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Synopsis


When you spend your life at the top, there’s only one direction you can go.


Pro alpine skier Aspen Archer’s downfall happened in the worst possible way—a career-ending crash on a gold medal run at the 2010 Vancouver Olympics. Aspen packed up her broken life, picked up her broken body and now hides in comfortable obscurity at ski resorts around the world, coaching tourists and ignoring her problems.


Cate Tierney knows who Aspen Archer is, but the last place she expected to meet the former Olympian was during a ski trip to Australia. Hurt by a past relationship, and with a teenage daughter to protect, Cate’s initial reluctance is quickly overcome by her intense attraction. But with Cate’s vacation ending in a few short weeks and Aspen’s aversion to staying in one place, can their encounter be anything more than a fling?


When Cate discovers Aspen’s secrets, Aspen is forced to face everything she’d been trying to forget. And everything she’d forgotten she wanted. Aspen already knows the route from start to finish doesn’t always go as planned. Now she needs to figure out how to get herself back on course for good.
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Chapter One


On a scale of one to ten, the ache in my legs sat at a stubborn five. A five was fairly typical after teaching back-to-back lessons all morning, and certainly nowhere near as bad as it could get. Snow had fallen steadily all week, and the temperature remained consistently below freezing which was prime for skiing. Not so great for my chronic pain.


Though it was only mid-July, barely a month after the mountain opened, Thredbo Resort was busier than I’d seen it in my three Australian seasons and the list of clients showed no sign of easing up. Which meant the ache wouldn’t ease up either. By the time I’d hurried into the staff room to scoff down a granola bar and take care of my legs it was almost twelve forty-five, and I was in real danger of being late for my next lesson.


I pulled off my ski boots and thick socks to apply a generous dose of heat gel to my left shin and both ankles. My eyes drifted closed and an unconscious groan slipped out as I massaged. A couple of the other coaches laughed and made crude comments. Seven years ago, a headline of Aspen Archer Pleasures Herself in Public would have been guaranteed. Now it wouldn’t even rate a mention, especially not eighty-five hundred miles from home.


Without opening my eyes, I told my coworkers good-naturedly to, “Shaddup.” I pushed a hand under the waistband of my ski pants and thermals to rub some gel into my left hip.


The banter and chatter eased, and by the time I’d finished rebuckling my boots the room was empty. Way to go, Archer. Last one across the line again. It was a relatively new, and unpleasant feeling. As quickly as I could, which wasn’t very, I negotiated the stairs up from the staff room. Every now and then I’d almost forget about my compromised gait. Until I had to run or climb stairs or do anything that wasn’t walking or skiing, and then I’d remember how it used to be. Whenever I felt self-conscious or annoyed, I reminded myself to be grateful that I could still walk and still ski.


After Vancouver I hadn’t been sure about either.


Once I’d assured myself that my left leg wouldn’t be amputated, and after a ton of physical therapy, I was back in ski boots. I’d had to learn to walk again but I hadn’t needed to relearn how to ski. It’d been in my cells from the day I was born, the thing that kept me alive even when it seemed like it wanted to kill me. I had to ski. Now, skiing was the closest my body ever came to feeling like it was mine again.


At the top of the stairs, Friday’s Bistro and Bar was packed with its usual lunch crowd. With some tricky maneuvering and more than a little elbow I pushed my way through the mass of bodies. The smell never changed—sweat and snow-wet gear mixed with fried food and spilled beer. Clients waved and smiled and I returned their greetings, commenting on the weather and the like.


Given I was wearing a resort ski instructor uniform, chitchat was sort of a requirement but I really didn’t mind having to talk to people about mundane things. It was a hell of a lot better than talking to them about my old life. When I’d started coaching, my sister said I should change my very recognizable name, and I considered it for about five minutes until I decided I’d already lost so much of myself already.


Most of my clients had no idea who I was and my fellow instructors rarely mentioned my former pro career. Hiding at ski resorts around the world in an endless winter, I liked the odds of not having to explain why I’d missed Sochi 2014 and why I wasn’t training for PyeongChang 2018. Telling people that the thing I loved sometimes made me feel like I was choking would have made it seriously awkward.


I tucked my scarf into my jacket, tugged my goggles down over my eyes and headed toward my coworkers being assigned their next clients. Edward, the guy with whom I shared a house in Jindabyne, waved me over. “I won’t be home tonight, and we’re almost out of milk,” he informed me in his posh British accent.


Before I could answer, Tess our lesson coordinator, materialized with her ever-present clipboard. “Aspen, you’ve got a private three-hour.” She pointed out a purple helmet standing near the clock tower where clients waited for us. “Gemma. Thirteen years old.”


“Thanks.” When Tess moved out of earshot, I leaned down to Edward. “I’ll pick up some milk on my way home. Who’s the lucky winner?”


He tilted his head, subtly indicating a leggy brunette on a snowboard ten feet away. Pretending I was adjusting my jacket, I took a good look. “Very nice,” I said over my shoulder as I walked away to collect my skis. Very nice indeed.


I might have been envious if it weren’t for Rachel, who lingered by the racks that held assorted skis and boards. At my approach, she smiled up at me cheekily. “Get together tonight after Après?” Her voice held more than a hint of suggestiveness.


I shifted a snowboard resting carelessly against my skis. “Sounds good.” Rach and I had a thing. A casual, no-strings, non-exclusive thing. She was allergic to long-term commitments, and I hadn’t found anyone I wanted to be in a relationship with since the great almost-fiancée disaster of 2010. It worked for both of us.


We’d met here at Thredbo at the beginning of last season in the bar at the top of the Merrits lift and fell into bed—technically the backseat of her car—soon after. One of the many Australian instructors working her native ski fields, Rachel was easy to get along with both in and out of bed and had no expectations of me beyond orgasms. She didn’t push me to talk about the mess of surgical scars on my legs. I didn’t ask her about the very faint and faded non-surgical ones on her left wrist.


Rach flashed me another coy smile, the one I knew heralded a very pleasant end to my day, then sauntered off. I grabbed my skis and poles, and made my way as quickly as I could to the girl with unruly blond hair poking out from under her helmet. “Gemma?”


“Hi, yeah that’s me,” she answered in an accent I’d only heard from my mouth and fellow international instructors in the past few months.


Grinning, I offered her my fist. “All right, USA!” She bumped it tentatively as I introduced myself. “I’m Aspen.”


“Nice to meet you.”


The irony was so delicious I couldn’t help laughing. “So, you came to a whole other country to take a vacation and some ski lessons and get stuck with someone from the States.”


Gemma’s smile was shy. “Kinda weird, huh.”


“Seriously weird.” I pulled my goggles up to rest on my helmet so she could see my eyes as we talked. “Tell me about your skiing experience. What sort of stuff are you wanting to do?”


She gave me a quick rundown—skied at home every few weekends, was okay on the blues but always got scared on the steeper stuff, wanted to not be scared, and to learn to go off-piste like her mom.


I nodded and clipped into my everyday on-piste Rossignols. “Sure, we can totally get started on that. How long are you in Australia?”


“Um. Three weeks? We only flew in a couple of days ago.”


“That’s awesome.”


I herded her over toward the quad-lift and directed her into the dedicated private lesson lane. Gemma shuffled her feet, then glanced up at me. Her mouth fell open. “Is that Rey from The Force Awakens?”


“Mhmmm.” My hand went to my helmet, lightly brushing over the monogram of Rey behind my right ear. “Pretty cool, hey?”


“So cool,” she breathed.


I grinned down at her, and made a mental note that talking about Star Wars could help draw her out if she was a shy kid. The chair came quickly to scoop us up and the familiar rush started in my stomach when we began to rock forward on our climb up the slope. I checked the other occupants were seated, then pulled the bar down and double-checked it. Lifting my thigh, I carefully threaded my ski poles under it, wedging them between leg and seat, and turned away from the young snowboarders to my right who were chatting about conditions in the terrain parks. “So this is your first day of lessons this season?”


Gemma leaned on the bar, her posture teenage-casual. “Mhmm.”


“Ever been to Australia?”


“Nope.”


“Are you enjoying it so far?”


“Yeah, it’s cool. We’re here with my mom’s friends, and their kids.”


I hid my smile at her use of “kid.” Apparently thirteen was adult now. “Dual family vacation?”


“Yeah, something like that.”


“Are you guys staying in the village?” Thredbo Village was mostly just chalets and apartments built into the slope that sat opposite the actual ski field. At regular intervals, restaurants and bars were dotted along the narrow winding road that curved around the mountain. It reminded me of European ski chalets where people packed in during winter and then melted away along with the snow.


“Nope. We’re all in a big house on a lake at uh, it’s about half an hour away? In…Janda-something?”


“Jindabyne?” I was pretty sure I knew the area she was talking about. Her parents must have some money—to stay in one of those houses for three weeks would be a five-figure sum. My first season, I’d considered renting one of the properties myself. Then I realized I’d be living the same way as I did back home, before I’d run away from my life. Alone in a too-big house.


Gemma exhaled a visible puff of air. “That’s it.”


“Aussies have some weird names for places, hey.”


“Oh my gosh, I know! I can’t figure out how to say most of them. It’s so embarrassing. I can say deoxyribonucleic acid but I can’t pronounce a place?”


Smart kid. Grinning, I swung my legs, the tips of my skis popping into view then disappearing over and over. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re making our final approach to Easy Does It. Please ensure your luggage is stowed safely, hands inside the aircraft and I hope you’ve enjoyed flying with Aspen Air today.”


The smile I got from her started as you’re crazy but morphed into you’re weird. Both were true.


* * *


As well as being a smart kid, Gemma was a good kid—polite and friendly, interested in learning and with noticeable gains in confidence on each run. But she was shy and still a little reserved with me. Halfway through our three-hour lesson, up on The Village Trail, I settled away from people ripping down the mountain so we could take a breather. “Quick break to have a drink and a snack if you’ve got one. Clip out and sit down if you need to rest your legs, but no butt slides down the hill. That’s cheating.”


That got a small smile out of her. I pulled my boot heater remote from my pocket and thumbed the heat up.


“What’s that?” Gemma fumbled a small water bottle from inside her jacket.


I winked. “My remote controller. Just setting myself to relax mode. Can you remind me to turn myself back into instructor mode before we start up again?”


She grinned and leaned over to study the unit. “Thermic.” She mouthed the word a few times then asked, “Is that a heater?”


I nodded and unscrewed the cap from my water. “I don’t like having cold feet.” Without the heat radiating up to my ankles I wouldn’t even be able to walk at the end of the day unless I doped myself up. Taking daily painkillers wasn’t a habit I wanted to get into and most of the time my ankle pain was tolerable, background static really, so I just dealt with it.


After resting for a few minutes, I stood and offered her my hand. Some parents didn’t like the fact that instructors would take a five-minute break in the middle of a lesson they were paying for, and I didn’t know what sort of parents Gemma had. A short break seemed safer, and she was doing so well that I’d had an idea. “What do you say to something just a little trickier?”


“Do you think I can?”


“I know you can. When we get to the bottom, we’ll take a different path to get to another chairlift, okay? So don’t go zooming off without me.”


Once we’d made it down to the terminal and boarded the lift for her final run of the day, Gemma went quiet. Trying to distract her, I pointed out the alpine stream running under the chairlift, and a few of the animal tracks I’d learned to recognize. The scenery was unique—evergreen alpine eucalypts, all bending under the weight of the snow.


A flock of glossy black cockatoos flew by, and once they’d quietened down, I explained what they were. The large birds were hard to miss with their screeching which was thankfully less obnoxious than their white sulphur-crested cockatoo cousins. Gemma nodded, following their path across the sky and I could almost imagine her filing the information away.


We hopped onto another shorter lift to ride to the top of the new run. I was going to be cutting it close to get her back down by four p.m. “We’ll go left when we get off the lift.”


She glanced over the side, a panicked squeak escaping her mouth and I drummed my fingers on the restraint bar to catch her attention. “Trust me on this. You’re more than ready for it, there’s no rush and we’re starting on a green section, okay?”


“What if I freak out?” she mumbled.


“Then we’ll deal with it. But you’ve improved a whole lot today. You’ve got the mad skillzzzz.” I drew out the z, trying to make her laugh. It worked. “You’re my last lesson so we’ll take all the time we need.” I shifted on the seat, trying to find a comfortable position. After a day of riding hard lift chairs my butt had gone past numb to “Oh my God stop sitting down!”


It went exactly as I’d expected. She had a few wobbles but managed to recover and keep going, even smiling a little when she nailed a tricky section of Dream Run. On our last portion of the trail, the easiest point where it joined back up with the green run we’d been skiing most of the lesson, I was twenty feet below, watching her. Gemma cut a turn too steeply, moved her weight up the hill instead of down, and fell. My stomach dropped to my feet as she tumbled over and over then skidded on her back to a stop a few feet below me.


I slid down to her, leaned over and placed my hand on her arm, checking her for any obvious breaks. “Don’t move. Stay still.”


Gemma ignored me and rolled over. She wasn’t crying. She was laughing. “Oh man. That was stupid. I was doing so great!” She grabbed the hood of her jacket and shook out the snow, then flicked it back over her shoulder.


“Are you hurt anywhere?” The dryness of my mouth made it hard to get the words out.


“Nope. I’m fine.” She swung her legs around, planted her skis sideways on the slope and pushed herself up with her poles.


I bent to brush snow from her knees. “You sure?”


Gemma leaned down and checked she was still clipped into both skis. “Yeah, totally. I was feeling really awesome.”


“You looked it.” After another quick physical and verbal check that she was okay, I asked, “Can you tell me why you fell?”


She brushed her knuckles against the strap of her helmet. “Forgot to have a heavy outside ski and I crossed them. My legs are kinda tired,” she admitted.


I held up a hand for a high five, our gloves making a dull puff sound as they connected. “Nailed it. You good to keep going?”


“Yep!”


“Okay, ski two more big S turns and I’ll watch from here.”


She skied off as though nothing had happened. Kids. I pulled a roll of chewy candies from my pocket and stuffed one into my mouth. Chewing hard, I tried to push away my trembling fear. The girl was fine, no need to get myself worked up. Yeah, right.


I pushed off and followed her down. After a couple of feet, the familiar tightness hit my gut like a churning, muscle-trembling punch. I turned across the face of the trail and slowed down, skiing long wide turns for the rest of the run, avoiding people making their way down to the bottom. The anxiety would dissipate soon enough, as long as I wasn’t racing down the mountain. Just breathe. Nothing’s wrong. The kid’s okay. You’re okay.


I caught up to Gemma, made a few observations and adjustments then skied backward for the rest of the way, watching her. Together we glided slowly back onto Friday Flat toward the clock tower where we’d started. Weaving in and out of tiny bodies on tiny skis, and unsteady adults and kids, I did a quick recap of everything we’d spoken about.


I found us a spot, ignored the tightness in my chest and yanked my goggles up. “All right, you had some really great improvement, Gemma, and I hope to see you for another lesson. But if I don’t, remember everything we talked about today, yeah? And feel free to come find me if you want to chat.”


Gemma fiddled with the straps on her poles. “That was really great. Thanks, Aspen.”


“My pleasure.” I pushed off and did a glide-past high five. “Stay safe, and enjoy the rest of your vacation!”



  
Chapter Two


The tremble of adrenaline stuck with me while I completed an incident form for Gemma in case her parents were litigious types. By the time I’d removed my high-tech knee brace, changed into jeans, swapped ski boots for snow boots and reapplied some heat rub, my anxiety was just an uncomfortable memory. Thank you, brain, for your cooperation. Hurrying as fast as my useless legs would let me, I arrived at the stop just in time to board the shuttle back toward the village.


When I disembarked it felt like the temperature had dropped another few degrees, and the wind had picked up. Miserable. I tugged my scarf up around my neck and hunkered down with my hands stuffed into my pockets. Keeping my eyes on the damp concrete to make sure nothing lay in wait to trip me, I made my way along the sidewalk and then up a flight of stairs from the street. A few yards ahead of me, a couple walked arm in arm, pressed closely together as they talked quietly. For the briefest moment the surge of loneliness rose inside me, bringing an almost panicked feeling along with it. As always, I shoved it away into the place where I kept all the other things I didn’t want to think about.


Music from Poolside, the outdoor bar, provided background noise for people talking and laughing around the fire pits. A couple of friends waved me over and raised questioning beer bottles at me, but I shook my head and pointed toward Schuss, the bar nestled inside and upstairs. Their disappointed jeers and catcalls followed me across the narrow courtyard before I was out of sight and apparently out of mind.


Trudging up the second set of stairs, with a hand on the railing and eyes on my feet, I collided with a body on the top step. Instinctively reaching out to steady the person, I offered an automatic apology before I realized who I’d almost sent flying.


Gemma’s smile was fleeting, but bright. “Hey, Aspen.”


“Hey! Long time no see,” I joked, letting go of her shoulders and moving out of the way of people going up and down. “How’re you?”


“Good thanks.” She was still dressed in skiwear, holding her helmet and goggles. It was the first time I’d seen her eyes. Huge, inquisitive, and a clear light blue. A few feet behind her was a very attractive ash blonde who I assumed to be Gemma’s mother. They had the same features and smiles, though the woman’s eyes had a touch more gray in them.


I saw so many people during my workday, most of them hidden under helmets and behind goggles, that even the people I knew became featureless blurs. Not this woman. She seemed older than me, maybe late thirties, with an attractive face—all angular symmetry. The kind of woman that if you passed her on the street, you’d take a second and probably third look. Dressed in expensive, but well-worn ski gear, her messy ponytail, smile, and flushed cheeks softened any aloofness her patrician features might have conveyed.


I noted the woman’s expression but couldn’t make sense of it. Expectant and curious, but with no trace of the instant recognition that usually accompanied such intense scrutiny of me. How interesting. She acknowledged me with another smile, but seemed happy to be quiet and let Gemma take the lead. I straightened my beanie and tugged it down over my ears.


Gemma swung her helmet on a finger. “I’m booked in with you again tomorrow.”


“Awesome! Can’t wait,” I said, genuinely pleased. “We’re gonna nail the trails.”


Gemma nodded vigorously and I allowed myself another quick look at the woman. At my glance, she stepped forward, the uncertain smile turning confident. She shifted her gloves and beanie into one hand and offered the other to me. “Hi, I’m Gemma’s mom, Catherine Tierney. She hasn’t stopped talking about how much fun she had with you.” Catherine’s voice was delicious. Low with the tiniest trace of gravel, it was warm and soft, like a gentle caress.


Even with me standing a step below, she was still looking up at me. My six-foot-plus body was part of what made me a good skier. Or so my dad had said when I was a gawky, self-conscious teen. I dipped my head, returned her smile and took her hand. It was soft and smooth, delicate but with a firm grip. “Aspen. Nice to meet you and I’m so pleased to hear it.” Reluctantly, I released her.


“Oh. I thought…it is—” Wide-eyed, Catherine stared at me for a long moment, then her shaped eyebrows came together to deepen the crease between them. “You’re the Olympic medalist, Aspen Archer.”


Here we go. Four-time Olympic medalist, thirty-eight World Cup podium finishes, two World Championships in Super-G, overall World Cup champion, and at the time of my downfall I was on track to win that big crystal globe for the second season in a row. Then there was a whole bunch of other sportsperson awards, and Athlete of the Year a couple of times. I nodded and responded with a calm, “Yes.”


Gemma squeaked. “What? Olympics?”


Catherine placed a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, effectively quieting her. “Wow, I don’t know why I just called you an Olympian, like that’s all you are. That’s really rude of me. Sorry. You look different than I…from…” She trailed off and flashed me an apologetic smile. A stunning apologetic smile. If I’d actually been offended, that smile would have changed my mind in an instant.


“No worries.” I ignored my racing heart, grinned and tugged at a section of short wavy hair that stuck out from under my beanie. “I changed my hair after I retired.” Back to its natural muddy brunette, instead of the almost-black I’d had for years because my ex liked that color with my swampy green-ish eyes. Disguising Yourself 101. Apparently it worked.


Catherine shook her head as though shaking off a thought. “I’m a big fan of yours but uh, I’m also a physical therapist. I work predominantly with college athletes, mostly post-surgical rehabilitation. Actually, I was at a conference last year and you were one of the case studies.” She paused, her smile dimming back to uncertainty. “Sorry, I’m sure it’s weird to hear that.”


My eyebrows took a trip north. A fan? It’d been a while, and I almost didn’t know what to say. Was she a fan of my career or my knee replacement? Years ago, I’d signed a release for my medical files to be used for teaching, and my scans and x-rays were now porn to hundreds of wannabe orthopedic surgeons and other medical professionals. They were identity redacted of course but I was fairly sure everyone knew it was me. The case history coupled with the initials A. A. were a bit of a giveaway.


“No problem,” I assured her. The replacement was a damned good knee and I really didn’t have an issue talking about it, or my two ACL repairs, or the rods holding my tibia together, or even my unplanned nose job. My last ever competition run, Super-G at the 2010 Vancouver Olympics, had been cut short by a spectacular crash.


A group of snowboarders approached the doorway of Schuss, talking and laughing. They bore down on us and I hopped up the final step, then shifted out of the way to let them pass. After a few awkward steps, I managed to get both feet underneath myself again.


Catherine took a deep breath, her eyes tracking down to linger on my legs. A warm flush ran over my skin at her not-so-subtle checking out. Okay, so she probably wasn’t checking me out so much as wondering what my issue was, but I could dream. Catherine’s tongue slid out to wet her lower lip. “You still have pain?”


Pain yes, and also a feeling I’d never been able to describe, like my leg wasn’t mine. Like it didn’t know how to match my right one or it wasn’t quite there. I waved dismissively and trotted out a well-used line. Just a little lie. “Oh, uh, yeah but it’s the old injuries. I’ve got so much titanium in me, I’m practically a robot.”


She grinned at my lame joke. “Then the knee is fine?”


“Absolutely. Bionic Knee is incredible.” I glanced down at it then back up to meet her piercing gaze. “I almost wish I had two.” We’d pushed for the joint replacement rather than a reconstruction because I needed to be back up and running for 2014. Pity they couldn’t give me a psychological replacement while they were at it. When they’d picked out the shattered fragments of kneecap, the last microscopic traces of my competition nerve were picked out along with it and never came back.


“That’s great to hear. I’m sorry to talk shop with you about it, but yours is a really fascinating case.”


“Really, it’s fine. I don’t mind.” Anything to keep talking to this attractive, captivating woman.


“So…if the joint’s okay and the leg is stable, why did you retire? You were only twenty-five?” A faint blush colored her cheeks, and I could almost imagine her mentally clapping a hand over her mouth.


I gave a casual shrug and pushed out another of my standard not-quite-truths. “All the other injuries just added up and I couldn’t risk another big one. But I can’t stay away from the mountains so now I teach instead.” Knowing the only real paths for me once I retired were commentator or coach, I’d attained my certifications early during my pro career. I’d just never expected to use them so soon.


If Catherine suspected that I wasn’t being completely truthful, she didn’t let on. “That makes sense,” she said evenly. “How do you find the joint flexibility?”


Gemma shifted, clearly bored with listening to our conversation. “Mom, really? We’re on vacation.”


“Mmm, yeah. Okay, sorry.” Catherine’s eyebrow crease came back as she absently patted her daughter’s shoulder. Adorable. When she looked up at me, there were unspoken questions in her eyes. Questions that I sensed had nothing to do with my medical history. We regarded each other for another few seconds until she looked away, the pink coloring her cheeks leaning more to red.


I shifted my gaze to Gemma. “So I’ll see you tomorrow?”


Gemma nodded. “You bet!”


“Awesome.” I tilted my head toward her mother. “Great to meet you, Catherine. Enjoy your time at Thredbo.”


I stood politely until they’d collected their skis leaning against the outside wall, and waved as they walked off. Pushing through the door into the bar, I spotted my friends settled at a table, in full view of where I’d just been standing. Edward was about three minutes from putting his hand down Girl of the Moment’s shirt.


Rach was already at the bar and she snapped her fingers in my direction. “Aspen! What do you want?”


“Beer would be great, thanks,” I called back.


“Kozzie?”


“Mhmm.” I was still trying to figure out how I could smuggle a shipment of Kosciuszko Pale Ale out of the country when I left at the end of the season.


Rach’s mischievousness rose to the surface. “What size?”


“Don’t make me say it…”


She clamped her lips together and I knew I’d get no beer unless I said what she wanted. In my best Australian accent, which was pretty awful, I muttered one word. “Skoon-ahh.”


“Schooner of Kozzie coming right up!” Rach’s laugh echoed through the bar.


I stretched over the table to flick Ed’s ear, then sat down, exchanging greetings. His hand was making good progress and I was glad he wasn’t coming home, or it would be an earplug night. Kyle shook a basket of fries at me until I took a handful.


Rach pounced the moment her butt hit the seat. “Who was that?” She pushed my beer along the table toward me.


“Thanks. Who was who?” I picked at a piece of flaking navy blue polish on my short thumbnail before taking a deep swallow of beer. Heavenly.


Rachel’s eyes moved to where I’d been standing outside the bar a few minutes earlier conversing with Catherine Tierney. “Blond Goddess,” she clarified.


Blond Goddess indeed. “Oh, just a parent.”


“Didn’t look like a standard thanks for not letting my child break its leg chat, A.”


Nearly every head at the table nodded. It looked like a bobblehead convention. Clearly, they’d been spying on me. No, most likely they were checking Gemma’s mother out, the same way I had been. I admit freely and shamefully that we could be a shallow group.


“Ah, and she’s just a, uh…” I lowered my voice to mumble, “…fan.”


Next to me, Kyle spluttered and coughed. Patting him on the back until he stopped wheezing I got in first before anyone could say something smartassed. “She’s also a PT, okay? I’m sure she was just interested in the bionic wonder here.” I tapped my left knee.


Kyle wiped beer foam from his mouth. “Maybe if I had four Olympic medals, I’d have more luck with women.”


I nudged him under the table and smiled sweetly. “I’m pretty sure it’d take a whole lot more than that.”


The table quickly dissolved into laughter and trash-talking. I stole another lukewarm fry from the basket and tried not to think about the expectant look in Catherine Tierney’s eyes.


 


Much to the disappointment of my friends, I skipped out early on Après and headed back to my accommodation in Jindabyne, a forty-minute drive from Thredbo. Rach promised to follow me in fifteen minutes or so, giving me enough time to shower before she came around. The house was a small two-bedroom on the edge of town, with great views and an enclosed deck we kept meaning to use for a party.


Ed truly lived by the unspoken code of the ski instructor—as much sex and booze as you could handle during every season—and was hardly home at the same time I was. All in all, he was fairly easy to get along with, tidy to the point of OCD, and he made an orgasmic peanut butter chocolate cheesecake.


I set fresh milk in the fridge and noted the carton already sitting in the door was actually half-full and well in date. His good qualities were balanced by the fact that he could also be an airhead, and had an annoying habit of playing my saved games on the Xbox. I showered quickly and was changing my nose piercing from the clear stud I wore during the day at work to a small ring when Rach knocked on my door. I yanked her inside, closed the door behind her and covered her mouth with mine while pulling her to the couch.


Rachel unzipped my jeans and began to wriggle out of hers. “So many sexy mums today. I’ve been wet all day.” It was always like this with us, frantic undressing giving way to frantic screwing. Days of looking at hot clients made her, well…hot. Some days I was just as bad, and at that moment I was insatiable.


“I got one for you,” I murmured as her tongue made a wet path over my neck.


“The chick you were talking to at the bar?” Rach bit my earlobe.


“Mhmm.” I groaned when she bit me again. My hands suddenly got very busy.


“Nice,” she breathed, pulling my shirt over my head, making me wonder why I’d bothered to dress after my shower. “That woman won the genetic lottery.” Rach made her way down, kissing my breasts and sucking a nipple into her mouth. We weren’t going to make it to the bedroom.


I gasped when her teeth grazed flesh and suddenly, was overcome with lust. Most of it directed toward Catherine Tierney. Those piercing eyes, the way she’d flushed, her delicate hands, her voice. I yanked Rachel up and kissed her hard. She moaned, tongue meeting mine when I lifted her and bore her toward the couch.


I rolled her onto the couch and climbed on top, slipping my thigh between hers. This was a familiar tune, the frantic ending when we couldn’t keep a lid on our desire anymore.


“Fuck me,” she begged, wriggling out of her panties. “Now, please. Hard.” She grabbed my hand and thrust it between her legs.


My stomach curled again, a current shimmering down my legs and pulsing in my groin. I gave Rach everything she asked for, and begged things of her, but the whole time I thought of a blond woman with questioning blue-gray eyes.



  
Chapter Three


Gemma took a shorter morning lesson the next day, one that was mercifully fall-free and full of improvement. She relaxed a little, opening up to joke and then engaged with me in a deep discussion about our theories on various plot points from the most recent Star Wars movie. She questioned me at length about when I’d started skiing and how much training I had to do, and then about my medals. When I told her about my bronze and silver from Torino, and the bronze and gold from Vancouver she deemed it, “So cool.”


Tess nabbed me after lunch. “Aspen, we’ve had a new request for you so I’ve given your last group lesson to Edward.”


“Sure. What level?”


“Expert. Two hours. Sorry to screw your schedule around, but they wanted you and only you. Didn’t think you’d mind.”


I forced my voice to remain calm, though my stomach was trying to climb out of my esophagus. “Yeah, sure, no worries. I’ll be out in a minute.” That one word, expert, had pushed aside any pleasure I may have gained from being the client’s personal request.


Judging by the trembling in my legs, this lesson was a sure thing for a raging anxiety attack. The fear was so stupid and so unpredictable. Some days I could ski double blacks and the hardest terrain without issue. Other days I was crippled by the mere thought of skiing something I could do in my sleep, or I’d panic when someone else fell over like I had the day before.


I made my way down the stairs, into the staff room and grabbed my powder skis and poles from the rack along the far wall. Staring at my reflection in the small mirror stuck to the side of the lockers, I gave myself a pep talk. “You’ve skied all these trails hundreds of times, Aspen. No big deal. Get over it.” I nodded decisively, pretending that my self-chat would actually have a positive effect.


Back outside, Tess pointed to a woman standing alone at the far end of the racks. “That’s her.”


The trembling dialed up a notch. My expert client was none other than Catherine Tierney. Oh shit. I tried very hard not to think about the fact that I’d screwed someone last night while thinking about this woman. To be fair, Rachel was probably thinking about her last night too, but Rach didn’t now have to spend two hours alone with the object of her lust.


As I approached from behind her, I noted Catherine staring down at her skis sliding back and forth in the dirty slush. She was either nervous or had a hard time being still.


“Catherine?”


Her head snapped up, a smile lifting the edges of her lips. “Aspen, hello.” With her eyes hidden behind goggles, I couldn’t fully discern her expression. She tugged her cuff over her glove. “Thanks for fitting me in today.”


“My pleasure.” I gave her a once-over—for strictly professional reasons—and dropped my skis to the snow. “Gimme a moment, and we can head over to the lift and talk on the way up. You okay with starting on a blue so I can do a quick assessment?”


“Absolutely.”


I let her go ahead of me to the lift, partly because I’m a gentlewoman and partly because I wanted a chance to look at her. Even shuffling through snow she moved like a dancer, lithe and graceful, and I was struck with a sudden odd flutter. Not nerves this time, but a feeling I couldn’t quite pin down. It felt a lot like curiosity, which was different to the lust I’d already associated with her. We settled onto the chairlift with a solo skier sitting at the opposite end.


My mouth was dry with anxiety and sitting next to such an attractive woman wasn’t helping. I unzipped my jacket and pulled out my water bottle for a small mouthful. The lift rocked a few times then settled into its familiar halting ride up the mountain. I put the bottle back, zipped up and fixed my scarf. “Why don’t you tell me about your experience, what you’re looking to improve on, or achieve?”


Her eyes flicked from my mouth to my eyes. “I’ve been skiing since I was a kid, and we ski almost every weekend during the season.” She peered over the edge of the lift seat. “I’m comfortable on the single diamonds but I’d like a little more confidence and to move up to the doubles full time.”


I nodded. “Sure thing. There’s plenty of options for black runs here so once we’ve done this blue, we’ll see where to go next.”


“Sounds good.”


“Where do you usually ski?”


“Breckenridge.”


Breck wasn’t too far away from Beaver Creek where I’d done most of my training. “Nice.” I raised an eyebrow. “Do you always go to Colorado?”


“Yes.” Catherine smiled. “We live about forty minutes outside of Denver.”


Good one, Aspen. Even though I’d had two lessons with her, I’d never asked Gemma where she lived. I suppressed the urge to raise my hand for a high five, and settled for an enthusiastic, “Awesome! If I’m home, I’m at Beaver Creek but I learned to ski at Breck.”


“I know,” she said. The revelation wasn’t as awkward as it sounded. Information about me, including where I started skiing and where I used to train, was freely available on the Internet. My address in Edwards, Colorado was probably even listed on some website. Still, it felt a little strange that anyone would care enough to look or remember, after so many years away from competition.


I turned on the seat, resting my elbow on the safety bar. “Yeah…I was practically born on the mountain. Hence the name, my father’s choice.”


“I like it.”


“Mmm. It could have been worse. My sister’s called Spruce.” My delivery was perfectly deadpan.


“Really?” Her expression made it clear that she thought it strange, but was apparently too well-mannered to say it aloud.


I couldn’t help but grin. “No. I’m teasing.” We jolted over the final lift tower before the top station.


“Ah. Damn you.” Catherine leaned over, bumping me deliberately with her shoulder. A strange gesture, seeming far too forward for someone she’d just met. Then again, I’d learned that when you’re in the public eye, people think they know you, and are comfortable around you quicker. Or maybe she was just one of those people who were entirely at ease with touching a stranger.


I leaned forward to double-check our departure was clear, then lifted the bar. “After you.”


She tapped the handle of her pole against her helmet in salute and skied gracefully off the lift. I followed, and checked out her ass. Very bad instructor. But it was a very nice ass.


Out of the way of other people disembarking, I stopped and lifted my goggles. The sun was starting to touch the top of the mountain, making the glare dim enough to be comfortable without eye protection. Another gorgeous afternoon and a lesson with a beautiful woman. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all. “Let me just check your gear.”


“Sure.”


I leaned over, testing the tension on her boots and the condition of her bindings. All her gear was well cared for but also well used. I twisted to look up at her. “How do you feel about your boots?”


“Good.” She paused. “But you think…?”


“I think you could go just a notch tighter for more stability which should give you more confidence and control. But it’s your call at the end of the day.” I grinned. “You’ve been skiing for a while and I’m just a ring-in.”


“I trust you,” Catherine said quietly.


“Great. Tighter it is.”


She bent as though she was going to fix them but I planted my poles in the snow and held up my hand. “I’ve got it. All part of the service. I just have to touch your leg, if that’s okay?” Standard disclaimers for any physical contact, nothing unusual here. All professional. Moving along.


“Of course.”


I unfastened each buckle then placed a hand on her leg to steady myself as I re-tensioned the boot. Her calf muscle flexed under my hand every time I closed a buckle. I kept up an internal chant while I did my job—I will not squeeze what feels like very nice calves, I will not run my hand up her leg. “How’s that?”


Catherine wiggled her ski side-to-side. “Not uncomfortable, but a little strange. I’m sure I’ll get used to it.”


After the second boot, I straightened up and nearly hit my head on her chin. “Sorry. I’ll just check your helmet and we’re good to go.” I pulled a glove off and tested the fit of her helmet, my fingers brushing the warm skin of her cheeks. She lifted her hand to tug at the strap and I had to snatch mine out of the way. My voice sounded rough when I confirmed, “Feels good.”


A pair of snowboarders slid off the lift, quickly buckled into their bindings then without a word headed straight down The Glades. Catherine turned her gaze to them, leaning forward like she couldn’t wait to follow. I shuffled forward. “Okay, whenever you’re ready. I’ll stay behind you and see how you’re traveling. Take it at your own pace, nobody to impress here.”


“Sure thing.”


I settled my goggles over my eyes and moved aside to let her pass. “See you at the bottom.”


Catherine Tierney was a good skier. No, she was a great skier, fluid and careful and with the grace of an ice dancer. She had a minor issue with posture, which was probably where most of her confidence problems came from and I knew after a few minutes that the lesson would be an easy one. I was so busy admiring her, I almost forgot my anxiety. When she stopped at the bottom, a wide smile stretched her wind-flushed cheeks.


I pulled up beside her, careful not to cover her legs with powder. The kids liked it but adults not so much. “Nice run. Let’s ride back up and we’ll talk.”


Back on the lift, I laid out what I’d seen and my ideas, demonstrating as best I could while seated. She nodded thoughtfully. “It makes sense when you put it like that.” Her tone suggested she was impressed with my assessment, and I was surprised to find I craved her approval of me as someone who knew what they were talking about.


After another run, she’d improved her posture and was skiing more aggressively, and far more confidently. The woman was a quick study and wouldn’t need another lesson. What a pity. Actually, she probably hadn’t even needed to take this one. We took a breather near the lower lift station and I drank more water. It didn’t help my dry mouth. “What do you say to something trickier?” Funnel Web was a glorious three-point-two kilometer black run, with a good mix of comfortable and challenging terrain.


“Sure, let’s do it.”


My anxiety had been controllable, but on the long lift ride up, it began to raise its hand again, demanding attention. Unconsciously, my hand moved to check my helmet. Catherine said something but I missed the actual words. I dropped my hand back to my lap. “Sorry, what was that? I was admiring the view.” It wasn’t a lie. The sun was casting long shadows everywhere. Soon everything would glow orange and pink, splashing pastel color over the snow. “This is the start of my favorite time of day,” I confessed.


“Yeah, it’s pretty spectacular.” She looked over at me and I swear her voice was huskier. “I asked how many times you’ve skied this run.”


After three years working here, plus various training courses, I’d skied every run at Thredbo more times than I could count. I knew them the way a person knows their own hands. “That’s like asking someone how many breaths they’ve taken in their life,” I said lightly, shuffling on the cold seat.


Catherine laughed. “So you’re the best person to take me for my first time.”


I let a slightly cocky smile answer for me. If I could keep it together, then yeah without a doubt I was the best person. Nearing the top, I started raising the lift bar. “Watch your arms.”


I offered a wave to the Ski Patrol guys, tapping the tips of my skis in the snow to fidget out some nervous energy. We skied an easy green to get to the T-Bar lift, rode up then skied another easy green and blue across to the start of Funnel Web. Easy runs, nothing to stress about. Right. When I stopped to give her an overview, I was painfully aware of just how uncomfortable I felt. The wind was brutal on this part of the mountain, blowing stinging puffs of snow everywhere, and in the lengthening shadows of the trees it was chilly and uncomfortable.


I hunched into my jacket, raising my voice over the wind. “We’ll run a little differently this time. Because this is a new one for you I’m going to go ahead so you can watch me, and we’ll ski it in sections. Wait until I’ve stopped before you come down, okay?”


She nodded. “Sounds great.”


The tightness built between my shoulders, trying to slide up and grab my neck. I gritted my teeth but the skittering came anyway and I shuddered.


Catherine stared. “Cold?”


“Yeah, this wind is cruddy,” I lied as my skin tightened and the hairs on my arms stood up to brush against my undershirt. This was a paying client and I needed to get my shit together. I patted myself down, found my gum and shoved a piece in my mouth. “The first section is trees and rocks with some tight fits between them. I’d recommend following my line as closely as you can.”


“Will do.”


“See you in a bit.” I pushed off, making my way carefully through the trees for a few minutes until I reached a spot where I could stop safely.


Catherine was tight on my heels, and she pulled up close to my side with her elbow just brushing my arm. “Damn, that was fun,” she breathed. “Okay, I’m good. Let’s do this.”


She’s good, she’s fine, we’re all fine. And we were, at least for the first ten minutes. Ski, stop, watch her ski down after me, talk with her and repeat. Catherine’s cheeks were pink and her smile was so broad that her cheeks were almost splitting. “This is amazing,” she said at every stop.


Her excitement was contagious and I began to feel my own building alongside hers. “You’re looking great. Just watch that angle, you’re still overcompensating on your right turns and it’s going to tip you if you’re not careful.”


“Mhmm.” She tapped her hip as though trying to will it to behave. “You’re a great teacher, Aspen.”


I dipped my head to acknowledge the statement, and started back down the trail with her words spinning through my head. You’re a great teacher, Aspen… So you’re the best person to take me for my first time. Just as quickly, all the reasons why I wasn’t the best person came unbidden, and the memory was as sharp and as clear as the day it happened.


The fear. Before, during, after. That brief moment of uncertainty, applying the brakes before the loss of traction, tumbling over and over, shooting through the air and landing so hard that my body broke. The sound, like a whip cracking or branch snapping. Sliding for an eternity. And the pain, everywhere, so sharp and so raw that all I could do was scream.


A familiar churn in my stomach and tightness through my chest dragged me back to the present, the vise around my chest tightening until I couldn’t breathe. Skidding to a halt, I held up my arm to stop Catherine from coming down after me, and skied across the trail into a group of trees. I shoved my goggles up onto my helmet, leaned my forehead against the trunk of a snowgum and tried to take in a full lungful of crisp air.


I raised trembling arms to rest on the bark, stretching my torso out as my gut roiled. Nothing came up. It never did. Cold sweat on my face and under my armpits chilled me through and I shuddered, a deep muscle tremor through my legs and torso. The unmistakable sound of someone skiing close cut over my noisy breathing. “Oh, shit. Are you okay?” Catherine sounded mildly panicked.


“Yep, fine,” I said hoarsely, without lifting my head. “Sorry, just a little queasy. Think I ate something strange at lunch.”


She came closer, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure?”


Head still down, I raised a hand away from the tree. “Mhmm. Thanks. I’m so sorry about this. I’ll be fine in just a moment.”


“Take your time, Aspen. I’m not in any hurry.” Carefully, she drew my head up and unfastened my helmet. She pulled it off and placed it in my hand, before smoothing damp hair from my forehead. My body felt liquid, shaking uncontrollably and I knew it would stay like that for a little while until the adrenaline let go. Catherine tugged her gloves off and ran her thumbs over my cheekbones. “Look at me.”


I raised my eyes to hers. Her expression was so gentle and understanding that I wanted to hug her. She thumbed the moisture from under my eyes. “You’re okay. It’s okay.” Her hands moved down to unzip my jacket.


I was still riding the aftermath of my panic and couldn’t even be shocked, or excited that she was undressing me. My small water bottle fell out and landed against her ski. Catherine bent to pick it up, offering it to me with one hand, her other on my shoulder to steady me. “Here, take a drink and get a little cold air on your body. It’ll help.”


I swallowed a mouthful of water, then a second at her urging. Carefully, I recapped the water. “I’m just going to sit for a moment, if that’s cool? Until my legs come back.”


Her hand was still underneath my jacket, resting on my shoulder, her thumb almost absently massaging the tight muscle. “Absolutely.”


I slid a few feet down the hill, still in the clump of trees, and clipped out. When I sank into the snow, Catherine did the same a few inches away. I felt the warm comfort of her beside me as I tried to settle myself. Deep breathing helped some but the only real cure was time. Or medication.


A hand on my back startled me but she didn’t take it away when I flinched. “This isn’t something you ate, is it?” she asked. I raised an eyebrow and she continued, “I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable but I know what anxiety looks like, Aspen.”


After a long pause, she asked another question. “You didn’t retire because of injury, did you?” Her question was quiet and I felt no judgment from her. More a kind sort of sadness which made me want to tell her the truth, even though it wasn’t appropriate.


“No.” I scooped up a handful of snow and rubbed it over my face to wash the sticky salt from my cheeks. “The injuries were bad but I could have had more surgery and therapy to overcome them. I just couldn’t find a way past my fear. It was more crippling than all my injuries, new and old.”


“I watched Vancouver,” she said quietly. “I can’t imagine how you must have felt.”


Back when I was trying so hard to recover, I’d watched the footage of my accident so many times it wasn’t even like watching myself anymore. The angle of my leg from the hip dislocation made me look like a carelessly discarded doll, and I was quite good at disassociating from the woman with bone poking up under her race suit where ski boot had torqued against leg to snap both tibia and fibula. The footage only showed a brief glimpse of that bit of course, once they realized how gruesome it was. Then they cut to spectator reactions—specifically my family, coaches, and agent. I still didn’t know what was worse to watch. My broken body, or the expressions on those faces.


After a long exhalation, I finally felt I could speak. “Ahh, then you must have learned some new and creative expletives,” I said shakily.


My lame attempt at levity made her smile. “A couple.” Catherine’s smile faded and she placed a gentle hand on my knee. “I won’t tell anyone, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


“I’m not worried. Nobody cares anymore why Aspen Archer retired, Catherine.”


“Call me Cate,” she murmured. “And I care.”


Swiping the back of my hand over my nose, I sniffed as quietly as I could. “I’m very sorry about this, it’s unprofessional. I’ll talk to Tess, there won’t be any charge for this lesson.”


“Aspen, no, don’t be silly. I’m not concerned about that.” She squeezed my forearm gently. “At all.”


“I’m pretty embarrassed.”


“You shouldn’t be.”


I drew a shuddering breath. “How about I take you for a couple of runs tomorrow once I’m done for the day, and make it up to you?”


She gave me that smile again, the same one she’d shown after every run. Excitement. Pleasure. “I’d really like that. If you’re okay with it.” The unspoken suggestion lingered between us.


“I’ll be fine, promise.” My heart stuttered. I wanted to tell her that I’d like it too. “I’ll be ready around three.”


“Sounds good.”


“Okay…great. You know, I think I’m good to go.” Not quite, but I couldn’t sit there any longer with her soft, understanding expression. It was too sweet, too comforting and too confusing. I stood up and brushed myself off then offered a hand to help her stand.


As Cate brushed herself off, I tucked my water back inside my jacket and fumbled for my zipper with trembling hands. Adrenaline was still traipsing merrily around my body with no regard for the effect it was having on my coordination.


“Let me help.” Cate stepped in and zipped me back up, slow and steady. She tugged my scarf up around my neck, fingers brushing the underside of my jaw. “Sure you’ll be fine to keep going?”


“Absolutely. It’s always a one-time thing. Until the next time.” I forced myself to grin, as nonchalantly as I could. No big deal. “Just has to remind me it wants to be the boss every now and then.” I pulled my helmet back on and gave myself a quick once-over. Satisfied everything was in order, I looked over at her. “Cate?”


She clipped back into her second ski. “Yes?”


“Thank you. So much.”


This smile was slow. Shy. Sweet. “You’re very welcome.”



  
Chapter Four


The cold steel of my locker was the perfect place to rest my forehead while I mulled over what an unprofessional idiot I was. I closed my eyes, standing as still as possible, hoping the mortification would magically leach from my system. It didn’t. Rachel’s voice appeared a moment before her hand on my shoulder. “Everything okay, A?”


“Fantastic,” I mumbled.


“Oh dear. Spill. What’s going on?”


I turned around and leaned back against the lockers. “Just made a fool of myself in front of a client.”


“Ah, bummer. Did you stack it?”


“Did I what?”


“Stack.” She made a crashing sound and flipped her hand over. “Fall over.”


“Oh.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to push away the headache that had taken up residence behind my eyes. “Yeah, something like that.”


“Don’t worry, babe. I’m pretty sure most people know you’ve fallen over before.”


My eyes drifted closed. “Yeah, you’re right.” Not most, but certainly millions.


“Hmmm.” Her hand closed around my bicep, fingers stroking through my thermals. “Did you want to grab a drink and come back to my place? I can help you forget your troubles for an hour or two…”


Funny, her touch didn’t stir me the way it usually did. I opened my eyes and forced a smile. “Actually, I think I’m just gonna head home and catch an early night.”


Rachel was unfazed. “Fair call. I’ll see you in the morning.”


I waited for a few minutes after she left, contemplating what had happened on the mountain. My head was a strange mix of emotions, all swirling and fighting with one another—mostly embarrassed and ashamed but also so damned angry with myself. I couldn’t just have one thing, one good thing anymore. Even after all the time I’d spent recalibrating myself so I could ski every day for pleasure, I was still flawed.


Sprinkled on top of all that negativity was the odd and heady recollection of Cate’s reaction. Not annoyed or mocking, but concerned and caring. I had to make it up to her tomorrow when I took her up again. She deserved better than a basket-case instructor. I had some anti-anxiety meds somewhere in a suitcase. I’d drug my brain into submission early tomorrow and stop the panic in its tracks.


Maybe another run would help. Finish on a good note and all that. A glance at the wall clock told me I’d have enough time for a quick blue if I hurried. I gathered my helmet and headphones, yanked my gloves back on and clumped back out to get my skis.


The attendant looked surprised when I slid into the line for the Gunbarrel Express lift. “Blowing off some steam after a day of slowpokes, Archer?”


“You know it,” I said breezily. “I’ll be back in twenty.”


He laughed good-naturedly. “Twenty? You’re slipping.”


I laughed, the sound ringing hollowly in my ears. “I’m getting old.” Mercifully the chair came around the bend and I was on my way before I had to think of another lie. Bumping up the hill, I stared mournfully out over the snow. Maybe old-Aspen would deem that time pitiful but current-Aspen was happy to get to the bottom without falling apart.


I stuffed my headphones in and turned the volume up. Music helped as a distraction but I couldn’t have music while teaching or when I just want to test myself on a more challenging run others used for racing. Before I could torture myself with another thought, I jumped off the lift and pushed myself down the hill.


I shot straight down the mountain for one hundred and fifty feet and cut back sharply. The run felt good, even though it was an easy trail and barely half of my top speed. Certainly nowhere near shredding it but I was steady and confident, and as close to happy as I got when I skied now. If only every time could be like this.


Once I lost my nerve and quit my pro career, it was only natural that all my sponsors dropped me. I wasn’t bitter about it because I couldn’t fulfill my contracts. Thanks to my dad’s insistence on saving and investment, I had plenty of money. It would never be an issue unless I developed extravagant tastes, but I’d never been one for a lavish lifestyle. Not like my ex, Nadia, who left as soon as she saw the gravy train had derailed.


I still wondered if any of it had been real, or if she’d just been biding her time until someone better came along. Last I saw, she was getting around with a well-known actress. Trading up, it seemed. I was so young and naïve I thought I could fix all our niggling relationship issues with my success. But the harder I tried, the more she seemed to pull away. Once fear overtook me, it was all over and I didn’t care to try anymore. For anything. Not my career or my relationship.


My coaches and agent shipped me to more therapists and sports shrinks than I could count but nothing helped because I was just…done. I’d had enough of competitive ski racing and of trying to be someone I wasn’t. Therapy and hard work got me to a point where I could ski how I needed to now. That was all I’d ever have. And perhaps all I really wanted now. The moment I thought about the speed and aggression needed to compete, something in my brain short-circuited.


I hunkered down and let myself go right before the end of the run, then turned hard to spray an arc of snow. I felt eyes on me at my unnecessary and extravagant finish but ignored them. Somewhere, deep inside, I knew the old me was in there. I knew because I’d spent the past seven years trying to find her.


* * *


My sister Hayley called while I was half-heartedly making a solo late dinner. Standing at the stove with my foot resting against my knee, I turned my phone to speaker and set it on the counter. “Can I talk to the kids?”


“It’s midnight, so no.” My sister was an insomniac, which suited me living some of the year on the opposite side of the world.


“I know, but I bet they’d wake up for me.” I grinned, though of course she couldn’t see me. “Can’t help it if I’m the favorite aunt.”


“Aspen, you’re the only aunt.” Hayley paused and I heard ceramic clinking. “What are you doing?”


“Making myself dinner then I have a hot date with the Xbox.”


“You minx. Can I take that to mean you still haven’t found yourself a wife?” She poured something, probably hot water for sleepytime tea. Or wine. Either would have the same effect.


“Not since we spoke last week.”


“Love, it’s been seven years. You know—”


“Hayley, stop. Or I’ll send Anna and David the loudest, most annoying things I can find for their birthdays.” I turned off the burner.


She muttered something I didn’t quite catch, but was most likely an expletive. “Have you decided what you’re doing for the northern season?”


“Probably Canada. Maybe Japan. Oh, I have to do scholarship interviews too.” I remembered all too well what a struggle it was to afford gear and a coach, and since 2012 I’d offered one scholarship a year to a promising young skier who had financial issues. It covered one full year of a coach’s salary and an upgrade to competition-level gear. I’d spend some time with the kids on my shortlist, getting a feel for who they were and their circumstance before I made my decision.


“Have you got candidates already? Are you coming to visit us before you go back overseas?”


“Yeah, five. Course I’ll come down for a week or two and see you guys. I miss you.” Calls and Skype weren’t enough. I hadn’t seen my sister and her family in almost four months.


“We miss you too.” Hayley paused and swallowed a healthy gulp. “So, what’s new? How’s work?”


I busied myself transferring pasta from pot to plate. “Good. Busy. The season’s been great.” Water splashed up onto my shirt when I started filling the pot to soak. I raised my voice above the water running. “I had a moment on a run with a client today.” I wouldn’t have to explain myself. My sister knew exactly what a moment was.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah. Just embarrassed.”


“It’s been almost a month since the last one.” Hayley’s statement held no accusation, only concern. My sister kept track of my anxiety like a woman charting a menstrual cycle.


“I know.” I turned the water off with uncharacteristic aggression.


“Did anything happen today to upset you?” She phrased it carefully. An amateur psychologist, Hayley knew something always preceded this anxiety. Generally something unrelated to the actual act of hurtling down a mountain. Something innocuous like an argument over scheduling with a coworker, someone being rude to me at the grocery store or…a beautiful woman throwing me completely off balance.


I answered with slight evasiveness. “Not upset, no.”


“How’s your pain?”


“Fine,” I said immediately and untruthfully. Hayley would know I wasn’t being honest, but years ago, she’d given up pushing me to do something about it. I thought the only reason she still asked was in the hope it’d make me think about my condition and actually try to fix it. The only fix was something I wasn’t willing to do. Not again.


“Maybe you should take a real break, my love, and stay with us for a few months. Get away from all that cold weather freezing your brain. Tan something other than that handsome face of yours.”


Handsome just about covered it, I guess. Our sibling resemblance was obvious, though genetics had given her my mother’s delicate features while I got my father’s square jaw and straight nose. In a sport where being tall and model-beautiful was the norm, I stood out—being even taller, and just regular looking with a lopsided goofy smile to boot. I rummaged in the drawer for cutlery. “I don’t know…”


“Come on, you shit. Ryan bought a speedboat! You can stand at the helm, look amazing and watch women throwing themselves at you.” This was our game. Her flattering and trying to tease me away from my funk. Me resisting good-naturedly but usually giving in.


Our relationship was a strange one. Sometimes we were sisters—loving, joking or squabbling. Other times Hayley was compelled to mother me the way she did when the two of us were growing up without a mom. I felt a sudden surge of childish stubbornness. Still mortified and unbalanced by my breakdown in front of Cate, I pushed back. “I’ve got to work, Hayls. You know that. And there’s sun beds or a bottle if I want to even out my tan.”


Hayley knew exactly what I was doing and chose to leave it. My sister was an expert at picking her way over me trying to bait her into an argument, and finding the higher ground. She chose to defuse me with family news. “Ryan’s grant got approved. He starts his new research project next month.”


Her redirect worked. “Awesome,” I said with genuine pleasure. “Tell him congrats from me.”


“I will.” A tinny wail filled my ear and my sister groaned. “Shit. I have to go, David just woke up. For the third time tonight. Love you.”


“Love you too.” The call ended and left me alone in my kitchen with my dinner. I settled on the couch with heat packs on my leg and against my hip, forking up mouthfuls between bouts of blasting enemies on the Xbox. Hello, thirty-two-year-old child. By the time I’d finished, my pasta was well and truly cold but I’d leveled up. Priorities.


My ex had hated me gaming. And watching nerdy movies. And mountain biking. And collecting figurines. And…pretty much everything that wasn’t what she deemed a good way to spend time. I could dress up and socialize with the best of them but I wasn’t made for spending my entire life making small talk with wine in one hand and canapés in the other. Some days a person just needed to slump on the couch in their sweatpants, with a beer and the remote.


A flash of light on the television startled me but before I could react, I was dead in the rubble on the fifty-inch flat screen. Way to waste half an hour of progress, Aspen. I paused my game and dropped the controller on the couch. Why was I thinking about my ex now? Damn my sister for bringing it up. Scrunching my eyes closed, I forced Nadia’s sneering face and derogatory words about my hobbies from my mind.


In their place came thoughts of Cate. Equally unsought, but far more pleasant. Though, Cate was so sophisticated and seemed so cultured, she’d probably have the same opinions about the way I spent my time. The whole thing was one great moot point anyway. Cate was not only a client, but someone who’d seen me very unprofessionally lose my shit. I shoved her into a mental corner, firmly relegated to think but don’t touch territory, and picked up the game controller again.



  
Chapter Five


The next morning, I taught two pupils first up—Gemma and someone she introduced as her friend, Tim, another American kid a little older than her. For the entire lesson, they joked and teased and fake-argued like siblings, and had me laughing with their banter and movie impersonations. Once we were done, after fist bumps and the three of us acting out a scene from The Force Awakens, where of course I had to be Chewbacca, Gemma and Tim skied off, shoving each other playfully. Smiling, I watched them go. Great kids.


I’d expected to see Cate, either collecting Gemma after her lesson or skiing during the day, but by the time my work shift dragged to an end, I hadn’t spotted her at all. Not that I was really looking. Much. As I made my way back inside, I thought maybe she wouldn’t turn up for our planned session. The idea was strangely unsettling.


No big deal. I’d just take a few easy runs myself before heading home. I swapped my work jacket for my personal one and trudged back outside. By the time I made it out to the gear racks, I was fifteen minutes later than I said I’d be. You’re not showing a whole lot of professionalism in front of this woman, Archer. No matter, because Cate wasn’t even there. I tapped snow from my boots and put my skis on. I did say here, right? Well…no, I hadn’t but I assumed we’d meet in the same place as we did for our lesson. Silly, should have been more specific.


I wasted time organizing things that didn’t need organizing and after a few minutes I noticed Cate walking carefully across the snow, carrying her skis and poles. She was on her phone and I raised a hand to catch her attention. Cate nodded and came over, and I caught the tail end of her saying goodbye to someone before she stowed the phone in her pocket. Her smile was automatic. “Hi, sorry to keep you waiting.” Her eyes stayed on me for an intense few seconds then flicked away.


“No problem, I finished a little late so I’m glad you weren’t waiting.” Not strictly true but I didn’t want her feeling awkward, especially considering she was only here because of me.


“Great.” She glanced up the slope. “You know, I appreciate you taking the time after work to run me down the hill a couple of times. I’m sure you’ve got important things to do.”


“It’s my pleasure and I owe you one, remember?”


Cate fiddled with her glove, still avoiding looking at me. Something was off. She’d come up from the street, which implied she’d only just arrived on the mountain. Or she’d been across the road in one of the cafés or bars. I dipped my head, trying to catch her eye. “Did you have a lesson today?” A quick flash of possessiveness made my breath catch. The feeling was both unexpected and unusual. I shoved it aside.


“No,” she said quietly, finally meeting my gaze.


“Did you ski at all?”


“No, I was waiting for you. For this afternoon.” There was nothing flirtatious in her tone but there was something about the way she said it that felt intimate. I couldn’t quite pin it down. She seemed genuine enough but at the same time, was more unapproachable than yesterday. Something had shifted and my sneaking suspicion was that her mood was directly related to my meltdown from the day before. Wonderful. Another person alienated.


Pasting on my professional face, I gestured in the general direction of the lifts. “We should head off or we won’t get much done before the lifts close.”


Awkward, silent lift rides were the worst. After a few quiet minutes, I was about to blurt something just to break it, but Cate got in first. “Gem said you let them ride over some small jumps today.”


I laughed. “Did she also tell you it was because she and Tim were pestering me to let them ski in the terrain park?”


Her smile was tight and controlled. “No, she conveniently left that part out.”


“Mmm, of course she did.” I grinned, and when she didn’t relax I added, “I only agreed because they were both ready. I wouldn’t let them do anything unsafe, Cate.” My voice had taken on the earnest seriousness it always did when I had to explain my actions.


“I know that,” she said softly. Cate inhaled sharply as the lift jolted a couple of times then stopped dead, swinging with a slow rhythmic back and forth. Lifts stops were a standard event multiple times during my day, and were more of an annoyance than anything serious. I stared up the mountain, trying to see the top lift station but it was too far away. Cate tugged absently at the fastening of her glove, shifting in the seat. Everything about her screamed discomfort, from her rigid posture to the thin line of her usually expressive lips.


“You okay?” I asked.


“Mmm, just have a thing about heights. Hanging like this makes me really nervous.”


“Trust me, it’s nothing to worry about. I spend half my day dangling above the snow from a cable.”


“Mhmm. Rationally I know that, but…” She turned toward me. “Did you ever see that movie where the kids get stuck on the ski lift overnight?”


“I’ve seen it, yeah. I promise that won’t happen to us.” I smirked, pointing to myself. “Star employee. There’s no way they’d leave me up here.”


She murmured something indistinct, tugged off a glove then pulled a lip balm from her outer breast pocket. Trying to unscrew the lid, Cate fumbled and dropped the small pot. “Shit!”


I leaned over, noting the small dot of color on the snow beneath us. “Good thing your gloves are clipped to your jacket.” I laughed. “Or I’d have to jump down and collect them.” Maybe a little humor would help.


She graced me with a flicker of a smile. “True. Or I could have dropped my phone.”


“I dropped an iPod once. By the time I rescued it, the thing was completely wrecked.” I ran my hand over the front of my jacket, trying to remember if I had lip balm. Not being my work jacket, it wasn’t as well stocked. I felt the hard case of my avalanche beacon, perpetually in my front pocket. Further patting found a small bulge that seemed the right size. Bingo. I unscrewed the lid and held it out for her. “I promise it’s one hundred percent cold sore-free. Hope you don’t mind, but I’ll keep hold of it ’til you’re done.”


Cate smiled at my teasing and dipped a finger in. “Thanks.”


“No worries.” I tucked the balm back into my pocket and looked forward to peer over the edge again. Admittedly, my intense interest in the resting place of Cate’s lip balm was more to do with stopping myself watching her rubbing a finger over her lips.


“Why’s it taking so long?” She was getting fretful, pulling her glove back on and re-checking the fit, testing the strap on her helmet, tugging her ponytail tighter.


“Not sure, but it’s not unusual,” I said calmly. “Someone probably took a tumble getting off.” The cable bounced a little, and we moved forward a few feet then stopped again as they adjusted the position of the cars up top. After a few seconds the lift began to reverse. Ugh, it was going to be one of those.


Cate reached for my hand and grasped it tightly as we slowly went backward for ten feet. Through both our gloves I could feel the tremor in her hand. I hesitated, then squeezed as the lift jerked forward again before continuing its ride up the mountain. “See? Nothing to worry about.”


Cate nodded, swallowing a few times before she answered, “Thanks. Sorry to be such a pain.”


“It’s fine, and you’re far from a pain.”


She didn’t let go of my hand until I lifted the bar at the top station and even then, I could sense reluctance. I rationalized that it was only because she’d just had a scare, she was upset and I was there. We rode another lift and then the T-Bar in silence, and all I could think about was the way she’d held onto my hand—both being comforted, and comforting me.


Cate pushed off the bar, slid a short distance away and turned away from me. Over the sound of people chattering and the soft mechanical grind of the T-Bar, I heard a couple of quiet and indistinguishable words. Talking to herself? Psyching herself up? I waited a few feet away, looking around to make sure nobody was about to ski over the top of us. “Are you ready to rock?”


Cate twisted back to me, mouth open in surprise, like she’d forgotten I was right behind her. She gave me a smile but it seemed forced, and unable to see her eyes behind her goggles, I couldn’t tell for sure. The smile wavered as Cate assured me, “As I’ll ever be.”


“Great. Remember what we spoke about yesterday?”


“Mhmm.” She adjusted her goggles. “I definitely felt better pushing myself harder.”


“Exactly. That’s where I think you’re going to get the most gain, Cate. But think about the balance, yeah?” I lifted my hand and tilted it back and forth like a seesaw. “Not too far.”


Cate hesitated again, the edges of her mouth turning down.


“Hey, sure you’re okay?” I asked.


She nodded. “Absolutely. Just…checking in with myself.”


I tucked my chin into my scarf, trying to decipher exactly what she meant. “Well, all right then. After you.”


She nodded and pushed off down the mountain, quickly gaining speed. Following her, I tried to focus on her posture, her form, and angles. The problem with that of course was all those things were made by her body. Her athletic and very pleasing-to-look-at body.


Mind wandering, I thought about her out of snow gear. Graceful as she was, it was easy to think of her in a dress and heels. In jeans that clung to her ass. With jeans being tugged off that ass, slid down her thighs and tossed aside. Bad ski instructor. My mouth was suddenly dry and the gentle tug of arousal unmistakable. Not great while trying to ski.


Thirty feet or so above the spot where the lift had stopped, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure nobody was behind me then turned sharply back up the hill. Realigning myself under the lift cables with a series of sideways hops, I swept my eyes around for where the balm had landed. After a few moments I found it, scooped it from the snow and skied hard to catch up to Cate.


She was waiting near the bottom lift station when I arrived. “Thought you’d gotten lost.”


“Psht!” I blew through my lips. “I never get lost on the mountain. I was just collecting something.” With a grand flourish, I presented the lip balm. “Madam, for you.”


Cate stared at my hand, the smile starting slow and then gradually turning brilliant. It was the most genuine one I’d seen from her all day. “Thank you. I can’t believe you went to all that trouble.”


Her gratitude made warmth trickle down my spine. “Seems like a nice one, thought I’d try and get it for you.”


“It is, but it’s also just a lip balm.”


I thought a dozen things, like I think it’s important to keep your lips soft in case you kiss someone, and you have nice lips. Don’t look at them. Do not look. Thankfully, my mouth stayed closed and my eyes up and away from those kissable lips. I shook my hand to catch her attention and Cate plucked the pot from my palm. I blew out a breath. “Are you ready for another run? We could sneak in a short one.”


“Actually…no, I don’t think so. I’m going to go to the bar and drink away the memory of dangling in midair.” She gave an exaggerated shudder and unfastened her helmet, leaving her hair stylishly messy. Unlike most adults I encountered as an instructor, she made no move to tidy her hair, or smooth down her clothing. Clearly she skied because she loved it, not because it was part of some endless fashion parade. She seemed completely unaware of just how damned attractive she was.


“Sounds like a great way to end the day.” I pulled my helmet and goggles off, and ran a hand through my own hair which would also be messy, but not stylishly so. I hastily covered it with a beanie pulled from my inside pocket.


Cate cleared her throat and when I glanced at her, she met my eyes. “Aspen, I owe you an apology.”


Her sudden eye contact and declaration caught me off guard. “You do?” I clipped my helmet strap together and threaded it over my arm.


“Yes. I was abrupt and rude with you earlier and I’m very sorry.”


I had no idea why she was apologizing because she’d been anything but rude. A little quiet perhaps, but certainly not rude. “Well, thank you. I appreciate your apology but it’s really not needed.”


She ignored me to assert, “Yes, it is needed.” Cate slid her tongue along her lower lip. “I admire you very much, Aspen and after what happened yesterday I just, well I didn’t know how to feel about…how I felt about it. About you.”


Stunned by her odd confession, I reacted the only way I knew how. Self-deprecation. It came so easily now that for an instant, I wondered when exactly I’d lost the last shred of confidence I’d had in myself. “Honestly, it’s fairly standard when most people meet me now. The reality doesn’t live up to the expectation.”


“Is that what you think? You think I pity you? I don’t,” she said forcefully.


I gave a noncommittal shrug and leaned on my pole. Pity was an intimate friend and it sure felt like that.


“Oh, Aspen, I don’t.” Cate shuffled closer and grabbed my wrist. “You’ve got so much courage.”


Smiling, I politely disagreed. “I think we established yesterday that’s not the case.”


“You’re wrong. You’re afraid but you’re still out here doing what you love even when it hurts and it’s hard for you.”


I stabbed the tip of my pole into the snow by my ski. Something strange sat at the back of my throat. Something that felt like longing. I wanted to keep talking to her, to explain, but that was inappropriate. I shouldn’t have worried, because Cate was breezing right past the boundaries. She laughed. “And now I’ve embarrassed you. I’m not doing very well, am I?”


“I think you’re doing just fine.”


She lifted her hand, holding the lip balm between gloved thumb and forefinger. “Can I buy you a drink for your troubles?”


I acted like I was thinking about it. For a millisecond. “Sure, I’d like that. Meet you across the road in twenty?”



  
Chapter Six


In the staff room I pulled on snow boots, then tried to fix my hair. By fix I mean I stared at it in the mirror, decided it was pointless, and yanked my beanie back on to hide the haphazard arrangement. It was a ski resort—pretty much everyone wore hats inside.


Cate didn’t. Waiting outside the bar for me, she was beanie-free—her hair still in a messy ponytail with escapees framing her face. Either she didn’t care what people thought or she thought her hair looked fine. It did. Better than. Thick and with the barest hint of curl, under the fading light outside, the ash blond shimmered like moonlight on the water.


At my approach she looked up from her phone, her eyes making a quick sweep up and down my body. I’d been watched my entire life, so her scrutiny didn’t make me self-conscious but again I felt that unspoken expectation in her look. It was as though she wanted to say something or wanted me to question her about what she was thinking.


Cate lifted her phone. “Sorry, just letting everyone know I’ll be late.” She tapped out a couple more words then smiled, one of those smiles that completely transforms a face. She went from fiercely concentrated to fiercely beautiful.


I went from really interested to really smitten. “No worries,” I managed to articulate, while elbowing the door open.


Schuss had its usual mix of resort employees and clients, mostly separated, except for a few instructors who were making small talk before excusing themselves to start some serious drinking. We’d arrived before the rush and there were a good number of tables and couches empty. One couch with a low table set in front of it caught my eye as being semi-private but not too weirdly intimate.


I nodded at some of my coworkers and wondered how long it would be until a client recognized me. The answer was almost to the bar before a couple waved at me from a table a couple of feet away. I waved back and turned to Cate, smiling as apologetically as I could. “Please excuse me a moment.”


“Sure.”


I slipped around her to greet them with handshakes and a polite, “Helene, Léon, bonsoir.”


Cate stood to the side while I engaged in a quick conversation about meaningless things like relaxing after a great day on the slopes and the weather forecast for tomorrow. At the first opportunity, I excused myself, assured them I’d catch them on the mountain tomorrow and wished them a pleasant evening.


Gesturing Cate toward the bar, I kept my voice low. “Sorry about that, I’d like to say it won’t happen again, but it probably will. Clients are everywhere.” I almost touched her back, intending to guide her, but withdrew at the last moment.


“Yes they are,” Cate said pointedly. She wore the smile I’d decided meant she was amused, a cross between a grin and a smirk. I decided that I wanted to put it on her lips as often as I could.


“Ah.” I leaned as close as I dared. “But I’m here with you because I want to be.”


“I’m pleased you don’t view this as a chore.” The words had a teasing lilt to them. “You’re fluent in French?”


“Yes, more or less, and Japanese. But my accents are awful,” I admitted. “I also speak German, but really only enough to coach and order food and wine. Oh, and high school Spanish.”


“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you, Aspen?”


“I, well…I’ve spent a lot of time overseas and I like talking to people.”


Cate studied me. “And you like to make them comfortable, even if it means going out of your way, or doing something you’re not happy with.”


Her observation was spot-on, and made me flustered because I didn’t want her to feel I was there because I felt obligated. I tried to spin it in a good way. “Most of what I do is because I want to, but if I can help someone be comfortable, why wouldn’t I?”


“Good point,” Cate said quietly, resting her hands on the bar.


My gaze flashed to her hands. Beautiful and strong, yet delicate and feminine. Long tapered fingers, short neat nails manicured with pearlescent polish. It looked like the inset on my favorite cufflinks. “What can I get you?” I asked.


Cate laughed. “I thought I was buying you a drink.” She nodded at the bartender, Petra, who started toward us.


“Right. Habit, sorry.” I made it sound as nonchalant as I could.


“You can buy the next ones,” Cate assured me. Did she mean the next round or the next time we had drinks together? Either possibility sent a shiver of excitement down my spine.


Petra took in the scene in front of her with a deceptively casual expression. An incurable but likeable gossip, she’d probably corner me about Cate the first chance she got. I’d have to make myself unavailable, maybe on top of the mountain with a broken leg or buried under an avalanche.


Cate tapped the bar to get my attention. “Aspen?”


“Sorry.” I smiled contritely and gave her the name of a nice mid-range white wine I drank regularly. Cate ordered two glasses and we moved to the couch in the corner near the fireplace. I sat first and Cate settled next to me, in the zone that’s closer than where an acquaintance would sit, but isn’t close enough to be uncomfortable.


Cate sipped her wine and made a small appreciative noise. “Good choice.” She gestured around the room and added, “Is it always like that?”


Confused as to what exactly she meant, I raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”


“Everywhere you go here, people you know.”


“Ohhh yeah.” Laughing softly, I continued, “It’s either other instructors or people I teach.”


“Do you ever want to be left alone so you can just relax?”


“No,” I replied honestly. “I like having people around me, and if I want some quiet time I can sneak off for a few runs down the mountain.” I picked up my glass. Without company, I spent too much time in my head thinking about how much I didn’t want to be stuck inside my head. It was bad enough on nights at home alone without willingly inviting it.


Cate raised her wineglass to her mouth. “And do you? Sneak off?”


“I try to, at least every few days if not every day.” I crossed my ankle over my knee, gently rotating my foot until the ankle joint cracked. “Sometimes I just need to regroup.”


Cate listened intently, head cocked to the side. I cleared my throat, suddenly embarrassed about revealing so much of myself. Time to wade to safer ground. “Did you always want to be a physical therapist?”


Cate paused before answering, “Actually no. I wanted to be a playwright but my parents were totally against it. They wanted me to go into medicine, carry on the family tradition I guess. Being a PT was a compromise.”


I frowned. “So you weren’t that into it.”


“Not at first, but it kind of grew on me.”


“When?” Leaning a little closer, I clarified, “Did it grow on you, I mean.”


“The moment Derek Andrews’s rebuilt shoulder, the one I’d worked with for six months when he played college ball, hit the home run to get the Rockies into the playoffs.”


I laughed. “Yeah, I can see how that would make you love your job.”


“Mmm, rehabilitating an athlete is incredibly rewarding.” Cate ran her fingertip over my hand. In the wake of her touch, my skin burned and I had to suppress the shudder that had built at the base of my neck. She brought the conversation around again, gently pressing me. “Speaking of, why did you choose alpine ski racing as a career?”


I shrugged, trying to ignore the sensation she’d left lingering under my skin. “I’ve just…always skied. My father almost made the team for the seventy-six games and he taught us as soon as we could stand. It was in his blood, and mine too apparently. He made me get a college degree but my true love has always been the mountain.” I drew my thumb down the side of the wineglass, clearing a path through the faint condensation. “If I go even a few days without, I feel off somehow, like I’ve forgotten to do something important like eat or breathe.”


“I can imagine,” she said quietly. “What’s your degree?”


Smiling, I shook my head. My college degree was something I’d always had mixed feelings about sharing, because most people didn’t believe me when I said I had a Bachelor’s in Engineering Physics. Years ago, I thought I could use it to design faster skis and better ski boots. Now it was just a useless framed piece of paper in a storage box back home.


Cate brushed her hand over my arm again, to the same skin-tingling, neck-shuddering effect as last time. “Can I try guessing?”


I pushed aside the strange feeling I’d had building since we’d first met, of knowing her but at the same time not. “Of course you can.” I set the wineglass down on my knee and turned it slowly, forcing myself to ignore the heat on my skin where she’d touched me. “Three guesses and I promise I’ll answer honestly.”


“Psychology,” Cate said immediately.


“Oh, good one!” I exclaimed. “But no.”


The second guess came almost as fast. “Sports medicine?”


“Nope, but I can see why you’d think that.” I lifted the wineglass to my lips, thoroughly enjoying watching her trying to work me out. “One more. Better think hard, Cate.”


“Am I even close?”


I grinned. “No.”


Cate’s expression brought back the crease between her eyebrows. I wanted so badly to smooth it out with my thumb. She swallowed the last of her wine and offered up her final attempt. “Education?”


Making a buzzing noise, I shook my head. “Sorry, no, but thanks for playing.”


She caught my eye and we both burst out laughing. When she’d recovered, she glanced at me. “You will tell me sometime?”


Still grinning, I agreed, “I will. Or you could do some digging on the Internet if you really want to find out.”


“No, Aspen. I want you to tell me.”


I nodded my assent as Cate snuck a peek at her watch. Subtle, but the meaning was clear. I checked mine too. A quarter to six. “You have to go,” I said.


“I do. I’m very sorry but I said I’d be home for dinner and it takes forty minutes to get back.” Her regret sounded genuine.


“I’ll walk you out.”


“No, stay, please. Finish your drink and enjoy yourself.”


I drained my wine. “My drink is finished. And I have a few things to do at home.” Not entirely true, but the truth of not wanting to be there if she wasn’t didn’t seem appropriate to verbalize.


We managed to leave without me having to stop and talk to anyone, but Rachel made a not-so-subtle I’ll call you gesture as I passed. I nodded and for the first time ever I hoped she wouldn’t make good on the promise.


Walking down the path toward the parking lot, I spotted a patch of ice. “Watch out, there’s a slippery spot there.” I took Cate’s elbow and gently steered her to the side. Cate didn’t move away, rather she shifted closer to me. Blood rushed through my ears, louder than the alpine stream running beside the road. I held on to her for longer than necessary, only letting go when we were on safe ground again.


Cate led me to a large white rental SUV. “This is me.” She opened the door, fiddling with her keys. “See you tomorrow?”


I held the door open for her. “Absolutely. Thanks for the drink, and the conversation.”


“It was my pleasure.”


“Drive safely, watch out for the wildlife. The ’roos are pretty active around this time.” I closed the car door carefully, gave her a quick wave and walked away. Dropping my head down against the wind, I stuffed my hands into my pockets and began the trek back to the shuttle which would take me to where I’d parked.


“Aspen!”


I spun and limp-jogged awkwardly back to her with my hands still in my pockets. “Yeah?”


Cate was out of the car, arms hooked over the top of the door. “Let me know when you’re ready to buy me that drink,” she called. She slid back into the driver’s seat, and closed the car door again.


When her engine started up, I turned around and murmured to myself, “How about now?”


 


Rachel made good on her promise, calling right as I was rolling into the carport. Ignoring the call would be easiest but also the rudest. “Rach, hey.”


“Where’d you race off to? I thought we could hang out tonight.” In the background, there were cheers from my friends. No doubt they were listening in.


“Just got home. Big day.”


“Ah, you’re piking on us again. Getting soft, girl.”


“Yeah I know, I’m lame.”


Rachel’s voice grew quieter and muffled. “Want me to come around later?”


I felt like cringing and was immediately ashamed. Rach hadn’t done anything to deserve a reaction like that, but the thought of being intimate with her sent a weird spark of alarm through my limbs. “Aw, Rach, I’ve had a seriously long day. Sorry but I’m just going to shower and pass out.”


“Forced to socialize with clients after work, hey?”


I gave what I hoped was a casual laugh. I should have known there was no way I’d ever get away with spending time with Cate in the bar without input from my friends. They were probably discussing it the moment we left. If they’d even waited that long. “Ah, yeah, she’s persistent,” I said lightly.


“Lucky you.”


Even through the phone, I could hear her lack of bitterness or judgment. Rach and I both knew what we had was casual and her response made me feel a whole lot better that I didn’t feel worse about brushing her off. I gathered my gear from the passenger seat. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”


“Absolutely.”


The moment the front door closed I shed my workday like a second skin, dropping my backpack beside the couch and shrugging out of my jacket on my way through the house. With or without Edward there, my nighttime routine rarely changed. Start a fire, turn all the space heaters onto full power, shower, dinner, Xbox. I changed my chipped and flaking blue nail polish to a fluorescent yellow shade while I caught up on social media and emails. The only emails were from Hayley—photos of my niece and nephew, and scans of important pieces of my mail that had been forwarded to her.


This was so not the life I’d imagined for myself, and sometimes I couldn’t quite believe how fast and how far I’d fallen. I was in my thirties and was supposed to be married and raising a child, working on getting to the next Olympics or coaching someone else to a podium finish. Instead I was living everywhere but in the house I owned, changing my partner with every new location, and bumbling around the slopes like a novice. And I had no idea how to get back to even a semblance of the life I wanted. Even if I knew what that was.


Edward had been to the grocery store sometime during the day and restocked not only his midnight munchies, but everything else we’d been running low on. Staring into the fridge, I settled on grilled cheese and tried to ignore the second new carton of milk that’d joined the one I bought a few days earlier. Clearly, his mind was on more important things.


While I absentmindedly sliced and flipped, I thought about Cate back home having dinner. She’d probably whipped up something amazing for the people in her house, including the rich, attractive, and successful spouse that I’d decided she had. Afterward, she’d talk, laugh, and drink with her friends and enjoy time with her family. Then wake up to do it all over again tomorrow.


The first mouthful of my dinner stuck in my throat. Swallowing hard I managed to push it down but once it settled I realized I was suddenly not hungry. I set the plate in the fridge, just in case my appetite revived later, and settled on the couch. After forty minutes of getting lost in a nuclear wasteland, I threw the game controller down in disgust and got ready for bed. Barely nine p.m., but there was nothing better to do.


Staring at myself in the mirror, I brushed my teeth and forced myself to admit why Cate had gotten under my skin. My life was full of attractive women with great personalities and if I wanted sex, I had Rachel. So my feeling about Cate couldn’t be just about lust. Looking at the familiar angles of my face, it dawned on me.


Cate was the first non-family person who’d seen what I really was underneath. Beyond that, she was the first person I’d admitted my truths to. She hadn’t poked or prodded at me, but rather sat quietly and let me come to her. The feeling of understanding, compassion, and comfort simmered below her every gentle question. She made me feel like it was my idea to tell her but without any feeling of trickery.


My second realization came just as swiftly. Despite everything in the way, and the fact I barely knew her, I imagined Cate filling the empty space I’d had inside for so long. She’d drawn that feeling from me, awoken the desire I thought I’d lost. And that was the most tragic thing of all—to want someone I barely knew and who was so unattainable. I spat toothpaste, flipped the light off and climbed into bed alone.



  
Chapter Seven


I’d noticed that statistically my clients fell on the last run I had planned for the day. Perhaps it was some warped universe Murphy’s Law type thing. Or it was a combination of increased confidence butting up against fatigue.


Cate’s tumble was more a slip than a fall. She didn’t slide far. She was already moving when I got to her. But none of that registered. My only thought was that she’d fallen and she could be hurt. I’ve always hated my clients falling over, but watching her was different. It was worse. In my panic to get to her, I overshot and had to hop sideways up the slope. “Are you all right? Don’t move.”


Cate ignored me and rolled over. “Nuh-uh, I’m moving. I’m not lying facedown in snow, Aspen.”


“Do you hurt anywhere?” My heart knocked furiously against my ribs, my pulse thudding in my ears.


“Only my ego. And my ass.” Cate pulled her goggles up. “It’s been a while since I took a dive. And it’s every bit as embarrassing as I remember.”


“Careful, please. Sure you’re okay?” I probably should have trusted her, given she was an adult and a medical professional, but the strange anxious surge in my stomach made rationality nearly impossible.


“It was nothing, seriously. I’m fine. Didn’t even hit my head.” She started to shift her legs downhill, wedging the side of her skis against the slope. Cate smiled up at me. “I might need a hand. I’ve never quite mastered getting up again.”


I planted myself on the downward slope and held out my hand. She took it and pulled herself up, grabbing my other arm to steady herself, and I kept my hand on her elbow until I was sure she could stay upright. We were almost level and finally, she looked me in the eyes. “Thanks.” Just as quickly, she looked away again and busied herself digging in a pants pocket.


I waited silently while Cate used a cloth to clean snow from her goggles. She stood so close that her knee brushed the edge of mine, and I smelled her coconut-scented sunscreen undercut by something else I couldn’t place. Perfume or shampoo. I breathed deeply, drawing it in, and felt a tingle under my skin. Delicious.


“Aspen?” Cate’s voice was lower than usual, the gravel more pronounced.


“Yeah?”


“I think I’m good.” But she was still holding me, fingers digging into my arm and making no attempt to let go. “Yes, I’m fine,” she confirmed absently. Cate’s fingers flexed and then she let go quickly, almost like she had to force herself.


“Oh, sure. Of course.” I relaxed my grip too and slid backward, but still within range to grab her if needed. With hands now free, I unzipped my jacket, searching the inner pocket while Cate organized herself.


Nothing. No gum, no candies. A quick check of all my pockets came up empty and the surge in my stomach rose again. I swept my gaze over the snow as though I’d find what I needed there. One day, just once, I’d like to be able deal with things like a normal person.


“Here,” Cate said softly.


When I looked up, she was offering me a packet of gum. Cinnamon. I hadn’t had cinnamon gum since I’d left the States in April, almost four months ago. “Thanks.” The word caught at the back of my throat. Clumsy with gloves on, I tore the plastic wrap and withdrew a stick. I chewed hard, trying to push the rolling tide away. The spicy burn in my throat was a welcome distraction from the burn in my gut.


When I held out the packet for her, Cate shook her head. “No, you keep it. I don’t often chew gum. I bought it in the airport before we left and forgot about it.” She hooked her goggles back onto her helmet, hands around the back as she fiddled.


“Then why—” I pulled up short as realization dawned.


She pulled her goggles down but before they settled on her face, her eyes met mine. I didn’t think it was possible for a person’s eyes to change color but Cate’s did. Perhaps it was the light but when she looked at me, her eyes darkened from gray-blue to almost sapphire.


“We should head…” I rasped. Clearing my throat, I finished off, “down.”


“Good plan.” She skied off before I could respond.


Following her, I tried to shake the feeling I’d had while holding her to keep her steady. The feeling I had whenever I was with her. Familiarity. It made no sense because I knew we’d never met, not even back when I spent a whole lot of my free time with a team of physical therapists.


Cate skied to a stop in the spot I’d told her to, where Kareela and True Blue intersected, and waited off to the side for me. I pulled up close to her. “Nice run. How’re you feeling?”


“Really great. A lot more confident, that’s for sure.”


“You’re looking it.”


She touched my arm with the handle of her pole. “Everything you’ve taught me is working. You’re an amazing teacher, Aspen.”


“Thank you.” I curled my toes inside my boots. “Cate, why are you…I don’t think there’s any need for you to keep having lessons.”


She tilted her head. “You don’t?”


“No.” I laughed. “Don’t tell my boss. Obviously my job is to make you keep coming back as often as possible. But I have to be honest, I don’t think there’s anything more you can learn from me. You’ve improved so much these past couple of days and for the skiing you want to do, you’re totally there.”


“I see,” she said quietly. “I disagree. You’ve helped me enormously but beside that, I enjoy our time together. I feel like I always know where I stand with you, and it’s a nice change from the people I spend most of my days with.”


Oh dear. I’d been thinking a lot of things I didn’t want Cate to decipher. I shifted the gum to the space between my cheek and molars. “My sister always says that I’m so easy to read I come complete with my own dictionary and translation service.”


Cate’s smile was gentle. “Your sister is right. It’s incredibly sweet.”


Flailing desperately for safer ground, I changed the subject. “What else would you like to learn then? Do you want to take up ski racing? If that’s the case, I can teach you what not to do.” Set off balance by her forthrightness I’d fallen back on familiar self-deprecation, and I gave myself a mental forehead slap. Self-pity is super unattractive, Aspen.


Cate laughed. “No, I don’t want to compete. I just want to ski.”


“I don’t want you to feel like you have to book my time and spend money for that. If you want to ski with me, all you have to do is ask.”


“Can I ski with you?” she said almost immediately.


I couldn’t help grinning. “Yes, you can. Any time you want, whenever I’m free.” I shuffled closer. “Cate—”


A snowboarder interrupted me as he blew past us, spraying us both with powder. We were right off the trail and there was no excuse for such asshole behavior. I glared after him, wishing I could race after him and remind him about manners.


“You were saying?” Cate prompted.


I’d been about to tell her that I enjoyed spending time with her too, but the moment was gone. “Oh, uh, I don’t have your number. To organize meeting you after work.”


She unzipped her jacket, fumbled inside it and handed me a card. “Now you do.”


The card had the same faint scent I’d picked up earlier. Definitely perfume. “You carry business cards while you’re skiing? Isn’t this supposed to be a vacation?” I glanced at the card that had a handwritten Australian cell number on it.


“Doesn’t hurt to drum up business, even in another country.”


I held it up between two fingers. “Funny.”


Cate laughed and leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “Or maybe I just had it in there ready to give to you.”


* * *


A short time later I was at the bar with a work group, nursing a very nice red. I don’t remember what we were discussing. I don’t remember who was there. I’d forced myself to socialize after work, even if only for a drink because if I didn’t, then I’d go home and spend the night caught up in my own thoughts. Or worse, climb into bed at a time when even octogenarians would be out and about.


But I wanted nothing more than to go home, lie on my couch and think about Cate. To unwrap everything, all those fleeting touches, teasing smiles and gentle questions. To delve deeper into my own feelings, and think more about all those things I’d forgotten I wanted. Maybe I was reading into things that weren’t there, but my gut told me Cate was a lesbian.


The whole thing was probably wishful thinking on my part. Definitely wishful thinking. She had a teenage daughter, so logic dictated she had someone in her life. There was no reason a woman like that should be single and I was wasting my energy thinking about her. Still, being with her sparked something. Something that reminded me of what it was like to be in a relationship and how much I wanted that for myself again.


I held my mouthful of wine a few moments before I swallowed, then tried to get back into the conversation. Rachel slipped in beside me, turning her back to the bar. “Did you want to come back to my place?”


I set my glass down and swiveled to face her. “Not tonight.”


Rachel’s frown was slight but noticeable nonetheless. “Is everything cool between us, Aspen? I kinda feel like you’re avoiding me.”


“Absolutely, everything’s fine. I’m sorry, Rach, I should have been upfront earlier but I’m just…” I sucked in a breath and gestured discreetly between us. “This isn’t really what I want.”


“Blond Goddess?” She made no attempt to hide her smirk. “Saw you guys here the other night.”


I tried to seem casual, though the mere reference to Cate had my pulse racing. “No, there’s nothing there. You’re an amazing person but you and I want different things right now, and I think I’ve only just remembered that.”


Rachel grabbed my shoulder, shaking me back and forth gently. “Damn it. I’ll miss you. That way,” she added with a purr.


“I’ll miss you too, but I’m sure you’ll find someone adequately qualified to satisfy your insatiable appetite.” I raised my wineglass in a salute.


She shot me a devilish smile. “If I prowl hard enough I might just manage.”


I exhaled. Thank the universe for uncomplicated sex buddies. Zero histrionics, just a thanks for the good times and we’re done. “If you’re lucky.”


“I usually am.” Rach winked and swallowed the last mouthful of her hot cider. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”


“For sure.”


“Fabulous.” She turned to leave then stopped. “Oh! Kyle and I were thinking of spending a couple of hours up at Golf Course in the next few weeks. You keen?”


Nothing but good technical skiing—no stress, no worry, no-brainer. “Absolutely.”


“Fantastic, talk to you about it soon.” She kissed my cheek then wound her way through the crowd and toward the door.


As I watched her leave, I spotted an attractive and familiar face in the corner. Cate sat with a glass of white beside her, talking to a woman with dark, curly hair, whose back was to me. In the ice bucket by the table I recognized the wine label immediately. It was the one I’d recommended when we’d had drinks the other night.


An electric burst rose up my neck, spreading under my skin. Cate laughed and grabbed the woman’s arm, holding it firmly. It was an intimate and familiar gesture and the current under my skin sparked harder, almost aggressively. I spun back to face the bar before she caught me staring.


Shit. Well then. That was that. She was just being kind to me. Probably did pity me but was too polite to admit it. I gulped the rest of my wine, checked my pockets to make sure I had my things, and said hasty goodbyes to my friends. Slipping behind people so I couldn’t be seen from Cate’s corner, I raced outside into the cold air. Limping toward the stairs that would take me down to the road, I paused and leaned against the bronze statue of two emus that stood in the courtyard.


Stupid. I was so damned stupid.


My mouth was full of the sour taste of disappointment—the taste of wanting something and knowing I’d never have it. I looked up into the clear night sky, embarrassment smothering me like a scratchy, uncomfortable blanket. How embarrassing that I’d thought she’d actually been flirting with me. Even worse was the realization that deep down I’d hoped she’d somehow choose me over someone she already had.


Cate Tierney was smart, beautiful, and funny. She had a great kid and apparently she also had a great partner with fantastic hair and who made her laugh. I had nothing except what I’d done in the past and what I’d wanted desperately for my future. Dreams and wishes and nothing more. All I’d ever be to her was a washed-up jock. Not even worth a vacation fling. I swallowed my bitterness, tugged my scarf tight and walked away from her.



  
Chapter Eight


Awake for half the night, I replayed pieces of our time together, recalling her fleeting touches, the undertone beneath her words and then the words themselves. Thinking of her was both torturous and pleasant because everything could be read both ways as just being friendly, or flirting with me. My attraction to her meant I’d chosen to believe it was flirting when it wasn’t. No big deal. Pack up and move on. Go to sleep. Easier said than done.


Mercifully, after my night of insomnia, I had the following day off. Free days were usually spent skiing and doing housework, or on a rare occasion I’d take my camera and drive aimlessly toward Canberra, stopping whenever I saw something photo-worthy, which was frequently. In this part of the world, no two views were ever the same, and photos of native wildlife, fields of sheep and cattle, and fantastic scenery filled my memory cards.


After a morning cleaning the house, I gathered my gear and headed up toward the ski fields. Chickening out, I turned off early toward Perisher instead of continuing to Thredbo where I might possibly see Cate. All afternoon I tried, and failed, to lose myself in the methodical rhythms of skiing. It was a strange reversal. Since the accident, whenever I skied for pleasure it was to find myself. I always hoped that one day something would magically snap back into place, and all my fear and anxiety would mist away like fog. It never had.


 


I again chickened out the next day and didn’t contact Cate about meeting after work. But my avoidance was for naught. With only an hour until the mountain closed for the day, she found me near the lift station as I was getting ready to take a few relaxing runs after work. I had my head down sorting out my music, and had just tugged my glove back on when she appeared in my periphery.


Over the blaring song in my ears, her greeting was muted. Her brilliant smile was not. With gloves on, I kept fumbling instead of stopping the music, and after a couple of attempts, I yanked the buds from my ears instead. The song was as clear as anything. Shit. I clamped my hand around the headphones to disguise it, but was too late.


Cate’s eyebrows shot up, her smile turned amused. “‘I Feel Pretty’? Not quite what I’d expected.”


“I…really like musicals,” I mumbled. So lame.


“Me too. West Side Story is great. I saw it first with my mom when I was sixteen, and three times since.”


“Yeah?” I finally managed to hit pause, and coiled the headphone cord around my fingers. She nodded, that familiar look of gentle expectation softening her features. When my embarrassment had abated a fraction, I explained, “It helps me relax, picturing the scene that goes with the song. It’s a better distraction than regular music.”


“Makes sense.” She gestured toward the bottom lift. “Are you heading up?”


“I am.” The moment I said it, I realized how terse those two words sounded. After a beat I added softly, “Just for a couple of runs.”


“Mind some company?”


“Not from you, no.” If she wanted to be nice and spend time with me, that was between her and her partner. I’d just have to rein in my thoughts and work on appropriately neutral facial expressions. I rated my chance of success as slim at best. We started shuffling toward the lift line.


“I didn’t see you yesterday.” It was an offhand comment, the same way you’d mention how nice the weather was.


“I don’t work Wednesday or Saturday.”


“Oh.” One word, single syllable but it sounded strangely laced with disappointment. “The other night at the bar, I saw you but you left before I could invite you to join us for a drink.”


Us. Great. Just what I want, to spend time with someone I’m attracted to and their girlfriend. I tried to sound casual. “Oh, yeah. I had a few things to take care of. Maybe next time though.” I unzipped my jacket to tuck my phone into an inner pocket, dislodging my scarf. Before I could fix it, Cate leaned over and pulled it up under my ears.


Then she shuffled forward as though she’d done nothing out of the ordinary. As though her touch hadn’t just set my skin aflame. “Yes. Next time,” she agreed. “You still owe me a drink.”


Maybe it was a sick game for her, flirting and teasing to build her own confidence, knowing someone was pining for her like a puppy. As soon as the idea came to me, I dismissed it. She didn’t seem the type to play like that. We busied ourselves getting onto the lift, and once seated, she was so close her thigh was pressed to mine but I couldn’t move away without making it obvious I was uncomfortable.


The whole situation was a personal hell. Not working but not able to relax, and totally unsure about where I stood with this attractive and off-limits woman. It wasn’t her fault that she was so nice to look at, nor that she was unconsciously tactile. The issue was all me.


As we rode up, my anxiety sat in the wings, waiting to come onto center stage. It probably wouldn’t take a starring role today, biding its time until it’d go from understudy to lead actress. I made a mental note to email my therapist. It had been almost a month since we’d last spoken and the time apart was clearly detrimental.


“Aspen?”


I snapped my attention away from blankly staring at the slope beneath us. “Yes?” I had no idea how long she’d been trying to catch my attention. Great, now my sulking was making me rude.


“Is everything okay? You’re miles away today.” Cate nudged me playfully.


“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Just working out lesson plans for a certain teenager who now wants to learn some freestyle stuff as well as off-piste.” I made myself smile, willing my face to relax and look normal.


Cate didn’t take my bait of the allusion to her daughter and what she wanted in her lessons. Instead, she studied me for a long moment, her teeth gently working her lower lip. Saved by our arrival at the top of the run, I cleared my throat. “Arms up.”


She went ahead of me and without saying anything, dropped off the edge of the overhang. I watched her for a couple of seconds, my gut tight with longing. Then I jumped off and followed her. We skied down. We rode back up. We talked about boring things like how busy the mountain was, whether I was really going to teach her daughter freestyle skiing.


At the bottom of our last run, Cate stopped me by grabbing my arm. “I’m sure you know what you’re doing, Aspen but…you won’t let Gemma do anything too dangerous?”


“I promise she’ll be safe with me.” Desperate to reassure her, I went to touch her shoulder and had to cover by pretending I was stamping snow down with my pole. “I’ve done it before, many times in fact. Trust me.”


“I do.”


“I’m glad,” I said softly and moved to slide slightly ahead of her toward the racks. Gemma sat with Tim at one of the outdoor tables, playing what looked like a very physical game of rock, paper, scissors. Gemma feinted then brought her fist down onto the table, laughing as Tim snatched his hand away. Not quick enough.


I grinned and waved at both of them as we passed. Gemma waved back. Tim was too busy flexing his fingers. Cate swerved closer to where the teens sat and called out, “I’ll be done in a minute, honey.”


She stopped right by me, again in that space that was closer than normal as we both clipped out of our skis. I bent to pick up mine and shuffled back a little as I turned them on their end to rest in the dirty end-of-day slush. Around us, people shed gear, laughing and talking about their days and where they’d go for Après.


Cate and I stood less than a foot apart, facing one another. It was like the end of a date when you’re wondering what to say, what to do. I chose to say nothing and tried to ignore the proximity of her, the way I felt myself automatically leaning toward her, searching for her. I really needed to get past this.


Hooking her helmet over her arm, Cate tugged her hair from its ponytail and pulled it back up again. I watched her hands smoothing and gathering pieces and thought about what it would be like to run my own hands through those thick strands. To have them touching my stomach as she made her way down to—


Stop it.


Then I thought about her brunette doing the same thing. Fingers trailing along Cate’s neck to her collarbone. Cate’s mouth… I bit my lip. I was an expert at torturing myself so it was no surprise that I’d do it this way too, imagining the woman who got to touch her.


Cate tucked a wayward piece of hair behind her ear. “Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow?”


The question yanked me right out of my self-imposed sulking. “Pardon?”


“Dinner. You know, the meal most people eat when it’s dark.”


I hesitated. “Is that a good idea?”


“Why wouldn’t it be? You do eat, don’t you?” Cate teased lightly.


“Of course I do. I just meant, what about your, uh, partner?”


“My partner?” She recoiled slightly. “I don’t have a partner, Aspen. I’m single.”


“Single?” Mortification made me cringe. “Oh, Cate. I’m sorry. Um, I saw you the other night at the bar with a, uh…curly-haired brunette. It looked, well, it looked intimate.”


Cate’s mouth fell open then slowly transformed into a relieved smile. “No. Oh no, not at all. That’s Tim’s mom. My best and oldest friend.”


“Oh, okay,” I replied dumbly. Smooth.


“You thought I had a girlfriend.” It was a laughing accusation.


“Yes.”


“And it bothered you.”


I nodded. “Yes. More than I wanted to admit to myself.” The earlier disappointment was giving way to an equally terrifying feeling. Hope.


“You are so sweet. I cannot wait to get to know you better, Aspen.” Her low tone and the unconscious slide of tongue over lower lip told me just the way she wanted to get to know me. Oh, man. This sudden turnabout had me struggling to keep up.


Heart racing, I tapped the ends of my poles in the snow around my boots. “I think you already know everything you need to, Cate.”


“I disagree. I like what I’ve discovered so far but I know there’s more.” She stood so close that I could have leaned down and kissed her, and now I was almost certain she’d kiss me back. If we’d been somewhere else, I would have without hesitation. Right then, I knew I’d been very wrong. Well, I’d been right before I was wrong.


“Are you always this forward?” I stalled, trying to think of a way to say yes that didn’t make me sound like an inarticulate idiot. Good luck with that.


“I’m only here for three weeks, Aspen. If I waste time then I might miss my shot.” Her eyes were piercing. “Again, I assure you, I’m unattached and very interested in having dinner with you. And anything that might happen after that.” The last sentence was said almost as an afterthought, a footnote on her invitation.


I was so giddy I felt like I was standing on one foot on a balance beam. On tiptoes. I nodded. “Yes, I’d like to have dinner with you tomorrow.”


Her lips curved into a smile that could melt ice. “Good.”


“I thought…I thought I was imagining this.” I made a back-and-forth gesture between us.


“No, you weren’t. I’m sorry I wasn’t clearer sooner.”


“I didn’t—”


Gemma called out from table. “Mom? Are we going?”


Without looking away from me, Cate raised a hand in her daughter’s direction. “I’ll make a reservation,” she told me softly.


“I’ll pick you up.”


“I’ll be waiting.” Cate gave me the address, squeezed my hand and left me standing dumbfounded by the gear racks.


* * *


Casual. Light. Fun. Easy. Panic. We weren’t going to an ultra fancy restaurant, but not somewhere super casual either. I settled on jeans over the cowboy boots Hayley bought me after they moved to Arizona, and a dark blue button-up. Careful hair arrangement. Favorite cologne. Clear polish on my nails instead of one of my usual garish colors. Done. Wait. I checked myself in the mirror again. Still fine. Maybe I should wear my—


Stop it.


I gathered my coat and a scarf and half-ran out the door before I could drive myself crazier by changing my mind. I needed to work my nerves out with someone. It was a long shot, but Hayley might be awake. I sent her a text and waited. She called as I was backing the car out and her question was slightly panicked. “Is everything okay, Aspen?”


“I have a date. Right now,” I blurted.


“Ohhh shiiiit.” I heard my sister’s sliding door open and could picture her walking out onto her back deck. She’d be leaning over the railing, looking out into the moonlit night over her dry, dusty yard and the kids’ playhouse I helped Ryan build last year between ski seasons. If it were earlier in the evening she’d have a glass of wine in hand. Years ago, pre-kids, she’d have a cigarette too. “Spill,” Hayley demanded.


“I’m freaking out.” I had about ten minutes to sort myself otherwise I would be arriving at Cate’s a sweaty, nervous wreck.


My sister spat a series of rapid-fire questions. “Why? Where are you going? Who is this woman? Why is this the first I’m hearing of it? Who asked who?”


“Ahhh, just out to dinner. She’s a client. Was. Was a client. She asked me.”


“Oh, darling, why are you so freaked out? You of all people can get by on charm alone. And you already know her.”


I made an indecipherable sound. “Because I like her.”


Hayley laughed, finishing with a snort. “You like her? What are you, thirteen again? Take a breath. Give me some details, talk it out with me.”


I did as instructed, drawing in a slow lungful of air and letting it out again. The enforced pause helped me articulate, “She’s an American vacationing here, if you can believe it. Absolutely stunning, so sweet and kind. She’s a physical therapist. Deals with rehabbing sports injuries.”


“Nice,” Hayley interrupted dryly. “You can discuss all your broken bones.”


Nobody knew how to press my buttons like my sister did. God I loved her, and missed her fiercely. “Hayls,” I said quietly. “It’s the one I had the anxiety attack with.”


“Well, she’s already seen you freak out. Can’t get any worse.”


“That’s what Doctor Spencer said.” My therapist had been great when I’d phoned her at two in the morning Aussie time, to have a mini-meltdown about dinner with Cate.


“Smart woman. And what does she think about this date?”


“Told me to be careful, but I get the feeling she’s cautiously optimistic about my interest in permanence.” Then I dropped the thing I knew would interest my sister the most. “Cate’s also got a teenage daughter.”


“Oh really?” Hayley asked ever-so-calmly.


“Yes really. I taught her daughter first, actually.”


“So the kid doesn’t hate you. Bonus.”


“Yeah.” Aside from my ex, my sister was the only person who knew how desperately I wanted children.


Hayley chuckled. “That changes everything. I bet you’ve already got the wedding planned.”


“Hardly.” I ran a quick loop of the wedding march. Dun-dun-dun-dun…Cate in flowing white. Dun-dun-dun-dun…me in a tux.


“You’re such a bad liar, Aspen. Look, just go easy and don’t fuck it up.”


“Gee, thanks. You give the best advice.” Stopping at a crossing to let a group of people pass in front of me, I leaned forward to rest my head on the wheel.


“Oh stop being a baby. You know what I mean. She asked you, obviously she’s into you. Be yourself and take things as they come.”


The person behind me gave a long, intrusive honk. I drove forward and offered an apologetic wave when they zoomed past. My frayed nerves were now even more frayed. “I’m just nervous. It’s been so long since I dated.”


Hayley grunted. “Chill out. It’s not quantum physics, just some basic math. One plus one equals fun.”


“I know.” I consciously relaxed my grip on the steering wheel, trying to calm down. “The feeling came on right away, Hayls, like I just felt connected to her. I’ve never felt that before.” All my other relationships had been slow burns, a gradual windup. Cate was like an explosion from the outset.


“Maybe you should run with it.” I sensed my sister shrugging, even through the phone. “Maybe that’s what you’ve needed the whole time.”


“Maybe.” I slowed the car to a crawl. “Ugh, I’m nearly there.”


“Have fun, email me and let me know how it went. Tell her the story about the raccoon!”


I made a noncommittal gurgle and pulled up at the top of the driveway. “Love you. Thanks for the pep talk. Hugs and kisses for Anna and Davey. Say hi to Ryan for me.”


“Will do. Love you too.”


I ended the call and made a final check in the rearview mirror. Just dinner and conversation. Getting to know her better. Nothing to worry about. As I slid from the driver’s seat, Cate was closing her front door and I hurried as fast as I could to meet her.


From a few feet away, I smelled her perfume, that sweetness with just a hint of spice. She smelled incredible, she looked incredible. Jeans with gleaming brown boots and under her coat I caught a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage through a fitted blouse hugging curves and clinging to her breasts. Skiwear had hidden her from me and now I knew what lay underneath, it was going to be very hard to keep my eyes away. She’d left her hair down, curling softly past her shoulders and it was all I could do to not reach up and gently pull a few strands between my fingers.


Cate placed a hand on my shoulder and stretched up to kiss my cheek. “Evening.”


“Hey.” Close up, the scent was intoxicating. My eyes drifted closed, my nose brushed against her hair and I inhaled. I breathed her in like it was the last breath I’d ever take. Hard to do discreetly but if she noticed, Cate didn’t say anything. Eventually, she let go of my shoulder and I stopped treating her like my own personal sniff toy.


I led her back to the car, opened the passenger door and carefully closed it once she’d settled. On my way back around, another image of her in a dress and heels sauntered into my brain. Hair up, hair down, it didn’t matter. I could picture my fingers sliding under dress straps, pulling them off her shoulders and letting the dress puddle on the floor. Bending to press kisses along her shoulder, up her neck, along her jaw to her mouth. The thought was uninvited, but not unwanted. Saliva welled suddenly in my mouth. A gentle hum of arousal joined in. It was going to be a torturous dinner.



  
Chapter Nine


Seated in the corner of the Italian restaurant in town, against wood paneling and under warm lighting, she was even more beautiful. Watching her was like watching the sunset—I wanted to stare until the last possible moment to make sure there was nothing more to see. But Cate would never dip behind the mountains and flare out the way a sunset did. She would always be incredible, luminous.


I took a small sip from my wineglass. “So, aside from Derek Andrews, who else have you worked on?”


“Hillary Wynne’s right knee is mine, so I guess I can take credit for the Lynx winning the WNBA Finals in the three years she played for them.” Cate grinned, then rattled off a handful of names from the WNBA, NFL, and MLB, each of them a well-known and high-performing player. She wasn’t boasting exactly, but I still sensed in her the self-assuredness and hint of arrogance I’d always associated with myself. Not an innate part of our personality, but coming from knowing you were good at something.


“Do you work in a hospital?” I asked.


“No, I work in a clinic in Denver.” One hand reached for her wine, the other slid across the table to take my right hand. “I can fit in with school hours, which means I’m usually done when Gem finishes.”


Family was important to her. I filed it away with everything else I liked about her. “And are you taking on new clients?”


“Always. Why do you ask?”


“For me.”


She leaned close, concern etched in the planes of her face. “What’s wrong?”


Too many things to list and spoil our dinner with. “Nothing new but there’s always room for another medical professional in my corner, Cate.” I winked. “There’s plenty going on in this body to keep everyone busy.”


She relaxed, eyes crinkling with amusement. “You don’t have to book my time and spend money for that.”


I laughed. “Now you’re just throwing my own words back at me.”


She inclined her head, the smile still teasing at the corners of her mouth. There was a comfortable lull in the conversation as we perused the menu but the moment we’d ordered and were alone again, she pounced. “Will you do commentary again for the Winter Olympics next year?”


“I’ve been asked,” I said carefully. There was still a month to go before I had to give my answer, but I’d already decided I probably wouldn’t accept. I’d be even more of a relic and someone more current would be ready to move into a commentary role, either freshly retired or injured and unable to compete. I was happy enough with my World Cup commentary.


“Will you do it? I heard you commentating in Sochi.”


“Did you now?” I deliberately avoided the first question, and was suddenly self-conscious about the second statement.


“Of course. I love the Olympics, and when I heard you were on the commentary team I made sure to tune in.”


Placing a hand to my breast, I affected my best mock-shocked look. “Cate, have you been stalking me?”


She laughed so loudly that the couple at the table next to ours turned to look at her. They didn’t seem annoyed, more interested because Cate’s was a genuine, infectious laugh. She shook her head. “No. I thought you’d know that by my bumbling when we met.” Glancing down at our joined hands, she smiled, almost to herself. “You know how it is, you see someone you think is hot and then you find out they’re a lesbian and that secret fantasy side of you thinks ‘all right, it could happen.’”


“Secret fantasies. I think I like the way that sounds. Tell me more about how hot you thought I was.”


“How hot I think you are,” Cate corrected me. “First noticed you in Torino and thought you were cute. And very young.” The wink was so quick I thought I’d imagined it.


I grinned. “Not that young.”


“Young enough that I probably shouldn’t have thought about it as much as I did,” Cate qualified. “Age aside, I got a little crush on you.”


“Do you still have it?” I asked slyly.


“Oh yes.”


“Well then…yes.”


“Yes what?” An eyebrow quirked.


“Yes, Cate. It could happen.”


 


I shook my napkin into my lap and answered the question she’d asked just before dinner arrived. “No rebellious phases. I hardly drank because of training, and never felt the inclination toward drugs.” The expected discomfort appeared right on cue, and I forced myself to acknowledge the feeling, and amended the statement in my head. ‘While I was competing, I never felt the inclination toward illegal drugs.’ I ran suddenly damp palms over the napkin on my thighs, and forced a smile. “Plus I used to spend half my time peeing into cups or presenting an arm for a blood draw.”


“So what did you do then if you weren’t off running amok?”


“Really, all I really did was study, train in the gym, and ski. Missed a couple of lectures and got a few piercings, but other than that…”


“I see.” Cate reached out and gently ran her thumb over the small stud in my nose. “You said a few. Where else?”


“I can’t give away all my secrets on the first dinner, Cate,” I teased. My light tone didn’t stop the tightening of my nipples against the bars through them.


“Will I ever get to see these other piercings?” she murmured.


“If you’re lucky.” Even the thought of her naked with me had my pulse racing, and when I added the thought of her tugging my nipples with her teeth, I had to cross my legs against the fierce surge of arousal.


Cate’s teeth were buried in her lower lip, her expression telling me clearly she knew what I was thinking. She glanced away then back again, an eyebrow slightly dipped as she studied me. “You teach mostly kids?” Cate picked up her fork.


Grateful for the conversational shift back to safe ground, I nodded. “Mhmm, teenagers for the most part, and adults when they’re above a certain skill level. There’s only a couple of us qualified to take on the higher level clients.”


“Why kids?”


“Why not? I love kids. Being able to joke around and be silly for most of the day is great.” I still hadn’t touched my cutlery, but with so many questions bumping around my head, I had to shove one of them out. “Does Gemma know you’re having dinner with her ski instructor?”


“Yes, she knows I’m having dinner with my ski instructor.” Cate kept eye contact. “We talked about it, and Gem says she’s not bothered by the prospect of me dating again.”


I stayed quiet at her use of dating. Was this dating? We only had a few weeks to get to know one another and then they would be gone. Cate continued, “Besides, she’s reading science articles on the net. I got a rushed ‘have fun’ out of her. Some days I can barely drag her away from the laptop to get her to the mountain.”


“That’s some serious dedication.”


“Sure is. She wants to be a veterinarian.” Cate ate a mouthful of her dinner, a small sound of approval escaping once she’d swallowed.


“Smart kid,” I said tightly, my brain stuck on the sound she’d just made. I wondered if I could ever get her to make a similar sound, but I didn’t plan on using food when I tried.


“Yeah, she is.” The pride in her voice was evident. “The donor was a vet too.”


Interesting. “Does she know that?” I asked. Perhaps a rude question but I was curious and it came out before I could stop it. I offered an apology but Cate waved it off.


“No, she doesn’t. Just one of those weird coincidences. I haven’t really told her anything, but he’s identity-release so she can find him when she’s eighteen if she wants to.”


“Do you think she will?” I asked quietly.


“She seems sure, but who really knows what they want at that age?” Her eyes widened. “Except you maybe, training toward all your medals.”


I paused, trying to frame my answer in a way that wasn’t too deep or forward. In the end I settled for, “That wasn’t all I wanted, but it took me a while to realize that.”


We finished our meals, teasing out knowledge between bites. I told her the story about the time I mistook a raccoon for a cat, and as my sister had predicted, Cate laughed so loudly she nearly choked. We skirted around our exes for a little while until Cate stepped over the unspoken boundary while we were talking about children again. “My ex never wanted kids, but she wanted me. She just wasn’t present for it, you know? It was like she never really bonded with Gemma, and vice versa.”


“I can’t imagine that. Gemma seems like a really great kid.”


Cate smiled fondly. “She is.” The smile faded a little. “She’s been having some trouble at school with bullies and stuff. I think that’s why she’s developed a bigger interest in skiing these past few seasons. She wants to show she’s good at something that’s not just academic.”


“Ugh. Kids can be so awful to each other. I always just want to tell them all it gets better when you grow up and they just have to wait and see.”


Cate took my hand. “Yes, eventually.”


Her touch made me bold. I asked a stupid question. “So, uh, is your ex still involved with parenting?”


“No. A few years ago, she dropped the truth about not wanting Gemma. Then she took a job in the UK and that was that.” She glanced at a passing server, the muscles along her jaw jumping. Underneath what she’d said I sensed there was still something she’d withheld. Something painful. I wanted to know, but I didn’t feel like I had any right asking that.


I couldn’t think of anything to say, except an ineffectual, “Damn.”


Cate paused, frowned, then her expression went neutral as though she’d made a decision. “She uh…made me feel like she’d been saying it all along and I’d ignored her and just went off trying to get pregnant anyway. It got so bad that I was wondering if I was insane, if I’d just imagined the past ten years.” Her voice was completely steady, but one hand nervously twisted the napkin. “It took a few incidents, a bit of help from Dani and Mel, and my parents to make me realize I wasn’t crazy, that Lisa really is controlling, jealous, and manipulative.”


“That’s so shitty. I’m really sorry.” The concept was foreign to me, treating someone that way when you were supposed to love and protect them.


She looked back at me, and the moment we made eye contact, hers softened. “You’re sweet. Thank you.” She ran her tongue over her lower lip. “Sometimes we make mistakes but can’t see until it’s too late. Or until people help you. I was lucky it ended before I’d wasted any more of my life.”


I gently tried to steer the conversation back to something less heavy. Not that I didn’t want to know everything that had shaped her, but because I sensed that continuing to talk about it would only upset her further. “So, you had Gemma once you were done with college?”


“Just. She was conceived in the final year of my DPT degree.”


I did some quick mental math. If Gemma was thirteen then Cate was about—


“Forty,” she offered. “And very close to forty-one.” She seemed to have let her guard down again, and now her smile was free and open.


I tried to look contrite. “I’m so sorry. Sometimes my face doesn’t know how to keep my thoughts private.”


“I know, and I’m glad for it. You look very cute when you’ve been caught with your inside thoughts showing on the outside.”


Thankfully, I wasn’t really the blushing type because I’d have been bright pink.


She reached for her wine. “What about you? Kids?”


Both my eyebrows climbed skyward. “Yeah absolutely, for sure. I mean I never pictured myself actually having kids.” Leaning back in my chair, I made a bulging motion over my stomach. “But I’ve always thought some day, with someone, I’d love to have kids.” Could I be any more obvious?


Her voice lowered. “I’ve watched you with Gem and Timothy. I think you’ll be a wonderful mother.”


She’d watched me? When? “Maybe.” I cleared my throat and finally just asked the question I’d been avoiding. “Cate…what is this? I mean you’re only here for a short while and I’m staying in Australia. At least for another few months then I don’t know where I’ll be.” I didn’t know what else to say. Instead, I tightened my grip on her hand.


Cate squeezed back and with her free hand, twisted her glass of wine on the table. “Why don’t we just see what happens? Have some fun for now and if it comes to it we can decide the rest later.”


Slowly, I nodded. “Fun. Sure, okay.” Fun I could do, but I had a sinking feeling that I was going to want more than fun with her. The fact she lived so close back home only made the feeling stronger. After all my years of competition and everything that’d happened in Vancouver I was innately superstitious, and didn’t believe in coincidences. If something felt wrong, it probably was. Conversely, like this thing with Cate, if something felt right…


She lifted her glass, a smile teasing her lips. “You know, I never asked outright but I assume, given you came to dinner with me and how your gaze has been lingering on my cleavage for the past hour, that you’re not seeing anyone.”


Busted. I snapped my eyes back up to her face. “Sorry. And actually, it’s been the past two hours. You’re very attractive and I have a lot of unconscious thoughts.” Or very conscious ones about how much I wanted to kiss and lick every inch of those breasts.


Cate’s smile was pleased rather than offended. “I didn’t say I minded.”


“Well then, where was I?” I teased but instead of letting my eyes stray down, I disciplined them to keep eye contact. Despite the simmering lust, it was rude to treat her like eye candy. “No I’m not seeing anyone. I was almost engaged once but since then, nobody serious.”


“Almost?” Cate’s left eyebrow lifted.


“Mhmm. I had grand plans for twenty-ten.” I raised a finger with each point. “Three medals in Vancouver, propose to my girlfriend, move on to train for Sochi and start a family somewhere in among all that.”


“But?” Cate prompted.


“But then I had the accident and it all kind of went to shit. Turns out she wasn’t so great at the in sickness and bad times part. Luckily I learned that before I asked her to vow it.”


“Oh God. Really?”


“Yeah. She didn’t like me when I was grumpy and trying to recover and she really didn’t like me when I told her I’d lost my nerve and was afraid of competing. Then she realized that the glamour and excitement and overseas travel were over for a while, and she got kind of absent. She exited stage left, before the indignity of me retiring officially and my sponsorships ending.”


Cate blinked a few times, rapidly. “Wow.”


“Yeah. But you live and learn. Right?”


“Right…” Cate mused. “Do you miss it? Competing?”


“Some days, yes. More than I could ever express. Other days, not so much.” I kept my gaze steady, feeling lost in the depths of her eyes. Her expression was sweet and kind but also knowing, and we smiled at the same time, like we each knew what the other was thinking. God she was beautiful.


Cate’s thumb drifted over the back of my hand. “Something sweet to finish?”


“Yes,” I said hoarsely. But the sweet thing I wanted wouldn’t be found on any restaurant menu.


* * *


The drive back to the rental she was sharing with her friends was quiet and contemplative. No awkwardness, but a silent acknowledgment of a shift and the possibility of exploring something more. Attraction crackled between us and I wondered how long I’d be able to hold out before I had to act on it. As I turned onto her street, Cate reached over to run her hand up my thigh. The muscle tensed involuntarily when she kept up the teasing rhythm.


“You’re making it very hard to concentrate.” I pulled a hand off the wheel to take that one of hers, thinking it would ease some of the electricity pulsing through my body. It didn’t. When her fingers interlaced with mine and her thumb began to move over my skin instead of stroking through my jeans, the tingle grew even more insistent.


I felt it everywhere but mostly deep in the pit of my stomach. Desire. A hunger so raw I wondered if I’d ever be satisfied. I parked in front of the closed triple garage and reached up to turn on the interior light for her. “Thanks for dinner, I had a great time.”


“Me too,” she said, voice husky. She unbuckled and leaned over to brush a kiss over my cheek. When she pulled back, her eyes told me what she wanted as clearly as anything. They moved from mine to my lips and back again a few times, the same way they had the day she’d fallen on the mountain. Her hand played over the back of my fingers, the touch light and teasing.


Interlacing our fingers again, I brought her hand to my face, brushing my nose over the inside of her wrist. Her perfume lingered there, sweet and enticing. My mouth was dry, voice hoarse. “God, you smell so good.”


Cate turned off the interior light, leaned in and kissed me. It was a chaste, friendly good night kiss and I had a moment of ridiculous uncertainty. The feeling was soon pushed aside when her lips parted and her tongue tentatively stroked mine. She eased back enough to murmur, “I’ve been dying to do that for days.”


“Me too.” My hip jammed against the parking brake when I leaned closer, seeking more and she gave it to me. Her face was hot under my hands, her tongue seeking mine and finding it. She kissed me like a woman starved and when her teeth grazed my lower lip, my desire uncoiled like a beast. I unbuckled and tugged her closer.


Time meant nothing. The only things that mattered were her hands in my hair, the way she kept pressing herself against me, and her lips. Those lips. Hot and searching. Warm and inviting. We acquainted ourselves as more than friends but not yet lovers, the heat of her stoking the embers in my belly until I was almost aflame.


Cate pulled back first, forehead resting against mine, her breath coming in quiet rasps. “I really want to invite you in.”


“I really want to accept.”


“I just don’t think it’s a great idea right now with a house full of people.”


“Mmm, probably not.” Despite my acceptance that nothing more was going to happen, the mere thought of taking her to bed had me throbbing and tingling in delicious places.


Cate sighed shakily. “Okay, I’d better get inside before I ask you to drag me into the backseat and take me right here.” She kissed me again and exited the car swiftly as if she was afraid she’d change her mind if she didn’t leave. Cate strode away, hands stuffed into her coat pockets and shoulders hunched against the cold. Once she’d unlocked the door, she stepped inside, waved at me and closed it again, leaving me to sit with my arousal threatening to run out of control.


I shuddered, the image of her in the backseat firmly etched in my head thanks to her suggestion. Her, spread wide for me, nails in my back, my fingers buried deep inside her as I begged her to come for me. “Stop it,” I groaned to myself.


Closing my eyes, I willed my body to pull blood away from my groin and throbbing nipples and send it back to my brain so I could drive home. If I thought I had it bad for her before, after that kiss I was well and truly gone.



  
Chapter Ten


After lying awake thinking for most of the night, I woke a little groggy, and a lot horny for the same reason. By the time I’d dealt with the horny, I was borderline late to work and had to limp-run up from the shuttle stop. Rach was out sick and Tess enlisted me to teach a private kid lesson first up because apparently I was the only instructor available.


“First time on skis,” Tess explained as she pointed out a girl who was quite a bit smaller than my usual child clients.


I pulled on my gloves and as I made my way over, tried to dredge up some tiny kid-friendly terminology from some dark recess of my brain. I felt the pang of longing I always did when I saw little children in ski gear. Little children any time, really. She would just brush the top of my knees and was flanked by two women—one in snowboarding boots, the other in ski boots—with her arms raised to keep a hand in each of theirs. So damned cute. “Phoebe?”


The short brunette in ski boots smiled, and raised her free hand. “Right here.” American. Small kid. Lesbian couple? Maybe these were Cate’s friends. How many rainbow families from America could have suddenly descended upon an Australian ski resort? Under her helmet, the snowboarder’s dark hair could well be the curls that had made me jealous.


I smiled politely. “Hi. I’m Aspen.”


The two women exchanged an eyebrow-raised look before the woman who’d spoken before offered her hand. “Melissa.”


I shook it, then the hand of her companion, an African American woman who grinned and introduced herself as Danielle.


Now that I thought about it, the resemblance between Phoebe and Tim was obvious, and the looks and smiles Danielle and Melissa were exchanging made a lot more sense. My first name wasn’t exactly common. I shook off the thought and gave both women my best reassuring smile and leaned down to small child eye level to introduce myself to her. “How’re you doing, Phoebe? I’m Aspen.”


Her mouth quirked into an uneven line. “Like the trees?”


“Exactly like the trees. You are really smart to know that. How old are you?”


Phoebe turned to press against Danielle’s leg. “Five,” she said shyly.


“And have you ever been skiing?”


She gave me a very solemn head shake. “No, but I’ve done sledding.”


Melissa spoke up. “We’ve been trying to get her on skis or a board for a year, but she’s shown no interest until now. Didn’t want to push her.”


I smiled up at Phoebe’s moms, then turned my focus back to the girl. “Well, I’m super honored to take you out for your first day on skis.” I straightened up, to the protest of my joints, and looked at Danielle and Melissa again. “We’ll be on the flat out here for a while if you want to watch.”


Danielle brushed her fingers over Melissa’s arm. “What do you think, hon?”


Melissa shifted the tiny skis she was holding. “Coffee, inside.” She bent down and kissed Phoebe’s tiny gloved hand. “See you soon, sweetheart. Have fun!”


Danielle crouched, tugged Phoebe’s jacket straight and tickled her, eliciting a squirmy giggle. “Got your listening ears on, Pheebs?”


A serious nod. “Yeah.”


Danielle placed a hand on Phoebe’s helmet. “Great. Mom and I will see you soon. Have fun, love you.”


I held out my hand for Phoebe’s skis. “I can take those. Thanks.” Tucking them under my arm, I offered my hand to the small girl. “Ready to go?”


Phoebe looked look up at her mothers, who both smiled encouragingly, and then put her small hand in mine. Thank you, Universe, for this willing pupil. I liked kids of all ages, but reluctant ones were tricky. Small reluctant ones could be a nightmare. We clumped away, her taking three steps for every slow and shortened one of mine. I was bent to the side so she didn’t have to reach so high to keep hold of my hand.


She tugged at my hand to get my attention. “These shoes make my feet feel funny.”


“I know. But you’re just like me. See? Try like this.” I made an exaggerated heel-toe movement. “I bet with a bit of practice, you’ll be zooming around. Come on, let’s get our skis on.”


Once we were clipped in, I found a quiet space and started by pulling her around on the flat. After a few minutes she was giggling so much that I wondered how she was still breathing. When it was time to try a little bit of downhill, I yanked my gloves off so she could hold my hands securely and skied backward down the beginner slopes with her while she laughed and cheered. By the end of the lesson, she was starting to get the hang of making her skis into a wedge and telling me over and over she was ready for the big hills.


“Almost,” I agreed. “But we’re outta time today. Maybe another day.” I positioned myself behind her, skis on the outside of hers and held her hands again as we shuffled over to the racks. I clipped out, stored my skis and knelt down in the snow. “That was super, Phoebe. Double high five.”


Little hands slapped mine. Before I could get her out of the bindings, shadows came over from behind me. Phoebe looked up. “Mom! Mama!”


I twisted around to see Danielle and Melissa. With Cate.


Cate smiled secretively and my mouth went dry, thinking of those smiling lips on mine less than twelve hours earlier. I turned around again to help Phoebe out of her skis but she was sliding them back and forth in the snow, clutching my sleeve. “I learned to make pizza!” she informed everyone present.


“Pizza? Hang on, I thought you were learning to ski,” Melissa exclaimed.


“No! A pizza!” Phoebe twisted her skis inward to show them a wedge. “See?”


“Wow, that’s so clever. Are you going to let Aspen help you out of your skis now?”


“Yeah.” Phoebe clutched fistfuls of my jacket while I pressed down and released her from the bindings. She clumped as fast as she could to her mothers and tackled their legs. “Did you see me?”


Danielle nodded while Melissa stroked her daughter’s hair. “We did. You were so great.”


I stood—moving slightly to the side, holding the skis—and tried not to look too obviously at Cate. I failed. When she looked at me with that knowing expression a now-familiar warmth spread through my body. It seemed Phoebe was reading my mind because she turned her attention in the same direction as mine. “Aunt Cate, did you watch?”


Cate smiled and looked down at her. “I sure did, Pheebs.” Raising her eyes back to mine, she added, “I watched you guys the whole time.” You guys. She’d watched us. She’d watched me.


Danielle took Phoebe’s hand, swinging it back and forth. “Saaay, why don’t we have pizza for real tonight?”


Melissa coughed. “This wouldn’t be because it’s your turn to cook, would it, babe?”


“Maybe.” Danielle slid her free arm around her partner. “Aspen, how’d you like to come for dinner at our place? I’m sure Cate would be thrilled.”


Cate looked both thrilled and also ready to throttle her friend. Danielle pointedly ignored the look Cate was throwing her way and asked, “You know where we’re staying, right?” She was baiting me, and I liked it. I liked her sense of humor and her silent offer of acceptance.


I grinned. “Yes, I do. Why don’t I pick up the pizzas on my way over?”


“Fantastic, I’ll let Cate organize the details. And uh, you know you’re allowed to come inside this time?” she asked dryly.


My grin got wider. “Great to know, thanks.”


Cate slapped Danielle’s arm. “That’s it. You. Go. Now. Give me a few moments to talk to Aspen.”


They left with promises to see me later tonight, Phoebe giving me a final vigorous wave as she walked away. The moment her friends were out of earshot, Cate swung back to me. “I’m sorry about them.”


“Don’t be. They seem really great.”


“They are, but they’re also shitheads.” She glanced around, slowly, as if taking stock of our surroundings. “You have to go back to your clients. Talk to you after?”


“I look forward to it.”


“Mmmm.” Finally those blue-gray eyes found mine. “Aspen?”


“Yes?” I tried not to look at her mouth and was almost successful.


“I want to kiss you so badly right now,” she admitted.


Last night’s kiss echoed through my body, reminding me of the taste of her, the low sounds of pleasure she’d made. It’d be so easy. I even looked around to see who would notice us before reality reminded me of how inappropriate it would be. “Me too…but I’m working.”


Her hand brushed against mine. “I know.” Cate straightened, almost as though shaking off a thought. “Are you sure you don’t mind coming to dinner tonight?”


“I absolutely do not mind. I’m excited to join you guys.”


“We eat around six thirty so Pheebs can get to bed. Is that okay?”


“Perfect.” I’d have time to go home, shower and have a minor freak-out about spending the evening with Cate and her family.


“Then we usually watch a little television together or play some board games after dinner.” She hastened to add, “But you don’t have to stay.”


TV. Games. A regular family evening. The thought made something inside me twist into a knot of longing and I had to draw in a breath before answering, “I’d love to. If you’ll have me. I mean, if you don’t mind.”


“We’ll have you and we do not mind.”


“Great.” I paused as someone ski-shuffled past us and when we were alone again, I turned back to her. “Cate, will Gemma be okay with me coming for dinner? It’s one thing to get together outside the house, but me being in her space is another thing entirely.”


She seemed surprised that I’d asked. “I’ll mention it to her but I’m certain she won’t care. Why?”


“I just don’t want her to be uncomfortable about it.”


“You’re so sweet. She won’t be, trust me. She likes you.”


“You’re sure?”


“Never surer.” Her lips turned up in the same smile of interest and promise she’d given me the night before.


My pulse picked up even more, which seemed to be the standard now when I was around her. “Cate, you can’t smile at me like that when I’m at work,” I complained quietly.


“Why not?” Cate raised her eyebrows, all mock innocence. She stretched up to whisper in my ear. “I like watching you squirm.”


* * *


Dressed in jeans, slippers and a faded University of Michigan tee, Cate answered the door. Her hair was down and the breeze lifted strands away from her neck, exposing a smooth expanse of skin begging for kisses. “Come in, come in. It’s freezing out.” She relieved me of the pizza boxes and pushed the door closed with her butt. “There should be a free hook for your coat.”


“Thanks.” I shrugged out of my jacket and unwound my scarf, hanging them both carefully.


Cate watched me as I toed out of my boots and used a foot to push them to the side where an assortment of shoes and boots were lying haphazardly. After a chaste brush of lips against my cheek, she murmured, “Follow me.”


It was a beautiful house, warm and open, and the interior architecture reminded me of my house back home, all stone and wood and high ceilings with exposed beams. Discomfort fluttered through my body. I made a conscious effort to push it aside by focusing on Cate walking in front of me. I didn’t want to think of my house. I didn’t want to think about the past.


Cate slid the pizza boxes onto the counter. “Can I get you something to drink? Beer? Wine? Something else?”


“Wine would be great, if you’re opening a bottle.”


“We’re on vacation.” Cate laughed, gesturing to a half-full glass of red near the sink. “There’s always a bottle open around here at night.”


Gemma and Tim rushed into the kitchen and straight to the fridge. They both said a smiling, “Chewbacca!” Clearly a planned greeting.


“Rey, Han Solo. Yo!” I gurgled a few incoherent Wookie noises for good measure.


They laughed and I made a mental note to lend Cate some DVDs so the kids could watch Star Wars while they were here. Cate pulled a wineglass down from the cabinet above the counter. “What on earth are you guys talking about?”


“Nerd stuff,” Gemma explained.


“Mmmm, clearly. Gem, Tim, this is your only Coke of the night, okay? Can you take dinner into the dining room please?”


The kids carried the boxes out, leaving us alone in the kitchen. Cate looked behind me then grasped my hip, yanking me forward to meld against her supple curves. Then her lips were on mine, soft and warm and oh so inviting. “I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she murmured.


“Me too.” Taking a loose fistful of her hair, I flicked my tongue along her lower lip, tasting her red wine kiss. Heat blossomed when Cate’s tongue came to meet mine. She had me pressed against the sink and while the kiss was fast becoming inappropriate for the location, I was too far gone to complain. Hands made their way under my shirt and almost unconsciously, I pushed my leg between hers.


Cate’s soft groan was cut short by obvious footsteps, and we pulled away from each other as Danielle poked her head around the doorway. She snorted. “Hey, teen make out session. Dinner’s ready to be inhaled. Phoebe’s declared she’s starving and apparently ‘needs to eat lots and get strong so she can go to the ’lympics like Aspen’.” She disappeared again, leaving soft laughter in her wake.


I turned back to Cate and raised a questioning eyebrow. “Have you been talking about me?”


“She asked to see what fast skiing was.” Cate’s hand slid to my ass. “And I may have showed her a video online. And I may have watched it a few times after she left.”


“I see.” The thought of Cate watching me in my old life was strangely unsettling. “Did she like the fast skiing?”


“She did. And I really like looking at you in that racing suit.” Cate kissed me again quickly then led me out of the kitchen and into the dining room.


Phoebe insisted I sit next to her for dinner but after a long contemplation, allowed Cate to sit on my other side. How kind. As Phoebe tugged on my hand to make me sit down, Danielle shot me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, she’s in that hero worship phase.”


I smiled. “It’s fine.” And it was.


Everyone else was engrossed in the comfortable conversation that passed between family and longtime friends. Then there was me and Phoebe. With an ear cocked to the discussion around me, I tried to eat dinner and answer her questions at the same time. Pheebs asked everything from how you stand up when you’re going fast on skis, to did I know she was starting first grade soon and why was there was something shiny on my nose?


When she told Danielle that she wanted a nose earring too, Danielle laughed. “Less talking and more eating, please.”


Cate’s hand against my knee caught my attention. Leaning over, her nose brushing my ear, she murmured, “You’re doomed now she knows you’re a captive audience.”


I pressed my lips together to stop myself laughing and reached for my wine. After I’d taken a sip, Melissa asked, “So how come you’re not skiing professionally anymore, Asp— Ow! Really, Cate? Kicking me under the table? Mature.”


I grinned at Cate and rubbed my hand over her thigh to reassure her. “Oh, well I heard there were three kids coming to Thredbo for the twenty-seventeen season. Thought I’d better give up my pro racing career so I could teach them.” I winked at Tim and Gemma. The table was silent for a few moments until the three adults started laughing.


Danielle picked up pieces of Phoebe’s dropped pizza, still chuckling. “Oh, you can come have dinner with us any time, Aspen.”


Cate’s hand slid into mine, her fingers interlacing. “I agree.”


 


By the time we’d watched some television, and played a weird board game called Carcassonne—which I lost, to Gemma’s teasing delight—it was nearly midnight. I said my good nights to the older two kids, and gathered my things to leave. “Thanks for inviting me ’round. I had a great time.”


Melissa leaned into Danielle’s side, smiling tiredly. “It was our pleasure. Maybe we can do it again soon.”


“Absolutely. Good night.”


Cate placed a hand on my back. “I’ll see you out.”


After I shrugged into my jacket, she took my scarf from the hook in the doorway, folded it in half and reached up to place it around my neck. I lowered my head to watch her and let out a soft sound of surprise as her beautiful, delicate fingers fed the loose ends through the loop. Cate raised her eyes to mine. “What?”


“Nothing.” But it was everything. So simple, how she’d noticed the way I always wore my scarf. I leaned down for a kiss. “Don’t come out, it’s freezing.”


But she pulled her coat down and followed me outside anyway. I started the car and closed the door to keep the heat in. “Thanks so much for tonight, I had a really great time.”


“Me too.” She paused, brushing her hand down my forearm. “You’re wonderful with the kids.”


I leaned against the hood. “Well, they’re wonderful kids.”


“Yeah.” She smiled fondly and stuffed her hands into her coat pockets. “What are you doing tomorrow on your day off?”


“Probably sleep in a little, spend an hour or so on the mountain and do some housework.” I grinned. “Fun stuff.”


“Did you want to meet up?” She asked it casually, but her expression told me the question was anything but casual.


Time alone. My mouth went dry and I had to pause before I could answer. “I’d like that. A whole lot.” I made a quick calculation. “How’s eleven thirty or twelve at my place?”


“Sounds perfect.” She pulled a hand out of her pocket to extract flyaway hair that was in her mouth. That mouth, with lips that were constantly begging to be kissed, was a constant distraction.


I nodded, trying to still my suddenly racing heart. “I don’t live far from here, if you head back along—”


“Aspen,” Cate interrupted gently, stepping close and taking my hand.


“Yeah?”


“Just text me the address when you wake up and I’ll put it in the GPS.” She stood up on tiptoes and kissed me, softly but there was an undercurrent of need. It echoed in my belly, the fluttering building and spreading through my chest. Lips parted, I invited her in and she accepted.


Pushed against the car, the heat of her against me, I felt a tremble that had nothing to do with the freezing car at my back. Her hands were at the nape of my neck, fingers gently massaging as she slid one of her thighs between mine, pressing hard until the flutter in my belly went south and turned into a deep ache. I inhaled sharply. “Wait. Stop.”


“What?” she breathed.


“I can’t do this here.” Gently, I pushed her hair back from her face. “If you do that, if you start, then I can’t stop.”


Cate backed off, dropping her head against my shoulder. Her words were muffled. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just…”


“I know. Me too.” Using a finger under her chin, I lifted her face. “I feel like making out in front of this house is becoming a habit.”


“Are you complaining?”


“No. But it’s a habit I’d like to break all the same.”


A hint of a frown crossed her face and I ran my thumb softly over her lips. “What I mean is, I want to make out with you inside and anything that might come after that. I want you, Cate, so badly it’s almost painful. I can’t stop thinking about you.”


Cate let out a slow breath. “Me too,” she said hoarsely. “Now go, before I drag you back inside. I’ll see you tomorrow.”



  
Chapter Eleven


After only a few hours in bed, I woke and knew after ten minutes of staring into the dark that I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep again. I shoved my feet into Uggs and trudged out to the living room where I stayed on the couch, wrapped in a blanket and watching movies until Ed slipped back in around seven a.m. After a quick shower, he left again, grumbling about the unfairness of me staying inside and out of the wind, while he had a work shift. Like he’d never waved cheerfully from his perch on the couch when I’d had to work and he didn’t.


Once I’d warmed up enough to move without hobbling, I cleaned the house and put fresh linens on the bed. As I tucked the sheet under the mattress, I knew exactly what it meant. Fresh sheets for our first time in bed. Cate and I had been teetering on the brink of intimacy and now it felt like we were both ready to fall over the edge together. Did I want to share my bed with Cate? Would she be more than a casual lay? More importantly—could she be?


Cate and her daughter would be gone in a few weeks and I’d still be here. Even though we barely knew each other, I couldn’t help but wonder at what might happen after that, and the more I stared at my fresh sheets, the more I realized how deeply I cared. About intimacies. About possibilities. About trying to get the things I’d always wanted.


Cate arrived right at midday, three light taps on the door echoing through the house to herald her arrival. I opened the door to a hurricane of blond hair, tangled and tousled around her face. She grinned and used both hands to push some of it back again. “This wind is rotten.” With cheeks flushed and eyes sparkling, she practically glowed with vibrant beauty.


I sucked in a breath, willing my pulse to settle. “Christ.”


Her smile wavered. “What?”


“You are so…” I swallowed, unable to find the words to express how stunning she was. Instead, I pulled her through the door and we shared a toe-curling kiss as she shrugged out of her coat. When her tongue lazily stroked mine, I had a flash of fantasy where I carried her to the bedroom and had her before we’d said another word. Where are your manners, Aspen? With a reluctant groan, I took a step back, breaking the kiss.


After declining my offer of a drink, Cate followed me around the house as I gave her the quick tour. “Kitchen, lounge etcetera. Ed’s room.” I paused at the open doorway at the end of the hall. “And…my room.”


Her gaze swept around the small, neat bedroom before lingering on the four photographs sitting on top of the dresser against the back wall. Being apart from my family stung, and I carted these photos around the world with me.


“May I take a look?” she asked. I nodded, and followed her all the way into the room. Cate leaned closer to one of my favorites, taken by my mom—me at age four on my first unassisted run down a slope. My father was laughing in the background, his arms thrown up in the air, fists clenched in a victory cheer. “This is you?”


“Yep.” I pointed to the other child in the photo, who stood off to the side with arms folded petulantly over her chest and an unmistakable pout. “And that is my sister.”


Cate laughed. “She doesn’t like to ski?”


“She does and she’s actually pretty damn good when she wants to be. She just hates the cold. And I think she didn’t like giving up four years of being the special only child. When Dad realized I was really into skiing, Hayley resented me even more.”


“Are you two close?”


I nodded. “Very. We don’t see each other as much as we want to, but other things kind of get in the way.”


“I know what that’s like.” Cate moved on, gesturing to a photo of Hayley and me with our mother. “Your mom?”


“Mhmm. She died when I was nine. Ovarian cancer.”


“Oh, Aspen. I’m so sorry.” Cate’s grip on my arm was gently supportive.


“It’s fine, really.” My mother was a strange emotional gray area where so many of my memories seemed to be not mine, but what my father and sister had told me. More than twenty years after her death, I still wasn’t sure if I missed her so much as I missed the idea of her. I pointed out Hayley and Ryan in a photo with Anna and David. “Sister and husband, and my niece and nephew. Anna’s a little older than Phoebe, and Davey just turned three.”


“They’re adorable.”


“Thanks.”


“What about your dad? Do you see him much?”


“No, he died at the start of last year.” It was easier to say than I’d expected. “Heart attack in his sleep which is something I guess. He was a snow groomer at Beaver Creek, loved his job so much, used to say he was making the runs perfect for me. He was out working the night he died, came home and went to bed like he always did. And that was it. No warning at all, or at least he’d never mentioned anything. Hayley and I were pretty caught up in our own stuff.” I cleared my throat. “I was working in Japan. I was going to call him that weekend, but yeah…”


“Sweetheart…” Her hand came to my face, gently stroking my cheek.


I shrugged. “Part of life I guess. It’s okay.”


She had that same expression as our first day on the mountain, and again it was so sweetly tender that I had to look away. Cate was still for a few long moments, then turned away to pick up the only photo that wasn’t of family—a head and shoulders candid of me as I reached up to make sure my goggles were snug. I liked the photograph as much as I could like any of the photos of myself, but this one was taken in Vancouver, right before my last ever Super-G. I kept it with me to remind myself of what I’d had and what I could do.


Now, so far removed from the person in the photograph, I always had to look hard to find myself in the picture. Some days it was like looking at a twin I felt I’d never met. I wondered what she was seeing, what she was thinking.


“This is a great shot.” Cate set the frame back down. “You look scared,” she said, out of nowhere.


I couldn’t think of what to say. Unlike most people, I’d always seen the fear etched on my face. After a long, tense moment I finally managed to answer her. “I was ahead by a good margin, until I crashed. I would have won it. Should have. Super-G was always my best event.” I swallowed the uncomfortable feeling in my throat. “I fell badly in training before I left for the Games. Pushed it out of my head to get bronze in Combined and gold in Downhill, but then I just couldn’t anymore.”


She frowned. “You fell? I don’t remember that.”


“You mustn’t have been reading the sports pages. A journalist interviewed me right after that training session.” I parroted my response for her, unable to keep the mocking tone from my voice. “Oh yeah, ha-ha it was nothing. Happens all the time. You know what they say, right? Bad dress rehearsal, great opening night. My training’s right where we want it. I feel really good, strong, and I’m ready to move up on the podium.” I made good on my boast, one time at least.


Cate said nothing but her eyes were soft, waves of compassion pouring off her.


After all this time it was still hard to believe I’d screwed up so badly, and I had to make a conscious effort not to clench my fists. “I was so damned stupid.”


“Or brave,” she amended quietly.


I laughed, but it was so dry I almost choked on it. “No. Bravery would have been to admit my fear years before so I could get it out where I could deal with it. For ages, I couldn’t figure out why it’d happened, you know? Why I’d suddenly grown so afraid of the thing I love so much. It’d become insidious. Unrelenting.”


“Did you ever work it out?”


“Mhmm, with the help of a very good therapist. She once told me my fear was a box.”


“A box.” Cate tilted her head, eyebrows drawn together. “What do you mean?”


“Like…every time I fell, or injured myself, or someone on the circuit was injured, my brain put that fear into a box. Then I jammed the lid on and kept the box hidden because that’s what I needed to do so I could keep racing. Eventually the lid wouldn’t hold any more.” I massaged the suddenly tense muscle at the back of my neck. “And it kind of exploded out right at the moment I really needed that lid to stay on.” It’d exploded and I’d crumbled—under the weight of my own drive to succeed and the expectation of others.


“That makes sense,” she said evenly. After a pause, Cate added, “I can’t imagine what it cost you.”


“Back then? Everything. All the time.” I drew a deep breath, catching a trace of her perfume again and the scent was oddly comforting at such a raw time. “Now it costs me nothing.”


“Are you sure?”


I grinned and amended my response. “Most of the time.” I couldn’t help looking at the photo again. “After the crash, once I’d stopped sliding, there was like a few seconds where I couldn’t feel my legs and I thought I’d broken my back. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe and my next thought was thank God I was dying because I didn’t want to live and be paralyzed. Then the pain hit again and I almost wished I was paralyzed so I couldn’t feel it.”


The shudder at the memory came unconsciously. As well as the bones piercing the skin of my left leg, I shattered my knee, wrecked my ACL again, broke my nose, and for good measure dislocated my hip. Then there was the concussion, cuts and abrasions that come with flying through the air at over eighty miles an hour, landing on ice and hard packed snow, then skidding down the course. I hadn’t even had the fortune to hit the netting to stop my out-of-control slide.


Cate touched the small of my back, her fingers gently massaging either side of my spine. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, Aspen.”


“No…I want to. I almost didn’t compete in the Super-G, you know? Came so close to talking myself out of it with what I then thought were selfish and childish thoughts, like I had a bronze and gold already from those Olympics. Silver and bronze back at home from Torino. All my other podium finishes and trophies, so what did I have to prove? Didn’t need another medal, really. I even thought about pretending to be injured. Then I remembered all the people who were relying on me to perform well. All the people I’d let down if I pulled out.”


Cate listened silently, stroking my back as I talked, still facing away from her. “I’ve watched it so many times and it’s funny because I can remember exactly what I was thinking. About dying and panic and pain. I thought they’d be so pissed at me holding everything up. And it went so quiet. Usually there was that awareness of people cheering and those damned cow bells ringing, but it was this ghostly silence.” I turned my head to the side to look at her. “When I landed, my face was right against the blue course-marking dye and my nose was dripping blood and my brain started this chant of USA! USA! Red, white ‘n’ blue! Such a stupid thought.”


“They usually are at times like that,” Cate murmured.


“Yeah.” As I spun around to face her, her hand slid from my back to rest on my hip.


“You’re scared now too.” She reached up and touched the edges of my mouth then brushed her fingertips across my lips. “I see it here, when you’re afraid.” Cate looked apprehensive and I could tell she was wondering if she’d overstepped.


She hadn’t. Somehow she’d seen what few people ever noticed. In the photo taken right before my life changed, the only part of my face clearly visible was my mouth. It was set in a tight line, the corners twisted down. “You’re one of only about five people who have ever said that. Everyone else says I look concentrated or determined. Fierce. Ready to win. All that bullshit.”


She glanced at the photo, then back to me and shook her head slowly. “No. I saw it the first time we skied together, and it’s there again now.”


The words pierced me, deep down where I held my secrets, and I wanted to rebut immediately but the response died on my tongue. Instead, I gave her my absolute truth. “I am. I’m scared of how much I want you. I’m scared because you’ll leave and I don’t know what will happen then.”


“Me too.” Her eyes left mine for a moment, then came back. There was the faintest tremor at the edge of her lower lip. “I’m scared of what will happen if we go further, and I’m scared that if we don’t, I’m going to regret it.”


“I know.” I took a tentative step closer, reaching for her.


“You’re the only one since…” She closed her eyes briefly, a hand coming to her temple as though pushing a memory away.


“Are you sure?” I asked quietly.


Cate nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. You make me feel safe. I trust you.” Behind her whispered confession was a hunger I’d not seen before. Then her mouth was on mine, tongue parting my lips and I couldn’t think of an answer. She stood on tiptoes, pressing herself to me, telling me what she wanted. Telling me what she needed. Her hands clutched my hair, tugging lightly and all I could think was how perfectly she fit, her body molded to mine. Sliding my hands around her waist, I kicked the bedroom door closed then pressed her gently toward the bed.


We helped each other out of our clothes, desperate but at the same time unhurried. When she pulled my bra off, her gaze lingered on my breasts, an accusatory gleam in her eyes. I raised a smug eyebrow but made no comment. Cate lightly traced the piercings through my nipples with a hum of satisfaction, then drew her hands up my chest and hooked a finger in the long chain around my neck.


“What’s this?” she asked, moving her hand back until the chain slid through her fingers and the rings were in her hand.


“My mom’s,” I explained, closing my hand around hers and taking a small step backward. I wanted to see all of her, to study every line and curve until they were seared into my brain.


Cate stood unashamedly as I took my time mapping her body, my eyes following the path of my fingers as they wandered over her soft skin, learning her. She was glorious unclothed, slender but unmistakably feminine with high firm breasts, and a neatly trimmed patch of hair at the junction of her thighs that begged to have my nose buried in it.


My throat tightened at the thought. “Cate, you’re so beautiful.”


She smiled, a triumphant glint in her eyes. Her breathing was short, eyes heavy with desire. “And you are so sexy I could almost come just looking at you.” She thumbed my nipples again, slowly spinning the bars. “I thought you meant a belly button piercing, or…” Hands went south, past my belly button, to check other parts of my anatomy.


I laughed softly. “Dead end down there. I was worried something would go wrong with that kind of piercing.”


She insisted on checking anyway, and I jolted when she made contact but she didn’t pull away. Her touch firm against my clitoris, Cate wrapped her other arm around my neck, pressing herself to me. “I’m glad,” she whispered in my ear before her tongue made its way over the lobe. “I’d hate for you to not be able to feel what I’m going to do to you.”


I turned my head and found her lips again, the kiss building until my legs began to shake from the effort of clamping down my arousal. I pulled her to the bed, laid her down and reveled in her. I explored every inch of her with my tongue, memorizing her landmarks until she was quivering underneath me. I quivered along with her as she begged me for more, to not stop, touch her there…please…please… I circled lightly over her clit, then dipped inside her.


Cate’s back arched, and she let out a long moan. “God. Wait. Please. Wait, I don’t want to come yet. Not before I’ve touched you.” She rolled me over, thigh gliding between mine like it belonged there. The pressure was exquisite against my need. We traded kisses—soft and sweet, hot and passionate. I’d been wet the moment she’d touched me earlier and now I was almost ready to explode.


We’d been skirting around this for days and all my control was slipping. I wanted to consume her and judging by her ferocity and vocalization, she felt the same. Cate sucked my nipple, using her teeth to tug gently on the bar. God, how did she know? The tingle spread from my nipples to my stomach and when she bit harder, my clit pulsed in time with the grating of her teeth. “Cate…”


“Mmm?” she mumbled around a mouthful of my breast.


“You have no idea what that does to me,” I breathed. She bit down again, and I bucked underneath her, twitching and panting.


“Actually, I think I have a pretty good idea.” She reached between us, fingers dancing over my skin, seeking me out. The first touch was light, barely skimming over my clit. The second was harder, but all too brief.


“Cate, I need more…please… I want to come.”


Instead of complying, she withdrew all contact from between my thighs and I buried my teeth in my hand in frustration. She moved to straddle me, still worshipping my breasts with her tongue and the frustration melted away. Arousal spread further, through every cell until I felt like my skin would catch fire.


It was clear she had no intention of letting me off the hook. Every attempt to twist so I could grind against something was met with disappointment, and then an amused chuckle from Cate. No more playing. When I wrapped my arms around her waist and sat up, the chuckle turned to a surprised gasp.


I tongued a stiff nipple, sucking gently and she grabbed the back of my neck, her nails scraping my skin. Cate took a fistful of my hair as she ground herself against me, her hot wet arousal painting my skin as she bucked, pleasuring herself. The throb in my clitoris built almost to breaking point. So close, but not yet…not yet.


Bending to drag teeth over her neck, I reached between us to lightly circle her clit, teasing her. Teasing myself. Cate groaned, and sucked my ear. “Please,” she begged. “Fuck me. I want you to—”


I entered her in one smooth motion. She was so wet, my fingers were gliding effortlessly through her heat, discovering all her secrets. Slick with sweat, her breasts sliding against mine, she rode me hard with arms wrapped around my neck. Panting in my ear, begging me for more, nipping and sucking at my neck. Every sound and twitch she made added another layer to my spiraling arousal until pleasure shimmered down my legs, up my spine, through my stomach.


When I curled my fingers against her inner walls, Cate bit my shoulder. Hard. She was almost incoherent. “Oh God, I’m gonna come…I’m coming, don’t stop, please don’t…”


“No,” I rasped, withdrawing abruptly. “I want you in my mouth.” In her body I’d found the answers I’d been searching for and in her pleasure I would find my own. I wanted to taste her so badly. I had to taste her. She held onto me, face pressed to my neck and her legs wrapped around my waist as I tilted forward and lay her down. I slid down between her legs and spread her apart. Then I took her.


Cate cried out hoarsely at the first touch of my tongue and again when I delved deep inside her. She called my name over and over, the volume rising with each strangled word. I felt her grow and swell, her clit pulsing against my tongue as she arched off the bed, tightening around my fingers as she came in my mouth, with a hand clutching my hair. I lapped at her, riding the climax, enjoying her desire until she finally lay still, her breathing loud and erratic.


I rested my cheek against her belly, trying to catch my own breath. “God, you taste so good.” My voice sounded strange, like wind was rushing past my ears. Pressing kisses to her skin, I made my way back up her body to kiss her but Cate pulled me down first, ran her tongue over my lips and probed my mouth. Tasting herself on me. My stomach clenched hard, the pounding between my thighs unbearable. I could feel it, the edge of my orgasm hovering just out of reach and knew the moment she touched me, I would come.


She hooked her leg around the back of mine and rolled me over, settling on top of me again. For the longest time Cate did nothing but look down at me, and I had the sudden overwhelming feeling of being known. Of being seen and understood. My blinking felt too labored, too obvious. My breathing too shallow. I wasn’t afraid of being laid bare for her but I was afraid that she would be frightened by the intensity of my desire.


Her breasts rose and fell with each inhalation, her expression a mix of anticipation and something that seemed almost incredulous. I felt it mirrored on my own face, still not quite believing she was here. Even if only for today, she was mine. Teasing fingers over my stomach made me tense and twitch as they skimmed lower. So close to where I needed her to touch me, but still deliberately keeping away.


Cate’s lips moved and I barely caught the hoarse whispers of her desire. “God, your body is unbelievable.” Her tongue swept over her lower lip. “Can I taste you?”


My eyes said yes. She slid down between my thighs, pushed my legs apart and dove in. I couldn’t stop myself crying out at the first touch of her tongue to my clit and then again as she slid inside me. Cate reached up and spun a bar piercing my nipple and too quickly my climax came swift and hard, cresting the peak and then sending me down the other side.


Cate didn’t stop licking me, rather she pulled back to long, light strokes. With an unexpected rush, I came again, harder this time, fists clutching the sheets, her hair, anything I could grasp. My second climax spread molten through my limbs, leaving me to jerk and squirm under her touch.


When I could move again with purpose instead of reactively, I lifted my head to look at her. If I lived another hundred years, there still wouldn’t be enough time to tell her how I felt. I made a clumsy attempt, voice rough from crying out my pleasure. “Cate…you’re incredible.”


She smiled, kissing the inside of my thigh. “You’re only saying that because you just came.”


“Not true, though it was pretty spectacular. Both times.”


She shrugged but her expression was smug. I reached for her and she came back to me. Lying half-on and half-off me, Cate traced the outline of my tattoos—an eagle in flight about to snatch prey, spread below my left breast. Then there were the obligatory Olympic rings under my right armpit across my ribs. So sue me, I was barely twenty. Everyone was getting them tattooed somewhere and it seemed like a good idea.


Cate started again, lightly tracing my skin, her hand running down my leg. A soft, exploratory touch played over the scars on my knee and calf. She paused, stretching, but couldn’t go lower unless she moved. And I had a feeling she wouldn’t.



  
Chapter Twelve


In-my-bed-post-orgasm Cate was more beautiful than Skiing Cate, or Dinner-and-drinks Cate. Every so often she’d stretch languorously like she was rediscovering muscles long forgotten. The unconsciously erotic action sent a shiver of annoyance down my back but not because of anything she’d done—it was the prospect of her going unworshipped that was so unthinkable.


Eventually she settled against me, head on my shoulder and a casual arm across my hips. “What are you doing next Friday?”


Not quite a week away. I stroked the smooth skin of her back. “Work and then I don’t know. Why?”


“It’s my birthday.” She pulled a face. “We’re having a break from skiing, then if I know Mel and Dani, a huge dinner.” Her fingers began a leisurely path over my stomach. “I’d like it if you joined us.”


The appeal was undeniable but the idea of inserting myself into a family event felt too strange to accept. “That’s really sweet but it’s a family thing. It’d be a little, I don’t know…I’d feel intrusive?”


“Not for us, Aspen. But if you’re uncomfortable, I understand.”


I nodded slowly. “Maybe you could all come here for lunch or dinner before you leave?” I swallowed. “I mean, I know it’s weird but, I’d like to spend more time with you. And your daughter. And your friends.”


Cate’s hand played over my ribs, lightly teasing. She pulled herself closer, nudging her knee between mine. “Sure, that’d be great. I’ll ask them.”


I sucked in a sharp breath as her fingers brushed my nipple. “I don’t work Saturdays or Wednesdays,” I reminded her. “So either of those suits me.”


“I know you don’t.” She rolled on top of me, her body stretched along mine. I forgot everything I was going to say. Cate took my earlobe between her lips, tugging gently. I exhaled a groan when her tongue made a path to my lips.


Cate grunted as my leg came up between her thighs. “You know, it’s going to be very hard in public,” she said between kisses, “to pretend like I don’t want you to drag me out of sight and screw me senseless.”


I pressed more firmly with my leg and she let out a choked moan. The feeling of her seemingly endless want brought my own to the surface again. “Then don’t pretend. Let me push you up against a wall or bend you over a table.” I trailed kisses over her neck, punctuating each one with a teasing suggestion. “Let me touch you. Put my fingers inside you. Make you come. Flip you over and lick you…”


An inhalation caught loudly at the back of her throat. She kissed me fiercely, effectively stopping me from telling her everything I wanted to do to her. So I showed her instead.


For the rest of the day, we left my room only to eat a late lunch, standing in the kitchen, before we went back to bed for an afternoon of lazy lovemaking. I lay intertwined with her, in that gray area of never fully asleep but beyond wakefulness. It’d been so long since I shared a bed with anyone beyond sex, and I filed away every sensation. The way she felt in my arms. How she looked with the late afternoon light in her hair and making her eyelashes glow golden. Her scent and her taste. I closed my eyes and replayed every touch and look. Every one of her whispered pleas. Her hoarse cries of triumph and my own answering calls.


Light fingers traced my jaw. “You’re not sleeping are you?”


I smiled and opened my eyes. “No, just resting. What time is it?”


“Almost five-fifteen.” She sighed. “It’s my turn to make dinner.”


“And you have to go,” I finished for her.


“Not by choice, let me assure you.” Cate kissed my nose and swung lithely from the bed to dress. I stayed where I was and marveled at the fact she even managed to make pulling jeans on instead of off look sexy. Reaching behind herself to fasten her bra, Cate’s eyes fixed on me. “I want more of this.”


It was such an unexpected declaration, I didn’t know what to say. Eventually I got out a dumb, “Sure.”


Cate adjusted the bra cups, settling her breasts into the red satin. I stared and Cate snapped her fingers teasingly. “Eyes up here, pal.”


“Yeah yeah,” I drawled, slipping out of bed. I found a shirt and pulled it over my head. Cate stared at my chest and raised an eyebrow.


I glanced down. The shirt was one my sister had printed for the Vancouver Games with “Double A! Double Gold!” emblazoned across the front. To my sister, the alliteration of my name was a slogan maker’s delight, and now more than ever I enjoyed the irony of wearing that shirt.


Cate’s tone turned serious. “I know it’ll take some shuffling of my vacation time, but I don’t want this to be all we have. I can’t let it be.” She bent to retrieve her sweater from where it’d fallen in our haste to get naked.


“It won’t be, if that’s what you want.”


“It is.”


Somehow, she’d reached in and found what I wanted—something more than just a casual screw here and there. Then she’d given me the choice of letting her keep it, or giving it back. The choice was as easy as breathing. I poured all my hopes and emotions into a single, “Okay.”


“Okay.” Her lips curved into a smile. “So we’re doing this?”


My own smile came freely. “We’re doing this.”


* * *


Being with Cate was like being caught up in a whirlwind of passion and excitement, and I let myself be carried along without an ounce of resistance. We found an easy routine—skiing for an hour or so after I’d finished work, then Cate would sneak out once Gemma had gone to bed, and sneak back after midnight, after a few hours in my bed.


Sometimes we talked a while before dissolving into a tangle of limbs. Other times we didn’t talk at all except to beg, instruct, and praise. She was almost insatiable, giving as good as she got until I’d be left nothing more than a trembling mess, trying to regain my equilibrium.


Only once did she indicate that she was uncomfortable with what we were doing. We were resting in bed after she’d straddled my face and come in my mouth, and she had her head on my stomach, her fingers tracing up and down my thigh. Almost absently, she murmured, “I feel…guilty. For being here while I’m supposed to be vacationing with my daughter and friends.” Cate’s nose brushed across my skin. “But then a little part of me says I have them all the time but I only have you for a short while. And she’s asleep right now, so…”


“I can’t tell you how to feel, Cate but I can tell you that I’m enjoying this.” My hands slid along the curve of her hip to her ass. “Very much.”


“So am I.”


I swallowed hard. “You could have me for longer, if you want. I’ll be home in October. We could—”


“Mmmm, I know.” She kissed her way up to my neck, sucking the skin under my jaw until I tensed in anticipation. When an unconscious groan slipped from my mouth, Cate reached down to drag a finger through my arousal. “Maybe we can talk about it. Later. Right now, I just want to listen to you come again.” Without warning she bit my shoulder and with a gentle push her fingers slid inside me. I forgot about everything except the way she teased my climax out.


 


I woke at my regular time, with an irregular addition in my bed—Cate, asleep, her limbs entangled with mine. She didn’t stir when I moved, nor when I slid from between her hands and legs. I watched her, wondering if she was dreaming of more time with me the way I did with her. In sleep, she seemed more serious instead of relaxed, that crease etched between her eyebrows.


I smoothed it with a fingertip. “Cate.” She didn’t stir. I shook her shoulder gently. It took a couple of shakes and another repetition of her name before she opened her eyes. Even then, she came to wakefulness slowly and with clear reluctance.


Smiling, she looked up at me, until realization changed her expression to one of mild panic. “Oh shit! I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” Cate stumbled out of bed and began to dress frantically. Despite her rush, she was clumsy and adorable in her just-woken bewilderment.


“What’s wrong?” I was torn between concern for the sudden mood shift and admiration for her semi-naked body.


Cate snatched her phone from her jeans pocket, texting with both thumbs. “Gemma will think something happened. She’ll be worried.”


I propped myself up on an elbow. “Are you concerned about what she’ll think? About us?”


“No, no! It’s just I’ve never stayed out all night like this.” Cate bit her lip, thumbs still flying over her phone screen. She looked so sexy, I wanted to drag her back into bed. “It’s not you, Aspen, I swear. I just need to go home, have breakfast and get ready.” She pulled her sweater on and bent over to kiss me. “I’ll see you up there. Are we still going to take Gemma on a black today?”


It was Wednesday, my day off, and Gem had gained so much confidence that I’d thought, and Cate agreed, we could try one of the easier black trails. The trails would be fresh and fairly uninhabited first thing in the morning. “You bet. I’ll see you soon. Drive safe.”


She flashed me a still-slightly freaked smile and then raced out of the room. I waited until I heard the front door close, then carefully maneuvered out of bed and hobbled to the bathroom. It was probably good she’d left before seeing me get out of bed, when I was usually so stiff that I could barely walk. I wasn’t ready to show her everything useless about me just yet. Cold weather made things even worse and given I spent most of my life in winter, it was pretty much always like this.


My broken body and all that came after was just another box I had yet to give Cate to unpack, and the longer I left it, the harder it would be. It wasn’t a betrayal, but more an omission of something she should know about. I just didn’t know how to broach the subject with her.


Hi, everyone. Thanks for the warm welcome. My name’s Aspen and I’m a recovering prescription pain med addict.


* * *


Over a quick breakfast I studied the weather and trail reports, and decided on Little Beauty—a nice, wide trail with hardly any lumps and bumps—for Gem’s first black run. Newly groomed, it would be her best introduction to the harder stuff. I met them on the mountain and after a blue to warm into it, we boarded the lift. Every attempt to relax Gemma with banter fell flat until Cate touched my thigh and gave me a smiling head shake that said I shouldn’t worry about it.


Cate went first, then Gem, with me following behind, tracking her movements precisely to protect her from skiers and boarders who might fall and knock into her from above. The last thing she needed was to scare herself. After two hundred feet, Cate made a wide turn and skied to a stop right at the edge of the trail. Gemma and I followed suit, and I hopped around to stand beside Cate.


“How’re you doing, Gem?” I didn’t really need to ask—the tentative way she’d skied told me everything.


Eyes downcast, she shrugged and made an indistinguishable sound as she slid her skis back and forth in the powder.


I tapped her pole with mine. “What’s this?”


Gem looked up at me. “A…ski pole?”


“What’s it used for? Aside from pretend lightsaber fights.”


“Rhythm and balance?”


“Mmm. Then why isn’t it touching the ground in your turns?”


She smiled sweetly. “Because I’m so busy being scared, I forgot.”


Cate laughed and I couldn’t help chuckling myself. “At least you’re honest. But you need to remember your pole plants, yeah? Get that rhythm going, just like a metronome. Count it out, lefts and rights. Everything you do is the same, it’s just that the ground’s a little steeper and bumpier.”


“Okay.” She leaned side to side as though testing the thought out in her head.


“Trust me on this one?”


Gemma’s head came up immediately. “I do,” she said, and the declaration was almost surprised.


I repositioned my pole straps, more for something to stop myself thinking about the prickling of my eyes. The faith this kid had in me felt infinitely precious. I cleared my throat. “Sweet, then let’s go. I’m going to count and for every pole plant you miss, you owe me a candy bar.”


“What about the ones I don’t miss?” she countered cheekily.


Clever. “Hmmm. Maybe your mom can think of something.” I turned to Cate. “Any ideas?”


“I’ll think about it,” she said quietly.


Gem flashed me a triumphant look, then hopped around to face away from us, ready to start down the mountain again. Cate’s hand came to my back and when I brushed my fingers over her jacket sleeve, she smiled and mouthed thank you.


 


We left Thredbo in the late afternoon after a fantastic day’s skiing and headed back to my place for dinner. The sun was on the verge of setting, the air growing cooler into night. I took off my ski jacket and hung it while Cate and Gemma did the same, then put their backpacks in the corner I’d indicated. Once they’d emptied their hands, I turned to Gem. “Come help me feed the animals?”


“Sure. Mom?”


“No thanks.” Cate glanced up at us, smiling. “I’ll change while you guys are doing that.”


Carrying a bucket, Gem followed me out to help me fill the bird feeders, scatter seed, and set out quartered apples for the possums that would appear like bandits the moment it was dark. “Do you do this every day?” she asked, tossing seed in an arc over the ground.


“Mhmm. Here and back home too.” Suddenly feeling sheepish, I added, “I hate thinking of them being cold and hungry.”


Gem laughed. “You’re a big softie.” One of her throws went wide, perhaps intentionally, and caught me square on my chest. I reciprocated by tossing some seed at her legs, and she yelped and jumped out of the way. Movement at the back of the house drew my attention away from Gemma. Cate stood at the full-length windows that faced the backyard, now dressed in jeans and a cable-knit sweater. Her expression was serene, inward as though she was thinking. I lifted a hand to shade my eyes and stared, memorizing the way the setting sun made her hair glow red gold.


A smattering of seed hit my back and neck. Suspicion confirmed—that first throw was no accident. “Oh you did not…” I spun as fast as I could, scooped out a handful from my bucket and flicked it at Gemma. Within moments we were embroiled in a full-scale birdseed fight. Gem lobbed a large handful at me, catching me on the back of the head and as I tried to get away I tripped and landed face-first in the frosty grass. Smooth.


Twisting, I started to get up but paused at the last moment. This was my opening. Wait for it…wait…wait.


“Aspen? You okay? Sorry.” Gem was still too far away for me to make my move.


I heard the thump as Gemma dropped to her knees beside me, then Cate’s call of, “Aspen?”


Gemma’s hand closed on my shoulder. Gotcha. I sat up and dumped the handful of seed onto her head. “I win.”


She yelled and started laughing while she brushed her hands through her hair to flick out bits of seed. Cate reached us just as I stood and offered my hand to Gem to pull her up.


“Are you hurt?” Cate asked breathlessly, clutching my arm.


“Nope!”


Gem’s laughter was the choked, excited kind as she frantically combed fingers through her hair, her eyes closed against stray seed. “You cheater!”


“Not my fault you fell for it.”


Cate brushed her fingers over my cheek, the touch hot against my chilled skin. “Are you guys done?” she asked in a surprisingly tremulous voice.


“Yeah.” I made a sweeping gesture with my free hand. “After you.” I picked up the buckets and followed Cate, with Gem a few steps behind me. From behind I watched Cate run a hand through her hair, pushing all the unruly bits I loved so much out of her face and gathering it at the nape of her neck.


Halfway across my rear deck, I heard a sound but before I could connect what it was—a hand scooping seed from the big drum at the top of the steps—Gem was pulling the neck of my thermal undershirt away at the back and pouring grains down my back.


“Gah!” I jerked, twisting around to brush the seed from where it was stuck under my shirt. “Unfair.”


Gem smiled triumphantly. “Now I win.”


Cate cornered me in my bathroom while I was shucking out of damp, seed-covered clothing. “Are you sure you’re all right?” she asked me in that same trembling voice as before.


“Perfect. I was just kidding around.” I grinned, unfastening my pants.


She reached to hold my face, thumbs gently brushing my temples. “Look at me.”


I focused on her while she stared at my face. Her pupils were so wide I could barely see any blue-gray around the edges. There was ferocity in her kiss, as though she was desperate, but for what I couldn’t tell. Cate yanked my thermals, tee, and bra off, tossing them aside then she pressed herself to me, cheek against my bare chest and I felt the thud of her heart against my stomach. Its language was frantic and I wasn’t yet fluent enough to figure out what it was trying to say. She straightened, head moving to her spot, the one tucked in against my neck.


Cradling her head against my shoulder, I stroked her hair. “What’s up?”


“Just startled me, that’s all. I thought you’d hurt yourself.” She shook her head then stepped back, blinking rapidly. “Are you almost ready for dinner?”


“Mhmm.” Slowly, I leaned down and kissed her again. It was unhurried, gentle, and she pressed against me, the heat of her warming my body. When my hands slid under her shirt, Cate let out a soft moan and pulled away. I kissed the tip of her nose. “Okay. I’ll be out soon.”


I couldn’t help mulling over her odd behavior as I showered and dressed. It came to me when I was pulling on a hoodie—she’d held me like a person who didn’t want to let me go. My thoughts tripped back to a few nights before, when I’d offered her that little piece of myself and asked if she would consider continuing whatever this was when we got home. Then, Cate had seemed ambivalent, noncommittal almost. But now she seemed…invested. The little spark of hope flared, ready to kindle into flame the moment I gave it a little oxygen.



  
Chapter Thirteen


On Cate’s birthday I finished work midafternoon and drove home to an empty house. Edward was at a party some of the American instructors were throwing, and likely wouldn’t be home until the early hours. If at all. I’d never been much of a partier, and now just in my thirties I was starting to feel like a grandma in that group of early twenty-somethings. Maybe I should make an effort to go later, socialize and all that.


After a bone-warming shower I opened a beer, put heat packs on my legs and sprawled on the couch to turn my brain off with the Xbox. And mope a little. Cate and Co had indeed been away from the mountain all day and I’d felt their absence keenly. The pang of loneliness bothered me, but it wasn’t just missing them. I was more bothered by the fact I was already so affected by her that I felt it physically.


My phone rang halfway down my beer. Cate. My smile was automatic when I answered, “Hey, happy birthday!”


“Thank you. Listen, I’m sorry to disturb you but we’re having a disaster.”


“No disturbance at all. What’s up?”


Her answer came out in an exasperated rush. “Melissa decided she wants to roast a damned chicken but Timothy has teenage-boy inhaled nearly all the bread. No bread means no magic stuffing which means tensions in this house are high.”


Tim’s indignant voice in the background protested, “I was hungry! I didn’t know!”


I laughed and Cate went on, “You’re closer than the store from here. Do you have a loaf? We’re desperate.”


Closer than the store was a technicality. “I should.” Knowing Ed’s penchant for buying things we already had, there was likely a few loaves. “Gimme a sec to go check.” Miraculously there was a loaf of this morning’s bread, with only a few slices missing. “Yep, bread here with your name on it.”


“Aspen, you’re a lifesaver. There was about to be some serious meltdowns. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


She arrived faster than that. Standing on my front steps swinging her key ring on her index finger, Cate flashed me a coy smile. “Hi, neighbor. Can I borrow a cup of sugar?”


“You can have all the sugar you want.” I laughed and kissed her. “Come in.”


“You really are a lifesaver. Big birthday dinners are something of a tradition.” She slipped out of her boots but didn’t take off her jacket or scarf.


“No worries.” I closed the door behind her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get you a gift.” Smiling helplessly, I added, “It seemed a bit weird.” But I’d thought about it, something small and token just to say I’d thought of her.


Her hand came to the small of my back as we walked to the kitchen. “It’s fine, really.”


I pushed the loaf across to her, scrutinizing her expression. She seemed far more excited than someone who’d just saved dinner should be. “Cate, if I didn’t know better I’d think this was a ploy to see me. The store’s only a few minutes from here.”


“No ploy.” Cate turned the loaf over in her hand, fiddling with the plastic tie. The movement stilled and she looked up at me, a sly smile forming. “But now that I’m here, what are you doing for dinner?”


“I was going to have a sandwich. But you’re stealing all my bread, so there’s a can of soup with my name on it.”


She set the bread down. “Come back with me and have dinner with us, please. I hate to think of you here alone eating canned soup. Dani’s potato salad is out of this world and I made a cake.”


“What kind?”


“Red velvet. It’s from a box, but still…”


“My favorite cake. It is a ploy, isn’t it,” I deadpanned.


Cate laughed and slipped around the counter. She grasped my long-sleeved tee. “I swear it isn’t. Come on. Please?”


Why was I holding out? I wanted to go and was only persisting with this idiotic refusal because I didn’t want to impose. She’d asked me repeatedly, it was obvious she meant it. “Sure, okay, I’d like that. Can this magical stuffing wait another ten minutes while I change?”


“It can. And if you want to have a few drinks you can stay the night. I know tomorrow is your day off.” The tone was deceptively casual but still couldn’t hide the charged meaning of her words.


A planned sleepover. I ran my fingers back and forth across the marble counter. “What about Gemma?”


“What about her?”


“How do you think she’ll feel when she spots me creeping out of your room tomorrow morning?”


She tugged me close. “Creep out early and sleep on the couch then.” Fingers ran over my hip and hooked over the waistband of my sweats. “She knows we’re seeing each other, Aspen.”


“I just really don’t want her to be upset.” The situation already felt tenuous enough without potentially getting Cate’s daughter offside.


“That’s very sweet, but Gem’s mature enough to handle you staying over. She’s had no issues with any of this so far.” Cate brushed back my shower-damp hair. “Trust me, please?”


She was so certain that it pushed the last of my worries aside. “All right, I’ll toss some things in a bag. Did you want to grab a few bottles from the cupboard? Whatever you want.”


“We’ve got plenty of booze.”


“I’m sure you do, but I can’t arrive empty-handed.” Halfway out of the kitchen I paused, and turned around to catch her eye. “You know, if you wanted a little birthday sex, you only had to ask.”


Her smile was so sultry, my stomach fluttered. “Oh, I’ll be asking later,” Cate said. “Don’t you worry.”


 


The moment Cate opened her front door, Melissa called from the kitchen. “Cate? Did you get it?”


“Yes, I got it.”


“Way to go, Aspen!”


I followed Cate into the kitchen. “You’re welcome.”


Melissa looked up, the surprised O of her mouth turning into a huge smile. “Hey! She convinced you to join us. Wonderful.” She set a wedge of cheese onto a platter of antipasto.


“She did, sorry to crash your dinner.” I held up the bag of bottles. “But I come bearing gifts.”


“Don’t be silly, you’re not crashing anything.” Melissa gave me a sideways one-armed hug. “I’m glad you came. Thank you so much for the bread bail-out.”


“It was my pleasure. Can I help with anything?”


She laughed. “No, of course you can’t help. Have a drink and relax. I’m just putting together something to snack on.”


I leaned against the counter. “Okay, but let me know if there’s anything I can do.”


Cate put my bottles into the fridge and extracted cold champagne. “She won’t.”


Out of nowhere, a purple blur attached itself to my legs. Her chin digging into my knee, Pheebs looked up at me and asked in a rush, “Wanna play Shopkins?”


Carefully, I disengaged myself and bent down. “Sure.” What the hell was Shopkins?


“Now?”


Melissa peered backward over her shoulder. “Pheebs, honey. Give Aspen a moment to settle in please.”


“Okay!” Phoebe ran off, her quick footsteps sounding up the stairs and along the hallway overhead. Oh to have boundless energy like that.


Cate passed me a glass of champagne and slid another over to Melissa. “Where is everyone?”


“Tim and Dani are out chopping wood. Gem’s in the den.” Melissa took the glass, raised it toward us and swallowed a grateful gulp.


Cate laughed. “Is she still trying to put that thing together?”


“Judging by the frustrated groans I’ve been hearing the past fifteen minutes, I’d say yes.”


Cate turned to me. “How good are you at assembling things, Aspen? We bought this construct-a-toy thing but I think it’s causing more annoyance than enjoyment.”


I winked. “I’m a whiz with an Allen wrench and a screwdriver. Graduated top of my Ikea class.”


She snorted. “Good, let’s see if Gem will let you help her. Call out if you need anything, Mel.” Cate tugged me out of the kitchen and along the hallway. Midway along the hall, she stopped, faced me and reached up to brush hair from my eyes. “Everything okay?”


I captured her hand and dropped a soft kiss in her palm. “Yeah.”


“Good.” Cate stretched up to kiss me and I pulled her closer, deepening the kiss. Still holding champagne glasses, we somehow maneuvered against the wall and spent a minute enjoying one another. Cate nibbled my lower lip, then with a reluctant sigh pulled away, her eyes clouded with lust. “If you’re not careful, I’ll have to drag you upstairs and we’ll miss dinner.”


“Dinner’s not for another few hours,” I murmured.


“It’ll take that long for me to do everything I want to do to you right now,” Cate whispered.


“Tease.”


Cate laughed and pulled me toward the den where Gemma sat cross-legged in front of the fire, hunched over a pile of plastic and metal. Pushing aside thoughts of how I could be filling the time before dinner, I cleared my throat. “Hey, Gemma.”


She startled. “Oh, hey! You came. Awesome.”


Cate pulled me to the couch. “How’s it coming together, honey?”


Gemma shrugged. “Okay.”


Cate’s hand slid over my thigh to rest lightly. It wasn’t intentionally teasing but the proximity and left over excitement from the hallway had my nerves firing. I sipped champagne and tried to concentrate on what Gemma was doing. “What’s that?”


“A DaVinci kit,” she told me. “This one’s a self-propelled cart. Or it will be…”


I nodded appreciatively. “Looks like it’s coming together nicely.”


Gemma twisted parts of the project around, eyebrows still scrunched together. She looked so much like Cate when she concentrated. “Yeah, I just can’t quite work this bit out.” Gem shot us a hopeful look.


I leaned forward, forearms resting on my knees. “Did you want me to see if I can help you work it out?”


“It’s kind of tricky,” Gemma said politely. Bless her, she didn’t think I’d be able to help.


Probably time to come clean. Nodding slowly, I mused, “Sure, fair enough but you know, I majored in physics at college. Was even going to do my Masters but couldn’t find time.” Smiling, I sketched a dismissive wave. “You’re right though, I probably would find it tricky.” Not that my degree had included anything about putting toys together, but I’d always been practical.


Beside me, Cate was suddenly still. “Wow, I was way off. Really?”


I grinned, set my champagne on the coffee table and slid off the couch to knee-crawl over to Gemma and her construction. “Mhmm, CU Boulder. I have a degree in engineering physics. Magna cum laude.” I glanced over at Cate, a smile still tugging at my lips. “I’m really not just a dumb jock.” A common misconception, one I never bothered to correct. Most people found it easier to shove me into the dopey athlete box, and forgot I might be someone who enjoyed using their brain and just happened to have a body that was good at sport.


“Aspen, I’ve never, ever thought you were that,” Cate insisted. “How did you fit such a full-on degree in with training and everything else?”


“I was very, very tired for four years,” I said dryly.


“Is there anything else you need to tell me, aside from your intellect, multilingual abilities, and athletic prowess?” She raised her champagne to her lips.


I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “In my spare time I rescue cats from trees, read to the elderly and donate blood at least twice a week.” It almost came out with a straight face. Cate threw a cushion at me. I reached to catch it, missed and laughed. “See? Not so athletic.”


She raised an eyebrow at me and I winked in return. Turning to Gemma, I gave her a wink too, this one conspiratorial. “Come on, let’s get this thing put together and working so we can make it self-propel into your mom’s feet.”


The rest of the evening was a wonderful mix of laughter, food, and bottles. When the kids went reluctantly to bed the adults stayed up to talk in the den and work on a nice cognac. Cate and I curled together on one of the couches, her fingers running through my hair and when I twisted to look at her, she smiled. I was almost purring as she kept up the gentle caress of fingers through hair. The strokes were constant and rhythmical, sometimes twisting the short strands around her fingers. She’d found one of my weaknesses with no prompting and it was all I could do to stay awake.


As we talked, I discovered Danielle and Cate had been best friends since high school. Danielle was an architect. Melissa a CPA running a business from home. They’d been together since they were eighteen, married for almost five years and still looked at each other like teenagers in love. The two families lived within walking distance of each other, vacationed together once a year and had dinner at least once a month but usually more often. This trip was part of a bucket list of Danielle’s to snowboard on every continent—only Africa was left.


There was love and humor in every story, but every now and then I caught a subtle uncomfortable undercurrent when they referred to the past, presumably to do with Cate’s ex. They told stories from their long years of friendship and Cate unwound even more, came even more alive, as she laughed and rebutted indignantly. I watched her without restraint, delighting in her easy smiles and the nonlinear way she told stories and filled in any details her friends missed.


Danielle and Melissa gently prodded me into sharing things about my career and why I’d given up racing. Though Cate’s supportive hand on my leg made me sure I could trust them, I used my moderate explanation of, “I just didn’t love it anymore.” Ruining the mood of the night wasn’t on my agenda.


The conversation dwindled to its comfortable end and the four of us sat for a few minutes in companionable silence. Cate’s hand was under my shirt, her nails running over my back. Almost-empty glass in hand, I lolled against her with my eyes half closed, trying hard not to moan at the sensation on my skin.


Melissa brushed her hand over Danielle’s leg. “Bedtime, love. I’m wrecked.” She stood and pulled her wife to her feet.


Danielle wobbled, then straightened with a grin. “Night, guys.” They walked out, arms around each other and I heard soft laughter going up the stairs, then a door closing.


I pulled Cate over my lap until she was straddling me, and settled my hands on her hips. “Thank you.”


“For what?” she asked, smiling lazily. She was adorably tipsy and I wasn’t far behind.


I sat up until there was no space between us. “For sharing your family with me.”


She rested her arms on my shoulders. “You’re welcome.” Cate nipped lightly at my jaw, following with kisses all the way to my ear. Gentle teeth on my lobe, and a husky whisper of, “Come to bed with me.”


Behind her closed door, we undressed frantically, not caring where our clothing landed. The only thing that mattered was her skin against mine, the pure naked heat of her bared open for me. Dirty words and erotic touches wound me tight like a spring until she uncoiled me with whispered promises and light caresses. Her talented hands, at once commanding and tender, drove me to the edge over and over again, and when Cate opened her body and soul to me I found the solace I’d needed for so long.


* * *


Sounds in the unfamiliar house woke me just after dawn—a child’s quick footsteps, movement around the kitchen, laughter. I lay still, hoping to fall back to sleep but it was pointless in a strange bed with all the strange noise. Cate was pressed tightly against my back, her leg wedged between mine and her arm a soft but possessive weight around my waist. I’d fallen asleep spooning her, my hips against her ass, face buried in her neck and we’d swapped places during the night.


I shifted to get up but Cate burrowed deeper under the covers and pressed herself harder to me. After a moment she asked sleepily, “Ugh. Do we have to get up?” Her hand tightened around my hips, lips brushed my shoulder. “We don’t. Stay in bed with me. It’s still my birthday in the States.” The hand on my hip moved south.


“Mmm. Gimme a minute.” I wiggled from her grasp, scooting toward the edge of the bed before she could start something. Something I wanted her to start but not before I’d emptied my booze-full bladder. It took a few seconds for me to get to my feet, and I half-buckled as always on the first few steps. Once I’d recovered, I made hobbling progress toward the bathroom.


Cate was out of bed and at my side in seconds. “Shit. Are you all right?” She was now very awake.


“Peachy. I’ll be good as gold in fifteen minutes or so.”


“Stop, wait.” Cate grabbed my arm, staring at my feet. “This doesn’t look peachy, Aspen.”


Long past the point where my crippled mornings worried me, I smiled and soothed her, “Situation normal. All those injuries and wear and tear catch up with a person, you know. It’s okay, just arthritis in my hip and ankles and stuff.”


“Stuff? You’re not okay. This is not okay. I knew you had pain sometimes but this is—” Her eyes were wide, forehead wrinkled. “Are you taking anything?”


“I get injections every month while I’m home and when it’s really bad I take ibuprofen. I’ll warm out of it, just need to get moving.” I tried desperately to distract her with levity. “Geez, I sound like an ad for senior’s water aerobics or something.”


“What injections?” Cate demanded, ignoring my joke.


“Cortisone. You should see how bad it is without them,” I added playfully, still trying to lighten the moment away from my physical issues.


She brushed my teasing aside. “Define bad, Aspen. What kind of pain are we talking about?”


I sighed, mumbling, “Eight or above.”


“I really don’t like this.” She bent over, as though she was going to examine my legs, but I stepped back, a hand on the wall to steady myself. Cate straightened, her mouth a thin line. “You can barely move. Why aren’t you doing more to manage this?”


Very deliberately I ignored her question. “Well, you’re just going to have to get used to it.”


She bit her full lower lip. “Am I now?”


“Yes.” Framing her face with my hands, I kissed her. “Can I go to the bathroom please?”


Cate waved me off, but didn’t look pleased about it. “Fine, go, but I’d like to talk about this some more.” From her expression it seemed my plans for a morning quickie had been tossed out the window.


Just brilliant. “I look forward to it,” I lied.


Thankfully it was a reasonable-recovery morning. By the time I’d dressed and made my way downstairs, the pain and stiffness had eased enough for me to move around without being too conspicuous. Cate watched me the whole time, from dressing to walking down the stairs and greeting everyone.


The kitchen table was strewn with bread, cereal boxes, juice, milk, and coffee, leaving barely any space for those breakfasting. Gem and Danielle were reading, Melissa was trying to stop Phoebe from knocking things over and Tim was eating the biggest bowl of cereal I’d ever seen while watching something on his iPad. Resting my hands on the kitchen counter, I studied these people who were so at ease with one another and wondered if I could ever fit in.


Phoebe jumped up from her cereal to tackle my legs again. “Aspen!”


I petted her dark, unruly bed hair. “Good morning.”


Cate gently disengaged the small child clinging to my jeans, and herded her back toward the table. “Careful, Pheebs. Aspen’s got sore legs.”


“It’s fine,” I said quietly.


Cate made an indistinguishable sound, then paused to lean over and kiss Gemma’s hair. “Morning, honey.” She whispered something in her daughter’s ear. Gemma smiled. The exchange took less than ten seconds but in that short time I saw the depth of their bond. The warmth spreading through my spine was different to the one I usually experienced when I looked at Cate. This one was softer, more connected but no less intimate.


Melissa moved a bowl back from the edge of the table, out of the way of Pheebs’s excitement. “Morning. Didn’t expect to see you awake so early.”


“We would have slept in but someone with heavy feet woke us up.” Cate bent to threaten Phoebe with tickle fingers, and laughed when the girl giggled and climbed back onto her chair.


Danielle looked up from her book, mouth open to say something but at a head shake from Melissa, closed it. After a few seconds Danielle offered something innocuous. “Plenty of coffee.”


Having a fair idea of what she’d intended to imply the first time, I grinned. “Thanks.”


Cate studied my halting progress to the coffeemaker, her mouth pressed into a thin line. I smiled sweetly at her while I poured coffee. Cup in hand, I crossed the kitchen and in front of everyone, kissed the disapproval right off her lips.


Once Cate and I were seated, Danielle tried again, this time with a casual, “Have you spent much time down under, Aspen?”


After a sip of coffee, I smiled widely at her. “A fair bit, yes.” It was all I could do not to guffaw.


Cate tossed a fallen piece of cereal at her friend. “Really, Dani?”


Melissa swatted at her wife. “You are so juvenile. I don’t know why I married you.”


Danielle affected a wounded expression. “What? It was a simple question. Not my fault how you interpret it.” She winked at me and I thought that maybe there was a place here for me after all.


Phoebe hopped up on her chair, leaning across the table to cut into the conversation. Perhaps for the best, given the direction it was taking. Her questions were rapid-fire. “Will you come sit here? Will you have toast? Can I have some? Want my Wheaties?”


There was no other answer for those questions except, “Sure.” I pushed myself up.


Cate leaned back in her chair. “Do I have competition from a five-year-old?”


Danielle laughed, and thankfully lowered her voice. “Judging by the bite mark on Aspen’s neck, I’d say no.”


Shit. I hadn’t seen anything while I was getting dressed. I reached up and rubbed my neck as Cate shook with silent laughter beside me.


“Other side,” Danielle said nonchalantly, and lifted her book again.


 


Dani’s suggestion that we head up to Thredbo for the morning was met with a tired no from both Cate and Gemma, and a yeah, sure from Tim. Melissa carried the no vote with her insistence that she needed another day to rest her tailbone after her wife had made her try snowboarding a couple of days earlier. Phoebe didn’t seem to care what we did, as long as she was somewhere in my vicinity.


We spent the day playing games, eating and drinking, and horsing around outside with the kids. I lost every single board game, and this time, Gemma didn’t bother to hide her glee. By sunset, I felt filled in places I hadn’t even known were empty. When everyone was settling for showers and talking about what to do for dinner, Cate quietly asked me if I wanted to stay another night. Melissa and Danielle exchanged sly looks.


Cate pounced when we were getting ready for bed. I’d known this conversation was coming—she didn’t seem the kind of woman to let something like this go—but it didn’t make it any easier. “I don’t want to be pushy, Aspen but there’s no reason to be uncomfortable and in pain all the time.”


There was no way I could hide it now and I couldn’t help wondering how she was going to take my revelation. Sitting on the bed, I waited for her to finish up in the small en suite. “I know.”


Cate came back into the bedroom, braiding her hair. “There’s a lot of things you can try.”


I pulled my legs underneath myself to sit cross-legged, tugging my left ankle into a more comfortable position. “I don’t like taking pain medication. I—” My lips were so dry but I couldn’t produce any saliva to moisten them. “Cate, after the accident I was prescribed a whole lot of things, but mostly OxyContin.”


“Understandable, especially with the level of your injuries.” Cate paused, her mouth forming an O. Then the sound came out in a whispered, “Oh.”


“Yeah,” I muttered. The shame that always accompanied recalling my addiction burned up my spine like wildfire. “I’m a drug addict. In recovery,” I said softly. Those words were so loathsome that I felt like choking whenever I uttered them. But I had to say it aloud, had to let the words out into the world or they would poison me.


Her expression changed like flicking through channels on a television screen. Concern. Dismay. Curiosity. Eventually she uttered one word. “Okay.”


I hastily amended, “I wasn’t snorting it or injecting. Just taking pills. Prescription meds.” Like that made it any better. I’d also never taken anything I hadn’t obtained without a script, a fact I was strangely proud of at the time. I wasn’t really addicted because a doctor said I could have the drugs.


“Will you tell me about it?” She sank down onto the end of the bed, not touching me, her hands resting in her lap.


I finally managed to goad my mouth into producing some saliva so I could swallow, and in a surprisingly even voice, I told her about the most hateful part of my life. She listened, her expression calm but each time she asked a question there was an underlying tremor in her voice. Everything I laid out for her was the truth, presented as bare, emotionless facts because that was all I could do.


How could I really explain that the months following Vancouver were one of the lowest, most badly behaved periods of my life? How could I make Cate understand that even thinking about what I’d said and done to the people who were trying to help made me nauseated? There were no words to paint a picture of the yelling, and crying and baseless insults hurled at my family.


Nor how I’d felt when as soon as I was cleared to use crutches and start my physical therapy, my ex called Hayley to come and help because my dad had never been any good when we were sick. Two months pregnant with my niece, and suffering acute morning sickness, my sister came without hesitation. Then my ex packed her stuff and left. It took her all of ten weeks of my incapacitation to bail on six years of a life together. So charming.


After my long, rambling and borderline-tearful explanation, Cate asked quietly, “What changed? How did you get clean?”


The heat in my spine crept down my arms and I felt I might actually choke if I had to tell her that. Cate’s hand came to my back, stroking gently up and down my tense back muscles as images flickered through my head. Me yelling, crying and begging my dad or sister to drive me out of town to see different doctors for scripts. My family crying with me. Then when it came to the point where nobody would drive me, I’d crutch my way to the car and drive myself, while still half off my head on drugs. The horror of my behavior was seared indelibly on my brain and nothing would ever scrub it clean.


She was still waiting for an answer and I had to give her something. Anything. But the only thing that would do was the truth. After a deep but unsatisfying breath, I managed to push it out. “My sister hid the car keys so I couldn’t drive to another doctor. We had a massive argument, she was crying and I was just…screaming at her, and I was getting so angry that I almost shoved her. I almost shoved my pregnant sister, Cate.” The tears fell so quickly I couldn’t stop them.


Cate sounded horrified when she said, “Oh, Aspen…” But when she brushed her hand over my back, it was soft and soothing.


“I could have knocked her over and killed my tiny niece growing inside her. What kind of person does that?” I rubbed at my face with both hands. “It kind of snapped something inside me. I knew I needed help. My manager and family arranged for me to check into a private clinic and that was that.” One of the hardest things for me to handle had been their unwavering support and forgiveness. Even now I couldn’t reconcile it.


Cate looked stricken. “I didn’t know.”


Her response was surprising, and it jolted me out of my fog. “Of course not, nobody but my family and management team knows.” Aspen Archer Hospitalized for Painkiller Addiction was one headline we managed to avoid. I’m sure my ex doesn’t even know that I spent two months in rehab. “I had a relapse about eight months after but I’ve been clean ever since. I had to make a choice, Cate. Ski or drugs. I couldn’t have both. After all that, I just get worried about taking any kind of serious pain medication.”


Cate’s hand came to my thigh and I grabbed it like it was a lifeline. Her thumb ran back and forth over my hand. “How’re you doing now?”


“Fine,” I said as firmly as I could. “I’m so sorry. I should have said something sooner but I’m incredibly ashamed. Before now, before you, I didn’t want to share this part of myself with anyone.” I sucked in a shaky breath. “Back then it was just like I was out of my head and not in control of my body. I was so low, Cate, like ten feet below rock bottom.”


“It’s not your fault, Aspen. Addiction doesn’t discriminate.”


“No, I know.” Now I’d told her, I couldn’t stop talking. “But the accident and surgeries, I was in so much pain and I couldn’t ski and I was just so angry with everyone. Then my relationship died. Nothing made me feel good anymore but the drugs did.”


Cate frowned. “Why don’t you ever say her name?”


I smiled tightly. “Because having her name in my head is bad enough. Having it in my mouth makes me want to vomit.”


Cate blinked. “That seems like a good reason.” She ran a trembling hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, Aspen. That must have been so hard. Do you still…think about it?”


“Sometimes, yes. When I’m upset or the pain’s really bad.” A sudden, horrific thought slammed into my consciousness. I knelt up and clutched her hands. “I’m not a junkie, Cate, I swear. I barely even take over the counter stuff. You can trust me. Please.” My breath had started coming in little panicky gasps and I fought desperately to calm down, to take a full breath.


Cate held my face in her warm hands, forcing me to look at her. “Relax, sweetheart, please.” She opened her arms to me and I dove into them, wrapping mine around her waist. “It’s okay, I promise. I get it, really I do.” She pulled my head to her breasts, stroking my hair as if I were a child needing comfort.


It’d been years since I cried over this period in my past. In the safe haven of her arms, I gave up trying to stop the tears and let myself fall apart. “Really?” I choked out, reaching up to grasp her forearm.


“Really. You’re still the person you were before. You’re still one of the bravest people I know.” Murmuring sweet words, she ran her thumbs softly under my eyes, kissed my tears away and held me until I fell asleep.



  
Chapter Fourteen


A little after ten p.m., I stood at my bedroom window, resting my forehead against the glass and watching small sporadic flakes of snow swirling around. It rarely snowed down in Jindabyne but it’d been dusting down lightly for the past half hour, giving everything a soft, dreamy look in the moonlight. A nice distraction from the bone pain that’d been my unwanted companion all day. Headlights cut a path through the mist, and I pulled back from the window.


I waited on the front deck, my hands tucked deep into my pockets and breath steaming in the night air as Cate slid out of her car. She jogged up the path with her shoulders hunched against the cold, hopping lithely up the stairs. I pulled her close, an arm around her shoulders and my nose against the hair at her temple. Cate relaxed into me, her arm stealing around my waist as we went inside.


When I’d locked the door behind us, she brushed her fingers over my cheek, the touch warm against my chilled skin. Then she kissed me. There was urgency in the kiss, one I hadn’t felt before. Not the first time we’d kissed, or made love or at any time after. She was desperate, but for what I couldn’t tell. We hadn’t talked about my breakdown, and my confession hovered in the background. Not as something malevolent, but something that could never be taken away.


Resting my hands on her waist, I gently massaged the muscle over her hip with my thumbs and waited for her to tell me what was bothering her. Cate slipped her hands up under my tee to stroke my back, pressing herself to me. “Did you have a nice day?” she asked, the question muffled against my chest.


“Mhmm. How about you guys?”


“Yeah, not bad.”


I leaned back, lifting her chin with a finger. “Is everything okay?”


Her shoulders came up in a helpless shrug. “Just thinking about going home.”


Three days. I was trying very hard not to think about it. Every time I remembered, something inside cracked a little more. “Oh. Do you want to talk about it?”


“No. That’s the last thing I want to do right now.”


I pulled her close again, wrapping her in a tight embrace. She instinctively molded herself into me, like she was made to fit me and me her. I lowered my head to speak low near her ear. “I love how you feel.”


My heart tripped at my accidental usage of that word but she just laughed and said, “Your nose is cold.”


I kissed her neck then shifted so my nose was back against her hair. Cate lifted her face, begging another kiss and I gave it to her. She poured herself into me until I was suffused with warmth. After an eternity, Cate pulled back slightly, her breathing rapid and shallow.


“I could kiss you forever,” I whispered.


“Is that what you really want?”


My answer was immediate. “Yes. I want…more.” Aside from the brief and unfinished let’s just see talk, we hadn’t discussed what would happen after she went home. I’d begun to wonder if she’d changed her mind, if maybe me pushing had made her rethink what came after this. Or worse—if my past was too big an obstacle for us. The desperation made my throat close and my stomach ache with the fear she might not want to see me again, that I was just a vacation screw and nothing more.


Her exhalation was long, and after a protracted, searching moment she said, “Me too.”


The fist holding my stomach relaxed slightly. “We can talk when I come back to Colorado for my downtime between seasons?”


“Two months,” Cate said. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but she didn’t, simply watched me with a closed expression.


I hurried to add, “It’s not that long, really. We can Skype and call. I know it’s only been a couple of weeks but this feels right, Cate and I’d like to keep seeing you. I’d like to see where this could go.”


Cate grabbed my shirt, pulling me into my bedroom. “Take me to bed and remind me how right it feels. We don’t have much time.” She let go of the fabric, curled her fingers and glanced down. “Do you have a nail file?”


“Uh, yeah in the bedside table.” I dropped to sit on my bed, reaching down to pull my Uggs off as she opened the drawer.


“Aspen?” My name was a breathy, curious word.


“Yeah?”


“What’s this?” Cate held up my harness and a couple of toys.


“Well, that’s a strap-on, that’s my vibe and those are my handcu—”


“No shit, wiseass. I meant why haven’t I seen this before?”


“Well…you’ve never been in that drawer, obviously. And I wasn’t sure if you were into that sort of thing.” Rachel didn’t like toys but I did. I liked them a whole lot.


“I am into that sort of thing. Not all the time, but…sometimes I just want hard and fast.” She bit her lip, still holding the harness. Her knuckles were white. “Can we play a little?”


I tried to sound casual but my response came out a husky whisper. “We can do whatever you want.”


Cate backed toward the bathroom. “Give me a minute.”


I closed my eyes, relishing the flutter of anticipation spreading through my body. I already knew how much she loved me burying my fingers deep inside her, so it wasn’t a big leap. Just another way we were compatible in bed. It was like she’d been created just for me. Closing my eyes, I imagined having her that way and the arousal was immediate. I swallowed. Even thinking about her made me wet.


Cate came back, locked the bedroom door and set her loot down on my side of the bed. She’d transformed, the introspective melancholy giving way to a devilish expression that promised she wasn’t going to hold back. The pulse between my legs grew even more insistent. Cate stopped in front of me, just out of reach, and began to strip. It was unhurried, as though the teasing and knowing how much I wanted her was part of her own pleasure.


She drew her shirt over her head, then slid her jeans down one slow inch at a time and the whole time, she watched me watching her. It was clear by the flush over her cheeks and neck, the tightness of her nipples and her quivering muscles how much she enjoyed it.


My eyes strayed unashamed over her body, delighting in the way her fingers brushed over her crotch before she pulled her panties down and kicked them away. Those long fingers slipped inside her folds, circling lightly and I didn’t know where to look—at her face, alight with desire, or at her fingers raking over her clit and tweaking her nipples.


Almost unconsciously, I leaned forward. I jammed my thighs together, flexing the muscle to get a little pressure. I hadn’t even touched her, or her me, but I was so wet and throbbing so hard I could feel the tingling right down to my calves. “Cate…”


“Shh.” Cate pressed her fingers to my lips, gently parting them until I took her fingers into my mouth. She groaned when I sucked, my tongue sliding over her skin to taste her. The throb dialed up a few degrees. Cate knelt in front of me, pushed my legs apart and unfastened my jeans. She ran her hands up my thighs, the touch firm and demanding. “Lift up,” she murmured. I lifted my butt so she could tug down my jeans and underwear. When I reached to touch her, she pushed my hands away with a firm command. “No touching. Not yet.”


Her breasts begged to fill my hands, and her denial had me almost trembling. I curled my fingers in the bedspread, clenching the fabric hard in my fists. “That’s not fair.”


Torturously slow and teasing, Cate removed my shirt then bra until finally I was naked. She’d kept eye contact the whole time she undressed me, her gaze almost a challenge as though daring me to object to the pace she set. Now her gaze was burning. “Did you like watching me, Aspen?”


“Mhmm.” I nodded dumbly. “You’re so damned sexy, Cate.”


“Stand up.”


I pushed myself to my feet and she knelt, fastening the harness around my hips. Cate took her time, sliding it over my skin, letting the cold metal buckles press against me. She carefully tightened the straps, teasing me with wet kisses on my thighs, dangerously close to my slick heat. Cate groaned, her breath fluttering over the oversensitive flesh. “You’re absolutely soaked.” Still on her knees, her tongue swirled closer and closer until she buried her face between my thighs.


I gasped at the first touch, almost buckling. “Oh, God!” Gently fisting her hair I lowered my head to watch her. “That feels so good.”


Smirking up at me, she ran her tongue slowly through my wetness, clamping her lips softly around my clitoris. The tremor in my legs grew until I was almost unable to stand, and I rested a hand on her shoulder and with the other pushed her hair back so I could see her face while she licked me. Eyes half-lidded, she looked almost serene as her tongue flicked over the base of my clit.


The sensation, her expression and the low hum of pleasure at the back of her throat all concentrated into an urgent, exquisite pressure deep in my core. “Wait. Stop. I’m going to come.”


She ignored me, the flat of her tongue tracing a leisurely path up and down my valley. Cate slapped my ass and I had to clamp my teeth together to stave off my imminent climax. Breathing raggedly, I begged her again, “You need to stop or I’m going to come.”


After one last light sweep of her tongue, she stood and arched into me for a consuming kiss. I tried to slow us down, to be soft and gentle but it was pointless. She was lost in desire and I was carried along with her. Mouth hot against mine, Cate bit my lower lip then soothed it with her tongue. I lifted her up, turned us and lowered her to the bed.


She tensed as I dragged my fingers over her slit, moaned when I slipped inside and groaned as my thumb came up to her clit. I ignored her pleas to go faster, taking time to tongue her nipples into firm peaks and tease her before I slid down between her thighs to worship her with my mouth.


“God, you’re delicious,” I murmured. She let out a loud cry when I sucked her, massaging the tight bundle of nerves with my tongue until she was writhing and begging beneath me.


“Aspen,” she gasped. “Please, can you—”


I slid back up to kneel between her spread thighs. She was so beautiful, bared for me, body flushed with pleasure. “Tell me what you want, Cate.”


She sat up. “I want…” Her hands traced lightly up the front of my thighs, along the edge of the harness. “I want you to take me from behind. Hard.”


My excitement rose even higher at her unashamed statement of exactly what she wanted me to do to her. “There’s lube,” I said quietly.


“No,” she murmured, busy snapping the toy into place. “You’ve got me so goddamned wet already.” With that simple assurance, Cate pushed herself up and straddled me, arms around my neck. She was sliding against the shaft of the toy, pleasuring herself and with every downward push, the pressure built against my clit until my breathing was more like uncontrollable gasping.


She was so sexy and so self-assured, and her riding me this way was one of the most erotic things I’d ever seen. Our lips met again, not fighting for dominance but sharing passion. Cate sucked my tongue as I lay her down on her back and her breathing caught when I rolled her onto her stomach.


She knelt and twisted around to look at me as my hands slid down her back, cupped her ass, then slowly traced back up her sides and around to her glorious breasts. I drew my hands down her stomach and dragged my hand over her heat, stroking her clit lightly. She was so wet, waiting for me. “Please,” Cate begged.


Part of me wanted to draw it out, to make her beg even more. But the look on her face told me how much she wanted this. Needed it. Gently, I entered her and Cate brought her hand to her mouth, but it didn’t stifle the cry of pleasure. I paused. “Okay, baby?”


“Mmm,” she said, nodding dreamily. “More, please.”


I made another gentle push and Cate groaned, burying her face in the pillow. Pulling her back by the hips to bring her right up onto her knees, I gave her what she wanted. Hard. Fast. Deep. I closed my eyes, trying to concentrate but my skin was on fire. My body was tight with desire, clit pulsing with every thrust, and I fought against the desperation. I wanted to come, so badly, but I couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Not yet.


Cate choked out another loud groan as my fingers found her clit. She was unashamed with her cries and gasps, begging me to fuck her, asking for more and more. And I gave it to her, over and over. Cate bucked under my fingers, panting out her pleasure. “Don’t stop, feels so good…” Her head fell forward. “Oh, God.”


A tingle spread under my skin. “You sound so goddamned sexy, Cate.” I nipped her neck then ran my tongue over the spot I’d just bitten. “Feel so good.” My voice was raspy with lust. I leaned down to press wet kisses over her back and reached around to touch her again.


She was changing pitch, her moans getting lower and more drawn out. I knew what that meant. With a firm hand on the front of each of her thighs, I spread her wider then slowly pulled her back to me. Settling onto my heels, I held her firmly, one hand over her breasts, the other across her hip. Cate gasped when I found her clit again, reaching back to grab my hair. She was taking what she wanted, yet letting me give at the same time.


Teeth in her neck, my breasts pressed to her sweat-slick back, I thrust forward again. Cate grunted, rocking forward and back, grinding herself on the toy as my fingers played over her clitoris. My painfully hard nipples slid against her back, straining against the piercings. The pleasure was intense, overwhelming, touching every part of me.


I felt the tension in her thighs and ass, the tight coiling of her muscles that heralded her impending climax. She pulsed under my fingertips, her desire wet on the top my thighs. My own arousal was slick against my legs, the pressure of the harness on my clit driving me mad. I was so ready, I wanted to weep from the pressure of holding back. Burying my face in her neck, I drew in some deep breaths, trying to push away my imminent climax. But all I caught was that intoxicating scent again.


I bit her shoulder, harder than I meant to, but Cate didn’t flinch. Instead, she dug her nails into my arm, raking over my skin. “Aspen, oh, God…I’m so close…”


I wanted to withdraw, to feel her come around my fingers and under my tongue but this was what she wanted. Her pleasure was my pleasure and with every thrust and grind, my orgasm built until I felt unable to hold it. My legs tingled, climax threatening to bloom. I tongued her ear, biting lightly. “I think I’m gonna come,” I panted.


“Nonono, wait.” Cate groaned, turning her head to capture my lips. “Let me—”


Pushing her tongue into my mouth, Cate twisted slightly and reached backward and between us. Her touch was firm and focused. She didn’t let up her grinding, driving us both closer and closer until her next downward thrust undid me and I exploded, jerking underneath her as my orgasm took hold.


Cate pulled my hand away from her breast and bit it, muffling her own cries as she climaxed. She tensed in my arms, the deep guttural groan vibrating against my hand as we shared our release, both of us wet with sweat and mingled desire. Cate hung loosely in my arms for a few moments, her head leaned back against my shoulder.


The remnants of my orgasm spread through my body, heating my cells until I was limp with satisfaction. “Better?” I asked, breathlessly, when I could speak again.


“Better,” she agreed, equally as breathless. Cate turned her head to kiss my nose then slid off my lap. Kneeling in front of me, she set about removing the harness, every movement slow and careful. Watching her take it off me was almost as tantalizing as her putting it on. She tossed it over the side of the bed then collapsed onto the mattress with a satisfied sigh.


When I moved to lie with her, the muscle of my left shin spasmed and when I tried to shift to ease the tightness, both my ankles cramped. I grimaced, letting out a frustrated huff as my joints locked in place. So much for the mood. Way to ruin the moment, Aspen.


Cate raised herself up on an elbow. “Are you okay?”


“Ah yep, just give me a moment.” I leaned forward onto my hands then fell to my stomach. After some tricky maneuvering, I managed to roll onto my back. “Cramps are not sexy, sorry.”


“Everything about you is sexy, Aspen. Even your old lady cramps.” Cate stroked my calf, gently kneading her way down to my ankles. “But you know you don’t have to suffer like this. Low dose analgesic combined with other therapies is really effective. You could try medication for nerve pain. Red light therapy. Stem cell treatment could help, even with the scar tissue. More physical therapy. You have so many options.”


Early on, I’d been offered all that—and more—but had declined because I’d been terrified it might work and then I’d have no physical excuse for giving up my career. “I’m aware of treatments,” I said carefully. “And this is what works for me right now.”


The kneading paused. “It’s not working, though because you’re not actually treating it. You clearly have chronic pain, which isn’t being managed. I’m sorry but I just don’t understand why you won’t do more. It hurts me to see you hurting.” Her smile was sad. “It butts right up against the personal and professional.”


Even though I knew she was only pushing because she was concerned, I so did not want to discuss my stupid pain right at that moment. My response came out harsher than I wanted it to. “Really, Cate? I’ve just had some of the best sex of my life, and it’s not enough that my damned legs completely spoiled the mood, now you’re digging at me about it.”


Her eyebrows came up in surprise. “I’m not trying to dig at you, I’m trying to help.”


With effort, I tamped down my rising emotion. I wanted a lover, not another medical professional telling me what I should and shouldn’t be doing. Just once I wanted something where my stupid injuries didn’t intrude into every part of my life. “I know, I’m sorry. I really don’t want to talk about this right now. It’s my body, and I’m managing.”


“Okay,” she said quietly. Though the word was agreeable, her expression was not. Cate’s mouth was pressed into a tight line, the tension unmistakable.


I swung my legs off the bed, needing to distance myself from the sudden mood shift. “I’m going to get a glass of water. Do you want something?”


After a moment, she nodded. “Sure. Thanks.”


As I took a step away from her, I stumbled.



  
Chapter Fifteen


Surrounded by the cold, crisp morning and with a hot mug of coffee in hand, I was totally in my element. I leaned my elbows on the rail encircling the front deck and dialed my sister. She picked up after a few rings. “I was just thinking about you.”


“Ah, were Anna and David asking about their favorite aunt again today?”


Hayley laughed. “Not that I should pump your ego any more, but yes actually.”


“I knew it.” I took an appreciative sip of coffee, enjoying the warmth in my belly.


“I’m surprised you can stay upright with such a big head.”


“Years of practice.”


“Ha-ha. So, what’s happening?”


“The usual.” I drew in a breath, the icy air a pleasant burn in my chest. “Cate’s leaving tomorrow and we kind of had a…not an argument, but a disagreement I guess.”


“About what?” Metal clanged against metal and my sister swore under her breath as she fussed in the kitchen.


“My stupid body and all its stupid pain.” Before she’d left in the early hours of the morning, Cate and I had talked a little about what would happen when we were apart. We didn’t discuss our terse exchange, careful to remain superficial, and the whole time my insides had churned with confusion and upset. But there was no way for me to express it, because we weren’t partners. We were just…


What the hell were we?


“Ohhhhh,” Hayley said on a long exhalation. “Have you told her about what happened after Vancouver?”


“I have. I’ve told her everything.”


“What did she say?”


“Not a lot. She was a little upset but I think she understood, and where I am now with it.”


“Good,” Hayley said firmly. “Did you resolve this disagreement?”


It was beginning to feel like a motherly interrogation, and I was certain there’d be some advice coming my way pretty soon. “Not really, no. It’s kind of just this thing hanging above us and I don’t really feel like pulling it down and opening it up again.”


“Why not?”


“Because we’re not dating, and she’s going home.”


“Right.” A cupboard opened and plates chimed against each other. “What are you doing about that?”


A sudden overwhelming urge to be with my sister, sitting down to dinner with her and her family, almost closed my throat on my answer. “I don’t know, we’re just taking it as it comes. We’re going to see what happens when I’m back home between seasons.” Home. The word sounded odd when I said it aloud.


“Good plan. I mean, what are the odds of meeting someone you’re attracted to while you’re overseas, and who lives so close to you? It’s kismet! Your favorite thing!”


A snort of laughter burst forth before I could rein it in. “Are you still doing that word of the day thing? Why not say fate like a normal person?”


“Oh shut up,” she said playfully. Then Hayley refocused, her tone heading back to seriousness. “You need to figure this out.”


“I know.” After a mouthful of coffee I whispered, “I think, given a little time, I could fall in love with her.” I couldn’t help my frustrated groan. “I’m such a lesbian cliché.”


“Have you told her this?” My sister’s question held an edge of demand.


“It’s kind of soon to be making declarations, don’t you think?”


“No, I don’t think,” she said. “When you know, you know. It only took two dates for me to realize Ryan was the one. You should tell her. God, you’re painful.”


I let out a noncommittal grunt. “I can’t believe I’m taking advice from you.”


Hayley affected a faux-superior air. “Why not? I’m happily married to an amazing man and I have two gorgeous children, one of whom is starting to look like her aunt Aspen at the same age by the way. You should be aspiring to be like me.”


“An amazing man, hey? Hang on, let me just think. Wasn’t it me who introduced you to him?”


“Aspen—”


“No no, it’s coming back to me now. Didn’t I have to beg you to go on the first date with him?”


“I swear—”


“Wait, wait! And didn’t you only agree because I bribed you, and because he was tall enough that you could wear heels?” Though not quite my height, Hayley could see the charm in Ryan’s six-foot-four.


Ryan and I were at CU together when I was busy with training and needed a solid and reliable study partner. He agreed to buddy up, on the condition that I arrange a date with my sister, who he’d seen dropping me off for classes during one of my semi-regular injury phases where I wasn’t allowed to drive. The only way I could get Hayley to agree was by bribing her with a month of housework when my sob story of how I needed good grades didn’t work. The story of how I arranged their meeting was given to cheers and applause when I included it in my maid-of-honor speech at their wedding.


My sister blew a raspberry down the phone at me. “Fiiine. Thank you, Aspen, for introducing me to the love of my life so he could father two of the other loves of my life.”


“You’re welcome.” I grinned into my mug. “Wasn’t so hard, was it?”


“Can we direct this back on course, please? You’re on the verge of something big here.”


“I know,” I said quietly. “And it’s terrifying.”


“Why, sweetie?”


“Because…I want this.” A wife, children, a dog in my backyard. “I’d forgotten I wanted it and now I’ve remembered, it’s all I can think about.”


“What would be so bad about that?” Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to amateur psych hour.


The worries spilled out of me quicker than I could think of the next one. “Falling too fast, her not feeling the same way, trusting and getting hurt, the distance, our ex issues. Need I say more?” I guess I’d been holding it all inside for a while.


I heard a drink being poured. “Valid,” Hayley agreed. “Especially for you. Do you think she might feel the same way?”


“Maybe. I still don’t know if she even wants anything more than a casual screw, so she might not even have the same worries as me.” Though she wasn’t evasive, Cate hadn’t given a firm indication of what she would want after she left. A holding pattern would be a good way to describe our status.


“Tell me the good.” Hayley took a long swallow.


Inside the house, the toilet flushed and footsteps moved over the floor. I moved to the other end of the deck and lowered my voice so Ed and whomever he’d brought home wouldn’t hear. “Everything I ever wanted, right there for me. If we can make it work.”


“Is the reward worth the fear?”


“Yes,” I said immediately.


“Then there’s your answer.”


* * *


Cate found me during my lunch break to issue a dinner invitation for their last night in Australia. With a slow smile that made my chest flutter, she expanded the offer for me to stay the night and I accepted.


When I arrived at six p.m. Tim opened the door, gave me a fist bump and then loped off in the direction of the den while I made my way into the kitchen where Melissa was working on dinner. She paused on her way to the stove with a double handful of vegetables. “Hey!”


“Hey.” I glanced around, wondering where everyone was. “No helpers tonight?”


“Phoebe is watching TV and thankfully not bothering me with what’s that and I don’t want to eat it, Cate and Dani are just out on the deck and I think Gem’s upstairs.”


I offloaded the wine I’d brought onto the table. “Ah. Anything I can do to help?”


“Course not,” she said warmly. “Go relax.”


Not wanting to barge out onto the deck and interrupt Cate and Danielle, I made my way to the den where Phoebe was lying on the floor, absorbed in a cartoon. Tim was in his default state—sprawled on the couch, earphones in, watching something on his iPad.


I lowered myself to the floor beside Pheebs, stretching my legs out. “What’s this?”


“Octonauts,” she said absently.


“Cool,” I responded, for lack of anything else to say. There was a strange vibe in the house and without Cate around, I wasn’t sure where exactly I fit in. So I leaned back on my hands to watch the cartoon, and wait for Cate.


After about ten minutes, the deck door slid open and a muted conversation carried down the hall on the back of footsteps. “If you’re sure, but I just think it’s too soon to tell,” Danielle said evenly.


Cate’s voice seemed rougher than usual. “No, I’m not sure. In my gut, I don’t want to but it’s not just about me, Dani.”


“I know, sweetheart.”


“Anyway, I don’t want to think about it.” The steps came closer until both women appeared in the doorway. Danielle paused, then smiled and raised a hand in greeting—which I returned—before she continued toward the kitchen.


Cate’s smile was fixed in place. “Aspen, hi.”


“Heya.”


She crossed the floor, mussing Tim’s hair on the way, to lean down and kiss me. “Enjoying the show?”


I grinned up at her. “Very much.”


“Mmm.” Cate offered me her hand, and grasping it, I rose to my feet. She looked up at me, her right eyebrow dipped and her mouth quirked as though she was about to speak. But she said nothing other than that brief, indistinct murmur.


A call that dinner was ready shifted Tim and Phoebe faster than I’d ever seen them move and we were left alone. I took Cate’s hand and brought it to my lips. “Everything okay?”


“Yes.” She reached up to caress my face. “Time for dinner.”


For the rest of the night, I teetered on the knife-edge of comfort versus uncertainty. Cate wasn’t withdrawn so much as reserved and I couldn’t help feeling that it wasn’t only to do with the fact they were heading home. Cate and I were readying for bed when Gem knocked on the still-open door to say good night. She padded quietly into the room and surprised me with a hug. No warning, just a soft and tentative wrapping of her arms around my waist. “Night, Aspen. I’ll see you in a few months?”


Avoiding Cate’s eyes, I hugged Gemma back, rubbing softly between her shoulder blades. I had to swallow before I could speak. “Sure. Email me if you get stuck with any science stuff.” The adults had decided that tonight was the formal goodbye, to give Phoebe’s five-year-old-child emotions time to settle before a five-hour drive to Sydney, then at least seventeen hours’ flying, plus all the layovers.


“Mhmm.” Gemma let me go to hug her mother while I looked away, not trusting myself not to cry.


Cate watched Gemma leave, then closed and locked the door. “Ready for bed?” she asked in a not altogether steady voice. She wiped her thumbs under my eyes, catching the tears that had fallen anyway.


I reached for that hand and placed a soft kiss in her palm before brushing my nose along the soft skin on the underside of her wrist. She took me to bed, undressing me without preamble, and leaving no part of me untouched. There was desperation in our lovemaking, an urgency permeating every kiss and touch. I tamped down the sadness and worry to pour myself into her over and over again and when we were satiated, she curled into me, whispering drowsy nonsensical things as she fell asleep.


I stayed awake for a little while, imprinting the sense of her in my arms to carry me through the next few months. When I woke after a restless sleep, it was still dark, the house quiet and Cate asleep. It was a badly timed twist that the day they were leaving was the day Rachel and Kyle had nailed me down for our morning of skiing at the Golf Course Bowl.


When I’d indicated I might back out to spend time with Cate and Co before they left, my friends had almost tackled me, hurling breathless threats and fighting each other to be heard. It was the only time the three of us could get time off together for ages, so I held up my hands, told them to cool it and said I’d try to be there.


What made my agreement easier was that when I’d mentioned it, Cate insisted that I go and enjoy my morning. They would just be packing and cleaning, and there was no reason I should waste such beautiful conditions. She was right, there was nothing I could do but be in the way. I’d said my goodbyes to everyone, some time on the mountain made sense, and Cate would come by before they left. Even with all my rationalizations, leaving her felt like the wrong thing to do.


I stumbled out of bed to dress and was almost to the bedroom door when Cate murmured, “Aspen?”


“Yeah?”


“C’mere.” She extracted a hand from under the covers and held it out to me.


I climbed back onto the bed, leaned over and kissed her lightly. “I gotta go.”


“In a minute.” Cate pulled me down on top of her, surprising me with the force of her return kiss. It was hungry and needy and not at all conducive to my leaving. When I tried to pull back, she held me tighter, gently stroking my tongue with hers. I gave in, letting myself drop onto her, delighting in the hum at the back of her throat and the way she lifted herself up against me. Morning of skiing be damned, this was where I belonged. As I started to worm my way back under the covers, Cate broke the kiss.


“Hey,” I protested.


Cate leaned her forehead against my shoulder, breathing heavily. “Okay, go,” she murmured.


“That was so not fair. Now I’m all wound up.”


Smiling, she shrugged, reaching up to touch my cheek. “Be safe. Have a great morning.”


I grumbled at the aborted intimacy. “Always. I’ll see you later.” After another quick kiss, I pulled away.


“Mhmm. I’ll see you at midday.”


Thoughts of them leaving took up every part of my brain as I stopped by my place to change, grab my stuff, then drive up to Thredbo. I’d made a deal with myself that I would accept the time apart was something I couldn’t change, but sick resignation still filled my body. It wasn’t the first time in my life that I’d had to wait for something, but to put the brakes on exploring possibilities with Cate was so unfair.


I easily found a parking space, sorted out my backpack and carry straps, and trudged up to meet Kyle and Rach. The three of us were first in line when the lift opened, and after a long lift ride and a traverse across the mountain we jumped straight into our first run. I’d promised myself that for the hours I was on the snow, I wouldn’t think about being alone tomorrow.


By the time we’d finished our first run my head was clear, stomach full of excitement and good adrenaline but nothing more—nothing sinister and nothing to fear. The powder was excellent and I had to admit that it was the best way to keep my mind off things. We skied until late morning then paused to take a breather near the start of the Golf Course exit run. Snow had started to fall about half an hour earlier and I stared into the distance, watching it coming down at an angle as I sucked water from my Camelbak.


Thoughtfully, I clamped the mouthpiece in my molars and chomped on it a few times before releasing it. “This is it for me. Cate’s going to be around soon.” I tried to keep my tone light, but felt like I was choking.


“Yeah yeah.” Kyle stuck his tongue through his forked fingers and waved me off.


My answer was a raised pole with middle finger extended as I slid away from him and Rachel. With the Les Mis soundtrack in my ears, my thoughts were on a shower and clean clothes when I got home. I’d be in my car in thirty minutes, home in just over an hour, Cate would arrive in an hour and a half for our goodbyes.


Goodbyes. My hands tightened involuntarily on my poles. There was such a strange irony to the whole thing, to have found someone who lived so close while I was nowhere near home. Was it possible that I might never have met her if it wasn’t for me being in the southern hemisphere? I probably wouldn’t have seen her back home—we skied at different resorts and I hadn’t worked a season in the States for years, preferring to hide in Australia, Canada, Europe, or Japan.


It would have been so easy for Cate to slip past me without ever touching my life. I shot off the bank around a copse of eucalypts, almost shuddering at the thought of how close I’d come to missing her. Twisting through trees on my way down the mountain, I wondered if maybe it was the universe’s way of telling me it was time to go home for good.


 


Cate arrived earlier than she’d said she would, the knock sounding as I pulled on jeans after a shower. I only had time to yank on a thin T-shirt without a bra, and a blast of cold air tightened my skin with goose bumps the moment I pulled the door open to find Cate on my porch. “Hi.”


“Hey.” Cate slipped inside, quickly closing the door behind her. Her hand made its way under my shirt to rest against my hip and her greeting kiss was brief, landing at the edge of my mouth.


I hadn’t expected her to shove me against the door and have me the moment she arrived, but I had expected a little more enthusiasm. The uneasiness I’d been trying to suppress since the night before rose up again, coalescing into a hard knot in my stomach. I crossed my arms over my chest, rubbing my hands up and down my biceps. “Are you guys packed?”


“Pretty much. Just cleaning the house before we hand over the keys.”


“Ah, so that’s the reason you wanted to come around now. Skipping all the annoying stuff.”


Cate laughed quietly. “Absolutely.” She pulled a flat box from inside her jacket and offered it to me. “Here. We saw this in the village the other day and thought of you. I forgot to give it to you last night.”


“Wow, thank you. That’s so sweet.”


“You’re welcome,” she murmured.


I ran my thumb over the smooth cardboard. “Should I open it now?”


“Yes.”


I opened the box and pulled out a beautiful scarf, patterned in shades of green, with wool so soft I wanted to bury myself in it. I brought it to my nose briefly then wrapped it around my neck. “Thank you, Cate,” I said around the tightness in my throat. It was just a scarf but also so much more, because everyone who knew me knew scarves were an ever-present part of my wardrobe.


“I was right,” she said, straightening the edges. “Those colors bring out the green in your eyes. I’m glad I gave it to you.” Her fingers brushed along the edge of my jaw, the tremor unmistakable.


“Cate? Are you okay?” I reached for her hand. The question was stupid because clearly she wasn’t. But I didn’t know if this was just how she was when she was concerned about something or if it was something else. “You seem a little unhappy.”


Cate looked down at our joined hands, her fingers tightening around mine. After an eternity, she raised her eyes to mine and they seemed as remote as an iceberg. “Aspen…I don’t think we should see one another when you come home.”


The words registered, but no matter which way I examined them, I couldn’t make sense of what she was saying. All I managed was a barely audible, “Oh.”


“This is incredibly difficult for me,” she said earnestly.


I swallowed and took a step backward, away from her and this bombshell she’d just dumped on me. “May I ask why?” Carefully, I disengaged my hand from hers.


“I just don’t think it’s a good idea.” She was so controlled, which made the whole thing even more surreal.


“That’s not a reason, Cate,” I shot back. “I think I deserve at least some sort of explanation.”


Her breathing was slow and measured. “I just think you’re not sure what you want. You’re so young, how can—”


I held up a hand to stop the thread she was starting. “There’s only nine years between us. It’s hardly a May-December romance.” The flash of color on my nails caught my attention, and I could have laughed at the irony. Each one was painted a different hue. “Or is thirty-two still too childish for you?”


An incongruous smile curled at the edges of her mouth. “No, not at all. I adore that exuberance, your enthusiasm.”


“Then what? I don’t understand.”


Cate drew in a breath, crossing her arms with hands tucked in against her sides. “You’ve got so much ahead of you. I don’t want you to wake up in a year, or five, and wonder what you’re doing tied down with us. Or worse, staying with us out of obligation.”


I stuffed my hands into my jeans pockets but the tremble moved up my forearms. I hoped she couldn’t see it. See how afraid I was. “Please don’t tell me what I want, and please don’t use my age as a bullshit excuse. It’s beyond insulting.”


Cate raised both hands. “I’m sorry. I really don’t have an issue with it. It’s not that.” She pulled out one of the chairs at the kitchen table and lowered herself gracefully.


I sat to her right, at the head of the table. “Dammit, Cate. Then what is it?” I asked again. “A few days ago I thought we were on the verge of something new and exciting.” I raised my hand, intending to enforce my point with a gesture, but in the end it just fell helplessly back to the table. “And now I’m trying to figure out if I’m just delusional.”


“You’re not delusional. I like you, Aspen, really I do. You’re funny and sweet. We’re so compatible in bed it’s almost too good. You’re kind and patient with Gem, and she thinks you’re wonderful. So do my friends and their kids. You’re everything I would want in a partner.”


Everything she’d said were signs pointing to her wanting to spend time with me. “So what’s the but then?”


“But…I don’t think you’re as ready for commitment as you think you are.”


“What do you mean?” I asked quietly. There was an uncomfortable sensation working its way through my body, suffusing my limbs with a heaviness I thought I’d never be able to shake.


“You’ve said you want to settle down, and I think you almost believe yourself but I’m not so sure.” Her eyebrows drew together. “I need someone who’s secure. Your job is transient. You’ve spent the last however many years running away from whatever it is you can’t face. I can’t risk Gem getting even more attached, me getting more attached, and then you running away.”


Running away.


I drew a hand over my mouth, almost managing to stifle the disbelieving scoff. “You know I was just thinking this morning that maybe you and your daughter were a sign that it was time to go home and settle. I’m such an idiot,” I added in a mumble.


“No, you’re not an idiot. You’re…” She looked away, as though she’d find the inspiration in my small dining room.


“I’m what?” I leaned across the table, looking for some coded thing she wasn’t telling me. Nothing she’d said made sense. I wanted a family. I could provide for a family. I was ready for a family. A sickening thought came to me, and when I asked the question it came out hoarsely. “Is this about the drug thing? I own what I did in the past but I’ve been clean for over five years, Cate and I’ve worked damned hard for that.”


Unblinking, Cate stared at me. She seemed to be searching my face and I wondered what exactly she was trying to find. The silence grew thick and heavy until she broke it with a quiet, “No, it’s about the way you treat yourself.” She exhaled loudly. “I think…I think you’re punishing yourself with the pain, Aspen. Using it to remind yourself of everything you could have done and the people you think you let down. You don’t treat yourself well enough to make me believe you’d be different with us.”


My response was clipped. “That’s not fair.” I tried to tamp down the emotion curling in my chest but it rose up, demanding to be recognized. It wasn’t anger or hurt so much as a feeling of dread. This wasn’t something I could win because she’d already made an assessment of me. An incorrect assessment.


“Tell me I’m wrong,” she said quietly. “To me, this kind of seems like you think you deserve to hurt every day to atone for feeling like you let everyone down.”


The tremor moved to my shoulders, a clenching at the back of my neck. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Cate.” I was surprised at how calm I sounded.


“Okay,” she said softly, almost disbelievingly. Her eyes were shards of granite. This wasn’t the Cate that I knew. Or…was it? How much can you really know someone after a few weeks? I thought I knew her well enough to want to pursue something more with her, but this was not the woman I’d spent time with. This woman was a stranger.


The new scarf felt like it was choking me. I tugged at it, trying to loosen the constricting wool but my fingers refused to grip it. Cate reached out as though she was going to help but I leaned back, away from her. Finally, I manage to free the scarf, tossing it to the chair beside me. “There’s nothing I can say, is there? You’ve made a decision for both of us.”


Cate placed her hands on the table, her fingers curling backward on the surface until her hands were fists resting knuckles down. After a moment, she stood. “I think I should go.”


“Sure thing. Safe trip home,” I said evenly. There was no point in ranting, or crying or pushing. We’d gone from lovers to strangers in a matter of minutes and I was nothing more than a spectator in this charade. She had made sure of that. I walked to the doorway, acutely and uncomfortably aware of the unevenness of my stride.


Cate pulled on her coat, then opened the door, letting in a blast of frigid air. An unconscious shudder rocked my body and I had to close my eyes to fight the surge of vertigo. She squeezed my shoulder perfunctorily, the way you would for an acquaintance who’d just told you their dog had died. “Take care of yourself, Aspen. I really hope you find what you’re looking for.” Cate blinked rapidly a few times. “I’m sorry, really I am.”


Both of my hands came up before I remembered that I wasn’t allowed to touch her now. My hands fell back to my sides, fingers curled into loose fists. “So am I.”


Cate’s gaze was searching, as though she wanted me to say something more. When I didn’t, she nodded once as though confirming a suspicion. Then she walked away from me without looking back. I followed her and stopped at the top of the stairs where, motionless, I watched her get into her car and drive away. Out of my life.


A persistent sensation clawing at my skin added to the choking discomfort. I forced myself to accept and acknowledge exactly what it was and why it was happening. Then I remembered that no matter what Cate had just done, I didn’t need to do what that hidden, hateful part of me wanted to do to ease the feeling. Five years, five months and twelve days.


The cold tremors soon had me shaking, and my legs trembled so badly I had to sit down before I toppled. I half-sat, half-fell onto the top step with my legs sprawled on the steps below. Until that moment, I didn’t think I really believed it. Dreaming. Something, anything but what it really was. Leaning against the wooden post at the top of the deck stairs I closed my eyes and tried to calm down.


She’s gone. She didn’t want you. You’re not good enough for her and her daughter. My chest tightened and before I knew it, I couldn’t breathe. I leaned backward until I fell and was lying on the deck, the cold surface chilling me through the thin tee. I stared up at the brilliant blue sky, wondering just where I’d gotten it so wrong. Covering my face with my hands I tried desperately to slow my ragged, sobbing breathing.



  
Chapter Sixteen


Slow. Torturous. Empty.


For days, time dragged on until the absence of her changed from the sharp burning pain that had kept me on edge, to a constant dull ache that made me sluggish and weak. I didn’t know which was worse. Physical pain I could handle but it’d been so long since I’d had emotional pain like this that I didn’t know how to work around it. I loved irony but this was ridiculous. I’d only met Cate because I’d been hiding from my past. And that hiding was the very thing that’d come between us.


Hayley thought I was playing a joke when I Skyped to tell her what had happened. Her incredulous denials turned to anger and then a sad kind of sympathy. The theme was constant—are you okay, are you sure, please tell me if you’re not okay. She was moments away from getting on a plane and coming to see me, until I assured her that I would be fine. And I would be fine. Eventually.


“Have you called Doctor Spencer?”


“Not yet.”


“Are you going to?” Hayley’s question was cautious—as cautious as she’d ever been with me even while I was in the throes of drug addiction and a messy breakup—and I wondered what exactly she saw in my features.


I rubbed a hand over my face as though I could rub away whatever expression I was wearing. “Yes.” After a long sigh I pulled my hand away. “I’m just so frustrated with myself. I only knew her for a few weeks. Really, what have I lost?”


“Possibility,” my sister said softly.


“I guess.” I forced a smile and made my exit. “Listen, it’s late. Or…early rather. Call me in a few days?”


“Will do. We love you, Aspen.” She blew a kiss at the screen.


“Love you guys too.” When her image disappeared I closed the laptop and set it on the bedside table. I lay awake for the rest of the night listening to the distant sound of traffic, animals, and then eventually the nothingness.


I’d always been prone to over-thinking and this was no different. If Cate had decided she wanted nothing to do with me, that I was nothing more than a vacation fling, then there was nothing I could do. So I’d fallen hard and she hadn’t really fallen at all. So she’d used me. Whatever. The rationalizations echoed in my head like someone shouting into the wind.


The whole thing felt nothing like the Cate I’d come to know. Then again, how well could you really know someone after three weeks? Certainly not well enough to be as upset as I was about her dismissal of me. It was time to move on. She just didn’t want me. Fine, whatever, I didn’t care. I almost believed myself.


It would have been easier if everywhere didn’t hold reminders of Cate. My bed. Trails we’d skied, places we’d stopped to sneak a quick kiss. Together we’d walked the footpaths, wound our way through the buildings in the village, stopped to smell the eucalypts and just-flowered wattle. She was everywhere and nowhere.


The worst thing was the confusion of not having seen the rejection coming. This was nothing like with Nadia when I knew things were going south and I couldn’t stop it. Didn’t really want to stop it. Cate gave no warning, no indication that she wasn’t on the same path as me.


The past few weeks played over and over in my head until a kernel of doubt planted itself. Maybe she was right. Maybe I wasn’t a reliable person. Maybe I didn’t treat myself well. Each time the idea tried to take root, I yanked the thought out again.


But it kept sprouting.


 


My day was jam-packed which meant a late lunch and late getting home. The latter suited me—the more time I spent at home, the more I thought about her. They’d been gone almost two weeks and I’d almost managed to put her into one of those mental boxes I used to keep all my unwanted thoughts out of my head.


Almost.


I clumped into the staff room to take a short break before a three-hour group lesson, beelining for the coffeemakers. Rachel passed me the pot. “You sorted for northern season?”


“Not yet. Europe maybe, or Japan.” Still running away, Aspen.


“Bummer. I’m thinking of going to the USA. Arapahoe Basin or Breckenridge.”


I nodded. “Mmm.” Cate skied at Breck. Unconsciously, I reached for the sugar and had to set my mug down and move away from the coffeemaker. I didn’t take sugar. Cate did. She liked her coffee sweet and milky. She liked to drink it from an oversized mug. I tucked my hands under my armpits.


“Why aren’t you going back to the States?” Rach asked. “What’s the deal with that hot mum?”


I drew in a long breath. “There is no deal. She didn’t think I could handle the responsibility of her and a kid or something.” Not the whole truth, but Rach didn’t know all the sordid details of my past, and I really didn’t want to get into it, especially not in public.


Rach choked on her coffee, spluttering and coughing. “Serious? God, how typical. Just want a quick meaningless screw and something to tell all their friends about once they go home.” Almost as an afterthought Rach mumbled, “What a bitch.”


I made a half-hearted musing sound, unable to agree. I didn’t think she was a bitch and it never felt quick or meaningless. Cate never made me feel like a vacation fling. Somewhere along the line, she’d just decided she had no use for me the way I was. Not good enough for her. Not brave enough or mature enough or…


I scrunched my eyes closed on the thoughts.


“You okay?”


I opened my eyes to Rach’s sweetly concerned face and shrugged. “I will be, I guess. I just thought it might be more, you know? It seemed like it could be eventually. We’re from the same area back home, and…” I couldn’t get any more out.


“Oh, A. I’m sorry.” Rach placed a hand on my shoulder then stretched up on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “It’s her loss, hon.”


My friend’s assurance didn’t ease the feeling in my chest, nor did it stop the memories which came freely the moment I was home and alone. Memories of the color of Cate’s eyes as the sun set, and how she would find my gaze when I’d thought I could look at her without her noticing. Her laugh, low and infectious. The way she’d seek me out and put a hand on my leg or arm to keep us connected. The glide of her skin against mine, the way she felt under my tongue, her fingers seeking to find what made me cry out in pleasure. Those breathy moans. Hoarse whispers.


There was nothing I could do to stop the sharp pain of longing. I could take care of the ache her memory elicited but my own touch was nothing more than serviceable. What I ached for was her. But she didn’t want me. And I needed to accept it and move on. Why couldn’t I just move on? I couldn’t think of anything to fill the void Cate and her daughter had left and I hated myself for even having that emptiness. What was the appropriate amount of time to grieve for a relationship you’d never even had?


This mopey, introspective version of myself was climbing high on the list of Aspens I didn’t like. Nowhere near Drug Addict Aspen, but definitely above Neglecting Friends and Family Because I’m Training Aspen.


At Hayley’s quiet insistence, I’d restarted my weekly therapy sessions with Doctor Spencer, which meant waking up at stupid o’clock. My therapist already knew the basics from a brief telephone conversation a few days earlier but she wanted to video call. Probably so I couldn’t hide anything from her.


Doctor Spencer seemed different and not just physically—she’d cut her gray hair so short the curls sat tightly against her head—but she seemed quieter, less pushy somehow. How long had it been since I’d seen her? Four months? Five… That unease came to the surface again on the back of a truthful admission. I hadn’t been taking care of myself.


“You look tired,” she observed.


“Well, it is three in the morning here.”


At that, she smiled. “Good point. How are you doing, Aspen? Sleeping, eating okay?”


In five years, she’d never asked if I thought I was drinking too much because my go-to stress state was to forget to eat and sleep, not drown in a bottle. I think she trusted me enough to tell her if I’d been having thoughts of doing the other thing. “Yeah, mostly. I’ve been having some dreams.”


“Tell me about them,” she said, voice low and soothing.


I shifted uneasily in bed. “Not the usual ones about the fall, but dreams about Cate, her with my ex and they’re laughing at me. I’m not like a servant but I’m kind of stuck there watching them enjoying themselves together.”


“I’m curious. Why don’t you tell me what it is about this woman in particular, Aspen?”


“Well, I’m insanely attracted to her.” Still am, not was.


“Let’s take the physical out of it. Forget how she looks, forget the sex. Why her?”


Good point. What was it about Cate that I found so compelling? Impatiently, I pushed hair out of my eyes. “She made me feel good about myself. She had what I wanted.”


“What was that?”


“A way forward.”


“To where?” Dr. Spencer prompted me.


In my half-asleep state it took a while for me to organize my thoughts. Dr. Spencer waited patiently until I mumbled, “Me. She’s someone I thought would help me fix the stuff inside.”


Dr. Spencer held up both hands. “I’m not sure fix is the right angle here. You’re not broken.”


“No, but I’m not myself either. Not fully.” I sighed. What did I want from Cate? What was the thing she was offering me? Every answer came back to the same thing. “I wanted to feel needed by her and her daughter. I wanted her to make me feel the way I used to before the accident, before I was afraid.”


“Do you think a person, or persons can do that for you, Aspen?”


“I did, yes. If she’d just given me a chance.”


“What else?”


My breath came out on a long exhalation as the revelation came to me with perfect clarity. “I think for the first time in years I felt like someone understood me. Like she saw me.” She really did understand me. Better than I understood myself. That nugget Cate had planted burst suddenly into something so big I couldn’t pull it out, or move around it. I had to stand up and face it. “I…think she was right.”


Doctor Spencer frowned. “About what?”


“I’m a liar. I’ve been lying to myself this whole time. I’m not ready for commitment. I’m barely even keeping it together for myself so how can I care for someone else? But Cate can’t fix it, can she? Nobody can. I have to do it for myself.”


My therapist raised a finger and offered me a pleased, “Bingo.”


“Great.” I rubbed my palms over my face. “So this whole time I’ve been deluding myself about my own thoughts and feelings.” The small breakthrough didn’t make me feel better. In fact, the realization that I was basically a fraud made me nauseated.


“I believe it’s more that your reality and your expectation didn’t quite match up. Because you’ve held the expectation for so long, it kind of pushed your real reality aside and made a new reality. Something you could live with.”


“Maybe. I really wish it hadn’t gone like this.” A burst of annoyance made my stomach tighten. Wishing and hoping were child’s tools.


My therapist smiled, a little sadly. “Perhaps her execution could have been softer but let’s look at it as her intentions being true. When you care about someone, you want the best for them, yes?”


“Mmm. I guess.”


“You have this need to take care of everyone, Aspen, sometimes to your own detriment.” At my musing sound of agreement, she continued, “Let’s imagine then, that her caring for you was real, that she wanted you to be as happy and whole as you can be. I want you to hold onto that as we move forward. What else did she represent?”


“Hope.” I let out a long breath and felt the tension starting to drain along with the air in my lungs. “Cate was hope that I am what I always thought I was.”


Dr. Spencer’s eyebrows rose in silent question.


“That I’m enough.” The smile I flashed felt wobbly, but it was a smile nonetheless. Suddenly, I could see the thread in the darkness that might help me find my way through this mess. “But I can’t be enough for anyone else, unless I’m enough for myself. Right?” The revelation made me feel like I could almost take a full breath for the first time in ages.


“Yes, exactly. You know it’s not going to change overnight, we’re talking about rewiring years of thought processes.”


“A lobotomy might be quicker,” I mumbled.


That raised a small smile from her. “Let’s work on rebalancing things first. Then maybe we can discuss neurosurgery.”


I tapped my fingers against the edge of the laptop screen, trying to put words to the uncomfortable thought. “Do you think it’s wrong to use Cate as a catalyst for my change? She made it clear she wants nothing to do with me, but she still started…all this.”


“No, Aspen, I don’t think it’s wrong. I think you should use whatever you need to get to the place you want.”


“I wish I could figure out if it was real, or if I was just in love with the idea of Cate and her daughter.”


“Did it feel real?”


“Yes,” I whispered.


“Then perhaps it is.”


As we ended the session, Doctor Spencer suggested a good place to start might be to imagine what I wanted, where I wanted to be. So I set a faceless manifestation in the future—my emotional baggage sorted, wife, kid, house, dog, happy.


Easy, right?


* * *


Late one evening, I sat on the couch, playing Xbox, with both feet propped on the coffee table and my customary heat packs in place. The day had been a solid eight and I’d taken one of my rare doses of ibuprofen. It barely touched the pain, but I had nothing else. Even thinking about what would work made something under my skin hum, both with anticipation and self-loathing.


Running around a space station killing aliens should be fun. Instead, I was grumpy and uncomfortable, and didn’t know how to turn it about. Cate’s voice stepped in to remind me about what she thought of how I managed myself.


I think you’re punishing yourself with the pain, Aspen.


A surge of indignation swelled in my chest. Am not! Not anymore. Awkwardly, so as to not dislodge the heat packs, I fumbled for my phone. One quick Google and an online booking with a local general practitioner, and I was raising a childish middle finger to what Cate had implied about me.


 


Doctor Patricia Hopewell was a young, friendly redhead who greeted me warmly, before directing me to sit in a chair beside her desk. My immediate assessment was that she would have been an easy touch for pain pill scripts. The younger ones always were. I gave myself a mental hand slap.


She slipped on a pair of cat-eye glasses, leaning forward expectantly. She was cute, in that fresh-faced enthusiastic way. “What can I help you with, Aspen?”


I shifted in the chair, trying to get comfortable without extending my legs too much. May as well get straight to the truth. “I have a chronic pain condition that I’m currently not managing with anything other than sporadic over-the-counter medication. I’m also a recovering prescription drug addict. Oxycodone.” After a breath I added, “I’ve been clean for over five years.”


“Okay,” she said evenly. “What exactly are you hoping I can do for you, Aspen?”


“Well, I need something that’s more than basic pain relief, but obviously I can’t have anything like oxy.”


She smiled genuinely. “Good, because I’m not in the habit of prescribing that class of drugs to someone who’s just walked into my practice.”


“All right then.” I raised an eyebrow, surprised and also a little pleased that my original assessment of her had proved untrue. “I just don’t think I can ignore it any longer and what I’m doing isn’t working.”


Doctor Hopewell nodded, and turned to her computer monitor. “Let’s start at the beginning.”


Almost forty minutes later, after a physical examination and thorough recording of my injuries and history, I walked out with a prescription for something to help nerve pain—no repeats, even though I’d be in Australia for another two months. She’d also written out a schedule for combining two different over-the-counter medications, agreeing that adding a narcotic probably wasn’t the greatest idea, given my…issues.


Before she’d consider writing another script, Doctor Hopewell wanted to see me again to discuss my progress, and in the meantime was going to research non-opioid yet effective analgesic options for me. She seemed unnaturally excited about the prospect, and I supposed it was a break from the endless colds and flu she probably saw all week.


Where was this woman seven years ago? I gave myself another mental hand slap. There was nobody to blame for my behavior but myself. Accept it and own it, then move on to New and Improved Aspen.


 


The road to a new and improved Aspen didn’t all go smoothly. In the week after my therapy breakthrough and visit with the GP, I hit and killed a kangaroo at dusk and had a full sobbing breakdown on the side of Alpine Way. A few days later a snowboarder fell and broke his hand in front of me, and once I’d helped with first aid, I hid in a bathroom cubicle and treated myself to a Class A anxiety attack.


But in my own way, I began to take halting steps forward. I could walk past places Cate and I had been without feeling like my heart might burst out of my chest. I skied the trail where we’d taken Gemma on her first black run, and only had a little skitter of longing slip down my spine before it was gone. And most importantly, when I was lying in bed, my thoughts were no longer a hi-definition full digital surround sound replay of Cate and me making love.


I tried, and mostly succeeded at being kinder to myself—letting myself fail without days of chastisement. I worked at treating myself better physically and mentally, and acknowledging that my disappointment was valid. Maybe in a few months I could forget Cate and Gemma altogether. Maybe. Slowly all my broken pieces would be gathered together and placed back where they belonged.


One step at a time, Archer.


After a month on Doctor Hopewell’s pain management program I was not entirely pain free—and likely never would be—but was more consistent at around a three out of ten with the occasional six. I could live my life comfortably at a three, but Dr. Hopewell suggested I arrange a consult with my surgeon when I made my stopover in the States between seasons to make sure I’d explored every option.


The days and weeks ticked over until it was September, and only a month away from season’s end. For the first time in years, I had no firm plan for my next job and surprisingly the thought didn’t bother me. Hayley had not-so-subtly hinted that it would be really nice for me to be in the USA for Thanksgiving. I’d not-so-subtly responded that she should stop bugging me, but I secretly agreed with her. Of course, I couldn’t let my sister know. Where was the fun in that?



  
Chapter Seventeen


Obnoxious ringing dragged me from dreamless sleep. I fumbled for the phone and swiped to answer without looking at the screen. “Hayley? Is everything all right?”


A gruff male voice. “Aspen?”


“Who is this?”


“Christ, don’t even recognize me. You’re breaking my heart, Doll. It’s Brick.”


Brick—Steven Mabrick—was my agent. Ex-agent. I groaned, a strangled, choked sound. “Brick. What do you want and…” A glance at the bedside clock told me it was almost two a.m. “…this damned early?”


“Nice to talk to you too. Where are you?”


“I’m in Australia,” I said dryly. “It’s two in the morning.”


“Oh right, yeah of course.” Clearly he was still completely useless at remembering time zones, though of course I couldn’t have expected him to know where I was.


Stifling a yawn, I decided to dispense with formality so we could cut to the chase and I could go back to sleep. “Why are you calling?”


He cleared his throat, the way he always did when he had something to say that he thought was momentous. I smiled, picturing him in his office in downtown Denver—the one with pictures of me on the walls—while he drank his herbal tea and looked out over the city. “You know Stacey Evans?” Brick asked.


Almost everyone who kept an eye on alpine ski racing would have heard of Stacey Evans. Prodigy, World Cup and Olympic hopeful, and often compared to a young me. I’d seen her around when I worked the northern season my first year coaching, but other than mentions on sites I frequented, I hadn’t really paid close attention to her competition results. “Yeah. I taught her once or twice when she was just starting racing. Got a lotta talent.” I rolled over and pulled the covers up over my head.


“That she does. I’m managing her and O’Reilly’s not getting his contract renewed. She’s scheduled to have her first World Cup start early next year.”


“O’Reilly? I’m not surprised. Why’d you even have him coaching her?” Chris O’Reilly was one of the biggest wankers around. Arrogant and rough, he was well known for pushing his racers too far. At once, I twigged on the reason for this call.


“Yeah, yeah, I know. It was out of my hands. Anyway, it’s beside the point. She’s a great kid and we need someone to drive her but not over the cliff, you know? You’re it. I need you.”


I grunted. “If O’Reilly’s been involved, I bet this kid’s been coached a million shitty ways to Sunday and I’m going to have to fix all of it.” I knew the coaching wasn’t going to be a problem. Being back on the circuit, albeit this time behind the scenes was concerning but at the same time a little sliver of ego came to the forefront. I knew what I was doing. I’d been there, won, and I could help this kid. Excitement bubbled under the surface but in my only-just-awake state, it was struggling to make it past the grogginess. “Where’s she training now?”


“Still at Beaver Creek.”


My old training ground. “How old is she?”


“Turned sixteen last month.”


“Good age to aim for twenty twenty-two.”


“Is that a yes?” Brick asked slyly. Dammit, he had me.


“It’s a ninety-nine percent yes, pending an assessment to make sure we click.”


“Knew you’d bite. You’ll click, trust me. Got a pen?”


“I’m naked in bed at two in the morning, Brick. Of course I don’t have a pen.”


Brick laughed heartily. “Good for you. When are you back?”


“In Colorado? Sometime in November.”


“Perfect. We need you from the start of December.” His glee was evident in the high pitch of his voice.


“Fine, email me, same address.”


“Done. Can’t wait to see you, Doll. I miss you.”


Sleepily, I said, “You miss my lucrative sponsorship contracts and your seventeen and a half percent.”


“That too.” He laughed again, and in typical style hung up without a goodbye.


 


The next day after work, I skied some groomers in the hope that something mindless would help me reconcile why I’d had a complete turnaround in how I felt about going home. I trusted Brick, surely he wouldn’t offer me something I couldn’t handle, or wouldn’t enjoy. Still, if it didn’t work out, I’d have to make a decision about what to do next. I toyed with the idea of taking a break for six months. Travel a little, spend some more time just being myself. Deal with my shit. Financially, I didn’t need to work and if I was honest, I could use some time away.


Making a wide, slow turn, I cut across the mountain into a group of trees off the trail, pulled up and tugged off my gloves. Standing clear of the snow coating the branches, I stripped off a few leaves, crumbled them in my hand and breathed in the unmistakable clean eucalypt scent. Snowgums. Alive and thriving. They’d evolved by following one of the oldest rules of nature—adapt or perish.


It was time for me to do the same.


* * *


Rach cornered me a few days later at lunch. “Hey! Karen sucked up to head office and they’re going to let us play on the NASTAR course.” She bounced up on the balls of her feet, as though she was about to launch herself into the air. “You wanna come with us after final lessons today? Twenty-five bucks buy in, winner takes all.”


NASTAR was a recreational ski program that allowed people to run permanent slalom courses set up on ski resorts around the globe. Then they could compare their results against other people worldwide, and also with members of the U.S. Ski Team. I almost laughed. Where would I rank now?


“Sure. Why not,” I agreed, surprised to find that not only was I completely unafraid, but I was excited.


“Sweeeet!” She planted a smacking kiss on my cheek then practically skipped out of the locker room.


After work, I went over the basic rules with the other ten instructors who were buying in. We’d use only one of the two parallel courses, one run, winner takes all, and no challenges or protests would be accepted.


“Are we just going to ignore the obvious thing here?” Edward whined as he wiped a cloth over his poles.


Kyle looked confused. “Which is?”


Ed leveled his ski pole at me. “Aspen’s a professional ski racer. We should have a handicapping system.”


I raised my hands. “Hey. It’s been like, seven and a half years, and the ol’ body ain’t what she used to be.” Besides, my brain was handicap enough. “Plus, slalom’s never really been my thing.” I was a more-than-serviceable slalom skier, usually good enough to get on the podium in the Combined, but not at the level needed to win pure tech events.


“Doesn’t matter, like riding a bike, isn’t it?” His pout was model material.


Fair enough. “Why don’t I use my powder skis instead of my all-mountains then?”


Ed considered it, thick dark eyebrows furrowed. “No, I don’t think that’s enough.”


“Maybe Archer should ski on one leg only,” Kyle suggested.


“As long as it’s my right, then we’re good,” I shot back.


The shit-talking quickly devolved into loud, obnoxious back-and-forth between my coworkers, as they tried to figure out how to pull me down a few competition levels. Eventually, Rach climbed up onto a chair, windmilling her arms. “Hey! Shut it!” When the room grew quiet, an impish smirk appeared on her face. “She’ll use a pair of rentals of our choosing.”


I couldn’t stop my own grin. “Do I at least get a practice run?”


“Nope. You’ll get enough practice skiing from the station down to the race course.”


“All right.” I made a gimme motion. “Bring it.”


We made quick stop at Gear Rental, and everyone crowded around while the techie fit my boots to a pair of beginner skis for someone a foot shorter than me. They also looked like they hadn’t been serviced in five years. No wax and blunt edges. Piece of cake.


Rach settled on the chairlift beside me and for the first time since mentioning the mini-competition, she seemed uneasy. I poked her gently in the ribs. “What’s going on?”


She looked up, and gave me an immediate, “Nothing.”


“Liar. Come on, Rach. Spill it.”


Rach crinkled her nose. “Just…you sure you’re okay with this?”


We’d never talked about my old life, and I wasn’t quite sure what I should say. Mostly because I wasn’t sure what Rach knew or if it was just that she’d picked up on something during our time together. I slung an arm around her shoulders, hugging her to my side. “Couldn’t be better.” I let go of her just in time to yank the lift bar up. “So good in fact, I’m gonna go win some cash.”


Her pole tapped my butt as I skied off the lift but she rushed away before I could retaliate, laughter trailing in her wake. Sometimes people made better friends than they did lovers.


The trip down to the racecourse only took a few minutes and I took the time to adjust to the short, entry-level skis. I made a few quick, sharp turns and was surprised by the feeling building in my stomach. Adrenaline. The good kind. The kind I used to chase after.


Word had spread, and by the time we’d all gathered at the timing huts, a group of thirty or so people waited at the bottom outside the bright orange plastic mesh fencing. I recognized coworkers in their trademark red jackets and blue pants, but other skiers had also joined the group and were looking up the slope. My excitement increased. I welcomed it. I relished it.


To determine our start order we drew numbers from a beanie. Number nine out of eleven. After a quick clarification of the rules, there was nothing left to do but ski. I twisted my torso back and forth to loosen up while I watched my friends make their way down the course. Some of them made decent time, others stacked it as Rach would say. None of them came close to the time I knew I could get.


When Edward pushed through the timing arm, I unclipped from my skis. As I watched him ski each gate, I started to undress, shrugging out of my jacket and leaving it draped over one of the fence posts to collect later. It was only a quick run for fun but that streak of competiveness I thought long buried raised its hand and demanded an answer. I unfastened my pants and began to push them down over my hips.


Kyle’s expression was both alarmed and interested. “What the hell are you doing?”


I smiled patiently. “You’ve seen race suits, right? Aerodynamics.”


He brought his hands together and looked skyward. “Please tell me you’re not wearing thermals and your choice of underwear is a thong.”


“Pervert.” I did a little fake striptease then shucked out of my ski pants, revealing a very boring pair of dark gray thermals. Rach steadied me as I hopped around, trying to pull the inner elastic cuff of my ski pants over my boots. I could imagine the headline: Aspen Archer Races In Thermals And Astro Boy Tee.


Kyle looked like he was considering following my lead, even unzipping his jacket halfway before zipping up again with a hell no headshake. I leaned down to ratchet the top buckles of my boots up one notch and tighten the power straps. “Gotta sacrifice if you wanna win,” I teased him.


Rach laughed. “Taking it a little seriously, aren’t you, A?” She couldn’t know what it really meant for me to be standing there waiting to race against others, even if it was all for fun. She couldn’t know that sometimes, underneath all the fear and self-recrimination, I hungered to do this again, to feel the rush, listen to people cheering for me.


Her comment was meant to tease and I took it as such. “Once an Olympian, always an Olympian.”


Jiggling to keep warm, I watched as one by one my friends skied the course. Ben had a good run, faster than Edward. Ollie missed a gate. Josie was slow but she was laughing the whole way. I pulled my goggles off, cleaned them on the edge of my shirt then slid them over my helmet, slotting the elastic strap back into the keeper.


Squinting down the course, I imagined the line I’d take, recalled the sharp clack of gates against the handle of my poles and limb guards. My pre-race rituals hadn’t changed in all the years I’d competed and I was surprised at how easily it all came back. Closing my eyes, I imagined the special fist bump handshake I’d always exchanged with my coaches before taking my place at the start.


As I was pulling my goggles down over my eyes, Rach called, “Aspen. Here!” I looked to her, and smiled widely as she raised her phone to take a photo of me. “You look like such a dork,” she said.


“It’s about to get even better.” I tucked my shirt into the waistband of my thermals. “Sexy, huh?”


“I think we have different ideas about sexy.”


I laughed, then turned back to watch the course. When the skier before me left, I closed my eyes again and thought about every winning run I’d ever taken. I remembered the way it felt to let go. I remembered my control. The speed. The thrill. I pushed aside all my fears and doubts then let my mind go blank.


As I took my place in the starting hut with my boots millimeters from the timing arm, the seven and a half years since my last competitive run may as well have been seven and a half minutes. I tapped the tips of my poles together three times. The beep of the timer countdown, the coil of muscle as I pushed off the start all felt like coming back home. The feeling grew with the brush of each gate past my body and the almost psychic clarity with which I saw the next turn then the one after.


How had I forgotten that this was where I belonged? How had I let myself get so broken? I’d never race competitively again, but my body still knew what to do. And it loved it. It wasn’t perfect, it wasn’t even fast by my standards and it didn’t give me quite the old thrill, but it was fun and fear free.


A moment after rushing over the line, I raised my arms victoriously, then turned hard to stop. Before I could recover, I overbalanced on my too-short skis and tumbled, falling on my ass in front of a crowd of fifty-ish people and all the people traveling overhead on the lifts. I lay in the snow, cold and wet seeping through my underthings, and I laughed and laughed.


 


The bar tab I’d started with my race win profit was almost gone when Rach sent me the photo she’d taken before my start. I looked goofy. I looked relaxed. Most importantly, I looked happy. I stared at the picture, thinking about the one from Vancouver on my dresser. They were of a similar moment in time, but they were of two completely different people.


I uploaded the picture to Instagram and linked it to my Twitter with the caption It’s been a while. This is what you wear to race in, right? Since my retirement, my social media following had atrophied a little but I still had over five hundred thousand combined Instagram and Twitter followers who seemed to like my snow-selfies, scenery and wildlife shots, worthy-cause promotion and commentary on Team USA performance.


All night my phone buzzed with notifications. Comments, retweets, the occasional rude or snide remark which I muted and promptly forgot about. Two responses in particular caught my eye. A retweet from @staceyskeez – Looking good coach! #killingit. Clearly Stacey was confident I’d take her on. I tapped out a quick reply – Don’t get any ideas…


Then there was a comment from @gemstone04 – LOL! That looks cold. Hope u won!! I’d forgotten Gemma had followed my social media accounts. Unable to help myself, I responded – Of course I did! World record time ;)


The excitement of the small victory from earlier was tempered by an overwhelming rush of loss and I had to close my eyes against a sudden wave of longing. How much longer would I be reminded of them? When would I finally accept that they were fleeting visitors in my life? Finally get it through my head that Cate was nothing more than a passing pleasure?


I had to set the emotion aside when Ed linked the video of my run and the hilarious fall at the end with #AAComeback. Of course it started a fresh wave of responses and meant I had to tweet that it was all for fun and no I wasn’t coming out of retirement. Rachel slid into the bench seat beside me and passed me a fresh beer. “Maybe I should become an official event photographer.”


I raised my glass, clinking it against hers. “Perhaps you should.”


She smiled into her drink, then at me. “That run was awesome to watch.”


My brain went immediately to self-deprecation, its default for so long. The run sucked, it was just for fun and wasn’t anywhere near what I could do, I’m a wash-up, I’m a failure. But I dug my nails against the butt of my thumb, smiled and said, “Thanks. It was really fun. It’s been so long I’d forgotten just what I’m capable of.”



  
Chapter Eighteen


Knowing it would be some time before I returned to Thredbo made the mid-morning drive to the airport bittersweet. People overtook me time and time again as I slowed to take in the flat fields of dried-off winter grass backing onto rolling hills. I passed mobs of sheep and cattle wandering their pasture, interspersed with kangaroos—some milling about and others threatening to kamikaze in front of the car.


The verge was dotted with what seemed like hundreds of dead ’roos and wombats, and every now and then I spotted black-shouldered kites hovering for a meal. I had countless memories of my time in Australia, hundreds of photographs and I’d made dozens of friends. After so many years hiding from myself, it really was time to go home for good.


Once I’d handed off my Grand Vitara—I’d sold it dirt cheap to Rachel’s “poor university student” brother—I had a full day of flights to look forward to. Sydney, LAX, Phoenix. Hayley didn’t know about my surprise visit, and she’d either be ecstatic to see me or pissed to be caught unprepared. Knowing her, probably a combination of both.


Stretched out in business class from Sydney to Los Angeles, I spent most of the fourteen-hour flight watching movies and making plans for how to best approach Stacey Evans. From what I remembered, she had confidence and talent to burn and would likely need more restraining than bolstering. I smiled to myself. Just like me, ten or fifteen years ago.


After wandering around LAX for a while I boarded my flight to Phoenix, and the moment I stepped out of the terminal into the Arizona heat, I realized my error. I had nothing but jeans and winter clothes. That’s an A-plus for planning ahead, Aspen. I stripped down to my undershirt, and desperately hailed a cab. The cab ride took an hour, and as we drove I stared out at the dull dry landscape. I still didn’t know how my sister lived there—after a few days of this scenery I always started to feel almost depressed.


From their front step I could hear Hayley trying to stop my three-year-old nephew from tossing his mashed potato on the ground, and assuring my opinionated six-year-old niece that eating chicken wouldn’t make her grow feathers. The fact I could hear her from outside told me she’d been having these conversations with her children for some time and her patience was wearing thin.


I grinned. Best. Timing. Ever. Scratch her being excited, Hayley was going to be pissed as hell at me for interrupting kid dinnertime. Totally worth it. I pressed the doorbell hard and when I didn’t hear footsteps right away, I pressed and held it again just to be obnoxious.


Terse footsteps approached the doorway and I heard anger in the way the chain was yanked aside. Then a pause and the door was flung open so quickly I was almost knocked back by the rush of air-conditioned air escaping. Hayley let out a squeal of delight and flung her arms around me. “What the hell are you doing here?”


I held her tight and immediately felt the rightness in my soul that came from being with my family. “Surprising you, obviously. I’ve been traveling for over twenty-four hours, Hayls. God help me if you don’t have a cold beer, I’m going to melt. And do you have some shorts or something I could borrow? All I have is winter gear. How do you stand this inferno?”


My older sister laughed and released me, looking me up and down. “I’m so glad to see you! But damn, you look tired.”


“So do you. And you look like you need a babysitter.” Hayley had a smear of someone’s dinner on her shoulder, her hair was a mess, and the lines around her mouth had deepened since I’d last seen her in person. But she still looked so damned good. I dragged my suitcase and ski gear bags inside and leaned them against the wall. “Where’s Ryan?”


“Still at work. Telephone conference with some colleagues in Switzerland.” She gently nudged me up the hallway. “He’ll be home around nine.”


When I came into sight, Anna yelled my favorite alliteration of my name. “Aunt Aspen!” She sprung from her chair so fast, her plate clattered to the floor. David startled and gave an alarmed cry when she sprinted away from the table.


I dropped to my knees and opened my arms. Anna crashed into me, clinging around my neck like a monkey and I breathed in the scent of that unmistakable thing that was just kid. After a long hug, I leaned back and held her at arm’s length. “You are so tall! Have you been standing in Mommy’s garden fertilizer again?”


Solemnly, Anna shook her head. That one was obviously a joke for when she was older. She was all leg and arm, lanky and lean, and though they were of similar ages, Anna had Phoebe beaten by a few inches. Cate’s goddaughter. Cate’s daughter. Cate. The thoughts always came at the strangest and worst time. I forced them out again.


Hayley stood over us with a very wary David hitched on her hip. “This visit is the world’s best surprise, isn’t it? And now Aunt Aspen can help put you to bed after your bath.”


Swinging Anna into my arms, I stood. My left hip complained. “Who’s the easiest?”


My sister smiled beatifically. “There is no easiest, honey.”


 


Three stories, one glass of water, five promises that I’d be there when she woke and two ultimatums later, Anna was finally sleeping. David had warmed up to me once he connected the dots between me from Skype and me in person, and had stopped fretting every time I came into his sightline. He drew the line at me being in the room while Hayley put him down for the night.


We settled in their living room with drinks, and Davey’s sleep monitor on the table in front of us. Hayley yawned and stretched, legs sliding under the coffee table and head falling to the back of the couch. “They’re going to wake up all night now because you’re here. One day I’m going to turn up at your place and disrupt your kids before bed. Payback’s a bitch.”


“You know I think I’d actually look forward to that.” Because then I’d actually have kids.


Hayley turned her face toward me, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “One day.”


“One day,” I agreed. Wife, kids, dog, happy.


“So, what’s going on? Not that I’m not overjoyed to see you, but it’s kind of unexpected.” She sat up again, reaching for the mug of herbal tea she’d set on the worn coffee table.


“My year suddenly got a little weird and I wanted to see you before it gets hectic.” I sipped my too-hot coffee then rested it on my knee to cool. “I’ve been offered a full-time coaching job in Colorado.”


Hayley flicked my arm. “And you didn’t think to mention this earlier?”


“It’s not a done deal yet. I’m assessing the girl in a few weeks but Brick seems to think it’ll work out.”


“Brick?” Hayley laughed. “Oh my God, I can’t believe he’s still around.”


“Mhmm, and still on his feet by the sound of it.”


We shared a fond smile. Since I was fifteen, Brick was my only agent and over the years he’d become like part of the family. We’d kept loosely in touch since my retirement, but I suddenly realized even that had fallen by the wayside in the past year or so.


She tapped my thumbnail. “What’s with this?”


I studied my fingers, trying to figure out what she was talking about. After a few seconds, it twigged. My fingernails were bare of bright nail polish for the first time in almost twenty years. “Just thought it was time to grow up, I guess.”


“I don’t think colored nails are an indicator of childishness.”


I shrugged. “Just trying a few things out, that’s all.”


Hayley grunted. “So why now?”


“What do you mean?”


“This big change. You could have come home sooner, put yourself out there for a steady job years ago.”


“True,” I mused, drawing the word out. “…but I wasn’t quite there.”


“Not quite where?”


Sighing, I elaborated, “In a good place, emotionally. Or physically, obviously. I did some thinking after Cate left, Hayls. Soul-searching stuff.”


She slung an arm over the back of the couch, reaching out to massage my shoulder. “What have you been working on?”


“Everything really, but mostly how it was time to stop running away. How I need to be nicer to myself, stop punishing myself for what happened. I’m going to settle back in the States. At least for a little while.” I paused to grin, then continued, “See where being in one place gets me.”


Hayley nodded, studying me with that expression I knew so well—she wanted to talk about my issues and knew I didn’t, because I rarely did. But I’d changed, and one thing I’d learned in the recent past was that ignoring problems didn’t make them go away.


I shifted my gaze from hers and stared into my mug. “It’s time to stop beating myself over the head with what happened. I need to let it all go.”


My sister’s voice was tight with emotion. “I can’t tell you how pleased and how proud I am to hear that, Aspen. I mean, I’m not pleased that it took heartbreak to get there but you know…”


“Me either, but whatever it takes, right?” I forced a grin. When Hayley didn’t return it, I let it fall from my mouth, relieved I didn’t have to pretend with her. “I realize now that Cate never promised me anything. I just assumed. And I think it hurts so much because what she said was true, and she saw it after such a short time. The hiding and running away. All the blame. Parts of me had got so messed up, but I couldn’t deal with them because I was so focused on just getting through each day again.”


My sister lovingly brushed her hand over my hair, her fingers settling at the back of my neck. “I just want to be sure, you know, that you’re doing it for the right reasons?”


“What reason is that?”


“For you. Not for a woman who’s no longer in your life.”


I ran the edge of my finger along the handle of the mug. “I am, Hayls.” When she stayed silent, I mumbled a clichéd, “If I don’t love myself then I can’t expect anyone else to love me.”


Hayley made a soft musing sound. “Good point. How’s that working out?”


“Slowly. Surely.”


“Mmm, sounds like you.” She pulled the same teasing face she’d been giving me since we were kids, less effective now she was in her mid-thirties. “Speaking of, I saw those tweets.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah. Not bad for an old wreck.”


“Hey!” I swatted her. “I am not old.”


“Old enough,” Hayley countered as the garage door spooled up. She laughed shortly. “Ryan’s going to shit himself when he sees you.”


I smiled and set my coffee down. A door closed. Keys dropped into the ceramic bowl on the kitchen counter and Ryan’s deep voice called quietly through the house. “Sweetheart? Are you still down here? Hayley?”


“In the den, babe.”


Ryan’s soft footsteps made their way into the room. For such a tall guy, he had a light, graceful step. “I thought you’d be in be—oh, Aspen!” He let out a delighted cry and tugged me up from the couch. “Oh my God. What are you doing here?”


It felt good to be hugged by someone taller than me, someone as solid and dependable as my brother-in-law. I let myself relax in his embrace, my head on his shoulder as Ryan planted stubbly kisses on my temple. “It’s so good to see you! What are you guys drinking? Tea? Screw that. I’m opening a bottle of wine.” With a final squeeze, he released me from his bear-like grip then leaned down and kissed Hayley, his thumb gently brushing her chin.


I glanced away, not wanting to intrude on their intimate moment. Before their first date, Hayley had asked me what I thought of Ryan. I’d said honestly that he was incredibly nice but plain, the kind of guy who blended into the background. But when he came near Hayley it was like he glowed from within, as if she ignited something in him. I’d always hoped one day someone would look at me the way he looked at my sister.


Ryan straightened again, and began to walk backward out of the room. “This is a fantastic surprise. You look great, Aspen.”


When he’d walked out, I turned to my sister. “He’s always been so polite,” I drawled.


Hayley’s eyes moved from where they’d followed her husband out of the room back to me. “Yeah, you look like shit. But you’ll mend. You always do.”


* * *


There was a small person crawling up the end of my bed. Groggily, I pushed myself upright. Blinking a few times, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the moonlight coming through curtains I’d forgotten to close. “Anna? Why are you awake?”


“Because my eyes wanted me to be!” With that, she launched at me, her forehead connecting painfully with my chin. She didn’t seem to care about my mumbled expletive and watering eyes.


“Do you know what jetlag is?” I’d had about an hour’s sleep after staying up until past midnight sharing a bottle of wine and talking, and I felt like hell on two legs.


“Nuh-uh.”


“Mmm.” I fell back onto the bed and hugged her squirming torso. “Let’s play a game. It’s called ‘You promise to close your eyes and go back to sleep’.”


“But if I promise to do it and then don’t, isn’t that lying?”


Geez, hello Little Miss Negotiator. She was Hayley’s daughter through and through. I pulled the cover over her. “It’s not a lie if you say you’ll try.”


“Are you going to play too?”


I closed my eyes again. “You betcha.” I’m going to play, and win.


She went still and I could almost sense her forcing herself not to move. I was surprised she’d held out this long for a nighttime visit—she usually came into the guest room at some time during the night. Hayley said I gave off a desperate for kids vibe that they picked up on a mile away. Maybe that desperation was part of what turned Cate away. I grimaced, closed my eyes and willed myself back to sleep.


 


A soft knock then Ryan’s whisper of, “Aspen? Anna?” woke me up again at the more acceptable time of six forty. I piggybacked my niece to the table and helped Ryan with making breakfasts and packing their lunches while my sister slept.


Ryan did most of the morning duties, letting Hayley snatch as much sleep as she could after she’d finally drift off to sleep at some ridiculous time. Davey threw cereal everywhere. Anna talked to me more than she ate her breakfast. Over the top of the kids’ heads, Ryan and I talked about his latest research project. The whole event was hectic and messy and wonderful.


Ryan took the kids upstairs to say goodbye to their mom then ushered them out the door with promises to Anna that I would indeed be here when she came home. I cleaned up the kitchen and settled with a fresh coffee and the news to wait until Hayley came down from her shower.


When she entered the room a little before eight, the scent hit me like a sledgehammer and the irrational thought came immediately after. Cate. I looked up, startled, and caught Hayley’s eye. My voice was hoarse when I asked, “New perfume?”


“Mhmm.” She snatched up the coffeepot. “Ryan bought it for me for our anniversary. I love it.”


So did I. But on someone else and in some other place millions of miles away. It seemed like another lifetime. “It’s nice,” I said in what I hoped was a complimentary but neutral voice. I looked down into my coffee, hoping the way I felt wasn’t clear. I may as well have hoped that Hayley hadn’t noticed I was alive.


“Oh…ooookay. Really? Hers?”


I nodded, raising my coffee to my mouth with a trembling hand. “Yeah.”


“It’s pretty popular at the moment. I guess I’ll just keep this one for when you’re not here then.” Mug in hand, she sat opposite me. “I’m going to call in today. This thing of yours is way more serious than I thought.”


We talked over breakfast, catching up on family stuff, dancing around the joys of Australia until Hayley got sick of it and pinned me down with an exasperated, “Cut the shit, Aspen.”


I was very proud of myself for not crying when I laid out everything, all I hadn’t told her. I was even prouder of myself for being totally honest about how I felt. “After the first time we were together, I thought I could marry her. And it stings that she didn’t think I was worth it.”


My sister echoed what Rach had said. “Her loss, honey.”


“Yeah, I know.” The words sounded right but I knew they were hollow. The loss was mine and even after almost four months, I still felt as gutted as I had when Cate had left. “It’s stupid, I only knew her for three weeks and I’m so embarrassed that I’m still hung up on it.”


She shrugged. “The Archers fall hard, honey. It’s in our DNA.”


Our father was a champion of love at first sight and every chance he got, he used to tell the story of how he knew Mom was the one the moment he laid eyes on her. Admittedly, he’d just broken his collarbone skiing and was probably doped up but it was a sweet story, nonetheless.


Letting out a defeated breath, I sulked a little. “Maybe I’m not meant to be in a relationship.”


“Hey, come on. Don’t be like that.” Hayley swatted at me. “That’s based on absolutely nothing.”


“No, I mean it, Hayls. I’ve tried the slow and steady thing and that didn’t work. This was a hard and fast fall for someone, and it didn’t work either.” Waving an expansive hand around, I declared, “I think I’m done. I’m going to buy ten cats and dogs and become a spinster who does nothing but feed all the wild animals ten times a day.”


Hayley shot me an exaggerated eye-roll. “Did you send out invites to this pity party or are you going solo?”


“Don’t tease, I’m hurting here.” Despite my upset, I laughed. She was right, I was being ridiculous. “I haven’t always been like this have I?”


“Like what?”


“This person who isn’t me.” Way to go, Archer. Maybe try being a little more specific? I blew out a breath and elaborated, “You know. Boring, mopey, not fun…selfish. When did that happen?”


“Around about the time you developed a prescription drug addiction,” she said easily and without accusation.


My voice wasn’t entirely steady when I asked, “Why didn’t you say something?”


“Because you weren’t ready to hear it, Aspen. And a bit of a personality switch didn’t seem all that important in the scheme of things. I guess I figured things would right themselves again eventually.”


I’d made so many apologies for that time in my life but they’d never felt like enough. I offered another, “I’m sorry.”


“I know you are, and I hope you know you’re forgiven.” She looked uneasy as she asked, “Have you thought about using?”


I grimaced. Using. I’d always hated that word. It conjured up images of back alleys and dirty needles, not me in my expensive house and clean bathroom swallowing pills obtained legally. But the two things were the same. Then I realized exactly what she’d asked. Had I thought about it, not had I done it. Her unshakable faith in me made tears well, and I made no attempt to stop them. “A few times, yes. But no follow through, obviously.”


“I’d have been surprised if you didn’t want to, sweetheart, after something like this. I’m so proud of you.” She leaned over and kissed my hair. “Now I don’t want to be a downer, but what will you do if coaching this kid doesn’t work out?”


I palmed tears from my eyes. “Travel for a bit then I thought I might take on the scholarship kid myself instead of assigning a coach for them. Or I’ll work at one of the resorts near home. Either way, I’m going to stay in the States for a year or so.”


She massaged my shoulder gently. “Well, that part of it all pleases me. It’ll be nice to be able see you whenever we want. We’ve missed you.”


I reached up and squeezed her hand. “I’ve kinda missed me too.”



  
Chapter Nineteen


I left Arizona after a too-short two weeks to reclaim a house that’d been empty for half the year. I’d done it so many times that I had the routine down to a fine art—hire a cleaning service, send my Land Rover to the mechanic to be tuned up after so many idle months, restock completely empty fridge and pantry.


As usual, the house was in good order, the only maintenance issue a section of my back fence showing early signs of rot. My neighbors and a security company kept an eye on the place while I was gone, and I paid the neighbor’s son to mow my lawns as needed. Freshly cut grass. It’d been so long since I’d been anywhere to smell that.


I was always glad I hadn’t listened when Hayley suggested I sell my five-bedroom, three-bathroom haven of wood and stone just six miles from glorious Beaver Creek. Sure, it was too big for me, but it was mine. Full of rough wood flooring, rustic support beams and exposed wood rafters, the house was light and open thanks to the massive floor-to-ceiling glass windows. My enormous deck looked out onto a huge yard that I’d always imagined perfect for a dog and a kid’s playhouse. Maybe I should get one. A dog, not a playhouse. Actually, a playhouse sounded pretty fun too.


It only took a day to uncover furniture and empty my storage rental of a mountain of boxes. Now I was staying home for a bit, I wanted all my more precious things in my space, not gathering dust being safe somewhere else. As I worked, I became acutely aware of that emptiness again. Loneliness. I thought I’d become accustomed to it, but it was now abundantly clear that I hadn’t. Damn you, Cate, for making me remember what I wanted. And what I couldn’t have.


After a couple of days the house started feeling more like mine again, but the unease still niggled. I’d almost finished unpacking and organizing when I came upon a huge, relatively light box. I had no idea what it was. Probably something I’d packed up in a fit of drug-fueled rage. I stripped off the brittle tape and peeled back the flaps to see masses of neatly stacked envelopes, newspaper, loose paper and printed sheets. Resting on top was an envelope with my name on it in my sister’s handwriting, and the note inside was typical Hayley—brief and mincing zero words.




Aspen,


I know you told me to toss all this out but I didn’t. One day you’ll realize you’ve been an idiot and that this shit is important and you’ll regret not having it. Love you and I’m so proud of you.


Hayley xo





The box was fan mail, drawings from children, and articles and photographs of me meeting people at charity events. I’d replied to every bit of fan mail I’d ever received, and said yes, any time someone wanted a photograph or for me to scribble my name on something. Admittedly, it’d been a while since anyone had asked.


I picked up a random envelope, skimming the neatly printed lettering.




April 14, 2006.


Dear Ms. Archer,


Congratulations on your medals! I’m a boarder, but I always watch your skiing events because I admire how you support the LGBT community. I wanted to say thanks for being a role model for me. I just came out to my parents…





Swallowing the lump in my throat, I read the rest of the letter then carefully folded it back into the envelope. A drawing caught my eye—me on a medal podium with a comically large cast around my leg and a huge smile dominating my crayon face. There was short handwritten note underneath it.




Aspen Archer I’m sorry you were hurt at the Olympics.


Jacob age 9





As I pawed through the box of affirmation I realized with sudden and wonderful clarity that my life wasn’t always about the skiing. It was about all the things that came about because of it, and perhaps those were the most important things of all. I carefully placed everything back in the box until I could decide what to do with it all. It couldn’t stay hidden away like this. Neither could other important parts of my life. I had one more thing to do.


My hands weren’t trembling like the last time I’d slid my key into my safe deposit box. That time I was locking my life away. This time I was taking it back. I didn’t linger, didn’t look. I took what I wanted and walked out of the bank with my head held high.


Back home I got straight to work reassembling my prize displays. My trophies were already arranged neatly on shelves with framed photographs on the walls behind. All my medals were mounted in box frames alongside photos of me receiving them and action shots from the winning run. When the medals were set, I screwed the frames closed and hung them. Backing up to the other side of the room to take a good look, I drew in a deep breath and let myself acknowledge that I’d done some pretty cool stuff in my past.


Maybe I’d be able to do the same in my future.


* * *


The day of my meeting with Stacey, I arrived early and skied two easy blue runs to warm up and check the conditions. Still early in the season, most of the trails were closed, including the harder terrain. This was my old stomping ground, and as I made my way down the mountain, a sense of comfort swelled in my chest. The feeling had been absent whenever I’d skied here during my short home breaks, and the change was welcome.


Once I’d finished checking the snow cover, I settled with a hot chocolate at one of the outdoor tables to wait. While I’d been skiing, the nervous excitement I’d felt about starting a new project had almost dissipated, but sitting still made it bubble up again. Nothing to stress about, Aspen. Just a client. A client who could easily go to the top.


I’d almost finished my drink when I spotted my old agent wandering over with three other people. Brick was hard to miss—a big man, both tall and solid with a full beard that had more white in it than when I’d last seen him. Despite solely representing alpine sports athletes, I’d never actually seen him on skis or a board, and as usual his jacket was more fashionable than functional. I stood as the group approached, my nerves suddenly evaporating like the breath steaming from my mouth.


Brick pulled me in for a bear hug. “So good to see you, Doll.”


Given his appearance and nickname, it’d be easy to assume he was as emotionless and hard as a brick. The truth was that he was anything but. He’d always watched out for me, both on and off the ski field, expertly handling the scandal when Adele Tremoux and I were photographed kissing during a backcountry ski expedition. Given she was a well-known journalist and I was in a very dim limelight after my performance in Torino, the photos were soon made public along with some gross and false accusations about me causing her split from her husband.


At age twenty, I’d been completely comfortable with my sexuality and had never hidden it, but I had no idea about how to handle my private life suddenly being made public. Brick held my hand and trudged the minefield with me. Over the years he’d always encouraged me to be who I was, regardless of how hard it might have made his job.


After Vancouver, when I told him about my fears and how long they’d been there, Brick stared at the ceiling and blinked away tears, in stark contrast to my head coach who didn’t believe me and thought I was being a wimp. When I needed help during my recovery, Brick visited whenever hospital staff would let him. When I’d relapsed, he was there. Seeing him again, I felt that renewed shame that we’d drifted apart.


I patted his back. “Good to see you too, but you’ve gotten old, man.”


He let me go and laughed his deep belly laugh. “Can’t all spend our lives drinking from the fountain of youth, can we? You look real good, kid.” He brushed his knuckles over my cheek, lowering his voice to unnatural-for-him quietness. “You doing okay?”


He didn’t need to elaborate, and I answered honestly. “Yeah, I am. How’s Deborah?”


“Enjoying retirement. We’ve got two grandkids now.”


I laughed. “Like I said, you’ve gotten old.”


“Quiet, you.” Arm still around my shoulder, he turned me to the side. “Aspen Archer, you remember Stacey Evans?”


I slipped out from under his arm with my hand outstretched. “Great to see you again, Stacey.”


Stacey came forward right away to shake my hand. Last I’d seen her she was a gawky twelve-year-old with a mass of blond hair framing her face and brushing her shoulders. Now she was about five-foot-nine and still looked like she wasn’t done growing. She’d cut her hair in a short, deliberately messy style, and her freckled face was serene but attentive. She looked me right in the eyes and smiled. “You too. I’m very excited.” The kid was confident but not aggressively so, and I recognized the subtle vibrations of excitement in her taut muscles and the way her eyes darted around, taking in the surroundings.


Brick finished his introductions with, “And Stacey’s parents, Kirsten and Daniel.”


Both average height and fair-featured, they exuded calm confidence. I turned my smile toward them and offered my hand. “It’s great to meet you.”


Stacey’s parents shook my hand in turn, and while we made small talk I made a dozen assessments in those thirty seconds. Family seemed stable and genuinely interested but not pushy. They didn’t ask me what I intended to do or how I was going to make their daughter a champion. Supportive but not overbearing. I could work with this.


“All right then. Stacey, are you ready to get going?” I nudged Brick. “Perhaps you should head inside and get warm? It’ll only be a couple of runs.”


“Only a couple?” Stacey’s disappointment was evident in the slow drawl of her question.


“’S’all I need. We’re not doing anything strenuous, I just want to take a good look.” I didn’t even need that, I’d seen how she skied when watching videos online, but I wanted to spend some time with her to get a sense of who she was.


The spark returned to her eyes and I caught that thing coming to the surface again. She wanted to prove herself to me. “Sure, I can do that.”


We headed to the lifts and started the ride up. I leaned back, rolling my neck to ease the tired muscle. I was having trouble sleeping, and when I finally managed to drift off, I kept waking constantly after bad dreams about seeing my ex and Cate together, or my family being hurt. I slung an arm over the back of the chair. “Want to tell me what your goals are?”


“Olympic golds,” she said immediately. “World Cups, World Champs. All of it. I want to do what you did. I want to be as good as you.”


I laughed, genuinely amused. “No, you don’t. What you should want is to be better than me, and to have a far longer career than I did.”


For the first time since she strode up to me down at the base, she seemed shy. She glanced over the side of the lift before turning her attention back to me. “I guess.”


“Why do you ski?”


Her legs swung rhythmically. “Because I can’t imagine doing anything but. It’s nearly all I think about.”


I knew that feeling. We chatted a little more about her goals until the top station was in sight. I lifted the bar. “I’ll meet you down at the bottom. No fancy stuff, okay? There’s nothing to prove here, I know what you can do and this is just letting me take a look in person.” I readjusted my goggles.


“Sure thing.” Stacey nodded, rotating her torso to loosen up a little.


I reached up and started the GoPro camera mounted on my helmet, then gestured grandly. “After you.”


I stayed back thirty feet, watching her every tiny movement and decision. The kid had talent and confidence to burn but I saw no trace of arrogance in her skiing. She didn’t buzz slower skiers—rushing past and spraying them to be an asshole. Rather she went wide and slowed down respectfully. She didn’t run off the side of the groomed runs, but stuck exactly to what I’d told her to do. And she skied like someone who lived for it. She skied like I used to.


Despite everything I saw, I also saw O’Reilly, her last crap coach, all over her. Little bad habits, laziness, and shortcuts. But they were all easily fixable and I knew from the videos, and this first run, that she was one of the best raw talents I’d ever seen. Now I knew she had a good attitude to top it off, and all at once I was both excited and terrified. I knew exactly what talent and drive could do if not managed properly.


I made a few wide turns to kill my speed before the slow zone and glided down to meet her. She was flushed and smiling so widely I thought she’d pull some face muscles. I reached up and paused the recording. “All good?”


“Yeah.”


“Nice. Let’s go up again.”


We reboarded the lift and Stacey resumed her leg swinging. “Are you going to tell me what you thought?”


I grinned. “Not yet.” I lifted my goggles up onto my helmet, squinting in the morning glare, but I wanted her to see my eyes. To see that I was sincere. “You gonna tell me what you want from your coach?”


“I want someone who’ll be honest and who will push me to get where I want.”


“I can do that, but I need things from you too.”


“Like what?”


“Two things really. I need your commitment—”


“I’m committed!”


I lifted a finger. “I know you are. Like I was saying, I need that and I also need your trust.”


“What do you mean?” The swinging of her legs slowed and right then, I knew exactly how O’Reilly had coached her. By force and belittlement. Christ, he would have ruined her completely if they’d let him stay on.


“I need you to trust me enough to tell me things. If you’re afraid or have concerns, I want to know. But I also need you to trust me to help you work through those concerns. Trust that I want you to succeed and that I know what I’m talking about.” I smiled. “The point is we need to communicate, but at the end of the day, I’m still the boss.” I winked and tugged my goggles back down.


“Aye aye, Captain. I can do that.”


“Great. It’s a deal.” I offered my hand and she shook it. “So, you got any other interests? Other sports? Movies? Boys?”


“Ah…there’s not many of those.”


“Too busy?”


“Well, yeah but that’s not it.”


My eyebrow twitched up but I forced it and my face to stay neutral. The smile that followed her headshake confirmed my suspicion and everything suddenly slotted into place. Why Brick wanted me. This kid was me, but almost like a better version of myself and she could so easily break and fall the wrong way.


We finished our second run and glided side-by-side back to where we’d first met. Brick and Stacey’s parents were talking near the gear racks and made their way over as Stacey and I clipped out. I pulled my helmet off. “Let’s go inside and get something hot to drink, and we can talk.” Before I left Australia, I’d been almost certain I’d take the coaching job, and within a few minutes of watching her I’d moved to one hundred percent certainty. Now it was up to Brick to broker a deal that we’d all be happy with.


We settled inside at one of the corner tables, my legs stretched out. Brick sat quietly, which was odd for him. They all looked at me as though I was a guru about to explain the meaning of life. We chatted for a little while, hashing out a few details about training, expectations, and whatnot until Daniel Evans rose with a broad smile and his hand outstretched. “Aspen, thank you. I really hope Mr. Mabrick can work out details to get you fully on board.”


I stood too and took his hand. “I’m sure he can. I’ll be in touch in the next few days.”


Gathering my things, I caught Stacey’s eye. “Until then, be careful up there, okay?”


Her grin was slow, charming and with a touch of cockiness. The kid was going to be a real heartbreaker. “Sure thing, coach.”


After they’d gone, Brick motioned for me to follow him out and once I’d collected the rest of my gear we made our way to the lot. We’d barely walked ten steps before he pounced. “I’m going to give it to you straight. They want you, and they don’t seem to care what conditions you put on it. Name the place you want to train her, the salary, and anything else. They’ll accommodate.”


“Yeah, I get that feeling but why me? Why so eager?”


One of his large hands came down to my shoulder and he rocked me gently. “Because you’re the best, and for her to succeed she needs someone who thinks like her.” He held up two crossed fingers. “The two of you? Peas in a pod.”


“Oh, man. The horror.” I bit my lip on a smile. “But she’s a lot calmer than I was at her age.” Understatement of the year. I’d been wildly competitive as a kid and back then did everything with the same amount of zeal. Skiing, arguing with my coaches and agent, chasing girls.


Brick grinned. “Well, I didn’t want to be the one to say it, but yeah you could be a real pain in the ass. So, what do you think?”


“I think she has a shitload of potential and the right attitude to go all the way. Frankly, I’m worried sick about her.”


Brick scuffed his boot through the slush. “So am I, Doll.”


Setting my arrogance aside, I was still the best person qualified to coach her. I knew this kid. I’d been this kid. I lifted my skis onto the racks atop the Land Rover. “I’ll take it and we’ll stay here. She’s already established and settled at school and I see no reason to move.” Stacey’s school accommodated her training, letting her take four afternoons off a week during the season. According to Brick, Stacey was a bright kid, and with some extra tutoring in the evenings and over summer, she should graduate with her classmates.


Brick nodded. “Done.”


“Salary, uh, the usual expenses and allowances with provisions for vacation. And you can pay me whatever you were paying O’Reilly, plus fifteen percent because I’m a far better coach and skier than he could ever be.” I didn’t need the money but the fifteen percent was an ego trip, and I did need that.


The smile was so broad, all Brick’s teeth were on display. “Done.” The way he smiled made me think I should have asked for twenty percent on top.


“Good, okay. We’ll keep the four days she already has scheduled plus Saturday morning. The morning gym sessions with the trainer are fine, but I want one compulsory absolute rest day every week, and we have to do whatever necessary to make sure she takes it.” Having spent a couple of hours with Stacey had confirmed my suspicions—the challenge wouldn’t be motivation, but getting her to moderate and let her body rest when needed. And have some normal teenage life stuff there as well.


“Deal.”


“Also, I want her to work with a nutritionist and physical therapist. She needs to take care of her body if she wants it to last.” I pulled my keys from my inside jacket pocket. “And she sees a sports psych, at least once a fortnight. That one’s not negotiable. She’s too talented to be screwed up like I was.”


The sunlight of his smile faded until his face was clouded. “You know, I’ve always regretted that with you. Should have seen it earlier. Should have fixed it.” He mussed my already mussed hair. “I’m real sorry, kid. For all of it.”


I shrugged. My resentment for what I’d turned myself into had never had a focus other than myself. It was over and nothing could be done about it now. “Not your fault, Brick. And besides, it’s all turning out okay. Let me know when the contract’s ready and I’ll get my lawyer to take a look.”


“It’ll be in your inbox by the end of the day.”


“Thought so.”


He offered his hand and I took it. After a quick shake, he pulled me in for a tight hug. “Great to be on a team with you again.”


Great to be on a team again, period.



  
Chapter Twenty


I checked my referral letter one more time to confirm the floor I needed for my early morning appointment with Doctor P. L. Maxwell. Before I’d left Australia I’d called my lead surgeon, Doctor Marks, and we’d discussed the pain management program Doctor Hopewell had started. Doctors Hopewell and Marks had corresponded, and Doctor Marks had arranged a consult with a pain management specialist in Denver. The way things were going I needed a flow chart to keep track of all my medical professionals, and I suspected there’d been a little bit of favor-trading from my surgeon to get this consult in before Christmas.


The elevator was crowded, and I managed to get a spot right at the front, but couldn’t reach the panel. A woman in a very nicely cut suit had her finger hovering over the buttons, and she glanced at me before asking, “What floor?”


I answered with a smile and a quick, “Ninth, thanks.”


The doors opened on the fourth floor and I stepped out to let my button-pusher exit. Just as I was about to slip back into the elevator, my phone rang with an unknown number. Having a conversation in a closed space with people listening was near the top of my rudeness list. I backed away from the closing doors. “Hi, this is Aspen.”


The caller was cheerful. “Aspen, it’s Richard, the handyman.”


“Richard, hey. Any problems?”


“Not a one. The fence is all fixed and I greased up the hinges on that back gate for you too.”


“You’re my hero.”


He laughed. “Tell that to my wife. I’ve just emailed you the invoice. Thanks again for the work and let me know if there’s anything else you need done.”


“Will do. Thank you.” I hung up and opened the email. I noted nothing amiss and followed the link to pay for replacing the few partly rotten sections in my back fence.


The elevator announced its reappearance and as I stepped forward, eyes still on my phone, I felt the hard brush of my shoulder against someone else. I was looking up to apologize when I smelled it.


Her.


My apology came out as a squeak. Cate stood rigidly beside the elevator doors, staring at me with a mixture of shock and what looked like annoyance. Cate. What the hell? Unconsciously, my gaze drifted downward from her face. A fitted, light blue polo shirt showed no cleavage, but the swell of breasts was evident. Tailored black slacks. A pair of flats that meant she had to raise her chin to look at me. My stomach twisted with both anxiety and desire. God, I still wanted her. So much for the past almost five months of telling myself I was totally over her.


She looked different with her hair pulled back in a neat French twist instead of a messy ponytail with those perpetually escaped bits around her face. I’d forgotten the exact color of her eyes, the little point at the end of her ski-jump nose, the mole on her neck. Even her voice wasn’t as I remembered when she asked, “Aspen? What are you doing here?”


I held up my phone and offered inanely, “My fence was broken.”


“Pardon me?”


Stupid stupid. I shook my head. “Sorry, I just got an email. A phone call. Sorry, I’m just…surprised to see you.” Surprised and slightly panicked. The space she’d left inside me, the one I’d spent so many months trying to fill, opened wide again.


“Likewise.” Cate shifted slightly to the side, putting distance between us, and I felt her acute discomfort. Her eyes flashed with something I’d never seen in them before. Fear. But I could find no explanation for it and my panic rose.


Drawing a deep breath, I managed to keep my voice steady. “I have an appointment with a pain specialist.” I pointed at the ceiling. “Um, on the ninth floor.” I glanced around, desperate to get away. Across the hall stood a closed glass door, where C. M. Tierney PT, DPT was listed along with a couple of other names.


Oh. Shit.


The smile she gave me didn’t reach her eyes. “I see.”


Fidgeting, I mumbled, “I didn’t know you worked here.”


Cate tucked her leather tote under an arm. “Yes, I do.” Those blue-gray eyes were now strangely expressionless. “I’m sorry, I have appointments this morning but it was nice to see you again, Aspen.” She sidestepped past me.


“Cate, wait. Please.”


She stopped, as I’d asked, and turned around. But she didn’t face me head-on, instead stood at an angle as though readying herself to leave, or block an advance. “Yes?” she asked mildly.


“Look, I’m back for, well, a while I guess and if we’re going to maybe bump into each other in the lobby here or whatever then I don’t want it to be awkward.” I pushed a hand through my hair, trying to shove the annoying bits back from my eyes. “I get that it was just a vacation fling for you. Really, I’m over it.”


“Over it?” Slowly, a shaped blond eyebrow rose.


I smiled, feeling sheepish like I’d been caught in a lie. “Well, okay. I was kind of upset for a while but, really it’s fine. We can be adults about this.”


Tension lines tightened the edges of her mouth and her response was clipped. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


“You’re not sure we should be adults? I’m trying to be polite here, you’re the one who made this choice for me, Cate.” I raised both hands. “For what it’s worth, it was a choice I didn’t agree with.”


“I did what I thought best to enable you to move on.” She lifted her chin, finally meeting my eyes. “You look well, Aspen. Please excuse me, I really do have to get going.”


There was nothing for me to do but watch her walk through her door, leaving me with those words. To enable you to move on. Numbly, I pressed the elevator call button.


 


Doctor Maxwell was a sweet older gentleman with the no-bullshit approach that I appreciate. I vaguely registered us discussing stem cell therapy, a different drug for nerve pain and also some cognitive behavior techniques, which of course I would need to see a therapist for. He probably thought I was mentally compromised, given that I was so unbalanced by running into Cate again that I could barely formulate cogent replies. He was so kind and earnest that I felt guilty for being such a shitty conversationalist.


For the rest of the day and night, my all-too-brief and extremely awkward conversation with Cate ran through my head. It went back and forth like a metronome stuck on the fastest setting. Anger, frustration, sadness, annoyance, confusion. What did she mean? She was pushing me to move on but not herself? No, I was reading too much into her phrasing. She felt nothing the whole time we were together, nothing beyond pure physical satisfaction? Or she fell for me and couldn’t move on herself but wanted me to?


Nothing made sense and the more I tried, the more confused I became. In the end I decided that I wanted to talk to her so I really could move on, because if my reaction was anything to go by, I obviously hadn’t. Then there was the gut feeling that refused to go away—seeing Cate again was clearly a sign. Stupid superstitions.


Sometime after midnight I drafted a short email asking if she’d meet me for drinks or coffee, just to talk and clear the air. I tried to make it neutral but in the end, I couldn’t help myself. If she decided not to take me up on my offer then I wanted her to at least know a little bit of how I felt. Before I could second-guess, I typed out I meant everything I said in Australia, about what I want. I’m sorry that I wasn’t who I presented myself as, but I’m trying very hard to be that person. I added my phone numbers at the bottom and pressed send.


A read receipt for the email waited in my inbox the next morning. But there was no reply. Well, at least I knew where I stood. Nowhere near Cate, obviously. Knowing for certain was both upsetting and strangely cathartic. I hadn’t expected her to do an about-face and tell me she wanted to try again, but I had at least expected an acknowledgement.


I deleted the taunting reminder that she’d seen my words and chosen to ignore them, and decided it was time to collect the pieces of my heart that had been scattered anew and keep going.


* * *


A week after my run-in with Cate, I halfheartedly watched people making their way to the lifts while waiting for Stacey to arrive for our session. Filling my days with planning or training made it easier not to dwell on what had transpired with Cate. It also helped that Stacey was Mary Poppins in the flesh—eternally cheerful, always enthusiastic, and one of the most hard-working and dedicated people I’d met. She had so much talent and drive, it was both awesome and frightening. Actually more frightening than awesome, and I held her in my hands like a person holding a three-day-old chick, terrified I might crush her or somehow mess up nurturing her to her full potential.


The feeling of purpose, of being needed and respected slowly patched up some of my broken pieces. But it felt tenuous, as though something still wasn’t quite right. I knew exactly what it was, and also knew there was nothing I could do about it. It would have been easy to join a dating site or hang around at Après to pick up a casual bedmate. But I didn’t want a quick screw and see you later. Not now. Not after the possibilities Cate had shown me. I wanted more and I had no idea how to get it.


I’d seen the latest Star Wars movie, and all I could think about was how Gemma and I had planned an epic movie marathon to prepare for seeing The Last Jedi. And Cate had laughed and told us she’d go away for the weekend and leave us to it so she wouldn’t have to listen to that damned theme song one more time. I’d been so close to what I wanted and fallen short again.


An uncharacteristic fifteen minutes late, Stacey rushed up to where I was loitering near the gear racks. I clipped into my skis and glided over. “Hey. You ready?”


“Yep. Sorry, got caught at school.” When she turned to face me I couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at her uncharacteristically dour expression. Anything other than cheer from her was out of the ordinary. The kid even grinned while she did tire flips at the gym. Something was really up. Most concerning was the small, slightly swollen cut on her lower lip.


I leaned in to get a closer look. It looked fresh. “You all right?”


She brushed me off. “Mhmm. We going to head up?”


“Yeah.” I let her go ahead and she remained silent while we were in line for the lift—another anomaly. Once we’d begun our climb, I dug in. “Wanna talk about it?”


Stacey shrugged. “Not much to say.”


Her demeanor led me to a logical conclusion. “Did someone hit you, Stace?”


Shoulders squared, eyes on the slope ahead, she nodded. “I got into a fight when I was leaving for training. Just some girl saying homophobic crap.”


My anger flared but I reined it in. Just. “I see. What happened?”


Stacey shrugged, as though being hit was no big deal. “She saw me saying goodbye to a girl I’ve been kind of dating. Got in our faces with the usual bullshit, and I told her to fu—, uh go away.”


“How’d you get hit?”


“I was in the way of her and my friend.”


“What about your friend?” I asked quietly. “Did she get hurt?”


At that she faltered. “I…I’m not sure. I don’t think so but she had to get to class.” Her head snapped up. “I didn’t hit the other girl back, I swear.”


“Are you going to report it to a teacher?”


“Not sure what good it’ll do,” she mumbled.


I drew in a few deep breaths. “Stace, what happened was bullying. I really think you should tell a teacher about it.”


All I got was a mumbled, “I guess.”


She was distracted during training, taking a fall during an easy short turns drill. There was nothing to be gained by continuing so I pulled up half an hour early, and told her to get home for a hot shower. We walked down to the parking lot together and at her car, she gave me a grin, at once cocky and vulnerable. “I’ll let you know if I’m grounded.”


I couldn’t imagine why she would be if things had happened as she’d said. “Get home safe, okay?”


“I will.”


I wrestled with myself, trying to decide if I should say something. After my quick internal debate, I decided I couldn’t help myself. This girl incited something protective in me, something that made me both satisfied with helping her, and empty because it only heightened what I didn’t have. I grasped her shoulder gently. “Stace?”


“Yeah?”


“You know there’s nothing wrong with caring about someone, right? What is wrong is bullying someone for that.”


“Yeah, I know.” She nodded and a little of her usual sweetness come back when she smiled. After a long inhalation she asked, “Did you always know? That you were gay?”


I blew out a breath. “Yeah, I think I did. But it was seeing Sandra Bullock in Speed when I was twelve that really rammed the idea home.”


Stacey grinned. “Margot Robbie for me.”


I returned her smile. “Good for you.” My smile dimmed a little as reality intruded again. “Hopefully, I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon. Let me know, all right?”


“Mhmm.”


“And you know you can call me any time if you want to talk about things. About anything.”


“I know. Thanks, coach.”


It wasn’t supposed to be like this, not now. Growing up, I’d had a few scraps because I’d never hidden the fact I liked girls. But things were supposed to be different now. People weren’t supposed to say shit like that, and I hoped I hadn’t made things worse with my advice. Maybe I was stupid to think I could just insert myself into someone else’s life the way I had imagined I could with Cate. How the hell was I supposed to be a parent, if I wasn’t even sure of myself around Stacey?



  
Chapter Twenty-One


The week after Christmas was quiet, with Stacey taking a five-day break from training to visit family, and Hayley spending the holiday with her in-laws in Florida. It’d been arranged before I’d known I would be home for good, and she’d apologized and worried and groveled. Finally, Hayley promised me that next year they’d come to Colorado for Christmas. My cold-hating sister was really sucking up. I’d rubbed it in by pointing out that despite her best efforts to prevent its occurrence, this meant I would finally get to put Anna and Davey on skis.


I’d spent Christmas Day alone at home with the Xbox, a six-pack of beer and a frozen meal. Conditions were still sketchy, and I’d decided to give myself a few days off to relax. Good plan. Except by two days after Christmas, I was so bored that I gave in and went up for a bit of skiing. Parts of the mountain were still closed, but a morning of cruising around the blues and single black diamonds eased some of my disquiet.


My phone rang as I stretched over my car roof to clamp the racks closed on my skis. Great timing. The edge of my jacket caught under the clasp and I had to tug it free, and then fumbling to yank a glove off so I could answer, I almost dropped my phone in the parking lot slush. My greeting was a slightly terse, “This is Aspen.”


“Aspen…hi. It’s Cate.”


My heart thudded erratically behind my breasts, dozens of thoughts racing simultaneously through my head. “Oh. Hey.” Very smooth, Archer.


She cleared her throat. “Is this a bad time?”


“No, not really. How may I help you?” I cringed at my ridiculous formality.


“I’m sorry I didn’t contact you sooner. I just…didn’t know what to say.”


“That’s fine.”


She inhaled deeply. “I was wondering if you’d have dinner with me.”


Dinner. The meal most people eat at night. I shook the past from my head. “Okay. Yes, that sounds good.”


“How’s Friday, say seven, at my place? I know it’s a bit of a drive, but I thought some privacy might be good.” Her words came out in a breathless rush.


Only two days away, not enough time to work myself up into a real panic. Just a small panic. “That’s fine.”


“I’ll text you the address.”


“Yes, good. Thanks.”


“Great. Uh, goodbye then.” She hung up before I could say bye.


Score one for an awkward, teenager-esque phone conversation. I leaned back against the car, on the verge of calling Hayley, but her ire from our last conversation swept into my head and stilled my finger. When I’d mentioned running into Cate my sister had uttered some not-safe-for-child’s-ears words, and I didn’t want to find out what she’d say if she knew that I was going to Cate’s. Talking to my sister would probably be more stressful than soothing, and the next few days were going to be uncomfortable enough.


Why now, when I’d managed to stuff Cate away out of sight and mind? I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers lightly to my eyelids. You promised to stop lying to yourself, Aspen. Cate was not out of sight or mind. She was deep under my skin and always had been, marked like a tattoo in indelible ink.


I tugged the lid off my emotions, allowing them to flood my thoughts. I’d missed her, badly. I still wanted her, badly. Despite how she’d hurt me, I understood why she’d done what she had, and if she indicated she wanted to see me again…


I couldn’t say no.


* * *


It took me over an hour and a half to drive to Idaho Springs and find Cate’s house—a renovated two-story Colonial with a neat front yard and Christmas decorations in the windows and garden beds. Walking up the driveway I heard deep and authoritative barking from inside the house, which didn’t help my already frayed nerves. After I released the doorbell, the barking grew louder until it was right on the other side of the darkly stained door.


Cate opened the door, leaning over to hold the collar of a squirming ridgeback. Cate was dressed much the same as she had been outside her office, only this time she wore a silk blouse instead of a polo shirt. This Cate was hard to reconcile with the woman I’d known and the change set me slightly atilt. She was no less beautiful. Just different.


“Hey,” I said. Another point for articulate conversation.


“Hi.” Her smile was warm, yet still felt slightly distant. “Come in. Sorry, I’ve only just arrived home. Sit,” she added absently. The dog sat, looking up at Cate with a dazed, slightly dopey expression, its tail thumping on the tiled floor. Cate stroked its head. “This is Taylor. Gemma named her after a certain pop singer who we are now too cool to mention in this house. Don’t worry, she’s all tough exterior and marshmallow inside.”


“Good to know.” Shifting my focus from the dog to Cate’s face, I blurted a question that’d been nudging at me since she’d left me in Australia. “How is Gemma?” I hung my coat and tried to ignore the dog sniffing my legs.


“She’s really good. Come on through.” Cate walked away, leaving me to follow. Apparently satisfied with me, Taylor strolled off and with a quiet huff dropped onto a dog bed in the corner of the dining room.


“Is she here?” I asked in what I hoped was an appropriately casual voice.


Cate kicked off her shoes, toeing them out of the way under the kitchen table. “No, she’s at a sleepover.” Her teeth briefly found her lower lip before she added, “I thought it best.”


Best because we’d possibly argue? A muscle in my cheek twitched and I responded with a quiet, “Oh. Does she know I’m here?”


“She does.” Cate stared at me, her features softening.


“Is she okay with it?”


“Mhmm. She was really pleased when I told her you were back in Colorado.” Cate ducked her head, her eyebrows coming together. “When we left Australia I told her you might not come back to the States, just with the way your job is. I’m sorry, I thought a small lie was the best way to handle it.”


“I understand.” Understanding didn’t make it any less painful.


Cate moved around behind her kitchen counter, the space between us an ocean I couldn’t find a way to swim across. “Can I get you a drink?”


“Sure, that’d be great, thanks. Anything’s fine.”


Her stare was intense, but not challenging. “Don’t do that, Aspen. You don’t need to be accommodating, not here. Tell me exactly what you’d like.”


What I’d like wasn’t a drink. What I’d like was to stop feeling that everything I said and did wasn’t quite right. Nodding slowly, I considered, until a facetious answer fell out of my mouth. “Okay…I’d love a Lagavulin sixteen-year-old scotch. With cold rocks, at a temperature of exactly thirty-one degrees. Thank you.”


“You brat.” Cate grinned. “How’s a Laphroaig ten-year with ice instead of your extra special cold rocks?”


“Fine, if I must slum it then I suppose that’ll do.” We both chuckled, and the ice between us cracked but didn’t quite break. As we caught each other’s eye, she was less guarded, more like the Cate I knew from thousands of miles away and millions of seconds ago.


Her smile faded but didn’t completely disappear. “Did you have a good Christmas?”


“I did, thank you. Hayley was stuck visiting her in-laws so it was just a quiet one at home.” I cleared my throat. “How about you guys?”


“Crazy as usual with Dani, Mel, and the kids.”


“How’re they all doing?” Though it wasn’t with quite the same intensity as I felt with Cate and Gemma, I’d still missed Cate’s friends.


“Everyone’s great.” A shadow passed over her face and then disappeared almost as quickly as it’d arrived. When she looked up, her smile was fixed in place again. “Right. Drinks.”


While she poured, I took in my surroundings. Their house was clean and comfortable—the kind of place where I could imagine them laughing and talking, and sharing triumphs and fears. A long shopping list was stuck to the fridge, alongside baby photos and a whole range of pictures of Cate and Gemma together. Vacations, parents and grandparents, dance recitals and graduations. A family.


That feeling rose again, the same one I’d had when I’d seen her and Gem together the morning that Cate had first realized how screwed up my body could be. It was an intimate sort of comfort and I had a sudden feeling I might cry. Cate interrupted my study of her life, and my possible tears, by sliding a tumbler of scotch over to me. “You said you had a specialist appointment? How was it?”


“Thanks.” I swallowed a small mouthful, enjoying the peaty burn through my nose. “It went well. We’ve got a plan, some options to look at, and he thinks a neurosurgeon might be able to help.”


“How so?”


“He thinks the weird absent leg sensation could be something like phantom limb syndrome or misfiring nerves. Because I seem to have unevenness even when the pain isn’t severe, it could be kind of like a remembered pain.” Good one, brain. As if the actual discomfort isn’t enough, you have to pretend it’s there when it isn’t.


Cate nodded. “Interesting. That makes sense.”


“Mhmm. But we’re trying to fix one issue at a time. We might also try stem cells for the arthritis in my ankles. It’s probably too late, but it’s not going to do any harm.” Staring into her clear, blue-gray eyes I was suddenly aware that her questioning me about my ruined body had aroused no annoyance or discomfort. Rather I wanted to tell her, to show her that I’d changed. I set my glass down. “In the meantime, he’s changed my nerve pain medication and tweaked my OTC regime.”


“OTC regime?”


“After you left,” I said. “I started a pain management program.”


Her shoulders sagged. “That sounds promising. Is it working?”


“The stuff I was taking in Australia seemed to be. I think it’s too early to tell with the new meds, but it seems okay.” I made myself smile. “I don’t look so much like a grandma getting out of bed in the mornings now.”


“I’m pleased for you,” she said softly. After a long beat she looked up, blinking quickly. “I should start dinner. Or we can order in?”


“Whatever you want, Cate. Truthfully, I’m not very hungry.” With a smile I admitted, “I was kind of nervous about seeing you.”


“Me too.” She stretched up, pulled the bottle of scotch down again and poured another half inch into each of our glasses. “Why don’t we sit and talk, and we can think about dinner later.”


We settled at opposite ends of Cate’s couch, and the distance between us felt less like an ocean and more like a stream I could jump. She folded her legs underneath herself, squirming to get comfortable. “You said you’re back for a while?”


I turned slightly so I was facing her and crossed an ankle over my knee. “Yeah, I’ve got a permanent coaching job. She’s got real Olympic and World Cup potential, so I should be home for at least four years.”


“Why did you take it?” Cate probed. “Why not keep going as you were, coaching at ski schools?”


“It didn’t feel like the right thing anymore.” I leaned forward to place my rock crystal glass on her glass-topped coffee table. “The running and hiding. All that stuff you accused me of.”


“Aspen—”


“Please, I just need to say this.” Pausing, I waited for her nod of assent. She deserved to be told the truth, but more than that, I needed to get it out. “I was upset, Cate, about what you did. Devastated, really. But I should thank you.”


“Why?” she asked, her voice hoarse and barely audible.


“You started it. This…coming back to myself I guess you could call it?”


She shook her head, the confusion evident on her face and I wanted to reach out and slide my thumb over her eyebrows, to smooth out the crease between them.


But I kept my hands to myself. “I didn’t want to accept it back in Australia, but everything you said was right, about punishing myself by allowing the pain. I’ve been running away for so long that I’d accepted the new me when I should have been trying harder to get back to the old me.” I raised a hand, palm up. “You made me realize it was time to be kinder to myself, to let certain things go. Unless I did that, I couldn’t expect the next person to be kind to me and to accept me.”


“How’re you doing with that?” she asked in a high, tight voice.


I smiled. “Good days and bad days, but the good days are winning.” Swallowing, I couldn’t help but add, “Honestly, most of my bad days are when I think about what you said. And what you did.”


Cate grimaced. “I’m so sorry. Truly I am.”


“I believe you. It’s just very difficult to accept that you’re not the person you thought you were. I’ve had to totally change the way I look at pretty much everything.” I dropped my gaze to the couch, trying to calm my turbulence. Then I reached out and offered something to her, hoping she’d take it. “But I still want all the things I did before. I still want us.”


When Cate spoke, her voice was soft and resigned. “It’s great to want something in theory, but sometimes the practical isn’t so fun. What happens when Gemma’s needs come before something you want? When we can’t take a vacation because she’s got a debate she can’t bear to miss. You know, she hates throwing up and whenever she feels sick, she still crawls into bed with me. Not very sexy.”


“Do you really think any of those things bother me? They don’t. Cate, you’re cutting me off at the knees before even giving me the chance to stand up.” I smiled wryly, desperate for some levity. “Okay, I know my legs are problematic, but it’s a little extreme.”


She tucked that wayward strand of her hair back again, the gesture so familiar at such a foreign time that I couldn’t help but be unbalanced by it. Cate bit her lip. “This is new for me, please understand that. Ever since we met, you’ve been blasting through everything I thought I knew, trying to sweep both of us up and frankly, it’s terrifying.”


I clenched my jaw. “It’s terrifying for me too. Don’t you see how much I’d hate to lose this possibility? Again?” During my rant, my annoyance had risen and now I gestured forcefully, trying to emphasize my point. “I can’t keep going around and around like this, it’s too confusing and too upsetting.”


Cate slid backward on the couch, eyes widening, and I had a sudden sick feeling that I knew why. I dropped my hands immediately. “I’m sorry. God, I’m sorry. I didn’t…Cate, I’d never. I swear.”


“I know,” she whispered, but her arms were crossed protectively.


There was a dull ache in my chest, right under my sternum, and I had to blink away tears that’d formed when I thought of what this other woman may have done to her. What it would have taken for Cate to open herself up and trust me. And I’d threatened her with my unconscious aggression.


Sagging back against the couch I raised my arm again, palm up, in offering. She looked down, teeth worrying her lower lip, then slowly her eyes came back up to meet mine. After a long, silent moment Cate moved forward, put her hand in mine and I could breathe again.


I didn’t try to pull her toward me. Instead, I sat still, caressing her skin with my thumb. “I can go, if you want me to.”


She shook her head. “No, stay.”


“Okay.” I scrubbed a hand over my face, willing the tension to ease. “Cate, please trust me when I tell you I want this. I want to be with you and all I can give you is my word until you let me prove it.”


“I’m scared,” she admitted in a husky whisper.


“So am I.” I drew in a slow, shaky breath. “But the only way I can show you how much I want to be in your life is if you’ll let me in. And the same for you.”


“I’m scared,” she repeated, her eyes bright with tears. “…that we’re going to be nothing but lead weights around your ankles.”


Slowly I moved closer, afraid if I moved too quickly she’d startle like a wild animal. “Don’t you see? You’re the thing that’s going to make me fly.”


Her other hand tentatively bridged the gap between us and I took it immediately, my thumb stroking the skin on her knuckles. Her hands were warm and so comforting that a little of the knot in my stomach eased. She squeezed my hands then relaxed her grip but didn’t let go. “I just thought it was the best thing for you. But I never stopped wanting, or missing you, Aspen, even when I was trying so hard to forget so you could move on. I only wanted you to be whole again, and I thought you deserved so much more than what I could offer.”


My throat felt tight, mouth dry like I wouldn’t be able to speak. I could hardly believe what I felt she was implying. “More? Cate, you’re more. You and your daughter, your friends and family.” I swallowed, clearing the gravel from my throat. “Maybe I should have been clearer.”


“You were,” she said softly.


I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Why, then? I realize now that I kind of misrepresented myself but it wasn’t malicious. I really thought I was ready for commitment.”


“I know you were, Aspen. Know you are.”


“What then?” Everything felt so circular that I couldn’t grasp what she was saying, couldn’t imagine what she was thinking. “Was I too desperate?” I mumbled.


“No.” She sighed, then drew in a long breath as though drawing in the strength to continue. “I come with baggage, Aspen, and a teenage daughter.”


“I come with baggage and crappy legs,” I countered. “Everyone has some sort of baggage.”


“True. But you’re just starting your life, really. I’m there and I’m kind of set in my ways with my child. There won’t be any discovery with us. No excitement of planning a family together or anything like that. You’ve got no choice but to accept what I have, exactly as it is. And that’s not fair.” Cate stared at our joined hands, at my thumbs still stroking her skin. “That’s what made me decide I didn’t want you to waste your life on us, that it was selfish of me to saddle you with me and Gem. You’d end up hating us.”


I almost couldn’t believe this strange and warped conclusion she’d jumped to. “Never,” I whispered.


She raised her shoulder fractionally in a defeated kind of shrug. “It’s easier to believe that than the alternative.”


“Which is?” My heart thundered in my chest, the rapid beat bringing a sick kind of dread with it.


“That you meant every word. That underneath all the other stuff, you’re exactly who I thought you were all that time. I don’t trust easily and I was surprised and frightened by how easy you made it.”


“Everything I gave you was real, Cate. All of it. Why didn’t you say something back then?”


“Because I didn’t have any right to ask that of you, not after only three weeks.”


I laughed. “Three weeks? After three weeks you’d filled me so completely that all I could think of were dreams and possibilities.” I drew a shallow breath and took a chance, reaching to brush my thumb over her lips. They were as soft as I remembered, warm and inviting. “I told you, I still want this,” I murmured.


She didn’t move away. I let my hand drop away from her face, not quite sure that I could stop myself if I kept touching her. Cate raised her chin, a silent invitation, and when she didn’t move away I kissed her. Gently at first, until she flung herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck. Her tongue parted my lips, surprising me with the ferocity of her kiss and I fell backward against the arm of the couch. Cate straddled me, arching into me with her breasts pressed hard against mine, the desperation evident in the way her hands came to my neck, frantically grasping the short hair at my nape. She ground herself hard into my lap, making her needs very clear.


Nothing else mattered. Not the months of uncertainty, the fear and doubt. The only thing was us and this. Her lips were hot on mine, her tongue teasing at my lips as she worked at the buttons of my shirt. When she broke the kiss to suck in a desperate breath, I moved my mouth to her neck, biting gently, feeling her pulse beating hard under my lips.


Cate’s breath was hot on my ear. “I’ve missed this so much.” When she grazed my earlobe with her teeth, I groaned. When she bit my neck I lost all restraint, hooked my hands under her glorious ass and stood, lifting her with me.


Cate wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck as our lips met again with furious desire, tongues meeting in a dance only we knew the steps to. It was a dance I thought I’d forgotten, but as seconds ticked by I remembered the steps all too well.


“Bedroom,” she demanded, hoarse and needy. Cate loosened her hold on me and dropped to the floor. She grabbed my arm, pulling me along.


The loss of contact, the coolness of the space between us snapped my brain out of its lust-addled state and back into reason. “Wait, Cate. Stop.”


She spun quickly and molded herself to me again, kissing me hungrily. “Right here?” she murmured, licking my lower lip. Fingers released the last of the buttons on my shirt and parted it to bare my stomach. Cate sucked the swell of breast above my bra as her hands strayed downward to my pants.


My pulse beat steadily in my clit and it took every ounce of willpower not to pull her to the floor and have her. But the small twinge of reason permeated my fog of lust, reminding me exactly why this wasn’t a good idea. “I can’t,” I choked out, turning my head away. “God I want to, but I can’t.”


Cate’s fingers paused at my belt buckle. “Why not?”


I reached down and gently disengaged her hands, clasping them in mine. “Because up until a few days ago, I thought you hated me. I don’t think jumping into bed right now is a good idea.”


Cate sagged against the wall, her hand coming to her chest. She took a few shaky breaths. “I know, I’m sorry I haven’t been totally fair. I’ve missed you and I just…lost my head for a minute there. I haven’t given you much time to think about things.”


“I’ve had plenty of time to think, and I know this isn’t how I want it to be.”


“How exactly do you want it then?”


“I want you, Cate. All of you, not just a casual screw here and there.”


“I don’t th—” She stopped abruptly, her eyes fluttering closed. She drew a hand over her face and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes again they were clear. “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. I could see it in her eyes, they almost begged me to say yes, to say I’d choose her and everything she had to offer me.


Tilting her chin up, I kissed her softly. “Never surer.”



  
Chapter Twenty-Two


Hayley was trying hard not to show it, but the incredulity seeped out. “So, what? You’re just seeing her now, and everything’s forgiven and forgotten?”


“No, it’s not forgotten. We talked pretty much all night and cleared things up.” Mostly. Even after hours of conversation, the connection between Cate and me was fragile, but I hoped with time, effort, and patience from both of us, it would strengthen. “Seriously, what’s the point of staying angry and upset? It’s only going to undermine everything if we want to move forward.” And our foundations were shaky enough.


She grunted, the sound a mix of exasperation and resignation. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”


“I don’t really. But I can’t just turn my feelings off. Sometimes people do things that don’t make sense.” Like me. All the time. I cradled the phone against my shoulder, pulling on a fresh pair of ski pants. I’d already spent the morning training with Stace and had rushed home to shower and change before my guests arrived. “I like her, Hayls. I like her daughter. Why wouldn’t I take this opportunity?”


My protector huffed. “If she hurts you again, I’m going to kick her ass. Then I’m going to kick yours.”


“I’d expect nothing less.” I fumbled for a T-shirt. “I gotta go, they’ll be here soon.” Cate and Gemma were coming for a weekend’s skiing, and Taylor was coming for a weekend of hanging around. Two of my spare rooms were made up ready, but part of me—a large part—hoped Cate wouldn’t use hers. My guest rooms were on the lower level, and my bedroom was upstairs and at the opposite end of the hallway. If Cate came upstairs, nobody downstairs would hear a sound.


Last week I’d left her house a little after two a.m. with nothing more than a kiss goodbye and what felt like a promise of more to come later. It’d been the right thing at the time, but the aborted lovemaking had left me with a fog of arousal clouding my brain for days.


“Just be careful, okay?” Hayley implored.


“I will.” Finger-combing my hair I added, “I’m not going to lie, Hayls, part of me wonders if I can trust her, if she’ll run away if it gets too hard or she gets scared. But if I don’t put myself in there, I’ll never know.”


“No…I guess you’re right.” Hayley sighed. “I just want you to think about what you’re doing. That’s all.”


“I’ve done nothing but think for the past five months.” Downstairs, the doorbell chimed and my pulse picked up in anticipation. “Now it’s time to do something with all those thoughts.”


* * *


If Gemma was surprised by my reappearance in her life she didn’t show it. She’d greeted me on my doorstep with a cheery wave and smile, then all afternoon on the mountain behaved as though we’d spent no time apart—teasing and joking and laughing with me. Together we dissected the latest Star Wars movie and made plans to have that epic binge-watching session we’d planned all those months ago while in Australia.


I went along with everything she suggested, not only because I wanted to, but because the feeling of being wanted by Cate’s daughter was so overwhelmingly sweet I couldn’t help myself. Despite the easiness I had with Gem, I kept catching Cate watching us as I helped Gem with her technique and then later when we came back to my place.


The three of us settled in my den with the television on in the background, Taylor sprawled on her back in front of the fire, and pizza boxes at one end of the couch. When they’d first arrived, Gem had spotted some of my Warhammer figures on the shelf and asked with excitement if I played. I didn’t anymore, but now that I was more or less settled, I had bought some new figures because I was an unrepentant nerd.


Realizing that it was something we could share, I’d pulled out my as-yet-unpainted Alarielle the Everqueen, as well as Morathi who I’d begun working on a few days earlier. Gem’s eyes had popped when I handed her Alarielle. “Are you sure?” she squeaked. “This is really special. And tricky.”


“Mhmm, absolutely.”


“So cool, Tim’s gonna be so jealous that I got to paint Alarielle.”


Cate alternated between watching a wildlife show and watching Gem and me sitting cross-legged at the coffee table, carefully working on our respective figures. Every now and then, Cate would catch my eye, smile, then look back to the television. Aside from a quick kiss when they’d arrived, Cate and I had hardly touched. And I felt the lack of contact like a hollow space behind my breastbone.


Around ten p.m., Cate turned off the television. “Bedtime, Gem. Another big day tomorrow and I know you were up until two this morning reading.”


Gemma stretched, a little squeak escaping. As though swayed by Cate’s suggestion, she smothered a yawn but her longing eyes remained on Alarielle. I studied her work, noting how neat she was, especially for such a detailed and intricate figure. “We’ll do some more before you go, promise. Or we’ll pick it up next time.” Next time. It hadn’t been explicitly discussed but there had to be a next time.


Apparently my reassurance worked. “Awesome.” She washed and dried her brushes, carefully put everything away, then stood, looming over me.


I peered up at her. “Night, Gem.”


“Night.” She patted my head almost absently, then fell into Cate’s arms for a long hug. “Night, Mom.”


Cate kissed Gemma’s temple, her hand making a sweep along Gem’s back. “See you in the morning, sweetheart.”


I busied myself cleaning up my own brushes and paints while Cate let Taylor out, and then made sure the dog was settled in her bed in my laundry. When she returned, Cate said simply, “I think I’m going to turn in.”


“I might too. Long day.” Long, exciting but emotionally draining day. Walking out of the den, I touched her back in the briefest of caresses, guiding her. She tensed at my touch and I withdrew immediately, certain I’d overstepped somehow.


We paused at the bottom of the stairs, Cate’s expression carefully neutral, and when she didn’t say anything I felt compelled to fill in the silence. “Good night, Cate. I’ll see you in the morning.” I held my breath for a few seconds, willing her to ask me if she could come upstairs. But she didn’t.


An eyebrow rose infinitesimally. “Good night, Aspen,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Placing a hand on my shoulder, she stood on tiptoes and kissed me. It was just the barest brush of her lips to mine but it turned my stomach inside out with wanting. Then she was gone, striding down the hallway toward her bedroom, leaving me to stare after her.


The surprise and disappointment in her eyes had been unmistakable. But I couldn’t ask her to come upstairs with me, not yet, not when I’d said I wanted more than just a casual screw. God, I wanted to. I wanted to spend all night reacquainting myself with her body and all those hidden things she’d shown me during our time together. But Cate needed to initiate this, otherwise I knew I could never really be sure if she was ready, or just going along with me. So I’d sit and wait and go slowly insane with the desperate need I had to feel her slick bare skin against mine, to listen to her whispered pleas and encouragement.


A soft knock on my bedroom door interrupted my tooth brushing. I rinsed quickly, tugged on pajamas and rushed to open the door. Seeing Cate wasn’t entirely unexpected but the sight of her stirred my excitement further. She wore a plain satin negligee, dark blue and edged in lace, that fell to mid thigh. The promise of what was underneath had the excitement spreading through my body until my stomach muscles clenched and my limbs tingled with anticipation.


Holding the door, I glanced down the hallway, relieved to see she was alone. The reason for her appearance at my door seemed obvious but it was equally possible that Gem was unwell. “Hey. Is everything all right?” Dumb question, but the blood pooling in my thrumming clitoris made it hard to think of articulate things.


“Yes and no. I thought you might ask me to come to bed with you,” she said quietly, glancing past me into my room.


“Oh. I wanted to but I couldn’t, Cate. I wasn’t sure if we were there yet.” It was hard to get the words out around the ache of longing in my throat.


“I’m there, Aspen. I’m sure.” She stepped closer. “I thought I made that clear the other night.”


“You did, but that was then.” I offered a sheepish smile.


“And this is now,” she finished with a smile of her own, though hers was less sheepish and more sensual. “I don’t just want casual sex either. I want dinners and activities and watching you with my daughter and as many tomorrows as you’ll give me. So now you know.” Cate pushed the door closed and locked it, and I barely had time to register what she’d said before she yanked me close and covered my mouth with hers.


Her tongue searched, and as she found and stroked mine, my lust rose to an almost intolerable height. Cate’s leg curled around the back of my calf, her hips rising and pressing against my thigh. “We can spend all night making love, but right now I just need you to make me come.” Her voice broke as she begged again, “Please, I’m so wet. I need you.”


My stomach flip-flopped at her unashamed demands. Another thing I’d forgotten—her complete lack of self-consciousness. At another time I might have drawn it out, teased her until she was a begging, quivering mess. But my own need was too great. I pushed her against the wall, hitched her leg around my ass and moved her panties aside to enter her.


Cate’s moan was muffled against my neck when my fingers slipped into her hot depths. She pressed herself to me, tonguing my ear and biting my neck then soothing the marks she’d made with soft apologetic sweeps of her tongue. As I thrust gently, she writhed against my thumb, her heel dug into the back of my thigh as she begged me over and over to fuck her. After so long without and so much emotion, her urging and pleading pushed me almost to my breaking point, and the mere thought of her coming for me had arousal pounding hard between my thighs.


A small voice at the back of my head still wondered if it was a good idea, so soon after we’d reconnected. Maybe we should have talked more, maybe we should have waited another week or two. But lust overrode reason and with every word telling me she’d missed me, missed this, please hurry…please…please, I knew this was the only thing I wanted.


Holding her against the wall I found her hidden landmarks, driving and stroking her closer to her peak. Cate panted with every stroke, her mouth open against my neck. “Oh God. I’m going to come, Aspen please.”


But I wanted something else. Something more. As I withdrew my hand Cate clenched around my fingers as though she thought she could keep me inside her. “No,” she groaned.


Kissing her gently, I murmured, “Don’t you want me to lick you, Cate? You’re so hot, I want you to come in my mouth. I missed this so much. I’ve missed how you feel. How you taste.” A teasing tongue over her lips. “Let me, please.”


Cate dropped off me so fast, the floor almost let off a shockwave when she landed. I knelt in front of her and yanked her panties all the way down. She flung them off and hooked a leg over my shoulder, presenting herself to me.


I bit my lip, swallowing the sudden flood of saliva when I smelled her arousal. “Someone’s eager,” I said hoarsely, pressing soft kisses to her thigh, drawing my lips closer to her sex.


Cate clutched my hair. “Don’t tease.” She jammed her back against the wall, encouraging me with gentle tugs on my hair.


I made a light, delicious sweep over her clit then sucked the hard bundle between my lips. An unconscious growl rumbled in my throat, my hand tightening on her ass. “Tastes so good, Cate.”


“Fingers. Please.”


I slipped back inside her, curling my fingers forward while my tongue drove her onward. She let out another low groan, tightening her grip on my hair. “I want, oh that’s it, yes…there. Fuck me.”


I’d barely made a thrust before she cried out and clenched around my fingers, her climax washing hot and thick over my tongue. She bucked against my mouth, her cries muffled behind the hand she’d clamped over her mouth.


The tight fist of arousal clenched even tighter in my groin, threatening to spill over, and I spread my legs, desperate for some relief. So close. I buried my face in the soft skin of her thigh, trying to control myself but Cate had other ideas. She unhitched her leg from my shoulder and pushed me onto my back. My lover straddled my legs, working my pajamas over my hips and yanking them off.


Swollen and throbbing for her, I jerked when she circled light fingers over my clit and any thought of holding back was gone. I managed to rasp, “Lick me, please.”


She could have prolonged it and drawn me out until I was nothing more than an incoherent mess. But she didn’t. She took me exactly the way I needed it. Sucking my clit, tongue flicking against me, a hand under my tee to twist my nipple piercings and send currents of pleasure shooting down my body. There was plenty of time for slow and careful later. Now was all about raw need. I couldn’t have made it to a count of fifteen before I exploded in her mouth, back arched and feet sliding in the thick carpet of my bedroom floor.


I lay on my back, trying to remember if anyone had ever made me feel as complete as Cate did. Despite everything that’d passed between us, this was where I belonged, with her, and I could only hope she felt it with same intensity I did. When I’d recovered some of my faculties, she pulled me up and took me to bed to show me again how much she’d missed me. Our frantic, raw lovemaking gave way to soft caresses and gentle words, a long slow rediscovery of one another.


Minutes…hours later, Cate made her way up my body, peppering my skin with light kisses until we were intertwined with her nose tucked into my neck. I ran my fingers over her back in long rhythmic strokes, playing lightly over her skin. “Cate?”


“Mmm?” She shifted to look down at me, hair tickling my neck.


With my lips against her forehead, I murmured, “I could fall in love with you.”


She went still, almost rigid, for a few moments before uttering a soft, “Oh.”


Her walls were up and I wanted desperately to climb over them, then break them down and show her she’d never need them again. I tried to put the words I wanted into some sort of order but they felt like a mess. “I know I’m pushing, but I’ve found a sexy, smart, funny, caring woman who seems to like me and she happens to have a daughter who’s amazing. I feel like I’ve been dropped into a ready-made dream and I don’t want to give that up.”


“Me either,” she whispered. “But I’m still so afraid. Of how much I need you, and of you leaving and then there’ll be nothing left of me all over again.”


I wondered how many times we would have this conversation, how many times we would need to reassure each other. When would we find a way past our old hurts? “Me too. I’m afraid you don’t need me. Or want me.” I couldn’t help but smile. “Some pair we are, huh.”


She blinked rapidly a few times. “A pair…”


“Yes. A pair. That’s what I want. That’s what I need, Cate and I’ll do everything to prove it to you, every day for as long as you’ll let me. Please, let me in,” I begged her.


Fingertips traced over my cheek. “Where have you been this whole time when I needed you?”


“Hiding from myself. Until you found me again.” I sucked in a shuddering breath. “This thing we’ve got is new and scary, Cate. We’re going to stumble, but I’m just asking for a little faith.”


“You’ve got it,” she murmured. “You’re right. I need to let you in. I need to trust you. I want you to trust me.”


Before I could answer, Cate sat up and climbed over to straddle me. “Please, no more talking. I can’t.” She lifted my hands to her breasts, her gaze so intense that I felt completely vulnerable, yet so safe at the same time.


The truth welled up, the thing I’d downplayed lest I frighten her. But we were already so exposed, so raw, that I couldn’t keep it back anymore. I forced my hands to be still, to not thumb her nipples or cup her beautiful breasts. If I let myself be distracted, I’d never get out what I needed to say in that moment. “Cate, please. Wait just a moment.”


Silent, she raised an eyebrow, her hands resting on my chest just above my breasts. My voice barely above a whisper, I gave her my confession. The thing I’d felt and held inside since our first day together, when she’d taken my helmet off, looked into my eyes and seen me. “It’s not that I could fall in love with you. I did, all those months ago. I’m in love with you. I love you.”


Cate’s mouth slanted over mine, her lips soft yet unyieldingly possessive. Something warm and wet fell to my cheek but I didn’t know if they were my tears, or hers. All her urgency from earlier had evaporated as she held me, as she visited every part of my body again and again. She was slow and indulgent, and after I’d drunk my fill of her, she took my pulsing heat in her mouth and finished me gently. A hand clasped mine and I came almost immediately on a strangled cry, heat curling through my body.


She hadn’t said it back, but I felt it in the depths of my soul. I felt it when she looked at me, when she touched me and let me touch her. Until dawn began to peek through the curtains she took every one of the fears and doubts I’d nurtured during our time apart and turned them into I’m sorry and I need you. We’d been here, in another time and place, before all the confusion and uncertainty, we’d known what we wanted. And I knew I’d never let her go again.



  
Chapter Twenty-Three


Between Cate, Gemma, and coaching Stace, my weekly schedule grew fuller than it had ever been. And I loved it. Cate and Gem stayed at my place from Friday night until Sunday afternoon, then I stayed a couple of weeknights at Cate’s, slotted in around training with Stacey four afternoons a week. There was a whole lot of back and forth driving, but it was worth every mile.


Wanting to make sure I was as fit as I could be to keep up with Stace, I’d also restarted my own gym sessions. That plus the more challenging technical skiing were returning the hard muscle I had during my pro career. In another five or six months I’d probably be almost back at my competition weight and the thought of having my old body back fulfilled me in a way I hadn’t expected.


The other day, Cate had cornered me in the bathroom, cooing softly as she ran her hands over my abs, down my thighs…between my thighs. In the month since we’d rekindled our relationship, the passion had stayed a raging inferno and I hoped I never lost that quickening of my pulse when we were near each other. The exciting tension in my stomach when she looked at me, touched me and guided my hand to where she wanted me to touch her.


But underneath the lust was a soft connection that was new—something sweet and delicate to balance our raw physicality. Still, despite all we’d shared and worked through, and our quiet declarations, something still felt tenuous. It seemed like she’d given me ninety percent of herself, but was still holding something back. My I love yous were said whenever I thought I’d burst if I didn’t say it. Hers were nonexistent.


Instinct made me want to plow forward again, to push through every one of her residual fears and doubts until there was nothing left between us. But I’d already put myself out there so many times, and some niggling doubt made me hold back this time. It was for Cate to put that last little bit of herself forward and whenever she was ready, I’d be there waiting for her.


 


We’d planned dinner and a movie on Thursday with Gemma, then a quiet night at home after. When I was almost at her house, Cate called. I activated hands-free. “Hello, beautiful.”


“Hi.” The trace of gravel in her voice had turned even rougher. She was tired. “I’m really sorry but I’m going to be late home. Our computer system had a massive meltdown, and everyone else has left already. I’m waiting for tech support to call me back.”


“Sure thing. No worries.”


“Gemma’s home from school so she’ll let you in. Hopefully we can clear this up in a couple of hours and I haven’t really accidentally deleted half of the patient files.”


“Yikes.” I glanced at the time. “We’ll grab some dinner and hang out on the couch until you get home. Or did you want me to take her to the movie?”


“If you don’t mind. I know she really wants to see it and this way I don’t have to pretend to be interested in teen humor.”


“Thanks,” I said dryly. “Leave it to me.”


She laughed. “You’re younger, you’ll be fine. Plus you love that stuff.” The sound of a landline ringing cut over the conversation. “Shit, I’ve got to go, that’ll be the IT wizard. I’ll see you later.”


“Can’t wait.”


“Love you.” The way she’d said it was so casual and unconscious, like it was the most natural thing. Cate inhaled sharply after the words were out and there was a long, taut silence. I held my breath, wondering if I should respond but I didn’t have the chance because Cate said, “I mean…no, you know what? I meant that. Aspen, I love you.” And she hung up before I could say it back.


I grinned stupidly right up until I pulled into their driveway just before six. Taylor was barking from somewhere inside the house and when I buzzed, the barking intensified. Gemma called through the door, “Who is it?”


“It’s Aspen.”


The door opened to Gem holding onto a straining Taylor’s collar. “Hey.”


“Hi, sweetie. Did you talk to your mom?”


“Yep, she called just before.” She closed the door behind me and the ridgeback erupted into a frenzy of squirmy tail wagging now that she’d realized who I was.


I held up a finger and the dog sat. When I leaned down and gently scratched her neck Taylor responded with licking and more squirming, then shot off down the hall the moment I straightened up. Girlfriend. Child. Dog. I couldn’t help smiling. “Did you want to stay here and order in, or go see that movie?”


Gemma considered for a fraction of a second. “Movie. Some of the girls at school have already seen it.”


“Awesome. Grab your things and we’ll get going. Starts at seven so it might be drive-through dinner for us.”


“The best kind of dinner.”


I laughed. “I won’t tell your mom you said that.”


The cinema was half-filled with teenagers being generally raucous, which made me feel very old and very uncool. I tried to leave a seat between Gemma and me, in case she didn’t want to be seen with a dopey adult, but she yanked me back to sit beside her. She was a trailers-talker, leaning into me to give running commentary on whether or not she wanted to see that movie and why. When the screen dimmed before the feature, she grew silent, slowly moving fistfuls of popcorn into her mouth.


Almost an hour into the movie, which was not entirely awful, Gemma started shifting in her seat then stood up, hunched over. “Bathroom,” she whispered as she slipped past me.


“’Kay.”


Engrossed in the movie, it took me a little while to realize she hadn’t returned. When I tilted my watch toward the aisle lighting, I discovered with dread that she’d been gone almost fifteen minutes. Shit. Please let her be okay, just an upset stomach or something. Please don’t let her be gone. Oh, I’d screwed up. Grabbing our things, I jumped out of the seat and raced from the theater.


I pushed into the first bathroom I saw. All the stalls were open but one. “Gemma? Are you in here?”


“Yeah,” she said hoarsely.


The tightness of worry left my chest in a long exhalation “You okay? Are you sick?” I moved closer to the occupied stall.


“No.”


“Oh. Uh…upset?” About what I couldn’t imagine. The movie was a comedy.


“No.” Sniffling breaths, then a long pause before a quietly trembling voice announced, “I think I got my period.”


Well, shit. Talk about being thrown into the deep end. I leaned against the stall door. “Is it, uh, your first one?”


A quiet, “Yeah.”


“Ah. I see. Uh, has your mom talked to you about it?”


“Mhmm.”


“Right. Okay, good. Have you got any um, supplies?”


“No,” she said softly.


I rummaged in my bag. Tampons and more tampons, probably not the best for… Help. I cast my eyes around, noting with relief that there was a vending machine on the wall. I crossed to it quickly, bought her a sanitary napkin and passed it over the door. “Here you go.”


“Thanks.”


“Think you’ll be okay with that?”


“Yep.”


“Great. I’ll wait outside and you can come out when you’re ready.”


“Okay.”


I left to give her some privacy while she figured things out. Standing outside the restroom, I covered my face with my hands. For a moment I thought about texting Cate but decided against it. This wasn’t my thing to tell her, it was Gemma’s. Oh God, I was so not expecting this.


A nugget of fear nestled in my belly. What was protocol for helping your girlfriend’s daughter who was having personal issues? What if I’d overstepped somehow? But I’d have done the same for anyone, even a stranger. Despite my rationalization, the nugget grew into an anxious fist. Maybe this was the sort of thing Cate had been worried about—how I’d handle teenager things.


Gem came out of the bathroom a short time later, face blotchy and eyes red-rimmed. Without thought I opened my arms to her, and she rushed into them. She crumpled my shirt while I stroked her hair and tried to think of something to say. When I got my first period, Mom was long gone and Hayley had declared, “Welcome to the worst part of your life!”


Saying something similar didn’t seem particularly appropriate at this time, so I settled for a neutral, “Uh, how’s your tummy? Do you have any cramps?”


“Nope.”


“Do you want to go watch the rest of the movie, or go home?”


Gem pulled her sleeve over the butt of her hand to wipe her nose. “Think I just wanna go.”


“Sure thing. Your mom should be home soon.” I slung a loose arm over her shoulder and after a few steps, Gemma wrapped her arm around my waist.


In the car, she was quiet but seemed otherwise all right. So awkward. I still didn’t know if I should say something and if I did say something, should I make a joke or be serious about it? I drummed my fingers on the wheel. “I guess we’ll have to make another time to come back and finish the movie.”


“Sounds good.”


I glanced quickly at her. “Your mom said you’ve got a debate next Friday.”


“Yeah.”


“Awesome. I can’t wait to watch you.” I reached over and smoothed all her unruly blond hair back. “How you feeling?”


“Okay. Kinda strange maybe.”


Laughing softly, I nodded. “Yeah, it takes a bit of getting used to.” Up ahead I spotted a familiar sign, changed lanes and pulled in to the parking lot. The other thing my sister had done was sit with me on the couch and share a pint of ice cream until I had a stomachache. “You coming in to choose? This is part of the ritual you know. The bit nobody tells you about.”


She bit her lower lip, trying to hide her smile but the edges of her mouth quirked up. “Pick a flavor each?”


I unbuckled and winked at her. “You know it. Let’s get one for your mom too, okay?”


 


When Cate arrived home a little after nine, Gem and I were on the couch, watching TV and sharing ice cream from the container. She threw her bags and dry cleaning onto the easy chair and stepped behind us, leaning on the couch. “Hello, my gorgeous girls.”


I tilted my head back to look at her. Even upside down, she was so beautiful she made my breath catch. “Hey. Everything sorted?”


“Yes, thank God. A program glitch, not a Cate error.” Cate kissed Gemma’s forehead then my lips. “You guys are home early.” She held out her hand. “Can I have some of that, please? I haven’t had dinner yet.”


Gemma passed Cate the ice cream and her spoon then shot me a conspiratorial smile. Cate spooned, and sighed. “Oh. You got mint-chip. I adore you both.” She came around to sit between us, the spoon in her mouth clattering against her teeth as she asked, “Did you guys get to the movie?”


Gemma was silent and appeared to want to stay that way. I stepped up to answer. “Yeah we did.”


“How was it?” Cate scooped again, leaving a smear of ice cream on her lower lip.


Inappropriate time to think of how much I wanted to lick it from her lips. She did it for me, tongue slipping out of her mouth and sweeping along her lip. I forced my eyes up. “Okay. We came home early.”


“Yeah? Why?” Cate’s eyes moved between Gemma and me like a tennis spectator’s.


“I’m going to make something for your dinner. Something that’s not ice cream.” I leaned in, kissed her quickly and stood. Cate looked up at me, concern worrying her features. I shook my head, mouthed it’s fine, and left them to it.


From the kitchen their quiet chattering provided a backdrop as I started a simple pasta dish for Cate. I tried to tune the sound out, to let them have this personal time, but Gem’s teasing recount of the sound I’d made when the lead actress first appeared on screen, and Cate’s laughing answer was a balm for my soul. There was more laughter and quiet conversation for ten minutes until I heard Gem’s footsteps on the stairs. Cate came in seconds later to put the ice cream in the freezer. I glanced away from the stove. “Everything okay?”


“Mhmm.” She grabbed the bottom of my shirt and pulled me roughly forward. Letting out a surprised squeak, I forgot to let go of the spoon and had to make a tricky move to avoid spilling pasta sauce on her work polo. “You,” Cate said, reaching to take my face in her hands, “…are wonderful.” She kissed me, thumbs caressing my cheekbones.


My anxiety about the evening’s events broke up and fell away. “You say it like you’ve only just realized,” I teased.


Cate smiled, shaking her head. “No. I’ve known it for a while. Thank you, Aspen. Thank you.” She hugged me hard and I reciprocated with one arm, dripping sauce onto the kitchen floor from the spoon held in the other. Nobody had ever hugged me the way Cate did. With her nose tucked against my jaw, breath warm on my skin, she poured herself into me like she wanted to be part of me.


Despite the swell of love, a small panic about the fate of her dinner started to override. “Cate?” I fretted. “I need to…your dinner’s going to burn.”


Cate reached around me to turn the burner off and yank the pot onto an unused one. She took the spoon from my hand, dropped it in the pan and looked up at me. “I love you.” Her eyes were wide, her expression earnest, willing me to hear her.


And I did. I heard everything in those three words. Swallowing hard, I managed to force out a raspy, “Yeah?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, good. Because I love you too. So we’re even.” Pulling her close, I bent my head to kiss her. Kissing Cate always felt like a safe haven. Now with the spoken truth sitting firmly between us, it felt like the only place I wanted to be. My arms wrapped low around her waist and hers curled around my neck. The low rumble of desire I had whenever she touched me built to a quiet roar. But this kiss wasn’t about the promise of what would come later in bed, it was about connection.


I felt more connected than I’d ever felt. She grounded me, reminded me of everything that was important. She made me feel like I really belonged somewhere, with someone, for the first time in my life.



  
Chapter Twenty-Four


The morning of Gemma’s debate I snuck out early to walk Taylor, as I always did when staying at their place. When I came back just after six thirty, I found Gem already awake and at the kitchen table, worrying over her notes. Massaging her shoulder, I asked, “Everything good?”


“I think so?” Gem frowned. “Maybe. Can you listen to my opening arguments?”


“Of course. Let me make myself some tea.”


Gem and I ran through it for twenty minutes, until the timer kicked the coffee machine into action—a sure sign Cate would emerge soon. I bopped Gem’s head with the notes she’d given me. “Ready for breakfast?”


“Yeah,” she mumbled, unrolling and flattening the pages onto the table.


She slumped in her chair, reading through her arguments yet again while I started oatmeal for her. Cate’s daughter was more than capable of getting breakfast for herself but I thought she could use a little fussing. More to the point, I really liked fussing over both of them. “Juice, tea, or hot chocolate?”


“Tea, please.”


I flicked the kettle back on and set mugs out. “What time are they getting you guys dinner tonight?” The debate club would stay after school to prepare and have pizza before the debate. Assuming any of them could eat around their nerves.


“Five thirty. Doors open at six fifteen.” Gemma looked up, eyes suddenly panicked. “You won’t be late?”


“We won’t be late, sweetie. I promise.” I dropped teabags into the mugs of boiling water and passed one to her. “Here.”


Cate stumbled into the kitchen in robe and slippers with her phone in hand. My lover was as far from a morning person as you could get. I pulled another mug down, fixed her coffee and silently set it on the counter before moving back to the stove. Cate surveyed the scene with half-closed eyes. “Did I miss the memo about waking up before dawn this morning?” she mumbled, still quiet and husky with sleep. I loved her like that, bleary and bewildered like a newborn kitten.


Stirring breakfast, I turned to smile at her. “We didn’t bother sending it to you.”


Gem backed me up with a facetious, “Waste of time.”


We were slow-clapped for our effort. “Very funny.” Cate stopped to kiss Gem’s forehead then came for me. She took my face in her hands, pulled me down and kissed me softly. “Hey.”


“Morning,” I murmured. When she let go of my face, I slid the coffee closer to her.


“Thank you.” Cate grabbed the mug like it was life-giving. In her case, at this time of morning, it was. “Seriously, why are you up so early, Gem?”


“Couldn’t sleep,” Gem explained.


“Mmmph.” Clearly Cate had exhausted her pre-coffee word quota.


I dished out steaming oatmeal into two bowls, added banana and honey and passed one to Gem. She sprinkled cinnamon on hers—I sprinkled protein powder on mine. Cate set milk on the table for us and sat down beside me with nothing more than her mug. Food was beyond her capabilities first thing in the morning, and she’d eat breakfast later at work.


Cate drank coffee and read the news on her phone, a hand on my thigh while I ate. Her touch was firm, almost bruising and after a few minutes I slid my hand under the table and interlaced our fingers. Her grip eased, but was still tight enough to be borderline uncomfortable. The room was quiet until Gem pushed her chair back, the legs scraping over the floor, and carried her dishes to the sink. The moment Gemma came back to the table, Cate said, “Sweetheart, can you let the dog out please?”


“But Aspen already—”


Cate’s look stopped her immediately. “Then get ready for school.”


Gemma picked up her papers and held them tightly to her chest, seemingly surprised at Cate’s terseness. She shot us a curious look but left the room without saying anything more. When the bathroom door upstairs closed, Cate spun on her chair to face me. Her grip on the mug was white-knuckled. “I had an email this morning,” she said quietly. “From Lisa.”


Her ex’s name almost made me jerk, like someone had hit me with a cattle prod. Tension wormed its way into my cells and I dragged my tea closer, needing something in my hands. Something concrete to keep me grounded. “Oh? What about?” Way to go, Aspen. That almost came out sounding not jealous. Almost.


“She’s back in the States for a family thing and wants to see me and Gemma on Thursday.” Cate was matter-of-fact, almost detached. “I tried to protect Gem from a lot of the ugly stuff that happened behind the scenes and if she wants to see Lisa, then I can’t really stop it.”


The ugly stuff was putting it mildly. I was certain there was more Cate hadn’t told me but what she had was bad enough—fighting, manipulation, gaslighting, a bit of the physical. Not to mention her cruelty after Cate had miscarried before falling pregnant with Gemma. Then the way she’d tried to separate Cate from her friends and family, probably so they couldn’t see what she was doing. A real piece of work. I swallowed the unpleasant taste in my mouth, and said as evenly as I could, “That’s fair enough. How do you feel about that?”


“Anxious but I’ll manage. She can’t do anything if we’re in public.” Cate reached around to unwrap my hand from my mug.


I hadn’t realized how tightly I was gripping it until I felt the tug of her trying to pry my fingers away. The flare of possessive anger had burned so hot and fierce, it was frightening. I pushed it down as best I could but it simmered, refusing to go away completely. Cate pulled my index finger until I looked at her. “What are you afraid of, Aspen?”


I didn’t even need to think. “That she’ll hurt you again,” I whispered. “I couldn’t stand it.”


“What else?” The question was posed calmly, softly, and for a moment I was transported back to our first day together when she’d drawn me out with the same gentle questioning.


I forced a smile but it felt like it didn’t belong on my face. It was the wrong time to be smiling. “Ridiculous, irrational things mostly.”


Her answering smile was indulgent. “Let me guess for this one. You’re worried Lisa will try to get me back, and I’ll go and take Gem with me.”


When she verbalized it, I realized how ridiculous my runaway thought process was. “Something like that. I’m sorry, I know it’s not…you know, but my brain thinks stupid things.”


She tilted her head, her expression now neutral. “You think I don’t have the fortitude, or strength of character to resist?”


“No, nothing like that!”


“Then what?” she asked softly. “Tell me what you’re worried about.” Cate’s fingertips lightly traced the line of my jaw and I had to suppress a shiver.


I took a moment to arrange my words in some sort of order. “You shared your life with her for over ten years, Cate. You had a child together. Made a home. You and me, we haven’t even been together for three months total, and everything’s been so fragile. You guys have a lot of history, that’s all.” It sounded pathetic when I said it aloud. “I guess I’m worried that seeing her will make you realize I’m not what you want. That I’m not capable.”


Carefully, Cate moved my mug away but I recognized her calm as forced. She was upset. For a panicked few seconds I couldn’t tell if she was upset with me, or about the situation in general. She took my chin in her hand, her grip firm but not painful and our eyes met, hers blazing with conviction. If I could have seen mine, I’m sure they would have been afraid.


Cate’s voice was low and forceful. “Listen to me, Aspen Archer. I’m here because this is where I want to be. This is where Gemma wants to be. With you. Not with Lisa. Okay? Yes, we have history, as in it’s the past.” She relaxed her grip, her thumb gently stroking the edge of my mouth.


Her words pierced through the heavy sludge of my jealousy, turning some of it to shame. “I’m sorry. I’ve never been jealous like this before. It’s horrible.” I ran my fingers down my sternum. “And it’s right here, suffocating me.”


She placed her palm flat against my chest, between my breasts. “Here?”


I nodded. “Yes. And it feels even worse because I feel like I shouldn’t be like her, jealous and possessive.”


“This thing is completely different, darling.” She ran her hand up and down the valley between my breasts, pushing the feeling away, soothing the frantic thud of my heart. “That thing you’re feeling is pride, protectiveness. Hers was pure jealousy.”


I tried to swallow the lump of fear in my throat. “I’m so scared of losing you both.”


“You won’t,” she said firmly. “I don’t want Lisa. Once, I thought I did but not now and not for a long time. Everything I want is in this house. Got it?”


I nodded again.


“Good.” She kissed me hard. “I’m going to ask her to sign a relinquishment of parental rights. We should have done it years ago, but I guess I just shoved it aside and tried to forget.”


The words registered, but it took me a few seconds to examine them enough to make sense of exactly what Cate was saying. “Okay…”


“I want her to sign it because I want you to think about the future and maybe being Gemma’s legal guardian someday. I mean it.” She blinked, her eyes brimming with moisture. “Did you hear what I said, Aspen?”


“I heard you,” I said thickly. “I don’t need to think. Yes.”


She kissed me. “Good. I’ll see you after work.”


* * *


In addition to her chores and responsibilities at home, and for an extra twenty dollars a week, Gemma helped me with shoveling my paths and other small house maintenance stuff. I thought she should have more, but Cate was firm that the forty dollars from both of us plus some minutes for Gem’s cell phone were more than adequate. She’d probably burned all her phone allowance calling friends to talk about their debate win on Friday.


I stuck some money under a magnet on their fridge, then leaned over and stole a piece of carrot from the chopping board. When I didn’t get into trouble, I snatched some broccoli as well. As nonchalantly as I could, I asked, “What time are you leaving tomorrow?”


Cate didn’t look up from chopping. “I’ll pick Gem up from school and go straight there. We should be back around seven.”


“Will you have dinner when you get home?” I was trying so hard to make it a normal conversation, as though what was happening was an everyday thing. All week my anxiousness at her meeting with Lisa had risen until it was barely suppressed. I couldn’t imagine how Cate felt.


She paused. “Uh, yes.”


“I’ll cook then.” I went for another piece of carrot and was lightly hand-slapped for my trouble. Unexpected words fell out of my mouth. “Maybe we could think about living together.”


“What are you thinking exactly?” It was a casual response, as though she’d barely allocated any importance to it.


I leaned a hip against the counter. “I’m not sure. I know Gem’s got school, and you’ve got work and I have to be at Beaver Creek for training most days, but I don’t like being apart from you guys.”


“Me either. But I’m just not sure how, that’s all. I can’t really move, not until Gem’s finished school.” She carried the cutting board toward me. “Watch out please, babe.”


I shifted sideways so she could pass me to scrape vegetables in the hot pan. “Okay, I get that, but I could move.”


“You already drive an hour and a half here and then back for Stacey’s training two days during the week. You want to add another two?”


“Well, yes. I don’t mind it. I want to share my life fully with you. I want us to be a family.”


“So do I, but…” Cate took a deep breath and turned around. “Aspen, you’re such an adorable romantic and I see how much you want to do this. You’re amazing and I love you, but I just don’t know how it’ll work. I can’t do anything right now.” Her eyes begged me to understand.


“Okay. What about a shared bank account or something for when the three of us are doing things together?” The ‘you pay this and I’ll pay that’ system grated on me, and not because I thought it wasn’t equal. I wanted more, more shared things, more us.


“I…not yet. Baby steps, please. Let’s keep it in mind and talk in a few months.”


The cool rebuttal stopped my hopes dead in their tracks. I forced a smile. “Sure, okay then. I think I get it.”


Cate set the cutting board down, blowing out a deep breath. “I hope so, really, I do. It’s not you, really. I was independent for so long and when I shared my life and my finances fully all I got was controlled because of what she perceived as inequality.”


“I wouldn’t do that,” I whispered. “It’s not about that.” Cate was so shaped by years of what Lisa had done to her. Some days I felt I couldn’t find a way in, past all the hurt to show her that wasn’t me.


“I know, but you’re trying to undo years of deception. I need a little time to adjust.”


I stepped in and gently pulled her to me, relieved when she didn’t resist. Resting my cheek against her hair, I held her close, settling myself in the comfort of being with her. “I understand and I’m sorry to have pushed. I know the timing of us talking about it with you seeing her tomorrow isn’t great.”


But I’d still done it, and I knew exactly why. Because I was scared she didn’t know how much I loved her, and I wanted her to prove she loved me. It was like a dog peeing to mark its territory and I was so annoyed at myself.


“Don’t be. I just want you to know where I’m coming from.”


I pulled back but kept my hands on her hips, needing to show her I was there. “I do.”


Cate rubbed her eye with the side of her hand. “Thank you.”


I kissed her temple then went upstairs to shower. Little though I liked it, I understood what she was saying. But it still stung. I never had money growing up and my family had shared everything. For as long as I could remember, I’d worked—mowed lawns, washed cars, walked dogs or done any job I could to buy ski equipment. During the ski season I worked the cafeteria at the resort on weekends and after school in exchange for lift passes. My dad had mortgaged the hell out of our house to pay my first coaches. I had a scholarship for college and without it, I never would have attended.


When I was suddenly very wealthy, I had no idea what to do, so after I’d bought myself somewhere to live and a car that didn’t break down, I paid off my father’s mortgage, helped my sister buy a house, and donated to charity. I was conditioned to share everything but it seemed Cate didn’t want any of it. Leaning against the shower screen, I admonished myself. That wasn’t true and it certainly wasn’t fair. She’d trusted me with so much and I had to trust that she meant what she said, that she needed and wanted me.



  
Chapter Twenty-Five


I slept uneasily, waking constantly to check on Cate who slept as she usually did—like the dead. We’d stayed awake until the early hours talking about the next day, and Cate had draped herself over me as I stroked her skin gently. She’d admitted she was nervous and I admitted I was terrified she might be hurt. When she’d finally drifted to sleep, she was clinging to me like a child, clutching my soft cotton tee, her face pressed to my shoulder.


At breakfast, Gem seemed completely normal but Cate was even quieter than usual. She joined me in the shower, pressed me back against the cool tiles and as water cascaded over us, we reminded each other of what we had. Drying off, I studied the faint possessive bite mark on my shoulder. For the first time since I’d known her, Cate took a Valium she had in the back of the bathroom cabinet. She left me with a kiss and a quiet, “Wish me luck.”


And I was left to fret, wondering if there was something I could do to make it easier for Cate. There wasn’t. I fed Taylor, then took her home with me to hang out for an epic few hours of Call of Duty on the Xbox. Or it would have been epic if I’d been able to concentrate. After half an hour of playing like a complete newbie, I tired of being pilloried by other players, and gave up to nap on the couch with the dog.


All afternoon I worked on start drills with Stacey at Beaver Creek. Then Taylor and I drove back to Idaho Springs. Cate was right—it was a lot of driving, but it was totally worth it. And that’s why they invented audiobooks and podcasts.


I’d just pulled dinner from the oven when Cate and Gemma arrived a little after half-past seven. Cate’s smile was forced. Gemma’s was nonexistent. Cate kissed me softly but said nothing, and that silence said everything. Gem was uncharacteristically withdrawn, and when I asked about school she gave me a short, snappy reply.


I watched her eating with her head down, then looked helplessly to Cate. My lover’s lower lip was caught between her teeth, her headshake slight. Her eyes said everything. Not now. Don’t ask. I’ll tell you later.


I ate the rest of my dinner, barely tasting it until Gemma broke the silence with a quiet, “May I please be excused? I’m finished.”


“Sure, honey,” Cate agreed. “Did you want to watch a movie?”


“No thanks, I’ve got homework.” Gem was already standing, empty plate and glass in hand.


I watched this back-and-forth between the most important people in my life, and felt like a foreigner. The language they spoke to one another was one I didn’t know. It was a language of pain and emotion, and until Cate translated for me, I was clueless.


I stayed clueless until we went to bed, my hand on the small of her back as we walked up the stairs together. We moved around the bathroom silently, brushing teeth, swallowing pills, being normal. But it wasn’t normal. I stood behind her, stroking her back, and watched her taking off her makeup. “How are you?”


Cate caught my eye in the mirror. “I’m okay. She was civil. The paperwork is signed and I’ll drop it off to the lawyer on Monday.”


“Okay, good.” Though genuine, my excitement and happiness were tempered by my concern for what my girls had had to do that afternoon, and the words fell flat.


“Your inside thoughts are on the outside again, Aspen,” Cate teased gently but her smile never touched her eyes.


“Sorry, can’t help it.” I swallowed. “I’ve just been worried about you guys today. How was she with Gem?”


Cate tossed the makeup wipe into the trash. “Aloof, basically ignored her except to be snide. It was just so typical, the whole thing was like a sick game for her. She called and I had to come running because she knew I’d never stop my daughter from seeing her if that’s what Gem wanted. And I had to sit there and be cordial because I needed her to sign those damned papers.”


When I opened my arms, Cate came to me immediately, burying her face in my shoulder. I kissed her temple. “Was Gemma okay?”


Cate leaned back to look up at me. “She was so well-mannered. I was very proud of her, but I could tell how uncomfortable she was. Then she fell apart when we got back into the car. Kept asking me why someone who was supposed to want her enough to help me make her could be like that.”


The pain in my chest was so acute I almost gasped. Such a waste and so much hurt and heartbreak. They didn’t deserve it. Cate’s voice cracked. “Jesus, what kind of mother am I to make my daughter endure that? She only went because she thought it’s what I wanted.”


Taking her face in my hands, I made her look at me. “Hey, this is on Lisa, Cate. Not you.”


“I know, but everything’s just been ripped wide open again. How could I have stayed with someone like that for so long? Someone who didn’t even want us. I was so damned selfish.”


I had no answer for her rhetorical question. Cate took a few calming breaths, swiping her hands over her eyes. “And she asked about you.”


“Me? How does she even know about me?”


“Sorry, the nonspecific you. She guessed why I wanted her to relinquish rights.” Cate smiled suddenly. “Gem spoke up, all by herself, about how great you were and all the fun stuff you guys did together, like she knew exactly where to twist the knife.”


“Told you before, she’s a smart kid.” I grinned.


“Yeah, she is.” The smile wavered and she let out a shaky breath. “Anyway, I can set it behind us now.”


“Mmm.” Sliding my thumbs over those glorious cheekbones, I said softly, “Come to bed. You look exhausted.”


“Thanks,” she said dryly.


“But still so damned beautiful.”


“You charmer.” Cate slid under the covers, holding them open for me. I slipped in behind her and held her close, my cheek against her hair as we talked. What we should do on the weekend. Whether we should have a party or just a quiet dinner for my birthday next month. We talked about everything but Cate’s old life.


When we’d exhausted the mundane, Cate rolled over and brushed her face against my shoulder, her head coming to rest on my breasts. Then she stepped over our unspoken boundary and murmured, “I’m glad I saw her.”


“Why’s that, darling?”


Cate burrowed against me. “Because now I’m absolutely certain I made the right choice leaving her.”


Her words grew drowsy and disjointed then her breathing steadied and she was silent. I drifted on the edge of sleep thinking of what this other woman had done to Cate. My Cate, so intelligent and tender. The woman who thought Simon and Garfunkel was the greatest band on earth and whose smile pushed away my hurt. Cate, who had magic hands to both soothe and ignite me in the same touch. The woman whose face I conjured when I felt overwhelmed. The woman who showed me every day how much she needed me.


Something brushed over my stomach, startling me awake. I twitched and opened my eyes to the darkness. Cate moved and I realized it was her, touching me. Light fingers ran over my stomach, heading south. I fumbled for her. “Baby?”


There was no answer except for fingers tracing my face and finding my lips. Her mouth followed, bringing a hot, searching tongue. I knew what she was doing. She needed to remind herself of what she had and to dispel some of her ghosts. I surrendered everything to her, willingly giving her all the control.


When she begged me to be rough with her, I used my nails and bit her beautiful skin until she cried out in ecstasy. When she slowed and steadied, I followed to soothe those marks with soft kisses and a loving tongue. Cate pushed me down between gloriously spread thighs and together, we chased some of the shadows of her past away.


* * *


Gem was a little more like herself at breakfast but still slightly reserved. I couldn’t erase their past hurts, but I could help with the now. I could make sure she knew how much I cared about her and how much I wanted her around. On a whim, I suggested that we go to Denver Sunday and spend the day at the Museum of Nature and Science.


Cate spoke up. “Why don’t you guys go today?”


“It’s a school day,” Gem said, her voice quietly monotone.


“Mental health day. If you go today, Aspen won’t be hanging around for hours waiting for us to get home.”


Gemma looked between us both, eyebrows reaching for her hairline. In the end, the prospect of a Friday off school seemed to win out. “If you’re sure it’s okay…”


“Mhmm, absolutely.” Cate’s voice sounded too light, too cheerful but I kept silent and drank my coffee.


Upstairs, as we readied for our respective days, I said, “I know what you’re doing.”


The hand holding her mascara brush stilled and she caught my gaze in the mirror. “What’s that?”


“You’re letting me do what I need to for her.” I buttoned my jeans and stepped behind Cate, dropping a kiss on her neck. I inhaled, drawing in the scent of her. “Thank you.”


“I’m not doing anything, Aspen. It’s all you.” She turned around and grabbed my hips. “Will you be okay walking around all day?”


My annoyance flared for a fraction of a second. “Mhmm, I’ve been at a two pretty much all week. I think we’ve finally got the combination right.” I’d even had one or two mornings with barely any pain or stiffness. Way to go, joints!


“Good.” Cate stretched up to kiss me. “Have a great day. I’ll see you both when I get home.”


Gem was quiet on the drive to Denver but the longer we wandered around the museum, the more she relaxed and came out of her shell. We engaged with the exhibits, ate junk for lunch and by the time we were ready to leave, she was laughing and joking with me. A little less enthusiastically than usual, but a world away from how she’d been.


We stopped for shakes on the way home and after a particularly noisy slurp, Gem twisted sideways in the passenger seat. “Aspen, why didn’t you ever have kids? Don’t you want them?”


An odd time for such a question but it was clear why she was asking. I glanced at her. “No, it wasn’t that. I wanted kids, real bad, but it never quite happened.”


“You wanted them like past tense but not now?” Veterinarian be damned, the girl would make a fantastic cop or lawyer.


“Not exactly. I’ve got you now so I don’t want anything but what I’ve got.”


“Oh.”


I made a quick mirror check, pulled off the road with my hazards on and set the car into park. “I’m sorry if I haven’t been clear, Gem, about how important you are to me. How much I care about you. I guess I just assumed you knew.”


Gemma stuck the straw in her mouth, clamping it between her back teeth. “No, you have. I think I knew that…”


I couldn’t help but smile. “But you wanted to hear it.”


Her shrug turned into a few quick nods. “I guess so, yeah.”


“I’ll make sure to tell you often then, so you won’t ever have to worry.” I lowered my voice. “Look at me.”


She raised her face to mine, her eyes wide.


“You are so smart and so strong, and I’m honored to be a part of your life. You and your mom? Coolest thing ever.” She laughed and I ran my hand over her hair. “Okay?”


Gem nodded. “Okay.”


After I’d pulled back out, Gem spoke up again, “For the record, I think you’re pretty cool too.”


Yep. Kicking ass at the kinda step-parenting gig.


* * *


The next Sunday up on the mountain as Cate, Gem, and I made our way toward the gear racks to break for lunch, a familiar blaze-orange helmet caught my eye near the lower lift station. That little…


I changed direction, calling over my shoulder to Cate, “Gimme a sec?” I raised my voice over the sound of people conversing in line. “Stacey!”


She stopped dead and spun around, her body tense as she seemed to register who was calling her name, and that she’d just been busted in a very big way. As she glided over to meet me, an unapologetic smile turned her lips up. “Hey, coach.”


“Hey nothing. What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be resting that knee.” With a small measure of panic, I looked at her legs, as if I could actually see the damage caused by her fall on Thursday. “Didn’t the PT tell you that you weren’t to do anything for a week?”


“Well…yeah, but—”


“But nothing, except to get your butt off those skis.” I jerked my thumb toward the gear racks. “Let’s go.”


Mercifully, she didn’t argue, but as we made our way back to where Cate and Gemma waited, Stacey mumbled, “It feels fine.”


Unfortunately my withering stare was hidden by my goggles. “I don’t care what it feels like. We’re going to be doubling down in a few weeks, and I want you at your best. What’s the point of working so hard if you’re injured for the competition?”


“Yeah, okay. I’m sorry.”


Cate looked up expectantly as we skied over, and I made introductions. “Cate, Gemma, this is Stacey Evans.”


Stacey immediately offered her hand to Cate and Gemma, and said, “Great to meet you both.” She was so self-assured. I’d been awkward around strangers until at least my mid-twenties.


“You too, Stacey,” Cate said warmly.


Gem just nodded, her cheeks pinking ever so slightly.


“Are you here for the afternoon?” Cate asked.


“Uh, actually…no. I’m just, um, about to go home.”


“Have you had lunch?”


“Not yet.” Stacey shot me a look, part-panicked, part-hopeful. I raised a shoulder in a small shrug. Not up to me to tell her when, where, and with whom she should eat. My concern was that she rest her injury.


Cate pulled her gloves off. “Why don’t you join us before you head home?”


Stace glanced first to Cate and Gem, then back to me. “Sure. That’d be great. Thanks.”


At Stacey’s insistence, probably because she was sucking up, she took our orders then she and Gemma went off to wait in the always-busy lunch lines. Walking through the cafeteria with my hand on Cate’s back, I noticed people glancing at us. I used to think people looked at me because of my height, or plain old recognition. Now I knew it was because I was with Cate. She drew people’s attention without effort and when she was by my side, I felt nothing but love and pride.


We found a table by the back corner, in view of the cashiers and once seated, Cate fished her phone from the inside pocket of her jacket. “Sorry, I just need to check some scheduling for this week.”


“No worries.” Glancing over at the line, I checked on Stacey and Gemma who’d made barely any progress. The girls were talking easily. Satisfied they were okay, I relaxed a little, stretching my legs under the table.


Cate was frantically typing on her phone, her forehead crinkled, eyebrows drawing together and I watched her with unrestrained pleasure. After a few minutes Cate looked up and saw me watching her. She smiled and put her phone away. “What?”


I loved that look she gave me when she realized I’d been staring. Surprised, then pleased. “You’re so beautiful.” I took her hand. “Cate, every time I look at you, I swear I get this little flutter. Right here.” I pressed my fingertips between my breasts.


A teasing smile lifted the corner of her mouth. “You should probably see a doctor about that.”


“Know anyone?”


“Well, I’m not really a doctor, but I do have a Doctor of Physical Therapy degree.”


I grinned. “Are you suggesting we play a little game?”


“Maybe.” Her answering grin was a teasing promise.


The thought made heat flare in my belly. Focus, Archer. Not the time to be thinking about that. I glanced at the girls again. They were still a few people off reaching the cashier, and would probably be ten minutes or so. Cate’s hand brushed over the back of mine. “Aspen, I’ve been thinking about what you said.”


“I say a lot of things. What one in particular?” I reached for my water bottle.


“About sharing, moving in together. You’re right.”


Hastily, I swallowed the mouthful of water. “I am?”


“Yes. When you treat Gemma like she’s your daughter, watching her like you are now and making sure she’s safe, my heart feels like it’s going to burst.” Cate’s fingers tightened on mine. “Every time you stand with me, or you look at me like I’m the only thing that matters, or I feel your hand on my back when we walk into a room, I fall in love with you more.”


My throat was so tight I didn’t think I could speak. Luckily Cate kept talking. “I hate it, but it was sorting that stuff out with Lisa that made me see. I’m sorry that I’ve been withholding things from you. I’m sorry I’m still affected by my relationship with her, that I keep waiting for you to decide this is all too much.”


I found my voice. “Cate, I get it and I never meant to make you feel like you were keeping something from me. I just want it so badly.”


“I know, honey and so do I.” She drew my hand to her mouth, kissed my palm. “I’m not sure exactly how we’ll work it out, but I promise we’re going to do it.”


The smile came easily, so did a vague memory of another time. Cate dressing after the first time we’d made love. I reached for her hand, echoing what’d already been said. “So we’re doing this?”


She threw her head back and laughed. When she stopped, her eyes were alight with pleasure. “Yes. We’re doing this.”



  
Chapter Twenty-Six


After missing a competition because she’d reinjured her knee, Stacey finally seemed to realize that she should listen to the team of people trying to keep her body sound. She resembled so much of young me, always pushing and ignoring anything that might get in the way. After twenty-two-year-old Team USA member Mikaela Shiffrin won a gold and silver at the Winter Olympics in February, Stacey seemed to remember what she was striving for. She refocused her energy and spirit, and was skiing better than ever.


Arapahoe Basin, just over an hour away from where we’d been working at Beaver Creek, had opened some amazing new expert terrain aptly named Steep Gullies. I’d checked it out the week before, and decided it’d be a great test for Stacey. I wanted to give her a day off from race training, and put her on unfamiliar terrain to make her concentrate and think ahead.


I’d checked in before leaving, noting they’d done some blasting up on East Wall to take care of overhanging cornices and accumulated snow, but other than that, conditions seemed prime. The slopes were fairly quiet for a weekend, which would mean quick lift rides and plenty of snow time. Couldn’t ask for better.


Sweaty and jubilant, after another twenty-minute hike from the lifts, we paused for a drink before our next attack. “How’s that knee?” I asked, pulling out my phone to check for any weather alerts.


“Never better,” she said cheerfully, fishing her own cell from inside her jacket.


“Good. If you feel anything that’s not right, stop immediately. You’ve got everything you need to reach the top, Stace, and I want to make sure it stays in one piece to keep you there.”


Stacey flashed me a beatific smile. “You’re real sweet, coach. You know that?”


I returned with a cocky grin. “I have been told that a time or two before.” Turning slightly away, I pushed my Camelbak mouthpiece between my lips, and read a text from Cate.




Gem wanted to finish that assignment, so we’ll just come up for the afternoon. Meet you at 12 for lunch? You were gone and bed cold when I woke up, NOT happy. Love you xo





Smiling, I glanced at the time. Almost twelve. Oops. “Right, last run.” I tapped out a quick response, letting Cate know we’d be down the bottom in twenty minutes or so and crossed mental fingers that it’d send. As I zipped the phone back into my pocket, I said, “I wanna see less hesitation, okay? Make a decision and go with it, don’t second-guess yourself. Trust your gut, trust your body.”


As the words left my mouth, a tremor moved through my skis, then a split second later a crack echoed across the slope, the sound reverberating through my belly and chest. My first thought was to wonder why they were setting off fireworks in the middle of the day. Then I heard the unmistakable thud, dull like someone being hit with a pillow. I swung toward the sound and my stomach lurched down to the bottom of my heated boots. The snow cloud seven hundred feet or so above had already started rushing down by time the sound reached us.


My brain tried to make a calculation of light versus sound but all I could think was if I’ve heard it, it’s too late. Stacey’s eyes snapped back to me, her mouth open. “Is tha—”


“Yes,” I blurted. “Remember your avalanche course?” I started yanking the straps on her gloves and helmet tight. “Stace, this is the gold medal run. Do not stop until you’re safely at the bottom. Fast but careful. Go!”


She opened her mouth again, but I cut her off with a firm, “Right behind you.” I gave her a shove. Then she was gone.


I estimated seven seconds before it hit me, if I moved right away. Tugging my own backpack straps tight, I jumped off. The air rushing from the avalanche pushed me down the mountain, buffeting me with wind and making my turns rough and unstable. I gritted my teeth, fighting the push, and concentrated on getting down as fast as I could.


Stace was easily recognizable with that ridiculously bright orange helmet and she’d sped up to overtake the guy we’d been trading runs with all day. She was brilliant. I made silent pleas to whoever or whatever might be listening. Please let her stay upright. If she fell, she’d never recover and she’d be lost. Sending her ahead had cost me a few seconds but if I could get myself further down the mountain, I’d be closer to a quick rescue.


There was no way I was going to out-ski the avalanche, even if I could find the eighty-plus miles per hour I’d regularly skied at my peak. The laws of physics simply wouldn’t allow it. I was still too high, too far away from the nearest station, skiing powder instead of a groomed racecourse. I just needed more speed. Pointing my skis straight down the mountain, I gave in and let myself fly. The slide was going to catch me, what did it matter if I tumbled a split second before it hit?


I felt it then, something over the top of the fear. Something I hadn’t felt in years. Exhilaration. I almost laughed at the delicious irony. Of course I would find my lost mojo while trying to beat an avalanche. With every passing second I became aware of the strangest sensation that I wasn’t rushing away from it, but rather skiing toward something else. Toward Cate and Gemma. Toward our future.


I pulled my hands out of the straps on my poles so they’d fall away when I was swallowed. When, not if. Strangely, the thought of being buried wasn’t frightening. I’d been caught in a few avalanches, even half-buried once and obviously survived. But this was bigger and quicker, and it sought me out like a predator stalking prey. I’d made it almost five hundred feet down when it found me.


Thrown forward, I instinctively, and stupidly, put my hands out to break my fall. The pain in my left wrist was immediate and agonizing, tearing a scream from my throat. Flung around, I paddled with my right arm, kicking and rolling, fighting and clawing my way out of the tide of snow. I breathed in snow and choked on it, then was pulled back to the surface for a second to draw in clean air. My goggles were torn off, snatched away from my helmet. My left glove tugged off by an invisible hand.


It felt like being tumbled in a washing machine. A very cold washing machine. In another time, it may have been fun. Just keep swimming, just keep swimming. A giggle burst out my mouth, and I inhaled more snow, coughing and choking on the cold crystals. Don’t stop moving, Aspen or you’ll sink. Keep kicking. Something heavy slammed into my back, forcing the air from my lungs and I gasped, choking back another scream.


There was no distance or space. Time was both long and short, but after a year, or a second, or a week I began to slow. The fear had finally caught up to me and it was almost comforting, an old friend to keep me company while I struggled. The rushing sound began to dissipate and I felt the snow packing around me.


Still kicking and squirming frantically, I sucked in as much oxygen as I could—getting more bonus snow—and brought my right hand up to cup in front of my face, shaking my head back and forth. Gotta make air pockets, need to breathe. Then everything just…stopped.


Silence.


Stillness.


Pain.


Desperate not be constricted by the remnants of the avalanche I twisted and jiggled as much as I could while the snow settled around me. It was done with me, had its fun and spat me out again but I was still fighting. My helmet had stayed on. I could move my feet but there was a searing pain in my left arm. My ears were blocked. A bruising ache spread through my back and ribs.


My left hand was trapped against my helmet, jamming my elbow at an awkward angle. I was desperate to hold my wrist and support it but couldn’t. It hurt so badly and waves of nausea rolled through my stomach. Puking not advisable. I clamped down on the churning in my stomach. Just breathe. In and out. Slow. In. Out. Good. After a few long, deep breaths the nausea receded to an ignorable level, but the clamminess remained, intensifying the chill.


I gave myself a moment to just be scared. Then I could think of what I had to do. Just a moment to panic. Drawing in a shuddering breath, I let myself cry. Just for a moment. A long moment. I let the pain and the fear take me until I could grasp it and stuff it somewhere out of the way. I was an expert at pushing things into a place where I didn’t have to think about it, and I jammed this new fear into a box and slammed the lid closed.


Now what?


My beacon, safely in the front pocket of my jacket, would send a signal for people to find me but if I could get some part of my body above the surface to be seen it’d make things faster. I was desperate to swallow but instead, I pushed a gob of saliva past my lips. It dribbled down over my chin and slid over my left cheek. Process, think. My head was higher than my feet and I was twisted onto my left side. Upright is good. I could work with that.


Stacey must have made it down. She had to. Stinging on my chin. Pain radiating along my left arm to my fingertips like my nerves had been flayed and dipped in acid. Something was broken for sure. Shuddering, I drew another unsteady breath as my watch alarm sounded to let me know training time was up. Midday. Meet you at 12.


They’d be safe.


Beep beep.


Beep beep.


They wouldn’t be anywhere near here.


Beep beep.


Beep beep.


If I’d been able to move my hands from near my face, I’d have thrown the damned watch off a cliff. The beeping made me think of my beacon again. I’d changed the batteries a few weeks ago. Did I turn the transceiver on before setting out this morning? It was second nature but what if I hadn’t this time? Breathe in. Out. Think. Yes, Aspen, you turned it on. You always turn it on.


The box of fear cracked open, releasing a flood of irrational thoughts. I hadn’t looked into Cate’s eyes or heard her voice this morning. I hadn’t seen my sister and her family since I’d visited right after coming home from Australia. There was so much to do, so many people I loved.


Focus. This isn’t that bad. Someone’s coming. I realized it wasn’t so much that I was afraid of dying, or of leaving Cate and Gem and my family, because I was on a populated ski field and likely to be found relatively soon. They’d know I was up here. Somewhere.


I was afraid of what I knew would come after when I was at the hospital.


Don’t think about that.


My tomb didn’t seem overly dark, making me think I was maybe only two or three feet under the surface. Hopefully my skis and poles were close and visible to give them a narrowed-down search area. When I moved my right hand, the snow shifted slightly. The skin of my bare left hand was freezing, the pain in my wrist sharp and unrelenting. I waited and watched but no more snow caved down into the space. Time to dig.


Pointless really, but I had to try something. I paddled my right hand slightly and scooped out a handful of snow. It’d packed like soft set concrete and was incredibly hard to shift. Stacey had to be at the bottom. The way she’d carved down the mountain was poetic. The kid was going to get golds, I’d see to it. Snow in my scarf, cold and wet against my neck. I shivered.


Scrape and scoop. Scrape. Scoop.


The problem was physics. I wanted to laugh. It was always physics. It made me win and it made me fall and ruin my body, and now it was keeping me encased in a freezing cocoon. The snow I excavated from in front and above had nowhere to go except down and it was packing in around my chest. Not only did the compression make it hard to breathe, but eventually it would rise back up to where I’d taken it from. Told you it was pointless, Aspen.


Red in the white. The stinging on my chin? It didn’t matter, there was nothing I could do about it. In the scheme of things, it was nothing. I twisted my torso to funnel snow down around my waist so I could breathe again. Then I waited. Be calm, they always say when there’s an emergency. I was so calm I was nearly asleep. No, don’t sleep. I forced my eyes open. The snow wasn’t so much white as a diffuse kind of blue-gray. Cate’s eyes. Cate in the pure white snow. Cate in flowing white. Dun-dun-dun-dun…me in a tux.


A low, far-off droning nudged me back into consciousness. Idiot. Do not sleep. The droning stopped. Muted sound. Talking? The smooth shushing of a probe pushing into snow. Shush-uck. Pause. Shush-uck. Repeat. Something poked my hip. Asshole, ow. Muffled voices. Then scraping and digging. Snow cleared around my head. I craned my neck, looked up and finally I could see sky. And stubble with a smile in the middle of it. “Hey, you okay?”


“Yeah.” My voice cracked up. I swallowed and coughed, grimacing.


The guy let out a loud breath. “Thank Christ. I’m Liam. I’ll have you out ASAP.”


“Aspen,” I muttered around chattering teeth.


He disappeared and I could hear radio chatter, then, “Liam to Base.”


Crackling static. “This is Base.”


“I’ve got one. She’s okay. Digging her out now.”


The disjointed voice came back. “Copy. Do you need a second?”


“Nah, I’m good. But we’re going to need the paramedics when we get back down.”


“Already on their way.”


When he came back, the first thing I asked was, “Teenage girl with orange he-helmet?”


He resumed digging, talking the whole time. “She’s okay. Everyone but you and one other accounted for but I think they’ve just beeped him. I’ve got you. Are you injured?”


“My arm hurts real bad. And I’m c-cold.”


“I know. I’m working on it. Gimme another couple of minutes and I’ll have you outta there.” He dug like a dog at the beach, scooping snow with his short shovel and tossing it aside quickly.


As soon as my arms were free and I had room to move, I grabbed my left wrist to support the joint. There was a strange grate and slip, looseness in the muscles and ligaments. I’d broken enough things to know my wrist was a goner. Ruined joint number sixteen.


My rescuer was panting, his movement slowing. “Almost there, just gotta get the last bit ’round your legs. Still okay?”


I nodded, shifting my legs to get some purchase. As he dug, I watched him work, focusing on breathing slowly in the hope it would help with the pain. It didn’t. After a few more scoops, he knelt down, bear-hugged me and dragged me out of the hole. I clamped my teeth on a scream. The pain in my arm was like a knife boring into my bone. Holding my wrist, I sank down into the snow, legs folded back awkwardly with my ski boots digging me in the butt.


Liam knelt beside me, holding my shoulders. “Look at me. Sure you’re okay?” His eyes searched mine and when I nodded he continued, “Can you walk? Just a few steps then you can lie down.”


“’S’okay. I can walk.” Keeping my left arm jammed against my breasts, I unwound my scarf one-handed and shook the snow out of it. Cate’s scarf. It was wet and cold, and as much as I wanted to put it back on, it would do more harm than good. I passed it to him. “Please don’t lose that.”


“I won’t. Come sit down and start getting warm.”


He supported me while I wobbled to the snowmobile. Leaned against it were my skis. I laughed, then dissolved into another coughing fit. When I’d settled, I managed to push out, “Those pieces of shit keep trying but they haven’t killed me yet.”


Liam glanced at them, grinning awkwardly because he clearly didn’t quite get the joke. “Oh, yeah? Maybe you should lend ’em out as lucky skis. They’re excellent avalanche victim markers.”


“Mmm. What time is it?”


“A little after half past twelve.” It’d only been forty minutes or so since I was swallowed. The radio crackled and a voice reported that the other guy was responsive and being dug out.


“You sure the girl with the orange helmet is okay?” Legs still weak and trembling, I dropped down on the sled hitched to the snowmobile, and closed my eyes on the glare bouncing from the snow. Dammit, I loved those goggles.


“Yeah. I passed her down by the bottom lift station.”


Way to go, Stacey. Gold medal.


Liam dug around in the first aid kit and pulled out a woolen mitten and a bunch of hand warmers, which he activated and passed to me. I slid them down the front of my jacket. He gestured at my left hand. “Show me that bare hand.” I held it up and he leaned closer, nodding. “Think it’s just a little nipped. Here.” Liam slipped the mitten carefully over my hand, apologizing when I gasped. “You’ve got a cut on your chin, not bleeding much but it might need stitches.”


Ah, the stinging from earlier. I couldn’t even feel it now. I nodded dumbly.


Liam snatched up the radio. “Liam to Base.”


“Base here.”


“I have Aspen…” He looked to me.


“Archer,” I supplied helpfully.


“…Archer. Conscious and responsive. Left wrist injury, frostnip left hand and a few cuts and contusions. We’ll be down in about fifteen.”


There was a pause, then, “Roger that. We’re ready.”


Liam hooked the radio back onto the holder then turned to stare at me. “Aspen Archer. No shit. So it is.” He made a sound that was half-laugh, half-disbelief. “Right, let’s get you bundled up and strapped down.”


“Sounds fun.” I glanced back up the mountain. The sky was a malevolent gray, the snow covered in uniform shadow. Looked like I’d come to rest where the run flattened out before dropping away sharply again. It would have only been ten seconds. Felt like an eternity. Could have been much worse. Really could have gone a lot better though.


He helped me wrap myself in a gray blanket then supported me as I lay down. Once I’d settled myself in the sled, it only took a few moments to get me strapped me in. Hello, old friend. The pain in my arm hadn’t subsided, but had intensified like someone was trying to saw my hand off. Hello, other old friend.


Liam doubled-checked everything before hooking my skis in the rack on the side of the snowmobile. “You good?” At my confirmatory mumble, he waved down the hill and made a couple of gestures I didn’t recognize. “Okay, we’re set.” Liam climbed on the snowmobile, revved the engine a few times and we began our trek back down the mountain. When we passed the other snowmobile, they were loading a guy onto a sled. He gave me a thumbs-up. I smiled shakily and after carefully extracting my right hand from under the blanket, lifted my thumb in his direction.



  
Chapter Twenty-Seven


The bumpy ride down was as uncomfortable as I remembered, with wind whipping my face and the engine noise making thought impossible. There was so much pain—my hand, my ribs. So sweaty and shaky.


Liam cut the engine and was magically kneeling beside the sled. He quickly released me and helped me sit up, draping the blanket around my shoulders. A supporting hand on my shoulder kept me upright. I glanced around but couldn’t see Cate or Gemma or Stacey, and a niggle of concern took root in my belly. He’d said Stacey had made it to the bottom safely, and there was no reason for Cate or Gem to have been anywhere near the slip. Chill, Aspen. I inhaled a shaky breath. “Can you take my helmet off please?”


Carefully he unbuckled it and the moment he lifted it from my head, his bushy eyebrows slowly rose above his goggles. “Uhhhh.”


“I know,” I muttered. “Einstein, or Robert Smith?”


“Not quite that bad.” Liam laughed. Staff members, recognizable in their matching jackets, were making their way toward us, but none of my girls were with them. Likely, they were just waiting inside out of the cold. I couldn’t make my legs stand up. So I sat and waited.


Liam touched my shoulder. “You sure you’re good?”


“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Thanks for the rescue.”


He flicked his fingers against his forehead. “Pleasure.”


“Aspen!” Cate’s cry carried on the wind as she ran awkwardly in ski boots across the slush. She crashed to her knees in front of me, both hands out as though she didn’t know what to do. Until a little choked sob escaped my mouth and she engulfed me in a tight, needy hug. As her arms came around me I flinched and inhaled sharply against the stabbing pain in my wrist and had to lean on her, fighting waves of dizziness. She released her hold, aghast. “Oh, God, are you all right?”


“Mhmm.” I scrabbled with the fingertips of my right hand for purchase on her jacket to pull her back to me. “Just don’t let me go.” My throat was so tight I could barely get the words out.


Cate’s arms tightened around me again, though more carefully this time. “I won’t. I won’t,” she murmured thickly, tears hot against my cheek. She was whispering against my ear, fingers stroking the back of my neck. “I love you so much.”


Cate held me, murmuring softly, kissing my jaw, stroking my back. Time was meaningless again, long and short all at once, but as she held me, I felt some of my strength slowly returning. When the tremor in my gut and muscles had eased a little, I managed to ask, “Where’s Stacey?”


“With Gem. She’s all right, the first aid station checked her out.” Cate took my face in her warm and steady hands, tilting my chin up. “Honey, you’ve got a nasty cut on your chin. And you’ve hurt your arm.”


My eyes dropped to my hand, still held against my breast. “Think I broke something. But I’ve been icing it for the past forty minutes or so.”


Cate didn’t laugh at my awful joke, but lifted my arm carefully, her fingers hovering over my hand and wrist. “Can you relax your grip for me?”


I did and felt the wrongness immediately, like I had to hold onto it or everything would just fall out of place and leave me boneless. Cate carefully moved my jacket cuff and the borrowed mitten out of the way, grimacing. “Oh, darling, your wrist is broken. Doesn’t look too displaced though.” Her touch was light, gently probing.


I closed my grip again, sucking in a sharp breath against the pain. Cold air against the sweat on my face made me shiver, contrasting with Cate’s warm palm caressing my cheek. “I heard someone say the paramedics are down in the lower parking lot. They’ll be here any moment. What else hurts?”


“Something hit my back, and it hurts a little to breathe deep but I don’t think I broke any ribs. Can you take my jacket off, don’t want them to cut it.” I’d already lost my favorite goggles, letting them shred my jacket on an ER floor was too much. Cate looked set to argue but I insisted, “Just unfasten the cuff, please and I can slip it off.”


Lips set in a thin line, she did as I asked. A bunch of warmers fell onto the snow as she unzipped the jacket. If not for the pain I would have laughed at the way they all leapt out like rats abandoning ship. I had to let go of my wrist again and the coming apart feeling was even worse than before as she carefully pulled the sleeve over my hand. Leaning on her, I waited until the tide of nausea receded.


Cate’s gentle hands traced over my torso, her eyebrow crease firmly in place. I couldn’t help hissing as her fingers played over my ribs before she lifted my shirt. “You’ve got some bruising but I can’t feel any movement in your ribs. You’ll need scans to be sure.” She draped my jacket over my shoulders, twitching it into place, then covered me with the blanket again.


Cate slid her arm around my waist to support me and I let myself relax against her, taking strength from the comfort of her warm body. “Love you,” I mumbled.


“Love you too.”


Gemma and Stacey hurried over, weaving around the group of people who were rubbernecking at the two avalanche casualties. Gem careened to a halt in front of me, her mouth open and eyes wide with concern. She knelt and grabbed my arm. I grimaced at the spear of pain but didn’t pull away. I couldn’t. “It’s okay, honey. We’re both okay.”


Gem let out a little cry, leaning into me, and I rested my elbow on her shoulder in an awkward impersonation of a hug, murmuring softly that everything was fine and reminding her that I loved her. Hot tears rolled out of my eyes, cooling as they slid down my cheeks. Cate stood, draping her arm around Stacey’s shoulders. I looked up at them. “You sure you’re okay, Stace?” I asked.


She nodded tearfully. “Yep.”


I flashed her a wobbly grin. “Best run ever. I’m so proud of you.”


Sniffing, Stacey palmed her nose. “I was so scared.”


“I know. But you did it anyway and kicked its ass. I’d fist bump you, but…”


Stacey huffed out a laugh and I winked at her. Gem gave me another squeeze, and after I’d kissed her forehead, pushed herself to her feet. Cate took her place, kneeling again with a light arm around me.


An ambulance, lights flashing, raced up the road and came to a stop next to the resort building eighty feet away. No sirens. A tiny childish part of me was disappointed. The other guy was seen to first while I waited for a second ambulance to pull in beside the first.


Gemma and Stacey moved to stand a little way off, leaning close and talking quietly. Cate was gently massaging my shoulders, and saying something that I couldn’t quite decipher. So tired and so damned dizzy I felt like I was on a Tilt-A-Whirl. I closed my eyes, just for a moment.


Something nudged me, and I opened my eyes a fraction, surprised to see a pair of gentle brown eyes looking at me instead of Cate’s blue-gray. “Hi, Aspen. I’m Adam, this is my partner, Brianna. I’m just going to check you out then we’ll get you to the hospital.”


“Mhmm.”


Cate remained by my side, her hand resting lightly on my shoulder as the paramedic asked me some questions, looked me over, made notes, and asked more questions. “Are you allergic to anything, Aspen?”


“Bees. And shellfish make me really itchy.”


Adam nodded seriously, the edges of his mouth twitching. “Good to know. I meant, are you allergic to any drugs or medication?”


“Allergic? No, but…” I paused, collecting my jumbled thoughts. As clearly as I could, I told them I didn’t want any drugs. Adam faltered and glanced at Cate. I peered up at her too. “I don’t want drugs,” I repeated.


Cate’s eyebrows came together. “Honey, it’s your call but it’ll make it easier to splint your wrist to get you to the hospital. It’s going to be very painful.”


It already was very painful. What she was saying made sense, but the thought of having that in my body made me feel almost dirty. “I just…I can’t.” Squinting, I looked up to the paramedic. “I’m a recovering drug addict. Oxycodone.”


His face didn’t change at all, showing no disgust or annoyance. Instead, he simply nodded and asked, “What would you like to do?” When I didn’t answer, he offered, “We have another option if you’d like. An inhaler, non-opioid. It’s actually a type of anesthetic.”


“Will it be…like a high?” The heat of embarrassment warmed my ears.


“Not really, no. Usually makes people act like they’re a bit drunk.”


A bit drunk was a feeling I could handle. I looked from Cate, whose expression was totally neutral, then back to Adam. He raised both hands, palms out. “We’ll do whatever you want to, Aspen. It’s totally up to you.”


“It just really hurts.” Fresh, raw pain. Different to the constant dull ache that I’d had for years. Now, having finally managed to get my pain under control, its reappearance was uncomfortable and unwelcome. I swiped my cheek on my shoulder and finally managed to vocalize the thing that’d been nudging at me since I’d first been trapped in the snow. “So we fix the now, but what about later, Cate? What about when they want to give me a prescription at the hospital?” My voice rose at the end, cracking on a sob.


She lowered her voice, her thumbs tracing my cheekbones. “We won’t take anything home with us from the hospital if you don’t want to. We’ll figure this out, I promise. I’ll take care of you. Trust me?”


She smoothed my hair, running her fingers over my scalp and I relaxed. Looking into her eyes, I knew she’d never let me be hurt. The second realization was swift and almost painful. Trust. I hadn’t trusted her, not completely.


Ever since our reconnection, some small part of me had been waiting for her to renege and push me away again. Then there was her meeting with Lisa, where that same small part of me thought she might leave to go back to the familiar. But she’d done nothing like that. She’d opened herself up, placed all her faith in me and I had to do the same.


It took a minute or so with my eyes closed and Cate’s steady, loving hand rubbing my back to calm me. I opened my eyes again and put all my trust in her. “Okay. I’ll take the inhaler. Thanks.”


Adam turned around. “Bri, can you grab a Penthrox inhaler please?”


Cate kissed my temple, her lips staying close to my skin. “I promise, I’ll keep you safe.”


His partner, a sweet-faced young brunette passed him a box, and I waited as Adam prepared the inhaler for me. It looked like snapping a kid’s toy together. He held a green tube out to me. “Here we go. Can you hold onto it?”


I looked down at my left hand, the fingers curled forward and useless from the break. My right was glued around the left’s wrist. “Uh, no. But you can wedge it in my armpit or something.”


After a short back and forth, he agreed to let Cate hold it for me, because I couldn’t make myself let go of my wrist again. “Sorry to be difficult,” I mumbled.


Adam lifted a hand as though to wave my apology away. “It’s fine. Now this usually kicks in pretty quickly, so start off with five or six nice steady breaths for me. We can top it up as needed, okay?”


“Mhmm.” A strange syrupy taste landed on my tongue and made its way down my lungs. I drew away. “Ugh. Tastes like crap.” After another five deep breaths of the fruity, cloying vapor, I felt no different except for a disgusting taste in my mouth.


Cate massaged my shoulder. “How’s that?”


“Same.”


Brianna made a few notes on a small notepad, and we all waited silently like new acquaintances stuck together at a party. Adam spoke first after a minute or so. “How’s your pain level now, Aspen?”


“No better.”


“Okay, take another two or three for me.”


I drew in another two slow breaths, and in the space between the second and the next, I felt myself coming untethered. Great. Definitely not high, but so not low. I unclamped my lips and pulled my mouth away from the inhaler. On the plus side, the pain was suddenly hardly noticeable. Winning. I shook my head to clear my thoughts.


“How’s that now?” Cate asked quietly, slipping around in front of me.


“Mmm.” I bent my head and coughed into my bicep. “Cate?”


“Yes?”


I jerked my chin. “I found it you know. Up there.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Found what?”


“It,” I told her, as if it was obvious. To me, it was.


“What’s it, exactly?” Cate exchanged a look with the paramedics.


“It is it.” I wet my lips with my tongue. “Had to leave my glove and goggles and even my poles as an offering, but the mountain accepted ’em and gave me back my mojo.” I giggled. “That’s how it works, man. The snow wanted to take you and Gem away from me but I said no, no, no, no.”


Adam’s fingers closed on my good wrist. “Aspen, can you look at me again please?”


I raised my eyes, fighting to throw off the dullness that kept trying to smother my thoughts. “You checked me before. It’s this stuff,” I complained. “Think I need to sit before I fall over.” A penlight flashed in my eyes. Bright. Bastards.


“You’re already sitting down, honey,” Cate said. Even around the fog I caught the tone. Upset. Worried.


“Oh.”


“Are you sure you’re not allergic to any drugs?” Cate asked.


“I’m not. Not allergic, not not sure.” I tried to get my legs underneath myself so I could stand.


Cate grabbed me around the waist and gently pressed me back down. “Careful.”


“I am careful. Cate, I was doing soooo well. I haven’t breaked anything in ages. So stupid.”


Adam smiled, tucking the penlight in his pocket. “I think it’s kicked in. All right, let’s get you splinted.”


It didn’t take long to fit me with an inflatable splint and dress the cut on my chin. It probably would have taken less time if I’d been able to sit still instead of demonstrating the way I’d skied down in front of the avalanche, complete with whooshing noises.


Because I said an emphatic no to being moved to the ambulance on a stretcher, Cate and the paramedics had to hold me while I zigzagged to the ambulance and scrabbled up into the back. I was never a good patient. Hunched over inside the van, I looked for a place to sit. Brianna pointed. “Can you get onto that stretcher?” she asked, a hand closed around my bicep to help me balance.


“Yeah.” I climbed up and lay down, my head spinning. Outside the vehicle, I could hear Cate and Adam talking, presumably about me.


Cate’s whisper brushed over my ear. “Aspen?”


I startled but didn’t open my eyes. “Mmm?”


Fingers smoothed my eyebrows and ran over my cheeks. “No sleeping.”


“I’m not. Just resting my eyeses,” I muttered.


Hands running through my hair, soft fingers over my eyebrows. “Come on, eyes open.”


I forced them apart. “They gave me breathe-in stuff, Cate. You ask too much.”


“How’s your pain?” Her anxiety filled the space.


“’S’gone.”


“Sure? What about your fingers and chin?”


“All okay. Gonna have a cool scaaaar. ’Nuther one I mean.”


Her lips quirked, but she didn’t smile.


I raised my splinted wrist. “What’s your diagnosis, physical therapist extraordinaire?”


“Well, without my X-ray goggles, I’m flying blind but it doesn’t look surgical to me.” The quirk turned to a full smile and everything brightened, easing the heaviness in my chest. She stroked my cheek. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”


“Like a peach.” I fumbled for her hand. “Cate, I need to talk to you.”


“We can talk later, darling. You need to rest and relax.”


“I’m relaxed and I’m serious.” I was only slurring a little. Totally lucid. Promise. “Please, I want to talk to you and Gem.”


“We will, honey. I promise. Later when we get home.” She brushed my hair from my eyes.


Brianna stood and shuffled backward. “We’ll be out of here in just a minute.” Then she leapt lithely out the back, the crunch of her footsteps in the gravelly slush marking her path to the front of the ambulance.


I turned my focus back to Cate. “I don’t wanna wait.”


“It won’t be long, I promise. I’m going to meet you at the hospital.”


“What about Stacey and Gem? Too many cars. Not enough drivers. Stace shouldn’t drive so far home when she’s had a scare.”


“I know. It’s fine, sweetheart. I spoke to her dad and her parents are on their way now to collect her and her car. Gem will go back with them so she doesn’t have to wait hours at the hospital for us to be done. We’ll get your car another time.”


“Oh. You’re so clever. Have I ever told you how clever you are and how much I love you? It’s a lot.”


“Mhmm. Once or twice.” Cate’s gaze moved to my chest, the place I’d unconsciously rested my uninjured hand where Mom’s rings lay under my shirt. When I realized what I’d done, what I’d implied, I pulled my hand away. But Cate grasped it, curling the fingers against her palm before she brought our joined hands back to my chest. “Your inside thoughts are showing on the outside again, darling.” Her voice was hoarse, her mouth quivering as though she was about to smile again. Or cry.


I bit my lower lip. “You mind?”


She didn’t hesitate. “No, I don’t mind.” Cate stretched up, our hands still joined, to whisper in my ear. “In fact, I like it.”


“Good because I have it,” I declared, as clearly as I could.


“What’s that?”


Apparently not clear enough. I raised my chin and tried again. “I. Have. It.” There was so much more in my head but nothing was coming out right. How hard was it to ask someone if they might want to get married one day?


Cate tilted her head and brought her hands up to my temples. “Look at me.”


“Already told you all. Twice. I don’t have a concussion.” Digging my heels in, I pushed myself up. Very slowly, I tried one last time and kind of succeeded. “Cate. I have a ring. For you. I know it’s not been long for us, but I want this. Even if it’s just a promise you’ll think about it for later.”


Her eyes widened when she took in what I was trying, very inarticulately, to say. She responded with an equal lack of articulation. “Oh.”


Okay, so it wasn’t down on one knee or some other equally grand gesture. Maybe it wasn’t even a real marriage proposal. But I couldn’t wait a moment longer. Lying in the back of an ambulance with a broken wrist, doped up and making very little sense, I asked her, “Will—”


Adam climbed into the back of the ambulance. “You guys good to go?”


I groaned. Dammit, paramedic man, can’t you see I’m sort of kind of proposing here? I think.


“Yes,” Cate answered.


I cleared my throat. “Cate, was that a yes for me, or a yes for him?” Technically, I didn’t finish the question, but the meaning was obvious. It had to be obvious.


She smiled, the same smile she’d given me the day we met. Expectant. Knowing. My stomach fluttered. Leaning forward, she caressed my face. “I told you, we’ll talk later.”



  
Chapter Twenty-Eight


Cate may as well have been working for all the butting in she did at the hospital. The bruising over my ribs was just that—nothing broken, nothing cracked. The frostnip on my hand wasn’t serious, and it only took a couple of stitches to close the cut on my chin.


My wrist was apparently a distal radial break that needed no surgery, and the doctor agreed to let me go home once I’d been casted and fitted with an immobilizer. I chose a blue cast for the color of Cate’s eyes, a fact I reminded her of a couple of times as we meandered out to the car.


As Cate had promised, we were prescription drug-free, and had instructions for dealing with my pain using OTC medications. She’d done exactly as she’d said she would, calmly discussing options with the doctor because I was so tired and foggy I couldn’t quite articulate what I meant. My champion.


Cate leaned over to buckle me into the passenger seat. She ran her fingers over the fabric of the sling. “You comfortable?”


“Mhmm.” As comfortable as I’d get. A distracting ache lingered in my wrist and ribs, I was bone-weary but other than that, I was alive. Another point for the pros column. I leaned against the window, staring at streetlights passing by until I drifted off to dream of baskets filled with apples that kept tumbling out of my hands when I tried to pick them up.


Cate shook me awake. “Aspen. Honey, we’re home.”


Home. Her home. Our home? “Time is it?”


“Almost nine.”


The car door behind me opened and closed. Gemma was talking but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. We’d stopped and picked her up and I’d slept the whole time. Damn. Gem walked past us and opened the front door as Cate held the passenger door open, hand out to me. “Can you stand up?”


“Yeah I can walk I lost my stuff, Cate.” The words kept jumbling together, different thoughts all in one mouthful.


“I know, baby. We’ll buy new ones.”


“My skis?”


“Yes they’re here, and Gem has your jacket.” She smiled, clearly aware I was about to ask about my favorite jacket.


“Did you see them? Are they okay?”


“Your skis?” She pushed the car door closed with her foot.


“No.” I groaned with frustration. “Stacey and her parents.”


“Yes, they’re fine. Worried about you.”


Cate held me around the waist while I dragged myself up the stairs, still talking nonsense. “Need to apologize. Shouldn’t have taken her somewhere new. Shoulda checked conditions better. They’d blasted the wall and I should have known it might have ’lanched up there.”


“You can’t have known, Aspen. Don’t worry.”


“Am. Can’t help it.” I fumbled for the chain that was ever-present around my neck. “Where’s Mom’s rings?” I asked, panicked. I needed to give one of them to her.


“Shh, honey. They’re in the bag from the hospital, remember?”


“Can I shower?”


She leaned over to lock the front door, still holding onto me. “I think you should go to sleep.”


“Please. I’ve got grit and crap everywhere. I feel awful.”


She gave in and I stood in the enclosed glass shower with my eyes closed, leaning against the wall. With my cast held out of the door Cate washed me quickly, lathered shampoo through my hair and rinsed me off. She helped me dry and dress myself, then guided me to the bed. I drew the line at her helping me lift my legs up and under the covers. “I’m sore, not crippled.” I settled back against the pillows, staring drowsily at her. “Cate?”


“Yes?”


“I meant what I said.”


“You said a lot of things, sweetheart.” She pushed my hair back, tracing the line of my eyebrows and along my jaw. I smiled. Warm lips pressed against my forehead. “We’ll talk about it in the morning. Are you in pain?” She sat next to me, on top of the covers.


“Not so bad. Cate, please. I won’t sleep ’til you answer me.” Idle threats, my eyes were already closed. “Come to bed,” I mumbled.


“In a minute. I’ll be with you when you fall asleep.” Her hands were in my hair, fingers lightly raking my scalp. Unfair. She knew that’d make me—


My eyes came open with the sudden awareness of movement in the room. The bedroom door was partially closed, muted light filtering in from the hall. Cate sat on the edge of the bed, talking softly to someone. I rolled over and let out a soft groan. Now everything hurt. “Cate?” I rasped.


“Yeah? Are you okay? Are you in pain?”


“Mmm, little bit. What’s happening?” I lifted myself up, making out the silhouette of an extra person at the end of the bed.


Something brushed my arm. “Nothing, hon. Go back to sleep.” I felt her get up from the bed. “Gemma’s not feeling well.”


I forced my eyes fully open. “Gem? You okay?”


Gemma was crying softly. “Not really.”


“Feeling sick, hey. What’d you have for dinner?” The words rolled around in my mouth like marbles.


“Pasta.”


“Been riding any roller coasters?”


“No.” Sniffle.


“You and Stacey didn’t go out partying while I was at the hospital?”


She laughed quietly through her tears. “No.”


“’Kay then. Why don’t you come here?” I pushed back the covers to sit up and held out my hand to her. Gem climbed over the end of the bed, settling in the middle. It was going to be a tight squeeze with three of us. Without prompting, she snuggled against me, knees bent up and resting on my lap, head tucked against my shoulder. Gem cried against my shirt and in the darkness, I heard the muffled sound of Cate trying to stifle her own tears.


I swallowed hard, desperate not to join them. My throat burned with the effort as I held Gem, rocking her softly. When I trusted myself to speak, I let some tension out on a long exhalation. “Cate? Come back to bed, babe.”


Cate settled behind her daughter, shifting to get comfortable. She reached over, arm resting on Gem’s hip to take my hand. With my cast on, I could only hook her fingers, but this small contact was enough.


I stroked Gemma’s hair with my free right hand. “Now, it’s possible you contracted some incurable disease, but do you think this upset stomach might be because you’re upset?”


“Maybe,” she admitted.


“You know we’re okay, right?”


“Mhmm.” She trembled with her staggered, sobbing breathing.


“I promise. We’re all okay. I’m not leaving.” I looked up at Cate. That soft light from the hall caught her brimming tears and I knew it was time. Stroking Gemma’s hair, I whispered something in her ear, still looking at Cate. Gem nodded, squeezed me then slid wordlessly out of my arms, off the bed, and left the room.


“What’s that about?” Cate asked tremulously.


“She’s running an errand for me.” I shuffled closer to Cate, drawing her to me as best I could. Her arms stole around my waist, she clutched my tee like she was frightened I’d evaporate. My hand came up to stroke the back of her neck.


Cate broke, her whole body shuddering against mine. “I was so scared,” she sobbed. “I can’t live without you, I can’t.”


“I know, me too,” I whispered around my own silent tears, rocking her gently.


I felt rather than saw Gemma come back. She turned on the lamp beside the bed and the startling brightness seared into the back of my skull. I blinked. “Did you find it, sweetie?”


“Yeah.” Her voice was clearer, even a little excited.


Sniffing, Cate pulled back, wiping her eyes. “What’s going on?” Even tearstained and tense, she was so beautiful. After laying out all her grief and fears to me, opening herself and letting me in, I’d never been more in love with her than I was in that moment.


Gem came to the end of the bed and held out what she’d retrieved for me. I gestured. “You undo the chain, Gem. I can’t manage with my hand.”


Gemma’s eyes were so wide they were almost comical. Carefully, she opened the clasp and let the rings drop into my palm. I fumbled, trying to grasp the thin band of my mom’s engagement ring, and said softly to Cate, “I told you I had a ring. I’ve always had it but I’ve never had anyone I wanted to give it to as much as I do you.”


Cate stared down at the object in my hand, then up to my face. Her eyes flicked to her daughter, back to me, to the ring. “I thought you were concussed.”


My smile came slowly. “No. I told you over and over I wasn’t.”


“Your mother’s ring?” Cate’s voice was choked.


“Yes.” It was nothing like I’d imagined, but fifteen hours after I was caught in an avalanche, I sat in bed with a cast on my wrist and her daughter standing next to us, and I tried again. “Cate, will you wear this? Even if it’s just a promise of later, or whatever, I want you to know how much I love you and Gemma.”


There was no hesitation when she answered, “Yes. But I don’t want it later. I want it now.”


 


When we woke up, only a few hours after Cate told me she wanted to join her life legally with mine, we asked Gemma how she would feel, if sometime in the future, I adopted her. She cried. I cried. Cate cried. The three of us hung around the house on my enforced days off and talked about what it would mean. We spoke of family and weddings and more vacations. We spoke about love and trust and commitment. Every time I caught sight of the engagement ring on Cate’s finger, my heart swelled with love and pride, pushing everything else aside until there was no room for doubt or worry.


* * *


Stacey and I were back skiing a week after the avalanche. Only this time we stayed on our home turf. I had to beg Cate, but I knew sitting around letting myself get stiff was worse than pushing through a little pain. After all, I’d spent most of my life doing that. As we rode the lift up, Stacey admitted to being a little nervous but after a few runs, the tension drained from her.


I’d expected to feel some sort of panic myself as I always had after an accident, but there was nothing there. It was like a block of that emotion had been carved from my body, replaced by everything Cate and her daughter had given to me. How far I’d come in such a short time, and how much I’d been enriched along the way.


When we were done with our Saturday morning session, Stacey and I spent a few minutes talking things over and making notes. With the man-sized mitten to fit over my cast and a regular glove on my right hand, I’m sure I looked totally professional. Tucking my notebook into my jacket pocket, I fumbled for my poles.


Stacey looked behind me and I turned to follow her gaze. Immediately, I recognized Cate sliding toward us, and my skin heated the way it always did when I saw her. Now, more than ever. Cate stopped a few feet away and the first thing she said to me was, “How’s your wrist?”


I grinned. “The same as it was when you last asked me.” Which was stiff and sore but manageable with well-timed doses of NSAIDs. “Nice to see you too.”


My fiancée smiled knowingly and turned her gaze to my protégé. “Hi, Stacey. How’re you?”


“Hello, Ms. Tierney. I’m very well, thank you.”


I glanced around, trying to find Gemma. “We’re just finishing up now. Are you guys going to take a few runs before lunch?” I shifted my new goggles away from my nose. Hastily purchased along with the other replacement gear so I could get back on the mountain, they were tinted wrongly and didn’t quite fit.


“Yes. Gemma’s just getting her stuff organized.”


Gemma skied over and paused when she spotted us. Her eyes went straight to Stacey. Smile, blush, bigger smile.


Oh…wait a minute.


Gemma stopped next to me, leaning against my hip. “Are you guys done?”


I pulled her close, hugging her to my side. She’d grown an inch or so since we’d first skied together, and her face was changing—growing more adult and revealing Cate’s beautiful bone structure. “Sure are. But I’ll go another few times if you want.”


“You don’t want to ski with Mom?” She tried for nonchalant. She failed.


Stacey interjected, “I’ll go with you, Gemma.”


Gemma tensed. “Oh, yeah sure. That’d be cool. I mean, it’s not the big stuff or anything but…”


“I don’t mind. That okay, coach?”


I stepped away from Gemma and gave her a gentle nudge toward Stacey. “Mhmm, perfectly. Sure. Go ahead. Not a problem at all. Be safe, guys.”


Waiting off to the side to make sure Gem and Stacey were safely on the chairlift, I pulled my glove off to blow my nose. Cate pulled hers off quickly to help me when it became apparent that one-handed nose blowing wasn’t in my skillset.


I grabbed her hand as it came out from stashing the tissue in my pocket. I’d left the house before she was awake and I was desperate to touch her. She leaned in to kiss me softly. “I missed you this morning.”


“Me too.” Lifting our joined hands, I kissed hers. “I love you.”


“I love you too.”


The air was cool but not cold, the sun behind clouds casting diffuse light over the snow, and I had a sudden sweet pang of nostalgia, thinking of the first lesson Cate took with me. I slung my arm around her, checking the girls’ progress in the lift line. They were standing close, heads bent together, talking and laughing as always. Oh boy.


Cate gestured with one of her poles, indicating Gemma and Stacey. “I’m so glad they get along.”


“Yeah. About that. I think Gem might have a crush on Stacey.”


Cate laughed. “You think?”


“Mmm. I’m sure Stace likes her, but…I’m also pretty sure she has a girlfriend. And the age gap thing. Two years is an eternity when you’re that age.” I squeezed Cate’s hand. “But, she’s a good kid. If she realizes, she won’t be mean to Gem. They’re both such great kids.”


Her eyebrow rose slowly, a teasing smile following. “I thought you said Stacey was just like you.”


I held up a forefinger. “No, I said she was like a better version of me. Calmer, more responsible than I was at her age. And don’t tell her, but she’s got far more natural talent than I do.”


Cate shook her head. “No, Aspen. You’re the best version of you.” She leaned over to kiss me again. “You’re the only version I want.”


I grinned and brushed a thumb over her cheek. “Good, because they haven’t started working on Aspen two-point-oh yet.”


She shook her head at my lame nerd joke, but she was smiling. “Do you think she’ll get her gold medals?” Cate leaned against me, sliding her arm around my waist. Even with layers of snow gear between us we fit seamlessly, our bodies just knowing how to be together.


“Yeah I do. Many of them.”


“Does it ever bother you? That it’s her and not you?” She shifted back a fraction to look up at me.


My smile came easily. “Not at all. I used to think the most important gold came from a medal, but I’ve changed my mind.” Raising her left hand, I kissed her knuckles. “It’s right here, on your finger.”
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