the venue during this morning’s session.”

“Well, this is fantastic!”

“Yes, it is.”

“I am so stoked!”

“That’s an endearingly out of date
expression.”

“I can’t help it! I’m… I’m… I’m…” Both
Lindsey and Eleanor watch to see what Kim may come up with, but
instead of finishing that thought, she changes course and asks
hopefully, “Can we chant, ‘USA! USA!’ together anytime an American
does anything even vaguely noteworthy?”

Lindsey smiles. “You bet.”

Kim has Lindsey sign her souvenir program and
they enjoy talking about each of the skiers as they get ready for
their runs. Lindsey knows almost all of them and Kim has read about
most of them, so Eleanor just sits back and enjoys the running
commentary. Mikaela finishes with the third-best time in this first
round (only 0.1 seconds behind the leader), so will start
third-from-last in the second run. Though Kim does everything but
kidnap Lindsey to try to get her to come to lunch with them,
Lindsey begs off to go and record her commentary for the Heat 1
highlights. Therefore, it’s just Kim and Eleanor who get shawarmas
from the mall food court before continuing to the curling venue in
a large ice arena attached to a different high-end mall a mile
away. They get there via a direct subway line. Kim’s watch now
estimates she’s burned a number of calories equivalent to a
fun-sized Three Musketeers bar.

The curling venue is considerably smaller
than the ski slope and Kim and Eleanor have reserved much better
seats; they should have no problem recognizing Rosemary as she
attempts to lead the U. S. to a medal. This early round is the
start of a round-robin amongst all ten teams, meaning the U. S.
could lose this match and still get things turned around in time to
get a medal. However, no one wants to follow that sort of
round-about path. It’s better just to win everything from the get
go and not get yourself into a situation where you have to perform
just to stay in the bonspiel (which is what curlers call a
tournament, for reasons that Eleanor can no longer remember).

Eleanor and Kim started ACK! because Eleanor
sensed that Jesus Alvarez (a third-grader in a school she was
working at) could be a great curler if he just had a chance to try
the sport. In the end, it didn’t work out exactly as Eleanor had
planned; Jesus had the innate ability but not the drive or
dedication to excel, whereas Rosemary Sage might not have been
quite as talented but she worked diligently from their first
practice onward and developed into a world-class athlete. Jesus,
the last Eleanor had heard, is quite successful as a businessman,
the part-owner of several fast food franchises in Austin, and
doesn’t seem to miss curling at all. That’s the way these things
go, sometimes; Eleanor has it all documented in a notebook at
home.

This sort of career counseling is possible
for Eleanor because she has what Kim likes to call a superpower:
upon touching a person, she immediately gets a vision of where that
person’s strongest talents and abilities lie. She uses this
superpower to help others get on a path toward their “Best Self”
whenever possible. As a younger woman, she would sometimes be so
pushy and single-minded in her pursuit of steering people to be
their “Best Selves” that her charges would resent her, ignore her
or, in one memorable case, hit her. With Kim’s help, Eleanor has
learned to temper her enthusiasm for providing career advice to
others so that she now assists people but doesn’t insist to people,
which keeps everyone much happier and in one piece.

Kim and Eleanor are an hour early for the U.
S. match so they watch the end of two other matches on the parallel
courts: Canada vs. Japan and the U. K. vs. Sweden, all teams with
realistic chances to make the medal round. During a quiet moment in
these matches Kim leans over and whispers in Eleanor’s ear, “So, is
Lindsey a Natural?”

This question means, “Is Lindsey Vonn’s Best
Self a skier?” Eleanor calls people Naturals when they have found
their Best Self with no help from her.

“Surprisingly, no,” Eleanor replies,
whispering in Kim’s ear. They are whispering to each other because
Eleanor shares the existence of her abilities on a need to know
basis, and she doesn’t think anyone needs to know. Kim figured it
out on her own (sort of; it’s a long story) and asked Eleanor about
it on their first date, which propelled them into an intimate
relationship relatively quickly. Otherwise, it’s unlikely Eleanor
would have told Kim about it at all. The total number of people
that Eleanor has told about her ability to identify everyone’s Best
Self, including Kim after she figured it out and asked about it:
one. Kim.

“That is interesting! What is Ms. Vonn’s Best
Self, then? Caddying for her ex-boyfriend, Mr. Woods?”

“No. I don’t know the name of the game, but
it’s when you use one plastic disk to try to flip other colored
plastic disks into a cup.”

“Tiddlywinks!” Kim exclaims loudly with a
laugh, so loudly that she gets a round of dirty looks from nearby
curling fans. She nods an apology to everyone who had been offended
enough to turn at look at her. Then she leans in and whispers in
Eleanor’s ear again. “Are you saying Lindsey Vonn’s Best Self is a
tiddlywinks player?”

Eleanor nods. “Yeah, that’s what I saw. But,
she was a pretty good skier too, right?”

“Pretty good? She was the best! She broke
records and kicked international tuchus for a decade plus!
Until Mikaela came along and broke pretty much all of her records,
but hey, being the second-best skier of all time, male or female,
is still awfully darned impressive.”

“Yeah, it is. So, it’s probably a good thing
I didn’t meet her as a young girl and encourage her to get off the
slopes.”

Kim laughs. “Yeah, agreed. Though in
tiddlywinks, she could still be competing today instead of having
to sit out the rough and literally tumble world of World Cup
Skiing. You should have told her today.”

“Maybe; but, probably not.”

Kim puts her arm around Eleanor’s shoulder
and pulls her close. “Yeah, probably not.”

The Canada-Japan match finishes, Canada
winning a close one, followed quickly by Sweden beating the U. K.
“When they do their interviews, I’m betting the Canadian skip will
say something like, ‘I’m looking forward to playing the U. S., eh,
and the U. A. E., eh?’”

Eleanor wants to laugh at Kim’s little play
on social conventions, or at least ask, “Why do Canadians turn
everything into a question?” but she’s just too nervous for any of
that. She’s both thrilled and terrified to see two women she knows
come out on the ice sheet in their red, white and blue U. S.
Olympic Team outfits. One of them is Rosemary, of course, and the
other is named Kathy Jordan. When Eleanor was looking for a
knowledgeable instructor for the kids in ACK! she called the Lone
Star Curling Club (an adult curling club in San Antonio) and their
president put her in touch with Kathy. Kathy, who lives in Austin
but was dedicated enough to drive to San Antonio to curl, was the
instructor for ACK! for five years, during which time she also
became Rosemary’s mentor. Now, the two of them, despite a
twenty-year age difference, are partnered with two women named
Martha and Izora (from Minnesota and upstate New York,
respectively) to form a seriously kick-ass curling team. That’s one
thing that is a little unusual about curling as an Olympic sport;
the athletes are often significantly older in curling than other
Olympic sports. Lindsey Vonn could easily still be curling if she
had selected that sport as a young athlete. Curling tends to be a
bit white-washed, as sports go, so it’s also nice to have Martha
(Asian-American) and Izora (African-American) on this Olympic team.
Go, team diversity!

They warm-up for their match with confidence,
as do their opponents. This match is a big deal, locally, for a
couple of reasons. First, it’s a United Arab Emirates team. The UAE
had recruited several athletes to compete for them after they were
awarded the winter Olympics, but nowhere have they managed to find
more competitive teams than in curling. Their men’s team is highly
regarded internationally and is a medal contender, and their
women’s team is not far behind in terms of regard and medal
chances. The controversial thing about the team is, since they are
women and this is an Arab country (even a relatively westernized
Arab country like the UAE), their team uniform features a
hijab (head covering), even though none of the women on the
team are of the Muslim faith. Eleanor and Kim had seen the UAE team
on CNN International this morning being interviewed. Their “skip,”
Julie, said, “Wearing our uniforms is a sign of respect for the
country we are representing in these Olympics. Plus, I won’t lie, I
find it to be beneficial as a curler. The hijab keeps my
ears warm on the ice and the cowl-like effect keeps me
laser-focused on the shot that I am trying to make instead of being
distracted by anything in my peripheral vision, eh?”

Guess Julie’s country of origin! As is often
said, you can take the girl out of Canada but you can’t take the
Canada out of the girl.

Kim had commented, “Is it just me, or did we
just see someone make a full gallon of lemonade out of a single
lemon?”

“She may just be a glass half full person,”
Eleanor replied.

“I’m a glass half full person; she’s a glass
99% full of Dom Perignon person,” Kim retorted. She then excused
herself to a corner of their room to practice her drum rudiments
for twenty minutes, using the sticks and practice pad she’d brought
along on the trip. A musician needs to practice daily to stay
sharp. Additionally, Kim is challenging for first chair of the
percussion section in the Austin Symphony soon after they return
home, so she needs to be not just sharp but surgically sharp.
Though Kim makes a living as an elementary and middle-school music
teacher (as well as a private instructor on the side), her passion
is playing in the Austin Symphony and she has been trying to unseat
the current principal percussionist for twenty years. Kim started
late in music, only after being notified by Eleanor that she saw
her Best Self as being a drummer back when they were both
Kindergarten teachers. Eleanor is now a counselor and psychological
technician, a job that pays more than being a teacher and lets her
interact with every student in a school instead of just the kids in
her particular class.

Once this drumming practice session was
complete the ladies went to watch skiing and now have made it to
the curling venue. They watch the UAE team warming up in their
conservative athletic gear as the competition is nearly ready to
get underway. The adjoining “court” is empty; earlier this morning,
the other four teams in the competition had used both sheets of ice
for their matches, so this lone match will complete the first
round. Kim is excited in a pleasant, good way, ready to watch an
exciting sporting match in a sport she understands. Eleanor,
though, can’t find the emotional distance she needs to watch
without feeling her (mental) health and happiness depend on the
outcome. Even though she hadn’t been trying to get Rosemary on the
path that she’s currently on, Eleanor finds that she takes a great
deal of pride in the accomplishments of her former students. As the
match begins and Rosemary goes to the far end of the sheet to
select an aim point for Kathy and then direct the sweeping of
Martha and Izora, Eleanor is already clenching her fists until they
shake. The fact that Kathy delivers the stone precisely where it
was requested and Team USA are high-fiving each other happily does
little to reassure Eleanor that all is well; at this level of
curling, it would be unusual for a stone to not end up almost
precisely where it is intended. As if to prove this point, the UAE
team then delivers their first stone exactly where it was
requested, bumping the USA stone out of the scoring zone and
leaving their stone within the first ring (the first ring outside
the bull’s eye, also called the button). It’s going to be a long
match for Eleanor. She reaches out and takes Kim’s hand; Kim, no
dummy and no stranger to Eleanor’s emotional state, takes Eleanor’s
hand palm-to-palm with their fingers intertwined, so Eleanor can’t
squeeze Kim’s fingers into oblivion or dig into any part of Kim’s
hand with her fingernails.

Stone after stone they go. No one makes any
serious mistakes, but end after end the USA shows they can be a
little more precise in their shots and they, more often than not,
end up with the scoring stone(s) at the end of each end. The match
is decided 8-6 for Team USA. Eleanor feels like she, too, needs a
shower after all that stress of athletic competition. Kim is just
happy Eleanor made it through this first match without
hyperventilating or fainting.

The stands are then cleared before the men’s
matches begin later this afternoon. Eleanor and Kim find their way
to the Friends and Family area and wait for the team to finish
their post-match interviews before coming out for a quick
meet-and-greet. Then the athletes will head back to the Olympic
Village. That village is built on one of the Palm Islands and Kim
and Eleanor can see it in the hazy distance from their hotel. After
exchanging pleasantries with Rosemary’s parents and Kathy’s husband
Matthew, they are introduced to Martha and Izora’s relatives and
friends. Everyone exchanges chit chat and pleasantries in a
distracted way, waiting for their “heroes” to come out to meet and
greet, or kiss and cry, or whatever it takes to show a little
support in the time and space allotted in the midst of the biggest,
most exciting and most stressful event of their lives. Though all
of these US Citizens are on edge (except the easy-going Kim),
Eleanor looks by far the most exhausted. “You know, you can’t play
the match for them, Eleanor. You just need to try to sit back and
enjoy it as much as you can,” Kim reminds her.

“I know that, in my mind, but as soon as the
match starts I tend to forget.”

Kim smiles. “I know. But, experiencing so
much stress that you end up in the emergency room means you won’t
get to see all the matches.”

Eleanor nods. “Yes, yes, that’s true. I’ll
try, next match, and… Oh, Rosemary! Over here!”

Rosemary dances through the small crowd and
hugs everyone in rapid succession. “Oh, I’m so glad you all could
be here to see this! It’s so exciting!”

When Eleanor hugs Rosemary, she sees what she
always sees: that Rosemary’s Best Self is a beekeeper. But,
apparently, she’s a pretty good curler, too. “You did terrific
today, Rosemary, just terrific!” Eleanor says with enthusiasm.

“Better than when I ended up on my butt at
our first practice, don’t you think?”

“I seem to remember that shot was pretty
successful…” Eleanor says.

“Right on the button,” Kim adds. It’s true,
too, not just an apocryphal sports tall tale: the first time
Rosemary slid a curling stone she both landed on her bottom and had
the stone end up precisely on target. You could look it up.

“But your style was much better today, of
course,” Eleanor says.

“They were a tough team, too!” her father
adds.

“Yes, very good,” Rosemary says. “I’m glad
that’s over, but it won’t be getting any easier. I was watching
Canada and Japan on TV in the dressing room, they both looked
really tough today.”

“To be the best, you have to beat the best,”
Kim reminds her. If there’s one thing that Kim knows, it is sports
clichés. Her brain stores the complete collection.

“That’s right, and that’s what we’re here to
do,” Kathy adds, walking up to them and hugging everyone. “I
haven’t had so much fun in years! Couldn’t be happier if I was
triplets.”

“How’s the village?” Matthew asks her.

“Pretty comfortable, even for an old-timer
like me,” Kathy says. “I feel kind of out of place amongst all
those toned, young dudes and dudettes, but I guess I can stand to
hang out with the best athletes on the planet for a few weeks. Our
Rosemary here has caught the eye of a speed skater from
Ukraine.”

“What, Yuri?” Rosemary answers, blushing
slightly. “No, he’s just a friend. I don’t want to contemplate an
Austin-to-Kiev long-distance relationship.”

Her parents look a little relieved at that
comment and Kathy doesn’t press the issue. They gab a little more,
congratulate Martha and Izora on their excellent start to the
spiel, and then all four of the curlers return to the athlete area
to catch their transportation back to the village. Eleanor and Kim
turn down an offer from Matthew and the Sages to meet up for dinner
and instead head out to do some more sightseeing. They take the
subway to the Gold Souk, an older section of town where every
building contains a shop making gold jewelry and selling it to the
world. The Austinites pop up onto the street from the subway to see
blocks and blocks of shops on a pedestrian-only street where every
storefront shows the most lavishly outlandish gold jewelry.
Necklaces, tiaras, rings, chest coverings, bracelets, coins,
nuggets, and mini-bars of gold are everywhere. There is some white
and rose gold as well as tri-color arrangements, but most of it is
straight forward yellow gold. “And it’s all 22-carats or more,”
Eleanor tells Kim. “They don’t deal in measly little 14-carat gold
in Dubai.”

“Wow. All I can say is wow,” Kim replies, her
eyes boggling. “I want to take a selfie wearing that cleavage
coverer that looks like a set of chainmail.”

“Who wouldn’t? Let’s go talk to them.”

The two ladies visit what feels like every
shop in the souk, trying on items outlandish and conservative,
taking pictures of each other and posting them to Facebook (Dubai
has excellent 8G cell phone service everywhere for super-fast data
uploads) and just generally being total tourists. They end up
buying matching necklaces with the Olympic rings on them in three
colors of gold, and as always in the Gold Souk they just pay for
the gold by the ounce, nothing for the design or craftsmanship of
the piece. During this shopping frenzy, Eleanor meets young men and
women (locals and tourists and even a few sight-seeing athletes)
who could be great architects, petrochemical engineers, mimes and
gold salesmen, but she tells none of them about their possible Best
Selves.

Over the next two weeks, they watch figure
skating (the team competition), speed skating (long course and the
roller-derby craziness of short course), hockey, indoor luge –
though the riders actually start in the open air and plunge into
the frozen track, in what is truly a unique Dubai Winter Olympics
experience – and lots and lots of women’s curling. Team USA, with
their amazingly consistent team performance from top to bottom,
goes 8-1 in the round-robin stage, beats Sweden in the semi-final
and avenges their round-robin loss to Canada to take the gold
medal; UAE ekes out a victory over Sweden for UAE’s first winter
Olympic medal. Team USA stands atop the podium and hears the Star
Spangled Banner being played loudly for them. All four team members
have tears in their eyes as they sing, “O’er the land of the free /
And the home of the brave.” Eleanor and Kim scream themselves
hoarse and celebrate the victory with frozen yogurt from Pinkberry
in the mall food court near the arena. It is a highlight of both of
their careers of helping kids reach their potential as adults – the
curling competition, not the Pinkberry, though that’s pretty good,
too.

Then, that night just before midnight, they
get on an airplane for the three-stop, nearly 24-hour trip back to
Austin.
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After the bright lights, big crowds and
otherworldly nature of Dubai, settling back into their work-a-day
lives in Austin takes a little effort. They arrive home on Saturday
evening and, after a lazy Sunday of trying to get over their jet
lag, they sit down at 7:00 P. M. at their kitchen table,
smartphones at the ready, to share their schedules for the upcoming
week. “So, what do you have going on on Monday?” Eleanor asks.

“I have two students for private lessons
after school and then symphony rehearsal at 8:00 P. M.”

“OK, I’ll take care of dinner, then, and can
transport kids around if either of your students needs a ride home
so you’ll have time to eat. Tuesday?”

“One music student at 4:00 P. M.”

“I am volunteering at the women’s shelter
until 6:00 P. M. and then have a parent-teacher night at
Christopher Robin Elementary starting at 6:30 P. M.”

“OK, you’ll need to take leftovers with you
to heat up at one of those two places for dinner.”

“Yes, good plan.”

“OK, Wednesday?” Kim asks.

Eleanor thinks hard about this, checking her
calendar and email. “Nothing. You?”

“Nada. Wow, quiet night at home.”

“Thursday?”

“We have that fundraiser to keep music in
schools at Johnson Middle School,” Kim reminds Eleanor.

“Oh, right. So we need to make cupcakes the
night before.”

“At least fifty cupcakes. Do we have all the
ingredients we are going to need?”

Eleanor is up and checking the shelves,
pantry and refrigerator. She gets back to the table and says,
“Everything looks good except for flour and frosting, we’re short
there. Adding to the shopping list for… Wednesday, I guess.”

“Yup, shop and bake Wednesday night,” Kim
agrees, updating her calendar. “That makes the quiet evening at
home into a busy evening at home.”

“True. What time on Thursday?”

“The winter carnival starts at 6:00 P.
M.”

“OK, six, got it. And we haven’t done a
fundraiser there for a while, have we? I don’t want to go to the
well in any one part of the city too often.”

“No, the last fundraiser there was last
September, when we worked in the concessions stand on football
Fridays. Remember, the kids who look like they’re thirteen because
they are, strapping on helmets that look way too big for them and
running into each other?”

“Oh, right. Good. How’s Friday looking?”

“Wait, not done with Thursday. At 8:00 P. M.,
I have symphony rehearsal followed by my challenge for first chair
of the percussion department against Ulrich Plut the Ridiculously
Prolonged.” Ulrich has been talking about retiring for at least
fifteen years, probably longer; it’s hard for Kim to keep track.
But, he just keeps on keeping on, early to every rehearsal and rock
steady at every performance. Kim admires, respects and even likes
the man, but that doesn’t change the fact that she strongly wants
to be first chair and get to play some of the percussion parts that
matter, the snare drum on “Bolero,” the gong on “Carmina Burana”
and timpani on just about anything. Kim had begun her career as a
drummer based on Eleanor’s advice, as Eleanor had seen Kim’s Best
Self playing percussion. Kim digs it immensely, but the challenges
of finding time to perform in the Austin Symphony and the constant
need to do fundraisers to keep music in the public schools so that
Kim can continue to be a music teacher to elementary and middle
school kids can be exhausting.

“You’ll get him this time for sure,” Eleanor
says, putting a hand on Kim’s from across the table. ”If we haven’t
sold out of cupcakes by then, I’ll stay and sell cupcakes while you
go to rehearsal.”

“Thank you. So, that means we take two cars
to the middle school.”

“Right. I can come home and get the cupcakes
and just meet you there.”

“Dinner?” Kim asks.

“I think we need to get something there at
the carnival. They’ll probably have hot dogs or something,
right?”

“Yeah, that makes sense. OK.”

Eleanor looks at her calendar app on her
phone and asks, “OK, now Friday. Symphony performance at what
time?”

“7:00 P. M.,” Kim tells her. “And, on
Saturday at 2:00 P. M. and 7 P. M.”

Eleanor updates her calendar. “OK, got it.
Any weekend activities?”

“No, just being a musical wunderkind,”
Kim replies. “You?”

“Just listening to your wonderfulness. And
probably sleeping in a little; it feels like it is going to be a
busy week.”

“Boba tea!” Kim calls out. “We didn’t
schedule any boba time into our week.”

“How about after your matinee on Saturday?”
Eleanor suggests.

“Oh, that sounds terrific. Bang a drum or two
and get rewarded with sweet, milky tapioca goodness. I like the way
you think, Eleanor.”

“That’s because I think like you.”

“Yeah, that’s true. How many weeks until
summer vacation?”

“Fourteen,” Eleanor replies.

“And not just any old summer vacation,
either, the first summer vacation in three years where neither of
us has any recertification classes! A real summer vacation.”

“Except for your music students and my
additional three weeks of work at the start and two weeks at the
end of the summer.”

“Except for that, yes. I enjoy our busy
school seasons, I do, but no matter how old I may get I will always
look forward to summer vacation.”

“That’s what being a teacher is all about,”
Eleanor says in a barely comprehensible way as she yawns and
stretches. “I know it’s not even half-past seven but I think I’ll
get ready for bed. I haven’t kicked my jet lag yet.”

“It is a ten-hour time difference, it takes a
little while to adjust.”

“Are you sleepy, too?”

“No, but I suspect I will be as soon as I lie
down.”

“That’s a theory worth testing.”

The week goes along as planned through a
flurry of cupcake making on Wednesday night (cupcakes remaining
after eating the funny-looking ones: 67). Thursday, after giving
intelligence tests to three grade school kids, scoring those tests,
talking to administrators and teachers about kids who had been
tested earlier, and talking to kids in three different schools
about academic and social issues, Eleanor drives her much loved and
long-lived Honda Civic Hybrid to Johnson Middle School, the
backseat stacked three deep with Tupperware containers carrying
cupcakes. She leaves the sugary payload in the car and goes into
the gym to figure out where they are supposed to set up. Amber, the
advisor for the local Key Club which organized the event, points
her to a table in a far corner of the gym. Eleanor uses her small,
wheeled shopping cart to bring in half the cupcakes and a banner
that says, “Keep Music in Schools! All money raised goes directly
to Elementary and Middle School Music Programs.” That’s when Kim
arrives, bolting through the gym like a force of nature, hair
spilling out of the bun she’d pulled it into in the morning, her
fashionable boots worn with a knee-length denim skirt clicking on
the simulated hard-wood floor. “Oh, hi, sorry I’m late! What a day!
No one could remember a note today, no one and no note. Amazing.”
She walks right up to Eleanor and gives her a quick kiss hello. “My
watch says I have burned two cupcakes worth of calories today,
pretty impressive, no? Do you have everything? Do I need to haul
anything else from the car? It looks like only about half the
cupcakes.”

“Yes, that’s right, this is about half. Can
you use the little cart to haul in the other half?”

“I can bring ‘em in juggling the containers
if you like! Be right back.”

Eleanor is relieved to see that Kim does take
the cart for her run to the parking lot. Most of Kim’s bravado is
just for show, but every now and then she will surprise Eleanor by
literally doing whatever it is she claimed she can do. Having half
their inventory end up on the floor would be a problem, but luckily
Kim rolls the additional cupcakes in safe and sound. “I have the
cookies Hannah and Kate made and the cinnamon rolls from Calvin,
I’ll use your cart to haul those in, too. We should be swimming in
dough by the end of the night!”

Eleanor smiles, loving the fact that Kim
always sees her rose-colored glass as being way, way, way more than
half full.

Once all the goods are in the building and
brisk sales begin, again proving the Girl Scout adage (You can’t
fail to make money on sugar!), Kim and Eleanor sit at the table
chatting about their days and Eleanor tries to build up Kim’s
confidence for her upcoming, post-rehearsal challenge. The gym
fills up with kids, parents and teachers. The winter carnival
consists of unhealthy snacks, carnival-style games, tarot card and
crystal ball readers, and a spirited game of bingo – in other
words, a collection of silly, simple entertainments that provide
student or other school groups with a fund-raising opportunity. In
addition to buying dessert, many kids and parents come over to talk
to Ms. Cooprider and Ms. Park. That’s because Johnson is a school
that both Eleanor and Kim work in (they both have several schools
assigned to them), so former or current students make up most of
the crowd at the carnival. Eleanor has most of these kids
documented in her notebooks, indicating what their Best Selves can
be and, in most cases, some notes on what Eleanor has tried or is
trying to do to steer them towards that possible future. Little
Katey Solveig (how can she be old enough to be in middle school?)
has a Best Self of a doctor, so Eleanor talks to her about her math
and science classes, making sure she is doing everything that she
needs to do at this young age to support a career in science. Alex
Leewong has a Best Self of an architect, so Eleanor talks to him
about taking the computer-aided drafting course she knows is
offered as an elective here at Johnson, before talking about his
math and science courses, too. Freddy Larson’s Best Self is a chef,
so Eleanor talks to him in detail about how she and Kim made these
cupcakes from scratch.

Etc., Etc.

Kim chats happily with people but feels a
little distracted. She tries to practice her snare drum rudiments
on her knee when there is nothing else exciting or important going
on. She mentally thinks about how to use the rawhide hammers to
play the orchestral chimes (a. k. a. tubular bells). She thinks
through the process of changing the pitch on the timpani.
Basically, her mind is doing what Kim’s mind usually does, running
a hundred miles an hour in at least three different directions.
About seven-fifteen, with twenty cupcakes and a passel of cookies
still to be sold, Eleanor says, “Kim, go ahead and get out of here,
I’ve got this. Go show Ulrich how a real woman plays
percussion.”

Kim nervously wraps Eleanor in a hug and kiss
and then strides towards the parking lot, greeting whomever she
happens to pass along the way. Over the next hour, Eleanor sells
all the cookies and all but one of the cupcakes and is thinking of
a nice dessert for herself as she packs up the banner and the empty
containers. It’s as she is loading up the wheeled cart that Eleanor
notices Amber coming over to her table. “Oh, hi, Amber. Do you want
a cupcake? You’d be doing me a favor if you take it, I surely don’t
need it after sampling two of them yesterday.”

“Oh, no, I’m OK, thank you,” Amber replies,
but stands there awkwardly, apparently with something on her
mind.

Based on her life-experiences, Eleanor thinks
she knows where this is headed, so she waits long enough for both
of them to acknowledge the somewhat awkward pause before helping
the process along by saying, “Did you get a chance to say hi to Kim
tonight? She had to leave early for orchestra rehearsal, but I’m
sure she would have loved to have time to catch up.”

Amber blushes slightly. “No, no, I didn’t,
that’s too bad.” She waits for a bit before continuing, “So, I
guess you and Kim are actually… you and Kim, huh?”

“Yes, that’s right. We’ve been partners for
almost thirty years now.”

“Wow, congratulations. I didn’t know
that.”

Yeah, obviously, Eleanor thinks. She also
doesn’t want to hear what is probably coming next from this visibly
ill-at-ease woman. But Eleanor is too polite to walk away when
someone wants to talk to her, even if the topic isn’t all that
pleasant. There is a chance that Amber will not finish what she
appears to have come here to say, but Eleanor tries to make saying
what Amber thinks she needs to say easier for her. That’s what
Eleanor does. “Amber, is it fair to say that you are uncomfortable
with our brief public display of affection earlier?”

“Well, not for me, but for the kids…”

“OK, I hear you. But just think about this
for a minute, if you will: assume either Kim or I is a man and
replay exactly what happened in your mind; any problems? Any
concerns?”

Amber blushes even redder. “No, but you are
not…”

“I realize we are not men, either of us. But,
I am afraid I need you to judge us by the same standards you would
a ‘normal’ couple. For the record, I think our behavior is healthy,
especially for whatever percentage of our students are gay or think
they might be gay. Seeing a gay couple acting like a normal, happy
couple relieves a little of a stigma that needs to be retired. I’m
sorry that you don’t feel the same way about this, Amber, I really
am – but we’re not going to modify our behavior to make you more
comfortable. We did that for years and I’m not going back. So,
thank you for your concern, but trust me when I say it is not a
concern. See you later!”

And with that, Eleanor walks away from Amber
without looking back to see the astonished look on her face.
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Sundays are generally catch up with family
and friends days for Kim and Eleanor. On Mother’s Day, 2030,
Eleanor finishes a video chat with her 75-year-old mother and
decides to video chat with her brother Michael and family, too.
Michael married Kim and Eleanor’s friend, Judy, who plays harp for
the Milwaukee Symphony now because that’s where Michael’s business
is located. They have two kids. First to join the family was their
son Michael Joseph Cooprider, Junior, who everyone calls Seph. He’s
now fourteen years old and starts high school in the fall. A year
later their daughter Amelie was born. Both kids have their father’s
height and athletic ability, but their mother’s long, delicate
fingers and dirty blond hair. Eleanor initiates the Skype call that
usually connects to Michael’s cell phone, but today it appears he
answers it from his computer because the field of view of the
camera is wider and he’s sitting further away without having an arm
attached to the camera the whole conversation. “Hi, Michael.”

“Oh, hi, Eleanor,” Michael answers. He seems
distracted and distant, which is quite unusual for him. Michael is
a former National Champion and Olympic marksman, qualifying to
shoot trap and skeet in London 2012, Rio 2016 and Tokyo 2020 (well,
2021, really, thank you, pandemic). He never made it onto the
podium, but just qualifying for the team is a pretty impressive
accomplishment. Through the ups and downs of his competition days,
Michael was always emotionally rock solid, so it’s surprising to
see him appearing pretty down right now.

“Kim and I wanted to call and wish Judy a
Happy Mother’s Day, and… Michael, what’s wrong?” Eleanor asks,
unable to look past her brother’s mopey expression.

“Well, to be honest, I’m worried about
Amelie.”

“What’s wrong?” Eleanor asks forcefully, her
tone of voice summoning Kim from the kitchen to join her.

“Nothing physically, she’s feeling fine. She
just tells us that… well, that she has been having bad dreams for
the last few weeks.”

Eleanor lets out the breath she had been
holding. “Oh, well, that’s not so bad. Everyone has times
where…”

“Eleanor,” Michael cuts in, “it’s when she’s
awake. She’s having scary dreams when she’s awake.”

Eleanor doesn’t know what to say to respond
to that. Luckily, Kim is ready with a question. “All the time? Or
just in some situations?”

Michael sits back and shakes his head. “Not
all the time, but we’re not sure in what situations. She says when
she touches some people she sees strange dreams right away, and
when she touches other people she sees nothing. It is really
freaking her out, too; she’s missed a few days of school, and she
tries to make sure she doesn’t touch anyone at all right now.”

“Oh, poor Amelie,” Eleanor says, but her mind
is thinking, “strange visions when touching somebody? My niece has
the same abilities as I do! How is that possible?”

“We took her to our family doctor but he
doesn’t have any ideas. He wants her to go see a specialist in
Chicago, a famous Neurologist, in hopes of figuring out what’s
going on.”

Kim shakes her head at the camera. “We will
come up and visit you as soon as school is out.”

Eleanor, quite surprised, turns to look at
Kim. Kim’s eyes brim with meaning, something along the lines of,
“It sounds like our niece has the same ability you do that has just
started affecting her for some weird reason, so you should be there
to help her figure out what’s happening to her.” Which is a lot to
transmit with just a look, but it’s a snap for long-term married
couples. Eleanor nods and adds, “Kim’s right, we should be there.
We’re done here on June Sixth, so give us two days to drive up to
you, we should arrive late on the eighth.”

Michael shakes his head dejectedly. “We’d all
love to see you, of course, but I am not sure what you will be able
to do for Amelie.”

“It’s hard to say. We probably can’t do
anything specific,” Eleanor says. “We just want to be there to show
support.”

“We can help run her to doctor’s
appointments, as needed, or just give her a couple of new friendly
faces to talk to,” Kim adds. “And we should all go to the good
German restaurant again, that’ll cheer up anyone with a pulse.”

Michael still looks quite skeptical but, in
the end, can’t come up with any reason to protest. He smiles coolly
and replies, “OK, sounds good, we’ll see you in a few weeks. How
are you doing?”

“Call in Judy, Kim has big news,” Eleanor
tells him.

Michael picks up his computer and carries it
into the living room where Seph pauses whatever virtual reality
video game he’s playing and Judy and Amelie halt playback on
whatever they had been watching on the television. “Oh, hi, Kim and
Eleanor!” Judy says with a half-smile. All Amelie can manage is a
week wave. Seph comes over and sits on the arm of the couch next to
his sister, his VR rig balanced on his forehead.

Michael says, “Kim has some news.”

“That’s right,” Kim says, grinning. “You are
now talking to the First Chair, Percussion for the Austin Symphony
Orchestra!”
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