

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this eBook.

Find out about free book giveaways, exclusive content, and amazing sweepstakes! Plus get updates on your favorite books, authors, and more when you join the Simon & Schuster Teen mailing list.




CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE




or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen







[image: Image]




For Ted Malawer,
who always finds a way to let me
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’Twas the Month Before Cupcakes


Three years ago …


It was the biggest competition night of my life, but all I could think about was the cheetah bra.


I’d found it a few hours earlier, tucked into a pile of folded laundry on the end of my bed. It was just there, two perfect C-cups trimmed in black, nestled between my jeans with the butterfly on the pocket and the faded Buffalo Sabres hoodie I’d swiped from Dad.


Mom was in her bedroom ironing, decked out in her yellow robe and those hard-bottomed slippers that are supposed to be good for your back. I dangled the bra off my finger, because Mom + cheetah = eww, and dropped it on her dresser.


“It was mixed in with my stuff,” I said when she looked up. I flopped on her bed, tossing a pillow in the air and catching it. Toss. Catch. Toss. Catch. “Are we leaving soon?” Toss. Catch.


“It’s not … yours?” She stood in front of the dresser then, looking down at the bra with her fingers spread out on either side of it like she was scanning the day’s headlines.


“Ma.” I met her eyes in the mirror, motioning toward my barely noticeable A-cups. No way it could’ve been mine; as resident bra-buyer of the family, she ought to know my size. I laughed and grabbed the pillow again, but the look that flashed across her face stopped me cold. It was like the aftermath of an ice storm, black and treacherous, yet eerily calm.


I swallowed hard.


After all the late-night arguments, the separate bedrooms, the unspoken glares, things between my parents had just gone from pretty bad to unfixably worse.


“Mom?” I said quietly, still clutching the pillow. “Are you—”


“Almost ready, Hudson. Go down and tell your …” She almost choked on the word, clearing her throat as she opened the top drawer and swept in the bra like crumbs from the breakfast table. “Your father… ask him to start the car.”


“But whose—”


“It’s an hour and a half drive to Rochester and we still need to take Max to the sitter’s.” She bumped the drawer closed with her hip, turning toward me with a pinched grin as the mirror shook behind her. “Big night tonight, baby. Let’s get moving!”


After we dropped off my little brother, Mom gave me the front seat next to Dad. He quizzed me on my routine, and as I verbally walked through each step, guilt jabbed me in the chest. He’s the one who supported my ice-skating, who told Mom they had to find a way to make it work, even if it meant selling Hurley’s, the old diner she’d owned since before they were married. He’d said if I made it to nationals later that year, we’d probably have to move anyway—find a bigger city with better access to private ice time. Interview special coaches and home tutors. Look for sponsorships. Whatever it took, Dad was ready and willing, my cheerleader, my number one sideline support system. Still, there was something off between us that night—something uncomfortable I’d never felt before I discovered the bra. Mom hadn’t said anything else about it, and from the backseat en route to Rochester’s Luby Arena, she stared silently out her window as the highway exits passed.


“You okay?” Kara Shipley asked later, squeezing my hand. My best friend and I were practically twins, and together in the prep area at Luby, we looked the part. Two fourteen-year-olds from Watonka, New York. Slick, strawberry blond buns pinned and sprayed into place. Red-and-gray warm-up jackets with our local club logo—a bison, for Buffalo Bisonettes—embroidered like a badge near the top right shoulder. On our skating dresses underneath, we each wore a silver rabbit pin—our personal good luck charms for every event.


I nodded. “Just … nerves.” I wanted to tell her about what I’d found, what I suspected, but when I thought of my mother, stopping her ironing to inspect the offending item and then whisking it into the dark of the dresser drawer, my insides burned.


Kara gave me another squeeze. “Don’t worry, Hud. You’ll rock this place tonight. Just ignore the cameras and breathe.” With her free hand she rubbed my back, her palm soft and warm through the nylon dress. I’d almost forgotten about the cameras. Tonight’s Empire Games was just a recreational competition, but the sponsor had invited the media to spotlight me since I was the favorite for next month’s North Atlantic regionals—the gateway to everything I’d ever trained for. Tonight would be my big public debut—I’d show off my signature moves on live TV, turn more than a few heads, and fire a warning shot to my upcoming regional competition.


Ladies and gentlemen, Hudson Avery! Remember this night, and you’ll be able to tell your kids that you knew her when!


“Hudson?” Kara frowned in the mirror, her hand still warm on my back. I took a deep breath as instructed and flashed her a tight smile—the same kind Mom had given me in her bedroom earlier. The same one she’d given my dad as she shuffled me to the front seat and arranged herself in the back. The same one she was probably giving him then, all the way up in the stands.


As the announcer called our names, we glided onto the ice like a long red-and-gray snake. I found my parents in their seats and waved. Mom had the video camera trained on the rink, but she was turned away, looking at the side doors where the event officials had gathered. There were directors from all the regional rinks, and most of the girls had private coaches, too; mine was there with the others, chatting up the CEO of Empire Icehouse, Western New York’s largest pro shop. He was an honorary judge.


I looked back at the stands as Dad gave me a small wave. His leg was bouncing up and down like he’d had too much coffee. My parents were sitting right next to each other, shoulders almost touching, but for all the miles between them, they might as well have been in different arenas.


After the parade of skaters, we settled into our reserved seats. Alternating with girls from eight other local clubs, we slid out one at a time to perform our programs—first round. Just as my club predicted, I owned it.


Hours later, seven of us remained in the final round to compete for the big prize: five thousand dollars cash, plus new equipment and upgrades for the entire club—an invaluable sponsorship courtesy of Empire Icehouse.


I was the only one left from the Buffalo club. The last shot. The sure thing.


As the opening chords of my music floated onto the ice, I felt the cameras zoom in on my face, and I forced a smile. My skating friends and coaches were counting on me. I was counting on me. The whole city was counting on me, its lone Bisonette, twirling like a ballerina in the spotlight.


By this time next year, I’d be famous, and everyone would know where I’d come from.


I skated over the smooth, white rink and sped up for the first jump. Nailed it. Slid into a long, leaning glide, sailing across the ice on one skate and picking up speed for my double axel. Nailed that one, too. After months of intense workouts with my coach and choreographer, I’d learned my program impossibly well—memorized it until it was absolutely error-proof. Maybe that’s why, as my feet glided across the ice like poured water, my thoughts had the space to stretch and wander. With four minutes to spare, my mind walked home, straight into the muffled arguments that had splintered our family like cracks in the ice—We can’t afford this. She needs to stay in school. I’m not selling the diner. What about Max? We can’t just move. It found Dad in the family room on the couch. It took notice of his late nights at the office and Mom’s at Hurley’s. It cataloged all the uncorrelated evidence, all the way up to tonight. Mom knew that bra wasn’t mine the second she found it in the laundry, but she’d folded it and put it in my room anyway, as if burying it between my girlishly straight jeans and baggy sweatshirt would change the inevitable truth.


I leaned in for my next combination, and suddenly I could see into our future—it was all there, right before me. Dad would leave. Mom would get stuck with me and Max, who was only five and wouldn’t understand. We’d probably have to move anyway—downsize, sacrifice, change. All because of … what? Who? My father, who’d given me my first pair of ice skates when I was just four years old? My father, who’d worked hard to pay for the lessons, the equipment, the private coach, the entry fees? My father, who’d never missed a practice or competition, always cheering from the sidelines, encouraging but never overbearing, loving but never smothering?


Something kicked me then, right in the chest. I fought to breathe, to keep the sting from my eyes, the shake from my limbs. I looked at my parents sitting in the stands, my father like he’d rather be anywhere but next to the woman he married. I looked at him not looking at me, not looking at her, and for the first time in the history of my competitions, I didn’t want to win. I didn’t want the money or the Icehouse gear for the club or the TV interviews they’d lined up for me. I didn’t want to go to regionals in Lake Placid or sectionals after that. I didn’t want any more lessons or competitions or all the big, impossible dreams that came with them. If the ice beneath my feet was the reason for the cracks in my parents’ marriage, I didn’t want any of it.


I watched them, wanting against the odds the simple gestures that meant things were okay—Dad’s arm around my mother, her hand comfortably on his knee. Instead, Dad was still, alone. Mom had suddenly moved several rows in front of him, the camera glued to her face.


Instead of my impressive triple flip/triple toe loop combo, I did a single axel. Then I skipped my camel spin and just kept skating, curving into figure eights as if it were a beginner’s lesson. I sensed the confusion from my home team and the coaches who’d seen me nail this stuff a hundred times in training, but I ignored it, pushed it down my legs, out through my skates, deep beneath the ice. When it was time for my grand finale, I did a halfhearted lutz, barely making a full rotation above the rink. On the other end of my jump, I crossed my skates and landed in a score-killing wobble.


The arena was silent.


As the next girl skated out to start her program, I slipped into the girls’ bathroom, waiting for my mother to rush in after me.


She didn’t come.


“Hudson Avery.” At the end of the event, I sat numb in the kiss-and-cry room and listened for my abysmal scores, thinking about all the things that would end that night. The Empire Games. My parents’ marriage. The skating career I no longer wanted. And the only shot my fellow Bisonettes had at those much-needed rink and equipment upgrades. I beat them all out in the first round only to choke when it really counted. Mostly, they were too shocked and disappointed to ask, too confused to assume my on-ice meltdown was anything other than an unforgivably bad case of nerves. I left without speaking to my coach or saying good-bye to the girls. I ignored the pinch in my stomach when I saw Kara’s face, her eyes glassy and red, her mouth opened in an unspoken question: What happened out there?


In the car on the way home, Dad gave my knee a light squeeze and told me things would work out. That I just needed to look forward, to focus on the upcoming regionals—the stuff that really counted. Tonight was just a little setback, he said; I’d nail it next time for sure.


I met Mom’s gaze in the side mirror, tired and sad with nothing to say, and I knew what Dad didn’t: There wasn’t going to be a next time. Not for him and Mom. Not for me and skating. Not for any of us.





Chapter One
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Damsels in Distress


Dark chocolate cupcakes with red peppermint mascarpone icing, edged with chocolate and crushed candy canes


In three years of baking for Hurley’s Homestyle Diner in Watonka, New York, I’ve never met a problem a proper cupcake couldn’t fix. And while I haven’t quite perfected the recipe to fix my father, I’m totally on the verge.


“Taste this.” I pass a warm cupcake across the prep counter to Dani and lick a gob of cherry-vanilla icing from my thumb. “I think it’s the one.”


My best friend sighs. “That’s what you said about the blueberry lemon batch. And the white mocha ones. Have you seen this thing walkin’ around behind me? It’s the Great Cupcake Booty of Watonka.” She turns and shakes it, a few corkscrew curls springing loose from the pile on her head.


“Last one. I promise.”


“Nice breakfast. You’re lucky I … mmmph … oh my God!” Her copper-brown eyes widen as she wolfs down a big bite.


“I used half the sugar this time and buttercream instead of cream cheese. Doesn’t compete with the cherry as much.”


“Whatever you did, it’s delish.” She wipes her hands on an apron and goes back to prepping for our open, topping off small glass pitchers of maple syrup. I love baking at the diner on Saturday mornings, especially when Dani’s on first shift. There’s something peaceful about it—just the two of us here in the stainless steel kitchen, radio on low, the hiss-pop-hiss of the big coffeemakers keeping us company while the winter sky goes from black to lavender to a cool, downy gray.


I rinse the mixing bowls and set them back on the counter, rummaging through my stash for the next batch: eggs, butter, raw cane sugar, cocoa powder, heavy cream, espresso, shaved dark chocolate, a handful of this, a sliver of that, no measuring required. Every cupcake starts out a blank canvas, ingredients unattached to any shared destiny until I turn on the mixer. Now Dani stands on her toes to see into the bowl and together we watch it swirl, streaks of white and pale yellow and black, electric beaters whirring everything into a perfect brown velvet.


“You really are an artist, Cupcake Queen.” Dani smiles, hefting the tray of syrups onto her shoulder and pushing through the double doors into the dining room.


Cupcake Queen. I owe the newspaper for that one. “Teen’s Talent Turns Struggling Diner into Local Hot Spot: Cupcake Queen Wows Watonka with Zany Creations,” by Jack Marshall, staff reporter. The article’s preserved in a crooked glass frame on the wall behind the register, right next to an autographed black-and-white photo of Ani DiFranco and three one-dollar bills from Mom’s first sale as the new owner. You can see it clearly if you’re sitting at the front counter in the seat on the far left—the one with the torn leatherette that pokes the back of your thighs—if you lean over and squint. I don’t need to squint, though. I’ve read it so many times I can recite it backward. Creations zany with Watonka wows queen cupcake: spot hot local into diner struggling turns talent teen’s.


I never set out to wow Watonka with zany creations or join the royal court of confectioners. When I first started inventing my cupcakes, it was just something to keep me and Bug—that’s what I call Max—from going nuts after Dad moved to Nevada. Whenever we’d start to miss him, I’d lure Bug into the kitchen, and together we’d dig through the pantry for stuff to bake into funny little desserts with made-up names and frosting faces. We’d bring the best ones to the diner for Mom to share with the waitresses and Trick, her cook. Soon the regulars at the counter were sampling them, wanting to know when they’d be on the menu, when they could order a few dozen for their next bridge club party. Somewhere between my first batch of custom Bug-in-the-Mud Cakes and now, somewhere between leaving competitive skating and looking for a place to hide out, somewhere between Dad’s departure and Mom finding the strength to get out of bed again, baking cupcakes became a part of me—both a saving grace and a real, moneymaking job.


Staff reporter Jack Marshall didn’t ask about any of that stuff, though.


My gaze drifts out the window to the snow falling beneath the lights in the back lot. It’s so gray and nondescript outside that I could be anywhere, anytime, and for a second the blankness is so complete that I lose track of the hour and forget where I am. Everything is flip-flopped, like the opposite of déjà vu.


“Hudson?” Dani’s voice over the whir of the mixer brings me back. Saturday morning. Twenty-ninth of November. Cupcake day.


“Sorry. I kinda spaced.”


“Yeah, I kinda noticed.” She pulls up a tall metal stool and sits next to me at the prep counter. “So, are we gonna talk about your dad’s e-mail, or—”


“Not.” I recited parts of his latest missive over the phone last night, but here in the Hurley’s kitchen, separated from the rest of the world by the double doors and a blanket of new snow on the roof, I’m not in the mood.


“It is pretty jackass of him, if you ask me … even though you’re not.” She picks up a batter-covered spoon and licks off all the chocolate. “Like you really want to hear about your father’s romantic escapades with—”


“Yeah, exactly, thanks.” I lift the bowl and scrape the batter into silicone cups, filling each one three-quarters precisely. “I’m so done with his soul-mate-of-the-month crap.”


“Did he call her his soul mate?” she asks.


“Who moves to Vegas and falls in love with a female Elvis impersonator? Hello, walking cliché.”


I know I should ask him to squash the oversharing, but honestly? Hearing about his special lady friends is better than the alternative. First few months in Vegas? Total radio silence. Now? Let the e-mails flow. Sometimes I wonder if it’s the women in his life pushing him to be a better father. “Your children need to be part of your life. Reach out to them.” Ick. Like I really want Dad to “reach out” over our respective love lives. And by respective, I mean serial (his) and nonexistent (mine).


“Maybe she’s all right,” Dani says. “You don’t—”


“Anyone who goes by Shelvis is clearly not all right.”


“I thought it was Sherylynn or something.”


“Sherylanne. Shelvis is her stage name. She’s on tour this month,” I say, making air quotes around “tour.” “So instead of visiting us, Dad’s using his vacation time to follow her all over the southwest.” That’s the part I didn’t recite last night. I kept hoping it was a joke.


Dani crinkles her nose. “Gross.”


“Seriously gross. It’s the fourth Shelvis-related e-mail this week.”


“Any pictures?” she asks. He sent pictures of the last one—Honey or Candy or something like that—and Dani and I spent the entire weekend on Photoshop, giving her a handlebar mustache and snakes for hair.


I slide the baking cups into the oven and wipe my hands on a dish towel. “I think we can use our imaginations.”


“What about video? Now that I’d pay to see.” Dani clears her throat and breaks into a frightening version of “Love Me Tender.”


See, some people politely encourage their tone-deaf friends to sing. Some people even convince them to go on live television and audition for national competitions. But me? I am not that friend. Especially since Dani’s parents are, like, jazz virtuosos—mom sings, dad plays trumpet. You’d think she’d pick up on the fact that her voice lacks that certain something … called … being in tune.


“I thought we already established that your parents’ genes totally skipped you,” I say.


“They didn’t skip me. Mom says I’m just underdeveloped. I’m pretty sure Whitney Houston was the same way before she vocally matured.”


“Gotcha. Have another cupcake, Whit.” I slide the plate of experiments across the counter and load my spent bowls into the giant dishwasher.


I’ve got enough cupcakes in the oven, so I stick the remaining experiments in the front bakery case and help Dani with her sidework: wiping the menus, rolling silverware into napkins, and setting out metal trays of cut veggies for Trick. In an effort to feel slightly less guilty about our sugar-sweet breakfast, we take five at the prep counter and dine on some fruit salad. Dani recites saucy passages from a novel with a half-naked pirate on the cover as I watch the snow swirl outside, and the entire restaurant fills with the warm, chocolaty scent of fresh-baked cupcakes.


“The calm before the storm,” Dani says, closing her book and glancing up at the clock. “Another hour, this place will be a hot mess.”


“Don’t act like you don’t love it. You’re a front-of-the-house whore and you know it.”


Dani wiggles her eyebrows. “You should try it. I could teach you all the tricks.”


“I’ll stick to baking. It relaxes me.” I pull my cupcakes out of the oven and arrange them on wire cooling racks. “How sad is it that the crack of dawn in the Hurley’s kitchen is the only time I can get any peace and—”


“Morning, girls!” Mom rushes in through the back door with my little brother and a blast of cold air. “I just heard the weather report—we’re expecting a storm later.”


“Snowed in at the diner! Yes!” Bug pumps his fist, voice muffled by a thick red scarf. His tortoiseshell glasses are all fogged up, so I can’t see his eyes.


I kiss the top of his fuzzy blond head and tug off his backpack and jacket. “Winter in Watonka, Mom. Not a big mystery.”


“No, just a busy night ahead, and we’re already short-staffed.” Mom pulls off her hat, her gray-blond hair crackling with static. “Marianne’s out of town till tomorrow, Nat’s studying for finals, and I’m not sure Carly’s ready for more than two tables at a time.” Her trademark sigh is laced through every word, and I sag when it lands on my shoulders. That blue-and-white sign with the picture of the fork and knife on the I-190, just before the Watonka exit? Well, that’s us—first fork and knife off the highway. Bad weather hits, and all the just-passing-through folks in the world end up in our dining room. There goes my Saturday night.


“Nothing we can’t handle,” Dani says. “We’ll just—”


“Mom, can I inspect the mail?” Bug asks. He fingers the envelopes sticking out of Mom’s overstuffed purse. “I brought my lab gear.”


“Sure, baby. Use my office.” She hands over her purse and hangs their coats in the staff closet as Bug skips into the windowless room at the back of the kitchen. “Where’s the omelet setup?”


“Already done.” Dani hops up from the counter and shows mom the veggies, right where we always put them.


“Ma, chill. We’re fine,” I say. “It’s not even time to open.”


Dani and I follow her to the dining room. In flawless, unbroken succession, she pours herself a coffee, starts a fresh pot, checks all the sugar dispensers, and gives the counter an unnecessary wipe-down with a wet paper towel.


You can take the waitress out of the diner … but then she comes back and buys the joint.


“Know what you need?” I ask.


“A winning lotto ticket and a vacation? Preferably someplace tropical, no kids allowed?” She sits on a maroon leatherette stool next to Dani, rests her elbows on the counter, and sips her coffee.


“We’re fresh out of lotto tickets.” I take one of my experimental cupcakes from the case and put it on a pink-trimmed plate. “New recipe. As the owner, you’re obligated to try it.”


“They’re amazing,” Dani says. “She’s on a roll lately.”


“Don’t have to convince me, darlin’.” Mom smiles and carves out a piece with a fork. After the first bite, she loses the cutlery and dives in with her fingers, just the way you’re supposed to.


“They’re called Cherry Bombs,” I tell her after she inhales the last of it.


“Baby, you’re some kinda genius. Love them. And you.” She pecks my cheek and drops her dishes in the bus bin underneath the counter.


“I have a bunch more cooling,” I say, untying my apron. “I’ll be back later to frost.”


“You’re going on break? But the snow, and—”


“Ma, I’ve been in the kitchen all morning. I’m just going for a walk. I’ll be back before the rush, then I can help wherever you guys need me. Okay?” I grab the bus bin with her dishes and bump open the kitchen doors with my hip.


“Okay,” she calls after me. “Say bye to Bug first. Mrs. Ferris is picking him up in an hour.”


“Hudson!” Bug flashes a gap-toothed grin from behind his makeshift crime lab in Mom’s office, a pair of sandwich bags zipped over both hands. In one, he’s holding a white envelope; in the other, a half-eaten candy cane with a cotton ball rubber-banded to the end of it.


To my early morning eyes, it appears he’s dusting our mail for fingerprints, but you can’t always tell with Bug.


I set my backpack on the floor and plop down in the chair across from him. “Looking for evidence?”


“Nope.” He slides the glasses up his nose with the back of his wrist and rubs the envelope with the candy cane. “Anthrax. I’m at a critical juncture.”


Critical juncture? Sure. What eight-year-old isn’t?


“Find anything interesting?” I ask.


“No powdery residue. But definitely suspicious. Smell.” He slides a makeup catalog from beneath a microscope made out of a plate, a toilet paper roll, and an intricate arrangement of pipe cleaners. “Any ideas?”


I take a scientific whiff. “Gardenia. Looks like those Mary Kay terrorists are at it again.”


“Don’t laugh. Your stuff is on the ‘highly suspicious’ list, too.” He pulls a bright yellow, junk mail–looking envelope from the stack and busts out his game show face. “Hudson Avery, You’re Future Is Closer Than You Think.”


“My future? Hmm. Working at Hurley’s is pretty dangerous.”


Bug sighs. “Don’t be so literal. They spelled ‘your’ wrong. It’s one of the signs.”


“Of stupidity?” I’ve asked Mrs. Ferris—our downstairs neighbor, landlady, and chief Bug-sitter—not to let him watch the news. Ever since they busted that terror cell a few blocks over, it’s like CSI Watonka in our house. Last month he told me he was installing metal detectors for the bathroom and that starting this summer, I’d need a government-issued ID just to pee. “Hey, I’m sure Mom appreciates your vigilant counterterrorism efforts, but try not to waste the Ziplocs. They’re expensive.”


“It’s cool. I recycle.” He flings the anthrax-detecting candy cane into the trash along with a red envelope from the gas company. Miraculously, my grammatically incorrect letter and Mom’s makeup catalog get a pass.


“I need this.” I dig the bill from the trash and slit open the envelope, even though I already know what it says: THIS IS YOUR FINAL NOTICE BEFORE SHUTOFF. Mom made a partial payment last month, but technically the gas bill’s mine—trade-off for keeping the cupcake profits—and there’s still a balance due. I’ll have to stop by the service center again this week. They probably have my picture on the wall, like those people in department stores who write bad checks. Beware of Hudson Avery, master groveler and avoider of late fees great and small!


“What are you doing now?” Bug asks as I slip the bill into my backpack. “Wanna play Special Victims Unit? You can be the victim this time.” He’s out of the chair before I can answer.


“Sorry, bud. I have to run out for a while.”


He frowns, tiny glasses slipping back down his nose.


“Don’t be sad.” I kneel in front of him so we’re the same height and squeeze his shoulders. Beneath my hands, his bones feel small and hollow like a bird’s; I resist the urge to zip him up in my jacket.


“How about we hang out tonight—just you and me. I’ll bring home some extra cupcakes.” I push his glasses back up and lower my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ll let you stay up late, too. Sound like a date?”


“Hmm.” He considers my bribe. “Four cupcakes, and I stay up until midnight.”


“I was thinking two and ten thirty.”


He hefts my backpack off the floor and hands it over. “I was thinking three and eleven, and I won’t tell Mom you’re ice-skating again.”


“What? I’m not—”


“I saw you cleaning the skates in your room last night, Hud. I’m not stupid.”


Like I needed the reminder.


I swing the bag over my shoulder, skates kicking me hard in the back. “Three and eleven it is, Detective Avery. Just remember the number one rule of good police work: Never rat out your sources.”


His eyes go wide. “Don’t say ‘rat’! You’ll give Mr. Napkins a complex!”


I grab his arms. “Please tell me you didn’t bring your hamster to the diner.”


“He’s at home, but that’s not the point. Just don’t say the R-word. It offends me.”


“Sorry. Don’t narc on your sources.”


“No narcing. Got it.” He pulls a pen and a spiral notepad from the piles on the desk and makes a note. “Hey, don’t forget your letter.” He stretches to reach the yellow envelope and gives it a closer look. “What’s a foundation, anyway?”


“Oh, like a charity. Some gajillionaire sets them up to help a good cause. Why? Rich old uncle Mom forgot to mention?”


He inspects the return address. “Not unless his name is Uncle Lola.”


“Uncle who?” My throat goes dry, and I cough to clear the knot from it.


Bug scrunches up his face and checks again. “Lola Cap … Cap-something.”


“Capriani?” I whisper. It can’t be her.


“Whoa—you know a gajillionaire?”


“Yes. I mean, no. I used to … I knew her before. A long time ago.” I take the envelope from my brother, ignoring the tremor in my fingers. My stomach twists when I see her name, all fancy black script on canary-colored paper.


“Who is it?” Bug asks.


I crush the letter in my hand. “Lola Capriani was my skating coach.”





Chapter Two
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Cupcakes of Destiny


White chocolate cupcakes with pale blue vanilla icing formed into peaks and dusted with silver sprinkles


Dear Hudson Avery:


Lola Capriani knew a thing or two about chasing dreams.


The daughter of poor Italian immigrants who settled right here in Western New York, Lola worked hard her entire life, overcoming obstacle after obstacle until she achieved her dream of becoming a professional figure skater. With two Olympic gold medals and nearly five decades as a top-level international competitor and entertainer, Lola returned home to follow a new dream: nurturing athletic talent in young skaters. Through her private coaching practice, she mentored girls like yourself as they worked toward their own dreams.


Following Lola’s death last year, her family established The Lola Capriani Foundation for Winter Athletics to provide financial assistance to emerging athletes for training, equipment, travel, entry fees, and other costs associated with winter athletic competition. In honor of that undertaking, and in memory of Lola’s lifelong dedication and spirit, we are pleased to announce the Capriani Cup, an exciting new competition for junior and senior class female figure skaters in Erie County who wish to continue skating at the college level. Registered skaters will compete on Saturday, February 1st, for a $50,000 scholarship for collegiate studies and related skating expenses.


As a former Lola Capriani student, you are encouraged to enter this rewarding competition. Additional information and registration forms are available online at caprianifoundation.org.


We hope to see you on the ice soon, and we wish you success and happiness in all your endeavors, wherever your future takes you!


 


Sincerely, 
Amy
Amy Hains
Director, Foundation Special Projects


I was Bug’s age when I met the legendary Lola Capriani. She’d just nailed a gravity defying triple axel at the Buffalo Skate Club downtown, and I’d just ducked into the third stall of the ladies’ room to reconsider my career path (*cough* throw up). When I hobbled back out on my rubber skate guards, hair plastered across my forehead and skin as white as the ice, she was on the sidelines with my father, looking a whole lot meaner than she did in the posters on my bedroom wall.


“I got two gold medals and two titanium joints older than you, greenblades,” she said to me then, slapping her gloves against her hip and nodding toward the bathroom where I’d just been. “I don’t know what that was all about, but you’d betta walk it off. Capisce?”


I just about peed my pink leotard when she looked at me, but there’s something downright instinctive about yes-ma’am-ing a septuagenarian with a scorpion tattooed between her shoulder blades and an accent that says I don’t take crap from nobody—especially when she could still bang out gold-medaling moves like old Lola could. I nodded like a wooden puppet, head on a string, and followed her out onto the rink.


She worked me for nearly two hours.


I found out later it was an audition.


I found out later I made the cut.


My father seemed as humbled and starstruck as I felt. He didn’t say anything to me after the workout until we got into the car, and when he finally spoke, his voice was thick with wonder. “This Capriani woman … this is your chance, Hudson. Your ticket to greatness. If I can find a way to give you this shot, promise me you won’t let her down.”


I smiled, and Dad started to glow from the inside out, like this was his dream, too. Maybe it was. I wasn’t sure what brought a globe-trotting ice princess like Lola Capriani back to a busted-up place like Watonka, but I knew what a big deal it was that she’d agreed to train a new student—especially since there was no way my parents could afford her regular fees.


Six years later, after I quit the ice, I learned that she’d agreed to take me at half the cost because of what she saw when I finally shook off my nerves and auditioned that night: drive and potential. Unlimited, unjaded heart. A spark.


When Dad looked at me from the driver’s seat with all the pride and hope in the world, asking me to make that one promise, I nodded, same as before.


Head.


On.


A string.


And I kept nodding, right up until the night of the Empire Games.


If I’d known about Lola’s funeral in time, I would’ve gone. I wasn’t holding a grudge about what happened—it wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t paid to be my friend or counselor, on the ice or off. She was there the night I threw the event—a sideline seat to the whole disaster. With that single act of unsportsmanlike defiance, I’d thumbed my nose at the ice and severed our arrangement. Left the competition. Walked away from the medals and roses and the promise of a bright future outside of this broken, rusted-out husk of a town. When I turned in my official resignation, Lola took the letter from my hands, nodded once, and walked away. There was nothing more she could do for me, and we both knew it. We never spoke again. I didn’t even know she died until I read about it online, three days after her funeral.


But I didn’t come down to the beach in the dead of winter today to wallow. I came here to skate. And judging from the solid curtain of white stretched clear across Canada, I’ve got about two hours before that storm hits.


I fold the letter into a tiny square, shove it to the bottom of my inside fleece pocket, and lace up.


DANGER:


THIN ICE ON LAKE!


NO SKATING, SLEDDING, OR SNOWMOBILING


—Watonka Department of Parks and Recreation


I tap the base of the signpost with my toe pick as the white blanket of Lake Erie shifts and blows its bitter breath through my hair. Technically I’m not skating on the lake, just the runoff—a long, shallow slick that freezes over the beach, right near the abandoned Fillmore Steel Mill. It’s as close to perfect as an untended outdoor rink can be: level, mostly smooth, swept clear by the constant wind. The air is thick with industrial leftovers, but out here, invisible cancer-causing particles aside, I get to be alone.


As I push off from the post, silver blades scrape against the ice like knives sharpening on an old stone. The memory of each movement is imprinted; bones and muscles and ligaments know exactly how to bend and twist, push and pull, stretch and snap to propel me across the ice. Back and forth, over and over, I engrave the makeshift rink with lines and figure eights. When I return next weekend, the wind will have erased them as though I was never here.


After a solid warm-up, I stop for a hot chocolate break and unpack my thermos, gazing out over the vast stretch of nothingness that lies between here and Canada. They don’t make a warning sign for it, but that’s the real danger—that downright manic-depressive desolation. No joke—winter on the beaches of Watonka is about the emptiest thing you’ll ever see in your life. When you’re out here alone, contemplating all the things you didn’t do and the person you didn’t become … if you think about it too long—if you stand here and consider the great bleakness of it all—a hush seeps into the gray space, and the wind will hollow out your bones, and the purest kind of loneliness comes up from the inside to swallow you like an avalanche.


I drop the thermos back into my bag and switch out damp gloves for a dry pair. Behind the smokestacks that stand guard around the old mill, the wind shifts, pushing out an invisible plume of burnt air. I tighten the scarf over my face to mute the rotten-egg smell and press on, one-two-three glide, one-two-three glide.


Glide …


Glide …


Glide …


I left a lot of things behind the night of my last competition, but not this part. I close my eyes and sail across the ice in the dead end of November, and when the wind rushes up to kiss me, I let it. I lick my lips and welcome it in, because the frigid bite reminds me that inside, I’m warm and alive. That inside, my heart still beats for something, calling me to the windburned shores of Lake Erie when fear and regret leave no other haven.


I pump my legs to amp up my speed, closing in on the far edge of the runoff that meets the lake.


Does Hudson Avery still have what it takes? Will she make the near-impossible turn, or will she hurtle across the outer reaches of the ice, destined for a watery, hypothermic death?


The lake is coming up fast, everything around me a white blur. I push harder, legs tight and strong, and just before I cross onto the lake ice, I suck in a cool breath and hold it. I tilt my blades against the world and bank hard, looping around the bend, shooting up a spray of shaved ice. The sound is like a single wave shushing up the shore, a whisper falling out over a blue-white sea. I still hear it in my dreams.


Phishhhh …


I race back to the other end, arms out like a great blue heron about to take flight. I hold another deep breath, whip my leg around, and launch into a scratch spin, twirling like a top as I pull my arms tight against my chest. When I’m ready to stop, it’s that simple: I set my toe pick on the ice and the world around me halts, immediate, soundless, a snowflake alighting on the soft shoulders of November.


Hudson Avery, ladies and gentlemen! Straight from the frozen shores of Lake Erie to the international hall of champions, skating through a shower of roses to take her well-earned place in the winner’s circle….


Behind me, the imaginary crowd fades as the smokestacks rise up, wind whipping through the iron belly of the mill, moaning like a ghost. The chain-link fence around it shudders as if to laugh, and that great bleakness hovers above my skin, reminding me as always that three years ago, I walked away from the roses. The cheering crowds. The winner’s circles.


Last weekend, alone on this desolate beach, I was certain the ice-skating part of me would stay locked in the closet forever. Certain I’d torn up my so-called ticket to greatness and burned all the bridges on the path there. Certain that while the rest of the world moved on, I’d be stuck in my mother’s old diner, rusting like the gates of Watonka, bound forever to these shores as my bones turned to ice.


But now?


I look back over the lake and take a swallow of air, lungs burning with cold and pollution. Generally speaking, I don’t like to spend my work break standing out in the bleached, bone-numbing cold of Watonka daydreaming about all the shoulda-coulda-wouldas.


But I can’t stop thinking about the letter. The second chance. Fifty thousand dollars …


I lift my face to the bright part of the sky where the sun should be, and in my mind, I hear a new version of that old saying about trees falling in the forest: If a girl spends every weekend sneaking off to the lake in the dead of winter and no one is around to see her, is she really skating at all?


Twenty feet offshore, an ice volcano erupts, a spout of water shot high in the sky.


Phishhhhhhhhh …


It’s been a long time since I’ve run a competitive program. Even with months of dedicated practice, there’s no guarantee I’d be good enough to win—especially without a coach. And what about my mother? How could I tell her?


For Mom, my skating was never a career track or even a once-in-a-lifetime shot at something great. It was a hobby. Something to dry off and put away in the closet with the tap shoes, the clarinet, and the Barbie dolls as soon as I was old enough/smart enough/tired enough/broke enough to move on. Now my skates are just another reminder that I used to have a dad around to encourage me, and she used to have a husband to brush the snow from her car and bring her a cup of hot coffee with two sugars every morning before he left for work, and now we don’t.


I tighten my legs and propel backward, feet scissoring over the ice, mind drifting into my parallel life—the one where I didn’t throw that event, killing my reputation as a top competitor and losing Kara Shipley and my other skating friends. In my parallel life, I don’t live in Watonka anymore. I’m a real competitor, always on the road, sending Mom and Bug postcards from beautiful cities as I win medal after medal, title after title. I’m cool and confident, toughened by the difficulties of my childhood but still optimistic as I perform a perfect program for the World Figure Skating Championships. One by one, the judges rise in applause. They’ve never seen anything like it. They shout to be heard over the cheers, and then a voice cuts sharply through the din …


“Hey! Look out!”


I’m cold and horizontal, helplessly pinned beneath a boy. A cute one. Our skates are all tangled up and our hearts are knocking against each other like they’re ready to take this outside. His fingers cradle the back of my head just over the cement-hard ice; with his free hand, he brushes the hair from my eyes and I blink.


Josh Blackthorn, co-captain of the Watonka Wolves varsity hockey team, stares down at me, breath mingling with mine in a thin white soup.


“Are you okay?” he asks. His touch across my forehead makes me shiver. I blink again, trying to piece together the evidence. My head hurts, Josh is holding me, and all I can think is …


I didn’t wash my hair this morning. I totally smell like last night’s bacon burger special.


“Can you hear me?” Josh waves his fingers in front of my eyes, his face twisted with worry. Perfect. First time I’m this close to a really cute guy in years—and by years I mean ever—and save for my adorable pink leg warmers and the lip balm I slicked on when I got here, I’m ninety-two percent hygienically unprepared. He probably thinks I’m a pig farmer or a pig wrestler or some other person who regularly interacts with pork products … and I probably have a concussion.


“I hear you.” I pull myself into a sitting position to put some space between the co-captain’s nose and my bacon-infused hair. “I’m okay. Just … what happened?”


“We crashed.” Josh kneels on the ice in front of me. “I sort of … sorry. It’s my fault.” He manages a weak smile. I’ve never seen his eyes up close before, and when he looks at me full on, I notice all the color in them. Gray-blue with an outer ring of dark purple, flecks of gold near the center. Beneath the left one, there’s a tiny freckle hidden behind a row of soft, dark lashes.


I squeeze my eyes shut, breaking through the fog in my head. “How long have you been out here? How do you even know this place?”


Josh pulls off his knit hat and rubs his head, ears going red in the cold. His hair is short and dark, not quite black, and one side sticks out a little funny from the hat. There’s a scar near his temple, a tiny white V where the hair doesn’t grow. Probably some puck-diving, two-seconds-left-in-the-big-game, one-chance-to-save-it-all kind of injury from his last school.


“I come here to think sometimes. Skate,” he says, looking out over the lake. “Get away, you know? I’m Josh Blackthorn, by the way. Hudson, right?” He turns back to me and smiles, his lips an inch closer than they were a moment ago.


“Yeah,” I say as if I’m not totally shocked he knows my name and thinks I don’t know his. “Avery. I’ve never seen you out here, though. I never see anyone out here.”


“No? I’ve seen you once or twice. But I’m not, like, stalking you or anything. If you’re on the ice when I get here, I usually bail. Today I just thought I’d … I don’t know. Say hi or something. Be less … um … creepy?” He raises his eyebrows and gives me another smile, tentative, like he’s waiting for confirmation.


No, dude. You’re not creepy. You’re, like, the opposite of creepy. In fact, you’re kind of …


My stomach fills with a swarm of bees. As far as stalkers go, Josh would definitely be a good one to have. But I don’t do spectators—not anymore. I don’t like to be spectated, inspected, spectacular, or even a spectacle. I just want to be a speck. A tiny, anonymous speck in an indiscernible sea of white.


“You okay?” he asks.


I nod as another breeze unfurls over the ice. His jaw tightens, firm and strong as he braces against the chill. We laugh together when the cold hits again, harder this time, our mutual shivering enough to bond us in shared discomfort. In all this frigid whiteness, his mouth looks red and warm, and my eyes trace the curve of his lips as the laughter fades. He watches me, too. When the air stills, his eyes hold mine a millisecond too long.


And right before it becomes, like, I’m-about-to-kiss-you awkward, he looks away.


“I thought you saw me over there.” He nods toward the edge of the ice where he must’ve been standing earlier. Watching. Spectating. “I skated this way, but then you were just speeding up. I tried to warn you, but … impact.” He slams his hands together to demonstrate, startling a seagull out from behind a nearby snowbank.


“I didn’t see you,” I say.


“You sure you’re okay? No dizziness or anything?” He gets to his feet and reaches down to help me.


“Don’t worry about it.” I stand and straighten my fleece, ignoring his outstretched hand. “Seriously. But I need to get back to work.” I smile a little, even though the mortification meter is exploding off the charts.


“You do? I mean, okay, that’s cool.” He looks at me straight on again, his crazy-beautiful blue-gray eyes bright and clear beneath the colorless sky, and Parallel Life Hudson goes off on another fantasy. I imagine her sitting at some cozy little café table with Josh, sipping hot chocolate with those irresistible baby marshmallows on top, laughing about their head-on collision. He smiles and tells her she’s got chocolate on the corner of her mouth, and she pretends to be embarrassed as he erases it gently with his thumb. There are sparks and laughs and flirty little jokes with lots of subtext, and later, after he walks her back to work, he pulls her into a passionate kiss in the parking lot. The word “bliss” appears in a cloud over her head, surrounded by red and pink hearts, and from that moment on, the frothy feel of hot chocolate against her lips will bring her back to the day they …


“So, yeah, I should head out,” I tell him, before my fantasyland mind starts naming our unborn children. “Storm’s coming, and I’m … I’ll be late.”


Josh’s smile fades. Despite the icy fingers of the lake, my neck is hot and itchy under the wool scarf. I lean forward on my toe pick and take a step toward the edge, but the wind hits me again, throwing me off balance. My feet skid, skates connecting with Josh’s in a clash of metal.


For the second time in five minutes, the two of us are laid out like a car wreck, that dumb seagull and his motley friends whooping it up on the ice around us.


Stupid birds. Don’t you know it’s winter?


“Okay, the first crash was my fault,” Josh says, standing and pulling me to my feet. “But this one was all you. Think you’re okay to work?”


“No choice. Time to frost the cupcakes.” Time to frost the cupcakes? Concussion confirmed. No way I’d say something like that to the hockey boy without some sort of head injury. I’ve got to get out of here.


“Cupcakes, huh?” Josh nods appreciatively. “Okay. But I’m walking you out.”


“You just got here. You should stay and skate.” I check out his scuffed black hockey skates. They’re not new, but they’re definitely good quality. Sturdy. Probably fast. “At least until the storm hits.”


“Nah. I’ve had enough crashing and burning for one day. Besides, someone has to look out for you, Avery. You’re dangerous.”


My breath catches in my chest and my heart speeds up again, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He just smiles and puts his arm around me, one hand on my elbow as he guides me off the ice. He trades his skates for boots and I follow suit, slipping rubber guards onto my blades and wrapping them safely in a plastic Fresh ’n’ Fast bag in my backpack.


We walk together over a stomped-down opening in the fence, past Fillmore’s infamous Graveyard of Signs, every one scrawled with blue graffiti and bent like a broken cornstalk. FALLOUT SHELTER—IN CASE OF NUCLEAR EMERGENCY, USE BRYANT STREET ENTRANCE. HARD HAT AREA—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. COMPROMISED STRUCTURE—BEWARE OF FALLING DEBRIS. CONDEMNED PROPERTY—DO NOT ENTER. NO TRESPASSING—VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED. When we reach the end near the parking lot, there’s a lone car parked under another sign: LOT B—OVERNIGHT EMPLOYEES ONLY.


“Need a ride?” Josh digs the keys from his pocket. His breath fogs as he waits for my response, soft and even like the plume of a distant train.


I don’t have my finger on the pulse of Watonka High’s gossip network, but I try to recall everything I’ve ever heard about him. Co-captain of the Watonka Wolves. Moved here last year from Ohio or Chicago or some other lake-effect place that ends in an o. Hangs out with the other guys on the team and their various rotating “hockey wives,” though I don’t think he has a girlfriend—at least not from our school.


“It’s not far,” I say. “I like the walk. Besides, if my mother sees me in a car with a strange boy … not that you’re strange or anything. And not that there’s anything wrong with riding in a car with you. It’s just …” Brain to mouth! Must! Stop! Moving!


“Nah, I hear you.” Josh smiles and unlocks the car.


I sling my bag over my shoulder and press my hand against my jacket, the foundation letter crinkling softly inside, reminding me of its presence. “Sorry if I ruined your ice time today.”


“You didn’t. Actually, it was kind of cool … um … running into you.”
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