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Star Status

AUTHOR’S NOTE

It was a great honor and thrill for my family to witness (and cheer on!) the Salt Lake 2002 Olympic Torch Relay as it came through our little mountain town, on its way across America. We are now the proud owners of red pennants that read: “I saw the flame.”

You can find out more about the 2002 Olympic Games at www.olympics.com, as well as the history of the . Olympics and other exciting information. Enjoy!

Thanks to the International Ski Federation for vital information, as well as to my husband, Dave, an amazing skier of black diamond slopes.




To

Charlotte Rose Brown,

a true and shining star

to all who know her.


Star Status 

Chapter One

Miranda Garcia awakened before dawn, shivering. She reached for her comforter and pulled it up to her chin. Then, lying in the stillness, she listened for the furnace to kick on, straining to hear the soft purr of warm air creeping through the vents and into her room.

She waited for what seemed like hours, and still no heat. The longer she waited, the colder the tip of her nose was getting.

The last time she’d shivered uncontrollably was nearly a year ago. Actually, she had been much colder then, thanks to a swift-moving spring snowstorm that hurtled down on her and her ski instructor, Coach Hanson, as they worked the course. They had been speeding down the steep and treacherous Cascade Peak when the freak storm blew in out of nowhere, over the continental divide. There was little either of them could do when the blinding snow and fierce winds caught them off guard. Manda stumbled off course, finding a tree to hug, calling for Coach until the ski patrol finally came and rescued them both. But it was the bone-biting cold that stamped itself on her brain . . . and she wondered, at the time, if she might freeze to death so close to her home, just a few blocks from the base of the mountain.

Manda, as she preferred to be called, had grown up in Alpine Lake, Colorado, a ski-resort town where there was plenty of opportunity for Alpine ski racing—her greatest passion in life. She also took ballet classes, lifted weights, and ran long distance—especially during the summertime “off season”—to keep in shape and build stamina. The exercise also helped her to maintain the “legs of steel” necessary to muscle through high-speed turns, as well as to endure the thrashing of the steep and rugged downhill course. On top of that, Manda tried to squeeze in time for homework, a baby-sitting job after school, and her once-a-week Girls Only club meetings with three other Olympic-crazed friends: Livvy, Jenna, and Heather.

Lately, though, she found herself twiddling her thumbs at club meetings. There were just way too many distractions, it seemed. Her next race was beginning to “close in,” which meant that along with grueling and exhausting physical preparation, there was mental groundwork to be laid before the race. March 17, St. Patrick’s Day. Ten days away.

Girls Only Club members will understand, she thought. After all, the four of them were head over heels into athletics. Livvy Hudson’s dream was to someday skate in the Olympics. Jenna Song’s goal was elite-level gymnastics—for the next couple of years. And Heather Bock’s main interest was ice dancing with her older brother; the pair were now up for Junior-level international competition.

For Manda, spacing out at the last few club meetings was essential to focus on her next event: the Dressel Hills Downhill Classic. This year, the stakes were exceptionally high. “VIPs will be watching in the crowd,” Coach Hanson had said. He felt she was primed and ready to be noticed. She must place high. Snagging first place had become her obsession.

She slipped out of bed and pulled on her robe. Then she hurried down the hall to her mother’s bedroom. Mom was sitting on the edge of her bed, wearing a thick, blue terry cloth bathrobe, her crutches propped against the bureau nearby. On one foot, Mom wore a furry white slipper. A full leg cast graced her other foot, due to a bad break on the slopes a month ago.

“It’s freezing in here,” Manda said, standing in the doorway.

Mom looked up. “The furnace must be on the blink.”

“Again?” Manda groaned. “I’ll go downstairs and fiddle with the thermostat; maybe that’ll trigger something.” She really hoped so, because the last time the furnace played hooky was over a year ago, during Christmas break from school. What a disaster that was!

She and her mom had gone shopping in Denver for the day, returning home to a burst water pipe. They’d spent days cleaning up the flooded mess, moving furniture, disposing of soggy rugs, having the hardwood floors retreated. Time-consuming stuff right in the middle of Alpine ski racing season . . . a major pain.

In the end, it was Mom’s younger brother, Uncle Frank, who’d come to their financial rescue. The kind and cheerful soul had been helping them off and on since Manda’s dad had left the family. Yep, it was Uncle Frank who was mainly responsible for Manda’s dream-come-true life of downhill racing. He’d supplied first-rate ski instructors since second grade, and extra money for lift tickets, racing gear, and travel to Alpine ski races across the country.

Rich and caring uncles come in handy, Manda thought gratefully, knowing that her hope to gain Olympic status would have been futile otherwise.

Downstairs, she stared at the thermostat, first pushing it all the way back to fifty degrees. She waited a few seconds, then slowly inched the setting up to sixty-eight, right where Mom normally set it during cold months. She stared at the thermostat for several moments, hoping at least the fan might turn on. But nothing happened.

Frustrated, she went to the fireplace and stacked up a few logs. Then she wadded up old newspapers before striking a match. “This’ll have to do for now,” she muttered. Crouching low, she watched the flame catch the papers, anxious to get the chill off the house before breakfast.

The minute the plumbing and heating company opened, Mom would be phoning for assistance. About now, they could use a bright sunrise and extra-warm chinook winds. So far, March in Colorado’s high country had been anything but mild. Winter months were known to be weird and wacky in Alpine Lake. Unpredictable at best.

Manda blew gently on the flame, hoping to get the logs burning good and strong as soon as possible. Anything to keep the water pipes in this old house from exploding again. There was rarely any money left over at the end of the month for emergencies—burst pipes or furnace repairmen. Uncle Frank would probably shell out for a new furnace pretty soon, but knowing Mom, they would try to “make do” until next fall. After all, summer was only a few months away. If they could just make it till warmer weather . . .

“I’ve got a nice fire going in the fireplace,” Manda called up the steps. “Maybe that’ll keep the water pipes warm enough.” She truly hoped so.

Mom appeared at the top of the stairs. “I’m sure you’re right, dear. Now . . . we’ll just trust the Lord to take care of things.” Slowly, Mom made her way down the stairs, favoring her formerly broken leg. “What’re you hungry for?” she asked.

Breakfast? Hmm. Manda hadn’t really thought about eating. But today was going to be exceptionally busy, so she opted for eggs, toast, fruit, and a high-energy protein drink made in the blender.

“Oh, before I forget, is it all right if Tarin Greenberg hangs out here after preschool?” Manda asked. Five-year-old Tarin was her baby-sitting charge three times a week. With the Downhill Classic creeping closer, it was becoming more difficult to concentrate on her speed and the race itself. Homework was the only thing, so far, she hadn’t chopped out of her demanding schedule. “Would you mind watching him for me?”

Mom agreed to baby-sit. “Just don’t forget to notify Mr. Greenberg about Tarin—that I will be in charge of him today.”

Manda noticed the twinkle in her mother’s eye at the mention of Tarin’s father. In just two weeks, Mom and Mr. Greenberg had attended a concert in Denver, sipped cappuccino in the nearby village mall, and gone out for dinner twice. Not exactly sure what Manda dared to expect for the future—was a marriage proposal on the horizon? She certainly had high, secret hopes for Mom marrying the handsome, kind, and dashing widower.

A forever kind of love would be nice this time around. Now, there was an interesting concept: a man who actually stayed put in their lives—other than cool Uncle Frank, of course.

At times, Manda struggled with her true motivation for coveting star status on the slopes. Was it a deep-down desire to get her dad’s attention—wherever he was on the planet—by making her mark in the world of Alpine ski racing? Was that the reason she wanted to succeed as a downhill whiz?

Last week she’d confided in Heather Bock, her best girl friend, about how to draw on every fiber of her being to win . . . win . . . win. “It’s ingrained in me. I have to win.”

“Why? So you feel good about yourself?” Heather asked, frowning.

“I’m a winning machine,” Manda declared.

“But what’s behind your drive?” her friend asked in the privacy of Manda’s bedroom. “Is it about going to the Olympics? Is that it?”

Manda had fallen silent that afternoon. But not for long. Slowly, thoughtfully, Manda opened up even more, revealing her enduring heartache. “We don’t even know if my dad’s dead or alive,” she said softly. “It’s been years, and even though Mom’s divorce is final, we’re not sure where he is.”

Heather didn’t skip a beat. “But you’d like to know for sure, right?”

Manda bowed her head. “Not anymore,” she whispered. “No. I don’t even remember him.”

Heather reached over and touched Manda’s hand. “Why don’t you just ski for yourself, Manda,” she’d said. “Not to stick out head and shoulders above other superb skiers. Forget about impressing anyone, getting your name in lights or news headlines. Do your sport for you.”

In that moment, her friend had pierced through a lot of junk, like a good therapist who, after months and months of listening, helps you open the key to your heart in a safe place.






Manda choked back tears, and Heather prayed that God’s hand would rest on “my best friend’s life—her downhill racing and everything she does.” Heather’s prayer had been a new beginning in many ways. Now Manda was encouraged more than ever to trust the issue of her rejection to her heavenly Father. God’s will was her goal. With or without Daddy in her life.

“I’ll call Mr. Greenberg right after breakfast,” Manda told her mom as they sat down to eat. “You’re sure you don’t mind watching Tarin?”

Mom’s dark brown eyes softened at the sound of the little boy’s name. “Why would I mind?” she asked. “I enjoy having Tarin around . . . anytime.”

“Just checking.”

“Tarin’s good company,” Mom said with a grin.

Excellent, thought Manda, hoping Mom might also enjoy having the little boy as a stepson someday. Maybe . . .
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Chapter Two

The phone rang just as Manda had finished dressing. She was dashing down the stairs when Mom answered. “For you, Manda,” Mom called from the kitchen.

She hurried to the portable phone. “Who is it?” she mouthed the words.

“Jenna Song.” Mom handed over the telephone, offering an encouraging smile. “Be nice,” she whispered.

Yeah, right. Manda remembered how Jenna had been bugging her off and on for the past week. True, she had been dragging her feet about all things social, including Girls Only Club meetings, but was that any reason to hound her about it?

“Hey, Jen,” she said. “What’s up?”

“I was wondering that about you.” Jenna sighed loudly into the phone. “Is something wrong? I mean, you’re basically spaced out twenty-four/seven, you know?”

“Like I told you weeks ago, the Classic’s coming at me fast. I’m thinking of dropping out of everything till it’s over.” She almost said everything unnecessary, but caught herself.

“What about Sunday school and church?” Jenna asked.

Manda wasn’t surprised at the question. In fact, she was pretty sure Jen would bring that topic up for discussion. “Well . . . I don’t know.”

“I do! I’ve heard you didn’t show up last week for youth group. What’s with that?”

She’s heard? Manda flinched at the interrogation. She wished it didn’t bother her. Evidently, her friends were talking behind her back, reporting to Jen and who knows who else about her church attendance—or lack of it.

“Our youth pastor was out of town, so youth group was actually canceled.” Which was completely true. Jenna simply hadn’t paid close attention to the happenings at Manda’s church. Besides, if she’d really been in the know, Jen would’ve accused Manda of not showing up for the adult service instead.

Manda had no time to argue. Besides, she really wasn’t enjoying these conversations with the pompous president of their otherwise way cool club. Jenna could just keep attending her dad’s Korean-speaking church and mind her own business. “Look, I’ve gotta run,” Manda said quickly.

“Isn’t it a little early to leave for school?” Jenna quizzed her.

“Not school . . . not yet.” She was tired of the drilling. Since when was she required to inform her friend of every little move she made, the tiniest details of her life? “I’m going to the gym to work out for an hour before school. See ya.”

Manda hung up without waiting for Jen to say good-bye. She carried the phone into the living room, depositing it with flair onto the coffee table.

“Everything okay?” Mom was hovering near the fireplace, an afghan wrapped around her shoulders.

“Sure . . . fine.” Manda pulled on her jacket and filled her backpack with her binder and other school essentials.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Mom asked.

“Oops.” She reached for the phone and dialed Mr. Greenberg’s cell number. When he answered, she said that her mom was going to baby-sit for Tarin today. “It’ll probably be for the next few days,” she said, reminding him of the race. “Then things will be back to normal.”

Whatever normal is, she thought.

“Sure, Manda. I’ll drop Tarin off there. Thanks for letting me know,” Mr. Greenberg said. “Placing in the Downhill Classic is top priority for you, of course.”

She could visualize his warm and encouraging smile. “Thanks for understanding.”

After she hung up once again, she hurried to the front door. Her hand was on the doorknob when Mom said, “You’ll be glad to know that a furnace repairman is on his way.”

“Great.”

“I phoned while you were in the shower,” Mom added.

“Well, stay close to the fire. I don’t want you catching cold.” She went and kissed Mom on the cheek. “Better give Uncle Frank a call. He’ll give you what for if he finds out there’s a problem.”

They exchanged knowing smiles, then Manda hurried out the door. She caught the city bus to AAG—Alpine Aerial Gymnastics—Jenna’s turf. All the while, she thought about the upcoming race, hoping and praying that everything on the home front would be just fine. Soon!

Truth was, she couldn’t afford to deal with any more critical issues. Not defunct furnaces, not a wayward father, and certainly not her lack of attendance at church. She was up to here with Jenna’s friendly but too-frequent phone reminders. How would Jen like it if Manda did that to her before a gymnastics meet? She couldn’t imagine poking her nose in Jenna Song’s athletic schedule or life. Never.






It wasn’t the weight lifting that Manda minded as she worked out at the gym. It was Jenna’s voice, ricocheting back and forth in her head, that was unbearable. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t shake the memory of her friend’s accusing voice. Did Jen actually think Manda was a bad person, staying away from God’s house? And just because she’d missed youth group last week. Get over it!

Sure, she’d missed last Sunday’s service, too. But it wasn’t like she’d stayed away without good reason. The day had been well spent, and Mom had approved. Manda and her teammates, along with Coach, had biked long distance to Dressel Hills, the choice ski resort to the north of Alpine Lake. She was working extra hard to catch up, getting fired up to trounce the mountain.

Until recently, one setback after another had occurred, mostly because of her mom’s broken leg. To help out, Manda stepped in as instructor last month for the preschool ski class at Alpine Ski Academy where her mom worked.

Manda was that way—always looking out for others—“wearing the pants in the family,” her mom often said. Her girl friends thought she’d become so take-charge because her dad wasn’t around. But Manda wasn’t so sure. All her life, she’d remembered being exceptionally confident, eager, and ready to take on the world.

Now . . . if she could just conquer one more thing: a monster of a mountain!

Can I do it? she asked herself, lifting one leg weight after another, feeling the burn in her muscles. She huffed her breath out one side of her cheek, filling her lungs long and deep, thinking through the downhill course on Eagle’s Point in Dressel Hills. Today, after school, she and Coach and her teammates were headed there again for several hours of practice on the beast of a slope. The more she skied the mountain, the more poise—and speed—she could rally. And she would memorize the course, as well. When it came to great skiing, memory played a vital role.

Manda had always had lots of opportunities to ski after Uncle Frank started picking up the monthly tab. The cost of lift tickets was nothing to sneeze at. Growing up in a ski-resort town, she could simply hurry off to the chair lifts and ride up the mountain after schoolwork was finished. Starting with the bunny slopes when she was only a toddler, she’d been following her mother down the slopes, getting faster with each run. And there were school trips to Vail and Aspen, where she would ski with her classmates, always competing, no matter the circumstance. She was hard-wired for ski racing. But could sheer determination, total concentration, and physical prowess snag her the coveted first place?

Was there more to winning?
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Chapter Three

For supper that night, Manda helped her mom make oven-baked chicken, potatoes, and glazed carrots. As always, there was a fresh vegetable salad with Mom’s own vinegar-and-oil dressing in a garlic-rubbed bowl. The tangy smell of peach cobbler, made with far less sugar than the recipe called for, filled the kitchen. Manda was a fanatic about her sugar intake. Too much was a killer on the slopes when she needed to draw on the stamina and grit that separated the good skiers from a superior dynamo. She didn’t call herself Downhill Dynamite for nothing.

“What was I really like as a kid?” she asked her mom after dinner as they both settled comfortably into the living room furniture.

The living room—the entire house—was toasty and warm tonight, thanks to a prompt visit by a local furnace repairman. The logs in the fireplace crackled and snapped, casting flickers of light on the wall. Soft violin music played in the background. The perfect setting and time for a heart-to-heart talk.

Looking up from her magazine, Mom grinned across the room. “Hey, you’re still a kid, don’t forget.”

“You know what I mean.” Manda sat cross-legged on the couch. “I’ve got my own memories of who I think I was back then, but I want your spin on it,” she said with a sigh. “So . . . what kind of little person was I?”

Mom chuckled softly, then grew more serious. “The truth?”

“The works.” Manda settled back against the couch.

“Well, let’s see. You were precocious, for starters . . . almost too smart for your britches from day one.”

“What else?”

“Everyone who knew you said how determined you were. Even as a baby, you had strong preferences for when and what you wanted. There was no doubt about that.”

Manda liked the sound of this. “So, was I a fighter?”

“You were very confident . . . still are. Once, you told me that you had your heart set on winning Olympic gold someday. That was after watching the winter Olympics on TV when you were only five years old.”

“I said that?” She couldn’t remember the occasion.

“Like I said, you were stubborn about certain things. That’s what makes you get out there and ski your best.”

“Ski my brains out, right?” replied Manda.

Mom laughed again. “I think a few brain remnants might come in handy at the race, if you know what I mean.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” she whispered, thinking of the powerful skiers she and her teammates would be up against.






Much later in the evening, Mom brought up the topic of Tarin Greenberg. “He wasn’t quite himself today.”

“Probably missed his number one sitter.” Manda felt smug and good, missing the little boy.

Mom was thoughtful for a moment, then she said, “I can’t really say what struck me differently, but he certainly wasn’t his usual cheerful self.”

Manda wondered about that. Tarin was the ultimate precocious kid, filling up his free time with excursions through dictionaries and sometimes even online encyclopedias. The little boy could turn on articulate expression with a capital A!

She thought back to her first encounter with him. A few short weeks ago, she had interviewed for an after-school baby-sitting job with Tarin and his father. Exasperating, to say the least. Tarin was a boy with an exceptionally high IQ—a five-year-old genius—who knew three languages, and initially had preferred his attention-getting routine, designed to wow every adult he came in contact with. Absolutely obnoxious, that was Tarin Greenberg. Yet, somehow, she’d won the kid over, partly with the help of her harmonica. She could whip out her tiny mouth organ and play a melody or two, and Tarin calmed right down. Amazing! Who would believe it?

“Do you think Tarin’s upset about something?” Manda asked her mother.

“Like what?”

Manda shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know.”

“Well, you must have something in mind,” Mom replied.

Sure, she had something whirling around in her head. But to bring it up with Mom might be just a tad touchy. No . . . she didn’t think tonight was a good time to discuss Mom’s growing friendship with Tarin’s father.

“Manda?” Mom pressed for more.

She knows me too well, thought Manda, fidgeting. “Okay,” she said. She uncrossed her legs and looked her mom square in the face. “I’ll level with you.”

“Cool,” Mom said, the word slipping out so easily.

“Not cool . . . please don’t say that, Mom. It just doesn’t fit someone your age—not to be mean or anything, it’s just that—”

“So I’m not cool—too old to be cool, right?”

Oh boy, here we go . . . “Back to Tarin,” Manda said quickly.

“I’m all ears.”

Taking a deep breath, Manda continued. “Tarin’s got his hopes up . . . you know, about you and Mr. Greenberg. The future and all that.”

Mom fell silent.

“And, well, I guess Tarin and I are in the same boat.”

“You’re hoping that his dad and I end up together?” Mom asked.

Manda wondered, Do I dare say it?

“Is that what you meant to say?” Mom probed.

“Not just together as in dating or engaged, but married.” There, the word—the all-important topic—was out in the wide open for Mom to toss around in her brain and in her heart. Manda was all for Mr. Greenberg courting and marrying her mother. The sooner, the better.

Mom closed her magazine and leaned forward, sliding it on top of several others on the coffee table. She touched the artificial floral centerpiece momentarily. Her face was solemn now, and she seemed to be mulling things over. At last, she said, “Mr. Greenberg—Matthew—and I have been praying quite seriously about our friendship. And yes, I must say that things are moving along rather nicely.”

Rather nicely. Whatever that meant. “Do you mean he’s interested in courting you?”

“It’s a bit soon for that, dear,” Mom said, obviously struggling to keep her smile muscles under control. “But you’ll be the first to know.”

“You mean . . . you might be getting close to an exclusive dating relationship?” She had to know, had to hear the promise of the future—their future—from her mother’s lips.

“Honey, let’s not rush things, okay? After all, I’ve only known the man a short time.”

“But you’ve been seeing each other a lot lately. Doesn’t that count for something?”

Mom couldn’t suppress her smile any longer. “For goodness’ sake, girl, you must want Mr. Greenberg for your father in the worst way.”

“In the best way . . .” If Mom only knew, she thought.

“Oh, honey, let’s do this in God’s timing,” Mom said.

“Okay,” Manda was quick to answer. “But a little help from some of God’s friends won’t hurt anything, right?”

Mom stood up then, said she was tired and ready for a bedtime snack, and did Manda want to join her in the kitchen? In other words, it was time to bring this particular discussion to a polite but swift end.

Manda was smart enough to let the Matthew Greenberg issue drop. For now.
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Chapter Four

Manda awoke in the night, trying to get a grip on the dream that had startled her awake. The dream had been sad; there was still a lumpy feeling in her throat, like instant mashed potatoes that someone had made with too little hot water or milk. The feeling was all globbed up . . . stuck to her throat.

Her room was dimly lit by only the hallway night-light. She could see the outline of several posters featuring downhill ski champs on her wall, including American-born Picabo Street, German skier Katja Seizinger, and Austrian powerhouse Hermann Maier.

Manda rubbed her temples, trying to recall her dream. At least it hadn’t been a nightmare. But it had been sad, and she didn’t know why. Things were all mixed up in her head now. Confused and overwhelmed, she cried softly, using her pillow as a buffer, hoping she wouldn’t awaken her mother. There was no need for Adelina Garcia’s peaceful sleep to be disturbed, for her to come running to comfort Manda as she often had done in the past. No need for soothing whispers. Those days of sadness and despair were past. At least, she wanted her mom to think so.

Manda was tough enough to handle whatever junk was lodged in her subconscious. “Tough and tumble,” Mom liked to call her, referring to Manda’s approach to speed and daring on the slopes. So why couldn’t she conquer the treacherous slopes of her daily life?

There was, of course, the complication of Manda’s father, the fact that he’d never been heard from after leaving Alpine Lake when she was just two years old. A few rumors had filtered around here and there as to his whereabouts, but no one seemed to have any rock-solid info. Mom was perfectly entitled to remarry, having been granted a divorce due to abandonment several years ago. But the gaping hole in the whole scenario bothered Manda. If not consciously, then it was buried deep in her heart.

She knew she was taking on way too much these days. At just twelve years old, what could she do, really? Manda knew she’d have to lighten up if she was going to impress the socks off any VIPs hanging out on the slopes of Eagle’s Point at the Dressel Hills Downhill Classic.

Just cool it, she told herself. Yeah, right. Like that was all it took to make things better, talking to yourself in the middle of the night. Having a one-way conversation in your head.






“Are you coming to ballet tomorrow?” Livvy asked her at their lockers the next morning.

“I’ll think about it,” Manda said.

“What about Girls Only Club?”

She paused. “Yeah, maybe.”

Livvy was kind. She said no more. But looking at her, Manda could sense the wheels whirring in her friend’s pretty head. No question, Livvy was probably thinking that one of their club members wasn’t pulling her weight anymore. Which, in a lot of ways, was true.

At least Livvy didn’t shoot her mouth off like Jenna would have—in fact, the way Jenna had yesterday on the phone. Livvy smiled her sweetest smile, turned to the locker she shared with Jenna, and began pulling textbooks down from the top shelf, stuffing her backpack for the day.

“You’re not mad at me, are you?” Manda said, opening her own locker.

“Why should I be?”

“But someone else is . . . right?” Manda was thinking of Jenna.

Livvy nodded her head, her auburn hair swirling about her shoulders. “The prez is threatening to call a special meeting . . . uh, about, well . . .” Livvy’s pretty face grew more serious. “To tell you the truth, Jenna thinks maybe you’re just too distracted, as a club member.”

“Aren’t all of us preoccupied with our sports?” Manda shot back. “Isn’t that what the club’s support system is all about?”

“You know what . . . if you’d just talk to Jenna, that might help. Level with her,” suggested Livvy. “Tell her you actually like coming to club meetings, that you aren’t just using your upcoming race as—”

“As what?” Manda cut in.

Livvy hoisted her backpack up over one petite shoulder. “Well, as an excuse, I guess . . . to space out during Girls Only.”

“Is that honestly what you think?”

“We think you’re in way over your head,” was Livvy’s reply.

“Excuse me? What’s this we think stuff?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. What did Livvy know, anyway? She thought back to her very private conversation with Heather. Yep, she’d leveled with Heather about some personal things. So . . . what was all this stuff Livvy was saying? Had Heather actually broken a confidence and blabbed to Jenna and Livvy about Manda’s obsession with her father’s whereabouts?

How could she? Manda thought, wishing Heather were here at school instead of being schooled at home.

Livvy pressed her lips together, then said, “I’d better not say any more. I’ve probably said too much already.”

If the bell hadn’t rung just then, Manda might’ve gone off on Livvy, telling her what she thought of Jenna and Heather both.

Really, she was relieved to hear the bell signaling first period. Time to get on with her life . . . her school life. Forget social life. Jenna, Livvy, and Heather could have their precious meetings without her if that’s what they wanted. And they could kick her out of the club, too, for all she cared. Why were they picking on her, anyway?

Manda tried hard to put an end to the negative notions flying around in her head. The more she stewed over Jenna and Girls Only, the worse she would continue to feel all day. And the poorer she would perform today after school when she hit the slopes.

I don’t need this! She closed her locker and hurried down the hallway to class. She thought of her beloved harmonica, wishing it were nestled deep in her school bag. About now, she could use some calming down.
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Chapter Five

Manda gazed at the hazardous downhill course. Like a slumbering white bear, the mountain towered above the town of Alpine Lake, its precipitous slope lying in wait for her. Today, the vertical drop looked unusually steep. She could see the first gate—two poles with a red rectangular panel between them. Fewer gates were placed on the course for downhill races than in the slalom, giant slalom, and Super G, or super giant slalom. The gates on the downhill course basically provided a safety precaution to keep skiers from going too fast. And to keep skiers away from particularly treacherous areas.

I’m a winning machine, Manda told herself. She had been trying to pump herself up mentally and emotionally. But today had been difficult for her. Heather, her all-time best friend, had possibly broken a confidence, blabbing important, private info to Jenna and Livvy.

Bummed, she crouched low at the starting gate, waiting for the signal. Rocking back and forth on her best skis, she could see the valley below. Narrow streets neatly lined up, mapped out in rows with mostly Victorian houses on either side.

Livvy Hudson’s old house was one of the many gray-and-white three-story residences on Main Street. She lived there with her widowed father—an artist with a studio high in the eaves—and her fussy grandmother, a gourmet cook.

Jenna Song and her Korean-American family lived in a large, older house, too. Jenna’s attic bedroom was not only huge, it was the incredible retreat for the Friday Girls Only Club meetings. Complete with a barre placed in front of floor-to-ceiling mirrors, the place was spacious and airy. The ideal spot for Jen, Livvy, Heather, and Manda to meet once a week, as well as to practice ballet to some of their favorite music. They’d even presented several full-scale musicals for their families featuring dance and drama.

Heather Bock and her cute older brother, Kevin—also her ice-dancing partner—along with their parents and younger brother and sister, lived not far from both Livvy and Jenna. In fact, all of Manda’s closest friends lived within walking distance.

But now, high on Falcon Ridge, Manda turned her attention away from the valley to the job at hand. Fortunately, there was hardly any wind today. A nice change after a week of blowing and drifting snow causing white-out conditions, not conducive to skiing. At least the run was free of excessive ice buildup today. It was Manda’s pet peeve, and if not handled correctly, a skier’s handicap. A picture-postcard day—the sky was a perfect blue and the mountains were amassed with snow on all sides.

Ski, baby, ski, she thought as the signal came. She was revved up and ready to face the fear factor.

Swoosh! She shot out of the starting gate. The snow was too fresh and slowed her down. She wished she might’ve been third or fourth on the team to ski today. By then, the others would have pushed the snow off the course a bit. But Coach had them draw numbers for this practice, the way it would be in Dressel Hills at the real racing event.

Eager to push her speed to the limit, her raw nerve was on the line. But her wits were out of focus. Hard as she tried, she could not still the echo of words from Livvy’s lips. The prez is threatening to call . . .

She tried to corral the destructive thought, gather it up in a basket in her mind and hurl it over the abyss to her left on this steep and dangerous course.

The margin for error was small on a slope like this. It was much too precarious for her not to focus.

Swish! Past the first gate, she felt herself losing control in the air. Struggling to right herself, she used her ski pole to balance as she was airborne. Then, wham, her skis pounded the packed surface with her landing.

“Ski for yourself,” Heather had encouraged her. “Forget about impressing anyone.”

Zooming down the course, she felt herself shifting too far to the left. She fought hard, but she was helpless. The pull of gravity dragged her down, and she wiped out, sprawled like a butterfly in the snow. Where’s my dynamite? she wondered, staring up at the blue of the sky. She got up, thoroughly disgusted with the run.

I can’t let Jen and Livvy get to me. I won’t derail my chances!

Yet she’d have to wait her turn, her chance at a second run. The next skier would be shooting out of the gate at the top within minutes. She’d blown her first run of the day. Her supposed friends had whacked her a good one.

Maybe it was a good thing she’d made no effort to settle things with the proud prez of the club. She could’ve told Livvy she would drop by Jenna’s tomorrow, if only for a few minutes to say “hi,” show some interest in the club. No problem. But thinking about it now, she felt secretly good about ignoring the girls’ continual pleas for her company. Good and glad. There was no chance she’d make it to any ridiculous special meetings, either. She had too much to accomplish by the race.

Rubbing her sore leg where she’d fallen, Manda winced, though not so much from physical pain. She was almost sure Jenna would see to it that the three remaining members would vote out the one delinquent member—her.

So what, she thought. Let them kick me out!






The ride home from practice in Mom’s car took longer than Manda had hoped. Tons of homework awaited her attention. Besides that, she wanted to talk to Heather before it got too late. Wanted to give her dearest friend a call and find out what was going on—who told whom what . . . and why.

Mom stopped off at the grocery store, then made a pit stop at the home of a church friend who was altering a skirt for her. “I’ll be just a minute,” she said, getting out of the car and hurrying across the street.

Meanwhile, Manda wished she’d brought along some homework, to get a jump on math especially. She was still kicking herself mentally for her lousy run on the slopes. Even though the first attempt was a total wash, the second and third were nothing to brag about, either. Her speed was as slow as a turtle compared to her time on better days. Any good skier could’ve beat her out today. And all her teammates had done so.

“You’re not losing your fire, are you?” Coach had asked at the base of the mountain.

“Nope,” she’d said, disappointed in herself.

Coach frowned slightly, then said, “First thing tomorrow, you and me . . . we’re back out here.”

“Sure,” she’d replied, tears stinging her eyes. “I’ll be here at dawn.”

“Good. We’ll see if you’ve got what it takes to place—if you can pull out on demand, when it’s just the two of us.”

Bummer. Manda wanted—needed—the competition and fervor her teammates offered. Their encouragement, too. Something that was sorely lacking in her non-skiing circle of friends.






Still waiting in the car—impatiently now—for Mom’s return, Manda leaned back on the headrest and tried to relax. If only she were a little older, she could drive herself home. If they had more than one car, that is . . .

Someday, if Matthew Greenberg married her mother, they might finally become a two-car family or more. She’d seen his collection of dust-jacketed clothbound books, rows and rows of them. And there was expensive state-of-the-art electronic equipment in his home office, a big-screen TV in the family room, and a new Porsche in the garage. So, her guess—he was probably rolling in it. For one thing, he didn’t skimp on dinner dates with Mom. He also took her to posh places like the local dinner theater and the expensive Broadway-style production in downtown Denver. Yep, she was almost positive the guy was loaded. How else could he afford to send his young son to a private preschool, as well as to after-school instruction at the village’s elite ski academy? Only rich kids hung out there.

Quite by accident, she had put herself in that category. Of course, she and Mom knew the truth about their meager finances. Suddenly, she realized time was running out, and she hadn’t even invited Uncle Frank to the race.

What am I thinking? she wondered. Her mom’s brother, above all people, deserved an invitation to the competition in Dressel Hills. Tonight, she would offer a formal invite by phone. Mom wouldn’t mind if she made it quick.

Thinking about Uncle Frank, she caught herself staring over at the steering wheel. She surveyed the dusty dashboard and upholstered seats. Mom’s car was nothing to look at or brag about. But when it came to reliability, that’s where this old coupe shone. It started up and purred on the severest winter days, when newer cars in the neighborhood choked and sputtered, merely sitting.

I don’t want a stepdad just so we have more money, she thought. And that was certainly not what motivated her growing interest in Mr. Greenberg’s dating relationship with Mom. No, there was much more to it. Mom’s radiant smile and genuinely cheerful countenance counted for a lot. Her mom enjoyed her job as ski instructor, adored her daughter, and savored every tiny slice of living. She was an all-around pleasant, fun-loving person.

But this . . . Mom’s ongoing sunny disposition was something very special. Her mother just might be falling in love, and Manda couldn’t be happier, at least about that one aspect of their lives.






“Coach ordered me to the slopes first thing tomorrow,” she said when Mom returned to the car at last.

“Extra practice can only help,” Mom said. She started the car and pulled away from the curb.

If she only knew . . . Manda wondered how long she should wait before describing her horrendous afternoon on the mountain.

Slowly, they passed through the small residential area of Alpine Lake. Large aspen trees, bare and stark against painted clapboard houses, lined the streets on both sides. And there was an occasional pedestrian, bundled up against the cold.

A storm front had been forecast for later tonight—more snow on the way. Would she have to battle new powder on the slopes again tomorrow? Still, she had been trained to deliver speed and agility no matter the slope conditions. Powder or packed powder, she couldn’t blame today’s miserable performance on the weather. Yet Manda was looking for something to sink her concentration into. Anything but the hard, cold facts.


Star Status

Chapter Six

“Are Mr. Greenberg and Tarin coming to the race?” Manda asked her mom as they cooked supper together.

“I’m sure they’ll want to,” Mom said.

“Did you invite them yet?”

Mom pointed to the telephone. “Why don’t you do the honors.”

Manda nodded. “Sure. After supper.”

She and her mother kept busy cooking spaghetti with vegetarian sauce, green beans, and steamed carrots and onions. Mom made a delicious tossed green salad while Manda set the table and poured hot herbal tea into mugs. “I guess I thought you’d already invited them,” Manda pushed as they sat down to eat.

Mom’s eyes took on a curious expression. “Is something bothering you, honey?”

Groaning inwardly, she didn’t want Mom to discourage anyone from showing up. She needed all the moral support she could get. But she was struggling. The important race was coming at her so fast she felt dizzy sometimes. “I . . . I don’t think I can get ready in time,” she confessed. “And I’m not kidding.”

Mom’s head popped up, and her fork hovered there in midair. “But you want to win more than anything, don’t you?”

“Sure, I want it. That’s all I think about every minute of every day. But there’s so much garbage in my head.” She couldn’t possibly get into it.

“Manda, for goodness’ sake, what’s happening?”

She shrugged. “Coach is a little worried. That’s all.”

“How worried?”

Reaching for her water glass, Manda took a deep breath. “To tell you the truth, I think he’s really freaked. Enough to try to pull something out of me tomorrow real early.”

Mom nodded. “Why’s he freaked?”

“He thinks my passion is fizzling,” she said.

“Well, is it?” Mom was freaked now, too.

“Maybe . . . or maybe I’m just so fuzzy right now.”

“I don’t like what I’m hearing,” Mom said.

She knew her mother would say something like that. But Manda didn’t want to wallow in the problem. Much more than her enthusiasm had nose-dived lately. But this wasn’t the time to dissect any of that.

“Manda, honey, this isn’t like you.” A disappointed look crossed Mom’s face. She was beginning to wonder if Mom had already told her friends that her daughter was going to place high. Higher than ever. You just wait and see about my Manda. Mark my words, she’s a shoe-in for first place. Knowing Mom, she’d probably announced this all over town!

“It’s not about skiing or winning. Sure, I want both.” Manda sighed. Could she make Mom, an expert skier, understand? “This is about me.”

Mom nodded her head. “Of course it is, sweetie. Getting in shape and gearing up for a race is all about you, me, or anyone who’s competing. You know that.”

“Right.” She couldn’t believe her mom was going on like this. Had she already talked with Coach? Eyeing her mom, Manda suspected Coach Hanson of having called on his cell phone—maybe from the slopes—right after her infamous wipe-out.

Mom pressed on. “Top-notch skiing is far less about talent and strength than about a clear head.”

“Any ideas how I empty out the junk?”

“Just plain focus,” Mom replied. “Push out everything else.”

“I’m going to lose friends over my amazing ability to concentrate. It’s a full-circle nightmare. I focus on the race and ignore my friends, which helps me ski well but stinks socially. Then, because I’m a self-imposed loner—at the moment—I hear about it from all sides. It’s eating me up.”

Mom scooted her chair out and rose to pour more tea. Across from the table, a small writing desk was set back in a cozy nook complete with overhead latticework. A recent flea market find stood nearby, a tall linen cupboard painted a lighthearted blue. All her life, Mom had longed for a cottage-style kitchen. So when they first rented the house, Manda and her mother set to work painting the walls a buttercup yellow, and the woodwork a dazzling white. A whimsical Mary Engelbreit look, minus the clutter. The curtains over the back door and the large window were bright and pretty in poppy flowers. “Eye-popping poppies,” Mom had said of the floral fabric found at the discount mill outlet.

When Mom sat down again, her elbows promptly found the tabletop. “You’re coming up so close to this race,” she said, leaning near. Reaching across the table, she patted Manda’s hand. “I hate to see you like this. Your attitude isn’t healthy, hon.”

“Yeah, and I’m worried, too.” There. She’d admitted to being fearful. More than anything, I want to win. I just don’t know how, thought Manda.

Mom excused her from helping clean up the kitchen. “Go start your homework,” she said. “We’ll talk tomorrow, after your early-morning date with the mountain.”

For a second, Manda was almost sure her mom was going to volunteer to go along. To observe the private ski session with Coach. But Mom opened the dishwasher and began loading their supper plates and silverware. No tagging along tomorrow—that wasn’t Mom’s style, anyway.

From the time Manda turned eleven, her mother was one to let Manda do her thing on the slopes. Plenty of faith rested on Coach’s expert assistance. And Manda appreciated the fact Mom trusted her instincts. There was never any second-guessing when it came to Manda’s skiing abilities. Sure, there were hair-raising moments because of the risk factor. But Mom didn’t put the brakes on Manda’s willpower and raw nerves. Or talent.

She headed upstairs to her room. The carpet had been vacuumed while she was at school. Looking at her bureau and nightstand, she saw that Mom must’ve dusted, too. She does too much for me, Manda thought, hoping that someday they could afford someone to help with housecleaning. If Mr. Greenberg married Mom, they might.

She dialed the Greenberg residence. Because she was the regular sitter for Tarin, she had memorized the phone number. When Tarin’s father answered, she reminded him of the downhill race on St. Patrick’s Day. “I hope you and Tarin can come,” Manda said.

“Of course we’ll be there,” he said. “The wearing of the green, right?”

She had to smile at that. “Tarin won’t pinch me if I wear my purple ski outfit, will he? Since I’m not Irish, I’ll probably skip the green thing.”

“Do as you wish.” He chuckled softly. “I’m sure Tarin will be on his best behavior. By the way, would you and your mother like to ride with us to Dressel Hills?”

“Sure, thanks.” She was secretly delighted. Yet another opportunity for the four of them to be together. Like a real, complete family.






Sitting at her desk, Manda zipped through the long math assignment as quickly as possible. Several times in the course of forty minutes, she was tempted to call Heather. But she made herself finish all the problems first, then double-checked them. That completed, she picked up the portable phone and beeped it on. Today on the slopes had shown her it was past time to clear the air with her best friend. With the other club members, too. This stuff with Jenna, and now Livvy . . . well, she couldn’t afford to let any of it interfere with her skiing goals. Not if she was going to redirect her thoughts toward the race, get herself back on the winning track.

Dialing the number for the Bock residence, she waited, counting the rings. At last, on the fourth ring, Heather answered. “Hello?”

“Hey, Heather.”

“What’s up?”

Manda sighed. “You tell me.”

“You don’t sound so good. How come?” asked Heather.

Manda felt her throat closing up. Then, slowly, she began to talk, starting with Livvy’s threat of Manda’s near expulsion from the club, to the bossy way Jenna was acting lately.

“Trust me, everything will be cool,” Heather said when Manda finished.

Everything? She felt awkward. Terribly curious, too. “So . . . what’s going on with a Girls Only special meeting? Anything I should know about?”

“Why don’t you come Saturday and see for yourself?”

“You know I can’t,” said Manda. “So fill me in.”

“Just the usual, you know.” Heather seemed guarded.

“Like what?”

“No one’s mad at you, if that’s what you think.”

“Really? I guess I find that hard to believe.”

“Are you doubting me?” Heather sounded edgy. Not herself.

“Maybe.” Manda felt lousy. “Look, Heather, I’m going to level with you.”

“That would help.”

She wanted to say this just right. She didn’t want Heather to hang up before she finished. “I’ve been wondering if you told Jenna and Livvy . . . well, you know, about my messed-up way of thinking.”

“Messed up about what?”

She sighed. “Did you tell them what I said about my dad? The private things I shared with you?”

Heather answered softly, “I’d never do that, Manda. You should know I’m a better friend than that.”

“I just thought—”

“You should have asked me earlier.”

“That was my mistake.” Manda could hardly talk. She’d blown it badly with her best friend. Thought the worst about her.

They talked awhile longer, flitting from one topic to another. Heather shared the next skating event coming up. Manda talked about getting back to off-ski season, after the race was over.

Later in the conversation, Heather asked point-blank, “Why are you so upset at Jenna?”

Manda was silent.

“You know what?” Heather said before Manda could answer. “Sometimes, I can see Jen’s side of things, too. She really doesn’t get why you’re so . . . well, distant at club meetings. She’s kinda ticked off about it.”

Manda had to speak up, had to make a point. “Do you remember last December, when Jen had her gymnastics meet in Colorado Springs? She was so spacey, super obsessed about doing her best . . . and, hey, I didn’t mind. I totally understood. We all did.”

“Are you saying Jenna should cut you some slack? Is that what you want?”

“It’s her choice.” She wanted to get off the phone. “I’m too busy for any of this.”

Heather was quiet for a while. Then she said, “We all know how stubborn Jenna can be. But it sounds like the club doesn’t matter that much to you. So why should I try to fix anything?”

“Okay, then, just forget it,” Manda snapped.

Heather paused a second, then asked, “Will I see you at church on Sunday?”

Manda swallowed hard. “I’ll see.” She had hoped to avoid the issue of church attendance. Her plans for this Sunday did not include Sunday school and church. She wanted to attack the course at Dressel Hills again. If she could get Mom to approve.

“Try to squeeze some time in for God,” Heather said unexpectedly.

Then they said good-bye and hung up.

Manda was glad they hadn’t plunged too deeply into talking about church on top of everything else. After all, why should Heather tell her how to spend her weekends?

Manda didn’t take time to read her devotional book or her Bible after she hung up. Instead, she got permission from Mom to call Uncle Frank long-distance. “I’m skiing in the Dressel Hills Downhill Classic on St. Patty’s Day,” she told him the minute he answered. “Want to come and watch?”

Uncle Frank chuckled softly. “Whose uncle do you think I am?” he teased. “Would I miss seeing you race? No way. I’ll catch a flight out on Friday afternoon.”

“Great,” she said, “but I better warn you. I might not be such good company—the day-before syndrome, you know.” She paused a moment. She really didn’t want to get into it with her uncle about her lack of focus. He’d start in on some lengthy pep talk, and she didn’t need that. Not tonight.

“Don’t worry about entertaining me,” he said before she could continue. “I can hang my hat most anywhere.”

“Mom will probably offer to give up her room, like always.”

“Tell her I’ll crash on the couch,” he said. “Don’t let her go to any trouble, especially with her leg on the mend. Promise?”

She smiled. Good old Uncle Frank. He had a cool way of making you want to move heaven and earth for him whenever he came to visit. Even if you didn’t have a fancy-tancy guest suite and private bath for him. Just having him stay with them would raise her spirits. But she couldn’t wait that long to get pumped up. She had to get in gear now, get with the program. Fast!

In spite of good intentions, Manda slipped into bed, completely forgetting to talk to God. Instead, she played her harmonica softly until there was no breath left for more songs. And she gave in to deep sleep.


Star Status

Chapter Seven

I’m back! Manda thought as she and her coach took the chair lift to the loftiest region of Falcon Ridge. She repeated her thought aloud for Coach. “I’m back,” she said, “in a big way.”

“That’s the grit I like to see.” Coach was obviously pleased. “It’s a brand-new day.” He smiled broadly. “Reach for it and grab a new beginning with all your might.” Coach Hanson was very big on the new-beginning-forget-the-mistakes-of-the-past sort of talk. He knew how to push her ahead, past the doldrums and toward a victory. “Can you taste the win, Manda? Can you?”

She smiled. Here we go. “I’m tasting, eating, breathing, and sleeping it.”

He grinned at her, his face reflecting the deep red of his ski jacket. “You’ve been training harder than ever. The Dressel Hills race is your zenith this year—it’s the culmination of everything you know. Everything you are.”

Everything you are . . .

She was reminded of Heather’s pep talk. “Ski for yourself . . . do your sport for you, Manda.”

“You’re very strong,” Coach said as they approached mid-point in the ride to the top. “You take a backseat to no one . . . remember?”

Oh, she remembered. Every race she had under her belt told her that. How could she forget the thrill of a successful run, of winning? Claiming the prize, the surge of joy pumping through her veins—knowing she’d beat out the competition. Every single skier on the face of the rugged mountain having placed second or lower than her time.

Just then, something snapped in her head. She knew, without a doubt, this was her breakthrough day. Her new beginning, just like Coach had said. Erase the slate. You’re on!

There was a Bible verse from Lamentations that Uncle Frank liked to quote: “[God’s mercies] are new every morning.” Mom had advised her to “push out everything and focus.” Now Coach was saying some of the same stuff. Everyone was in agreement.

Her gaze was set firmly on the course below. She could do it. You want it badly—more than anyone eke, she told herself.

Time for the first run of the day. I’ll be a threat in Dressel Hills . . . no question! she promised herself.

So what if it had snowed ten inches up here last night. She could ski as swiftly as the wind blew and faster—on new snow, old snow, or crusted snow. Even on ice. Nothing could throw her today.

She was nuts about speed in all forms. The downhill race was the king of all Alpine ski races. There were fewer turns to make, but they were high-speed turns. And the course was steep, a vertical drop of between five hundred and eight hundred meters.

Out the starting gate, she had a super clean, fast start. She flew like an eagle, balancing perfectly, then . . . pham! a solid landing. Skimming around each of the gates at top speed was easy today. Adrenaline rushed to every cell of her body.

Downhill Dynamite, she thought, glad for the upbeat music coming through her headphones to her brain. Yep, she was pumped. At the steepest section, she literally flew down the searing straightaway at nearly seventy miles an hour. A slight shift to the left, and she was heading with all her might toward the narrow chute. Tight as a Tootsie Roll, she skied. A week from tomorrow, her fans and other spectators, some with iron cowbells to distract and annoy the skiers, would line the sides, cheering her on. Mom, Uncle Frank, Mr. Greenberg, and Tarin.

As for Heather, Jenna, or Livvy, Manda sure wasn’t counting on them showing up. Not if Jenna had her way. Besides, maybe Heather was right about things. Maybe Manda didn’t care much about the club anymore. If they came, they came. End of story.

Benny, the young man who was the timer, skied to her at the bottom of the slope. He glanced at his stopwatch. Even before knowing her time, she was thrilled with her speed on this run. Her new and improved mind-set had boosted her to a near-record time. Just under one minute and 37.19 seconds.

Every micro-second counts, she thought.

Later, after she and Coach Hanson had a chance to talk, she rested for a short time, then was eager for another run. She visualized the slope at Eagle’s Point, wishing she were there right now. But a super successful morning on Falcon Ridge was something to be jazzed about.

In the end, she beat out her own time by a few hundredths of a second. Trimming off every fraction of a second was cause for glee. “Yes, I am back!” she shouted, cuffing the air with her fists.





Determination and focus-power characterized the rest of the day. She and Mom talked after Manda showered and dressed for school. “I can’t believe the difference today made,” she admitted.

“I’m seeing the fight in you again, Manda. You’re pulling it out.” Mom watched her with keen interest.

“Cool.” She liked what she was hearing. “Like Picabo Street says—‘It’s time to let my tiger surface.’ ” Over the years, Manda had been spellbound by the Olympic gold medalist from Idaho. In some ways, she was similar in temperament to the popular skier with a fiery temper. With Picabo as the ideal skier to match, Manda knew nothing could get her off course now. She would remain focused no matter what.

Hurrying off to school, she purposely avoided Jenna and Livvy. She got her books out of her locker in record time, then headed off to first period. She took good, solid notes during science, participated in lively discussion in history, rounding up her books and depositing old ones between classes. But she steered clear of eating lunch in the cafeteria. She was deep in thought while she ate at the snack bar, near the gymnasium. Secluded from the rest of the world—right where she wanted to be. Well, at least from certain people in her world.

Here came Livvy, the apparent scapegoat. Manda didn’t know for sure, but she assumed Jenna had put Livvy up to this mission. Of course, Livvy didn’t—couldn’t—follow through with damaging Manda’s ego. But she gave her a good tongue-lashing. Well, as good a tongue-lashing as petite and sweet Livvy Hudson could possibly pull off. “Just between the two of us, I’m not mad at you, okay?” Livvy began.

“Oh, really?”

Livvy glanced at the ceiling, then she looked back at Manda. “Well, I guess I’m a little mad.”

“No kidding,” Manda said.

“I’m stuck in the middle.”

“Like how?”

Livvy tugged on her auburn hair. “Jenna wants me to relay messages, you know, to you . . . and I’m really getting tired of it.”

“So tell Jen to do her own legwork,” Manda said. “This is nuts. I mean, what’s this about, really?”

Livvy sat down across from Manda. She leaned forward, eyes zeroed in on Manda. “Look, if you want to know the truth, all of this is Jen’s idea. She wants to find out what’s going on with you. What’s really bugging you.”

“I’m skiing in a race soon—my most important ever. I told her that.” She sighed audibly, frustrated as never before. “You know what? I really can’t be bothered with club meetings and other stuff right now.”

The second the words flew out, Manda realized she’d made a huge mistake.

Livvy flinched at the insensitive remark. “Are you saying Girls Only is a pain? Are we, your friends, just in the way?” asked Liv. She looked absolutely crushed, like what Manda had just said was ripping apart something dear to her.

Coming from Livvy Hudson, this was startling. Here was a girl—the club’s vice-president—who was typically soft-spoken and shy. And so thoughtful. Livvy didn’t let people put words in her mouth and just spit them back out. She had a mind of her own. She was careful to evaluate a problem before jumping whole hog into a sticky situation. Like the present one.

Jenna, on the other hand, was an extremely outgoing gymnast. She was hard-driven and proud to be at the top of her sport, at least in Alpine Lake. Her dad was a pastor of a small Korean church in the village, and she and her parents had welcomed an adopted baby boy into their home just before Christmas last year.

All four of them—Jen, Livvy, Heather, and Manda—were caught up, one hundred percent, in athletic goals. But when it came to Jen, there was something extra intense about her. Something that went beyond her strong-willed and outspoken nature. On occasion, Manda had noticed, especially at club meetings, Jen seemed to crave the upper hand. She had to have her way about certain decisions. Maybe that’s why she’d ended up as club president in the first place. But it bugged Manda. Big time.

So, here was Jenna’s messenger—Livvy—sitting across from her in the booth at the snack bar. What could Manda say or do that wouldn’t create more conflict? Or cause more distraction for her before the most important race of her life so far?
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Chapter Eight

By the time the bell rang for afternoon classes, Manda and Livvy had come to a small understanding. “I just can’t let anything keep me from doing my best on the slopes,” Manda said.

“So . . . is that your bottom line?” Livvy asked, wearing a severe frown. “Your friends come in a distant second?”

Manda hadn’t wanted to admit her priorities quite that way. But sometimes she did feel that skiing was all she needed in life to make her happy. That her friends didn’t matter all that much.

“If I tell Jenna this, it won’t be a pretty sight,” Livvy said. “She bends over backward to juggle her social life, you know.”

“That’s Jenna . . . not me.”

Their conversation ended abruptly then. Thanks to the bell.






Mom and Tarin greeted Manda at the door after school. “Here’s our way cool downhill skier,” Mom said.

Tarin agreed, his face shining with eagerness. He wore jean overalls with a red shirt, and his blond hair was combed back away from his face. “I thought you’d never come,” he said, pulling on her jacket.

“Hold on,” she said playfully.

“I am holding on.” He continued to hang on her.

“Tarin,” she said, smiling at the blue-eyed youngster, “want a snack?”

“Only if you’re having one.”

So they headed off to the kitchen, where Manda spread some peanut butter on several long sticks of celery. “I can’t hang around too long,” she told him.

“Are you off to the mountain?” His jaw drooped a bit.

“For a few hours. Your dad will come to pick you up before I get back.”

“I’ll miss you,” he said in a whisper, eyes shining.

“Hey, don’t be silly. I’ll see you next week . . . on Monday, when I get home from school.”

Tarin shook his head sadly. “You don’t understand.” He began to cry.

“What is it?” She went over and knelt beside him. “What’s wrong?”

He sniffled and wiped his nose on his sleeve before he spoke. “I like you, Manda, and your mom, too.”

She nodded. “Oh, Tarin, we like you, too. A lot.”

More tears. “I don’t want to go . . . away.”

Manda frowned, not sure what he was trying to say. “Well, why would you have to, Tarin?”

His lower lip quivered. Short sobs made it hard for him to continue. “My dad’s company is sending him to Utah. I . . . I don’t want to leave here.”

Reluctantly, Manda stood up and pulled out a chair. She could scarcely believe what the boy had said. His father was being transferred? How could this be?

She thought back to Wednesday evening, when Mom had mentioned that Tarin hadn’t been himself that afternoon. Well, no wonder! Did Mom suspect anything? Did she know about the transfer?

The sudden news blew the wind out of her sails. How could she get it together mentally for today’s practice run? She must not wipe out again due to lack of concentration. No, she must reject her fears. She would ski just fine. Like Mom said, the fight was deep within her. She was going to pull it out and hit the slopes running.

Still, the bombshell Tarin had just dropped on her in the stillness of the kitchen set her back. If only she hadn’t let her fantasies about Mr. Greenberg marrying her mother go so far. If she’d just been reasonable, more practical about Mom’s friendship with him.

Manda tried to comfort poor little Tarin. She hugged him for a moment, then hurried upstairs. In her room, she changed clothes, preparing for her afternoon run and session with Coach and her teammates. She knew what she had to do. She must suppress the knowledge, forget that Tarin had revealed anything. She must move ahead with her plan of action for the rest of the day. Sure, the news had jolted her, but it made her want to battle the mountain even more. She was angry. She didn’t want to think the obvious, that every man who came into her and Mom’s life simply walked away. She refused to think that of Matthew Greenberg. Even though that’s how it looked.

Her head swirled with the shocker. Glancing at her watch, she knew that Jenna, Livvy, and Heather—right about now—were laughing and having a good time at Girls Only. . . .






Manda skied well enough, though Coach Hanson asked her if everything was all right at home. She knew if she opened up and shared she would expose too much of herself. Sure, she felt defenseless to change the course of things. And yes, Mom’s short-lived happiness was at stake and Manda’s own hopes and dreams for a complete family had been shattered. That was no reason to get herself eliminated from the team by skiing poorly. Was it? She was going to Dressel Hills on St. Patrick’s Day to win a race.

If anything, she was more committed to skiing her best than ever before. She planned to go into isolation for the next few days. Maybe all next week, too. She’d have to get Mom to sign off on the idea, of course. If missing a few days of school was a problem, then she’d just have to plead with her mother to see the light. Somehow, she was going to make it happen.

There would be no more petty encounters with either Jenna or Livvy. No more opening herself up to distractions of any kind. Nope, she’d had it. Even if Jenna did decide to “cut her some slack,” as Livvy had put it, well . . . she would have to shelve the friendship for now. Because nobody . . . nothing was going to push back the tiger within her. The race was hers for the taking!
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Chapter Nine

She avoided bumping into Mom on Saturday morning. Manda got up long before dawn and slipped out of the house. She caught the one and only city bus.

The freebie transportation rumbled around through the village, then to the outskirts of town. She was headed for Alpine Ski Academy, hoping to run into Tarin’s dad during the early-morning hours.

She knew Tarin’s schedule for ski instruction from memory. Saturdays were free-ski days when the preschool-age skiers could hang out on the bunny slope without their regular instructors. Certified assistants hovered near, of course. But the idea was to give little skiers—who’d had a few weeks of training—a chance to try their wings.

Manda was sure Tarin would show up for the hour-long session. And she wanted to be there—make it look like she was helping out—when Mr. Greenberg dropped off his son.






Clean shaven and casually dressed in khaki pants and a blue knit sweater, Matthew Greenberg walked Tarin to the entrance. Manda watched the two from the window in the lobby area. The place was surprisingly hopping for so early on a weekend, but not so crowded that she couldn’t go to them as they came in the door. “Well, hello there, Manda!” Tarin’s father said, all smiles.

Tarin ran to her. “Want to watch me ski?” he asked, eyes pleading.

“Sure, for a little while. Then I have to hit the slopes myself.” She glanced up at Mr. Greenberg, still taken with his good-natured grin and the way his slate gray eyes held your gaze.

Tarin ran off to hang up his jacket and find his skis. With him momentarily gone, Manda could comfortably bring up the subject of the Greenbergs’ possible move to Utah. “I know it’s probably not my place to ask, but Tarin said something yesterday . . .”

“About my transfer?” Mr. Greenberg said.

She nodded.

“I’m not surprised,” he said. “Tarin’s very attached to both you and your mother. He’s not at all happy about leaving Alpine Lake, or either of you.”

Well, then ask Mom to marry you and take us with you, she thought.

“Tarin struggles with making new friends. He doesn’t easily fit in with other kids.”

“Because he’s highly intelligent,” she said softly.

“For that reason, I’m concerned about moving,” Mr. Greenberg said.

Then don’t, she thought, wanting to speak up but didn’t.

“Does my mom . . . know anything yet?” she asked cautiously.

“I plan to tell her tonight.”

Oh great. Manda didn’t care to discuss this further. And she didn’t want to keep an adorable little boy waiting. “I better catch up with Tarin.”

“Okay. Have fun.” With that, Mr. Greenberg waved good-bye.

She tried not to think how it would be on the day she and Mom said their final farewells. Thank goodness she still had her mom, the most important person in her life. She would direct her thoughts toward the one terrific parent God had given her. Yep, she’d do that during her practice runs today. No matter what life issues came her way, she knew she was a downhiller. Fearlessly, she pushed the limits of speed and daring.

I was born for this, she thought, heading off to the bunny slope to find Tarin.






At the end of another day of training, Manda was beat. But she’d agreed to watch Tarin while Mom went out for dessert with Mr. Greenberg. She wondered how Mom would react to the moving news. Would she be heartbroken? Or indifferent?

“Come play a game with me,” Tarin called from the family room. He enjoyed the interactive computer games he’d brought along from home.

Wanting to be a good baby-sitter and provide an entertaining evening, Manda picked up the controls and played along, even though she really didn’t care much for the game. And besides, she knew Tarin would end up winning. He was just so smart.

“How’s it feel getting beat by a five-year-old?” he often said, eyes wide with glee.

She ignored him or shushed him jokingly, always wishing he might be her little stepbrother someday. Even as super intelligent—and smart-alecky—as he was. Being the only kid in the house could be a lonely state of affairs. Having a younger sibling would be very cool, she thought.

Tarin clicked pause, stopping the game for a second, and turned to look at her. “Do you think your mom will talk my dad out of moving?” he asked innocently.

“Will she . . . or do you mean can she?” Manda replied.

“If she can, then she’s important to my dad,” Tarin smiled at that. “I hope she tries, at least.”

Manda wasn’t so sure. Mom was not the type to push a relationship too quickly. She trusted God wholeheartedly with everything in her life. “You know, I have a feeling something good just might happen tonight,” she said.

“What do you mean, Manda?”

She wouldn’t go so far as to say that Tarin’s dad might hint of a marriage proposal. But she could hope. After all, both Mr. Greenberg and Mom were strong Christians, and they had plenty of things in common. Mom had said that their backgrounds were similar, the way they were raised and all that. It seemed like good, solid stuff to build on for a future of wedded bliss. But Mom wasn’t running the show, Manda knew that. Her mother had made it quite clear that she wanted God’s timing and His will;

So . . . who was Manda to try to push things through? And what if Mom and Mr. Greenberg weren’t supposed to end up together, after all? Maybe the company move was God’s way of dealing with that.






When the phone rang, Manda hurried to check the caller ID. When she saw Livvy’s phone number, she purposely walked away from the phone, not answering. Enough unsettling news for one day.

“Aren’t you going to answer your phone?” Tarin asked, eyes blinking.

“Not now.”

“What if my dad’s calling?”

“It’s not your dad. Trust me.”

He nodded and turned back to his game. She joined him, sitting down at the computer—doing her part to play well. She enjoyed Tarin’s laughter and she was glad she could make him happy. At least for now. When he was gone from her life, maybe the two of them could correspond by email. Or . . . maybe little Tarin and his father would simply fade into the planet, like someone else she’d known.

Manda was actually surprised that Livvy—or one of the other club members—didn’t try to call again that evening. In some ways, she was relieved. She didn’t want to deal with whatever the club had decided about her at the snooty “special” meeting today. Besides, she was better off without them.

When Mr. Greenberg drove up in front of the house and parked at the curb, Manda and Tarin ran to the living room windows. Peering out, Tarin whispered, “Don’t let them see us.”

“Are we spying?” Manda asked, standing near.

Tarin grinned up at her. “I guess we are. We’re love detectives.”

“Oh, you’re silly,” she said. But she wondered if Mr. Greenberg had even held Mom’s hand yet. She didn’t suspect them of having even kissed “good-bye” yet. Mom was very cautious, as always.

They stood there silently staring out at the car, watching Tarin’s dad come around to open the car on Mom’s side. There was no pausing to exchange smiles or speak to each other on the steps as they approached the front porch. No endearing glances. The couple came immediately to the house.

Just before the door opened, Manda grabbed Tarin’s hand, and they scurried away to the kitchen like two harmless mice.






After Tarin and his dad left, Manda settled down in her room for the night. She figured that if there was some big news Mom wanted to share, she’d come in search of Manda. It shouldn’t be the other way around. She didn’t want to put any pressure on her mom. She really didn’t have to know about the romantic or not-so-romantic details of her mother’s life. It was best to wait things out.

She curled up in bed, reading her collection of books featuring Olympic stars. Alpine ski racers, of course. As she read, she found herself visualizing the run at Eagle’s Point. She could almost see the snow fences lining the most hazardous spots, the bumps, the turns, and the long, narrow path to the finish line.

Wait a minute! She’d forgotten to ask Mom about tomorrow. How could she have spaced that out? Coach was expecting her and the other skiers to work the Dressel Hills course. She’d be missing church and Sunday school again. But only if Mom agreed.

Closing her book, she jumped out of bed and hurried down the hall to Mom’s room. She knocked on the door and waited, hoping Mom wouldn’t think she was prying about the date with Mr. Greenberg.

Waiting longer than usual for a response, she knocked again. “You okay in there, Mom?” she called.

Still no answer.

Assuming her mother hadn’t come upstairs yet, she turned and dashed down the steps. There in the living room, she found Mom on her knees, praying.

Wow, something big must have happened, she thought. Feeling awkward standing there, she tiptoed back upstairs. She would be patient and wait to ask her mother’s permission later.

Meanwhile, she undressed for bed and picked up her Bible. But she didn’t open it to read it. Instead, she sat staring at the leather-bound cover and traced the words Holy Bible with her finger. Why, she wondered, do I feel so far from God . . . when Mom is so connected? She didn’t have the answer.

Later, when her mom came up the steps, Manda opened the bedroom door and peeked out. “Coach wants me to practice the run at Dressel Hills tomorrow. Okay with you?”

Mom grimaced a little. “You’re missing church too much lately. What do you think?”

“I can’t let the team down.” Not myself, either, she thought.

Mom’s eyes had that all-too-knowing look. But she didn’t say Manda couldn’t go.

So Manda took Mom’s response as a “yes.” A vague sort of answer. Mom wasn’t entirely in agreement. First Jenna, Livvy, and Heather . . . and now Mom. God too?
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Chapter Ten

Sunday’s training went better than Coach or anyone had anticipated. Except for one thing. The team’s top-ranking male skier lost control and crashed through the snow fence near the top of the course. He ripped his knee up so badly that he had to be taken away to the hospital. Even with extensive rehab therapy, there was no way he could ski in the Downhill. Not with less than a week before the actual race.

As for Manda’s performance, Coach seemed pleased. “Looks to me like you’ve memorized the course.” He patted her on the back.

“I know every bump and turn,” she replied. “And I plan to replay it in my head a thousand times before Saturday.”

“That’s the stuff,” Coach said, both thumbs up. “You’ve got a better than good chance at this one.”

She was thrilled with his words. It was the payoff for giving her attention to the job at hand. Thoughts of Mom and Mr. Greenberg had not even crossed her mind as she flew down the slope, her headphones cranked way up. She had been absolutely focused. Maybe more than if she hadn’t had to deliberately block the disappointing news out of her mind.






After the ride back from Dressel Hills, she chose to walk from the ski academy to her house, only a few blocks away. She’d thought of catching the bus but needed time to ponder life. Her life. Present and future.

The crisp, still air was a welcome reprieve from the lashing winds of the mountain slope. She’d worn her helmet, all her safety ski gear, up there on the blustery slopes. But now, bareheaded—no hat or scarf—the cold slowly crept through to her scalp. She liked the feeling of her hair loose against her jacket and the icy-fresh smell of wintry air all around.

As she walked, she wondered, What was Mom praying about last night? For her mother, praying was part of the nightly ritual. But last night Mom had knelt in the living room, beside the sofa, as if she’d fallen to her knees in a hurry. Whatever was on her mind was obviously urgent. It simply couldn’t wait for her to pray in the privacy of her bedroom. She’d stopped to ask God for guidance right on the spot. Was that the reason? If so, then Mr. Greenberg must have brought up a serious topic. What else could it be?

Carefully, she picked her way over snow-packed streets toward home. Through a tangle of mature aspen trees, Manda stared at the sky. Crystal blue, the heavens seemed almost within reach. A few flat clouds scattered over the expanse of space. Even though the trees weren’t close to budding—it would be at least another month—she liked the way a multitude of branches webbed together above her. Some were so enormous they stretched out over a good portion of the street, like an incomplete awning, of sorts.

What would it be like to leave my hometown and live somewhere else? She thought it would be both strange and wonderful all at once. But, of course, it was silly to think this way, not knowing anything definite.

The city bus passed by just then, stopping at the intersection ahead. She waved back to the bus driver—Ian Kaplan, a native of New York. He’d lived in downtown Manhattan during his growing-up years. But he’d decided long ago to find a small town surrounded by mountains. There, he could go “unplugged,” without television and later the Web. “Things got too frantic for me . . . all that technical stuff.” And here he’d stayed, in Alpine Lake.

She smiled, thinking of Ian. How long had she known him? For as long as she could remember, he had been driving the town bus. Ian was just one of the “village people” she’d miss if ever she and Mom were to move away.

Coach Hanson was a big part of her life, too. So were her friends at church and school. And at the gym, where she often worked out. And . . . there was Jenna, Livvy, and Heather. But she didn’t want to think about the thorny threesome. Not now.






The next few days—Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday—slid by without any additional distractions. Manda decided not to ask her mom about taking off time from school. That could wait for the right moment. She attended school all day, returning home promptly to do homework. Then she hurried off to ski.

She managed to avoid her friends. Occasionally, she ran into one or two of them, but never all three at once. And they were no longer bugging her like before. Were they respecting her need for space at last? Maybe Livvy had gotten through to Jenna that Manda needed her distance. For the purpose of concentrating on the race, of course.

After supper on Wednesday, Manda revealed that she wanted to miss two days of school. “So I can ski all day,” she told her mom. “Really get in shape.”

Mom frowned. “What about homework?”

Manda had figured her mother would put her foot down. But she’d thought it through—had a plan of attack. “Would you mind sending a note to the principal? Explain everything? See if he’ll excuse me . . . I could take it to him first thing in the morning.”

“I wonder how this will go over with your teachers,” Mom argued.

Manda tried to paint a picture of how things would be. How she would work extra hard on her schoolwork, even get up earlier than usual. Then, off to ski the whole rest of the day. “It’s the best plan, Mom. Really, it is.”

Then, surprise, surprise, after thinking carefully about it, Mom said it was fine with her. With one condition: Manda had to visit each teacher and get all homework assignments—any extra work, as well—in advance.

She was going to have school at home for a couple of days. Like Heather and her brothers and sister do every day, she thought, liking the idea. Maybe someday she would be homeschooled full time. Then she could spend more time in training and on the slopes.

Lots of advanced skiers got their education that way. Why not her, too?






Early Thursday morning, long before the bell, Manda took Mom’s note to the principal’s office. After her note was okayed, she began the process of gathering her assignments. Her history teacher removed his glasses and seemed surprised when she told him. “This is highly unusual,” he said.

But when she explained what she was doing—representing Alpine Lake at the Downhill Classic—he smiled and seemed to understand. He also offered his enthusiastic support “for an exceptional run.”

“Hopefully, a win,” she said.

“That too.”

She invited the principal and each of her teachers to watch the race. Most of them said they’d come and cheer her on. “We want our hometown girl to take first place,” her English teacher said.

Hometown girl . . . There was a nice sound to that. Yep, she was the village girl, all right. Their star skier and their best hope for winning.

Nothings going to stop me now, she thought.

As she headed home, her backpack seemed much lighter than she’d expected. Most of her teachers had gone easy on the homework. Especially when they heard she would be racing some of Colorado’s best skiers.

Back home, she set to work on her school assignments. She knew the sooner she was finished—to Mom’s satisfaction—the sooner she could hit the slopes again. She hoped to be done by early afternoon so she could spend the rest of the day skiing Falcon Ridge, working out with Coach, and maintaining her strength, stamina, and overall fitness. Same thing tomorrow.

Youth service night came and went, and so did ballet class. She hadn’t gotten a call from a single friend all week. And she didn’t pick up the phone to call anyone, either. Her thoughts were only on the prize. She was a society dropout. An outcast, probably, in Jenna’s eyes.

But Manda didn’t care. Winning was heavy on her mind.
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Chapter Eleven

The day before the race, Manda was so psyched she could hardly eat breakfast. But Mom had cooked a hearty and healthy breakfast for the two of them. She even set the table with a tablecloth, flowers, and cloth napkins.

“I’ve been doing a lot of praying lately,” Mom said midway through breakfast.

“Hmm. You pray all the time.” Manda grinned across the table.

Mom nodded sweetly. “There’s something you should know, honey . . .” She paused. “I’ve thought a lot about this, and I don’t think this will derail your efforts tomorrow. If I thought it would cause you a distraction, I’d save this chat until after the race.”

Mom’s absolutely radiant, Manda observed, watching her with interest. “Do you have some big news, Mom?” she asked.

“Not such big news, no. But Matthew—uh, Mr. Greenberg—has asked me to join him in prayer for God’s leading. For the two of us.”

“So he didn’t say anything about marriage yet?”

Mom’s eyes blinked a little too fast. “Not in so many words.” Her smile gave her away. “I guess you could say we’re coming into the courtship phase.”

“Way cool. Courtship leads to the wedding altar.” She was thrilled.

“Don’t get your hopes too high, Manda. We truly want God’s will for our lives.”

“Sounds to me like you’ve found it.” She waited for another one of Mom’s casual comebacks, but none followed.

After another long pause, Manda asked, “Is Mr. Greenberg going to take the company transfer . . . move away?”

Mom said thoughtfully, “That’s all part of the pact we’ve made.” Then, with eyes more serious, she said, “Would you like to join in our prayer adventure?”

Manda was taken off guard. She didn’t want to admit that she hadn’t been talking to God lately. She didn’t have the right to ask the Lord to help her mom make an important decision, did she? Not if she wasn’t thanking Him for the blessings she’d already received. “If I’m going to pray, it better be about only one thing,” she said.

Mom gave her a sideways glance. “Winning is everything for you right now.” The words sounded peculiar—the tone Mom used—like she wanted to make a point and had. In a roundabout way.

“I eat, sleep, breathe, and taste victory,” replied Manda. Coach Hanson and others had fostered this attitude in her. Her mother had, too. Mom had been a downhill racer herself, years before Manda was born. Sure, Mom knew the kind of pressure she was feeling . . . one day away.

“Will you miss Tarin if, well, if you and Mr. Greenberg don’t—”

“Honey, let’s not get into all this. Not today.” Mom got up and went over and kissed the top of Manda’s head. “There will be plenty of time to talk.”

“After tomorrow.”

“Right,” Mom said.

“I’m going to make you proud,” Manda replied.

Her mom went to the calendar hanging on the wall. She pointed to tomorrow’s date: March 17. “After St. Patrick’s Day, we’ll have lots of time to talk. Okay?”

“It’s a deal.” Manda pushed away from the table. She helped her mom clean up the kitchen. And nothing more was said about tomorrow’s race or Mr. Greenberg.






By mid-morning, strong westerly winds began blowing heavy gray clouds into the area of Falcon Ridge. By noon, Coach had to call off practice, sending Manda and the other skiers home early. Disappointed and worried about the status for tomorrow’s race, Manda stood watching the blizzard from the living room window. She groaned. “Can you believe this?”

Mom encouraged her to hold steady, not to jump to any conclusions. “We’ll wait out the storm. This mess could blow out in a few hours.”

But the longer they waited for conditions to improve, the worse things got. Reports of the surrounding ski areas made Manda wilt. Dressel Hills was being buried alive!

In another hour, all incoming flights to the Aspen airport were grounded. Then, on top of everything else, Uncle Frank called to say his flight was canceled.

The snowing and blowing continued the rest of the day and into the evening. The blizzard of the decade, one TV announcer called the white tempest. Life in general came to a halt in Alpine Lake. But nearby Dressel Hills was hit hardest. The Downhill Classic was postponed until next Tuesday.

Manda couldn’t remember ever having experienced such intense disappointment. The rescheduled race put her into a tailspin—set her back so far she had no idea how she could psyche herself up again.

She was ready to conquer a mountain. But now the mountain was out of reach.






When the storm subsided late Saturday afternoon, the roads were cleared in short order and village life returned to normal. Manda hurried off to the slopes on Sunday for another day of practice. By Monday, the day before the rescheduled race, she forced her speed and focused her attention on the course—and winning. After another long day, she was pumped up and ready to go.

That evening, Uncle Frank arrived an hour before supper. Mom did her usual song and dance about how terrific it was that he’d still come after the blizzard.

“Tomorrow’s the big day, kiddo.” He squeezed her so hard she thought she might break apart.

“Sure is!”

“Are any celebrities turning out for my niece’s win?” he teased, laughing.

“There won’t be any heads of state, if that’s what you mean,” Manda said.

“Oh, but the town mayor will be there,” Mom spoke up.

“Doesn’t that count for something?” She loved to banter with Uncle Frank.

“I’ll bet some Hollywood types will trickle over from Aspen.” He looked at Mom. “Don’t you think so, sis?”

“All I can tell you is it’s big—the racing event,” Mom replied.

“Yep, and if I win this one, I’m off and running toward the next level—Coach Hanson says so.” Manda was thrilled to give Uncle Frank this kind of report.

He nodded his head, sitting on one end of the sofa. “Which reminds me, I want to take your coach out for coffee while I’m here.”

Manda had no idea what that meant. But knowing Uncle Frank, she wasn’t worried. He had her future at heart. Winning or placing high tomorrow would put her over the top. In every way.

It was no longer could she do it, but when.

She felt so jittery sitting there in the living room talking about the race. She wanted to get out there and run it, especially after the unexpected delay. Of course, she had to sleep well tonight, get her full nine hours in. But how could she with so many things twirling in her head?

The race loomed. But not as enormous as the Dressel Hills mountain itself. Brushing her hair before bed, she knew the win was hers for the taking. Tomorrow was all about snatching her dream.

The sweet taste of victory was within reach!
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Chapter Twelve

From the finish line, Manda and her teammates looked like flecks perched on the summit. Distant specks in the vastness of snow and ice.

She waited near the starting gate, high atop Eagle’s Point, ready to roll. She was to be the third skier on the schedule. Mom and Uncle Frank and the Greenbergs were in the crowd of spectators somewhere. Exactly where on the course, she didn’t know. She liked it that way. Better not to know.

Hard-driving contemporary Christian music pumped through her headphones. In the past, at other races, music had helped give her the edge she needed. If all went as planned, she would be totally jazzed and ready by the time it was her turn.

Manda knew she was fast. But watching the first skier leap out of the gate and soar like a bird of prey through the air, she knew she was up against some fierce competition.

The fiercer, the better, she thought, thinking of the tiger she was about to let loose within her.

One by one, each skier would go hurtling down the hill. Some at speeds even her mom’s car had trouble achieving. But the part that counted most was racing against a clock that evaluated each downhill racer in hundredths of a second.

To top things off, each skier got only one chance. A single run, and the race was over. Manda tingled with excitement. The surge of anticipation crept down her spine, into her rock-solid legs. I’m so ready, she thought.

Standing at the top, she looked below. The challenge of layers of new snow and ice lay before her. Red snow fences lined each side of the course. No matter what, she must avoid crashing into them. They were a killer.

Closing her eyes, she could see the memorized course clearly now. Everything she was up against. The vertical drop, the technical things, the corkscrew section, the finish . . . This was a speed course, first and foremost.

And then, she was next to ski.

When the signal came, Manda lunged forward. Crouching into her racing tuck, she felt the thrill of the contest.

Ski, baby, ski . . .

She popped over the slope at the top of the hill. Then she began to wind her way down the steep course.

Squeezing into a tight ball, she let her legs absorb every bump and dip in the course. She took the turns as narrowly as possible, pushing . . . pushing with every nerve, every cell of her body at attention.

Now the halfway point. She wrung out every bit of speed during the middle section of the course. Anyone watching the race—anyone at all—would be able to see the race clock. They’d have an idea of how well she was doing. Mom . . . Mr. Greenberg . . . Tarin . . . Uncle Frank. Her history teacher, the principal. Half of Alpine Lake had turned out for the well-publicized race.

Is Daddy watching? she wondered. Does he even know? Does he care?

She cut her wind resistance even more by pulling tighter into her Tootsie Roll tuck. She had to win this race.

At the end of the middle section, the Corkscrews came into view. She felt herself losing her balance as she made first a hard right, then a hard left. But by sheer force and determination, she righted herself. She was cautious not to overcorrect and go flying, head over heels, into the snow fence. She’d seen too many skiers wipe out “sprawled eagle” in midair. Not her. Not this time.

She pushed back thoughts of Daddy. This race wasn’t for him at all. This day was all about Miranda Garcia. Her dazzling, bright future.

“Ski for yourself . . . ski for you.” Heather’s words thrust her onward.

She zoomed toward the steepest section of the race—a stretch that would boggle the mind of the most advanced recreational skier.

There were two big jumps in the midpoint just before the narrow chute that made up the finish.

First, one landing—she was hot. Thoughts of her father staring at a TV somewhere, watching his girl do her best intruded her thoughts, but only momentarily. Downhill racing was her thing. Who cared if her long-lost father knew how good she was? Or how much she wanted to succeed—shoot for the Olympics someday.

The second landing came so quickly. She was speeding nearly out of control. She almost didn’t have time to brace herself for the jump. Poles thrashing in the air, she resisted losing control. Ka-bam! She came in harder than usual on the landing.

Finish line . . . in sight. She must get between here and there in under two seconds. Way under, if she wanted first place.

Dropping into her tightest racing tuck ever, she shot through the tapered chute to the cheer of hundreds of downhill fans. When she zipped past the finish line, she turned and looked up at her time. One minute and 37.14—her fastest yet.

Who on the Alpine Lake team could beat it? Could anyone?






The next skier was up. And the next.

When the race was finally over, every single skier had raced as if their future depended on it. But only Manda had snagged first place. She was number one!

A dazzling round medal was placed over her head. Breathing fast, she stroked the long ribbon. Can this be real? she thought. Can this really be happening to me?

Lifting the coolest prize ever to her lips, she kissed the emblem—a snowflake and the initials DHDC. This year’s Dressel Hills Downhill Classic belonged to her and her alone.

Time to celebrate!

She spied Mom and Mr. Greenberg—Tarin too—waving pennants and motioning for her to come over to them. “Oh, honey, you did it!” Mom said, hugging her.

Uncle Frank was cool as always. He gave her a quick hug and several high fives. He said she was “looking good—better than ever!”

She brushed away happy tears. She had done what she’d set out to do.

Mr. Greenberg and Tarin were grinning, and Tarin grabbed her arm. “You’re a star,” he said softly. “I want your autograph.”

“Sure.”

“I mean right now.” His eyes were wide with expectancy.

Mr. Greenberg turned to Tarin. “You’ll see Manda several times next week,” he said. “The autograph can wait.”

Tarin was less than happy about that. But soon the media began to swarm them. Manda was the skier everyone wanted to interview. Media personnel galore. There were cameramen and women and news journalists vying for her attention. Even the mayors of Alpine Lake and Dressel Hills stood in line to congratulate her.

Her teammates hugged her and patted her on the back. “Way to go, Garcia,” said one of the guys.

“You took the bull by the horns,” said another.

“Hey, I’m no matador,” she said. That brought a round of laughter.

“Well, you’re the best, Manda,” said one of the girls. “You deserve to win.”

“Downhill Dynamite!” said Coach Hanson, giving her an enormous hug.

Manda spotted her principal and her teachers milling around. They’re waiting to talk to me, she thought. And when, at last, she had a slight break in the crowd, they hurried to see her. “Congrats on a great race,” her principal said.

“Thanks,” she replied.

School acquaintances, even friends from church who’d known her before today, seemed to look at her differently. As if she’d changed somehow. They stared at her . . . amazed at her performance and speed, sure, but what was that look in their eyes? Admiration? Envy?

“I’ve been talking with the teachers here,” her principal continued. “We’ve decided to have a Miranda Garcia Day at school.” His face was red from the blustery cold, but his eyes shone. “This Thursday.”

She was taken aback. “I . . . uh, thank you,” she managed to say.

“Yes, we’d love to honor you at school,” her history teacher said.

Honor you . . .

All this hoopla made her dizzy. She wasn’t used to so many people paying so much attention to her. “You’re at the top of your sport now,” Uncle Frank said when he and Mom found her again.

“My girl’s a champ,” Mom added.

“We’re very proud of you, Manda,” said Mr. Greenberg, following close behind.

“Star status,” said Tarin. “Very cool.”






The thing Manda had been living for—sleeping, breathing, and all that—she wore proudly around her neck. First place! Had she actually skied so fast? Faster than every skier in the competition? Faster than she herself had ever skied down that or any mountain? Yep, she knew she had.

She was top dog. Until the next race, of course. But, for now, she could enjoy the win.

Turning to walk toward the lodge, she glanced over her shoulder once more. Her closest friends were no-where in sight. Jenna, Livvy, and Heather hadn’t shown up. They’d stayed home, probably on purpose. Who could blame them?

Thinking back, she realized she had not prayed about this race. Not even once. She hadn’t even whispered a prayer for protection or for God’s will in any aspect of this day. Not in the preparation of it, either.

This wasn’t the way she had done things in the past. No, she had wanted to do it on her own. And she had.

But now suddenly . . . why was there this miserable, empty feeling in the pit of her stomach? Why didn’t she feel the way she thought she would? Wasn’t she supposed to be jumping for joy, laughing, and celebrating nonstop?

She couldn’t fool herself. Something was very wrong.
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Chapter Thirteen

“I’m in the middle of my fifteen minutes of fame and glory,” she told Uncle Frank that night. He had treated all of them, even Mr. Greenberg and Tarin, to a nice dinner out on the town. They’d gone to Alpine Lake’s grandest restaurant. And Tarin had gotten his napkin autographed by her.

“Have you informed your face of that?” asked Uncle Frank. “You don’t look like you just won the Downhill Classic.”

She grimaced. “I guess not.”

“So what’s the problem?” His face was serious. “Why aren’t you eating up all the attention? You certainly worked hard for this moment.”

She was glad Mom was upstairs and they were down in the living room. Most likely, Mom couldn’t hear any part of this weird conversation. “It’s hard to explain,” she said, choking back tears. “You’ll never understand.”

“Try me.”

Looking at her uncle, she knew there was no getting past him. Not without a good, long chat. Sooner or later, he’d want to know what was bugging her. And sooner or later, she’d open up and tell him. And be glad she did.

“I’ve been a jerk,” she said softly.

“Now, that’s hard to believe,” he said.

“No, really . . . I have been.” She paused, thinking of Heather’s helpful comments weeks ago, Jenna’s observations of her at Girls Only meetings, and Livvy’s phone calls checking in on her. And then, there was nothing. And it was all her fault. She’d shut her friends out. No long talks at lockers or after school. No hanging out in the dressing room after ballet class. No sitting together at youth group at church. No nothing.

They’d given up on her. They’d simply quit trying. And now she couldn’t even share her excitement with her dearest friends. “I reached my goal today. But my friends weren’t there to see it.”

“Did you invite them?” her uncle asked, leaning his elbows on his knees.

“No.”

She thought he might chuckle or something. He was silent. “Why not, Manda?”

“Long story.”

“Well, in case you’ve forgotten, you’re stuck with me for a couple of days. So shoot. I’m all ears.”

She shifted her position on the sofa, pulling her legs up under her. Did she dare bore him with the unpleasant details? There was no need to rehash everything, was there?

“Manda . . .” His voice was more gentle now. “I’m here for you.”

He’s always been here for both Mom and me, she thought. An amazing feat her own father hadn’t managed to pull off.

“Okay, here goes.” She began to tell her uncle the whole story. How she’d snubbed her best friends, acted aloof at club meetings—skipped out on one—dropped out of too much just to win the race. “Instead of going to church, I skied. I even missed two days of school. But worst of all, I quit talking to God.”

She’d almost expected to get a raised eyebrow over the final comment. But Uncle Frank sat calmly and quietly. He had never raised his voice to her in the past. Why would he now?

“Manda, you aimed your sights on a goal. In the process, you turned your back on your friends.”

It sounded downright disgusting. But Uncle Frank’s evaluation was completely true.

He continued. “Something deeper is troubling you, kiddo. Something that’s been bothering you for a very long time. Am I right?”

What’s he saying? she wondered. How could he possibly know what was eating away at her heart?

“Yeah,” she whispered. “Every day of my life.”

“Your dad’s gone, honey. Good or bad, he’s not coming back.”

“I know.”

Then they began to talk, sharing the good memories Uncle Frank had of her dad. Some of the not-so-happy ones, too.

“My friend Heather Bock says I’m trying to get my dad’s attention by winning on the slopes,” Manda confided. “Sometimes, I think Heather might be right.”

Uncle Frank frowned. “Well, is she?”

“I thought I was over this. It’s been too long.” Her eyes blurred with tears.

Uncle Frank moved to her side and put his arm around her shoulders. “God sees how you’re feeling right now, and how you’ve felt all these years,” he said.

She knew that. “God could’ve made Daddy stay with us, couldn’t He?”

“We can’t blame God for the decisions your dad made. Sure, God could have sent fireballs and lightning to stop him from leaving, but that’s not the way our Lord usually works.”

She had to laugh a little at the image of her father dodging heavenly bolts of electricity as he tried to leave the house that last day. Uncle Frank was absolutely right.

Then he said something that startled her. “Have you ever thought of forgiving him, Manda?”

“Forgive . . . Daddy?”

Her uncle nodded.

“I don’t get it. Why should I?”

Uncle Frank sat up for a moment, then continued. “It’s real important, kiddo. If you ever want to be free of this noose around your neck, you must forgive your dad. The Bible teaches that ‘if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.’ ”

Manda took shallow little breaths. She’d read that verse many times. So many she’d memorized it. Why hadn’t she taken the verse to heart? Was she that angry at her dad?

“I’ll have to think about it,” was all she could say.

“Try praying about it, too.” Uncle Frank got up from the sofa. “See you in the morning,” he said.

She looked up. Their chat shouldn’t end like this. Things felt strained between them. “Um . . . do you want a bedtime snack?” she asked.

He grinned at her. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Manda breathed a sigh of relief. The last thing she wanted was to offend her uncle. They headed out to the kitchen, where she dished up a hefty bowl of chocolatechip ice cream for him.

“Aren’t you having some?” He pulled out a chair at the table.

She surveyed the ice cream.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Your next race isn’t till the fall.”

So she gave herself a medium-sized helping. “I’ve deprived myself for eight weeks,” she said.

“Then it’s time to celebrate.”

Thank goodness for cool relatives like Uncle Frank. She even felt like smiling now.

Sitting down, she picked up her spoon. “You’re right . . . about everything,” she said.

He grinned back at her. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

They enjoyed their ice cream without saying more.

Later, Manda asked, “Any ideas how I can make up with my friends?”

“Are you going to youth group tomorrow night?”

“Sure. You coming to church with Mom?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” He looked at her, a quizzical expression on his face.

“What should I do when I see them?”

“Sit with them, for starters,” he suggested.

“Are you kidding? Just go up to them—barge in on them?”

“No . . . not that.” He chuckled. “C’mon, Manda, you’re not shy. What’s the problem?”

It was getting late. And the ice cream tasted so good. She really didn’t want to get into this now. Truth was, she hadn’t told Uncle Frank everything. She’d skimmed over the part about how demanding Jenna had become. Other stuff, too . . .

There was no way she could waltz into the youth service and act like nothing had happened. Far as she knew, Girls Only had already voted her out on her ear last Saturday.
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Chapter Fourteen

On the way into the church the next evening, several people stopped Manda to congratulate her. The youth pastor and his wife came up to her first. “Nice win, Manda,” they said, but not before greeting her with, “Hey, stranger, long time no see.”

Inside the church foyer, the head usher stopped to get an autograph. The organist and several friends of her mom’s offered their congratulations. All of them had seen the article in the morning paper, it seemed.

She’d read the paper, too. She had scanned it carefully for the story on her win. But she’d found only a scissor-made hole where the article had been. Mom had jumped the gun and cut up the front page of the Lifestyle section too quickly. “It’s for our family scrap-book,” she’d said as an explanation to both Uncle Frank and Manda. This slash-and-snip session had occurred well before either of them had made it into the kitchen for breakfast.

“Aw, sis,” Uncle Frank had said as he swigged down his morning coffee. “Leave the paper intact for others to read, then chop it up.” There was more than just a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

Manda had found all of this banter amusing. But not her first encounter with Jenna Song in the downstairs hallway of the church. “Hey,” Manda said, forcing a smile when she spied the a ward-winning gymnast.

Jenna replied, “Hey.” But she kept walking.

So much for sitting together, Manda thought. Actually, she was glad Jenna wasn’t all warm and sociable. There was too much to work out between them for a fast and fakey comeback. Fact was, Manda wanted a chance to show Jenna what a good friend she could be. A reliable one. A friend who cared about relationship as much or more than claiming first place on the slopes.

But how? What could she do to get Jen’s attention?

Just then, Livvy and Heather came walking toward her. Here we go, she thought. How would they treat her?

“What’s up?” Manda said.

Heather slowed her pace a bit, smiling cautiously. Then she stopped, as though she might not mind talking a little. Livvy, on the other hand, seemed a bit distracted and kept going. It wasn’t until Heather called to Livvy that she wandered back to them. Then she turned to Manda and said, “Congratulations on your win, Manda.”

“Thanks,” Manda replied.

“Yeah, you were really great out there,” Livvy spoke up.

Great? How’d Livvy know?

“You looked awesome,” Heather piped up. “Especially when you came barreling down the final stretch. Man, it made the hairs on my arm stand straight up.”

“How would you know that?” Livvy asked, laughing. “You had all kinds of layers on under your jacket.”

Heather seemed to be jiving Livvy. “C’mon, you know what goose bumps feel like, even under two sweaters and a parka.” Weird. Heather was humoring Livvy, for some odd reason.

But Manda was surprised at what she was hearing. “Were you two . . . uh, did you actually come to see the race?” she asked softly.

Heather nodded. “Sure. Did you think we wouldn’t show up?”

“To see our star skier?” Livvy added quickly.

Our star skier. . .

Now Manda really felt lousy. She didn’t say she’d looked for them, hoping they’d come. She didn’t want them to know how much it meant to her. Besides, she hadn’t offered them an invitation. Yet they had come anyway. Wow.

“We’re friends, Manda,” Heather said. “We didn’t want to miss seeing you.”

“Yeah,” Livvy said. “You cheer for us at our local events.”

Manda was starting to feel better about things. “So . . . then you haven’t kicked me out of the club?”

Livvy frowned. “Well, nobody said that.”

Whoa. She was really confused now.

“Guess you’d better talk things over with the club prez,” Heather said, squeezing Manda’s arm. “It’s time the two of you had it out, anyway.”

Manda wasn’t so sure. She didn’t like the sound of this. But she followed them off to youth group and sat with Heather. Livvy went and sat with another one of her friends in the last row.

Waiting for the worship leader to get things rolling, Manda felt awkward. Like she knew she ought to tell Heather she was sorry. Anything to smooth things over with her best friend.

She was starting to lean over to say something, when Heather whispered, “Jen said there’s going to be a Manda Garcia Day at your school or something.”

Manda cringed. “Yeah . . . tomorrow.”

“It’s all over Alpine Lake . . . about you.” Heather seemed terribly excited. “The whole town’s jazzed.”

She wanted to say she didn’t care about the whole town, not even the special recognition day. She only cared about one thing. Where did she truly stand with Heather, Livvy, and Jenna . . . and Girls Only?






On Thursday, the walls at school were cluttered with banners and streamers. There was even a blown-up picture of her mounted near the school office.

Miranda Garcia . . . Ski Star, one poster read.

You go, girl! another boasted.

Kids she hardly knew came up to her in the hall-way. “How’d you do it?” they asked. “How’d you ski so fast?”

When she finally made it through the crowd to her locker, Livvy was waiting. “Uh, Manda, hey . . . can I talk to you?”

Manda felt a lump in her throat. “Sure, what’s up?”

“I was a jerk about—”

“No, I was,” Manda interrupted. “And I’m sorry.”

“Then, you’re not mad at me . . . at all of us?”

“You and Heather—why should I be?” she replied.

“We just thought, well, we wondered if your sport was going to your head.” Livvy glanced at the ceiling, then she looked right at Manda. “You know what? I get that problem sometimes, too. But is anything really worth losing your friends?”

Manda smiled. “Coming from you, that means a lot.”

“Super cool.” Livvy hurried to her own locker. “Hey, my locker partner is on her way,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Better nail Jenna now.”

This wasn’t like shy, soft-spoken Livvy. Better nail Jenna? What did Livvy mean? Was she so eager for Manda and Jenna to patch things up?

Squaring her shoulders, Manda took a deep breath. Yep, she was ready to be friends with Jenna again. Whatever it took.





Later, Manda sat in English class while the teacher talked about “Miranda Garcia Day.” She blushed at the teacher’s words. “One of our own students is on her way to Olympic fame. We have a terrific skier in our school . . . in this very classroom.”

Enough already, thought Manda, wishing they could just get started on correcting homework. She had years of training ahead of her—and continuous wins, too—before she could even come close to making the cut for the Olympics. Sure, it was her ultimate goal, her dream. But today she wasn’t in the mood to have her future broadcast to a roomful of kids.

Her mind was elsewhere. On Jenna’s strange reaction this morning.

Manda had followed Livvy’s suggestion and attempted to talk to Jenna. But Jen seemed to be in a big hurry, never even making eye contact with Manda. So much for smoothing things over. Nope, Manda was beginning to see just what a mess she’d created. In time, she might be able to prove herself. Maybe. If Jenna gave her half a chance.

Meanwhile, she felt lonely at the top of the ladder. Sure, everyone was asking her how it felt “up there.” And yes, it was great to be a winner. The VIPs at the race were wowed by her speed and poise. She was the hot new young skier in the west. And Uncle Frank had taken Coach to lunch to talk over her bright future before he left town.

But once all the excitement died down, what was left? The memory, sure. Her awesome first-place medal. But what about her friends?
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Chapter Fifteen

The next day after school, Manda and her mom drove to Kansas to visit Manda’s grandparents for the upcoming Easter weekend.

Meanwhile, Girls Only Club members were presenting the spring play to their parents, complete with ballet encore. Manda wondered if Jenna might think the. Kansas trip was an excuse for Manda not to be in the play.






On Monday, after returning to Alpine Lake, Manda found out exactly what Jenna thought of her.

Livvy seemed to scowl when Manda ran into her at their lockers between classes. “Guess I’d better warn you,” she began. “Jenna says if you’re a no-show at the regular meeting this coming Friday, the remaining members will have to do some serious talking.”

“That’s not fair!” Manda blurted. “Any other member would—” She stopped. She did not want to battle with Jenna Song’s best friend. But the way Livvy’s solemn face had turned to an absolute frown—a sad frown—Manda wasn’t sure whose side Livvy was on anymore. Was she just passing along info to a soon-to-be-defunct club member?

Their president’s attitude was really the pits. Manda decided then and there, she’d had it with Jen’s pushy attitude about attendance at club meetings. The four of them had taken time to write bylaws for exactly this reason. Wasn’t there a rule that addressed this very issue? Livvy and Heather, after all, were just as involved in skating and ice-dancing events as Jenna was in gymnastics. No one would ever think of harassing them for missing club meetings either before, during, or after a major competition. This was absolutely insane!

“It may not be fair, that’s true,” Livvy said, softening a bit. “But Jenna’s really ticked.”

“That’s her problem.” And with that, Manda walked away.






Things slowed to a crawl at the ski academy the week following Easter. The days were consistently sunny, warmer now. Less snow. The ski season was fast coming to a close.

Manda deliberately skipped Girls Only that Friday, in spite of Jenna’s warning. She was lonely, but didn’t want to admit it to herself. She had actually walked over to Jenna’s house and stood sadly on the opposite side of the street, watching Heather and Livvy go inside. They hadn’t seen her, of course. Even if they had, she felt she was a member not in good standing. She didn’t deserve their friendship.

With Uncle Frank long gone, there was no one to dump on. Mom wasn’t a good choice, not with her so caught up in Mr. Greenberg’s move. Kind woman that she was, Mom was helping the Greenbergs organize and pack for Utah.

It’s crazy, thought Manda. Especially because Mom would never see Matthew Greenberg again. Wasn’t that how things always went?

She was sure Mom cared deeply for the man. She’d seen it in her mother’s eyes, heard the softness in her voice when she spoke his name. So why was Mom helping them pack? It made no sense.






Nothing did.

The weekend came and went. No one called to complain that she’d missed Girls Only again. Saturday, while she was probably being voted out of the club, she hit the slopes one last time. When she arrived home, not a single message awaited her on Mom’s answering machine. So, Jenna had worked her magic with both Heather and Lizzy. Against Manda.

Monday morning, before school started, Manda went to the gym. She noticed Jenna working out on the rings, but Manda kept her distance. No need to confront anyone so early in the morning.

Busying herself with leg presses, she wondered what she might say to her former friend, the way she always tried to think through every detail of a ski run. Maybe she wouldn’t have the chance to talk to Jenna today. But . . . she could hope.

She didn’t know how long she’d been doing that—thinking. But when she changed her position and looked up, there was Jenna standing nearby. “Hey,” Jen said. “Need a break yet?”

“Sure.”

They walked to the fruit juice vending machines without saying a word. Before Jenna could pay for her own, Manda quickly pulled out a bunch of quarters. “Here, let me buy yours this time.”

“Thanks,” Jenna said, looking a little startled.

They waited for the machine to eat the quarters and cough out the boxed juices. Both girls stuck the plastic straw inside the hole and sipped.

When Manda could stand it no longer, she said, “I’m sorry about . . . so many things, Jenna.” Her words came flying out. “I was wrong to shut you and Livvy and Heather out.” She paused to breathe. “I don’t expect any special privileges or anything.”

Jenna looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“About Girls Only. You don’t have to let me back in the club. I just want to be friends. That’s all that matters to me.”

“You were never kicked out,” Jenna said, her eyes squinting nearly shut.

Manda jerked her head and looked at Jen. “What? Are you kidding me?”

“Sure, I used some tricky tactics to try to get you to show up. But if you’re wondering about the extra meeting we had . . . well, it wasn’t about voting you out.”

“What, then?”

“Actually, we met to pray for you.” Jenna was smiling now.

“You what?”

“We asked God to wake you up . . . bring you to your senses.”

Here she’d snubbed her nose at them, and they’d prayed. Wow. “Looks like God answered quick,” she said.

“So . . . are you ever coming to Girls Only again?” Jenna asked.

“Sure am.” Manda was happy, as happy as the day she’d won the race.





The next day Manda and her mom said good-bye to Mr. Greenberg and Tarin. The moment had the potential for disaster. But their farewells were actually bittersweet.

Tarin seemed much more content with the move now. “I’ll never forget you, Manda,” he told her with a smile.

“Don’t worry,” she said, reminding him that they could “talk” by email. “And you’ll have to come back to Alpine Lake and visit us.”

Mr. Greenberg cut in. “I’ll make sure that Tarin sees both of you again.”

Manda looked curiously at her mom. This sounded like the promise of something special. Something more serious than just dating.

He continued. “We’ll need some time to get settled, of course.”

Mom’s eyes twinkled so brightly, Manda knew something was going on.

Then later, after the moving van had pulled away from the curb, Mom filled her in. “Matthew and I believe the Lord is preparing us for a life together. If all goes well, we plan to be married by late summer.”

“Mom, is this for real?” She was overjoyed. “I’ve been hoping for this, you know . . . ever since I met Mr. Greenberg.”

“Then . . . you’re not upset? I mean, about possibly having to move?”

Manda didn’t know why she wasn’t. Maybe she was just so eager to see her mother happy for the rest of her life. “Don’t worry about me, Mom. This is so exciting for you. For both of us. Tarin too.”

“The Lord willing, we’ll probably move before school starts in the fall.”

A brand-new school and a new set of friends next year . . .

She was still for a moment. “I’ll miss my girl friends a lot.” I just got them back! “But there’s no reason why they can’t come visit us, right?” She was thinking how cool it would be to have her very own, very wonderful, stepdad. She could show him off to Jenna, Livvy, and Heather. They would be so happy for her.

“Matthew wants to build a big house in Utah. So I don’t see why your friends couldn’t come see us. Even Coach Hanson and his wife could visit.”

Mom was talking some interesting stuff.

“How hard will it be for me to get a new coach?” She knew firsthand that Utah had some of the all-time best downhill skiing and ski instructors in the country. It was still ski-racing country, after all.

“Between you and me, I think our move will give you even greater opportunities,” Mom said.

Manda was getting antsy. She headed for the steps. “Do you mind if we talk more later?” she asked.

“Why, honey?” Mom followed her to the steps. “Are you upset?”

Manda shook her head. Upset was the last thing she was today. “I just need to talk to someone else for a little while, that’s all.”

Mom seemed to understand. “Well, when you’re finished praying, I’ll be here.”

She knows me inside and out, Manda thought, hurrying up the stairs to her room. Kneeling beside her bed, she prayed, “Dear Lord, thanks for letting me ski well enough to win first place at Dressel Hills. I know I didn’t do it in my own strength. I know you were right there with me.” She paused. “I need forgiveness, Lord. For ignoring you for so long. And for the way I treated my friends . . . and everyone else.”

A warm and gentle peace filled her heart. “Uncle Frank says I must forgive Dad,” she continued. “Well, now might be the time. I don’t know how you’ll help me do it, but at least you know I’m ready. One more thing: Please bless my mom and Mr. Greenberg in their marriage. Make it an extra-long-lasting one, a forever kind of love. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
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Chapter Sixteen

At the next meeting of Girls Only, Manda shared her moving news. “Mom says all of you can come see us anytime. And there’s always the phone or email,” she said, trying to soften the blow. “I know it won’t be the same. Not even close.”

Heather started to cry, and Livvy got quieter than she usually was. Jenna, though, came over and hugged Manda. And then they were all hugging her and one another.

“This isn’t the end, not really,” Manda said. “We’re just moving ahead with life . . . wherever God wants us to be.”

“That doesn’t make it hurt any less,” Heather said, brushing away tears.

Livvy nodded. “I remember how I felt when Dad and I first moved here. It was so hard. But then it got easier when I made friends with all of you.”

Jenna suddenly snapped her fingers. “Hey, maybe Manda could start up another Girls Only Club—like a sister branch, you know.”

Manda hadn’t thought of that, but Jen’s idea was fantastic. “Maybe someday there will be a bunch of clubs like ours all over the country. Who knows?”

“That would be cool,” said Heather. “Like if my family moved away, too. Maybe to Lake Placid in New York or somewhere. I could start a Girls Only Club there.”

Manda, Livvy, and Jenna turned and stared at Heather. “What?” they said in unison.

Heather backed away from them, holding out her hands, palms out. “Uh, I didn’t say we’re moving tomorrow or anything,” she said.

“But are you actually thinking of moving?” Jenna asked, eyes blinking rapidly.

Heather shrugged. “My parents have talked about it. Kevin and I would have better skating opportunities if we did.”

“So it’s just a might happen?” Manda asked.

Heather nodded slowly. “Who knows.”

Jenna paced the floor, back and forth two times. “So . . . is anyone else leaving town?”

The room was still.

“Hey, it’s not the end for us,” Manda said softly. “In some ways, it’s just the beginning.”

“Right, for our athletic dreams,” added Heather.

“Our friendship is solid now,” Manda said. “We just found out how strong.”

“And don’t forget, we can pray for each other, wherever we are,” Livvy said in a near whisper.

“Oh yeah, we’ll pray, all right,” Jenna said, chuckling. “We’ll ask God to keep Manda and Heather right here in Alpine Lake!”

That brought a flurry of laughter. Manda knew Jenna meant well. Jen had a good heart. Always had. Nothing—not moving away or starting over with new friends in a different town—was going to change how Manda felt about her cool friends here in Colorado.

In God’s eyes, each of them were stars, talented in various ways. Each girl gifted uniquely.

Manda also knew in her heart that she would take seriously the short time she had left in Alpine Lake. Because, just as in sports competition, when it comes to friendship, every precious second counts.
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	Meet Merry Hanson, a fifteen-year-old girl who happens to live in Amish country—only she isn’t Amish. When strange things seem to be happening there, it’s up to Merry to get to the bottom of it. Like when her friend’s mom mysteriously disappears.



Whether solving mysteries, learning the ways of the Amish, helping friends, or just trying to stay out of trouble, you won’t want to miss a single adventure with Merry.



SUMMERHILL SECRETS: Volume 1

Whispers Down the Lane

Secretin the Willows

Catch a Falling

Star Night of the Fireflies

A Cry in the Dark



SUMMERHILL SECRETS: Volume 2 

House of Secrets

Echoes in the Wind

Hide Behind the Moon

Windows on the Hill

Shadows Beyond the Gate
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