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      When MJ Summers called me and said, “Let’s do a Summer Games series,” I was ready to jump on board. I’d work on anything she asked me to. And so, Cheater became a thought, and then a few words, and then a story.

      Stories don’t happen without the help of a village. This one in particular was tough because I knew very little about gymnastics. Everything I knew I learned from watching it on television. In order to present an educated perspective, I contacted a young man who had competed at the elite level in men’s gymnastics. Thank you, Nick Guadlip, for answering my endless questions. You were such a delight, and I am grateful that you gifted me your valuable time.

      Another part of that village includes an editor, and I want to publicly thank Sadye Scott-Hainchek for her editing work. Sadye has worked on several of my books, and her input and insight have been invaluable.

      A big thanks to Jacqueline Sweet for her work on the cover. It’s super awesome and embodies the essence of Cheater.

      Without readers I’d have no one to write for, so thank you for your continued support of my work. I have amazing readers and fans. Hugs to my priority reading team, whose members tirelessly read and review my books. Your time is valued, and I’m always humbled that you gift me with hours of your life.

      Nothing happens in my life without the love and support of my family. Jim, Nik, Alec, and Gabby, you are the reason I breathe. Thank you for being the amazing people you are.

      With Love,

      Kelly
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      I had never worked a day in my life, and yet I was exhausted, worn through and through.

      “Alec, get your head in the game, son.” Coach Nick walked over to me and pushed my feet closer. “You’re not dismounting a pony, you’re sticking the perfect landing. It has to be flawless. Do it again.”

      I let go of the breath I’d been holding. In five days, I’d be on a plane to Rio. Chalk covered my palms while I went over the vault routine in my head. Front handspring off the board, two and a half twists, high and tight, stick the damn landing.

      One hop and I was on my way, running down the mat at full speed. I had perfect form until I landed. You feel it when it’s perfect, and you know exactly when it goes wrong.

      Nick was yelling before I hit the ground. “Same thing every time. I’m telling you, you’re over-rotating. You do it on the vault, you do it on the floor. Pull out faster.” He ran his hand over his balding head. I was sure that if you asked anyone, they’d tell you he’d had hair until he started coaching elite gymnasts. “Again,” he yelled.

      It took three more vaults before Nick let me loose, and then he only did it to save the few hairs he had left.

      “See you tomorrow, Coach.” I picked up my bag and started for the door.

      “Bring your A game.”

      The problem was, my A game was more of an A minus lately. Sure, I’d made the USA Gymnastics team. They’d chosen five gymnasts, and I was at the top of the list, but my life was complicated, which made preparing for the competition difficult.

      Just as I was exiting the gym, Bryn entered. She ran her hands from my chest down to my balls, which she cupped with a smile. “Your house or mine tonight?” She pushed her lithe body against mine and kissed me. I love that lip gloss she wears.

      “Mine. Mom’s not doing well, and I want to stay close for as long as I can.”

      “Sure thing. What can I bring?”

      I wanted to say “condoms and lube”—Bryn had an insatiable sexual appetite—but her teammates were walking by us, and I’d never embarrass her that way. “Just bring yourself. Say eight o’clock?”

      She nodded and disappeared inside.

      How fucking lucky could one guy get? I was dating the captain of the USA Women’s Gymnastics team, and she was sizzling hot. This was going to be our year. At twenty-one, I was considered old for a gymnast. At twenty-two, Bryn was also supposedly past her prime, but we’d spent our lives dreaming of gold. She was going to the Games for the second time, while this was my first. She said it was all luck, but my mom disagreed. Luck, Mom said, was when skill collided with opportunity.

      I hurled my gym bag into the bed of my truck. My teammates loved busting my balls about its size. They said I bought a big truck to compensate for my little dick, but I always told them I needed a big truck bed to carry my enormous stones. I never minded their teasing; we were like a family, and that’s what family did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, I entered the gates to my home. No matter what Mom said, I believed in luck. Look at my life. One lucky sperm swam its way to the right egg, and I was created. Being born into the Maes household was a windfall. My father owned Maes Construction, an international green builder with assets all over the world. To say my family was rich was an understatement. My family’s wealth fell in line with the Rockefellers’, the Waltons’—hell, maybe even the British royal family’s. We had money, but it wasn’t our focus. As a family, we made it our goal to not be known by what we had, but what we gave. Wealth was a wonderful thing, but it didn’t make you happy. In spite of what most people thought, it didn’t solve most problems, and it sure as hell didn’t cure cancer.

      I parked my truck in the garage and entered through the kitchen.

      Our housekeeper, Beth, was blending what she called green magic. It was a mix of greens, protein powder, multiple vitamins, and various juices. Despite its thick texture and unappetizing green hue, it was tasty.

      She poured the drink into two glasses. “Are these ready?” I swiped at the blob that was dripping down the glass and licked my finger. Yum, strawberries. Nice.

      “Wait now,” Beth scolded, her British accent still strong even after the decades she’d spent in the U.S. She was well into her fifties and had been part of my family for longer than I had. She was like my second mother.

      “How is she today?”

      Beth’s shoulders slumped forward, which told me everything I needed to know. Today was a bad day.

      She put the glasses on a tray and prettied each one up with a slice of orange, a straw, and a tiny paper umbrella. “Take these up and sit with her, Alec. She’s been waiting for you to come home and talk about your day.”

      The tray felt heavy in my arms as I made my way to the east wing of the house. The sun rose in front of her window and set in front of mine. Her room was dim, and the only sound in the room came from her labored breaths and the oxygen pump that sat by the bed.

      Whoosh-click click.

      Whoosh-click click.

      Whoosh-click click.

      Her back was to me, and her breath heaved in and out between the spurts of air that forced her lungs to expand. I tiptoed into the room and whispered, “Mom?” If she were sleeping, I didn’t want to disturb her.

      “Oh, Alec. You’re home.” Her voice smiled when she spoke. It was one of the things I’d miss the most when she was gone. “Come here.” She inched herself into a sitting position and patted the bed beside her.

      “Beth made us smoothies.” I sat the tray on my lap and handed Mom her drink. She’d sip at it, but rarely would she drink the whole thing. That’s why Beth filled it with extra protein and vitamins.

      The scrunch of her nose made me laugh. She looked more like Dobby, the house elf from the Harry Potter series—if he were human, had cancer, and wrapped his head in a red bandana.

      “Drink up, beautiful. You’ll need your strength to hear me complain about my day.” I tapped the bottom of my glass so the unblended strawberry would fall into my mouth. Like usual, Mom took a few more sips and handed me her leftovers.

      This was what we did every day after I returned from the gym: We sat in her bed, drank our smoothies, and talked about life. Sometimes we reflected on our favorite memories. Sometimes we made up stories about a future we’d never experience, but mostly we talked about my travels to Rio de Janeiro, and how proud she was that I was getting a chance to chase my dream.

      “We don’t complain, Alec. We conquer.” Her hand slid around my arm, and her head rested on my shoulder. “Now, tell me what went right with your day.”

      We settled in. I spoke, and she listened. “I’ve got the rings down. The high bar is a breeze. I’ve made the adjustments to my routine on the pommel horse, and that’s coming along fine. As you know, I can do the parallel bars in my sleep.”

      She lifted her head. “So the problem is the vault and floor exercise?” She raised her boney hand and tapped my head. “It’s in your head, honey. You’ve convinced yourself that you’re not good at those, and so you’re creating a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

      My neck ached from the tension of the day. “I’ve got enough upper-body strength for two men, Mom. I excel at the events where I can utilize my strengths.” I flexed my guns for her to see. “But I’m not a great tumbler, and who knows what’s going on with the vault.” Rolling my neck in circles, I eased the knot that had lodged itself in my shoulders from relentless attacks at the gym.

      “Alec, don’t let stress steal your dreams.” I could tell she was in pain, but she kept talking. “You don’t become an elite gymnast by not being a great tumbler.”

      “No, you become an elite gymnast by spending your life in a gym instead of doing the things normal kids do.”

      “You’re a Maes. There’s nothing normal about you. Now turn on Game of Thrones. I’ve been waiting all day to see the new episode.” My mom had a crush on Tyrion Lannister, and yet she said I wasn’t normal.

      We snuggled together to watch a show that bore no resemblance to our reality. At five minutes to eight, Beth buzzed the intercom.

      “Alec, Bryn is here to see you.”

      Mom groaned. She wasn’t a fan of Bryn, but she never said much.

      “Can you send her up?” I knew she would want to say hello to my mother. I looked into Mom’s tired eyes. “She’s a good person, Mom.”

      “Oh, Alec, I’m sure she’s good for someone. She’s just not good for you.”

      “Mom, I don’t want to argue with you. Give her a chance. You know how I feel about her.” I wanted my mom to like her. Bryn was the only solid thing I had right now.

      “I know, sweetheart.” She patted my leg and looked up in time to see Bryn bounce into the room.

      “Hi, Mrs. Maes, how are you feeling?” Bryn walked over to the bed and leaned in for an air kiss. Bryn wasn’t warm and fuzzy with other people; she reserved that part of herself for me.

      “Tired.” My mom yawned and stretched. “I’m tired.” She scooted down the bed and burrowed into her pillow. “Alec, your father should be home in a bit. You two go and enjoy each other.”

      My mom wasn’t stupid; she knew that the minute we hit the west wing of the house, we’d be naked and fucking like wild monkeys. That’s what young, virile people did.

      God knows life was uncertain, and it was rarely fair. Sometimes the pain was so bad that I just needed to forget for a few minutes, and sex helped me do that.

      I pulled the yellow comforter around my mom’s shoulders and gave her a kiss. She’d be out the rest of the night.
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      As soon as we entered my room, Bryn was on her knees, taking my cock into her mouth. This was exactly what I needed. It was the perfect way to ease the tension in my body and my brain. If oral sex were a medal event, Bryn would take the gold for sure.

      “You’ve got to stop or slow down.” I pushed her luscious lips away from me. She released my dick with a pop. “If you don’t, it’s going to be over before it begins.” Hard as a rock and wanting to lose myself in her body, I pulled her up and backed her to the edge of my bed. Her yoga pants peeled easily from her legs. Bryn never wore panties—she didn’t like the lines. The strength in her legs was obvious. Muscles bulged from her calves to her stonelike ass. Not for the first time, I thought, Damn, what a beautiful sight.

      Taking her lead, I dropped to my knees and buried my face between her legs. She loved it when I licked her softly and worked my way to a bite. I sucked and nibbled until she shouted my name. Yes, she was a screamer, but it didn’t matter because I was the only person occupying the west wing.

      “God, I needed that.” She rose up on her elbows and looked at me. “What the hell did you do to Nick? He never let up on Wade for one second.”

      I hated it when she brought other men into the bedroom. “Do we have to talk about it now?” I covered my hard-on with a condom and climbed between her widespread legs.

      Her smile broadened. Hands as strong as her thighs reached behind my ass to pull me deep into her body.

      Velvet.

      Hot.

      Wet.

      Heaven.

      I pumped out my frustration and poured out my hurt and sorrow. Bryn was always a willing vessel. “I love you,” I whispered as I found my release inside of her.

      “You’re so sweet.” When I rolled off her body, she rolled out of the bed. She didn’t snuggle. She was mission-motivated, and I respected her drive.

      The condom was barely off before she started talking shop. “I’ll get the village all scoped out before you get there.” She opened the minifridge in my bedroom and pulled out a bottle of water. “We should be in the same building. I’m on floor thirty, room 3037. Wade is on the tenth floor. Did you get your room assignment yet?”

      She flopped back down on the bed and began doing scissors. The woman had no modesty. Didn’t she realize how hard it was to carry on a conversation when her legs were spread in front of me every other second? I’d been buried to the root only minutes before, but with very little time, I’d be ready again.

      In order to distract myself, I walked to my desk, where Beth always had my mail waiting. The top envelope was from the housing department. I tore it open and pulled out the page.

      “I’m tenth floor, room 1005.”

      “Really?” She bolted upright. “You’re rooming with Wade. My two favorite guys together.”

      Wade Langley was the captain of the men’s team. We’d been teammates for years, lived in the same town, trained with the same coach. At twenty-three, he was taking his last stab at the gold in Rio. He was my role model, and I especially envied his flawless floor exercise. Wade walked a fine line between confidence and arrogance but managed to find a fan following from toddlers to grandmothers.

      “It’s so cool that four of us from Colorado are going.” Bryn’s best friend, Gabrielle Fortney, was also headed to Rio. Gymnastics made us friends—made us family, even. “Solidarity in numbers and all that.” She bent over and pulled on her pants.

      “You’re not leaving already, are you?”

      “Oh, sweetie, I have to go.” She walked over and smacked my ass while I pulled on a pair of clean shorts. “I have to pack. Besides, you have an early practice.” She climbed up my body and kissed me full and hard. Why does she always leave me wanting more? I thought. I couldn’t get enough of her.

      “Tomorrow night?” It wasn’t really a question, just a confirmation. I ran my hand through her hair. She wasn’t a natural blonde, but it looked good on her.

      “You know it.” She nipped at my lower lip. “It’s our last night together until you get to Rio.” She was leaving with the team on a morning flight the day after tomorrow. I was staying behind until the eleventh hour. With Mom dying, I had limited minutes to spend with her.

      “I’m going to miss you,” I said as I searched her green eyes for emotion. In the Maes family, love was never considered a weakness, but Bryn was different. She came from the school that followed the adage, “Never show your weakness.”

      Her only response was a tight hug and a message for my mom. “Tell your mom I hope she feels better.”

      “I will,” I said. I reluctantly walked her out to her fancy sports car. Her gold Porsche was a status symbol and reflected her dream of a second gold in Rio. After winning the gold in London, she’d settle for nothing less.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nick worked me to exhaustion the next morning. I started with thirty minutes of warm-ups followed by three hours of floor exercise.

      “Damn it, Alec. Yesterday you were over-rotating. Today you’re pulling out prematurely. You’re not back in level five, get your shit together.” Nick only resorted to swearing when he was frustrated.

      I sat on the mat and dropped my head to my knees. Exhausted didn’t begin to describe what I felt. I was emotionally and physically spent. “I’m sorry. I can’t keep my mind on the mat.”

      Nick collapsed beside me. “Your mom?”

      “She’s fading fast, Nick. She weighs less than my gym bag.” I pulled my hands through my cropped hair. “Maybe this isn’t the right time for me to go.”

      Nick wrapped his arm around my shoulders in a fatherly fashion. “Don’t forget—this is her dream, too.”

      “She’s dying from cancer, and I’m leaving her.” My voice sank with each word. I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      “She’s living with cancer, Alec. Don’t make her die from disappointment. Get your ass to Rio, and bring her home a gold medal.” Nick bolted upright. He was in his late fifties but moved like a man half his age. “Get up. We have a vault to perfect.”

      My first run was a disaster. I hit the springboard off balance and nearly flew over the horse. After a thorough dressing-down from Nick, I attacked the vault with renewed passion. Nick was right; my mom had spent her entire life helping me reach my dream. Once I’d made elite, she’d traveled with the team until her annual mammogram came back abnormal. That was eighteen months ago; since then, she’d gone from a stunning, healthy woman to a shell of herself.

      “Show me your Tsukahara double pike, and stick the damn landing.” He took his position midway down the mat to watch.

      Those seconds I was in the air, I knew I’d nailed it. Spinning head over heels twice, I spotted my landing, and when my feet hit the mat, I was velcroed in place. It was a flawless execution of a notoriously difficult vault—a beautiful moment that buoyed my confidence.

      After I stuck the next two attempts, I left the gym feeling like the elite athlete I was. So excited to share my good news, I dialed Bryn the minute I entered my truck.

      “Hello.” Breathless and sexy, her voice vibrated through my body.

      “Just calling to share my news.”

      By the sound of voices in the background, Bryn wasn’t alone. “I love good news. Tell me.” It was easy to see why everyone gravitated toward her. She might not have been warm and fuzzy, but she was a natural cheerleader, and her enthusiasm was contagious.

      “I nailed my vault today.” Just saying that made the weight of potential failure shift off my shoulders.

      “Now you need to stick your landing on your floor routine. You pull out too fast.” She was laughing.

      “You sound like Nick, except it sounds so much worse coming from your mouth.” Not since I was sixteen and having sex for the first time would I have been considered premature in that department. I was a long-haul guy—with emphasis on long.

      “You’re too cute.” She paused for a moment. “Alec, I gotta run. I’ve still got to pack, and I’m running out of time.”

      “Okay, babe. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Oh, about that...I might not be able to make it. Wade and I are meeting to talk about coordinating some team events while we’re in Rio.”

      That was the last thing I expected to hear, and to be honest, it didn’t sit well. I could feel a burning in my gut, and it took me a second to figure out that I was jealous. Which was silly—there was no need to be jealous when you had it all. “Do you want me to come along? It’s going to be several days before I see you again.”

      “No, you stay with your mom. The whole purpose of you staying behind is so you can spend time with her.”

      Bryn was right; in just a day or so, I’d be in Rio with her for a couple of weeks. My time was limited with my mom.

      “Okay, but if you find yourself in need of a preflight fuck, I’ll leave my door open.”

      That comment would have offended most girls, but not Bryn. She had a twisted sense of humor; she’d be wet and ready.

      “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

      “I’m heading home. See you soon.” I wasn’t sure whether “soon” was three days from now in Rio or a quick clandestine visit tonight. All I knew was it wasn’t soon enough: I needed her.

      I wouldn’t have described myself as needy before my mother’s diagnosis, but ever since then, everything had felt like it was slipping away from me. If the constant desire to be close to Bryn made me needy, I’d live with it for now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mom was in the kitchen when I got home. She was wearing makeup and was dressed in real clothes. I’d gotten so used to seeing her in pajamas, I almost forgot that she didn’t live in her bedroom.

      “Mom, you look great. I take it you’re feeling better.” Her soft pink lips spread into a wide smile. It was like rays of sunshine shot from her face.

      “I want to go out. Have you had lunch?” She patted her portable oxygen tank and adjusted her tubing.

      It was closer to dinner than lunch, but if Marlene Maes wanted to go out, I’d take her. The last time I’d had a meal out with my parents was a year ago. Once Mom started chemo, life changed drastically. “Can I take a quick shower? I’d hate to stink for my date.”

      “Hurry. I’ll call your father and have him meet us at the Grange.”

      The Grange was a high-end steak and seafood house. Mom had chosen it because I could easily stick to my high-protein and low-carb regimen there. Lots of people carbo-loaded before competition, but I kept to a steady diet of lean protein and greens. Gymnastics was anaerobic in nature, with short, powerful bursts of activity that were best fueled by protein.

      I rushed upstairs and readied myself. When I walked back into the kitchen, Beth and Mom were picking out new curtains for the living room. Maybe Nick was right. Maybe she was living with cancer, and the last week had simply been a blip in time.

      With care, I loaded her into my truck and drove off the estate. My dad was waiting in front of the restaurant when we arrived. Dressed in his uniform, an immaculately tailored gray suit, he held a single stargazer lily in his hand; my mom took the flower and held it to her nose, blushing. It all felt like I was an interloper on my parents’ first date.

      We walked into the restaurant where the hostess sat us in a secluded booth where we shot countless selfies, ordered an amazing dinner, and talked about the weeks to come.

      My mom cleared her throat and lifted her water glass. “To gold medal moments.”

      We lifted our water and tapped the glasses together in the center of the table.

      My father picked up his napkin and placed it on the table in front of him. “Alec, your birth was our gold medal moment.” He covered my mom’s thin hand and gave her a warm smile. “It doesn’t matter if you win or lose. What matters is that you got there, and you did your best.”

      When Mom began to tire, Dad bundled her up and took her home. I followed so I could pack for Rio. While I drove, I thought about my parents. Someday, I wanted what they had. What Bryn and I had paled in comparison to what my parents possessed. Theirs was a timeless love. It was as if the universe had paired them in some kind of divine plan.

      By ten that night, Bryn hadn’t come by, and when I called, her cellphone went straight to voicemail. Her plane left at the crack of dawn, so I figured she’d turned in early. Despite not seeing her that night, I was smiling through the moment I fell asleep. The day had turned out to be the best I’d had in a long time. I hoped it was a sign of things to come.
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      Nick had traveled to Rio with the rest of the team so I had to work out with his assistant Jim for the next three days. Jim didn’t push me as hard, so I had to push myself. In between those morning and evening sessions, I spent all of my time with Mom.

      With that second wind pulsing through her system, she tired me out. We visited her favorite restaurants and walked through the Cheyenne Mountain Zoo—well, I walked, and she rode. I had to insist that we take her chair, because if the hills at the zoo wore me out, they’d put her under.

      We got slobbery hands from feeding the giraffes and laughed when a wallaby took up residence in her lap. It was a full, interactive day that I caught with video and pictures on my phone.

      “Have you talked to Bryn?” Mom asked as I rolled her through the concession line. “How is Rio?”

      We licked the melting soft-serve cones. This wasn’t part of my normal routine. Sugar was a curse for me. It tired me out faster than a double workout, but this was a special moment.

      “She’s texted twice.” We hadn’t talked since she left. Bryn hit the ground running. If I knew my girl, she was checking out everything Rio had to offer.

      “Don’t forget why you’re there. You two can resume wild animal sex when you get home. Focus on competing while you’re there.”

      I nearly choked on my cone. “Mom,” I groaned. I was a mature adult, sure, but I didn’t need my mom describing my sexual practices.

      “Condoms, young man. Bring lots of condoms.” Several people looked our direction. Not easily embarrassed, I was surprised to feel the heat rush to my face.

      “Mom…stop.” I pushed her chair forward to get away from the curious looks of people nearby. In a few days they might be watching me on television, and I didn’t want the world talking about wild animal sex, condoms, and Alec Maes in the same sentence.

      She looked at her watch. “We have to go. I changed your flight.” She rocked her chair. “You leave tonight, not tomorrow.”

      “What? But we were supposed to have tonight.” The early-morning flight had been my choice. It would have had me pushing the boundaries for jet lag and competition, but the risk was worth it if I got to spend another evening with my mom.

      “I’m hitting the hay early tonight, so I won’t be much company anyway. Dad and I thought you might like to surprise your team.” She pulled an envelope from her purse. When I opened it, I discovered that my first-class ticket was booked and would leave in five hours.

      I realized this had been her plan all along. She’d keep me occupied until it was too late to make changes. But I also realized my fears about leaving her had faded a bit with her recent rebound.

      “We’d better get moving if you plan to boot me out when we get home.”

      Mom smiled and I felt the anxiety of leaving her slip away. Her joy at me attending the Games was infectious.

      My first task upon pulling into our home in the Broadmoor was to get Mom comfortable in bed. Then I rushed off to finish packing. I thought about texting Bryn to let her know I’d be on my way, but Mom said to surprise my team, and so I would. Plus, I didn’t exactly have a lot of spare time on my hands at the moment.

      An hour later, the doorbell rang, signaling my driver had arrived. A ninety-minute drive to Denver, followed by a thirteen-hour flight, would have me in Rio around breakfast time. If I were lucky, I’d be able to sneak into bed with Bryn before she started her day.

      Dad held Mom close and pulled me in for a group hug. It was a long goodbye in a short period of time. “I’ll see you in just over two weeks.”

      Mom smiled at me. “I’ll take you for another ice cream when I get home.”

      Dad’s brow lifted. “Ice cream?”

      “Yep, a small cone at the zoo.”

      “Zoo?” He seemed baffled.

      Mom patted him on the chest and turned to me. “Alec. I’d have done anything to travel to Rio with you to see you compete.” She pulled her red bandana from her head and tied it around my wrist. “Just remember, no matter what, I’m always with you.” I fell into her arms and held back the tears I wanted to release. She wouldn’t see me leave heartbroken and scared. She’d see me return a victor. I’d walk back into this house wrapped in gold and the presence of her love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The flight was long, but I slept through most of it. It was a pleasant 72 degrees when I landed in Rio. A suited man held up a sign that said MAES in front of him. We gathered my bags and headed off to the athletes village.

      I’d been to the Games in the past but never as a competitor. This was different. This was the real thing. My driver, Tomas, thought it best if he gave me the gold ticket tour. Pride for his country showed when he circled the event sites, speaking in broken English with authority about the buildings and the events they housed. When he asked about my specialty, he turned the car around and drove by the arena where the gymnastic events would take place. My heart leaped to my throat at the sight of the building. This is where nearly twenty years of practice will show, I thought, feeling particularly lucky. Not only was this going to be the pinnacle of my athletic career, it was going to be a moment shared with the girl I loved. Inside, I knew Rio would change my life.
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      I didn’t speak Portuguese, and Tomas’s English wasn’t perfect, but we managed to communicate. He unloaded my bags and offered to carry them to my room. However, security would be tight, and getting him in would take a lifetime. I had other things in mind. I pulled a hefty tip from my pocket and said, “Obrigado.” “Thank you” was all I’d taken the time to learn.

      Suitcase in hand and a large duffel thrown over my shoulder, I entered my building. The first thing I noticed was the shocked eyes of Gabby Fortney, squarely on me.

      “What are you doing here?” She planted her tiny body in my path.

      “I got an earlier flight.” I maneuvered around her to the elevator. I was ten floors from dropping off my shit, and thirty floors from a long-overdue helping of Bryn’s pussy.

      “She’s still sleeping. Let’s go out to breakfast. The cafeteria is amazing. They have everything you could want.”

      Behind her on a table between the two elevator doors was a giant glass vessel full of condoms. “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll take a pass on breakfast. I want to do my part in breaking the record for the most condoms used at the Games.” I’d been told that over one hundred and fifty thousand condoms were used at the London Games. I dipped into the glass bowl, pulled out a handful of colorful packets, and shoved them into my front pocket. The world games of fucking would start in about five minutes. Just enough time to drop my bags and find Bryn.

      “Really, Alec. The team went on a bender last night. We all drank too much.”

      It didn’t surprise me that Gabrielle had drunk too much. She always lived on the edge, but to hear that Bryn had also lost control was a shock. She was a serious athlete, and alcohol wasn’t part of her pregame routine.

      The elevator dinged, and I jumped in with Gabrielle following behind. “Don’t you have something to do?”

      She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. “No, I’m going with you.” Even her tightly pulled back hair couldn’t stop her scowl. “You’ll probably scare her. She’s not expecting you until tonight.”

      “Then I’ll be a big surprise.”

      Gabby didn’t say anything. She pulled her upper lip between her teeth and stared forward. I knew that look. She adopted it each time she knew she was up against a challenge.

      At the tenth floor, the doors opened, and to my surprise my room was next to the elevator. I hoped their soundproofing was top-notch. Rooms next to elevators were rarely quiet.

      I slipped my keycard into the door and listened to the lock disengage. The room was dark, but in the shadows I could see the ghosts of empty beer bottles littering the table. Not a surprise: I’d roomed with Wade at nationals, and he was a pig.

      With a flip of a switch, I brought literal light to the situation, though not to the question of why Gabby was still trailing me. In the center was a large living room with comfortable-looking furnishings. Off to the right was a dining room and kitchen. White Styrofoam boxes blanketed the counter. One lift of a lid and I could see that beer hadn’t been their only indulgence. The remnants of fried chicken and French fries filled the box.

      “Let’s go, Alec.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” I dragged my bag down the hallway and stopped at the end. I could go left or right. In my head I tossed a coin and chose right.

      When my fingers gripped the door handle, Gabby bolted into action. “Alec, don’t!”

      I swung the door open wide, expecting to see an empty bed. Instead I saw my Bryn, on her hands and knees, with Wade’s dick buried balls deep in her pussy.

      Both of their heads snapped toward me. She screamed, and he groaned, but their sounds had nothing to do with ecstasy. Pain was all I heard. It came mostly from my mouth. The anguished cry of having one dream ripped not only from my life but also from my beating heart. Bryn whimpered on the bed, covering her face with the blanket. I knew I’d never forget that scene. It was burned into my eyeballs.

      Wade was frantically trying to pull on his pants. My bags dropped to the floor and I rushed him. “It’s not what you think,” he insisted, pushing against my chest.

      My heart pounded in my ears.

      Boom whoosh

      Boom whoosh

      Boom whoosh

      Red-hot rage rushed through my veins. With a tight fist, I let him have the full force of my most recent workout. “Not what I think? What I think is you’re the worst fucking friend, team captain, and teammate ever.” I wound up again, but Gabby stepped in between us. I looked over her head into the eyes of a man I used to admire but now hated. “I don’t have to think. I saw. I saw you fucking my girlfriend like she was your whore.”

      Bryn’s cry rose from deep in her chest. “Please, Alec. We were just…”

      “Shut up, Bryn. My mom was right. You aren’t the girl for me. How could you be when you’re the girl for everyone?” I pulled the handful of condoms I shoved into my pocket and threw them at her before I turned and walked out of the room.

      “Alec.” Gabby trotted behind me. “Alec, I tried to warn you.”

      I threw my bags into the corner of the living room and walked out the door. I needed a new room assignment. When she stepped in front of me, I railed at her. “You tried to warn me? Get the hell out of my way.”

      Part of me knew that wasn’t fair. In her defense, Gabby had tried to stall me. What did I expect? Was she supposed to say, “Don’t go up there, your girlfriend is fucking your roommate. They’ll be done in ten?”

      Still, it didn’t make things easier. I rubbed the knuckles that had connected with Wade’s jaw. “Leave me alone, Gabby.” I pushed past her and ran to the stairs at the end of the hall. I didn’t want to be standing in the hallway when Bryn did her walk of shame.
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* * *

      Room assignments would be difficult to change at this time, the attendant said. I had arrived too late, and everyone was settled in. She asked for details concerning the reasons for my request, but I wouldn’t shame Team USA by broadcasting our dirty laundry. Everyone was looking for a story to sell. I was furious at Bryn, but I didn’t want her name in the headlines as the sexy sidepiece of the Rio games, and I didn’t want to be the sad part of that sidepiece either.

      As for Wade, I’d show him the loyalty he hadn’t shown me by not making his betrayal public, but I would never forgive him.

      I trudged back upstairs to our room, the ache in my heart debilitating me. I held my breath as I opened the door I’d been so pleased to unlock just minutes ago, but thankfully, the suite was empty. I quickly unpacked my shit and changed into sweats, hoping to seek refuge in the gym, but the buzz of the phone pulled me from my misery.

      “Hey, Mom.” I tried to sound happy, but the vision of Wade slapping against Bryn’s creamy white flesh was too much to mask.

      “What’s wrong, Alec.”

      “Oh, nothing. I’m just tired.” The lie came easily. There was no way I’d put undue stress on Mom now that she was feeling better.

      “Did you see any of your teammates yet?” She’d been around most of these people for years. They were like her children too.

      “Yep, but like you said, I’ve got to keep my eye on the prize. I’m on my way to the gym.” I wasn’t prepared to tell her the truth. What good would it serve? She’d worry, and I’d dwell on a moment I couldn’t change. Nope. That conversation would be tabled for later.

      “Alec, keep a good balance. All work and no play and all play and no work are both bad. Find a balance. I love you.”

      It was odd that those words came with such consistency from my parents, yet I rarely paid attention to the depth of the emotion they inspired in me...until now. I’d said those words to Bryn countless times, and not once had she repeated them. Maybe the problem with Bryn was she couldn’t love anyone but herself.

      “Say it again.” I pushed my phone to my ear so I could hear every letter in that not-so-simple phrase.

      “I love you, Alec.” I could tell she was smiling. I could hear it in her voice.

      “I love you too, Mom.” I rubbed the red bandana she had tied to my wrist and hung up the phone.
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* * *

      The gym smelled of sweat and determination. It wasn’t the venue we’d compete at, but it held everything I needed. Right now I wanted to beat the living hell out of anyone who came near me. Thank goodness gymnastics was actually a solitary sport. The only thing that made it a team event was the combination of scores.

      I dropped to the floor and started doing pushups. When that didn’t pull the urge for violence from my bones, I added a clap in between. What I needed was to exhaust myself—to feel the burn and pain of a hard workout instead of the searing pain of betrayal.

      In the corner by the weights was another teammate, Cole Kelly, who was doing curls. This wasn’t his first time at the Games. He was on his second time and had the confidence and air of a seasoned professional. His specialty was the rings, but my routine rivaled his in difficulty and execution.

      “When did you get in?” He shelved the weight with a thud and came over to stand by me while I mindlessly pressed and clapped.

      “About an hour ago.”

      “You just got here and you’re not sunk six inches deep in Bryn?”

      Apparently not everyone knew she was fucking the team captain. Under my breath, I mumbled, “Someone beat me to it.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing, man. Bryn and I aren’t together.” I rolled to my back and sucked in a deep breath.

      “Since when?”

      I glanced at the world clocks on the wall. “Since about thirty minutes ago.” It wouldn’t take long for the rumor to spread through the team. They may be family, but they were worse than gossiping girls.

      “Shit. You okay, man? Was it your decision or hers?” He helped me up and gave me a bro hug.

      “Oh, the decision was definitely hers.”

      “Don’t let her fuck with your head.” Cole wasn’t a stranger to heartache. He’d dated a swimmer in the London Games, only to have her leave him and move to Canada when they returned.

      “Nope, it’s not my brain she’s good at fucking.” It was mean and cruel, but I said it. Until I could erase the vision of her ass in the air with Wade’s dick balls-deep inside of her, I didn’t think I could muster a kind thought or word when it came to Bryn.

      I left Cole in the weight room and ventured into the apparatus room, which would have been empty if not for two women working out. One girl was working the beam; the other was stretching in the center of the floor mats. I took advantage of the free vault.

      Chalk served two purposes. It dried up moisture and doubt. As long as the ritual of applying chalk to your equipment and hands was followed in the exact manner, everything would be fine. I approached the chalk bowl and dipped in my hands. I rubbed, spit, and rubbed again before I inspected the horse.

      Once it was chalked to my liking, I started the procedure with my hands all over.

      “Hi.”

      On the other side of the bowl stood a girl who had skin as white as the chalk she dipped her hands into, hair as black as night, and lips as red as cherries.

      “Hi.” I finished my chalking ritual and stepped to the mat. The girl remained by the bowl and watched me.

      I bolted from the line, down the mat, and into a handspring with two and a half twists. It felt good in the air, but I pulled out too early, and my dismount was a disaster. Two giant steps forward could be the difference between the podium and the bleachers.

      “Shit!” Screaming expletives was not normal behavior for me, but I felt anything but normal right now. What was supposed to be a golden moment in my life was turning out to be a nightmare.

      “You opened too soon.” The girl from the chalk bowl stood next to the mat with her hands on her hips.

      “Yep, I need to figure out a way to hold back. Everything is going great, and then my feet hit.” I stomped on the area of the mat where I wanted to stick my next landing and headed back to the line.

      “Say the name ‘Collette’ just before you want to pull out,” she called from the side of the horse.

      “Who’s Collette?” I thought she’d say it was some famous psychiatrist versed in patience.

      “I’m Collette, and I’ll make you want to stay.”

      In the air, I hesitated long enough to call out her name. Those two syllables were enough to gain my full rotation and stick the landing.

      When I turned around to thank her, she was gone. Coming through the door were Wade and Nick.

      “Alec, good to see you.” Nick wrapped me in a bear hug. “Wade and I were going to go over his floor routine. Do you want to hang out and watch? You may learn something new.”

      Wade rubbed at his jaw, refusing to make eye contact. I smiled. It gave me pleasure knowing that he’d feel that for a day or two.

      “No, Coach. I’ve learned all I need from Wade today. Besides, I’m beat.” I emphasized the word “beat.” “I’m heading over to the cafeteria and then back for a nap. I believe you scheduled floor time for me at seven.” When I’d picked up my key, I also received my schedule. It outlined designated training times, open training times, and the various events I needed to be at.

      “That’s right. I’ll see you at seven.”
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* * *

      When I entered the cafeteria, the noise was overwhelming. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of people milled about, chatting each other up. Two aisles ahead, Cole waved his arms like a bird. He was sitting with Trent and Steven, the final two gymnasts on Team USA. I scanned the room for Eric and Todd, our alternates. I found them standing in the food line. Todd was smiling like a goofy kid. He’d probably never see the mats, but he was in Rio and enjoying the experience—something I couldn’t help envying.

      With a tray full of chicken breast, green beans, and fresh berries, I walked toward the table Team USA had commandeered. It wasn’t only gymnasts. There were swimmers, wrestlers, archers, divers, golfers, shooters, and runners. But of course it didn’t escape my notice that Bryn was there, sitting at the end with her tear-stained eyes trained on me.

      My stomach knotted with her so near. I wanted to yell, cry, and stomp my feet. Instead, I choked down my dry chicken and listened to everyone talk with excitement about their lives.

      What went right in your day? Mom’s words invaded the space I’d given up to sorrow and self-pity. What had gone right in my day?

      I was in Rio.

      I was an elite athlete who had earned the right to be here.

      I was a Maes, and we didn’t complain—we conquered.

      Intent on living in the moment, I shot a few pictures of my surroundings and sent them to Mom. She said she’d be with me always; why not in the cafeteria too? Still, the heat of Bryn’s stare caused me indigestion. Once I’d finished all the food I could stomach, I said goodbye to my teammates and the new athletes I’d met, and walked around the village. One road led to everything from coffee and ice cream to the medical clinic.

      My phone pinged with a message from Mom: “Don’t forget the bug spray.” The text made me laugh. Zika had been her biggest worry. I imagine it scared a lot of people, and I’d have to be more diligent in applying the spray.

      After I’d made the full circle, I found Wade shirtless and chatting up a girl outside our building. She smiled and giggled while he peacocked in front of her.

      He raised his hand in a cautious wave. I gave him the finger. We might have to be roommates, but we didn’t have to be friends. What we used to have was permanently over.

      Bed sounded pretty good right now. Once I entered my dorm, I headed straight down the hallway, intent on collapsing between the sheets. If I got up at five, I’d have enough time to shower, eat, and be in the gym waiting for Nick. There was no doubt he’d work me hard.

      To my shock, I turned the corner and found Bryn sitting on my bed.

      “Out.” I pointed to the door.

      “Wait, Alec. I need to explain.”

      “Actually, Bryn, you don’t. I don’t care.”

      “You have to care. We’ve been together almost a year.”

      “How dare you insist I care?” How could she sit there and throw it in my face that we’d been together for a year? I knew how long we’d been together. I’d cherished each and every fucking moment. “I don’t care. Now get the hell out of my room.”

      “Alec, it just happened.”

      “Really? What, you drank a beer, found yourself in Wade’s bed, and said, ‘Let’s fuck before Alec gets here’?”

      “No, it…it started the day before I left.” She buried her face in her hands.

      Fury filled my body. I was still standing in the damn doorway, and she was on my bed. I stormed toward her, towering over her. Spit and vehemence came out of my mouth. “You fucked him the night before you left? The night you didn’t have time to come and say goodbye to me?”

      “It just happened.”

      Her words knocked me flat to my ass. I took two steps back and sank to the floor. “You told me you two were meeting to set up some coordinated team events. I’d say you coordinated all right. His dick in your…” I didn’t even want to go there. The less I thought about it, the better.

      “It was just a fling. This morning was going to be the last time. I swear.”

      Today’s lunch rose from my stomach to my throat, threatening to choke me. “That really doesn’t make a difference to me. We’re done.”

      “Please, Alec, give me another chance. I don’t want to lose you.” Mascara ran down her cheeks. “I l… I lo…”

      I held up my hand to stop her. “You love yourself, Bryn. You can’t even say the words to me. I’ve been telling you how much I’ve loved you for months, and all I ever got was, ‘That’s so sweet.’ I deserve more than that. I want more. Need more. Demand more.”

      “Alec, I can give you more.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not looking for an STD. You need to leave.” I rolled to my feet and pointed to the door.

      Bryn rose on wobbly legs. She looked like she was going to collapse. Instead she approached me, but I shook my head, and she walked on by.

      Alone at last, I climbed into the bed for a soul-cleansing nap.
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      I woke to the sound of groans and moans. I flew out of my bed ready to murder Bryn and Wade. It was bad enough that I’d caught them earlier, but now they were rubbing it in my face.

      With a pound of hate behind me, I threw open Wade’s door. It hit the wall and slammed back to nearly knock me out. The girl he had been talking to outside was lying on her back, spread wide for him.

      “You’re an asshole.” I pointed at Wade and looked back to the girl, who appeared stunned by the interruption. “He’s a total dick.”

      “Again? Really?” Wade rolled to his side, leaving the girl fully exposed to my view. “Alec, they don’t put a bucket of rubbers in the lobby for nothing.” The girl pulled the blanket over her body.

      “Fucking asshole.” I slammed the door and left. How had I not known what a jerk he was? Rose-colored glasses had influenced my perception of the man. He’d made it. I’d idolized him, emulated him, and all he was, was an asshole in a leotard.

      For that matter, so was Bryn. What did I love about her? Was it her looks? Her talent? Or her always willing pussy? Maybe I hadn’t been in love with her after all. Maybe she was there when I needed someone. For her, I was the automatically renewing dick of the month club.

      What I’d witnessed today needed soap and hot water to wash it away from my mind and body. Steam filled the shower as the water cascaded over me. I lowered my head and watched my stress swirl down the drain with the bubbles. This was my new beginning. I didn’t need Bryn. I didn’t need Wade. I had me. I was a Maes, and we conquered.

      Dressed in my leotard and shorts, I ran to the cafeteria, where I filled up a tray with baked fish and steamed broccoli. I snagged a corner table that was perfect for me. People watching was a habit I enjoyed. You could learn a lot about a person from just standing back and observing. On a table in the center of the room, the American swim team danced to the catcalls of several women. I’d left Colorado Springs and apparently landed in the middle of a frat party. Hedonism was supposed to begin once the competition had ended. People were putting the cart before the horse. Weren’t you supposed to kick the other athletes’ asses on the field and then make up later?

      “They are a bunch of crazy people.”

      My head popped toward the voice. The beautiful gymnast from the day before was standing beside me, watching the amateur strippers pull a few others to the tabletop.

      “Who knew we’d get dinner and a show?”

      “It’s like an orgy here.”

      Boy, did I know it. It was a wonder anyone actually competed in a sport. Most of the men were constantly dick wagging to establish superiority. Who knew what the women gained from the experience? Maybe there was a secret hose-collecting competition and the inches were tallied in some private room in the village.

      “Have a seat, Snow.” I pulled my tray directly in front of me, giving her plenty of room to join me.

      “Snow?” She plopped her tray of fish and broccoli next to mine. “What is this Snow?” Her voice was tinged with an accent.

      “You remind me of a fairytale princess with dark hair, ivory skin, and lush lips. I believe there were little men and a magic apple as well.”

      “Hmm, and if you were one of my little men, which would you be?” Her ripe, red lips curled into a smile.

      I thought about her question and went through the names in my head. Weren’t they something like Mick, Grumpy, Sloppy, Shy, Happy, Jumpy, and Dorky? “Well, I could never be called little, but if I were one of your men, and I had to choose today, I’d be Grumpy.” I speared a piece of broccoli and put it into my mouth.

      “So, today you are Grumpy; after your first gold medal, you shall be Happy.” Her English was perfect, but a hint of a sexy French accent made it memorable.

      “Collette, is it?” I’d never forget it. Her name on my lips felt like success. “I’m going to take home that gold, and for the rest of my life I’ll be Happy.”

      “I think that is a very wise plan, Mr. American Gymnast.” She played with the fish on her plate.

      “I’m Alec Maes. It’s nice to meet you, Collette from somewhere in Canada.”

      “How did you know?”

      I pointed to the Canadian flag on the chest of her T-shirt. “You wear it proud.”

      She laid down her fork and held out her hand. “I am Collette Lamont, originally from Quebec, but I’ve been living and training in Toronto for years.” She dipped her head and looked at me from under her lashes. “You can call me Snow if you’d like. I’ll call you Grumpy until that gold is hanging from your neck.”

      Something told me that Collette Lamont was going to be the light in my darkness. She spread a beam of sunshine on an otherwise gloomy day. I wiped my hands on the napkin and held her tiny hand in mine. “Well, Snow, what should I call you when that first gold medal hangs around your neck?”

      She plucked a piece of broccoli from the plate with her fingers. Nibbling on the edges, she appeared to contemplate my question. I knew when she’d reached her conclusion because her eyes danced with delight.

      “You can call me Your Highness.” She bubbled with laughter.

      For the next thirty minutes, Snow and I bantered back and forth. This was her first time to the Games. She’d entered the sport late and hadn’t fully bloomed until just after the London Games. She was twenty-one. She’d won worlds last year, which gained her the attention she needed to get to Rio.

      After dinner, she followed me into the gym, where my coach was waiting. When I entered with someone other than Bryn, Nick’s eyes grew wide. Collette bid me good luck and walked to the beam. I would have loved to see her routine, but I had work to do.

      One pass was all it took to get Nick on my ass. He ranted and raved about my execution. “You’re pulling out too fast. Last week you were over-rotating. Today you’re letting go prematurely. Get your head in the game. Do the final pass and stick that landing.”

      Nicks face was beet red. He stood at the corner of the mat and crossed his arms over his chest. I glanced over at the beam. Snow had just mounted when she saw me looking. She mouthed the word “Collette” and continued on with her routine.

      When I got to the last tumbling pass, I twisted and turned and said her name before I pulled out and stuck the perfect landing. The whoop from the beam told me Collette had seen it, and something about that felt good. When was the last time Bryn had come to my practice? When had she ever cheered me on?

      It felt good to be on top of the world. The weight of the morning was no longer dragging me down. Letting go of Bryn was like letting go of a ninety-eight-pound weight. But later, when I walked into my dorm, the heaviness of the day came crashing back with the sight of Wade sitting in the living room alone.

      “Can we talk?” he asked.

      “No, we can’t. I have nothing to say to you.”

      “I have something to say to you.” He dragged his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I was an asshole.”

      I started down the hallway and called over my shoulder, “We agree on something.”

      After I sent more pictures to Mom, I climbed into bed. Tomorrow night was the opening ceremonies. My Ralph Lauren red, white, and blue outfit hung in the closet, waiting for its Rio Games debut. But was I?
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* * *

      Lining up ten thousand athletes for the parade of nations was like herding cats. Energy was high, and national pride was as thick as molasses. The wait was endless for a country whose name began with U. I couldn’t imagine coming from Zambia or Zimbabwe, and I envied Snow for being from Canada.

      Over three hundred athletes were representing the United States, and they all wore the colors proudly. Arm in arm we entered Maracanã Stadium to the cheers of many. I held up my right hand, the one that wore my mother’s favor. With pride, I air-fisted her bandana. If she caught a glimpse of me, I wanted her to know she was with me.

      After the ceremony concluded, the atmosphere turned on a dime. What had been free-loving and friendly yesterday became cautious and competitive overnight. The Games would begin tomorrow, and we were no longer comrades—we were competitors.

      Still, Snow ran up beside me. “Good luck tomorrow, Grumpy.” She bounced her five-foot frame up and planted a kiss on my cheek.

      “You too.” I don’t know why I did it, but I pulled her in for a hug. To be honest, the hug was probably more for me than for her. Her head came to my chin, which gave me a clear view of what was behind her: Bryn, with her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face.
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      Bam.

      Bam.

      Bam.

      My heart bounced off my ribcage and became lodged in my throat. The team marched in line to the first apparatus. Wade led us, and although I would have normally marched second, I let my teammates slip in front, and I pulled up the rear of the line.

      Qualifying rounds came first. With the skill set of our gymnasts, we’d have to work hard to not get to the first round.

      Rings were first, which made me exuberant. I excelled on the apparatus and even considered rings to be my specialty. If there was one event where I thought I could take the gold, it would have been the rings.

      I watched my teammates muscle it out. The key to the rings was no movement. The more movement, the lower the score. My routine focused on strength, which—assuming I executed well—would raise my difficulty scores.

      When my turn came, I peeled the bandana off my wrist and handed it to Nick. He boosted me up, and my Games officially began. Focus was the key, so I went to the place in my head where only the rings and I existed. It was a dance of sorts, and I led my partner flawlessly. She didn’t shake in my hands. She held on tight and followed my lead.

      Strength, swing elements, and the dismount were all graded to fractions of points; thankfully, my planche, inverted cross, and Yamawaki couldn’t have been better. When I dismounted with a triple back and stuck the landing, I knew I had done my team proud.

      Nick and Wade were waiting for me off the mats. Nick threw his arms around me and handed me the bandana. I waved it at the camera focused in our direction, hoping my mom could see. Wade, who was up next, gave me a quick pat on the back and moved onto the mats.

      Although I'd never hope for something bad to happen to him, I inwardly smiled when the rings shook on his Maltese. It wasn’t something he normally had a problem with, so something with Wade wasn’t right. Maybe he’d been exhausting his energy trying to empty out the condom bowl.

      Next in our rotation was the vault. The last competitor before me was a Chinese athlete who performed the highest difficulty vault and stuck it. Talk about upping the pressure. But Mom’s voice echoed in my thoughts: Alec, you can’t control the masses, but you can control yourself. In everything you do, do it to the best of your abilities.

      Her words calmed me somewhat as I got ready for my own vault. At the chalk bowl, I thought about Snow. How was her day going? Had she exercised control of herself? I chalked, spit, and chalked again. A thought hit me like a lightning bolt: Bryn wasn’t a bad person; she just lacked control. My mom was right. Bryn was good for someone else, but not me.

      “You’re up.” Nick grabbed my shoulders and pinned me with his bloodshot eyes. “You’ve got this. Whatever you did in practice, you do here.”

      I searched the gym for Collette, but she wasn’t anywhere in sight. I imagined she was at the practice gym. The women’s qualifiers were tonight.

      At the line I mentally marked my spot. Whoever thought running full speed at a stationary object must have been a crackhead. I pushed off, and seventeen strides later, I was in the air. Tucked into a triple salto, I ignored the desire to unfold my body early and instead whispered Collette’s name before I opened at the right time. When I attached my feet to the mat like glue, I thought triumphantly, Magic. It’s fucking magic.

      I was charged and motivated when we hit the floor exercise. It wasn’t my strongest event, but unless I totally tanked, there was no risk of my routine pushing us out of round one of the qualifiers. Tomorrow we’d repeat everything we did today, and the scores would be tallied.

      God, how I wished my mom were out in the stands watching this. I pulled the bandana to my nose and inhaled the scent of her perfume. With my eyes closed, I let it infuse me with courage and hope. Mom was watching, and I’d do her proud. The next seventy seconds would define who I was as an athlete. I’d either succeed or fail.

      What I didn’t expect was to fall somewhere in between.

      My tumbling passes went well, and even my dismount didn’t disappoint, but it felt like something was missing. I was so stressed about it that the fun of my floor routine was gone. I’d have to find a way to put energy into my routine if I planned to medal in the all-around.

      As it stood, my scores were high enough to give me a shot at making the top two from our team. Team USA, meanwhile, wrapped up the day in the top eight.

      Back in the village, I was approached by several reporters. “Alec, tell us about the bandana. It was never far from your sight today. Is there a story behind it?”

      I looked down at my wrist and stroked the soft cloth. “It’s a gift from my mom,” was all I said before pushing my way through the reporters and taking refuge in the near-empty lobby of my dorm.

      I didn’t want to be someone’s puff piece here in Rio. I didn’t want anyone’s sympathy. I just wanted to compete.

      In my room I pulled out my phone and dialed home. Mom’s voice was thick and labored. “Alec.” Even though she struggled to talk, I could still detect the happiness in her tone. I was a lucky bastard to have her. “Tell me about Rio.”

      After an hour of explaining how things had gone down with Bryn, I found myself thinking wryly, Too bad we don’t have stock in our cellphone provider. I left out the sordid details, but I was pretty sure Mom got the gist when I said Bryn was well on her way to gold in a horizontal event.

      “I’m sorry, Alec.” The oxygen tank wheezed in the background, making my mom’s already faint voice harder to hear. “Are you okay?”

      Was I? “Yep. In all honesty, Mom, I’m as much to blame as she is. I didn’t demand more. I took what she gave. I don’t want that. I want to share my passion with someone in and out of the bed.”

      “Too much information.” I could almost see my mom covering her ears and shaking her head.

      “I met a girl here. Her name is Collette Lamont, and she’s a Canadian gymnast.”

      “Be careful, Alec. Don’t get distracted and lose your focus.”

      “Nope, she’s just a nice girl who helped me stick my landing.”

      Mom laughed. “I’m hoping we’re talking gymnastics.”

      “We are, and she gave me some tips. Did you see my landing today on the vault?”

      “Yes, I did, and it was awesome.” We talked until Mom seemed too tired to continue. “Alec, I’m with you.” Her voice faded, and I wondered whether she was simply tired or whether things had taken a turn for the worse.

      I wrapped the bandana around my wrist. “I know you are, Mom. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      We hung up, and I immediately dialed my father. Mom didn’t sound good, and that scared the hell out of me.

      “Dad, what’s going on with Mom?”

      The pause on the other end told me everything. “She has cancer, son. She has good days and bad days. Today isn’t such a good day.”

      Dad and I didn’t discuss the details of Mom’s disease. We both lived in a fantasy world where one day she’d wake up healthy and renewed. We believed somehow she’d cheat her way out of dying. Dad’s willingness to mention the disease made me nervous.

      I curled my arms around my legs and rocked back and forth. “Why am I here when she’s dying at home?”

      “Alec, you’re there because she wanted you there. Don’t take her dream away.”

      Crying wasn’t something I did. The last time I’d cried was when my dog Sampson died. I hadn’t even cried when things fell apart with Bryn. But that moment, I bawled into the phone like a baby.

      “Dad, I want to come home.” I wiped the tears with Mom’s bandana.

      “No.” His answer was short and definitive. “You will stay there and finish this. If not for you, then finish it for her.”

      “But, Dad—”

      “Alec, your mom would be devastated if you gave up your dream of a medal. Go grab Bryn and hold on tight.”

      “We’re not together.” With Dad I was bit more descriptive when I told him about the breakup.

      “She wasn’t good for you.”

      “You sound like Mom.”

      “Yes, well, your mom’s a smart woman. She informed me thirty years ago that she was good for me, and I’ve trusted her instincts ever since.”

      That was what I wanted for my life. I wanted a partner in everything. “Dad, this has to be hard for you. I never really considered how much you were losing as well.”

      “Son, I think about it this way.” There was a squeak in the background, and I knew my dad had leaned back and plopped his shoes on his desk. “Losing your mom will be like losing my heart, but I would have never had one without her. I’ve been blessed to have her for the past thirty years. If I had to do it all over again I would, even knowing that I would lose her again. Some people are worth it.”

      Silence floated in the space between us. All I could think about was how determined I was to make my mom proud. I would honor her in word and in deed.

      “Alec, my appointment is here. Are you okay?”

      “I will be.” It was all I could promise at this point.

      “Alec, go find a girl who wants to soothe your ache.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I thought about the big bowl of condoms in the lobby. When I closed my eyes, I saw Collette’s face.
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      Fascination filled me as I watched Collette perform her beam routine. She was flawless. People didn’t understand how hard it was to tumble on a four-inch-wide piece of wood that stood four feet off the ground.

      Bryn had taken some pretty serious falls during practice. Gymnasts were always walking the edge between insanity and safety just to be named the best.

      When Collette prepped for her dismount. I held my breath until she was on the ground, then I jumped to my feet and cheered in a big way. Somehow amidst the commotion, she heard me. She mouthed the word “dinner,” and I nodded with enthusiasm.

      Team USA was walking below me on their way to the beam. Bryn smiled and ran to the stands where I was sitting.

      “I’m so glad you came. I need you here, Alec. We’ll work this out.”

      I hesitated before I spoke, choosing my words carefully. I wasn’t here for her, but I wouldn’t jinx her routine either.

      “Bryn, I came to watch my friends. I’ll stay and watch your beam routine if it’s important to you, but that’s it.”

      “What friends?” She craned her neck to look around the arena.

      Wanting her to move along, I pointed toward the beam, where Gabby stood tapping her toes. “Your team is waiting for you. Good luck out there.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the cafeteria, I watched the door for Collette. When she’d said “dinner,” I’d assumed it would be here. Sure enough, she arrived with her team and broke away as soon as she saw me. “Hey, Grumpy.” She threw her jacket over the chair. “I’m starving.” She pulled my hand and led me to the line where a veritable smorgasbord awaited us. “I saw your vault.” She scooped up a spoonful of bok choy and dumped it on her plate. “You rocked it.”

      “You were there?”

      “Yes, I snuck in between practices.”

      We stayed in the Asian section of the buffet and heaped on piles of chicken with vegetables and crispy duck.

      Tucked in the corner where I liked to sit, Collette and I talked until we became friends. And that didn’t take long. She was an only child like me. Her mother was a schoolteacher and her father was a dentist, which would explain Collette’s perfect smile. Her parents weren’t attending the Games because her father had recently taken a fall and broken his hip, making travel nearly impossible.

      “I’ll cheer you on.”

      “I like having you as my cheerleader. So who’s cheering for you?”

      “Well, my parents couldn’t make it, either.” I wasn’t sure whether I should tell her my story, but the warmth of Collette’s personality made me want to. “My mom is dying of cancer. She’s here in my heart.” I tapped my chest.

      “I’m so sorry, Alec.” She covered my hand with hers, and the touch of her skin against mine felt good. I’d been with Bryn for almost a year, but we’d never really touched like that. We connected in the bedroom, not anywhere else. “This just means we have to work harder to make you Happy.” She wasn’t referring to my emotions; she was referring to the gold medal I wanted to bring home.

      “I agree, and you know what would make me really happy right now?”

      “A hot fudge sundae with extra nuts?” She popped a piece of crispy duck into her mouth and savored it. Fried food wasn’t a staple in most gymnasts’ lives, so it was good to indulge on occasion.

      “No sweets for me. Actually, scratch that. You’re sweet, and I’ll take you.”

      “What do you propose to do with me?” She licked her lips.

      What do they taste like? Crispy duck? Sweet nectar? I shook my head and re-centered my thoughts. “A walk on the beach.”

      “Now we’re talking.”

      If I’d had any doubts about her interest in me, they were put to rest by how fast she finished her meal. Once outside the cafeteria, we headed for the beach. It was a short walk from the village, though the crowded streets slowed our progress.

      Rio was known for its over-the-top festivals, and this week was no letdown. Women dressed in pasties and lacy panties danced on the sidewalks. Like a street circus, there were performers of every type. When we stopped to watch one particular dancer, we got jostled by the crowd, and I grabbed Collette’s hand. She never pulled it back, and for the rest of the way we walked with our fingers interlaced. I liked it.

      The sun was setting by the time we reached the beach. We stood at the edge of the water and admired the sky. “Watch for the green flash,” I told her.

      “What is this green flash?”

      “It’s a phenomenon that happens when the sun sinks below the horizon of the ocean. Just as the last of the sun disappears, a green flash appears. I’ve been told you can make a wish and it will come true.”

      The orange of the sun faded into the ocean as the last light of day descended. As promised, a flash of green was there and gone.

      “I saw it.” She squeezed my hand and leaned into my shoulder.

      “Make a wish.” She closed her eyes and squinted. When she opened them, she glanced up at me, with a look of softness and affection.

      “What did you wish for?”

      “I wished for your life to be filled with warmth and happiness.”

      Surprise forced me to pull back and really look at the woman before me. “Why didn’t you wish for a medal or a win for yourself?” We were at the Games, and I knew every athlete’s only wish was to win. Or so I thought.

      “Now that would be selfish. Is that what you wished for?” She turned toward the water and leaned her back against me. My chin sat perfectly on her head.

      “No, I didn’t make a wish.”

      “Well, you must. It’s a requirement of the green flash.”

      “So now you’re an expert?”

      “No, I’m just curious what you’d wish for.”

      I turned her around and looked into her espresso-colored eyes. Her lips glistened under the moonlight, begging for attention. I gauged her reaction as I lowered my mouth toward hers. “A kiss,” I whispered.

      “And I thought you’d wish something huge,” she said, her voice softening, “like a cure for cancer.”

      “No, I was being selfish.” My lips reached hers. Slow and sensual, I tasted her and teased her with my tongue. My arms slipped around her waist while hers slipped around my neck. It was a perfect moment. Perfect until a woman’s screech sliced through the night.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Bryn’s voice rose with her anger.

      I stepped in front of Collette, hoping to shield her from the craziness that was going down around us.

      “Go away, Bryn.” I spat the words at her with a hatred I hadn’t felt before.

      Collette pulled my hand into hers and twisted me around to face her. For a woman barely five feet tall, she didn’t cower easily.

      “Who is this girl?” She glanced over her shoulder at Bryn. The little smile quirking in the corner of her lips told me she knew who Bryn was. You couldn’t be an elite gymnast and not know the competition.

      “You know exactly who I am, bitch. I’m Bryn Carlysle, and you were kissing my boyfriend.”

      “Alec, is she telling the truth?” There was no hurt in Collette’s voice. It was as if she were playing her part in a short skit.

      “She’s not my girlfriend anymore.” I cupped Collette’s chin and pressed my lips to hers. “Do you remember our nicknames?” She nodded. “Well, she’s the bearer of poison apples.”

      Collette smiled and looked toward Gabby. “And her?”

      “She carries the basket for Bryn.”

      “Teamwork. I love teamwork.” She pulled at the collar of my shirt and tugged me down for another kiss.

      Collette’s kiss faded at about the same time as Bryn’s screams. When I looked down the beach, Gabby was dragging Bryn away.

      “I’m sorry about that.” I ran my fingers through her hair. It was thick and soft as silk. The way it framed her face was beautiful.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” We held hands and moved down the beach together toward the village.

      “No, I’m not going to talk bad about her to others. Let’s just say she’s too much of a team player...”

      “Her loss, my gain.” Collette’s voice held the same smile as my mom’s. Joy radiated from her words.

      Collette brightened my day. She was the bling on a boring leotard. I pulled my phone from my pocket and snapped a picture of us together.

      I typed in Mom’s number and pressed send. “Who did you send that to?”

      “My mom. She’ll like it. She likes me to dwell on the things that make me happy. You, Collette Lamont, make me happy.”
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      I woke up that morning with a smile on my face, and pep in my step. The night before had proved to be amazing. Both Bryn and Collette had shown their true colors. Bryn’s hue was saturated with darkness, whereas Collette emanated warmth and sunshine.

      When I entered the kitchen, Wade was already there. His skin was pale, and sweat dripped from his brow. I reached around him and grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

      “Are you going to pretend I’m not here?” He doubled over and clutched his stomach.

      “That would be hard to do if you collapse in the center of the floor.” I picked up a banana from the fruit bowl. It was a nice welcome basket from the committee. “You look like shit, man. Maybe you ate some tainted pussy.”

      Wade ran from the room, and by the sounds of it, he just made it to the bathroom before his stomach emptied itself. He better pull his shit together, or he’ll miss day two of the qualifying rounds, I thought. Maybe I could eventually forgive him for Bryn, but I’d never forgive him if he got us eliminated from the all-around.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Collette was competing today for Canada’s all-around berth, and I decided to sneak in to catch her on at least one apparatus.

      The crowds were insane at the arena. Thankfully all I had to do was flash my pass and point to the men’s locker room. After putting my stuff in a locker, I slipped into the arena and took a seat where I could see the floor routine. Team Canada was just walking over.

      With about thirty minutes to spare until Nick wanted us in the locker room for his motivational, tough-love speech, I got comfortable and analyzed the women’s routines. The women’s performances weren’t so different from ours, except that theirs added music, lasted ninety seconds instead of seventy, and focused more on dance and tumbling than flexibility, strength, and balance. For both men and women, though, timing was the key to a good floor routine. Mine was four passes with a double-double finale; I was eager to see what Collette could do, and it turned out I didn’t have to wait long.

      “Collette stood up to take her turn. Her red and white leotard hugged her tight body like a glove. She was all muscle and attitude. With her hair pulled back into a ponytail, she didn’t look twenty-one. I would have carded her at a bar.

      She glanced toward the judges’ table. Once the green light was turned on, she gave the obligatory salute and started her routine.

      The music thrummed through my veins. I didn’t recognize the piece, but it had a powerful beat that was emphasized with the completion of each pass. On her final leg, she stepped into the corner. Her eyes met mine, and she smiled. After a bounce she jetted across the mat and finished her routine with a double-double, whip-triple, full-in. Impressive.

      Her score would be high enough to qualify for individuals. Collette took no prisoners. She appeared to be all-in and committed to her task, whether it was gymnastics or budding relationships.

      We had shared a handful of kisses last night, but we hadn’t pressed each other for more. I sure wouldn’t have argued if things had gone further, but the pace we’d been moving at seemed to suit us.

      The pace had been way different with Bryn. I’d watched her my whole life from afar. She trained at the same gym and dated one of the former Team USA gymnasts. One day when I was leaving the gym, she asked me out. That night I received my first blow job, which included some deep-throat action and swallowing. How could I not fall for her?

      The announcer called Gabby’s name, breaking my train of thought. I stood on my seat and shouted at her. She gave me an enthusiastic wave. Next to her was Bryn, whose demeanor matched that of a serial killer. How she could be mad at me was beyond me.

      Gabby bumbled her second pass by stepping outside the line. My heart broke for her. She had too much forward motion to stop. When she finished her routine, she smiled, but I knew she wanted to cry. Her score wouldn’t keep Team USA from making the finals, but it might prevent her from qualifying for the individual round. With competitors like Collette nailing their routines, Gabby didn’t have much of a chance.

      Bryn was next, but I was expected in the gym. Besides, I had no desire to cheer for her anymore. I could still support Team USA without rooting for Bryn individually.

      When I entered the locker room, it smelled like perspiration and defeat. Hundreds of athletes would rotate through, but few would emerge victorious. I wasn’t leaving Rio without at least one medal. I wanted gold, but the color wouldn’t define me. What defined me was the journey.

      Wade sat on a bench with his head cradled in his hands. Nick paced around him. “Damn it, Wade, if you have Zika, I’ll kill you myself.”

      Wade lifted his head. “You’ll have to wait in line. I’m pretty sure Alec is in front of you.” Several of our teammates snickered, letting me know the truth had already spread through the team.

      I took in a deep breath and glanced around the room, daring any of them to say something. The first one that mentioned my dick in the same breath as Bryn’s name would find his teeth in his stomach. Understanding looks were all I saw on the faces of my team. They surrounded me and clapped me on the back. Camaraderie.

      Coach pressed a bottle of water into Wade’s hand. “Drink up. You’re up first.” Coach wasn’t an uncaring man, but this was his chance too, and Wade was his golden goose.

      “I’ll be all right. I ate seafood outside of the village, and I think it might have been bad.”

      Cole walked by him. “It’s great that you’re holding back to give the rest of us a chance.” Cole knew that Wade was driven by competition. If he wound him up enough, Wade would find the energy to compete at his best. He might be dying in bed tonight, but he’d never let anyone best him if he could help it.

      After we changed and stretched, we began our walk into the arena. Nick grabbed Wade’s arm and one of mine to hold us back. “I’ve heard enough to know what’s going on. Bury it. You two are the glue of the team. Without glue, we fall apart. When you get home, I’ll supervise the blood match, but for now you’re brothers.”

      “It’s under control, Coach,” I said, and I meant it. I’d had some time to think about the situation. We were all at fault.

      I’d chosen poorly when it came to girlfriends. Bryn was simply scratching an itch she couldn’t control. And Wade was thinking with his dick. I wasn’t ready to hug and sing “Kumbaya,” but I could table my feelings until after the Games.

      Nick nodded and let go of us so we could join our teammates. As the captain, Wade took his place at the front of the line, and I fell into step behind him.

      It was painful to watch Wade compete. To the common eye, he moved through the rotations with ease, but those of us who knew him could see he was holding on by a thread.

      The day’s events finished on the floor. In one of the strength components, Wade dipped slightly. Although he recovered, it would cost him at least a tenth of a point. That meant I had to step up my game on my worst event.

      Before it was my turn, I searched the arena for Collette. I needed to see her smile. How I’d come to depend on her strength in such a short period of time, I couldn’t say. All I knew was that her presence fortified me. I’d about given up, and then I saw her arms flailing left and right. She blew me a kiss, and I was ready to conquer.

      Seventy-seconds later, I had secured an all-time high score for myself and a future at the Games for Team USA. With renewed energy, I ran for the locker room. All I wanted was to pull Collette into my arms. She was my reward for a job well done.
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      When the team emerged from the arena, Collette was leaning against the wall. Dressed in shorts and a tank top, she made my mouth water.

      “Hey, Grumpy.” She pushed off the wall and slid into my arms.

      The team whistled and hooted, and I responded by flying the good old all-American bird. Wade walked by and nodded as if his acknowledgment meant something. I didn’t need his approval. I knew what Collette was. She was better than gold—she was platinum.

      She grabbed my gym bag. “Which one is your roommate?” She scanned the men who were stepping onto the return bus.

      I pointed to Wade.

      “Hey,” she called to him, “can you take this back with you?” She didn’t wait for an answer. She flung the bag at him and smiled. Wade stepped onto the bus lugging both of our bags. “Your chariot awaits.” Next to where she had been standing was a bright pink scooter.

      I looked at the motorized Barbie bike. “No way.”

      “Yes way.” The helmet that hung from the right handlebar was pushed into my palms. “Cover your melon, we’re going on a field trip.”

      “You’re taking me on a date, Snow?”

      “No, I’m taking you on an adventure.” She pulled on her helmet and straddled the bike.

      “You expect me to ride bitch?” I stood in front of her, calculating how long I wanted to yank her chain.

      “Do you have a problem with taking a backseat to a woman?” Her right brow lifted and disappeared under her bangs.

      I walked around the back of the bike to analyze her ass. It was tight and firm-looking, and my hands burned to cup her globes. Nope, I’d ride bitch to get close to that. “I’d follow your backseat anywhere.”

      She slapped her own ass. “Snuggle up and hold on tight.”

      And I did. I spread my legs and pressed myself against her bottom. My dick rose in bliss.

      Collette wound through the streets of Rio and turned toward Corcovado Mountain. At its peak sat the famous Christ the Redeemer statue.

      We stood in the parking lot under the shadow of Christ and removed our helmets. I felt guilty for having a boner in such a holy place. My shame worked like a kick to the nuts, killing any arousal I had.

      “I’d wanted to come up here.” I pulled her helmet from her hands and hung it next to mine on the bike.

      “Can I have your phone?” She held out her hand, and I placed it in her palm.

      After choreographing the perfect photo op, Collette snapped several photos of me with the statue in the background. “For your mom.”

      I was touched by her thoughtfulness. She was truly a selfless person. Most people would have dashed to the escalator and rushed to the top, but not this girl. She thought about my mom.

      Every minute I spent with her was a moment I cherished. She held my hand and my heart as we took the stairs to the top. Rio sat below us under the setting sun. Even though there were many people around us, it was like the world had silenced itself and allowed this moment to be exclusively ours.

      My lips needed to be on hers. My hands needed to cup her ass. My dick begged for me to make her mine. Under the arms of Christ I kissed this woman with everything I had. I poured my heart and soul into her lips. By the time we stopped kissing, the sun had set. Somewhere between the first kiss and the last, I’d cradled her ass and pulled her into my arms. She was a perfect fit next to me. Her legs gripped my waist. Her arms circled my neck. And her passion nearly ruptured my dick.

      “Let’s go back and make you work on your happy.” Her whisper sent a shiver through my body. Not since I was fourteen and in the pool house with Jennifer Crane had I been so excited.

      “Are you sure?” I didn’t want to rush Collette into anything. Many of the guys that came to the Games had two collections in mind: One was medals, the other was girls. But she was more than an international medal to hang around my neck.

      She raced me down the steps to the scooter. Speed demon was stating it lightly. The woman could’ve been a track star as well as a gymnast. We returned the scooter and rushed to her dorm. In her room, she asked me to turn around. I never would’ve considered Collette to be shy, but if she wanted me to turn around, I’d comply. Somehow I knew the payback would be huge.

      “Ready?” Her voice dripped with sex appeal.

      I spun around, and my mouth hit the floor. Collette wasn’t naked. She was in her leotard. My head couldn’t wrap around why she was pulling her sweats on. Wasn’t she supposed to be nude and waiting for me?

      “Collette?” I adjusted my pants.

      Her eyes caressed me from my eyes to my straining erection. If I didn’t get these jeans off soon, my cock would turn purple and fall off.

      “Alec, we’re going to the gym to work on that floor exercise.” She eyed my crotch. “Perfection will be rewarded.”

      She led me to my dorm. I didn’t ask her to turn around when I stripped. I let her look at every straining inch I had. When I tucked myself into my shorts, I groaned. “You’re killing me, Snow.”

      “Alec, this isn’t going to kill you. It’s going to make you stronger.”

      Few people were in the gym when we arrived. I had the floor to myself. There was a Russian on the rings, and a Chinese gymnast on the uneven bars, but in my head Collette and I were alone.

      “Show me what you got.” She sat cross-legged on the edge of the mat.

      “I already showed you everything, and you shuffled me to the gym. I’d say you weren’t impressed.”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Perfection earns rewards. Show me your routine.”  She relaxed back onto her elbows.

      I started in the first corner and began my routine with a triple full and stepped out of bounds on my landing.

      Pissed at myself, I walked back to the start.

      Collette jumped to her feet and walked to me. “You don’t appear to be properly motivated.” She pulled my shoulders down, licked my lips, and trailed her tongue to my ear. “Hit it this time.”

      I glanced down at my happy dick and shook my head. This was tumbling, not pole-vaulting.

      A sprint followed by a triple full had me praying I’d land in the zone. When I did, I smiled like an idiot.

      Collette walked to me and laid her hand on my chest. “Not perfect, but better.”

      “And my reward?”

      “How much do you want me?” The little seductress rubbed her body against mine.

      “More than I want a medal right now.”

      She stepped back and laughed. “You’re a fickle man, Alec. The only reason you’d choose me over a medal is because you don’t see a medal in your future. I’m the easy choice. That’s a big mistake.” She tapped me on the head. “You’ve already failed in your head. It’s time to retrain your brain.” She pulled my hand to her lips and drew in one of my fingers. Hot, wet, and smooth, she sucked and pulled until my finger released with a pop. My body shuddered.

      “Who are you?” The words rasped from my throat.

      She stretched her petite frame to its max height. “I’m Collette Lamont, and I’m good for you.”

      Her words rang in my ears. Wasn’t that what my mom had told my dad? I didn’t know what that meant exactly, but I liked it.

      “How did I get so lucky?”

      “Luck is just opportunity and preparation colliding.”

      My heart nearly exploded in my chest. This girl felt like home.

      “You sound like my mom.”

      She ran her hand down my chest, grazing my hardened nipple. “I promise you, when we make love, you won’t be thinking about your mom.” She pointed to the corner. “Again.”

      It took every bit of control to not lay her down on the mats and make love to her here, but I’d follow her rules. Something told me the reward would be worth it.

      We worked on each section of the routine until my legs burned.  Every time I hit something perfect, Collette rewarded me with a kiss, a stroke, or a whisper. The woman was a vixen.

      At the end of her mandatory practice, she challenged me. If I beat her to the opposite end walking on my hands, she said she’d sleep with me. Every muscle in my body hurt, but I knew I’d beat her. My arms were longer and stronger, and that in and of itself gave me the edge.

      Once in position, she shouted, “Go!” She moved out of my peripheral vision, and I thought I’d passed her. When I got to the end, I jumped up in triumph, only to find her already at the end with a smug look on her face.

      “Shit. How the hell did you do that?”

      “I’m tricky like that.”

      My shoulders rounded in defeat. “You won fair and square.” There would be no sleeping with Collette tonight. “You get to choose the prize.”

      She laughed, which made me think it wasn’t a legitimate win. It didn’t matter to me. Sure, I wanted to sleep with her, but I liked the chase almost as much as the capture.

      “If you won, I was going to sleep with you. Since I won, we shall sleep in my bed.” She whipped around and walked out the door.

      “We’re still sleeping together?” There was a little boy still trapped inside me that wanted to high-five every man around the village.

      She let me catch up and wrapped her arm around me. “Yes, Alec. But ‘sleep’ is the word you should focus on.”
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      The next two nights were spent just sleeping in each other’s arms, and it was perfect. That’s not to say that I didn’t cop a feel here and there, or that she didn’t pull my arm over her and tuck it under her breast. I was in both heaven and hell each time she snuggled her fine ass against me.

      We’d entered a light part of our schedules, so we had lots of time to tour. We spent it at the beach where I slathered her with sunscreen and shaded her with an umbrella. I loved Collette’s alabaster skin. The way it glowed against my darker skin was magical. Brazilian women dressed in nothing more than strings were everywhere, but Collette never seemed to notice. She exuded confidence in everything she did.

      “What makes you who you are?” I traced her belly button with my finger.

      “We are all created by our circumstances, are we not?”

      “Sure, but you’re like the rock of Gibraltar.”

      She turned over, putting her bottom in the air. My hand naturally traced the edge of her suit. She wiggled when my hand slipped between her thighs to stroke her.

      Her breath hitched. “I’m no rock.” She rotated to her back. “I’m like ice cream melting into your hands.” She opened her legs like she was granting access.

      I adjusted the big umbrella so it created a tent around us. Her hands found my chest. Delicate fingers traced my muscles. Her lips found mine. We kissed while I stroked her through her suit. The material was damp. With slow deliberation I slipped my hand inside. I knew she’d be bare. Most gymnasts eliminated hair altogether.

      Hot and wet, she ground herself against my hand until I slipped a finger inside her. Her breathing increased with the motion of my finger. When I pressed the second into her tight core, she came off the sand to meet each thrust.

      When my thumb found her swollen bundle, she moaned. It was a fucking beautiful sound—low and deep, and full of passion. I watched her face flush, and her chest rise, while I brought her to climax. She stiffened and began to quake. Her tight pussy pulsed around my fingers. I didn’t stop until she begged. I loved that too. One day instead of begging me to stop, she’d be begging me for more. I pulled my fingers from her heat and licked them clean. She watched with fascination as I savored her taste.

      “That was hot.” Passion clouded her voice. She ran her hand down my trunks and groped my stiff cock. God it felt good. I wanted her, but I wasn’t taking her on the beach, and I wasn’t going to settle for a hand job. I wanted more from Collette Lamont. I wanted it all.

      “As much as I love your hand on my dick, we have to go. I’m not what you’d call a quiet lover.”

      “Let’s go then. I’d love to hear your bedroom voice.” Collette moved fast when she was motivated.

      On the walk back she called her parents. She explained to me that there wasn’t going be time once we got back to the bedroom. Within a few minutes, she handed me the phone, and I chatted with her mother like we were old friends. Her mom was devastated she couldn’t be at the Games, but I promised to take pictures and keep her posted. Collette’s mom thanked me and then promised to castrate me if I hurt her daughter. Collette was like her mom; she exuded passion and honesty, yet instilled just enough fear to keep me in line.

      My phone rang as we reached her dorm. Dad never called, so the fact that his face popped up on my screen sent my heart plummeting. Dad loved me, but he was a man’s man. His Hispanic heritage had dictated his hands-off approach to raising a son.

      My fingers shook as I pressed the answer button. I didn’t say hello. The lump in my throat made it impossible. I knew what was coming. Things had taken a turn for the worse, or Mom had passed away.

      “Alec.” Dad’s voice was grim.

      “Dad?” My voice cracked. My steps faltered. Collette led me to a nearby bench. I collapsed into the wooden seat. She fell to her knees before me and laid her head in my lap. Mindlessly I played with her hair while I waited for my dad to talk.

      “She’s alive. She’s stable.” Dad released a loud exhale. “She threw a blood clot today and suffered a cardiac arrest.”

      “I’m coming home.”

      “That’s why I’m calling. Your mom wants to talk to you.”

      There was a shuffling sound, and then the familiar whoosh of the oxygen tank with its background chorus of beeps and blips. It was a symphony I despised.

      Mom’s voice was barely a whisper. “Alec, you are not coming home. Promise me you’ll stay to the end.”

      I couldn’t promise her.

      “Alec.” Her voice was even more determined. “Promise me.”

      The tears cascaded down my cheeks and dripped from my chin to Collette’s hair. I formed the first word but couldn’t force it from my lips.

      “Alec, there is nothing you can do for me here, but there is something you can do for me there. Make your mother proud. Stay strong. Stay in Rio. I’ll never ask for anything else. Promise me.”

      “I promise.” The words released on their own accord. My voice quaked and cracked. “I love you, Mom. Wait for me, okay?”

      “Oh, Alec, I’ll always be there with you.”

      Dad took the phone and said that Mom was going to rest.
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* * *

      That night, I lay in Collette’s arms and sobbed. It wasn’t a manly thing to do, but I did it anyway. I spilled all of my sorrows. She held me against her chest and crooned to me in French. I had no idea what she said, but it had a soothing effect that coaxed me to sleep.

      The next day, she was up early and ready for practice. She left me a kiss and a cup of coffee. The night before seemed a lifetime away. I picked up my phone and scrolled through the most recent pictures. Mom didn’t need to waste any energy worrying about me. I chose a picture that Collette had taken that looked like I was tucked into Christ’s open arms. I sent it to her with this message: “Mom, don’t worry about me. I’ve got you and Christ on my side.”

      She replied immediately with, “I’m not worried, you’re a Maes.” In my head I finished her sentence: And we conquer.

      I decided that with Mom’s situation so dire, I’d up my calls and send even more pictures during our remaining week in Rio. She was happiest when we talked about the Games, so that’s how I would conquer from so far away.

      I couldn’t be alone to dwell on my life, so I went to the gym to watch Collette practice her beam routine. Her team hadn’t made the finals, so all that she had left were her individual events. Canada wasn’t a powerhouse in women’s gymnastics, but it clearly continued to send its best. Collette was a force to be reckoned with. She would be competing head to head against Bryn on both the beam and in the floor exercise. I couldn’t wait to see the showdown.

      After a while, I wandered over to the rings, even though my scheduled time hadn’t arrived yet. Wade was there, wrapping his wrists to prep for the rings. I’d have to wait until he was finished. “Alec, how’s your mom?” he asked.

      It pained me to think about my mom’s health. I swiped a hand over my face. “I wish she were here, but she’s too busy trying to stay alive. She has good days and bad days. Lately the bad seem to be taking over.”

      Wade stepped off the mat and walked over to me. “Call her up. Let’s invite her to practice.” And so we did. Wade gave up his ring time to play videographer in the video we dubbed From Brazil with Love. We’d been moving from apparatus to apparatus so Mom could see the full routine. Even Collette came over to say hello. She’d been practicing her beam routine when she saw me totally flub my floor exercise.

      “Alec. You and I have to make time to work on that landing.” Collette popped in front of the camera. “Hi, Mrs. Maes. Alec doesn’t realize it yet, but he needs me.”

      My mom’s laughter turned the day into perfection.

      Although practice could be considered a wash, the day itself was an exercise in mending fences. Wade had taken something from me a week ago, but he gave himself selflessly today. I’d never forget what he did to me, but I could forgive him. He was only half of the equation, and now that I’d met Collette, I was pretty certain both he and Bryn had given me a gift.
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* * *

      “Come back to my place.” Collette and I walked hand in hand from the practice gym. “There’s a party in our dorm. You know what they say about those Canadians.”

      “No, what do they say?”

      “You can’t spell party without an eh.” She was the cutest, dorkiest girl I’d ever met.

      “A party, eh?” I did my best Canuck. “Let’s go.” I wasn’t in the mood to party, but I was in the mood to see Collette smile.

      When we arrived on her floor, the party was bleeding into the halls. Nearly every dorm door was open, and people slid from room to room. A diver named Giselle had just won silver, so the whole team was celebrating. We room-hopped until I had to leave. Tomorrow started the men’s team event, and I needed to be well-rested. We’d placed third in the qualifying rounds, which meant we weren’t performing at our best. Nick insisted on early lights-out so we’d be ready.

      It was hard to leave Collette. I wanted her snuggled up to my body. She was the first woman I’d ever spent the night with. Bryn had come for sex and then left. We never lay in each other’s arms and talked about our life after the Games. For Bryn, there was no life after the Games. For Collette, her life would begin once the Games were over. She wanted college, and marriage, and babies.

      “I’m coming over just until you fall asleep.” Collette was demanding, but she came from a place of selflessness.

      “I’ll be all right.” The words left my mouth, but they didn’t sound true.

      “Alec, don’t lie to me. You need me.”

      She was right. I needed her because when I was with her, everything was okay. Hand in hand, we walked from her dorm, down two buildings to mine.

      “Don’t look now, but apple girl is climbing up someone’s tree.”

      I followed her line of sight to a tree in front of my dorm. Collette was right. Bryn was climbing a guy I recognized as a Russian gymnast. His name was Ivan or Igor or something like that. The man had her pants halfway down her legs. A week ago I would have erupted into a rage, but tonight it barely registered with me.

      Another athlete passed by and yelled, “Get a room.”

      Bryn looked up, ready to give him the finger until she saw us. Her face, once flushed by passion, now turned crimson. I wasn’t sure whether it was embarrassment or anger, and I didn’t care.

      At the elevator, I dipped my hand into the half-empty bowl of condoms. My dorm was on track to an empty bowl by the week’s end. Collette opened my palm and took them away.

      “You won’t need those tonight.” She tossed them back into the bowl and pressed the up button.

      “Will I ever need them?”

      “Will I ever see a perfect floor routine?” She hopped into the elevator. “Pick your jaw up from the floor. Remember, I reward perfection.”

      Wade was already in bed when we arrived. He still wasn’t up to par after being so sick. It turned out he had just gotten food poisoning; the blood work that Nick insisted on had come back negative for Zika. The whole team had let out a sigh of relief when we heard, but not for the reasons you’d think. We knew it wasn’t contagious unless you were having unprotected sex (and to my knowledge none of the guys were that sweet on Wade). The relief came from keeping the best gymnast on board for the team event, which would take place tomorrow.

      I climbed naked between the sheets and rolled on my side toward Collette, who was on top of the blankets.

      “Are you trying to tempt me?” She sank beside me and ran her tongue over my bare shoulder.

      Maybe I was. Normally I slept in shorts, but tonight my balls were so heavy even my boxers felt constricting.

      “Am I?”

      “How sound of a sleeper is Wade?”

      If we didn’t need condoms, that could only mean one thing, I thought: Collette’s palm was getting an intimate introduction to my cock.

      Boy was I wrong. She pulled back the sheet and looked at my burgeoning length. Her tongue slicked her cherry lips before she shimmied down my body. Supple lips sucked in the tip, and explored the ridge. A flat tongue swept down the engorged vein that throbbed for release.

      Fire hot, her mouth slid over my length until I was knocking at her throat. She laved and licked me into a wild frenzy. My moans weren’t sultry or sexy; they were feral yells. They rose from the primal man within me who sought relief.

      I watched her suck me through a curtain of ink-black hair, taking in my full length. My balls tightened and my stomach tensed. I was ready to blow.

      “Collette, I’m going to…” Her eyes lifted to meet mine just as she nearly swallowed my length. I couldn’t hold back any longer. Pulse after pulse washed down her throat. She stroked me until I squirmed beneath her. Paybacks were hell, but oh they were worth it.

      She crawled up my body and laid her head on my chest. Her breath tickled as it skirted over my skin.

      “That was amazing.” I’d had a lot of blow jobs in my life, but all from Bryn. This one topped the charts. Collette had given it without expectations—something I wasn’t used to.

      “Now that your lower head is clear, let’s focus on this one.” She ran her hands through my hair.

      “I don’t know how it happened, but I need you.”

      “Oh, Alec. You’ll figure it out.”

      I fell asleep trying to do just that.
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      No one expected the biggest fumble in the all-around to come from our team captain. Food poisoning had taken its toll on Wade big-time. We were barely hanging on to the bronze, and the only athlete left to perform from Team USA was Wade.

      I’d nailed everything today. My floor wasn’t perfect, but now that I was properly motivated, I was sure it would get there soon. I wanted Collette in the worst of ways.

      Wade stepped up to the rings. Nick hoisted him into position. It was all going well until he fell out of his iron cross. He lost not only his line, but also his grip, and fell to the floor like a cement block. The fall was devastating to the whole team. All the Russians needed was to have a clean rotation, and we were out.

      Our hopes for an all-around medal were gone once Ivan Yazov finished his last event. I was over Bryn, but it still pissed me off that of all people to sink Team USA, it would be the guy Bryn hooked up with.

      Many of the team members’ best chance for a medal had been in the team event. Now we had to depend on ourselves. Team was a great concept until it fell apart. We’d gone from “there’s no I in team” to “every man for himself.”

      Collette was waiting outside of the locker room when I emerged. Disappointment covered her face.

      “I’m so sorry, Alec.” She lowered her head into my chest. “Can I do anything to make you feel better?”

      There were a lot of things she could do to make my body feel better, but all my soul needed was her presence.

      I dropped my gym bag, picked her up, and swung her around in a circle. I was in Rio. I had an amazing girl with me, and that was enough reason to celebrate. “Let’s go out and party.”

      The lips that had brought me so much pleasure last night pursed with puzzlement. “You want to party?”

      “We have two options.” I released her and let her slide down my body. “We can drown in our disappointment at not making the finals, or we can embrace the experience. Losing isn’t the end—death is the end, and you and I, Collette Lamont, are alive. So…let’s live.”

      “I like your style, Grumpy Maes.”

      We hopped on the bus back to the village. Once we changed, we headed out to explore Rio. The walk along the Copacabana was breathtaking. The water was the blue seen in postcards, the sand sparkled like buffed pearls under the falling sun. Birds swooped in to say hello, and it was perfect.

      Rumor had it that a hole in the wall called Bip Bip was the place to go if you needed to unwind. Live music and a casual atmosphere was exactly what I wanted. A guitar player sat in the corner strumming his brand of entertainment.

      Collette and I ordered a sampler platter of local cuisine, making sure to avoid anything with seafood, which was a shame because we both loved it, but we didn’t want to follow in Wade’s footsteps. We sipped sparkling water and watched a one-man show turn into a full band as other artists joined the jam session. We snapped photos throughout our date and sent them to our parents.

      It was easier now to communicate with Mom through pictures, not words. They were keeping her medicated, so her attention span was almost nil, often cutting our daily calls short. I did get a short text after the loss today, telling me I’d made her proud. Lord, I could have fallen off the rings and she would have figured out a way to make me feel good about it. I’d miss that.

      With my hand over Collette’s, I looked into the depths of her cocoa-colored eyes, a near mirror to my own. “What’s next, Collette?” My question was intentionally vague, but what I really wanted to know was whether there was a future for her and me. A week had passed, and in that time, I’d experienced more love and compassion, camaraderie and kinship than I’d ever felt outside of family. She was a good habit I didn’t want to break.

      “The world is our oyster, Alec.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the pearl.” I squeezed her hand. “What I’m really saying is, I want to keep knowing you after the Games.”

      She lifted my hand to her lips and caressed my knuckles. “We’ve already established that you need me.”

      I shook my head. “But do you need me?” I wanted her to need me as much as I knew I needed her.

      She thoughtfully sipped her water. “Have you ever looked at someone and knew they’d be important to you? Have you ever lain with someone and had your heartbeat fall in sync with theirs?”

      “Yes.” Collette was my heartbeat.

      “You’re that person to me, Alec. It doesn’t have to be solved today. We’ll figure it out.”

      As we canoodled at our table, we hummed to the songs we knew and soaked in the ones we didn’t. Collette was competing on the floor tomorrow. When it reached ten o’clock, I walked her to her room. She wanted me to come in, but I was reluctant because I knew if I followed her to bed she’d never get any sleep. But when she said she needed me, I changed my mind. I’d give her anything she wanted.

      Once she changed into her pink pajamas, I tucked her in. As she nestled in my arms, we talked about everything from hockey to hangnails. Amidst all the darkness, a light had emerged, and her name was Collette.
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* * *

      “Alec,” someone shouted. I turned to see the reporter from last week running up behind me. “Alec, talk to me about your mother.”

      It was only a matter of time before my story got out. I could see the headlines now: “Young Man Goes To Rio To Win His Dying Mother The gold.”

      When she caught up with me, I stopped. “Listen, I don’t want to be a story.”

      “Too late for that. You’re the compassion project for the Games.”

      I had no idea what she meant by compassion project, and I didn’t care. “I’m no different than anyone else at these games. The exception is I have a terminally ill mother. Lots of people have more interesting stories to contribute. You have refugees and political prisoners, rags-to-riches stories. Go talk to them.”

      She looked down at the bandana I kept tied around my wrist. “I disagree.” She pulled out her digital recorder. “Just give me one quote and I’ll leave you alone.”

      I thought about her request. I knew from experience that if the reporters were interested in my story, they’d dig far and wide to come up with it.

      “One quote and then I’m gone. My girlfriend is competing today, and I don’t want to miss it.”

      “You mean Bryn Carlysle?”

      “No, Bryn and I are no longer together. The girl who has captured my heart is Collette Lamont, but I like to call her Snow.” Collette and I hadn’t defined what we were yet. I hoped she didn’t mind me publicly claiming her. I suppose I’d need to beg for her forgiveness since I hadn’t asked for permission.

      The reporter’s eyes became the size of hubcaps. “What happened with Bryn?”

      It was obvious she’d already done some digging to come up with my relationship with Bryn. “Nothing. She’s a lovely woman. It was an amicable split for both of us.” I hated to lie, but I also refused to sully Bryn’s reputation. I wasn’t that guy. “I have to go.”

      By her confused expression, I knew the wheels were spinning in her head. “You promised me a quote.”

      “I did.” I considered my words carefully. “Winning. Losing. Living. Dying. Life is full of challenges. My mother is dying, and she’s doing that with courage and grace, but it’s how she lived that I will remember her.”

      “What do you hope to achieve here in Rio?”

      “I don’t have anything to prove. I came, I played, I conquered. I’m a Maes. That’s what we do.” My walk turned into a jog. There was no way I was missing Collette’s routine.

      When I reached the arena, I flashed my badge and took a seat just in time for the floor event to start. Bryn was second to last up. I’d seen her routine a thousand times. She’d been using it for the last two seasons. Despite the movement on the mats, my eyes were glued to Collette. She bent, and stretched, and fidgeted with the bling on the arm of her leotard.

      She didn’t pay attention to her competition; she stayed in her own head. Then her eyes scanned the stands. I had told her where I’d be sitting, and sure enough she found me. I pointed to her and then tapped my heart to tell her that mine was racing with hers.

      She took the corner of the mat. She only needed to beat Bryn to walk away with the gold. The distinctive beat of her music filled the air. People like me beat the mat into submission whereas others like Collette made it an extension of their body. Everywhere she touched, a flash of energy sparked, causing every spectator to sit at the edge of their seat waiting for more. The choreography was superb. Each major element ended on the strength of the music.

      When it was over, I wanted more, and if the raucous roar coming from the audience were any indication, they wanted more too.

      There’s nothing worse than waiting for the judges to tally the score. When it was this close, every tenth counted. Collette was guaranteed a medal; the only question was what color it would be.

      Bryn was a seasoned athlete, and a prior medal winner. She stood on the sidelines bathed in confidence as if she had the gold in the bag. But when Collette’s score flashed on the board, Bryn’s face fell to the floor. It was a good thing Collette was resilient because the virtual daggers Bryn was tossing at her would have stung.

      Collette hugged her coach and turned to the stands to face me. She pressed two fingers to her lips and blew me a kiss. Collette wasn’t from Team USA, but she was from Team Maes, and I felt no sense of disloyalty by celebrating her win.

      She emerged from the arena with her gold medal hanging from her neck, tears running down her cheek and her phone pasted to her ear.

      “Thanks, Mom, I love you too,” she cried into the phone. “I have to go. Alec is here waiting for me.” She puckered her lips and blew a kiss in the phone, then hung up.

      I was on my knees in front of her in seconds. “Your Highness.” With a sweep of my hand, I bowed.

      She dropped to her knees in front of me and pulled me into her arms. The weight of the medal clanged against my chest. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “You deserved it. Your routine was perfection.”

      “Lucky break.” A familiar voice snarled behind us. “You won’t get so lucky on the beam. I’m not about to let you steal everything from me.” Bryn’s face was puce with rage. “Who do you think you are?”

      Collette stood with confidence. “I’m Collette Lamont. Don’t forget it.”
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      Two days had passed since Collette had won. The Games were quickly coming to a close. I’d failed to medal in the individual all-around. My chances of going home with gold were shrinking each day.

      Conversations with Mom were all but gone. Each time I called, Dad said she was sleeping, but I knew she had fallen into that quiet state that happened before she was silenced forever. He’d hold the phone to her ear, and I’d tell her how much I loved her. I’d talk about Collette and how much she would love her even though I knew she’d never get the chance to meet her.

      I wanted to go home, but I’d made a promise to stay. However, the losses surrounding me were weighing me down. I’d missed my Mom’s last lucid moments to chase a dream. What kind of son was I? I had to remind myself that I was a dutiful son, one who’d obeyed his mother’s wish that he compete.

      Today I’d compete on rings. It was now or never because even though I’d qualified to compete in the floor exercise, I wasn’t consistent enough to think I could win.

      Collette was in the stands watching me. She’d spent the last two nights wrapped in my arms. We couldn’t seem to get enough of each other, and yet we still hadn’t had sex. Last night, after I showed her my oral skills, she hung her gold medal around my neck. In my heart I knew that if that was the closest I got to a medal, then I’d take it. It felt good to wear, but what was better was when Collette folded her arms around my body and fell asleep.

      Eight competitors lined up on the mat next to the rings. Wade and I stood next to each other. He was finally back in top form, and for that I was happy. I’d gone from laughing at his misery to being happy to see him do his best. We’d come a long way since the moment that I thought he deserved a case of herpes.

      “You got this?” I asked him while the Russian gymnast was lifted to the apparatus.

      “Man, you’re the only one who can edge me out.” Wade circled his arms; he liked to say it lubed his joints, but I was certain it was his way of releasing pent-up anxiety.

      “Game on.” Thank goodness we were at the end of the pack. I hated to go first. It was a crap position. At least when you were at the end, you knew what you had to hit to win. The guys at the beginning were simply setting the bar that would almost always be bested.

      I pulled Mom’s bandana to my nose. The faint smell of her perfume was still there when I inhaled deeply, but it was fading. She was with me; this I knew.

      When it came my time, I found Collette in the crowd. The silly girl was waving an American flag. I watched her lips because she always had something to say. Three syllables formed one after another. “Per-fec-tion” was all she mouthed before those red lips puckered into an air kiss just for me. Maybe she’d relent on the floor exercise if I brought home gold on the rings. I hit the apparatus properly motivated.

      In the zone, I blocked out everything and everyone and went through my routine. After my butterfly to my inverted cross, I went straight to my triple-back-twist dismount. In my mind it was flawless, but I wasn’t judging. One look at my scores and I knew I’d medal, but it was up to Wade to decide whether I got gold or silver.

      He walked over to me and gave me a hug. When he leaned in, he whispered in my ear, “How bad do you want this?” His words were filled with meaning. He was willing to step his routine back if I asked.

      I pulled back and looked at him. “Bring it all, man. I don’t want it unless I earned it.”

      “I hope you like silver.”

      And that’s what I got. Wade pulled out all the stops and delivered a perfect, nearly impossible routine. There was a reason I’d always admired the man.
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* * *

      “I said perfection.” Collette tugged my medal and pulled me down for a kiss.

      “That was perfection, and I think I should be rewarded.” I leaned in and licked her earlobe. She loved that. Said it sent shivers all the way to where her curlies used to be.

      “I’ll give you a reward all right. I’ll go easy on you at the gym tonight.”

      We’d been spending an hour or so every night in the gym practicing my floor routine. I tried to explain to her that I didn’t stand a chance of winning, but Collette wasn’t a quitter, and neither was I. Besides, when I perfected a difficult element or nailed a landing, she often gave me a bonus. Last time it was a world-class blow job next to the pommel horse.

      We worked out so late that no one was in the training area. There was no risk we’d be caught on camera, either, because they weren’t allowed to film on the practice floor. All they could record was the entrance, to see who came and left. The idea was to keep someone from getting an unfair advantage by taping athletes prior to their performances.

      “No practice tonight. I want to celebrate. I came to Rio for a medal, and I’m leaving with one.”

      She wrinkled her nose at me but nodded. “Salsa then?”

      “Are you talking the snack or the dance?”

      She shimmied around me. “Let’s do both.”

      Gabby ran from the arena and rushed toward us. Protectively I pulled Collette behind me. With a thud, Gabby threw herself into my chest and hugged me. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks.” I whisked Collette to my side. “This is Collette.”

      “Oh, I know who she is.” Gabby eyed Collette the way girls do other girls. They sized them up and then dished on their clothes, their hair, or their makeup. “Great job yesterday. Your floor was amazing.”

      Both Collette and I were speechless. We’d talked at length about Bryn and her jealousy, the cult following she had—and her handmaiden, Gabby.

      I glanced around, looking for her master. “Where’s Bryn?”

      “I don’t know. She’s a bit out of control. I think she’s off with Ivan or Igor or…” She shrugged her shoulders. “I just wanted to say congratulations. You deserved that.” The rest of the women’s team was boarding the bus. “I gotta go.” She looked at Collette. “Good luck tomorrow on the beam.”

      “Thanks.” She pulled my arm over her shoulder and held my hand.

      I was grateful to avoid any confrontation with Bryn. I didn’t want any drama tonight. I had enough going on in my life to borrow trouble.

      Immediately after winning my medal, I’d called Dad, but his line went straight to voicemail. I’d called the hospital, but because of HIPAA regulations, they wouldn’t give me information over the phone. However, several of the nurses were happy to get on the phone to wish me luck.

      I shouldn’t have worried. Dad had promised he would call if there were any changes. I had to believe he would.
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* * *

      We ended up at Ringo’s in downtown Rio. It was off the beaten path, but was the most famous salsa club in the city. Collette was patient with me. I had the Latin beat down. It was in my DNA. The problem was, I was more of an improv guy while Collette went by the numbers. Little did I know this was training in disguise.

      “So, you see how we move on the one, two, three and rest on four?”

      I watched her feet demonstrate the steps. “Yeah, I got it.”

      “This is your problem on the floor. You’re so overzealous to get to the end that you miss the rest in between. It’s where your whole routine goes wrong.”

      I couldn’t argue with her. My muscle memory had been defined by reacting prematurely. I entered my tumbles before I could contain my velocity, and it always sent me outside of the line. If I managed to stay in, it was never pretty.

      Collette and I danced for two hours. She worked on retraining my brain to take a micro break. I didn’t know whether it would be effective, but I loved the feel of her in my arms. Salsa was like sex on a dance floor. Two bodies moving as one. Fluid motion. Connected by desire.

      With her beam routine in the late morning, it was time to get back to the village. She had a closed-door practice with her coach tonight, which meant I wasn’t invited to watch because he didn’t want the distraction.

      Once back in my dorm, I pulled my silver medal from the room safe and stared at it. Did Mom know I’d done it? I closed my eyes and envisioned her smile.

      Letting my fingers run over the design, I likened the ridges to my life. Some highs. Some lows. Nothing stayed flat or even lasted for long. It all flowed together to create something beautiful—something worth experiencing. It was fluid and moving just like the salsa. Maybe that was part of Collette’s lesson tonight. It’s the breaks in between, the flats of life’s design that give you what you need to complete the journey.

      Later that night, Collette climbed in bed with me and took a break. We slept peacefully until her alarm blared to let us know it was time in her life for movement.

      I fed her an egg-white omelet and went with her to the arena. She didn’t look nervous and I wonder how she maintained her calm. Every other gymnast I knew gnawed off her fingernails before a meet, and this was so much bigger.

      “Aren’t you nervous?”

      “Would it help?” She was right that it wouldn’t help, but her control of her emotions was amazing. “Do you get nervous?”

      Did I? “No. Yes. Maybe.” I wiped a sparkly bit from her cheek. “I’m just in the zone. It’s me, and the event, and lately you.”

      “I can only do my best in that single moment. Freaking out beforehand won’t help. Like you, I can do my routines with my eyes shut. I pray for luck and hope that preparation and opportunity collide.”

      God, I was falling in love with this girl. Hard. Fast. Hopelessly. I kissed her long and passionately and told her I’d be there to see her take the gold.

      The arena was filling up fast. Word had got out about the rivalry between Bryn and Collette. The reporters had grabbed hold of my story and ran with it, and that meant anyone connected to me was fair game. Over the last few days, pictures of Mom and me had emerged on every social media platform. There were shots of Collette and I popping up here and there, too, but they weren’t being obtrusive. The reporters were giving us a wide berth. I wasn’t sure whether it was out of respect for my mother or respect for the Games.

      With my butt planted in the stands, I dialed my Dad.

      “Alec.” Behind his voice was a cacophony of beeps and buzzes. “I’m so proud of you, son.” My dad never cried, but the frog in his throat indicated unchecked emotion. “Your mom woke up for a few minutes last night, and I showed her the medal. She smiled, Alec, all the way from her eyes to her lips.”

      My heart twisted like a wrung-out washcloth. “That’s amazing, Dad, but how is she really?”

      A sob escaped his mouth. “Almost gone, Alec. She’s almost gone.”

      I couldn’t breathe. The world was collapsing around me. Blackness surrounded me until I found Collette. She must have known something was wrong because she bolted from the floor to where I sat on the benches. I’d dropped the phone and put my head between my legs.

      Breathe.

      Fucking breathe.

      My dad’s voice broke through, and I picked up the phone from the floor. “I’m here, Dad. I’m sorry…it’s just…” I swallowed my grief. The cameras were on me, and I didn’t want my sorrow to be headline news. Collette kneeled in front of me, her face full of concern. “I knew it was coming, but it doesn’t seem possible. I should be there.”

      “No.” Dad’s voice could be heard two rows back. “You promised.”

      My head sank against Collette’s. “I did, and I’ll keep it.”

      “Your mom is stirring. I’ll hold the phone to her so you can tell her you love her.”

      Sitting in the stands of the arena I told my mother how amazing she was. I thanked her for being such a great woman. Something told me it would be the last time she’d hear my voice, so I looked at Collette and found the piece of joy I needed to grasp in order to say goodbye to the woman who had given me life. She’d given me everything. I was a lucky bastard.

      “Alec, are you okay?”

      With my lips pressed to hers, I knew I’d survive. She pulled away and looked over her shoulder as if torn between the event and me. Her coach was calling from the floor. They were lining up to compete.

      “Go and kick Bryn’s ass.”

      “I think I’ll do just that. This one is for Marlene.” She gave me a bonus peck and left me in the stands with mixed emotions. My mom’s life was ending, and mine felt like it was beginning.

      The first four gymnasts finished their routines. Collette was next, followed by Bryn, and then the Russian and Romanian gymnasts would finish the event.

      Bryn and my girl were at the chalk bowl prepping for their turn. Bryn’s mouth opened and closed without pause. She was probably trying to throw Collette off her game. Little did she know that Collette was rock solid in her routine and her confidence.

      Collette said something I couldn’t lip-read, and in the next instant, Bryn was clapping her chalk-filled hands in front of Collette’s face. The dust cloud billowed into Collette’s eyes. She fanned the cloud from in front of her face, but it was apparent from her tearing eyes she’d been ineffective in her attempt.

      The fans were on their feet calling foul. The roar in the arena was deafening. Two judges approached Collette and pulled Bryn from the edge where she’d gone to hide. I wanted to jump the bar and race to Collette, but that would be worse. What Bryn had just done would be scandal enough. She was a cheater in every sense of the word.

      A medic flushed Collette’s eyes while the judges went back and forth. Collette walked forward and shook her head. She mimicked what happened—except she made it look like it was her own fault. She pointed toward Bryn and shook her head.

      What is she doing?

      It was apparent in the next minute what Collette had planned. She was competing, and not even a cheater could keep her from that beam. The cameras around the arena zoomed into Collette’s face, and her image took over the jumbo screens. Her eyes were nearly swollen closed. My heart hurt for her. She said she could do her routine with her eyes shut, and it looked like she’d have to.

      She mounted the beam and closed her eyes completely. The arena was silenced watching my girl beat a four-inch-wide, sixteen-foot-long beam into submission. The only time she opened her eyes was during her dismount. When she landed it, the entire arena erupted into applause.

      Her score was nearly perfect, and it would take a miracle for Bryn to unseat her from her gold medal position.

      When Bryn approached the beam, hisses and boos filled the air. It didn’t matter what Collette had told the judges, everyone had seen what really went down. Bryn wasn’t used to people’s ire; she was America’s sweetheart. The unfriendly crowd proved to be her undoing. She fell off the beam twice, eliminating her chance to stand on the medal platform. Karma had a way of catching up, and Bryn was long overdue.

      Outside the arena I was back on my knees, kneeling before my queen.

      “Get up, you silly man. I’m done competing, and I need cake and eye drops.” And that was how the evening started. Her poor eyes were almost as red as her lips.

      “You have to tell me what you said to her to make her so mad.” I picked Collette up and carried her to the athletes’ bus.

      “Well, first off, you need to know what she said to me. She commented on the name Snow and told me you didn’t like your women frigid and cold, and I told her to go peddle her poison somewhere else.” Collette slipped her hand inside my shirt and rested her palm over my heart.

      “That was it?”

      “No, she told me I’d never be able to give you what she did.” Collette started with a giggle that turned into a laugh. The athletes around us stared.

      “How did you respond?”

      She shrugged and said, “I told her that syphilis wasn’t something to brag about.”

      My laughter joined hers full force.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      The call came in at midnight. Collette and I had just arrived at the gym. Late workouts were part of our normal routine. Reporters weren’t lying in wait, and the gym was always empty. It was perfect. Most athletes slept when it was dark. My little spitfire demanded I train.

      My dad’s face lit up the screen, and I knew Mom was gone.

      It was on its third ring. “You have to get that.” Collette pulled the phone from my hand and pressed answer before she pushed it against my ear.

      “Alec?” Dad’s voice was flat and emotionless.

      My throat was on fire. My eyes burned with impending tears. “She’s gone?” It was more of a confirmation than a question.

      “Yes, son. Her body is gone, but her spirit lives in you. Finish your task and then come home so we can honor your mother.”

      I swiped at the tears that poured freely down my face. “I’ll make her proud, Dad.”

      “You already have.”

      We ended the conversation by saying we loved each other. In the center of the mat, I lay on my back and thought about my life. I wanted to keep crying, but I couldn’t. There was no time for that. I had a promise to keep.

      At twenty-one, I’d seen the world, been doted on by parents who loved me unconditionally, competed in the Games, lost a girlfriend, and gained a soul mate. Could it be called luck? I wasn’t sure, but I had skill, and tomorrow it would collide with opportunity. One chance was all that was left, and if Collette could compete blind, I’d be able to compete with a broken heart.

      “Let’s do this.” I hopped up from the mat and began to stretch.

      “Alec, we don’t have to do this. You have nothing to prove.” She tugged my arm, trying to guide me to the door.

      “You’re right, I don’t have anything to prove, but I’ve never shirked on a promise. I told my mom I’d stay to the end and do my best.” I pulled my sweats off and stood in the corner. Pass after pass I overextended, under-rotated, or just plain and simple ate mat.

      Frustration must have been all over my face because Collette paced off ten feet, stripped herself bare in front of me, and lay down on the mat.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I’m giving you proper motivation.”

      “Hit the damn mark, Alec. I want to make love to you.”

      How in the hell did she expect me to hit my mark when she was lying naked on it? Her pale skin was in deep contrast to the royal blue mat. Her black hair fanned out around her shoulders, and her lips glistened under the fluorescent lighting. My dick twitched in response.

      “Collette. What do you want from me?”

      “Perfection.”

      She pointed to the area above her head. “This is your mark, unless of course you’d like to aim between my legs.” She scooted down and spread her legs before me. Sweet pink flesh beckoned me. “Hit your mark and I’m the reward.”

      I took off like a bullet from a gun. My hand hit the ground between her legs, and I was in the air doing a perfect double twist, double back, with a flawless landing. I felt it the moment I sailed over her body. She was the pause. The flat. The breath.

      When I landed I ran to her and covered her with my body. “Why now, Snow? This wasn’t really about me sticking my landing, was it?”

      She started peeling off my clothes piece by piece. “No, it was about knowing who you really were before I gave myself to you. I’ve been with one man, and he wasn’t worthy of me. I promised myself to protect my heart and my body until you came along.”

      “What makes me worthy?”

      “Everything, Alec. You’re kind and gentle. You’re caring and compassionate. You love deeply. You’re honest and forthright.” She pulled at my shorts and smiled. “And you have a big cock.”

      I loved the way she said “cock.” It sounded dirtier when it came out of her mouth. Naked, on the mat, on the spot I’d need to hit tomorrow, I worshipped her body.

      She was beautiful, and her skin glowed under my kisses. I traced my tongue along her flat stomach and buried my face between her legs. Soft and supple, her skin felt like velvet under my tongue. She squirmed and lifted off the mat when I stroked her clit. Her hands gripped my head in place while she shuddered in my mouth.  Her pleasure had to come first because I knew the minute I entered her I’d be done.

      Hard as a rock, I kneeled before her body. “I have no condom.”

      Collette reached for her pants and pulled one from her pocket. “I’m like one of your Boy Scouts.” She raised two fingers, then three, as if trying to figure out the proper salute.

      I pulled the condom from her hand and rolled it on my overzealous dick. This was supposed to be special, and here I was making love to her in the middle of the floor mat. Somehow it seemed fitting. This was one of her gold medal events. I’d have to focus and give my own gold medal performance right now.

      Braced above her and nudging at her entrance, I looked into her eyes and saw love. “Collette, I’m falling in love with you.”

      She reached up and pulled me deep inside her. “Fall harder, Alec. I’m good for you and you…are good for me.”

      Her muscles gripped me like a fist. My senses were swimming with sorrow, lust, and love. It was a powerful combination that rattled my mind, squeezed my heart, and cradled my cock. I fell deeper in love with each thrust. We moved like a dance. Two bodies. One rhythm. One goal.

      She writhed against me and moaned into my kisses. Just when I thought I’d lost control, she jumped with me into the abyss, and we rode out the climax together. I wasn’t sure whether it was in my mind, or in the air, but I’d heard my mother’s voice telling me to live, and I silently promised her I would.

      We were pulling on the last of our clothes when the cleaning crew arrived. I wanted to tell them to leave that one space on the mat alone because it was mine, but I knew they couldn’t, and I knew for the rest of my life I’d never miss that mark again.

      My final event was tomorrow afternoon, and Collette would be with me, but until then, we had several hours to make love. When we reached the lobby I asked her to hold out her hands. She did so without question.

      I picked up the condom bowl and dumped what remained into her palms.

      “Really, Alec?” Condoms fell from her fingers to the floor.

      “Too much?” I shoved the escapees into my pockets.

      “You’re too much, but this—” She raised her condom-filled hands. “—might last until morning. Then we have to raid my dorm lobby.”

      God, I loved this girl.

      We napped and made love all night long. I wasn’t going to be on top of my game tomorrow, but I’d give those seventy seconds all I had. Collette deserved the rest.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was my rotation—the last of these games. In the corner I stood and saluted the judges.

      My first three passes were perfection. Flexibility, strength, and power poured from my body. Prepped for the last pass, I stared at the spot where Collette had made love to me. Where she took my broken heart and pieced it back together with her love. Her voice echoed in my head. Perfection. And it was. It was a gold medal performance. When I stuck the landing, I searched the crowd for her. She waved my mom’s bandana through the air and mouthed the words “I love you.”

      I’d arrived in Rio uncertain, heartbroken, and alone. The medals I’d earned validated who I was as an athlete, but they didn’t tell the story about who I was as a man. I wouldn’t have figured that out without the help of a fairytale princess with hair the color of ink and skin the color of snow. She taught me that need and want were different, that the best of friends made the truest of lovers, and that it didn’t take a gold medal to be a winner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        Six Months Later

      

    
    
      “We’re going to be late for school.” I stood in the gym in the east wing of the house.

      “I want to drive today.” She held out her hand demanding the keys to the truck.

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Yes, but you love me.” She slid against my body and pressed her lips to mine.

      It was true. I did love her. Collette Lamont had packed her bags and moved to Colorado because she said I needed her. A truer statement had never been spoken.

      We were both enrolled at Colorado College. She was following in her mother’s footsteps by getting a degree in elementary education.

      I was studying business so I could someday fill my dad’s shoes.

      “I’m serious, Alec. I want to drive.”

      I didn’t care whether she drove. I just loved to get her riled up. She was so beautiful when she was flushed. “Tell you what. I’ll race you. Handstand race across the mat, the first to finish drives.”

      “You’re on.”

      We took our positions, and she yelled, “Go!” As soon as she left my field of vision, I fell from my position and stood up. My little spitfire was on her feet running to the end.

      “You’re a cheater,” I called out from my place on the mat. She stopped dead in her tracks.

      “I was just evening out the playing field. You have an unfair advantage with your long arms and upper-body strength.” She tried to look remorseful, but it didn’t work with Collette. Everything she did was deliberate, and with purpose.

      “Oh. My. God. You cheated in Rio. I should have had you in my bed that night when you ‘won.’” My finger quotes weren’t lost on her.

      “Oh, Alec, are you really going to make me feel bad about that?” She licked her red lips.

      “Nope, but you owe me.”

      We never made it to school that day. Collette happily did her penance in the middle of our home gym, where I proved to her that I could hit my mark every time.
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