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  Prologue




  Maddy




  The skates were beautiful. They weren’t the plastic kid kind, all pink and princessed up like they belonged in some cartoon. They were the real kind, just like Mrs.

  Nielsen’s in her scrapbook. Just like the skaters on TV. White leather, brand-new, and mine.




  I sat on the bench as Mrs. Nielsen laced them for me. Sitting next to me, his own black skates already tied, Gabe squeezed his helmet against his chest. “What if I fall?”




  Mrs. Nielsen snapped his helmet on. “Didn’t you fall when you were learning to ride your bike?”




  “On grass,” he said. “Soft grass.”




  My bike still had training wheels. But I looked at that shiny surface. Looked at the big girls in the middle by the orange cones. Twirling, their skirts fluttering up just like Mrs. Nielsen in

  her pictures.




  Mrs. Nielsen stood us up on the foam floor mats. “It’s okay, Gabe. We’ll start here where it’s soft, and practice falling.”




  Gabe made a face at his mom. “Practice falling?”




  “Yes.” She smiled. “Put your arms out and think about something that’s really important to you. You’re going to grab it in your arms and hug it tight.”




  I looked sideways at Gabe. He looked at me. We turned and grabbed each other, helmets clunking as Gabe’s tight hug lifted my skates right off the mat.




  Mrs. Nielsen laughed. “I meant like a teddy bear.” She showed us how to pull our arms to our chests so we wouldn’t hurt our hands or get our fingers run over by other skaters,

  how to go with the fall and land on our hips. “That’s it, Maddy. Just relax into it. Fighting a fall is what hurts. All right, kiddos. Ready for the ice?”




  I took off for the door to the rink. The latch was heavy but I got it. And there I was, on that smoothness. Stepping forward and—Whoa!




  I pulled my arms in tight and let my hip hit first. It was okay. I got back up, put my arms out for balance this time and took a couple careful steps. All of a sudden I was gliding. I took a

  couple more steps. I went faster and faster. “I’m flying!”




  No one answered me and I turned around. Not even on the ice yet, Gabe stood in the doorway with his mom coaxing him.




  I skated back to him. “Come on, Gabe.”




  He looked at me. “You already fell.”




  I held out my mittened hand. “It’s worth it.” Ever so slowly, he reached his own hand toward mine. Hand in hand, we made it to the middle. We were standing by the cones when I

  looked at Mrs. Nielsen. “Show me how to spin? Please?”




  “Of course.” She bent her knees, then pushed up as she turned, pulling her arms into her chest to spin herself around and around.




  I copied her, winding up my arms. I bent. I pushed. I twirled. And I fell . . . in love.
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  Maddy




  The early August heat is melting the make-up right off Dad’s face, but his eyes are soft behind his thick-framed glasses, his voice calm. “You can get this, Maddy.

  Just ease your foot off the clutch.”




  The stench of burning rubber makes my eyes water as I grip the steering wheel. I blink and give it another go, but we don’t go anywhere. My timing’s off again and the ancient

  Dodge Neon shudders like a bug in the last twitch of death.




  Gabe makes this look so easy; why can’t I do it? The heat flares in my chest and I want to throw something. Release my frustration in some sort of primal battle cry. But I don’t do

  those things at practice and I won’t do them here, especially not with the camera crew sitting in the backseat.




  Dad squeezes my shoulder. “It’s all right.”




  In the rearview mirror, I see the face of the aide who offered up his car for this driving lesson because Dad thought lessons in a stick shift would be more interesting. He doesn’t look

  all right. There’s a big toothy smile on his face but his eyelids are tilted up toward his forehead in a way I didn’t even know was possible and his eyes look like they’re

  about to pop out of their sockets. I need to think win-win here. What do the aide and I want? Me out of this car, right now. What does Dad want? Footage for his campaign ads. I smile, half at Dad

  and half at the camera. “Thanks for always believing in me, Daddy.”




  The petite woman in charge of our little publicity shoot has tears in her eyes. Maybe from my sappy statement, but more likely from the stink of the burnt-out clutch. Either way, she announces

  in a singsong voice, “That’s a wrap. Harold’s going to love it!”




  A teensy bit of film editing will obscure the minor detail that I still haven’t managed to actually drive the car. I give Dad a peck on the cheek. “I love you.”




  “Love you, too. See you later, figure skater.”




  Halfway out of the car already, I pause and smile. “Out the door, Sena-tor.” And I run from the parking lot into the arena.




  Taking only a split-second peek in the locker room mirror to check that my hair’s still camera slick, I change at superhero speed. Then I dash out of the locker room and

  finally I’m cleansing my lungs with the smell of the ice, the scent of fresh snow with just a hint of fuel from the last Zamboni pass. As soon as I inhale, I feel the anticipation tingle in

  my body. Hip-hop beats thump from the speakers overhead and, like the music, I’m cranked.




  I’m pulling off my skate guards when there’s a tug on my ponytail. “Hey, Mad.”




  All of a sudden there’s a completely different tingle running through my body and I’m breathing in the only other smell that can compete with the ice. Irish Spring soap. I turn to

  face Gabe.




  Forget melting in hands or mouths, all Gabe has to do is look at me with those milk chocolate eyes and I’m slush. Add his gorgeous blond waves, and, sadly, so is every other girl at

  Riverview Prep. Drool-worthy as always in tight black skating pants and a fitted Under Armour mock tee that shows off the upper body he owes to lifting me, he ditches his own guards and steps onto

  the ice. “How’d the lesson go?”




  I follow him. “If it’d been a skating test, I would’ve gotten marked retry.”




  “That bad?”




  Gabe takes a swig of water, but I take off down the ice. I need the feel of it beneath me, smooth and sure. As I fly toward him again, already headed for lap two, I grin and holler, “It

  was like practicing triple Axels. Crash and burn, over and over again. Well, no actual crashing but the clutch is burnt toast.” I turn backward to face him as I whip past, and pinch my nose

  at the memory. Gabe laughs.




  He catches up to me, but only because I let him. I step forward to match his strokes, easy as breathing. I know I should want my driver’s license. My sixteenth birthday’s so far past

  that I turned seventeen last month, but I shrug. “Like I need to drive, anyway. Anywhere I need to go, I can ride with you.”




  Gabe doesn’t answer but as we round the end of the rink, he takes my outstretched hand. We don’t need words, anyway. We’ve been pair skaters since before I cut off most of his

  hair playing beauty parlor in preschool. Our senior year of high school just started, but we already know we’ll be going to Riverview Community College or Wichita State together. Skating and

  school, that’s my life, and Gabe’s, too. Since he’s the boy next door and has had his license and his own car for almost two years, the bumming-rides deal works out pretty

  well.




  Because he really does live next door, it’s also hard to ignore that he goes plenty of places without me, but I shove the thought from my mind and start thinking about triple Axels again.

  I feel the smile creep over my face. I haven’t made any progress with the driving lessons, but I’m going to land a triple Axel. Soon. Our coach, Igor, and I have a secret plan.

  We’ve been doing harness lessons to work on a throw quadruple Salchow and, because he knows I like the challenge, Igor’s been letting me work my triple Axel in the harness, too.




  Gabe and I finish our warm-up and head for the boards. I dart out of the way just in time, and the ice shavings from Gabe’s hockey stop miss me. I circle around and send a snow shower of

  my own across his skates. He laughs and tosses me my water bottle. I take a sip, but I’m drinking in more of his grin than my water.




  That is, until the slam of the metal latch behind me. My unexpected jump leaves my jacket soaked from the water I’ve spilled down my front. Smooth as ice, that move. I turn away quickly

  before Gabe notices and see Chris and Kate coming into the hockey box. Their faces are in perfect unison, the same stony expression.




  “Weren’t even going to tell me, were you?” Chris’s bicep bulges on his wiry arm as he throws his skate guards on the floor of the hockey box. “Happy two-year

  anniversary to you, too.” His face clashing pink against his fiery orange hair, he stomps past me and onto the ice.




  Gabe turns as though he’s about to say something, but his mouth hangs open, silent, and then he closes it again. Now on the other side of the rink, Chris rips the edges of his cross rolls

  purposefully hard. As his skate blades flash across each other, slashing the ice, the grinding noise competes with the music.




  I glance back into the hockey box. Kate is sitting on the bench, her body bent forward as she fidgets with her skate laces. She tucks the loose strands of her white-blond bob back into her

  barrette with shaking hands.




  Gabe beats me to my question. “You all right?”




  Kate sits up but looks past Gabe. “Yeah.” She pushes herself off the bench. “You guys want your music on?”




  Gabe hands her our practice CD, tucking behind it a tissue from the box we always keep on the barrier. I ditch my wet jacket, tossing it onto the hockey bench. As Kate heads for the music box,

  we skate for center ice.




  With the hip-hop beats silenced, there’s only the rrrip, RRRIP of Chris’s blades. I crouch down, pulling my body as tight to my skates as I can. Even though Chris and Kate are

  ice dancers and don’t do jumps, Gabe jokes about when they’re going to land their Axel. He means that their relationship is like us attempting our Axels: up, then down. Hard. Over and

  over and over again. But— “It’s worse than ever this time.”




  “I’m so glad we’re not like that.” Behind me, Gabe takes his time covering my body with his own. “Classic why-you-shouldn’t-date-your-partner.”




  I ignore that last part, taking the second to enjoy the closeness instead. Our music starts and we explode into movement, a fast routine from the soundtrack of The Incredibles. We sail

  across the rink in perfect unison, completing side-by-side triple toe loops before launching into flying camel spins. As we soar down the ice for our spiral sequence, stretching our free legs up

  behind us, we’re at warp speed. In our pair spin, I pull my leg over my head. I am Elasti-Girl.




  I rotate around Gabe for the death spiral, my body arching until I’m face-to-face with the ice. Our last move is a throw triple Salchow. Gabe’s hands are firm on my sides. I spring

  from the ice, feeling the release as he launches me. My arms cross tight against my chest, elbows down, ankles crossed. I’m spinning through the air, my ponytail flying out from the force of

  the rotation. My toe pick hits the ice, then I’m gliding backward, arms checked out and a smile on my face. That landing was demo-video smooth.




  We hit our end pose as the last note sounds. I gasp for air, but the smile on my face isn’t for the judges that our coach insists we pretend are watching every practice. It’s for

  real. We nailed that run-through. “That . . . was . . . incredible.”




  “Drop,” Gabe manages, and we lose the pose. He’s breathing hard, too. He drapes an arm around me, half leaning on me, half hugging me. “We’re . . . gonna

  win.”




  I grin, too, leaning back into him. If we skate like we just did, he’s right. Forget last year’s pewter pity medal, the Junior Grand Prix is ours this year.




  Gabe releases me so fast it’s like I’ve sprouted toe picks on my shoulders. He snaps to attention, military style, except his hands are clasped behind his back instead of saluting.

  This means one thing, and I straighten up, too. Igor glides across the ice toward us, his long black coat floating behind him. It’s his job to pick our skating apart but today, even though my

  face is hiding my gloating, I’m daring him to find even one thing wrong.




  Igor stops right in front of us but he doesn’t smile. He doesn’t even nod. His mouth is a thin, straight line and his forehead has a matching thin, straight line creased into it.

  “We skate like so?” His dark gray eyes stare at us from under furry, silver eyebrows that match his furry, silver cap. “We lose.”




  I don’t flinch, but I feel like the little air I had left has been sucked right out of me.




  Igor’s eyes pierce mine. Then I see his face smooth out, the steely eyes soften. “Technically, is perfect. But . . .” He tilts his head. “Is time. Gabriel is no longer a

  boy. Madelyn is no longer a girl. We do new long program this year, Romeo and Juliet. We are needing . . . passion. A love story.”




  My heart does a split jump in my chest. I can do passion. But it crashes down as I look at my best friend, because Gabe doesn’t even look at me.




  





  2




  Gabe




  Shit, double shit. If my coach were on TiVo, I’d be hitting rewind. A love story? This is some sort of deranged joke. Except Igor doesn’t crack jokes. He barely

  knows how to smile.




  I glance at Mad going all starry-eyed next to me. I’ve heard correctly. I look back at Igor and hold my eyes steady on him, but my insides are shaking worse than when I told Kurt I was

  quitting hockey just before the bantam travel team championships.




  Igor nods his head toward our water bottles at the boards. “I leave copies of music there. You listen at home tonight, yes? For today we see what we have to begin.” He cracks his

  knuckles under his leather gloves. “Death spiral again. Before, you skate for audience. This time? No audience. Only Madelyn and Gabriel. You understand?”




  “Yes, sir.” I understand, but there’s an ice rink’s chance in hell that I’m actually going to do what he wants. I take the lead and set my pivot, looking at the

  empty bleachers. It’s been Madelyn and Gabriel for longer than I can remember. I let her hack off all my hair in preschool. I quit hockey for her. I broke my arm for her. There’s

  nothing I wouldn’t do for her . . . except this. She’s like my sister, the way we read each other so well. Sib closeness I can deal with. That’s where it stops.




  On the exit, I push out so my back is facing Igor and I stare over the top of Mad’s head. Epic fail on my mission to fool our coach. “Again,” he says. “You must look,

  Gabriel.”




  This time, I watch the skate on Mad’s free foot as she circles around me. Igor is skating toward us before we’ve even finished the move. He nods at Mad. “Good, Madelyn. I have

  changed my mind. We listen to music now. Put it on.”




  Mad skates off, leaving me alone with the KGB. “I do not believe,” Igor says. “Make me believe.”




  I kick at the ice with my toe pick. Disrespectful, yeah, but a trip to the penalty box is sounding like a winning idea right now. I’ve known this day was coming. Known it since I first

  made myself look away from Mad’s arched chest and . . . “I can’t.”




  Igor steps closer, and I stop. I’m not sure what he’ll do if I accidentally kick him, but I’m sure I don’t want to find out. His breath makes warm puffs of air in

  my face. “Do not tell me, ‘I can’t.’ ‘I can’t’ is not part of plan.”




  For years I’ve trusted Igor’s plans. For good reason. He’s coached me and Mad to the national junior pair title and three Junior Grand Prix medals, including a fourth-place

  finish at the final last year. But . . . “This is Mad.”




  Igor’s stainless-steel eyes glint at me. “You want to win, yes?”




  “Yes,” I whisper. Mom’s medals gleam in the back of my mind. I need to win.




  “So you pretend. You need me to, what do we say, write it out?”




  I don’t need Igor to spell it out. I know how to get a girl going. Trouble is, I’m not so hot at keeping things going. Mad returns and I ease her into the move once again,

  this time to the long desperate notes of the music. I look at her face. Sister, sister, sister, I chant in my head. But there’s a cartoon red devil on my shoulder reminding me

  I’m an only child. Okay then: Friend?




  My feeble attempt only spawns another devil. They slap each other five. “With benefits!” they chorus.




  Where the hell are my angels? “No.”




  I must’ve said it out loud, because Mad startles. She slips off her edge and falls out of the spiral. She was only a few inches from the ice, but still. Stupidest move in the world to fall

  on. Even juvenile pairs do it in their sleep. I help her up. “Sorry.”




  “Madelyn,” Igor says, his voice as sickly as a tornado-warning sky, “please go work on your brackets for a moment.”




  Igor’s temper usually blows on Chris’s shenanigans, but today I get the twister-cloud eyes. “I see you. All those girls, under bleachers at hockey games. What is problem

  here?” His gloved fingers curl, now black claws.




  I look at Mad, zipping through her brackets. She attacks the twisty turns, the determination fierce on her face. She puts so much power into the pattern that she almost slams into the barrier at

  the end. That’s the problem. I’ve compartmentalized my life for so long but Mad has no fear of the barrier.




  I look back at Igor, watching me watch Mad. His fingers have relaxed in his gloves. “Is pretend,” he says, cajoling now. “But we are needing under the bleachers. Mind in storm

  drain.”




  If I let my mind go in the gutter, I’ll never get it out.




  “Madelyn,” Igor calls. “Get a drink. We resume.”




  I skate over for a drink, too. Anything to stall.




  Mad plunks her water bottle down on the barrier. She keeps her chin up but she doesn’t look at me. “Am I that disgusting?”




  “What?”




  “You won’t even look at me.”




  “No.” Shiny, dark brown hair. Eyes as wide and blue as summer sky. Cheeks splashed with such tiny freckles that I want to lean in close just to see them. Barrier. I need that

  barrier. “Mad. No.”




  “Forget it, forget I said anything.” She skates back to Igor.




  I follow, but this time it’s me stretching my hand out to her. Once more, we set up for the move. I do what Igor wants. I watch the white of Mad’s neck as her head dips backward, let

  my eyes trail from that perfect collarbone over the bloomed arch of her chest. Mad’s circling smoothly around me but my whole world is waterfalling down the storm drain.




  On the exit my heart is pounding so loud I can’t even hear the music. We present, arms locked out, free legs extended. But I can’t stop. I take an extra stroke toward Mad, my face

  right up to those barely-there freckles. “You’re disgustingly beautiful.” With my eyes locked on hers, I miss Igor’s reaction. But I don’t need even a nod to know this

  time was exactly what he wanted.




  “Dismissed,” Igor says. “You practice jumps alone now.”




  I look at the clock on the scoreboard. An entire hour has slipped by.




  Mad raises her eyebrows at me. “Want to play triple Axel contest again?”




  Neither of us has ever landed a triple Axel and practicing them is a bruise cruise. I’m still feeling unsettled from our lesson, though, the truth making my dance belt uncomfortably tight.

  I have been thinking about Mad. For a long time. Now that Igor’s ordered me to unleash those thoughts? It’s like trying to stop after eating just one Dorito. Maybe knocking into

  the ice a few times will knock some sense back into me.




  I gesture toward an open space. “Ladies first.” Mad takes a couple back crossovers, pushes forward onto her left outside edge, and launches herself into the air. Three revolutions

  and she’s on her butt on the ice but damn, that was close. “You been practicing off ice?”




  She stands, brushes the ice shavings off her hip, and . . . busts me looking. She smiles. “Your turn.”




  I set up my own takeoff. I don’t crash, but I pop the jump into only a single. I should be able to get this jump. Mad doesn’t say it, but we both know I’m chickenshit.

  She’s the fearless one, and now she’s grinning at me as she goes for it again and makes three and almost a quarter revolutions this time, touching her hand down on her landing. And I

  know, then. It could happen. Today. Now. “You got this, Mad,” I whisper to her. “Do it again.”




  She nods, and her face reminds me of her dad, the way he looks on his campaign billboards. Eyes focused, chin set. A look that says you can trust him to get whatever job needs doing done. Mad

  takes her crossovers. She pushes. She jumps. One-two-three and there’s the extra half rotation and on the landing her knee’s bent so low she’s almost doing a backward

  shoot-the-duck but by some miracle of anything and everything holy—




  She. Stands. Up.




  I have officially lost the triple Axel contest. I will never live this down, but I’m so psyched for Mad that I don’t give even a bucket of Zamboni sludge. Mad’s screaming and

  I’m screaming and Chris and Kate have forgotten whatever the hell they were fighting about this time. Mad throws her arms around me and I hug her back. Over her shoulder I see Igor watching,

  smiling, as our club mates pile on us in a massive group hug. Mad’s landed her triple Axel. I’m not worthy to tie her skates, but for some reason she’s still my

  partner.




  No, not some random, unknown reason. In the middle of the celebratory huddle with Mad, her body pressed against mine with her arms around me and her face buried in my neck, I know the reason

  she’s still my partner. And I also know that whatever I do, I can’t lose Mad.
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  Maddy




  In the girls’ locker room, I turn the shower as hot as it goes and step in. Clouds of steam rise from the spray and I feel like I could rise with them. I landed my triple

  Axel today. My. Triple. Axel.




  Once, my brain reminds me. It’s not consistent. And you’ll never get credited for it because Gabe can’t do one so you won’t ever . . .




  It’s too late. I’m already lost in my favorite daydream, the one where Gabe and I are on top of the podium at the Olympics, our arms wrapped around each other. I wrap my arms around

  myself now and lift my chin, pushing my neck forward into the warmth, and I remember the rest of today’s insanely awesome practice. So maybe Gabe wasn’t sure at first, but it

  didn’t take him long at all to warm up to the idea of us.




  Don’t get ahead of yourself, my brain warns me again. Gabe hasn’t said anything about—




  I freeze the thought out, then rub my shower scrubby over my body the way Gabe’s hands touched me today. Some things don’t need to be said.




  I step from the shower and wrap the softness of my towel around me, blissed out. Then I see Kate huddled on the bench in front of our lockers and I remember how practice started today. I scoot

  over next to her.




  Kate’s my best girlfriend and I’m hers, but we’re both smart enough to know that a serious skater’s true BFF will always be the ice. We don’t share everything. Some

  stuff, especially partner stuff, is better left on the ice. I check in anyway. “Want to talk about it?”




  Kate looks toward the showers, but our club mates Regina and Lucy are still going full steam. “You and Gabe are getting a new program. What’s your music?”




  “Romeo and Juliet. But—”




  “Fitting.” Kate looks at me with red-rimmed eyes. “You’ve read the play, haven’t you? Seen the movie at least?”




  “Sure, but—”




  “Maddy.” Her voice pleads. “Don’t forget how it ends.”




  What, like I’m going to kill myself? Not like Gabe and I are even from feuding families; our moms were college roomies.




  “Seriously. Dating your partner is a bad idea.”




  Didn’t stop her from doing it. I turn away, thinking of Gabe’s words, how he says their relationship is like learning an Axel. Well, guess what? I landed my triple Axel.




  When I beat Gabe to the car, I’m surprised. I think about my shower and smile. Probably he’s just running behind, enjoying his own steamy thoughts. I lean against

  his Viper, which must’ve been waxed recently because it’s looking candy-apple shiny, and close my eyes.




  The chirp of his car remote startles me. He pops the trunk and I heave my skate bag in next to his. We climb in and he lowers the convertible top but he doesn’t say a single word to me. My

  jacket’s still soaked and the summer sun isn’t warm enough to cover the breeze as we zip past the cornfields back toward town. I watch the blur of green and gold outside my window and

  shiver until I can’t stand the silence anymore. “Good practice today.”




  “Unbelievable,” Gabe says, so quiet I can barely hear him over the rush of wind.




  Then it hits me like a block of ice. I landed my triple Axel first and he’s— “Jealous much?”




  “Hell, Mad. We’re all jealous.” Gabe glances at me, then back out the windshield, but I’ve caught the sad attempt at a smile on his face. My stomach twists. This

  conversation isn’t about my Axel. “It’s not you,” he says.




  I feel like I’m on camera again. But this time, instead of publicity ads for Dad, we’re filming a cliché break-up scene. “It’s not me,” I echo dully.




  Gabe’s phone jingles a poor imitation of Let Me Down Easy. “Get that, please? I’m driving.”




  Of course he’s driving. The Viper isn’t a Batmobile with auto-pilot, and it’s not like I can drive. But I sit up straight again because I know what that ringtone means, the

  real reason Gabe wants me to answer his phone. This explains the quiet; he’s going out with someone. Was going out with someone, anyway. I pretend to gripe. “Seriously? What does

  this make? Six?”




  “Please? She wanted to wear matching outfits so people would know we were a couple. You know I don’t do that for anybody but you.”




  I sigh but we both already knew I was going to answer his phone. I summon my best cheerleader giggle. “Hello?”




  Usually, that’s enough. There’ll be a choked sob, then only the silence of an ended call. The first time it happened, freshman year, it was an accident. Gabe and I had the same

  ringer on the same phones then and they’d gotten mixed up. Gabe said not to worry about it, that he’d call Kristen back later and explain. I don’t think he ever called Kristen

  back, but somehow our phones magically got mixed up again after Anita.




  This time, though, the cheerleader giggle isn’t the death kiss. A hesitant girl’s voice says, “I’m sorry, I must have the wrong number? This isn’t Gabe

  Nielsen’s phone, is it?”




  My stomach twinges. Ugh, this one is going down hard. Why do they prolong the torture? “This is Gabriel Nielsen’s phone.” I force another giggle. “Ooh, Gabe, stop

  it.”




  The caller hangs up.




  “Thanks,” Gabe whispers, then goes back to mute.




  I flip his phone over and over in my hands. My hip is starting to ache from the first fall I took during today’s Axel challenge. But if I’d given up then, I never would’ve

  landed the jump. I take a breath and vault my heart into the air. “What do you think of the new program?”




  Gabe doesn’t look at me. “I think Igor knows what he’s doing.”




  The many cases of medals I have at home think so, too. I narrow my question. “It makes you uncomfortable, doesn’t it?”




  “It doesn’t change anything off the ice.”




  But it already has. “It’s a pretty big change on the ice.”




  “It won’t be the fast, flashy footwork of our last program. The elements Igor had us run through today, the music . . . This is going to be a lot more sustained edge work.”




  “That’s not what I meant.”




  His eyes still on the road, he says, “I can handle it.” He pulls into the shared driveway between our houses and parks in his garage. “Can you?”




  My palms are sweating like a Zamboni pouring out water for a wet cut but if that’s how he’s going to play it, I’m going to have to make a move. With my own belt already

  unfastened, I lean over and put my hand on his leg, as close to his lap as I dare. “I think you should take me to the back-to-school dance and we’ll find out.”




  Gabe pulls away from me. “We can’t do this, Mad.”




  He wasn’t having such a hard time with it an hour ago. “Why not?” I’ve never seen Gabe get out of the car so fast, and then I see.




  Dad is walking into the open garage bay next to the Viper. There’s a smile on his face but he clears his throat. “Did you forget something, Maddy?”




  Oops. Today wasn’t the day for a long shower. I’m late for another publicity shoot with Senator Spier.




  In our kitchen, I spread my textbooks on one side of the island. Even though it’s the first week of school, my impressive array of homework isn’t an uncommon sight

  at our house. Dad’s crazy proud that I earned an academic scholarship to Riverview Preparatory Academy, but the status means the little time I don’t spend at skating practice or school

  I spend studying.




  What is uncommon? Dad standing on the other side of the island, helping Mom chop vegetables for our dinner salads. Behind them on the stove, a pot of fifteen-bean soup simmers. Darting around

  us, a photographer snaps shot after shot of wholesome American family values.




  At least, distracted by the shoot, Dad didn’t notice my little stunt with Gabe in the car. For once, I’m glad for his obsession with presenting a picture of our family that could

  rival John F. Kennedy’s Camelot years. I open my calculus book and chew my lip, but I’m not puzzling over integrals and differentials. Even if I could work with the constant clicking

  and flashing, the ache forming just behind my forehead tells me there was more to Gabe’s hasty exit this afternoon than Dad’s arrival.




  “Chin up,” says the photographer, and he adjusts my jaw for his next shot.




  I stop biting my lip but I still don’t get any work done or figure anything out about Gabe.




  The photographer follows us to the dinner table, too, capturing a sight almost as unusual as the kitchen scene. It’s not like we eat in front of the TV; family time is pretty important at

  my house. It’s just that usually family time means me and Mom. Between legislative sessions in D.C., constituent meetings across our grand ol’ state of Kansas, and party

  conventions, Dad doesn’t make a lot of family time anymore.




  I don’t blame him. When he first won the national Senate seat, we had a big family meeting about where we were going to live and if Mom and I would do some traveling with him. But he

  understood that I couldn’t leave Gabe and Igor. Lots of skaters end up having to relocate to be closer to better coaches or training facilities with more freestyle time, so I’m lucky

  that I have Igor here. I know my parents would support me if I needed to move for skating, though. Dad doesn’t know as much skating trivia as I know political trivia, but he gets it all the

  same. Sectionals, Nationals, Worlds, just like nominations, primaries, and the final election. Dad’s reelection isn’t up until next year but already his chances of holding his seat are

  looking very good.




  I keep my chin up through dinner. Across the table from me, Dad picks at his food. I give him my best smile because I know what it’s like to have to perform in front of cameras. He’s

  always believed in me and my dream, made me believe I could be Madelyn Spier, world figure-skating champion. I want to support his dream, too. Senator Spier now, President Spier someday.




  I’m snuggled in bed later when Mom comes tapping at my door frame. She walks over, smooths my quilt, and sits beside me. “With our big photo shoot earlier, I

  didn’t get a chance to ask about your day.”




  How ironic—our “family time” photo shoot gave us even less actual family time. I curl on my side facing her, my hands tucked under my pillow. I can’t believe I forgot to

  tell her. I feel the grin stretch over my face and remember how it felt, every muscle in my body fighting to stand up. “I landed my triple Axel.”




  Mom’s hands fly to her face. “You didn’t.”




  “I did.” Laughing, I sit up and grab her in a hug.




  She squeezes me tight. Mom knows this is a major deal, that even though lots of the top guy skaters do the jump, only two American ladies have ever landed a triple Axel in competition. “I

  can’t believe I missed it,” she murmurs into my hair.




  “It’s okay.” It is. I know Mom feels bad that her long hours at her dress shop keep her from watching my practices the way a lot of skater moms do, but I don’t want her

  hanging over everything anyway. I press my face into her shoulder and breathe in the light flowery scent of her perfume before lifting my head and smiling at her. “I’ll just have to do

  it again sometime.”




  Mom laughs now, a big laugh that sets us both shaking. “Well, I’ll have to do something special to commemorate the event. Maybe a new skating dress?”




  My other big news. “I’m going to need one. Igor gave us a new program today.”




  Mom sits back. “No more Mr. and Mrs. Incredible? Are you okay with that? I know how much you loved that program.”




  Getting to play at being Gabe’s girlfriend for more than ten seconds on the phone? I’m A-plus okay with that. “The new program is cool. It’s Romeo and

  Juliet.”




  Mom smiles again but this time her lips are pressed together funny. She takes a breath. “Maddy, you know your father and I both adore Gabe, but . . .”




  Here it comes. There’s only one red Dodge Viper in our little town, and I’m not the only one who’s been following its traffic patterns.




  “He’s had a lot of . . . girlfriends,” Mom finishes.




  Gabe has never stayed with a girl longer than two weeks. Girlfriend isn’t the right word, but I don’t correct her.




  She leans in close and tucks my hair behind my ears. “Don’t let him break your heart, okay?”




  “I’m not six years old anymore,” I tell her. I’m not. But I’m still in love with the boy next door.




  Dad walks by in the hall and Mom calls out, “Will, Maddy has some Axel-lent news.”




  Dad peeks around my door frame. “Some triple Axel-lent news?”




  “So punny, guys,” I say. But I’m smiling.




  Dad smiles, too. He joins Mom on the edge of my bed. “Can’t say I’m surprised, really. ‘Courage and perseverance have a magical talisman, before which—’

  ”




  “ ‘Difficulties disappear and obstacles vanish into air,’ ” I finish for him. “John Quincy Adams, oration at Plymouth, 1802.”




  “That’s my daughter,” Dad says.




  I kiss my parents good night, fluff my pillow, and settle down. As I slide into dreamland, there’s one thought etched in my brain.




  I am my father’s daughter. Courageous and persevering, yes, but also determined, dedicated, and driven, just like his campaign slogan. No matter how many times I fall, I get back up and

  try again. And Gabe’s always been right there, ready to catch me. We were meant to be a pair, and I know Gabe knows it, too. All I have to do is get him to see what’s already there.




  





  4




  Gabe




  I’m in bed by nine. Total waste of time; I’m not the slightest bit tired. I toss and turn until I’m so tangled up I can hardly move anymore.




  My gut is as twisted as my sheets. Because Igor’s right, dammit. As long as I’ve spent suppressing my thoughts, trying to fool myself into believing it, Mad isn’t my sister. If

  we want to be serious contenders, we can’t keep playing around with kid-themed programs. And that’s all this is. A program.




  Lace your skates right, purrs the devil I haven’t been able to shake since practice, and you might win in more than one way. Have Mad for your skating partner and have . . .

  Wrenching myself loose from that thought and my sheets, I get out of bed. I’ve never stayed interested in a girl longer than two weeks, and I can’t break up with Mad.




  I grab my history book from my backpack, flip to a random page, and start reading. In class, this gets me from zero to zzzzz in under four seconds. Here in my bedroom, I get bored but not

  tired. Staring out my window, I see Mad’s light on behind her curtains and suddenly I’m feeling her hips pressed against mine during our spread eagle. I snap the book closed and flop

  back on my bed. Me and Mad. How bad would it be, really?




  Well, croons my little red cartoon un-friend, you’d never have time to hang out. Except for the five hours a day we spend training together. With her living next door and our

  families’ Saturday night tradition, it’s near impossible to avoid her. But she’s not that much to look at. Thin, sleek, and all muscle underneath? She’s got the body

  of an Abercrombie model. Well, too bad she’s not interested. Yeah, that hand in my lap after practice? Complete coincidence.




  I smack myself across the forehead. I’ve just let the devil play devil’s advocate with me. “Senator Spier would slice my balls off with my own skates,” I argue with

  myself.




  The mental image is all too clear as something as sharp as toe picks digs into sensitive territory. There’s a searing pain in my groin and I crunch up, my hands scrambling for the ball of

  white fur. I shove my cat, Axel, from my lap.




  Axel jumps on the windowsill and nuzzles his face against the glass, purring. “Yeah, you and Mad didn’t work out either,” I tell him. “You’re stuck with me.”

  I pull on a pair of shorts and my athletic shoes, and head downstairs.




  As I round the big oak post at the bottom of the staircase, there’s blue light spilling out of the living room, beeping machine and rolling gurney noises coming from the TV. I scrunch my

  nose. Don’t Mom and Dad get enough medical drama at work?




  “Gabe?” Mom asks as I walk past the doorway. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”




  I stop myself from making a snappish remark I’ll regret later when I haven’t got ice in my tights over this mess with Mad. Mom’s right anyway, I have to be up at five. I turn

  and answer her. “Couldn’t sleep.”




  “Excited about the new program?”




  That would be one word for it. “Yeah. My mind keeps running through the new stuff Igor gave us today.”




  On the other end of the couch, Dad’s eyes have glazed over, but Mom smiles. “I always loved learning choreography, too. ”




  Mom was a junior national champion for Denmark before she traded her skates for a speculum, so she gets it. Usually, that’s cool. But choreography isn’t what’s on my instant

  replay just now, and even though Mom’s the one who paired Mad and me up years ago and would probably be thrilled if I wanted to go out with her, I don’t want to share these thoughts. I

  hold my sigh and start for the basement again. “I’m going downstairs to work out, see if I can tire myself out enough to sleep.”




  “Gabe?”




  I turn back again. “What?”




  Mom mutes the TV. “You and Maddy . . .”




  Too late. “It’s a program, Mom. We’re not getting married.”




  Mom smiles at me. “You already did that, didn’t you?”




  Stupid six-year-old self. I cut her off before she decides it’s a good idea to give me a sex chat again. Once was educational but embarrassing. Even if her specialty is gynecology and

  she’s an expert on girl parts I have no desire to repeat the experience again. Ever. “Make believe.” I take my footwork in a straight line for the basement door. Behind me, an

  ambulance siren screams as Mom turns the TV back up.




  Dad installed a sweet gym in our basement with weight machines. They mostly gather dust since I do my strength training at the arena’s fitness center or at school and my

  parents are too busy doing breast exams or brain surgery to work out much. I like free weights better; they require more core work. But machines at home mean I don’t need a spotter.




  Looks like I get one anyway, though. I’m just finishing a quick warm-up on the treadmill when I see Dad amble down the stairs in a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. “Want some

  company?”




  Even though Dad’s voice rose at the end, it’s ice clear that wasn’t really a question. I shrug an okay and get started with leg presses. I glance over at my dad walking on the

  treadmill. The rare times we work out together he hits me up right away, wanting to talk hockey or football, but tonight all I hear is the clink of my weights and the hum of the treadmill motor.

  Dad’s not even moving hard enough for me to hear his footsteps and I think I catch him yawning out of the corner of my eye. Yeah, don’t need a technical specialist to call that move.

  Totally un-hidden agenda. “Mom sent you down here to talk to me about sex, didn’t she?”




  “Who said anything about sex?” Dad continues strolling, but a hint of a smile stretches his mouth. When I don’t dignify his question with a response, he shrugs. “Well, if

  you don’t want to talk about sex, what do you want to talk about?”




  “Mad landed her triple Axel today.” The words blurt out before I even knew I was thinking them.




  “Is that a big deal?”




  It’s the jump I should be able to do, not her. But single Axel, double Axel, and now triple Axel, Mad’s always been able to do them first. Even Axel the cat was hers first,

  until he ate a bunch of her mom’s sewing supplies. Landing the triple Axel is a major deal. “Most girls don’t even try it.”




  “Sounds like she’s a keeper.”




  “I’m not pairing up with Mad off ice. I don’t care how cute Mom thinks it would be.”




  “Good,” Dad says. “That’s what Mom’s worried about.”




  Wait a sec. I let the weights clank down. “Mom doesn’t want me to go out with Mad?”




  The treadmill whines to a halt, then Dad walks over and sits on the bench of the machine next to me. “You and Maddy have been training for, what? Ten years now?”




  “Thirteen.”




  Dad whistles and shakes his head. “Lucky thirteen. You’ve got more time invested in this partnership than Mom and I spent in med school.” He looks at me, thinks for a moment.

  “Business partners.”




  “What?”




  “You and Maddy are like business partners. Being friends with a business partner is a great thing, but dating?” Dad doesn’t finish, but I know what he’s thinking. What

  he’s probably been thinking since my freshman year. If I gave up a place on a championship hockey team for figure skating, I damn better be a gold medalist. I might be able to bench 250

  pounds, but I’m still the weakest link in this partnership. If Mad leaves me, me and my sorry ass will be a figure-skating nothing.




  “I get it. Don’t worry.”




  Dad adjusts the weight pin and swings his legs onto the machine. “So, who are you taking to the back-to-school dance?”




  “Alyson,” I lie. After Mad answered my phone today, I’m pretty sure Alyson doesn’t want to go with me anymore. Dad nods and starts talking football as we rotate through

  the rest of the machines. Our little chat has put him at ease. But as I mutter “Uh-huh” and “Yeah,” I’m thinking Oh, no.




  I tumble into bed exhausted and sleep like a rock until I wake to the smell of her. I roll over and Mad’s here. In my bed. I plant a kiss on her shoulder blade, breathe

  in the cherry candy scent of her shampoo. She nudges me onto my back, then crawls on top of me. Her hair brushes against my face and she starts kissing my ear.




  Beep. Beep. Beep. I swipe at my alarm. “Let’s just be late to practice today,” I urge.




  Mad doesn’t protest but keeps kissing my ear. No, licking my ear. I open my eyes wide and see Axel, who slicks my nose with his sandpaper tongue as I turn my head toward him.




  I roll onto my back again and groan. A dream. Should’ve known. Mad would never be cool with being late for practice.




  I groan again. Practice. I drag myself out of bed and start getting dressed. In a few minutes, I have to drive Mad to our morning practice. What am I going to say to her? “Why not?”

  she asked me yesterday in the car. As I finish grabbing my stuff, I make a mental list of why nots:




  

    

      

        1. Because my parents told me not to.




        2. Because her ex-Navy SEAL father would hurt me.




        3. Because I don’t want to hurt her.


      


    


  




  When I get to the car, Mad’s waiting. But she doesn’t ask me again. She doesn’t say anything about yesterday at all. So I don’t, either.




  At the rink, I half expect her to pounce on me at any second. She peers at me over the top of her water bottle, a cat debating eating or playing with its food. Her mouth

  doesn’t move but I see her question in the arch of her eyebrows: Thought you could handle it? I’ve never been so excited to see the KGB in my life.




  It’s not something I’d brag about to the guys at school, but I usually do like the choreographic process. Something about making movement more than movement, arranging motion into

  style. Taking the blueprint of how Igor wants us to utilize the ice and building it in levels, getting every body line just so.




  Today, though, I’m beyond liking. We chunk together the new pieces of the program. Hormones, lust, whatever those urges I’ve got for Mad are, this is my chance to remove them

  from my system. I let everything out. She soaks it all up. By the end of the session, we have a complete frame of the program. Igor’s as close to psyched as it’s possible for the KGB to

  be. “You work hard, this I know, but is looking very natural already.”
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